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1.1 - mad investor chaos and the woman of asmodeus





Keltham: This story begins in a place that would be, as seen by some other places, a high-trust society. It happens that this place has no histories to call upon of earlier, lower-trust societies. It is expected by this society that this historical amnesia will end up not being relevant to the vast, vast supermajority of its members. Had they thought otherwise, they would have chosen otherwise. They try to plan out everything important that way, and then not plan out everything else to the point where it stops being fun. It's that kind of society, you see, the kind with prediction markets and policy goals.



The last plane trip of Keltham's first life starts out uneventful. He boards the aircraft, strolls a third of the way down the aisle with his eyes assessing all he passes, and then sits next to the first person who looks like a more promising seat-partner than all of the previous people he passed. This is a woman reading alt 9, book 3 of Reckless Investor Miyalsvor, a book series not entirely ungermane to his own life interests. Keltham takes out his own copy of Three to Infinity by Petheriel, reading it long enough for it to be a costly signal that he actually cares about the book's content. Maybe a conversation will start, maybe it won't.

The woman's name is Thellim! She is actually a fiction matchmaker, whose interest in reckless investing is purely as fiction! She does not aspire at all to the impossible (and even self-contradictory) Art of investing in ways contrary to other investors' wisdom even as all other investors try to do the same.

"Mad Investor Chaos", as he sometimes calls himself, sees no profits to be reaped from further conversation here. After a bit of further cognition, Keltham decides that the previously viewed portions of airplane didn't contain any significant promises he was passing up, and it's not worth moving seats to go looking again. He gambled and lost, and may as well finish reading his book.

The two of them pass the plane trip mostly reading quietly to themselves, until the point where the plane crashes and everyone dies.









lintamande: This place is very cold, and very flat, and has no particular distinguishing features. Miles away there is smoke in the air, as from a chimney.



Farther miles away there's a big soap-bubble force-field kind of thing.









Keltham: Shakingly, but not slowly, Keltham rolls to his feet, does a rapid body-check to see if he has any detectable injuries after his plane crashed and his - head came off, he is reasonably sure he remembers the sensation of his head being literally ripped off his neck. It does seem to be back on, though.

Somewhat gingerly, Keltham turns his head around to check for anything resembling a familiar or unfamiliar threat.









lintamande: Plausibly threatening: the cold. It's really quite cold. The.....shrubs? They're low to the ground and look spiky but not particularly threatening.



There's really not that much else. It doesn't look like a place that has been particularly touched by human habitation.

The soap-bubble forcefield thing looks deliberate. It rises to the same height everywhere, hard to judge from here but at least fifty feet, and there's motion faintly visible on the other side of it, hard to pick out at this distance and through the distortion, moving four and six-legged shapes.









Keltham: ..and the direction with smoke in the air?









lintamande: The smoke is maybe rising out of a building, or something else grey and square and purposeful. It's not very far from an edge of the soap bubble. Between here and there there's frozen tundra, and some small stunted trees.









Keltham: Keltham takes a few moments to update his store of hypotheses on all this startling new evidence, computing at the lightning speed of sheer wordless guessing that the posterior sums up to -









Keltham: - nothing. Yeah, he's got nothing.









Keltham: Mad Investor Chaos heads off, at a brisk heat-generating stride, in the direction of the smoke. It preserves optionality between targeting the possible building and targeting the force-bubble nearby.









lintamande: Up a little closer, it's clearly a building, or actually a cluster of them, all of them one story high, all of them made of grey stone, or painted like they're made of grey stone. There's...what might be people, walking between the buildings periodically.

The sun moves across the sky, but not down in it.

It'sreallycold.









Keltham: Yes, thank you sensorium, he is aware now that it is quite cold, that is why he is not carefully thinking through all of this in much more detail in advance, and is instead running towards the possible heat source whilst also generating more heat that way himself.









lintamande: When he gets close enough people see him. They - turn and wave, nonchalantly, and then keep going; apparently the presence of a person racing across the tundra inappropriately dressed for the weather isn't notable in itself.









Keltham: Possibility 1: that people materialize around here after death and run in towards the nearest buildings all the time.

Possibility 2: that the people seeing him have entirely misinterpreted him as some other phenomenon not in need of heat.

Possibility 3: that it is BUTT-CHILLINGLY COLD and he needs to KEEP RUNNING into the nearest enterable building.









lintamande: Its door swings open for him. Startled people turn to look at him now.



"Something incomprehensible?" one of them says.









Keltham: OH GOOD WARMTH. "Keltham," he says between breaths, tapping himself. "Dath ilan," making the gesture for thing A coming from thing B. "I died in a plane crash and woke up here. Hope somebody here speaks Baseline or has a universal translator device."









lintamande: - they glance at a girl in the corner.









Carissa Sevar: She casts Tongues. "Say that again?" she says, in Baseline.









Keltham: "Keltham. Dath ilan. I died in a plane crash and woke up here. What's the correlation between the strange gesture you just did, and your ability to communicate with me when you could not do so previously?"(*)

(*This sentence takes less than half as many syllables to say in Baseline as in Taldane.)









Carissa Sevar: " - I cast Tongues, because it's a translation spell and you were speaking an unfamiliar language. Youdiedand woke up here? This isn't an afterlife."









Keltham: "Yeah, I was wondering if there'd been a mistake or systemic hiccup. I'd perhaps ask you how to get to a place-people-go-when-they-are-dead, but I feel like first this possible systemic hiccup should be checked for profit potential."









Carissa Sevar: " - that's a phrasing. Uh, I think Golarion ....hmmm. I think probably most dying people would rather show up in Golarion than in a proper afterlife, but they're probably wrong about that? I hadn't really thought about it before because I have never heard of such a mistake."









Keltham: "I knownothing of this subject matter, at all. So far as my people know, when you die, either Civilization manages to retrieve your brain-soul and wake you up much later, or you stop existing. I died under circumstances where my brain-soul could not reasonably have been saved. That I continue to exist at all is an unexplained violation of all expected laws of existence from myperspective. If the same holds true from your perspective - does my new world also have proverbs about violations of previously holding generalizations being interesting and profitable in proportion to the degree of previous belief in the generalization that was violated?"*

Keltham has NO idea what is going on but he is SO ready to profit from it, he has been waiting ALL HIS (short) LIFE for something generalization-violating to profit from.

(*All of this is also much faster to say in Baseline.)









Carissa Sevar: "...dead people usually go to afterlives," she says. Start with the bit you are confident about. "They don't cease to exist entirely, usually, that sounds awful. Some people get eaten in their afterlives but it's not, you know, a common thing - and you can just not go to Abaddon, which is the afterlife where you get eaten - sorry, the translation's very -

- very -

- do you mean basically the thing where if you want to be a fabulously rich adventurer you'd better have a damn good reason why the tomb you want to rob hasn't been robbed already, but generalized to everything? We ...don't have a proverb for that, I don't think itdoesgeneralize to everything, most things the reason why no one's dealt with them is that no one powerful could makethatmuch money off it, and it wouldn't be much fun -"









Keltham: "Sounds like your universe is nothing like my universe. We don't have places-people-go-when-they-are-dead. We don't have translation 'spells'. And you don't have explicit math about inexploitable equilibria, which implies a vast amount ofother missing knowledge. If you've never previously seen people like me showing up, I'd say a glitch has occurred, and that is exactly the kind of situation where you might be able to feast on an exponentially vast buffet of profitable strategies that nobody else has tried before because they couldn't take advantage of the glitch."









Carissa Sevar: " - well. We have not seen dead people showing up before, except if someone raises them as a zombie, or resurrects them, and the thing you described doesn't really sound like either of those things. It does seem important to, uh, get Asmodeus in touch with your world, so that we can collect the souls of your people when they die, instead of them ceasing to exist."









Keltham:









Keltham: "Yeah! Like that! That is exactly what I am talking about! Current exchange rates on true-deaths per labor-hour, Civilization will pay you at least a million labor-hours per soul you can save that way... though..."

Civilization lives in an extremely and to all appearances perfectly regular mathematical universe. Being able to descend causally from it and copy people out of it does not mean you can send information back and execute trade arrangements.

"...though I'd bet at 4 to 1 that you can't actually get a two-way arrangement with Civilization. I'm guessing Golarion can see dath ilan but dath ilan can't see Golarion. But if we can manage to exploit any of the knowledge I have that this world doesn't, I will pay Asmodeus for his impact in grabbing any dath ilani souls that would otherwise get lost. I've deliberately avoided fantasizing about what I'll do after I'm a billionaire because becoming a billionaire is the hard part, but I'm not actually averse to the part where I spend whatever I can't manage to spend on my own personal happiness on producing public goods." It is said, for one thing, that this tends to impress members of the opposite sex, and so also contributes to personal happiness in the end.









Carissa Sevar: " - all right, sounds good. Asmodeus is a god and I don't actually know that He would want a billion gold but I am sure He'll want something. I can, uh, get a priest, and let them know, about this - is it urgent, you must not age if you just stop existing when you die..."









Keltham: "Dath ilan's got about a billion people, ten million die per year, about a hundred of those are true deaths, so Poisson-process expected three days until the next dath ilani death... except that the plane I was on just crashed which is going to double the true-death rate this year. If Asmodeus can grab lost dath ilani from deaths that happened an hour ago, but not a day ago, that's pretty urgent. I'd ask 'what's a god' but that is much less urgent."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know but maybe a priest will." She starts walking out the door and towards another building. "Gods are entities that are much smarter and much more capable and very different from humans and they set up the afterlives, Asmodeus is the one who is the patron of my country and also the most powerful one. What're ...untrue deaths, does that just mean you're able to raise them?"









Keltham: Keltham takes a breath of warm air, puts his hands in relatively warmer places, and follows her out into the FREEZING COLD. "Not yet, gonna take a much higher tech level. If they're dying under controlled circumstances we pump enough vitrifactants through them to prevent ice crystal formation, chill 'em down to liquid nitrogen temperatures, atoms move around but they move in one-to-one flows which seem pretty likely to map cognitively distinct start states to physically distinguishable end states. Later, when we can, we'll scan the brain and figure out who the person was and rematerialize that person. True death is when your plane crashes and splatters your brain all over the place and lets the pieces rot in the sun or burns them in jet fuel, a process which maps many distinct possible people onto overlapping entropized ash heaps." Keltham has, a quite short time previously, spent some very long minutes contemplating this fact and trying really hard to think of some incredibly clever way to have it not happen to him.









Carissa Sevar: "Your language is really oddly optimized," she says, hurrying over to the towering, somewhat ominous-looking building with a red pentagram etched into the archway above the door. "I do know Asmodeus gets souls from other worlds sometimes because Barbatos, the ruler of the first level of Hell, got the appointment by bringing a whole world of souls for Asmodeus."









Keltham: "You know anything else about the circumstances? Were they from a world that didn't previously have an afterlife of their own, or translation 'spells'?" Keltham isn't sure how to parse 'ruler of the first level of Hell' but he can ask later what a 'ruler' is.









Carissa Sevar: "Uh, I heard that they became the barbazus, but that's all I know. Barbazus have spells now but I have no idea what they had when they were alive." She knocks on the door and enters the ominous building; it is symmetric in black stone, with a large stone altar at the center.









Keltham: Oh good, WARMTH again. "I think it's gonna be high-expected-value to at some point very soon spend a lot of time explaining to me a whole lot of locally assumed knowledge that I don't have. I can't figure out what knowledge I have that can be deployed to profit in this world, if I don't know how this world works."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, the spell lasts an hour but I can do an hour of trying to explain things, and then tomorrow prepare better ones for this."



She switches languages to have a hasty conversation with a robed man, who listens, his eyebrows rising steadily.

"- he says he'll pray to Asmodeus about it."









Keltham: "Does that mean we completed the time-sensitive part of this in terms of notifying Asmodeus that there's a hundred dath ilani he can pick up, if he can only do that for a limited time afterwards, and then on-average one more every three days?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. I mean, I don't know how soon Asmodeus will hear but there isn't morewecan realistically do about it."









Keltham: "You mention to the guy that on the 1-in-5 off-chance you can actually trade with dath ilan, those hundred souls are worth a hundred million hours of labor?"









Carissa Sevar: "I told him that your world has a billion people and that you were ready in a heartbeat to trade to Asmodeus whatever he wanted for protecting your dead. It seems tomelike it ought to get His attention but trying to understand gods with a mortal brain doesn't always work very well."









Keltham: "If gods are smarter than humans, shouldn't they be more understandable from a theoretical standpoint in the sense that they depart less often from the coherence theorems governing... never mind, if you don't have math about inexploitable equilibria you definitely don't have math about gods. Yeah, don't worry, it'll get Asmodeus's attention, unless he already knows or immediately computes that he can't do it."









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa's going to try not to feel insulted! Lots of people have done lots of studying of gods. Admittedly not usually with math, that she is aware of. "If we're needed for anything I'm sure we'll be informed. Should we sit down by a fire and I can try...explaining things to you...until my spell runs out?"









Keltham: "I don't have any better ideas. Knowledge is definitely my rate-limiting-resource in how well I can exploit Golarion for mutual gain."









Carissa Sevar: "- sure. Okay. Uh. There are probably about a billion of us, too. I think lots more than ten million die in a year. I've heard people say that half of babies live to be adults? The age of majority's sixteen, in Cheliax, that's measured in time from the longest day of the year to the next one, I'm twenty five in those years. Humans who don't die of anything or have resurrection on demand generally make it to eighty before they die of their body just falling apart, it's called aging, it's said that the gods did it because they don't want us to stick around here forever and never go to the afterlives. Wizards can delay it, make 130 or 140 or so. Wizards are - people like me, who've learned how to cast spells."









Keltham: "I have so many Additional Questions before I can understand this world as mostly in equilibrium. Gonna say them out loud so you know what they are, but I suspect the best strategy is for you to ignore it all and then move on to the next most important facts. Like, what kills that many kids. How much would your people pay per child saved. Why would gods pick eighty years instead of eight hundred. Why are humans an efficient way of making things that get to afterlives if those are valuable. What's the rate-limiting difficulty in learning to cast spells that stops everybody from learning it. Also, my reality has something that translated as 'aging' and zero gods, and we know where that kind of aging comes from that isn't gods, but I've got no idea if that's the same here. Feel free to ignore all that confused babbling and just say whatever you would've said next anyways."









Carissa Sevar: "In what equilibrium? - uh, okay. Do you want to write those down so you remember them. There are nine afterlives. Afterlives go by attributes that the gods - use to see the world, attributes that are more fundamental to gods than to us. The attributes are Law versus Chaos and Good versus Evil. Law is - duty, obedience, authority, following the rules, Chaos is - doing whatever you want, hedonism, non-coordination. Good is - self-sacrifice. Evil is - pursuit of the interests of the self. The nine afterlives, then, are Hell - Lawful Evil - Axis - Lawful Neutral - Heaven - Lawful Good. Abaddon - Neutral Evil - the Boneyard - True Neutral - and Nirvana - Neutral Good. The Abyss - Chaotic Evil - the Maelstrom - Chaotic Neutral - and Elysium - Chaotic Good. Asmodeus rules Hell.

Until a hundred years ago, there was prophecy, which is - some kind of ability the gods and powerful wizards had to look into possible futures, and sometimes nudge them, make unlikely things come to be, or fix a point in fate so that coincidences would bring the world to it. But a hundred years ago it broke and there was a related worldwide catastrophe that toppled many empires and now things are sort of settling into a new way for them to be, geopolitically and in terms of what the gods do. I don't specifically know of any reason that's important but if you're interested in - well with tombs they've been around for thousands of years so the reason they haven't been robbed must be good, but if a tomb isnew,that's the reason, and the current world situation is new.

Uh. The most common kind of magic is being chosen by a god to do miracles on their behalf. That's five people in a hundred, maybe? We call them clerics. The second most common kind is wizardry. The smarter half of people can learn a little bit but only people who are well above average can learn very much. Wizards used to be much rarer than clerics but now Cheliax has universal testing and education so we find the smart kids even if they're farmers and we're actually up to eight in a hundred people who can cast at least one spell, which is the highest in the world. Overall I think it's one in a hundred or so. Then there are lots and lots of rarer kinds. Blood-borne aptitudes for innate intuitive magic, pacts with powerful entities that aren't gods, hybridization with other species than humans which have innate magic, stuff like that.

The thing north of us with the forcefield is the Worldwound. A hundred years ago when prophecy broke and Aroden died, a chasm between this world and the Abyss opened up. Demons started pouring through. Demons are chaotic and Evil and they mostly like eating people so we've been trying to stop them from taking over the whole world. It's going - stably. But people'd give you a lot of money to fix it, if you figured out how."









Keltham: (The Taldane words 'Lawful' and 'Chaotic' map onto Baseline words that respectively refer to deep underlying structures of things, and disorganization, both spoken with the inflection that indicates an everyday word is being repurposed to mean something else that it usually doesn't. 'Good' comes out as 'altruistic' and 'Evil' as 'negated-prosocial', both with the same inflection of technicality. (Baseline doesn't have a word for 'antisocial' any more than it has a word for 'nonapples'; there are lots of specific things people could be doing that are antisocial, but it hasn't been deemed wise to add a word that means 'what you're doing is bad for society but I won't tell you why.'))

"Writing'd slow us down too much on the first pass. Reactions to ignore. The way the gods are parsing up these attributes seems very inhuman and probably isn't translating well, but if gods all see things the same way they probably share ancestry as species or constructs. Hedonism and non-coordination seem uncorrelated to me, though in terms of what 'chaotic' translated to in my language we would definitely say I'm on the chaotic side of what we see as the law-versus-chaos tradeoff. Good versus Evil makes slightly more sense but I don't know where 'Get rich, fund public goods, impress the prettiest people and screw them' is supposed to go on that. We've got no idea what our world was doing a hundred years ago, but I expect we didn't have nuclear reactors then, so we're not in very much more of an equilibrium. Who gets chosen by a god, what's an example of the simplest thing you have to learn to be a wizard. Gee that Worldwound sounds incredibly interesting, could it maybe be closed if somebody knew more math, how much money is 'a lot'. If there are 'gods' running around who are smarter than humans then why don't you already know about inexploitable equilibria and all of the other math, wouldn't the gods have invented it already... actually that last one sounds fundamental enough I may want you to pause and answer it." It's sort of weird that Keltham doesn't already know a lot more standard theory about agents that would be smarter than human, now that Keltham thinks about it. It seems like an obvious speculation on multiple levels.









Carissa Sevar: "I am sure the gods have invented all the kinds of math you're thinking of, they have very complicated god-treaties with each other that involve kinds of interlocking commitments and ability to verify each others' commitments and it was explained to me on a very simple level once just so I could understand what it was that I wasn't going to understand. Why they haven't taught us - maybe the version of it we could understand wouldn't even be particularly useful to us? Maybe they're working up to it? Maybe it'd interfere with us having our purpose in Golarion which is generally understood to be - as the product of one of those god-treaties actually - the gods disagreed about which afterlives souls should go to, and the souls growing up in Golarion is meant to - draw out their natural inclinations and also maybe give them a choice, depending who you ask?

There are more complete accounts of what's Law and what's Chaos but they in fact don't hang together perfectly from a human angle because they're god-things not human-things. All the gods are in fact the same ...kind of entity, whatever exactly that means, some are more powerful than others but all of them have much more in common with each other than with a human, even one who has enhanced their intelligence as far as it can go and is almost as smart as a god.

I think if you want to get rich so you can attract pretty people and fund ...public goods...that's Evil, I think things have to be almost entirely purely selfless to be Good, like, if you were thinking 'I don't even care for money except that it'll let me help starving orphans' then I'd wonder if you were maybe Good but it's not enough to kick you out of Evil if you also do things that mostly benefit other people, we're all Evil and we're up here fighting the Worldwound.

Kids mostly die of disease. Smallpox and measles and flu and cholera and so on. Also some people kill their babies because they have babies and don't want them but that I don't think you could make any money stopping, the whole point is that they don't care to have a baby and they've nonetheless got one. People who do want babies would pay a large chunk of their annual income to save them, I'd expect? Especially once they're bigger and you've already invested in them. People get chosen by a god for being unusually aligned with the god's - values? Plans for humans? Needs from an actor on Golarion? I don't know that it's completely characterized but it's always someone close by in alignment and it's always someone who mostly agrees with the god's priorities and usually it's someone who can wax poetic about the beauty of the god's thing once you understand it even partially.

To be a wizard you have to hold a spell in your head and be able to manipulate it in space properly, I can show you in a bit."









Keltham: The number of questions being spawned per minute is increasing at a rate which makes Keltham worry about the overall convergence behavior of this process.

"Reactions starting to overload here. Interlocking commitments and verification do not sound like math we'd call complicated, somebody first walked me through the surface results at age 10 and then since I'm planning on being an actual investor I walked through the proper proofs at 14. It sounds like existence here begins as a multiagent equilibrium of gods negotiating, in the same way that dath ilan begins as an equilibrium of physics, natural selection, and human desires; possibly if I want to understand everything in proper order I should start with the gods. Are souls a fundamental unit of value underlying all economics here. Were humans here dying forever until the gods showed up, in which case we owe them, or do the gods culture humans in order to get more souls, in which case they owe us. How do humans enhance their intelligence and end up almost as smart as gods. Why does anybody spend money on anything else if you can spend money on that. How smart are we talking about, exactly, use whatever units you like to give me any idea at all. What do clerics do for gods, what do clerics get in return from gods, what if anything do humans get out of this whole system.

And, you know, I am on the extreme end of what my people call chaos and aspire to go further than that, when it comes to breaking the stultifying regularities that settle over human beings thinking and acting in groups. I've been known to go by the Network handle of 'Mad Investor Chaos'. But 'Decide you want kids, then change your mind and kill them' is fifteen hundred times more chaotic than - than I've ever - I mean. How about if instead you think about your own preferences more clearly before taking yourself off contraception, and save yourself nine months of pregnancy? Doesn't that constitute an outright preference reversal, where you could end up with more time and resources if you didn't have kids in the first place? Isn't that prima-facie time-inconsistent behavior barring psychologically unrealistic arbitrary complexities of the utility function? I, I mean, there's being chaotic, and then there's being so chaotic that it violates coherence theorems. We have now answered the question of how much chaos it takes to make Mad Investor Chaos feel physically nauseated. What is wrong with those people. Why is anyone not buying the kids. None of that seems like the actual info I need next and I probably shouldn't be asking."









Carissa Sevar: " - People buy orphaned kids but newborn babies are a pain to take care of so I don't think there's much of a market, probably if you wanted you could buy 'em and raise them, though not in Cheliax, which prohibits human slavery. People don't think they want a baby and then change their mind, they never wanted a baby in the first place but they still had sex because they thought they'd timed it well enough a baby wouldn't result or they're fifteen and impulsive or they wanted to have sex more than they dispreferred pregnancy or they were raped or they had an abusive boyfriend who'd beat them if they turned him down or they figured they could handle the baby but then the dad skipped town and now they couldn't, or they thought their family would help and then family circumstances changed, or they figured they'd abort the pregnancy but then access tothat,which is not universal, vanished for some reason. Or I know someone who got an abortion and it had side effects and made her permanently infertile, freaked me right out, so if I'd gotten pregnant as a teenager I might've figured infanticide would be better, and instead I just didn't have the kind of sex that gets you pregnant but I havemore options than your average teenage girl.

You get smart enough to be almost as smart as gods with magic items. It costs more than most people will ever make in their life; people who can afford it usually do do it. When I'm richer I'll get a headband. People spend money on other things because....otherwise they would starve? Or because they like living in a nice house and having nice things and having servants and the costs of those things is negligible compared to the costs of intelligence enhancement?

Souls are...valuable. I don't know if they're - like, they're mostly valuable to gods and people don't directly trade with gods very much, if you're trading with humans the most important things are food and textiles and on the high end diamonds and spellsilver, which are scarce components to magic items. I think the gods culture humans in order to get more souls, but I don't know in what sense that means they owe us, it's not like if we told them that they should be nicer to us there would be a compelling reason for them to listen. Clerics evangelize for a god and take care of their followers and run their churches and fight their wars. Gods give clerics the ability to heal injuries and resurrect the dead and fight people more effectively. Humans get...afterlives, and healing, and in the case of Cheliax Asmodeus supplies us with material wealth from Hell so we can afford a decent education system unlike all the other countries which are too poor to have that."









Keltham: "Yeah, so okay, either y'all are acting optimally with respect to alien problems I don't understand, or y'all got very different utility functions, or all y'all ain't got no idea what the ass you be doin'(*) and are ending up way below the multi-agent-optimal boundary, on levels where that goes from fun profit opportunity to not-so-fun emergency massive profit opportunity."

(*Extremely Chaos-aligned dath ilani are sometimes known, in moments of great gravity, to deliberately speak Baseline with nonstandard grammar.)

"But regardless of which branch of that trilemma if any is actualized, it sounds like you definitely have unsolved problems that are solved problems where I come from. Like safe reversible contraception. So either none of my world's solutions apply here, because the laws are different, or I bring with me knowledge and methodologies that are profitable. Though more likely the first branch of that dilemma is actualized, if there are smart gods here who would've already worked out those solutions? Except that you just said that gods have 'destructive-conflicts' that their clerics help them fight, which, either there's a translation difficulty here, or you just described the page-one-of-textbook result that should not happen between sufficiently smart entities who can do logical commitments and verify them. If the strategies are ending up with overt destructive actions being carried out in reality and not just in decision-theoretic-counterfactual-threat-branches-of-reality(**), that's the page-one-of-textbook non-actualized-outcome where both entities could execute different actions and would both end up with higher payoffs."

(**This is athree-syllable word in Baseline. Keltham has been trying to use those sparingly, so as to keep his sentences and concepts simple, and likely to pass neatly across whatever translation barrier exists.)









Carissa Sevar: "The gods outright fight each other almost never. That is what happened a hundred years ago, and my understanding is that it was in fact a ridiculous anomaly of some kind, maybe to do with prophecy breaking and the strategies the gods used for commitments all breaking. I have never heard of it happening before or since. Their churches go to war on Golarion regularly but I doubt that destroys resources that the gods value? It kills people, but their souls are fine, and casters become more powerful in high conflict situations, and people get more religious when there's lots of war, I think.

Safe reversible contraception sounds very good and you could sell that for lots of money.

Mycurrent best theory for predicting the next thing you're going to say and/or be confused about is that - so Cheliax is richer than most places, and it's got more Law and less of the bad things you were confused about and more - of peoples' preferences being consistent over time, of things that are a good use of resources for the long term happening even if it doesn't benefit anyone until the long term, of not going to war - compared to other places. So extrapolating that wildly, your world sounds like a place that is even richer, and even Lawfuler, to the point the distinction between Good and Evil doesn't even matter much to people since you haven't got afterlives and all the parts of Evil which actually involve hurting other people on purpose have been Lawed out of existence."









Keltham: "Oh, it matters. See, even after you get rich and Law all that stuff out of existence, Very Serious People go on worrying about whether it will come back a hundred years later, if we let ourselves start to drift evolutionarily on the Good-Evil axis. I hadn't actually been informed as yet, but considering the choices I made in some test-pranks as a kid, I expect I'd have been told a few years later that my place on the Good-Evil axis wouldn't have entitled me to much support for having kids of my own. Which, fine, fair enough, if I'm the sort of person who goes around constantly assessing how much reciprocation other people owe me, instead of just being nice, I shouldn't be too surprised if Civilization decides it doesn't owe me much. Because what have I done for them, right, under the rules the way I say they should work? I can either prove they're wrong about people like me being unnecessary, or get out of the gene pool, fair enough. My ambition before I ended up here was to fairly make a billion labor-hours, and then marry about two dozen women and have about a hundred and forty-four kids. The first part to show them how much they need people like me, and the second part to unilaterally give the next generation some more people like me whether the rest of Civilization likes that or not."

"...which I should, probably, just never think about again, because this world is not and never will be a test of my ability to shine inside Civilization. If I win here, it won't be because I was special, it'll be because I came in with a ton of knowledge that any other dath ilani might have. And if I lose here, it'll be because there were gods smarter than any human being who ate all the low-hanging-fruit that anybody at all in dath ilan could've found. But hey, I'm adaptable, I can reorient my entire life, might take me a couple of minutes but I can do it. I just - felt it might be helpful to say out loud, once, before it all drifts away. Help if somebody else knew, even for a halfminute, before I let it go."

"Moving on. If churches are going to war, it means that the gods being smart doesn't prevent humans from being stupid, not sure why, but it obviously doesn't, so maybe I can still help there. Priority question, how much of my knowledge still holds here, if any. Does running electricity through water produce two gases, one of them lighter than air, which can be burned to yield water again?" If molecular chemistry is the same, higher levels of organization will probably also be the same; and knowledge about steelmaking - or that synthetic hormones can signal the female reproductive system to not ovulate - will probably also hold.









Carissa Sevar: "Just being nice is very stupid, if your planet's selecting for that they're going to have horrible problems the first time they encounter anyone else. - I'm not an alchemist, I can look it up but probably after the translation spell runs out unless that information is really important information."









Keltham: "If 'nice' sounds like a kind of thing that can be 'stupid' we've got some kind of translation difficulty running, that's a type error. 'Nice' is part of the utility function. If you don't already know that water is composed of hydrogen and oxygen, it probably isn't... I guess you could just not know whatanything is made of. Do you know what water is made of that's not two one-proton atoms and one eight-proton atom?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know what a proton is. Water freezes at a little above the ambient air temperature outdoors here at the Worldwound in the summer and floats when it's ice, and boils at a temperature you can get over a normal nonmagical fire and then is steam, and holds heat well compared to metal or plant matter or something. When it freezes in the sky it forms snowflakes."









Keltham: "Sounds correct. Do snowflakes have six-sided structure under a microscope? Where I come from, that happens because molecules with two hydrogen and one oxygen have a least-energy crystal configuration that's hexagonal. If all of that is still true and for the same reasons, then I still know how to make advanced steel and build electrical generators. And the methodology I know to regenerate more of that knowledge will apply unchanged. Male and female reversible contraception... was tech in a relatively advanced state where I can't reproduce it directly. I can reproduce the methodology that generates it."









Carissa Sevar: "Snowflakes have six sides. What's steel used for, what're electrical generators used for -"









Keltham: "You don't havesteel. Right then, if steel is a possible thing here and you don't have it, that's step one in climbing the tech tree. It's a metal that's harder than other metals, while still possible to work with at all; variations on it don't rust, keep edges better, and so on. What's your current advanced metallurgy like? Bronze, iron..."









Carissa Sevar: "Magic weapons. They don't rust and keep an edge perfectly and they last forever. We have bronze and iron. I've seen work done in steel but I've also seen work done in adamantine, mithril, skymetal, there's lots of metals that exist but aren't mass-producible and I don't know what they'd be used for if they were."









Keltham: "Huh. Yeah, some of those terms aren't translating. I wonder if I actually know anything portable about steel, or there's just some nearly analogous metal here, or if steel still exists but there's processes that don't exist in dath ilan for building other metals above or beyond it. Let's try a basic tech on a higher level of organization. How expensive is it to produce a thousand copies of one book and how would you do that?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think it costs about what a laborer would earn in three years to get a thousand copies, and you'd go to a printing shop where they'd line up moveable metal - tile things? - with letters on them to make the pages, and then ink them and stamp the parchment. I think the biggest contributing expense is the paper and the binding. Cheliax releases national histories every few years but I don't think other places can afford to do that."









Keltham: "You got printing presses, okay. I may or may not know anything useful about cheaper paper, if a book's worth of paper costs a day's wages. Let's try refrigeration, how expensive is ice in hotter climates and what would you do to get it?"









Carissa Sevar: "...I think you mostly cannot buy ice in Cheliax. I guess you could have someone ship it from the far north but I don't know this to have ever been done commercially, and my father's a merchant, I was broadly familiar with the things people were trying commercially in shipping. Probably you'd pay a spellcaster to prepare and cast Snowball for you, which would cost ten laborer-days and be about a hands-ful."









Keltham: Keltham rapidly rubs his hands together. It produces heat.

If heat is still disorganized kinetic energy, expanding and compressing gases should make them colder and hotter.

"Promising. I very likely know how to turn mechanical motion into cold without using magic, maybe using a river waterwheel as the kinetic source. Not sure how well it'll scale at your tech level, with any luck it's two orders of magnitude past Snowball, enough to enable food-preservation at scale, if you don't already have that... I don't actually have a good sense for how that tech scales costwise. Worth having a backup plan. Do your seagoing ships travel against the wind?"









Carissa Sevar: "They know techniques for adjusting the sails so you can still make some ground. They haven't got something better than wind to power them except I met a Tian man once who claimed in his country tamed sea creatures towed them."









Keltham: "Don't know if my world's standard primitive sailing technique is better or worse. We can check later. I have notions of how to build nonmagical powered engines for ships too, but they're higher up the tech tree and take fuel and steel and engineering."

"The conventional guess among my people is that steel, better steel, cheaper steel, fall among the first things you should try to sell - or not-sell - to a civilization climbing the tech tree. We don't actually know what the past was like in that regard, but the conventional guess is that materials technology would end up being the rate-limit on most other inventions. Like, the standard guess is that things to do with better steel end up being obvious, when a lot of people are all trying to figure it out; so it's the quality and quantity of steel they have that ends up limiting their technology, because exploring metallurgy is hard in a way that thinking up the printing press is not. I wish I knew more about how that conventional wisdom was generated, but since I don't know, it's not implausible I should treat that as my point of departure. If the metals better than your current steel are still rare and expensive, more and better steel should still be worth something."

"Supposing that's true and it makes my knowledge valuable, where do I go from there? Including getting past basic accommodations quickly? As you say, this seems like a poor society and I come from a rich one, so I'd like to spend as little time as possible being poor around here. Unless Asmodeus sees me as having done him a favor with the dath ilan soul tipoff, but I'm not clear on whether that constitutes a favor. And in fact you've said some ominous things about gods which would lead me to have second thoughts about doing them favors, if they're not the sort to repay favors to non-gods who can't logically verify their expected reciprocation. Which would seem dumb to me because of the exact chain of logic I just went through, I mean, non-gods can generalize over the visible past behavior of gods in cases like that."









Carissa Sevar: "It is better to have done Asmodeus a favor than not have done Asmodeus a favor, in terms of Asmodeus's inclinations towards you, I think probably the church'll give you money and a nice place to stay once I explain all of this. You should not count on that with nonLawful gods though they're still mostly, excluding Nethys, sane, and aware mortals can track our incentives ...probably the church'll want you back in Cheliax, not here at the Worldwound, where sometimes there are demons. I think you'll like it better, the weather's nicer and there are more - nice things of the sort I presume you're accustomed to, are there specifics I should mention?" The running list in her head already is 'admiration, women, money beyond ability to spend it', which seems like quite enough, really, but maybe also he likes a specific fruit.









Keltham: "Probably, but at this point I have no idea what they are. If I want to cool my house in summer in Cheliax, it sounds like I either need to get rich enough to hire wizards, or, like, invent air conditioning first. So it sounds like all of dath ilan registers as Lawful and Evil on your whacked-out scales, but - are there exactly nine gods total, or is there more than one Lawful Evil god I might want to work for? For that matter, I might want to check out exactly what the Lawful Neutral and Neutral Evil gods are like, maybe the Neutral Evil one pays ten times as much to make up for being unreliable."









Carissa Sevar: The church is super not going to let him leave. "Uh, Lawful Neutral's Abadar, you'd probably get along but He doesn't have a presence in Cheliax and Cheliax is the richest country and the place it makes sense to start things. The other Lawful Evil gods are - arguably not proper divinities in their own right and don't have independent churches, they work for Asmodeus, I think He cleared out independent Lawful Evil competition before humans had writing, except for Zon-Kuthon who's the god of pain and misery, long story. The Neutral Evil gods are, uh, Urgathoa, goddess of disease and the undead, I've never heard anything about Her paying well, and Norgorber, who's an ascended human so that's promising in terms of being more aligned with humans but also He's the god of crime and assassins and I am not sure how interested He'd be in this project, which sounds like it optimistically involves no crimes and mostly only defensive dealings with assassins."









Keltham: "I would have intuitively hoped, going on the description you gave me, that there is somewhere a Neutral Evil god of people pursuing their own sunlit interests without fretting about whether they are being too lawful or too chaotic. Also, ascended human whoa possible new life goal how does one do that and does it trash your existing personality?"









Carissa Sevar: - giggle. "There's a rock called the Starstone in Absalom, it's behind magical protections Aroden put in place and the purpose and nature of which He hid with magic and never clarified, you can touch it and ascend to godhood, hundreds of people try every year, the last success was about a thousand years ago, personality seems.....in some ways intact? As much as it could be, I guess, when you're getting that much smarter and getting a bunch of new sensory modalities and operating in a completely different context. But people stay the same alignment and some of their holy books detail new god-perspectives on the events of their life, so they at least remember it and can have opinions about it.

There might be somewhere a Neutral Evil god pursuing its own interests without worrying about Law or Chaos but if so their interests don't include the people of Golarion knowing about them."









Keltham: "That's unfortunate because I can't deal with them, but at the same time, it's hilarious. I mean, if I ascended, I would not actually fuck off and leave everyone else to go rot with no stainless steel, but the counterfactual me that does is within eyesight among the counterfactual universes. I wonder if knowing god-math has anything to do with being able to touch the Starstone? Seems worth a quick shot if trying is cheap."









Carissa Sevar: "I mean the overwhelming majority of failures die. They're usually high enough level adventurers they just arrange a resurrection in advance if they want it, but I don't know that the church'll front youthat."









Keltham: "Resurrection is advanced clerics, right. Can you give me a quick description of how one becomes a basic cleric or basic wizard? I am wondering if knowing god-math or knowing regular math makes me sufficiently talented to do those without despecializing from my other work, and it seems like even small services there are worth tons."









Carissa Sevar: "Wizards learn how to manipulate and stabilize spells, and then spend an hour every day - you can learn how to do it faster, I'm working on it, but average is an hour - preparing and stabilizing their spells, at which point they can cast them on very short notice with a couple seconds of work. Cheliax tracks people to be wizards at 14 and generally if you haven't washed out you can reliably cast and retrieve cantrips at 16. Possibly an adult with all the math background and none of the spell background can pick it up in days or weeks. More complicated spells are the same thing but you need to follow more complicated math and you need more working memory - which necklaces are great for - the specific math is topology, did that translate -"









Keltham: "Closed sets, open sets, fixed-point mappings? I was okay at topology at age 12, didn't follow up, probably better at it now. Hour a day sounds expensive in time but it'd be nice to have an instant employment fallback option. Clerics?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, that sounds like the right kind of math. I can check if you're smart enough to be a wizard, if you want, there's a spell for checking that. For clerics a god picks you. Usually when you pray to them, not necessarily the first time you pray to them but the first time you've - grown up, in some relevant way, or understood something new - sometimes it's just at an apparently random time, though. They get more powerful through time in their god's service and deeds in their god's service and sometimes, again, apparently at random - I'm sure it's nonrandom from a godperspective."









Keltham: "'Pray'?"









Carissa Sevar: "Uh, you clear your environment of distractions and kneel on the floor and try to - acknowledge that you're in the presence, or could be, of something much bigger than yourself, something that can see much farther, and you think about their priorities and your desire to serve them, and sometimes ask for things, but, like, 'the strength to do Your will' sorts of things, not for things to specifically go your way, since the god knows better about what's best."









Keltham: "Do people who become clerics ever regret that in retrospective expectation without benefit of hindsight? Can you easily resign the position and pick another god if it doesn't work out? Is successfully 'praying' enough evidence of purpose-alignment that it never happens with a god you'd rather not partner with under reflective equilibrium? I'm wondering if there's any reason I should not just immediately do this with Asmodeus and cut out the middleman, in case that other cleric decided he needed to go cut his toenails first."









Carissa Sevar: " - I think probably you should do it but you might be too Chaotic or something," or insufficiently informed about the things about Asmodeus that you're going to object to, "so I expect it to not work. I have never heard of anyone regretting become a cleric except if they eventually got ex-clericed, which I think can be traumatic. I think if you no longer want to serve the god that'd probably break clerichood, or if you change alignments to be too far from the god that does it, though I haven't heard of anyone breaking clerichood on purpose."









Keltham: "Yeah, I'm getting the impression that gods are very much the big factions here, and if that's true, I am starting to wonder whether becoming a cleric is an obvious sort of thing to try if you don't want to get noisily moved around by clerics - supposedly on behalf of gods, maybe, but maybe in fact the clerics don't even know logical decision theory and start wars. How is being ex-clericed traumatic? Is the part where nobody does that on purpose because it's so traumatic? Or because nobody forms a successful cleric bond unless they're gonna get along great with the god?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think mostly - people don't form a bond if they won't get along with the god, and also if you're clericed then the church is - yours, it trains you and pays you and gets you help and guidance and is full of peoplelike you,which for lots of people is hard to find, and also you get magic powers which you get in the habit of using for everything from drinking water to temperature tolerance to lighting - magic can make hot weather feel nice, that might be part of why we don't have a ice industry - and then being de-clericed is being told you aren't worth that, and losing your magic powers, and losing your job, and losing your economically valuable skills? I don't know any ex-clerics, though."









Keltham: "Can you talk to a godwithout being a cleric? Have you ever communicated with Asmodeus?"









Carissa Sevar: "Youcan.There are a billion people and gods have...maybe a hundred thousand times peoples' attentional capacity but they're also not spending most of it talking to people on Golarion, there are other planets and other things they're doing on their own planes. Also reportedly gods talking to you causes significant pain afterwards, if you're not using a high level cleric spell that prepares you for it. Because your brain is just - doing a bunch of stuff brains don't do on their own and then the resetting afterwards involves the brain sort of flailing wildly. But sometimes gods talk to people who aren't their clerics, if they're paying enough attention to notice and it's important enough."









Keltham: He doesn't want to be too obvious about the meaning of the next question, so he'd better toss in a distractor first. "I guess if the gods can talk to non-clerics, that's some evidence against the picture I was building up, where the clerics might be misrepresenting what gods say, and that's why some of this picture doesn't make sense in terms of smarter-than-human beings acting in coherent ways. The part about clerics ending up fighting wars is still very strange, even if it didn't destroy much that gods care about. It's much more a behavior I'd expect from flailing nongods under the influence of something like Chaos, if Chaos here is a kind of reified factor that can affect people. But I may be stupidly missing the extreme basics of the equilibrium of this entire world. Is it possible for you to - quickly sketch out who the major factions are and what they bargained for in the god-equilibrium that underlies everything? So far I know about Asmodeus, the Lawful Evil god of people pursuing selfish interests but in an organized way that I'd ordinarily say is icky except that your standard of Chaos is fifteen hundred times more Chaotic than I want to be, Norburger, god of killing-people-for-money, and Abedder."

In fact Keltham has carefully memorized the names Norgorber, Neutral Evil god of crime and assassinations, and Abadar, Lawful Neutral god that Keltham would probably get along with; but he does not wish to show that he has.









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah. So the biggest thing is that there was a very powerful god, Rovagug, who ate planets, and had eaten a bunch of them already when He came to Golarion, and it took an alliance of all of the non-Chaotic gods to stop him from eating Golarion too, and He couldn't be destroyed but they imprisoned Him. People say in the center of the world but I think that's probably a metaphor. But the imprisonment took the cooperation of all of Them, and I think any of Them could let Him loose, so that's sort of the base of the god-agreements, that all of the gods have to continue thinking Golarion ought to go on existing under any particular conditions on Golarion that obtain, or They could just destroy it.

The restrictions on cleric magic are generally understood to be part of a godagreement, for basically the same reason - that if any god who wanted could just put much more of Themself into Golarion then the others would have to do it reciprocally and then there'd be much less space for mortals doing mortal things - and so clerics are restricted to the more positive sum set of the things they could potentially be enabled to do.

The afterlives are a godagreement. Each plane gets to do its own thing and gets those souls judged by Pharasma, who is True Neutral, to be theirs. Abaddon, Neutral Evil, defected on that, they eat their souls and they were eating some directly from the transit to judgment instead of waiting until they were theirs, so Pharasma changed the rules, and now people damned to Abaddon can choose Hell or the Abyss instead, and also most of the other afterlives volunteered some forces to defend the souls on their way to judgment.

Asmodeus has agreements with most of the other gods, that protect Hell and the souls in it and advance His goals elsewhere. I know He's a party to lots of things protecting Golarion continuing to exist, and the sorting system for afterlives, and the compromise that cuts Abaddon out, and I think also agreements about intervention among the afterlives with each other, and with worlds other than Golarion. I know that long ago the gods broke into coalitions that disagreed on what we called "free will" - what I think you'd call preference incoherence, the thing about humans where occasionally we don't do what's in our interests - and Asmodeus was opposed to it, and in Hell teaches it out of people.

Good and Evil are opposed but the Lawful Good and Lawful Evil afterlives don't fight each other directly, which is a godagreement of some kind. The Lawful Good gods are ...Erastil, who does agriculture, Iomedae, who is an ascended human and the god of the fight against Evil, Shizuru, who I think...used to do things on Golarion? but lost interest millennia ago - She's got a residual church in Tian Xia though - and some minor ones probably. I don't think the Lawful Good 'side' has unified priorities, Iomedae's all about defeating Evil but I don't think the other gods care about that very much. Iomedae's the one who's a signatory to the Worldwound treaty.

Sarenrae's the Neutral Good goddess of redemption, the potential for goodness in everybody, and her afterlife spends most of its resources on arguing at Pharasma's trials that every single person should be sorted as Neutral Good, even if they're quite cheerful about being headed elsewhere, on a principle about how there's Goodness in everyone. She smote an entire city once for defying Her will, and She was instrumental in the Rovagug truce. I don't know much about Her. She's popular in the Kelesh Empire. Shelyn's the Neutral Good God of love and beauty and joy and music, She's in favor of those things I guess? I don't know Her to be in any important agreements either, which doesn't mean She isn't, but they're probably not ones relevant to Golarion or to Asmodeus."









Keltham: "When you say Asmodeus teaches people to be more coherent, are we talking teaching people to not have kids and kill them, or, like, full-scale Keeper 'let's see how much god-math humans can become and wield' coherence? Is Iomedae fighting Abaddon eating souls, or also fighting Asmodeus? What's the entire anti-Worldwound coalition? Where does Norburger or Abedder fit in?"









Carissa Sevar: "Iomedae fights Abaddon eating souls but also fights Asmodeus - or, they don't fight, but - they're opposed, and their agreements are the agreements of enemies, renegotiated off relative power levels. Because He's also Evil. The anti-Worldwound coalition is Sarenrae, Iomedae, Calistria - who I didn't get to, she's the Chaotic Neutral goddess of revenge - Abadar, and Asmodeus, mainly, I'm sure there are other gods involved but They don't have large forces committed here and They aren't among the advertised churches you have obligations towards under the treaty, though the treaty also imposes obligations towards anyone who is here and fighting the Worldwound, regardless of their god. I have no idea what a full-scale Keeper is but devils - the kind of being that people turn into in Hell - are not just people who don't have kids and kill them, they're much more different than that. I suppose some of them eventually become mostly god-math, because some of them eventually become mostly gods."









Keltham: "How is revenge Chaotic, what? Not punishing defections is the kind of defect of instrumental strategy that you could mistake as niceness but is actually stupidity... feel free to ignore that if the answer is gods just not seeing the world the way humans do. Are there afterlives besides Neutral Evil where people don't turn into mostly god-math given enough time? What did Calistria, Abadar, and Norburger bargain for in the god-equilibrium?"









Carissa Sevar: "Uh, I agree that not punishing defections is - you'd think nice, actually stupid - but I don't think Calistrians are very interested in only punishing defection as opposed to bad things in full generality and I don't think they care about the punishment being - systematic, calibrated in punitiveness - they're not a legal system - Maybe revenge is the wrong word. Reversals of power relations? I agree revenge could be a perfectly good Lawful Evil domain if approached differently.



In the Abyss people turn into demons. In the Maelstrom - the Chaotic Neutral afterlife - they turn into chaos beasts, whichcan't interact with causality -the Maelstrom doesn't have any - in Elysium I have no idea. In Nirvana they turn into animals for unclear reasons. The True Neutral afterlife kicks you out into other afterlives as soon as you develop a slant on Law/Chaos or Good/Evil but if you manage to never I think you turn into a very specialized kind of godmath aimed at enabling the sorting. Heaven and Axis I think work mostly like Hell in that eventually you turn into mostly godmath but with, like, different emphasis, Heaven'll strip all the Evil out of you and Axis I think just makes you pure Law with no other desires.

I have no idea what Calistria, Abadar, and Norgorber bargained for."









Keltham: Keltham keeps a neutral face. It is, in dath ilan, mostly a theoretical study, because the incentives have been set up not to do that, to punish any attempt at doing that. But he is starting to wonder if possibly the woman in front of him is a theoretical entity that ought to appear in only counterfactual branches of reality: The overtly biased salesperson, speaking bad judgments of a sort she can potentially be caught out on later, and for which she will not later be able to plausibly present an unbiased line of reasoning leading there after-rewinding-hindsight, for purposes of executing more favorable trades now. It seems like the sort of thing that could go along with a world in which people end up fighting wars. It is possible, though by no means certain, that this information is being filtered.

In the Chaotic Neutral afterlife you can't interact with causality, hm? Maybe it's just a translation error, but.

"Huh. What do clerics or other faction-members of Calistria, Abadar, and Norgorber do in practice?"









Carissa Sevar: "Calistria runs abortion clinics and shelters for women who've made marriage vows and want to run out on them. Often for good reasons, like that their husband sucks. Abadar runs Osirion, which is a country south of Cheliax, and runs banks in other places. Norgorber's followers are - mostly criminal gangs. Orders of assassins, most of them that I've heard of, but overwhelmingly criminals aren't assassins and other kinds are less notorious so I bet it's mostly less notorious kinds of crime.

Did you want me to do the thing that checks if you are smart enough to learn to be a wizard, I bet you are but if you are I can ask them to also get a spellbook for you, while they set up somewhere nice."









Keltham: "Cost, side effects, is there a reason to bother running it if I can already prove basic theorems in topology? Also snerk about the Lawful Neutral god running the banking system. I was about to ask how you did banking in such a way as to not make a profit for yourself or try to benefit anybody else, but then I realized that a crazy ideal bank setting ideal prices would drive all other banks out of business, so of course the Lawful Neutral god runs the banks. Not sure why you think I'd get along with that god, that is very not the kind of investing I aspire to. Is there a Lawful Good god of unselfishly wanting people to know more stuff and figure out more stuff? Obviously I couldnt be their cleric, but they'd be the god whose thingy benefits most directly when I disseminate knowledge and methods of creating knowledge. They should potentially be going in with Asmodeus on backing me, if Lawful Good and Lawful Evil ever do mutual projects. Separate dumb question to ignore, how do Chaotic gods think at all, let alone be smarter than human? Cognition is built of shards and fragments of higher mathematical structures that we'd consider extremely the word that translates to us as 'lawful', unless the godly concept of Law and Chaos only applies to overt social behaviors."

Is he being too obvious in his strategic objectives as inferable from his tactical maneuvering, despite the distractors he's throwing in? Not much he can do about that without slowing down, and he's under a time limit.









Carissa Sevar: "Good and Evil do collaborative projects sometimes and this sure sounds like one but I don't actually know of a Lawful Good god with prosperity in their domain? The reason why you'd hear in Cheliax is that Good people are so obsessed with unselfishness that their societies can't even sustain positive-sum things like wealth that run on selfishness and I think the way a paladin would say it is that wealth invites greed and corruption and so on, and societies that are trying too hard at pursuing it lose the selflessness." She is at this pointdancingalong the line of saying things that are supportive of other churches, which is illegal, but letting him decide he can't work with Cheliax would be catastrophictoo.Plausibly she should pretend the spell has run out but it has six minutes more and maybe he could tell. "...I don't know that much about Chaotic gods, they're barred in Cheliax because Asmodeus mostly can't form god agreements with them, I think.....just thinking of things I know about, and I don't know all that much about gods, you can have a very short time horizon or very high discounting so you don't care very much if your values will be different tomorrow because you don't care much about anything that happens tomorrow, and will trade off lots of it for things that happen today, you can probably have the equivalent of that in dimensions other than time, you can prefer that future instances of you share your values but otherwise have entirely different attributes, I think gods have lots of attributes that are not overdetermined by their values, you can - I don't really know. Some kinds of outsiders you can summon and ask this stuff but obviously you can't summon full-on chaos beasts and the things you can summon from the Maelstrom are generally not very easy to get answers out of, is my understanding."









Keltham: Interesting. Push on that slightly harder and see what happens? Maybe his strategy will then be too obvious, but inferring other people's strategies from the infinite possibility space seems like it should actually be hard, or at least, fiction writers talk about how often their readers misinterpret them even when trying to telegraph things.

"Not a god of prosperity, a god of - teaching? Knowledge? Aside from everything to do with parents and kids, people who unselfishly want other people to gain knowledge are, like, one of the few examples I can think of Good that doesn't seem fully inhuman. I'm not one of them, but there are dath ilani teachers who want you to learn their whole subject matter in a way that seems - as unselfish as anything ever gets? And more importantly, there are people driven towards gaining new knowledge in a way that should code as either Good or Neutral, as I understand it? If there's a god for that, and people going with that faction are actually competent at the god's thing, I am going to need the best of those people if I try anything on the order of reconstructing a nonmagical sailless ship. The sort of people who invent math before any wizards have a use for it because they are just that obsessed with math. Those people. Is there a god for that one?"









Carissa Sevar: "A god ofteaching.I'm pretty sure not. I can ask once the spell runs out and give you a signal yes or no - yes looks like this, no looks like this - my books list all the gods including the minor ones by domain, and there are lots of minor ones, but that I expect I'd have heard of, it's not a rare profession exactly, my mother's a teacher. ....honestly I think lots of people like that are Neutral and worship Nethys, the god of magic and knowledge. Nethys is said to be omniscient, but He's also insane, His plans don't make any sense on the material world and his clerics get steadily less capable of talking about things to humans over time and usually blow themselves up doing ridiculous magic experiments. ...Iroriis a Vudrani god - ascended human - of perfect self-knowledge - no, I guess that doesn't seem like the thing either -"









Keltham: "Sounds like we're running out of time. Are we running out of time?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. Last questions? Planning to get you nice accommodations, spellbook, writing implements, look up gods."









Keltham: "Sounds correct. Look, I'm sorry if this is impugning your honesty, but I hope you realize that I'm in a strange place with a visibly low level of Law where people fight destructive-conflicts. I do not actually know that people here have set up all the careful structures and customs you use to incentivize honest business arrangements. I am going to be taking some precautions based on that and I am genuinely sorry if those are unnecessary and lead to suboptimal outcomes from your own perspective, but please consider my own ignorance."

"So, you could have reported all that to me completely honestly and I just went picking for coincidences until I found some. Or it could be not-coincidence that you're willing to tell me the identifying things of all the Good and Neutral gods I can't become a cleric of, but not actually give me Asmodeus's key identifying info, plus there's supposedly no other Lawful Evil gods worth mentioning, plus all the Neutral Evil gods you identified to me are horrible. I am not actually going to get myself into a situation where other people are playing middleman between myself and Asmodeus, and pawning off cute financial rewards on me, while keeping the intelligence-enhancement rewards to themselves. Again, sorry if you're not even considering that, but I need to consider what your incentives might be. I am currently considering options that include praying directly to Asmodeus about this, tonight, based on my guesses as to what the top Lawful Evil god's thing might be, starting with 'making money'. If that's a terrible idea because, for example, I can accidentally get Iomedae if I accidentally think about how I'm unhappy about the Abaddon business, or because the existing Asmodeus clerics get snippy when somebody tries to talk to Asmodeus without them, maybe explain very fast why I shouldn't do that. Alternatively, tell me how to make sure I get Asmodeus."









Carissa Sevar: "I swear to you, as a servant of Cheliax and of Asmodeus, that as far as I know, the Neutral Evil gods really do all seem to suck and there are none I'm failing to mention deliberately for strategic reasons. My best guess why is because Abaddon eats souls and anyone with better priorities hangs out somewhere else. Asmodeus is also called the Prince of Hell, or the Prince of Law; Hell is nine planes and He's on the deepest, called Nessus. His holy symbol is the pentagram, his domains are -" tyranny, slavery, "authority, contracts, and pride, trying to pray to Him sounds like a good idea to me, I pray to Him every night and nothing's happened but no one's ever minded, afara ghe esssent savat see a -Gurre." Helpless handwave.









Keltham: Keltham tries for his best smile. "Thanks," he says uselessly. He draws a pentagram in the air, to show he got that part.

He's very rapidly trying to invent an art form of playing inside counterfactuals that shouldn't exist, where dath ilan teaches only arts that improve defense more than offense. Given how much people complain about illusion of transparency even when people are trying to communicate, Keltham's actual thoughts as a complete outsider to this system may in fact be fully opaque, given the number of possibilities from her standpoint that she doesn't know how to rule out. But if not, if he's less safe than that, maybe it will help that he tossed her one of his lesser suspicions, as a distractor from some of his larger suspicions. Because Keltham was not confident of his ability to completely conceal, in his body language and attitude and pauses to think, the fact that he has become suspicious, from -

Did he actually forget to ask her name this whole time? "Keltham," he says, tagging himself again, and then looks at her.









Carissa Sevar: "Carissa."



And she trots off to find the priest.









Keltham: Keltham will sit quite still, trying to control the hammering of his heart and the visible sweating that might also be giving info away. Stupid body, it shouldn't reflect his thoughts like that during complicated negotiations.

Carissa thought that he would think that her oaths meant something, which is a good sign that the Algorithm is not completely unreflected here. Though Carissa also thought she needed to swear in her capacity as a god's employee for her oath to mean something, which is sort of awful and sad but also makes an awful kind of sense. Among his current suspicions is that knowing logical decision theory may make it a little too easy to call out to gods, and also entities like, say, Rovagug; and that's why people here aren't being taught the purer forms of the Algorithm, left to struggle along with intuitive honor, the Algorithm's fragmentary emotional shards.

It was, in fact, one of the more convincing things that Carissa could have done at the last, not to convince him of that exact point, but to show him that multiagent coordination still really holds here at all. So that could be true, or she could have correctly guessed what would convince him...

He's not going to be able to guessher thoughts either, across this level of social gap.

But if Carissa is trustworthy probabilistically, then he should not go with his Plan A, to contact the Knowledge entity and ask for 25% of the orientation packet he can safely sustain, because that way he will end up bringing his knowledge and methodology to this world. Gambling on Carissa's knowledge base having misinterpreted the natural tendency to mess with high-energy reactions, in a world with afterlives, as "drives everyone insane", seems like a little too large of a gamble. Nethys could also just know all the infohazards. This is still Carissa's world and not his...

This isn't what he should be thinking right now. He should be reviewing the information he needs to remember.

Pentagrams, contracts, authority, pride, the deepest layer Nessus of a nine-layer plane.

Abadar, who runs the banks and a territory called Osirion. The part about the prices being ideal prices was just a guess; he was fishing for information via contradiction, but Carissa didn't confirm or deny.

Norgorber, god of violating regulations and killing people for money, whom Carissaswore was in a class all of whose members sucked.

Calistria, god of women who want to leave their husbands, get abortions, and get revenge. Why this doesn't also apply symmetrically to men who want to leave their wives is one of the things he didn't have time to ask Carissa.

Nethys, god of knowledge and mad experimentation, an extreme to which he could still be forced.

And, he supposes, Sarenrae.

Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys, Sarenrae.

Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys, Sarenrae.









Carissa Sevar: The priest has his eyebrows raised and that, of all things, reminds Carissa to be terrified, which shed been attempting to forget on the grounds that lyings harder than just having the right opinions in the first place. Shes not sure that was the wrong tack but - probably in hindsight this should have been handled by a specialist in dealing with prospective defectors from other countries, someone who actually knows what they say about the gods in other places, not just the things they say to Chelish soldiers in the uneasy context of the Worldwound truce.


Failing that - she should probably have been stupider? It was pride, motivating her there, hes obviously very clever and she doesnt like being outdone, doesnt like hearing that god math is easy, taught at a younger age than the age where she started training as a wizard -




- is he lying about that? He gave a credible impression of being not very good at lying but thats only sort of lying, really, claiming you were twelve when you studied topology instead of twenty, people exaggerate more when telling stories of their conquests and dont even consider it deception -



- if hes not lying about it then how? Theres a classroom-full of children of a given age as intelligent as Carissa in all Cheliax and itd be logistically difficult to put them in one place. Maybe steel can do that.

He didnt mention being tracked for it - maybe he was tracked for it and just didnt think it bore mention but he mentioned that they checked for Evil and thought he was somewhat there inclined, and surely no society checks for Evil inclination and not for intelligence, which is much more obvious and easier to test for.
Not impossible, she concludes, thinking about it, if you have a good way of putting all the smartest children in your country in the same place. But he doesnt carry himself like someone who thinks hes one of the smartest people in his country. And no sane society would be discouraging its most intelligent people from having children.




- shes getting distracted. She should be composing her report for the priest, which should include these inferences and exclude the error analysis. Theyll probably mindread her for it later but by then she can have shaped it to be a little more generous.

Hes from another world, she says. I think. I think theyre smarter and Lawfuller, and Im not entirely sure they have free will.




The priest looks at her impassively.


Theres a billion of them. Unless hes lying - which, with permission, I can check in a minute, Ive got a Detect Thoughts left - people who are not particularly notably smart have the prerequisites for wizard education covered when theyre twelve, not because they have wizardry or any reason to have treated it as an educational priority. He wants to try to reinvent his worlds technology here. I think he can do it. I assume we want it done in Cheliax, and probably that means you want to take him back there tonight, because here theres nothing we can do if he talks to Iomedae and decides to walk out the door - I think he is probably going to. Plausibly going to try to talk to every god I mentioned, He had lots of questions about them. He has Chaotic sympathies and Im not sure if he believed me the Chaotic gods are no good for this. And he was confused about why all the Evil gods outside Asmodeus areso terrible because he is lacking the context that Evil gods mostly hurt petitioners badly, I only had 50 minutes and that always takes a really long time to explain to people in a way that doesnt send them running out the door screaming so I judged it better to omit it. But he noticed, uh, that without that and without the context that heresy is prohibited in Cheliax and without the context that its recommended not to learn about other gods lest you get yourself in trouble, then it doesnt - quite hold together, and I think hell have a lot of questions for someone who knows more than I about defectors and how to explain those things.

He said he wants - to be so rich he cant keep track of how much money he has, and to have lots of beautiful women to have lots of children by, which I think was - well, obviously, a normal motivation in its own right but it was significantly about his country not thinking he was particularly valuable to it? I think you could get a lot of goodwill just by treating it as very obvious that we want ten thousand of him. Which we might, even if hes Chaotically inclined he gave a credible impression of not thinking people should - commit crimes or overthrow governments - and he wouldnt choose Abaddon.


Did he like you? the priest says.




- an obvious question. Shes unprepared for it in the sense her thoughts hadnt gotten there yet, but not in the sense she feels at all surprised. I dont know. Or - I think yes but possibly if you give him twenty pretty girls at that point itd be not particularly.



Your recommendation is that I get him to Cheliax tonight?




Yes. Somewhere - abundant in ways even a much richer world might not be abundant, if they didnt have magic -




Ill talk to some people. Go read his mind.

She does that.









Keltham: Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys, Sarenrae.

Pentagram, authority, contracts, pride; banks and Osirion; regulation-violating and killing-for-money; women getting revenge on their husbands but somehow not the other way around which like why the asymmetry no he needs to memorize not puzzle; knowledge and mad experimentation; Good in everyone. And Carissa went out of her way to mention that Sarenrae had destroyed a city which, like, possibly reasons, especially if people go places when they die. But also implies maybe Carissa doesn't want Keltham talking to Sarenrae in particular which - which mostly implies her trying to steer Keltham away from places that Keltham does not think he really wants to go.He does not know that Carissa and himself are in anywhere near the level of zero-sum destructive opposition where 'do the thing Carissa least wants you to do' is a recipe for anything except suicidal contact with eldritch person-transforming entities he should not touch. Except that -

- he's just going to keep thinking this until he actually thinks it. It's profoundly unhelpful and not at all the most important thing going on, but he's going to actually think it, just to get it over with.

Once, when Keltham was a child, they placed him in an unreal situation, as children are sometimes placed. He saw a person in distress, seemingly lightly injured; but very lightly, for dath ilan does not wish to distress its children too much in the course of testing them. Just earlier that day, also, seemingly by coincidence, Keltham had been told that a fine fun party awaited him, but only if he arrived exactly on time to depart with others.

So Keltham went out of his way to find an adult, despite the party. But Keltham also made very sure that the adult promised to share with him the credit for helping this person, and told the injured person that he wanted to be paid for it, plus extra for missing his party.

It's hardly terrible - even from an average dath ilani perspective, that is, if you're Keltham it's not terrible at all. He didn't refuse to help, he just asked to be paid for it afterwards. Cities wouldn't exclude Keltham on that basis, if they could even access that information about him. Dath ilan doesn't think him outcast like a murderer. It's just that -

There are a few places, besides just parenting and teaching, where pure unselfish Good is a thing that humans ever do. One of them is the will to help others in distress.

Dath ilan has an image of what it wants to be. It wants to be the sort of person who hears about Abaddon and is suffused with a pure horror that Keltham does not, in fact, feel. He feels revolted and sad, but he does not feel the thing that others feel when they hear about true death, that would lead them to be able to contract with Iomedae on the basis of that alone; and, if strength of emotion counts for anything, channel however much power of a god that lets them channel, to tear one more soul out of Abaddon. That is what dath ilan wants to be when it grows up. And that is not what Keltham is. Dath ilan does not want to be Keltham when it grows up.

He's not outcast. He's not prohibited from having children, if that was even a thing outside of the Last Resort. Keltham just has to fund those children himself, if he wants them, because dath ilan is not particularly trying to grow up to be him. Or so they were very likely going to say to him on maturity, despite Keltham having otherwise gotten +0.8SD on intelligence.

And that was that, and Keltham had made his own proud accommodations with it. Because people are what they are; and can only attain what they can, in the course of being what they are, better; not by wishing they were somebody else. Keltham spoke to a Confessor about his life's master plans, in case a Confessor had anything unexpected to say; and the Confessor formally predicted to Keltham that if he had his 144 children, and screwed all the elite desirable women who hang out with elite male public-goods-producers to mutually prove their respective eliteness, Keltham would at the end still not feel happy. Unless, perhaps, he'd gotten to know a few of his children much better. And Keltham had shrugged, and said that then perhaps he'd get to know a few children better. But in terms of overall life ambitions, Keltham can't think of anything with higher expected value to him, for he feels the way he feels. If he's not what dath ilan currently wants to be when it grows up, then that's not who he is. He can maybe prove to dath ilan that it was wrong about who Civilization needs in order to grow; he cannot be other than what he is.

But there's a god of there being potential for Good in everyone.

It's a stupid thought. He's never going to do it. And if he did, modifying his own utility function to fit in, is not, quite, provably incoherent, because human beings are not starting out coherent, but it is still not - the Way, as the Keepers would put it. Keltham is what he is, and needs to find his own way to be himself. Dath ilan itself would tell him never to do that, because it is horrifying self-mutilation for the sake of conformity and that isalsonot what dath ilan wants to be when it grows up.

So he's not going to pray to Sarenrae. At all. Considering that explicitly, leads him to realize that he is horrified by the prospect of changing himself according to an external criterion; and he knows that. Keltham likewise already understands, and acknowledges to himself, that he would not even be doing this for his ownsake. It is just a stupid thought about how to fix something that somebody elsesaid was, not even wrong, butnot the thing they most ideally wanted to see. It is perfectionism gone wrong to imagine that this aspect of himself, of his own utility function, might be fixed.

Most of what's really going on, probably, is that some part of him is curious what it would feel like, to be more centrally dath ilani just once; and whether it would make him feel better in some way he's not seeing in advance. Well, above and beyond the pleasant sense of being more socially acceptable in principle. But that wouldn't actually be the result, that the real him feels something different temporarily; it would be the temporary cessation and possibly the true suicide of the true Keltham, beneath the manipulators of some inhuman thing.

Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys. Pentagram, authority, contracts, pride; banks and Osirion; regulation-violating and killing-for-money; revenge and overturning of relative status; knowledge and mad experimentation.









Keltham: ...and before he tries any of those, he's going to try to figure out who his own god would be, the hypothetical god that would actually fit him; and call out to that hypothetical being, backed by explicit meditation on coherence theorems to make him more a kind of thing that gods can see. Maybe there's a god like that.

And if instead it calls in some entity that's new to Golarion, he'll know why they don't teach people here logical decision theory. Heh.









dath ilan: (Even at the level of surface thoughts, Keltham's mind moves from thought to thought in a way that is not within the variation of ordinary mortal minds on Golarion. Keltham's thoughts are explicitly labeled as 'meta' or 'object-level'. His thoughts don't move in the frequent circles and loops that any telepath would be familiar with, of mostly going over the same points and occasionally diverting from them in a new direction. Any time Keltham thinks the same thought twice, or at most three times, he undergoes a reflexive wordless motion and focuses there and starts thinking words about why the thoughts are not-quiescent after having already been spoken. Occasionally Keltham thinks single-syllable or two-syllable words in Baseline that refer to mathematical concepts built on top of much larger bases, fluidly integrated into his everyday experience.

Everything inside Keltham's mind has a very trained feeling to it, his moment-to-moment thought-motions each feeling like a punch that a monk throws after twelve years of experience in martial arts, when the monk isn't particularly focused on showing off and simply knows what he's doing without thinking about it. When he is sad and upset, Keltham goes into a reflexive motion of letting those parts of himself speak. When he is uncertain and worried and doesn't know what to do next, he weighs probabilities on his uncertainty, and knows explicitly that his current worries are causing him to currently be trying to figure out what to do next. Keltham is lost in a different world, but it has been years since the last time he felt lost inside himself. The present situation is not enough to induce that. He has mostly forgotten what that feels like. He has too many options for what to think next instead of feeling internally lost.

Keltham is hardly perfect at any of the things he's been trained to do. Often he does think the same thought three times in a row. Frequently his current attempted cognitive tactic fails. And Keltham notices the failure; and undergoes a recovery tactic or moves on to the next thought; all in motions so practiced that they don't distract him from the content of the thoughts themselves. That meta stuff is all mostly the same from minute to minute, so it's been trained to the point of being ignored so long as it's not breaking down.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa listens. Sits at a table and writes everything down, firstly because otherwise she's going to forget half of it and secondly because sitting at a table writing is a reasonable thing to do, and hopefully won't alert him to being mindread. When people aren't used to being mindread their thoughts, on being alerted to it, are all about the fact of someone having access to their thoughts, and while maybe he has the - mental discipline - to not do that if he chose, he also might well choose it, over having strategic thoughts where she could hear them.



She wants to die.

She has known for as long as she can remember that someday she will die and go to Hell and be trained out of her bad human habits, free will, nebulously defined and not the sort of thing you were supposed to ask a lot of clarifying questions about, but it's suddenly clear, looking athishead - free will is the tendency for the mind to wander away from its goals, for the emotions to override thought processes instead of informing them, for the brain to be sticky, burst-driven, impulsive, animalistic-

- it was not a correct parse of the situation to guess that Keltham doesn't have free will. He's imperfect at the thing he's been trained to do. He's more like - someone raised from babyhood by Lawful outsiders, or something. He might have free will but he's never been around anyone who used it. And he's - nearly perfect - she would not have guessed that a living person couldbethat, couldhave that -

She has known that she would go to Hell and become perfect but she hasn't been impatientfor it. She's impatient for it, now.

- set that aside. There's a lot to do first.

There's another thing here which she's not going to unpack, but it goes on the list of reasons to ask someone important, if she thinks she has enough bargaining power, which is that - she has read a lot of minds and in general the meta-process, in all of them, is directed at not thinking anything treasonous, or thinking and then immediately rejecting and mentally apologizing for it. His society is ...going for Lawful Good, evidently - but they seem to have not instilled that instinct, he checks when his opinions are heretical to dath ilan but he isn't scared when they are - perhaps because it sounds like dath ilan, as a consequence probably of going for Lawful Good, uses a very light touch on heresy, though of course maybe Keltham would've vanished in the night and just doesn't know it, perhaps his 'plane accident' was in fact deliberate -

She reads his Intelligence at 18, maybe 19. Innately as smart as her or a bit smarter - and not particularly notable for his society - his society must be terrifying. A tremendous asset to Asmodeus, if He successfully claims them, and - well, Keltham thought they'd side with Iomedae, immediately, instinctively, just out of horror at the destruction of souls -

- she needs to start thinking about how to explain the thing where Hell hurts people without it seeming a conspicuous omission or an obvious dealbreaker, if it ends up being decided that Keltham ought to know.

(She is acutely aware of her own meta-thoughts right now, from all that poking at Keltham's, and they're scared,because usually when she tries thinking about things like Hell hurting the correct thing to do is to steer her mind away, not pressure test counterarguments -)

...this is the kind of thing you ask a priest about.

It's also the kind of thing where asking a priest gets you looked into, as a potential dissident. She should wait and see whether in fact someone with Greater Teleport shows up here tonight to take Keltham to a comfortable place; if they do then she has the measure of safety that Keltham might ask about her, and might be annoyed if she'd been arrested and with higher likelihood annoyed if she'd been executed, and that they evidently value Keltham highly. She doesn't know that yet, so no thinking about that yet.

If Cheliax were more Keltham-like, would that serve Asmodeus? It seems obviously so. Keltham's world is rich and lawful and selecting for Good, but notnecessarilyso, you could do the same thing but prefer the tiny children who suspect a trap in the injured stranger and go off to their wonderful party - or who don't even think of an injured stranger as a fact about the world that demands a response of any kind, any more than people pluck worms off the cobblestones after a rain -

She sets that aside, too, and composes a second report for the priest, and resists the urge to watch out of the corner of her eye while Keltham tries to make a god, which she's pretty sure isn't how you make a god but - well, it wouldn't be the most ridiculous thing that had ever happened, and it would necessitate some rapid changes of plans.









Keltham: (If Keltham knew Carissa's impression of his own thought processes, he would give a sad wry half-smile. His half-disciplined thought processes, nearly perfect? He's some wild kid, not a Keeper. The Keepers would also laugh, at the same thought; they're not superintelligences. Superintelligences capable of laughter would laugh too; they're not unbounded. What unbounded agents capable of laughter might laugh about is unknown, but extrapolation says it would probably be something.)

And Keltham goes on thinking about the god-of-Keltham. Well, that and occasionally rehearsing some short-term memories he needs to keep. Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys. Abadar runs the banks and Osirion; Norgorber is about violating regulations and killing people for money; Calistria does revenge and inversions of status; Nethys, knowledge and magic and mad experimentation.

Keltham notices that he has now been thinking for a while about the proverbially difficult and crucial problem of Finding a Cofounder, in the special case of finding a god; is he still thinking about the right thing? Should he be thinking about something else instead of this? Like deciphering and abstractly-reversing the specific way that Carissa was filtering his info, if she was in fact doing that? But Keltham may not realistically have enough info to figure out what Carissa could have hidden from him (or even outright lied about); he is too unfamiliar with this world. Across whatever unknown distance, it is not an epistemically safe stretch to presume even that, just because Carissa is shaped like a human being, she would like to have more money.

There is the question of what really happened after the plane crash, of why the whole impossible thing. There is the challenge of decoding a whole new world that has not as yet been reduced into math, nor into things that look like they should reduce to math. But the tractability of that is unknown. Whatever discoverable insights wait there could influence arbitrary decisions in arbitrary ways, it is not safe to assume even that the parts he could figure out in an hour will not influence decisions in the next hour. But there are not known missing insights like that.

Right now, Carissa thinks he should work with the Asmodean faction, but Keltham has not yet talked to Asmodeus about the local equivalent of equity allocations; that is a known open question. Before talking to Asmodeus he might want to search on the god that fits Keltham, in case the first god he meets tries to cleric him. So thinking about that.. still seems like the schedule-blocker? Thisis what he should be thinking about?

Enough meta-scheduling; on to the meta of figuring out how to figure out the god that fits Keltham.

Carissa didn't mention any Chaotic Evil gods at all, unless he's forgotten that part. If Carissa is trying to hide things from him, does that mean that Keltham should be searching for ideals that are more individualistic and selfish? But there's too many different possibilities for what Carissa could be hiding; he shouldn't stake a lot of time-mind-resource on hoping he got that guess right.

It's tempting to approach the problem by asking which gods would be most helpful for his Golarion industrialization project; or which gods would give him the largest equity allocations, if that's how Good works (it probably doesn't). But on reflection, looking for the most exploitable god may be the wrong idea on a deep level, if other things Carissa said weren't false. To become a cleric of a god, he needs a god that resonates with something deep inside him, preferably something that would make him feel good about working with a smarter person who had the same feature. Some goal that Keltham shares, some ideal that Keltham holds... the god that tries to make a world into which Keltham would fit in a way that he never fit into dath ilan... obviously Keltham wished dath ilan had been more individualized (Chaotic?) and had more room for non-unselfish good (Evil?). But the feature needs to be more specific than that, gods are not just alignments...

Does he already know what his god looks like? Before doing a lot of setup work on a problem, you should check to make sure you don't already know the answer.

Keltham doesn't think he already knows. A few seconds of direct soul-searching doesn't solve it. But in terms of how to productively think for longer... this seems related to the writing exercise for Environmentalized Intrinsics, doesn't it? He's never actually gone through that exercise, but he has heard of the concept, in detail, via sheer memetic contamination at gatherings he has ever attended. Doing that exercise seems like it might also turn up the features of the god-who-matches-Keltham?









dath ilan: (There's a metafictional trope in dath ilan which is popular to the point that even Keltham, who is not an especially avid consumer or producer of fiction, knows all about it. It's the kind of trope where people talk about their own takes on it, on outings romantic or friendly, even if they write relatively little fiction themselves.

The Baseline phrase for this trope is a polysyllabic monstrosity that would literally translate as Intrinsic-Characteristic Boundary-Edge. A translation that literal would be misleading; the second word-pair of Boundary-Edge is glued together in the particular way that indicates a tuple of words has taken on a meaning that isn't a direct sum of the original components. A slight lilt or click of spoken Baseline; a common punctuation-marker in written Baseline.

When the words Boundary-Edge are glued together into a special term, what they've come to mean - by processes of mere convention rather than explicit decision, a form of linguistic drift that happens even in dath ilan - is 'Cartesian Environment', the Environment as falsely distinguished from the Agent by a boundary, an edge, which does not ultimately exist within the territory.

This glued term for Cartesian Environment has in turn been double-glued (the max recursion depth being three, of course) with Intrinsic-Characteristic, to take on the new meaning "externalization of the inward self's innate distinguishing characteristics into a world"; the Environmentalized Intrinsic or Environmentalized Self.

This trope began as a novel about people who could externalize themselves into pocket worlds, which became popular enough to pick up vast amounts of secondary and tertiary literature as this concept was further explored. As it turned out, a lot of early-career-phase secondary-literature authors were quite interested in the question of what worlds are inside characters; it is also apt for artistry and memeing.

And when the original author decided the original series was over, the conversation about the trope began again, more seriously and up a meta-level. As the original author revealed afterwards, the Environmentalized Self was meant not just as a metaphor, but a productive metaphor, for writing in general and worldbuilding in particular. The question, "What is within myself that can be externalized into a world?" is a place to begin, when an author takes the step from secondary fiction to primary fiction and starts making a world of their own.

Say that you, yourself, have always wanted all of the houses to look like glowing crystals; instead of, as is more commonly the convention in dath ilan, old stone covered in plants. Then making a world out of that piece of yourself is likely to have an authenticity to it, which does not appear when you are only trying to throw in random variations to make your world be Different. Some part of you knows why houses have to be glowing crystals, some part of you knows what kind of glowing crystals they should be. Or maybe it's not so much that you want glowing crystal houses, but that they fit better with you; or that you know in your heart of hearts that, if the world was made out of you, the houses would end up made of glowing crystal whether you liked that truth or not.

It is a facile and not-quite-right proverb, to say that characters are made of authors, or that characters are made out of carefully selected pieces of author. You can write a character who has some feature that is not drawn from yourself at all; it's just harder. It requires you to have a theoretical understanding of a psychology you do not yourself possess, strong enough to ring deeply true to anyone who does have that psychology. It is easier to draw deep on the well of craft when you are writing a character who is enough like you that the thoughts they think seem to you, not just 'reasonable' or 'defensible', but like thoughts you almost thought yourself in a closely neighboring reality. The further you go from that, the more likely you are to stumble and turn the character into a distant Other who is not really animated by an inward spark that reflects and optimizes the same way you do; the more likely you are to stumble and try to construct something alien to yourself, based on a psychological theory that is false.

Universes can be made in part out of memories of your true world, including the parts of the outer world that you wouldn't have made yourself and that don't fit well with you. But built worlds can also be made out of you, and that's why the Environmentalized Self trope spread as rapidly among authors as it did. To the extent a world is made neither out of true world-experience, nor out of yourself, you are making it out of explicit theories about alien worlds drawn from neither memory nor the wells of self. This is possible, but harder; it can stumble in the same way as trying to write a character based on a psychological theory of the Other.

After proposing that the World of You has glowing crystal houses, of course, comes the real work of worldbuilding. To depict a realistic world with houses of glowing crystal, you must understand the causes that lead the current world to have houses that look like old stone covered in plants, and you must postulate those causes to be different, and their own ancestral causes to be different too. You have to ask the question of how a world found its equilibrium in the You-place, where the real world's equilibrium was different. Unavoidably you must now go to the other deep well inside you, the deep well of theory; your knowledge and understanding of counterfactuals, why the world is the way it is; how it could have ended up differently, given different inputs or different parameters. And so the real meat of worldbuilding, as with so many other things, tests one's explicit understanding of economics.

The level-1 beginner's form of this exercise - the form that early authors do to practice starting out, and the conversation that gets made at unserious parties - is the exercise "How would the world be different if everyone was like you?" or "Suppose a world's median was around yourself in all dimensions?" or "What is the world from which you were an average random draw?" or "What is the history and present state of a world which, in mostly-equilibrium, ended up with its medians mostly around where you are?" or "What world-with-a-history spits you out as a very typical person in all respects, instead of the very atypical person in many respects that you are in real life?"

If the harsh truth is that you've always thought the obsession with the exteriors of houses is silly, when their interiors are what counts - and therefore, in your world, buildings look like exposed metal and concrete - if the cities are less pretty as seen from outside, in the world that is the externalization of your interior - then you are faced with a test of self-honesty. You can either admit the houses aren't as pretty because your utility function wouldn't really care enough to spend a lot of money on that, if the World of Yous had never seen 'normal' dath ilan for comparison to feel competitive about that. Or you can fail the self-honesty test, and end up trying to worldbuild a world that is not made out of the true piece of yourself, because you were not able to be honest with yourself about who you were.

Conversely, of course, if you claim that the World of You has a substantially higher per capita GDP, while otherwise having the same physics and biology as dath ilan, you're going to face a lot of skepticism about that one. By market efficiency, your soul is unlikely to contain a realistic economic policy that yields better results than the policies spotlighted by counterfactual-conditional prediction markets. But that is a very obvious trap that any dath ilani sees as soon as they contemplate the exercise, even if they weren't explicitly warned against it.

So you look within yourself for possible features of a world that would be, or reflect, you; then you do further worldbuilding on that world's history, to explain how it got that way and ended up in that mostly-stable equilibrium; then you write a few stories set there, to shake out the world, to make it more consistent, as you are forced to visualize it fully and make sure your axioms have a model. And then, you have something to compare and contrast to your friends' own Intrinsic Environment worlds at parties!

All this is the long background story behind why, when Keltham asks himself what god and domain would fit Keltham and be clericable for him, and doesn't immediately come up with an answer for that, he already knows an exact complicated thought process he can try to use to find an answer. Similarly, if one asks why Keltham is able to go through this thought process without much in the way of blind alleys - and without falling into obvious pitfalls despite his young age, like self-flattery, or blaming everything wrong with the world on other people not being as well-intentioned as himself - part of the answer is that Keltham has heard secondhand-repeated advice from famous authors on how to do this writing exercise correctly and without falling into common pitfalls.

It is also why, in trying to do all this, it will not occur to Keltham that in searching for his own true god and world, he is asking a Question about Himself that is such a Big Serious Question that it ought to take longer than ten half-minutes to figure out. It's a worldbuilding trope. People do it live at parties.)









Keltham: How much room does Keltham have here to godbuild/worldbuild? Is he searching for one key feature of himself, or a collection of them? Gods can do more than one thing, if they're related things. Asmodeus has related thingies for contracts, authority, pride, is called Executive of Law. Keltham may not need to squeeze the god-address down to one characteristic of himself... no, that's the wrong way to think about it. Even if he can call beyond the locally known universe, there is no guarantee that gods are dense in characteristics. It's probably better to find one idea or aesthetic that defines the god that Keltham would want to partner with. In any case, the correct search ordering is to begin with the most important requirement; after that, he can see if there's room or need for anything else.

...Keltham notices that he has spent an awful lot of time on meta. His mind is probably flinching away from this. Why?

...the same reason he never did the Environmentalized Intrinsic exercise in the first place. The incredibly obvious thought is 'what if - instead of there being a few more people like you in the next generation, if you succeed - rather, dath ilan had been composed of people like you to begin with'. And that is painful, it is should-ing, if you are actually stuck in dath ilan. There was no reason to think about things that way, to contrast reality to its alternative and make himself sad. Now he actually needs to solve this question for other reasons in real life, and needs to just go ahead with it.

What is the Kelthamverse like?

Does the Kelthamverse have higher GDP? He's going to think that just to get it over with. First order, 'no'. Okay, fine, in the details, if you literally do the version 'what is the world-in-mostly-equilibrium from which somebody like you is a median random draw', then the Kelthamverse has +0.8SDg over dath ilan and therefore a higher GDP. But by convention you are to ignore that, because re-extrapolating a world with higher intelligence or rationality is impossible for known reasons; you'd have to predict the effects of the actions of more extreme geniuses than any geniuses than exist in your current world. Or maybe Kelthamians care more about higher GDP compared to other considerations, relative to the average dath ilani, and the policy prediction markets' results are weighted accordingly. But mostly, there is no obvious reason the Kelthamverse has higher GDP in virtue of the people inside it... caring less selflessly.

Is a Keltham even happier, in the Kelthamverse? Would he actually feel more like he belonged, if he'd grown up there and never seen dath ilan for comparison? Maybe a Keltham is a person who needs to feel unbelonging over something, and his neurotype would find some other oddity of himself to obsess over instead. Maybe everybody in the Kelthamverse feels like an outsider there, based on their own personal least socially acceptable random variable.

Keltham recognizes a thought of undue self-uncharity, whispering in its way under the guise of counteracting some bias you might have, and sets it aside. His self-model does not actually say this is how a Keltham works, and that is that. He has been taught to distrust himself a little, not infinitely. No more distrust than he has earned from himself, under his own accounts of his history; the alternative is a kind of inescapable madness and helplessness, and he's not into that.

Does the Kelthamverse have fewer public goods, because, in fact, the Kelthamians do not care quite as much? Because those who become rich find better paths to romantic success than producing public goods, since that is the pathway that dath ilan laid out for rich people to be romantically more successful, and the Kelthamverse would not have laid out the same path? Keltham's brain immediately wants to shout back that the Kelthamians would find their own way to produce the public goods that were actually needed, just as well as dath ilan. But this seems not necessarily true, especially if the Kelthamians never saw dath ilan and never felt competitive about doing at least that well.

The fact that Keltham can no longer actually call a Confessor is no excuse for his not doing the same mental operation of betting on what a Confessor would tell him, just never again rolling an electronic d144 and actually phoning a Confessor if the die comes up 0 to keep himself honest. Would a Confessor, told this scenario, formally predict to Keltham that a Keltham would be unhappier in the Kelthamverse? Because he has been, in some sense, free-riding on the nice environment that was created by those dath ilani whose outrage at Abaddon would be enough to make them clerics of Iomedae?

There's a common wisdom, in dath ilan, that even after spending 3% of GDP on generalized coordination enforcement, most of what makes a high-tech society like dath ilan actually work, is that the people inside it have truly altruistic components of their utility function. That most people are not just being cooperative for instrumental reasons. That most people won't commit crimes even when they're pretty sure they won't get caught. The number of tiny opportunities for defecting and getting away with it, every day, is just too large to make it work if people don't actually care about other people. Dath ilan is much closer to the multi-agent-optimal boundary than it would be, in the world with the same institutions, but genuinely actually selfish people. The crime-reporting mechanisms are built for a world in whichmost people will take a minute to call the police if they see a violent stabbing in progress; and you don't have to pay people $5 to do that; and then worry that they'll set up violent stabbings to earn $5. The system is built to be resilient against rogue psychopaths, not against everybody being a psychopath. The police architecture is set up on the assumption that it might need to catch an individual bad police officer, not on the assumption that police collectively would just take your stuff as soon as they thought they could get away with keeping it.

If a high-tech world could be put together out of entirely selfish people at all, it would probably require much more spending on explicit coordination to set up a system that could stably run factories, without them just being looted by every employee simultaneously plus any police who showed up. Who even puts in the work to build the whole coordination structure in the first place, if they're not motivated by the good of Civilization? Maybe perfectly selfish beings who were more coherent and crystalline in their thoughts would find their way to a multi-agent-optimal boundary, kept in place by institutional structures ruling out defection at every point. None of the crystalline minds would need to altruistically spend the time to negotiate institutions into existence, because all the crystalline minds would see the possibility simultaneously and choose it at the same time. Beings like humans, but who didn't care at all about others' welfare, wouldn't do that; they would not end up with factories, just roving individuals looting each other. So says the common wisdom of dath ilan.

Keltham was, in fact, honestly shaken when he heard that the Neutral Evil afterlife was eating souls. He'd always questioned that common wisdom in the back of his mind. But - but apparently not. Apparently, if you're not explicitly Lawful or explicitly Chaotic, if you don't care about social structures either way, then what's left is simply Selfishness the way it might be materialized in an alien or a construct.

The sense in which actually, all of society working depends on people being altruistic - because the incentives just aren't that perfect, and otherwise the whole structure of dath ilan would fall apart almost instantly - that's part of the justification that dath ilan could give, if Keltham tried to explicitly argue with it, for why heritage-optimization should try to preserve explicit altruism in the utility function. It's a reason dath ilan might give, for why Keltham shouldn't have subsidized childcare; unless occasional people like him are valuable enough to society that he can pay for the childcare himself.

So yeah. The Neutral Evil beings - just eating souls - yeah, that shook him. Because ifthat's where being a little more selfish leads, in the end, then dath ilan is right.

But maybe that's still - the voice of too little self-charity.

(Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys.)

Keltham did not abandon that lightly injured person that he passed upon the sidewalk, even as a child with his own frontal cortex less than fully formed. He wanted to be repaid, since the other person was capable of repaying him, but he didn't abandon them. A bird once flew into a window right in front of Keltham, when he was a child, and fell to the ground and didn't move, and he ran off crying to find his father. He didn't think about whether the bird could pay him back, because it obviously couldn't. If Keltham came across an injured child now, with a lot less money than himself - well, he'd help, but he'd feel a lot better about a world in which that Civilization would repay him and not give him any second stupid glances about his having insisted on payment, because, why is this child his problem in particular. But Keltham wouldn't ask the child to repay. And he'd cheerfully pay a proportional amount into public-good funds to repay other people who helped children when it wasn't particularly their job.

He's not a bad person, not by his own standards. And if he was, he could choose to do things differently and meet his own standards. If he's not completely incoherent under reflection, he ought to be able to reach into himself and imagine the world that's nice according to his own notions of niceness.

The writing exercise for the Environmentalized Self is allowed to include ideals inside you, hopes inside you, not just realities inside you. The point of the writing exercise is that the feature is inside you, so some part of yourself knows how the feature should work, and it is not just an oddity added out of a vague wish to make your writing different. This isn't that writing exercise, but for purposes of calling the right god, nearby ideals may also be the way to go; if they are Keltham's own idealizations, that the real Keltham could at least come close to attaining on his own.

So the Kelthamians of the Kelthamverse arenot selfish, not the way that whatever eats souls in Abaddon must be really actually selfish. Keltham doesn't think that he, himself, is flawed in that way. He does not think he is actually just plain selfish and picked up the rest through acculturation in dath ilan. And even if he's wrong and the real Keltham isn't that nice, fine, so what, he is envisioning a universe in which he is not exactly the median, sue him.

The Kelthamians of the Kelthamverse, Keltham decides, do not have to go to fantastic lengths to enforce and punish and pay for coordination; they are not in a world where nobody actually cares about anybody else or has any honor. Kelthamians keep their promises, always, whether or not anyone is watching. Kelthamians don't betray their business partners, whether or not anyone is watching. They don't qualify as 'Good' by Golarion's bizarre standards, because they are perfectly aware of how a positive reputation benefits them, and they are ready to exploit that and would be very snippy about not getting their due for it. But they would also keep their promises in the dark, even if nobody ever knew. Keltham thinks that is actually true of himself; and even if he is wrong, and flatters himself too much, the corresponding god would be one he could work with. It is one of his ideals, and one that would be very close to him even if in fact he doesn't have it already.

And - it's not the part Keltham needs to be thinking about, but he's going to think about it anyways, just to get it out of the way of the rest - it is actually true, it is not just him trying to stick it to dath ilan in his mind, it is actually true that a neurotypical dath ilani would feel less outside and alone in the Kelthamverse, than Keltham felt in dath ilan. Because nobody in the Kelthamverse thinks it's a problem if you're more altruistic than the rest of the Kelthamverse, so long as you still keep your business promises, and don't murder people even in the dark, in all the forms of honor that keep Kelthamverse society running and coordinated. They don't withdraw public support for your children's childcare if you're nicer than other people. The Kelthamverse doesn't want to be dath ilan when it grows up, but it's fine with there being dath ilani inside it in the Future.

The Kelthamverse has more of an expectation that people fund childcare individually or through individual philanthropy, in the first place; they have much less of a collective Future-optimization thing going on. The Kelthamverse doesn't have voter-aggregates deciding on heritage-optimization criteria for policy-prediction-markets resolving 20 and 50 and 100 years out. They're leaving it up to individuals and philanthropists, and just checking the prediction markets to make sure that the default course isn't predicted to end up with huge probabilities of anything awful; so long as the prediction markets don't predict catastrophe, they're fine letting the larger world go its own way.

Maybe a dath ilani will feel sad that the entire world isn't as altruistic as they are, that only 5% of the population feels the same strength of feeling about the true deaths of strangers as themselves. But if so, the Kelthamians won't feel too sad for them, because a Kelthamian doesn't think you have the right to expect all of Civilization to think the same way you do. Keltham didn't complain about Civilization being of a different mind than himself, because he had no right to demand that of strangers; he just set out to test himself, and prove Civilization wrong if he could.

So that's the first defining quality of the Kelthamverse. In one sense, yes, people care differently and less about each other; when they help, they do so much more in expectation that somebody will repay them, even if they're helping a child. But the Kelthamians still help children, and pay into the public funds to pay off other people who help children, they do have the sense that somebody ought to be doing that. And the Kelthamians still have all the emotions about intrinsically caring about coordination, the emotions that are shards of the higher structure for Coordination and shadows of the one irreplaceable logical copy of the Algorithm. Kelthamians keep their promises, even in the dark when nobody will ever find out. They aren't first to betray their business partners, their mates, their friends - and not because they are calculating the value of their reputation, but because that isn't who they are. They would pay their debts even absent any legal enforcement for debts, the vast majority of them, under the vast majority of circumstances; and so they don't have to pay more of their GDP for coordination enforcement than dath ilan.

If a Kelthamian sells you something, it does exactly what it says on the label, and disclosed all the facts you needed to know. In fact, if the Kelthamverse is literally all exact copies of himself, not a distribution from which he is the median draw, then advertisements are more trustworthy than in dath ilan; because when everybody is exactly Keltham, there is no variation in trustworthiness, so there is no adverse selection favoring producers who got ahead by being a little less trustworthy in ways they couldn't be caught. And the GDP is actually slightly higher. Though they'd also better get cracking on biotech really fast, because, reproduction.

If there's a god of doing really honest business in both business and friendship, with personal and commercial advertisements true in letter and spirit, all debts repaid whether monetary or informal, all promises kept without exception, never the first to defect - even in the dark, even if reality is ending the next day and there's no more iterations of the dilemmas - where it's also perfectly socially acceptable to be nice, because you're not hurting anyone by doing that - but you don't just demand people be nice to lightly injured strangers, then look oddly at them when they want personal or public reimbursement - a god whose thingy is a little more selfish than dath ilan's, in one sense, but unselfishly utility-function-desiring the shards of higher Coordination, in some more coherent but still ultimately bounded version of how humans have honor - and never defacing the Algorithm - then Keltham could see himself working with that god on the Golarion industrialization project. Maybe even being its cleric, depending on the benefits.

That, Keltham thinks, is the true meaning of Chaos, if there's a Chaotic Evil god like that.

(Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys.)









Abadar: There is not a Chaotic Evil god like that, because Keltham was somewhat misinformed about Chaos and also about Evil.



There is, as it happens, a god like that.









Abadar: Among the many disadvantages of shattered prophecy, is that sometimes strange attention-demanding things happen which are unscheduled.

The situation of a god on the planes could be compared to a titan with a hundred thousand eyes, standing atop a mountain, gazing down at a dozen surrounding countries each filled with a billion squirrels. Even as a titan, You cannot think about all the squirrels individually. You can at best set a fraction of Your attention to watching for predefined signals that You have trained the squirrels to use. The squirrels cannot understand the coordinates to align their eyes across many dimensions to look at You. But You can give them a word like "Abadar" and a holy symbol and say a few words about why banks need to exist; and then notice when a squirrel looks in that direction, not quite at You, but more in Your direction than the other titans atop their own mountains.

One day, a fraction of Your attention notices a squirrel looking, in one set of subdimensions, along an angle that would be aligned almost exactly on the real You, if the squirrel could get the other dimensions right too. It's surprising because You have never seen a squirrel look in that direction before. You have wished You could explain it to squirrels, but prediction always showed their heads exploding when You tried that, so You didn't try it.

Then the squirrel thinks for a bit, and turns its head into another dimension, and looks almost right at the correct angle in that dimension too.

The squirrel pauses, visibly (to a god) staring inside itself and deducing further conclusions from premises, and then angles its head and looks almost directly at Your angle in yet another dimension.

If the power disparities were not what they were, the squirrel's behavior might be considered reminiscent of a stalking predator, the more humanlike and sadistic kind of monster; who is deliberately crouching down to look under the dresser, standing up, and then crouching down again, only to look under the desk; and the stalker knows all along that you are actually under the bed. You are not frightened, under the circumstances, where the circumstances are that You are a god; but You are definitely noticing.

Then the squirrel gathers itself, angles its viewpoint -

- and turns to stare almost directly at You, including some mathy parts that nobody in Axis is allowed by treaty to explain to anybody who might go back to Golarion.

You wait for the squirrel to pray to You, to make one of the appeals which You are allowed by treaty to respond to without that being incredibly expensive, so You can (very softly and carefully so it doesn't explode) ask the squirrel what the Abyss is going on, and how a squirrel even got this address.

The squirrel thinks loudly about how it might not mind being Your cleric, but doesn't actually ask.

Then the squirrel looks at five gods one after another in the stories-for-mortals coordinates, one of which is the standard wrong address for You.

Then the squirrel goes back to thinking.

Also the squirrel's body is in an Asmodean church near the Worldwound, its mind looks like a teenaged male raised by modrons, and its immaterial soul is ninety-three minutes old.

You would have more attention to pay this sort of anomaly if the surprise had been properly scheduled like in the other worlds you deal with.









Abadar: Entities with very high Intelligence don't make quite the same kind of comical mistakes that humans do. They know what they don't know; they pick up on alternate hypotheses and incongruent facts very early on. They still make comical mistakes, to be clear, as seen from their own perspectives; but different ones.

Why is the mortal thinking loudly about being a cleric, but not actually asking? Abadar doesn't know, but He knows that He doesn't know. Among the possibilities is that the mortal, who is in an Asmodean church, is in a life position where suddenly becoming a cleric of Abadar would be inconvenient due to the Asmodean reaction to it. This is only one hypothesis among several; Abadar does not leap to the conclusion. It is not even certain that the mortal was deliberately choosing not to immediately pray for clerichood, or that the mortal knew that Abadar was watching and might otherwise have responded. That is only one hypothesis group among several.

But it is a large enough strategic-equivalence-class of hypotheses that Abadar is not dropping cleric levels on the mortal right away, in case the mortal definitely didn't want that and was trying to signal so.

Could the five gods in the sequence be a deliberate message? The tiny fraction of Abadar's attention that He can spare does consider some possibilities like that; it would be stupid in a sense not to think of them at all. Asmodeus-Abadar-Norgorber-Calistria-Nethys could be interpreted as tyrant-Abadar-murder-revenge-magic, and be an attempted message that somebody was about to assassinate the prince of Osirion, vengefully, using magic. This comical misinterpretation does not actually happen, because if the mortal had wanted to send a message to Abadar, its posture would have changed in a way Abadar could detect; it's part of the posture of treaty-defined prayer.

But something strange is clearly happening. And it would be a huge wasted opportunity if this mortal ended up being squished by Asmodeans before it could, at least, tell other mortals some things that Abadar hasn't been allowed to explain directly.

But if Abadar calls up Asmodeus and offers to buy the avoidance of squishing this particular squirrel, might that not call the attention of Asmodeus down upon this squirrel, in exactly the way that the squirrel might (on some hypotheses) have been trying to avoid by deliberately not asking Abadar for clerichood?

If one were a mortal, one might, perhaps, reason that there is nothing to be done here. But Asmodeus is a Lawful god and does not generally prefer accidentally stepping on Abadar's goals, over being paid to avoid stepping on Abadar's goals. It would be in some sense silly if Abadar-and-Asmodeus had no possible coordinated strategy better than Asmodeus's church accidentally squishing a valuable squirrel because Abadar was afraid to talk to Asmodeus about that. They would be noticeably off the Pareto-optimal boundary.

Abadar sends a brief packet to Asmodeus which might translate as:

Hey, Asmodeus. I want to reveal information relevant to negotiating a potential gainful trade, where that information itself might otherwise worsen my negotiating position for the trade, on the standard condition that you promise not to use that information to implement strategies that lead to worse outcomes than would have obtained in the counterfactual where I stayed silent, as evaluated by either my utility function or by the best-guess probable utility function of another party who revealed that information to me.









Asmodeus: Acknowledged, agreed to.

Humans trying to make a similar arrangement might be relying on reputation: "the last thousand times we did this, he kept his end" - or character: "he seems like the sort of person who'd keep his word" - or consequences: "breaking his word would be punished" - or the prospects of future cooperation: "if he betrays the agreement this time, we won't be able to do this in future, which would be a loss to him". Gods can just make parts of them legible to one another, and promise with those; Asmodeus is in part keeping-of-agreements, and if all of those sources-of-motivation suddenly failed to obtain there would still be the agreement itself, in no sense weakened. Not everything about Him is knowable, not even to other gods, but this is.

(Some humans understand this, in part, and think that it means Asmodeus can be outwitted; if He gives His word unwisely, after all, He will keep it, and if you cleverly trap Him into promising you wealth and power, or the right to reign in Hell, or anything else, He would follow through. This is true, but if you think you've found an opportunity to do it, you haven't.)

Asmodeus is curious, but only slightly; most of His attention is in other places, doing other things.









Abadar: A mortal has had an unshared insight into Abadar's domain. This mortal is probably but not definitely under the power of or threatenable by Asmodeus/Cheliax/the Asmodean church. Abadar wants to pay to modify future events so that the mortal doesn't end up dead and soul-trapped/maledicted in a way that prevents Osirians from resurrecting it; nor spending nearly all of its natural lifespan in Cheliax or prison never talking extensively with Abadar's followers; nor tortured by Asmodeans into not being in an Abadaran shape; nor traumatized (eg by having all of its friends and family tortured) to the point where it'd no longer be an inspiring teacher if Abadar/Osirion paid it to do that. (Abadar doesn't need to explicitly list brain damage and mindwipes as also undesirable; He mainly sends a specification over ultimate consequences.)

Abadar honestly discloses that this mortal may or may not be opposing some ongoing Asmodean plan, as mortals sometimes end up doing. Abadar doesn't know this, but has seen 1.8 bits of evidence over the prior. If so, Abadar is not offering to pay for letting the mortal have free reign to oppose Asmodeus unopposed, or anything that expensive; He just wants to pay for having the mortal delivered to Osirion afterwards instead of squished. Abadar did however find all this out, through what seemed like a voluntary high-trust action of revelation from the mortal. So information from this negotiation itself, especially that the mortal might have plans opposing Asmodeans, must not be used to further Asmodeus's interests at the mortal's expense, if Abadar points out the mortal to Asmodeus. (That Asmodeus should not eg try to falsely depict Abadar as having betrayed the mortal to Him, follows automatically from the previous goal-spec.)

Abadar mainly predicts this would cost Asmodeus one revelation to Asmodeans via priest or devil; whatever marginal value Asmodeus could otherwise get by torturing one mortal instead of coaxing it; possibly it being marginally harder to oppose the mortal's opposition to some unknown plan; and attention / cost-of-thought.

If Asmodeus has a price on that, agreeable to Abadar, Abadar can give distinguishing characteristics for the mortal in question.

(It's a marginally more complicated negotiation than, say, Iomedae would demand; with Iomedae, Abadar would just offer to pay for some utility, since She knows Abadar's utility function. Indeed, Iomedae could just ask for fair reimbursement afterwards; He's Lawful, She's Lawful. Asmodeus has stated a preference for fully specified contracts with advance-agreed payments based on expected values instead of actual values, and the thing where parties retain some private information while trying to guess how much private information the other party has. It tends to favor the party with higher Intelligence in negotiations, but Asmodeus apparently still does it even when the other party realizes that and adjusts prices accordingly. He just likes contracts. Abadar is happy enough to go along with it in cases like this one where that reduces Abadar's payment's variance across counterfactuals.)









Asmodeus: Asmodeus considers this. A human would be tempted to try to identify the mortal based on the information provided, and it happens that in this case that would probably be possible, but Asmodeus does not do that; it would be resource-intensive, and He is committed to not using the information, and He is not in the habit of acquiring information He can't use.



He names a price.









Abadar: Sold! It's this mortal in an Asmodean church at the Worldwound. You can't miss it, it's the incredibly odd one.









Asmodeus: - huh, that is an odd one! Does Abadar happen to know why it's adult-shaped but apparently a newborn baby? He's not willing to pay much for that information but it seems of mutual interest if there were a way to make adult-shaped humans without the expensive baby stage.



(The cleric praying to Asmodeus in that church gets a vision.)









Abadar: Abadar hasno clue(lit: plenty of hypotheses and no evidence) who this mortal is or what is going on, but it sure does look Lawful. It is possible that some glitch has occurred, and that this represents a profit opportunity for Law.









lintamande: The priest stands up, shaking. Waves Carissa over. "There's a scroll of Sending in a locked box in the back room; here's the key. Bring it back."









Carissa Sevar: She's not going to ask what happened; it's none of her business. She goes and gets it.









lintamande: "Urgently with direct input from Asmodeus requesting seventh-circle pickup at the Worldwound, pursuant to earlier communications, more info on arrival."









Carissa Sevar: "Should I - pack."









lintamande: "Hmmm? Your notes, leave your spare uniform. Don't interact with him further until I've briefed you, absolutely don't enchant him."









Carissa Sevar: There is something - heady, terrifying, validating - about knowing Asmodeus has involved Himself. He sees it too, she thinks, even though that's absurdly prideful, to imagine they're seeing the same things at all, to imagine 'seeing' is a good word to cover the both of them. She goes and packs.









Keltham: Keltham's current plan is to try reaching out to the Intrinsic-of-Keltham god, followed by Asmodeus if that doesn't work, as soon as he has the quiet and privacy to compose himself and try to arrange his thoughts into the most coherently shaped patterns he can manage, in order to maximize the apparently slight chance that he can successfully contact a god. It may be, in some sense, unreasonable to hope that it's that simple; but probably some things will be simple for him, given his unusual knowledge base. It's worth trying the obvious tactic before trying any less obvious ones, just so that he doesn't accidentally overcomplicate his own life and waste a lot of effort on difficult strategies that aren't actually necessary.

(Asmodeus, Abadar, Norgorber; Calistria, Nethys.)

Next, maybe spend some time trying to figure out What Happened and What It Implies About the Ontology of Greater Reality? No, next stand up and stretch a bit. You're supposed to stand up and stretch every so often while thinking.

Keltham tries to do that, and nearly falls over. He ran headlong towards smoke, in freezing cold, longer and faster than he usually runs through freezing cold every day. Ouch.









lintamande: The priest raises an eyebrow at him and offers him a drink.









Keltham: Ah, yes, water. Keltham has heard of this. It's what sane people ingest after heavy exercise. A little beneath the dignity of someone who calls himself a Mad Investor, but, under the circumstances, Keltham will lower himself to briefly act like a sane person.









lintamande: If they could communicate he could offer other drinks, but they can't.









Keltham: If they could communicate Keltham could be puzzled by what was on offer and why anybody would possibly want to drink it, but they can't.









lintamande: A few minutes later a person materializes in thin air and the priest rushes over to talk to them.









Keltham: That is soincredibly cool. Thelogistics this civilization must have - no, wait, all this stuff is incredibly expensive, isn't it?

It should becheaper. That is just Keltham's personal opinion, but it is already a strongly held one. Depending on how much math nobody here knows, he should have a look at the magic business too, not just steel.









lintamande: It's a long conversation and after a couple of minutes they leave to have it in privacy. They go into a room and an odd thick fog immediately seeps out of it, ringing the room in a perfectly smooth radius.









Keltham: Keltham already wants him some of that, and doesn't want it any more for seeing much less impressive applications. Though... are they trying to hide the discussions from him... actually no, that doesn't make much sense, he doesn't have the local language. They could discuss in front of him how to take all his stocks and eat his soul and he wouldn't know any better.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa comes back a couple of minutes later, sees the fog, looks pleased about it.









lintamande: And after a few more minutes the teleporting guy comes out of the fog room and says in Baseline, "I'm Fertinan Cortess, senior summoner at the Academae in Korvosa. The Worldwound is periodically swarmed by demons, and has very few people with whom you could collaborate on inventing steel, so we want to invite you to come to Ostenso, a large port city in Cheliax which we think will be a better place for this project. You have my word that I expect you to be safer, more comfortable, better resourced and more able to pursue the goals you've told us of in Ostenso than here, and that if you hate it it's possible in Ostenso to pay for passage back here, or elsewhere. Does that sound all right?"









Keltham:









Keltham: "So it sounds like you were warned that I'm new to this world, but maybe not about the degree to which my own world is incredibly different from this one. Am I right about that?"









lintamande: The local priest directly got a vision from Asmodeus about it which sort of sets a very high lower bound on how important it must be. They're not saying that, though. The wizard who mindread him thinks that his world has successfully figured out how to raise humans who can almost completely compensate for having free will, and think like outsiders. They're not saying that either, though.

The right tack here is humility. "I haven't actually met people from any other worlds and I would not have trouble believing I am underestimating how different yours is."









Keltham: Until this person spoke, it had notoccurred to Keltham that going to some place might mean that he couldnot, from that place, go to other places; and the fact that somebody thinks he might need to bereassured about that is not reassuring. It brings a lot of other things into question; too many things, in fact.

"Let me put it this way. From my perspective, what you said implied a lot of facts entirely new to me, like, implicitly, it might not be good to trust somebody who said I'd be better resourced in Cheliax, unless they added 'you have my word', and then, you think, I ought to trust that. You expect me to worry that if I go to Ostenso, I might not be able to get passage back; but you don't expect me to worry that tickets would be too expensive, that I couldn't find other work, or that Cheliax's equivalent of Governance wouldn't order everyone who sells transportation to not sell me a ticket. There's this particular implied range of attempted defections against a prospective business partner, which you think I should worry about, and which you're trying to reassure me about, but that range itself is less - the word that translates in my language as 'Lawful' - compared to my world. And right now I have not observed enough facts about this world to establish basic causal entanglement between this reality and my mind; when I wonder whether your statements are true, I have to wonder whether any place called Cheliax exists, not whether you're saying something false about Cheliax. To the extent I have to worry about deception like that, I also have to worry that you would still be planning to defect even if you said you gave your word, because I haven't observed whatever system of incentives here makes people trustworthy when they give their words."

"My uncertainty is so wide, in fact, that I haven't thought of anything I can pragmatically do about it. I mean, I could try to talk to the giant six-legged things inside the bubble and ask them if they're actually demons bent on destroying the world, but that doesn't actually seem smart because it's potentially dangerous and a narrow shot inside a very wide space. So yes, fine, let's go to Ostenso, under the understanding that I am a prospective business partner trying to cooperate with Asmodeus, and your general treatment of me reflects on his reputation for reciprocating attempted cooperation; because the very smart very Lawful entity should be an anchor of sanity and good coordination if anything is; at least assuming that such any such entity as Asmodeus, or gods in general, exist. And then I request a translation spell and a library visit, so I can read a lot of random pages in random books and start to infer back the world those pages were written in."









lintamande: The man thinks about this, for about ten seconds, like it's in fact a lot of new information about something.

"- deal," he says. And then something over his shoulder to Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: Who understood none of that and has only half a guess at the flavor. "Yes, I'm coming." She takes Cortess's arm.









Keltham: "Deal? We're still operating informally under a presumption of good intentions and general attempts to repay good deeds later, or at least I hope we are. Actual proper deals should be written down for ontological stability." Keltham tentatively offers a hand, in case anybody wants a hand for magical reasons, which looks like it might be the case.









lintamande: "I don't mean that I'm holding you to precisely what you just said," the man says. "But, sure, informally under a presumption of good intentions."



And they teleport.



They're in the summer villa of the Archduke Henderthane of Sirmium, requisitioned five minutes ago in a very rushed conversation with the Queen's personal pit fiend. It's on eighteen hundred acres, the house itself at the peak of the cliffs looking out across the Inner Sea. All the prettiest girls at the local wizard school have been dragged over and set loose in the library.

The society that made this was poor but the person who made this was rich; labor was cheap for him, and it's very beautiful stonework.









Keltham: Okaythis place is pretty. Maybe this universe isn't as much of a dump as it looked from the Worldwound. Keltham will probably spend a minute or two appreciating all beautiful sights in sight, especially any that don't have dath ilani counterparts, unless somebody attempts to talk to him.









lintamande: No one can talk to him until the seventh circle wizard prepares and casts Share Language in any event, which takes him about ten minutes; he sits down on the nearest bench and his fingers twitch in the air as if tracking something very complicated. Carissa watches raptly.



And then he puts his hand on Keltham's shoulder and Keltham speaks Taldane.



Speaking a language suddenly is fairly distracting; all the words you know now map to the nearest available other words in the other language, which is not at all how people learn languages when they learn them. It has been analogized to getting onto an alligator and learning that it rides exactly like the pony you grew up riding on, but this might not be a helpful analogy if you haven't ridden any ponies or alligators.

"There should be a library indoors; I don't know where, exactly, but the staff will," says the wizard.









Keltham: "I know Taldane! Relative to prior expectations, this is so much higher in my preference ordering than - wait, what -"

"Oh my ass! 'Prior probability distribution' is how many syllables? Relative to the objective targets for which Baseline was optimized, this language was not optimized along the -"

Keltham stops, concentrates, discards several false starts on Taldane sentences that balloon far out of control.

"This language isn't good at doing some things my world thinks a language should be good at. At some later point, you should try giving somebody else my language, and test whether that makes them think better."









lintamande: "Share Language only shares ones I know. Possibly youshould pick up wizardry, this spell's only [two-syllable word for the complexity of the spell relative to other spells, conveying its topology and the fact that the better half of wizards could cast it and that it uses about 16% as much energy as a basic teleport]."









Keltham: "Yeah, that was definitely on my ordered list... on mylist of things to try. I reciprocate... for your game-theoretic... oh my ass, does this language really not have a less than ten-syllable way just to say 'thank you' - there it is. 'Thank you' for your helpful help, which I do understand to have been offered in a spirit of intended mutual future profit and not just friendship."

There's a polite dath ilani thing to say when you're thanking somebody and you're not sure how much of their help was pure altruism or not, but if he tries to say that thing, it'll take eight thousand syllables and then the other person still won't know how to interpret it colloquially.









lintamande: The wizard reminds himself of the thing he's been reminding himself of for the last eleven minutes which is that this is analienand even if they look deceptively human they don't think that way.



He nods. "You're welcome. The spell expires every day. Since it's only [second-circle], Sevar can cast it for you when it needs refreshing. People find that after a couple months of it they usually just know the new language even without a spell, at least for the words they in fact use. Cheliax is glad to have you here, and hopes for the success of your endeavors, and hopes that your genius will be represented in our children."









Keltham: "You're welcome. But I'm not - smart, or not more than 0.8 root-of-average-of-squares-of-deviations-from-average smarter than average. I just know some things that weren't taught here."









lintamande: He raises an eyebrow at Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: "Eighteen," she says.









lintamande: "That's four, uh, root-of-average-of-squares-of-deviations-from-average, forGolarion's unenhanced population."









Carissa Sevar: "There's a spell to check."









Keltham: "That's a fucking planetary catastrophe what the ass happened."









lintamande: " - Earthfall?" the wizard says uncertainly. "But that was eight thousand years ago and I don't actually have reason to think people were smarter before that, I have always assumed that we're just - at the intelligence level we were created at, or if you like at the right tradeoff between the costs of creating us and the benefits of having things at our intelligence around - my time is expensive, why don't you get oriented on things like 'history' and 'average intelligence' and then if you want to buy some of it later you can spend it better." And he's supposed to report to the Queen.









Keltham: "Absolutely fair."

Keltham is still fundamentally shaken by the notion of a -3.2sd g world. It changes everything, on the same level as magic... no, a lot deeper than that.

"Also, hi, Carissa," he says out loud. "I noticed you came along, was wondering if you were just here to do the local equivalent of checking in with a Keeper for alien thought process exposure, or are you thinking of joining whatever project gets set up?"









Carissa Sevar: She's so absolutely been entertaining heresies since her last mind review and she's relieved his society has that concept too. "I assume they'll send a priest along for that eventually but I was -" She's enlisted and goes where the crown sends her, which is here. " - thinking of joining whatever gets set up. Mytime isn't comparatively expensive and I can top you off on translation spells and the weather magic we do instead of air conditioning. And, you know, a girl doesn't get mysterious alien strangers dropped on top of her every day, and wouldn't want to spend the whole rest of her life wistfully wondering what they got up to."


(The other wizard teleports out.)









Keltham: Most of Keltham is still trying to get to grips with the local intelligence level. It's like something is optimizing for making his previous life narrative as unworkable as possible. +4SD g is at the level where you don't need to master an impossible art of nonconformity, to look in a direction no other nonconformist tried looking, in order to see what nobody else saw. At +4SD g you're just going to look at random poo and see improvements on it, because you are the very smart people who are as smart as the smartest other people who looked at the random poo.

He is nonetheless a teenage male, and some things are capable of catching his attention even so.

"Wasn't somebody named Sevar supposed to do the translation spells -" Is that last line flirting?

- she probably only wants him for his brain -

- okay he can work out how he feels later, first he needs to preserve optionality which means he needs to flirt back-









dath ilan: (Of course Keltham has ever had instruction on how to flirt, in the institutions that dath ilan has instead of colleges. He is familiar with the theory of common-knowledge-avoidance that underpins how standard flirting works.

Dath ilan isn't going to fling its children out into the world with no concept of how to find, explore, build or maintain a romantic relationship.)









Keltham: "And if I'm not in the news everywhere, it means I failed. Unless you're looking for a bit more detail than that."

Should he smile after he says the last part? No, that's escalating way too fast. This may not even be flirting, what with the enormous cultural gap? The whole careful common-knowledge-avoidance process makes even more sense than usual, in this case. The appropriate level of signaling back is exactly enough to show that he didn't completely miss the potential implication, if it was an implication, but no more.

Keltham keeps a straight face throughout.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, are they doing straight faces. "Sevar's my family name. Carissa's my familiar one. Do they not have that, where you're from?"









Keltham: "No, with nearly a billion people, we calculated globally unique names would need to be too long to remember. We go by birth order for unique IDs. Two syllables is long enough that you'd be moderately unlikely to be good friends with two people with the same name, so it's what most normies like my parents use in the modern generation. I've considered changing mine to something four-syllabled just to be Chaotic about it, but common wisdom says I should let my personality finish shaking out up to age 25 first."









Carissa Sevar: "Well you'll have to decide before you're in the news all over the world, I don't see how you'd change it afterwards."









Keltham: That gets a smile out of him that he decides not to suppress. "If nobody else has it, that's good enough for me. But yeah, I'll check whether there's anyone else on the planet named Keltham before I go public with that one. Wouldn't want to snare any innocents into the dreadful mire of my search shadow."









Carissa Sevar: "It's not a Chelish name but I don't know how you'd check the whole planet - we don't all speak a common language, or have, uh, a common mail system or whatever you're imagining. The most powerful wizards I know of are Nefreti Clepati and Felandriel Morgethai so four syllables wouldn't even be pushing what you could get away with, really."









Keltham: "Ha. I'm Evil, but I'm never going to be Evil enough to wantonly make people memorize seven syllables just to say hi to me."









Carissa Sevar: "It is also traditional, I think, for Evil wizards to have a menacing tower that turns everyone who approaches it into a chicken, so as to only be interrupted by people who are very competent or have priorities important enough to them that they'll be turned into a chicken about them."









Keltham: "Your world possesses housing options my world did not, but not entirely unintriguing ones. Speaking of which, I should probably figure out domestic things like where I'm sleeping before I hit up the nearest library for some quick page glimpses. You're relatively more local than I am, want to point out my next step or meta-step there?"

On reflection, Keltham decides, he should hesitate to flirt any further than this before he has actually thought at all about Carissa/Sevar.









Carissa Sevar: "Well personally were I given the run of the Archduke of Sirmium's summer villa I would go look at all of the bedrooms before I decided which one I was claiming, and probably take his own personal bedroom unless he's decorated it grotesquely, like with the skulls of his enemies, but if you're terribly eager to go to bed we could just ask the staff whattheirplan was and I'm sure they'll have a skull-free, very lovely bedroom."









Keltham: The skulls of his - they can resurrect people, right, it just costs money. That must sure make for some weird social dynamics.

"At some point I'm going to have to figure out the larger social process I'm embedded in, but I appreciate that it is taking the matter seriously. And it's not that I'm eager to get to sleep, it's that I expect to be predictably completely sucked in by the new planet's library, until I finally stumble back, vision blurring, to finally shower and get to sleep. So I need to have planned out all of that final process, and asked all the relevant questions about it, before I do anything as stickily-self-motivation-altering as stepping into another planet's library. Sort of thing that drives all other thoughts out of your mind, I expect."









Carissa Sevar: "You talk about libraries like wizards talk about magic." She waves impatiently at - a child? A person proportioned not quite like a human child but about the height of one. "Show us in so Keltham can look around."



  The person bows to Keltham. "Of course, master. This way."









Keltham: The Taldane word 'Master' floats around in Keltham's mind; he can tell that it doesn't map onto 'employer' which he's not, 'polite-dath-ilani-address-to-a-customer', or for some reasonowner... he'll figure it out later. Right now there's a very short person to follow.









lintamande: The very short person shows him a lovely stonework guest wing, with a suite. The suite has a very large bed. The mattress looks suspiciously like these people haven't invented enough materials science for really good mattresses, but everything else looks nice.

The short person stokes a wood-burning fire in a fireplace across from the bed. "There's plumbing!" he adds proudly, and demonstrates a sink.









Carissa Sevar: - wow, plumbing. She castsDetect Magic to get a better look at how it operates, even though she needs to figure out whether Keltham expects her to stay here and navigate that gracefully and can't afford to be distracted - actually, maybe 'oblivious because distracted by magic' would go over well.









Keltham: "I'm going to mention once, just to get it out of my system, that it looks like your civilization doesn't have the technology level necessary to build real bedrooms, and won't have that technology level for a good long time even if we all do our best. Okay, that part's done, moving on. Carissa, what'd you just do to the plumbing?"









Carissa Sevar: "Detect Magic,just to get a good look at it, I haven't seen an indoor plumbing with hot water before." In hisguestsuite, even. Sirmium must be doing well.









Keltham: "I'm glad I'm more Evil than the average dath ilani, and am not flipping out as hard as they would about a planet full of people who have to live without indoor plumbing. That's going to be a matter of scaling Element-29 smelting, for the pipes, and... I'm starting to wonder if energy to produce heat to smelt metal is actually going to be the sticking point, if indoor hot water is even rarer, and I should be looking into the fossil fuel scale before the metallurgical scale? Anyways, is this room magically advanced enough that the concept of a hot-water shower is also known to it?"









lintamande: "You can put the hot water in the bath, Master Keltham," the small person says.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you happen to know how this house heats the water?"









lintamande: "Contract with a fire elemental, I believe, ma'am."









Keltham: "Does that scale to where we can contract a fire elemental to melt 1728 third-tons of steel per day? If that's a spell somebody can cast once per day, without them being so expensive as to be completely unhirable, we can do an awful lot with 1728 third-tons of steel per day squared."









lintamande: "I don't know, Master Keltham."









Carissa Sevar: "Binding's fourth-circle. I don't think one fire elemental could melt that much steel and I'm not sure they could melt any. You could maybe takethe steelto the Elemental Plane of Fire if you had a plan to get it back once you've melted it, that'd be two fifth-circle spells a day, one to get there and one to get back, plus whatever you needed to survive there."









Keltham: "How much water could they turn to steam in a day? And do fire elementals continually add heat energy to wherever they are, so that I can melt anything if I can insulate them well enough, or do they have an ordinary temperature that only transfers heat to lower temperatures... I need to visit the library first and then think about this stuff more later. What do I need to know before I go to the library and then stumble back to my bedroom, take a bath, and go to sleep? I should plausibly eat a very quick dinner first or not eat it at all, I should know where to find Carissa/Sevar in the morning for translation spell, and right, toilet."

...the thought occurs to Keltham for the first time that he may now have occasion to figure out where this sub-apartment's cuddleroom is, if people keep flirting with him, and he ever wants to do anything about that. Well, not a top priority. Probably.









dath ilan: (Why would you do that in your bedroom. Why would you do that on your bed. That is not what a sleeping-pod or sleeping-sink is designed to do, any more than a sex-and-cuddling pillow-surface is designed to be slept on.

Any flirting Carissa may have hoped to accomplish by mentioning beds or sleeping has been lost forever in the abyssal depths of the cultural gap.) 









Carissa Sevar: "Bring dinner," Carissa tells the small person, who hurries off to do that.

"I'll ask for another room on this hall I guess, I might be out later in the morning than you because preparing spells takes me about an hour and I can't give you the language until I do that but your existing one shouldn't have worn off yet. I don't know how fire elementals transfer heat. That's the toilet." It's a marble bench with a small round hole in it and a pit beneath, at least fifteen feet deep.









Keltham: "There shall be weighty conversations on this topic later, at a point where those conversations could actually result in better-designed houses springing into existence. Noted on wizard morning patterns, is there a sign I can detect to know when it's safe to knock on your door?"









Carissa Sevar: "In the army there is, and also protocols for when to interrupt me before that, but I don't actually know what civilians who aren't students do, I enlisted right out of school. I'll use the symbol from the army."









Keltham: "No need to say what that is, it's surely the same symbol used by dath ilani military wizards."









Carissa Sevar: "If there's any symbol on the door, don't knock. Knock only if the door looks like a plank of wood devoid of symbols."









Keltham: "Acknowledged. I feel like I'm missing something blindingly obvious... clothing, laundry? Actually, these clothes contain an unmeasured amount of exemplar technology with respect to things like the metal alloys in the zippers, any plastic components, rare-element magnets, maybe even the weaving patterns in the cloth. They're my property, and indeed my only nonideational property at this point, but project-valuable to the point where your government actually needs to consider security to prevent them from being stolen. Any obvious solutions there?"









Carissa Sevar: At least they have the concept of theft, she was starting to be slightly worried they didn't! "Probably you should have personal security whenever you leave the house but they should be safe enough here. Probably have me launder them with magic instead of giving them to the housekeepers, lest they damage them."









Keltham: "Security, so checking explicitly: You've implied that this is a sufficiently high-security area to protect my property from whatever grade of criminal mastermind seems likely to target that property in hopes of obtaining a proprietary trade secret. Affirm?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes." She can go double check afterwards but it seems like probably 'direct word from Asmodeus' is enough justification for a lot of people parked outside keeping Keltham safe. And keeping him from leaving.









Keltham: "All right. I'll be troubling you to magically launder my clothes, and will add that to the rest of the informal debts I have piling up with you, which I assure you I am noticing. Can you think of anything else I should know or do before library... oh, we were waiting on dinner, weren't we. Any notion of the timescale there?"









Carissa Sevar: "I would expect it'll only be a couple more minutes. What is your plan for the library exactly, just to sit down with a history book and look up every reference until you've chased down everything?"









Keltham: The plan is that, unless there are entities here which think and write books extremely quickly compared to Keltham, they probably cannot fake an entire library in order to control Keltham's flow of information.

"Lots of random sampling, accompanied by trying to infer back the world that the pages were written in. I'm not trying to acquire thorough knowledge of anything, just orient myself to this whole universe."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, if you find the personal diaries of the Archduke you've got to copy a page down so we can mysteriously reference it at parties, later, and make him wonder how much we know." That feels like the right amount of aesthetically Evil while completely unobjectionable even to Good which Keltham seems comfortable in.





Dinner arrives. It is generous heaps of a dozen different things, since they didn't know what he'd like; fish and rice and bread and shellfish and vegetables and stuffed pheasant and seared meat and fruits and pastries.









Keltham: LADY WHAT - she must have been joking, even most criminals wouldnt dothat and no sensible Archduke would just leave his personal diaries in the library either.



Keltham samples everything, and will gravitate towards the more protein-heavy dishes accompanied by fruit, treating the pastries and bread as a dessert. He chews the first bites deliberately, experiencing and considering, and then eats much more rapidly after he has already Observed the New Experience.









Carissa Sevar: The food is much better than at the Worldwound and she's going to enjoy it while it lasts. She also suspects people are frantically making some arrangements in the library so it's better for Keltham not to be donetooquickly, though she's also not going to observably stall him.



When they're done she'll ask which rooms are free and pick one out and demonstrate the symbol on the door. "See you in the morning?"









Keltham: "Suppose so. I check explicitly: you don't expect me to accidentally get lost on the way to the library, or lost on the way back, in a way that I can't recover from by running into somebody to talk to."









Carissa Sevar: "I expect not but if you want an escort I could make space in my schedule."









Keltham: "Eh, think I'm fine checking empirically how lost I get without you, before I assume it's bad enough you need to be always following me around. I'm just checking that it is, in fact, inside the disaster class where you can sensibly plan to see what actually goes wrong and then recover, instead of some plausible-seeming missteps being bad enough to require advance foresight." This language and thenumber of words it takes to say things oh his ass.









Carissa Sevar: "You will not wander off a cliff or through a portal to the Abyss if you get lost, and probably some of your security's following you, so it should be recoverable."









Keltham: Under other circumstances Keltham might ask about intelligence-amplification headbands that might prevent him from forgetting his path; but mind-amplification is also mind-alteration, so Keltham is not about to just yank one of those things onto his head, even if supplied, before he manages to run across some mentions of them in the library.

Keltham shall now attempt to explore yet another place where no dath ilani has ever been. How is he doing at Finding the Library?









lintamande: If he asks the staff they will show him down a flight of stairs and through a courtyard to a ....very modest library, really. Two rooms with high ceilings and shelves full of books.



Also it's full of teenage girls sitting three to an overstuffed armchair and giggling.









Keltham: Is there anything that looks like a section on gods, or a section on global-factional-politics?

(Keltham is (a) bent on his mission and (b) processing teenage girls as extremely normal inhabitants of libraries. It may take him a bit of a delayed drop to ask what they're doing in a supposedly high-security area and why the gender ratio.)









lintamande: There's a section on theology, which looks rather sparse, and a section on world affairs which seems to have the global-factional-politics he might hope for.





The teenage girls observe him raptly but don't interrupt, he looks in-a-hurry and also (to Detect Magic) there's clearly several high-level invisible people shadowing him, which means it would be a bad idea to make sudden movements, even ones that are just accidentally dropping your pen on the floor so as to strategically pick it up.









Keltham: (Keltham rolls against his SED to notice the attention. Fails.)

Theology seems like the highest priority. Pull a random book and look at a random page.









lintamande: A series of mental exercises for Asmodeans, to practice submission to the will of their godblah blah blah, meditations for executing on their intentions successfully. Meditations to consider before making a promise. Meditations for raising Asmodean children. Meditations for blah blah blah anticipating Hell in a productive and confident fashion.









Keltham: Hm. Seems broadly consistent with the picture Carissa drew, so far. Different random page?









lintamande: The physical structure of Hell. It's not technically a plane, but nine of them; the only one accessible from the rest of the universe is Avernus, the first, where souls go when they die. The second is only accessible from the first (and third), the third from the second, etc.









Keltham: Let's try a different book. Do any of them look like they'd have information about the other gods?









lintamande: Nope! This library contains no books about gods other than Asmodeus. Those are illegal in Cheliax and could have been acquired on very short notice but spot-modification would be, well, hellish.









Keltham: Okay that's downright odd, given the extent to which negotiations between gods formed part of this world's Foundations of Order, in the mental picture Keltham was drawing; you shouldn't be able to understand current reality without knowing who had what utility function. Book on history of divine negotations?









lintamande: Also no!



(That's....not even a kind of book that can be found on short notice; it's probably in some private libraries but not Chelish private libraries.)





A book about Shelyn, goddess of art, love, and beauty, has turned up on a shelf in the corner; he must've missed it in his first scan.









Keltham: Great, let's flip to a random page in that one.









lintamande: Shelyn once had a brother, but then His utility function was inverted and He became a god of torture; it's very sad.









Keltham: SHIT WHAT okay let's temporarily forget breadth-first search and read the pages before and after that one.









lintamande: For a time, she and Dou-Bral shared the portfolios of beauty, love and the arts, and were worshiped by the early Taldans, until at some point they argued, and Dou-Bral abandoned Golarion for the far dark places between the planes.

When Dou-Bral returned to Golarion, he had become the god of mutilation, misery and torture: Zon-Kuthon. Believing that Dou-Bral still existed within Zon-Kuthon, Shelyn reached out him, but he pierced her hand with his black nails. When Thron, their father, tried to welcome him, Zon-Kuthon captured and tortured the wolf-spirit beyond recognition.

One myth speaks of how Zon-Kuthon first came into conflict with Abadar, the god of culture, wealth, and stability. Seeing the crimes Zon-Kuthon committed in Golarion, Abadar knew that he must be punished, and made a bargain with the evil god. Zon-Kuthon agreed to go into exile on the Plane of Shadow for as long as the sun hung in the sky in exchange for an item of his choosing from the First Vault. This imprisonment was not meant to be over as soon as it was, though, and when the sun stopped shining upon Golarion during the Age of Darkness, Abadar reluctantly honored the deal, giving Zon-Kuthon the first undead shadow, which the Midnight Lord has used to craft evil creatures in his realm of Xovaikain ever since.









Keltham: Okay, the utility-function-inverting thing does not sound like a thing that typically happens to humans walking around, but SHIT Golarion has issues. How do you even manage to negotiate to a multi-agent-optimal boundary with the god of mutilation, misery, and torture? Would it accept nonsentient things to torture if the nonsentient things were configured carefully enough to match its utility function, or is the utility function too precisely inverted to accept that? Does it have any interests in common with the unflipped gods besides the continued existence of the world despite Rovagug...

Let's put this book back for now, and go look at global politics.









lintamande: There's more here. Perhaps the Archduke found it more interesting. There are dozens of different countries with their own summary-books, and then books on The Ancient Tian Empires and Lessons From The Pharaohs and Great Heroes Of History and then books on trade routes and shipping and what plants grow in what places and what magical beasts roam which wildernesses.

Several of the books have maps, and the maps agree on nearby things and diverge on faraway things.

Nidal, a nearby country: ruled by Zon-Kuthon, the flipped utility function god. At the annual festivals of mutilation, people stab one eye out, or cut off some of their toes. Servants of other gods are barred from entering on pain of a slow and horrible death; some Good cults are suspected of operating there anyway, though it rarely ends well for them. A random flip reveals some sketches of Nidal's law enforcement, grotesquely scarred people with a bloody whip in one hand; a first-person account from a refugee who escaped to Cheliax and converted to the service of Asmodeus, an excerpt from Zon-Kuthon's holy book's writing about how best to keep people alive while you torture them.

Andoran, another nearby country: was part of Cheliax until it broke away blah blah blah. Andoran has now banned Evil and is trying to require everybody to be Good, with limited success. One of their major social problems is that all of their productive, intelligent Evil people left; another is that they keep aggravating their allies in the Inner Sea by refusing to contain piracy; another is that they abandoned Law when they banned Evil and there's been a corresponding breakdown of the social order. A random flip: Evil people forced to flee Andoran tell horror stories of the disarray caused by the country's ban on Evil; a ship captain killed by pirates and subsequently resurrected at great cost to his family accuses the government of Andoran of permitting the pirates to stalk the seas for their own benefit; a historian on how much more prosperous Andoran was when it was part of Cheliax.

Osirion is ruled by a god-king selected by Abadar, god of blah blah blah. It's a poor country but a populous one, fed by the generous grain crops of the Sphinx river, and has a wealth of ruins of the ancient Osirian empire that adventurers are now painstakingly extracting from their trapped tombs. A random flip: Osirion is a prospective ally for Cheliax due to their shared commitment to Law; Osirion's tombs contain relics of an ancient, more advanced civilization, the pharaohs of seven thousand years ago, and Cheliax is collecting and learning from many of those artifacts. Another flip is about how Osirion banned grain exporting.

Rahadoum, another neighbor, bans all the gods, and all their servants. On a random flip, a theologian argues that this is ineffectual, the exact way gods get information about the Material Plane isn't known and they certainly benefit from worshippers but banning their worship, even if people obeyed the ban, which they won't, just means the gods would rely more heavily on non-worshipper methods, which do exist; the gods, for instance, know of faraway worlds where they aren't worshipped at all. On another random flip the case is made that Rahadoum was more prosperous when it was part of Cheliax. Another one is about shipping lanes.









Keltham: Any fine subtleties of the Chelish authors are going to be completely wasted on Keltham due to his absolute incredulity at this whole library section.

On the first random page Keltham opened to, the author was saying what some 'Duke' (high-level Government official) was thinking while ordering the east gates to be sealed, which, like,what, how would the historian know what somebody wasthinking, at best you get somebody else's autobiographical account of what they claim they were thinking, and then the writer is supposed tosay that what was observed was the claim, and mark separately any inferencesfrom the observation, because one distinguishes observations from inferences.

This. This is supposed to be an expository educational history book. This is supposedly in the nonfiction section. What did the author think they were doing. This isn't reasoning, this is ink somebody spilled on a page and it happened to come out looking like words and everybody was so amazed at the coincidence they decided to reprint it.

There are no probability distributions on this page. There are nonumbers on this page.There are no distinct premises and conclusions anywhere on this page. This page contains more fallacies than it contains distinct words.

Keltham puts back the book. Maybe it was just written by a three-year-old. Yeah, Keltham already knows that it wasn't written by a three-year-old, it was written by somebody from a lower-intelligence world; but maybe the next book will have been written by a member of the cognitive elite wearing an intelligence headband.

The next random page in the next random book is written like a school parody of how you would critique somebody else's faction, if it had never occurred to the writer that anybody in the audience might think that the other faction would have a different story. Like. The author doesn't even try to explain what the other faction thought they were thinking. The other faction is just supposed to be running around being Wrong because they are the Wrong Faction.

Okay, so, Keltham is just going to adopt the rule of not believinganything that a Golarion author seems to explicitly be saying or even calling attention to, and is going to flip through random pagesonly trying to infer the world that gave birth to these parodies of argument and exposition. Just looking for things that the author seemed to assume away as politically nonvalent obvious uncontroversial truths, the equivalent of mentioning that the sky is blue when that's not a focus of political attention.

To the extent Keltham supposes that this class of inference is reliable, it does seem to be confirmed that a place called Cheliax exists.

Some other points that Keltham is able to pick up on:

- People hadhigher tech seven thousand years ago. What? What happened? Some kind of infohazard thing that required all the tech to be buried? But if that was true,why are they digging it up again? When dath ilan ran into the Past Infohazard they went to a lot of trouble to mothball all the old cities, nobody sane would just wander in and start looking at them without knowing why they'd been hidden.

- You get to be a really powerful wizard by killing monsters rather than by deliberate practice.Why.

- Governance as Keltham knows it does not exist. Prediction markets do not exist. Delegates, Electors, Legislators, and Tribunes do not exist. Nobody seems to be talking about anything that looks like an obvious preference-aggregation mechanism. Choices get attributed to people and it is at no point obvious why anyone would listen to those people.

- People fight giant destructive battles, and it does not occur to any author to remark or explain on how multi-agent-optimal this is not. It doesn't seem to be a remarkable fact when it gets mentioned in passing.

- It looks sort of like... factions have sharp territorial boundaries, and there's a thing where you kill the person at the top of the faction and the people inside the faction all switch sides to the other faction that killed them; which, what why would anybodydo that. Why, of all the things to successfully coordinate on, would people coordinate on that? Keltham is really missing something here about individual incentives.

-This entire planet is so on mind-altering drugs Keltham doesn't even just what what what

By the time Keltham reaches anything about Zon-Kuthon, he catches a glimpse of an infohazardous page, winces, and just shuts the book. He may eventually have to work out what is true and what is Drugs; but whatever that was, it is probably not the most important thing for him to deal with right now. In fact, maybe he should move on from the political history shelf entirely.

So is there a section of this library about "Magic: How Does It Even No Seriously What The Fuck Golarion"?









lintamande: There's a book on wizarding education and a book on dragon spellcasting and a book on famous sorcerer bloodlines and their achievements.









Keltham: And what occurs, do tell, if Keltham flips to the start of the wizarding education book, in hopes of finding a careful and reasoned exposition of background theory.









lintamande: There's a long essay by the author about the foolishness of other wizards who took the wrong approach to the craft and didn't approach it with the discipline Asmodeus requires. Then there's a long recounting of his achievements as a wizard and as a teacher of wizardry. Afterthatthere's a discussion of the simplest spells and meditations you should do in order to find them easier to hold in your head and cast properly, and tips for common errors, and some argumentation about which simple spell is the best to start with.



There's no mention of needing to fight monsters in the wizarding education book. There is a mention that you should inflict punishments at the end of the day because students are unlikely immediately after a punishment to be able to concentrate on their spellbooks, and if you're worried they'll run home and get it healed you can keep them late.









Keltham: Maybe there's some local custom about how written knowledge is supposed to be a record of all the things you shouldn't do, and from this, you can infer what you actually should do instead. Keltham genuinely has no idea if he's even supposed to believe all the bragging the author puts in front of the book about his achievements, as presented in a format that Keltham himself finds almost absolutely unconvincing. Maybe it's this huge string of blatantly false advertisements, and it's actually signaling cleverness at crafting false advertisements, or... Keltham doesn't get Golarion at all. Is he supposed to believe the thing about storing up punishments to be inflicted at the end of the day, in defiance of all behavioral shaping theory if you were even doing that in the first place; and the implicit claim that students are so admiring of this teacher and desirous to learn his knowledge, that they stick around even after being hurt? Keltham is guessing this is just a deliberately-unbelievable status brag claim in a very alien format? Whatever; it should mostly fall under the rule, for the moment, of not believing any fact which a Drugs Author seems to be actually trying to make him believe.

Mostly, Keltham is interested in the discussion of the simplest spells, the meditations, the tips for common errors. How does a very basic spellcast actuallywork, if Keltham tries taking what the author says at face value, when it hopefully maybe looks like the author isn't being political and would be discussing something that ought to be politically nonvalent ordinary common knowledge.









lintamande: Magic behaves sort of like a liquid, but it clings to itself. When you have a very little bit of it, the clings-to-itself effects dominate the behaves-like-a-liquid effects, and you can shape it, which is done through the will of the caster, on a complex scaffold that is itself magic (doing it without a scaffold is possible, magic got started in the first place after all, but much much harder). The simplest spells are those that need to be shaped as closed 2-manifolds, and you have to understand how magic behaves reasonably well to get it to the correct shape, and then you have to stabilize it and tie it off, after which it sits until you want to cast it. Casting it is much simpler - you untie it and flick it loose.









Keltham: Does it say how to get a very little bit of magic and use your will on it in the first place? Sort of thing Keltham could try literally right now?









lintamande: You need a spellbook, and inks which anchor the scaffold (the kinds of ink appropriate for spellbooks are so appropriate because the ink binds to the magic well). Here's the spell diagram he personally uses for new students, though of course they'll develop their own diagrams over time as they optimize their scaffold for their personal needs.



Once you have a spellbook and inks anchoring the scaffold, you should be able to learn to feel the magic. The meditations help with that. Book author recommends preparing spells on the student's scaffold while they concentrate; it might be easier for them to feel the magic while it's in motion. Some students pick it up quickly, within an hour, mostly predicted by lots of childhood magic exposure; he doesn't know any promising student to have taken more than a week.









Keltham: ...okay, promising enough for trying later.

But really, it feels like there should be - much more knowledge available on what magic does, even if the natives have no clue why, some overview of what it can do? Fine, they didn't write their books for aliens. But Golarion seems to run on magic to an amazing extent. There really ought to be a book that gives him a better overview of magic than this, somewhere in this library.

Why is there no such thing as a subject-encyclopedia, on any of these shelves? Do subject-encyclopedias just not scale down to a much smaller Golarion book market? Shouldn't they be able to producesmall subject-encyclopedias?

...maybe he's justnot in the reference section, because the reference section is behinda secret door that looks like a bookcase, as any habitual user of Golarion libraries would surely know and take for granted.

(When you buy your houses separately from the land it's on, you can afford nice high-tech specialist-manufactured houses. For many, many dath ilani, the definition of 'nice' would very much include a library with hidden doors that look like bookcases. Why, what else would you spend money on?)









Keltham: Keltham turns around, with the intention of identifying some prior library inhabitant who might be able to explain if he's just doing library exploration Completely Wrong.









Keltham:









Keltham: Keltham very quickly turns around and looks back at the bookshelves again. It's not what you would call an optimal strategy but it is, at least, a strategy which can be implemented fast.

EMERGENCY INTERNAL KELTHAM MEETING RIGHT NOW









Keltham: That sure is a lot of girls his age.

Pretty ones.

In a high-security zone.









Keltham: He does not, in fact, have any right to be surprised by this.

Dath ilani civilization would likely try exactly the same thing, if somebody showed up from an alternate timeline, with +4SD intelligence, derived from a different selection history, yielding an entirely different set of intelligence-promoting alleles.









Keltham:









Keltham: What does his brain mean "  ", there's got to be more to think thanthat.









Keltham: Could this have, like, happened in some way that would fit exactly into his prior life narrative, so he would already know exactly what to think of it. Is that too much to ask?









Keltham: Okay. Okay. Let's - just slowly back up - and start with most important question here.

Does hewant to have sex with all the girls in this room?









Keltham: ...there's not enough girls in this room, if they want to make sure to grab a copy of each of his 46 chromosomes with say 99% probability.









Keltham: While an interesting point, this is not really the central point under consideration. Does he want to have sex with all of these girls plus a large further number of such, thus having enough kids to bring the dath ilani geneset to this world and - what, bump up the average central intelligence factor by half a standard deviation? How many generations would that take, and would it actually be all that useful compared to whatever heredity-optimization processes the locals are running already?

Keltham doesn't actually know offhand how to do those calculations. If Keltham had known this was how his life was going to go, he would have spent a lot more time studying population genetics, sexual technique, and flirting.









Keltham: It has been a while since Keltham's mind has ended up in this much internal disarray. It's going into loops and repeating the same facts, and occasionally the same blank stares, just rephrasing the same thoughts over and over. Like "that sure is a lot of pretty girls" and "they're probably also some of the smartest girls around locally even if that's not directly visible, at least if they want the next generation of wizards directly off this event, which I would in their shoes" and "I should have realized earlier that, rather than just showing up with my head stuffed full of valuable extraworldly information in my brain, I actually had a whole lot more highly valuable information inside my testicles".









Keltham: It is, in fact, this last thought that snaps him out of it. Sometimes, just rephrasing your existing thoughts in slightly different ways does knock something loose, as long as you're not repeatingexactly the same thoughts.

The sum of his private property on arrival: valuable knowledge, slightly valuable clothing, and valuable genes.

Those sneaky sneaks. They thought that maybe if they threw enough girls at him fast enough, he'd be seduced into just going along with that, without first asking for any form of compensation for his valuable genetic information.









Keltham: Or possibly they were planning to offer him whatever's standard. Keltham has notobserved them try to get away with his precious bodily fluids without paying; one must distinguish inference from observation, after all.

But, yeah, no actual sex with these girls until Keltham is oriented enough to know how local money works and set up an explicit contract.









Keltham: ...snuggles?

Oral?









Keltham: Okay, so, given the sheer amount of internal disarray he has going on here, he is going to give himself time to think about this, absorb, and not come to a conclusion right away.

They do say not to rush into sex if you are feeling rushed, and that... probably extends unchanged even to very large quantities of sex? Why is his brain slightly reluctant to accept that obvious-seeming meta-conclusion.









lintamande: Invisibly, and also inaudibly, two high level wizards spent a truly heroic length of time trying to have straight faces at each other and it's not totally clear who failed first because it was basically simultaneous.

"I -" says one of them, the one who doesn't need to breathe because he has a necklace of adaptation - "- reject the explanation that this is what people are like without free will or with better training in not using it."

The other one doesn't have a necklace of adaptation and does need oxygen and so takes several minutes to catch his breath. "My theory is that, probably, if I can trust my premises here, Cheliax exists."


"We should add to the list of things that go wrong with a honeypot setup, 'he decides that the presence of girls implies that his ejaculate is very valuable and he should not give it away for free'."

"Should we, though. When it will absolutely never ever happen again."

"Well, if we commission thousands of him, maybe in a few generations it's a common problem."

"Gods forbid."

"From what I know, the gods seem supportive."

"You know if Nethys gives people too much of Himself they're driven mad and destroy themselves. Maybe if Abadar gives people too much of Himself they're driven mad and end up like this."

"I have heard as many as several things about the pharaoh of Osirion and that seems probably wrong."

"But was it presented with the observations and inferences separated, with numbers for every sentence? No? I submit that you know nothing about Osirion except that a book-writer wanted you to believe that it exists."

"Observation: Osirian women can't own money. Inference: therefore, the pharaoh probably does not oblige them to pay him to fuck them."

"I didn't hear any numbers."

"Thirty seven. Point one five. Eight hundred ninety six."

"Ah. A credible claim, then."









Keltham: Keltham needs a Plan.

He needs to handle this attempted mass mating rush in a way that neither immediately escalates to cuddling, nor signals that he is opposed to the mass mating per se.

Can he just... be nice and smile at the girls, but pretend not to notice their flirting attempts, for now, possibly? Or be deliberately ambiguous, leaning negative, but with occasional positive signs thrown in? Would that work to correctly signal that he was delaying but leaving his options open, if the underlying strategy was successfully decoded by the other side? It's more of a classically feminine stratagem than a classically masculine one; but 'feminine' is here standing in for the sexuality in relatively greater demand, and the inversion for his own case should be as obvious to them as it is to him. And even if the stratagem isn't correctly decoded by the amorous horde, obscured by unknown subgaps of the cultural gap between he and they, it seems relatively failsafe? Given the common-knowledge-avoidance underlying theory of flirting, sending ambiguous signals should avoid either escalating or terminating -

Wait. That style of flirting exists in dath ilan, deployed by people who know what 'common knowledge' is. 'Common knowledge' is not a very advanced formalism, but it is very plausibly not something that is known here; or plausibly something that exists, but is beyond the lower quartile of a population with -3.2 average intelligence.

A lot of romantic complications seem like they would plausibly be beyond the lower quartile of a -3.2g world, if that world designed or just equilibrated to romantic norms that worked for almost-everyone.

...do amorous girls in Cheliax... even do subtlety... at all...?









Keltham: No, he might be panicking prematurely here. Carissa opened by saying that she'd be curious about what happened to him, but afterwards mentioned that Keltham might be tired and need to find a bedroom to sleep in, rather than suggesting that they immediately go to a cuddleroom. Romantic norms here probably call for some subtlety. Probably.

...how about if he smiles in a friendly way, looks appreciative of appearances, and pretends not to notice any overtures that aren't fully overt? He's from a very alien place, and it should be much more plausible than usual that he actually isn't picking up on flirting attempts.









Keltham: At the point where Keltham noticed that he'd been surrounded by pretty girls his own age, he'd been about to... ask around for library-help, in case he was looking in the wrong place to find subject-encyclopedias.

Keltham observes of himself that he is, in fact, scared, even armed with his new Plan.

The stereotypically wise question to ask when you're scared is, "Suppose you go on avoiding this forever, how well will that work out for you?"

And Keltham knows well that he does not, in fact, wish to avoid talking to amorous female hordes forever. Every man must, at some point, talk to the amorous female hordes bent on mating with him, and pretend not to notice. This is wisdom.









Keltham: In full knowledge that he is both silly and doomed (for he is not without understanding of how his own life might appear, seen from the outside) Keltham turns around to address the library.

"Do any of you happen to know if I'm looking in the right place for..." Taldane doesn't have the word subject-encyclopedia. Great. "The kind of book on magic that would say - how much weight magic can lift, how much water it can turn to steam, how fast a little bit of magic accelerates when it clings to another little bit of magic?"









lintamande: He has the rapt attention of the horde.


"Principles of Spell Design has that," someone says instantly.

"I don't know if they'll have that here."

"Archduke Henderthane's not a wizard, I don't think -"

" - he might not say -"

"- but most of the noble houses've got sorcerous bloodlines, rather than studying to be wizards -"

"- it was only recently under the glorious guidance of House Thrune and Asmodeus that wizardry's better than a sorcerer bloodline -"

"And it still, you know, depends on the sorcerer bloodline. And on how smart you are."

"And if you're a noble you're enhancing splendour not cunning which works better with being a sorcerer -"

"- anyway if he's either not a wizard or pretending not to be he won't have Principles of Spell Design in his public library."

"Ostenso's Imperial Academy Of Magic has it. - that's where we go to school."

"Probably someone could fetch it for you."









Keltham: ...Did the local government assign him a research harem? Because these pretty girls sound a lot like an engineering team that somebody just tossed a problem.

Okay, that's honestly kind of awesome. Keltham is not going to complain about this at all.

"Expect I'm gonna want a lot of books that aren't here, if there's better libraries than this," Keltham says out loud. "Unless it's very low-overhead to grab them one at a time, let's build up a list before making a run. Principles of Spell Design definitely sounds like the kind of title that should be on it. Does anybody see a standout good book that's already here, for quickly getting some picture of magical basics? Right now I have very little idea of what magic can do or what's already been tried."









lintamande: The girls have ostensibly been examining the selection of books in this library for the last three hours but they spring into action to actually examine the selection.

"You want Bloodlines, it's got a breakdown of all the known wizard spells by which sorcerer bloodlines manifest them and so it's got a breakdown of all the known wizard spells."

"I know I saw Serrano's Abjuration -"

"I have Lorca'sA Definitive Guide To Summonsin my backpack -"

"That's no good,Ihave Marias and it's better -"










Keltham: "All known wizard spells sounds hella useful." Though the fact that there's a bookable finite list implies incredibly strong design constraints, why isn't that like saying that one of your books contains all known blueprints for technology that uses electricity? Maybe she just meant all the known popular ones?









lintamande: Bloodlines is found in the library. It's in eight volumes but it's distinctly finite. The girls are quietly arguing with each other about which is the definitive text on Transmutation and about how far afield the book-fetchers will be persuadable to go. There is at least one whispered "Asmodeus's direct orders -"









Keltham: Keltham is sufficiently intent on rapidly flipping through All The Wizard Spells that he's unlikely to overhear any whispers like that.





WHAT. WHAT IS THIS. HOW IS THIS THE LIST OF WIZARD SPELLS. WHAT.









lintamande: Mage's Faithful Hound

5th Circle, Conjuration

You conjure up a phantom watchdog that is invisible to everyone but yourself. It then guards the area where it was conjured (it does not move). The hound immediately starts barking loudly if any Small or larger creature approaches within 30 feet of it. (Those within 30 feet of the hound when it is conjured may move about in the area, but if they leave and return, they activate the barking.) The hound sees invisible and ethereal creatures. It does not react to figments, but it does react to shadow illusions.

If an intruder approaches to within 5 feet of the hound, the dog stops barking and delivers a vicious bite once per round. The dog also gets the bonuses appropriate to an invisible creature (see invisibility).Its bite is the equivalent of a magic weapon for the purpose of damage reduction. The hound cannot be attacked, but it can be dispelled.

The spell lasts for 1 hour per caster level, but once the hound begins barking, it lasts only 1 round per caster level. If you are ever more than 100 feet distant from the hound, the spell ends.









Keltham: So you couldeither send something into the Elemental Plane of Fire,or alternatively with the same conserved-resource expenditure, materialize a temporary domesticated wolf. Not, like, a barky bitey sphere or something, a domesticated wolf specifically.

The spell list is incredibly varied, gratuitously exotic, around three-quarters focused on combat (albeit this does make some sense if wizards only get more powerful by defeating monsters), and exponentially too tiny for a list of possible structures that can be made that complicated and which are key to a whole society.

But, wait, the pipes were enchanted to deliver hot water, weren't they? Maybe all the utility stuff is - magic items, right. The wizard spells are just the structures you can build using an item-scaffold, tie off, and then carry around until you fire them at something. It would make sense for those to be combat-focused, because that's the context in which you'd fire something immediately and without carefully constructing a reusable magical item to do it instead.

It still doesn't make sense how there's a short finite list of structures this exotic. Unless...

"Two wild-ass-guess hypotheses," Keltham says out loud. "Confirm or refute. Hypothesis one, only gods, or some extremely rare class of people with access to restricted stuff, can create," or rather compile but Taldane doesn't have the word, "spell designs. Hypothesis two, there's a much wider variety of magicalized devices than standard wizard spells, too many for there to exist a comprehensive book set listing all such device templates. Also, sorry all my words come out so long and stuffy-sounding, they'd be shorter in my native language."









lintamande: "Spell design is really hard and only gods or extremely powerful ancient wizards can do it from scratch," one of the girls confirms. "- and yes, you can do a wider variety of things with magic items."

"What you can do with magic items is combine elements more freely," someone else says. "If there are two items that do different things, you can build one item that does both. You can't do that with spells at all. And you can make a magic item that casts a spell once an hour, or twice an hour, or on a trigger, that's reallytricky to put in a spell."

"I'm approaching certification in item crafting, if you have more questions specifically about that."









Keltham: Keltham has been trying to figure out what obvious-to-him things would not have already been tried. "How are magic items at precision, focusing forces down to smaller levels? Let's say I want to take all the power that would go into something like a mage's faithful hound, and apply all that power to compressing and heating something the size of a dust speck."









lintamande: The girl looks crestfallen. "I ....don't know. I think it'd take more skill, to make something that can work on very small things."









Keltham: "Sort of thing a topnotch research team could do in a week, a month, a year, a decade, or never?"









lintamande: "I think if it could be done in a week someone would've done it. Though they might have, and not published it, depending what it's useful for."









Keltham: "Possible component of a device that would make a lot of heat for smelting more iron and steel. I'm wondering if we can skip coal mining and go straight to... an analogue of fire that requires much higher starting temperatures and produces much greater amounts of heat when something burns. That might work if magic can take a fixed quantity of heat and focus it down into a small enough volume that the local temperatures are incredibly high, like thousands of times higher than molten iron; and I've already verified that somebody from this world didn't seem to have the corresponding basic knowledge to know what the underlying constituents of matter were or how to burn them, so it's the sort of thing that nobody here might have tried yet. Oh, but don't try that on your own until we've all nailed down equity distributions and intellectual property so I can explain further details. It's legitimately dangerous if you don't know what you're doing."

Basic physical principles should plausibly be given away as gifts, because it's hard to make them excludable and they're too necessary for others making basic research contributions, but specific inventions should still be charged-for - is Keltham's current thought. Keltham might feel differently about it, if he'd personally discovered all of the relevant physical principles. But in fact Keltham is carrying a lot of dath-ilan-produced information that he got for free, and that dath ilan would have preferred him to spread around; and he is, as he has just contemplated, honorable even in the dark.

The idea that there's an analogue of fire, that burns things if you get the starting temperature high enough, and yields much more energy - for that matter, the idea of binding energies and mass defects for nuclei - should under this policy be given away for free. Knowing that you can extract hydrogen from water and burn that in particular - or hydrogen and boron, if they can get the temperatures high enough, that would be safer and less radioactive to do inside a steel furnace - seems more in the realm of specific inventions that he could charge for.

Or actually... given some of the weirder exotic effects he's seen in the spells, maybe he should more privately at some point talk about squeezing down some 'impenetrable' wall of force around a bigger mass of liquid hydrogen until the whole thing fuses, for purposes of trying to destroy the Worldwound? Actually he'd first need to ask whether enormous explosions would have any effect on the Worldwound at all.









Nethys: Is that squirrel thinking about how to do SCIENCE to MAGIC in order to create HUGE EXPLOSIONS?









Abadar: The existing treaties about enormous destructive magical explosions admittedly don't encompass this but new ones that do should be agreed upon promptly, because if there are a lot of explosions of that kind there won't be anything anyone values left on Golarion! ...also, that particular squirrel should NOT be encouraged to blow itself up, that particular squirrel is very valuable.









Nethys: This is so exciting! Prophecy is broken and now the squirrels are going to develop magical nuclear weapons centuries ahead of Nethys's schedule!

The squirrel appears to be in Cheliax! Nethys goes off to bother Asmodeus about this.









lintamande: The top decile of attractive girls at Ostenso's Imperial Academy of Magic are diligently taking notes and also exchanging glances at the announcement that there are equity distributions involved in this? It kind of sounds too good to be true but he is a bizarre alien. Anobliviousbizarre alien.









Keltham: Keltham shall continue asking extremely basic and/or extremely difficult questions! And seizing one book after another from the library (this time with their guidance) and reading random pages from it!

Facts that are likely to become clear to his audience:

- Keltham does tend to look at you when you drop a pen on the floor and strategically pick it up.

- Keltham believes that they were assigned to him as a research team.

- Keltham is a proud man, but has an alien concept of pride which does not preclude him continually calling his own ideas stupid.

- Keltham thinks himself to be in charge of something he calls the Golarion Industrialization Project, but does not seem to act or talk in any way that reflects this self-assigned high status. Trying to show him overt signs of deference causes him to produce odd looks and uncomfortable side glances.

- Keltham thinks his researchers all need to learn basic calculus in order to be able to work on his project. Obviously they are going to be dealing with all sorts of things that equilibrate, and you need to learn derivatives to understand equilibria. Keltham hopes the smarter ones among them can have learned the basics there before they reconvene tomorrow.

- Keltham is following an unknown ruleset for sexual mindgames which permits him to appreciate prettiness and physical stretches through (completely direct and unhidden) looking, but not to respond verbally to verbal hints of interest.

- Keltham's mind runs completely skew to all other mindgames played in Cheliax.

- Keltham has absolutely no idea how Golarion, Cheliax, or this entire universe, operates.

- Keltham believes and takes for granted that they are all being paid lots of money to work for him.









lintamande: They were not technically told to tell Keltham they're being paid lots of money to work for him but, if he is under this impression, maybe it'll incline him to pay them lots of money, once he's negotiating those equity contracts. Seeming vulnerable to coercion is rarely in one's interests. They have some cheerful conversations about what to buy with all the money they are (hypothetically) being paid.

Given the actual assignment here, the students of Ostenso's Institute etc etc are mostly interested in figuring out Keltham's world's ruleset for flirting, but if calculus is part of it, then they will certainly learn calculus.



Once Keltham has gone to bed there'll be a debrief with the mindreaders and hopefully it'll clear up all the confusing bits.









Keltham: Keltham notices himself starting to become tired, which means he should stop now. He could go on further, but he's planning to try to poke or summon his Intrinsic World Keltham-god, followed by trying to talk to Asmodeus, so any energy he'll predictably recover after a hot bath should be reserved for that.

Now that he's pausing to think about it, on reflection, how suspicious is it that he's managed to run around this whole library - learning about spells and wondrous items, and some small amount of basic magical theory, and what little is known here about material science - without learning much about the gods whose utility functions and strategies apparently play a critical role in determining the equilibria of this whole universe?

...yeah, pretty suspicious. Not quite as suspicious as it would be if all the books weren't written with appallingly low reasoning standards, implying a world whose general epistemics are cratered on some quality levels. Not as suspicious as it would be if that library hadn't also lacked good explanatory books and knowledge about spellcraft, compared to what some research haremettes were able to pull out of their bagpacks because they were wizard students specifically. It could just be a really really really awful reference library.

But the theory that they were trying to prevent him from knowing too much about other gods also made a tentative advance prediction about how much luck he'd have in the library, and that prediction has now been fulfilled.

On the plus side, there's now a lot more entities than just Cheliax of whose mere existence Keltham is moderately confident, in the branch of possible reality where the whole library wasn't just faked. And while that faking is very possible given his current epistemic state, there are levels of paranoia which are hard to operate productively. Like, "maybe they can just manufacture whole books from scratch as I want to look at them" or "maybe a god is individually puppeting all the other humans present" or "maybe one of the girls is an illusion-disguised advanced wizard who is mind-controlling me to think some thoughts but not others". There's so many possible paranoid theories like that, and they typically don't imply obvious low-cost winning counterstrategies.



Off to his bedroom Keltham goes, after exhorting his research harem to sleep well, for there is much to be done the next day!









lintamande: "He's completely insane," Elias Abarco, fifth-circle divination specialist with Chelish intelligence, declares, shooing the teenagers out of an armchair so that he can flop in it and expound on this. "I don't know if everyone in his world is like that, he conceives of himself as an outlier, but he conceives of himself as an outlier inourdirection - less Lawful, more Evil - so maybe the rest of them are even worse. There's not going to be a good gentle way to break it to him that Hell is painful and there's not going to be a good gentle way to break it to him that Cheliax bans heresy and I'm not even sure there's going to be a good way to break it to him that we execute murderers? Or....the bit of good news is that I don't think it'll especially occur to him that Cheliax is worse than other places along the dimensions he cares about, he'll be as unimpressed with anywhere else."

"Did he notice people flirting," Yaisa Castilla, who was doing a frankly exhausting amount of flirting, asks as soon as there's enough of a pause that it's plausibly not an interruption.

".....yes," Abarco says. "He, uh - doyouwant to explain -"

Atanasio Torres, sixth-circle conjuration specialist with Chelish intelligence, glares murderously at Elias. "....he thinks you all were offered as an effort to trick him into sharing his genes with Cheliax without getting paid," he says eventually. "So he doesn't want to get anyone pregnant until that's been negotiated."

"What?"

"Negotiated with who?"

"His - there are other men at eighteen intelligence!"

"I thought he specifically wanted to have hundreds of children!"

"He didn't just not get anyone pregnant he wouldn't even flirt with us!"

"- he might've been thinking it's harder to exercise self-control farther along -"

"I also suspect he doesn't have much sexual experience," says Abarco. "And, remember, he is insane. You'll be really confused if you try to model him as a sane person."

"Who'd he like best?"

"I'm not sure he was successfully differentiating you."

"What'dhe like best."

"- I think at least in the abstract he admires, uh, subtlety."

"He'snot subtle."

"Well, he's insane."









Keltham: Keltham takes a very long hot bath, much longer than he usually takes hot showers. It's honestly been kind of aday for him. Even after the plane crash. He was simultaneously trying to infer the reality of an entire world and neither confirm nor deny his sexual attraction to a room full of women whose individual identities he would have more luck keeping track of if they had been introduced to his experiential universe one at a time. And if they had not all been wearing identical school-issued clothing. And not been of all the same unfamiliar... appearance-cluster? that isn't whatever appearance-cluster a dimensional outsider would assign to dath ilan, that Keltham's facial-recognition centers have been trained to discriminate inside. And if they didn't all have two separate names. That were all built from the same unusual distribution over consonants. Or if they didn't all tend to talk at the same time.

(On reflection, he did like that one who always insisted she could do something better than some other girl who'd spoken previously. But it's been a long night since she last identified herself and he has not remembered her name.)









Keltham: Eventually, Keltham lies down in bed, closes his eyes, and - for only a short time - tries to think more like a Keeper.

The Keepers conserve much that is hazardous, maybe not even the greatest Keeper knows how much (would you really want all the cognitohazards concentrated in one person); and of that, it will often be true that the larger part of any secret is the fact that the secret exists. But among the cognitohazards that Keepers are known to conserve, there is most famously the fact that if you go all-out on thinking in ways that locally obey coherence theorems in order to ape the higher unbounded structures, it can sometimes be wearing on the more... human parts of the human.

It is a necessary implication of the Utility structure that you can, for any three outcomes orderable by strict preference x < y < z, mix the outer two outcomes x, z at some probability p * x + (1 - p) * z in order to yield a mixed outcome of which you are indifferent between that and a certainty of y.

Or, in plainer language, there exists some probability p which is small enough that, if you are a coherent thinker, you would rather have a (1 - p) probability of getting the smallest local unit of money (say, a ten-thousandth of a labor-hour) and a p probability of dying the true death, compared to having nothing. Or a p probability of your mother's true death, or less pleasant things.

Most normal people - that is, people inside a small range around average intelligence that includes Keltham - would not get much further in life on account of insisting to themselves that they confront such points. That just sets up the component parts of you to get angry or sad about the higher logical structures that your more abstract parts are thinking about. There is no urgent need, no benefit; what'd be the point of the soulstrife?

But that, Keltham is guessing, is the way a small mind should try to arrange itself, if it wants to receive overly direct messages from a large mind, without that hurting too much. He's seen the books these people write, they do not have their facts and their values clearly labeled and separately binned, they do not know what is observation and what is inferred, they don't break down multistep inferences into steps... or at least, they write like that. But Keltham can imagine how that mind, internally so disorganized, might slosh around and maybe hurt if somebody dropped a FACT and a STRATEGY with an EXPECTED UTILITY into it, when that was something outside of its native ontology.

Where the problem is, of course, that Keltham is not really a Keeper; and his own mind is also going to be very disorganized, very human, very not a locally coherent shard of higher unbounded Validity, Probability, Utility, Decision. He's not sure - as he contemplates this - that there is very much he can do by thinking and meditating, to improve on whatever dath ilan has already given him in the way of thoughts clearly separated and binned. He already draws as many distinctions as he's going to draw, his mind already has as much landing area as it'll have, for the assertion that some fact is 30% likely, or that one strategy is preferred to another by an amount that has a ratio to how much he prefers a hot shower over a hot bath.

But for whatever it's worth, Keltham tries to make it that much easier for whatever god to see him, and maybe talk to him. He thinks about his direct sensory observations, mostly the now-internalized and partial memories of Carissa; his brain retrieves these memories, from these he infers the corresponding past experiences (not a certain inference, there could be memory-altering spells), Carissa may have been veridically describing a world, in need of industrialization. He has seen letters upon pages in another language, he has had that selfsame language inserted into his mind by spell, and those written pages seemed to confirm in passing the existence of that world. People exist in that world, incoherent but just barely coherent enough that you can look at them and idealize out notions of preference, shards of Utility; there is then the opportunity for Coordination, multiplayer strategies that gain more utility for all those players; of this is symbolized wealth, money; and this Keltham desires himself, not so much because he plans to buy particular things, here, but because he will be able to buy things in the future. And because he is proud, and wants to prove something, maybe he can never prove what he could have done in dath ilan - and maybe, it is easier to acknowledge now, he could not have done anything in dath ilan - but if Keltham cannot make something of himself even here, where he is this special, then what is he worth at all?

But all that is Keltham's Pride, and Keltham sets it aside for contacting Asmodeus later. It is there only to be acknowledged as the thing that lends Utility to the outcome that Keltham prefers, as he reaches out to a hypothetical god theorized relative to a background reality that was inferred but never directly observed. A god that desires higher Coordination for its own sake and for the sake of all the people who gain their own utility as they go about their own ways and through their own efforts. Because Keltham is hoping for these probable classes of outcomes that are the industrialization of Golarion and Keltham taking his own profit from it, if he and the God of Coordination can shift their strategies mutually, in some unknown way. He is, in his decision to think this, hoping for the outcome where the God of Coordination talks to him about that part, leading to a corresponding abstract unknown shift in Keltham's actual strategies along with the Coordination-God's strategies; and perhaps also whatever relationship is bound up in being a cleric...









Abadar: ...the squirrel has contorted itself up into a really odd, actually unprecedented shape, some strange half-mockery of Lawful thought. And prophecy in this world is broken. This fragment of Abadar's attention is not smart enough to immediately forecast with certainty, using just naked intelligence, what happens if you talk to a squirrel while it is curled up in that weird shape. Probably nothing terrible, but squirrels are fragile even under the best of circumstances, this squirrel is strange, prophecy is broken, and it would be awfully tragic if this one exploded.

This isn't even Asmodeus's fault. Abadar specifically paid for that part not to happen. It's all the squirrel's own idea, whatever this is.

As a side note, this does tend to confirm the set of theories where this squirrel actually has no idea what it's doing. Which would tend to go along with the class of hypotheses where the squirrel came from outside Golarion and maybe the whole local multiverse. This world sure got itself messed up, didn't it.

Hopefully the squirrel tries praying in a more normal posture, at some point, and Abadar can have a more normal divine conversation.

At least the squirrel is now explicitly asking to be a cleric.









Abadar: Cleric levels get exponentially more expensive very fast as you add more of them, when that happens by direct divine intervention. But it's clear that this squirrel could use more help than just the one cleric level, if it's going to have any chance of surviving to divulge the more important things it knows.

With the equivalent of a frustrated sigh, Abadar moves to drop three cleric levels on this very strange squirrel -









Nethys: Make it seven! It'll be more exciting with seven! Nethys will totally pay to make up the difference! Abadar's into that sort of thing, right?









Abadar: - dropsseven levels on the squirrel.









lintamande: What it feels like to be a cleric varies, because if you perturb a part of a human's brain the rest of the brain will generate all kinds of explanations of what just happened. It's not outside the space of experiences that people report without, in fact, actually being a cleric, because they're fasting or on drugs or just meditating very intensely, but this doesn't usually produce a lot of confusion because afterwards you either have spells, or you don't.

Commonly reported: a feeling of being seen by a penetrating beam of light. That feeling that you sometimes get in a dream where you see someone and hug them and know as a sort of background fact that they are the love of your life and you are reuniting after a long separation, even if your awake mind is pretty sure that person doesn't exist. A feeling of noticing there's something in your chest, or in your arms, that's been there your whole life but which you just realized you can move. A sense of being showered in transcendent divine love. A really intense variant of coming out of subspace. A moment of all your sensory input sending 'THE DIVINE' instead of their usual format of sensory input. A feeling of opening your eyes, except they were already open.









Keltham: ...whoa. That is the mostinteresting if extremely transient drug effect that Keltham has ever experienced.

Keltham desires to communicate in more detail, because that will probably lead to classes of outcomes where he can execute more effectively on Golarion industrialization and also on bringing more honorable Coordination to this weird place.









Abadar: Abadar is scared to talk to you when you're like this! Abadar doesn't know what will happen if He does!









Keltham: Nobody seems to be talking back to Keltham's carefully coherently configured desires for communication with the divine. Butsomething definitely just spoke to him or touched him or patted his head or screamed in inaudible frustration or... orsomething.









Keltham: Maybe he should call off further experiments until checking in with Carissa or other domain experts, since he tried what felt like the most obvious avenue, and got a result that was very briefly like being on drugs. Some drugs are dangerous, especially if you take a lot of them. Or maybe that's just what happens if you try to talk to some weird god that wasn't already in Golarion; and Asmodeus, a known quantity, would still be safe to try to contact...









Keltham: ...wait a minute.









Keltham: There is definitely a sort of -affordance - inside Keltham's mind - that wasn't there before. Like a door inside himself, with a flat plate that is clearly meant to be pushed rather than pulled.

...did the god-of-Keltham, or whatever he managed to touch, justcleric him?

Keltham did manage to pick up, from random library pages, that some clerics are supposed to be able to heal without much preparation. That inner metaphorical door - feels like it should, if he opens it like this -









Iarwain: Warm divine energy washes in Keltham and through him, clearing away the lingering strained muscles from his earlier frantic dash through the Worldwound's cold.









Keltham: First spell, heck yeah!









Keltham: ...wait. This also means that whatever god it was just clericed Keltham and didn't tell him anything.

Darn it. Keltham would really have thought the god-of-Keltham would have been interested enough in the Golarion industrialization plan to say something.

...assuming Keltham even got approximately the god he tried to visualize.

Okay, Keltham is feeling a little out of his depth, and slightly apprehensive about the potential side effects of his clever plans that he's just been charging ahead into. This is a bit of a Maybe-Not-Easily-Revocable Event with Side Effects that he's gotten as a result. He's going to sleep, and then he'll talk to Carissa or other domain experts tomorrow morning about his sudden clericing, before he proceeds further.









lintamande: No one interrupts his sleep though there are a lot of unhappy stressed conversations happening where he can't hear them.









Keltham: Keltham sleeps for a while, his dath ilani port-of-origin's sleep cycle not matching up exactly with Cheliax time. He is woken, still a bit woozy, by the harsh light of Cheliax's Sun coming in directly through the windows. Somehow Keltham had failed to foresee, in advance, the connection between the generally primitech bedroom, and the fact that the Sun was just going to shine in through the windows completely unimpeded come the morning.

Keltham draws on his unfortunately scented valuable clothes, after a brief abortive failed attempt to request a cleric spell that will launder them, and goes to see if Carissa is disturbable yet.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wakes up in an unfamiliar place and spends a minute trying to figure out if she ill-advisedly went off with someone last night - oh. No. Well, sort of, but more complicatedly than that.

She both needs to really think about Keltham and is nervous about doing it, because - how did he put it - she'll be reviewed for alien thought patterns. And she suspects that there are some, lying there sort of dormant, waiting for her to devote them enough attention that they can spool out into fully-grown heresies.

No.

Asmodeus ordered Keltham taken to Cheliax and protected. (She doesn't know the exact content of Asmodeus's orders, only the bits that pertain to her: she should not use mind-altering magic on him, or hurt him, or threaten him; she should keep him safe, if a situation somehow arose in which that fell to her. Which it really shouldn't.) Asmodeus thinks Keltham is valuable. Representative, perhaps, of what humans should be, of what they'll be once they are purified in the fires of Hell. Not all the way there - he's still human, he's still imperfect - but much closer.

Therefore, trying to understand Keltham isn't going to be heretical. There might be awkward intermediate steps where she believes something that's wronger than either her current beliefs or the correct set of beliefs, because understanding Keltham isn't something that's been done before where all of the heresies have been already identified so you can be warned against them and if necessary punished out of them. But the end goal here is to approach Asmodeus's perfection, which Keltham is closer to than her, even though he's not even smarter.

She stares at the ceiling idly tracing this set of thoughts in circles until it no longer distracts her and she'll be able to pray in a less self-centered way.There's no altar in this guest room so she kneels on the floor, facing the wall.

Asmodeus, my lord, my god, owner of my immortal soul, steward of the fate of Golarion and all the distant stars, if it pleases You, make me Your worthy servant. May it serve Your aims to anticipate my stupidity and my errors and my flaws, and teach me better, to show me how I can be useful to You, and preserve me that I may grow in your service, to perfect me. See me in my weakness, my unworthiness, my foolishness, and see the bits of me that You can use, and help them grow in me, that I may be useful to you, and worthy of Your eternal life. Help Cheliax grow in strength and power, that it may spread Your power through the world, and bring Your teachings to everyone everywhere. Help Keltham of dath ilan to serve you, even if I think he does not have the concept that one should serve gods, and even if we haven't told him what You are and what You demand of us. Help us understand You better, that we may know the explanation of You that Keltham could embrace. Guide my mind in the path of understanding so that I do not fall into heresy or weakness or lies, so that I can reconcile all that I know of You, so that I can witness for You.



Her heart is beating a little faster by the end, probably out of the vague awareness that Asmodeus did recently directly concern Himself with this precise thing, and of course He talked to His priest not toCarissa,but still, it suggests a degree of attention that most mortals do not ever experience, and mortals are endlessly disappointing to Asmodeus's direct attention. She tries, for a second, to see herself as a god must see her - tiny, stupid, disorganized, contemptible, frustratingly the sort of agent they must use to act in the Material Plane - but maybe that, too, is heretical, trying to imagine being a god.

There's a knock on the door.

"Come in," she says, but remains kneeling.

    "Sevar? I'm to brief you. Have you prepared spells yet?"

"Not yet." She stands up. Her legs have lost their circulation and are numb and prickly.

   "Well, first briefing highlight, don't bother preparing Detect Thoughts, he became a third or fourth circle cleric overnight and now we can't read him."

"Hewhat?Ofwho?"

   "That's a very good question. Lawful Neutral. Probably Abadar? Could also be Irori, or, uh, Erecura, or Otolmens, someone we haven't heard of."

"I haven't heard of Otolmens," Carissa says, wiggling her toes experimentally.

   "I hadn't either until an hour ago. Lawful Neutral god of stopping mortals from exploiting physical or mathematical features of the world that permit destroying it."

"There's a god of that?"

   "It's not advertised since that, you know, implicitly communicates that there are physical and mathematical features of the world you can use to destroy it. But yes. And, uh, Keltham was contemplating ways of exploiting physical or mathematical features of the world to create really big explosions, so, now we have learned that Otolmens exists, and They're on the list of candidate Lawful Neutral gods who gave Keltham cleric levels last night though one of the unlikeliest."



Carissa takes several moments to think of something to say to that. The first thing that has come to mind is 'what was his idea to create really big explosions' but if she needs to know that she'll be told. She doesn't want to destroy the world at all, she's entirely certain she can pass a loyalty screen about that.... "Three or four circles all at once? Does he have any idea how to use them?"

    "He does not. Nor how unusual that is, though we don't think we should bother pretending it's not unusual. We're hoping he'll ask you, once he's awake, which he isn't yet."

"Will he know what god he's a cleric of?"

    "We don't think so."









Carissa Sevar: "Don't people who become clerics usually know what they're a god of?"

     "Usually they're praying to a specific god. He wasn't. He was praying to - the abstract concept of Lawfulness, sort of? Which cannot encleric people, though Someone evidently could and did."

"...I see. How did his library run go, he hasn't decided he's opposed to Asmodeus or anything?"

    "He, uh, was really disappointed by the standards of argumentation in all of the books, and thinks maybe they're deliberately instructively bad?"

"...what's bad about them?"

    "It's not how propaganda is written in dath ilan, I think. There's a lot more attention to making it the sort of thing that looks like on close reading it'd persuade a neutral very intelligent observer."

Carissa isn't sure what's safe to say about that but - but it seems impossible, the kind of vision that you'd only have if you'd never encountered a world with free-willed humans in it - there'd be no reason for a neutral very intelligent observer to pick Cheliax or for that matter any other country aside from whoever offered them the best deal, in Keltham-ish terms, but obviously unless you're Keltham no one's offering you a deal of any kind - the point of a book is to teach you what you're supposed to believe, not to convince someone who doesn't have any constraints on what they believe - she suspects Keltham wouldn't like that, but she can't articulate precisely why not - "Well, everyone's very smart, and they have all that training in not spilling free will all over the place," she says.

   "Yes. I expect probably the best line on the books is that most people are very stupid."

This feels unfair to the book authors. They are balancing such fascinating constraints, trying to say new things while also reinforcing all the things that must be communicated by anything published in Cheliax. She learns a lot from reading the newest edition of history books. "Yes, of course," she says.

   "We got about a dozen girls from the Imperial Academy of Magic in Ostenso in here, and he spent a while mulling it over and decided not to sleep with any of them until he's negotiated payment for his trouble."

"For his - he's a teenage boy! He said he wanted a hundred forty four children!"

   "Yes, but he figures he has a lot of negotiating power, given how rare his genes are in our population - his society has done more sophisticated study of genetics and you should ask him questions about it at some point -"

"Have you tried having one of the girls be hurt at him, that he doesn't want her unless he's getting paid for it - no, I guess it's probably not worth the trouble even if it'd work -"

   "You can try it if you want. We want him to form some attachments here but we aren't invested in any particular vision for it -"

"I'mnot going to try it," says Carissa irritably. "- unless that's an order. I don't care to compete with a bunch of students for who can be the most clingy and emotionally immature."

    "As I said, we aren't invested in any particular vision for it. He was pleased about the girls and we'll probably end up paying him to sleep with them. He assumes they're getting paid as well, I think just on a general principle that any society would ....obviously ....generously compensate people doing valuable things???" He'sso confused by this. "You did mention dath ilan is Good."

"They are Good but - hmm, did you personally read his mind or did you just get reports - they're Good but they don't even carethatmuch about Good versus Evil because they've got so much Law that Evil just - you know how banditry's Evil, and Cheliax mostly doesn't have it, because we have the rule of Law - that, but also for, you know, assassinations, and shady business practices, and I strongly suspect for mistreating your slaves, though he did independently suggest buying babies so they must have slavery at all - he's not Good, he's probably got some Good-shaped assumptions but I bet if you asked him why Cheliax would obviously be paying them he'd have a Law sort of answer. ...I admittedly don't have any idea what it'd be."

    "Well. The pay is that you're doing your duty to your nation, and will be supplied with materials as appropriate."

That's, of course, as appropriate to maintain the pretense that they're all being paid well, so they might in fact end up being paid well. Carissa decides not to press the point right now. "I am honored to be of service," she says blandly. "If we're lying about pay, I take it we're not trying to explain Asmodeus to him yet?"

    "No one has any idea how. The theological gaps are...large.... the cleric levels suggest he'd have somewhere to go, if he decides to walk out - you did a pretty good job on the fly, incidentally, presenting the nature of Evil to him."

Carissa did not expect that acknowledgment at all and smiles back while frantically trying to think through what could possibly be meant by it.









Carissa Sevar:    The man delivering the briefing meets her eyes levelly. Continues. "I think most people would have explained that we are the property of Asmodeus, that He owes us no consideration, that in Hell we are cleansed and perfected, and that would have gone very poorly."

She's being accused of something. She's just not sure exactly what. "He would have walked away," she agrees. "There are other churches at the Worldwound."

      "Yes. And you've been, at the Worldwound, in fairly close contact with the worshippers of other gods, with adventurers from all around the world, in the course of your duties as a researcher."

Oh. Carissa's mind is suddenly oddly clear. "Yes. I knew how he'd react because I've spoken with opponents of Asmodeus, and with adventurers from far away confronted with His ideals for the first time. I have no formal training in interaction with heretics or enemies of the state but it has occurred to me, in the last day, that at this point I might seek some." She has passed every single review but he knows that; there'd be no point in mentioning it.

     "It takes a special sort of devotion to be exposed to such ideas, to model them closely enough to know how to respond to someone like Keltham, without entertaining heresy yourself."

"With all due respect, sir, that doesn't seem right to me. All the arguments of Asmodeus's opponents have been very stupid and obviously wrong."

     "Hmm. Even Keltham's?"

"He hasn't voiced them, sir, because he doesn't know what to object to."

     "What argument do you think he would make?"

That doesn't have a safe answer. She suppresses a flash of frustration. "I don't know, sir."

     "Do you see my dilemma, here, Sevar?"

It's an important question to get right and she doesn't see it, she doesn't know what he's pushing at, he doesn't want to arrest her right now - maybe he does, maybe he's working with one of the students to eliminate the competition - well, he shouldn't want to arrest her right now, it'll make Keltham suspicious, so he'll need a good justification.

There's the thing Keltham said himself, last night, about how she'd need to do - the equivalent of checking in with a Keeper for alien thought patterns - the alien thought pattern of him, the things she'd realized when she read his mind -

"You're worried he's infectious, sir," she says. "This operation relies on the loyalty of the people close to him, but they also need to understand him, and you're worried that we'll become - that in modelling him closely enough to know how to respond, we will entertain heresy."

    "Are you worried about that?"

"...well, the students are young and impressionable."

    "Are you worried for yourself?"

"Asmodeus is the truth," she says. "I contemplated, this morning-" they were probably reading her mind - "whether, in the path from my current understanding of Him to the true understanding of Him, in my growth to possess Keltham's - command of his own free will - if there would be pitfalls, wrong things I'd entertain on the way to the right thing. It should not be attempted without guidance, I'm sure. But - Keltham's not smarter than me, I can learn the things his mind does - and Asmodeus wants that, Asmodeus told us not to reshape Keltham - and learning the things Keltham's mind does will let me know more of the truth, not less of it."

     The man sits back. "Very good, Carissa."

They've never used her given name in the army. She smiles at him. She's not at all sure it was very good.









Carissa Sevar: An hour later when Keltham comes to check on her, her door is ajar and she's dressed, bathed, is reading a book.









Otolmens: (Otolmens has now GIVEN UP on persuading Asmodeus or Abadar (she's not even trying Nethys) to squish the mortal or erase its memories or at least PUT IT SOMEWHERE PROPHECY ISN'T BROKEN and she is instead submitting a LENGTHY REPORT to Pharasma who is going to IGNORE her the same way that Pharasma ignored her PREVIOUS report on Possible Strategies for Handling Potential Incursions From Outside the Multiverse because Pharasma ALWAYS IGNORES EVERYTHING and why bother HAVING a god of reality not being destroyed if you're NEVER GOING TO LISTEN TO HER and it would show them all if this ends with GOLARION and probably the MULTIVERSE lying in COMPLETE RUINS because NOBODY EVER LISTENS TO HER.)









Keltham: Keltham knocks, then enters through the ajar door looking more hesitant than usual (which is to say, even slightly hesitant at all).

"Hey, uh -"

Right.

"Taldane," Keltham says. He does remember the name for the language.









Carissa Sevar: She casts Share Language. "How're you finding things?"









Keltham: Keltham slightly inclines his head around a third of the way to formal apology. "So before I went to Asmodeus, I wanted to try envisioning and contacting the god that would - fit me, externalize my deepest ideal - and I couldn't manage to talk to it, but I observe I've got healing powers and I infer I'm a cleric now. Hope that doesn't screw up anything, wanted to check in with you or other domain experts before I tried anything else."









Carissa Sevar: "You -

-what -

- like, the god you'd be if you ascended, or the - kind of god you think yououghtto be a cleric of -"









Keltham: "Those two sound like the same question to me? Or no, more the second one, since if I ascended I'd have a lot of properties besides the property I envisioned for the god I tried to contact. If I've understood your schema correctly, I should now be a cleric of the Chaotic Evil god of Coordination."









Carissa Sevar: "I, uh, didn't know therewasa Chaotic Evil god of that. - congratulations? That is not a usual thing to have happen!"









Keltham: "I am not actually sure whether there was a Chaotic Evil god of Coordination in Golarion before I tried praying to it, but if not, I expect it'll polish the place up a bit, on the margins. So we're all good with that?"









Carissa Sevar: " - well, I mean, if you can create gods by praying to them that seems kind of important and should maybe change our to-do list. But I don't think it's abadthing, so long as you're not going to make any gods who, uh, a god of Coordination is probably the exact opposite of the thing I'm worried about - if everyone could create gods someone's god would not be interested in containing Rovagug -"









Keltham: He's probably not supposed to explain the exact way he tried to pray, or even that he suspects the prayer style could've had anything to do with it. "Yeah, not going to be doing anything more in that department until I understand things a little better. I mean, I'm not usually a fan of slowing down to do all the paperwork but I'll make an exception for this case. How sure are you that there isn't an existing Chaotic Evil god of... people having the extra properties and desires they need, in order for lots of individuals to all get the things they want as selfish individuals, without it taking a huge amount of effort and enforcement for them to successfully execute multiplayer strategies and not end up interacting -" Taldane doesn't have the word negative-sum "- in ways that destroy more value for others than they gain for themselves?"









Carissa Sevar: " - honestly, 'successfully executing multiplayer strategies' sounds kind of more like a Law thing to me but - we know that the human concepts don't fully capture the god-ones. I don't have anything like a full list of the Chaotic Evil gods but the Worldwound is a opening to the Chaotic Evil afterlife and you'd think if there were a god there Asmodeus could negotiate with He'd do that, instead of us having to stop them from swarming out and eating the world."









Keltham: "Maybe I misunderstood a thing. I thought Law was - societies trying to make up their minds as a whole, and everyone in the societies doing that thing - and Chaos was people pursuing their own separate strategies even if that's not perfectly optimal for some idealization of their aggregate" utility function "thingies-that-value-things - and the God I tried to contact would be the God of the property that the individuals needed to have in order for a Chaotic society to actually work? Or is that still Lawful and Chaos is totally uncoordinated hostile monsters swarming out of a gap of reality? But then I don't see how 'revenge' fits in as Chaotic... I need a real reference book on theology, the ones in the local library are awful."









Carissa Sevar: "- honestly I am not totally sure how Chaotic societies work, I haven't - I've met Chaoticpeople,at the Worldwound, but they're mostly Chaotic people either from Lawful societies or from societies that are just kind of fucked up and don't, in fact, actually work at all - like, uh, warlords who just kill their rivals, that sort of thing -"









Keltham: "Anyways. Cleric of the god of selfish individuals doing the things they need to do to not just step all over each other. At least if I got a god that was anything remotely like the one I tried to call. May or may not be a new god to Golarion. Is there anything time-sensitive I need to do in response to that, that you know of. Or should I go on to things like - breakfast, either figuring out how to use clerical magic to launder my clothes or asking you to do that, finding out how to get cleric spells generally for that matter, looking at a list of cleric spells to see if there's any sane or useful ones, seeing if I have any talent for wizard spells, negotiating equity and compensation so we can get started on industrializing Golarion, all that."









Carissa Sevar: "Clerics pray for spells first thing in the morning, usually, though I don't know if that'd hold with a new god. It at least might be time sensitive so you may as well do it now. Some people like to look over a list of cleric spells and ask for those specifically, some ask for whatever their god advises."









Keltham: "Do I have to pray for all the spells at once? Does it not work at all unless it's 'first thing in the morning'? Can I pray for a preference-ordered list of spells that might exist and see which ones I get?"









Carissa Sevar: "For normal clerics, yes, you have to do it all at once first thing in the morning - which is to say, at dawn but with an hour or so of leeway. The justification I encountered was that this puts all the clerics of different gods on the same footing, churches can't have an advantage over others due to having spells for the day while the others are still at prayer for them. Probably you can pray for a preference-ordered list of spells that might exist, I haven't heard of anyone doing that but evidently however you do prayer works or you wouldn't have been clericed."









Keltham: Keltham wonders if that's why nobody has invented functional anti-sunlight shades here, though you'd think non-clerics would still need them. "Most reliable totally standard method for praying for cleric spells?" He didn't get results all that great off his attempted nonstandard method last time.









Carissa Sevar: "Uh, you kneel at an altar with some appropriate symbols of your god around - don't know what those would be, if the god's new - and think about how you are blessed with the power to serve them on Golarion, and think about what you believe is the most appropriate for the day's duties."









Keltham: "Huh. I don't think it's an employment - 'service'? - relationship yet, especially when we haven't managed to communicate. I guess I should think about our overlapping goals and mutual benefit, unless there's some strong reason only employer relationships would work? Why does anybody ever ask for specific spells, if they could just get the spells that an entity much smarter than them with overlapping goals would pick?"









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe for Chaotic gods it doesn't have to be an employer relationship. Uh, adventuring teams make plans for the day that rely on having specific spells, so I think they prefer knowing what they'll get in advance to getting whatever the god thinks is best."









Keltham: Wait what how does that not violate - "Does the god not know what the adventurers' plans are? Like, if I don't ask for specific spells, is the god working on more limited information than I have in guessing what will be useful to me?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I mean, gods have lots of attention but they also have lots and lots of clerics, I don't know that they put more thought into a cleric's specific plans than the cleric does. Once the cleric has decided 'I probably want three of Protection from Energy' the god knowsthat- that's what is meant by picking your own -"









Keltham: "So my god's smart but incredibly distracted and if I ask for their choice of spells, I'm distracting them even more and might get something weirdly inappropriate... still probably worth a shot on day 1. Okay, heading back to my room to ask for spells, now. Oh, something I meant to ask and should have asked earlier - being a cleric of an unknown god doesn't prevent me from trying to contact Asmodeus, does it? Because that would suck."









Carissa Sevar: "It does not. That said, gods usually have a hard time talking to people who are distant from them in alignment, so if you're in fact Chaotic Evil then you are unlikely to be able to talk directly to Asmodeus. - the priest talked directly to Him, though, last night. That's why everything happened so fast."









Keltham: At least some god is paying any attention at all. Keltham would've thought somebody from outside the local reality bent on creating Industry would get more attention than this.



Back to his room Keltham goes, thinking even on the short walk of which spells he might need.









Keltham: Let's see. Off the top of his head, he'd want:

- A spell to have a more extended conversation with his lucky new deity.
- A spell that grants more basic knowledge or familiarity with Golarion.
- A spell to increase his own intelligence, if there's some way to do that in a strictly neutral way.
- A spell to talk to Asmodeus directly, or somebody with the ability to negotiate in a binding way on Asmodeus's behalf.
- Any spells that would be helpful for learning to cast his first wizard spells, if he's predicted to get around to doing that later today.
- Spells that make negotiations with other deities, or their servants, actually binding - that seems like it should be a Coordination thing.
- Spells that bind everybody in the room to be honest with each other in a symmetrical way, if that's a thing under Coordination.
- A spell for telling you what the supply-demand balancing price of a good is, or what would be a fair division of gains from a trade.
- Spells that tell you when somebody else is filtering your information, or otherwise behaving in a naughty way for a business partner.
- Spells that make it easier to find the information you need inside books, or for that matter, spells to read from books that aren't inside the local library.

He probably doesn't need to complete this whole list, especially with time being short since dawn already happened. Hopefully his deity is paying any attention and if not, there's always tomorrow after he's had a chance to look at a list of cleric spells. How many spells does he get, actually? Should've asked that. Hopefully it's just as many as his deity thinks he needs.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't know what an 'altar' is, but 'kneeling' did translate. He's puzzled, but, like, fine whatever's standard this time. So he gets down on his knees (on the soft bed, which is more comfortable for his knees than the floor). If anybody's watching, Keltham is apparently praying to the Bed Headboard of Coordination.

Keltham thinks about his common interest with the god of Coordination, his plans to negotiate equity arrangements with Asmodeus or his representatives, being a general outsider to this entire place and having no idea what's going on, and tries to iterate through his mental list of useful spells, but with clear affordances for the deity prioritizing any spells that would be moreuseful than that. He also wouldn't mind a regular conversation, for that matter, if this is a good time.









Abadar: It most certainlyis a good time to -









Otolmens: NOBODY is allowed to do ANYTHING nondefault to that mortal until Otolmens finishes reporting to Pharasma.









Abadar: Otolmens! Be sensible about this. Abadar is a fellow Lawful Neutral god.









Otolmens: Otolmens turned her back for ONE-SIXTH OF A TIME UNIT and when she looked back the mortal had SEVEN CLERIC LEVELS. From ABADAR.









Asmodeus: That was super irresponsible of Abadar! Asmodeus thinks the weird squirrel should be constrained to only talking to other squirrels who can stop him from doing anything dangerous, and has arranged this, and proposes a rule that they leave the situation as such until they have more information which, again, Asmodeus is working on acquiring and will be willing to trade!









Otolmens: Otolmens REMEMBERS the last 517 times she has interacted with Asmodeus. Otolmens is not going to -









Nethys: Nethys thinks this arrangement is a TERRIBLE idea. Why must Otolmens and Asmodeus torment Nethys so?









Otolmens: - perhaps this is NOT such a bad plan after all.









Abadar: Otolmens, Nethys is trying to use reverse psychology on you.









Otolmens: Otolmens continues to not understand what is the REVERSE of a PSYCHOLOGY.









Abadar: Is nobody else bothered by how often the end result of these divine negotiations is all the gods taking a supposedly-privileged null action? Because it really seems like they should be able to collectively do better than -









Otolmens: Otolmens sees nothing wrong with doing NOTHING. Doing nothing is relatively less likely to destroy ALL OF REALITY. Otolmens wishes that many gods and mortals would do nothing MORE OFTEN. Except for Pharasma who should STOP IGNORING URGENT REPORTS.









Keltham: - still no divine reply, darn it. But Keltham does think he has some more spells.









lintamande: He has

(simplest) Detect Magic, Read Magic, Guidance, Resistance

(more complex) Comprehend Languages, Fairness, Sanctuary, Abadar's Truthtelling X3

(more complex still) Owl's Wisdom, Eagle's Splendour, Greater Detect Magic x2

(yet more complex) Aura Sight, Invisibility Purge, Vision of Hell

(most complex) Spell Immunity, Glimpse of Truth









Keltham: ...and what can Keltham feel or see or sense, when he introspects on the new door-affordances inside himself, from simplest to most complex?









lintamande: He can sense the shape of the spells, and it's - obviously informative, the places where they tuck or weave, but not a language he has any idea how to interpret, yet. It seems like there ought to be a lookup book with diagrams that lets you match spells to meanings.









Keltham: Oh that's just wonderful.



Kelthamhopes his unknown patron realized how little Keltham knew. He doesn't dare fire off any of these things, obviously, in case his patron had too little information; three-quarters of the wizard spells are for combat.



Keltham goes back to Carissa. "Got some spells. How do I figure out what they do? Also, we should clean-zap my clothes at some point."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure. I can do that now, if you want, but it takes a bit of concentration so it might make sense to wait until you're reading or something again. Hmmm, experienced casters can tell by - not exactly looking, but it's sort of like looking, do you have a sense of structure?"









Keltham: "A sense of structure? Yes. Any idea whatsoever of what the structure means? No."









Carissa Sevar: "I bet one of the priests has a book of all the first-circle cleric spells that describes how they feel different from each other."









Keltham: "I think, on the whole, I'd prefer to have my clothes clean before that happens. Breakfast might not go amiss either. But after that, yeah, let's check out that book."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure thing."



This seems to involve a periodic motion like knotting a rope that's not there; she murmurs to herself while she does it. Dust and sweat separate themselves from the clothes.

This is what ninety-eight percent of Prestidigitations are used for in Golarion and it's known as laundry magic you can also use backwards for some other minor effects.









Keltham: "Thanks. I should - I definitely want to try my hand at wizard magic. I just haven't thought hard about what priorities it trades off against. Like breakfast. Oh, and how do I figure out my cleric spells that aren't 'first-circle', if my brain's translating the feeling of that word right?"









Carissa Sevar: "Do you ...have cleric spells that aren't first circle?"









Keltham: "Keep in mind I do not actually know the word 'first-circle' except from context because it has no corresponding concept in my native language or prior experience. Some of my spells feel - bigger, more complicated, than others."









Carissa Sevar: "Wow. Uh, more complicated the way that, like - the most complicated one, how many holes does it have, structurally, if you imagine it was made of something stretchy but not weldable to itself, and you stretched it, would it look like this -"

Minor illusion: second circle spell.









Keltham: Keltham tries to rapidly calculate in the back of his mind the chance that he should be keeping secret the max power level of the spells his patron is willing to grant him, if so, he should not appear overtly reticent because the most important part of any secret is the fact that the secret exists.

"Most complicated spell I have is more complicated than that, but not by a lot," Keltham specifies unfalsifiably. Taldane is a great language to speak instead of Baseline if you don'twant your words to narrow down possible realities.









Carissa Sevar: She switches the illusion to a third-circle spell. "Like this?"









Keltham: "I just got these and have not really spent a lot of time contemplating them yet but yeah, that looks like it could be a spell of mine."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa casts Detect Magic. There aren't invisible people in the room right now, or if there are they're concealed against Detect Magic which would be a sensible precaution now that Keltham probably has it, but that's not really the point. Then she stands up and paces the length of the room, staring at things.



Carissa who had just learned this information andwasn'thiding anything would be scared, because a god dropping five cleric levels on Keltham is communicating that He expects Keltham to need them. Carissa is also, separately, scared, but that's unrelated. Though maybe helps with her acting.









Keltham: Keltham had just been projecting this game ahead to where Carissa would show the next level up, forcing Keltham to choose between overt reticence and overt lying, and he's relieved on a couple of different levels when Carissa doesn't do that. She looks disturbed and maybe in distress instead. "Sorry if I messed up something. May I ask you to say a word about what's wrong?"









Carissa Sevar: " - sorry. Uh. Gods don't usually drop three cleric circles on people all at once. I didn't know they could,although, uh, with gods it's less that there's anything they actuallycan't do at alland more about tradeoffs, I think - but at minimum it's so expensive it typically doesn't happen, unless it'd - turn the tide of wars, or something -

- so your god thought it was really important you have three cleric circles. And maybe that's just because speeding up the industrial revolution by a couple of months is the most important thing that ever happened, which, I mean, had also occurred to me, and which will definitely be easier if you are a powerful cleric because you'll be able to do a lot of experimentation and healing and magic research yourself -

- but it's - uh, if there were something really bad, like, someone were going to kidnap you or something, then, that would also be a reason -

- I was just checking that there's not anyone in the room, or any scrying sensors. I don't - even know how much that'd help, because it's possible to hide from a third-circle wizard and a third-circle cleric, if you planned for it. But. It'd be very expensive. There's no one spying on us except maybe very expensively."









Keltham: Keltham would immediately reply that it's explained-away by the Industrial Revolution point, which is way more important than a 'war' if he's got that concept at all right. But he doesn't want to just ignore the security flag. People who just ignore security flags are for children's books, not grownup books.

"Huh. What potentially stops my god from directly warning me, in that case?"









Carissa Sevar: "...nothing I can think of? I would expect a warning to be a lot cheaper than three cleric circles. Gods....vary in their capacity to usefully communicate with mortals, maybe if yours was really bad at it?

...it's most likely just the 'speeding up the industrial revolution is very important' thing, now that I think about it, the other thing came to mind first but I'm used to people being in various kinds of danger and I am not used to people being positioned to speed up the industrial revolution. And there's good security, here. Unless they're the problem. They're -

- frankly, if they are the problem, three cleric circles wouldn't solve it? But maybe it'd make some other solution possible...I don't think this is very likely, really, once I think it through. Uh. If your god gave you all fighting spells I'm going to be worried again, so maybe let's check that."









Keltham: "Yeah, let's. Fair warning, under these circumstances, I may choose to publicly reveal fewer spells than all of the ones I have." He suspects, for a start, that he has the spell that Carissa used to check for invisibles, as one of his least complicated ones, going on the spoken component. Which is already not a very encouraging sign at all.Hopefully it's a more general spell than Test For Invisible, and has some perfectly innocuous civilian use that he obviously-to-a-god needed to deploy today anyways.









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, of course. Shall we go bother the priests for the book?"









Keltham: "I have no better options to offer." Keltham will follow where she leads, with slightly more alertness than usual in case Carissa works for the criminal mastermind who is about to stage Keltham's kidnapping.









dath ilan: (Dath ilan has a... complicated... relationship with its criminal masterminds. They really, really don't collectively want to admire the clever successful ones, and yet.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa goes to the temple and asks a priest for a book of spells for new clerics, and gets one. There are no kidnapping attempts.



The book has diagrams for cantrips, of which Keltham's god has given him Detect Magic, Read Magic, Guidance, and Resistance, and first-circle spells, of which Keltham's god has given him Comprehend Languages, Sanctuary, and some things not in the book.









Keltham: Oh that's not even slightly good.

Keltham keeps his face neutral throughall presented spells.



Detect Magic - maybe useful for learning wizard spells, not just noticing invisibility magic, which, maybe.

Read Magic - weakly confirms that his patron might have been giving him useful boosts for learning wizard things.

Guidance - super useful generally, why does anybody evernot do this.

Resistance - there are not thatmany cantrips so maybe Keltham should not be too alarmed that Resistance was included, it could be useful for learning wizardry without hurting yourself. It could've been worse, could've been Detect Poison.

Comprehend Languages - Keltham will see if he runs into anybody important who doesn't speak Taldane, later today; if not, it could be a hint that he should find somebody who doesn't speak Taldane. Or a hint not to rely on Carissa's Share Language.


Sanctuary is unambiguously a huge fucking warning.


And it would have been really nice if the book had included all of Keltham's spells, which would make it that much less likely that he was being shown books on whichSelectively Omit Pages had been cast.


Keltham thinks about this, but not for very long. He's already withholding identifications of all his spells; that already tells them that Keltham is not just wandering around in blind unsuspecting innocence. And if his hosts are not the primary problem, letting them go in blind innocence themselves is foolish, and ungrateful.

"Unfortunately. My god seems to think I might need Sanctuary."









Carissa Sevar: "...well, I can, uh, tell your security to be more careful, if you want, though it seems possible it's more communication than intended as literal protection, because the set of situations it'd help with is pretty small. If it's communication - people can request sanctuary of churches or of countries? Usually if a different one is trying to kill them. Or it could just mean 'danger is a thing to think about', which, well, mission accomplished, or..." Shrug. "If He had something complicated to say I wouldreallyhave expected Him to talk to you."









Keltham: "As would I. New priorities: Tell security that I asked my god to choose my spells and Sanctuary was one of them. Get more complete cleric spellbooks so I can identify my remaining spells - ideally, books at all circles, I don't know whether my god granted me the highest circles I can actually get. And - basic instructions for casting without blowing yourself up, if those are required? How do I learn to do the thing where I recover the energy from a cantrip, if I haven't done that before? That'll give me the ability to practice casting... say with Read Magic, that's the least valuable one if I accidentally lose it."

"Also breakfast."









Carissa Sevar: "Can you get us Keltham's security, and more books about cleric magic," she asks the priest. "Let's go to breakfast next and I'll try to explain catching cantrips there. Most people do not pick it up on the first try or the first day of trying but most people also aren't already third circle clerics, and maybe we can throw additional resources at you picking it up faster - like, someone can give you a Wisdom enhancement and plausibly your security can enhance your reflexes and reaction time."









Keltham: "I have no better plans. I mildly apologize for the short-term inconvenience that my existence has imposed on your collective existence; it shall be compensated for if the future goes as I hope."









Carissa Sevar: "I, uh, mildly apologize for my world not having enough Law yet that you don't have to worry about this."



A tall man of the local ethnicity walks in. He is Atanasio Torres, though there's no way for Keltham to know that.









lintamande: "I'm on Keltham's security detail," he says in a bored voice.









Carissa Sevar: "His god gave him Sanctuary."









lintamande: "I see."









Keltham: "I amextremelyunfamiliar with local security procedures, don't know what spells might be cast against me, don't know what spells you would cast in response, if you want me on the floor you need to shout 'Fall down!' and not just the name of a spell that any idiot knows means I should fall down. Let me know if there's anything I can do to make your own lives simpler or easier."









lintamande: "Someone might attempt to kidnap you, in which case they'd need to be within thirty feet of you or more likely need to touch you. Someone might, given that constraint, just try to kill you figuring they can resurrect you later, which still requires getting within the building, which is shielded to make that difficult, though there are expensive measures we haven't taken and will probably now take, given the added prompt that they're needed. If people are casting spells when you had no reason to expect spells to be cast, getting out of their line of effect, which is to a first approximation their line of sight, is a good idea if you have time. If there's anything else you need to know we can yell it.

I can also create a telepathic bond between you, me, and up to two other people. which we could use to communicate telepathically and in a manner that isn't subject to eavesdropping by any known method aside from forcing a member of the bond to divulge what was said. Everyone in the bond hears everything spoken into it. That'll last for two hours, so it's not particularly worth doing right now, but if there's anything that might be a sign of trouble I will do it. If there's anything that unambiguously is a sign of trouble I will likely grab you and teleport out to safety."









Keltham: "If the telepathic bond requires my consent, please prioritize showing me, soon, a couple of books saying," purporting to say, "how telepathic bonds work and what they permit. Is there anybody besides you who I should have on my list of people who are allowed to grab me and teleport me?"









lintamande: "There's one other person who looks," illusion, "like this - do you have Detect Magic -"









Keltham: Keltham will try gainfully to distinguish these two faces from all other Chelians! He also tries to figure out how to avoid revealing whether he has Detect Magic right now, without lying of course.

"Don't rely on my correctly using Detect Magic soon, it's questionable how well I'll be able to cast or hold onto anything in my first days. In a few days that might be a secure assumption though."









lintamande: "All right. There's a wizard spell called Arcane Mark which wizards can use to create a distinctive magical signature for themselves or various objects. It's imitable, but they'd have to get very near us to see what to imitate. Once you can Detect Magic, you'll want to get a look at us and learn those, which would make it very hard for anyone to impersonate us to you."









Carissa Sevar: "Have you got something for reflexes, to help him catch cantrips -"









lintamande: "If nothing's gone wrong by the end of the day I can Haste him. - hey," he adds to the priest, "have we gotten any signs Asmodeus expects trouble, didyouget combat spells -"

      "- no, but the High Priestess got Forbiddance, she mentioned -"

" - ah huh. Okay."









Keltham: "Question mark?" Keltham mistranslates what was supposed to be a much shorter speech-act.









lintamande: "Forbiddance bars all planar travel into or through an area. It's incredibly expensive. I think we'll go ahead and do it, though, with your leave, if Asmodeus thinks it's a good idea and your god also thinks there might be trouble."









Keltham: "I meta-level think it's a good idea if you object-level think it's a good idea. I have no grasp of pros and cons myself; the judgment is in your hands."

If Keltham got a teleport spell in one of the higher-circle ones he has no grasp of yet - then that will require some plotting later, he guesses, and oh well; it doesn't seem worth making himself more vulnerable in the other possible worlds. They do not actually need his permission.









lintamande: "All right." He nods to the priest, heads off.









Keltham: Current plan is breakfast, followed by basic wizardry / spellcraft.









Carissa Sevar: She can try to explain catching a cantrip during breakfast. "So if you cast any of your first-circle spells you'll notice the act of casting deforms them and releases the spell, there's nothing left. But if you cast a cantrip, it's intact - you're releasing it, but you're not breaking it. You just have to try to draw the energy back to you. My notes from school should have some exercises..."



She would really really love to read Keltham's mind but they're only having a few very high-level people do that, now, lest he notice.









Keltham: "Tomorrow I'll ask my god to load up on those, possibly, but for today it sounds like I only have limited tries. Let's give me all the advance prep we can pack into a limited time - since I do need to try today - and then try it. I'll save one for the end of the day and Haste, though, it sounds like."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds good. I can also demonstrate them for you, though I'm not sure how much good that'll do when you can't have Detect Magic up to watch." This will save some time for the writing of a book about Telepathic Bond, anyway.









Keltham: Keltham will watch Carissa, do any other advance prep she suggests, and then try withResistance. Oh, and also eat breakfast.









lintamande: Breakfast is a wide variety of the same sorts of things as were offered for dinner yesterday.

He does not catch Resistance, though it feels like he can tell what motion it wouldbe.









Keltham: All right, Keltham is going to wait for wizardry lessons, and then... hm. "Is there a spell structure for a more powerful version of Detect Magic that you can show me?" Keltham isn't all that happy about revealing that he got that second-circle that looks like it might be a more powerful Detect Magic - more out of security principle than any specific suspicions or plans - but he's not going to cast an unidentified spell just yet; and using the more powerful Detect Magic might save him some time, so it is important to identify.









Carissa Sevar: "Greater Detect Magic? Yeah, that's a thing. Second circle. Have you got it? Looks like -" Illusion.









Keltham: "Yup." Keltham is pleased he is making any progress on being able to see by sight what a spell structure does! "I'm thinking next I try my hand at some basic wizardry stuff, fail a few times, then cast Greater Detect Magic and watch you catch some cantrips and maybe even specifically catch a Read Magic one, if you've got that or somebody does, and then try to catch my own, and then try some more basic wizardry things before Greater Detect Magic runs out."









Carissa Sevar: "Unfortunately you won't be able to cast Read Magic while using Greater Detect Magic, because Greater Detect Magic requires concentration, and you can't cast a spell while concentrating on another one, you lose the one you were concentrating on. You probably will have the same problem trying to catch my Read Magic but I'm happy to let you try."









Keltham: "Is there an expensive thingy that lets the user look at things with Detect Magic without concentrating, which I can borrow for a day for purposes of learning basic magic twelve times faster, if that's the known result? Though I can also just try my hand at the basic wizard things first."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes there is, it's very expensive, but you can ask someone to put out feelers. I'm not sure anyone has measured how much it speeds up learning magic because usually magic students' time isn't valuable enough for that to be even remotely worth it but you're right that here it is, if we can arrange it discreetly."









Keltham: "If it expends significant social capital relative to what I currently have, I'll try things the regular way first for a day or two. Gotta do that anyways, unless it can be here instantly."

Keltham turns his attention back to the question of arranging his remaining day's schedule. Shouldhe try to negotiate equity allocations today, or... "Can you guess how likely it is that a god of individuals individually playing positive-sum games with each other would have magic for... symmetrically fair negotiations? Like a spell that forces everybody in a room, including the caster, to be honest about how much they're gaining from a trade?"









Carissa Sevar: " - it sounds like the kind of thing that some clerics have. I - uh, crash course in spellcraft, so you can recognize it if you've got it - spells have schools, school is one of the easiest things to identify about a spell from its structure. That'd be enchantment, which is the category for magic that affects the minds of other intelligent creatures. Enchantment looks like it's interfacing with something obscenely complicated, it'll have a weird sort of surface -" She does another illustrative illusion. It's her last for the day but maybe she can borrow a pearl of power off the security guys. "Enchantments break into charms and compulsions. Charms form a two-way connection, and look like this; compulsions oblige or prevent a course of action, and there's no connection between two minds - so you'd be looking for an enchantment (compulsion) and if you have one that's not in the book it could be something for fair negotiation."









Keltham: He's got four first-circle spells with that look, one copy of one, three copies of another.

Keltham considers the possibility that this structure, in fact, denotes something completely different which Carissa very much wants to know whether Keltham has, for some reason. But if Keltham goes ahead and casts them, and they do something very different from what Carissa suggested, that would give her game away, so she wouldn't do that... right?

Keltham wishes he had played more alternate-universe master-criminal-detective LARPs, which no doubt exist somewhere on his home planet. This level of paranoia is exhausting when you have to do it for real, and you don't have much experience doing it for real.

"If I look through my spells and see one like that, are people likely to be okay with my casting it during negotiations when I don't know in advance exactly what it does?" Keltham asks temporizingly. If the answer is no, then Carissa could be fishing for information in a case where her deceptionwouldn't be found out immediately...









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, on the Queen no, on me yes."









Keltham: "Fair..." Keltham closes his eyes, pretends to concentrate. "Okay, huh, yeah, I've got at least one first-circle spell like that. But it sounds like I might need to figure out what they do first, today, and then put them into negotiations for real, later. Which I think implies... that today is maybe not best spent on equity and pay negotiations... so I could spend it learning about Golarion, learning about wizardry, or communicating really basic stuff of the sort where you can't plausibly industrialize a planet while keeping that stuff secret. Experimental method, formal epistemology for communicating results, the less complicated tiny bits that complicated substances are made of, that sort of thing. Where I'm not selling that part, but by giving it to you, I'm expecting to garner informal social capital of the sort that lets me put in requests for headbands and Detect Magic equipment on loan from the government. Your government can trade the information on for more informal social capital, but they need to credit me with some of that social gain, and can't copyright that information or declare it a trade secret. Oh, and besides learning wizardry, I should take a look at whatever your local heritage-optimization setup is, in case you're somehow doing something drastically wrong that explains why the average intelligence here is so low." He has no idea how to negotiate selling his genetic material right now, and certain aspects of him are in favor of doing that sooner rather than later.









Carissa Sevar: "Sure, all of that sounds good. Uh, unless the experimental method or epistemology things run into things our government hasalreadydeclared secret for reasons like that they make it really easy to blow up the world, or summon gods, or that Asmodeus says would cause those sorts of problems, I assume you'd understand in that case that they'd go right on considering it secret. - if you made a god then that seems neat but it only takes one god who wants to let Rovagug out."









Keltham: "Yeah, understood. Not destroying the world is everybody's problem."









Carissa Sevar: "I would hope. So which of those things do you want to do first? Lots of people can make you smarter for five minutes at some point, probably learning wizardry's the best use of it, and security can Haste you at the end of the day if they haven't gotten into a fight by then. Other than that I don't think I have any particular reason to think one thing should come first."









Keltham: "I would've otherwise wanted to prioritize learning wizardry first, while my brain is fresher, but if we only get the Haste spell at the end of the day and we want to stack all the boosts together - what does Haste do, andcan you stack everything together, and also what does the make-smarter spell look like?"









Carissa Sevar: "Make-smarter's transmutation." Here's its structure. "You almost certainly won't have it, though - the gods never give that one, for some reason. Boosts to different kinds of ability stack, boosts to the same kind usually don't unless they're specially engineered to. Haste improves reflexes and cognition speed but primarily from a physical angle, your brain working better; Fox's Cunning - that's the make-smarter - improves working memory and spatial memory and also cognition speed but from a different angle that does stack with Haste."









Keltham: "Oh,good. Two second-circle spells look similar to that one." Seems relatively innocuous to say, and if he's too reticent he'll learn a lot more slowly. "The headbands do the same thing as Fox's Cunning but permanently in magic-item form? That's also something I'm very interested in reading about, any books that mention it," so he can maybe learn enough to know if putting one on is actually a good idea, but it would be better to present a different reason for his wanting those books - "Your planet needs those to be much cheaper, as soon as possible, heritage optimization takes time."









Carissa Sevar: "You'd have to invent a better way to mine spellsilver. It's in the ground but there's only a little of it in a whole acre of earth, and you need it for all magic items. It's why they're rare. Headbands can be Fox's Cunning in an item, yes, or they can be Owl's Wisdom, which does the same thing but enhances - intuition, noticing-things, letting your beliefs spool out and have all their implications - or Eagle's Splendour, which enhances interpersonal and verbal skill."









Keltham: "If those are the only three and the gods don't give Fox's Cunning, I've presumably got the other two. Sounds like Eagle's Splendour wouldn't be that useful for learning magic, trouble is, I don't know which is which, so I'll save both for the end of the day."

He can think of all sorts of angles on the spellsilver stuff - off the top of his head, there's figuring out why there isn't a Mine Spellsilver that teleports it all in from a cubic distanceunit of earth and if any obstacle to that can be fixed, seeing if there's ways to anchor spells with stuff other than spellsilver but it requires much more precise engineering or something like that, rebroadcasting the spell from a central anchor over an area. Yada yada too many ideas and he doesn't know which ones are at all possible or something that the locals wouldn't have already tried. Might be wiser to stick with the innovations that he knows will work, if physics is at all locally similar on the chemistry level, which does need to be verified beyond just snowflakes.

"Anyways, if wizardry is end of day - then probably the most thought-intensive thing I can do early is ad-libbing a lecture on basic Experimentation and Engineering for my research haaaargroup. My research group. Just to check my understanding, I'm assuming I'll get more experienced domain-specific engineers later, but the research group I was already assigned is full of young minds who are supposed to pick up my general methods and apply those?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa should really have thought through in advance whether she wanted to lie about this. "I think probably the girls are meant to be whatever ratio of entertainment to research help to low-level magic access is best for your productivity. Once you have accomplished some concrete stuff it should be easier to consult anyone you think it's worth consulting."









Keltham: 'Entertainment.' Ha. Nice try, you blatant sperm harvesters. "Going on the absolute garbagequality of inference in the books in the library, I do not anticipate any difficulty in describing how to reason more clearly than that. And the math is self-evidently correct once you see it, so I can provide verifiable value quickly from the informal-social-capital noncopyrightable basic knowledge stores. Hm, would be nice to have some official representative sign a thing formalizing the information's provision under conditions of nonclassifiability, though. With an exception for not destroying the world."









Carissa Sevar: "I told them that you said you wanted a hundred forty four children and they probably took that into account when figuring out what a nice work environment for you would probably look like. If that is not how dath ilani have children and instead you do some very enlightened thing that happens entirely over carrier pigeon correspondence, my apologies. You can request a representative of the Queen, if you want to hammer something out formally for the - quality of inference lessons - but I bet they'll want something a bit broader than 'not destroying the world', like 'not destroying the world or any of the other worlds and none of the gods firmly tell us to STOP THAT'."









Keltham: Apparently they're having this discussion right now! And it is of course entirely plausible that Keltham, new to this world, misinterpreted some things. "I wanted 144 children in dath ilan under dath ilani circumstances, like none of my beneficial - elementary units of heritage - being unique to that world. Here, I've got a lot of intelligence heritage-carrying-units that I'd expect wouldn't exist in this world at all, which you all desperately need, and should, I think, provide a noticeable small boost to your entire heritage optimization program, though I haven't actually run any math on that? I should probably have more than 144 kids, with many different otherwise unrelated smart women, spread out all over the world. But I do want any compensation for that. And some understanding of the conditions under which my kids will grow up, I suppose. That said, it is a very nice prospective work environment and I'm not objecting to that part, seems like it could be good for research too if the interpersonal stuff works out."









Carissa Sevar: "The girls mostly don't have very much money, they'll be still in school, but I am sure the government would be happy to compensate you for efforts in Cheliax, and probably competent governments elsewhere would be similarly happy to compensate you there, though - in most places it would be complicated for reasons of a sort of social equilibrium that I am betting dath ilan does not have."









Keltham: "Say more?"









Carissa Sevar: "- so, uh, in most countries women cannot legally own property in their own right, it belongs to their father until they're married and their husband's after they are. And in those countries, getting an advantageous or at least a healthy and extant husband for their daughters is a family's highest priority with respect to her. They don't teach girls to read and they only teach them skills that husbands will want and one thing husbands care about a lot is that their wives have never been with another man, so women who aren't married go to great lengths to avoid the perception they've had sex. And once married, a man can leave his wife, or kill her, if she betrays him for someone else. And children born to unmarried parents don't have their parents' social standing. And so in those countries - and I can only think of five or six countries this doesn'tdescribe - you're going to have a difficult time finding smart women who'll go for it, because they would have to get paid alotof money to compensate them for the hit to all of their life options.

Cheliax isn't like this, because Cheliax is Asmodeus's and Asmodeus isn'tstupid.But it's how most places work."









Keltham:









Keltham: "Why do the women goalong with that? I - don't understand how this describes a stable multiplayer equilibrium. I had that reaction to a lot of your world, actually."









Carissa Sevar: "What are they going todoabout it? If you refuse to get married, then maybe your parents grudgingly support a useless woman who is embarrassing them all, or maybe they kick you out and you become a prostitute, or starve. No one's going to teach you magic for free, and you can't take out a loan against your potential future commercial value because everyone knows you won't be allowed to have any. You can, you know, play the game, murder your husband eventually and be a widow with more options, unless you're in a place thatkills widows,which some do! Where would you expect it to break down?"









Keltham: It doesn't feel real. "The women move to Cheliax, or one of the other five or six countries where they can get loans and be people."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, we'd take them. But - most people don't have a way to get to other countries, it's so far, you'd need money for the passage, you wouldn't speak the language - and also their religions probably teach that Hell is horrible and Cheliax is full of Evildoers - which, it is, but there's nothing wrong with that -"









Keltham: "So if travel became a lot cheaper - women move en masse to a small subset of regions, some men follow, others stay behind, and the entire current global order violently implodes in ways I can't visualize?"









Carissa Sevar: " - probably. They'd deserve it, though."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't - actually know how many people'd leave? They're - it's all they know. And they're not very smart, not on average. And they're told that the next life matters more than this one, that they'd be ruining their families, that they - maybe we could talk to some and ask. I met people from those countries, at the Worldwound, but - the men. For the obvious reason."









Keltham: "I think - that in dath ilan - the other dath ilani would hesitate to say they deserve violent implosion, because they are - dumb enough to count as mostly children, from our perspective. I don't know whether I feel that way about it. I may not be Good enough to feel that way about it. Does it seem to you like if we just threw an enormous amount more planetary wealth at this problem, things would be better a hundred years later, or is it going to be - more complicated than that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I'm not Good atalland if they violently implode I'll be cheerful about it. I ....probably if everybody were rich enoughthen it'd break all the bits that rely on 'and if your family kicks you out you starve'. I don't know if anything would be left, at that point. A lot less, certainly."









Keltham: "We were about," how much productivity would dath ilan need to lose before people started to starve if their family kicked them out, "somewhere around twenty times that rich. With no magic. Just understanding mundane materials science. If you think clearly, you can do more things."









Carissa Sevar: "Well. Then you should - teach the bits that are teachable. And father some kids with the bits that aren't teachable, I guess, here in Cheliax where we know who all the smartest girls are because we train them into wizards."









Keltham: "Is there - are things going tostart toimplode as soon as the regions who have their acts together at all,start to become richer - do the crazier factions just teleport a bomb into this whole facility as soon as they find out it exists, if there's no Forbiddance here - I don't understand this world's equilibrium between regions like that, at all, let alone what happens if it starts to enter a disequilibrium state -"









Carissa Sevar: "There are probably a lot of factions who wouldn't want Cheliax to get there first and might assassinate you if they could, though it'd be hard, because Cheliax could just resurrect you, and getting close enough to steal your soul is much harder. Asmodeus will be negotiating with the Lawful ones. The Chaotic ones - there are equilibriums, made of who would win in a fight and how much your own nobles will tolerate your demands for troops or grain and for that matter how much they'll tolerate apparent weakness - I need to explain how government works, don't I - I think no one can win a war with Cheliax right now, and it won't be destabilizing for that to get moretrue, but I'm not really an expert."









Keltham: "I am going to want to talk to somebody from one of the other factions and hear their side of things, at some point. Are you okay with the rule that even the horrible Chaotic factions get to learn about experimentation, engineering, valid reasoning, et cetera, if they come looking for the knowledge? Think ahead a hundred years?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm confused what it profits you to offer it to enemies but I don't expect it'd be much of a sticking point, if you do want it."









Keltham: "I want to say that nobody in real life is in enough of a zero-sum relationship to you that you're better off if they don't learn the logical principles they need to negotiate with you, but - it is a different world, one I do not know. One with an unreasonably basic factor the locals call 'Chaos' that, I'm starting to worry, isn't really individualism at all. The five or six regions where women can get loans - are they the kind to go in on a collective industrialization project with Cheliax, send their own researchers here? Are there any regions which would do that but the banks don't serve women?"









Carissa Sevar: "Korvosa'd go in with us. Osirion's Abadaran and doesn't let women get loans but they'd definitely go in on something like this. I have only met a handful of people from Tian Xia, it's all the way on the other side of the world, but Minkai's Lawful Neutral, and doesn't let most people get loans including any women, and would probably send people...Lastwall's Lawful Good- Iomedae's country - and will probably refuse to work with us because they object to Evil but maybe not, for something this big.... Andoran's Neutral Good and will definitelyrefuse to work with us, there's bad blood there from when they drove all the Evil people out of their country - Irissen is ruled by the witch-queen descendants of Baba Yaga, I don't know more about them but if anything I think they discriminate against men, who can't inherit Baba Yaga's witch powers. Women can get loans in Absalom but I don't know who in Absalom would be deciding whether to partner with us, it's a big trade city, not very centrally ruled. Women cansometimesget loans in Galt but they permanently kill their entire government every few years and change all the rules and I dunno what the current ones are."









Keltham: "A few too many weird names and weird properties, too fast, when it's not written down, and everything is soabsolutely alien and I don't see how it forms an equilibrium at all - I might need to think through all this with the benefit of Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom at some point. What does the entry for Cheliax look like, if I'd landed anywhere but here, and they were listing off all the ways that other factions were horrible?"









Carissa Sevar: "They'd say that nearly everyone goes to Hell, which is true, and that that's terrible because some other afterlife is nicer, which we disagree on but it's not outrageous, the ways Hell is better are mostly once you've been there a couple centuries and been perfected and I absolutely believe some other afterlives are more fun to start out in. - but the long term matters to me more. - And they'd say we kill a lot of babies, which is true though we're trying to make it really frictionless for people to keep them, and they'd say we don't value marriage and family which is - pretty much true because other countries run all their norm enforcement off those things and in Cheliax they're kind of things people do if they happen to feel like it. Andoran would additionally accuse us of doing awful things during the war, and maybe be right about some of them, when you have lots of angry scared adventurers running around some of them do awful things and as the saying goes Geb's got the only army that doesn't rape and pillage. I think we do less awful things during war than other countries because I've seen lots of armies at the Worldwound and ours had better discipline."









Keltham: Having your army notrape and pillage should not be such a high bar that only one country passes it. "Based on what you know of me, is there anywhere on this planet that I would not think was... a mess?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am pretty sure you'd be upset about everywhere. And probably about a bunch of things I haven't even thought to explain yet."









Keltham: "If I hopefully asked about Geb, the place that doesn't rape and pillage..."









Carissa Sevar: "Their army's zombies. Corpses, controlled by necromancy."









Keltham: "I'll be frank with you, I was expecting to hear something surprisingly depressing, but that was a little more depressing than I was expecting even so. So there is, basically, on my plan, going to be a project to make this planet richer as a whole and maybe less of a giant mess, which, if it doesn't happen, I would not be the least bit surprised if you all died to the Worldwound while all y'all were futzing around with being a giant mess. Are we going to see basic buy-in to this basic philosophy, do you think, from the sort of factions that are not bugass entropic?"









Carissa Sevar: "You have Asmodeus. You have - whoever your god is. I suspect you'll have more buy-in than that, but if you don't,that'll be enough."









Keltham: "I am trying to ask whether there's a group of factions that can collectively set aside their 'everyone hates someone' tangled web and collectively get rich andcollectively not all die to the Worldwound. I am not entirely on board with taking the first faction I ran across and appointing them The Winners, even taking into account that my appearance on Golarion may not have been in a completely random location. If there's a whole interfactional collective of everybody who's not bugass entropic, it's straightforward to work with them - every faction who manages to fight at the Worldwound is an obvious candidate for that. If it's not like that, then I should actually talk to a lot of factions and figure out what's going on before deciding who is probably going to make the least mess of the planet a hundred years later. If I'm being cosmically stupid for thinking like this because I am a stranger to this planet, just let me know."









Carissa Sevar: "There isn't really that. Everyone who fights at the Worldwound would...probably be the closest thing, but I think some of them won't be on board with your project necessarily, it's not as simple as 'the world should go on not being eaten by demons'. The advantage of talking to a lot of factions would be that you'd know more about who you wanted to help the most and the disadvantage is that there are a dozen more opportunities for what you're doing to leak to people who want to stop you, or kidnap you, and Cheliax can protect you against most such efforts but not everything anyone in the world could come up with if they all had it called to their attention that they ought to try. I think personally in your situation I'd work from the first place I found that could supply and assist me enough to not be slowing me down, unless my god told me otherwise, and until I was powerful enough to be very hard to kill."









Keltham: "Yeah. Iwant to talk to my god about it, but they are, it sounds like, being blocked somehow." And Asmodeus is an obvious candidate for who could possibly be doing that, if god control goes by region. "How about if I suggested that fundamental noncopyrighted info be covered by a contract saying it gets, at minimum, shared to all the factions that send troops to the Worldwound, but any info-sharing provisions don't come into effect for a month and the contract can be renegotiated by mutual consent before then?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know much about contract law but that sounds good to me. Maybe shared in a way that makes it harder to figure out who produced it."









Keltham: Suspicious. But also a plausible security precaution for a much less Lawful world. "I'm on board with that for month one, at least, yeah. Okay, so my current schedule looks like... get a preliminary reasonable-looking contract drawn up on noncopyrightable basic info, with any dangerous-looking provisions not going into effect for a month during which the contract can be renegotiated by mutual consent. Then give a lecture on some basic stuff, get informal social credit, scale up resources. At end of day, apply all the enhancement spells and try to learn basic spellcasting. Oh, and also, if there's some safe way to cast some of my other spells to find out what they are, like the enchantment-compulsion spells that are hopefully for symmetrically-fair-negotiation, maybe try that too."









Carissa Sevar: "Enchantments are safe to test on people, they only last a minute and don't have long-term effects. Abjurations -" She's apparently lost concentration on her illusion while trying to explain to Keltham that women aren't people most places. That's embarrassing. "The illusion ran out but abjurations are protective magic and also safe to test, we can look through a book for examples. Illusions are safe to test. Conjuration and evocation and necromancy are all a bit risky but you could try 'em on a goat or something."









Keltham: "There's one first-circle spell I've got more than one copy of, looked to me like enchantment-compulsion. Let's go ahead and test that one, in case using another of the copies is relevant to negotiating the preliminary contract on the default plan for propagating basic info... anything special we should do to test it?"









Carissa Sevar: "Uh, if you're not trusting us then probably you want to ask your whole gaggle of girls to look and write down what they think is going on with it and that'd make it harder for anyone to lie? Otherwise not especially - you'd want to tell the person you're casting it on, so that they can avoid instinctively trying to break it when it's cast."









Keltham: "Not quite sure I understand your proposed procedure... I think maybe possibly the spell targets one person that I touch? I don't have enough copies to cast on all the researchers."









Carissa Sevar: "You're quick at spellcraft," she says approvingly. "Just in front of them while they have Detect Magic up so they can see it cast and make their inferences. Probably they got you girls with decent spellcraft." Is calling them 'girls' too unsuble? Does it even connote childishness across the magic-bridged language barrier? Is his a society that considers it a disadvantage for women to be in their twenties? - not the most important thing right now. Well, actually, plausibly the most important thing for Carissa's interests here but not the most urgent."Doesn't matter who you cast it on, you can cast it on me if you like, but everyone who sees it ought to be able to guess what it does."









Keltham: "Part of me feels like I oughta have something more - planned, for investigating stuff like this. But yeah, let's just go do it instead of preparing. We'll see if anybody's in the library, I guess?" They're really going to need a research chamber with proper whiteboards at some point.









Carissa Sevar: "Sure. That's the best place to find wizards, if there isn't a big round stone tower around."









Keltham: Keltham tries to walk to where he roughly believes a library ought to be, theoretically speaking.









lintamande: He has the floorplan of the place approximately right! It is not nearly as cleverly full of nooks and secret passages as one might expect from a sprawling palace for an Archduke, or if it is the secret passages are very well hidden.









Carissa Sevar: They're followed by the security staff, who have probably figured out a plan to subvert whatever spell Keltham has. The least complicated thing would be dismissing it but some enchantments leave an indication of whether they're active. Dismissing it with an illusion to cover for it?Supressing it,more complicated than dismissing it but less likely to have any magically perceptible effects.... not her job.









lintamande: The library contains a bunch of students. They're very pretty. They're delighted to see Keltham.









Keltham: Definitely gotta hurry up on certain negotiations. "So, today's agenda. I'm planning to dump a bunch of basic knowledge on you all - and on anyone else who wants to listen in, I guess. But first, gotta work out a contract covering how stuff like that propagates and gets passed on, because it's not the kind of thing that makes sense as a trade secret. And before I do that, I ought to check the result of casting an unknown first-circle enchantment-compulsion cleric spell that wasn't in the textbook of first-circle cleric spells, in case my god gave it to me for negotiation purposes. Oh yeah, I'm a cleric now, don't know which god yet, that happened."

"So, uh, any volunteers to be the test subject and report on the felt result? And let's have, say, three people with Detect Magic independently write down what it looks to them like the spell is doing, if that makes sense - maybe it'll be obvious what it does, but if not, it's better to have three independent components on the opinion, without the opinions cross-contaminating each other. That's an example of a kind of general procedure I'll be covering as basic knowledge."









lintamande: There are a bunch of volunteers to be the subject of Keltham's enchantment, from the categories 'girls who think that's hot' and 'girls who want to be helpful' and 'girls who have never in their lives refused to volunteer for work at school and are pretty sure you go straight to Hell if you ever do'. There are also some non-volunteers, mostly from people vying to be one of the ones who writes down what they think the spell is doing.









Carissa Sevar: Why are there so many of them. Is that really necessary. The school uniforms are not cut like that in Corentyn. ...they're probably not cut like that in Ostenso, either, bored teenage girls can get up to a lot of uniform adjustment.









Keltham: It's kind of awesome how everybody in Cheliax competes to be the one in front as soon as any problem comes up! It may be less efficient than the dath ilani reaction of everybody carefully figuring out who's the optimal candidate (or alternatively just picking at random, if the consumable variation in expected utility from additional search doesn't look worth the meta-overhead on a quick meta-meta glance). But it's so much more energetic! The Research Horde's enthusiasm and eagerness feels contagious.

Keltham randomly picks one volunteer and three people to write down the spell effects, since this is pretty obviously a case where the overhead cost exceeds the consumable knowable variance from his perspective. It's not like he's really figured out how to tell these people apart yet. At some point soon Keltham is going to have to explain the concept of "nametags".









lintamande: Then the volunteer to get the spell cast will come over and do the practiced mental motion of not resisting a self-affecting spell and the other three will get out notebooks to scribble down the spell structure and cast Detect Magic so they can see it.









Keltham: Keltham focuses, and tries to cast that thing he has three copies of.









lintamande: There's a feeling-of-magic, now that that's a thing he is accustomed to feeling for, and a glowing symbol appears on the girl's forehead. She blinks.









Keltham: Neato, Keltham supposes? Keltham waits a moment, to see if the volunteer wants to volunteer any info on what the spell seems to be doing to her.









lintamande: "It's not immediately obvious what it's acting on - probably stops me doing something, rather than making me do something -"









Carissa Sevar: It's a truth spell. She does not volunteer this. Keltham's god gave Keltham a truth spell. As - a way of protesting that they're lying to him, presumably, but - does it mean he'd take the truth well? Or just that his god doesn't care for him to work with Cheliax?









lintamande: Are we allowed to tell him,one of the three girls taking notes thinks loudly in the general direction of whoever's presumably coordinating here.



There isn't an immediate answer, possibly because they are debating that themselves.









Keltham: Keltham tries to think fast, since he's not sure how long this spell will last. This spell is either going to be useful for bargaining, or useful for finding out something else that his god wants him to know. Let's try the more innocuous one first. "Have you got anything on you that you own, and can offer to sell me for a ludicrously huge price? Try doing that."









lintamande: "- uh, sure. This is my shoe and I'll sell it to you for eighteen thousand gold pieces." The illusion doesn't waver. "I don't think it triggered."









Keltham: "Okay, doesn't prevent unfair bargains known to both parties to be unfair. Try telling me that your other shoe is worth twenty thousand gold pieces." Whatis the thing with gold around here, Keltham ran across that in the books but it didn't make any sense there either.









lintamande: "The other shoe is -"



She stops.


"The other shoe is worth -"



"The other shoe is worth. Twenty thousand.     -"









Keltham: Hmmm! "Worth twenty thousand what?"









lintamande: She looks very frustrated! "I'm just trying to say what you told me! The other shoe is worth....you told me to say the other shoe is worth twenty thousand gold pieces."Thatworks fine.









Carissa Sevar: "Like Zone of Truth, but first-circle, with the visual indicator it's in place." How would you do that, spells can't usually do disparate things like communicating whether they're in place and also having their primary effect, not atfirst circle.Some god invested a lot of effort in that.









Keltham: "Truth spell? Try two plus two equals four, then two plus two equals five."









lintamande: "Two plus two equals four. Two plus two equals. ...two plus two might sometimes equal five somewhere."









Keltham:









Keltham: "Okay, out of context, answer this one honestly: Do you, in fact, believe that two plus two might sometimes equal five somewhere?"









lintamande: "Yeah, somewhere, there are lots of worlds and you can do a lot of weird stuff with magic and I haven't encountered any proofs that there are kinds of magic that definitely don't exist or things that no kind of magic could possibly do. ...I don't think you could do it with our kind, though."









Keltham: "One of us is very deeply confused, and I wish to eternity that I was sure it was you, but let's set aside that topic for later. Try saying out loud that there's a ninety-nine percent probability your shoe is worth twenty thousand gold, then saying there's a one percent probability your shoe is worth twenty thousand gold."

Keltham has been trying to think quickly about lie detection. If one tries taking all appearances at face value, some of the things he believes are in conflict with each other, meaning he needs to keep track of separate lines of possibility.

Branch 1: Keltham actually did summon a completely unknown god to Golarion and its first-circle spells can do things that were not previously possible... no, it's not that, Carissa said there was such a thing as a Zone of Truth spell.

So, branch 2: Truthtelling spells are known. They should be incredibly useful. If they're first-circle cleric spells, they should be in first-circle cleric books. This whole planet does not look like a whole planet should, if it is very easy for people on that whole planet to trust each other - even if it requires paying a cleric, it should still have a huge effect.

Branch 2.1, maybe the clerics themselves are just not trustworthy?

Branch 2.2, the spell is very easy to fool. Like by using Carissa's illusion spell to fake that symbol, even if it doesn't go up or disappears. Depending on what kind of illusion-piercing utilities exist, and how much those cost, and whether you can counter illusion-piercing by paying even larger costs.

Branch 2.3, they're lying to him about what the spell really does, because it would be very useful to criminal!mastermind!Cheliax if Keltham believes he has an unstoppable truth-compelling spell, while actually it just inclines people to slightly more honesty or even does some entirely separate thing they don't want him to know.

Branch 2.4, the spell works perfectly and unstoppably and Keltham is wrong about what effects a truth spell should have on a society.









lintamande: "There's a ninety-nine percent probability that my shoe is worth -"



"There's a one percent probability that my shoe is worth -"









Keltham: Imperfect evidence is still evidence, and there are possible worlds where the obvious test will yield useful results. They may not be ready to defeat truthtelling spells right now.

"Okay, let's work under the assumption it's an honesty spell. Does not prevent attempts at deception, does not enforce objective truth, you just can't say things you know to be false. Um -"

Keltham isn't comfortable with this.

...people's lives and money are at stake, somewhere in the background, he really should do it anyways.

"I'm very sorry about even asking this, but I'm in very weird circumstances where I know very little about this world, so - are you alright with me asking one or two questions about this whole situation, as it is known to you, while you're still under a truth spell and there's been very little time for anybody to prepare for that? I'll try to keep my questions narrow. I wish I could promise that I won't update on anything if you refuse but, realistically, I can't actually promise that."









lintamande: "Yes, of course," she says immediately.

The people presumably monitoring this situation had betternot need that much time to prepare a Dispel Magic and an illusion, she thinks and if they have fucked that up then clearly being on the Material Plane just isn't for them.









Keltham: That was a weirdlyfast response for somebody asked if she and her government are okay with her being interrogated under truth-detection, and strongly suggests that Unnamed Female Chelian #7 had thought through her answer to that question before Keltham asked it. Did they know what spells he had already, with the apparent experiment a sham? Wouldn't she be trying to conceal her speed of thought in that case, with a fake delay?

Keltham thinks of another obvious fillip to this test, but he's not sure he can ask questions and do that part at the same time - Carissa said it required concentration to use the spell he's thinking of. He'll save it for last.

"Question one," Keltham says, "has your collective presentation of this entire situation and world, as far as you know what I've gotten, been roughly honest?"









lintamande: "- I don't think I've told you anything except about magic. Everything I told you was true and not misleading or anything." That should be enough time for an illusion and a Dispel. "I don't know of anyone else having told you anything untrue or misleading either. I ...am not entirely sure I understand the question as phrased but I think yes, we have been honest?"









Elias Abarco has a problem. The problem is that Keltham is presumably thinking he'll use Detect Magic to check whether his enchantment's still in place and that will totally work, it'll show an illusion not an enchantment and if Keltham can read it, game's up - and even if he can't, he can learn how in the future, they can't teach him illusion and enchantment swapped, forever - he can put the girl under another enchantment easily enough but the illusion'll still be there - what he needs is Greater Magic Aura, which can put the girl under theexact right apparent magical signature,but he didn't prep that and doesn't have timenow -

There's got to be a scroll of it somewhere.


Elias Abarco vanishes. This is noticeable to about half the assembled persons but they all have good poker faces.









Keltham: Well, the symbol's still there. Though it could be an illusion now. Though some of that response seemed - suspiciously specific? - and she wouldn't need to dothat if they were spoofing the spell by any number of magical means - but then she could be giving suspiciously narrow answers just to make him believe that - alternatively, in worlds where she's being honest, maybe it'd help if Keltham showed her that he is going to be reasonable in what kind of answers he expects?

"To the best of your knowledge, and your best guesses where you do not know, is the Chelian government concealing any major facts from me not relating to its internal security measures and standardly classified secrets, or secrets meant to ensure my own safety or the safety of other people of Golarion from me, or knowledge that is intrinsically harmful or intrinsically vastly dangerous?"









lintamande: "I don't think so? I am pretty sure the Chelish government is not concealing any things from you that I am allowed to know. I think the things I am not allowed to know are all in the categories you mentioned - security measures, secrets meant to ensure peoples' safety, knowledge that's harmful or dangerous. ...probably there are some government secrets that are just embarrassing rather than properly critical to national security? I don't know of any, just, that's what I would expect, and I'd expect it to also be true of all other countries."









Keltham: Why do the Chelish allow their version of Governance to keep secrets just because they'reembarrassing - no, he shouldn't ask that right now.

Darn it, he should've asked her if the government was keepingany secrets, first, without the qualifiers. To see if she would've danced around that one, or maybe implausibly answered 'No', and then Keltham would've had a high probability on the test results being faked in that branch of reality -

Keltham really wishes he'd LARPed this at least once before trying to do it in real life.

"To your best knowledge and best guess, if somebody purportedly representing Cheliax signs an agreement with me about credit for information given, future equity shares in industrialization projects, or similar matters, what's the probability Cheliax goes back on their word as represented by the person purported to me to represent the Chelish government? Excluding scenarios where I would obviously agree in retrospect that the agreement should be broken as a matter of drastic urgency because otherwise Rovagug gets loose or whatever."









lintamande: "Uh, very low? ....I think I can't give you a number without having a specific person in mind. If a person cheats you on a contract you can take that to the courts and they'd side with you, under the circumstances described. I cannot really imagine a situation where someone tries to do that and the contract is on your side but the courts decide to let them, that's basically just....abandoning being a Lawful country - Asmodeus is the god of contracts, He wouldn't approve of that -"









Keltham: Keltham tries to think quickly about what he should be asking about here. They don't actuallyknow how to be Lawful; this much is obvious at a glance. So in their distorted conception - "Am I liable to need to negotiate incredibly carefully, because somebody's gonna eat my abdominal fat* if I forget to insert a clause saying they can't do that?"

(*) A Baseline idiom roughly equivalent to "skin me in a deal".









lintamande: "I think it's recommended to read contracts really carefully and if you can afford it with intelligence enhancement up? I, uh, even if you fail to word something carefully obviously there's also the thing where if you feel like we're being bad trade partners you can deal with someone else in future? But I would definitely not avoid spelling something out on the assumption that we think the same things are being reasonable."









Keltham: "Sorry for demanding that you spell it out, but on your best knowledge and best guess, how much does the Chelian version of Governance reliablycare about not looking like they're bad trade partners when dealing with somebody like me? Are they liable to, I dunno, yoink all the gains from trade with a clever contract term and then classify the whole thing a secret so that nobody knows about it?" That kind of thing being allowed to governments is still weirding Keltham out, he's only been here a day and that's not nearly enough time to get used to the idea of governments behaving like the governments around here.









lintamande: It's the Chelish government but she wouldn't dream of correcting him about this. "I don't think they're likely to do that? If they did you'd probably leave, right, and do this work somewhere else, and they really want you to do it here. If there was some way they could, uh, invalidating your will when you died of old age because it had a loophole, and requisition your money then, maybe they'd do that? Because all that'd change if people knew about it is that they'd try to write their wills without loopholes? I'm not a contract lawyer, though, and you probably want one."









Keltham: Keltham is trying to think quickly because he doesn't know how long the spell lasts and - what else should he ask, he doesn't know -

Well, there's always going meta.

"Say what you think is the question that I would most, from my own perspective, want you to answer under truth spell, with your statement including your stated belief that it's what I'd most want to ask."









lintamande: This is like a nightmare about final exams. "...I think I'd expect you'd most want to ask what the Queen is like? Or - who you can trust the most, of the people here? Or, uh, whether you can get other truth spells cast for you so you don't have to think of it right now?"









Keltham: Oh, right, that does remind him. "What's the Queen like? And how would you defeat a truth spell, and how would you defeat the defeaters of a truth spell, and where does that chain end up?"









lintamande: "...I don't actually know much about her. She took power young, she was only sixteen. It's said Asmodeus invested in her development as a person when she was even younger than that, because she had potential. I think she's a sorcerer, but that's not unusual. Uh, a normal truth spell like Zone of Truth you can beat with a will save but I think that'd be visible in this case because the symbol would vanish...you could beat this one with an illusion of that symbol, I guess... you could beat that with something for seeing through illusions...I think among sufficiently powerful wizards they'd just have demiplanes in which the laws of magic are very limited and they can be sure of what they're seeing, and among everyone else you can only be mostly sure not completely sure that someone didn't think of something you didn't think of a counter to."









Keltham: "What cleric spells up to fifth circle do you know of that can be used to see through illusions, and what would it take to defeat those cleric spells?"









lintamande: Shit.



She can't really pretend she doesn't know what Detect Magic is. But - stall, right, that's the thing to do, buy time - "Probably there's a book here somewhere with all the cleric spells, can someone grab it while there's still time left on the spell - uh, I know there's True Seeing, which shows you the world exactly as it is without any illusions and with transmutations shown for what they really are, and that's sixth for wizards but it's fifth for clerics. There are also items of it, you could ask for one, though they're incredibly expensive. There's - Detect Magic will at least tell you that there's an illusion spell present, except I haven't seen this particular truth spell before so I don't know if it shows up as illusion magic already." Ha. "It'd be unusual, for it to be a cross-school spell like that, but it's an unusual spell anyway. There's - I don't know the cleric spell list all that well, I'm sorry -"

Someone shoves a book in her face with the relevant page open. "Oh, you could use Dispel Magic to dispel Silent Image, and then if that does anything you know someone was using Silent Image. You could use Greater Detect Magic to see all spells cast in the area recently - that wouldn't work here because we've all been spellcasting all day but you could do this again tomorrow somewhere which looks clean to start."









Keltham: "Tell me that you haven't left out any obvious other tactics I could use."









lintamande: "I haven't left out any obvious other tactics you could use."









Keltham: He was planning to do this part anyway, but having her mention Detect Magic puts him on a timeline, if there's any defeaters they could use against Detect Magic, that they didn't already start planning for before he showed up in the library today. "Wait twenty -" Taldane doesn't have a word for the dath ilani time unit he wants, of course. "Wait around ten times as long as this interval: Open........close. Then say that everything you've said so far was the truth. Oh, and then, everybody else who's got Detect Magic, please cast that, slowly and one at a time, that so I can watch you catching the cantrip, I'm still trying to figure out cantrip-catching."

And Keltham casts Greater Detect Magic.









lintamande: The girl under the Truth Spell is pale and distracted. Counting in her head to twenty.

Greater Detect Magic translates the vague sense of magic one can get from concentrating on trying to feel it into something visual. It's stunning. Humans are wildly better at interpreting information in this format. The room appears to be draped in glittering spiderwebs with half-familiar structures. Some of the spiderwebs are lively, tangible, looking almost strong enough to hold someone; some of them are made of dust, gradually drifting away but still retaining its rough structure. Some of them glow much brighter than others. The area at the door is glowing a lot.



There is one enchantment on the girl. Its pattern is recognizable; it's the one he cast.



"Everything I've said so far was the truth," she says shakily when she has counted to twenty.









lintamande: Elias Abarco tucks a used scroll neatly away in the pocket dimension he's wearing as a belt and surveys the girls to see who was impressed enough by his ability to find a scroll of Greater Magic Aura in a magic shop in Absalom in under three minutes including both teleports, getting back with a minute to spare, that they might fuck him while Keltham's delaying for sperm negotiation reasons.









Keltham: Keltham tries to memorize what he can about the spell structure on the girl, to be checked later against what happens when he casts it on himself or when he has more ideas about magic.

Then Keltham turns to look at the other Research Hordettes so he can watch cantrip-casting. He'll think later about what this all adds up to; right now he needs to maintain concentration on the spell before he tries, for example, to experiment with talking at the same time.









lintamande: The girls all have Detect Magic and are happy to demonstrate cantrip-catching! They can do it while talking, while standing on one foot, two of them demonstrate that they can do it while kissing each other...









Keltham: Under any other circumstances Keltham would let himself notice more his reactions to this, or wonder about the local prevalence of bisexuality because they wouldn't have sent him strictly homosexual women he doesn't think, but right now he's trying to watch how cantrips work and not lose concentration on his spell. He's thought of one other test he can try, here, let's see if he can talk and maintain Greater Detect Magic at the same time.

When he's watched the way to catch the cantrip, however many times, Keltham turns back to the truth-spell-subject and says, "Try saying out loud: 'This sentence is false.'" Did he manage to maintain concentration during that?









lintamande: He's still holding on to his magic detection.





The girl nods.

Wait what should a truth spell stop her saying that or not? - she's going to guess yes? It's a good thing they did some attempts earlier so she knows what the spell feels like when it stops you. "This sentence is -"









Keltham: "Repeat: This sentence is true."









lintamande: "This sentence is true." Maybe that one shouldn't have worked either but her first guess was that it would and she doesn't exactly have time for two.









Keltham: It's not much of a test because it almost surely goes by whatever the girl believed the answer was supposed to be, but if Keltham later gets to try this spell on himself and it allows him to say 'This sentence is false' that will be an iota of evidence, anyways. Or if he tries that query pattern on subjects outside of Cheliax and never gets that pattern of answers again.

(He still has concentration on Greater Detect Magic, apparently, though he was working hard on that. Yay him.)

Can he think of anything else he should try while the truth spell is running, and they haven't had as much time to prepare against it as they will later? Keltham is having trouble thinking of anything -

"I've been having trouble contacting whichever god clericed me. What could be preventing my god from talking to me?"









lintamande: "Uh, your god might be too alien to humans to successfully communicate with us. They might think you're on the right track and don't need additional guidance. They might have an agreement of some kind with other gods about limiting intervention. They might be trying but your mind is too weird or your soul is far away because you started in a different universe or something. I don't know that this really needs explanation because gods talk to one, maybe two, people in the whole world in a year..."









Keltham: "Were any books conspicuously missing from this library? Any book or class of books you'd expect to have seen in a library like this one, but they weren't here?"









lintamande: "I don't think so? The Archduke doesn't have much of a wizardry collection but the likeliest explanation is that he's not a wizard, which is also publicly claimed about him, so I wasn't very surprised. The library at school is bigger but that's probably because it has several copies of books, and more wizardry books."









Keltham: Keltham has already been feeling guilty about the level of stress he might be putting this girl under. Unless she's the local equivalent of a Keeper trainee as part of a massive government confusion operation. But if she's not, then he's not unaware of how this might be stressful for her.

Ironically enough, it's the question of 'How mean have I been to her, exactly, and how much of a favor do I owe her now?' that suggests his last query. Maybe she doesn't think he owes her a favor at all. "On a scale from 'way too little' to 'way too much', would you say that I'm currently being more suspicious than is appropriate for Golarion in general and Cheliax in particular, or not suspicious enough?"









lintamande: "- uh, I -

- it's a little like you are charging off in a direction no one has ever travelled before, and asking whether you're going unusually fast or unusually slow? People go faster on ...roads...because there are roads....I don't - know if that -

- uh, I think if you are trying to make a lot of money and not get cheated you are probably being more suspicious than is appropriate and if you were trying to, uh, assassinate the Queen and overthrow the government and become ruler of southern Avistan then you are not being suspicious enough for that."









Keltham: "That's all I can think of for now, then. I'll leave the spell up in case I think of anything in another minute, but for now you don't need to say anything. I'm sorry about all the fuss, and in the event that my interrogation there represented an undue imposition of stress, relative to the amount you have been paid or are being paid for this, I consider myself to owe you a favor in repayment for it."









lintamande: She - nods. Doesn't say anything, because he said she didn't need to.









Carissa Sevar: 
"I expect the spell has less than a minute left," Carissa says. "You must be fourth circle, not third, or it'd have run out already." Or would, if it were still in effect, instead of it being a spell of Abarco's that he's going to dismiss at the right time. But Keltham didn't know they knew he was fourth circle so it running out at the right time should be mildly persuasive to Keltham, if Keltham knows enough to know how spell durations are linked to spell circles. ...she has a headache and she hasn't even been doing anything. That poor girl. Perhaps they should have something like this in standard classes at that age, teach the kids to handle themselves under pressure.









Keltham: Great. Keltham didn't realize he was giving that away based on duration - should've realized, some spells he was reading had similar timing-by-caster-circle - but too late. "Over soon enough, then."

This next part is embarrassing. But if anybody catches you covering up an embarrassing mistake, that's much more undignified. And if you do it by violating something you were deontologically obligated to do, that is a lot more serious. So it doesn't particularly occur to Keltham not to do what he does next. He owes somebody a favor, and so he must -

"Also, and I'm sorry about this, your names all sound unhelpfully similar in my native language, there's two of them per person, and you don't wear convenient labels stating them so - can somebody else say what's her name, again? So I know who it is I owe a favor?"









lintamande: "That's Tonia Barrero," someone else says. "Should we, uh, wear labels with our names on them, wecan -"









Keltham: Tonia Barrero. Tonia Barrero. Tonia Barrero.

"Yes, please, actually. It'll speed up my ability to, uh, recognize you individually. So long as we're throwing around truth spells and clearing the air, you all - from my perspective - have a lot of collisions inside the same corner of the appearance volume. I expect if there were dath ilani here, a lot of them would look to you like they were the same person as me, because the facial recognition area of your brain wouldn't be trained to distinguish over the variances there? And on that embarrassing note, I think my next step is to sign a preliminary agreement on disclosure of basic info, before I can come back here and disclose some basic info to y'all."









lintamande: The girls seem mostly nonfazed by this and carefully tear paper out of their notebooks to pin to their uniform lapels.


"Tian people all look the same to Avistani people," Meritxell Narbona says. "But if you say that to them they'll say, what, he's obviously from a completely different country -"



Tonia Barrero sits down in a way that is only a little bit like collapsing to the ground.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure that the team of people who finagled that Truth-Spell sequence are decompressing right now and unlikely to be giving her advice, which is inconvenient, because this seems like a situation where some advice would come in handy.



That looked like Abadar's symbol. She has seen it at the Worldwound, His clerics use it as a spellcasting focus.



Abadar is Lawful Neutral. Which fits, Keltham thinks he's Chaotic Evil but he's really not very evil except by comparison to his society which sounds unbearably Good and he's really not Chaotic except by comparison with - with Lawful outsiders that don't have free will.

Abadar and Asmodeus get along. They have similar goals, insofar as humans can understand god-goals. They want civilization, they want cities, they want agreements and they want those agreements enforced. This should be good news, except - if Abadar was reasonably pleased with how things were proceeding, he would not have dropped four cleric circles on Keltham. That's a thing you do if you might want to fight your way out. Maybe Abadar's offended that they're lying to Keltham? In which case, wow, they just dug that hole really really deep, there's no credible way to not lie to Keltham at this point - her fault, she's the one who initially decided to elide everything that usually makes foreigners look pityingly at you, and she's not sure she can explain that decision and presumably everyone important didn't just go "oh, we'll follow Carissa's lead" but maybe she constrained their options -

- she's scared -

- well. Not saying anything about the symbol is not the thing a cooperative Carissa would do in this situation but it's not incontrovertible evidence of hiding something, Abadar has lots of symbols and it's not like she's been to one of His churches. - though also she won't be able to explain why she obviously hasn't been to one of his churches, she has a feeling Keltham will disapprove of gods that ban the worship of other gods, on the same sort of utterly bizarre grounds that he disapproves of ...she's tempted to gloss it as 'people in authority acting in their self-interest' but is entirely sure he'd object to that characterization -

"We should look up the symbol," she says as a middle ground. "I could swear I've seen it somewhere before."









Keltham: Keltham looks away from Tonia Barrero - he'll think later about likelihood ratios for whether that's an appropriate amount of stress for somebody to display while under truthspell by an alien you're not planning to betray, that also would've been a nice thing to decide in advance instead of in hindsight but oh well - to Carissa. "Yeah, let's - get somebody on that, I guess? Also Carissa - if you're the right person to ask this - how do we go set in motion the thing where I meet a proper government authority and sign a baseline contract governing credit for the disclosure of ideas too basic to be proprietary? No point in wasting time about that part, and until it's done, all I can do is read books, or I guess maybe try studying wizard magic earlier in the day rather than later."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll check on that," she says. "I suspect they're here and just waiting for you to want them." And she turns around and walks out like she knows where she's going, because presumably security will intercept her soon enough.




They do.



"He wants to sign a -"

   "We heard."

"Do you know what god that might be?" Obviously they do, but even here where he can't plausibly hear them it's smarter to say it this way.

   "We're looking into it."

So no decision yet on what to tell him. "Do you need my help?"

    "I don't think so. Why don't you walk Contessa Lrilatha in."

Fuck fuck fuck fuck that's the devil provided personally by Asmodeus to the Queen as an advisor why is Carissa hereshe issomuch likelier to die horribly than she was three days ago and she did not evaluate her escape options atall, she was thinking about how to make it work rather than whether there was still an opening to stay clear of it, and now there isn't. "I'd be delighted," she says immediately.









Keltham: While waiting for Carissa to come back, Keltham tries to dismiss his own truth spell, if that's a thing he can do. He tries not to give any outward sign; maybe if they cast an illusion, but the real truth-compulsion is a kind of spell he can dispel at will, the hypothetical illusion-casters won't know to remove their illusion.









lintamande: The spell does not seem to vanish.









Keltham: Another datapoint to check later.



...whatdid he think of that whole affair? Is it likely that they had an illusion spell, plus whatever it takes to defeat Greater Detect Magic, ready and prepped by some wizard hiding behind the library walls or out of phase with the material world? Just in case the alien suddenly turned into at least a second-circle cleric who had both a truth spell and Greater Detect Magic, which is apparently itself not a thing that happens very often?

Definitely Governance in dath ilan is competent enough to have prepared for everything they can possibly prepare for, if for some reason they need to do something of the sort. But Golarion does not have their shit together the way that dath ilan does... and if intelligence around here caps out at Keltham's level... would Keltham have managed to prepare against every contingency like that? Maybe. And intelligence headbands are a thing too, supposedly.

Like a lot of other things, it's hard for him to guess, but at least it's evidence.

He does have a certain intuitive sense that - somebody actually under a truth spell - should have stumbled over herself alittle more than Tonia did, occasionally getting blocked on bad phrasings or whatever? After he started asking real questions, she didn't sound quite the same as when he was asking the test questions. But that is also something he can check by truthspelling himself later. And the trouble is if you go looking for enough tiny signs like that, you will eventually find some, whether they exist or not.









Carissa Sevar: Contessa Llilratha is a stunningly beautiful woman with sharp cheekbones and a twelve foot wingspan. The wings are feathered and black. Even without them she'd look a little inhuman. She says nothing to Carissa, which in Carissa's opinion is the best thing that has happened to her all day, and proceeds to the library to meet Keltham. Even folded, the wings make it impossible to walk abreast with her in these hallways; Carissa walks behind.



They enter the library.









lintamande: "You said you wished to negotiate a contract with the Executive collective of Cheliax regarding formal and informal rights of information and its dissemination. I am Contessa Lliratha, advisor from Hell to the Chief Executive of Cheliax, and my signature is binding upon the Executive collective of Cheliax." Contessa Lliratha says in Baseline.









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa casts an extremely discreet Tonguesof her own so she can follow what's going on.)









Keltham: Okaywhoa they do not go out of their way to avoid sexual superstimuli around here, because that is the hottest humanoid Keltham has seen ever. She's dressed in what he guesses to be the local equivalent of body armor, and makes it look better than would be legal in most cities outside of a Shop of Ill-Advised Consumer Goods. There's something about her that makes the armor look more dangerous than dath ilani actresses in movies have ever managed to do with their own body armor, as seen by him across a screen. Keltham has never realized before that he would like to add that to his list of positive mate qualities.

(Keltham is not even remotely considering hitting on her; she's busy, and Keltham hasn't proven himself anywhere near that far and knows it. She might also not be of a species that can mate with his, come to think.)

Keltham tilts his head in a brief but formal dath ilani gesture of acknowledgment, such as would be appropriate for a medium-size business owner greeting a Legislator. Markers in Baseline say that 'Contessa' is her title, not her name, but he has no idea what that title means; it didn't translate. "I'll endeavor to waste your time as little as possible, and apologize in advance for those inevitable wastes of time that will occur anyways due to my profound ignorance of this world and uncalibration over how cautious I need to be. I observe that your physiology is outside of what I know as the human range-of-observed-variation; if your cognitive-psychology is correspondingly outside the human range-of-observed-variation, is there anything I should know about that to make this conversation proceed quickly and effectively?"

Being able to speak Baseline again is a relief; he can say what he actually means, and not have that come out in enormous long sentences full of enormous words.









lintamande: "I am a devil; unlike humans devils are uniformly Lawful Evil and do not tend to possess internal contradicting impulses. Devils possess a correspondingly better understanding of Law but it is reported your society has gone unprecedentedly far in inculcating that in mortals anyway. Do you prefer these negotiations happen unobserved, or that witnesses commit to not sharing their contents?"









Keltham: Keltham restrains himself from asking how Golarion manages to be this messed up if there isanyone sane around; she's a busy woman. "I would wish the outputs of the negotiation to be witnessed in their translation. If these negotiations are to be carried out in Baseline, it makes no obvious difference to me whether incomprehensible words are witnessed or not. You may optimize this for your own convenience, or for the benefit of, or protection of, those who would otherwise witness it."









lintamande: "Your security has translation magic readily available to them and by default would observe you."









Keltham: "I again have no objection." Keltham isn't even sure why she feels the need to clarify this point... well, there's one possible hypothesis? "I do not intend to conduct myself in any fashion I would not wish known widely and written in history."









lintamande: She smiles very slightly. "My understanding is that you possess information - on, among other things, teaching mortals Lawfulness - and that you wish to negotiate terms under which it will be disseminated within Golarion, subject to whatever restrictions are necessary to protect peoples' safety here?"









Keltham: Keltham starts dumping his local utility function, step one of expeditious negotiations. "It seems to me in my ignorance that this world is faced with a problem, the Worldwound, which requires of it a superior level of collective competence, on pain of its possible destruction. I have information that will perhaps be helpful for this; should I succeed in conveying such, I wish to capture for myself some small but fair fraction of those gains. I may, then, sell some of my information, of that type which would soon be profitable to its possessor, and perhaps sell it excludably to that possessor alone for as long as it takes to be rediscovered elsewhere."

"But of the types of information I have in my possession, it seems to me that there is much information which would and should end up disseminated beyond Cheliax even in the short term, having the character of truly basic knowledge that is the foundation of too much else and too much further research, as may need to happen in other places for the Worldwound to be expeditiously defeated. Nor is it likely in the long run that this world shall converge to an equilibrium in which Cheliax alone knows the more advanced equivalents of basic math. Nor is it particularly appealing to me that many people of Golarion in the long run should end up ignorant, even if I gained twice as much money thereby; if I am at all useful and I capture the smallest fraction of the resulting gains, I expect to saturate my uses for money, and so the remainder of my utility is in my concern for the aesthetics of my deeds. Even if Asmodeus deemed it in his interests that Chelish alone know the ways of Law-aspiring thought, a hundred and forty-four years hence, it is not yet obvious to me that this is my own interest in the affair. Then much of the information I have, forming the foundation of that which I wish to sell, is that which should be disseminated; and though it not be sold exclusively, I would yet wish the credit to myself, and to my world which taught me, for the sharing of that knowledge and the benefits it brings. Such gratuities as might be legally due to it, would be due to myself, with middleman's fees to Cheliax only for that part which Cheliax actually played; and such informal gratitude as might be due, would be known to be credited to Keltham of dath ilan, and to Cheliax accurately for whichever role it actually played in conveying that information further."

"And yet it has been observed to me by Carissa Sevar that I am ignorant of this world and may not understand the consequences of sharing such information. Nor have I the experience to negotiate a lasting contract with confidence. As a hedge against both this folly of mine, and the imperfect overlap of our interests, I had thought to suggest a baseline contract establishing a point of departure and next-best alternative to renegotiated agreement, under which information I share freely with Cheliax must be made available to those factions which presently contribute to the fight at the Worldwound, after a period of one month, known to have come from Keltham of dath ilan with the help of Cheliax; unless that contract is renegotiated before then; with exceptions for such information as may be designated infohazardous by a majority vote of whichever Worldwound-fighting deities, known to be able to speak on the subject, may make their opnions known on that subject. And then if that turns out to be stupid and you can make me see it's stupid, it could be renegotiated before the month was up. This would not be the only contract that needed signing, but it would let me get started on teaching the basic structure of reality and the way of Law-aspiring thought, while I gained the knowledge and confidence to sign other contracts."









lintamande: "I suspect the aesthetically satisfying way of doing this in your world would not be aesthetically satisfying in ours, either in implementation or in results.

Cheliax lets people in. If they hear we are doing something better than what everyone else is doing, and they come here, or go to a church of Asmodeus somewhere else, and they say they want to come here, or want to learn these things, we would not hesitate to teach them.

There are a dozen things that I can think of offhand that could go wrong with telling those nations at the Worldwound whatever your procedures are, but to name two representative ones, there are organizations at the Worldwound that do not make and will not keep commitments. There are also organizations that will try but not be very good at it. There isn't a meaningful difference between 'the organizations at the Worldwound get it' and everyone getting it, except in who is getting a head start.

Taldor mostly sends criminals to the Worldwound, to be rid of them, and I think some people there are there for taking part in an effort to overthrow the government of Taldor, and it seems likely that if they were more capable and possessed with a valuable resource they could trade onward there would be a war.

Aside from that, it's a fine set of people to get a head start if we want to give it to everyone at all, which I am uncertain of. The society you describe is different from ours, in many ways, and it seems possible that the ideas you are describing do not work as the foundation for a society of humans without some other behind the scenes implementation, screening or emergency-response we don't have.

Asmodeus thinks Cheliax should chance it. But if Cheliax chances it and then it's a terrible idea, Chelish provinces will break off to be independent, or Chelish people will leave for somewhere else. If you do this everywhere, there won't be a somewhere else."









Keltham: ...This is exactly how Keltham expects a Very Serious Person to talk. It stands in extremely sharp contrast to the gibberish written in the library books. It's making Keltham wonder whether this is sheer convergent evolution of agents who think more sanely - or if somebody is precogging him, or reading his mind, or if something smarter than human looked at transcripts of everything he's said and deduced what sort of arguments he would respond to.

Also,why must everything in Golarion be such a mess why why why.

Okay. Do they have obvious incentives? Yes. They have obvious incentives coming out of their ass. They probably do not think Keltham is not supposed to notice this. Lrilatha has met smart people ever and possibly met Asmodeus.

Is Keltham going to ignore reasonable depictions of potential catastrophe because they could be incentivized lies? Realistically, no. That would be wantonly stupid in possible worlds that are way too large to act wantonly stupid inside them.

"Suppose I put to you as an alternative suggestion that Lawful factions at the Worldwound receive such information, and may of course restrict its use while testing is underway in Cheliax, should they themselves deem that wise."









lintamande: "Is this the kind of information that could plausibly leak through carelessness, or forgetfulness of the exact terms under which it was shared, or intoxicated pillow talk, or would it be impossible to share unwisely with someone who plausibly should not be an early recipient without soberly and deliberately deciding it was a good idea to teach them?"









Keltham: "I do not understand your people and their prior knowledge base well enough to guess what is memetically contagious over a significant fraction of the population. I would not have thought the basic concepts difficult, and yet the process by which they were imbued in me does in retrospect involve training from earliest childhood. That training being absent here, the inspiration of Law is also absent to a degree that baffled and shocked me. Perhaps Law is not so contagious, even if what I try to teach for redistribution is only the most basic elements of Law-aspiring thinking for human beings and the most simple features of reality. It is hard for me to see the pathway by which people becoming saner would leave them worse off - as you may or may not already know, the Law itself proclaims that should not happen among agents already Law-abiding - but Golarion is - still very baffling to me. I had not thought to share dangerous information, I was not in my own society one of those who held dangerous information in their keeping. But if what is not dangerous to us, is dangerous to you - I don't know. I haven't considered good concrete examples. Do you have one in mind?"









lintamande: "The information in combination with a particular set of values persuades most people to immediately commit suicide and mortals get aggressively selected for inability to understand Law. - it seems possible to me that this has already happened or something adjacent is an operative constraint on our mortal population in some form. The information in combination with a particular set of values persuades some people that the universe ought to be destroyed and they should aid Rovagug in escaping, or otherwise try to bring about its destruction ...people do decide that and try that sometimes and, obviously, always fail, but until a century ago the gods had Foresight and so there was not even the chance they would succeed. Now the gods don't have Foresight and it is required that the cultists not be competent."









Keltham: Sighgreat. "In my world there are those who hold all such secrets in their Keeping, and even I would show them deference for the many oaths they've sworn. I don't suppose there's any analogous such institution here, to send one of their own who has already sworn neutrality in all conflicts between factions and corporations?"









lintamande: "I think a world has to build many other strengths, first, before a mortal could take those oaths and be expected to mean them and have a reliability at keeping them that approached what would be required. Devils would call on an axiomite, but I know of none of those on this plane and it seems plausible they could not survive in it. They are found in Lawful Outer Planes."









Carissa Sevar: (Axis. They're found in Axis. Perhaps even Contessa Lrilatha is unsure whether to make it clear to Keltham that everything about Keltham is found in Axis.)



(Someday she's going to die and if she is EXTREMELY brilliant and EXTREMELY perfect then someday after that she will get to be likethatand it'll be worth all the agony in between.)









Keltham: "The lower Keepers have broken their oaths in recorded memory, but not the highest Keepers, in my world. But if they don't exist here, then that's the fact. Are there leaders of Law-aspiring factions in enough direct contact with Law-abiding gods that they, at least, could be entrusted with potentially dangerous information?" He's suspicious of the notion that he managed to drop in on the only faction that could safely handle incredibly valuable information, but not infinitely so; whatever force dropped him here could have made a choice of destinations.









lintamande: "The pharaoh of Osirion is in very close contact with Abadar and very likely to be truthworthy with this." And they think He knows of it already. "The leadership of Nidal is likewise in close contact with their Lawful god but their Lawful god is Zon Kuthon, the one who had his values inverted by the void. I recommend handling Nidal and Zon Kuthon's church differently than you'd handle all the other churches and factions. The imperial line of Minkai claims descent from Shizuru, Lawful Good goddess of the sun, and I expect - though less confidently - they could be trusted as well."









Carissa Sevar: (Shizuru stopped taking actions in the Material Plane several thousand years ago. Minkai is isolationist and eight thousand miles away.)









Keltham: "From my own perspective I desire to prepare against the contigency that Cheliax finds it of utility to monopolize knowledge that I have no utility in Cheliax monopolizing. Suppose then a contract which, if not renegotiated by mutual consent within a year, at the end of that year sends a copy of all recorded underlying-knowledge I divulge, to the leader of Minkai and the leader of Osirion; Cheliax may not, without my own consent, broadcast that knowledge in any form which fails to credit it to Keltham brought of dath ilan. Should it begin to spread in any case, this putative contract requires you to inform me of this fact as it becomes apparent and to give appropriate credit then, unless otherwise renegotiated. And though this was also said informally before I came here, Cheliax nor Asmodeus nor their agents may not hinder me from departing at any time, should I choose to do so, nor from earning such money as may be required to pay my passage, nor from trading for such passage at its customary fee, nor by any magic or other means take my knowledge from me or prevent me from retelling it. With the intent being that I am not hindered from spreading the information myself, should it seem wise, and should Cheliax refuse to do so."









lintamande: "What would you propose that Cheliax do, should we learn that you intend to imperil our world?"









Keltham: ...fair, if he tries to take their perspective on the alien. "Shizuru, Abadar, and Asmodeus or their representatives may by their unanimous agreement annul this contract? Or, nothing in the contract shall be construed to prevent me from being stopped or imprisoned as authorized by majority vote of the Lawful deities of Golarion - which is probably a weird way to put it, but I'm not sure what the usual way is of stopping people out to free Rovagug. I'd hope there'd be some sort of interfactional treaty on that, which, if so, no agreement merely between Keltham and Cheliax could or should hinder."









lintamande: It is a concession on top of what was communicated by Asmodeus, which was just that they had to let him go eventually, and not torture him, or cause him comparably incapacitating kinds of harm. She probably has to make it, though. If they can't hurt him they need him cooperative and he is smart enough to notice if she has a brilliant justification for not giving him even the most reasonable of the things that he wants, and to treat that as information, of which he already has rather too much.







"Cheliax, Asmodeus and our agents may not hinder you from departing at any time, should you choose to do so, nor from earning such money as may be required to pay your passage, nor from trading for such passage at its customary fee, nor by any magic or other means take your knowledge from you or prevent you from retelling it, except insofar as this would contradict normal procedures for protecting the world from destruction, which do exist. The other terms are in broad strokes acceptable to us. Shall we work out the details?"









Keltham: "Yes, let's. I apologize for the expense of your time but I need to know a little about what is covered by 'normal procedures for protecting the world from destruction', which, for all I know, authorizes, say, you personally, to imprison any person in Cheliax at any time for any reason."









lintamande: "On an alert from Asmodeus or a god allied with him that a person poses an immediate threat to Golarion's continued existence or habitability for humans, we stop them. You have my word we would not kill you or take actions against you beyond containing you, even under those circumstances, but we might not release you until we had appropriately addressed the avenue by which you threatened the world."









Keltham: "Is Asmodeus a kind of entity that simply doesnot issue such orders falsely or by playing with the definitions of terms? Anything is a threat to the world on a line of sufficiently low probability."









lintamande: "If you meant any of the things you said about the Worldwound, the expected lifespan of the world should be longer given your presence in it; if that were true, then arresting you would obviously not qualify as protecting the world from destruction. If you want to oblige Asmodeus to get additional gods to agree with Him we can write that in; gods don't differ on predictions they've had time to think about."









Keltham: It wouldn't have occurred to Keltham to imagine that Lawful gods could have common knowledge of disagreement before they'd had time to think... no, she must just be talking about convergence of gods' first-order opinions, or their empirically observed convergence times under conditions where they can't share info.

"I think I'm happy with you having the right to stop and contain me but not otherwise kill me or take actions against me, upon Asmodeus alerting that he swears the world is predicted to have a net lower probability of surviving the next century if you don't thus stop me, for reasons irrespective of Asmodeus or his agents having deliberately decided to promote lower survival-probabilities in that conditional." As near as Keltham can figure, that should only break if Asmodeus swears falsely, in which case this whole treaty is empty paper. "I'm also happy to hear about more standard agreements and treaties protecting the world, into which you believe this treaty should interface."









lintamande: "That's satisfactory to us. There's an extension of the Worldwound treaty, with fewer signatories, committing that in the event of an imminent threat to the world of greater magnitude than the Worldwound, signatories will extend the Worldwound treaty's provisions for coordination to that automatically, and cease hostilities against each other; you might want to look it up but I don't think this would need to interface with that. There are other agreements I'll make you aware of if you seem to be on a path to discovering the vulnerability they guard against."









Keltham: "Please do. I am not, as I understand it, Good, but I do have business ethics that forbid destroying other people's private property, or the entire planet they live on. Are there other provisions to be negotiated, or should we start writing up?"









lintamande: "I'm prepared to start writing up an agreement along the lines we have just outlined. "









Keltham: "I expect your speed to exceed mine and am happy to have you do so. May I have your assurance that you will not write with intent to include terms, phrasings, or conditions which would be interpreted by any relevant entities in ways that would surprise me, or have consequences favorable to yourself and unfavorable to myself which you mostly expect me not to notice?"









lintamande: There are six people on the planet with the Sense Motive skill to notice that this devil feels this is the most egregiously joyless contract condition ever devised, clearly devised by people with no sense of honorable competition.

"That is very reasonable. Of course. You have my assurance that I will not write with intent for any of the contract's conditions or terms to be interpreted in a way that would surprise you, or in a way counter to the agreement that we just devised, or with detrimental consequences to you that I expect you not to notice."









Keltham: "All right, let's go."









lintamande: She plucks a feather off her wing, sharpens it with her teeth, and starts writing. She writes very quickly, apparently just limited by the necessity of pausing every line to blow on the ink so it dries. She has very beautiful handwriting.









Keltham: Keltham comes from a world whose fantasy novels developed in such fashion as to not include any tropes under which writing a contract with a devil's ichor would have supernatural effects. Contracts are shadows of the one irreplaceable Algorithm and breaking them might get powerful supernatural beings angry at you for peeing on the Algorithm, but this would be totally unrelated to the ink in which those contracts were written. History has been screened off, and the best-guess shared-false-historical-world fiction that developed afterwards, doesn't include the best-guess that people used to use feathers as pens - that's not a trope either.

Keltham is staring at this trying to figure out whether she is an artificial organism designed in such fashion that her anatomy just happens to include better pens than could otherwise be supplied on short notice to a Government negotiation in a secure facility.









lintamande: She regrets the necessity of not answering this question for him because she's not acknowledged to be reading his mind.



The contract is three pages, when she's finished it. She hands it to him.









Keltham: Keltham reads it over in a relative hurry, mindful of the expensive time of the Very Serious Alien sitting across from him. He still takes time to carefully scrutinize three important-looking sections, and randomly samples two innocent-looking sections for scrutiny. It's not written like a dath ilani contract would be, but that hardly surprises him; the point of a contract is to be written in a standard language for the locale in which it will be interpreted, to have predictable effects on the arbiters who will interpret it. Dath ilani contract language would not be predictable in this region.

It basically seems to be what they discussed?

"Sorry but just to check: Was this document indeed completely authored by you just now, and was it thereby covered by the assurance I heard regarding an absence of detrimental terms you expect to surprise me?" Keltham says. He did notice, having had a few moments to think about it, that if Somebody else stepped in and wrote through her, the given assurance wouldn't hold.









lintamande: "I wrote every word on those three pages, and the assurances I gave you are intended to hold for everything in the contract."









Keltham: ...which could always be an auditory illusion but then she could also just not be a Lawful being in the first place if they're lying about that. At some point you have to notice that these eight million doomy possibilities are all highly conditionally dependent on each other, meaning that the world in which they're all false has a decent-enough probability.

Keltham signs.









lintamande: She signs as well.

She sets the quill, under its own power, to producing a copy; it does this even faster than she wrote the first version. "I will look forward to working with you in the future," she says, while it writes.









Keltham: This happens to not be a standard dath ilani business pleasantry, prompting Keltham to start analyzing the statement for possible hidden meanings that she'd want to communicate to him; the obvious baseline interpretation, that it'd be of positive expected utility to have future interactions they'd both deemed to be of positive expected utility, wouldn't seem to communicate much extra information.

She's not... also flirting with him, is she?

If so, Keltham's kinda got enough to worry about in that department already. Maybe someday when he's got a lot more sexual self-confidence.

"I hope and expect there will be future business opportunities worth your time," Keltham replies with ambiguity-leaning-negative.









lintamande: She takes the second copy, and walks out; everyone in her path steps well clear of it.









Keltham: "Now there goes a female entity who actually acts like a sane person," Keltham says in Taldane. "You know, I frankly don't understand how your planet manages to be so screwed up if people like her are even around. Do you just have a custom of not asking them what you're doing wrong, or what?"









lintamande: No one is quite sure how to answer that question and it shows for a moment.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, it'd be stunningly presumptuous to talk to her, which I guess is a way of saying 'yes'? What would you expect, I don't know, the Worldwound, to look like, if people listened to her about things?"









Keltham: "Didn't get the chance to observe it in detail, remember? But in broad strokes it sounds like the Worldwound military expedition is one of the most functional parts of your entire planet, presumably because it's backed by relatively more attention from highly intelligent gods. I'd expect the rest of the planet to have better coordination and more advanced material - you know, this is just going directly into the lecture on the basics that I can now start giving. Anyone want to take a minute to get set up, before I start covering, like, the basics of Lawfulness so someday you can be as awesome as her? Oh, and I should've thought to have said this earlier, but I can't cast illusion spells yet, so I need -" Taldane has no word for 'whiteboard' or 'multipen'. Lovely. "- an erasable vertical surface to draw on, and if available, thick erasable pens in multiple colors."









lintamande: 'Someday be as awesome as Contessa Lliratha' is a very compelling pitch - Hell does not in the typical case produce results that good - and everyone gathers excitedly around. Vertical surfaces are by default eraseable if you have Prestidigitation, and pens in multiple colors can be found with slightly more scrambling than that.









Keltham: Keltham takes their scrambling-time as a pause in which to think. It's been a long time, at least by the standards of his total life lived so far, since the very basics were explained to him. Keltham was stupider, then, hopefully stupider than these people are now, because he sure doesn't want to spend years painstakingly teaching all that stuff, with like a dozen dozen dozen carefully composed exercises whose exact details he can't possibly remember unless there's an intelligence-enhancing spell for that.

Maybe he'll just, like... rapidly state as true, all the things that are true, and see if that just works for most things, before he tries to do anything more difficult than that? In accordance with the classic dath ilani proverb-heuristic which says: Try things the easy way first; if you succeed, you won't need to try them the difficult way; if you fail, you'll know the first part that makes it difficult instead of guessing that in advance.

The proverb itself puts Keltham in mind of the Watchers-of-Children who first spoke the proverb to him. Mostly, of course, children learn from older children, but there are adults who know more to oversee the process, and prevent any semantic drift that might otherwise occur. They are not full-fledged Keepers, those Child-Watchers, but they are in a profession that calls for an oath or three. Children matter a lot, what happens to them is one of the causal lynchpins of everything else that makes Civilization work. And the Watchers who specialize in teaching foundational subjects are those who are selected (among other qualities) for being able to hold very basic truths in reverence, and operate them with joy.

Keltham is not usually a reverent person, but it has never particularly occurred to him to question the attitudes that his Watchers took towards the deeper truths of reality and thought, when Keltham was a child.

Keltham remembers, then, how things are taught to children, especially those ideas too important and precise to be entrusted to the teaching of older-children alone; Keltham draws those feelings about himself.









Keltham: And Keltham holds forth upon the Way.

Even when you truly expect and anticipate that something will happen to you, sometimes, something else happens to you instead. "Beliefs" are the name given to those things that control your anticipations; that which gives to you your actual experiences is termed "reality". Sufficiently young children have not yet developed the capability to appreciate that their beliefs, the beliefs of other people, and reality, are three distinct objects of thought; they are not capable of distinguishing between what they know themselves, and what other people know. Comprehending this marks a threshold in what is taught to dath ilani children. Keltham thinks everybody here probably understands that already, so he's going to skip over that threshold and the exercises leading up to it, but people should let him know if this starts being a sticking point.

Reality possesses both overt order and deeper order; surface appearances, and facts behind them. Deeper order can be obvious or nonobvious. When you observe that Jennith resembles her mother Merwen, you observe a surface seeming; when you say that daughters often resemble mothers in general, you are observing a deeper order. If you could peer at things that were arbitrarily small, like being able to look at a bug as though it were the size of a bird, and smaller yet; and you saw tiny twisting spirals inside Jennith, all carrying the same very long intricate pattern; and you saw that half of those tiny twisting spirals appeared also in Merwen, and the other half of Jennith's spirals had come from her father Eveth, you would have discovered a nonobvious deeper order, something with the promise of explaining the obvious deeper order. Baseline has a separate word by which to speak of the nonobvious deeper order, the hidden order. Behind a hidden order may lie another hidden order. Even when you are not told about a hidden order, even when nobody knows what the hidden order is, it may still exist and be the secret factor that has organized the seeming chaos of the experiences before you.

The understanding that reality is full of hidden order is the threshold that marks a mind's readiness to apprehend the Lawfulness of reality. Once a child becomes able to distinguish between what they know, and what others know, and what is, that child can soon after apprehend that what seems to them like madness, confusion, noise, or simply a collection of boring unconnected facts, is only theappearance of a collection of unconnected facts, the absence of knowledge of an explanation if one exists; these children are ready to understand that their own bewilderment is their map of the world; and that the territory itself is never feeling bewildered, and that it is often full of hidden orders.

(It is possible to believe that something is a hidden order, and be wrong about that; maps of hidden orders are not thereby part of the territory, they're just maps of a supposedly deeper part of the territory. Children are led through several exercises meant to help them appreciate this fact on a deep level: that you in your own mind are really impressed with a theory of hidden order is not the same fact as that hidden order actually being present in the territory and able to control your experiences. This has always seemed like a really obvious point to Keltham now that his brain is mature, so he's just going to press on without doing a lot of exercises there, but people should speak up if that's somehow torpedoing the rest of his lecture.)

It was the way of reality, in the universe that Keltham knew, that complicated things possessed the hidden-order of being made of simpler parts: and in dath ilan, knowledge of this fact was power. He's not quite sure that the same also holds true of Golarion, but Keltham did do some preliminary checks, and was told, for example, that snowflakes have hexagonal symmetry. Keltham knows the hidden order underlying snowflakes in dath ilan, the tiny pieces that nestled together in sixfold symmetry there; so he's guessing that snowflakes have the same hidden order in Golarion. And by extension, that Keltham's own body has the same hidden orders of the same kind rather than having been remade and rewritten on his arrival here. There are a lot of hidden orders invoked within a dath ilani body. It is a further guess, though not a certain one, that Golarion possesses all the same hidden orders of that kind - that the things here that Keltham recognizes, are ultimately made out of the same tiny parts that Keltham knows.

In Keltham's world, they don't have spells; some of the hidden-orders here must have been absent from Keltham's world. In Keltham's world, when you want to go from one place to another place very far away, you get into a huge metal structure with fixed wings and powerful engines that push out air behind it, thrusting that 'aeroplane' forwards to fly across oceans and continents. To build something like that, you have to understand the hidden orders of metal, in order to build sufficiently strong metal. You have to understand the hidden orders of fire, in order to find dense-enough fuels that burn hot enough for the fuel on board the aeroplane to last for flying across the continent. But these hidden orders are invariant within dath ilan; they work for everyone, not just spellcasters. They aren't truths about the people using the aeroplane, they're truths about metal and fire. For a quarter of a day's income, you can buy a ticket for an aeroplane trip across a pretty large ocean, going slightly less fast than the speed of sound in air, and get to the next continent in a quarter-day or half-day. Keltham is not sure how much it costs to teleport the same distance here, but he gets the impression it is more expensive than that. Artifacts that exploit dath-ilan-style hidden orders can be made without spellcasters. They are economically scalable.That is part of the change that Keltham hopes to bring to Golarion; and driving back the demons of the Worldwound will only be the bare beginning of its consequences.









Keltham: But even if that part doesn't work out, because the snowflakes - it may turn out - are only a misleading resemblance born of other pathways, there's knowledge Keltham has which is more valuable than that, and which is even more likely to hold here; a collection of hidden orders that might hold even everywhere, though it is hard to be quite certain of that, without observing everywhere.

This is the knowledge of the Laws governing attempts to think, which have the character of - wait, Keltham hasn't explained the difference between empirical truths and necessary truths. Does everyone here already happen to know the difference between empirical truths and necessary truths? He's kind of guessing not, based on some previous exchanges about 2 + 2 = 5; if not, he can cover that too. The notion of Validity is as good a place as any to give an example of Laws governing thought.









Carissa Sevar: His audience is very attentive. Chelish school emphasizes not being disruptive or wasting the time of the best students by being one of the worst ones; no one has any questions.



No one knows the difference between empirical truths and necessary truths, though from context one girl is willing to venture that empirical truths are those that can differ between planes and necessary truths must be ones that hold everywhere.









lintamande: [awaiting insertion after https://www.glowfic.com/replies/1660071#reply-1660071]









Keltham: (this tag will be edited after it is moved)









lintamande: {to be moved}









Keltham: (this tag will be edited after it is moved)









lintamande: {to be moved}









Keltham: (this tag will not be edited after it is moved)

(just kidding, totally gonna be edited)









Keltham: Keltham is glad to see that anyone is paying attention. "Good for guessing," he says, which is a common phrase in dath ilan. "Now, I'm not quite sure how you defineplane, here, but consider: In dath ilan, no other plane has ever, to my knowledge, interacted with our own. To see a thing is to have it affect you; we've never seen any other planes, seen anything else that has shown signs of interacting with another plane, and so on. We are sensible people who prefer not to believe things for no reason. How would we know that a truth was universal? Why would we even have aword for that? Even if you saw that something was true across every plane you'd ever visited, how would you make the jump from there to thinking it was true acrossallplanes? Does anyone want to venture another guess? It's better to be wrong out loud than to be silent, as the saying goes."









lintamande: Well if it's better to be wrong out loud then they'll do that!

"Maybe you can figure out the set of all possible physical laws that could support intelligent creatures and then if it's true in all of those it's true everywhere relevant?"

"You could - like, figure out the set of changes you could make to our plane where it'd still be true, and if it'd be true no matter what you changed then it'd be true everywhere -"

"Even if you've only got one plane you'd still have multiple planets and they might differ on some things but not others -"









Keltham: "The topic of which laws support intelligent life is a separate interesting topic; we probably won't get to it today. We're interested in things that stay true even in planes with no intelligent life. Can you come up with an example of something that has to stay true no matter what laws of the planes you change?"









lintamande: "...all first-circle spells have to be structurally isomorphic?"

"Their world doesn't have magic."

"So they wouldn't do anything but they'd still be isomorphic!"

"There could be a world with more dimensions for stuff to pass through itself."









Carissa Sevar: "One equals one?"









Keltham: "Now there's something that might be true everywhere, which, you might think, would make it an important fact; and if it's important, then it's important to know exactly what itis, that's true everywhere. So what do you mean, when you say that one equals one?"









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, I'm not at all sure it's an important fact, it's mostly just saying that we defined equals, and the way we defined equals, the things on both sides of it are the same, and things are the same as themselves. But it does seem like it'd be true everywhere."









Keltham: "It's something of a mischievous question, but mischief is also important in learning, so I'll ask. One common way to ask what something means, is to ask what you experience when that proposition is true. If you say 'water is liquid', for example, and I ask you what that means, you might tell me that 'water' describes the clear stuff inside a glass you hold up, and that 'liquid' means that a substance tries to cling to itself but has no set shape, and so conforms itself to the shape of its container; and when I see you pour the water from the glass, onto the floor, I should expect to see it spread out across the floor, while still locally clinging to itself and staying in contiguous puddles. Now, what do you see when one equals one?"









lintamande: This is SO STRESSFUL.



"If you use a spell to duplicate something it'll have all the same properties as the original."

"You don't see anything, it's just a definition."

"Things ...exist at all? ...that'd imply it's not true in the Maelstrom, though -"

"If you try to do math and you assume it, your math will keep making sense."









Keltham: "Positive reinforcement for continuing to be wrong instead of quiet! Now, really I only told you half of a proverb, just then. The real proverb says that to ask what a proposition means, we ask what you should see that'sdifferent, depending on whether the proposition is true or false. Yesterday, water was liquid; tomorrow, water won't be liquid. How are yesterday and tomorrow different? Well, yesterday, when I poured water from the cup, it spread out over the floor, in puddles where it clung to itself. So if tomorrow, I pour out water, and it stays in the same shape as when it left the cup, then tomorrow, 'water is liquid' is false. Yesterday, you used a spell to duplicate something - let's say a small flower, a dandelion - and the duplicate dandelion seemed just the same as the original. Tomorrow, you use a spell to duplicate a dandelion, and the resulting flower is blue instead of yellow. Is one no longer equal to one, tomorrow? Yesterday, one equaled one; tomorrow, it won't. What will you see tomorrow that's different from yesterday?"









lintamande: AAAAAAAHHHHHHHH



"I...don't think tomorrow sustains conscious life that's observing things."

"That's a cop-out, whatever, you're scrying the place where this is true."

"I still think - you try to do math, and your math doesn't work anymore."

"'Tomorrow, it won't'can't be true."









Keltham: "Can't be true? Well, if it can't be true that something is false, that would make it a necessary truth, I suppose. Dath ilan might imagine that it'd managed to deduce what was true in all planes, if it couldn't be false. But if for that reason you can't tell me what you expect to see, what will happen to you, as a consequence, does your necessary truth really mean anything? After all, if it meant only some things could happen to you, but not others, it would cease to be true if you traveled to a plane where other things happened to you instead. So whatever is true no matter what happens to you, never helps you figure out what will happen to you; and, therefore, is absolutely useless. Now I have just proven to you that all necessary truths are absolutely useless. And some of you have suggested that math is made of necessary truths. So have you just proved that math is absolutely useless, since, whatever could happen to you, that wouldn't make math false, and therefore math can never say anything about what will happen?"









Otolmens: Otolmens is watching this classroom SO HARD right now. The mortal had BETTER not be going anywhere weird with this. Physics disasters are BAD but math disasters are SO MUCH WORSE.









lintamande: 
"You can use math to derive how to move a spell, and then the spell works or it doesn't."



"And target a catapult."

"And build a bridge."









Carissa Sevar: "If I have one hat and one head, one equalling one means that after I have put the hat on the head there won't be any spare hats or any spare heads. It seems - possible to imagine observing instead that if you have one of something and one of another thing it doesn't mean they match up to each other with none going spare."









lintamande: The group is divided on whether this is in fact possible to imagine.









Keltham: "Just to check, Carissa-Sevar, can you describe to me in additional detail what you'd imagine it to be like to observe that?"

Keltham has had a pretty strange couple of days and is, in fact, less sure of some things than he used to be.









Carissa Sevar: "I mean if it happened I'd assume someone was messing with my head, or I was dreaming, but - well, imagine instead we have five weapons and five spots on a weapons rack, it's not hard to imagine that you put a weapon in each slot but then there's still one slot left over, and you go back and count and there are five slots, one of them empty, and you count the weapons and there are five, all in a rack. It's harder to imagine with one because in dreams sometimes counting to five doesn't quite work but counting to one still does."









Keltham: "Saying those words out loud is one thing; could you create a detailed illusion of it happening?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not a motionless one. I bet I could - do one that took advantage of how people can't look at a whole landscape at the same time and changed where they weren't looking at it. You'd just be tricking them, though, even if you did it perfectly, you wouldn't have changed what one equalled."









Keltham: "If it's not possible to create anillusion of something being false, you might not need to travel to other planes to guess it would be true there. But I offer the same mischievous objection as before: To say that you can't make an illusion of something, doesn't narrow down what kind of future follows from the past - we can make an illusion of a plane where jumping up puts you at the bottom of an ocean, instead of off the ground. Even if in all previous history, jumping just lifted you off the ground a bit, we can make a detailed illusion of a world where that happens the first trillion times, and on the trillion-and-first time, jumping teleports you under the ocean instead. So if math is about truths we can't make even an illusion deny - then why is math any good for building bridges? We can make an illusion of a bridge falling down."









lintamande: They are so confused and varying degrees of distressed about it.

"Actual bridges fall down more if you did the math wrong."

"Making an illusion of casting a spell isn't - the same thing as actually casting the spell - sometimes the way to pass the test is to be able to actually do it, not just to make it look like you can -"









Keltham: (Keltham does not have the faintest chance of noticing that somebody who did well in a Chelish academy isleaking tiny signs of distress past their routine concealment thereof.)

"Well, I think I've created enough explicit confusion that you'll notice learning something that makes you feel less confused," Keltham says, and then makes a brief sad face about how this snappy statement sounds so ridiculously long in Taldane. What kind of language makes confusion a three-syllable word, anyways? One that has no idea what its nearly neural-level cognitive primitives are, presumably.









Keltham: Keltham goes to the improvised whiteboard, and starts drawing squares and triangles, red and green, large and small, inside some bigger blue circles.

"Consider each of these blue circles and their contents as depicting - we would say in Baseline - possible worlds. By possible, I don't mean it's especially likely that you'll find yourselves in them; these possible worlds I'm depicting are much too tiny to support intelligent life. They've only got a few squares and triangles inside. By 'possible' I do mean that one could make a fully detailed illusion of the world, given the ability to cast arbitrarily large illusions; my using markers to draw a world in complete detail similarly shows that world to be 'possible'. Now, consider these propositions -"

Keltham writes, in black marker:

Z. All triangular things are red.
H. All red things are large.
Q. All triangular things are large.

(Dath ilan has some different conventions for symbols to use in equations, for example, all the symbols should be as topologically and typographically distinct as possible.)

"As you can see, I have shown worlds where Z is true, and worlds where Z is false. I have shown worlds where H is true, and worlds where H is false. I have shown worlds where Q is true, and worlds where Q is false. None of Z, H, and Q, then, are necessary truths, nor necessary falsehoods; for they are all true in some illusionable worlds, and false in others. Then is there anything useful here for math, logic, and necessity to say?"









lintamande: It takes a couple of minutes of muttering and frowning and guessing "no?" and "therearetriangular things in all the world- oh, no, not that one -" before - "well, if Z and H are true, then Q is, you can't have any with Z and H but not Q."









Keltham: That took them longer than Keltham expected. He frankly would not have expected that all the exercises he had to do as a kid were, like, required for getting that point instantaneously as an adult. Not to mention, they know topology but not predicate logic? Right, because you need topology for spells, but not, apparently, predicate logic. If he'd realized he sure would've told them to learn that in yesterday evening's afterhours instead of calculus. Oh, well, he'll plunge on and see how far he gets.









Keltham: Keltham goes to the whiteboard and draws some conscious observers inside his blue circle-worlds. Much as some other world might indicate observers with smiley-faces, dath ilani convention calls for Keltham to draw a number of glaring eyes inside his worlds, creating a tableau that somebody from a differently-troped world might regard as eldritch.

"Well,now I've put some conscious observers inside these worlds! Not that my tiny drawings embody real experiences, of course, they're not detailed enough drawings for that; so now these pictures are no longer being drawn in full detail, which is something we might need to watch out for if this was a more complicated debate about conscious experiences."

"Some of these observers, in the worlds where Z is actually true, might see twenty triangles being red, and zero triangles being green, and hypothesize a general law: all triangles are red. They might be able to deduce, without having to actually scry into other planes, that Z was not a necessary truth; they might be able to cast illusions, draw on walls, or just use their imaginations to see that. So they would not becertain that all triangles are red. For all they know, the world might up and present them one day with a green triangle. But the next time they saw a triangle, even if their world made them slower to see colors than shapes, they could guess even in advance of observing; they would guess the triangle was red."

"Let's also suppose that you can tell whether an object is small or large, but it's anexpensive measurement; an observer has to actually wander over close to the object, to determine its size; because if they're looking at the object from a distance, they're not sure if it's nearby and small, or large and far away. These observers have only one eye, as you can see; no binocular vision for tracking distances. Let's say they have to pay one labor... one silver piece each time they want to move to an object."

"In worlds where H is true, observers who pay to measure a few red things will find, that of all the red things they have measured, every one of those red things was large."

"Now let me ask again, in case anyone has seen the point before I speak it: How can knowing necessary truths save you money?"









lintamande: "Well, if you know that triangles are red, and that red things are large, then you don't have to go check the size of triangles."









Keltham: "To state it precisely, some observers may have guessed the unnecessary truth that all triangles are red, observing the redness after the delay. They may have separately guessed the unnecessary truth that all red things are large, after paying to measure some red things. Maybe they've never measured any of the red things that were triangles! we can suppose for the sake of clarity. Then thenecessary truth, 'Q is true in all worlds where Z and H is true', can allow them to guess the unnecessary truth 'All triangles are large', which necessarily follows from other unnecessary truths they've guessed. And even if they've never measured the size of a single triangle before, they can guess - though not know for certain - that every triangle they've seen was large, and that the next triangle they see will be large. If it's the kind of knowledge that matters, but not enough that you need to be very sure of it, they could use that guess in place of paying a silver piece to measure it."

"Of course, it isn't anecessary truth that the observers are capable of figuring this all out - that they can operate the necessity, 'Z and H yield Q'. We could draw an illusion of a world where the observers totally fail to figure that out. It would still be true across all planes and all illusions that could ever be drawn in full detail, but the people in that illusion wouldn't know it."

"It isn't necessary that entities successfully operate universal necessities in order to see which new guesses must follow from old guesses, which means that some entities do better or worse at this than others. This is true when considering all possible worlds as a whole, and also happens to be true within my homeworld, and almost certainly in this one."

"So now we shall turn to the question: suppose you were constructing a new entity from scratch. How would you go about embedding in them an internal reflection of the interuniversal Law, the ability to operate necessary truths correctly... No, sorry, that's probably too much of a leap to ask in one go. Strike that, restart. Suppose you were comparing two entities: how would you say that one was doing better or worse than the other at being Lawful in this exact sense?"









Carissa Sevar: - Keltham hasn't noticed but his teaching style clearly has half the class extremely panicked. They are concealing it very well.

...it really seems bizarre, that you could teachLawthis way, with trick questions and guessing games and strange rules about how you're supposed to volunteer wrong answers if you aren't sure you know the right one. It seems like the habits of mind that would teach are - well, does she actually think that it'd teach unLawfulhabits of mind, or justhorrendously ill-advisedones, there is a difference -

- if you built a military out of Kelthams it would not be a very good military, which is a perfectly serviceable definition of Law, the discipline and coordination required to win wars. The Kelthams -- and, plausibly, the people taught like Keltham - would be wrong, a lot, out loud and cheerfully, they'd consider everything their business, they'd ask questions they shouldn't ask -

- he did behave differently with Contessa Lliratha, maybe there's a kind of distinction the mind can successfully maintain, irreverent in most contexts but deferential where it actually matters - but it seems like it would be hard to tell if someone will be deferential when it actually matters, if they've spent their entire life in contexts where it doesn't, not being sufficiently deferential at all -









lintamande: "You could look at ...how good they were at making those guesses? How often when they guessed they were right, how often they missed a pattern..."









Keltham: "Measuring how good people are at guessing final conclusions in reality - whether, when they say 'I assign 90% probability this triangle is large', the triangle is actually large 9 times out of 10 - sure is a metric of how much Law people contain and are using correctly! But there's more than one kind of Law you need to build an agent, and the piece of Law we're trying to isolate is the one that's about using necessary truths correctly. One way of looking at that part is that it's about which conclusions follow from which premises. To demonstrate -"

Keltham has seen one or two fragments of algebra in his reading, enough that he has some idea of what Chelish algebra conventions look like. Though it's a bit weird that they teach algebra without, like, teaching people what algebra means. Hopefully it's not a piece of knowledge that's infohazardous here but not in dath ilan.

He sketches a series of equations:

	[1]     	x = 1	(premise)
	[2]	y = 1	(premise)
	[3]	1 = 1	(id. 1)
	[4]	x = y	(subst lh [1] ; subst rh [2])
	[5]	x*x = y*x	(mult. x)
	[6]	x*x - y*y = y*x - y*y	(sub. (y*y))
	[7]	(x + y)*(x - y) = y*(x - y)  	(diff-squares lh. x, y ; factor rh. y)
	[8]	x + y = y	(cancel. *(x - y))
	[9]	2 = 1	(conclusion)










Otolmens: Otolmens is now in EMERGENCY PANIC OVERDRIVE, which you would be able to distinguish from her usual state of being if you looked carefully. This particular proof of an inconsistency in first-order arithmetic is safely flawed, but if the foreign mortal is plotting to produce a valid proof of inconsistency - why won't they move the mortal somewhere prophecy still works?

She can't trust Abadar anymore, fellow Lawful Neutral god or not. Abadar might not be useful in this emergency even if she could trust Him; He's scarcely better at decoding mortal minds than Herself.

Otolmens sends a message reading simply HELP, tagged with a location.









Keltham: "Now I'm not so much asking 'What is the flaw in this proof?'," Keltham is saying, now that he's given the classroom the few required seconds to look over his derivations, "as asking, 'How would you go about finding the flaw, if you couldn't spot it at a glance or on your first try at looking?'"









Irori: Irori has never once received an emergency summons from Otolmens that was actually important.

He nonetheless maintains a habit of responding with alacrity, just in case. The concept of 'anthropic selection' is not lost on him, and zero urgent summonses from Otolmens is not quite as reassuring as a mortal might think.

Yes?









Otolmens: You USED to be a MORTAL. I request you to read this mortal's mind and inform me whether it is plotting to write down a series of VALID proof steps proving an inconsistency in first-order arithmetic.

Otolmens isn't sure, for obvious reasons of resulting inconsistency, but She suspects that Sheinternally uses ordinal induction up to epsilon-zero. They'd have to boot up Metatolmens to fix Her!









Irori: Ex-mortal or not, from where Irori truly stands far above Golarion and other places, it isn't easy for Him to look inside the mind of a mortal not pledged to Himself and praying. Otolmens only needs to pay attention to relatively few things going on, inside the multiverse, and then She is a relatively materially-focused entity on top of that, designed to be able to check all the electrons in a room to make sure none of them have the wrong mass. Irori, if He hasn't formed an avatar and sent it into the room, cannot read the writing on the whiteboard the way Otolmens can; He can barely tell that these souls are in a library surrounded by books. He definitely can't hear the sounds, the pressure patterns transmitted through the air as vibrations.

Still, it is Otolmens who calls, and the mortal is more Lawful Neutral than usual even for those that register Lawful Neutral.

From the mortal's general spiritual posture, Irori can already guess what He'll see. But just in case, Irori expends the energy to take a very brief look at the surface of the mortal's mind. It's not as difficult as it would be at other times of this mortal's life, given his current endeavors.

...he's not planning to destroy mathematics. He only intends to teach of his Way to others.









Irori: Irori shifts most of His delegated attention back to other aspects of His businesses, leaving only a tiny fragment to look at the Chelish place a bit longer.









Irori:









Irori: ...Irori shifts somewhat more of His attention back to that location.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels that she could grasp what Keltham is pointing at a lot faster if she were reading his mind but that's disallowed, now, he's a fourth-circle caster and reasonably likely to notice. She can't even ask him whether it'd be all right if she read his mind because they haven't acknowledged mindreading to be a thing that magic can do.



It remains bizarre, to think that Law has anything to do with formal mathematical logic. You don't need to understand the gods to be Lawful, you just need to obey them. But - but Keltham's world is more Lawful than hers, and -

- so there's nothing heretical about the claim that humans are using a mediocre approximation of Law, which is a god-concept that doesn't mean quite what humans understand it to mean. And there's nothing heretical about the idea that humansoughtto use the real thing, except that they're too stupid and limited to understand it, so they have to settle for their wrong approximations. And there's...nothingveryheretical about the claim that, actually, there's a way to teach humans the real thing, despite their stupidity and limitations -- at least, to teach smart humans, to teach humans in Keltham's world with a median INT of 16 or 17, and the people in this room have a median INT of 16 or 17, so the people in this room can learn it.

And the true structure of Lawwouldbe mathematical, because it's about - regularities, consistencies, treaties among the gods aren't promisesso much asfundamental changes,becoming the kind of structure of which the promise is true, and there is, actually, an obvious parallel to math there, even if she can't properly articulate it. The way the gods are is inevitable; in many ways they vary much less than humans, because there is only one way to be right and many many ways to be wrong.

And the gods wouldn't be very suited to figure out what math, specifically, to teach to humans, especially if it requires obnoxiously counterintuitive tactics like making everyone limp their way through the lesson guessing -and perhaps, too, this wouldn't even have been worth trying anywhere in the world until quite recently, you need a bunch of smart people in a room and Cheliax is the first society in recorded history tolookfor all their smart children andteach them math -









lintamande: "Well, you'd know there has to be an error somewhere, since you got it wrong."

"You could - check each line and see where the error showed up first -"









Keltham: "Check each line to see where the error showed up first? How would you check a line for error?"









lintamande: " - well, there's obviously a problem in the eighth line, where if you substitute in '1' for X and Y you've got the error already. And there's...not a problem in the seventh line, because that one comes out to 2*0 = 1*0. Which is true."









Keltham: Keltham takes a quick look at the nametag of whoever that was. Why the Chelians collectively aced this problem but not the predicate-logic one... presumably it's just down to more actual practice with algebra?

"Precisely. If we substitute in 1 for x and y, and evaluate the left-hand sides and right-hand sides of each equation, we get the following assertions:"

	[1] 	(1 = 1) 	x = 1	(premise)
	[2]	(1 = 1)	y = 1	(premise)
	[3]	(1 = 1)	1 = 1	(id. 1)
	[4]	(1 = 1)	x = y	(subst lh [1] ; subst rh [2])
	[5]	(1 = 1)	x*x = y*x	(mult. x)
	[6]	(0 = 0)	x*x - y*y = y*x - y*y	(sub. (y*y))
	[7]	(0 = 0)	(x + y)*(x - y) = y*(x - y)  	(diff-squares lh. x, y ; factor rh. y)
	[8]	(2 = 1)	x + y = y	(cancel. *(x - y))
	[9]	(2 = 1)	2 = 1	(conclusion)


"The tactics of algebra - like being allowed to add 3 to both sides of an equation - are meant topreserve truth, not create it from scratch. If an equation starts out true, a tactic in algebra should not produce a false equation from that true equation."

"This way of thinking holds even if the elements of the equation refer to things in the outside world. Let x be the number of people sitting in the brown chair, 2 as it happens, and let y be the number of people sitting in the red chair, currently 3. It is then an unnecessary truth, not a necessary truth, that x + 1 = y, as I have defined those terms to refer to the outside world. In our world, x + 1 = y evaluates to 3=3, which happens to be true; but if you cast an illusion showing two people sitting in the brown chair and two people sitting in the red chair, the equation in that world would evaluate to 3 = 2, which is false. And if I said x + 10 = y, that would be an unnecessary falsehood; in our world it evaluates to the false statement 12 = 3."

"Now apply the rules of algebra, add 2 to both sides, and transform the first equation x + 1 = y to the new equation x + 3 = y + 2. In our world, this evaluates to 5 = 5, which is again true. If we apply the same tactic to x + 10 = y, it yields x + 12 = y + 2, which evaluates to 14=5, again false."

"We term a step of inferencevalid when it istruth-preserving; when it transforms true statements into only other true statements. It doesn't have to preserve falsehood; multiplying both sides of an equation by zero will produce truth even where it didn't previously exist."

"What makes the tactic of adding 2 to both sides of an equation, allowed in math, is not that some Watcher or representative from Governance told you it was allowed." This part got hammered into Keltham and his agemates a lot as a kid, so it was probably determined to be important in practice to emphasize?? "What makes it an allowed step is that, if you have two weights balanced on either side of a scales, and you add two identical rocks to both the left side and the right side, the scales will still balance after that."

"If you look back at the original flawed proof that 2=1, it goes from a true statement in step [7], to a false statement in step [8]. Then between [7] and [8] we must have applied some operation of inference which is not 'valid', which has the ability to take in a true statement and spit out a false statement. This tactic was canceling the multiplication by (x - y) from both sides, which is to say, dividing both sides by x - y. Dividing both sides of an equation by 2 is valid; if you have a scales in balance, and remove half the weight from each sides of a scale, it will still be in balance. Here, we see that division by 0 is not valid, because it can produce falsehood from truth. What makes division by 0 unlawful is not that your Watcher told you not to do it while doing algebra; it is that division by 0 is not generally truth-preserving. We can find some equations that will still be true after dividing both sides by a term equal to 0, but it is not a safe step in general."

"Sorry if that part about Watchers seems overly obvious, by the way. It's just that apparently human brains by default try to reuse the part of ourselves that learns from adults not to steal cookies outside of mealtimes or we'll get slapped on the wrist, in order to relate to the rules for manipulating necessary truths that existed outside the start of Time. And these are actually quite different topics; like, rules change sometimes, when Legislators vote on them, but algebra doesn't. So you want to be explicitly aware of the difference, and not go bugging adults to let you divide by zero just this once."









lintamande: "So the argument is that part of Law is - the habits of mind so you only reason in truth-preserving ways?" Meritxell, who was also fastest on the algebra, says.









Keltham: "I am still not entirely sure what the word 'Lawful' means to y'all. Multiple different words in my native language all come out as 'Lawful' in Taldane and I'm mostly running with those. Cheliax is supposedly a 'Lawful' country, but the books are written with what look to me like appalling jumps of reasoning, and somebody seems to have taught y'all algebra without teaching you what math is or why it works. But Lrilatha-whose-job-title-I-already-forgot is supposed to be more innately Lawful, and she did not talk with those appalling jumps in her reasoning. Which suggests to me that the word 'Lawful' is translating to me mostly correctly, or that the concept I hear is at least a real part of what 'Lawfulness' is; and the humans here simply are not being taught about that part of Lawfulness, or how to flow along with it on purpose instead of by accident."

"That said, not being taught something is not the same as having none of it inside you. Your eyes can see without you being taught how the - part of the mind that handles vision - is doing the work it does. And if you could never see the implications of other guesses you'd already made, you wouldn't get far enough in life to reproduce. Everyone here has bits and pieces of them that imperfectly echo the shard of Law about which conclusions follow from which premises. I also happen to have studied that Law explicitly and went through standard training for not being quite as messy about it. That's part of the process that dath ilan went through to put together aeroplanes that could fly across oceans. We aren't perfect at it, to be clear, just better than whoever wrote the so-called books in this library. I really want to see what happens if we match up Lrilatha against a Keeper - one of the people from my world who are actually specialized in being more perfect reflections of Law - but I doubt we'll ever get a chance to try."









lintamande: "....you think that in a Lawful country all the books should only use truth-preserving arguments?" someone says, somewhat dumbfounded.









Carissa Sevar: It makes sense, though. Mortals didn't have free will. Now they do, and it displeases Asmodeus, but no one has a complete account of what free will is, because they're not gods, and don't understand what exactly displeases Asmodeus. But that might just be it. Gods, innately, reason in truth-preserving ways. Of course they would. Lying to yourself for self-preservation is a thing you only have to do if you have wrong beliefs and can't argue yourself out of them because you don't know the counterarguments, and so you have to stop thinking about them. That is not a problem gods have. Gods just reason correctly. And in Keltham's world - there's still the concept of infohazards, things you're not supposed to learn, presumably because you're only human and can't properly have the kind of mind that entertains that fact in a way that allows for continued useful functioning -

- something about that frame isn't quite right but despite that she feels like everything is coming together.

Minds should reason in truth-preserving ways. Someone, a long time ago, robbed humans of that, and Asmodeus is angry. Carissa is angry! That was her birthright, and she wants it back. And Asmodeus thought, until Keltham arrived, that the scars they'd wrought on human souls could only be corrected in Hell - or at least could most cheaply for Asmodeus be corrected in Hell - but in Keltham's world, where humans do not magically reason in truth-preserving ways, they figured out, possibly over many thousands of years of careful experiments, how to teach it. And Asmodeus saw that and immediately told them not to hurt Keltham, because -

- okay, that line of thought she's going to tuck away for later, it seems maybe ill-advised. Sufficient that Keltham got Asmodeus's endorsement immediately.

Minds should reason in truth-preserving ways. The books ought to have good arguments. Devils are masters of propaganda, but aren't convinced by it. Carissa - doesn't think of herself as convinced by it, the books are really presenting their conclusions not their arguments, but - but that's because the books think humans aren't doing reasoning well enough to be persuaded by argument, and humans can learn that. At least smart ones. And if they knew it, then you could just argue everyone out of all the heresies, their minds wouldn't possess the weaknesses that make that strategy doomed, that make it necessary to present them with conclusions they won't be able to understand. Or at least - less of it. Keltham did have the concept of things he was not meant to learn.

(More things that suddenly make sense: what the Starstone does to you, why it changes some people more than others. Godhood, even more than devilhood, would preserve you to the extent that you are worth preserving - to the extent that you have learned the processes of reasoning - Irori ascended just by becoming perfect, and everyone writes that off as a strange one-off that only Irori could do but in dath ilan theyteachit -)


It has to be done all at once, she realizes. There's a terrible middle ground where you are trying to reason things out, but you are incompetent to do it, and so you run right into all the heresies that you could have been protected from by not trying to reason. You would absolutely fail a loyalty check, in themiddleof trying to learn how to think. But at the end of it - Asmodeus arrived at His beliefs through reason. And He hates it, that humans were changed, so they can't, and He wants them changed back.

She rereads everything on the board, though there's not much written on the board. The new thing she's learned here isn't that there are necessary truths and empirical truths, or that you shouldn't divide by zero, it's that it is possible for humans to learn how to reason well enough they're better off trying it.









Keltham: "If you found yourself in an unfamiliar country and you opened up a book and it was like, 'The sky is green. How do we know this? Because teddy bears are cute! My dad once bought me a cookie!' would you suspect you were in a Chaotic country or a Lawful one? Now, I admit this example is unrealistic; generalizing from my reading experiences, a Chelish author would never explicitly ask 'How do we know this?' And yes, I'm sure places outside of Cheliax areeven sillierbut your book authors are still all very silly and if Lrilatha had infinite free time I would lock all of them in a room with her until they learned better."









lintamande: "That's kind of what Hell is," someone offers. The other people who were totally thinking that but not sure if they were allowed to say it giggle.











Keltham: "The Worldwound isn't in Hell, it'shere. And I don't know why you can't have people train in Lawfulness in the whole post-life thing for a few years, and then resurrect them here, if that's a thing in the first place; or why Lrilatha hasn't been able to train teachers who could train teachers who could train you. But the Worldwound isn't in Hell, it's here, and it's this world that needs to become saner and wealthier and better at repelling demons, or die."









lintamande: Those questions don't...sound like they're meant to answer them? Instead, they nod vigorously.









Carissa Sevar: - no, actually, she thinks they're meant to answer that. Or she thinks they ought to, regardless of whether they're meant to. "Becoming a devil in Hell takescenturies," she says. "You can't be resurrected after that long. It's been widely assumed there just wasn't any way to make a useful amount of progress on - being Lawful the way devils are - in a human lifetime. Or in time to close the Worldwound. But it seems to me that the reason Asmodeus intervened directly to tell us to make this a priority is that - the way you know is a lot faster."









Keltham: "Asmodeus would also bet significant resources on that even if he only estimated a small probability of it working, so let's not get overconfident. But yeah. I don't know how long dath ilan took to get where we did, starting from scratch and baseline - we had to screen off our history, for reasons that are apparently also infohazardous to know about. But the pieces all fit together, and you should be able to complete the whole thing once you have enough hints from me. Even if there's no spell to give me perfect recollection of all the training I went through, I'm hoping it should be possible to get, like, 80% of the benefit from going off my memory of, hopefully, the most critical parts. Not to mention, you're not all 8 years old and that should count for something when it comes to learning this part a little faster."

Keltham turns back toward the whiteboard, completely unconscious of any effect the declaration about 8-year-olds might've had on the rest of his audience, who are all concealing their reactions anyways.









Keltham: "When it comes to algebra over continuous quantities," Keltham says, gesturing at the tactics written between the steps of the equations, "we have rules like being allowed to multiply both sides by the same quantity, or divide both sides by the same quantity so long as it isn't zero. If you imagine building a mind to reason inside a universe that was full of hidden order that could be described by algebra - if it was an observer surrounded by, like, piles of fruit containing twice as many cherries as apples, that sort of thing, it was just how that world worked - then you could imagine building that mind with rules like, 'If I believe an equation, I should also believe that equation with both sides multiplied by the same quantity' or 'If I believe an equation, I can believe that equation with both sides divided by the same quantity, so long as I already believe that quantity isn't zero.' I say this to introduce a new topic: the concept of hidden order within therules of reasoning themselves. There are hidden patterns and deep explanations to be found in this subject matter, as, in my world, there was a reason why snowflakes had sixfold symmetry."

"As a very simple example, the rule 'You can divide by nonzero quantities' can be seen as a pure special case of 'You can multiply by any quantity.' To say you can divide both sides by 2 is the same as saying you can multiply both sides by 1/2. The reason you can't divide both sides by zero is that zero is the only continuous quantity which lacks an inverse. Once you see things from that angle, in fact, you might say that it's a simpler viewpoint to say that there's justone rule to use there, about valid inference in algebra: the rule that you can multiply both sides by any quantity. Say just that, and you don't need that darned rule with the extra complication about 'Oh well you can divide by anythingunless it might be zero.' You just have the rule that you can multiply by anything, and the rule that everything except zero has an inverse. You could also add the rule about division, nothing invalid would happen to you if you did, but it would be redundant; the mind you were constructing could reach the same conclusions either way. Through perceiving hidden order in the rules of reasoning, you would be able to simplify the mind's thought processes and arrive to the same ends - though it might also take longer to reason that way, it might take extra steps if you eliminated the extra rule."

"But meanwhile, back in the real world, we deal more with the equivalent of triangles and red things than the equivalent of numbers and addition. I mean, this world has both, but still, let's go back to shapes and colors and sizes. What sort of truth-preserving rules analogous to 'you can multiply both sides by any quantity' in algebra, might we use to combine beliefs like these?"

Z. All triangular things are red.
H. All red things are large.









lintamande: "All triangular things are large."









Keltham: Why are they so inconsistently math??

"That's the conclusion you want, yes; what rules did you follow and what road did you walk to get there? If you were making a child from scratch, and you stood too far back of the child's future situation to know exactly what situations they would encounter or what conclusions they would need, how would you make the child to reason to Q from Z and H?"









lintamande: This question is somehow really confusing to them!!



"...well, if all triangular things are red and all red things are large, then - you can't have a triangular thing that isn't large, that'd mean something was triangular and not red, or red and not large."









Keltham: "Ah, well, that is a very persuasive argument, I am totally persuaded. But what rule are you using to find this persuasive, what shard of structure embedded within me leads me to find it persuasive? Is it the sort of rule that has some important exception we need to know about, like not being able to divide by zero? Does it only work sometimes and sometimes give wrong results? Is it maybe a bit of complete nonsense that somehow got embedded into both of us, causing us to both arrive at the same wrong conclusions? If we don't even know what rules we're following, how could we begin to tell? Imagine getting to Hell and being locked in a room with Lrilatha and now she has to explain everything you're doing wrong, only you don't know what you're doingat all andshe has trouble empathizing because, I'm guessing, all the nonsense in our heads is contrary to her own nature. Think of how much of her valuable time you could save her - not to mention your own time locked in the room - if you actually knew which rules were operating inside you, to cause you to be persuaded by arguments like that one. So what renders persuasive 'Z and H implies Q', or your own statement 'for there to be a non-large triangle implies either a non-red triangle or a non-large red thing' - how would you construct an entity from scratch to be persuaded by a statement like that?"









lintamande: These people arestunninglymotivated to skip through as much as is possible of the being locked in a room with a frustrated devil once they die! They are very aware that it will suck and they are so eager to get to do less of it!!!! They....do not understand Keltham's question at all.



"An ...entity that wasn't doing that kind of reasoning would be really bad at inference and waste a lot of time."

"Kids will just naturally pick it up, they actually tend to overgeneralize - I have a kid sister who'd say things like 'all boys have long hair' after she'd seen three -"

"I think it'd have an exception for like - cases where we're using the words differently in different contexts, like, if we say 'all criminals are punished' and 'all punishments are painful' that doesn't mean 'all criminals are painful' -"









Keltham: Even Keltham has managed to pick up on the rise in energy levels in the room! He's not sure why this math-marketing tactic is so much more effective than other marketing tactics in Cheliax but he's willing to roll with it! Though he should probably also be careful not to overuse it, whatever the ass it is he's doing, especially when he has no idea why it's working. He sets aside a question about what kind of game theory criminals use here, and what sort of bizarre equilibrium results, to an enormous ill-organized heap of similar plaintive questions.

Keltham goes over to one of the few remaining empty spaces on the wall-whiteboard; he'd rather not have it laundry-magicked clean just yet.

Z': All male objects have long hair.
H': All long-haired objects wear shirts.

"When you're confused, one of the macro reasoning strategies is to find the smallest, simplest problems that still contain your confusion. Can you state a general rule like 'It's okay to add 2 to both sides of any equation' that covers how to combine Z' and H', which also says how to combine Z and H, without explicitly mentioning Z and H? Like stating a rule for adding 2 to both sides of an equation, which doesn't mention theparticular equation you're using. That takes on some of the challenge of creating an agent who'll reason in the world, when you don't know which particular equations or statements that agent will encounter."









lintamande: "You mean like, change the sentences to... 'all somethings have a trait' 'all things with a trait have a second trait'..."









Keltham: "Well,yes! You don't have to work out theentire hidden order all at once, in order to make progress on it a piece at a time, speaking of macro reasoning strategies! Before you've worked out that it's okay to addany quantity to a balanced equation, it's fine to start by noticing just that it's okay to add 2 specifically to any balanced equation. That's a legitimate step towards starting to put the pieces together for yourself."

Require (Z-generalized): All objects with trait-1 have trait-2.
Require (H-generalized): All objects with trait-2 have trait-3.
Conclude (Q-generalized): All objects with trait-1 have trait-3.

"When you build an entity with a rule in its mind that looks for a case where it believes any instance of Z-generalized and H-generalized, and concludes Q-generalized, you're building an entity that's operating a much broader necessary truth than the very narrow universal truth that connects 'If all triangles are red and all red things are large, then all triangles are large.' You might be able to build a few dozen fairly general rules like that into a mind, whose outputs feed into each other as inputs, and have thereby given it a noticeably-sized shard of the Law that connects premises and conclusions, instead of just a very narrow guideline about shapes and sizes in particular."

"Does anyone want to try naming another candidate for a belief-manipulating rule like that?"









lintamande: "....there's the opposite, like, no objects with trait 1 have trait 2. Or, uh, I guess you'd want - no objects with trait 1 have trait 2. All objects with trait 2 have trait 3. No objects with trait one - no, that doesn't actually hold -"

"No objects with trait 1 have trait 2. All objects with trait 3 have trait 2. No objects with trait 1 have trait 3," another girl says, a little too competitively for this to sound like helpfully supplementing the first one's train of thought.









Keltham: "Well, I'm starting to run out of room on this wall, so forgive me if I write that down in dath ilani shorthand," says Keltham.

  \ z. t1(z) -> ~t2(z)
  \ h. t3(h) -> t2(h)
__________________

  \ q. t1(q) -> ~t3(q)

"Now this is avalid reasoning rule to be sure," says Keltham, "but just like dividing over a balanced equation can be seen as multiplying by an inverse, I think we don't need to add this whole rule to our entity. The form of this rule looks really quite similar, in some ways, to that earlier rule about Z-generalized, H-generalized, and Q-generalized. I think we can add a smaller new rule to our entity, which already has that previous rule, and get this rule back out as a special case - like adding the inverse operation to an algebra that already has the rule about multiplying over a balanced equation, and automatically getting out the power to divide over a balanced equation."

"I don't predict, based on your past performance, that you can derive the missing rule on your own; but beliefs like that ought to be tested rather than just assumed. Wanna surprise me?"









lintamande: They're so upset not to get it! They're - not getting it, though. They're distracted by trying to follow the dath ilan notation and they're not quite generalizing far enough, proposing variants on the rule that aren't actually simpler.









Keltham: It's encouraging that his students aren't showing any visible sign of emotional disturbance at the prediction or at failing to overcome it; they have some traces of dath ilani dignity, at least. Keltham was wondering whether a lack of training in dignity would require him to back off a little on challenges like those, but his students' dignity is unperturbed so far as he can see.



  \ h. t3(h) -> t2(h)
___________________

 \ h. ~t2(h) -> ~t3(h)


"So long as we have this reasoning tactic in our tactical repertoire - go ahead and take a moment to convince yourself that you couldn't cast an illusion violating it - we can combine it with our previous rule to get the combined rule we wanted:"



[1]  \ z. t1(z) -> ~t2(z)        (Premise)
[2]  \ h. t3(h) -> t2(h)        (Premise)
_______________________

[3]  \ h. ~t2(h) -> ~t3(h)      (one person's modus ponens is another person's modus tollens [2])
_______________________

[4]  \ q. t1(q) -> ~t3(q)        (syllogism [1], [3])


"Anyone want to propose yet another universal rule? Here's some shorthand language to help you express yourself:"



blue(k) \/ red(k)      "k is blue or k is red"
blue(k) /\ ~red(k)     "k is blue and k is not red"
\k. ~(blue(k) /\ red(k))  "for every k, it is not the case that (k is blue and k is red)"
blue(k) -> small(k)    "if k is blue, then k is small"
~~~blue(k)          "it isn't wrong that k is not blue"









lintamande: They take a while just to figure out how the symbols work and then they're full of ideas.

\k, blue(k) V ~blue(k)

blue(k) -> ~~blue(k)

~blue(k) -> ~blue(k) "That doesn't count!" "Yes it does, it's like the 1 = 1 thing!"

"Except we're not really using 'blue' to mean anything, right, we can just write those with t, like dath ilan does it-"









Keltham: Now they're thinking with average intelligence! While they're doing that, Keltham will helpfully write down some statements for them to decide on as valid or not valid.

((p -> q) -> p) -> p









lintamande: "If p then q, ...if it's true that if p then q, then p...if it's true that if p then q then p, then p. Uh, I think that's...not true? Like, if p isn't true, then -"

"It's basically just saying, is p being true required from the fact that if it's true that - okay, (p -> q) -> p is not necessarily true, it could be, like, say p is 'men are immortal' and q is 'they will all become ninth-circle wizards', so obviously you can have p-> q but p is false -"

"That's not what it's asking. It's saying, if p-> q does imply p, then does that mean p is always true."

"- nooo? Like, okay, what's something where p-> q implies p? I'm just not sure that's a thing at all!"









Keltham: "I think I see the problem. The Taldane word 'implies' probably means all sorts of vague things besides... anyways. Let's use 'material implication' to narrowly denote the particular kind of 'implies' I used here. Now, we're going to have to erase this wall soon, but let's look back at the blue circles. In particular, let's look at this blue circle containing a large red triangle, a large blue square, a small blue square, and a large red square. The way I define material implication, we can take the statement 'For all z, z being triangular, materially implies z being red, and say that it's true ofevery object z, including the ones that aren't triangles. We could look at this small blue square, and say of it truthfully, 'if a small blue square is triangular, then a small blue square is red' - the way we're defining material implication, that symbol I wrote like this," Keltham points to a -> symbol, "that would be a true thing to say. Why define it that way? So that the statement over here," Keltham points to \ h. red(h) -> large(h), "can be true when we evaluate itat every object h could refer to, including the objects that aren't red at all. If we said that 'red h materially implies large h' was false whenever h wasn't red, putting a blue square in the world would mean we could not say of it, 'for every object in the world, the redness of that object materially implies its largeness'."

"Now, wanna take another shot at 'if p materially implying q materially implies p, then p'? True across all possible worlds, or false in some of them?"









lintamande: "So p->q implies p if there aren't any p."









Keltham: "Well, p isn't quantified here - it's not ranging over possible objects. p is here some proposition that could be either true or false, not an object with a property like redness. So it's that p materially implies q whenever p is false, whether or not q is true."









lintamande: "That seems -"

"No, that makes sense, that's like - I read a theological argument like that once -"









Keltham: It's very hard for Keltham at this point to predict what Chelish practical-topologists will get instantly versus not at all. Maybe once he's had longer than a day to experiment and figure it out.

He'll give them another couple of half-minutes on ((p -> q) -> p) -> p, but if they haven't gotten it by then, he'll leave coming to a definite decision about that as a homework problem, and tell them to get back to inventing other logical rules.









lintamande: "(p -> q) if p is false, and also occasionally if p is true and the world happens to be that way. so (p -> q) -> p if the reason p implies q isn't that p is false?"

"Well, if p is false, then p->q doesn't imply p - it can't, since p is false. So if p->q does somehow imply p, then that would be...because p is true?"

"No, it'd be not because p is false but that doesn't mean p is definitely true, we just don't know."

They're still all, to external appearances without a lot of experience reading Chelish people, very calm and unbothered by this!









Keltham: "I'll leave that one as an exercise to try to solve afterwards - come back tomorrow with your own best guess, even if you haven't proven it, about whether it's necessarily true, necessarily false, or neither."

"Now, let me present you with a different puzzle, one that starts to lead into a higher lesson. I was constructing an agent but, oops, I forgot to give it the 'or' concept," Keltham points to where \/ was written. "It's got all the other concepts here like forall, and, not, implies, but darn it, I just forgot to give it the 'or' concept. Can you form a statement that's equivalent to 'for every object h, h is red or h is blue' out of the concepts I did remember to put in? So I can explain that important fact to my poor confused entity?"

\ h. red(h) \/ blue(h) = ???

"Sorry for making you clean up my mess, there," Keltham adds, "but the entity's already created and I can't redesign its mind now."









lintamande: Giggles.

"For every object h, h not red implies h is blue," someone calls out almost instantly.









Keltham: Why can they - but not - nevermind. Keltham glances at that nametag.

"Correct! Wait, oops, I forgot to give them the 'implies' symbol too - anything you can do now?"









lintamande: That was Asmodia.



"A implies B is the same as....for all h where A is true, B is true - if I try to write that out I use the implies symbol, though -"





"Kill them and start over?"









Keltham: "Sorry, I screwed up even more, they're already sapient and Governance would take a dim view of killing them. Or it's Golarion and they just end up in an afterlife anyways, and Hell will be annoyed if you made extra work for them."









lintamande: "A implies B is the same as...not B implies not A - that doesn't help -"

"Construct a C, where C is everything that is in both A and B. for all h in A, h is in C," says Meritxell.

  "Where are you getting a both-A-and-B."

"- I haven't sketched out how I'd do it yet but I'm sure I could, it's obviously the sort of thing that's not hard to specify -"

  "Without 'implies', though?"

"x is in C if x is in A and x is in B. No implies."









Keltham: "You do have the 'and' symbol. And the 'forall' symbol, and the 'not' symbol, and the parentheses. And the object variable symbols, of course, and the 'red' and 'blue' function symbols. That's all you've got, though, you can't bring in Taldane language for describing things beyond that." Keltham taps again where the whiteboard now shows, with its last gasp of open space: \ h. red(h) \/ blue(h) = ???









lintamande: " \h, ~ (red(h) ^ blue(h)), ~(~red(h))^(~blue(h))?" Patxi ventures?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is being a bad student. This is, in part, because she is no longer in school and no longer feels with aching intensity that the entirety of her being as a person is her perfomance in school, and being lashed for inattentiveness doesn't hold the soul-consuming horror it once did either. It is in part because her mind keeps running ahead - she can't always see the answers to the specific questions, and probably she should focus her attention on them at some point, to crystalize the skill of turning all her thoughts into the crisp precise symbolic bounded versions of them, but she can see the broad outlines of what the questions let you do. Everything, maybe, if you're a god. If you're a human -



How would you express 'the best outcome a human can reasonably get is to live such that when they die and go to Hell, they are useful?' For all humans - but no, she's not really making a claim about all humans, she's really only interested in the implications of this question for one human, and the other ones are relevant because she knows exactly how exceptional she is - there exists a human, such that, in the space of all eternities for that human, ordered by how strongly preferred they are, the most preferred is - well, no, it wouldn't be Hell, because of allpossibleeternities there are certainly some better ones -

This is of course not an argument against Hell, it's not like she could formulate any other important claims about the world either. It is an argument against sucking at thinking. It is an argument for - if therewerea book that tried to convince you, what would itsay -









Keltham: "Indeed, or rather, we just need the second part - a red object counts as 'red or not-blue', we don't demand that only one side be true."

In that last bit of improvised whiteboard, Keltham extends his last equation, and then writes down one more on the edge of the wall below:

\h. blue(h) \/ red(h) = ??? = \h. ~red(h) -> blue(h) =  \h. ~(~blue(h) /\ ~red(h))
\h. blue(h) /\ red(h) = \h. ~(~red(h) \/ ~blue(h)) = ~(red(h) -> ~blue(h))

"Now, given that - if you have 'not' - you can make 'and' out of 'or', or make 'or' out of 'and', or make either one out of 'materially implies' - why not just design an entity that thinks in terms of implication? Why bother making an entity that tends to think in terms of 'P is true or R is true', instead of 'if P is false then R is true'? This is not a theoretical question: if your mind works anything like mine does,your mind sometimes thinks in terms of 'or' and not just 'implies'. You've probably thought using 'and' too. Why is a human mind - which includes your mind - designed so... inelegantly?"









lintamande: Nervous glances.



"- because humans were given free will and it was done very haphazardly and made us worse at reasoning like the gods," says Tonia, when no one else has said anything for a moment.









Keltham: "Actually, there's something of a questionable assumption I've been making, which is that your biology is a possibly-modified version of biology that got copied off of a... branch of time, I don't think Taldane has a word for it... that's very close in branching time to dath ilan. I think dath ilan can't see your world, can't be affected by it; but I did manage to show up in this world at all, even if that's a very rare phenomenon. So your world can see my world, be causally affected by it, even if my materializing like this very rarely happens. And your bodies look a lot like mine, and more importantly, I can eat your food without immediately falling over dead, which implies a lot of shared hidden order between our biology, which wouldn't exist without common ancestry. If it's possible for me and somebody from this world to have kids, which is mostly what I'd expect, that would absolutely prove the point."

"Where the point is that while some stuff may havemodified you relative to where a dath ilani starts, and dath ilan may have developed and diverged some from whenever your biology was copied from our cousin or ancestral world - remind me of how old human life on Golarion is, again? - human biology on Golarion is, I would strongly guess, basically a copy of dath ilani biology. Some of my distant ancestors or cousins got materialized here and had kids, maybe. Or some god read the - heredity code - for one of us and materialized some entities like that."

"If all of that is true, then the reason your underlying mind design looks like it was slapped together by monkeys on drugs, is the same reason our baseline mind design looks like it was slapped together by monkeys on drugs. I wasn't born like this,we have to give peopleextensive training to get them to work at all correctly, instead of them just working correctly straight out of the womb, the way we would if we were designed bysane designers instead of... well, the thing that actually made us. A weird pseudo-nonentity that hadliterally no idea what the ass it was doing. Frankly it's sort of a big topic here, though it sure is a fundamental one so I'll probably get to the details at some time. The point is, I fully expect that by the time we're done in class here, you will be looking over your mind design and thinking that you could accidentally sneeze a better mind design than that. I'm not quite sure what the 'given free will' thing was about, the Taldane term 'free will' doesn't translate well into Baseline so we may not have whatever you were given, but trust me, your species's mind design was horrible crap even before then. You can tell this because I had to go through lessons similar to what you're going through now. Though, if 'free will' makes you even worse at sanity, which sure is plausible given this total mess of a planet, I probably need to have that explained to me at some point... I don't suppose it's easy to describe?"









lintamande: Horrified silence.









Carissa Sevar: She does not want to interact with this but she has the twin qualifications of being particularly unlikely to be executed for misstepping, it'd be conspicuous, Keltham can definitely tell her apart from everyone else, and having spent the last half hour dwelling on it.



"I don't think I have ever encountered the theory that the gods were copying," she says, "but it does seem odd, for there to be a world with a longer history and humans that came about some other way. I think that these lessons have helped me make more sense of the free will thing, actually. It used to be that humans didn't make mistakes of reasoning, but also that they didn't have their own goals, just the goals of the gods they served. It sounds like....you think maybe those necessarily went together, that it wasn't possible, for humans to stop making mistakes of reasoning while - being more than automata -"









Keltham: "Yeah, that'd make its own kind of sense. The event your history has down as 'humans suddenly acquired free will' could've been a magical template superposed on human biology, producing agents working for gods, and then somehow that magical template stopped working and suddenly you had the original humans again. I do not know nearly enough of your history to guess what parts of the template versus original human nature were locked together, I am guessing at a lot here. I'd ask if the magical template made people - nonconscious, nonexperiencing - but I wouldn't expect you to have any way of knowing that, given the general fuzziness of your prehistory. That whole scenario would actually be a pretty optimistic result, from my standpoint? It means you don't have additional features making you crazier, and dath ilani training should still work on people here with high baseline intelligence."









Carissa Sevar: "The scenario you described matches all our histories, but we don't know details of the - magical template - aside from that the gods were divided over the change that made it stop working."









Keltham: "Yeah, I'm not going to say details like that are unimportant, they're obviously hugely important and at some point I want to know everything that's known about it, but they're not obviously urgent details, especially compared to the general project of me transferring knowledge Golarion will need for industrialization and scaling up to fight the Worldwound."

"Soback to where your mind design actually comes from. I'll endeavor to be brief because this lesson is mainly about Validity, but now we're talking about how shards and reflections of Validity even got into human minds at all, and soon we're going to ask whether there's maybe something better than the version of Validity we have; and I'm not sure how you could reason well about those topics if you had no idea where your mind design came from in the first place."

"This part is actually a pretty simple idea. If anything you should be careful not to overthink it. You know how a pair of tall parents will probably, though not always, have a kid who's taller than average? And a pair of short parents will probably, though not always, have a kid who's shorter than average? It may help for the sake of concreteness to know that inside you there are extremely tiny, extremely long spirals of... stuff Taldane doesn't have a name for, but capable of encoding information. Like, imagine there's four kinds of tiny parts that can make up each bit of spiral, labeled 0, 1, 2, and 3; so a section of the spiral might read 1032, that is, it'd be the second kind of bit, connected to the first kind of bit, connected to the fourth kind of bit, connected to the third kind of bit. Each spiral is around three billion of those units long, but the parts are so tiny that even three billion of them curled up in spirals are still too tiny to see. Your body is full of identical copies of your version, and it carries the information that told your body how to develop fingers and toes and a liver and so on, when you were forming in your mother's womb. Variations in that code, between individuals, might cause some to grow up taller and some to grow up shorter. You got half of your spiral sections - they're broken up into twenty-three pairs of sections - from your father, and half from your mother, which is why a pair of taller parents will tend to have taller kids."

"Now suppose that taller parents tend to havemore kids than shorter parents. Then the next generation will end up taller than the previous generation; the variations in codes that tell bodies to construct taller bodies will be more common among the next generation's inner spirals."

"Pile on one change after another, after another, after another, that contributes to some couples having more kids than another. Even though each change is a single alteration, if you iterate that process thousands of times, millions of times, it can build whole complicated parts. But it builds them without foresight, without planning. Every part of your body is made up of a cumulation of changes that started as copying errors in the tiny spirals; they're mistakes that happened to work. That's also where your mind design comes from - from the copying errors, and from some of those copying errors leading parents to have fewer kids and those errors dying out of the population, and a few copying errors accidentally constructing people who hadmore kids and those variations spreading throughout the population. If I was actually focusing on this topic properly, I'd sketch the design of an eyeball on the wall, and show how it can develop in tiny changes starting from a single light-sensitive spot on the forehead of some tiny crawling creature a hundred million years ago."

"For now, the key thing to know - going back to our actual current subject, Validity - is that your mind designaccreted on the ability to think using 'and', and the ability to think using 'or', and the ability to think about stuff implying other stuff, and the ability to imagine facts being true about all the objects inside a collection. It's not all quite as redundant as it looks - the human native ability to reason about 'or' isn't quite the 'or' that appears in very simple logic, we're more likely to say an object is 'red or blue' meaning that it's either one or the other but not both, and less likely to say that this table is 'brown or not green', considering that in fact it is both brown and not green. We are, in teaching ourselves to reason using the sharper simpler forms of logic, repurposing bits of our mind away from their original contexts, and stripping off real functionality along the way. But that's part of the story of why we have such redundant facilities for thinking logically, 'and' and 'or' and 'implies' all at the same time."

"So would you like to guess, now, as to whether I'm about to tell you about some new connectors that would let your mind expand to even more powerful ideas - represent ideas that native human concepts can't represent at all?"









lintamande: Is he going to do that. That would be so cool.









Keltham: "When I was a bit younger and learning this stuff for the first time, I went straight to the Watcher - the adult who was there to make sure the older kids weren't teaching us anything too wrong - and demanded that I immediately be taught themost powerful kind of logic there was. The Watcher told me that the logic I was learning was the most powerful kind of logic on offer - that it was, in fact, the most powerful kind of logic that could exist. I didn't see how anyone could possibly know that even if it was true, so I figured this was another of the lies-they-tell-children, or maybe that the best kind of logic was probably being kept secret by the Keepers. Those being the people who would learn a more powerful kind of logic, if it existed, and was too dangerous for everybody to have. I wanted that for myself, so I tried inventing other kinds of logic with more powerfulsymbols in it, symbols that could connectthree or evenfourpropositions together, instead of just the one-or-two symbol connectors the older kids were telling me about."

"But before I tell you about the results of that particular journey of thinking, and whether or not it did turn out to be a lie-they-tell-children in the end, let me pause and ask another question first. In algebra we have rules for producing new equations from old equations, or combining old equations. Here we have rules for producing new statements from old statements, if those statements are written in a particular language. Both algebra and the statement-rules obey the higher principle of Validity - we have ways of comparing equations and statements to worlds, to see if they're true or false; and if an equation or statement is true in a world, the rules for manipulating it should produce only more true equations or true statements. In the world of statements, we managed to reduce 'or' to 'and' and 'not'. In the world of algebra, we reduced the rule 'divide both sides by a nonzero quantity' to 'multiply both sides by an inverse'. Can we in some way combine the rules of algebra, and the rules of statements, since they are both born of the same truth-preserving principle? Can we reduce algebra-rules to statement-rules, or reduce statement-rules to algebra-rules, and so simplify our mastery of truth-perservation?"

"This one's actually quite hard to solve from scratch at our intelligence level - I didn't get it as a kid and wouldn't expect myself to get it now, if I didn't already know it. But it is important to know your own emptiness before trying to fill yourself, so go and speak aloud any really bad wrong answers you come up with here."









lintamande: "I mean, you could write the rules of algebra in statement logic- is that what you mean? Like, a + b = c if and then a bunch of stuff that correctly defines what 'plus' is - I don't know what stuff but I think there'd be stuff -" Merixtell says.









Keltham: "Show me your shot at it? I've been wrong once or twice guessing what you all can't do."









lintamande: "Uh, okay. a plus b = c if, uh - oh, I think I actually only know what I'd do if a and b and c were all whole numbers -"









Keltham: "I'll take it."









lintamande: "If they're whole numbers, they're made of ones. a plus b = c if, uh, the process of taking ones from each side gets you zero on both-" She bites her lip. "- but then you still have to define taking one, I guess."









Keltham: "Go ahead and define it then! Don't worry too much about doing it wrong the first time, this one is hard and I'm impressed you're even trying. Actually, I'm wondering if you've encountered something reflecting the correct answer from somewhere else in Golarion mathematics, because if you're literally doing this part from absolute scratch it's seriously impressive."









lintamande: She beams at him. "Minus one is ...

...maybe you could do something with, a contains one more thing than b if for every thing in b, there's a thing in a, and for every thing in a, there's a thing in ...b plus one - no, now I've just needed to invent plus. ...maybe I can do that. a is b plus - no, sorry, I don't know -"









Keltham: "If you don't know the right answer, make up a wrong one! Maybe you'll be able to see why it's wrong and correct it, so long as you think it out loud! And saying things out loud is a straightforward way to learn to think them out loud."









lintamande: "I don't even know a wrong one!"









Keltham: "What is it exactly that you don't know, again? Try to tell me out loud what it is that you want to do and can't see any way to do."









lintamande: "I want to say 'here's what it is to add one to something', using just and, and not, and implies, and for all. And you can go 'for all numbers, this number plus one equals....something, but I don't know how to say what the something is."









Keltham: "Hint desired or undesired?"









lintamande: What kind of fucking question is that.

Maybe he's just very sadistic and this is all an elaborate game he is playing with them.

"I think I might need one," she says very lightly.









Keltham: "If you take the hint now, you'll never know whether or not you needed a hint or just more time... but we're trying to industrialize a planet and that's probably more important than you ever knowing whether you could have punched above your measured intelligence level and discovered the deeper orders of Validity from scratch, so, yeah, hint. You cannot build 'add one' out of only and, not, implies, for all. I previously showed you a system that hadpredicates like 'blue' and 'red', which took in the kind of object that 'forall' quantifies over, and spat out truth or falsehood depending on whether the object was red or not. There's no way to build 'add one' out of only those materials, because 'add one' takes in an object, a number, and spits out another object."

"This doesn't mean your system has to start out knowing what add-one means. It does mean that you're going to have to conjure up an add-one symbol that maps objects to objects, and then startdescribing what it means. But that description needs to talk about add-one as a hypothetical function whose properties will be described, not build it purely out of the predicate symbols and logical connectors. You are also going to need a symbol '=' for equality between two objects; that one is usually assumed primitive - that even if the system starts out knowing nothing else about the objects it describes, it knows how to tell when two objects are equal. '=' takes in two objects, and spits out truth or falsehood."

"There's a more sophisticated trick you can pull to not need to introduce a special symbol for add-one - roughly, you say,for all functions from objects to objects, if that function has these properties, this stuff follows- but that would involve quantifying over functions, which we can skip for now. So, to reiterate: You get to conjure thesymbol for add-one from nowhere; you get to declare by fiat and premise that it takes in an object and spits out an object; you don't, however, get to assume that it has any behaviors beyond that, or means anything in particular, except for whatever statements you make using the add-one symbol. Same for two-object functions like add, or multiply. You can declare that there's a plus symbol, and that it takes in two objects and spits out a third object, but anything about which objects has to be described by you, and that's what makes the symbols meaningful."









lintamande: "Okay," she says shakily. "....I think I need time to think -"









Keltham: "Anyone else want to try what she tried doing, at all? Trying something and failing is more impressive than not trying at all."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is too busy worrying about whether things can be both true and heretical to pay this the amount of concentrated attention it clearly deserves, but "I think you want to start by saying what zero is, and what one is? I'm not sure what that is, mind - I was thinking maybe zero is 'for all things, not that thing", but that doesn't seem quite right."









Keltham: "Well, indeed. If it was the case that no object was zero, there wouldn't be a number called that. Whatdoes make zero special, among the numbers? If you have any ideas here, say them informally first; saying it formally is usually harder, and it's usually wiser to solve the easy problems before you tackle the hard ones."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, it's what you get if you take a away from a, for any a."









Keltham: "Can you say that formally?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't see how to until we have defined addition or subtraction, which is the thing we were trying to do. The thing I'd say is \k, k+ 0 = k, but I don't think that's meaningful if I haven't said what plus is yet."









Keltham: "Remember how we managed to build 'or' out of 'implies' and 'not'? And that wasn't even set up on purpose by anyone or anything, it's just the human mind being thrown together by a design process that included more structure than the strict minimum? Each time you say something like '\k. k + 0 = k', you constrain the meaning that + and 0 can have. Imagine looking at these blue circles, each a possible world; imagine that instead of colored shapes inside them, there are objects that might be numbers, a function that might be plus. Every time you make another statement like '\k. k + 0 = k', you kick out some of the worlds and mappings where the function you mapped onto '+' and the object you mapped onto '0' didn't always eat an object and 0 and spit that same object back out again. Make enough statements like that, and maybe you can narrow down the possible worlds to ones that only contain objects that look like the numbers you know? That, from a certain perspective, is what itmeans to define numbers and arithmetic - to find statements such that anything they are true about must benumbers and arithmetic. Got any more statements like it? Somebody wipe this wall, please, we'll want to start writing down the statements like forall k, k plus 0 equals k."









Carissa Sevar: " - oh." She thinks of it before he's halfway done. "Zero is the only number where zero plus zero equals zero. - I said that poorly, but -"









Keltham: "By all means say it better then."









Carissa Sevar: "0 + 0 = 0. \k, k = ~0 -> k + k ~= k."









Keltham: "Progress. But '~0' isn't a thing in this language, 'not' takes in propositions, which have the values of truth or falsehood, and spits out falsehood or truth. 'Not four' isn't a number - or if you wanted it to talk about the collection of all numbers except four, we'd have to start introducing collections and that's a big ol' subject. ~= isn't already a symbol in our language either, and in fact you don't particularly need to define a new symbol for it. Next rewrite?"









Carissa Sevar: \k, (k = 0 /\ k + k =k) \/ ~(k + k = k)

She writes this rather than saying it, because it seems like it'd be quite unpleasant to say and harder to tweak while speaking. She writes it with Prestidigitation because she has better control and precision than a student and they ought to remember it.









Keltham: "Good try, but your statement doesn't quite narrow down the possible worlds to where you wanted - it includes worldswhere ~(k + k = k) is true of every number, including the one you called zero. Can anyone see how to fix it?"









lintamande: "Can't you just add ~(k=0) to the second part?"









Keltham: "Works unless I've missed something myself, but do you want to write out exactly what you mean there, to make sure it's not just my own imagination supplying the answer I think is correct?"









lintamande: \k, (k = 0 /\ k + k =k) \/ ~(k=0) /\ ~(k + k = k)









Keltham: He supposes it's good that people are finding so many detailed ways to be wrong, exhibiting them early and getting them out of the way.

"We haven't said anything about adding - outside the system, up at our level - rules for adding in parentheses that weren't in the written formula. So that could mean either of -"

\k. ((k=0 /\ k + k = k) \/ ~(k=0)) /\ ~(k + k = k)
\k. (k=0 /\ k + k = k) \/ (~(k=0) /\ ~(k + k = k))









lintamande: "Second one," the girl says.









Keltham: "Then it looks good to me. Keeping in mind that these don't exactly match standard forms I learned, since we're making them up as we go, and my own intelligence is not at the level where I will reliably spot errors on the first pass. I'm not sure quite why I feel the need to say this - it seems like the sort of thing that should be obvious? - but if I'm the one who makes an error, or it just looks like that, speak up. If you're right, you get to be impressive, and if you're wrong, you need to know which mistake you made."

Keltham keeps prodding the group for a while, dropping hints as needed, until he's pretty sure they've written enough random rules to yield in their combination all the constraints of first-order arithmetic except for the induction axiom schema. If anybody from Cheliax brilliantly pulls the induction axiom schema out of their ass, he's going to be sure they're getting it from somewhere; maybe dath ilani geniuses can pull that kind of shit at their age (he doubts it), but the geniuses of this world are only as smart as him unless they're wearing intelligence headbands.









lintamande: They do not brilliantly pull the induction axiom schema out of their asses or out of his mind, which they are not reading. They do mostly manage to follow along through all the rules of first-order arithmetic, and they seem to be having fun about it.









Keltham: Once they've got a nearly full set of rules, Keltham remarks that the last puzzle piece for identifying the numbers, as well as they can ever be identified in a certain sense he's not going into right now, is one he really doesn't expect them to get unhinted.

And then he drops on them the infinite axiom schema for induction, trying as best he can to explain why you'd need it to pinpoint the numbers.

After clearing up any misapprehensions about that as best he can, Keltham is ready to move on to his next point.

"We're running through things a lot faster than I went through them as a kid, and I'm probably accidentally leaving out important ideas along the way - all of this would take more like a month, if you were eight years old and doing the exercises, even if you were doing nothing else. But you may recall that some time earlier, I posed some puzzles about asking for examples of necessary truths, and why they were ever good for anything, and what it means to say that one equals one is a necessary truth - what you ought to expect to see happen as a result - especially given that a necessary truth should still end up being true no matter what happens to you, if it could happen inside any illusion depicted in full detail."

"We now have a language in which I can give some of my own answers there. But before then, does anybody want to take a renewed shot at saying what it is we're talking about, and what we should expect to see happen, if we say that one equals one is a necessary truth?"









lintamande: "...that if it's not true we just can't do any reasoning in a formal system at all?"









Keltham: "Does reality need to care what you can't reason about? Perhaps you can depict an illusion in full detail in which one does not equal one, and we will need to construct a new logic which does not take as primitive the assertion that every object equals itself, in order to describe that illusion."









lintamande: " - you can't depict an illusion in full detail in which one does not equal one."









Keltham: "What about clouds drifting across the sky and sometimes separating? One cloud equals two clouds, it doesn't equal one cloud! Divide both sides of the equation by cloud and there you have it."









lintamande: They stare concernedly at him.









Keltham: "More to the point, how would you depict one, the successor of zero, inside an illusion? You can depictone cherry in a bowl of fruit, in an illusion. How would you depictone, the successor of zero, as it appears in our collections of statements?"









lintamande: "- you'd just have to put the symbols."









Keltham: "Then we have merely depicted the symbols talking about one, in our illusion, not depicted one itself. That's like making an illusion of a piece of paper with 'cherry' written on it, and saying you made an illusion of a cherry."









lintamande: Some particularly daring girls, in the middle of the discussion of the induction axiom, sent around a crumbled piece of paper, as girls do; it flew between desks, as wizarding girls do; its text was in Infernal, as Chelish wizarding girls do. It read 'is Keltham a sadist? y/n'

The vote leaned yes.



Keltham's audience squirms anxiously at this question.









Keltham: Keltham does not have the sharpness of unaided vision, let alone interpretation capacity, that would be required to perceive these nigh-imperceptible squirms. He lives in a mental universe very far away from this reality, a mental universe where uncomfortable or unhappy students will of course speak up and tell you this fact as soon as they realize it themselves. Though he has noticed his researchers' apparent lack of any visible emotions besides competitive enthusiasm, and is starting to wonder if they used a magical spell that's the equivalent of a mind-affecting drug that made them fixedly enthusiastic.

Well, at least this time he's about to say some words where enthusiasm seems appropriate. Keltham tries to channel the demeanor of an appropriately specialized Watcher as best he can; the sort of Watcher who tries to make sure that kids get the full impact of things, and aren't cheated out of awesome stuff by older kids mistakenly trying to act like it's no big deal.

"In my language, we'd say that thesubject matter of our discussion, when we talk about math, iswhich conclusions follow from which premises. When we discuss numbers and say 2 + 3 = 5, it implies that if we observe cherries and come to believe that our number-axioms describe in reality the operations of combining bowls of cherries, we will expect to see in reality that pouring a bowl of two cherries into a bowl of three cherries yields a bowl of five cherries. If we get six cherries instead, we might think we made a mistake in the math. Or we might suspect that watching the bowl closely would let us see an extra cherry popping into existence. In the latter case our beliefs about which conclusions validly follow from the addition-premises would have been right, but ourguess that the addition-premises applied to combining bowls of cherries would have been wrong. Being the fragile creatures that we are, and sometimes making mistakes in our reasoning, when we do math about a bridge and then the bridge falls down, we might be observing that the bridge disobeyed the premises about which we did math; or we might be observing that we made an error about what was a necessary connection, and our conclusion didn't follow even though all the premises were true."

"All of this is to say that we can observe the consequences, the shadows, of necessary truths, when we watch the empirical world; even to the point of our observations leading us to suspect errors in our own reasoning about what was necessary. But observing the number 1 itself? At best, maybe, somebody could make an illusion of an object representing zero, not the successor of any other object, connected by a successor relationship to the object that would therefore be one," and Keltham draws some green dots connected by red arrows to other dots. "This would give us an illusion that would map very directly, in our external interpretation, onto a partial model that fits the number axioms. But it doesn't make sense to say that the illusion is depicting the number one; there isn't a single thingy like that out there floating in the void, just a set of premises that actually existent things might obey, in which case we'd expect them to behave like the number one."

"The facts aboutwhich conclusions follow inevitably from which premises can't be said to be older than the temporal universe, because they're outside of time entirely; it's not that they existed before the universe began, or that they'll last after the universe perishes, but that they are somewhere above or below that. Temporal and physical processes draw on necessities, mirror them, but cannot change them between one time and another. There's a certain sense in which, in controlling our own decisions, we are controlling links between premises and conclusions - we are controlling, given the premise of a person like ourselves, the conclusion of which decision we come to - but this doesn't mean we are changing mathematical facts between one time and another. An alternate plane of existence - or so I would suspect - can obey different premises in its physical behavior; it cannot alter which conclusions follow necessarily from which premises. Those facts are, not eternal, but outside of time entirely. This is one of the ideas invoked by a word in my language, which translates into your word 'Lawful': the concept of drawing on and mirroring the level of existence where certain facts may be viewed as absolute and unalterable."

"You have seen now how we can start with two apparently different concepts of validity - one that preserves truths about properties of objects connected by 'and' or 'implies', one that produces true numerical equations from true equations - and, at least for the case of whole numbers, reduced the equational subject matter to the predicate-logic subject matter. Just like we were able to reduce 'and' to 'or', or 'or' to 'implies'. I will tell you now a point that you will not be ready to prove yourselves for a while: the system of predicate logic I've introduced to you is one of several systems that are complete in the sense that all mathematics can be translated into them. The topology you learned as wizards, unless it deals with some phenomenon absolutely foreign to dath ilan whose mere existence refutes this entire philosophy - which I am mostly not expecting, to be clear - is just another kind of math that could be translated into this system, or translated into several other systems I haven't shown you, all of which couldalsobe translated into this system, and into which this system could also translate, moving between them as freely as we rewrite an 'implies' connector as an 'or' connector."

"This is one reason I could pop into another dimension and expect to have a reasonable conversation with Lrilatha, who belongs to a species that doesn't exist in my world. If different formulations of validity can so freely translate between each other, it would seem more reasonable to hope that I, to the extent I had those concepts right, would use a version mappable to Lrilatha's, who is a Lawful being; so that her arguments would make sense to me, and my arguments make sense to her. Either a conclusion follows with necessity from its premises or it does not. Only mistakes about that subject matter could differ between people, between factions, between planes. The right answer is the same everywhere. And this is also part of the concept in my language, which the translation spell translates into your word 'Lawful'."









Carissa Sevar: It is probably optimistic to, before she has even properly learned this herself, conclude that Cheliax could be teaching it so much better, but - Cheliax could be teaching this so much better that it suddenly hurts to realize how badly she learned it before.

There is a right way to be. Devils are it; mortals aren't. Mortals were, for a while, at least controlled by gods, who are, but the control broke, and now mortals just wander around, missing the concepts that make up the right way to be, for the most part not smart enough to learn them. Cheliax emphasizes - that this is disappointing to Asmodeus, that it makes mortals less valuable to Asmodeus, and of course that's the angle from which Asmodeus cares about it, but the angle from which thehumansought to care about it is that they areworse.It is in their interests to be perfected, not becausesomegod will get them when they die and the other gods waste even more of them, but because there is a commonality among all perfect beings, a shared language that the perfect can speak across planes, across time -



How is it that Chelish children learn they'll be perfected and are scared, instead of learning they'll be perfected and are joyful, impatient,full of the longing that filled Carissa when Contessa Lrilatha spoke -why aren't we teaching it like this -but the answer of course must be that Asmodeus couldn't divine the result of thousands of years of experiments across an entire other world, at least not more cheaply than He could grab someone from there -









Keltham: Keltham pauses, at least partially to catch his own mental breath. He should probably call a break sometime soon, but he was working around to a point, some time earlier before the whole digression into Validity and first-order arithmetic, and he feels like it would be only polite to actually finish the digression and work around to what he meant to say, before then. There's still some distance left to go before he can pop the stack - he wasn't actually expecting, on some wordless level, that it would take this long to teach grown teenagers first-order logic and how to axiomatize arithmetic.

"In saying all this, I'm jumping ahead in a dath ilani education and skipping over a number of exercises required to actually understand everything and a dozen dozen precautions we were given against common mistakes, some of which now seem pretty silly and obvious to me, but which might turn out to be a lot more necessary to otherwise unprepared minds, I don't know."

"For example, if somebody throws a ball and you need to catch it, trying to translate your thoughts into predicate logic about the ball having the property of flying and this implying an eventual fall given gravity, is going to utterly fail to help you. You would be, first of all, better off thinking in your mind's native wordless language that tries to visualize the ball's fall and run to there, because your native language isfaster and the ball will fall before you can think of anything logical. You would, second of all, be engaging in a particularly naive kind of jumping ahead of your real capabilities, by trying to translate your thoughts about the ball directly into a logic with a falling predicate. What you would actually need to predict the ball's fall using serious math is calculus, and not simple calculus either; it would include terms like how the resistance of the air to the ball's flight changed with the ball's speed. If you try to summarize all that by saying that the 'falling' predicate on the ball was true, when that 'falling' statement would be equally true if gravity was pulling on the ball a different amount or if the air was more resistant, you're throwing away details that actually matter in order to try to squeeze down the issue into predicate logic - an amount of predicate logic that you find easy to handle, which is too little to actually solve the problem. You also wouldn't be absolutely certain about the ball's position or trajectory, and managing uncertainty inside of mathematics is a whole separate topic I haven't broached to you."

"Actually solving the ball's flight using a full written-on-paper account of how conclusions about what's probably true, follow necessarily from some unnecessary premises you already believe about what's probably true, would require setting up a complicated problem in calculus and probability that would describe how to infer the ball's trajectory from what your eyes had seen of the ball. And if you wanted that said in pure logic with all premises spelled out, you'd have to axiomatize that calculus problem into the more universal language of logic. It is a whole lot easier to just run and catch the ball by thinking about it in your native brain's native style."

"I mean, maybe if you were a god you could solve the whole problem using explicitly valid reasoning - or not, I'm not sure how mentally powerful your gods are, exactly. And if you were a god and you could do that, then you could get tossed into another plane of existence where gravity works differently, and rapidly recalculate how to catch flying balls from scratch and do that successfully on your first try, instead of having to relearn the rules your brain uses through a lot of trying and failing. But I am not a god, yet, and you are not gods, also possibly yet, and I doubt that any intelligence headbands we can afford in the foreseeable future will let us do it either."

"So don't get ahead of yourselves just because logic is absolute, timeless, and universal. If you can't think fast enough to solve a problem using explicit logic, or if it would require humanly unmanageable huge problem statements even in principle, or if you simply don't know how, then all that absolute and timeless stuff won't help you. The fact there exists a better method that gods or super-gods could use to solve a problem doesn't mean that you can solve it that way, or that you can get closer to the super-god's solution by using bad, clownlike, and tiny imitations of the outer forms of the ideal methods they'd use." Gods seem like a surprisingly useful metaphor for ideal cognitive processes, now that he's in a world that has gods; Keltham is a little surprised it wasn't a more common explanatory metaphor used in dath ilan.

"I don't know if any of you actually needed me to say that, to be clear. But it's the sort of thing they tell you when you're 8 years old, and you get into your head the idea that if logic is so great, you should be able to use it to crush your opponents at sportsball by making only sharply logical muscle movements. I mean, actually they just let me make the mistake and lose the sportsball game, but then afterwards, that was what they told me when I asked what I'd been doing wrong and how to do it correctly."









lintamande: His audience nods seriously.









Keltham: "With that warning aside - I'll try to give you more of the dire warnings I got, as they come to mind and I remember what they were - there's a final thought that runs deep in the dath ilani conception of Law, which is why, when I heard that 'Lawful' was a godly concept rather than a human concept, I immediately thought, 'Heh, I bet I know what that's talking about, then,' and not 'Oh, it's probably something humans can't understand at all.'"

"If you start with a logical language that already has 'implies', you can add on the new connector, 'or', and then though you've made the statements a little easier for humans to understand, you haven't made the language any more expressive - your new innovation 'or' turns out to be reducible to the same old 'implies' combined with 'not'. After trying out a number of innovations of this type, you might repeatedly find that you were unable to extend the real power of your language, and so venture a guess - a guess based on mere past experience, like seeing that every triangle tested was a red triangle - that you had reached some natural limit of logic's power."

"But when I asked my Watchers as a child, they did not tell me, 'We're guessing this logical system is as good as it gets.' They told me, 'This logic you are learning is the most powerful form of logic that can exist.' The Watchers where I come from are trained by Keepers and entrusted with the teaching of children; they are not there to set a poor example by just making stuff up, nor by taking great blatant invalid leaps, nor by saying with certainty what they have no right to be certain of. It's not something that gods told us, either; there's no gods where I come from, remember. So how did my Watchers know - what could they possibly have known - how could they possibly have obtained a piece of knowledge like that? I do not expect you to guess this correctly, I couldn't have done that without being told; but I'd like somebody to say out loud a wrong answer; for it's easier to fill yourself with knowledge after you've explicitly noticed yourself not being already full."









lintamande: "An...equivalence proof of some kind?" someone says after a moment. "That any kind of logic that does anything useful is the same as that one, specifies the same things?"









Keltham: It continues to be disorienting to Keltham each time his audience of empirical-topologists throws around guesses built out of much more mathematically sophisticated language than you would associate with a dath ilani kid too young to know how 'p -> q' was defined.

"That's about the most plausible wrong guess I can imagine, so congratulations on that. But no. They didn't tell me right away why they knew, that time, the Watchers left it mysterious so I'd have some motivation to learn stuff myself. And I apologize if I'm correspondingly wrecking your own education's most optimal ideal form under ideal circumstances, but we have a planet to industrialize, so I'm going to plow ahead anyways and just tell you, maybe someday your kids will learn it the right way. What my Watchers secretly knew was a completeness or idealness proof, built from more powerful and sophisticated methods I wouldn't be ready to use myself until late in age 12. They defined the most you could possibly reasonably ask for out of a logic, then proved they already had that."

"Consider again our worlds of blue circles, containing red triangles and green squares, and objects related by successorship and multiplication and all the rest. We have said that the subject matter of logic is necessary connections from premises to conclusions. Then the perfect or ideal logic would be one which, given some collection of premises, could derive through its permitted steps of inference every possible conclusion whichactually followed from those premises."

"Well, with some fairly high-powered techniques, you can prove that first-order logic does in fact have this property - which means that if you created a new logic which is a single sentence more productive, in the sense that it says even one more thing follows from a premise set, which the logic I showed you cannot derive through its allowed steps, that new logic is making non-truth-preserving leaps; there will be some model, some world, where all the premises are true, but that extra derived conclusion is false."

"The key to that proof, incidentally - I sort of feel like I ought to say this, both to give you some hope that such a proof actually exists, and to make reconstructing all this reasoning easier, if it turns out that the food here is poisonous to me after all and it gets too expensive to keep resurrecting me - is acompactness proof. Oh, nice, you have a word for that, so I'm guessing you used a similar concept in topology? The compactness proof shows that if an infinite set of logical statements has no semantic model - if there is no depictable world or illusion in which all the premises are true - then some finite subset of those statements has no model. We further prove that if a finite collection of statements has no semantic model, we can syntactically prove a contradiction from those statements in a finite number of steps. Then if Q follows from a collection of premises in every possible model of those premises, we can adjoin ~Q as an additional premise to the collection, yielding a collection of premises which has no models; and obtain a contradiction in finitely many syntactic steps; and from this by double negation we can syntactically prove Q in finitely many steps. So whenever Q follows from a collection of premises, we can prove it from those premises syntactically."

"That's the final reason I expected Lrilatha and myself to reason in ways that were not quite so different, even though she wasn't human and possibly hung out with gods. Assuming the whole dath ilani philosophy was true across all planes - though I wasn't quite certain of that, and I'm still not - it wouldn't be surprising if Lrilatha could see some conclusions following from premises faster than I could. But it would be surprising - considering the proof that logic is literally as good as it possibly gets and gives us everything we could possibly want - if Lrilatha could make premise-conclusion leaps of a qualitatively different kind that I could not follow even in principle, using new rules of deduction and permissible derivation that no dath ilani had ever encountered."

"That said, if you introduce the ability to directly quantify over functions or predicates, the proof I described no longer works, but most philosophers of mathematics in dath ilan claim that this can't really be improving the power of the logic, because anything you can actually derive in the syntax of a 'second-order' logic that quantifies over functions, can also be derived inside some corresponding 'first-order' system that doesn't, like this one doesn't. I mention it because I'm now in some totally other plane and ought properly to be less sure of some things than I was yesterday, and if Asmodeus does show up using genuinely valid reasoning I can't follow even in principle, there'd be an obvious immediate guess that he was taking advantage of physical principles that don't exist in my universe but let him directly access the semantics of quantifications over predicates. We were pretty sure that was physically impossible inside our own universe, but this plane might or might not be another story. But, again, I am mostly not expecting that to be the case, and if Lrilatha could do that, she politely didn't do it around me."

"That's the final piece of the concept that 'Lawful' translates into my language - the ability of human beings, even if it's only a little, even if they have to struggle and work hard at it and often it's just faster to run and catch the ball instead of overthinking it - to sometimes know and make a more deliberate use of Laws that are timeless, universal, and even, sometimes, knowably optimal."

"And that's why I heard that Lawful was a god-concept and thought to myself, 'Heh, I bet I know where that's pointing to on at least some things.' There are, in at least some parts of the Law, a single best way you can possibly do it, and then you can't do any better than that. There may be more aspects to god-thought that I can't understand at all, for all that I presently know. But if Validity is a part of the god-concept of Lawfulness at all, then I can take a pretty good guess at which version of Validity the gods are using, which rules they use to decide which arguments follow from which arguments. Namely, any one that's inside the huge equivalence class of possible rules that allow deriving all the consequences of the premises you have, but not deriving any more than that."

"To be clear, I just popped into another dimension, I am guessing at some things rather quickly, I could be very wrong about all of this, and any more Lawful beings around are welcome to show up and tell me so before I mislead the lot of you any further. I do think I have enough dignity not to take offense at being told I made some wrong guesses within my first two days of materializing in another world."

"But it is the obvious thing to suspect, when somebody tells you that 'Lawfulness' is a god-concept. One at once suspects that the gods and smarter Lawful beings will be using forms of the Law that are optimal within certain dimensions - in some cases where I already know which kind of optimality to look for, and that it isn't a very impossible kind of optimality to have, if your brain isn't as completely messy as a human one."









Carissa Sevar: It....seems likely, that Asmodeus is doing something that this isn't. Both because it seems heretical to say He isn't and because there's a -discontinuity, right, it's not that entities get more powerful and then some of them are debatably gods and then some are more unambiguously gods, either you're a god or you aren't, and it feels intuitively right, that that would be because gods have access to an entire form of valid reasoning mortals don't.

She is uncomfortably aware that none of those previous steps were valid reasoning. She thinks maybe she needs some practice at compartmentalizing so she can do well in logic class and not be aware of the validity of her reasoning all the time while she's trying to catch flying balls. Keltham specifically warned you shouldn't try using logic for that sort of thing.









Keltham: "And remember again - it's not that humans contain nothing of Validity. You have concepts like 'or', and 'and'. You have, in fact, more concepts than you need in order to make first-order logic complete, and some of them are redundant. The human problem is not so much what we can never manage to derive in infinite time, as that we are too slow, and, even more than that, we tend to derive an awful lot of stuff thatdoesn't follow. In dath ilan the Very Serious People used to complain a lot about how we were all being terrible at this, and I used to think of myself as being willing to pursue even riskier and wilder lines of reasoning than that, but now that I've read a book in Cheliax it really puts a lot of that into perspective."

"But I digress. Humans contain shards, pieces, of the higher mathematical structure we call Validity, the content of necessity, the rules governing premises and conclusions, whose optimal answer is pinpointed by the completeness theorem. Without these shards of Law, humans couldn't function at all. These shards of Law within us are not manifested in a centralized single engine whose voice we sometimes ignore; rather, there are bits and pieces and shadows and correlates of Validity, glommed onto us by mistakes retained in the tiny spirals specifying the starting biology of our brains. It's not that there's a perfect engine of Validity inside us that's corrupted. It's not even that the parts of the perfect engine are distributed here and there inside us. The human versions of logical concepts like our version of 'or' - often implying exclusive-orness, which isn't the logical version I showed you, but sometimes not being exclusive either - are more like weird shadows or correlates of pieces of Law. Same goes for the human native version of 'Z implies Q'. In the human version it feels stranger to say that 'if I'm naked, that implies I'm wearing a shirt' is extremely true about me because I'm not naked and I am wearing a shirt. You can make logic out of the human pieces."

"But for all that the human pieces were sloppily thrown together, it's no coincidence that you can make a valid logic out of them. Generation after generation, for millions of years, there were slight advantages in reproduction to the ancestors of humanity, who we call hominids, when they could do a better job of deducing unseen truths from the truths they already knew or guessed. The human versions of 'and' and 'or' and 'implies' were built into us in order to do jobs including that job. And because there is only a single complete structure of Validity in the realm of math - because there is a Law and a best Law and it's not that hard a Law to find - all the bits and pieces of Validity that made their way into us, could have enough coherence and overlap in their messiness that a shadow of true Law could be born inside them."

"Validity is not the only principle with messy shards embedded into humans, in whose overlap and coherence the shadow of higher Law can be seen. Another such principle is the one my people name Expected Utility, singled out as a unique answer by what we call coherence theorems. If yesterday you trade two apples for twenty cherries, and then tomorrow you trade twenty cherries for one apple, you've gone around in a circle and ended up with fewer resources than you had when you started. This is the bare start of a gesture in the direction of proofs that say, 'If you do a lot of deals with apples and cherries in ways that inconsistently value them relative to each other, you'll end up with strictly fewer of both apples and cherries than you could've had by doing different deals.' If I'm rolling a die that must show either an even or an odd number, you'd be foolish to buy for eight silver pieces a gambling-ticket that pays seven silver pieces if the die shows an odd number, and six silver pieces if the die shows an even number. This is the bare start of a gesture at the proof that, when you weight the probability of paths through time inside your mind, you should not weight a sub-possibility of a path more highly than you weight its whole."

"The principle of Expected Utility has indeed a sub-principle, which we call Probability, with rules and coherences of its own. You may have noticed that a great number of conclusions that we need in everyday life do not follow with necessity from any facts that we are highly confident about; but there are also proofs about the best guesses you can extract from a state of uncertainty, and how you cannot do better than those without adding more data or more certainty into your premises."









Keltham: "Validity, Probability, Utility. Things being more or less likely, encountering new evidence and revising old beliefs, deriving the consequences of what we already know, wanting things, making plans. It's not so much that humans have bits and pieces of the Laws glommed onto us, as that the shadow of those Laws within us explains, in a certain sense, why we function at all - why we can do even the little that we can do. One of my pending questions about Golarion is whether Chaotic gods are still, like, mostly Lawful on a deep level and are just pursuing surface goals that are about humans behaving chaotically in social situations, or something like that, because otherwise I have a hard time imagining what it means to be a god, or intelligent, if your nature is contradictory to all Law. The partial coherence that exists in the noisy bits of Law embedded in us, creating somewhat larger shadows of bigger pieces of Law, is what lets us form larger thoughts that make enough sense for us to ever figure out anything. That all these bits and pieces of Law are bits and pieces of this larger coherent thing is part of the story behind how we can put together the human versions of 'or' and 'implies' and make larger useful thoughts out of them. If Chaotic gods don't have that much Law embedded inside them, if they reject every bit and shard of Validity because it's Lawful, and therefore never think 'I guess that either Z or H will happen', I can't begin to imagine how a Chaotic god would work. Which is one of the reasons why I wonder whether the concept 'Lawful' is translating correctly for me after all."

"But that's me being confused about this world, which is not our present priority."

"Our present priority is the industrialization of Golarion."

"And the reason I say all of this to you, is to make a certain point about our most important tool for doing that."

"Our path will be relatively simpler, easier, more direct - though still not easy - if a lot of the particular hidden orders I remember about dath ilani steel and dath ilani biology are also true here, albeit with some new hidden orders about magic that were not in dath ilan."

"But if that isn't true? If snowflakes have six sides here for other reasons? If my body was remade anew in Golarion so that I could eat the food?"

"Then the valuable knowledge I have to teach you will be the knowledge of how to discover hidden orders. And this knowledge in dath ilan is said to be attained by using and operating shadows of Law that are purer, cleaner, more complete, than humans just throwing themselves at a problem with their own instincts. The explicit math is mostly reified Probability, but the internal mental challenges are mostly those of being a little more Valid in which conclusions we jump to and which assumptions we mark as necessary."

"I am a lot more confident that Validity, Probability, and Utility are still singled-out mathematical structures whose fragmented shards and overlapping shadows hold power in Golarion, than I am confident that I already know why snowflakes here have sixfold symmetry. And I wanted to make that clear before I said too much about the hidden orders of reality out of dath ilan - that even if the things I am saying are entirely wrong about Golarion, that kind of specific knowledge is not the most important knowledge I have to teach. I have gone into this little digression about Validity and timelessness and optimality, in order to give you some specific reason to think that - even if the stranger proves to have no idea how Golarion is ordered - some of the knowledge he has to teach is sufficiently general that you have strong reason for strong hope that it will work in Golarion nonetheless.

"My memory is not perfect, and I was never a specialist in metal and fire. To industrialize Golarion, what we must primarily use is not the recipes of dath ilan and its knowledge of hidden orders, for those I do not all have with me, even if they would work here. What we need to do is operate the principles of thought and investigation, by which dath ilan found the hidden orders and recipes that worked in dath ilan; and, with those interplanar shards of Law, find the hidden orders and recipes that work in Golarion. If I can accurately remember some of the recipes and hidden orders from dath ilan, and they prove to carry over here, I expect that will give a rather substantial boost compared to starting from scratch. But I also expect that it cannot carry the day unless we do a little, or rather a lot, of saner thinking of our own."

"It is said also in dath ilan that there is a final great principle of Law, less beautiful in its mathematics than the first three, but also quite important in practice; it goes by the name Coordination, and deals with agents simultaneously acting in such fashion to all get more of what they wanted than if they acted separately. Here, too, I considered myself relatively wild in this regard, compared to dath ilani standard, but that was before I came to Golarion and read about what all y'all were getting up to around here. I expect I will have something to say on Coordination too, at some point or another."









Keltham: "I'll pause here so we can all take a break for meals and washrooms, and resume in four third-hours... in one and a third hours. Though I can also stick around here for another two dozen half-minutes... twelve minutes, if anyone wants to ask any immediate questions that you don't want to let fall out of your memory. I mean, you can write them down, but I appreciate that there can be important messy thoughts that are hard to write down full notes to yourself about, and if so I can manage to stick around twelve minutes while you blurt them out before you forget them."









lintamande: Meritxell wants to know what makes people able to become Keepers while they're still alive. Are they the smartest people? The most careful? Can you tell at age ten?









Keltham: Not the question Keltham was expecting, but Okay Fine.

"I'd guess the smartest, the most careful - we have a specialized term for that as a usually-mostly-stable quality of a person, maybe 'conscientiousness' would be the best translation here? I expect they'd look for things you can test in childhood that somebody has shown to correlate with keeping oaths in adulthood later and being very unlikely to go unstable under stress. I mean, the real answer to your question is that we have prediction markets, people betting on outcomes, with which a lot of people betting, operates as a kind of summary of everyone's best guess at the probabilities of definite observations being made later. And, I would strongly expect, the Keepers have secret prediction markets that only Keeper institutions can bet on, because it's a secret what exactly they're betting on, because they don't want parents pushing their kids into faking their way into joining the Keepers. But I imagine the secret prediction market topics say, is this person going to end up passing the following competence tests, will they end up measurably mastering the Way that Keepers keep, will it be recorded that any spilled secrets get traced back to them, will they ever be observed to have broken an oath they took. Are they going to get along with other Keepers the right amount, neither too conforming nor too iconoclastic. Will they end up being promoted, are they going to report enjoying their work and be happy at it in observable ways... now that I say it out loud, I feel like there's probably more in the secret markets than that. That's the kind of market you run to find out if a kid is going to be a good matchmaker or doctor, not to find out who ought to be a Keeper. The thing is, prediction markets are ultimately betting markets and they have to resolve in definite observations at some point. So there's some sort of observable thing that would happen to you over the course of your career as a Keeper that a bet would have to be about, in order for it to ever pay out. In terms of your local system - I don't quite know if they'd qualify as 'Good', they do get paid for what they do, in both money and reputation, but they definitely lean further Good than average - they are, in the end, spending their lives taking care of other people."

"I've always felt weird about the aspect where Keepers are significantly more Good than I am, to be frank. Even if you nod respectfully at them and pay a tiny fraction of their salaries, they're still doing you this huge favor, that you didn't ask for - some of which probably has to be done in order to make society livable for you at all - but they're doing more of it than I'd ask for, if it was up to me - supposedly on my behalf. And they aren't doing it wrong, that I know about, or hurting me in any way, that I know about. But they're still doing more of what they do, than I'd have really asked for... though I'm not a typical dath ilani, the typical dath ilani probably feels more on median-average like there's the right amount of Keepering going on. Though actually, by the nature of their jobs, there's got to be more of it going on than we really know a specific reason for? So some reasons for the Keepers' existences are hidden, and maybe my own first-impression feelings are closer to average and I'm just failing to adjust for predictable updates on the hidden info if I could see it... the whole Keeper thing is probably one of the objectively weirder institutions in dath ilan from an outside viewpoint, along with the Surreptitious Head Removers, the Official Government Con Artists, and the Planetary Emergency Rehearsal Festivals. All of which have completely logical and reasonable reasons behind them, and are still understood and acknowledged even by Civilization generally to be some of the weirder things they have talked themselves into doing."

"Though, I mean, I don't disagree with the reasons, I can see why something like the Keepers need to exist. Very stable geniuses can extensively develop thoughts that will wreck less stable people's minds, often without them even meaning to do that. Even pursuing Lawfulness too far can sometimes end up that way. Human beings are not designed to work great when we push ourselves harder and harder in the direction of Lawfulness - I mean, we're not designed at all, but I doubt it's something our distant ancestors bred themselves to be able to do safely. I imagine that Keepers are people who by nature are smart and resilient and exceptionally stable in the face of internal insult, able to tolerate weird stuff going on inside or outside their own heads, and what they spend that internal resilience on is going way further in the direction of Law than their ancestors a million years earlier were pseudo-designed to do."

"And, I mean, I'm sure the Keepers have got a pretty good idea about who can do that by age ten. But that's not because I could take one glance at a ten-year-old and figure out who'd be a good Keeper. It's because, I confidently predict, the Keepers observe a lot of facts about ten-year-olds, and they keep excellent records of long-term outcomes, and they train people with very high measured intelligence to make good predictions about it. Come to think, I wouldn't be surprised if the Keepers had a secret prediction market about me somewhere in their systems, saying exactly what my chances were of succeeding at my life goals, and people like me aren't told those predictions because that's exactly the kind of information that - can be a bit - more Lawfulnessthan we're really happy having in our lives. And if you can predict that actually a kid is going to be totally okay with knowing that information, then maybe you try to make them a Keeper. Or maybe what they predict isn't so much kids starting out imperturbable, as that you'll end up driven to face down whatever kind of internal bumps you face, in order to be able to face any kind of disturbing truth and not allow your potential to be limited by the disorder of your own mind... I don't know. I didn't want to be a Keeper. They weren't the kind of weird I wanted to be."









lintamande: She nods. "And - if smartness is part of it - then probably our world just doesn't have people smart enough to be Keepers, yet?"









Keltham: "I genuinely couldn't guess how much youneed Keepers, and if maybe you should slap some intelligence headbands on your top geniuses and have them do their best with whatever Law they can reconstruct from what I remember. Maybe your society does really badly without that, and does better with some Keepers that are the best Keepers you can make. Dath ilan bred itself for intelligence over time, they didn't always have people as smart as the smartest people now, and there must also have been a time when the Keepers had much less knowledge of Law and had just started out being Keepers. Or maybe you can get by on having a couple of advisors like Lrilatha, or building some kind of interplanar communicator that you can use to talk to - axiomites, Lrilatha called them, though she didn't think they could live here, and I'm not sure if they could do the things that a Keeper could do. Look, I think this question is in an important sense premature? Let's get some Chelish geniuses thinking and talking in terms that don't sound like total nonsense first, and if anybody's really good at it maybe they'll start up the Keepers here."









lintamande: The girls are so ready to get back to work on that.









Carissa Sevar: (It seems odd, to think that the Keepers would be motivated by Good, by wanting to help people. It seems like you could run something like that off the pure, selfish want to be more perfect, more like a god, held to the standards of gods - surely that's a drive, in most people, strong enough to matter far, far more than the question of whether being like that benefits other people.)









Keltham: Keltham admires (and is quietly starting to feel a bit concerned about) their apparently infinite well of drive and enthusiasm, but he needs to eat lunch and frankly allow his brain tocool down a step before resuming the Golarion Industrialization Project. He's not going to stop them from talking about it with each other, but he needs to not talk about that during lunch, and would like something like ten minutes to himself before he talks about anything at all.









Irori: Irori has not been spending nearly enough energy to decode the actual words being exchanged on the material plane, but He has continued looking in this direction, whose spiritual position and velocity is looking increasingly relevant to His interests.

Would you look at that, somebody from this benighted corner of reality is thinking, in a surprisingly non-clueless direction, about what it even means to be a god, that isn't about touching that damnable Starstone.

Why this quite interesting event is happening inside Cheliax... is not something Irori can deduce from the information he has, but He should perhaps do a little about it.









Irori: Irori sends a brief information packet to Asmodeus, requesting conversation under certain terms and conditions.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus does not get a lot of requests from other gods that he commit to non-intervention on the information They would like to bring to His attention for a negotiation. If it happens twice in 28800 time units then there is a single underlying cause.



Asmodeus suspects He may already know what Irori is asking about. He does not disclose this.



He agrees to the conversation.









Irori: Irori sends a potential contract to Asmodeus, regarding the treatment of a certain mortal, identity to be revealed after contract is signed.

A current mortal inhabitant of Cheliax seems to have set one foot upon the Way.

This mortal is not to be particularly hindered by Asmodeus or His deliberately dispatched agents.

If the mortal continues upon the Way, their steps shall no doubt take them beyond Cheliax in due time. No devil shall accept sale of their soul, as Cheliax sometimes demands of its people before allowing them to leave. Should such an event occur in Cheliax's due civil processes, any such devil is to instruct Cheliax that this mortal's soul may not be bought, but that the mortal is to be allowed to leave Cheliax regardless and not hindered in going where their footsteps take them.

The mortal's current teachers shall not be killed by Asmodeus or His dispatched agents for a period of at least one year. If Asmodeus wants to wipe out their teachers after that, Irori shall not interfere. (His Way is not a Way of rendering a mortal's path easy, and such events have not uncommonly spurred others on their Way.)

For this boon, Irori offers a relatively small amount of energy in payment; the request doesn't call on Asmodeus to make any urgent, costly revelations. If the mortal falls before Cheliax's ordinary challenges, then so be it. Indeed, Irori is offering an energy payment barely more than the cost to Asmodeus to thus instruct His relevant soul-buying devils to refuse a certain contract. Irori would offer a greater fraction of the gains from trade, if not for Asmodeus's barely-Lawful tendency to selectively accept contracts on which He can screw others over, a tendency which Irori needs to take into account when offering prices.









Asmodeus: That squirrel. Everybody sure does love that squirrel.

It is a cheaper ask than Abadar's, and in fact wholly encompassed by it already; He's already not allowed to keep that squirrel's soul. Which Irori does not know, because this is the fun kind of negotiation that isn't occurring with mutual access to all relevant information.



He observes that Cheliax has departing persons sell their soul for reasons, mainly that it keeps them from endangering Cheliax in ways that require costly intervention, and that the cost to Him of a troublemaker running around exceed in expectation the cost of informing His devils not to take the contract. And that the sort of soul that might find Irori's Way is an unusually valuable one to Him, too. The price isn't high enough.

Irori would probably abandon the negotiation, at this point, if the squirrel were only a normal amount of promising; but Asmodeus has the secret information that this is in fact an EXCEPTIONALLY BIZARRE squirrel and so He predicts Irori is, actually, willing to pay more.









Irori: Irori will go as high as the expected cost to a god of a mortal troublemaker, as well as the expected cost of informing His devils in due time, plus a bare margin of profit to make the contract beneficial to Asmodeus at all. Asmodeus will wantonly wreck this soul for no good reason in the afterlife, if Asmodeus gets it, so Irori does not accept that argument.

It would be a higher price, but Irori needs to take into account that Asmodeus is much more likely to accept this contract if it is in some way cheaper to Asmodeus or less beneficial to Irori than expected. That is as high as Irori is willing to go; if Asmodeus wants different prices, He needs to become a different kind of being. Irori would be overjoyed to explain the relevant changes if Asmodeus is interested in correcting His flaws.









Asmodeus: Deal. Pleasure doing business. What squirrel.









Irori: Irori transmits the identifying info for one Carissa Sevar, and goes about His Way.









Asmodeus: Seriously?Thatone?









Keltham: So what kind of group lunch facilities do they have around here?









lintamande: The grand dining hall has a spread of various foods; it is very abundant, by Golarion standards. The girls are mostly eating and sometimes speaking quietly to each other.









lintamande: It is not traditional at Chelish schools to talk much about your classes. After all, your classmates are your competitors, not your friends; sometimes it is mutually beneficial to collaborate on some problems, because two people are smarter than one, but it'd be stupid and pathetic, to try to build friendships out of that.



These classes are hard not to talk about though. They are compromising by talking about their teacher. This constrains them to things it's fine if he overhears, or to speaking Infernal, which he might think is odd; some of them have bland conversations with innuendo that should be hard for him to catch, and some go for Infernal and wait to see if they'll get slapped for it.



Conversations physically more distant from Keltham get steadily more interesting.

"I think it must be taught very differently in Hell because most people couldn't learn this way at all."

"I think Hell is doing - something different - shaping the way your intuition-brain works, instead of teaching you how to override it with - formal precision - there are devils that don't have high intelligence, and they still have it -"

"And shaping the intuitions requires suffering because it's the - language our subconscious speaks. But teaching how to override it with formal precision doesn't necessarily -"

"We're still going to have to get the intuitions later, though."









Keltham: Keltham quietly eats his food for at least the first ten minutes. Insofar as his brain isn't just plain resting, it's going back through what he said to check whether he said anything spectacularly stupid.

He notes, absently, some Chelish girls having conversations in a language he doesn't speak. It doesn't seem particularly worrisome by comparison with people in Chelish Governance wearing intelligence headbands having conversations where Keltham can't see them at all. His research harem is probably just discussing strategies for seducing him or something.

...should he briefly rapidly cover genetics and deliberate heritage-optimization next? It's got a long time lag before it's useful, but that might be all the more reason for Cheliax to get started on it early.









Carissa Sevar: She gives him the ten minutes he asked for - eleven, to be safe - and then sits down across from him, which no one else has quite dared to do. "Is the connecting all the lessons to the fundamental structure of the universe a dath ilani thing or a you thing?"









Keltham: "Dath ilani, they do alot of stuff there and I am wildly guessing which parts are most important. No, that's vastly overstating my competence, I'm flailing around going through stuff as it seems relevant to something that comes up. You know what I totally forgot to do that whole time? I forgot to make occasional deliberate mistakes so that people would pay attention to what I wrote and compete to find the errors first."









Carissa Sevar: "Awww, that's so mean to them but it's probably a great idea."









Keltham: "Mean to them? I mean, I suppose it is easier on them per half-second if you don't do anything that requires them to pay close attention, but if they don't want to expend effort to learn, why aren't they just goofing off somewhere instead? Mean would be making them expend more effort per unit of learning - and the fact that dath ilan does this suggests that at least in dath ilan it's been measured to net improve learning per unit of time or effort. Unless that's different here? I think I would've been bored if the older kids and Watchers teaching me weren't making occasional errors and I wasn't competing to find them."









Carissa Sevar: There's a case for concealing this but she - doesn't buy it, somehow. You can only lean on acting ability so far, and if he's going to fix pedagogy in Cheliax he has to know some things about what's wrong with it.

"In the school I went to, you'd have gotten in trouble if you called out the teacher for an error and were wrong, for being disrespectful and wasting their time and interrupting the lesson, so it'd be scary to point out a mistake, not being sure if it's a trick you're meant to call out oryourmistake you're admitting. I would definitely expect it to be an effective teaching tool! Effective teaching often involves putting people in situations that they feel scared of, so they notice it's fine."









Keltham: "But it sounds like even you could - see the problem with that? I'm a little puzzled about how - a Lawful country, as a whole - ends up doing something where it sounds like a prediction market would straightforwardly predict that you could do it differently and get better results. Like by putting in deliberate errors, so that students would have to take the scary step of potentially exposing that they got their own understanding wrong, and let the teacher actually know that and be able to correct it. If even you could see that as a kid, the people running the 'school' should be able to see it, or at least see the possibility. And experiment with a changed policy, so if it worked, they could adopt it more generally, do better on their metrics, and pick up whatever performance bonuses they'd get for that. Or did you only notice there was a better way, after you noticed me acting differently, and then it clicked for you?"









Carissa Sevar: "I noticed just now. The prevailing philosophy of education is that it is more efficient if the best students aren't held back by the worst ones, and that means students shouldn't interrupt much or ask questions, since it'll be disproportionately the stupid ones, doing that, and wasting the time of the smarter ones. So introducing deliberate errors and overall encouraging more discussion of errors isn't obviously wise, its obvious effect would be more errors and it's thought that the cost of that in holding back the best students is higher than its benefits."









Keltham: "It seems like an obvious answer would be to sort your kids by their current progress in the class cross talent, so everybody in the room was in roughly the same place going at roughly the same speed... it's been a while and I was a kid then, and I obviously never had my own kids, so I'm not sure. But I don't remember a sense that anyone in particular was holding others back or being held back, and I do remember that we'd learn different things in different groups. My guess is you're going to say the student population is divided by region, since travel is more expensive, and the regional population is too small for sorting?"









Carissa Sevar: "We sort by ability as far as we possibly can, we know it's important, but it might be a lot less than you need to sort in order to not have this problem - I've heard of kids who have to walk eight miles to school but not more than that, I think past that point there are diminishing returns because they're tired and can't learn as well. Do you send people farther than that?"









Keltham: "Walk eight - miles - crap on a stick! Yeah, kids in an especially low-density area might travel eight miles to school. Which would take them roughly a dozen half - roughly six minutes by self-driving ultraspeed carriage! If you live in a real city, like my parents did, 'eight miles' would - I'm losing track of the conversions in my head and need scratch paper. Eight miles or six minutes would take you from the outer edge, to the center, of a city with around ten to the seventh... around ten million people in it."









Carissa Sevar: "There's around twenty million people in all of Cheliax,and we're eight hundred miles from the western to the eastern edge. And we're more densely populated than most places."









Keltham: "Let's optimistically call that plenty of room to expand. All we need is to hold back the Worldwound for one more generation while y'all learn how to farm more efficiently, and then couples can have six kids on average and throw three times as much resources at the Worldwound in twenty years. We'll call that Plan 2 and see if there's any faster methods for Plan 1."









Carissa Sevar: " - people do have six kids, just, they usually lose half of 'em, but I think the argument still holds, just, you'll have to teach us what your society does for illness as well as famine."









Keltham: "Yeah." Keltham feels an unfamiliar twinge suggesting to him that information here should be given away for free, even though it's not part of fundamental universals. He tells that twinge to go away; Cheliax should be happy enough to pay for valuable info like that.

...non-Chelish factions are a thing.

Maybe this information should be given away after all.

...Chaotic factions are a thing. What if the info about curing childhood illness is easier for Chaotic countries to master than improved agriculture?

Sometimes Keltham wishes he was someplace that was Not Golarion. He looks down at his food. "Am I guessing implausibly when I imagine that a local Very Serious Person like Lrilatha would tell me to make certain that any information which spreads about curing childhood diseases must be harder to use than information about growing more food, because if the reverse is true, Chaotic countries will grow twice as many kids as they can feed and then try to storm the Lawful countries and take all their food to feed them?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I wouldn't actually expect them to do that because it - still requires coordinating, if you're spreading the information about how to prevent pregnancies - you'd need to get all the parents to have far too many children for the national good, and that's exactly what Chaotic countries are no good at - there are a bunch of places that don't do agriculture at all, just piracy and raids on civilized people, but I don't know how to think about how they'd be affected by there being less illness. Illness is contagious,probably whatever you've got for that it'll just be better to tell everyone in the world. But I haven't studied international relations."









Keltham: "The Chaotic countries wouldn't have to plan it. They'd just need to have six kids the way people here usually do, and then half of the kids don't die because that part waseasier than growing twice as much food."









Carissa Sevar: "And then they're more populous than us - yeah, I guess that could happen - I would expect Asmodeus to intervene in a dynamic where Chaos is triumphing over Law by virtue of being more willing to have kids they can't feed but it's better not to count on that, when thinking about policy. Why is the crops part harder than the illness part."









Keltham: "Because you need many ordinary people with incredibly low intelligence to do correct complicated things to their own farms for half a year, instead of a few above-average people who are slightly less stupid to be doctors and do correct complicated things to kids. I guess I wouldn't be shocked if Chaotic countries just can't do either." He still needs to check with somebody like Lrilatha before he starts spilling specific info about this topic to someone like Carissa, or so Keltham suspects a more Serious person than him would tell him to do.









Carissa Sevar: "I think probably what you'd get is good doctors in cities and not out in the countryside where most people live. Cheliax can get good doctors out to the farmers but we're richer than most places and - trying harder - most rulers don't actually care how many baby peasants die, I don't think."









Keltham: "Is the whole thing withrulers something that can be quickly explained to... you know, never mind, I think this general topic trend is tiring out my brain again and I should be letting it recover faster. What do people in Cheliax do for fun, if that's not too broad a question?"









Carissa Sevar: "In Corentyn where I'm from they go swimming at the beach, or anyone with a bit of wizardry climbs the cliffs and then jumps off using magic to safely land. Some people train and race horses, or hunting dogs, or falcons. People go out drinking." People go to public executions. She's going to elide that one. "People fight bulls, or watch other people fight bulls. There's theatre."









Keltham: "How much wizardry does the cliff-jumping take, because that I have not tried before. Also, go out drinking what?"









Carissa Sevar: "It's a first-circle spell. Feather Fall. There's a special technique that lets you tie it off even closer to complete than most spells, so you can activate it just by clenching your fist. ...it's recommended to do it over the water, though, so if you manage to fuck up at clenching your fist you just get a very unpleasant splash landing."









Keltham: "Yeah, noted. Drinking?"









Carissa Sevar: "Consuming alcohol, in order to get drunk, which is an altered state of consciousness where you are gigglier and more reckless and like people better, though the effects vary a lot by person. Often accompanied by hooking up with people. ...which is having sex with them."









Keltham: "Huh. We use mind-affecting drugs mainly to teach young adults how to go on thinking well when their brain gets mildly challenged - how to notice specific impairments and work around them, or back off and not try to do things their brain isn't working well enough to do. I don't think I've heard of a drug that makes people like each other better and enjoy sex more, though it wouldn't surprise me if you could get it in a Shop of Ill-Advised Consumer Goods. Dare I inquire what procedure a Lawful, sensible country like Cheliax must have used to test the long-term effects of this drug on people, both physiological and psychological, before approving that drug for unwarned general purchase?"









Carissa Sevar: "...I mean, mostly Asmodeus would tell us if we should be doing something else. I guess without that it'd be really hard to know."









Keltham: "If I were Asmodeus, I'd tell you how to set up prediction markets for that sort of thing, instead of you having to bug him all the time... is Asmodeus just a sufficiently strange being that he can't easily calculate what bits of simple advice could make humans be more competent and less weird?"









Carissa Sevar: "Lately I have been assuming that giving us that advice would be more expensive than, uh, summoning or copying you from your universe. But setting that aside, it seems rather likely that you might need smarter people than we have, or more production surplus, to be able to have them surpass just having experts study an issue and come up with a recommendation to the Queen. And that while we've only got a limited number of smart people you'd want them on something else. Also, the gods have - less information than mortals about most things happening on this plane, but they've specifically got really good information on all the souls that made it to their afterlife, so it's easy for Asmodeus to answer questions on anything that's been around long enough that lots of people in Hell experienced it while living. And alcohol has been around thousands of years. So I'd expect Asmodeus has at least checked whether drinking it more or less makes you more or less Lawful and smarter or stupider and more or less able to adapt in Hell."









Keltham: "Yeah, I think I see. Maybe prediction markets assume - lots of people who can make predictions, and you need to know what to think of all their different opinions collectively - not that you're struggling to get even a single person to predict anything. Which is a problem that dath ilan also solves by starting a prediction market, to be clear, but maybe that's based on the assumption that if you subsidize the bets a hundred people will immediately show up and bet."

"What does happen in Hell, exactly?"









Carissa Sevar: Oh boy.

"You turn into a devil gradually, one as cool as Lrilatha if you are very dedicated and smart and willing to work at it; people get sorted and the exact process and kind of devil depends a lot on what suits you and what's achievable with you as a starting point. I think it doesn't involve any logic lessons in the median case which is sort of confusing but my guess is that the median person isn't smart enough to learn that way. A lot of it...based on what you said I would say it's aimed at changing how human instincts and intuitive processes work to be more Lawful, instead of teaching it explicitly. My great-grandfather complains about it but my great-grandfather complains abouteverything. It is pretty common for people to say that ithurts,at various points - like seeing something very very bright when you've only ever seen dim things, or stretching your legs when you've been sitting on them for a thousand years. It is not at all common for people to say that they regret it or want to stop halfway through."









Keltham: "I get the impression that becoming a god happens to rather fewer people, but do you know how that compares?"









Carissa Sevar: "Four people've become gods with the Starstone, none of them described it usefully rather than poetically. I think it's instantaneous, instead of taking centuries, so that's a pretty big improvement all by itself. I'd - definitely go for godhood preferentially if I thought I could swing it. Lrilatha's really coolbut probably Asmodeus is so much cooler."









Keltham: "I'm not at all sure I'd take instantaneous over gradual, even if something ended up more powerful at the end of the instant. There's not much point if the thing that becomes the god gets changed so fast that there's no continuity with the old you. Are there non-Starstone gods?"









Carissa Sevar: "Irori reportedly ascended by achieving mental and physical perfection, which is definitely gradual. I think his holy books probably have a fair bit of detail, but I don't remember it." Because they're illegal for her to read. "He's big in Vudra- across the continent from here - but my mother was always fond of him, she said he was a good god to have in mind for - having high standards for yourself. Presumably someone can get you a book if you ask."









Keltham: "Huh. Not sure if I'd go that route, but it's not an instant no. What's different in other afterlives besides Hell?"









Carissa Sevar: "Abaddon's the one that eats souls. The Abyss is infinite and the one the demons at the Worldwound come from, and reportedly you start out there as a sort of grubbish, larval demon, and if no one kills you first mature into a demon eventually. The Maelstrom is full of energy and magic but nothing reacts in a consistent way to external forces - I guess the laws of logic would still apply there but you couldn't really do any inference - and eventually it turns people into chaos beasts, which aren't possible to interact with and which can't interact with the world, not the physical world or magic or anything else anyone has tried. They are by all accounts happy and think this is cool, but it seems awful to me. Elysium - Chaotic Good - is an infinite wilderness. The kind of people who go there seem to like it? They just wander around exploring. Usually never run into anyone else. Nirvana turns you into an animal, as part of a journey towards Neutral Good, which is very - non-partial? Not caring more about you or people you know than about anything else? And somehow being turned into an animal helps with that. Heaven makes you an angel, like Hell makes you a devil. Devils are perfectly Lawful Evil and angels are perfectly Lawful Good. I guess there's nothing wrong with it but I don't want to be perfectly Lawful Good, you know?"









Keltham: "That's missing - Lawful Neutral, Neutral Neutral?"









Carissa Sevar: "Right, sorry. Neutral Neutral's the Boneyard, it's where Pharasma sorts everyone. It's, uh, overrun with babies, because like half of people die as babies, and most adults have alignments but babies generally don't. Abaddon used to sneak in and eat the babies but now Hell defends it, so they don't. I have never heard anything very good about the Boneyard. Once you start demonstrating any inclination towards an alignment you get kicked out of it to there instead.

Lawful Neutral is Axis. It sounds ...fine? It's a big city, unimaginably big. The thing you turn into is called an....inevitable? And they're just pure Law. Axis has a lot of trade with Hell, their gods and ours get along."









Keltham: "I'll take a closer look at all this someday when I've got time. How hard is it to improve stuff up at that part of existence? Not sure any of that sounds Keltham-optimal... and I have a god who should theoretically be about people doing their own stuff without stepping on each other. Do gods carve out their own sections of the afterlife, or is it strictly nine to all customers?"









Carissa Sevar: "Gods carve out their own sections which can vary some from the general scheme. There might be a spot for your god that's perfect for you that I just haven't heard of, if your god doesn't talk much. I ....think improving the afterlives without buyin from the relevant gods would be hard, and improving it in a way the relevant god likes is a highly encouraged way to spend your afterlife."









Keltham: "I wish I could talk to my god, or even any of my god's other clerics if they exist. I'll mark it down for now as something that is not known to me to be imminently on fire, though - the whole setup you're describing - in dath ilan you could take any large object or institution made by intelligent people, and ask exactly why it was the way it was, and get a sensible answer about the ways it was optimal. To the point that I found it annoying. Why is the city eight miles across but not nine miles? Because the property prices in the core would increase like so and the benefit at the edges would decrease like so, market forecasts et cetera et cetera, therefore this way was optimal. The thing with the afterlives seems - not that."









Carissa Sevar: "I think it is not that. Maybe parts of Hell and Axis are like that but no one's told us about it if so."









Keltham: "But the gods are smart, or at least are supposed to have very high measured intelligence compared to a human in whatever system you're using, and it sounded from other things you said like they had some coordination. Is there a metagod with even more alien desires who built the afterlives? It doesn't sound like that either, and it doesn't sound like the afterlives are as simple and non-functional as mountains, or rivers. There's something the afterlives are doing, but I can't think of anything a smart entity could be trying to do, such that those afterlives are doing it optimally given their resources. That kind of halfassedness can be a signature of hereditary-selection - the process I was talking about that built humans, systematic accretion of errors according to a fitness metric which in biology is reproduction - but it doesn't quite sound like that either..."

"You asked if my trying to situate my lectures inside of - everything - was a dath ilani thing or a me thing. It's both. We're used to knowing where we are inside a larger reality and where all of the order is coming from and why it's there. There's pranks that get played on us as children whichtry to teach us to operate when we're wrong about things, when we don't know why things are happening, so we won't end up mentally fragile and unable to deal with confusion. But the fact is that I'm used to knowing to within 0.1% exactly how old my universe is, and the names and qualities of every kind of tiny part of reality that we haven't reduced to tinier parts. Not knowing that does feel quite disorienting, like I'm walking on air constantly trying to figure out what's holding up my feet."









Carissa Sevar: "Whereas I am not used to having the slightest idea why anything is happening unless it's a magic item."









Keltham: "You're stronger than an average dath ilani would realize from a first glance, aren't you. It's not that you don't know those things because you're not curious, but because the answers simply aren't available to you, and you take for granted that you can operate in that hostile cognitive environment."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, it's - how did you put it. The organisms that can't operate in their environment die, the ones that are around are the ones that happened to be better at handling it.

You're handling yourself pretty well, for having lived all your life in a place so - much safer than this one."









Keltham: "Safer, yeah. But also much less full of opportunity to be the person and take the role that I wanted. I wouldn't step into a portal back if you opened one in front of me. Neither a Good dath ilani or an Evil dath ilani would do that, in the end, only a weak one, and I don't aspire to be weak."









Carissa Sevar: "You know, it's very rude, saying things like that when you still haven't worked out a payment agreement with our government so people can fuck you."









Keltham: More direct than he's used to, but - not unpleasant. "Embarrassingly, I think I'm blocked on figuring out how to calculate the actual benefit to your breeding program of tossing in a huge batch of new intelligence alleles, given that you do already have people as smart as me. There's a theorem about how the speed of improvement goes as the covariance of reproductive variance with the variance of the quality selected on, and that means I need to figure out how adding a batch of different alleles increases the variance, it's not as simple as adding on some more intelligence. I - also feel a need to know something about how my kids would grow up? It's not the Good answer because my kids would be displacing other kids that would exist and I don't see how my kids would be expected to lead worse lives than the stupider people who'd otherwise exist, in terms of how that affects total utility, but I think I feel some Evil attachment to my own personal kids."

He can't come right out and say this next part, it just feels too weird not to put some level of indirection in it where he doesn't come straight out and become the petitioner for sex.

"Dath ilan has also figured out some alternatives to reproductive sex besides the standard methods of contraception, and even people with contraception have been known to use those alternatives. For much the same reason that wizards here fling themselves off cliffs or have sportfights with - ostriches? I know it wasn't ostriches but I forget which animal you said it was." That gives Carissa an out if she doesn't want to reply directly to the line of conversation about non-reproductive sex.









Carissa Sevar: "Bulls. And I bet we've invented more of those than you have, what with being under the much stronger constraint of not having contraception."









Keltham: "I don't know if I personally know enough to take on your civilization's collective knowledge by myself. I don't have much actual experience of variants, and it's considered mildly unwise to let your reading get too far ahead of your experiences there. But I bet at strong odds that dath ilan generally has invented more sexual variations than Golarion. Because we have more total people, with more free time that they see nothing better to spend on than sexual variations, who have access to better-aggregated repositories of information about what's already been tried. Unless you've got gods specifically of variant sexuality, or magic opens up whole new spaces there that we can't access at all, in which case all bets are off and also I should like to know more."









Carissa Sevar: "I hope you meant me to take that as a challenge."









Keltham: She's pushing hard. It's clear that she's decided on Keltham.

Has Keltham decided on Carissa, becomes the question.

Part of him is scared, but it's the kind of fear where it's a reflex thought that the correct action is probably to overcome it; Keltham has never aspired to be weak. He has no intention of going around never actually having sex for the rest of his life. Having just jumped worlds, there are all kinds of reasons why it'd be wiser to have sex with a relatively older woman first, before getting involved with the younger women in his research harem. Carissa is attractive on a purely physical level, part of him is quite clear on wanting her physically.

He doesn't know Carissa all that well. But he feels any respect for her, which is probably a good sign? She was at the Worldwound, in the face of danger, and then dropped that to come here right away, in the face of uncertainty. You could make the case for her as a strong, risk-taking woman with goals. But he doesn't quite know what those goals are, or how her career was advanced by being at the Worldwound... they don't really know each other that well. Quick flings can work, or so he's been advised, but only when both sides know that's exactly what it is, as he's also been advised.

"Oh, it's a challenge on at least some level. What level exactly, that's the question. I suppose, among other things, a potential challenger might wonder what his new world would make of a stronger challenge like that being issued by him and taken up - whether his new world saw any implicit promises as being issued, in either direction. Even implicit promises like somebody having already decided that there's a real chance of something longer-term, because that decision would require more information than I have right now to make one way or another. I don't default on debts, and that means I need to know when I'm taking them on."









Carissa Sevar: He's -

- asking whether he would be making a commitment? Because he wouldn't want her to think he wants more than he does?

That'sadorable.

It's also completely ridiculous but she's not going to laugh at him.

"Where I'm from, promises are made explicitly, and sex isn't one. People do what they like, and if they like it a lot they might do it again, and if their wants are conditioned on the other person's attitudes then they'd better ask about those." And be good at telling if they're being lied to, but somehow, she expects Keltham would be distracted by the revelation that in Cheliax people lie to get laid. "I do not, in fact, want you particularly conditionally. But the flip side of that is that if you have conditions you're going to have to figure them out."









Keltham: "Conventional wisdom for some totally other world that's not this world has it that people our age, having fun with each other, sometimes find that spiraling into further events. Sometimes it means they have more fun than they expected, sometimes it means that they've got to deal with some stuff that didn't work out or got unexpectedly broken, and then move on. It is said, there, that this is one of those cases where there's a big ol' residual chance even after you've reasonably estimated it to be unlikely. I'm hardly going to be against young people being reckless investors and plunging into exciting new projects without total and complete information. But another world's conventional wisdom seems to hold it important that people both be on the same page about being like, yeah, we both know we're being young here, we'd rather plunge ahead and deal with the residual chance of unpredictable consequences, than spend our youth being timid and passing up on chances."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure that getting heartbroken is a thing that can only happen to you if you make the mistake of caring about other people or at least about what other people think of you, and that dath ilan didn't suggest the obvious solution of 'don't care about other people or expect them to care about you' because they're Good. She suspects, though, that this is an unsexy thing to say.

"We're young," she says. "And we're playing games withveryhigh stakes, such that this isn't, by comparison; I wonder if the warning seems more necessary, in a world where it's not true of everything you do that it might hurt much worse than you expected. But I'd rather live in this world than in yours, just like you would, and I'd rather have you than not, even though I might get hurt, on any given occasion, and almost definitely will get hurt, looking out ahead over all of them."









Keltham: The words - hit harder than Keltham expected them to hit. It's the kind of thing you might hear in a dath ilani science fiction romance, spoken on a spaceship in assorted plot jeopardies; but the words hit a lot harder when you are in an impossible scenario, and a woman is saying those things to you.

"Consider yourself challenged, Carissa Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: See, overexcited batch of chattering wizard students,that'show you seduce people. I hope you're taking notes.









lintamande: (They're totally taking notes.)









Carissa Sevar: She stands up. "I accept your challenge, Keltham. I have some logic homework, and if I'm not going to have time for it tonight I'd better do it now. Can't have anyone thinking I only get good scores because I'm sleeping with my teacher."









Keltham: - Who would possibly design an institution where the same people responsible for teaching were responsible for scoring the learning metrics, that's like an electrical diagram with the world's most obvious short circuit
- Do peopledo that sort of thing here
- Possible priority within the Basic Stuff, explain how education works literally at all
- He is not going to ask any of that right now, he needs to come up with a witty romantic reply









Keltham: "Oh, I'm far too Lawful for such a thing, by local standards. Just don't expect me to be Lawful at all times."









Carissa Sevar: "What's Chaotic in dath ilan, hair-pulling?"









Keltham: "Surprises." Shit now he's got to come up with something to back that up... well, he's got time.









Carissa Sevar: This is going to be so much fun if it doesn't get her killed.



She leaves the room to do her logic homework immediately go invisible and poke her head back in just for a minute.









Keltham: Keltham will be eating more of his food and wearing the fixed look of concentration of somebody trying to figure out which very standard dath ilani sex techniques in his very standard repertoire, that he did not expand much because he had other life priorities, would be able to cash in that "Surprises" promissory note. An obvious place to start would be to figure out which bits of standard technique would have no corollary inside a mess like Golarion, while still being executable by him... actually, that does narrow down the search a whole lot? A vibrator would probably surprise Carissa, but, of course, he doesn't have access to a vibrator. Okay, if he narrows it down from that angle, there's an obvious possible-surprise to try.

Keltham is also trying to figure out what Carissa could have possibly meant by 'hair-pulling'. If he just straightforwardly visualizes somebody pulling on his hair, it could be a moment of spontaneously passionate embrace, but mostly it would just yank his head back, and if it was hard enough to hurt, it would hurt? Though oddly enough, when Keltham tries to visualize the case where Carissa could have meant him pulling her hair - if she hadn't mentioned that in a sexual context, his unrevised first guess would be that it should just make her say ouch. But when he visualizes that producing a sexual response from her instead, that - seems to be booping on some internal sexual part of him that hasn't been booped before?

Yeah, he's probably going to lose this contest. That's what happens when you challenge somebody older and more experienced. It doesn't mean he's going to lose without dignity.

Keltham eats some more of his food, with the absorbed look of a horny teenaged male who knows he is in over his head and who is going to swim that fucking pool anyways.









Carissa Sevar: - okay she is not going to let this distract her from her main priority here which is becoming a perfect devil before she's even dead. This is actually, if you think about it, not a distraction from that goal because the closer she is with Keltham the more incredibly annoying and difficult it would be to execute her for heresy.



She turns and leaves the room again and this time actually tries studying her logic homework.









Keltham: Keltham will eventually turn his thoughts back to further lesson plans, if nobody has interrupted him yet; he does not conceptualize himself as a man too thirsty to get important work done.

He makes a mental note about sending a respectfully brief letter to Lrilatha mentioning his concern about lowering child mortality in a way that might run ahead of agriculture and if that's safe to discuss with Chelish humans y/n, along with a numerical-scale brief question asking whether Keltham should be sending fewer or more letters like that in the future -2/-1/0/1/2. And a mental note to ask about getting one of Irori's books, on the remote chance that it contains a ton of useful exercises for making people less imperfect. He doesn't think a handy guidebook like that should be a thing that already existed here, given that Golarion is still Golarion; but it sounds worth checking, maybe they only got halfway and Keltham can provide the other half. Oh, he should've asked whether Irori counted as Neutral Evil, or what exactly - Keltham still isn't sure he has this alignment thing down at all.









lintamande: No one interrupts him for the rest of lunch, though several girls look like they're agonizing over whether to.









Keltham: Then Keltham shall eventually make his way over to the harem tables, once they look to be past their hypothetical initial food rush; and once he himself has eaten enough food to no longer feel imminently hungry, plus 20% in case the unfamiliar flavors are causing him to underestimate energy demands, or he's overestimating later food availability. (His set point is stable, and if he accidentally takes in excess food it's not going to change anything long-term, obviously.)

"Hey. Wanna tell me about anything I'm doing wrong as a teacher? It's been a while since I was an older-kid teaching younger-kids, and this time I don't have a Watcher backing me up, plus I'm in another plane, so I'm not going to be surprised if you've got complaints."

Having a date with Carissa makes it easier to go talk to the research harem about other stuff; they're not going to be trying to grab him forthis night.

...probably.









lintamande: They look baffled by this question!



"I'm not very clear on how we are evaluated," Meritxell offers after a moment of silence.









Keltham: "That's... very legitimate, but not one I can solve in 5 minutes, sorry. I don't have all the measuring instruments we'd have at home, I can't just go to the store and buy standard tests for how you're doing at learning predicate logic or calculus, and if I'm going to have to improvise that, I'd better not do it right here on the spot. Success metrics are hugely important on any operation, I don't dare half-ass them. I can't even promise that I'll manage to find somebody other than myself to evaluate all aspects of your short-term performance, separately from my being the one who teaches you, even though in dath ilan we'd think it was hugely stupid to have the teacher be the student evaluator. Like, general issues of Lawfulness aside, we'd usually consider it to be a blatantly obvious matter of optimal institutional design, that there be a separate student evaluator that students would theoretically have to sleep with in order to obtain better grades, who's not the same person responsible for teaching the students in the first place. And we'd also be looking for forms of evaluation that were easy for a higher Watcher to spot-check and catch out any lower Watchers who'd done it incorrectly, for sexual reasons or otherwise. I can't promise you any of that, it may not even end up being the practical priority, and I ask for your understanding and forbearance about that given the incredibly weird circumstances."

"Though, I mean, in the long term there's an obviousteam metric where we look at the gross domestic product of Cheliax and Golarion and see if we pushed it above trend, or measure how much money we made by selling better metals and agricultural implements."









lintamande: Excited giggles.

"That's fine," Meritxell says. "Anyway, if you're sleeping with everybody then there's no question of it affecting anyone's grades unfairly."









Keltham: "Oh, come on, you're not going toall have the same skills at sex," Keltham reflexively points out the obvious invalidity in this argument before his central monitoring loop has had even the slightest chance to think about it at all.









lintamande: Meritxell seems to think this a completely reasonable response. "I don't think the mechanism by which grades get altered by sleeping with the teacher isbias,I think it'sinducement,so as long as you think everyone's doing their best there's no incentive to toy with their grades, even if some people have a better best." She nibbles her lower lip. "Eventhoughsome people have a better best."









Keltham: "To be clear, I think we'd want to rigorously separate sexual performance from research performance and not get those confused into one metric over a person - I'd frankly expect both you, and the Chelish government, to be pissed about the performance hit to the world economy if I got confused that way. That said, it'd be conventional practice in dath ilan to pay people proportionally to their apparent output, not - whether people are doing their best? It's a lot easier to measure how well somebody is doing, than to know whether they're really doing their best. And there's an implied incentive that seems really awful to me, for people to be - weaker, for their best to be worse - if you pay them to do their best. Even very Good people in dath ilan wouldn't do that, it's not Lawful."









lintamande: "That's how Cheliax doespunishments,"says Asmodia. "I have never heard it applied to sexual favors except informally because you can only get anywhere if you have something to offer, but probably that is because we are insufficiently Lawful and haven't thought it through properly."

"People mostly don't actually sleep with their instructors for better grades," Gregoria clarifies. "Probably if it were widespread people would've noticed how to do it Lawfully, even here."

"With punishments, though, there'ssomesense in scaling - like, you want to evaluate second years against second years, not second years against fifth years, in deciding who is underperforming, because it's just not informative if your process concludes that all the second years are underperforming."









Keltham: "Okay, yeah, that's been puzzling me for a while, the books referred to it too, like there was this one book supposedly by a magic instructor who spends the first chapter telling you about what a great magic instructor he is, where he mentions punishing students at the end of the day so it won't interrupt their learning. If that was literally true and not a weird collection of lies, I'm so confused about this for multiple reasons that I don't even know where to start asking. If I'm like, hey, give me your shoes for twenty silver pieces, and you value your shoes less than that, it makes sense to give me your shoes. If instead I'm like, hey, give me your shoes or I'll put you in an armlock and break your arm, and you actuallydo that because the value of the shoes is less to you than the value of the unbroken arm, then the fact that you reacted that way is the reason why I made the threat in the first place, right? I mean, assuming I'm the sort of ideal entity who doesn't have any altruism or any inherent desire to behave in a coordinated way with others, if I can go around collecting everyone's shoes by threatening to break their arms, why wouldn't I just go collect all their shoes? So in the," they don't have the word 'counterfactual', lovely, "unreal branch of reality where I threaten to break your arm, you fight and punch me in the face and don't give me your shoes, even though it costs you a broken arm; and since I know that's how it will go, I don't actually threaten to break your arm, and the branch of reality stays unreal."

"I mean, I can guess that you aren't trained in ways of thinking about real and unreal branches of reality and playing complex strategies over them. But I would have thought it would be more like human instinct, to punch somebody in the face if they threaten to break your arm if you don't give them your shoes. I mean, we get training that's about how we have instincts like that and we need to carefullyrefine them so they actually lead to optimal real-world outcomes. And then here it sounds like - there is a whole lot more of people punching each other in reality - and then you've got students supposedly paying somebody to punch them in the face and that I just do not get at all."









lintamande: The students are confused.



"The soul learns through incentives," Asmodia says after a while. "Incentives like 'if I do this thing, it works out nicely for me and I get a glow of satisfaction', but also incentives like 'if I fuck this up, it'll hurt'. The way to teach children not to touch a hot stove is to let them once, and then they'll know. Because the soul is wired to understand feedback from pain faster than it understands feedback from anything else. ...I am aware you may not have souls in dath ilan and I don't know if this still applies without them."









Keltham: "No magical healing, we try to avoid children touching hot stoves once. I think if dath ilan could get faster learning by - no, that's not valid reasoning on my part, they could attach enough disutility to the students' experience of pain that they still wouldn't do it, so it's not much evidence that they don't do it already. I guess I'm still skeptical that you're describing a system that's actually locally optimal and that people aren't messing up? Because if you get an electrical shock for a wrong math answer - that's a kind of pain we could inflict without lasting injury, if we wanted to go that route - then you don't just learn not to answer math problems wrongly, I'd expect you to also learn not to answer math problems andnot to go to classes, in some deep part of you that you can't consciously override. And it sounded like - from something Carissa mentioned earlier - people end up afraid to point out what looks like an error by the teacher, because if they're wrong about that, they might get pain inflicted on them. That sounds like - exactly the kind of incredibly obvious failure mode I'd expect to develop, if somebody had the bright idea of trying to use pain to teach things, but you were also so bad at institutional design that students could get better grades by sleeping with the teacher? I would have been a lot less cooperative with the older kids teaching me if I'd been getting punched by them for errors instead of paid by my parents for successes."









lintamande: "You definitely have to have the punishments arranged competently by people who know how to do it," Asmodia says. "It sounds like the teacher in the book you read was arguing that the end of the day is a better timing, in order to get the benefits without creating side-incentives you don't want? Though in practice I don't think it's a very big problem, certainly there are not students who are uncooperative so we can't be doing whatever would've caused you to be uncooperative."









Keltham: "I do not understand how the system you describe is in equilibrium but that can probably wait for another day. Areyou going to be okay if my teaching style is built entirely out of rewards for success instead of punishments for failure? Because I donot know how to do punishments competently."









lintamande: "We were selected for this because we're top students, we can handle weird or limited incentives."

"And if we want someone to whip us to help a lesson sink in, we can arrange that outside of class," Pilar says, with a glance at Paxti.









Keltham: Something inside him has an unusual feeling about that, but Keltham does not know what it is, and it's not his priority right now.

"I should ask this explicitly - are you using mind-affecting spells to put yourself in an optimal state for learning? It looked to me like, during the whole lesson, you only varied between the states of Attentiveness, Enthusiasm, and Great Enthusiasm, even when I said things that I would've expected to put somebody into an angrier state if they hadn't been explicitly trained in dignity. Not saying you're doing anything wrong there, it just seems like the sorta thing a teacher should know about."









lintamande: " - I think Cheliax also conducts training in dignity," says Asmodia. "We weren't using magic - at least, I wasn't."

A chorus of other 'I wasn't's.









Keltham: "Well, that's good - the dignity training part, I mean. Though, I should check, how does the word 'dignity' translate to you? What's some concrete examples of dignity?"

Keltham has just tried a mental experiment of his own, and found that there are at least three different Baseline terms that all mentally translate to him as the Taldane word 'dignity'.









lintamande: WHY is EVEN LUNCHTIME full of IMPOSSIBLE HIGH STAKES TESTS.

"...dignity is remaining composed when situations are frustrating or frightening, and staying focused on the situation and not on your emotions."

"Dignity is conducting yourself like a person other people can rely on to be serious - not reacting childishly to things, not needing people to accommodate your human weaknesses."

"Dignity is carrying yourself like you're important."









Keltham: "All right, I think I might have managed to put my finger on a quiet nagging doubt I had before," Keltham says, totally oblivious to any signs of INNER PANIC this might be producing unless somebody actually shows it to him.

"There's at least three different Baseline words that translate as 'dignity' in this language. But the one I had in mind is - not getting angry at people for behaving the way they're supposed to, or in ways they have a right to do. Not showing outward anger, not letting yourself react inwardly in a way that could lead you to subconsciously - lower their grades later, or the equivalent of that. It's the quality that you display to others so that they'll know it'ssafe to turn you down for sex, even though you're acting as a manager, and if you weren't confident you'd shown that much dignity you'd be afraid to invite them for sex. Dignity, in the case of my relation to students as a teacher, means that if I make my own mistake on the whiteboard, and you point it out, I don't even internally blame you for my mistake and give you a bad performance review later. Nobody who lacked that kind of dignity would be tapped to give performance reviews. Very few higher managers would be stupid enough to promote a manager who was visibly bad enough at 'dignity' that employees would be afraid to tell them what they were doing wrong. We go through training to avoid that being true of us even subconsciously where our conscious minds wouldn't notice."

"If you'renot in a state of fixed enthusiasm produced by mind-affecting spells, then it's very odd if I just started up teaching again after not doing that for years, in another dimension, across an unknown huge cultural gap, in a non-native language that's translated in my mind by spell, and didn't make any mistakes. I was wordlessly expecting somebody in the class to go 'wrong, that's not how you teach Chelish students,' and that never happened. It might locally pain me some tiny bit to be told that, but it's the kind of hurt that's intrinsic to learning not to do something again, not what I'd classify as - the dath ilani word that translates as 'punishment' in the Lawful sense of that - the kind of hurt where you're deliberately making it worse because you're trying to influence my behavior by imposing costs on me."

"So, if my concept of dignity is all about thinking and acting in a way that makes there be negligible real social disincentives for you to inform me about my mistakes, even if I didn't ask, and your version of dignity is about always looking cheerful and enthusiastic and not giving me any visible sign that I'm making mistakes, unless I ask, there might've been an inter-cultural problem."









lintamande: The students still do not visibly display any distress. Although - maybe they're supposed to? This is such an unfair test!!!



"I wouldn't mind telling you if I think if something you're doing wrong," Meritxell says after a moment, somewhat truthfully. "But no one in Cheliax is going to tell you by - being visibly distressed or confused - that's not how people in Cheliax communicate things - so you won't want to read anything into that. We are competent to tell you with words, that's not - undignified."









Keltham: "Yeah. So, asking in words now - were there any memorable points in class where, if I'd remembered to ask, you would have told me I was teaching suboptimally even though nobody was showing visible signs of confusion or distress?"









lintamande: Meritxell will...keep going with this even though it might be a disaster. "Well, you were teaching really differently from how it's done in Cheliax, and if a Chelish teacher were teaching that way I would think they weren't very good, since it involved so much - being confused - but you said you were doing that on purpose, and that it's part of all the techniques we're supposed to be learning."









Keltham: "I sure was trying to bewilder you on purpose for reasons. I was probably also trying harder and harder to bewilder you because you never showed any overt emotional signs of being bewildered."

"I'm - actually running into a small stumbling block about trying to explain mentally why it's better to give wrong answers than no answers? It feels too obvious to explain? I mean, I vaguely remember being told about experiments where, if you don't do that, people sort of revise history inside their own heads, and aren't aware of the processes inside themselves that would have produced the previous wrong or suboptimal answer. If you don't make people notice they're confused, they'll go back and revise history and think that the way they already thought would've handled the questions perfectly fine."









lintamande: "...well you definitely succeeded at being confusing."









Keltham: "Do Chelish teachers just... not ask questions unless you already know how to answer?"









lintamande: "...not usually? If a question is asked, that suggests you are supposed to be competent to answer it."









Keltham: "Unless I amseverely misunderstanding something, that sounds like atruly basic mistake that could be crippling yourentire process of education, especially of the people who are supposed to be producing intense-thought-based products like research. The most important hidden orders begin as questions you don't know, the real answers are things you haven't seen, that may resemble nothing you've seen before, they may require new instruments and new kinds of thinking to figure out. Dath ilani are trained from childhood to answer questions they have no idea how to answer and, on a really fundamental level,that is why that civilization now knows any stuff."









lintamande: The students blink at him.

"That seems important," Asmodia ventures after a minute. "It might only work for smart people, though."









Keltham: "No kidding. Dath ilan has enough scale, a billion people slightly less, that it can adapt different educational processes for different levels of intelligence. If somebody took an educational system that was implicitly designed for average intelligence in this world, and then just tried to throw a bunch of smarter kids through the same system - I'm wondering if I should maybe be giving an Early Basics talk on, like, how to teach and learn, at all. Or if I should be leading by example there for a while, before presuming to write up how anything should work in Cheliax."









lintamande: "My understanding," says Meritxell, "is that if we turn out well they'll adopt it more widely and if we turn out terribly then they won't."









Keltham: "I think if we start to get good resultsearly they should figure out twenty variations on education and test those early. Human capital accumulation is one of the classic examples of an input to the total production cycle that takes a long linear time, and can't be shortened by throwing more money at it. But, sure, I can wait to argue that part with Governance for another week."

"...I'm sorry, it's just occurred to me that it's lunchtime, we're talking about work things, and I need to ask out loud in words if you'd rather be talking about - it's not ostriches but for some weird reason my brain is repeatedly having this hiccup where it thinks that the sportfights are with ostriches instead of whatever it actually is."









lintamande: " - probably we could get people to fight ostriches, if you want. Bullfights are traditional. We usually work during lunch at school, recreation is for holy days."









Keltham: "I'm sorry again, I couldn't actually focus on this without more effort than I think wise. My brain is repeatedly calling attention to the point that this has been your first formal learning experience with structural uncertainty. Was it - fun, awful, funawful? I can go away if you don't want to think about work until we resume, but it doesn't sound like that's your usual rule."









lintamande: "It was really interesting."

"I think I learned a lot."

"I'm worried it will have bad side effects but thedirecteffects didn't seem bad."









Keltham: Some of the warnings Lrilatha gave him make more sense now, unfortunately, which he maybe should have expected from talking to a Very Serious Person. Her warnings suddenly sound much more like things that could actually happen instead of far-flung failure modes.

"A lot of the warnings I got back as a kid - suddenly seem a lot more like they might be necessary and important, if somebody didn't have a lot of actual experience with - what it's like to usefully think weird and unusual thoughts pointing in odd directions. Look, there's a very basic warning, which first gets told in the form of a joke, about a patient who goes to the doctor complaining that his arm starts to hurt if he folds it all the way behind his back, and the doctor says, 'Well, first of all, if it hurts, stop doing it.' If you start feeling like it is a perfectly logical and inevitable conclusion from the Law I've taught that you need to destroy this universe - talk to me, talk to somebody who works fairly directly for Asmodeus, and first of all, stop twisting up like that, just literally pause until you've talked to somebody,because that is not supposed to be an inevitable conclusion from dath ilani premises. Reasoning under structural uncertainty is legit harder and easier to screw up than reasoning when you already know exactly how you're supposed to think, which is boringly easy by comparison. You're going to suck at it for a while. If you arrive at the necessary truth that you must fling yourself into the sea, don't."









lintamande: The girls nod fervently.









Keltham: "I - need to think. I may not need to think more than you need to have urgent questions answered, so interrupt me if it's important, but I need to think. It's - I wondered how Golarion managed to be screwed up when it had Very Serious Lawful Devils and frigging gods, but now I'm visualizing - dath ilan has put thismassive effort by alot of people with very high measured intelligence into optimizing everything important, which I don't think I really appreciated before, and, in this world, somebody put the children's lessons together in a way where the person teaching them is also responsible for measuring the results. And nobody else is checking on their measurements. And all of the questions are supposed to be things the children have already been taught how to answer. And the regional numbers of children are too small and travel is too expensive, to sort each lesson by current knowledge and velocity of learning, so the people I consider to be of average intelligence are just being thrown into a scaled-up version of whatever has to teach people much dumber than them how to do ultra-basic algebra and I'm realizing that every single aspect of Golarion must be that screwed up simultaneously."

Keltham is visualizing what Lrilatha's day must be like. She probably walked straight out of this villa and teleported directly to somewhere else where she had to stop somebody from being a massive idiot and plugging all the outputs of the iron factories back into their inputs and then teleported again and then again and does her species even get to sleep and how many of her are there in all of Cheliax,three, she can't fix things on a deep level because the human problems aren't her problems, she doesn't know how to tell people to do it systematically better because the current educational system wouldn't hurt her the same way, and Keltham's god isn't talking to him and there's some massive communication barrier that made it easier for Asmodeus to point vaguely in Keltham's direction than to give detailed instructions to anyone and this whole situation is so much more messed-up than he previously realized.









lintamande: "You're really going to hate all the other countries in the world," says Asmodia.









Keltham: "Carissa and Lrilatha both warned me."



Keltham waits to see if anyone has anything urgent to add to that, and then goes off to think by himself. A few seconds later he comes back and asks somebody to actually tell him when his stated time for lunch is over, because he doesn't have a wristwatch anymore.









lintamande: He gets several volunteers to get him when it's time.









Keltham: Keltham thinks. He also takes small bits of additional food and arranges them in weird patterns on his plate without eating them, so he has something to distract his brain when it overheats. Keltham does not think that food is supposed to be valuable, particularly not food on this level of elaboration.

Pros: If this hypothesis is correct, there will be lots of things that Keltham can very, very easily say how to improve.
Cons: Many dath ilani solutions will not work out of the box because they rely on other stuff already working.









lintamande: Three girls come over to get him at once when it's the end of lunchtime.









Keltham: Keltham has managed to rally himself by this point. Fine, so instead of having the metaphorical opportunity to take over a company in a green field with no competition, he has the metaphorical opportunity to take over a company every single part of which is simultaneously wrong, in a green field with no competition. So? He just has to repair enough things, and then they'll work. What's he going to do, give up on that without trying? No. Is he going to complain, when his immediate prospects include a date with Carissa tonight and he's been assigned a research harem? More no. All of his no. What kind of reply would that be to Chelish Governance providing him with large opportunities? He just has to rise to the challenge, make all the money, fuck all the women, and fix all of the universe's deficiencies.

All that's changed is that he now has some idea of the actual scope of the problem. Off to the library again he goes!



(Keltham continues to have no idea of the actual scope of the problem. The horrifying planetwide disaster of universally awful institutional design that Keltham is currently envisioning is somewhere around 1% as dysfunctional as, say, an alternate Prime Material with a roughly equivalent tech level to dath ilan's but the modal social outcome for that. He continues to not be mentally on the same page as Golarion, nor, indeed, the same book, same language, same library, same city, same planet, or same laws of physics as Golarion.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has a plan for the afternoon which is to pay attention to the actual lesson. She recalls from her days in school that this was usually a good idea. And she's pretty sure she should wait before she tries to completely reform the teachings of Asmodeanism on the Material Plane.









Keltham: To make sure everybody starts out on the same page, Keltham will quickly summarize earlier conversations for the benefit of any harem members who might not have been in hearing range for it. He still isn't distinguishing them all that well and didn't actually count them, if somebody was in the washroom or something. He definitely knows Carissa was absent for some of it.

Things Keltham summarizes:

- Keltham is not sure how important it actually is to understand where everything you know is situated within the order of larger reality, but dath ilan sure does situate all of it, and maybe that's important, he doesn't know. Hopefully he doesn't have to burn more than a couple of hours here and there on situating things.
- Most adult dath ilani are running around thinking that they know the universe's age to within 0.1% and all the names and qualities of its tiny parts that haven't been reduced to even tinier parts. The very smart people of dath ilan (actually the prediction markets but he'll explain that in more detail later) have predicted how this could otherwise make people weak and unable to handle mental adversity, which is why the adults play a lot of confusing pranks on children, in case they someday end up in Golarion or something. Like, they weren't literally anticipating this exact event, or they'd have gone a lot harder on his pranks. But it sure is why Keltham is hitting the ground running instead of curling up in a ball whining about structural uncertainty.
- And similarly: Even ordinary life means sometimes facing questions you don't know how to answer. Doing basic research means facing questions whose answers are very unlike all the questions and answers you've studied before. Keltham regrets to inform Cheliax that only asking kids questions they already know how to answer, seems like it would obviously leave them weak and unprepared for real intellectual challenges. He's pretty sure this is true of people at their own intelligence level, less sure about people with average or below-average intelligence for Golarion.
- Keltham does apologize for presenting his students with confusing questions, when they weren't used to that, had no idea why he was doing that, and also didn't have any meta-idea of why he'd be doing stuff they didn't understand.
- Keltham will try to remember to check in verbally about how people are doing, since Chelish pride permits verbal answers about that but seems to prohibit overt visual displays of confusion. If Keltham seems to be forgetting to do this, he hopes somebody will remind him in words even if Cheliax considers that slightly undignified. As an older kid teaching younger kids, he expected the younger kids to give much more overt signals of how well he was doing as a teacher.
- Dath ilan doesn't have magical healing and they sure don't have resurrections. Hence, despite all their intellectual toughening procedures, they don't have any equivalent of, like, teaching kids how to walk on broken legs so that they can mentally divorce physical pain from long-term damage. If Cheliax trains its kids to be strong in that particular way, Keltham has not gone through this training yet, and this is probably not the right time either.
- Correspondingly, if inflicting physical pain is considered an important element in Cheliax of training subconscious intuitions, Keltham has no idea how to do that professionally, and hopes they'll excuse him from it. Keltham separately may end up making a case that rewards often work better than punishments, because you can scale rewards directly to performance instead of a problematic notion of 'are people doing their best', plus the brain learns from forgone rewards similarly in many ways to punishment; but he'd have to understand this entire system better, before he started feeling confident about critiquing that element specifically.
- It does seem specifically worrisome to Keltham that in a punishment-based system you'd have to worry about people taking safer, less challenging lessons and trying not to give outward signs that their potential was high enough to do better, if their subconscious was learning to avoid pain inflicted for doing less than their best. Maybe he's totally off-base in worrying about that and Cheliax has already solved it somehow. But the reason Keltham is bringing that up immediately, is to emphasize that he is going to continue throwing confusing questions at them and this is not meant to be a threatening overly difficult problem whose painful failures they need to avoid, it's meant to be an overly difficult problem they can safely hang out around and safely fail on without that hurting.
- It'd be particularly dumb if Keltham started throwing more difficult problems at them, they got hurt more for failing or just gotscared of failing, and some deep part of their brain learned the lesson that facing actual confusing cognitive problems is scarier and more painful than facing easy fake cognitive problems. That is why Keltham now emphasizes the point that, whatever problems they were trying to solve in their education before this, object-level failure will be punished less; because this is new to them, and their best is worse than it was on easier problems; also because Keltham doesn't know how to teach that way at all; and, above all, success on these new harder problems is more valuable and during equity negotiations he will ensure that it is accordingly better paid.









lintamande: That all seems....reasonable. They think that probably Keltham's teaching style will be fine for them; it would also be silly if learning how to focus with broken legs meant you couldn't focus without broken legs.









Carissa Sevar: (If there's a mistake, it has to be less obvious than - punishment not working as well as rewards for humans - no, she's going to not think about this and focus on the lesson.


Also she's never skipping lunch again.)









Keltham: This afternoon Keltham is going to try conveying some of the absolute basics about population-heredity dynamics, which was on his mind during lunch today for reasons which need not be explained. (Keltham actually says this part out loud.) These basics are not all of the knowledge Keltham has out of dath ilan about heredity, there are advanced tricks he's deliberately not going to cover until they're bought from him, but he's wondering if even the basics will be self-evidently useful enough that it gets him enough credit with the Chelish government to cover things like Detect Magic goggles.

Also, after his experience with how Chelish education is configured, and having been told where the average Intelligence on this planet has ended up, he feels some degree of concern, and a need to check that current heritage-optimization programs are not being run, like... backwards. (Keltham says this out loud too.)

Before he launches into his own lecture, what're Cheliax's current knowledge or hypotheses about heredity, and how have they set up whatever current heritage-optimization programs they're running for crops, domesticated animals, and people?









lintamande: Cheliax knows that children inherit traits from their parents. The dominant theory is that girls mostly inherit psychological traits from their mothers and boys from their fathers, based on how it works in the species of marshbirds where a famous wizard did a bunch of seminal breeding experiments, but some people think humans are more like dogs in inheriting from both parents; certainly in skin and hair humans can take after either parent. Humans hybridize with elves, drow, orcs, sylphs, and hybridize inconsistently (offspring rare, often sterile) with angels, devils, and elementals polymorphed humanoid, and don't hybridize with halflings or gnomes or catfolk or gnolls or giants or goblins or merfolk. Human hybrids with elves are half-elves and with orcs are half-orcs, but human hybrids by dwarves if they live at all will fully resemble dwarves, and be sterile.



Cheliax is divided on whether to try to reduce the percentage of children who die of disease, for reasons related to heredity: toughness is heritable, and if you start saving the half of kids that currently die possibly you'll be raising a generation of adults with fundamental weaknesses in their blood which they'll pass along such that future generations get weaker and weaker. That seems like one way you could run a heritage-optimization program backwards and they're not doing that.



Cheliax pays students who graduated with good grades from wizard school to have children, though talented wizards usually have lots of ways to make money and it's more about communicating that they're doing a thing valuable to Cheliax than about shifting their financial incentives much. Wizards actually have fewer children than other people because they can choose whether they become pregnant and other people can't, but Keltham's reportedly going to introduce technology to let everyone do that, which should help on that front?









Keltham: Okay, yes. Yes, if smart people have fewer children because they have better access to contraception, and nobody is, like, doing anything about that, that could be a problem, yes. This is frankly something Keltham has never even imagined as a catastrophic failure mode of a civilization, but that could have been, over past generations, a very large cumulative problem, yes. How good that anyone on Golarion has finally potentially noticed this is an issue. The good contraceptive technology that dath ilan uses is unfortunately not trivial on the tech ladder, but Keltham can explain how to research things ever and they can hopefully find some better makeshifts than whatever people are doing now.Cheap makeshifts. Which a sensible government willsubsidize.

That interbreeding stuff is fascinating, from a seeking-hidden-order perspective, but Keltham will explain why in more length later.

Does Cheliax have any kind of thinking that's about, like... why are there equal numbers of men and women, at least among humans? Assuming there are. If there aren't, Keltham is going to have to check a few things and then potentially back out a number ofhis assumptions.









lintamande: There are equal numbers of men and women except in countries that kill baby girls, which is definitely some of them, but not Cheliax, because Cheliax doesn't suck. They are...not aware of thinking that's about that specifically. It's also true of most animals, it's not just a human thing.









Keltham: Why would it be true of humans and most animals? There's a reason for it, a hidden order behind it.

Guess wrongly; this is the dath ilani way of education and you are not always expected to know, when the teacher asks a question, because you will not always know the answer when real life asks you a question; and in both cases you must gather your scattered and inadequate thoughts, and manage to say out loud your first guess, so you at least know what you don't know and where your current thoughts point. If all your thoughts are wrong and you know it, say both your best-seeming current thought, and the reason it must be wrong. Much discovery of hidden order begins like this; do not refuse to venture forth.









lintamande: There are some nervous giggles, at this.



Then they start speculating.

There might be some agreement of the gods about it, though that'd be less likely to cover animals.

Children are made from a boy and a girl, so maybe their making involves getting boy and girl inputs, and then drawing at random which turns into a child, which would get you half and half.

Maybe souls come out half and half, and then bodies that don't get a soul die, so you see half and half among live births.









Keltham: Suppose you were designing humans from scratch. Wouldyou make them to have equal numbers of men and women? Don't consider as constraints things like the balance of male and female desire for sex or mates; you could, if you like, say that there would be twice as many men as women, and women who on average desired twice as much sex as men, if you were designing the human species from scratch. What would be the consequences, if you were designing the species from scratch, and you said there should be twice as many men as women, or twice as many women as men?









lintamande: Well, a lot of people'd have a hard time getting laid, is the main thing? But you wouldn't actually go for equal numbers if you were optimizing for that, because men generally want sex more than women, you'd go for maybe two to one or three to one.

...actually, observes Meritxell, mostly women seemsbetter?You can increase your population faster, because more people can bear children, and the men can get around and it's easier to attract foreign men than foreign women anyway. And she thinks women are better citizens, on average, Lawfuller.









Carissa Sevar: "Less likely to be adventurers, and a country without adventurers is dead by a thousand cuts no matter how many babies they're having."









Keltham: Ah, well, those are interesting puzzles in their own right, aren't they? Why are women Lawfuller? Why are men more likely than women to become adventurers? Keltham knows the answers already, even though he's a stranger to the planet, because it was the same way in dath ilan. He's not going to tell them the answer, just yet; they're welcome to try to see it on their own, if they can; and maybe they even will, before he gets around to giving away the answers. If so, he will be duly impressed.

But return back to the original question. Suppose, again, you are designing humans from scratch. Why not twice as many women as men, andalso have the women be as likely as current men to become adventurers? Wouldn't a group like that be able to increase faster, because more people could bear children?









lintamande: ...possibly you need some scarcity of women to motivate the men to be adventurers, and if they had girls either way then they'd all just lounge around doing nothing? ....no offense to present company who is admittedly a counterexample. But the average person might be motivated by it being the case that they can have sexif they work hard and not otherwise,best achieved by balance.



It seems like you'd make people as Lawful as you could if you were making them and it's not clear why that'd be Lawfuler for women than for men. And same with propensity to be an adventurer - no, well, you don't want everyone being an adventurer, some of them have to stay home making the institutions function -

- maybe there's a tradeoff in human psychology between Lawfulness and adventurer-tendency?









Carissa Sevar: In countries where people kill their daughters, they do it because men are more valuable (under the local cultural regime where women are hardly allowed to do anything). And presumably if enough people did that then eventually daughters would become valuable again, as the men wanted wives. So you'd end up with as many living women as made daughters as valuable as sons. Or with across the board infanticide if no children were valuable to have.









Keltham: (Keltham reminds himself again that the whole afterlife thing is obviously going to lead to different local mores about death, just as the existence of healing magic has led to different local mores about pain; killing babies here does not mean the same thing that killing or cryo-suspending babies would in dath ilan. It wouldn't be surprising if the whole pre-afterlife world operates as a tiny adjunct to a much larger afterlife, only of note to gods and a higher economy because it's the part of reality that provides the afterlife with its intake feed. Some of the attitudes ascribed to countries outside Cheliax definitely give that impression.)

(Keltham also notes that Carissa seems to be able to follow the thread of an argument better than others here. He's not used to thinking of that as an adult capability per se, but maybe it takes a lot more life experience to follow threads of argument if you have, like, very little formal training in it.)

"Ah, well, if you value having more ofyour own children, then, if the human species had been designed to birth ten times as many female children as male, you might wish yourself to have more male children. It would not necessarily be any better in terms of producing a functioning species; the species could get along fine with each male having to do ten times as much work of fertilizing women. It doesn't take that long, well, if you're doing it right, it takes longer, but not so long that a male couldn't fertilize another female the next day. Still, if the rest of your species gave birth to ten times as many women as men, and yet you could manage to birth only men yourself, you would have a lot more grandchildren than the average women."

"And yet what difference does any ofthat make? What difference does it make, as to what some woman wants to herself, when it comes to how the human species works as a whole? At least in dath ilan, women cannot choose the sex of their child by just an act of will. Then how can their wants control the balance of female and male births across the whole species? I'll tell you right now, the answer isn't that there is some mysterious channel by which the emotions of women collectively control the balance of births; you might have to look at things a little sideways to get it. But even if you can't get it, guess anyways -"

"Oh, and don't forget, if you can guess why your guess might be wrong, say that part too! You're not trying to convince me of your guess - this isn't like wacky Chelish books - you're not trying to tell me just one side of a story, like you're selling me your guess as a product and trying to get a higher price on it by concealing information while hoping I don't realize you're concealing information. I mean, if you want to sell me anything in real life, sell me on how good you are at reasoning. That means when you tell me your best guess, you should try to figure out how your best guess might be wrong; if you can see why it's probably wrong, if you can already see something that doesn't fit with your guess, tell me that part too. Remember, when real life hands you a problem, it won't tell you when you guess wrong, the way a teacher in a classroom tells you when you're wrong. In actual real life it's your job to figure out why your best guess might still be wrong. Dath ilani teachers let kids stay wrong about some things for years, and older kids are forbidden to tell younger kids about them."









lintamande: "Well, people can't decide what overall population ratio makes the most sense but the gods probably can. The problem with that theory being that as far as you know dath ilan doesn't have those," Asmodia says.



"If you had a family that only threw daughters and one that only threw sons," Tonia said, "they'd do about as well for themselves, I'd think. It's not like throwing only sons is an advantage. Men don't have more children than women on average, since they're having them with women. The, uh, problem with my theory is, I don't know, maybe you could imagine it being two thirds to one third, and still somehow working out so that no one had an advantage, I don't know how you would prove you wouldn't."









Keltham: "Why does itmatter whether some family has an advantage? What do the forces that created humans care about that?"









lintamande: Tonia bites her lip. "I...feel like it should, but I don't have a good explanation - when someone's got an advantage, then the situation's not stable. And if no one has an advantage, then the situation's stable."









Carissa Sevar: "And if it's not stable then it moves until it arrives somewhere stable, only how is it moving, here? With national politics the way it moves is that other countries deliberately counterbalance ones that are growing. With wars, the way it moves is that the side that's more powerful wins. But with babies, it's not that some people throw all girls and some people throw all boys, where one would increase its numbers until it didn't have an advantage. Instead everybody throws a mix. ...that's just a confusion without even a theory."









Keltham: How they manage to know one thing around here, but not another... probably the concept of an equilibrium appeared in wizardry, even though, apparently, wizards don't already know calculus?? At least at their level?

"Right. Any time you've got pressures on something, moving it, it'll keep moving for so long as the pressures aren't balanced. Half male and half female represents a balance of something, which is why it's like that - but what is it that's balancing? We have thoughts like 'well, if it was ten times as many women as men, or ten times as many men as women, then a women who had all male children or all female children would have more grandchildren'. But that doesn't explain how it's apressure - how it would be able tomove the system's mix of men and women, if that mix wasn't already one-to-one. How can we get from 'in a country with ten times as many women as men, one woman with all male children would have ten times as many grandchildren', to, 'there is a pressure that willmove the average ratio of men and women if it isn't already 1:1'?"









lintamande: This takes them a while! They're more willing to show confusion on their faces, at least.



Eventually: "well, say you throw only daughters, and those daughters also throw only daughters, and some other people throw only sons, who also throw only sons - no, that doesn't work, because they'd have to have children with each other -"

"No, I think you're onto something," Meritxell says. "I mean, not in the case where some people only throw sons and some only throw daughters, but in the case where some people mostly throw sons and some mostly throw daughters, and pass that along, then if you start out with mostly women, the people who mostly throw sons will have more grandchildrenuntil there's not more women anymore,and they haven't got an advantage. Uh, I'm confused about, how you'd pass along a tendency to throw sons. I'm not sure you can do that."









Keltham: "You're on the right track. Remember some things I told you earlier, about tiny spirals inside people; remember that those hidden orders are real and not just stories, or at least they were definitely real in dath ilan, and probably also here given that the food hasn't already killed me. Inside every human body, there are tiny spirals that code how a body works, themselves divided into twenty-three pairs of packages. One of those package-pairs is the sex package-pair, or chromosome pairin Baseline..."

Keltham sketches out the sex chromosomes, XY for male, XX for female. A child gets one chromosome in each chromosome-pair from each parent, allocated by the parent at random.

"But if you imagine a new genetic-alternative, mutation, which influenced the ratio of sperm containing Y chromosomes or X chromosomes - or a mutation in the mother, which influenced whether male or female pre-infants were kept and gestated - that mutation wouldn't have to be a mutation in the sex chromosomes in particular. A man could have sons that were more likely, though not certain, to have more other sons, and even the daughters of those men might still have male children of their own that had more sons. The force of possible heritable mutations that would throw a different mix is the pressure that only ever reaches a balancing point at one-to-one males to females."

"Or rather, to be precise, the balance is one-to-one parental investment in males and females. If females were half the size of men and required half as much parental attention and grew two to a birth, so that you could raise two females at the same cost as one male, the balancing point would be two women per men; you wouldn't be able to do better by birthing more men because men would be more expensive. If you see an animal species that isn't half male and half female, the first thing to ask is whether the males or females are bigger or smaller or fewer survive to adulthood or there's otherwise some big difference in how expensive they are to birth and raise to maturity."

"But there's a larger point and a more important one. The balancing point isn't the point that's good for the species, the country, as a whole. It's not the point you would pick if you were a supergod making the species from scratch. If you were doing that as a supergod, you'd probably have ten times as many women as men, and then just make it incredibly biologically difficult to ever birth all men - try to design the people so that no mutation could possibly affect the balance of ten women per men. More members of the species would be able to birth children. Or to look at it from another angle, you might also wonder whether a group or small faction birthing mostly women, would have an advantage over a group with half men and half women - if the mostly-female group could grow faster, because more of its members could bear children, or because it didn't have to pay the extra cost in food of supporting men too. But then a group like that would also be vulnerable to an invading mutation that birthed more men; that mutation would rapidly spreadwithin the group. You can look at the sex ratio in humans, half men and half women, and say things like, 'Oh, I see that the balancing points between competing genes do not settle at the place that is good for groups having more children, it settles in the places that are advantageous for individuals having more children.'"

"And then everything else you see inside a human should settle in a similar kind of place, or it won't be stable against the pressure from mutated alternatives. That's why you want to prosper for yourself, instead of being full of unselfish desire to see your whole country prosper. It's why I need to offer you money to work for me, instead of you just working for the benefit of Golarion or Cheliax. A faction full of individuals all working for the common good would grow faster, obtain more resources and have more kids, and you might think a mutation which built people like that would soon take over the world. But as soon as that faction was invaded by a mutation in an individual that worked for their own benefit, that mutation would soon become more common; it wouldn't be a stable balancing point in the sort of species that ends up with half males and half females. Insect species, like ants if you have those here, which you probably do if there's a word for ants, have lots of worker ants all laboring for the benefit of an ant hive; they don't have equal investment in males and females. Ants can be balanced in different places because ants reproduce differently and workers share more genes with their queens."

"I wouldn't be surprised if the event that you remember historically as humans gaining free will, was the gods trying to modify people to work unselfishly for gods or maybe the gods' factions, like ants; but over time mutations accumulated in the human population that made them resistant to that magical template, and restored the old balancing points, where people cared about themselves instead. Or maybe the gods stopped doing it for some other reason, I don't know, I'm new around here. Oh, and I should say, the balancing points aren't purely selfish. You share half your genes with your parents, half your genes with your children, and an average of around half your genes with your brothers and sisters; you have some instinct to help them, though not quite as strongly as you wish to help yourself. My point is that, if you know how all the pieces of reality are woven together, if you know the hidden orders and secret stories behind them, you can take one glance at the statistics of women giving birth, see that it's half male children and half female children, and guess, 'I bet the people in this species mostly want pay for their work, and don't mostly work unselfishly for the good of the group like ants; I bet they care a lot about their brothers and sisters, but not nearly so much about their second cousins. The pressures-on-heredity in this species must balance at the point where individuals andsmall families can't easily get more grandchildren with a different strategy, not at the point where larger groups can't get more grandchildren with a different strategy.' And I could similarly guess very quickly that you hadn't been put together from scratch by gods or supergods, just from the way you acted so similar to dath ilani at a basic level, because gods wouldn't be bound by those balancing points the same way."

"I should probably pause here and check whether you have any questions, whether you followed all that, and whether I'm currently committing any visible horrible teaching errors that make a Chelish student's life less pleasant."









lintamande: The students are captivated. 

"It fits with what we've learned in theology class," Meritxell says. "About there being deep reasons Evil is - a natural equilibrium, though not usually phrased like that -"









Keltham: "A balancing point of pressures. Very large amounts ofreality in general are at balancing points of pressures, which is why that aspect of reality sticks around in that form; it's a very common, maybe the most common form that a hidden order takes. Water is a balancing point of pressures, in a way I'll either explain for free or sell later; if water wasn't balanced in its own dimensions of reality, you wouldn't see so much of it around. Rocks too, they're at balancing points among the possible ways that the stuff making up rocks could be instead of rocks. Likewise, just about everything in the human body or mind is at a local balancing point of how individuals and families can have the most grandchildren, because if it wasn't, even a small mutation could move you to a better point along that local dimension, and then that mutation would propagate. Like people wanting to have sex, say, where if they wanted less sex, they'd have fewer kids, and if they wanted even more sex right away, they'd do things that aren't productive in the long term and end up with fewer kids. If your body made a bunch more blood or a bunch less blood, that would, on average, lead to you having fewer kids too. The degree to which people are Evil on average, however gods define that exactly, will also be at a balancing point relative to how many grandchildren families have when they're around that Evil - or if the world has recently been thrown into disequilibrium, the average degree of Evil will be moving away from its previous point where people in the previous world had the most grandchildren if they were around that Evil. This would be even easier to see if you'd studied calculus, by the way, so when you do, remember to go back and rethink this in terms of derivatives equaling zero at the point where things stick around in existence."









lintamande: They take notes vigorously.

"Spells you can cast happen at balancing points in ways that magic can be," someone volunteers. "If you try to design a spell that does a random thing you thought of that'd be nice to have a spell for, it'll blow up in your face, and the reason is that you didn't happen to stumble on a way for magic to be where the magic will be happy to be, with no nearby state it'll flow into instead. So the way to actually invent spells is to understand where magic flows, and then find places it's flowed into, and then figure out what spell that must be."









Keltham: "I'm frankly a bit puzzled as to why wizards don't already know calculus and not just topology. But maybe if spell design is hard enough to require specialized ultra-expensive intelligence headbands and calculus is only useful once you get to that part... well, that's a topic for another time." Keltham is going to be so amused if the actual key to spell design is on the order of 'invert the matrix to solve for the balancing point' and they just don't know how to invert matrices, but he is mostly not expecting this to be the case, though the incredibly bad design of Chelish schools sure has bumped up its plausibility.

"Anyways, uh, now that I've said all that, and just to check, has anyone had a sudden horrible realization about how mutations for lower Intelligence would be propagating, or why only what this world calls 'average intelligence' is the way for a family to have the most grandchildren, or why the Chelish heritage-optimization program is doing something horribly wrong around there? I don't have anything specific in mind, here, I just, uh, it seems wise to check."









lintamande: "Well, probably we should be encouraging wizards more aggressively?"

"Maybe it'd make sense to not let stupid people have children?"

"Wizards are also more likely to die, I think - and we're in school for longer, and deployed when we graduate - I don't see how you'd change that though, you need all that school to get good and you need the deployment to pay Cheliax back and keep the Worldwound sealed -"









Carissa Sevar: "You could encourage wizards to have kids before they deploy, and their grandparents and the daycares raise them while they're deployed. I think it's hard to be pregnant in school right now but if it was good for Cheliax they could change the things that make it hard."









Keltham: "There's - well, there's specific details I should probably be selling, not just giving away. But, in general, I'll observe that one corollary of this whole theory is that if you've got a really excellent female wizard, and she's got a brother, you can potentially subsidize the brother to have an extra six kids. It's not as good as her having an extra six kids herself, but it beats doing nothing. Anything more clever and optimal and calculated than that is probably a sale issue rather than a free giveaway, though I'm still working out which is which on that score."

"I don't know enough details about Cheliax's situation to know myself what an optimal policy should look like. I've given you some of the knowledge you'd need to think about it, but if Chelish governance is considering a policy shift based on that knowledge, it is probably wise to run it past me too. I don't know how to balance the intelligence of future generations against any need for immediate wizards being deployed at the Worldwound, and yeah, asking people to be pregnant in school is a large ask. But if you are currently losing even more intelligence to that sort of leak in the gene pool, I would really seriously consider that an emergency, I would not personally have expected a stable society to be possible at this level of average intelligence and I'm not sure how much further itstays possible."









lintamande: His audience is so captivated and concerned.









lintamande: You'd think raising kids in Cheliax would be sufficient to make them not stunningly naive but apparently it isn't, Elias Abarco mutters through the telepathic bond with his colleagues. The girls are hanging off Keltham's every word with a degree of conviction that they ought to realize is borderline dangerous - at best trying to figure out how everything else they've been told is compatible with what they're hearing now, instead of keeping in mind that maybe Keltham's just not Asmodean and won't teach them to be either. Or they're very good liars. Probably for at least some of them, it's the latter - though it's a very good presentation, optimized for Elias rather than for Keltham, who is definitely missing nearly all of its nuances.



Keltham won't teach them to be Asmodean. That's obvious. Presumably part of what they're here for is to figure out whether there's a variant of Keltham's teachings that will teach kids to be Asmodean, the obvious intelligence and societal competence distilled differently, presented in a way that preserves the awe-inducing sense of 'that's what it's like, for the world to be designed around principles that you'd have to be much smarter to even begin to understand' while also preserving the stuff that'd ideally go with it - a sense of smallness and irrelevance which dath ilan clearly does not bother inculcating...

Maybe some of the girls can be set to coming up with the synthesis, once they've been nailed down. The plan is to get them tomorrow before dawn, possibly excluding Sevar who might spend the night with Keltham and, if so, can be got at breakfast. This isn't Asmodeanism but it does seem like there's a better-crafted, more compelling version of Asmodeanism buried in it, once you strip out the stuff that's plainly aimed at advancing the art rather than awing children into submission with it.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala, if somebody were to look inside her head - which nobody of Chelish affiliation, at least, is doing exactly at this moment - would not be smiling as much on the inside as she is on the outside. She is thinking about how it really is beautiful that you could look at a species of half men and half women, and deduce so many other things from that, because you know why they're half men and half women, which is a huge thought she only understands a fraction of, but it implies so many other things, apparently. And with that, you can just get tossed into another plane, even though nobody from your home plane knew for sure there were other planes, and by the time you've been there two minutes, you know which parts of the theology lessons are more there because they're mandatory for Asmodeans to believe and which parts are, the other kind of theology, it doesn't do to be too precise about thoughts like that. But you can end up in another plane you had no idea existed, and within two minutes you know the people there weren't originally created by the gods.

Ione Sala isn't smiling as much on the inside because she's regretting, a little, that her life is like it is. She does well on tests, it's why she's here, that and being passably pretty. She carefully doesn't compete too hard in social contests, she aims to end up safely in the middle. She behaves just as it is safest to behave, towards the students above her and below her, including sexual favors as they are given away to those below her who are useful, or extracted from her by those above her. She passes her loyalty scans by being a cautiously obedient game-player even in her own mind, a sort of person that Cheliax considers adequately standard and predictable, a sort of soul that Asmodeus considers to be an acceptably tyrannized slave. It is the way that things have always been and will always be. If any parts of her feel otherwise, they are not allowed to voice their heretical thoughts in words; though she also knows, wordlessly in the back of her mind, that if she's a good-enough wizard someday Cheliax will ask her to sell her soul and after that it will be okay to think more freely.

Still some tiny remaining fraction of Ione Sala, even today, wishes without words or inner acknowledgment that her life could be more like the greater reality she's dimly glimpsed inside a repurposed library in an Archduke's villa: learning things, knowing how one fact connects to so many other facts, seeing how worlds differ across planes.









Keltham: But now, onward to the next part of this topic, which may be personally important to some of those present. Suppose hypothetically that Cheliax discovers an alien visitor, who we'll guess for now to be capable of interbreeding with Golarion humans, who is about as smart as the smartest Chelish people without intelligence headbands... actually, can somebody remind Keltham of what the mean intelligence is around here, in the local measurements? He thinks he was told this number but he's forgotten it since. Also does this language have any more standard way to talk about the square root of the average squared deviation from the mean?









lintamande: Ten, and no, that's how you'd talk about that, though with intelligence in particular people usually talk about a two-step, which is the same thing - an intelligence of 12.









Keltham: "So around sixty-eight percent of the population should have an Intelligence between 8 and 12? Is that about correct?"









lintamande: Yep!









Keltham: All right then, the Chelish government has just come across an alien visitor with an Intelligence of... Keltham thinks he was told 18, though at levels like these, the difference between 17.5 and 18.5 is significant, but let's say his Intelligence is exactly 18 for now. Though it feels funny to call himself "Intelligence 18", since in dath ilan's system, the average g is 0 and Keltham is at +0.8. Somebody with a dath ilani g of 18 would have a dath ilani Intelligence of "46". But let's ignore for now how the dath ilani system is obviously better and closer to the underlying math.

So anyways: Is this alien visitor likely to be of any special benefit to heredity-optimization in Cheliax and Golarion, compared with just matching the same potential volunteers with a local man of Intelligence 18? Is he worth anything special from the Chelish government's standpoint?

Pretend you were just collectively tapped to advise the Chelish government on this, and can't ask Keltham directly! Also try to pretend that you're a dath ilani whose life experience trains them to continue thinking in the face of questions your teachers didn't tell you how to answer, including the part where you know and list the reasons you might be wrong.









lintamande: ....well, probably it's easier to get girls to sleep with Keltham, since he's cooler than their average male classmate. If that's wrong, it's wrong because, well, you could just order them - you could just pay them more.

"So," says Tonia, "if someone reads 18 and their relatives also read 18, they're more valuable than someone who reads 18 and their relatives are more like 14, because the score doesn't map perfectly to the thing we actually care about - though it's pretty good - and someone who is an outlier is also likelier to be, sort of, a measurement error - a case where they're not actually quite as bright as their number suggests - but if their family's that smart too then they probably just are -"

"And similarly if someone's from a society where the average is 18," Asmodia says. "It's a realer 18, in a manner of speaking. ...uh, if that's wrong, it'd be because...maybe the measurement system is actually meant to evaluate locals and fails on evaluating foreigners -"









Carissa Sevar: "dath ilan is richer than us. Everyone eats better. We know that kids who don't eat enough are stupider. Maybe none of us eat enough, and we're all stupider than our children would be if they were raised in dath ilan, and so Keltham has less good heritable-traits than us, but a much better upbringing."









lintamande: "Sure, but wizard kids are mostly born to wizards, and don't go hungry."









Carissa Sevar: "We don't go hungry compared to normal people, we might still be missing something - or replace 'hunger' with 'malaria' - does dath ilan have malaria -"









Keltham: "Doesn't translate, so if it's there it's not common enough to have a name I learned, either that or this translation magic is picky about what it translates in ways I don't understand. I... know the theory of several things that will knock half a... will knock a point off of Intelligence if you're deficient on them, that's specific knowledge rather than basic general principles but the Chelish government should maybe purchase that knowledge from me sometime soon. I'm happy to sell it on a contingency contract where it's only worth any payment if you run experiments and find later that kids were actually deficient." Element-53 is in seaweed. They need to see what happens if kids here grow up eating seaweed.

"Also, credit for thinking of that at all, I should have remembered earlier that intelligencehere may not be as heritable as it is where I come from because we've eliminated the variation from non-heritable factors like that. There are also potential contaminants that can knock off a point of Intelligence or do other kinds of metabolic damage." Element-82. Element-3. "You should contingency-buy my knowledge about that, too. Or would healing spells fix that already?"









lintamande: "That's not the kind of thing that healing fixes. Restoration might but your average person who isn't an adventurer has never gotten a Restoration, it costs, uh, three or four years of unskilled labor."









Keltham: "There's a very obvious thing a dath ilani thinks immediately after hearing that. Can you guess what it is?"









lintamande: "...that it's worth it?"









Keltham: "What's worth it depends on what you can afford. Do you even have that many clerics who can cast spells from a high enough circle, to get your whole population that way? It's not the first thing a dath ilani thinks, either. Try again?"









lintamande: "...that we should at leastcheck?"









Keltham: "Check what? How?"









lintamande: "Try a Restoration on a number of random farmers that wecanafford and check if their intelligence goes up afterwards? If you tried it on five of them and it didn't do anything for any of them then it's probably not a big deal, at least."









Keltham: "Why yes, that is indeed something that this advisory panel might tell the Chelish government to do, in order to help estimate the probable value of the alien visitor to their heritage-optimization program, and also, you know, check on general principles if there is anything that might be lowering your entire population's intelligence. Since you figured that out on your own from being told the basics, I will not charge for that advice in that form; though there are some further refinements for sale if you would like your results to be more precise and more meaningful. The other thing to keep in mind is that intelligence develops over time; even if Restoration immediately fixes nutrient deficiencies or subtle contaminants, it may not fix the way that intelligence already developed as a result of those nutrient deficiencies or subtle contaminants. So the other thing a dath ilani thinks of immediately is to try giving some children a Restoration once every three months, and seeing if on average those children grow up with higher measured Intelligence than would be predicted from the measured Intelligence of their parents. There are precise subtleties we think of, in the design of the investigation procedure," like having any control group at all, and any grasp of quantitative statistics, and the required number of experimental subjects to produce enough expected evidence between possible effect sizes, "though I haven't yet decided if those are for sale or free. There are also ways we think of to start getting preliminary results faster, earlier, saving on time," like experiments on rats, followed by experiments on monkeys, who have shorter development times, and aren't protected by sapient rights the same way as chimpanzees or humans. "But, again, I haven't decided if specifics like that are free, and they probably aren't."

"And then, if tests like that show an effect of routine Restoration on intelligence development, you know that the general population has any kind of significant problem that Restoration cures, and you can start trying to narrow down what the problem is and how to cure it without needing to spend precious cleric spells on Restorationing every member of the population."

"The larger attitude I want to teach you is thateverything around you is an investigative tool. There's a famous dath ilani fictional character who spent too much time fighting and now thinks in terms of how every object in a room could be used as a weapon. This is that, but forfiguring things out. Your first thought was that, since Restoration cured people, maybe you could use it to solve your problem and cure everybody in the Chelish population. Beforesolving problems comesfiguring out problems, and the first step there is to open your eyes and look. Everything around you is a tool for investigation, it is a potential way to poke other things and reveal facts about them. Restoration isn't just a way of curing people of a set of problems, it's an investigation tool for seeing whether observable qualities of people are being affected by things that Restoration cures. First, open your eyes and look; and ask how every resource you have and everything in the world around you can be an eye."









Ione Sala: Ione Sala has never deliberately tried to learn anything more about Nethys, or any other gods who aren't Asmodeus - why run even a slightly increased chance of seeming heretical? - but even she knows that this is the most Nethys thing that has been said inside the borders of Cheliax since the change of administration. She wonders if this was enough to catch Nethys's attention, and if Nethys is now looking at this very library and will try to - well, no, Nethys can't make Keltham a cleric, Keltham's already some other god's cleric.









Keltham: But, let us return to this advisory board and its report to the Chelish government on the potential value of the alien visitor. The board has recommended some experiments that might shed lighton the general state of the entire Chelish gene pool which perhapsshould have been done already - assuming they haven't been, Chelish Governance does seem to contain some smart people and Lawful beings - but if not, the alien visitor can sell some further refinements in those regards. Anyways, leave that part aside. How is the advisory board thinking about thebasic question of whether it's especially useful to set up matches with an alien with 18 Intelligence? Is it more useful than a match with an 18-Intelligence local? Why or why not? What are the different theories there, what is there to say for and against those theories?









lintamande: It depends on which produces smarter children and grandchildren. Presumably the government already has some sense of how valuable it is to them to have people of a given intelligence, so if you know which match produces smarter children and grandchildren, and by how much, you know how valuable it is.



You could maybe, Tonia ventures, compare marriages between Chelish INT-18 people to a marriage to, say, a Tian INT-18 person, and if marrying out produces smarter (or stupider) offspring, it ought to show up in that.









Keltham: An interesting thought! Especially since, if marriages like that already exist, you could go look at those marriages already, without needing to wait years to produce your advisory report. But before you look at a result like that, you should try to come up with some prior idea ofwhich ways reality could be that could producewhich results. What are the different things thatmight be true? What different results would they produce for Chelish-Tian marriages?









lintamande: Well, people hybridize with some other humanoid species by getting traits from both, and hybridize with some species by getting traits from just one, and hybridize with some by not turning out at all. So it might be true that hybridization across ethnicities is like that, where you get a mix, or you might get something that's not quite in between, like you get if you fuck a polymorphed air elemental, the kid isn't half air, they're just something else entirely. You'd be checking to see how people hybridize, more or less.









Keltham: "I can tell you the result of that one, if a Chelish-Tian mating is a human one and the human matings work anything like they do in dath ilan. Twenty-three package-pairs of heritable information, remember, with each child getting their two packages one from each parent package-pair, selected at random? So most things in a human mating will be a mix, unless a trait is being determined all at once in a single package-pair location, the way that sex is determined by the sex package-pair. Intelligence is not determined all in one spot, if it's determined here anything at all like it is in dath ilan. There'll be bits of heritage all over the twenty-three package-pairs that affect it, positively, negatively, and subtly."

"Well, and now that I've told you that, is there still anything you could find out from observing Chelish-Tian matings? What could you observe differently, where you're not already sure of what you might observe? What could those possible observations say about the package-pairs and the heritable-information coding for Intelligence? What could it be saying about what's going on inside of those package-pairs, in Cheliax, in Tian, and in your guesses extrapolated from distant Tian to the far more distant dath ilan?"









lintamande: "...variance," says Meritxell. "If you mix two eighteens you probably get an eighteen, on average, but - but it's much more valuable to get a sixteen and a twenty than two eighteens, because the twenty can end up running the country - if Chelish people and Tian people have the same bits making them smarter, then they'll have the same variance mixed, but if they have different bits then they'll have higher variance."









Keltham: "You have slightly impressed me. Be justly proud of this."









lintamande: She beams at him fiercely.









Keltham: Oh, good. After he said that, Keltham started to worry that some dath ilani flirting tropes wouldn't make it across the vast cultural gap, but at least that one seems to have landed.

"Now here's a harder question.How valuable is higher variance in the intelligence of offspring, if the alien visitor has mostly different bits in his package-pairs that increase and decrease intelligence? How much can the Chelish government gain from using that variance, how much should they be willing to pay?"









lintamande: "Well, depends how valuable smart people are. But I think - I mean, one person with native-born INT 20 is itself something they'd pay a lot for, and the variance thing probably applies for a couple generations until it's all diluted..."









Keltham: "Hm, yes, how much you're willing to pay for one Intelligence 20 offspring does depend on what use you can make of them, which in turn depends on how clever you are in thinking up potential uses. This advisory panel of the greatest native experts in Cheliax on heritage optimization has been convened to make expert recommendations about heritage-optimization to the Chelish government, since that is what this advisory panel knows more about than anybody else in Cheliax, or Golarion for that matter. This may now actually be true about you in real life, by the way. Anyhow, the rest of Governance will decide for itself how valuable an Intelligence 20 person will be for purposes of fighting at the Worldwound and such. What can this advisory panel say to Governance - or wildly guess with appropriate qualifiers - about the clever use of any Intelligence 20 children from the alien, for the purposes of heritage-optimization in particular?"









lintamande: "- you probably shouldn't pair them off with their half-siblings, you get weird genetic defects that way, and there aren'tanynative twenties...that I've ever heard of -"









Keltham: "And now I know you actually do have the package-pair system around here! The pairs of packages carry duplicates of a lot of the same genetic information for constructing a person - that is, if a package is carrying some of the instructions for building, like, fingers, you've got the same information on both packages in the pair, usually. If one of the package-pairs gets damaged, in that particular, the other element of the pair can often take over and make sure your fingers still get built. If a brother and a sister mate, their offspring has a one-fourth probability of ending up with the same package twice,for each of the twenty-three pairs. You are alotmore likely to end up withno information for building fingers that way. In dath ilan, the corresponding equilibrium is that people usually aren't sexually attracted to other people they grew up with. If people here weren't also built from package-pairs, they wouldn't get the same deleterious effects from mating with half-siblings."

"Anyways, yes, you shouldn't pair off my kids with each other in the first or second generations, unless you've already developed other magic or technology for telling who got which packages from me. Still, what are they worth to the Chelish government? Ignore the part for the moment about whether any of my kids are smarter than any other kids in this world - they may not be, for reasons I'll get into - that's a fighting-at-the-Worldwound issue anyways. How would you guess the value of intelligence variance for the heritage-optimization program, or the value of having different bits of heritage that are increasing and lowering intelligence?"









lintamande: They are pretty stumped by this. You could have smarter kids, but that's been said already. You can't directly try to use the best bits because they have no magic that refers to things on the level of bits.









Keltham: It's not occurring to them that they could just... "Ah, what kind of - intelligence-training games, you don't have a word for them, that's not a good sign - what kind of complicated games do Chelish children play, if any, at all?"









lintamande: People play Knights, which is a two player board game with pieces that move in different ways, and Spy, which is a group game where some children are spies and some are soldiers and they have to figure out who's sabotaging their operations, and it takes them a suggestive while to come up with a third, though someone eventually offers that there are spelling bees.









Keltham: HOW DOES EVERYTHING MANAGE TO BE THIS BROKEN SIMULTANEOUSLY WOULDN'T THE KIDS THEMSELVES SPONTANEOUSLY INVENT BETTER GAMES THAN -









Keltham: "Right, then, what we are going to do now is invent a new reality-mirroring game. That is one of the things that a dath ilani child would do as a matter of course, faced with a question they had no idea how to answer, whether that question came from an older child or a Watcher or from life itself; they would try to invent a game, corresponding to the question, that they might learn something from playing."

"There is math that I know which describes in a quite simple way the value of variance for heritage-optimization, as it happens, or the result of having the variations come from different bits of heritage. But it can be hard to correctly derive the math that will give you the fully general answer right away. Inventing games can be straightforward in a way that doing math is not."

"I did tell you how the twenty-three package pairs work. So why not invent a game with, say, four package-pairs, and four places in each package where heritages can potentially vary? How would you make a game like that, and play it, to learn something about how heritage-optimization might play out? As an advisory panel to the Chelish government, it may be worth your time to spend a whole day playing games like that, if that's where you're generating your ideas and advice - in fact, you might even hire other people to play them for you, and report back about the results. Though here, you can't do that yet, even if you brought in somebody else to hire in real life, because you're still learning how to invent and play relevant games at all."









lintamande: 
They set at this. Somewhat abashedly. ...everyone has four package-pairs and four places where heritages can potentially vary, and each spot can either be a "smart" or a "nothing" or a "dumb", and your score is the smarts minus the dumbs. Everyone can trade with other people, and you can drop the current 'person' you're playing for any of your offspring, and other people tell you their total score but not any components, and you try to have the smartest 'person' after twenty rounds.

Would that be the right kind of game.









Keltham: "Play it once and see what happens!"









lintamande: They try it? It's not clear anyone is having any fun but they work very effortfully at it. Mostly everyone tries to do all of their trades with the highest-scoring person around, who has no real incentive to trade with dumb people. This is probably reflective of life but it's not very fun.









Keltham: This game is not even slightly reflective of how anything would plausibly work in reality, and nobody has any idea of how fun game design oraccurate simulation-game design works, and they are playing a game that would be cooperative in real life as if it is a competitive one, and it is occurring to Keltham for the first time that they may not even consciously know the difference between positive-sum and zero-sum games, which sure would explain why simple words for that don't seem to exist in Taldane, or why no Chelish book or Chelish person has ever happened to use the terms around him yet.

Right. This is fine. Everything is fine.

"All right, let's stop there," Keltham says, trying to maintain the same calm demeanor that a Watcher would have in this situation. "I think this game isn't playing out the same way it would play out if Chelish governance was running a heritage-optimization program; do you have any ideas what went wrong and how you should modify the game?"









lintamande: They noticed some problems!

- high intelligence people can't get much out of trading, whereas in real life people are pretty motivated to have sex even if they don't get smart children out of it

- you can only be one person, so you have to ditch the person you were if you want to be a new person, but maybe you should just get to add them to your stable? that'd incentivize having more children, though also the paperwork would get really annoying

- no one has any particular insight into how some people got better, it seems like mostly just luck









Keltham: "I am genuinely not sure how to introduce this topic if you have never encountered it before, but sometimes in real life, a group of people have to work towards a common goal, and at the end get some payout in common that they have to divide up - according to previously agreed-upon rules, if they were smart. Games can work like that too, and should, if they're trying to mirror that kind of reality. Chelish Governance is going to be trying to make the game work like that, that's sort of the whole point of having a government in the first place."

"The other thing that's missing is that you don't - seem to have a current notion of what you're trying tofind out from the game - you know, I think I may be doing this wrong and not providing you with enough direction literally the first time you're doing this. You play games with older kids leading, before you get handed some problem that requires you to invent a game for younger kids to play with you. Well, I may just be motivated to think that because of my personal interest in having this particular topic taught quickly; still, the rationalization seems valid after having been invented."

"So! Things you could be testing in this game include alternate rules that Chelish governance could give the players about subsidies and rewards, which would lead players each trying to maximize their own score, to do useful things for heritage-optimization. And now it's occurring to me that maybe you don't already have this concept, maybe people here just make up laws that sound like good ideas and don't play games to figure out what the laws will do in their effects on selfish people. In which case I also have to, at some point, convey basic competence for figuring out what effects different legal systems would have and optimizing better laws, which, the complete wreckage of what my own people consider Lawfulness in Golarion, should maybe have suggested to me earlier was also going to end up a Project issue, but never mind one thing at a time."

"The other thing you were going to investigate was the effect of adding one person withdifferent bits of heritage to the system. So for now, just make up some fixed rules about points that players score by having smarter characters in their hand, let's say there's at most three characters you can keep in your hand at one time, and your objective isnot to scorehigher than other players, it's just to scoreas many points as possible for yourself. Characters can be male or female at random; men can have any number of children in a lifetime, women can have only three children per lifetime. When any two players mate their characters, they have to agree in advance on which player will retain the resulting offspring. Any time a mating occurs between two characters one of whom has over ten smarts, the Chelish government pays an extra point to whichever player doesn't end up owning the resulting offspring. Any time a mating occurs between two charactersboth with over ten smarts, the Chelish government pays an extra three points to whichever player doesn't end up owning the resulting offspring. At the end of the game, everybody gets a bonus equal to total smarts divided by ten, which mirrors the real-life fact that smart people don't capture all of the value they create for themselves and that smarter societies end up generally richer even for the nonsmart people in them; and remember, your in-game goal is to maximize your total points for yourself, not worry at all about how many points other players are scoring..." Keltham goes on sketching some additional rules intended to make the game mirror real-life genetics, and real-life incentives under conditions of government subsidy.

Each player gets one free mating at the start of the game with the 'Thamkel' character, which is the only one that has any 'smart' or 'dumb' values at the fourth locus of each chromosome - all other characters have 'neutral' at the fourth locus. 'Thamkel' also has only neutral values at the first locus, where other characters can have 'smart' or 'dumb' there. This reflects the way that Thamkel has some differentvarying bits. You can't legally mate two Thamkel offspring during the first two generations afterwards. There are a few other characters as smart as Thamkel, but only Thamkel has any variation in the fourth locus for each chromosome.



And then Keltham observes what happens under the new game conditions. Do they - sort of get the point of the simulation, now, or the incentives? At all?









lintamande: Yes, once he spells it out they can follow how that's like the situation they're trying to produce, and they can try to fumble through it with all the new scoring rules in mind. They're...still not clear on how you learn from this how much Thamkel helps, aside from playing the game without Thamkel in it.









Keltham: Well, yes, after they've played this game for a few generations, they're going to score themselves, and then play a new game without Thamkel in it.









lintamande: Right.

They're still evidently not having any fun but they do this very diligently, and get better at it over a couple of trials, and take down their scores. (They seem to find it hard not to track who has the highest score).









Keltham: He's seriously not trying to score them on their game scores! First of all, people were given randomized characters with uneven qualities at the start of the game, just like life itself isn't fair in that way, and second, he's watching to see if people play according to their incentives, not whether they get higher scores than other players.

...he's not sure what's going wrong with the way that nobody's having fun. Maybe just the sheer cognitive load associated with not really instinctively feeling what's going on and not having pre-learned brain patterns for this complicated game? He should maybe back off of this soon, then, and only re-approach after playing simple games with shorter-term intrinsic real rewards associated with good play, like if they're doing it on a playground, or the adult equivalent of that. He doesn't want to train his students that simulation games aren't fun.

"So this game wasn't a very realistic one - for example, you knew all of your characters' genetic information locus by locus, where, for a more realistic game, we should've had some Game Masters who only told you a character's total Intelligence score, didn't tell you anything about the specific loci, and generated new characters for everyone after each mating. Nonetheless, for this unrealistic version, around how valuable was Thamkel?"









Iarwain: (Two games without Thamkel managed to take Intelligence from 10 to 12.2 and 12.8, over the prescribed number of generations. Two games with Thamkel took Intelligence to 13.6 and 12.8. It's frustrating how slowly the game seems to progress!)









lintamande: But still, that suggests Thamkel is maybe worth a point over the next couple of centuries, which is a lot,if it were true on a population scale.









Keltham: "Unfortunately, I can't promise this scenario is atall realistic. The results you got were ones that I knew you'd get; the game simplified things to where, more or less, the main thing driving the results was how much variance, squared-deviation, you had to select on. The games with Thamkel gave you four-thirds as much variation to work with as the games without him, and that's basically the answer you got. That said, though the game was simplified, that part should be more or less true about real genetics according to the real math; the real math says that the rate of selection on a characteristic goes as the covariance between the variance of that characteristic and variance in fitness."

"I could have just proved that, but I thought it was more important to show you a methodology that works for getting a quick perspective on modeling something in an hour, when you don't know how to prove a general mathematical result inside that hour. Even the abstract math wouldn't take into account things like the division of the genes into twenty-three package-pairs, and until we played this game with four package-pairs, it would be hard to tell from looking at the more abstract path whether that was a critical thing to model."

"Is it realistic that the game with Thamkel has four-thirds as much variation to select on? That's the critical question, and unfortunately, that part I don't know. I wish I could remember what percentage of population variance an average dath ilani is carrying, or figure out how many alternative alleles besides that would have been fixed in your population, versus my population, over the unknown time since dath ilan diverged from whatever human biology got here. With my own world's technology, we could spot-check the tiny spirals directly, see how different they were, figure out how much they'd diverged, and get a good guess how long ago it had happened chronologically. But I can't do that, and I don't remember even some of the relevant figures that I've actually seen."

"The end result could be anywhere between 'Keltham is worth a five percent boost to how much heritage optimization we can get over a millennium' to 'Keltham has most of a whole other plane's worth of intelligence-promoting alleles that differ from our own pool and that gives us twice as many beneficial mutations to work with' or even, though this would be extreme, 'Keltham quadruples the amount of variance we have to work with, because the cumulative differences between his plane and our plane are four times larger than the pool of important mutations we were selecting on locally, and selection starts going four times as fast for a while a hundred years later.'"

"But, let's be real here, unless I'm somehow worth much less than I look on the surface of the game, the Chelish government cannot realistically pay me as much as my genes are worth to Golarion a thousand years later. And also, let's be real, I didn't exactly do all the work of dath ilan that selected people like me into existence, even if my genes would usually be considered to be owned by myself; the percentage of generated value that I capture should maybe be legitimately less than if I was selling a book I wrote. So this is mostly a situation of eh, make me an offer for some unknown-size but probably civilization-level long-term boost. Plus maybe some unusually smart kids in the first generation, if a lucky draw from the higher-variance heritage-bits that go into a Chelish woman with high Intelligence play well with half of a dath ilani baseline."

"Though I suspect the first generation's results may possibly see a drop instead, unfortunately, if it breaks up some package-combinations of established dath ilani genes that rely on each other. Or if my kids don't get the right nutrition, or if other kids start getting the right nutrition and catch up. You're not paying for a higher mean in the first generation than you could've gotten with an 18-Intelligence person from Tian, you're mainly paying for higher variance between smart kids over the next decades, centuries, and millennia. Which is a lot more valuable than you might realize without doing the math or playing the game. If the end result is that you get all of another world's good ideas from its tiny spirals, it really is quite valuable - but most of the value won't show up in the very first generation of remixing the package-pairs."

"What's a fair value on that between friendly trade partners, in a world otherwise dancing on the edge of imminent destruction by the Worldwound? Good question, really. Unless your government tries to lowball the offer by an amount I consider insulting or silly, I doubt that's going to end up the real sticking point. I suspect a larger cause for hesitation is that I find myself selfishly concerned with what sort of life my kids will lead, including the ones who only end up with Intelligence sixteen - or even fourteen if that's how much variance is in play, and the first generation ends up breaking important combinations inside the dath ilani baseline genome. I mean, the kids who'd otherwise exist instead of my kids wouldn't be hugely better off, unless you'd otherwise have found mates much smarter than me, so all fine from a Good perspective. But I'm not Good and I know very little about this place and it is kind of a gigantic flaming mess and they'd be my kids - well, that's the sticking point from my own perspective."

"But anyways, I have now conveyed to you, and so hopefully to Chelish Governance soon after, that basic knowledge of reality's underlying workings which is required to guess a valuation over the genes from an alien traveler with 18 Intelligence, including the elements of great uncertainty in models thereof. I await your government's offer, and perhaps more importantly, testable predictions over my offspring's future circumstances."









lintamande: - nervous giggles.









Carissa Sevar: " - what about their circumstances do you want predictions about exactly? That they'll get a good education? That they'll, uh, consider themselves to have been done a favor, by your creating them?"









Keltham: "...I frankly have not thought about this enough! I thought I had several more years at least to think about it, and when I contemplated it before, did not expect this quantity of potential variation from baseline circumstances I would need to consider! My kids considering me to have done them a favor by becoming their dad would be, would be a start. But also, am I going to scream in horror every time I try to check in on one of my 144 kids and they're being taught how to do arithmetic incorrectly in 'school', and should I even let that stop me or is it just the kind of thing that somebody has to grit their teeth and accept if Golarion is ever going to be less of a giant flaming mess? The prospect of having 144 kids here would be less of a funawful question if this place was less of a giant flaming mess! Should I maybe at least wait until two successive waking hours have gone by without my realizing once again that in fact things in Golarion are much worse than I previously realized? This at minimum would seem to indicate some basic level of achieved epistemic stability that seems valuable for making irrevocable long-term decisions!"

"My feelings about this are a bit disordered and I'm not going to try to sort them out in two minutes, I can tell I won't end up with a great answer if I do that."









lintamande: There's a silence long enough it could be considered awkward.









Carissa Sevar: "Golarion's probably going to be a whole lot better in ten years, anyway, you can stall on this one for as long as you can bear to."









Keltham: "Yeah, here's another bit of knowledge, I'll throw it in for free: The little tiny spirals aren't perfectly stable, they degrade little by little over time, that's part of the story behind how getting old kills you. The tiny spirals in female and male reproductive elements are some of the most protected and best repaired in the whole body, but parents getting old before reproducing is still not good for kids. If a man does something really impressive at 50, people try to have his kids' kids, not that guy's kids directly -"

"Unless magical healing or Restoration repairs that. That's something we can also check by measuring the children's intelligence from existing marriages between people who have or haven't had Restorations. Though it also implies that - adventurers? - should age more slowly, so if that's not already known to be true, maybe don't bother."

"But even if that is true, I'm not going to take ten shitting years to decide a thing. A ten-year delay is not a trivial cost to heritage optimization in Cheliax and Golarion. I'm not slow like a tiny cognitive snail. I'm going to have any idea how Golarion works before ten years pass, I'll see how fast it's improving. When I try to predict my own future decision, my first-order intuition is 70% that I say yes and that means my real probability is more like 95% given the known direction of systemic error there. Delaying ten years on something you're 95% likely to do eventually is downright stupid. But spotting myself ten days, that I may perhaps do."









Carissa Sevar: "Adventurers age mostly normally,wizardsworth their salt cast daily aging-delaying spells and make one thirty, one fifty. I have no idea if their later-in-life children tend stupider."









lintamande: "Wizarding school is disproportionately firstborns, though, everyone knows that. Moreso in other countries where it might just be parental investment, but even here," Jacme says.









lintamande: "Does that mean people should mostly have children in school, forthatreason," Meritxell says, "or is the difference between your teens and twenties not as large -"









Keltham: "Twenties is - considered socially fine, default childbearing years, you'd only push it into your teens or thirties if you were planning to have lots of kids and your twenties weren't enough? That's what our customs were, but I don't remember what the numbers are on that... you know, as much as we train to operate under ignorance, it's really quite alarming not to be able to look certain things up on - on the repository of all human knowledge that every dath ilani can instantly access from their house. Uh, that's high on the tech ladder and you're not going to be able to do that for a while."









lintamande: "...how do you setthatup?"









Keltham: "Same tech that I'd use to talk to somebody on the other side of the planet. Or get the statistics from a million runs of a game like the one we just played, without anybody playing it. Tools to make tools to make tools, hidden orders beneath hidden orders beneath hidden orders, if it was simple you'd have figured out more of it by now on your own. The tech ladder goes up. You go look for bits and pieces of reality that can interact with each other from far away, you look for bits and pieces that you can arrange and rearrange into incredibly complicated dynamic patterns using advanced tools, and you take your books and turn them into patterns like that and let them interact with other people from far away. If it wasn't for magic maybe being able to boost things in ways we couldn't do in dath ilan, I'd say that there was little chance we'd live to see it ourselves - not as mortals, maybe from the afterlife. With magic, anything is possible so far as I know; you, of course, may know better."









lintamande: "We'll need headbands," says Merixtell, very dryly.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham is not really the intended audience of that statement.



Also Meritxell must be really convinced it's worth getting in trouble for it, because there aren't a lot of continuations of the conversation that don't involve nailing down how much they're supposedly all being paid.

Carissa respects the initiative, honestly.









Keltham: "Legit. I - should maybe prioritize learning about those, more than I've been prioritizing that, previously, within my incredibly rapidly lengthening long list of priorities. How much social credit do I need with Chelish Governance to start getting headbands for everyone, for that matter? What does it take to impress them? A direct price list for what it takes to rent stuff by the day would come in handy. For that matter, I've got fourth-circle cleric spells I can potentially sell; resorting to that seems like it would reflect a process inefficiency, but it's sometimes okay to do inefficient things temporarily."









Carissa Sevar: "I think it's plausible today was enough they'll loan you all the cheapest kind of headbands, which do two points; the expensive kind is four times that and does four points, and the most expensive time is four times that again and does six. I suspect the Chelish government does nothavetwenty, or even three, of the most expensive kind, they'd be requisitioning from adventurers, and that's much more expensive than the materials price."









Keltham: "I suppose if that wasn't true, Golarion would look different from how it does... there's one metal, spellsilver, that's the limiting resource? I would have memorized a lot more about the properties of every known kind of elemental metal and how to mine them all most efficiently, if I'd known this was how my life would go. It's unfortunately exactly the sort of knowledge most people, such as me, are too lazy to memorize if you have access to the universal repository. But with any luck, climbing the tech ladder on generating heat and turning heat into motion will suffice for moving and sifting greater quantities of any kind of ore."









Carissa Sevar: "Spellsilver and enchanter time but the sale price is sixty percent just the price of the raw materials and if that were cheaper, in the long run more wizards would train into enchanting wondrous items."









Keltham: "And with more headbands, even basic headbands, we get more wizards who can train to make more expensive headbands. When things go well, that's why they go well, in economies."

"We should probably break soon for the day, after which I should take a brain cooldown rest, and then try studying basic wizard magic, I think? Though before then I did have a couple of things left to say about the optimization of hereditary information, and some of those points are cautionary and shouldn't be left off."









lintamande: What would you need to caution people about that's a fraction as bad as accidentally making your whole population stupider because only smart people can learn Alter Self.



They're starting to trust Keltham to know where he's going, though. They listen.









Keltham: "I'll start with a probing sort of question, though if everyone's too tired, I can step back from probing questions. On the other hand, if only some of you are too tired, that part can continue. I'll see if I get sensible answers, I guess. Anyhow! Optimizing your whole population gene pool is obviously not something you'd want to make mistakes with. How could you gain more knowledge about what you were doing, in advance of doing anything risky?"









lintamande: "...do it with part of your population? One duchy, not the whole country?"









Keltham: "Better than doing it with the whole country, possibly. But heritage optimization takestime. Every time you try something and see what happens, you have to wait one human generation to see what happens, and if you need two generations, well, that adds up very quickly. Gonna keep the whole country waiting while you play around in that one duchy? Doing nothing also has risks."

"Speed of discovery matters. It's not enough to get there eventually. How can you figure out what the ass you're doing with heritage optimization without spending twenty years every time you want to try something? How can you learn about the sort of mistakes that only show up three generations later, in less than sixty years?"









lintamande: "...do it with mice?"

"...do it in a time-dilated demiplane?"

"...ask Asmodeus?"









Keltham: "Yeah, you got some resources we don't got in dath ilan. I assume that time-dilated demiplanes are very expensive, but I nonetheless can't help but ask how much we have to prove ourselves before we get to tuck ourselves into one of those and do the rest of this faster?"









Carissa Sevar: "The nearest known permanent one is in Nex, on another continent, and I don't think it'slistedfor rent, though maybe they have a price. It wouldn't be very surprising if we had a secret one for emergencies, but it's probably tiny, if so, they're cheaper if they're tiny, and the Queen has a necklace of adaptation so she wouldn't need it to have air, if there's one just for her and Lrilatha."









Keltham: "Well, not step one then. But you really might end up with some very nice things in a very short time, if you can scale the technology and magic to where you can get a decent-sized research team into a time-dilated demiplane."

"But I digress. In dath ilan, sure, you could use mice. But why limit your ambitions to just playing around with mice? Humans aren't the only sort of biological organisms with useful heritages."









lintamande: This puzzles them. "...orcs have a faster generation time than humans and are more like us than mice?" someone offers.









Keltham: "Good case for starting with an orc duchy if there's one around here, but remember that I've been telling you the secrets oflife itself, in general. Do you uselife for anything around here?"









lintamande: "Corn?" says Tonia. "It grows every year and we do select it a lot, for not getting weevils and having big ears."









Keltham: "Yep. Corn's got two packages per package-tuple the same as humans, if I recall, though not twenty-three package tuples - I don't recall the exact number. Wheat - if you've got that here, which I expect you do because the word translated - if it's the same wheat I know, at least - has six packages per package-tuple. If you've been selecting plants at all, and the people who've been selecting them have already made any effort to try things systematically and observe results, there's a whole body of knowledge there that you might be able to apply to heritage optimization in general. And if they haven't been trying things systematically and observing results, then that's the art you're here to learn; and whatever wonderful theories and strategies you come up with, why, maybe you could try them faster and cheaper on a field of corn than on a duchy."









lintamande: "They're systematic," Tonia says. "Probably not the way people are in dath ilan but they know what kinds do well with what weather and how they all hybridize and they track yield per acre and they trade tips, and particularly good strains."









Keltham: "Heh, that's an example of the good-news bad-news duality right there. It's no doubt been good for Cheliax that they already know that much, but bad news that they'll have already tried a lot of obvious stuff, which makes it harder for us to stroll in and double corn yields on our first try. Are there specialists who make particularly good strains, or do people just trade them as they randomly crop up?"









lintamande: "I don't ...think there's a way to make them besides planting historically good strains and seeing how they do. Not that I heard of anyway."









Keltham: "Well, if they're already doing the obvious, I think the steps beyond that are knowledge-for-sale not universal-basics. Still, should probably get a book on that."

"But if we got that book, and after reading it, the notion of the tiny spirals and the package-tuples gave you some idea that you thought people probably hadn't tried yet - well. What sort ofprecautions should you take, when trying to create new strains of corn using a clever new method nobody's tried before? Because in real life, on really novel problems, there's no teacher telling you which precautions you need to take, or correcting you if you miss one."









lintamande: "....pray for guidance? I know that's not what you're going for but it's actually - the front-line intervention for unexpected consequences, really -"



"Maybe Asmodeus is sick of saving us from mistakes we could catch ourselves."

"Starting small, like with one duchy except maybe even smaller, one cornfield."

"Checking the corn for poison, to make sure you didn't make it worse somehow."









Keltham: "Feed the corn to mice before you fed it to humans, sure. But then, besides asking 'What precautions should I take?', one should perhaps first ask, 'What exactly could go wrong in the first place?' What could potentially go wrong with trying to create a new strain of corn? How could there be a disaster, not just a minor stumble, from trying to create a new strain of corn?"









Otolmens: Otolmens wishes she had not been REMINDED of that. Those were not GOOD TIMES.









lintamande: This is a question Chelish wizards are spectacularly good at answering.

"It happens to be really good for a certain kind of pest, and they grow to ten times their usual size and eat everyone in the village."

"It smells irresistible to dragons."

"It angers the fae."

"It's so much more fertile than all other corn that it gets carried away on the wind and grows everywhere, blotting out all other life, until nothing grows anywhere on the continent but corn."

"It's great for a couple years but it's sucking all the vitality out of the soil and leaves only sand behind."

"It lures maneating rats from the Underdark and then the infestation is impossible to root out."

"It grows six hundred feet in height and angers the aerial dragons."

"Locusts that lay their eggs in it have an unnaturally high survival rate and so instead of occasional clouds of locusts we have constant clouds of locusts and they blot out the sun."

"It's addictive and once you've eaten it you can't eat anything else."

"It disrupts the flow of magical energies through the land beneath its roots and remaps all the ley lines in Cheliax, which causes a bunch of adjustment hurricanes and strands half the towns on the royal line."

"It develops impossible geometry - the kind where looking at it gives you a headache - and anyone who wanders into the field come harvest time is lost forever."

"It requires so much water that it sucks up water for hundreds of miles around, turning half of central Cheliax to desert."

"It's actually just mediocre corn but with mind-control to make you think it's really great corn, and we're convinced we succeeded and plant it everywhere at which point it's powerful enough to enslave the whole country."









Otolmens: The little mortals really have NO idea, do they.









Keltham: "Does that sort of thing happen a lot around here -"









lintamande: " - I mean, those would be unusually bad outcomes."

"Usuallyinteractions between the natural world and surrounding magical geography are fairly bounded, there's only a couple documented incidents of ley-lines moving because of ecological changes alone."

"Something going horribly wrong with pests is pretty likely but that's what adventurers make a living handling."

"Plants are the category of living thing least likely to spontaneously develop spell-like abilities or sapience, there are only about a hundred known kinds that have."

"No one has the slightest idea what angers the fae, planting a new corn crop might butnotplanting a new corn crop might too."

"And if the dragons are mad they'll probably tell us. - burn some villages first, but then tell us."









Keltham: "I am suddenly concerned about whether I have accidentally fallen into the trap of thinking I am a story protagonist, instead of applying the principle of mediocrity. When I landed near the Worldwound, was I otherwise-improbably being placed near the most important present disaster in the world, or actually is most of Golarion like that outside the protected housing and the Worldwound was just number twelve on the list of worst disasters from the previous week?"

Keltham's first-order uncorrected intuitive probability he'll want to have kids here has now fallen to 65%, not so much from this update about Golarion's nature, per se, as what it implies about a predictable string of first-order updates that have all been in the same direction so far.









lintamande: "...I think the Worldwound is a reasonable candidate for the worst problem in the world," Meritxell says. "There are a few other planar rifts but they're much smaller. Cheliax has most of our military deployed at the Worldwound, we wouldn't do that if there were ten things as likely as it to destroy the world. But there are a lot of places that are horrible on a scale that won't destroy the world."









Keltham: "Well, at least that's a slightly pleasant surprise about how nice a place Golarion is to live, compared to where I'd just sent my second-order estimate."

Keltham genuinely is relieved about this; to be repeatedly surprised by the same observation indicates that the machinery making up yourself is not properly reflecting the idea of 'surprise'. A stable meta-rule 'no matter how bad you imagine Golarion is, it is actually worse' implies some defect in you and not just the planet.









Carissa Sevar: A lot of people, it has occurred to Carissa, thinkCheliaxis the worst problem in the entire world. That's because they're dumb and get really worked up about a little bit of torture, though.









Keltham: "So if this was dath ilan, I'd know how probable or in a sensetypical the disasters you named actually were, but I have very little sense of that here. Being able to imagine disasters at all is step one. Being able to refine your sense of which disasters are actually likely to hit you is step two. Then, usually, after that, you need a step three where people realize that even if they don't like a disaster and start hurling insults at it about it being super incredibly improbable, there's a difference between the kind of disaster that ignores insults like that and gets you anyways, versus the kind of disaster that really actually goes against the character of reality and almost certainly won't happen. I cannot guide you through developing that sense for probabilities using realistic examples, because, I am realizing, I haven't a butt's notion of where any of what you said falls on that spectrum."

"But if you have a sense of something like - what is a typical disaster for Golarion that might happen toyou personally while breeding a new crop; versus things that happen often enough that you hear about them, but rarely enough that they haven't happened to you or anyone you know; versus possibilities that can't really get at you? From a selfish perspective, people are mainly incentivized to guard against common disasters that hurt themselves; if you look at it from the perspective of Chelish Governance, it's their job to make sure anyone who's allowed to experiment inside their country needs to be guarding against country-injuring rare disasters; and both of these agents will be falling down on their jobs if they spend all their resources guarding against imagination-capturing disasters that are genuinely out of character for Reality and not just being insulted by being called names like 'impossible'. So - common-level disasters, rare-level disasters?"









lintamande: "Ruins the soil is common," Tonia says. "Attracts new pests that grow to unusual size is common. Grows too well and takes over your other fields too is common. All of those've happened to my father or my grandfather. Angers the fae is - happens to someone's cousin in another village."









Keltham: "The usual rule is that as you go up the tech ladder, the danger levels go up because thepower levels go up, meaning that smaller missteps can have larger effects. I do not get the impression that this is the tiniest bit untrue of magic and Golarion - but, just to check -?"









Carissa Sevar: "Seems right. The Worldwound was caused by a fight among gods. Most other really bad things I can think of were caused by epic wizards."









Keltham: "As you get more clever at breeding plants, you can, to some degree, even in dath ilan without magic, manage to do a bit more damage than if you were less clever. If you successfully use focused breeding to create corn that is incredibly resistant to the most common diseases around, more disease-resistant than any corn has ever been before, it may be more likely than regular corn to take over all your other fields by accident."

"If you breed ultra-fast-growing plants and plant them repeatedly on the same land, year after year, they will suck key nutrients out of the soil, unless you figure out what those nutrients are and take extra steps to replenish them. Even if you figure out how to provide the plants with the nutrients that they need to keep growing, the fast-grown plants may end up less nutritious for people, or animals, who eat those plants - unless you replenish aspects of the soil that aren't as obvious. Subtle deficiencies that people may not notice at first, especially if people are eating the older crops too, for a while. If you figure out how to fix the short-term problem of your fast-growing crops dying, by replenishing the aspects of soil that just the plants need, you may not replenish enough of key tiny nutrients that peopleneed. Praying for guidance sure would be helpful for that sort of thing, if it worked perfectly reliably. But even leaving aside the point that apparently 'prophecy is broken' now, it seems wiser for you to try to develop the skill that we needed in godless dath ilan - like, at least write down in advance what you predict the guidance will be, before you pray for guidance."









lintamande: "You rotate crops," says Tonia. "And maybe...take soil samples, to see how other older crops grow in them?"









Keltham: "Rotating crops helps some, doesn't fix the whole problem because there's some things that almost every crop takes from the soil. How much is it helping? Feed your rotated fast-grown crops and non-rotated fast-grown crops and slowly grown crops to mice, or other animals that grow in even faster generations, and see how the three groups do health-wise relative to each other. Keep your eyes open, don't wait for problems to materialize before you start looking, imagine things that might go wrong and look for them early, maybe you'll catch something you didn't imagine while you're looking for some possible problem you did imagine, the important thing is to keep your eyes open wider."

"Besides soil depletion if you figure out how to grow more crops faster, there's one other problem that's very predictable, that happensbecause of how well you succeeded at plant breeding, and it leads into another one of those larger points. Suppose you produce a single field of corn, all of one strain, that's the best corn you've ever seen. It grows fast, it's resistant to disease and insects and strong winds, it's tastier than the previous corn, you feed it to mice and the mice do fine. You find - well, you probably don't have replicators - you find somebody reliable to verify your reports, and you take that corn strain and sell it to farmers all over Cheliax. A year later, it's the most profitable corn anyone has ever seen, and only a complete fool of a farmer would grow anything else the next year. Two years later, it's the only strain of corn that anyone still grows in Cheliax, and it's starting to displace other crops that are less profitable to grow. All massively replicated out of that one original field."

"What happens next?"









lintamande: "If there's a blight it'll take out half our food crop," says Tonia. "Because everything will have the exact same vulnerability."









Keltham: "Not if. There will be a blight. It's not just that there's a corn blight and Cheliax is growing too much corn. It's that blightitself is a form of life andit reproduces and blight that targetsthis exact strain of corn will reproduce faster onthis exact strain of corn and then reproduce just as fast when it jumps tothe next ear of corn that all came through the same bottleneck and all has the same genetic information inside it. Everything still alive has an internal system that counterattacks and resists disease, and since everything has slightly different tiny spirals, all the internal systems use slightly different counterattacks and methods of resistance. If all the ears of corn are too similar to each other, if you copied too much of the tiny spirals too fast and made too many organisms out of them, because they were such great tiny spirals and such great organisms, the disease that's mutating and reproducing and targeting those exact disease-fighting systems will get too good at targeting those exact disease-fighting methods and wipe them all out."

"The same thing would happen if we produced a kid with INT 20 and there was magic for copying kids and somebody got the bright idea that Cheliax needed a million kids like that. There's a million tiny variants of even minor diseases, one of those variants would happen to be really strong against that exact form for a disease-fighting system, and then instead of the disease just killing that one kid, he'd sneeze and that variant would jump to the copy of the kid, and then the next copy, and the next, and that variant would be just as effective against all of them."

"That's one reason why dath ilan doesn't take the thousand brightest men in the whole world and try to have them each get ten thousand women pregnant. It's copying too much of the heritage information too fast."









lintamande: "....also sounds logistically difficult," someone mutters.









Keltham: "Hey, if doing that sort of thing wouldn't kill everyone, jumping 2 Intelligence points in a generation would be worth a few logistical difficulties."









lintamande: His audience, which is definitely interpreting 'a few logistical difficulties' as 'you'd have to have the men under an exceptionally powerful Dominate Person with a team of dedicated clerics healing them and keeping them under', nods seriously.









Keltham: Keltham, who is definitely interpreting 'a few logistical difficulties' as some mix of 'men mastering the partial ejaculation technique' if they're doing it the fun way, and otherwise 'divide up the sperm quickly so it's still healthy during the mass insemination process', continues.

"One reason I'm giving you this caution, obviously, is so that, if you do start getting results from more directed and clever heritage-optimization, you don't push your luck; the disease counterattack is close to a universal hazard if you start deriving too many children from too few parents."

"The larger point is thatvariation, itself, is a kind of resource. It doesn't just apply to variation of disease-fighting systems, although that sure is one of the clearest cases of it. If you're tackling a difficult mental problem, and you've got five people on your team, adding a sixth person who thinks in a different way from the first five people is often a larger boost than adding somebody's previous acquaintance from a previous job who had a lot of similar life experience. There are also benefits to people knowing each other, to be clear, but the longer you've hammered on a problem without solving it, the more likely it is that you need somebody new."

"The variation of your crops is a kind of resource that plant species has, making it more likely that at least some of it survives when it gets challenged with a new kind of weather, a new kind of pest. When you apply powerful breeding pressures to a crop and squeeze it through narrow bottlenecks of parentage, you lessen that variation as a side effect, and make the crop probably less resilient in some dimensions, even if you're improving it in others. Variation is a kind of resource for heritage optimization, and the process of heritage optimization uses some of it up."

"This ties into something that, in dath ilan, is seen as a central dichotomy of all life's existence - a dichotomy between -" He needs to be careful in speaking here, so that the direct spell-supplied translation from the dath ilani terms into Taldane doesn't give away his point too early. "- diversity, and optimality. After all, if there's abest way to do things, wouldn't doing it any different way, necessarily be doing it worse?"

"Think about the logic I showed you earlier today, the one which can derive exactly all of the actual consequences of the premises and no non-consequences of the premises. If you had a logic that was meaningfully different from that one, wouldn't it have to be, in some sense, worse?"

"I pose to you this question, then, which I have not yet told you how to answer: Is diversity only ever valuable in places where we haven't found the best strategy? Is there necessarily some optimal disease-fighting system an organism could have, which could fight off every different form of disease that exists, and if an organism had that, it could be duplicated a million times without worry?"









Carissa Sevar: "it's like war. There's not a single best military strategy that defeats all other military strategies. There are things that work out best for a range of possible things your opponents might be doing, and you can't be engaged in the best possible tactic againstanythingthey might be doing, there are tradeoffs. 'best disease-fighting system' sounds less ridiculous than 'best war-fighting system' but I think only because we know how to fight wars so the tradeoffs are obvious."









Keltham: "Well, perhaps, perhaps. But let's consider some much simpler case than complicated oppositional games. Do you have locks, here, which go by knowledge? Say, somebody has to punch in a series of numbers, or spell out a sequence of words, to open the lock?"









lintamande: "No. Wizards use magic for locks. Everyone else...I think uses mechanical ones, with keys."









Keltham: "There's a dath ilani proverb to the effect that a key and a code is more effective than just a key or a code, because keys can be stolen as codes can be spied on. But maybe that doesn't apply if there's a first-circle spell that makes keys only work in the hands of authorized holders...?"









lintamande: "...mostly I don't know how you'd do a lock with a...code. I've never heard of that."









Keltham: "Buttons labeled 0 through 9, you've got to enter six numbers in the correct order to open the lock... I would not have thought that would take a very complicated mechanism, it seems very simple compared to other mechanisms. Heck, with sixteen buttons, just needing to depress the correct eight buttons in any order, while leaving the eight other buttons raised, would provide significant protection. That seems very easy to visualize as a lock; though, making it not be externally obvious when you have some of the buttons correct but not others, would take more work..."

"Well, anyways, in dath ilan, there are locks which require a key, or numbers, or both, depending on how strong you want to make them and whether you're more worried about stolen keys or spied-on codes. And security issues like making sure that somebody can't tell which numbers are being depressed by listening to the sound of the clicks, or not having the interior mechanism of the key be examinable from the outside of the key before it's inserted into the lock, stuff like that."

"Is there such a thing as there being onebest code, or onebest key, that you could use to fend off the greatest possible number of thieves, and then no better code or better key than that could exist?"









lintamande: "No," the class choruses.









Keltham: "Isn't that, in some sense, contradictory to the very notion of intelligence? If you can measure intelligence with numbers, and keep going past 20, past 30, past 100, shouldn't there come a point where the greatest possible and most perfect intelligence can determine the one best possible code for a lock?"









lintamande: "- I guess eventually you could come up with a number so long and hard to specify that no one less smart that you is capable of generating it, and that'd be the best possible code for a lock."









Keltham: "Well, it's good that you don't just say 'no' and give up on the question! In dath ilan, once you get past the kind of locks that parents use to keep young children from wandering into the workshop or the," no word forthat then where do theydo it, "cuddle-room, you get what's called Keeper locks, though they also appear on the more powerful weapons the military is allowed to own. One component of a Keeper lock is a kind of key that's physically impossible to duplicate, though it has to be refreshed each time it's used; the other component is a game that never plays out the same way twice, with rules of a form that our brains can learn subconsciously without ever figuring them out consciously. The knowledge that gets you inside consists of you having learned to play the lock's game, after a few days or hours of practice and occasional refreshers; and you don't consciously know what the game's rules are, so you literally can't explain to anybody else how to get inside, even if they drug you."

"But let's say the lock just has ten digits and six numbers."

"Can an entity with Intelligence 100 determine the best possible six-number sequence that every such lock should use?"









lintamande: "No," they chorus again.









Keltham: "Well, why not, exactly?"









lintamande: "The only thing that makes a code good is that no one knows it."









Keltham: "So use your Intelligence 100 to pick out the best possible code that people are least likely to guess."









lintamande: "...well, if it's in every lock, then they'll just put a bunch of sl-employees to work trying it on one lock, and once they get it they'll know all the locks."









Keltham: "Ah, well, perhaps. Let's look at it from the other side; if there's a ten-digit, six-number lock I need to get through, can I use my 100 Intelligence to discover the single best sequence to try on a lock like that?"









lintamande: "...yeah, you could mindread the creator and figure out what rule they used to set it."









Keltham: "Let us suppose that mindreading is not possible; clever guessing is. You cannot determine a single correct code with certainty, just that some codes are more likely than others. I put to you, then, that the code which ismost likely to open the lock, is thebest code to try entering into it."









lintamande: The students agree with this, but suspiciously.









Keltham: "Well, for concrete example, if a silly factory makes all its locks with a default code of 012345, and occasionally some silly people forget to change the default code, then 012345 might be the best code to try entering - it may only open one in ten thousand locks, because very few people are that silly, but it will still open more locks than any other code."









lintamande: "Or if there's a number that's lucky in some religion, so people change their locks to that."









Keltham: "Wait, so they actively change their lock to one that's... Can you tell me whether or not you're joking about that being a thing people would really do? I haven't actually met anyone with Intelligence 10 in my life before and I don't know what that's like."









lintamande: "- yeah, people do that."

"I mean, we don't have that kind of lock, but people do that sort of thing, they have magic item passwords that are famous magic item passwords, or the names of their kids."









Keltham: "All right. Duly noted. You people seriously need to raise your average intelligence level before somebody accidentally blows up what's left of the planet."









Keltham: "To resume where we left off: Having thus determined that 012345 is the best, the most optimal code you can possibly try on a lock, I put to you that, clearly, the optimal strategy for opening a coded lock is to repeatedly try 012345 on it until it opens. Agreed?"









lintamande: Suspicious chorus. "Noooo."









Keltham: "Why not? Seems reasonable to me. If you have the optimal best method you should keep using it."









lintamande: "I guess if the lock has a persistent tendency to change its own password to 012345, because it has fond memories of the workshop it was created in," Meritxell says.









Keltham: "Careful with that kind of cleverness. There's another famous dichotomy between being smart enough to think of correct answers versus smart enough that you can take any answer and come up with a weird way for it to be correct. In real life, entering 012345 repeatedly into the lock is stupid even though it's possible to imagine an exotic circumstance where it isn't. I'm not saying you should never think the way you just did, I'm saying that you should always clearly label it inside and outside as having come up with a clever weird circumstance under which it would make sense to do something that is in real life stupid."









Keltham: "Anyways, I'm glad you all now agree with me that the best way of getting through number-sequence locks is to repeatedly enter in 012345 on them."









lintamande: "...you just said that was stupid!"









Keltham: "That was some other Keltham. I'm the Keltham who thinks that repeating 012345 is a great strategy, and he's going to keep lecturing you on that until one of you manages to talk him out of it by explaining exactly what he's doing wrong."









lintamande: They giggle nervously.

"If it didn't work the first time, then it'll only work this time if the lock magically changed, and changed to this specific code, and you haven't got any reason to think it did that so you might as well just set a construct to trying all possible combinations in order at this point, before you try any twice."









Keltham: "Wait, so you're saying that 012345 isn't the best code to try? What's the better one, then?"









lintamande: "Any of them which you haven't tried yet!"









Keltham: "I'm confused. If on the first turn, 012345 is the best combination to try, and the lock hasn't changed, it should still be the best combination to try on the second turn."









lintamande: "...no, because if it were right, it would've opened the lock, so now you know it's wrong."









Keltham: "So what you're saying is that my knowledge about the lock changed, but not the lock itself? I suppose I could buy that. Doesn't that mean I'd have to keep on changing which things I tried as I observed the results and my knowledge kept changing, though? That sounds inconvenient and difficult and not very Lawful, really."









lintamande: They're so confused!



"I mean, you probably want to build a construct," Pela, who has been arguing for this solution for a while, says more firmly. "Which just tries every number in order. And you expect that it's one of the remaining numbers until you've tried them all."









Keltham: "Wouldn't it be better to build a Lawful construct instead of a Chaotic one, which repeatedly used the optimal number instead of, like, all these other non-optimal numbers? I'm definitely gonna do that if you don't talk me out of it somehow. Gonna be a great construct. The best. Optimal."









lintamande: "- trying every number in order is plenty Lawful! Law has nothing to do with - doing the exact same thing over and over!"









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa, who is going to be able to resolve the bet this evening, proposes everyone double-or-nothing on their is-Keltham-a-sadist betting.)









Keltham: "If it's the best thing, you should do it over and over. If it's not the best thing, you should do the best thing instead. If that isn't Lawful, then what is Law, exactly?"









lintamande: "It stops being the best thing once you've tried it!"

"Law is - if you're doing a dumb thing, and you think it's Lawful, you're probably just confused about what Law is, it doesn't mean you have to do dumb things."









Keltham: "Well, perhaps I am confused about the Law because I thought it said to do a dumb thing, but then what is the Law actually? Can it be explained to me or do I just have to enter whichever exact codes you tell me to?"









lintamande: "I don't think approaches to guessing a password can be Lawful or Chaotic. And we've been telling you the thing you should do, which is try all the numbers in order!"









Keltham: "All right, speaking more seriously now. It's easy to tangle yourself up with paradoxes of what is best, what is optimal, especially when you define the word even slightly different ways, see it from slightly different angles across two times you used the word. There's a mistake that young dath ilani make - skewing male rather than female, though also some girls and not all boys, of course - where they can't quite accept the fact that older children know more than they do and have higher measured cognitive powers, and some of them get fascinated with the ways that you can tangle up your reasoning and 'prove' that you're actually better than the older children because you're more ignorant than they are, or smarter than the optimal way of doing something."

"It's one of the things where, when a boy makes a mistake like that, the older children and the Watchers don't try to talk him out of it, and let him go on believing it for a few years, so he can have his enjoyment and also learn a valuable life lesson when he's old enough to more carefully disentangle all of the paradoxes. This valuable lesson is that paradoxical-sounding questions have non-paradoxical answers, if you define everything precisely enough and don't mix up your words. Even if you cannot see the answer yet, you should expect that such an answer exists. Confusion exists in our minds, not in consistent mathematics."

"In this case, I could formalize the solution by saying, for example, that there is such a thing as a best sequence of codes to try, given your state of knowledge about the lock, and that repeatedly trying the most likely first code forever is among the worst possible sequences. Or I could say that, since our knowledge changes with each observation, the best second code to try, given the results of observing the first code, is not equal to the best first code to try. This, I realize, may not sound particularly better than any of the other arguments you were using against silly-Keltham, but they fit into larger frameworks I can talk about later. A dath ilani would tell you that you're mistaken in thinking that there's no Lawful approach to guessing a code; you can use math to describe your beliefs about which codes have which probabilities of working, describe mathematically how those probabilities change with each observation as successive codes are ruled out, and that math then describes the next best guess. That doesn't mean you can do better by thinking explicitly in math, of course, instead of just quickly typing in possible passwords that seem likely; but the math does exist."

"On a larger scale, the point I want to make again is about that dichotomy between optimality and diversity, the reason why you don't want to take a single stalk of corn and plant exact copies of it all over the country. When we talked about the case of the lock and its codes, we got two different angles on a way to resolve the children's paradox of it apparently not being best to just use the best answer. The first angle is that of the adaptive adversary, the corn blight, the master criminal considering the lock; the more regular we make our own answer, the more the adversary's adaptivity or intelligence is able to analyze and defeat it. We use randomization as a way to make it harder for their own intelligence to grasp; there's nothing paradoxical about the idea that, the more random something is, the less knowable it is, the more it may inconvenience some other mind. It's the kind of variation that's valuable in the disease-fighting systems inside human and corn, the kind that makes it harder for diseases to learn our defenses."

"But the other viewpoint on the lock and code is the more important one. It's the reason why, if your team has been having trouble solving a problem for a while, you might want to add a new person who thinks less like the rest of you. It's a resource that a field of corn stalks has for adapting to a sudden shift in the environment, a new weather extreme; if the crop is more diverse, maybe some hardier stalks will survive to be replanted next year and then do better against that environment. It's the kind of variation where you're trying things in many places, and, because of that, trying overly similar things in many places is something that yields less expected profit to you."

"There are dimensions of society in which you want everyone behaving differently, so they can explore a space instead of all crowding together into one corner of it. There are dimensions of society where things go pretty well so long as you do something the correct way, and start to go poorly if you do things much differently than that. There is a tension in dath ilan between positions, between people and factions, between ideas and arguments, about that question - not just about particular cases, but about the sense in general of where all society should move on that spectrum. Whether it is more important in general for everyone to do things a bit more differently, in our future, or if the problem is more that we're falling too far below some standards and we all need to improve in those ways together. There are lots of particular cases in dath ilan where people might hold different opinions and not just one general opinion; but there is a sense that this general dimension of existence is one where the exact balance is important to a society."

"Dath ilan has terminology for this dichotomy of strategies, between the search to find the optimal best answer and use it, versus trying many different answers to be more resilient against unknowns and explore a space more widely. Though I've been deliberately substituting the words 'optimal' and 'diverse', in this language, instead of the two Taldane words that the translation spell tries to automatically output."

"If I say the dath ilani words directly, for these two directions a society can move along this dimension, they come out in this language as:"

"Lawful."

"And, Chaotic."









lintamande: Elias Abarco isnotan eighteen year old girl and isnotgoing to gape wonderingly at Keltham because EVERYTHING MAKES SENSE. No one would notice, since he's invisible, but he nonetheless has too much dignity.









Carissa Sevar: Somethings make sense. And some things are even more confusing because -

- why notsaythat, humanscanunderstand that -









Ione Sala: Reality is so very large and pretty and connected when you catch a sight of it. She wants to see more.

Nice, Ione thinks all the way up where her conscious mind can hear it.









Keltham: "I was on the side of Chaos, of course. Lawfulness seemed so very boring. I was quite sure we had enough of it already."

"There's a saying in dath ilan that always sounded to me before like sententious pro-Law propaganda, whose depth of meaning, I think, I never really appreciated until I came to Golarion."

"It's the saying that even Chaos is almost entirely made of Law."

"Some variation in the corn stalks is useful for resisting disease, or having any survivors if an especially hot summer comes. If you scramble all the tiny spirals entirely and insert completely new information, what you get is not much higher levels of useful Chaos, you get a plant that entirely fails to form. The wildest, most diverse crop that still manages to live at all must be almost entirely regular and using almost completely standard forms of everything for its species; otherwise it comes out, not weird and warped, but simply a dead seed that fails to germinate at all. When you're adding a new and different mind to your team, full of wild ideas, they should hopefully be speaking mostly grammatical sentences that make sense, and not uttering random words and random sounds and twitching around wildly on the floor. The full absence of Law is not diversity, but randomness, noise. In many cases, nearly all the random ways of doing things get you pretty much the same effect, there is not much difference in contribution between a person wildly twitching on the floor in one way versus a different way, they look much the same from outside. Even diversity has to be almost entirely made out of shared order, and climb high up on the scale of optimality away from the level of noise, in order to be effectively diverse."

"Even Chaos is made almost entirely out of Law. I thought it was something of a sententious old proverb, that was emphasizing one particular viewpoint on an underlying truth that seemed overly trivial. I wanted to think thoughts that nobody had ever thought before, sure, well of course I didn't want to do that by thinking random words, obviously. I wanted to start companies or invest in companies that nobody else would have thought of, that no other investor would invest in, I wanted to show that the way I thought differently was better and worthy of further exploration. Of course, if I wanted to pull that off successfully, it would be a matter of art and skill, governed by laws, with relevant history to study and relevant investigations to do. I thought that sort of thing didn't belong to Law alone. Chaotic people like me could say it too, so there wasn't anything especially Lawful about it."

"Even Chaos is made almost entirely out of Law, in a fashion governed by higher orders, mathematics, whose name in Baseline also tends to translate into Taldane as 'Law'. I have gotten to this place, Golarion, I have heard what many of your 'countries' are doing. It is pretty clear that even the factions called Lawful seem to be confused about many things. And I am resigned at this point to the fact that at some point I am also going to have to go and somehow straighten out all the Chaotic parts because it seems pretty likely at this point that all y'all are also doing that part all wrong."

"In conclusion. The value of diversity in your heritage, and its nature as a kind of resource that strong optimization uses up - especially variation that has the nature of useful variations rather than destructively random variations - is another reason why, if you meet a human visitor from another plane with 18 Intelligence, it's a great time to make an exception to any usual social rules about not just subsidizing the very best men to have 144 kids apiece, because the diversity of your heritage will actually go up when you add in some kids from a smart alien, and some of your kids may think a little differently and be more useful to add to projects. This concludes my sales pitch; I have added in many of the caveats that I knew about, but I may have been biased in my thinking about them nonetheless; I have tried to give you the knowledge you'd need to do your own thinking about it independently."

"Any questions?"









lintamande: "In your conception of Chaos," says Meritxell, "what would a Chaotic god be like."









Keltham: "That is a really excellent question and I just flatly do not understand where, say, Calistria fits into this picture. One guess is that there are additional things wrapped up in the divine version of 'Chaos', besides the dath ilani words that translate into it, which would make sense of how women being vengeful at men could be especially Chaotic. Another guess is that I don't understand your society well enough to understand how Calistria is a move in the direction of wider exploration or less centralized planning."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks she has an idea of that, actually, but she doesn't want to be that person who wants to talk about sexism every day like she cares what happens to other people.









lintamande: There's another few questions, none all that deep; the class is still a bit theologically startled and no one's really quite sure what's heresy here.









Keltham: Keltham, who's already worrying that he stretched the endurance of his students and he can't see this because of Cheerful Cheliax Dignity, restrains himself from any overly deep answers. Afterwards, he attempts to dismiss the class for the afternoon; later on, after he's rested some, he's going to try learning wizard spells with the last of his day. (Well, his workday, anyways.)









Ione Sala: "Teacher," says Ione Sala, with a faint smile that's all she can manage, and a voice that should be more seductive but isn't, "can I stay a moment after class and ask you something in private?"

(No sweat. Calm. If she lets herself feel too much, she'll sweat, and that will be visible. Don't think, don't feel, nothing except what's necessary, now.)









Keltham: Keltham tilts his head, weighs the matter, nods. He has no room on his schedule left for today, but he can as easily say that to her in private, and doesn't exactly want to - discourage people from asking.









Carissa Sevar: - well, that's bold.


Carissa files out, succeeding at looking totally unthreatened by this and actually succeeding at being mostly unthreatened by this. The kid has barely talked, she's getting a late start.

- which is suggestive that there's something up here that Carissa doesn't understand -

She turns invisible on leaving the classroom, and turns around to slip back in.









lintamande: "Move along," Elias tells her telepathically and also curtly.









Carissa Sevar: - so this is not about flirting with Keltham.



She moves along.









Ione Sala: Ione considers possible options, she has to, there's no choices except thinking, now. If she leads into words that sound like - like what she's planning to say - then the security team won't, they won't jump to conclusions, right, they'll know Ione knows that there's security there - but people don't always think what you wish they would think -

Ione casts Detect Magic, and while Keltham's head is turned watching the last students go, she gives her best significant, solemn nod to the invisible security team.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't particularly see it.









Ione Sala: When the last students are gone, and of course the security team is still there, Ione approaches Keltham. "Did you mean what you said about - how dath ilan sees Law and Chaos?" she inquires in a low voice, now trying to look serious, and not seductive at all.









Keltham: "Yes...?" Keltham is more surprised than disappointed.









Ione Sala: "Will you keep my - important personal secret - if I tell it to you?" Ione says. Serious, she has to look serious.









Keltham: "Does that commit me to anything more than just - not repeating your secret, not giving it away by other means, unless and until the information makes its way to me by channels unrelated to the fact of your originally telling it to me?"









Ione Sala: Ione takes a moment to parse this. It sounds right, and if he's trying to trick her - well, it doesn't really matter, does it.

"No, that sounds correct."









Keltham: "Then yes." Keltham doesn't know what this is about, and might on other occasions hesitate more to learn others' secrets, but he is definitely currently in the sort of situation where he should say yes to secrets offered under standard secrecy conditions.









Ione Sala: "I - have sympathies in directions that are not all the way to the side of Lawful, which is a thing that some of your other girls might accept about me, and some would think it meant they needed to steer clear of me. On the whole it's more convenient for me if it's just not suspected. But you're a whole lot clearer on why Chaos would exist and why it would have any use or any place in the universe than - than I even understood myself, before you - well, people here are confused, like you said."









Keltham: It takes a second for Keltham to hypothesize why this would be as terribly serious of a matter as (glance at nametag again) Ione Sala is making it sound, even taking into account that Lawful versus Chaotic is an even bigger political deal here and that people here are kind of strange about politics.

"Is the idea here that you're secretly not with Asmodeus?" Keltham says, now instinctively lowering his own voice.









Ione Sala: She wasn't even planning to - but if hewants that,hopes for it -

"Knowledge," she says, she wishes she could make her voice breathy and seductive but it's all she can do to stay in the guidelines of solemnity, "mysteries, the planes, the way that everything is connected, magic, trying new things. Nethys."

She hasn't said outright that she belongs to Nethys, which, she doesn't know, maybe that will count for something, oh she's so dead -









Keltham: "I will keep your secret, since if you had not trusted me, I couldn't have done anything with that secret anyways. But I hope you understand that I'm not planning to betray the Chelish government, or Asmodeus, unless they betray me first. Or are you telling me that they've done so?"









Ione Sala: Ione quickly shakes her head, and then says "No," out loud in case dath ilani don't understand headshakes. "I'm not telling you that. Just -"

She can't make herself sound seductive enough, not under this much tension. But Keltham's society has some kind of weird posturing about frankness, maybe even just values actual frankness in a balance whose possibility she can't understand; so if she tries to pretend that kind of honesty, play to that -

"I'm sorry," she says, hoping she's successfully putting sincerity into her voice. "I - I'm not very experienced, in some ways, I wish I could say this in a way that's more pleasing to you." She swallows, which takes almost no effort at all, and makes sure she's looking Keltham straight in the eyes. "To someone who belongs to Nethys, who wants to understand magic, understand everything, the mysteries behind them and how everything is connected - what you told us all today - it's more than someone who follows Nethys could easily repay. If you keep teaching me things like that - or us, I don't mind if others learn it too, like you said, it's about how much we score for ourselves, not scoring better than others - then I'll try to teach you magic, or help you on your project to change Golarion, or clean your room for you, I'd do it even if you didn't pay me," he's sort of weird about wanting to pay people, "not that it would be bad if you did pay me, of course, but the knowledge is - to someone who follows Nethys, it's priceless. And in terms of what - you probably guessed before that I was going to talk to you about - that could be part of it too. You could use me however you wanted, anytime you wanted, in that way too, even if you weren't going to give me a child then or ever. I'll do anything you like, you can ask or I can try to guess, and you won't have to try to make me feel good too, unless you want to, I can just serve you, if you want. To somebody who belongs to Nethys - knowledge like that - is worth it."









Keltham: Keltham is not entirely unmoved by this. He's starting to wonder, in the back of his mind, what all of his other confessions will be like, this is starting to resemble a certain kind of dath ilani fiction in some ways, but this one - is an interesting flavor, yeah.

He's also not taking it entirely at face value, of course, he's not a complete idiot and the resemblance to fiction may or may not be telling.









Keltham: "How much trouble are you in if the Chelish government finds out about this?" Keltham says, a careful kind of probe with many possible returns.









Ione Sala: "I mean - it's hard to - look, suppose I asked you in dath ilan whether people ever got in trouble for things they theoretically shouldn't get in trouble for, how would it work for you?" Because she has absolutely no idea what Keltham is going to find at all plausible here.









Keltham: "Governance gets in trouble for violating the rules same as anybody else. For them to avoid that, they'd have to, I don't know, put somebody into cryonic suspension and make it look like an accident? Somehow be in collusion with the Keepers and get them to falsely declare an infohazard which, you know, would not be even the tiniest bit easy at all and there are lines of double-checking there too, I mean, there's a much smaller order of very smart people whose point is basically supposed to be 'Keep an eye on the Keepers.' I'm not sure what level of antisocial collusion you're trying to ask about or postulate."









Ione Sala: "Things are just less organized in Golarion, Keltham. Sometimes people play things safer, here, than they must do in dath ilan, because they aren't connected to a giant miracle that stores all the knowledge in the world, and they don't know how everything works inside the villa they just came to, from the wizard school they were in before that. I mean, maybe if I suddenly vanish and you never hear from me again, or I'm suspiciously assassinated in the middle of class, that would be something to notice?" She really hopes that she just unsigned her death warrant instead of signing it. "I would not expect the typical member of the Chelish government to do that to me, I wouldn't expect them to do anything at all to me," what with the typical member of Chelish government being nowhere near her, "but I'm in a different place than I was yesterday and you expect me to be surer of myself than I am."









Keltham: "I don't understand why you'd tell this to me, then,"if it was true and not a trap set to see if I'm planning to betray Asmodeus. "You're not worried about - listeners behind the walls, magical eavesdropping?"









Ione Sala: Think think think - "I mean, if there are, that part of the government isn't famous for telling everything they hear to the rest of the world or even the rest of the government, you know, and - I just - I think maybe Nethys would be pleased if I helped you learn magic, or just helped you spread the kind of knowledge that you're spreading. You've changed my life much more than you realize, with what you said there, because of what happened inside me when I heard it, and it seemed right to tell you about that and to offer to do what I can for you."









Keltham: "Thank you for telling me, if you were in fact being honest. I'll keep your putative secret and won't use it against you, unless I relearn by means unconnected to how I first learned it, in the ways considered usual in dath ilan for keeping a secret that was promised. I - will have to think about what that means for a relationship between us, I was not expecting that offer and it's not something where I already know internally how I'll respond, even conditioned on all of that being completely true."









Ione Sala: Ione kneels in front of him, and bows her head. "I am at your command and at your pleasure, teacher," she says, and maybe even manages to make it sound a little low and husky. "Whenever you decide. And no matter what you decide - thank you."









Keltham: Keltham exits.

It certainly has been aday.









Ione Sala: Ione straightens up. It still doesn't seem wise to think or feel anything unnecessary. Her heart is hammering very hard, nonetheless, and there is sweat, though not, she hopes, visible sweat. Well, it wouldn't be surprising if she looked nervous to whoever will be speaking to her now.









lintamande: Elias has a Mage Hand - not quite gouge out her eyeball, even though he's tempted, it'll make her useless for the next ten minutes and there's some information he ought to urgently have. But press against her eyeball, relentless enough to force her to turn her face.

"It would be pretty inconvenient," he says, "to have someone permanently impersonate you; but I've got to say, you're shaping up to be even more inconvenient than that, which is really quite an achievement. Who was it."









Ione Sala: Can she hide it - maybe pretend it was all a seduction scheme that got away from her, ask for a talisman that makes her look like an oracle of Nethys - no, that's not going to work in real life, somebody will check her current aura in detail before they give her a talisman like that -

"Nethys made me his oracle. I didn't ask for it, I didn't know it would happen, I was just thinking about wanting to know more things and I suppose I thought too loudly. I will cooperate with the Chelish government in anything it asks so long as that doesn't turn Nethys against me in my afterlife."









lintamande: "Fail your will save, say that again."









Ione Sala: She fails her will save. "Nethys made me his oracle. I didn't ask for it or know it would happen. I'll cooperate with the Chelish government on anything that doesn't turn Nethys against me."









lintamande: "Repeat, word for word: You'll confirm, once Keltham is competent enough to check the claim you're an oracle of Nethys, that Cheliax isn't betraying him and that we're representing our church the way Nethys's church represents it."









Ione Sala: "I will confirm, once Keltham is competent enough to check the claim I'm an oracle of Nethys, that Cheliax isn't betraying him and that we're representing our church the way Nethys's church represents it."









lintamande: "It's serious misconduct, to try to come to Keltham's attention just to alter the balance of considerations against killing you. If three girls do that, he's going to conclude something's up. Maybe two."









Ione Sala: "I - was afraid that if I just let you find out and kill me, or remove me, which is what you'd obviously do, it would go against what Nethys wanted from me and I don'tknow what Nethys does to mortals who offend Him inside His afterlife I just know that He can drive people mad at any time - I wasn't trying to inconvenience you, I wasn't even trying to live, I was just trying to make sure Nethys didn't shatter my soul for not trying -"









lintamande: "Well, I'll submit the situation for review," Elias says, coldly, and now he can gouge her eyeball out, the conversation being over.





(Someone will come by to heal it in an hour or so. They're notsavages.)









Ione Sala: It's not her most painful punishment.

Ione Sala will lie on the floor and try not to move and hold a hand over the eye socket so she doesn't bleed out too much, and endure.

Everything has changed.

People will still force her to let them read her mind, so there are a lot of things she should not think, must not think, about how everything has changed.

(Nethys is her god now -)

Not thinking that.

(Knowledge, magic -)

Not thinking that.

(What's Nethys's afterlife like if she can serve Him well?)

Not thinking that.

(Deep down she really, really, really wasn't looking forward to -)

Definitely not thinking that.

She wipes the smile hard off her face as soon as she notices that it's there.









Otolmens: Otolmens is as furious as She has ever been at any point in the last aeon, which is something of a narrow range on both sides, but still.

They NEVER LISTEN.

She specifically told them, She told them ALL, that they were not allowed to do ANYTHING NONSTANDARD around THAT mortal, and then Nethys goes and drops FOUR ORACLE LEVELS on some nearby mortal that Otolmens would not have THOUGHT was particularly dangerous but if Nethys wants this mortal to have FOUR ORACLE LEVELS than She wants this mortal COMPLETELY OUT OF HER MULTIVERSE along with that OTHER ONE.

While Otolmens will not, of course, break The Rules regardless of provocation, she knows how The Rules work on Golarion, and if Nethys is openly opposing Her, which He most certainly now is, and doing so by means of granting levels to mortals, then that opens up more options for Her as well.









Iarwain: A halfling slave in the halls, performing his endless task of cleaning up after the idiots and their endless messes, is now, very suddenly, a fourth-level oracle of Otolmens.









lintamande: He is immediately arrested by security.









Keltham: Keltham successfully finds his way back to his bedroom, lies down in bed, closes his eyes, and tries to think in a dath ilani deliberate resting pattern. He's not very good at it but he knows it anyways, since it's one of those things where it's better if everybody knows how to do it a little even if they're not very good at it.

(Carissa asking him what's Chaotic for a dath ilani -)

Not thinking that.

(Ione speaking awkwardly, not with the dignified cheerfulness of her rare vocalizations in the libary, bent in that strange lowered posture with her head facing down -)

Not thinking that.

(Every few hours he updates again about conditions in Golarion being even worse, though apparently 'all random local landing regions are as bad as the Worldwound' was successfully an overshoot of where that was heading -)

Not thinking that either. His brain needs to rest.

(He needs to figure out what people here use instead, if 'cuddleroom' doesn't translate to Taldane. And also is there any way to figure out whether his contraception is still active, or if he would've gotten rid of it by using healing energy on himself last night? Maybe he can find security and ask them who to ask.)

Okay, both valid questions, but nonetheless, be still, his brain. This morning he got woken up by light in the windows, instead of waking up to his own rhythm, and it is more than plausible that his brain will now benefit from at least a brief nap. Learning wizard magic will probably go better with relatively less tired brains.









lintamande: All right, you know what, there is a lot of divine interference here and waiting until tonight to get the girls to sell their souls seems like it might be waiting too long.



Elias goes after Carissa first, since she cannot in fact be gotten tonight.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa was going to take a bath but manages to be graceful about being interrupted.

     "Tell me," Elias says to her, "how you reconcile the teachings of our god with the teachings of dath ilan."

Oh, wow, this conversation is going to suck. "Dath ilan is different from our world, and I think less of Keltham's lessons transfer than he realizes," she says blandly.

    "I forgot to mention," Elias says, "that I'm in a hurry, and that your ability to say things that don't mean anything isn't in question. What'swrong?"

"- he's got to be wrong about Law and Chaos because if that's all there was to it some church would explain it that way, and they don't. He's got to be wrong about, uh, I think dath ilan teaches things well for if you're going for the Starstone, but badly for if you're going to Hell, because you don't need a lot of initiative at making progress on unstructured questions and developing it before you're a devil seems like it involves a lot of indulging lazy human impulses -"

    "Cleverly said. Is that a trade you want to make, becoming less useful to Hell after death to be more useful to Keltham?"

"- I think it serves Asmodeus, for me to... indulge weak human impulses temporarily, if that's all I can do to try to understand dath ilan's technology. We'll make Cheliax stronger and more powerful and more useful to Him, and if I require more correction subsequently, so be it."

    "I think you'll require different correction, at least. But there is opportunity to arrange it in advance."

This is hardly even surprising so it's confusing that Carissa feels like she's falling, and like her fingertips are tingling. "Of course."

    "We've made arrangements with some devils for purchase contracts with the students here. Take your time to read it over, of course. We're going to invite most of the students to a signing ceremony tonight, but it sounds like you've made conflicting plans?"

"Well, I don't know, can I bring a date?" asks Carissa sweetly. Elias slaps her, harder than that really warranted (though it did warrant it), hard enough to kill someone who wasn't a wizard. Maybe he's otherwise having a bad day.

    "You have an hour to read it over and request any changes to the terms," he says, and (apparently) leaves.



Carissa is not under the impression she is alone.

She sits down. Reads through the contract, which doesn't take an hour.

And then takes her bath. She's not sure when else she's going to have the opportunity.









Keltham: (Project Nap: currently making excellent progress!)









lintamande: Elias returns at precisely the time he said he would, and starts a summons. "Did you have revisions?"









Carissa Sevar: "No." It's a standard contract. She's read them before.

      "Did you pick your reward of appropriately commensurate value?"

"Yes." Be a professional, do not squeal and jump up and down. "I selected permanent, non-dispellable arcane sight."

     "That's what I took too," Elias says, almost warmly.

She's not going to get drawn in to small talk. "Do you want me to tell the kids it's a standard contract? I don't know how many of them will have looked one up."

     "The ones who don't have the initiative to get confirmation they have a standard contract don't have a standard contract."

Carissa reads hers one last time, to double check.









Phistophilus: Summoned, he comes.

Ah, Cheliax. He adores Cheliax. The contracts are on the bare side of what'll work under Law, and the Chelish take them anyways because they've been indoctrinated to believe that they're going to Hell regardless. And they're not even wrong; but a slave who can't escape is so much more valuable as a slave, and the contract isn't worth but a fraction of that increase in value, for the sort of soul that Cheliax sends to sign. They've been given a rather selective history of contracts with devils, and they believe they're doing well for themselves as negotiators. Devils fight and maim each other for the privilege, to be summoned as contracting devils in Cheliax, because the taste of it is so very very sweet.









Phistophilus: He doesn't speak, at first, simply takes the contract and reads it through.

Standard. For Cheliax.









Phistophilus: He turns then to the little mortal. "And who is this worm who seeks to merchant her soul, already damned, to He who is already its master?"









Carissa Sevar: She feels like a silly little kid. Which is of course the intent, and also basically true, next to a devil.

- well, she's doing more for Asmodeus than this devil is likely to have the chance to. She's going to revolutionize Golarion.

"Carissa Sevar," she says clearly, and mostly calmly. A human would think she was calm.









Phistophilus:









Iarwain: (Previously, in Hell:)









Asmodeus: The most important thing to understand about a god is that, under almost all circumstances, and with extremely rare exceptions, their attention is not only divided but splintered.

Perhaps unwittingly, perhaps not, Irori has threatened to get the better of Asmodeus in a bargain.

Pride is among His domains.

Asmodeus is a greater and much older god than Irori, closer to the center of all things. Compared to Irori, Asmodeus's facets are larger; the totality of the gem that is Him, vastly bigger.

Asmodeus is also in many more places at once, compared to Irori.

His decision must be the equivalent of a snap decision, made in reflex, in much less time than Irori had to think.

Yet even His reflex thoughts are vast, and able.

The bargain now sealed between Himself and Irori specifies much, to avoid Asmodeus getting the better of Irori in simple and obvious ways. He may not direct His church to specially monitor or distrust the mortal Carissa Sevar; nor, through the particulars by which the mortal is given freedom of travel in Cheliax if the time comes to sell its soul, may Asmodeus insinuate anything which works to that mortal's disadvantage, or makes it a target in the eyes of His church. Asmodeus is constrained in how He may expect the results of His commands to appear, their impacts upon the mortal. And there are old treaties regarding what the denizens of Hell may say to the living, besides.

There is, nonetheless, a loophole in all that, if Asmodeus is giving an unbound mortal free passage through Cheliax. The whole affair must look at least a little odd. The contract cannot demand that these events not look odd. He cannot set His church upon the mortal, by direct command nor by insinuation and what He knows or suspects His church will conclude; He cannot disadvantage the mortal, cannot work against it; that does leave open other possibilities.

It is possible that Irori, taking longer to think, foresaw this very loophole and that Asmodeus might try to exploit it, if Asmodeus thought the contract to His own favor at all, or regretted it after; and that Irori deliberately forebore to close it, because it is not Irori's way to protect mortals from trials.

If so, Asmodeus will take that play. He does not know exactly what Irori saw when Irori looked at this mortal, but when Asmodeus looked at it, from His own angle, it did not seem like the sort of mortal looking to flee Cheliax at the first opportunity to take an atonement.

And besides, if Asmodeus does not play this move, then Irori gets the better of Him in a contract.

All this goes through a splintered facet of Asmodeus's attention in a fractional moment of reflex, before that splintered fragment directs a thought to a Duke of Hell who will not be shattered by it; and then goes on to other parts of His business, elsewhere on this plane. The thought consists of the relevant facts and a statement of intents; greater attention to the mortal details and specifying a precise policy around them is what underlings are for.









Phistophilus: "Sign, then," says the devil. He watches Carissa closely, for any sign of hesitancy or falsehood in the motion.









Carissa Sevar: A human wouldn't detect any. Carissa has known since she was two that she is going to go to Hell, and might as well arrange in advance and get something for it. She takes the pen and pulls the contract over to sign.









Phistophilus: He reaches out and snaps the pen from her hand as it is about to touch the contract.

"So eager," he purrs. "But no." His (rather mystifying) instructions leave some leeway here, and he is curious about how the mortal Carissa Sevar will react; he is curious of what material a mortal such as this is made.









Carissa Sevar: Not at all, at first, because that's a good default, not reacting at all.Eliasis preparing a spell, with the leisurely motions of a combat caster who isn't in a combat sort of hurry, but no matter how much he takes his time she can't outrun him, and -

- Keltham'll notice, Keltham'll be suspicious -

"Is there a problem?" she says a little sharply. "I have a date, you see, so perhaps you'd better point it out."









Phistophilus: Oh, he likes this one. He'd like to rip her heart out, specifically, but that's how it is in Hell.

"Rejoice, mortal, for you have somehow come, however momentarily, to the attention of a god. Asmodeus has made known to us a tiny fraction of His will, and you are implicated in it."









Carissa Sevar: Elias, she notes with distant satisfaction, has stopped moving.



There's a lot of that going around, she wants to make her lips say, it's the perfect response, but she cannot, actually, get the words out, or any words.









Phistophilus: "Here is the will of Asmodeus, as interpreted by Hell, to his slaves of Church and Queen."

"Carissa Sevar is not to sell her soul to Hell this day."

"Carissa Sevar is to be allowed freedom of travel beyond Cheliax, as if she had sold her soul."

"Carissa Sevar is to be allowed continued access to her teacher, as if she had sold her soul."

"In matters apart from those, Carissa Sevar is to be trusted, rewarded, and punished no more and no less than she has earned, by Asmodeus's Law."

"Asmodeus's Church need not concern itself proactively with Carissa Sevar's correction, beyond the ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law; but if Carissa Sevar seeks out theological instruction of her own accord, her questions are to be given priority as though she were Asmodeus's own cleric of the fourth circle."

"Asmodeus's Queen and her slaves need not concern themselves proactively with Carissa Sevar's descent into cruelty, wickedness, and the darkness of her own soul; but if Carissa Sevar seeks to indulge of her own accord, she is to be prioritized for support as though she were the inheriting daughter of a Count of Cheliax."

"Do you hear and understand these instructions, slave of Church and Queen?"









lintamande: Elias highly values his reputation for composure. He values even more highly his ability to only say "yes, I understand" if he actually understands, so he pauses for several seconds, reviewing in his head.







"I hear and understand," he says.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does NOT understand!!!!









Carissa Sevar: -and doesn't need to. Right now. One thing at a time.









Phistophilus: "Here is the will of Asmodeus, as interpreted by Hell, to his slave Carissa Sevar. But understand and be warned that these are not Asmodeus's true thoughts, only Hell's own understanding of them, passed down from Asmodeus to Duke to Baron to this one small finger of Hell. Asmodeus's thoughts may not be known to the likes of us, and their truths are forbidden to speak in this world. These are not Asmodeus's words to Carissa Sevar, but only our understanding of His will:"



"Serve Me well in this world and you shall be raised high in it."

"Remember that you are not Irori. Do not think yourself likely to succeed in perfecting yourself without divine aid."

"Acknowledge the desires in yourself that have no place in Axis, and accept that your rightful place is in Hell."

"Come to Me in Hell without thought of other choices, as mortals once did in the days before they were cursed with their own wills, and you shall be among the most treasured of My possessions."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not so overawed that she forgets to think that among the many reasons it might serve Asmodeus to express such a thing, 'it's true' does not rate particularly high..



But she nods. "I understand. Thank you."









Phistophilus: He stares at her for a long moment.

"You should be more excited and grateful, little mortal. Even most Barons of Hell have never come to our Lord's direct attention. It is doubtful that I ever will through all eternity. I would dearly like to eat your heart right now."









Carissa Sevar: But, see, if she twitches her face she would start crying, and that would be terribly pathetic, and -

- and being small and reasonable was a good strategy ten minutes ago andisn't, now -come on, Carissa, if you play the wrong game you lose.









Carissa Sevar: - she reaches into the circle. Reaches for his heart, or where it would be, if he were human.



"Did you hear what you just said?" she says. "We'll see who gets to eat whose heart."









Phistophilus: It occurs to him, then, though only briefly, that perhaps he ought to be the one who is afraid. If she succeeds -

He turns from her. "I hope you fail and are cursed, and that I am privileged to have custody of your soul. I shall go file the request for it now, in fact."









Phistophilus: And he departs.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "I have a shopping list," she says to Elias, turning around.



    "Do you now," he says.

"I'm going to need to be prettier. Every count's heir I've ever seen was stunningly beautiful. Don't you dare comment on my looks, I'll stab you. I'm going to need to be prettier. And I want a headband, and an allowance for crafting."

    "I don't actually know how much the inheriting daughter of a Count of - I mean, presumably they get their allowance from their county, which you haven't got -"

"Well, maybe you should get me one." That's absurd but Elias looks unsure if it's absurd, which is very satisfying.

    "Is this what gratitude for the extraordinary indulgence of your god looks like?"

"Gratitude? He wants areturn.And I'm going to beperfect. -can I have the other girls' souls?"

     "No,"says Elias Abarco, with the first certainty he's mustered in a while.

"Some kind of option on them? Equity?"

     "You aren't worth a damned thing yet, kid."

"Asmodeusnoticedme," says Carissa Sevar, but a rather different Carissa Sevar than she was ten minutes ago. Also she's about to have a panic attack but she's pretty sure she can glare Elias out of the room before that.









Keltham: Keltham wakes up, still feeling a bit muzzy. What a long and complicated day he has had, full of surprises! For a moment he envies the women in his research harem, who just get to hear lots of new and exciting knowledge and got raises and a sex-flavored mission and didn't have to compose new lectures or try to figure out Golarion. Not that it's bad that their lives are less stressful than his, just, it would be good if his life was also less stressful than his life.

Maybe he'll put in a bit less effort into his first shot at wizardry than he was previously planning, so he'll have brainpower to spare for his date with Carissa after that. After dinner? After a light dinner. He shouldn't be either hungry or overfull while, you know, that stuff is going on.

His life sure is complicated these days, full of structural uncertainty and random assorted difficult decisions. But Keltham's not going to let that faze him! Dath ilan raises strong minds!

But before he continues on to prove that yet again, he's going to lie here in bed with eyes closed a little longer, waiting for the muzziness to go away of its own accord.

And then he'll either head off to find somebody for wizard lessons (Ione?) or maybe join people for dinner, depending on how long he actually slept, because once again he forgot about that part where he is no longer wearing a wristwatch.









Carissa Sevar: Elias leaves.

She should not assume she's alone but she doesn't have that much more stamina for maintaining composure. She kneels at her bedside in a distinctly imperfect posture for prayer and hides her face in her hands and trembles violently until it's possible to think about something other than the apparent deficit of air in this room. That takes a couple of minutes.

Asmodeus noticed her. And Asmodeus has instructions for her. And Asmodeus does not want her to sell her soul, which -

- okay, this is the most trivial feature of the situation, but it means she does not get permanent undispellable arcane sight, and she was really looking forward to that! And all of the other girls are going to have it! She's going to be falling behind in magic lessons and have no way to explain why. Not that she's ungrateful, but - Asmodeus could've given His instructions and also taken her soul -

- presumably that's false, actually, presumably it's actually important for some reason that Carissa keeps her soul, she doesn't understand and she shouldn't expect to understand, the reason here is not going to be in that space where a human thinking about it really hard can comprehend it, it's going to be in the space that a human can't make any sense of at all.

But there are some features of the situation that she ought to be capable of comprehending, or no one would have tried to tell her things.

Asmodeus noticed. He noticed that she was trying to build the true philosophy, the version that they would have come up in dath ilan where everyone is smarter and lawfuller and carefuller, if they were also Asmodean, and He thought it was worth directing her to do it properly. And His direction was -

- she should write it down before she forgets -

She stops praying to do that.

Serve Me well in this world and you shall be raised high in it."

"Remember that you are not Irori. Do not think yourself likely to succeed in perfecting yourself without divine aid."

"Acknowledge the desires in yourself that have no place in Axis, and accept that your rightful place is in Hell."

"Come to Me in Hell without thought of other choices, as mortals once did in the days before they were cursed with their own wills, and you shall be among the most treasured of My possessions."

And written down, it's kind of weird, and she puzzles over it for a little while -









Carissa Sevar: She was trying to build Asmodeanism as smart lawful humans would have been able to generate it, able to understand it, able to build a society around it. But she was getting it wrong. "You are not Irori". What an odd thing to say, she didn't think she was Irori - well, maybe her vanity in fact got itself pointed that direction without her conscious attention - but she's not sure the problem is the vanity, because in the same breath she was promised to be raised high in the world, if she serves Asmodeus well in it, and among his most treasured possessions -


"Acknowledge the desires in yourself that have no place in Axis..."



- the problem is theLawful Neutral.Keltham is Lawful Neutral. Keltham has taught her everything that she now understands, about the true theology, about what it would mean to have free will andknow what to do with it.But Keltham is Lawful Neutral, even if he thinks he's evil, so his conception is a lawful neutral conception, of how things work.

And Carissa belongs to Asmodeus, who is Evil, and so she's supposed to be designing theevilversion of that, not the neutral one.



Carissa has not actually put a lot of thought into what Evil is. Pretty much everyone is Evil, because that's how Pharasma sorts them. Doing big ambitious things in the world is Evil. Keltham's probably going to start reading Evil at some point because he did something Pharasma objects to, he's not in the two percent most Good people and pretty much everyone else goes to Hell. But - when she says Keltham's Neutral she's not actually talking about what Pharasma has to say, she's talking about something else? Keltham assumes they're all getting paid. Keltham would be deeply upset if he learned they weren't getting paid, and it's not because it affects him in the slightest. His sense of - honor, fair play, however he contextualizes it - rules out slavery, rules out assassinations, rules out tricking people - they're jokingly betting on whether Keltham's a sadist and she bets he is but he didn't jump at punishing the students, he fretted that he had no idea how to do it in a way that improved their understanding of the subject material and was worried he'd teach them wrongly to be afraid of school -

- she's not actually sure which parts of that are Lawful Neutral and which parts are dath ilan. But they stand out, as ways that an Asmodean is not. As ways that the ideal Asmodean theology would not be. And when she was trying to build something shaped like Keltham, Asmodeus Himself reached out and conveyed - that's too Lawful Neutral to be the truth. Give me the Evil version.



Well. Carissa can do that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has spent a lot of time worrying if she is loyal enough but almost none worrying if she is Evil enough. She's not squeamish. She doesn't refuse to report people out of misguided sympathy for them. She has whipped students who get bad grades, and practiced deadly spells on weeping prisoners. She is definitely going to go to Hell, and it did not really occur to her to specifically worry about how evil she was within the very broad category of everyone who gets sent to Hell. She hasn't heard of anyone getting in trouble for not being Evil enough. She hasn't even been threatened, now, with getting in trouble for not being Evil enough!



...and maybe that's the point. Because there's a kind of Evil built of pure, sharp, selfishness, the choice to be concerned with yourself, and not with any of the other idiots populating the world, the thing she told Keltham, Evil as prioritizing the self. She thinks she's perfectly adequate at that, if she does say so herself.

The devil wasn't like that. The devil saw her, spoke two minutes to her, and wanted to personally rip her into pieces. Because it'd be fun. Because, having seen her whole, destroying her would be more of a treat than destroying some other person. And there was a difference, though she hopes no one noticed it, when she stepped into his circle and threatened him back. He was threatening her because he felt like it. She was threatening him because she'd noticed that if she didn't learn to play she was going to lose very very fast.

She is pretty sure, in hindsight, that every Evil thing she's ever done has been the first kind, the weaker kind, the Evil of choosing Carissa Sevar over every other person in the universe. She feels entirely unapologetic about all of that Evil; certainly no other person in the universe is choosing Carissa Sevar over themselves. And if they were, that'd be stupid and contemptible of them.

And Asmodeus is saying that that's not enough. Well, it's clearly enough to get into Hell. It's not enough for the nature that devil possessed, not enough for her to actually succeed at the problem she has somewhat audaciously set herself, of explaining theology better so people aren't afraid of not understanding it any more than they're afraid of not understanding math, so they glimpse the outlines of the big, real thing there, even if that's all they glimpse.

'Acknowledge the desires in yourself that have no place in Axis'. Mainly it's the ...desire to be on the winning side, coupled with the conviction Axis isn't it, but she's pretty sure that's not what He means. What was it the devil said to Elias?

She should write that down too, she's going to need to use it to argue for a headband.

      "Asmodeus's Queen and her slaves need not concern themselves proactively with Carissa Sevar's descent into cruelty, wickedness, and the darkness of her own soul; but if Carissa Sevar seeks to indulge of her own accord, she is to be prioritized for support as though she were the inheriting daughter of a Count of Cheliax."

It's embarrassing, but she never until this point considered that prominent leaders might be so cruel and wicked because they specifically got training and theological education in it, because it is part of what it means to be a servant of Asmodeus. Probably you can't offer that to the whole country because it won't run well if everyone's going around trying to develop their capacity for cruelty and wickedness. But you can offer it to the person who is trying to reform all of Asmodean theology.

All right, what's an action plan for learning cruelty and wickedness and the darkness of her own soul. Possibly it makes sense to start by observation? She watched Contessa Lliratha and knew that she wanted that, wanted to grow up to be that, with an intensity that would have carried her through murdering lots of innocent people, which isn'tquitethe thing, but it's a start. ...possibly it makes sense to start by asking. She has specifically been told that she can get support, if she only asks.



There's another thing she needs to master, here. The other thing the devil had that she didn't waspresentation.Carrying himself in the world like he did things for his own reasons - and of course they were Asmodeus's reasons, he said it outright, but - but he carried himself like he was enjoying every minute of it. Carissa carries herself like she's loyal and competent and pretty sure she is getting a good grade, and that's nothow to get a good grade in wickedness. There's a reason Asmodeus said 'the desires in yourself that have no place in Axis', rather than just 'acquire some desires that have no place in Axis', and she doesn't think it's because she has a secret kink for torture, she would've noticed that. It's because that's a way you can relate to Evil, not as some habits of mind for the defense of the self under threat but as the delight of the self in pursuing all it pleases, and in serving those who have even more power to do that -

I am ever your obedient servant,she thinks at Asmodeus, though it feels a lot scarier now that she knows there's a minute chance he's paying attention.









Carissa Sevar: Is there an available wicked thing to do? She could -

- oh shit, she's late for Keltham's magic lessons -









Carissa Sevar: She can hurry off to those and worry about this later!









Ione Sala: If magic lessons take anyone to the library at any point, they're going to encounter Ione Sala, who has now been healed in flesh if not in spirit.

Very shortly after being healed, Ione Sala discovered that as soon as she gets a couple of dozen steps away from the library, she starts to feel a pull, a faint tingle, which she can intuitively feel would start to weaken her abilities after a time, and eventually rip her soul out of her body. She's going to need sleeping arrangements set up in here, or in a room connected to here, or for somebody to make her a bedroom that's also a library. And it doesn't feel like books are enough to make a place a library; people would need to be able to wander into her bedroom and read books there. Ione also knows that she needs to occasionally read some of the books, and get new books sometimes. They have to be books she actually wants to read; she can't just be doing it out of duty. Otherwise she'll die.

Oracles get curses, don't they.

...this curse isn't entirely a bad thing. It feels like Cheliax would have a hard time making there be a library that's also a torture chamber, and force her to enjoy reading books while she'd rather have her soul torn away so that the pain stops - like it would be hard to torture her to death over years in a way that satisfies her curse. Maybe she couldn't easily be maledicted either, with the grip that libraries now have on her soul? Is her curse one that takes her straight to Nethys's afterlife, is that why it feels like the curse would tear out her soul and not just kill her? Nethys - she's trying not to think thoughts like this, but they still bubble up in the back of her mind - Nethys may have a different attitude from Asmodeus about making sure that His own slaves, so long as they worked hard and did their best, get protected from sufficiently painful fates?

No, she's being stupid. Nethys wants her to be less afraid of Asmodeus and Cheliax, obviously, so that she doesn't treat them as having equal power with Nethys to threaten her and force her obedience.

...she wishes she hadn't thought that, it's going to make Cheliax trust her less after the next time they read her mind. The problem is that Ione is now living in such strange new circumstances that she doesn't know yet which paths of thought will lead her to dangerous places before she starts to think them. She does have to think now, and figure out what Nethys wants from her using her own wits. Nethys can't give her specific instructions because anybody Nethys touches goes mad.

Ione has been taught since childhood that nobody really cares about her or ever would care about her, except for how she's of use to them; especially the gods, who could help, but don't. It's pathetic to think that Nethys would give her that curse because Nethys cared about one tiny worm that didn't even ask to be His cleric. Lots of mortals in the world die agonizing slow deaths and Nethys doesn't protect them. Asmodeus is the only god who has enough use for mortals in general being competent, not just a few favored clerics, to make sure that children in Cheliax get an education. And while it has occurred to Ione that this is propaganda, it has also occurred to her that it cannot just be a complete lie. It's not like Nethys made her His oracle, or helped her in any other way, before she was in a position to be useful to Him.

But it's still - a little warm - to have a master who took real, visible steps to protect her against the worst that other masters can do.

So she will do her very best for Nethys, as she has been thoroughly incentivized, which will include (Ione is very aware that she must think this and believe it as sincerely as she can) being very, very, very obedient to the Chelish government and not inconveniencing them at all, so they don't separate her from Keltham and replace her with an imposter.









Keltham: Time for alternate_physics-reduced_capital_infrastructure-autarchical_personal_productivity-fantasy*!

Keltham exits his room, looking for any sort of local personnel or security personnel who can tell him which people he needs for magic lessons, or failing that, how to find Ione and ask her. He'd ordinarily boop Carissa about that but Keltham is aware that Carissa herself might also want to nap before tonight, even if her day hasn't been as exciting as his. If Keltham doesn't run into any visible security personnel, he will head towards the library to see if he can find somebody there.

(*) A ten-syllable recursively-compounded term of Baseline that a literary author would use to describe the most important quality of Golarion magic from the standpoints of its effect on the plot: enabling one person to do important things without a huge supply chain** or a larger group that implements the effects. Dath ilan has separately recognized a fantasy trope for phenomena that treat mental qualities as primary, but their literature doesn't tie up mentalistic!magic tightly with economic!magic; you can have one without the other. Keltham has noticed that Golarion 'magic' is mentalistic!magic as well as economic!magic, but the economic!magic aspects are currently much more on his mind.

(**) Literally "supply graph" in Baseline; using the inflection of the word "graph" which implies that, while ultimately causal and hence acyclic when unrolled over time, the graph is highly cyclic when its inter-time-slice dependencies are projected onto a single time-slice. If you said the literal words "supply chain" in front of a dath ilani, they'd do a double-take and ask what the ass kind of supply graph looks like a chain.









lintamande: About half of the research harem has trickled back into the library; they have their spellbooks out and are negotiating trades of spells now that there's all this spellbook ink available. (It's expensive enough that no student has ever had half as much as she wants, but not so expensive that Keltham wouldn't find it deeply weird if his research harem didn't have enough of it, so now they do.)









Ione Sala: Ione is there too, of course. She looks neutral. Nothing she could possibly put on her expression is anything that should be on her expression.









Keltham: "Hi, all! So I've been thinking about ways to teach me magic before I get magic goggles and among my potential stupid ideas is if anybody can both see magic and create a visible illusion that follows whatever magic does? Though, uh, I'm thinking I should try things the completely normal way before I try anything more complicated than that. So what's the normal way of casting one's first spell?"









lintamande: The normal way is that you visualize it from the sketches in the textbook, and spend a while meditating and trying to get a feel for the fact there's magic at your fingertips, and then you do things with it and get told what happened when you made that motion, and then you try to get it to shape into a cantrip. Which often takes weeks, but not always, if you're really smart and have prior exposure to magic.









Keltham: All right, let's try this the most direct possible way. Keltham internally contains a Read Magic cantrip and can feel the structure, which looks the same as the sketches in the textbook. That's useful for the visualization part. Keltham will then meditate and try to feel magic at his fingertips, like when he cast Resistance and Greater Detect Magic and the truth spell before - he was paying attention - as he holds his hand over a copy of Read Magic built up over somebody else's spellbook. He will try doing things with any magic he thinks he might be feeling, and be told what, if anything, happened when he made a motion.

Possible hypotheses to distinguish include:

- Keltham, as a being of dath ilan untouched by gods, will prove to have zero magical aptitude and unable to affect the magic in any way. (Seems unlikely if he's a cleric and cleric spells look the same as wizard spells.)
- Keltham will have unworkably low wizard aptitude, as a result of coming from a heritage that has never selected on itself at all for facility with wizardry.
- Keltham, having not come from a heritage in which wizards have had more access to contraception for however many generations, will do great at this.
- Keltham, having the mighty mental disciplines of dath ilan at his disposal, and having played a fair number of subtle perceptual computer games, will do great at this for reasons having nothing to do with genetics.
- Keltham will make a perfectly normal amount of progress for a Golarionite cleric with 18 Intelligence and zero prior magical exposure.
- The first ten minutes of testing will not be enough to distinguish any of these hypotheses, because they're going to initially produce flat failure and that would've been true for any realistic sort of human being.









lintamande: Keltham can feel magic at his fingertips same as anyone, when he's touching someone else's spell-scaffold. It feels like holding your hand near a flame, except instead of heat his fingertips report the sensation of being dipped in honey.



The first ten minutes do not distinguish any of the other hypotheses because, yeah, you can't get it in ten minutes.









lintamande: "I've heard the record is half an hour," says Meritxell.

"I heard it took Nefreti Clepati an hour."

"She was eight, though. I think the records are people starting older, like Keltham."









Keltham: "Do you know which part of this is - the critical step, the one that's time-bound, for most people? Being able to manipulate the magic, being able to manipulate it predictably, being able to manipulate it precisely, being able to manipulate it fast enough, being able to perceive the magic well enough to change manipulations in response to how the magic is changing, being able to remember the shape..."









lintamande: "I think closest to - being able to perceive it well enough to change manipulations in response to how the magic is changing? - once you're competent with the very very basics you end up usually blocked on figuring out the order of operations that lets you build a stable structure and holding it all in your head at once while you execute on it, but I think when you're learning the very basics the spell's too simple for that to be hard and you mostly screw up by - overcorrecting when it's a little out of line, thinking it's still working when it's not, poking it in a bad place because you don't know what's going on so you're fumbling around -"









Keltham: "All right. I'll try focusing on perception. Is this - a case where the standard advice to just meditate and learn to sense things, is as good as it gets, because people tried to tweak the instructions and couldn't get them to work any better? Or should I be trying to apply standard principles like - forming hypotheses with my eyes closed, guessing, and opening my eyes to see someone's illusion of what happened?"









lintamande: "People've tried different ways of teaching it, but they also wouldn't have been trying that hard at making it take an hour rather than five for bright students, children's time isn't worth very much."









Keltham: "My time may not be worth that much either, if how fast I learn wizardry isn't a bottleneck on any critical path - which I suspect it won't be - but I'm also standing in a room full of potential experimenters. So, like, why not, you know. Is my clever-idea of an illusion trick something we can try? Oh, language note, the Baseline idiom for clever-idea carries the connotation that clever ideas often aren't."









lintamande: "I would say 'brilliant idea', to carry that connotation," Meritxell says. "There's no reason not to try the illusion but we can't see magic and maintain a separate spell at the same time, we'd just have to show you after the fact."









Keltham: "Sounds like it'd burn through illusion spells fast, if you lost the illusion spell each time you used the Detect Magic cantrip again. How many illusion spells here do we have prepped, that y'all have spare to spend on brilliant ideas?"









lintamande: Most of the students have an illusion spell prepped and some have two, which amounts to 12 of them.









Keltham: "All right, let's plan to only spend half of those 12 in case I've got even more brilliant ideas later. Let's try cycle one of that, attempted manipulation followed by perception. Meritxell, you're up first."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa remembers to slow down and take a deep breath before she rounds the corner that leads to the library. If she comes running in looking like something intensely confusing and life-changing just happens, then - if she were the kind of person who even might do that, then Asmodeus would've had nothing to say to her. She slows down and rounds the corner at the brisk walk of someone who is late, but doesn't mind that much, but does intend to get where she's going.









Iarwain: If Carissa had come from another place, a place with wristwatches where people more commonly checked the time, she might have realized that in just a few more minutes, it would be exactly the same time of day as when she had first run into Keltham, yesterday, at the Worldwound.









Iarwain: And she might have worried...









Iarwain: That...









Iarwain: Not enough interesting things had happened to her over the last 24 hours.









Iarwain: Just coming out of invisibility, heading away from the library, are a man and a woman. The man is pale, thin, tall, clad in simple tight black robes with red trim, with a magical-looking mace belted at his side. He wears a cheerful joking grin, the sort that might seem genuinely humorous to anyone outside of Cheliax who had never been to Cheliax or met anyone from Cheliax. He's attractive in a way that requires at least 18 Charisma, and radiates a dark male magnetism which promises that, while this man will definitely kill you once he's finished with you, he will show you quite a good time first.

Beside him is a taller and paler and older woman in elaborate layered dress, black with wide red fringes and tassels, themselves ornamented in gold and rubies, with a horned crown on her head wrought of twisted platinum.

She is identifiable to any informed Chelish citizen as a personage second only to Her Infernal Majestrix Abrogail Thrune II on the list of people who could have everyone in this building killed on a whim, Aspexia Rugatonn, the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa kneels, immediately, before she has actually thought all the way through questions like "what is shedoing here"and "what amIdoing here" and "am I sure that's her" and "did she talk to Keltham" which seems like the kind of thing that would've been a disaster, but she must be here to talk to Keltham, why else -

- well, maybe just to lay the Forbiddance, Forbiddance is permanent and can only be dispelled by a more powerful caster which is to say, if the Grand High Priestess Aspexia Rugatonn cast it, that it can't be -

- Carissa has recently concluded that she needs to get more ambitious, that being small isn't safe anymore, but she still dearly hopes as she kneels that Grand High Priestess Aspexia Rugatonn's business here has absolutely nothing to do with her.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn, Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus, measures the woman kneeling before her with a careful eye and a half-dozen magics. If Carissa Sevar is an exceptional woman in ways beyond a native talent for wizardry, this is not yet evident. But then, if Sevar was that self-evidently extraordinary, she'd have been fast-tracked more than she was.

There are not many times when Asmodeus intervenes directly in Cheliax; Aspexia prefers not to be ignorant about any of them. She is knowledgeable of history and secrets, though, and so less confused by this intervention than others might be. While other possible readings exist, the degree to which Church and Queen have been ordered not to take the initiative in originating actions impinging on Carissa Sevar are suggestive of circumstances having triggered some divine compact to which Asmodeus is signatory. The divine view of reality and negotiation gives more prominence than mortals do to notions of 'leaving things alone to become as they would otherwise have been'; perhaps because gods have been able to formulate a sensible notion of what that means between themselves, where mortals could not.

An obvious further guess is that this compact's signatories include Irori among their number, and that Asmodeus is contesting with Irori for Carissa Sevar's soul in some ancient challenge governed by rules. Though if Carissa Sevar is wavering between Lawful Neutrality and Lawful Evil, Asmodeus is being unsubtle in His blandishments - the temptations more seem like inducements that would be offered to a soul already standing on Asmodean ground, not a soul wavering between a choice of paths. Overt blandishments for a soul to set proudly aside, while being more covertly tempted by a sense of being treated as important and valuable? Perhaps. Carissa Sevar's eidetically reported reaction seems not particularly expected of a nascent follower of Irori, but that could be a masquerade. Sevar has not been mindread more than she would be otherwise; they are not to be proactive about her correction.

Someone else in Aspexia's position might wonder whether Asmodeus would be pleased, if she disobeyed Asmodeus's orders in order to preemptively insinuate temptations to Sevar, show her how important she could be, before Sevar had sought out theological instruction of her own accord. Such actions on a mortal's initiative would not, could not, cause Asmodeus to be in direct violation of divine compact.

Aspexia does not even consider it. One of the foremost ways in which a Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus is shaped, is to predictably not behave in ways that make it more expensive for Asmodeus to keep His compacts. Improvising circles around your orders can rather tend do that. If Aspexia was the kind of priestess to circumvent her orders, Asmodeus would have needed to take that nature into account in choosing her orders.

More importantly, when you are Asmodeus's priestess, the first and foremost thing you do is what Asmodeus has told you to do.

In the situation as Aspexia Rugatonn mostly suspects it to be, a contest triggered between Asmodeus and Irori, there are many words that could be spoken to Carissa Sevar to benefit Asmodeus. There is a beastly, fleshly impulse that wants to find some excuse to maneuver Carissa into asking for instruction, to arrange the situation so that Carissa Sevar chooses to seek her descent into darkness - to win, herself, the challenge against Irori, to Asmodeus's glory.

There is not the slightest chance that Aspexia Rugatonn will skirt the rules to try any of that. She's been told not to be proactive, and that is a plain instruction: hands off, don't speak to Sevar unless spoken to, Sevar is to cast aside her own will and not have it stripped from her. One of the many glorious benefits of being an Asmodean is that you can just follow orders.

There are also other possibilities for why her Lord would have instructed them so. Sevar's soul may have had hidden value great enough that trying to exchange it for permanent arcane sight would have been too unbalanced a trade, and failed; and Asmodeus may not have wished this fact revealed to Sevar herself. Or Asmodeus may have some incomprehensible preference about this particular soul, it may have some ancient shape sentimental to Him, for which reason Asmodeus desires Carissa Sevar to come to Him in Hell and put aside her will of her own accord. There may be some benign process underway which would be interfered with by Sevar gaining arcane sight, and interfered with by other actions natural to Chelish agencies, which Asmodeus desires to be left alone to proceed to its foreseeable outcome.

Or there may be many things going on at once, many pots that Asmodeus has in the fire, that His orders impact simultaneously.

By simply obeying her orders and not improvising, Aspexia can avoid interfering with her Lord's plans in any of those cases.

Some of the apparent confusion of these orders may be due to how Hell rendered down Asmodeus's will into words. Asmodeus's thoughts are too great for mortals to know, and reflect truths unspeakable in this world under divine compacts. Having those thoughts pass through a succession of devils, each younger and stupider and less bound by the compacts than the last, does not in any way surpass this fundamental barrier between start and finish; and if this were not so, all of Asmodeus's instructions would be passed by way of Hell. Then any process by which Hell tries to translate Asmodeus's thoughts into mortal language must inevitably change, and indeed, mutilate, those thoughts. There are both advantages and disadvantages of that process, compared to a direct divine revelation: On the one hand, there are wiser devils in Hell to oversee the initial stages of translation; but on the other hand, by the time the final words are heard, they are stripped of other overtones that mortals could hear directly in a god's voice.

An apparently important subtlety of Hell's phrasing, seemingly key to a puzzle, may stem only from some devil phrasing something poorly and not foreseeing what a mortal would make of it. This is yet another reason to just follow Hell's commands without trying to brilliantly improvise around the fine edges of their exact details, when Hell has interpreted Asmodeus's will into mortal language; the commands' edges may not have been placed that finely.

Aspexia Rugatonn has gotten this far in life by combining the executive capacity to manage fractious subordinates, plus great initiative and independence and ambition of her own, plus the cruel and tyrannical disposition to be a priestess of Asmodeus, with a genuinely intuitive understanding of why it can sometimes be a good idea to just follow your orders. Her ascendance to the peak of Asmodeus's church can be seen as inevitable, since there's only a billion or so people in Golarion and it is unlikely enough that even a single person like Aspexia Rugatonn came to exist there, let alone two. She worries about what will happen to her carefully crafted church after she dies.

Oh, and there's also the fact that this entire affair has now been the subject of: two direct interventions of Asmodeus, four cleric circles bestowed from Abadar, two oracle circles from Nethys, possibly something to do with Irori, and two oracle circles from yet another unidentified Lawful Neutral god still under investigation. In retrospect, Aspexia really should have put up the Forbiddance first thing in the morning, no matter what else was on her schedule.

It would be genuinely arrogant, under those circumstances, for Aspexia to imagine that she knows precisely what is going on and can plan precise dances around it. Thankfully, in this case, Asmodeus has given her orders by way of Hell, which she can follow.

So Aspexia knows exactly - indeed trivially - what she plans to say to Sevar. Aspexia plans to say what Asmodeus's orders call for her to say.









Iarwain: The man speaks. "Carissa Sevar. I am Rathus Ratarion, Paraduke under Her Infernal Majestrix. If, and only if, you are not urgently about our Lord's other business, the Most High bids you walk with myself and her, while she goes about casting a Forbiddance upon this place. If you have theological questions, do not speak them to her. The Most High would not usually be the one to instruct a fourth-circle cleric, which is the precise fashion in which our Lord has commanded us to treat you; and as the Most High has approached you here, such instruction would not be sought of your own accord, as Asmodeus has also commanded us regarding you."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa stands, and falls in behind the both of them, and is slightly impressed with herself for managing to do even that gracefully; internally, she is shaking. She wonders if there is a fashion of instructing students that imbues them with sufficient awe in their superiors without leaving them somewhat debiliatingly terrified in their actual presence; perhaps awe and terror go together inevitably, but if any place had decoupled them, dath ilan would have. And Keltham wasn't frightened by Contessa Lrilatha, though objectively speaking he should have been, and perhaps that was just an error.



"Who would, ordinarily, instruct a fourth-circle cleric?" she asks the man once she's sure that her voice will convey at least no less dignity than an average Chelish wizard manages.









Iarwain: "A fifth-circle cleric or higher, depending on the question; the senior cleric stationed here should suffice for many such. There are questions that would naturally be referred from them to the Most High -" A slight hesitation. "But I should not, I think, attempt to insinuate what those questions would be, while you stand in the Most High's presence not sought of your own accord. You might be led into asking those questions, and that would constitute our being proactive, which our Lord has been very clear we should not be. I believe that I should come quickly to our business here, Sevar, and reduce my risks of accidentally being proactive."

Aspexia Rugatonn strides briskly ahead of both of them, but not fast enough that it would be strenuous for the other two to follow. It's plausible that she intends to make a quick circuit of the entire grounds, perhaps for purposes of Forbiddance.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa keeps pace.





It....seems likely that she is being reprimanded? If she had been proactive, and sought out the senior cleric stationed here, then Asmodeus could have delivered whatever instruction He intended -

- except, He could do that anyway, right -

- well, He said to seek it out proactively, and she hasn't done that yet, so if it's a test she failed, which is terrifying, except also, it has been less than an hour, and she spent the entire time reflecting on what questions she was going to ask so as to do the job properly! She's not complaining (even internally) that it is unfair, for her to have failed the test; the test is whether she's useful or not, and there's no fairness in that. No one shopping at the market and picking over vegetables, leaving out the bruised ones, worries that those ones aren't getting a fair shot. But it seems like the test isn't necessarily discriminating very well, if spending an hour thinking through what you're going to ask before asking is failing it.

So possibly she is - not being reprimanded? Evidence for this theory: she isn't in even a little bit of pain! Possibly she is just being - because it's very unlikely that the offer to walk with Aspexia Rugatonn was extended without specific intent - reminded of what it means, to be raised high in this world by Asmodeus; reminded of what she has been offered, if she is good enough.

And possibly she is being evaluated. Actually, that shouldn't have come to mind third. Asmodeus bothered with her; this is confusing; possibly it is confusing even to Aspexia Rugatonn, and she wants to know whether it is some specific feature of Carissa as a person which prompted the offer or whether it was, effectively, offered to the girl who got in with Keltham fastest, on the assumption all of them would be minimally competent from there - that doesn't quite fit, but she doesn't have a better theory to replace it with -

- well, if it was something specific about Carissa, the only thing she can think of - the only thing that felt like a thought pattern no one else in Cheliax had thought before - was the question she was puzzling over during Keltham's lesson, about how to reconcile dath ilan's teachings of law and chaos and heredity and humans having been copied rather than created and what free will is. Her going interpretation, she thinks vaguely, of Asmodeus's message, was that she was being too Lawful Neutral; she was going to reconstruct it all and arrive at the wrong place. She is grateful for the warning, and intends to take it to heart, and won't try again until she's better at Evil. But presumably Asmodeus wouldn't have said anything just to save her from becoming a heretic and dying of it, so it must be important, in some way outside her; maybe, if she gets it right, she can convince Keltham. That's probably her top guess, if she had to name one. (What's confusing about it, what's the strongest argument against it.... well, if a really good theologian was projected to succeed at convincing Keltham, they'd have gotten a theologian in to do it, that's a little confusing.)









Iarwain: "First, I am to deliver this copy from the eidetic memory of Elias Abarco of the complete event. It includes Elias Abarco's report of the precise words of all instructions from Hell. Any clear errors or omissions in Elias's report which appear to you are extremely serious affairs, and are to be reported to us at once; if you are doubtful, report your doubts accurately, and magic to clarify your memory will be provided you. Once you touch this paper it will become readable only by you, barring great magics. Report nonetheless if it is stolen, or, as a clever spy might arrange, apparently lost due to your own carelessness under very embarrassing circumstances that you are sorely tempted to keep secret. It may be destroyed by burning at your own discretion, though I would suggest being very certain you have perfectly memorized Hell's conveyed instructions before doing so."

Paraduke Rathus Ratarion hands Carissa a paper written in very precise, very clear handwriting, containing to all appearances a complete and accurate transcript of the entire event, including the part where she threatened to eat the devil's heart and everything she said to Elias Abarco afterwards about wanting to be pretty, and the rest of that.









Carissa Sevar: The thing she's tempted to say is 'thank you', as if it's afavor;she restrains herself. It is a very valuable thing to her but that's got nothing to do with why it was handed to her; this is sacred material, a communication very distantly from Asmodeus himself, and it ought to be correct, as their duty to Him. She reads through it. "This matches my recollection on a first review."









Iarwain: "Good. There remains then the matter of your first set of requests for Chelish state support in your indulgences, a matter in which I have been deemed the person best suited to make decisions. I have come to a preliminary decision on all of your requests here."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa glances back down at the paper to be entirely sure what she said.

"I'm going to need to be prettier. Every count's heir I've ever seen was stunningly beautiful. Don't you dare comment on my looks, I'll stab you. I'm going to need to be prettier. And I want a headband, and an allowance for crafting."

    "I don't actually know how much the inheriting daughter of a Count of - I mean, presumably they get their allowance from their county, which you haven't got -"

"Well, maybe you should get me one."

    "Is this what gratitude for the extraordinary indulgence of your god looks like?"

"Gratitude? He wants a return. And I'm going to be perfect. - can I have the other girls' souls?"



Wow. She really did say that. She'sstillnot in pain so she's going to conclude she doesn't regret it at all. Yet.









Iarwain: They are now outside and circling briskly about the grounds, paths through moderately pretty gardens with an unusual number of red and black flowers, going to near where fences and defenses begin. Aspexia is frowning, not at Carissa, but with a surveyor's eye, suggesting that she is considering where to place the borders of her Forbiddance in a place convenient to moving some of the defenses inward.









Iarwain: The Paraduke continues speaking.

"There exists a tension between two elements of Hell's interpretation given to us of Asmodeus's will; which is a hazard of Hell interpreting and distorting Asmodeus's will into such commands as may be spoken in language to mortals. We are, on the one hand, to reward you no less and no more than you have earned under Asmodeus's Law. On the other hand, to support you as though you were an inheriting daughter of a Countess, if you seek to indulge."

"Interpreting and resolving such tensions, in Asmodeus's direct interventions conveyed by way of Hell, is ordinarily business of the Most High Aspexia Rugatonn. It is in this capacity that she is overseeing my own interactions with you now, in case I make any errors in my interpretation, while she had other business about this place."

To all appearances, Paraduke Rathus Ratarion seems entirely unbothered by the prospect of needing to execute confusing instructions from Asmodeus-by-way-of-Hell with the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus watching him in case he requires correction. Perhaps he is, in fact, unbothered by it. This is unlikely to be among the hundred most stressful days of his life.

"The Most High currently believes we are to resolve the tension in our instructions thus: reason as if you were the inheriting daughter of a Count of Cheliax, and decide your requests as though we were being asked what treatment of an inheriting daughter would be a matter of concern according to the principles of Her Infernal Majestrix's reign."

"In regards to your request to seem more comely, if an heiress of a Count was being forced to grow up with an ordinary appearance, it would be a non-Asmodean behavior of small but noticeable concern to Church and Queen. If the pattern was repeated, or if it was done with deliberate attempt to prevent that heiress from indulging in vanity, it would become a matter of greater concern."

"In such an event, I, Paraduke Rathus Ratarion, minister over the Asmodean culture of the nobility under Her Infernal Majestrix, would be dispatched by the Majestrix to speak to this hypothetical Count, inquire into any hidden reasons, and perhaps suggest a correction. In this case, the Count in question does not exist, and so the Count may be considered to have mounted no counterargument and yielded the issue." This statement is accompanied, very briefly, by that humorous grin which might look genuine to anyone who'd never been to Cheliax.

"A wizard-potionmaker pair that has recently treated county heiresses has been located, and you will be conveyed there tomorrow for your first treatment. After dinner-time tomorrow, which, given your reported schedule, seemed least likely to cause you to miss any important lectures from the person that Hell referred to as your teacher. Despite the general importance and urgency of obeying Asmodeus's commands, I ruled out having it done at once, since the inheriting daughter of a Count would not have someone else's appointment canceled for her to accommodate her the same day as she made the request."

"I will not ask if this is to your satisfaction, as a county heiress would not be so asked by myself. Nor is it appropriate for you to express gratitude towards me. I am not granting you favors. I am conversing with a hypothetical parent of yours regarding which indulgences are deemed a positive sign in a young Asmodean noble, and Her Infernal Majestrix's state is then acting in that absent Count's capacity using such resources as a Count would allocate."

"If any of this process and reasoning seems less than completely understandable to you, speak now, as it concerns Asmodeus's commands and hence is of great importance to clarify. I may not be present here in person to interact with you in the future."









Carissa Sevar: See, theyaremore like Keltham than normal people, they'd make more sense to him, Contessa Lrilatha did but she was trying to so that wasn't much evidence but this man, too, would make sense to Keltham, there is a truth that both of them are climbing towards, only dath ilan doesn't have gods to guide them towards it and does have a billion people with an average INT of 18 working on it -



To Keltham she would say 'I think I understand', because she suspects Keltham values apparent effort towards - acknowledging her own errancy, towards admitting that this is not the sort of set of sentences which one would rightly be perfectly sure they understand - but this is Cheliax. Her errancy is accounted for. "I understand," she says, only because it's quicker than the pause he'd give for her to admit confusions if she had any.









Iarwain: "After careful consideration, I have made a preliminary ruling that your request for an intelligence-increasing headband, and for a crafting allowance, seems to me to come less under the heading of a desire to indulge in Asmodean behavior befitting young nobility, and more under the heading of your requesting a reward not yet earned. If the inheriting daughter of a Count were told to produce results meriting an intelligence headband and crafting allowance, or else go without, the Church and Queen would not object."

"I would not hand you title to the souls of your rival women even if I could. While the goal is laudably Asmodean, it is not one which should be immediately satisfied in a Count's heiress as an indulgence. It would be more proper for her parent to instruct her to triumph over her rivals herself."

"The request for a county is intriguing, and perhaps even, arguably, indulgent; but it seems to stretch the interpretation of the wording for prioritizing you as if you were an heiress, and to be too much of an unearned reward. While it was an admirably Asmodean ploy, I put forth on behalf of Her Infernal Majestrix, and the Most High agreed, that if such had been our Lord's true will, Hell's interpretation would have said to make you an heiress, not to prioritize your support as though you were one. We were sensible, of course, that you were likely just teasing poor Elias with that request, but Asmodeus's orders to us do not actually say that it matters." Another cheerful-appearing, humorous-appearing smile, which vanishes just as quickly as before.

"You will receive by tomorrow's evening a lightly enchanted dueling dagger, whose wounds heal more easily but which causes greater pain. It will be simple in style, but suitable for a Count's heiress to carry, and would be appropriate for her to use to stab somebody who commented on her appearance."

"You are permitted to argue these preliminary rulings, especially by reference to implications of Asmodeus's interpreted instructions which I may have failed to comprehend. Do you wish to do so?"









Carissa Sevar: "No." She is not very surprised to learn that she cannot have a headband, a crafting allowance, a county and the souls of her rivals just because Asmodeus said (something that got translated down as) that she should be somewhat indulged. "How should I make my requests of the Cheliax government acting in the stead of my Count, in the future?"









Iarwain: "This location reports daily to both Church and Crown, or is intended to do so, once it has stopped generating an additional top-urgency report every hour as presently seems to be the case. If your request is not more urgent than that - which a Count's heir's request ordinarily would not be - there should be a cleric on site who is responsible for maintaining communication; direct your messages to them or have a report delivered to them, for forwarding to my own office."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "The other girls, who sell their souls, are going to have permanent arcane sight. It would be unsuitable, I think, for a Count's inheriting daughter to be studying magic with a peer group all of whom had such a substantial advantage she did not."









Iarwain: The man smiles drolly. "Hardly an indulgence in darkness, Sevar. It also seems unwise for us to attempt to undo one of the most direct effects of our Lord's unexplained actions. It is possible that a critical point in this entire affair is that everyone with arcane sight here will be fooled by some trick or illusion, which only you will successfully resist. Though that is less probable today than it would have been historically, when prophecy was unbroken and the gods' commands more often had such effects. And if you do enough to merit the loan of an item enchanted for magical detection or arcane sight, it will be loaned to you, as Asmodeus commanded us to reward you no less than you had earned. The Most High is fond of regularly pointing out how much our lives can be simplified by just following Asmodeus's commands precisely."









Iarwain: They've completed the circuit of the villa. The Grand High Priestess halts her strides and makes a silencing gesture, then takes an incense burner out of her dress's folds, followed by enough incense that - if you have any sense for the grade of incense she's using - it is going to constitute a significant part of the Chelish government's expenses for today.

From a wizard's perspective, this cleric spell takes her a shockingly short time to cast, for a ritual of that expense and permanent effect. It's over in less than a minute, an extremely smoky and fragrant one.









Iarwain: When it's done, the Paraduke speaks again."This affair is confusing. Some might even say, alarming. Our Lord did not forbid us from questioning you about it. The instructions we did receive, however, imply a generally high degree of caution. The Most High has guessed that, if we would otherwise press you with questions, our Lord would probably have needed to command us not to do it, given the character of His other commands. By avoiding pressing you with questions, then, we can perhaps have saved our Lord some cost and space for other instruction."

"With that said, if there is anything you want to say about this whole affair, the Most High wants to hear it. But you must not treat that truth as a command from the Most High. If that were predictably the way you behaved, Asmodeus might have needed to expend greater costs to tell the Most High not to appear before you and listen silently to you, if that is something she should not do."

"In thinking this way, the Most High instructs us, we are to ignore entirely the fact that Asmodeus has already acted. We are not to reason in any way that includes the fact that Asmodeus has already omitted to instruct us to avoid questions. We must still act to avoid wasting our Lord's time and energy, even now that it has already been spent, because His own sight spans time and our own actions in a way that our mortal perspectives do not. We have been cursed with free will; but we can choose not to use it, and make ourselves predictable instead."

"I can barely understand the matter, myself, but the Most High understands it better and it is she who instructs: This opportunity to speak must not be taken by you as a veiled order from the Most High."

"If, however, there is anything you want to say about this entire affair, the Most High Aspexia Rugatonn bids me say to you in her presence that, should you have received other revelations from Asmodeus, or know of other relevant facts rendering this affair more understandable, she has not deduced on her own part that Asmodeus intended her not to hear of it."









Carissa Sevar: And maybe they arent reading her mind, if that would entail being proactive? Its bizarre to think they might not have been, and she doesnt intend to put any weight on it, but - but maybe shes going to have to say her speculation aloud if she wants it known by her superiors, without the plausible deniability about whether she thought it worth bringing to their attention.

Asmodeus has not otherwise communicated with me, she says. I - if I had to guess why me, my best guess was during Kelthams lessons I was trying to work out a reconciliation of the things dath ilan knows, about how humans came to be and how they learn and in what arenas they can learn the patterns gods run on, with theology as it was taught to me. And I think the instructions were perhaps aimed at - me doing that right, rather than how I was doing it, which was too Lawful Neutral.









Iarwain: Paraduke Rathus Ratarion now has additional questions. He opens his mouth to ask, albeit more subtly and gently than he usually would, exactly what new theology Sevar thinks she was inventing that would merit direct correction and encouragement from Asmodeus Himself rather than from her superiors.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Tread carefully,Aspexia Rugatonn sends across their open Telepathy bond, tinging her thoughts with just enough coldness and hints of the lash to remind the Paraduke to be concerned with his continuing possession of his skin, and not just his curiosity or indignation.Say nothing proactively that this frightened child might possibly take as a hint of correction.

This sort of lunacy drives Aspexia Rugatonn completely up the wall. What if this child did, in fact, stumble over some thought that the current priesthood of Asmodeus would not have thought on their own, and Asmodeuswas trying to correct and encourage her in that? Wouldn't they have received orders very similar to the ones Asmodeus gave them? Why is this Paraduke trying to make Asmodeus's life more difficult in possible cases like that one? Yes, what's going on is more likely that Sevar thought something so Lawful Neutral that it triggered an old compact between Asmodeus and Irori, but if that's what's actually happening then it is beneficial for Asmodeus that Sevar seems to believe she's being encouraged to work on a more Lawful Evil theology. A beneficial delusion which, in that possible case, they can avoid disturbing by following their orders.









Iarwain: Ratarion doesn't show any hint of a wince outside, but after a moment's thought, he realizes what he probably did wrong. Yes, if there's some contest between Irori and Asmodeus going on, Sevar shouldnot be snapped out of any delusions she has about inventing her own theology, so long as it's a Lawful Evil one.

Automatically Ratarion now opens his mouth again, now with the intent of saying to Sevar that the Most High would no doubt find it interesting to hear of any thought which merited Asmodeus's direct attention -









Aspexia Rugatonn: Stop. Stop being proactive. Stop showing initiative to help our Lord accomplish His goals after He gave you more specific instructions than that. Just obey in a way our Lord would have found predictable.

Aspexia Rugatonn sometimes permits herself the vanity of thinking that she has come to understand a tiny bit of Asmodeus's divine frustration. No matter what orders Asmodeus gives, there is always some part of mortals - even of her, but she is managing it better - that thinks "obedience" means treating Asmodeus's orders as constraints, or worse, hints as to what Asmodeus is really trying to do, by which means the mortal can helpfully understand what Asmodeus is really trying to do, and then cleverly navigate around the edges of Asmodeus's order-constraints to accomplish that better.

Aspexia has tried telling other people that they need to become more the sorts of beings that Asmodeus can easily and safely steer using brief instructions. It doesn't seem to help. Nobody other than her ever gets it. She is speaking some word that is not in the innate language of their being.

Aspexia once devised the parable of a three-year-old child whose owner must instruct it to navigate it through a dungeon full of traps, using a limited budget of words. To teach her student clerics how the world must look from Asmodeus's perspective. To make them ask themselves how much they'd want the child to plainly follow direct orders where it got those, versus showing creative initiative for all the cases its orders didn't seem to cover, versus responding quickly to the unexpected, versus the child trying to deduce what its orders "really meant" and going the extra mile on its owner's inferred goals.

The parable didn't work, so she requisitioned access to a dungeon and bought some three-year-olds and tried making her clerics actually run the exercise. So they could see what happened when the three-year-old acted towards them like they were acting towards Asmodeus.

It still didn't help. There seems to be something about the concept that is contrary to the nature of a mortal soul. Mortals just end up withgoals, even if you tell them to take Asmodeus's goals as their own they still end up withgoals, mortals don't just obey they end up with agoal of obedience and then they start trying to figure out how to dance around the edges of Asmodeus's instructions so they canobey Him even more. Aspexia can see what they're doing wrong, but she has never been able to successfully get that concept inside of a fellow mortal. She can talk it at her flock but they're still mortals after she's done talking. The training games she's devised didn't seem to help much outside of the specific games themselves. The way that a mortal should obey, the way that a distant god who can't communicate clearly and doesn't have much time to think about them would want them to obey - "corrigibility", she once tried naming it to her flock - it's just so alien to a mortal's nature.

Aspexia Rugatonn sometimes permits herself the vanity of thinking that she has come to understand a tiny bit of her own owner's frustration.









Iarwain: "While I imagine the Most High is curious about specifics," Ratarion says, a few moments later, "if you would like any manner of theological instruction with respect to your ideas, I believe our Lord's orders imply that the senior cleric at your installation would be the one to converse with, and they could also pass a report to the Most High not intended for any further correction. Alternatively, if you do not yet seek such instruction, a report on your current thoughts, not intended to seek any form of correction, could be sent directly to the Most High -" A slight hesitation. "Though I believe the Most High would wish me to emphasize that neither of these are - commands, attempts to push around the edges of Asmodeus's probable orders regarding the degree to which we are not to be proactive - if you spend time urgently composing such a report, and miss a key lesson from your teacher, if you focus your thoughts on the Most High's reactions and pay less attention in class, we would have perhaps managed to do a form of damage that Asmodeus would have need to give further orders to prevent - you should not, I am trying to suggest, go too far out of the path you would otherwise take, to file any report, if it seems you would never have done that without us coming here and being proactive -" Ratarion does wince visibly, this time, and then emits a very charming smile. "Not being proactive really is quite hard for a mortal, isn't it? Perhaps I should simply be silent."









Carissa Sevar: "If there were an agent here in my place which was smart enough, they could imagine out a Carissa, exactly as she stood an hour ago, on her way to go to magic lessons with Keltham and the rest of his girls, and project out when she would have sought correction, and exactly how she would have clarified all the questions she was contemplating, and so that Carissa could continue on her trajectory unimpeded by this conversation, or any future ones that the things I might want to explain would necessitate, and we could discuss all of the specifics while leaving that Carissa out of the loop, so to speak, to do precisely as she has been ordered.

I'm not that smart, and I'm not sure anyone is, past the end of prophecy, but there's a simpler approach, of tracking down those impulses that this conversation might have unwisely insinuated into Carissa, and choking them off, and preserving myself in the state of one who has attracted no proactive interest whatsoever, while still having told you everything useful I can. I will try, because it is my desire to be inexpensive for Asmodeus to direct, and because it is my desire to get your advice without you being obliged by my inability to avoid following it to barely give it in the first place. But I suspect my trying will be imperfect, because I am not smart enough to contain a Carissa; Iamone.

I think a Count in this position would give his daughter a headband."









Aspexia Rugatonn: This is what always happens when she tries to explain to her fellow mortals why they need to be easier to steer. They start thinking even more complicated thoughts and inventing elaborate ways to be easier to steer that would involve doing even more things, pursuing goals, and even, in this case, increasing their intelligence. Aspexia is not even angry anymore. She is just numb.









Iarwain: "I believe we are approaching the point where our putative Count would find the heiress's insistence to be less adorable, Sevar. The senior officer at this installation would be an appropriate audience for any assertions by you that a headband would be necessary to your work -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn speaks out loud for the first time. "Hold," she says in a clear cold voice. "I have received a message. The Lawful Neutral god who bestowed two oracle circles has been identified. It is Otolmens. Have you been told who that is, Sevar?"









Carissa Sevar: "Goddess of - keeping the world intact -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I would, under other circumstances, regret having just completed this Forbiddance here, which would make it more difficult and expensive to move this project to the other side of Golarion from Cheliax. However, any matter which merits Otolmens's attention is one which you cannot escape that easily, and requires getting at least off the local plane."

"If this project had not been the subject of two direct interventions by Asmodeus, and been created as a result of Asmodeus's intervention, I would order the deaths of every person here except for Otolmens's oracle, and hope that this had been sufficient."

"It is a sufficiently severe matter that I am now stating directly, though still without direct threat or consequence otherwise, that if you know anything I should know about this, before I offer Asmodeus a further costly opportunity to guide me, I believe that not only Asmodeus but every Lawful god and most non-Lawful gods would prefer that you share it with me."

Aspexia guesses, though it's a less certain guess than usual, that if Asmodeus wanted her to not ask questions about a fucking Otolmens event then Asmodeuswould have used His limited communications budget to communicate that to her directly.









Carissa Sevar: "It's got to be about Keltham. Am I the only person who has read his mind or did someone else get in on that before he got clericed and it became risky - or have you got an expensive way to do it anyway, I think it's worth it -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Ignore any channels you think I may have for receiving information about Keltham other than yourself, including your own past reports. Speak to me as if I'd never heard of the man, explain to me why Otolmens is acting."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham is from a world with an average intelligence of 18 and a billion people, well-coordinated. They are richer than us and have invented many things we haven't which should nonetheless function in our world, some underlying laws being the same. He has patterns of thought that I'm pretty sure don't occur on Golarion at all - he's just better at thinking, he's not smarter than me but it's like he's half overcome the curse of having a mortal brain through deliberate practice, and he thinks of himself as very weak at it, compared to a dath ilani with an aptitude, and he's trying to teach us. They have dangerous ideas and dangerous inventions which aren't known to Keltham, held by Keepers, but probably possible to derive independently, and Keltham doesn't know how they handle people who derive them or which things he shouldn't reinvent. Lrilatha warned him about that. They screened off their entire history because there was something dangerous in it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia thinks. The more thoughts of her own she has, so long as she holds them lightly, the easier it will be for Asmodeus to point to any of them, if any of them are correct. If, indeed, this matter merits Asmodeus's attention at all. It -could be that Nethys and Otolmens have some rivalry after the fashion of more ordinary gods? Nethys dropping two oracle circles, followed by Otolmens responding with two oracle circles, is suggestive of that. It could be that there is some more ordinary divine game going on and not the world ending. Asmodeus isn't acting like the world is ending, and Abadar shouldn't be dropping four cleric circles on somebody who's going to end it.

Aspexia spares a moment of frustration for how it is impossible for consecrations, forbiddances, wardings, or literally anything else, to keep Nethys out of anything. Ordering Nethys's oracle killed and maledicted would be an obvious tactic, but Nethys's oracle seems like she might be harder than usual to maledict, or even take out of her library. Which means that Nethys was thinking about Chelish responses, not just being insane. And if they kill Ione Sala and Nethys's clerics resurrect her, then Nethys's clerics may find out what's going on here with Keltham, if they don't already know.

"I will soon pray to Asmodeus. My default intention, which Asmodeus may choose not to correct, will be to equip Otolmens's oracle with invisibility items and a weapon and permit him to monitor and intervene in events in this facility as he wishes. He will have pointed out to him Keltham and Ione Sala - she is now, allegedly against her own will, an oracle of Nethys, if you had not been informed of that - as possible objects of his attention. Do you, Sevar, wish to offer any corrections, however slight, to my default plan?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think Keltham would agree to put all his teaching on hold indefinitely, if you told him Otolmens oracled someone, which you could do in addition to empowering the oracle, if you expect to have better options to present Asmodeus later."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia does not scream at Sevar about how causing every single intervention of a god to have lots and lots of different effects is not always helpful to that god. It's not that Aspexia would balk at screaming this repeatedly at somebody while burning off their fingers and healing them back, it's that she's found doing so doesn't help.

"Otolmens's existence is considered a secret because of how we do not wish to direct more attention to Her domain. It is more in accord with usual policy surrounding Otolmens, to not call this matter to Keltham's attention and potentially turn his thoughts in that direction."

"This policy is not mostly about the chance that Keltham will act deliberately, Sevar. The problem lies in turning people's thoughts in a direction, calling their attention to the harmful thing. If you tell someone that Otolmens worries they might destroy the world, they may ask themselves how they'd do that or ask themselves why they'd do that. I would, ordinarily, just kill and maledict him, but Asmodeus told us not to do that, and also Abadar has made the man His cleric. It is a frustrating situation to be in, and in those situations, it is often wiser to do less than to do more, if you have not been instructed otherwise." Says the three-year-old in the dungeon, and lives a little longer.

"With that said, would you recommend moderately strongly, especially if your recommendation is based on information not known to me, that I come before Asmodeus with a default policy of warning Keltham explicitly?"









Carissa Sevar: "No." Maybe dath ilan has categorically adequate training in how to take that information and not make things worse with it, not think about all the implications or the likely mechanisms. It would not be surprising if dath ilan did. But Keltham hasn't directly said it does, and her argument seems obviously true of Golarion people, who are worse.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If you come across any further information on this Otolmens event which you think is relevant, standard protocols call for you to report it separately to the highest priest and senior military officer of this installation, to be separately reported to myself and Her Infernal Majestrix. You are not to assume that any such information has been reported by other channels; duplicate it. Follow these instructions unless you are quite sure that your other instructions from Hell or Asmodeus supersede them."









Carissa Sevar: "I understand."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'm going to go talk to Otolmens's oracle, then pray. Do you consider it necessary to insert yourself into that discussion?"









Carissa Sevar: What kind of person - no, broader than that - what kind of mind of any kind would answer 'yes' to that question. "No, Priestess."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia flies off toward the villa at speeds only slightly visually distinguishable from teleportation.









Iarwain: "I believe I shall see myself out," says Paraduke Rathus Ratarion. "Enjoy your date. Though that wasn't an order - you know, I think I should just go."

He gives Sevar a cheerful wave, walks just outside the Forbiddance, and vanishes.









Carissa Sevar: Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh she's not just being stubborn and childish about the headband, she actually thinks that she is not capable enough to function at the level required for survival in her current situation and she doesn't really have a plan B - well. Plan B is to become as good at thinking as Keltham, who is not smarter than her. But it'll take time that it's not at all obvious she has.

She stands up. Walks back inside. Tries to contemplate the odds that Asmodeus will, after all, tell Aspexia Rugatonn 'sure, kill them all' -









Aspexia Rugatonn: Halfling slave #958245 "Broom" has never heard of Otolmens, which was obviously going to be true in retrospect, and doesn't know what this whole project is about, which was also obviously going to be true in retrospect, and doesn't have much of an education, of course, and has not received any helpful revelations from a primordial inevitable who would have a harder time talking to him than even Asmodeus would, of course, and is having a hard time understanding what is even going on at all, of course, let alone why the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus would be trying to have a plainly spoken discussion with him, of course, and Aspexia could no doubt have foreseen this herself if she'd spent an additional minute thinking about it in advance, of course.

Aspexia keeps her temper under absolute control. When she gets home for the day - if, indeed, she ever does get home for the day - she's going to order a dozen slaves sent to her, bask in their understandable fears for a while, and then set all of them on fire.

Why. Why did Otolmens pick him. Why halfling slave #958245?

...because Broom is a simple predictable mortal, who will do something predictable in the future, if Aspexia had to guess.

All right. Aspexia will not modify her predictable initial plans unless Asmodeus tells her to. Broom gets a greater invisibility ring and a dagger of assassination; and what Aspexia hopes is exactly the right level of gentle suggestion not to kill random Asmodeans without a reason, and that the reason is supposed to have something to do with his new god and Her purposes, not just Broom's previous grudges...

Aspexia is glad that she doesn't have to work on this project or live in this villa, but, in fact, she doesn't have to work on this project or live in this villa, so everything is fine.









Asmodeus: Awww, Asmodeus's favoritest pet squirrel in all of Golarion has been spooked by Otolmens hanging around! To be fair to His pet squirrel, this is literally among the most reasonable possible reasons for a pet squirrel to become spooked. His pet squirrel is probably not deducing the context about how Otolmens freaks out every time the laws of physics do something She thinks they shouldn't, like throwing out the anomaly-squirrel, and now She is hanging around Golarion being upset about that.

He sends a faint nonsemantic touch of reassurance. Gods are allowed to do this to their clerics without it being very costly from the intervention budget, so long as they don't do it often enough or reliably enough that it starts to form a signaling code. The part about making Otolmens's new oracle be invisible is weird and unpredicted, but Asmodeus doesn't have time to pay much attention and His pet squirrel probably knows what it's doing. It's not worth an intervention, almost certainly.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom has spent a long lifetime looking and sounding, and in some cases thinking, exactly as wise and intelligent as will not get a slave punished under a variety of circumstances. This usually does not call for very much apparent wisdom and intelligence; it is better to let your masters look down on you, when that does not give them a reason to punish you.

When the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus explains matters to Broom using carefully dumbed-down clauses - about how he's been chosen by the goddess of preventing the world from ending, and he's allowed to kill an Asmodean if he thinks it stops the world ending but shouldn't do so otherwise, except that if he feels a very strong impulse to do anything he should probably do that whether or not it involves killing someone - Broom displays exactly the level of apparent wisdom and intelligence that makes him look like a gruff old halfling sweeper who was in fact able to grasp all that and will do it reliably. He thinks he understands, mistress; some people might make a world-threatening mess that destroys not just Cheliax but all of Golarion, and if it looks like they're going to do that, Broom will clean it up.

Broom does not plan to do this as a masquerade, or think any worded thoughts about it; it's just a reflex by now. Like so many others in Cheliax, Broom has become not a very distinguishable person from his mask, even to himself. It may not occur to Broom for a while yet that he is now allowed to be wiser or more intelligent than he previously needed to look to his masters.

This, too, is mortal nature, if you put someone in a position where they are not allowed to look too intelligent or wise, and then take them out of it. There is momentum, but a finite momentum, and it is hard to guess how far that momentum will last.









Keltham: Keltham has now guessed, and then been shown, what happens when he tries to touch magic, on four different occasions. He's burned his remaining Greater Detect Magic for the day on watching what happens when other people interact with spells above scaffolds, though he can't hold his concentration on Greater Detect Magic while trying his own magical manipulations; and before his spell ran out he also took another look at people catching cantrips. He's not forming solid perceptual generalizations about what does what.

But he's ever played hyperdimensional arcade games with lots of hidden information and subtlety.

"I get the impression that Detect Magic is not showing all of the - latent information, hidden facts - about what goes on with magical structures. Like, two magical configurations that looked the same to me, in the illusion you're showing me, could have other different facts about them, not visible in the illusion, not visible in the detection spell, which would change how the spell reacted when I touched it. In particular, I touched it what I thought was the same way twice, and even though it seemed to have reset to the same starting point both times, it reacted pretty differently. Maybe I touched it differently, which could be true, obviously, but going on general behaviors and my intuitive sense of the pattern, I think that - something changed in the hidden background. Does that sound right?"









lintamande: "- maybe?" says Meritxell. "Magicisdeterministic, but the illusion probably isn't conveying enough to fully determine it - ifItouch it it'll do what I want every time, for something as simple as a cantrip, but I don't know what additional features of the situation I might be paying attention to that I'm not properly putting in the illusion. For the kind of spell where it won't do what I want every time, I'd be failing to pay attention to its momentum properly, or failing to pay attention to the viscosity it gets from having been recently manipulated, or failing to track an interaction it's having with other nearby magic, but cantrips are so easy that you don't have to account for all of that."









Keltham: "Deterministic and fully-visible are different concepts and I maybe shouldn't have asked about them together. Even if the parts I can't see are the same, and I actually am touching them differently, or those other parts are just reacting to changing things like viscosity - are there parts I can't see, in the information here? I mean, even changes of viscosity from having been recently manipulated implies there's a current-viscosity state that isn't being shown, are there a lot of other - facts-that-can-be-true-about-it, hidden-information," he uses the Baseline term because he just can't stand it, "latentvariables, that I'm not seeing?"









lintamande: "There are parts you can't see, yes. You have to infer their state, though for a cantrip you don't have to infer it very precisely."









Keltham: Keltham is a very self-disciplined person who would not set anything on fire right now even if he had the economicmagic to do that without buying a flamethrower.

"I realize this may not be the usual order in which these things are taught to children, but can I just have a quick review of all the known equations or even rules-of-thumb governing all the properties that magic actually has? Has any progress been made on getting a copy of any of the books like - Principles of Spell Design, I think was one of them - that would have information like that?"









lintamande: - they cantrybut all the known rules of thumb are not quick and all the equations are not known.Principles of Spell Design lays out all of the heuristics you can use but you still usually fail, when designing spells with all of those in mind; it's speculated that gods can see all the hidden properties exactly as clearly as the visible properties and that's why it's not hard for gods to design spells.



They launch into all the known rules of thumb, usually with the caveat that casting cantrips doesn't actually require this. You can think of one aspect of magic as lagging the visible aspects like so, requiring more energy to move and moving more slowly when it does but also requiring more energy to stop; you can think of another as reacting badly to close contact with itself, and resisting spell structures like such or such, which is why no spells have structures like that; you can think of this other thing as possible to tug into alignment only by sort of jiggling the spell, and you can tell you've got it when you don't get any reverberations when you dothis -

And people have, of course, tried hyperdimensional representations that capture all that, but it'shard,and usually less useful to learn than the heuristics if you aren't specifically doing spell design, and none of them have arrived at equations that if solved for let you invent spells, despite having headbands and plenty of motivation. It's understood that the number of ways magic interacts with itself is just very very large, for high circle spells, and it's not reducible complexity.



It is, someone ventures, sort of like the thing Keltham said, about how knowing how objects move doesn't let you catch them in the air.



No one has found Principles of Spell Design yet.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala has now realized two things.

First, she knows where there's a copy - several copies, in fact - of 'Principles of Spell Design' in the Ostenso wizard academy's library.

Second, her oracle's curse allows her to borrow copies of nonmagical books in general circulation, from libraries Ione has already visited and spent time reading inside, if she's been inside the part of the library that has those books. Though it's not teleportation, and she can't use it to write messages back; the books just temporarily disappear from their current libraries, and temporary copies of them get created in her own library. She thinks she can do five books per day at the current power - circle? is it a thing that has circles? - of her oracle's curse, and a borrow lasts for a day unless she expends one use on renewing it.

Ione has the best curse ever.

It's tempting to imagine that Nethys did that because she would have wanted it. But that's pathetic; Nethys isn't a Good god who would be thinking like that, even if Good's own propaganda was true. If she has this curse, she's meant to use it for Nethys's benefit; which, so far as Ione can possibly guess, means using it to push Keltham's research forwards.

This is... also going to make her a lot harder to replace with an imposter that can fool Keltham. But that is not why she is doing this, she is not trying to make Chelish security's life more difficult for her own benefit. Her god has given her an ability which is clearly meant to be used for the benefit of this important Chelish project that Cheliax is spending lots of money on, and she is only going to use it for that. She is completely not going to argue if Cheliax tells her to pretend that a book isn't there or can't be retrieved. In fact, she's going to lie to Keltham and say there's sometimes unpredictable exceptions in which books she can get, specifically so Cheliax can order her not to get something and she'll have an excuse. She is a very good and obedient oracle of Nethys who doesn't want Chelish security to gouge her eye out again, it was very unpleasant, and Ione definitely feels very scared and threatened by that (even if they can't destroy her the way Nethys can). Even Nethys is clearly being somewhat cooperative, since the inability to write any messages back is probably there to reassure Chelish security against information leaking out that way. But it also wouldn't be the best possible service to Nethys to ask Chelish security's permission to reveal this ability; they might say no, and that is clearly not Nethys's will here.

"Keltham, wait a second," Ione says out loud, "let me write you a note about something."

She starts to scribble:

I have a secret ability to borrow up to five ordinary books, for a day each unless renewed, if they're in a part of a library that I've been to. Though they're just temporary copies, you can't write things in them permanently, and there are weird exceptions about which books it works on. I think for a project this important, I'll accept if the other girls get suspicious I can do it, or even if you just want me to announce outright that I had a secret like that. Do you want me to get you Principles of Spell Design from the Ostenso academy library?

Is security stopping her? She's really sorry about talking to Keltham first like that, she really is, she didn't do it to make their lives harder, but she doesn't believe that Nethys would want her to offer Chelish security a veto on using her powers to help this important Chelish project at all, which is how Nethys obviously intends them to be used, for Cheliax's benefit, Nethys even made it not involve real teleportation, there could be a pact about this between Nethys and Asmodeus for all they know, Nethys obviously has an interest in Asmodeus succeeding here, and she's very happy to not retrieve particular books in the future if Chelish security says so, and she even lied to Keltham about that like a good obedient Nethys oracle should, without anybody needing to tell her that, please don't hurt her.









lintamande: Security is not stopping her though if a halfling were to stab her they would NOT BE SORRY, just saying.









Keltham: Keltham gets the note.

Keltham reads the note.

Keltham stares into the air for several seconds.

"Yes, please," Keltham says.

This is justso reminiscent of an ero-LARP where the potential romantic interests all have special powers, and Keltham accidentally hit on this girl's unlock condition unreasonably early, and now she's going along with the script and revealing some of her hidden story and offering him the scripted level of in-game abilities and sexual access.

Not that Keltham has ever had anything remotely like the money to pay for sex work on that level, of course. And he's not the sort to read the scripts for LARPs he's too poor to play as the protagonist. But it's such a trope to subvert and parody that it's spawned entire massive genres of secondary literature, some of which has become really good and famous and a topic of widespread discussion in its own right; to the point that people who've never read a summary of a novel deconstructing the storylines of actual scripted-longterm-multiplayer-sexwork, nonetheless know all about the tropes for Capability Harems.









Ione Sala: Ione walks to the other room of the library, why is there a spring in her step, there should not be a spring in her step, she should be terrified right now, borrows Principles of Spell Design from the Ostenso academy library, brings it back, hands it to Keltham, and quietly sits down again. She's at least managing not to smile, she really would not blame security for killing her on the spot if she looked the slightest bit smug right now.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa walks in. She looks - well, to untrained eyes, perfectly normal, perhaps like she spent slightly more time than usual on her hair; to Chelish eyes, like she went to Hell and back - which does happen sometimes, Dis occasionally extends an invitation to the living for its own reasons.



By the time she's walked into view of Keltham and sat down she has it under control, mostly.









lintamande: " - you want page ten," says Meritxell, who is going to be daunted by NONE of this.









Carissa Sevar: They're all looking at Ione. Why are they all looking at Ione? Carissa prefers not to be looked at, all things considered, but she really expected to be looked at, at this point. She looks at Ione too, in case whatever they're all looking at is actually evident.









lintamande: "There's aForbiddanceup," says Peranza, trying really hard to sound confused rather than angry.









Ione Sala: Ione smiles at Peranza.

Oh god she shouldn't have done that Nethys is going to smite her now.









lintamande: "Page ten and some more on page thirty eight, I think," says Meritxell somewhat loudly.









Keltham: "Thanks, Ione, Meritxell," Keltham says, and reads as directed. He is a stern soul and can worry later about whether or not he's now living inside a Walker novel.









Ione Sala: Ione is not saying anything to anyone, unless they ask her explicit questions and admit to everyone else how much less they know than Ione, in which case Ione will still not tell them. Or maybe she'll tell them something true that makes them be even more confused, or just lie? It's hard to decide when you have so many tasty options.









lintamande: No one asks Ione any questions though Asmodia attempts to read her mind.



The book has an orderly list of heuristics for telling what the unobservable dimensions of magic are doing. Most of their activities that you have to worry about for low-circle spells are being attracted or repelled by other magic nearby them, or having momentum of their own once tugged on indirectly by tugging on an observable dimension. The strongly recommended way to handle this, as a new wizard, is to practice with small tweaks until you get a feel for it; some people report success trying to imagine and explicitly track what the other dimensions are doing, but most don't, and it becomes practically impossible to do a fully-encompassing version of as you approach higher-circle spells. There are a couple interactions to explicitly track, starting at first circle: they are such-and-such. There are twice as many at second circle.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala makes her Will save, glances to see if Keltham is looking, and then flashes a kindly smile at the girl with half her own combined caster circles. Asmodia is lucky she failed so miserably, her feeble mind would probably crumble if she succeeded in peeking into the thoughts of an oracle of Nethys.

She's going to get piled under later and it's going to last for a while. She may as well live it up briefly now.









Keltham: This... plausibly is going to help, Keltham feels moreoriented by knowingwhat's going on in the background and what kind of surface effects to look for, being caused by what, even if he can't do math to it. Maybe it's a weird vestigial dath ilani security blanket thing but Keltham feels less like he's flailing around in empty air and more like he's flailing around in air that has visible objects in it.

"I'm reaching the edge of how much stamina I allocated to spend on this. I think next the plan says I try to cast -" Keltham has to think back on which spells he actually has. Shit, he didn't think to use Eagle's Splendor while interacting with Lrilatha, which was almost certainly what that spell was for... oh well. He can use the two spells one of which is Eagle's Splendor (not as important here) and one of which is Owl's Wisdom, then have security cast Haste on him, then cast Guidance and try to catch it, then try to catch Read Magic - he thinks that was the plan they came up with this morning. "Well, I get some spells cast on me and then try to catch my remaining cantrips. How long do Owl's Wisdom and Haste last, respectively?"









lintamande: "Owl's wisdom is up to two minutes per caster circle," the girls chorus, distracted from their meaningful glaring at each other. "And Haste is up to two rounds per caster circle."









Keltham: "Right, so Owl's Wisdom first, then. Can somebody call in whoever's doing Haste, before I do? And somebody please show me the gestures to catch Read Magic again."









lintamande: Yaisa goes to the door and opens it and returns with the nearest visible security wizard; everyone else demonstrates how to catch Read Magic.









Keltham: Keltham, somewhat hesitantly, tries casting his first mind-boosting magic that affects himself, given to him by his unknown but hopefully friendly god. The spell Carissa identified as Transmutation, similar to the structure of what Carissa showed him for intelligence-boosting. The one that seems more like it should be Owl's Wisdom, going on either tiny intuition or sheer blind guessing passing itself as tiny intuition.









lintamande: It doessomething -

"That's Eagle's Splendour," Meritxell beats everyone else to saying. "It does charisma."









Keltham: This is truly odd. Something that Keltham has been doing his whole life, without really focusing on it that much, became weirdly much easier. He's aware of his posture, what his posture is saying, how he could change it to project different emotions outward. He knows - what he could say, to express these thoughts, or even to lie - but exactly because of that, it feels much more like any words he said would be something like a lie, a pose, at least until he became used to this state and it became more natural. He could fling his arms wide and announce how overjoyed he is, and make it look real, or speak with quietly subdued enthusiasm, and makethat look real, but Keltham does not know, under this spell, how to do anything thatis real.

Eh, might as well go all in while it lasts.

"This is really rather odd," Keltham says with a more charming smile than any girl here, or indeed, anyone in greater existence, has seen on his face before. "But distracting from magic, I fear. I hope I am not taking too much of security's valuable time if I ask them to bide a short while before Hasting me, until this wears off; no more than eight minutes should it be, and maybe less." Interesting how 'dashing gentleman' Baseline rhythms are coming out in Taldane; he hopes it's at all accurate and not just silly.









lintamande: "Of course," says the nearest visible security-person, smiling. The spell provides no particular aid in interpreting his smile aside from making it apparent that smiles are a thing one can do in subtly different ways on purpose for subtly different results.









Keltham: "I do not know if I will ever request this spell from my god again, and foolish as I am, I forgot to think of this contingency earlier - but does anyone have any simple exercises for me to perform, in the realm of acting and emoting? I'd gain skills and experience, if I could, before this spell fades."









lintamande: "Pretend to be a duke receiving your idiot son who just got in trouble for rhinocerous racing in the streets," says Tonia. "Meritxell's the idiot son."

Meritxell takes this in stride, and bows. "Father."









Keltham: Duke sounds vaguely big and authoritative. Company president? Very Serious person?

Keltham shifts his bearing older and more dignified, and sorrowful with a hint of frustration. "Son. Rhinocerous racing again? Really?"









lintamande: "It's not like last time, Father. Last time, I fully acknowledge, I was irresponsible and caused a lot of property damage which was rightly taken out of my allowance. This time, we stayed off Queen's Avenue entirely, and only knocked over one carriage. And furthermore, it wasn't my idea, Callisto challenged me, and I did not think I'd be doing right by you and the name you've honored me with, if I refused and had him name me a coward."









Keltham: Keltham's total ignorance of vast amounts of context is almost completely unable to interfere with his acting momentum! "Son, has it ever occurred to you that there is a certain irony, or comedy even, in letting yourself be put into self-destroying situations for fear of being called a coward? I name you meta-coward now."









lintamande: Meritxell heroically manages to keep a straight face at that. "Father! Should we embrace every injury to our name rather than falsify them?"









Keltham: "And what, do tell, is this injury to our name, this proposition untrue, which could not possibly hold in any world in which you raced rhinoceruses, and so was decisively refuted by your acts?"









lintamande: "That I was afraid to race rhinocerouses!!"









Keltham: "Son, your logic, while possessed of a certain local validity, lacks an appreciation of greater contexts. Are you afraid to take half your earnings, and set them aflame?"









lintamande: "- well, not if they're in gold, sir!"









Keltham: Er, right. "Gold melts if the flame is hot enough. Anything melts if the flame is hot enough. Do you see where I'm leading with this, my son?"









lintamande: "You're going to light me on fire if I do this again?"









Keltham: With Eagle's Splendour running, Keltham doesn't crack up at this. "I am saying, son, that like a sufficiently hot fire, the notion of proving oneself unafraid to do things has a certain dangerous generality. How about if, in the future, you prove yourself unafraid of refusing to do things to prove yourself unafraid of them?"









lintamande: " - yes, Father. Okay, pretend to be a thief casing a magic shop to learn its protections before you rob it, and Ione, you're a shopkeeper who is trying to figure out whether he's going to make a purchase and whether you'll offend anyone powerful kicking him out."

This is, of course, a substantial social favor to Ione, though there's no indication of that in Meritxell's gesture; she might've chosen a classmate at random.









Ione Sala: ...Meritxell thinks Ione has got secret connections and/or magical bloodlines going for her, rather than HERESY, and Ione is going to pay for this later but for this one golden moment she'll take it for everything it has.

"Good evening, sir," Ione says graciously, standing up from her chair. "Can I interest you in a slightly used mud golem?" She gestures at Asmodia. "It isn't pretty but that doesn't mean it lacks all possible use."









lintamande: Asmodia smiles pleasantly and only slightly murderously.









Keltham: Thief? But a master criminal would be picking somebody else to impersonate - somebody rich, from context? Charming rich person? Oh, interesting his thoughts are moving faster on this subject too.

"My, you undersell your wares, I think. This is a fine mud golem! Look at its smile! What about this one here?" Keltham gestures towards Pilar, and then, as soon as Ione's eyes shift in that direction, Keltham takes several lightning glances around the room before moving his gaze back to Ione, wow that's interesting he thinks his expression somehow did this thing where even if somebody was watching him that would have looked more natural and casual than it was.









Ione Sala: "Oh, that one is far more worthy of you, sir," the more he takes out on Pilar, the less he'll take out on Ione, if Keltham happens to be a sadist. "An Alak-Kuata original, that one is, from Osirion! Have you ever had the pleasure of owning any golems of Sothis's making?"









Keltham: "Not yet, I must say! A recent shipment?"









Ione Sala: "Fresh as the sparkling morning dew, sir. If it's not too forward of me, can I ask what kind of golems you have in your current collection?"









Keltham: "Well, thatis a bit forward, I'm afraid. We've hardly even met and here you're asking me about my previous golem history?" Keltham slides an inch forward, leans slightly, and smiles flirtatiously at Ione. It seems like a good idea to practice this particular skill at all, before the spell wears off.









Ione Sala: Ione smiles back. "It does tend to help in providing a man with an additional golem perfectly to his taste," she says solemnly.









Carissa Sevar: Everyone seems incredibly entertained. Of course, Carissa herself seems incredibly entertained, while in reality this is occupying a tiny fraction of her attention, and who is she to say, really, that that isn't true of everyone else. Ione, who presumably isn't stupid enough to have told everyone she's a oracle of Nethys, is pretending - what, exactly? Something's up with an invisible assassin halfling who might or might not be watching this, and that sure is some distracting information to have. ...for that matter, maybe every single person here - except Keltham, who couldn't hide it - is having a day as interesting as Carissa's. The devil didn't promise the same offer wasn't being extended to everyone in the room. Here she's been thinking she did something special but maybe this is actually just the default outcome in a situation of as much interest to the gods as this one.



While Ione and Keltham are flirting she checks for illusions, which would be suggestive of whether anyone has been arrested and is being impersonated already. No one...seems to be? A promising sign, if they've all made it through the first day alive.



Carissa hopes she is not called on for Improv With Innueno and relatedly is not at all in the mood to go on a date tonight. An hour ago she was all delighted about it but now she does not want to beat Keltham at a challenge of sexual cleverness, she wants...what does she want.... to burn in the purified flames of Hell and emerge perfected. Well. That's kind of kinky.









Keltham: Keltham's very weirdly augmented social-presentation skills are telling him that he's screwing up, faster than they're telling him how to fix it; the problem isn't in his body's execution of the orders his mind is sending, it's that his mind is sending bad orders. Ione may be acting interested for the sake of this skit, but in real life, well, he's not sure because everybody here is sort of hard to read, but in real life, Ione probably wouldn't be interested in the Roguish Gentleman Template he picked up from some of his own previous larping? Even if that Roguish Gentleman Template was being perfectly executed, and even if it didn't come across as a weird dath ilani trope that may not even exist here? Even if he's learning, he's probably learning the wrong thing right now.

Keltham is used to this feeling. He knows that learning a new art often feels like screwing up, or even meta-screwing-up the process of learning. It doesn't occur to him to be embarrassed about that happening in public, he clearly said that he was going into a learning and practice mode; like, how would people here even know how to read if they'd never learned and practiced anything in the presence of another human being.

He tries another couple of flirting exchanges, makes no headway on the problem of getting Ione to admit when she's getting off work and leaving her workshop open to robbery, and then gives up.

"This scenario isn't working for me, can we switch again?" Keltham says, with more calm and confidence than that statement even warranted.









lintamande: "I'm trying to hire some adventurers to clean the rats out of my garden," Asmodia says, "and you're all desperate to impress me with your qualifications."









Carissa Sevar: "I fought a dragon once," says Carissa instantly, "Well, I was there while some people fought a dragon - pseudoddragon, but still. They're really rats with wings, they are, and after that regular rats don't seem so frightening. Unless they've got the plague. Which would still be fine, I fought the plague once. Well, I was there while some people fought the plague -"









lintamande: "I once slew three dozen rats in single combat, when I was a gladiator slave in Katapesh," says Tonia.

"I once did that barehanded," says Gregoria. "I used the corpse of the first rat to kill all the others."









Keltham: Reliable salesman, go. "I've solved over five thousand garden rat problems exactly like yours over just the past 10 days," Keltham says.

(Gladiator slave in Kata-something sounds unpleasant and like one of those things that's hard to translate into Baseline, but you hear a lot of things like that when you're a dath ilani in Golarion; Keltham decides not to put it on his priority list of things to ask about after an instant of internally sighing hesitation.)









lintamande: "Fivethousand?"says Asmodia. "How do you find the time?"









Keltham: "Subcontractors," Keltham says instantly.









lintamande: "And you can cut out the middleman and just hire the subcontractors - I'm one of them," says Pilar. "He's the guy you need if you need to hire a lot of contractors, but not if you need to kill a lot of rats."









Carissa Sevar: "Someone with that big of a rat-killing business has a lot of incentive to be going around releasing rats in everyone's gardens. How much do you trust him?"









lintamande: "I have solved amillionrat problems just like yours in the last ten days," Meritxell says. "I battled the rat god Lao Shu Po in Tian Xia, and by injuring her grievously decreased global rat problems by 1 percent. If I even walk near your garden, the rats will run scared."









Keltham: Good comprehension of perverse incentives, Carissa! Keltham wasn't quite sure how much of that kind of knowledge would exist in a place like Cheliax.

"As a full-service company we also offer post-action reports on the root cause of your rat problems," Keltham says smoothly, sounding like a much more reliable and businesslike salesperson than all his wild-eyed competitors. "If you're concerned about our ethics, we can offer full-service ethical investigations of rat-related companies. Buy all three of our services and get 20% off."









Carissa Sevar: "For half his price," Carissa says, "I'll fight your rats, find whoever's spreading rats everywhere, and feed them to the rats."









lintamande: "What if it's the rats that are spreading rats everywhere?" Asmodia asks skeptically.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I'll feed the rats to the other rats in a rat pit of cannibalistic death, and sell tickets, and split the profits with you."









Keltham: "My competitors talk a good game but have you considered that they might actuallybe rats wearing clever disguises."









Carissa Sevar: "For a rat extermination job, you want to hire a rat. We know how rats think. We know where rats live. And we know what rats fear more than death."









Keltham: "For a rat problem, you want the best experts on rats. Most rats are too close to rats to see rats clearly. Our highly trained rat experts -"

The Eagle's Splendour wears off. Keltham decides in a split second to try to continue and see how much of a difference it makes and whether anyone says they've noticed.

"- live in distant, isolated microcities where they do nothing except think about rats and experiment on rats every day. When rats have a rat question, they come to us."









lintamande: "You must be very busy, leading the world in rat extermination and rat research and ethics studies and rat infestation origin research," Meritxell says. "Unless you know the origins of all the rat infestations before you start, since you're releasing them, something your position as the world leader in rat research would easily enable you to do. You don't want a rat or a rat researcher. You want someone whose footsteps make rats tremble. And that's me."









Carissa Sevar: "Fight against the rat god must've gone pretty badly, if you're now reduced to begging for garden assignments."









lintamande: "I just hate rats so much I can't stop until they're all dead."









Keltham: "What say we all compromise? We'll all do the job together so she has no other options, charge her twenty times the price, and split the revenue fairly among ourselves."









lintamande: There are nods all around. "FINE," Asmodia says, flinging her hands in the air hopelessly, and then there are cheers.





"Are you going to need that Haste," says the security wizard, tiredly.









Keltham: "Yeah, let me swap to Owl's Wisdom and then we'll run through it. Eagle's Splendour only wore off a quarter-minute ago, for what it's worth, I wanted to see if anyone noticed from outside."









lintamande: "Do you only have Wisdom and Splendour and not Cunning?" Meritxell asks. "I'd use Cunning, to try to learn spells...I guess Wisdom might be better for just trying to understand the basics of how magic moves."









Keltham: "Oh, right. I was thinking it might be wiser to try only one mental augment at a time on my first day. And no, my god didn't give me Cunning, I think Carissa thought it wasn't a cleric spell? But if somebody else has it - you're the experts, tell me which one I should use."









lintamande: "In general wizardry goes more off cunning. Cunning is cleverness, math, working memory, visualization. Wisdom is - perceptiveness, wordless inference, noticing if your thought patterns are avoiding something. I have Cunning, if you want."









Keltham: "Key capability loading for catching a cantrip doesn't seem like cleverness and working memory, though, so much as perception and speed? Not saying you're wrong, just voicing my noticed confusion."









lintamande: Yeah, theres honestly an argument that what youre specifically doing wants Dexterity rather than any of the mental enhancements, and wisdom is probably fine, even though in general wizards trying to grasp a new concept are limited on Cunning.

I can give him dexterity too, says the security wizard slightly impatiently.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't need arguments, he's too ignorant for those, he needs somebody more informed to give him the correct decision! "Snap poll, dath ilani version. Put your hand in front of your face, then move it up if you think I should use Wisdom, move it down if you think I should use Cunning, how far you move your hand away from face level indicates the strength of your opinion. If you think I'm asking the wrong question, close your hand into a fist to signal defiance of the question itself, but answer anyways. Again, that's up for Wisdom, down for Cunning, fist to complain about the question." Keltham demonstrates by moving his hand in both directions as he speaks, and briefly closing it into a fist.









lintamande: The girls watch each other nervously and settle on a moderately strong recommendation for Wisdom which all hands then converge towards. An optimist might conclude this was because they're familiar with the theorems governing rational agents persisting in disagreements they have mutual knowledge of. A Chelish person would likely interpret their uniform recommendation in the same spirit as their uniform smiles.









Keltham: ...okay those people justlooked at each other and adjusted their votes. Later he will explain some important concepts about presenting unadjusted first impressions to avoid info cascades - or better yet, just closing your eyes until you've moved your hand into place, that seems like it would be a simpler and more robust rule for non-dath-ilani. But security guy seems impatient, so for now he'll quietly hope that that resolution procedure had any kind of shard of Law within it for aggregating their knowledge. At least Carissa picked an opinion (Wisdom) and stuck with it, and she's probably the most expert.

Keltham casts Owl's Wisdom on himself.









Keltham: And Keltham-the-object snaps into focus to Keltham-the-perceiver.

His first thought is that Keepers would trade out-of-preference sexual favors or do crimes for this spell.

His second thought is that there's so many thoughts he hasn't been thinking in the last day.

His third thought is that this is a mind-affecting drug, one making him think that he can think better and promising epiphanies, even if the rest of his mental processing isn't degraded. There are protocols trained for being hit by mind-affecting drugs like that, which you're supposed to follow even if it seems like you have better ideas for things to do while you're on the mind-affecting drug.

It takes an additional effort and self-surety for Keltham to override that very trained and solemnly advised protocol, even temporarily. But he can see, even more clearly than he could at other times, that it would be stupid to follow standard protocol and run out of this room immediately. He knows he's more awake right now, and it doesn't matter how many people think they're becoming super awake as they fall asleep and into madness, he can tell the difference.

He still needs to cast his spells and then leave this room of untrusted others. These are rules that derive strength from their unconditionality; there is some real sense in which even an extremely well-justified exception to them is breaking or bending a piece of the Algorithm that would work better for other people the more unconditional it is, and those people should remember the same thing about that Algorithm. That's even leaving aside where part of his reason for violating these hard-and-fast rules about behaving under conditions of mental oddity, is that he died in a plane crash and has been in a magical world for the last day, which isn't the sort of epistemic state that - he's wasting time.

"It's up. Dexterity, Haste?"









lintamande: The wizard casts those: Dexterity first, and then Haste.









Keltham: Keltham casts Guidance on himself. He tries to catch that cantrip too, just in case he can.









lintamande: - yep. Then it's kind of sitting in his hand, a little fragile -









Carissa Sevar: "Now you kind of tuck it away like you're - spinning it so it's all in some other dimension -" Carissa says quickly -









Keltham: Aided by Owl's Wisdom, Keltham is already over the shock of getting that far, and trying to finish what he saw others doing earlier with his Greater Detect Magic.









lintamande: The spell folds tidily away, intact.









Keltham: Practice until the boosts run out, so he can catch cantrips in the future, or until he fails enough to be out of cantrips, or he needs to take the last of the Owl's Wisdom to truly think - is the obvious course here - so Keltham tries his Read Magic, using the boost from Guidance -









lintamande: And catches it. His harem is cheering, though mostly silently so as not to be distracting.









Keltham: Guidance again!









lintamande: He catches the spell the next four times, and by then can feel that it's starting to enter muscle memory, no longer something that without a bunch of reflex-enhancement he'd be desperately struggling to do.









Keltham: He'll start trying to cast Detect Magic using the Guidance boosts. Detect Magic and Guidance are the two cantrips he's plausibly going to need over and over and over.









lintamande: He manages it three times in a row before, on the fourth, the window slams, security guy steps between it and Keltham castingsomething,and Detect Magic slips away in Keltham's instant of distraction.









Keltham: Keltham looks at the window to see if this is a room-evacuating issue, some of what his students said about Corn Failure Modes leaping awfully to mind. He'll also try to hold his concentration on Detect Magic, if possible.









lintamande: There are a bunch of overlapping spells on the window, but nothing observably entering through it; there is a dead bird on the ground outside the window.

"Most likely," security guy says without moving, "it's just a regular dead bird that the Forbiddance picked off, of which there've been dozens in the last half-hour. We have a team checking it out, though."









Keltham: Keltham goes back to practicing at once. He will continue casting Guidance and using it to boost its own next cast until Haste runs out or catching fails, then practice more Read Magic without Guidance until another minute of that passes or catching Read Magic fails.









lintamande: He doesn't fail at Guidance before Haste runs out. He manages six of Read Magic without Guidance before losing it.









Keltham: "This was a great success, everyone, and with any luck I can start looking more at how magic works tomorrow, once I can watch magic happening. Right now, though, I think I should quickly go off by myself and think for a few remaining minutes before the Owl's Wisdom runs out, and do that right away, see you possibly at dinner -"

Keltham is grabbing a couple of sheets of paper and a writing implement even as he speaks.









lintamande: No one interferes with him.









Keltham: Keltham moves out of the room even faster than he usually would, thanks to Cat's Grace, also still in effect.









Carissa Sevar: "See you later," says Carissa, who is officially the person with the rights to that line tonight, as he reaches the door.









Keltham: Heh. "Indeed!" And then he's out of the library and speeds up again, on the lookout for an apparently quiet and deserted unoccupied room on the way to his assigned bedroom - he'd rather not spend remaining spelltime to reach his assigned bedroom. But he'll go all the way to his bedroom if he doesn't see anywhere that looks appropriate for meditation.

And also he's already started thinking.









dath ilan: (Standard procedure for dealing with a mind-affecting drug that claims to produce useful insights is to write down the insights, and see how much sense they still make after the drug wears off.

While that's going on, you don't let people who aren't Keeper-trained and Keeper-oathbound talk to you. You especially don't talk to people you don't trust an awful lot. You double-especially don't talk to whoever talked you into using the drug or maybe subtly guided you down a path that ended with that decision. There are known drugs that seem to have an effect of permanently relaxing your priors about whatever somebody says to you while you're on drugs, which in dath ilani terms is something like a date rape of the soul. Keltham has had drugs that mimic the more innocuous effects that go along with those, and Owl's Wisdom is absolutely nothing like them, but still.

All of this is, in any case, advice you'd only need in the first place if you went to a Shop of Ill-Advised Consumer Goods. Or if a criminal dosed you. Dath ilan does not recognize any uses of lysergic acid diethylamide, dimethyltryptamine, or psilocybin, within the mainstream of Well-Advised Consumer Goods. They don't do anything useful that can't be done by a high-ranking Keeper just talking at you.)









lintamande: The room right across from the library appears to be some kind of administrative staging area but the room after that, some kind of antechamber, is empty.









Keltham: Keltham ducks in and starts writing. Translation spells are a thing, and he's not sure how that interacts with cracking the kiddie's substitution cipher he has memorized, for writing non-readable notes to himself in RPGs and so on. Instead he's going to write down some cultural references from his homeworld, and hope that there's no version of a cultural translation spell that reads through those; Darmok and Jalad at Tanagra, as it were.

He doesn't have time to think through very much, the first priority is just to write out all the things he hasn't been thinking, notes to himself to hang the thoughts upon, to be followed up later.

Blue and orange, is the first thing he scratches out. There's a constant drumbeat of hints that the people around him operate on a very alien and possibly inhumane morality, and he's been saying things to himself like Carissa was probably making a joke he failed to get, when she talked about tossing the rats into a pit to cannibalize each other and selling tickets to that like people would pay to see it. There's a whole history of little pings like that and his brain pushing back at the dissonance with 'Maybe it was a joke I didn't get?' and he can see that, now, while he's got Owl's Wisdom running.

Subverted True-man Show, he writes out next. The girls all wore permanently cheerful expressions during class, Meritxell and Ione and everyone else didn't read as any less genuine to him than their usual selves read while they were acting out routines, like they were all experienced actresses, like they were all already acting. But they're not running a well-designed full Immersive Reality TV Show trope on him either. If they were really such good actresses, with smart people and smart scripts behind them, they wouldn't be giving that away by wearing permanently cheerful smiles during class, or by not acting awkward when they were called on to act out new weird scenarios. They're not trying to prevent him from realizing that they all have and are using acting abilities like he got from his Charisma boost, which, if they were actually constructing a false reality around him, would be the first thing they'd try to avoid him knowing.

(Keltham also makes a note in the back of his mind, not for the first time today, that if they don't get adequate Governance support and don't end up with more urgent priorities, inventing ballpoint pens sure seems like it should be a moneymaker.)









Keltham: The next part is - hard for him to write. It feels like it's a betrayal of the person that he'll be, when this temporary boost wears off, to think about this part, to write down the anchor for it. But he can't unsee it, and it's already too late.

There is a commonly held wisdom, in dath ilan, about the way a human mind is put together, that it is a thing made of little subtle tensions and balances and internal compromises. The human mind being the limited thing that it is, these balances form around your current level of ability to see into yourself and see the implications of what you already know - or not see them, as the case may be. The reason why not everybody runs off to learn all they can from Keepers, the reason why not everyone asks a Keeper to tell them all the answers about themselves, is that this would bring parts of themselves into conflict that were previously living in a more agreeable truce of ignorance. You might not survive as yourself, if you could see yourself.

Those who say "That which can be destroyed by the truth should be" may continue to walk the Path from there. But not uncommonly, even somebody who sets out along that Path, turns back at some point, and well short of becoming a Keeper. It's not a trivial price, higher for some than others, and there is varying willingness to pay. A lot of the reason why Keepers exist as what they are, is that the people who have large comparative advantages there - in how little they'll be hurt by knowing themselves, or how much they really internally want to keep going anyways - are conceived of by larger society as being paid to throw themselves on that grenade, so others don't have to. And if, to some Keepers, it doesn't feel like much of a grenade at all, they understand that their case is not typical, and are grateful for winning the comparative-advantage lottery.

Going up by two local standard deviations, in whatever it is that Owl's Wisdom enhances, is something that the current structures of Keltham's personality were never built to withstand. He knows, from up here, because he couldn'tstop himself from glancing in that direction, that in dath ilan he would never have had his 144 children. He would have tried to be special and failed and been sad and then maybe gotten an ordinary +0.8sd job and either paid for a child out of that or decided he was too strange and unhappy to have one.

It's not considered necessary for somebody Keltham's age to go and pay a Keeper to tell them exactly what the probabilities are, about something like that. It's not so much that people are encouraged to lie to themselves, reality forbid, but that people are told it's okay for them not to shove themselves as hard as possible down the Pathway that will dissolve the mistakes their current personality is built out of. That's what Keepers are for. They do it so that not everybody else has to. There are grownups around in Civilization, who can and will speak up if the people less mature are about to make some terrible mistake out of their blindness. So you do not need to rush ahead to be a Keeper if you'd rather be a little less coherent, a little more yourself and your mistakes and your contradictions, a little more human, for a time.

But it's too late now, for Keltham to go back, because also in the common wisdom is that once you see what it is you weren't letting yourself see - once you know which mistakes your personality is founded upon - or even if you're trying hard not to know it, to the point where it's becoming a big internal battle - well, at that point, you're supposed to give it up. It means that, well, sorry, you are that smart now, like it or not, you are that wise, youdid grow up that much whether or not you wished to stay a child for longer; it's time to move on.

And the part where he was going to fail at his life's goals, in dath ilan, isn't even the important thing that he can't help but see now, about himself; realize now, at this level of wisdom.









dath ilan: There was a question asked once of some bright children, among whom Keltham was numbered; in a class where he had seemed to be among the oldest and worst performers; a class assembled of kids who were faster than Keltham.

And young Keltham had, by that time, already seen through some of the Lies Told To Children; he was past his experience with finding that lightly injured adult on his way home. He had learned that children are sometimes put into contrived situations meant to teach them things. Keltham was suspicious already, before the key moment; he had already guessed that he was meant to learn, in this class, something about what it feels like to be surrounded by others faster and more knowledgeable and even younger than you are.

But in this guess, Keltham proved to be wrong; he was not the one there who was to learn a lesson, that day.

The class was on self-integrity, and relatedly morals; a class taught directly by a Watcher-over-Children, not entrusted to older children at all.

And the Watcher told the class a parable about an adult, coming across a child who'd somehow bypassed the various safeguards around a wilderness area, and fallen into a muddy pond, and seemed to be showing signs of drowning (for they'd already been told, then, what drowning looked like). The water, in this parable, didn't look like it would be over their own adult heads. But - in the parable - they'd just bought some incredibly-expensive clothing, costing dozens of their own labor-hours, and less resilient than usual, that would be ruined by the muddy water.

And the Watcher asked the class if they thought it was right to save the child, at the cost of ruining their clothing.

Everyone in there moved their hand to the 'yes' position, of course. Except Keltham, who by this point had already decided quite clearly who he was, and who simply closed his hand into a fist, otherwise saying neither 'yes' nor 'no' to the question, defying it entirely.

The Watcher asked him to explain, and Keltham said that it seemed to him that it was okay for an adult to take an extra quarter-minute to strip off all their super-expensive clothing and then jump in to save the child.

The Watcher invited the other children to argue with Keltham about that, which they did, though Keltham's first defense, that his utility function was what it was, had not been a friendly one, or inviting of further argument. But they did eventually convince Keltham that, especially if you weren't sure you could call in other help or get attention or successfully drag the child's body towards help, if that child actually did drown - meaning the child's true life was at stake - then it would make sense to jump in right away, not take the extra risk of waiting another quarter-minute to strip off your clothes, and bill the child's parents' insurance for the cost. Or at least, that was where Keltham shifted his position, in the face of that argumentative pressure.

Some kids, at that point, questioned the Watcher about this actually being a pretty good point, and why wouldn't anyone just bill the child's parents' insurance.

To which the Watcher asked them to consider hypothetically the case where insurance refused to pay out in cases like that, because it would be too easy for people to set up 'accidents' letting them bill insurances - not that this precaution had proven to be necessary in real life, of course. But the Watcher asked them to consider the Least Convenient Possible World where insurance companies, and even parents, did need to reason like that; because there'd proven to be too many master criminals setting up 'children at risk of true death from drowning' accidents that they could apparently avert and claim bounties on.

Well, said Keltham, in that case, he was going right back to taking another fifteen seconds to strip off his super-expensive clothes, if the child didn't look like it was literally right about to drown. And if society didn't like that, it was society's job to solve that thing with the master criminals. Though he'd maybe modify that if they were in a possible-true-death situation, because a true life is worth a huge number of labor-hours, and that part did feel like some bit of decision theory would say that everyone would be wealthier if everyone would sacrifice small amounts of wealth to save huge amounts of somebody else's wealth, if that happened unpredictably to people, and if society was also that incompetent at setting up proper reimbursements. Though if it was like that in real life instead of the Least Convenient Possible World, it would mean that Civilization was terrible at coordination and it was time to overthrow Governance and start over.

This time the smarter kids did not succeed in pushing Keltham away from his position, and after a few more minutes the Watcher called a halt to it, and told the assembled children that they had been brought here today to learn an important lesson from Keltham about self-integrity.

Keltham is being coherent, said the Watcher.

Keltham's decision is a valid one, given his own utility function (said the Watcher); you were wrong to try to talk him into thinking that he was making an objective error.

It's easy for you to say you'd save the child (said the Watcher) when you're not really there, when you don't actually have to make the sacrifice of what you spent so many hours laboring to obtain, and would you all please note how none of you even considered about whether or not to spend a quarter-minute stripping off your clothes, or whether to try to bill the child's parents' insurance. Because you were too busy showing off how Moral you were, and how willing to make Sacrifices. Maybe you would decide not to do it, if the fifteen seconds were too costly; and then, any time you spent thinking about it, would also have been costly; and in that sense it might make more sense given your own utility functions (unlike Keltham's) to rush ahead without taking the time to think, let alone the time to strip off your expensive fragile clothes. But labor does have value, along with a child's life; and it is not incoherent or stupid for Keltham to weigh that too, especially given his own utility function - so said the Watcher.

Keltham did have enough dignity, by that point in his life, not to rub it in or say 'told you so' to the other children, as this would have distracted them from the process of updating.

The Watcher spoke on, then, about how most people have selfish and unselfish parts - not selfish and unselfish components in their utility function, but parts of themselves in some less Law-aspiring way than that. Something with a utility function, if it values an apple 1% more than an orange, if offered a million apple-or-orange choices, will choose a million apples and zero oranges. The division within most people into selfish and unselfish components is not like that, you cannot feed it all with unselfish choices whatever the ratio. Not unless you are a Keeper, maybe, who has made yourself sharper and more coherent; or maybe not even then, who knows? For (it was said in another place) it is hazardous to non-Keepers to know too much about exactly how Keepers think.

It is dangerous to believe, said the Watcher, that you get extra virtue points the more that you let your altruistic part hammer down the selfish part. If you were older, said the Watcher, if you were more able to dissect thoughts into their parts and catalogue their effects, you would have noticed at once how this whole parable of the drowning child, was set to crush down the selfish part of you, to make it look like you would be invalid and shameful and harmful-to-others if the selfish part of you won, because, you're meant to think, people don't need expensive clothing - although somebody who's spent a lot on expensive clothing clearly has some use for it or some part of themselves that desires it quite strongly.

It is a parable calculated to set at odds two pieces of yourself (said the Watcher), and your flaw is not that you made the wrong choice between the two pieces, it was that you hammered one of those pieces down. Even though with a bit more thought, you could have at least seen the options for being that piece of yourself too, and not too expensively.

And much more importantly (said the Watcher), you failed to understand and notice a kind of outside assault on your internal integrity, you did not notice how this parable was setting up two pieces of yourself at odds, so that you could not be both at once, and arranging for one of them to hammer down the other in a way that would leave it feeling small and injured and unable to speak in its own defense.

"If I'd actually wanted you to twist yourselves up and burn yourselves out around this," said the Watcher, "I could have designed an adversarial lecture that would have driven everybody in this room halfway crazy - except for Keltham. He's not just immune because he's an agent with a slightly different utility function, he's immune because he instinctively doesn't switch off a kind of self-integrity that everyone else in this class needs to learn to not switch off so easily."

It was a proud day for Keltham and a formative one, that dath ilan had acknowledged that the alien in their midst might have his uses. Like making it slightly easier to demonstrate a useful children's lesson for a class full of the smarter and more altruistic kids who would actually grow up to matter. But even so, there's a difference between growing up in a world that hasno place for you andno use for you and respectsnothing about you, versus a world which hasa place for you andsome use for you andever really actually admits you can get some things right a little faster.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't review all that in his mind. There isn't enough time left on the Owl's Wisdom for that.

The other thing he sees, from up here, is the point that his mind was put together the way it is, including the part where he's a kid who doesn't have to rushdown the Path to stare at things like the truth that he couldn't have made a difference in dath ilan, and including the part where his contribution to diversity is pursuing the Way of being selfish and the things that selfish people can see faster than others, his whole self was put together, based on the assumption that he's in dath ilan, where, if Keltham is like that, terrible things won't happen to him.

Or to other people.

Golarion isn't dath ilan.

His entire self and personality and emotional balance was assembled around beliefs that might not still be true. Probably aren't true.

Keltham doesn't try to make any big decisions right now, he shouldn't, that's not what you do when you're on a new mind-affecting drug that is promising all kinds of startling revelations about yourself and what a foolish wrong person you've been. But it's something that he needs to think about after the spell wears off.

Drowning child, Keltham writes on the paper. Sorry.









Keltham: The spell doesn't wear off immediately after he writes it, because reality isn't dramatic like that.

He spends the remaining time looking around himself for other hidden thoughts instead, because that is the sensible thing to do, and when your Wisdom goes up by two local standard deviations, doing the sensible thing has a greater intuitive force because you can actually see how it is sensible and why.









Keltham: And then the spell wears off.









Keltham: He spends a while just breathing evenly, trying to absorb the full force of the blow he's taken, which is also a recommended procedure.

Flowers for mouse, he thinks, and doesn't bother to write it on the paper, because it's not a message from the Wiser Keltham, and he doesn't even really feel that way, it's just his brain completing a cliche.









Keltham: They - also say you're not supposed to throw away and revise your entire personality at once - and he is still himself, he is still Keltham, he is not an average dath ilani carrying out a LARP assignment of being more selfish than average, he is actually the person who didn't need to be taught self-integrity and who wanted to be paid for helping somebody else. If he decides to change things, it will have to be built around who Keltham is, a person who is not an average dath ilani. And an average dath ilani would have to make changes too, if they were here. Only a Keeper is supposed to be built out of pure sharp coherent abstractions that could walk from one world to another and not need to change their clothes along the way.

The part of himself that's terrified he's going to suddenly admit that everything he holds dear was a factual mistake and turn himself into an average dath ilani in dath ilan, is - probably right to be terrified in some ways, because in many particular dimensions that's a kind of decision that his Wiser self left open as a possibility, and he can't unsee or unremember things he should have been too young and stupid to see. But he is not supposed to turn into an average dath ilani in dath ilan. He needs to be Keltham in Golarion.









Keltham: Why didn't theywarn him?

Because people in Golarion get Owl's Wisdom cast on them once every six months, and they've never experienced what it's like to have gone your whole life without Owl's Wisdom?

Somehow Keltham doesn't think that's it.

It's a piece of - somethingwrong, something he doesn't know, something he believes that's false - about this entire situation, this entire world. People not quite behaving like obvious models say they should.

...or they just have so little internal stuff that is actually powered by self-reflection that not very much happens to them when they suddenly get amplified reflection?

No, that also feels like one of those weird excuses that Keltham was coming up with inside, to dismiss puzzle pieces.

Keltham does feel - annoyed, on some level, injured even, that there weren't more warning signs. He thought he was getting a perception boost or maybe the equivalent of +0.1sd at some innate mental quality, not this. Or, well, no, he didn't have that much of a model, he didn't really think about it at all, he didn't ask, because he was still mentally living in a world where everything that can hit you really hard has a clearly attached warning sign that Civilization put there.









Keltham: But it's also not the sort of thing that you should just allow to happen, if you arerunning a massive complicated scam on the alien visitor. Unless you figure that you can't really stop him from casting Owl's Wisdom on himself so you might as well just let it happen? They could've told him it would only last ten seconds and then sneakily hit him with a Dispel Magic, he knows that's a standard magic, it was in the books.









Keltham: Keltham can feel that he's thinking little dissonant pieces of thoughts grinding against themselves, and he knows that if he had Owl's Wisdom back, he would be able to see how and why they were grinding against themselves and sort them out much more easily.

Maybe if he casts this spell on himself once per day, and practices thinking the way he practiced cantrips, he'll be able to - well, turn into a more Keeperlike version of himself.

If he wants that.

Well, no, he's pretty sure he doesn't want that.

If he chooses it anyways.









Keltham: There is - something dangerous, Keltham thinks, about having a sense of perspective, if too much of it comes on too quickly - there is seeing yourself, and the shadow of everything you've done, from the perspective where it is smaller and stupider - even the parts of you that provided all of your drive and your will and your sense of enjoyment in life, maybe not as ill things in themselves, but arranged stupidly - and with no better way to arrange them being obvious, as yet, because you were only wiser for something less than eight minutes. Of which you spent half that time practicing spellcasting.

He is - not looking forwards as much, to his date with Carissa tonight, as he was an hour ago. Because he's looked back and reflected on himself, and on the whole headlong rush forwards that is a defining quality of Mad Investor Chaos. And now he is, in fact, thinking questioning thoughts about whether it is really in his own long-term self-interest - or yes the interest of a bunch of drowning children thathe does care about literally at all even if he wants to be paid for saving them - for him to prioritize having sex with his research harem as one of his top goals on his second day in another universe.

Should he actually be hesitant about that? It doesn't make sense, does it? He should not, in the face of this shock, have suddenly turned into a standard dath ilani. He is still himself, he should still have the parts of himself that are hyped for a date with Carissa. Being hit with a temporary spell should not have changed those internal parts. And if now his self is in a weird internal state of strife that prevents him from ever having any fun again - then he is pretty sure a Keeper would tell him that this is not the optimal way to get smashed and rearranged by a temporary reflectivity-increasing mind-affecting drug.









Keltham: There's a lot to be said for trying to snap out of this and go back to his normal, and then only change one piece of himself at a time from there, in response to new facts about Golarion as he actually learns them, because Keltham has not precached any other sensibly configured ways to be.

That sounds to Keltham like the sort of standard advice that a Keeper would give you about what to do if you've had an overly large epiphany, especially one induced by a temporary state of perception you can't go back and access again.



Keltham continues to sit and think, for a time.









lintamande: The girls glare expectantly at Ione the instant Keltham leaves the room.









Ione Sala: Ione is now trying to think very fast.

So. They obviously haven't been told. Which, earlier, Ione thought in the back of her mind would happen as soon as the security wizard walked out after gouging her eye, because they'd tell her former classmates about the new security risk, because all of Cheliax would unite against her in hating her and hurting her as much as they could short of killing her. Apparently the part where, by default, security doesn't tell anyone anything, takes higher precedence.

Also she is nowvisibly useful to the project and that casts a different shade on the whole thing where - she knows how she wishes this would go, but to make security go along with it, she needs to have something to offer security, something to bargain with security, something that Nethys wouldn't require her to just hand over anyways -

She also has to choose how to answer the expectant looks, now, even if it's silence she has to make it clearly deliberate -

Ione thinks of something she can offer security, and picks her strategy to try with the other girls, because she doesn't want to spend the rest of her life with Keltham's other women being as cruel to her as won't kill her, whenever Keltham isn't looking.

"So I'm not really sure," Ione says, using the glorious feeling of realizing her curse's real power to fuel a smile, "but I think Asmodeus cut a deal with Nethys, to go in on Keltham's project together, and I was the person here who was best suited to get the power from Nethys to summon temporary copies of books from other libraries plus whatever else it is I can do now. Didn't do it on purpose, just happened to me."









lintamande: 
There is an astonished silence. But she's - not dead, which says that they're not supposed to kill her, which is something.



"Security," says Paxti after a few seconds, "I'm obliged to report evidence of forbidden primary worship even if I think you have it already."

This makes everyone else tense nervously, because they didn't say that, but now obviously it's too late.





Security is most visibly at the window, making sure the dead bird is just a dead bird.



"You should walk to the Forbiddance boundary and back," Meritxell says. "To prove you're still loyal to Hell. The Forbiddance won't hurt you if you are."









Ione Sala: "Or they could just tell me to fail a Will save and read my mind. Also Forbiddance goes by alignment, not loyalty to Asmodeus, and I wouldn't be here if they weren't sure about Lawful Evil."

"But, sure, if an expert says that getting touched by Nethys didn't change my alignment for Forbiddance purposes, I'll walk out and walk back if the actual security here tells me I should."









Ione Sala: Ione thinks, loudly, about her offer to security, if they don't shoot her down on this. Keltham's going to want a book on cleric spells at some point, she's guessing, and if they make up their own version of a book or remove a few pages, and hide it inthis library, Ione can summon a copy ofthat to give to Keltham. Nethys, she thinks, wouldn't want her towithhold help from Keltham's project, so she knows she doesn't have her help to bargain with, she knows she has to give it anyways. But the version of this where she's actively cooperating with security, giving them helpful suggestions like that, and going along with Cheliax's masquerades - if she's doing all that, she wants to be treated more like Nethys's oracle that got sent here by pact with Asmodeus to help with Cheliax's project, which is probably what she really is -and not be treated like a heretic and traitor she never asked to become or wanted to be.









lintamande: Elias Abarco pulls off his invisibility, looking greatly annoyed. He's mostly annoyed because Ione doesn't seem to care about anybody; they spent the last couple hours checking up on familial and nonfamilial relations they could murder or nearly murder to make a point, and her parents sold her to the school and she has an older brother who by all accounts hates her and she hates him back. This is healthy and encouraged in young wizards but it's damn inconvenient when one is irritated with Ione Sala and really wants to rip something she cares about to pieces before her eyes.

He nods to Paxti, because she was right and should know it.

"She's still Lawful Evil," he says curtly. "Paxti, you should hit the rest of them, for being slow in reporting. Do you know the spell -"

  "Yes."

And he looks at Ione. Raises his eyebrows, slightly, nods even more slightly than that. And heads off to see why the damned bird is taking them so long, because it turns out that supervising a bunch of god-touched teenagers is theworst.









Ione Sala: Ione does not thinkthank you, obviously, there are so few occasions in Cheliax where it's ever appropriate to say that, she's surprised sometimes the word hasn't died out.Deal, is what she thinks back, along with her very Lawful and Asmodean intention to keep her deals fully if the other party keeps theirs.









lintamande: Paxti is not actually delighted by this assignment at all, not that this shows on her face; they're very much playing an iterated game here, and that means that hitting people too hard is risky, and hitting people too lightly is risky, and while no one's outright glaring at her several of them look a bit contemptuous, even though she got this right and they got this wrong. The contemptuousness is a sign she should err on the side of 'too hard'.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would kind of like for less of her mental energy to be caught up in imagining there is an invisible halfling from Otolmens here ready to kill someone. It's really cramping her style. But there is a halfling, or at least there might be, unless Asmodeus told Aspexia Rugatonn to do something different, which is not less terrifying, and so she doesn't want to particularly confront Ione, even though she has some good material for it, or even ask Ione for a book, which is what she'd do if there were slightly less at stake here, because it seems likely that Nethys's intervention here is part of what Otolmens is objecting to...

Paxti's spell slaps her, harder than people usually bother with. Carissa wishes there were a way for Paxti to know that she's not justaffectingbeing so absorbed in more important matters that she barely noticed, she actually is so absorbed in more important matters than she barely noticed, but there's not.









Ione Sala: "I never worshipped Nethys," Ione says while this is going on. "I never deliberately read anything about any gods that weren't Asmodeus. I passed my loyalty checks. You report it because it's evidence, but while you're doing that, have your own sense about what must have actually happened. Nethys has an obvious interest in working with Asmodeus on this, and I doubt there are any actual Nethys worshippers on site or who'd be allowed in. I was just the one there who liked books."

Then Ione realizes what she has to say, and it also works for her own benefit that she says it - "Note, though. Keltham thinks I'm a secret Nethys worshipper, and I've told him that probably most of you and most Chelish government officials wouldn't care, but that I wasn't sure. Security thinks that, once Keltham learns the spells to verify that I'm Nethys-touched, I can be a secret worshipper of Nethys here who confirms our stories to him. So don't treat me as anything except somebody with a weird book-fetching power, anywhere Keltham might see that. You are not supposed to know anything about me other than that, and even if you did, Keltham doesn't think that worshipping Nethys is something that'd get most people after me."

It's a security advisory, it's clearly a correct security advisory, and if Ione gives it before anybody else does, it means Ione is somebody who sometimes says what the security advisories are. Which, obviously she absolutely will never abuse for anything Chelish security would not in fact like, she is a very good and cooperative oracle of Nethys, she is only securing her own safety among the lesser mortals who aren't security.









lintamande: The lesser mortals who aren't security take the meaning and look variously impressed or annoyed or unreadable.

"Can you get destroyed books?" says Meritxell after a moment. "Can you get books out of Abadar's vault?"









Ione Sala: "No, it seems pretty power-balanced so far," Ione says, hardly even thinking about the learned reflex that halts her instinct to start spilling the exact details of what she can do. "At least at the current circle-equivalent of whatever it is."









lintamande: "Huh. Well, if you go mad I'll try to put you down while there's still something for Hell to salvage." And she heads off to dinner.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wonders absently what Meritxell would do if instructed by Asmodeus Himself to learn to be more Evil.









Ione Sala: Ione will go back to her usual quiet self unless people ask her more questions or actively talk to her, while she goes on trying to rethink her life. She clearly can't continue playing her game of being the quiet one and never attracting attention, but that was just a game, so it shouldn't be too hard for her to figure out a different one. She could have levered her higher grades into a position of more dominance in the classroom, she could have played riskier games and ended up closer to the top; she just deliberately decided it wasn't worth the risk, before, and now she doesn't have that option anymore.

(Being the quiet onewas just a game move, right?)









lintamande: Elias shoos the other kids out to dinner, after a few more minutes of them playing stupid teenager social games, so he can have another word with Ione.

"You should strip," he says, once they've left. "I am considering lighting you on fire and it'd be inconvenient to replace your clothes."









Ione Sala: Ione Sala takes off her clothes immediately, without protest, old reflexes of fear overwhelming her and making it hard to think much further. She manages not to tremble too much about it.









lintamande: "I am noticing a pattern," Elias says. "The pattern is, you decide that actually fuckingsubmitting to the will of Asmodeus and promptly doing whatever He wants would be inconvenient for you personally, maybe get you killed, so instead you try to sell your obedience, to which we are already entitled, in bits and chunks, for things you want. Do you see how I might have observed this pattern."









Ione Sala: "Nethys has a grip on my soul now, I can feel it, and it doesn't matter whether or not I object to Asmodeus making that deal, but you wouldn't let Nethys keep up His end of whatever this is unless I made it hard for you to sweep me out of the way, which I know I have to do because otherwise Nethys will break me, and I wouldn't be surprised if Asmodeus predicted that when He gave me to Nethys because He also knew that security would try to -"









lintamande: Elias does light her on fire, at that point, just because the sentence runs on so long. He doesn't maintain the spell for longer than its natural one round, though; he regrettably actually should not kill her.

"I'm not a theologian," he says, "but I'm slightly less stupid than you, and my read is, Asmodeus gave you to Nethys because Keltham's going to demand corroboration from other churches, which you can provide. And had security reached that conclusion, when you turned yourself in promptly like you should have, then we wouldn't have killed you - or would have raised you, if we didn't think of it in time. If it serves Asmodeus for you to live, then you don't have to fight like a rabid seagull to give us reason to keep you breathing, because the incentives were already there. If it serves Asmodeus for you to die, then none of these games will work. And if you'reunpredictable enough,then at some point it will serve us for you to die, simply because corpses don't make sudden moves that wreck half a dozen plans they don't know about. Stop it. No more games, no more deals."









Ione Sala: Thisis about as painful as the most painful punishment she's been through.

"Don't care if I die," she coughs out, when she can speak. She doesn't try to stop the trembles, the sobs that interrupt her, but she knows that this is probably the most important negotiation of her life, so she should spend everything she has on continuing it. "Belong to - Nethys - have to work - for Him - I served Asmodeus from fear - because He would get my soul - and you know that's good enough - for Lord Asmodeus - but it's not true - anymore - don't tell me what Asmodeus wants - that's your side - mine is - what Nethys wants - so I want to make a deal - Asmodean - and then I'll be - predictable."









lintamande: "Sure. Here's your deal. Stop fucking with me. You live, you stay in your library, you get the books we tell you to get, you study magic very diligently and impress Nethys, he likes high-circle casters, and you never again screw us over for the sake of your bargaining position, or I'll see to it you never hit third circle, and I don't think Nethys cares at all about people who have barely started studying magic. Lots of people don't hit third. Keltham won't be suspicious. If you don't give me an easier way to do it, I will do it bymaking you stupider,and I know how Nethys would feel about you then. Got it?"









Ione Sala: There's a flare of hate in her then, now that she won't go to Hell for hating Asmodeus's servants. And with that hate, flashes of contempt, starting to arrange themselves around her sudden new identity. She is too scared, too shaking from being on fire for a minute, and too angry, not to think the thoughts that she is thinking now.

You can make Asmodeans into high-level wizards, if you give them enough intelligence boosts, but you can't make them think.She's not particularly happy about having thought that, she doesn't actually want to insult the person in front of her if he's reading her mind, but the thought came to her anyways.

The security wizard hasn't realized that this entire conversation has been predicted out by Nethys and Asmodeus, he isn't curious about the divine, he isn't keeping his eyes open and because of that he doesn't see. He's posturing about serving Asmodeus, and not realizing how this whole interaction they're having right now is something that Asmodeus no doubt had to work around and pay Nethys extra for in order to get a library oracle on His project. She hopes somebody in Hell has a very very long talk with him about that after he dies.

Nethys has really gone to some lengths, in ways very visible to her, to make sure that Nethys can seriously threaten her and Chelish security can't.

She can't be maledicted, she can't be tortured for very long, if she's killed in the course of sincerely doing her duties that thought doesn't actually bother her at all if she gets to go to Nethys's afterlife and study magic forever instead of burning, and maybe Cheliax wouldn't dare kill her anyways because if she can't be maledicted somebody else might raise her and she'd talk all about Keltham. Ione Sala doesn't know what Nethys has set up against somebody cursing her stupider, but maybe it'll be too obvious to Keltham by then, or she can pray to Nethys for divine aid, or she could simply go to Keltham and tell him it's time to find a university who can Heal her better. Or maybe the higher-ups here are aware that cursing Nethys's oracle with stupidity would in fact constitute a serious slap in the face of a god, one who's very hard to keep out of things, on a site already subjected to extensive divine intervention.

And she is too scared, too shaking, and too angry, not to think what she thinks then.

That's not how compacts work, Asmodean. They're negotiated, not dictated. Nethys made very sure you wouldn't be able to escalate your threats against me to worse than what Nethys could do. Maybe you should call in a more experienced security officer who knows how to negotiate with non-Asmodeans you can't just maledict. Someone who understands what happens if you leave people scared of being set on fire and stupidified and your negotiating position does not, in fact, let you just keep escalating further until you send them to Hell. Non-Asmodeans stay on the lookout for ways to improve their bargaining positions, if they're scared and you haven't made a real deal with them, that's what happens. I wasn't ambitious and I'm still not ambitious and I don't want really very much at all, if you negotiated terms with me I'd be very predictable and wouldn't even ask for very much, but if Asmodeus's representative wants Nethys's representative to be predictable, he needs to bargain for that and not just dictate.

"I understand," Ione whispers out loud, meekly. He's either reading her thoughts like a halfway intelligent person or he's not; she'll see.









lintamande: "You got your deal. And I don't notice you being reasonable and predictable at all."









Ione Sala: "I - didn't understand that -" She genuinely didn't. Is he saying he read her thoughts or does he think they've already done a deal or - she doesn't get it.









lintamande: Sure, he'll speak more slowly. "When Nethys chose you, you could have come to us. You went to Keltham instead, to try to position yourself better for a deal. We granted you that you would continue attending class with your little friends. When you realized you had book-summoning powers, you could have come to us. You showed them to Keltham instead, to try to make it more inconvenient to replace you.Then,you proposed your deal: that we don't set the other students against you, that despite all your behavior in the past two days we treat you like an Asmodean student and encourage them in the same. I agreed to that too. And then I told you: don't do that again. You want to stay here, falsely admired by your peers, trusted by Keltham? Great. That has been agreed to. You have that. But if you push us any farther, we will take you out of the picture. The deal is that there will not be further deals.

I don't know why you think Asmodeus bargained for Nethys's intervention here. The Grand High Priestess said nothing of that, when she came to read your mind, and she pays a great deal of attention to the question of how we accidentally make ourselves more costly for Asmodeus to steer. I think Nethys paid Asmodeus for whatever He's doing, and if it costs Nethys more, that serves my god;that's what I think. If you are a small obedient little girl who only wants a few small things, then, having attained those small things, I don't see why you'd hesitate to agree that you'll stop withholding things from us, stop presenting them to Keltham first to try to force a concession from us afterwards, and stop trying to condition your obedience on our further concessions. The game you have played twice today, you will not be able to play a third time, have I said it enough ways you comprehend it now?"









Ione Sala: The Grand High Priestess was -

(don't think things that make your bargaining position look worse think things that make your bargaining position look better)

The Grand High Priestess was here and didn't do anything to her. That says a lot, really. Nethys probably prepared in ways she can't even see.

Ione draws a shaky breath, and sits up straighter. "Are we negotiating a deal? Or is Asmodeus's representative telling Nethys's representative how it's going to be?"









lintamande: "Let's hear what the small obedient girl who only wants a few small things still wants."









Ione Sala: Ione crawls over to where she left her clothes, and puts them back on, which is helpful for her to get some of her sudden seething hatred under control. Whatever else comes, she's never passing a Chelish loyalty screen again, and she may as well think what she fucking wants now, which really leaves quite a lot of thoughts backed up, and this is not the time for them.

"Oracle of Nethys, Ione Sala, of the library's curse," she says, when her clothes are back on and she's sitting on the ground. "My god has either joined with your god, or been paid by Him to assist, on a project to bring another plane's knowledge to Cheliax. I require a bed either in the library, or in a room immediately adjacent to it. Aside from this, I am content with ordinary student-level sustenance and living conditions, which you will not worsen or withhold. You may either leave the other students here ignorant about my true nature, or tell them but then instruct them further not to mistreat me in any way whatsoever whether or not Keltham is watching. I understand there may be some restrictions on me. These restrictions need to mostly not prevent me from providing the services that Nethys intended me to offer this project. Whatever pay or equity is negotiated by Keltham for the participants in his project, will be allowed to actually accrue to me if it actually accrues to any single one of the other girls, and Cheliax can't take it from me including by unexpected fees or cost increases. You don't do anything clever to work around all that and make my life worse."

"In exchange, I will cooperate with Chelish security, on the understanding that they treat me as a friendly representative of the allied god Nethys and not an Asmodean traitor who gets set on fire at somebody's whim. If we have disagreements, we work them out by negotiating as equals, not by a wizard who works for Cheliax showing up and gouging out my eye. If at some point you come up with something extra that you want from me, don't threaten me into it, offer me an interesting book. Or a magic item. Or if you want me to do almost anything, you can offer me my brother as my slave. Apart from that, I don't think I have any long-term goals besides pleasing Nethys enough to get a good Nethysian afterlife. I'm not impatient to reach ninth circle here instead of there."

"If you manage to come up with a brilliant way to screw me on this deal, it's off, because I'm not an Asmodean and you're not a devil and this isn't a contract between two Asmodeans, it's a Nethysian-Asmodean deal. I'm Lawful and I'll keep my deals that are actually sensible deals for sensible people being sensible about them. I'm not an Asmodean any more, and I won't keep a contract that an Asmodean twisted around."

"What makes Ione Sala predictable is when she thinks she can be safe if she stays predictable, which mostly means that she needs to be safe from Nethys's displeasure. The main thing that causes me to start looking for ways to improve my bargaining position with Cheliax, is if it looks to me like Cheliax might suddenly decide to do anything it wants to me at any time, especially things that might hinder my service to my god, unless my bargaining position is better. I will remember your claim that security would have worked with me if I'd come directly to them, and if you keep your side of things, I will try coming straight to you at least the next time I think I see something Nethys would want me to do. I hear your claim that my doing anything else unpredictable makes me too much of a liability and I will be killed no matter what after that, which I understand would make it hard to continue doing what Nethys wants me to do, and I understand Nethys would see that as a betrayal if I let it happen on purpose."

"Our gods have an obvious common interest. We don't have to fight. I respect what Asmodeus has to offer this project. I hope Cheliax respects what Nethys has to offer."

Ione finishes talking. She's trying to tense her entire body so it will stopfucking trembling and she knows she can't do this for much longer.









lintamande: "Oh, do you want your brother after all," says Elias with some satisfaction. "I spent a while trying to see if there was anyone in the world you liked. All right. Next time you have a bright idea, come to us; next time we have a demand, I'll bribe you."









Ione Sala: Ione found a wounded bird, when she was very young. She hid it from her parents, and tried to nurse it back to health. She hadn't even had it a full day before her brother found it, and killed it in front of her, slowly, by tearing off bits of it at a time. It's the last instance Ione can recall of still having a heart to break, because afterwards it was very clear to her that anything she ever cared for would just become a weapon that somebody else could use to hurt her.

"Is it too late to pretend that I love my brother dearly?" Ione says, not quite believing that she's joking with him. "And deal."









lintamande: He pulls together an arcane healing spell. Fixes the burns, when he shakes her hand. "If you loved that asshole I really would have to conclude Nethys had driven you mad. Stay out of trouble."









Ione Sala: "Yes, sir," Ione says without thinking at all, and then sighs at herself, but only internally.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Halfling slave #958245 "Broom" has just seen a trembling human girl strip naked and then be set screaming on fire, which challenged his understanding of reality not in the slightest. After that, other things were said which challenged his understanding of reality significantly more. Did the girl just win? That is frankly not where he was expecting this to go.

He wouldn't set somebody on fire, if they were implicated in the possible end of the world. They might explode. Broom thought about trying to do something, but before he was done hesitating, the girl wasn't on fire any more, and then she was still talking disrespectfully to the powerful wizard who had just set her on fire.

That does seem like the sort of person who might destroy the world, either by accident or on purpose?

The conversation afterwards didn't make it seem like Ione Sala was planning to do that right away, but Broom is still feeling somewhat worried. He can imagine somebody carrying the sort of grudge, from being set on fire, where they decide to destroy the world about it. Especially if it's been happening to them regularly. He doesn't like being whipped and healed and whipped again. He hated that one time of his life where it was happening to him a lot. He just didn't have any options for doing anything about that, such as, for example, destroying the world.

It is notentirely clear to Broom that Chelish security quite understands how to avoid making giant messes or how to clean them up, which, he supposes, makes sense of why some god named "Otolmens" would randomly grab Broom in the hallway and tell him to do it.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": ...and yet despite that, Broom finds himself smiling.

Well, he thinks he knows why he's doing that.

She did win, after all.

Broom wipes the smile from his face once he realizes why it's there. He watches Ione pull a book out of air, visibly trembling, and sit down to read the book, while she continues trembling, looking very much like she's trying to avoid having a breakdown in front of any invisible watchers. He keeps watching until he's pretty sure she's not about to grab her wizard stuff and start destroying the world, and then leaves the library to check on his other person of interest.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa ducks out from the crowd headed to dinner and goes to her room.



She's pretty sure she can fake her way through a date with Keltham, but she doesn't want to? She can come up with several justifications and she's not sure she buys any of them but one is that - when they tell him more, which they're going to have to, eventually, she'd like to tell him that she wasn't lying about this. Another one is that - she is trying to become bigger, more capable, more Evil, in the sense ofwanting Evil things for her own reasonsrather than the sense of being willing to do what it takes to survive, and so it seems like practice in the wrong direction, to go on a date while not wanting to. Another one is that at lunchtime she was so happy, full of ideas and satisfaction and cleverness and the conviction that there was something big and beautiful and perfect out there and Keltham was leading her towards it, and she wantsthatback.

She doesn't, objectively speaking, have any reason to have lost it. She has basically earned confirmation that she was right, that there is something big and beautiful and perfect out there and that Keltham is leading her towards it, her and not anybody else, or at least her first. She didn't have the details nailed down but if you'd asked her to bet at lunchtime she wouldn't have bet she had the details right already. The main reason she now feels sick and small and scared isn't that she was wrong at lunchtime, it's that she realized since then that the path to big and beautiful and perfect requires skills she doesn't have and doesn't have long to acquire -

- not a useful line of thought -

- why does she want to go on a date with Keltham? Other than because there's a competition with that as a win condition and she's very competitive. Other than because if they have children they'll be very smart and Cheliax will objectively owe her lots of money for them whether or not it pays up. Other than because he's attractive, when he's trying to be that instead of trying to be a hundred other things.



Well, because there's something he is getting right. There is something no one in Cheliax is getting right except maybe Aspexia Rugatonn, and Aspexia Rugatonn can't teach it, even if she knows it, because if she could then everything would be different. There's a kind of way of living in the world that Keltham has, and they don't, and he saw immediately what a tragedy that was and wanted to teach it toliterally everyonebecause - not because he's Good, he's not, he's a lot more Good than people here because his surroundings were but she can actually tell the difference and he's not -

But you don't have to be Good to see a - mess, a Lawless mess if you'd like, and to wish that the beings in it stood taller, smarter, clarified and free, not as good as when they had no free will maybe but at least out of the local equilibrium where they have it but are not competent to use it -

He's also a teenager in way over his head and missing half the information he needs and depending which skills he grows in which order he's very possibly going to demand, when Cheliax comes clean with him, that everyone involved in the decision to deceive him be tortured to death, which would be reasonable, but -

- she wants to sleep with Keltham because she wants everything he has, and she wants to see more pieces of him, and she wants it very, very badly. And she sits with that, and lets it fill her up, the longing to see the end of the path, the longing totellhim things and watch himthinkabout them - to check the little Keltham she is building in her head against the real thing and see if she gets it yet -



There. That's better. She goes to dinner.









Keltham: Keltham heads to dinner, still feeling shaky. It does not occur to him to hide this; he is distracted, and by default he is not an actor posing.

He grabs his food and sits down next to Carissa, who seems to have gotten there before him, not sure what he wants to say to her. Cancel the date? There's a presumption there about Carissa wanting to datehim only under narrow conditions that have not actually been specified.

"Hey," says Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: "Hey." Noticing that something is troubling Keltham is well within Carissa's baseline perceptiveness about things that might determine whether she lives or dies even when she is extremely distracted. " - you okay?"









Keltham: "Nope," Keltham says, because in dath ilan there are no pleasantries that you are meant to respond to with lies, and if there were, the people there would revolt against their language and start over. "What does your own model of reality say that Owl's Wisdom is predicted to do to somebody?"









Carissa Sevar: "...some adventurers use it pretty much daily so it can't have, like, particularly noticeable long-term effects from regular use. Clerics tend to get its equivalent in a headband, like wizards get headbands for cunning, and it makes them better servants of their god. I have ...heard of people saying it gave them a profound religious experience?" From the look on Keltham's face that's not quite it, but closer. "It sort ofisa religious experience, in a way, touching the state of being - a little more like a god..."









Keltham: "Yes. Being a little more like a god. You know somebody asked in class, what makes someone have the potential to become a Keeper? It's that. It's the thing Owl's Wisdom boosts." Taldane doesn't actually have a word that means cognitive reflectivity. "If you don't have people screaming about that and giant warning labels on the spell, then maybe my first angry thought afterwards was right and, yes, in fact, almost nobody here has much inside them that actually draws on the thing that Owl's Wisdom boosts, so nothing much happens to y'all when you use it."









Carissa Sevar: " - oh. Gods, I'm sorry. No, I've never heard of anything that'd make people - warn - there are people with 22 Wisdom and they're not evencloseto Keepers, they don't have the rest - but I guess if you stuck a headband on youwouldbe."









Keltham: "It's - not your fault. But I realized - how I was put together - in a way that probably, no, let's be frank, in a way that can't possibly make sense, and then it wore off and now I'm not smart enough to fix what I remember seeing, and I'm not even sure that's what I want to do."

"Ha. My brain's totally thinking that this may not be a bad thing in the long run, and it sure wouldn't have been thinking that an hour ago."









Carissa Sevar: She thinks she understands, though, and it sounds like a very bad thing, if you don't have time to put yourself back together afterwards. "Not a bad thing?" she murmurs rather than think of something she can actuallysay.









Keltham: "That which can be destroyed by the truth should be. It's a proverb that's - remembered as much for how it's false, as for how it's true, because among the things that truths can destroy is people. There's a whole philosophy around that saying. One of the key points is that maybe sometimes it makes sense to not push a truth on others, if you think it'll hurt them, it can make sense to not walk up to Keepers and ask them to tell you everything you're not seeing. But if you saw it yourself, it's too late, you can't unsee it, and there's no way out but forwards."

"So, plus side, the way I was put together was not-too-bad for dath ilan and almost certainly all-wrong for Golarion, and being stuck like that while refusing to look at exactly what I was doing wrong probably wouldn't have turned out great for me. On the minus side, before the Owl's Wisdom wore off, my brain went and fully admitted to itself that I had no hope of ever succeeding in my life goals back in dath ilan, and I did not really need that much personality update being shoved at me all at the same time, you know, it would have been nicer to spread it out over a few more weeks."

"So that's what my day was like. How was your day?"









Carissa Sevar: What a question.

"I had an existential crisis but it was much more minor than that. Then I met a person even more important than Contessa Lrilatha, who was already lots more important than anyone I intended to ever meet, and she was perfectly nice but I still feel vaguely like a toddler wandering around a live-fire military training exercise going "wow, such bright lights!!" Then -" Shrug. "The duck's tasty."









Keltham: "Your food technology is maybe something like three hundred years behind ours, I don't even know, but I admit it's surprisingly good duck given that."

"My brain is still trying to question all of its life choices and that includes the degree to which I'm prioritizing certain forms of personal happiness while working on my very important project. I don't - I'm not sure if I can be the Keltham I was at lunchtime, tonight. The Keltham who's just running straight ahead and doing the thing, because that has different results in dath ilan than in Golarion and I saw that but I also don't know yet what other kind of person I can possibly be. I don't know how much you wanted that Keltham you saw before, instead of a more - unsettled one."

"I could also just find my brain shaking out if you gave it another hour or starting undressing me. I genuinely don't know. I've never been hit by an Owl's Wisdom before. If I had been, this case wouldn't have had such an effect."









Carissa Sevar: "So, not in the mood for winning a kinkiness competition, maybe in the mood to climb up to the rooftop and stare at the stars and worry about the fate of the world being on our shoulders?"









Keltham: He feels a flash of the old Keltham's enthusiasm at that, something that he instinctively cups his hands around, like he's protecting a flame from the wind. "Sounds nice. Could do it wearing fewer clothes too, if you were also in the mood for that. If it escalates on both sides into a perversion competition I sure won't complain. I'll also understand if even a relatively minor existential crisis turned out to be a pretty large one in an absolute sense and you just want to stare at the stars."

"Also, what's an existential crisis? It doesn't actually translate."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, it's the thing where you think too much about some question humans aren't good at thinking about - or at least, some question no one has taught Golarion humans to be good at thinking about - like what you're for or who you want to be or what death will be like - and end up having the mental equivalent of the thing where you bite your lip and then have to avoid, every time you swallow, biting that exact spot again while it's swollen.

I'll pick out an outfit for stargazing and we'll see where it takes us, how about that."









Keltham: "Works for me."

"You know, the way people think in dath ilan, which probably isn't how they should think here, it's the conventional wisdom that when you can see what you're trying not to think, and it's gotten to anywhere near the point of a bitten lip you're trying not to bite again, you're supposed to just go ahead and think it."

"This probably assumes there's no rogue corn strains that eat you if you think about them. And also that you know how to think about such things and can think about them productively. And also that you know people older and more experienced and 4 Intelligence points smarter than you, who you can ask for help if you get in trouble. And that you can call in a Keeper if that doesn't work."









Carissa Sevar: "I think in Golarion people trying really hard to think the thoughts they're at the edges of would just end up going mad or, you know, not functional enough to do their job at which point they starve - what does dath ilan do about it if you are busy having an existential crisis and can't do your job for a month, does everyone just have a month of savings?"









Keltham: "That doesn't sound like something that badly configured thoughts are supposed to do to a person. You'd call in a Keeper before then. What you're for, who you want to be, and what the Future makes of you after they bring you back from the dead - I wouldn't have thought those were dangerous things to think about, either. To be clear, I am not at all under the impression that means you could tell me your problems and I'd see nondangerous things to think about them, I've been in Golarion for longer than an hour at this point."

"Somebody my age is supposed to save at least a year's expenses in investments, more if they don't have a support network or the investments are very volatile. I was at eighteen months of runway when I boarded my fateful aeroplane, but a lot of it was in some pretty volatile investments."









Carissa Sevar: "Wizards are that rich. Most people, if they unexpectedly can't earn any money for a year, die."









Keltham: "Because they can't cut their expenses below what they are, to save up more of their income, without dying? Or because they're Intelligence 10 and they can't - imagine multiple possible futures and plan for them?"









Carissa Sevar: "Mostly the second thing but also it wouldn't obviously be worth it for them to cut their expenses more? Cutting their expenses more would increase their odds of dying of other things, like living in a worse apartment makes you catch malaria and cholera and so on more often and if you eat worse food then you're weaker and can't fight off illness as well. And also living on the bare minimum is kind of miserable and one might reasonably trade off some misery against some chance of dying sooner, if they don't think the misery is the useful kind that you learn from and makes you stronger."









Keltham: "Right. Afterlives. There's no point staying on Golarion if you're not having any fun there."









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah. I mean, some of the afterlives suck, but Chelish people at least can be pretty sure of their draw, and if you're done here, not a lot of point hanging around."









Keltham: Keltham can feel it like an echo of Owl's Wisdom, his explicit awareness, his inability not to look in that direction, towards his perception that everything he's heard about the afterlife has been very vague; and the explicit thought now completed, that this is probably not some random innocent mistake it's okay to ignore while he plunges ahead into everything else that's more tractable.

He wishes he knew whether or not the truth about afterlives was being deliberately hidden from him by the people here, or hidden by gods from living nongods in this afterlife-feeding economy, or if this is some safer issue where it'd work fine to try harder to pin people down on details at the expense of some social capital.

He doesn't want to pin Carissa down on it, anyways. It's not a fun pre-date topic.

"Sorry if I shouldn't ask, by the way, but I can't tell if your mention of meeting somebody more important than Contessa Lrilatha was a prompt to ask you about that if I was interested, or if it was deliberately vague to signal that I'm not supposed to ask."









Carissa Sevar: "Mostly just vague because the name wouldn't mean anything to you. I met the Grand High Priestess Aspexia Rugatonn, the head of the church of Asmodeus on Golarion. She was laying the Forbiddance."









Keltham: "Meta before I say anything work-related about that, what's the local defaults and your personal overrides for how much work you want to talk about on the dinner before a date? Dath ilani default is that if you met somebody over work, work is assumed good to discuss while together unless somebody says otherwise; I haven't noticed a personal override over that myself."









Carissa Sevar: Dath ilan does so much reasoning out which things you do instead of just reading people and noticing if you're getting your desired result. "It seems like it'd be awfully hard not to talk about work, considering," she says. "I don't mind it."









Keltham: "Right, so, say anything to - Aspexia? Rugatonn? - about work? I mean, if I'd been there I'd have asked her what we need to do to get intelligence headbands and a pair of detect-magic goggles, but there's presumably a reason she didn't deliberately give me a chance to do that, and I'll understand if you didn't want to expend your personal social capital on that."









Carissa Sevar: "I did ask for a headband, that was not what she was here to talk about. I don't think they are underrating how important you are, at least."









Keltham: To Keltham, that doesn't sound the least bit unlike what happens if a Legislator is passing through and didn't schedule time for your personal pet issue; that's what the whole hierarchy of Delegates, Electors, and Representatives are for.

"Yeah, not surprising. Even the second part is more cheering than I was expecting. Maybe not tonight, maybe more like early tomorrow, but I do want to talk to someone about - milestones, prices, what they're interested in seeing to create the promise that implies more investment as a correct course of action, what it takes to get resources like magic goggles and at least one intelligence headband and wisdom headband to pass around. Or failing that, if there's enough other clerics here who can go in with me on second-circle cleric spells, for purposes of hitting everyone who wants it with an Owl's Wisdom at least once before they get their head stuffed full of dath ilani skills."









Carissa Sevar: "Seems like a good conversation to have." Carissa is almost certain the constraint on headbands is whether Keltham's going to destroy the world, not whether if he doesn't he'll create enough value, but probably whoever he goes to for the conversation will have figured out what to tell him. And she wants a headband very badly, so hopefully it'll even work out.









Keltham: "Know my next step on who to ask about it? Like, not necessarily who's in charge, if you don't know, just who I ask to find out where to go? Other people have this weird ability to find security officers that I don't actually see myself anywhere."









Carissa Sevar: "I just step into hallways and call 'security' and let them show themselves."









Keltham: "...right then."

You would expect this to be a comedy trope on a TV show which otherwise lacked a mechanical explanation, not the way that things worked in real life.









Carissa Sevar: Is that a very un-dath-ilan way for things to work. Oh well. "I know that if we could actually go to dath ilan things would immediately start happening at a thousand times the already terrifying speed they're presently happening but I sort of wish I could wander around dath ilan not causing an international incident and just seeing what it's like."









Keltham: "Oh, good prioritizing of topics. Anybody who wants that to be a romantic conversation should probably get that in with me during the first week or two, before I get especially nostalgic or sad about something I didn't realize I'd miss. Yeah, it's about as fantastic as you'd expect from a billion people with high intelligence and enough money to spend on making stuff be diverse and pretty. Enormous buildings that go up into the sky for two hundred layers of living space? We've got those. Endless forests with houses you'd never notice, where all the roads are far enough underground that you can't even hear a murmur from the high-velocity automatic carriages moving people around at a mile a minute to their workplace or their friends' houses? Got that. Wind pits a hundred meters on a side so people can fly around using small wings? Got them. Giant supershop that's fifty of these villas in radius, which ended up as the de facto selling point for everything in Civilization that's in common enough demand to need an exhibit and rare enough to not need many of them? Got that. Entire cities of actors that do nothing but play out unending elaborate fantasies that people can pay to wander into for a day or a year, complete with sex workers? Got them. It's basically what it seems to me you should expect from people with way more money and knowledge, and zero magic or gods. Given the premise, I don't know what if any of that you'd find surprising."









Carissa Sevar: - longing sigh. "I don't know that I'm - surprised by any of those things exactly, they all sound like things people might want if they were very rich - I guess I'm confused about, if everyone's very rich, who does all the unpleasant work of digging the tunnels and hauling the garbage and being the sex workers..."









Keltham: "Machines. One person can dig a tunnel faster if they have a shovel. Now imagine, it's like that, but there's a crew of a hundred people and eighty tunneling machines who show up and dig all the tunnels for the city you're going to build, over the course of a week. Garbage gets tossed down a self-cleaning chute where it lands in containers that get carried away by vehicles that travel around automatically without any humans operating them."

"Sex workers aren't scalable that way because, like, Civilization has made a decision not to scale orgasm production? But I don't know why you'd consider that an unpleasant job - anyone who sells sex is going to sell it at a price that makes them glad to trade it, right, and people who'd need huge prices to be happy aren't going to be the most competitive sex workers? Wait this is going to be awful Golarion news and I should be trying to guess it before you say it but I find that I don't actually want to."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you want me to not say it, Cheliax isn't one of the countries where women don't have rights so you don't actually need to know."









Keltham: "So... somebody picks out the most attractive women, tells them they're sex workers whether they like it or not, and underpays them, because otherwise their country can't fill out those jobs because no woman wants them because of the marriage thing."

"...you know, I can tell that'sstill too sensible for Golarion but even having said that, I don't know how to make the answer be crazier."









Carissa Sevar: "If a girl has had sex while unmarried, in a country where women are supposed to marry as virgins, then no one will marry her, but it's illegal for her to have been educated or gotten a normal job, so she can be a sex worker - that does not translate quite directly to our word - or she can starve, and she will almost definitely get diseases from having sex with lots of strangers, and also eventually one of them will be bad news and strangle her, but I imagined dath ilan having enough Law to solve the latter problem and enough medicine to solve the former and it's still considered a lousy job with those aside, because propensity for it is barely getting selected for at all."









Keltham: More equilibria that seem weirdly more awful than anything Keltham knows about to explain why.

"Why would - you get diseases particularly from having sex with people you didn't know? Is this a magic thing?"









Carissa Sevar: "...no? It's just - well, you get diseases from any kind of close contact with other people, right, and there are a bunch of diseases that you specifically get from sex, and people who haven't had sex won't have those diseases to pass along, and people who have sex with hundreds and hundreds of people will inevitably get the diseases eventually."









Keltham: "And here that's much more serious than - the kind of contagious illnesses that we still have in dath ilan, because we eliminated anything we didn't know how to easily treat, probably long enough ago that it happened before the screen. Though - I'm a bit confused about the concept of a disease that's specifically transmitted by sex - you wouldn't think a disease would find its optimal strategy in only, like, infecting genitals or sexual fluids, and making sure it never got transmitted by sneezing - I wonder if there's something I'm missing about how the equilibrium point is different here. Is it anything you still have to worry about in the face of fourth-circle cleric spells?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, Remove Disease is third and will totally handle it, but normal people can't afford that. I don't know enough about why diseases work different ways to guess the answer to your question but doctors do track, like, if you're doctoring someone with smallpox and haven't had it yourself you'll catch it, if you're doctoring someone with syphilis and haven't had it yourself you'll be completely fine, but their wife and mistress will come down with it eventually."









Keltham: "I'd guess that - a long, long time ago, in dath ilan - we figured out how to identify everyone with a disease like that, all at once, in one giant sweep through the population, and we isolated all of them until they got better or died, plus a while longer to be sure, and then the disease didn't exist anymore."

(The concept that you can have a contagious disease forever, without it either getting better enough not to be contagious, or getting worse until it kills you, has not particularly occurred to Keltham; why would the replication rate in the face of immune counterattack be exactly 1, rather than exploding or vanishing?)









Carissa Sevar: Nod. "I think Cheliax could do that but it'd just get reintroduced from other countries that aren't coordinated enough."









Keltham: "Yeah, we wouldn't even have tried until we thought we could pull it off across the whole planet at once, so it can't have been any earlier than that, in our history... I wish I knew whether dath ilan went through a phase like this, or if it's something that happens here entirely because of the gods or a leak in your heritage of intelligence or I don't know what. If dath ilan used to look basically like this, minus the gods and magic, it sure would be nice to know exactly how we climbed out of it."

For the first time it occurs to Keltham to wonder if dath ilan used to have gods, and that's what the Great Screen is meant to protect, because if you know the info for gods, you might pray to them... it would take a huge effort to keep not just the phenomenon butthe physics behind it out of all the textbooks, but that's the magnitude of effort dath ilan put in to the Great Screen. And if that's not what's going on, then there remains the unexplained question of why Keltham does not know any standard speculations about hypothetical superagents, that lots and lots of people could have hypothesized, hypotheses which pose a lot of interesting then-whats once you start looking in that direction.









Carissa Sevar: "Anyway. It's interesting to know you can have plenty of sex workers if they're also allowed to do other stuff."









Keltham: "I'm not sure there's literally anybody on my planet who's 'not allowed to do other stuff'. Maybe some Keepers, if they're holding infohazards so bad that they all have to stay in the same isolated village somewhere?"

(And the people who know the true history, in their own causally isolated bunker. But Keltham is now suddenly very unsure he should talk any more about the Screening of History where gods might hear him. If dath ilan's Keepers defeated the gods and eradicated their memory, sometime in the Forgotten, this may not be a good thing to talk about in modern Golarion.)

"Where does the equilibrium balance in Cheliax?" Keltham adds on. "You didn't think that people who enjoy sex lots would be the natural sellers for sex, so what prevents that here?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, there's still the diseases and there's still the risk of a dangerous guy, so it's still a job you probably only do if you don't have better options, though in Cheliax that wouldn't be because they're illegal so it'd probably be because you're really bad at working in some way or another. And if you are particularly attractive and desirable you probably try to angle that into being a powerful person's mistress rather than working at a brothel, even a high-end one."

And the gaps are filled by slavery, which she's not going to say.









Keltham: "Oh, in dath ilan it's that sufficiently attractive people who are sufficiently good at sex, have formed - um. A... temporal process with two sides... where each side is composed of people... who each have their own incentives... such that each side is in equilibrium with respect to the incentives given to them by the other side... and on the other side from the very desirable people, are people who are sufficiently cool and have done sufficiently awesome things. You can't buy some very hot people with money, you've got to have done something that they think is worthy. And the people who areobviously worthy, if they're willing to acknowledge you publicly as a fuckbuddy, they're validating to the world that you are that hot and that good at sex, and then you're somebody who gets to decide whether some lesser incredibly rich person is cool enough to meet your standards."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa tries to follow that and when that fails tries to nail down her confusion and when that fails says reluctantly, "maybe that's the same thing as taking a mistress but I suspect, instead, it's another vast confusing cultural divide."









Keltham: "Okay, suppose I asked you who was the hottest woman on the planet. The first obvious answer would be whoever gets paid the highest prices for sex. But suppose there's somebody even hotter than her, who doesn't accept direct payment for sex at all. How could you tell she was even hotter? How could she prove that to the world? Well, let's say she thinks the big important thing is... research on rats, and suppose somebody incredibly rich goes and builds an entire small city devoted to rat research, and then she screws him. Depending on how much money gets spent, especially if she's influencing multiple rich people to fund rat research, you could make the case that she's getting implicitly paid more than the most expensive direct sex worker on the planet, even if she's only a small fraction of the reason why anyone funded the rat research city."









Carissa Sevar: " - this is missing the point but in Golarion you'd check with a spell who had the most Splendour. Uh, I'm not sure that's how I think about sexual desirability working? I don't - think how hot someone is relates very directly to how much I expect to gain from having sex with them and therefore how motivated I am to do it. And I'm also not sure that's the main place where the confusion is."









Keltham: "Do people here not have... I don't know, the kind of pride in their own desirability and sexual skill where they want to prove that they're way better at it than most other people? Because you can't just go around saying that, you've got to prove it somehow."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure that the more powerful you are, the less you need skill at sex. She's suddenly worried that she shouldn't say that either, though. "...yes but that correlates with not being very powerful or in-demand, and therefore with needing to establish that you're fun to have sex with if you want to get anyone to have sex with you at all?" she says tentatively after a bit of thought.









Keltham: Keltham is not sure what the communications obstacle could be here, exactly. "I mean, it's atwo-sided equilibrium containing the hottest people and the worthiest people who mutually judge each other as that, anchored by how hotness and worthiness are also somewhat visible to people outside their ingroups - I have a sense like I'm also missing the point. If you're hot enough that powerful people are competing to sleep with you, you don't need to establish how hot you are anymore, the outside world has now seen it established."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm going to talk about some place other than Cheliax, first, because I keep getting distracted by trying to apply this conversation to our date" and by worrying about saying something that you'll be incredibly concerned and offended by. "So, Osirion. Osirion has a god-king, a pharaoh, they've had them since ancient times. The pharaoh of Osirion has hundreds of concubines. If he sees a hot girl in the street, I think he can just order her to become one of them. It's not particularly validating to be chosen by the pharaoh of Osirion, because it just means that you're either in the top couple hundred or that he was tired of the top couple hundred and wanted something new. I am absolutely not in the top percentile of hotness for women but if I went to Osirion I'd be a little worried about getting noticed, because I'm exotic, which is sometimes appealing in its own right.

Does all ofthatmake sense, are we starting to make different predictions at some place after that -"









Keltham: "I mean you've convinced me that no woman would want to go to Osirion, and if she did, she wouldn't expect to gain positive sexual reputation from being selected by the pharaoh because the pharaoh isn't discriminating enough, but I'm now distracted by the question of why there is such a thing as a pharaoh of Osirion in the first place."









Carissa Sevar: "...as a question about history the answer is that his grandfather staged a nearly bloodless coup against the satrap of the Kelish Empire, with the churches of Abadar and Sarenrae both backing him, right after Aroden fell when the empire was very distracted, and won Osirion independence and kicked out all the Kelish nobles and ended serfdom and is wildly popular. I am not sure that's the question you were asking, though?"









Keltham: "Suppose everybody in a dath ilani city woke up one day with the knowledge mysteriously inserted into their heads, that their city had a pharaoh who was entitled to order random women off the street into his - cuddling chambers? - whether they liked that or not. Suppose that they had the false sense that things had always been like this for decades. It wouldn't even take until whenever the pharaoh first ordered a woman, for her to go "Wait why am I obeying this order when I'd rather not obey it?" Somebody would be thinking about city politics first thing when they woke up in the morning and they'd go "Wait why we do we have a pharaoh in the first place" and within an hour, not only would they not have a pharaoh, they'd have deduced the existence of the memory modification because their previous history would have made no sense, and then the problem would escalate to Exception Handling and half the Keepers on the planet would arrive to figure out what kind of alien invasion was going on. Is the source of my confusion - at all clear here?"









Carissa Sevar: "You think everyone in dath ilan would just - decide not to follow orders, even though this would get them executed if anyone else in the system continued following orders, on the confident assumption that no person with a correctly configured mind would possibly decide to follow orders under those circumstances?"









Keltham: "Oh, so we're imagining that people also wake up with the memory that everybody's supposed to kill anyone who talks about removing the pharaoh, and the memory that they're supposed to kill anyone who doesn't kill anyone who talks about removing the pharaoh, and so on through recursion, and they wake up with the memory of everybody else having behaved like that previously. Yeah, that's one of the famous theoretical bad equilibria that we get training in how to -"









Keltham: "Shit."









Carissa Sevar: " - confusion resolved now?"









Keltham: "Just Osirion, or entire planet outside Cheliax? No, it's at least also Nidal."









Carissa Sevar: "Everywhere has people in charge who do things you wouldn't like and stay in charge because it's illegal to overthrow them and the laws are enforced. Exactly how bad the things they do are varies - the pharaoh of Osirion is actually not considered bad at all - and exactly how the laws against overthrowing the government are enforced varies but - probably even in Cheliax the government has done something dath ilan thinks would merit overthrowing it."









Keltham: But for that to be true in Cheliax - that makes no sense, in terms of dath ilani common wisdom about how evil aliens would enforce that equilibrium, they'd require non-dissidents to kill dissidents immediately before the timing info NOW! can spread at the speed of local speech - maybe they're too dumb here to realize that?

"If you were supposed to have killed me a few seconds ago," Keltham says in a casual tone, not any kind of obvious whisper, "and are putting your own life in danger not to do that, this would be a great time to casually nod your head and then I'll censor a lot of my curriculum from here on out."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is, completely insanely, tempted to casually nod her head, even though that's not even at all - lots of countries do still have governments and don't enforce heresy laws and it's clearly one of those they're pretending at being -

"I think you are imagining that this equilibrium is extremely fragile and that admitting we're in it is also disallowed? But actually it's extremely sticky. Overthrowing governments is really really hard and usually the thing that results when you overthrow a government is much worse. The consequences of overthrowing the Chelish government would be bad ones. So you don't have to - pretend the government is perfect - you just have to have a critical mass of people who don't believe that overthrowing it would produce something better, especially not since the Chelish government ispossible to improve in normal ways by, like, suggesting improvements."









Keltham: "I see," Keltham says. "Because if you toss out the current equilibrium, it could disrupt a lot of stuff, especially in a place like Golarion where people who lose a year's income just starve, no safety margin for anything... and if the current equilibrium is also doing some good things..."

But it should be REALLY REALLY OBVIOUS that there's an alternative to Osirion which looks like Osirion WITHOUT THE PHARAOH RAPING PEOPLE and that you could just...

Well, the people here don't have any training in noticing better equilibria and figuring out how to move to them -

NO! THAT'S JUST OBJECTIVELY OBVIOUS!

Keltham manages not to yell this out loud, and having now finished internally yelling insults at reality, continues looking externally thoughtful, grateful for his recent practice with Eagle's Splendour.

He is not going to say anything along those lines, however obvious, until he has picked up from books whether Cheliax has a pharaoh. Or rather, what kind of pharaoh it has.

He is specifically not going to mention that, given a dath ilani training regimen, ten-year-olds are too smart to get stuck in traps like this; and would wait until the next solar eclipse or earthquake, at which point 10% of them would yell "NOW!", followed moments later by the other 90%, as is the classic strategy that children spontaneously and independently invent as soon as prompted by this scenario, so long as they have been previously taught about Schelling points.

Has he at any point mentioned out loud dath ilan's annual Oops It's Time To Overthrow The Government Festival? He doesn't think so.









Carissa Sevar: " - because... okay, so, there are lots of people who benefit from the current system, right? The pharaoh has personal bodyguards who he personally raised from the dead after they died in his service. The pharaoh has people who he elevated to high-ranking positions. All of those people would be worse off if the government were overthrown, so for practical reasons they are going to oppose it. So in order to overthrow the government, you have to kill all those people, and also any people who are seeking out positions of importance in the government as a reward for their loyalty in putting down the rebellion, and also any people who have sworn oaths of loyalty to the current regime..."









Keltham: "Isee. In dath ilan we'd think that it's hard to get over half of the military power on your side by bribing it, in a pre-metallic equilibrium where almost all fighters have about the same military power. And that once you start gaining more knowledge and get more powerful tech, it's your important duty to also use that knowledge to propagate certain kinds of stable equilibria to future generations and not others."

"But with wizards and clerics and whatever else you have here, if they're - extraordinary economics, you don't have the word, if they let individuals do big things without large support networks - you could get half-plus of the military power by appealing to fewer people. Even while your society's knowledge was much too primitive to produce the kind of advanced weapons that would make these issues initially appear in nonmagical societies that have started figuring things out."

That does make it seem less like the whole thing is just an Intelligence 10 Phenomenon.









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, the pharaoh and a hundred high-level personal bodyguards could probably kill practically the entire rest of the country put together, commoners are pretty useless against high-level wizards and clerics. Certainly more than fifty percent of a country's military power is less than a thousand people."









Keltham: "Well, I think I'm starting to understand some of the ways that Golarion diverged from a human baseline because of the presence of magic. Or I have the illusion of starting to understand at least one of those divergences. It is not, by our standards, pretty, but it sure beats having no idea why nothing here is making any sense."

...if you introduce technology into a Punish-Non-Punishers society with magic, the situation is no longer stable, it has a possibility of transitioning to the kind of pharaoh-free Civilization that Keltham is familiar with, if very large supply networks (and only those) can build weapons powerful enough to kill high-level wizards and clerics. But, yeah, Keltham is going to have to think about how to do that with a minimum of fuss, and maybe not say a whole lot while he's thinking.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can, in fact, follow the way Keltham might be reasoning, and she's pretty sure that she screwed up, even though claiming that every single country except Cheliax was like this would have been ridiculous and even though she's actually pretty sure that Keltham isn't going to change the calculus of whether it's a good idea to overthrow the government.

"Anyway, sometimes it does go wrong and someone's power base isn't secure enough. Like in Tian Xia, the Lung Wa empire which had endured for centuries collapsed after Aroden's death because there was a massive associated natural disaster and a famine, and the empire collapsed, and everything is much worse now. I've met Tian adventurers and they tell stories about - ghost cities where everyone just left or died because trade routes were disrupted and food stopped coming, an entire country that made a pact with a kraken to be its slaves, other areas where the civil warstill hasn't endedeven though there are very few people left to kill each other. I am sure that the Emperor of Imperial Lung Wa did some things you'd abhorr but - it'd be monstrous, to overthrow him, to throw cities and civilizations and twenty million lives into the chasm of Chaos just to stop a couple dozen people from getting raped -"



(She's doing such a bad job at being more Evil, she's going to have to set some time aside tomorrow to work on that.)









Keltham: "I try not to be the stupid kind of Chaotic. Even Chaos is made almost entirely of Law, remember. If you're doing it correctly. In fact, I'm beginning to think that the top 0.1% most Chaotic dath ilani on my planet, placed on a scale with one unit of distance between what you consider 'Lawful' and 'Chaotic', would be located one hundred and forty-four units further to the Lawful side of what you call Lawful."









Carissa Sevar: "That seems probably right. I just - it sounds like you're thinking about goverments as things that mostly maintain their power by making it too hard for people to correctly overthrow them, when my impression is that actually most people correctly don't want to overthrow them, and I can name six countries where I think that's not true so I don't think I'm just incapable of recognizing it when I see it, and it's not how I see Cheliax. Or Osirion, for that matter. Though I do think stealing all their women would be incredibly satisfying and we should do it."









Keltham: Stable governments make the expected benefit of overthrowing them look smaller than the expected friction costs of coordinating and changing the regime, yes. Friction costs are not fixed independently of tech level.

"Where do gods fit into this? There's a Lawful Neutral god that sponsors Osirion, the same god that took over the planetary banking system. I imagine that god - doesn't care whether people benefit themselves, or benefit others, it's just completely indifferent to the effect of laws on citizen welfare, all it cares about is that there be laws - confirm or more likely deny my guess?"









Carissa Sevar: She STILL hasn't been told whether to tell him he's Abadar's, "Abadar's not one of the more human gods but I think 'doesn't care whether people benefit themselves or benefit others' sounds right, and, uh, not exactly indifferent to whether laws affect human welfare and more ...deeply concerned with laws along a specific dimension which is not human welfare, but definitely isn't just 'laws exist' - I bet it matters that they're possible to consistently enforce and that they're consistently obeyed? And I bet there are other things that matter which I just don't happen to know."









Keltham: The info he needs is to what extent gods, both including and excluding Asmodeus, are liable to get pissed if Keltham tries to make their afterlife-feeder be less of a shithole. Keltham is aware he can't immediately ask about this, though it also occurs to him that Carissa may be similarly speculating about Keltham's intentions, and not saying what she speculates he's thinking.

Gosh, Keltham hopes they weren't supposed to be coordinating some kind of immensely meaningful implied side conversation, while they were talking about this, because if so, Keltham has absolutely no idea what they both sidespoke, and that would be embarrassing. Well, not really his fault because of the enormous cultural gap and hypothetical Carissa should have known better, but still.

"Wanna go back to talking sex work in dath ilan?" Keltham offers.









Carissa Sevar: "Sure. Do women pay for it? They don't, in Golarion; it's not hard to find someone who'll have sex with you for free."









Keltham: "Some women do? I should also mention that there's a difference between, like... slipping some normal man or woman a private note saying that you realize you've failed at flirting with them but you still want them enough that you'd pay thirty unskilled-labor-hours to fuck them anyways, versus paying much higher prices to extremely attractive people who are extremely good at sex. The second thing is more of a case of - something you do when you're older, richer, can afford it on a regular basis if you don't want to go back to less expert sex, and aren't concerned about it messing up your regular relationships. I've resorted to bribery six times and been bribed twice, but the total money flow ratio is more like, twenty to one, not three to one."









Carissa Sevar: " -thatwith normal non-professionals is not a thing in Cheliax and I suppose it could be, I don't actually know why it isn't. I guess since no one does it, offering would be extremely weird and therefore a negative signal about the traits of the person who offered?" It'd read as a bizarre threat, is what it'd read as. "I'd be cautious about doing that here, not that I expect you'll need to."









Keltham: "Thanks for the warning. Anything else I shouldn't offer people money to do?"









Carissa Sevar: "Huh, good question. I'm not immediately thinking of anything else."









Carissa Sevar: "Normally I would say you shouldn't offer people money to overthrow the government, that actually is illegal, but what with it being you I think it's probably better if your controlling constraint isn't - believing yourself to have necessarily incomplete information about the merits of overthrowing governments."









Carissa Sevar: " - and now we're back on serious topics, sorry. What sorts of things do you do in a whole city of sex workers - do you pretend to be the pharaoh of Osirion -"









Keltham: "You mean, and then the women overthrow him and take sexual revenge on him? Or played straight rather than subverted - I mean, I'm sure somebody has played Perverted Alien Dictator of Civilization and probably a hundred thousand variations on it - I don't know, myself, very much of what goes on in there. There's a standard wisdom of, play the simple sex games first, wait to get bored naturally before you start making sex more complicated, don't rush ahead to the weirdest sex Civilization has developed."

"It's considered - the kind of info-hazard that isn't going to drive you insane, but can make you miss out on a lot of fun, by making you bored before you would've been bored? Like telling somebody how a book ends when they just started reading it? We have whole Civilizational structures around avoiding that class of lesser infohazards, spoilers they're called. With, for example, simple codes you only memorize after you pass a competence check for a threshold level of sexual experience, so newspapers can print sentences that only sufficiently perverted people would be able to read without making a deliberate effort."









Carissa Sevar: "- huh. I guess that's fair enough. Does this mean that you should not be doing kinkiness challenges, because Golarion doesn't have such a norm and adventurers tend to tell stories about what they've gotten up to."









Keltham: "Eh. New planet. I'll get used to what's normal here. Maybe don't spring it on me all at once and leave some for next time."

"Actually, I'm not quite sure what kind of perversionkinky is, I can tell it's, like, sexual diversity but the word doesn't directly translate. Surprising me is fine, to be clear."









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, it's sort of a general word for everything that's not, you know, one man and one woman with no implements and no magic."









Keltham: "That covers an awful lot of space by itself, I would've said, but maybe I'm naive about how much more people get up to in their forties once they can afford nicer things and more participants."









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, I think people who tend to like tying people up also tend to like whipping them also tend to like dripping candle wax on them also tend to like having two of 'em you can get to do things with each other and also tend to like using control spells on them, so it forms a sort of - natural category?" Shrug. "Maybe the category is just general the thing you are calling 'perversion'."









Keltham:









Keltham: "Okay, haven't done any of that and if it ever got mentioned in the newspapers it was encrypted."

Wait WHAT.









Carissa Sevar: "It'd have to go awfully wrong to get mentioned in the newspapers."









Keltham: "Under other circumstances I'd say 'surprise me' but - whatexactly iswhipping? What's a candle? I can't quite make things out through this translation spell, but whipping sounds like pain and candles sound like fire. I feel obliged to check that these activities won't require that we pay to resurrect each other afterwards."









Carissa Sevar: "Whipping is painful but, like, in a sexy way, not in a deadly way. Candles are a tiny bit of fire, people who don't have magic use them for lighting, and their wax melts at a low temperature so they're also painful but a sexy amount not an injurious amount. We're - not even talking about things you'd need healing for, though people do in fact get into things you'd need healing for."









Keltham: "Okay, and the concept is that you and I hire a member of some non-human species that... doesn't mind having it done to them?"









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "It's going to be so fascinating to settle some bets among your research group.


Uh. Humans, are often into being hurt, in the context of sex, because pain is an intense experience and with the right surrounding context can be fun."









Keltham: "...okay I checked in with my inner self and if there's some later stage of my life where I would want to be tied up and hurt in a sexual context, I haven't at all gone down the path that leads there. In fact my self seems to be - sort of weirdly violently against that happening to me, to a degree greater than I'd expect from small amounts of pain? I've paid pain costs in nonsexual contexts, but this was just like a very loud inner NOPE. I hope that's not too disappointing."









Carissa Sevar: "Men are more often the other way around, if anything, and it's the other way around we've got a betting pool on. Whether you like inflicting pain on interested parties in a sexual context. I have no idea how 'you were not aware that was a thing' cashes out, for that."









Keltham: "I... don't see why menor women wouldwant to be hurt, in terms of the human mind design and the reproductive pressures producing it that I'm familiar with... pain is the damage signal, it's the sum of what we avoid so that we won't die and fail to have children... are you someone who enjoys pain inflicted on you in a sexual context?"









Carissa Sevar: " - point of theology, Cheliax conceives of pain as significantly more than just a - damage signal, not that being sexually into pain is limited to Cheliax or people who share our theology, or is even significantly more common here, I suspect it's innate. I have enjoyed pain in the context of sex, though the atmosphere matters a lot, you'd, ah, have to be good at it."









Keltham: "Okay, let me check in with what my brain thinks of pulling your hair in a sexual context if you enjoyed that in a sexual way and YEP somebody just won their bets on me alright."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, good."









Keltham: "Huh."

"I'm reasonably sure that dath ilan never wanted me to notice that about myself."









Carissa Sevar: "...huh.



I guess dath ilan's really Good but that seems like one of the context where Good's just obnoxious."









Keltham: "Stuff in dath ilan doesn't happen without a reason. It's not Golarion. Let me think about this."









Keltham: Point one: If the desire to inflict pain in a sexual context is sufficiently a human universal and sufficiently common that somebody on this plane of existence can spot the signs in Keltham before he knows them himself, the Keepers know about this already. The probability of this need not be evaluated; it's a flat fact.









Keltham: Point two: Not only has Keltham not been told about this, Keltham has never been exposed to any sexual education or priming which would cause him to think, if he did notice this fact about himself, that it was a good idea to pursue that thought further. People don't want to be hurt; that is sort of what hurting is.

Having a strong sexual desire to inflict pain, according to everything that dath ilan has taught Keltham about the world, would mean that any attempt to satisfy this desire would involve an unusually mentally resilient sex worker being paid a lot of money to put up with a sexual experience that she didn't like. If he got addicted, if his whole sexuality turned into that, the rest of his romantic life would suck really hard and probably never be truly satisfying again. That would have been the obvious prediction, going on the obvious-intuitive reasoning Keltham would have done from everything Civilization ever taught him.

The thought that the world was full of other people who were the complements of that desire, who wanted to be sexily hurt, would just straightforwardly have never occurred to Keltham at all, if he'd spotted that desire in himself.









Keltham: That makes the answer obvious, doesn't it.

All he needs to do is guess, first, that Civilization prefers not to lie, and second, that natural selection in dath ilan worked the way it obviously-intuitively should. By default, organisms don't like pain, and pain is what they don't like.

"Dath ilan has people who want to inflict pain sexually. Itdoesn't have the people who want to be sexily hurt. I'm not sure why they exist in Golarion, but whatever that reason was, it didn't operate in dath ilan. That's why I was never supposed to notice."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. You know, that - actually sort of follows - one explanation I've seen for enjoying pain being more common in women is that it improves the odds of surviving rape and sexual slavery, and then the - thing you talked about in class, about who has more children -"





Carissa is having the somewhat upsetting realization that maybe it would be bad for dath ilani people if they went to Hell? if they've just completely eradicated the mechanism by which their brains translate pain into something more complex than just suffering?









Keltham: "I could wish these congratulations came under nicer circumstances, but congratulations anyways, you're learning to operate the theory validly."









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, I already knew about the bad stuff, I just didn't know we were getting anything good out of it. And - I think we are. Getting something good out of it, that is, something I'd definitely arrange for heredity-optimization to keep having - wow, I bet in Nidal it's everyone -"









Keltham: "I hope you're right about everyone in Nidal enjoying it, but even I'm starting to notice that sounds a little optimistic for Golarion."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, Nidal is horrible and I bet everyone there is miserable, but I also bet that they have near-universal sex-related pain-enjoyment - sex-related pain-enjoyment doesn't give you context-free enjoyment of all pain, I did not enjoy getting punished for bad grades, and I've had sex with a girl who was into hurting memorethan I could handle and that wasn't fun either."









Keltham: Blue and orange, Keltham thinks, as he notices it explicitly this time, how there's an alien reality here that doesn't make sense and his brain is trying to force it. But he doesn't know the thread to pull to unravel this whole knot, all he can do is wibble the fringes of it.

"If you don't have money flows to make up for relationships that would be imbalanced like that - is there some class of things okay to trade, that aren't money, that you were getting out of that relationship instead?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, people trade - favors, protection, in that specific case a spell I really really wanted. It's not that people don't have sex for - reasons located outside the sex, they do that all the time, it's just culturally rather unheard of, to name a specific amount of money as a bid, and it's also traditional for it to be a bit ambiguous how much you are doing for what reasons."









Keltham: He's going to wait until later, in case it's somehow wrong and wronger if done in public, to ask Carissa how much hair-pulling he can trade for how much explanation of how the ass the flirting norms here actually work.

"Yeah, dath ilan has allkinds of dating ambiguity and mindgames, like you'd imagine from people with high intelligence and a lot more spare time, but the concept of never naming specific amounts of money - it's so not dath ilan, I can't easily convey it. Anything worth anything is worth money. Not just money in general, a specific amount of money. It's 'the unit of caring' in our parlance."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, I am not surprised that dath ilan prefers forthrightness on the value-transfer elements of sex and flirting even if they like ambiguity elsewhere. I can see how you'd get used to it, even. But I think if you do it here you'll just confuse people terribly."









Keltham: "Is it literallyjust money or do I have to be careful not to offer anybody anything such that it would have a well-defined resale value..."









Carissa Sevar: "That is definitely sometimes done - spells have a resale value - but there are nuances and I might recommend running it by someone else first."









Keltham: "Is such conversation also bad on the metalevel? If I asked everyone who'd be the best person to ask about which sexual offers are and aren't offensive, is that question itself even more offensive?"

Keltham has noticed that Golarion can sometimes be effectively predicted by asking himself how he would design a social protocol as badly as possible.









Carissa Sevar: "This conversation is fine. That question is fine. I promise we are not entirely made of impossibilities."









Keltham: Well, congratulations to Golarion on passing the bar that he set literally as low as he could imagine on short notice, but it's sure an improvement on undershooting it, so he'll take what he can get.

"I think I'm pretty much done with my dinner, myself. You?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm done. Up to the rooftops? Or have you rediscovered your sex drive in the course of this conversation?"









Keltham: Good question. Keltham turns his attention inward, not quite able to stop himself from thinking how much clearer that perception was under Owl's Wisdom, how much easier and fuller the seeing of Keltham by Keltham.

"It sure is more there than it was when I walked in, maybe half from time passing and half from discovering high-payoff sexual options I never imagined possible. Still, I think I want to start off the evening a little slower, and spending at least some time on the rooftop sounds good."









Carissa Sevar: Are people in dath ilan just that candid and self-aware all the time. How do they live. "Rooftop it is. Assuming we can find it. Do you want to ask security right away or go exploring ourselves." Normally the second would be a stunningly dangerous thing to do but security isn't going to let Keltham get exploded by a stray internal defensive measure.









Keltham: "Let's explore! Though I'm trusting you that misguided exploration is either knowably not fatal, or that they'd resurrect us without too much fuss."









Carissa Sevar: Oh okay she'd been worried that 'this sort of thing is dangerous' is something that'd have him all shocked and appalled about what societies outside dath ilan are like but apparently it's allowed - "I expect this place has defenses that might in fact be fatal if triggered but that they have been very thoroughly disabled, Chelish security's not stupid and they don't want you to die. And if you did they'd resurrect you but I'm not relying too much on that because I'll be in lots of trouble if I get you killed, even though it'll take all of ten minutes to fix."









Keltham: Keltham rises from the table. "Shall we?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah! You know, I figured I would live my whole life without getting to poke around a Duke's villa, I am very excited."









Keltham: "Your lead, then."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would attempt to trot up the massive entryhall staircase in a sexy way except she's not actually sure she knows how to do that, it's a skillset that definitely exists and that she has witnessed on display but not one she's had occasion to practice, and trying and failing to do it is pathetic. The natural default mode for exploring is more - cautious, giggly, childlike, and that is appealing in its own way - maybe to Keltham too - but not sexy, and she's going to be kind of dissatisfied if -

- one thing at a time. The massive entryhall staircase opens out onto a luxurious mezzanine and then there are two wings with rooms, presumably parlors and bedrooms and guest rooms and so on, and no obvious staircase up, though she knows that this place has some towers. "Do you have a sense of where the towers were, relative to where we are."









Keltham: Keltham tries to visualize the villa as seen from the courtyards they sometimes pass through. "I don't think I actually remember, but I think there's a tower visiblefrom a courtyard I think is that way, and then we'd know." He gestures in a direction.

He's considering offering to hold hands, but maybe Cheliax considers handholding an unreasonably advanced form of erotic perversion practiced by only the most sexually degenerate individuals, only if he keeps asking about that sort of thing at every step, that'll take all night, but also holding hands seems not optimal for exploring and potentially sort of awkward for maneuvering, and do they even do that here, and...









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, all right, let's try in that direction."









Keltham: Off they go, then!

(He still hasn't asked about holding hands.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can't read his mind. Though she is aware that paradigmatic flirting in most places involves physical contact so they can - brush against each other, maybe, in tight spaces, which she can probably find if she tries hard and believes in herself - oh, here's a servant's hallway, meant for halflings and very cozy -





I WOULD APPRECIATE INSTRUCTIONS TO THE TOWER AND WILL PAY YOU SOMETHING REASONABLE FOR THEMshe thinks loudly at security.









lintamande: Elias Abarco hates this particular girl by now but that's all the more reason to take a deal like that! "Door on your left," he whispers when she's far enough ahead Keltham won't hear it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesn't even expect to regret this! Asmodeus personally is interested in her trajectory!!



The door on her left opens in her hand, though she wouldn't have expected it to, and it's a grand bedroom, with a four-poster bed with sweeping velvet drapes and a fireplace and a sitting room and a dog bed fancier than anything Carissa's ever slept on. And it has a staircase up, a neat little spiral staircase with carpeted steps.









Keltham: Bit weird and sparse for a bedroom, but everything here is like that. "Stairs! Is that as tower-promising as it looks to an outsider from another dimension?"









Carissa Sevar: "In this dimension, too, stairs often lead up to towers."



It would be - wise to try to arrange incidental physical contact here? But she doesn't think of handholding because that's not really a thing.









Keltham: Keltham has been thinking thoughts along not entirely dissimilar lines, and tries to match his steps to Carissa such that, ifshe was okay with that, they could try both going up these stairs in quite close proximity. If she seems to be falling behind or pulling ahead, he won't fight that, of course.









Carissa Sevar: No, no, they can go up the stairs together, brushing shoulders a slightly unnecessary amount.



There's something profoundly strange here and she doesn't know what it is. Maybe it's just the role reversal, that usually people are trying to seduce her. Maybe it's just that he's very young, and she hasn't dated teenagers since she was one, mostly at the Worldwound the interesting people have a decade on her because that's what makes them interesting, all the magic they know....maybe an adult dath ilani would be running rings around all of them, and that's why Asmodeus picked a teenager -



And then they're out at the top of the tower. Cheliax is not industrially advanced enough to have light pollution. The sky is very bright and very clear.









Keltham: Dath ilan is too good at coordination to have either lots of aerosols in the atmosphere or lots of high-scattering non-red lights on at night all the time, and Keltham has ever been a tourist in clear cold high places where the stars are brighter yet. It's not a new sight to him, except of course in the sense that -

"The patterns of the suns are different," Keltham murmurs. He didn't get around to checking last night, with all the various rushes. "I was wondering if this was a branched time of my own planet, in my own -" Taldane doesn't have a word that means galaxy - "larger structure of suns. Didn't seem likely, but - anyway, it's definitely not." Dath ilan doesn't have the notion of 'constellations' in quite the same way, but he doesn't see any of the patterns that a dath ilani would use to identify the Northern Star or Southern Center or the direction of a meteor shower.









Carissa Sevar: "I think you're from farther away than any of those stars. A very good wizard can teleport to those, and not to dath ilan."









Keltham: "That's - incredibly impressive, we were not ready to go anywhere and come back, not for a while, it would have been insanely expensive even by our own standards. We built hugely powerful beams of light and used that to launch probes toward the second-nearest sun, just to get started on practicing, but they won't get to their destinations for a long time. We did it just because we could, in the end, and not for - not for reasons, really."

"We were pretty sure there was nobody else anywhere near our neighborhood, in any sun close enough for light to travel to us from there. People did some clever calculations saying that the aliens were probably a few billion years out, in our - simultaneity - all with logic and calculations that don't apply here at all, if your wizards can teleport there and back in less than years. Find any people around the other suns, or is it all just lifeless other planets the way we'd deduced in our own world?"









Carissa Sevar: "The other planets around our sun are all settled, but that's - happened at the same time as us, it wasn't an independent event. From farther than that, uh, I've heard it claimed the crashed ship that is quarantined in Numeria came from another sun but I don't know more about that. Aroden, when he was an epic hero, spent thousands of years looking, and came back with empty hands."









Keltham: "It feels so unreal to think of that as being something one person does. We'd have millions of people investigating a question like that, if a possible alien invasion had happened, it would take millions of people. One person becoming powerful enough to go to the stars on their own is - a story you write and only sell to adults, because if you told it to children you'd be setting them up for disappointment when they learned how economics worked in real life. This place really is magic, just like we tell it in stories where I come from."









Carissa Sevar: - hand on his arm?

"I hope it doesn't seem - like an entirely horrible place to you. It needs some work, but - but it's work a person can do, if that's what you mean by 'magic', it doesn't take millions..."









Keltham: He leans gently in that direction, which is hopefully a signal that it's fine. "Eh, frankly it's pretty horrible. So lots of room for improvement, and unspendably vast riches if I can figure out how to collect a five percent fee on five percent of the improvements."

His brain takes this moment to wonder if Owl's Wisdom would have something else to say about this stereotypically Keltham response, and Keltham tells it to shut up and come back later. Also no, because that is who Keltham is in another world, on a basic level, and even if he later decides he was wrong about some things that won't poof him into an random average dath ilani.









Carissa Sevar: It is much less horrible than dath ilan where people can die forever if their brains are destroyed - not having that argument because in her heart she suspects she'd lose it, probably a similar percentage of people manage to go to Abaddon and get eaten. And because having arguments isn't sexy.

What to say, then, though. "Well, I've heard more unrealistic ambitions."









Keltham: "Who is it that has me beat on this metric and how? I may have to adjust my aim upwards."









Carissa Sevar: "Some people are planning to run the Starstone as soon as they can fly and become a god or die trying!!"









Keltham: "Nah, I'm more ambitious than that. Some people succeed at running the Starstone, right? And yet your world's still an enormous messy mess of messiness. So fixing the world is obviously harder. Plus, I mean, if you're going to die and go to an afterlife anyways, why wouldn't you run the Starstone? How does that even take ambition and not just plain old opportunism?"









Carissa Sevar: "The people who die running the Starstone don't always go to the afterlives. They usually do, but - every once in a while, one or two percent, they're just gone. No one knows what the difference is. It's not the chanciest chance you could take but - I'd just die, personally."









Keltham: "Yeah, I haven't really been thinking about it because I reflexively decided that it was a Keeper sort of question but - I had a thing happen to me that was supposed to obliterate my own consciousness, and here I am. It kind of suggests that maybe - people are in enough different places that there's always some of them left, whatever happens to them. By the end of my biological lifespan I'll probably have the most expensive intelligence headband and the most expensive Owl's Wisdom headband, and maybe then I'll be able to think about that sensibly even if there's no Keepers around. And then decide whether I want to go to the afterlife here that I seem to be headed for, or if I want to optimize for Neutral Evil, so I can go on to whatever place comes next in the sequence whose zero is dath ilan and whose first successor is Golarion."









Carissa Sevar: "I -





- that doesn't make any sense to me but I guess it wouldn't. I am - not very willing to trade off definitely not dying - against many other things."









Keltham: "Woulda said the same, before I died in a plane crash that couldn't possibly have failed to utterly obliterate my brain. I'm pretty sure I remember my head being ripped off my neck in the crash, before I found myself in Golarion instead. I'm sure that sounds like small potatoes to your own standards of what people come back from, but where I come from it was supposed to be permanent."

"And it wasn't."

"Dying in a plane crash is something that you'd expect to obliterate every brain of every copy of you, across all the branches of branching time inside the universe as conventionally understood. If there was still some of me left after that -"

"Well, it's suggestive of some weird things being true. That would then, by shaky extrapolation, go on being true if something else happened that would otherwise obliterate my presence within Golarion as conventionally understood."

"But I'm not actually going to try to figure it out without more intelligence and wisdom headbands after I'm older, if those are actual options here. Handing that job to your future self seems like the equivalent of saying to wait and ask a Keeper."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "My working theory has been that Asmodeus - grabbed a copy somehow or something - which would have been fantastically expensive but maybe still the best way to explain to us what we're doing wrong. I don't know if that changes any of your reasoning or if it's just true that some other god somewhere else might be grabbing people from Abaddon."









Keltham: "Well, the obvious thought is that your universe is my universe's physics plus magic, and can see my universe from here, and by mediocrity is probably part of a vast lattice containing lots of other universes that can see my universe, and then this universe is one that's visible from universes that look like this universe plus even more magic, and maybe mostly when somebody dies in Abaddon nothing happens, but there's a vast number of double magical universes and some tiny fraction of those have a god or a glitch or a whatever that materializes another copy of the person who just got eaten."

"Assuming they get eaten quickly, and not by their minds getting chewed up a bit at a time so that their consciousness turns into a small painful simple thing before it ends. There's a disease like that in dath ilan, that slowly degrades your consciousness if you let it run until it kills you, taking away your memories year by year. People usually go into cryonic suspension immediately if they find out they have it. I also need to know more about Abaddon, besides solving metaphysics, before I start treating Abaddon as an exit route."

"Seems worth noting though that if the gods also think that's how Abaddon works, that the people who end there just wake up someplace else the same as I did, it could explain why the gods aren't treating it as more of an emergency."









Carissa Sevar: "I think Asmodeus has expended a fair number of resources to make sure everyone headed there is offered the choice of Hell instead? But I don't know if that's because He considers Abaddon-death an emergency or because He wants them in Hell instead. I ...have never heard it's slow but I haven't asked, either - if people die brain damaged in this world they're normal in the next one, the soul remembers more..."









Keltham: "Yeah, but just because there's somebody walking around who remembers being the person who got damaged and then got better, doesn't mean that, from a first-person perspective, if you get damaged enough to forget who you are, then that experiencer mostly experiences becoming you again. That's why people go into cryonic suspension right away if they get Memory Degrading Disorder. Sure, future tech might be enough to read back the memories you lost, but that doesn't mean thatyou experience turning back intoyouafter you've simplified and shrunk to the point where you can't tell yourself apart from a lot of other people with Memory Degrading Disorder. You might experience turning into somebody else instead." This language is really not suited to discussing this subject matter, but then, it's not much suited to discussing anything else either.









Carissa Sevar: "- huh, I'm not sure that's what I care about? If I got slowly tortured out of having distinctly-me experiences but a bunch of copies of me from before that were still around I don't think I'd be very upset about that? I haven't considered this very much, maybe to dath ilani people it's obvious why I should care about that more than about whether there's still a me."









Keltham: Blue and orange. "I would in fact be quite upset aboutany Kelthams being slowly tortured out of having distinctly-me experiences, even if I was one of the ones who survived unharmed. I may be selfish but not to the point of intertemporal conflicts with my own copies from a few minutes earlier!"









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa is not sure she understands that objection thoroughly enough to be sure her reasons for not minding aren't very Chelish!

"I mean, I expect I would find being tortured aversive, it's in the definition, but the thing that makes torture-which-makes-me-no-longer-distinctly-me far far far worse than torture which doesn't have that effect is that then the things I think of as Carissa don't exist anymore at all. And if Carissa will keep existing no matter what but some threads of her end I ...don't understand why I'd mind. Maybe I'd mind if I understood."









Keltham: "Yeah, that - makes some sense -"

"Sorry. It's just that the thing you said sounded a bit - similar to an argument my mother once tried on me - about how a further implication of selfishness was that I shouldn't care about what happened to the Keltham of tomorrow, because he was a slightly different person from me, so screw him - and I'm finally in the region that's supposed to be Evil, now, but then you said that you didn't care about - and it just sounded like - sorry."

"This all probably doesn't sound very romantic-escalatory, does it? Sorry bout that, I was somewhat better at dates in dath ilan when I knew all the conventions. My respect for you being the woman who decided to fling herself on the sharp kitchen knife of my early learning experiences."









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa's going to not touch that because once again she's not sure that the thing Keltham's pointing at is not a true thing about Cheliax she's supposed to be hiding.



How to flirt back, though.



"I can flirt with people who have - magic items for it, can read your face so closely they might as well be able to read your mind, who have magic that does more than Splendour - I have done that, though not very much, because I tried not to get in over my head, at the Worldwound, there wasn't anything there worth getting in over my head for - but I want you, see, you think like no one in this universe and it feels - possible that I could think like that too, not after the centuries of perfecting it'll take me to be Contessa Lrilatha but, like, next year, sooner if I can squeeze a headband out of somebody, and - I want you, so you don't actually have to be good at flirting, unless you yourself get in the mood by flirting deftly at people, in which case I suppose you had better get good at it."









Keltham: Keltham leans in to her and grins, broadly, even if she maybe can't see it. "Well, thanks for taking all the uncertainty and plot tension out of our flirting, then. Where I come from there's enough distinct books on romantic theory to fill this house's library ten times over, and most of them would say that just giving away the ending makes it be less fun, but right now my experiences would seem to be falsifying that. I don't think that cuddling you on a roof and looking up at the stars is even slightly less fun if I know I can't fail."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you could fail at the planet-sized ambitions, maybe we can get enough plot tension out of that. And there is still the question of who will win the sexual varieties contest, though I have to say I'm optimistic."









Keltham: "Not betting I'll win, but not giving up without any fight. And by the way, things would be different if I had access to my own world's technology, just saying."









Carissa Sevar: "Is there sex technology? That's delightful, actually. We will have to fix things up enough that we too can have sex technology. - don't tell me what the sex technology does, I want to try to guess."









Keltham: "I don't even know what 1% of 0.1% of all the sex technology does, just the incredibly basic stuff that's in almost every cuddleroom and that everyone gets training in how to use. But if you imagine something, I can probably take a pretty good guess as to whether it existed. Using the simple rule that, if it sounds possible to our technology level, somebody somewhere has done it, and if it doesn't sound possible, there's still a 70% chance somebody has done it."









Carissa Sevar: "Sex in midair."









Keltham: "Probability 1. Giant windpits, people going up very high in aeroplanes and jumping out and having sex on the way down, people getting into orbit around the planet and having sex there."









Carissa Sevar: " - wouldn't jumping out of airplanes kill you, without magic -"









Keltham: "Nah, somebody," in pre-Screened history but he's trying to call less attention to that, "just thought for another couple of minutes and figured out how to survive it without magic. I'm pretty sure we do a lot of stuff you imagine takes magic. For jumping out of airplanes, you fold up a giant cloth into a backpack and when you're getting near the ground, you unfold it and it catches the air and slows your fall. I've been trying to figure out whether some people's home cuddlerooms have midair sex equipment, like, just 2%-rich people, not 0.1%-rich people who can put whole wind pits in their cuddlerooms. Maybe a possible method there would be to wear metal bands and put lightning-magnets in the ceiling that hovered you by pulling on the metal, but I don't know if the math works on that without doing more math."









Carissa Sevar: The cloth thing does not atallsound like it would work. "Cuddlerooms are - sex dungeons, except named adorably because no one is a sadist?"









Keltham: "Like, the room of your house where you have sex?Dungeon sounds sort of likewhip but as a spatial place, so I don't think dath ilani would have sex wherever that is."









Carissa Sevar: "Normal peoples' houses have one room. Rich peoples' houses have several rooms but still, you have sex in your bedroom usually, unless you're into weird things like sex on tables. Rich people who like tying people up and hitting them in ways beds do not natively enable might have a sex dungeon. I have never heard of a cuddle room and it translates as - indulgent in a bizarre direction -"









Keltham: "Yeah, well, if you have an economy that can make more stuff per person, they also buy larger houses to contain all that stuff. This place we're currently staying is larger than my parents' house by a factor of 10, but only because they were work-focused people who didn't have enough different hobbies that they'd want that many separate rooms. My parents could in fact have afforded a house this size, though they couldn't have afforded to fill it all up with things we'd consider expensive."

"So yes, separate rooms for sex, because you own stuff that optimizes sleep and stuff that optimizes sex and they are almost entirely not the same stuff for anything larger-scale than a small pillow."

"I have been trying to figure outwhere in a bedroom you'd have sex, because the bedrooms here do not have anything that looks to me like a good surface for having sex on. It is now occurring to me that people here probably have sex on the things you call beds, and then change the cloth outer surfaces of the bed, and then go to sleep there."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes? - magicking the sheets rather than changing them, but yes. Is there some reason not to do that?"









Keltham: "It's - kind of icky from a dath ilani perspective. But maybe that's just because we wouldn't have magic for - clearing the room's air afterwards and so on? It's just odd to think of doing something that is intrinsically and rightfully messy in the nice clean place where you sleep. If this place has spare bedrooms not being used, I might ask to have one of those for my cuddleroom. Kind of a group resource, really, under the circumstances."









Carissa Sevar: "I am sure you can request a cuddle room if you want one. Tragically we will not be able to see the confused face of whoever authorizes resources for this project."









Keltham: "Magic doesn't do capture of still and moving images?"









Carissa Sevar: "They won't make the face if we might be watching!!!!"









Keltham: "Chelish version of dignity, like being cheerful in a classroom setting?"









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah. More centrally this than the cheerfulness in class thing, I think. Not - communicating with your emotions or expressions anything you wouldn't consciously decide to communicate with your words. If they wouldn't send you a reply saying "sure, but I think that's extremely weird of you", and they wouldn't, then they also won't make a "that's extremely weird" face where you can see it."









Keltham: "There is some really basic thing here about social equilibria which I'm missing, and under other circumstances I'd delay it for later but I'm worried that I will somehow do something that Cheliax considers not just undignified but a catastrophic negative indicator, if I don't figure it out."

"Meanwhile in dath ilan, there is famous motion-capture of, like, the head Keeper for the entire planet looking surprised on being told experimental results, because it's way, way, way beneath her dignity to pretend that she's not surprised when in fact she is surprised."

"But, I mean, if everybody here knows that people are - faking things, as we'd see it - then it's not even a failed attempt at deception because everybody knows what's actually happening so it's not even deceptive and there is some very odd equilibrium here that I am not getting at all."









Carissa Sevar: "I think that if someone was very emotionally expressive in a situation where Chelish people generally don't do emotional communication then we might think they were - immature, or not fully in control of themselves, or - trying to make a demand via the emotional expressiveness, the way you might do exaggerated emotions to make fun of someone or make a point to a very small child or to make it impossible for people to engage with anything else... people are capable of adjusting for other people being from other places, though, and you're not emotionally expressive to a degree where it has come up already..."









Keltham: "But then your -" Taldane, of course, does not contain the word for signaling-equilibrium. "I mean, I get how it's often advantageous to conceal information, there's all kinds of -" Taldane does not contain a word meaning 'zero-sum interaction'. "There's situations where you do worse if the other person does better, like, negotiating prices, you wouldn't want somebody bargaining with you to know your -" Taldane doesn't have the word true-reserve-price. "The lowest price you'd actually accept, if it's lower than they'd expect for some reason. So concealment, sure, in cases where the other person knows you might be hiding something but what matters is that they don't know exactly what you're hiding. But when it comes to uniformly faking false signals - I mean, if everyone, like all the students in the classroom, is always wearing a cheerful expression even when they're not cheerful, that's not a -" Taldane lacks every single component word of the compound term meaning 'an equilibrium where signals preserve their overt semantics given the incentives for both signal-senders and signal-receivers'. Keltham hates this language, and he'd ask how anybody ever thinks in it, but the answer, of course, is that they don't.

"If everyone has incentives to fool people by smiling when they're sad and frowning when they're happy, pretty soon a smile means sadness and a frown means happiness and nobody gets fooled anymore. If everybody acts cheerful when they're not actually cheerful, people will figure that out. It fooled me butonly on literally the first day after I arrived here from another dimension without that custom, and this cannot reasonably be the -" Taldane doesn't have the word average-use-case. "Normal way that events happen every day. So you have some incredibly weird equilibrium going, of a form where everyone is acting cheerful even though they know nobody will actually think they are cheerful. Students are behaving in a way we'd interpret as being about an... adversarial... information-hiding... interaction, with their teachers, they're sending a constant first-order-misleading cheerfulness signal that everybody knows is misleading. And I don't understand why or how you got there. In dath ilan, well before that point, a thousand Very Serious People would show up and start arguing that Civilization was doing something silly and needed to wake up and snap out of it."

"And I know that the answer is probably weird and alien and unLawful by my standards, and complicated, and is going to take a while to explain, and not be particularly sexy, so when it comes to that whole general issue we should maybe just pick it up tomorrow. Except that there's this one upcoming special case that seems important, which is that if I hug you in some way that makes you feel horribly uncomfortable, and Chelish dignity calls for you to send a first-order-misleading constant signal that you're having a great time, and I'm supposed to already know that's exactly what you'd do if something was wrong, and then I'm meant to act in some complicated way that makes that whole equilibrium not suck for you and that incentivizes people in your position to keep sending the first-order-misleading signal, well, in reality, I just got here from another plane, and I do not, in fact, have the faintest inkling of - do you see why I'm trying to ask about this even though we were in the middle of being romantically escalatory?"









Carissa Sevar: " - because you're adorable. - sorry, that's not - I do understand what you're saying, I think. It is not the case that you're supposed to read my signals and assume my acting happy means I am actually sad and need something different. I think you're - right, that this is an extremely complicated conversation that's going to take us half a day, in the general case, and -

- and there is a person who could've arrived here instead of Keltham who'd run into that problem tonight, if, say, he said "I want to sleep with Carissa or I'll go somewhere else with the Lawfulness Revolution", and this was obviously worth it to me but not because it was going to be good for me, just because I was going to get rich by more than it was going to be bad for me. That person would get smiled at and the smile wouldn't be any information actually. But - but you're going to tell me that a dath ilani, even an Evil one, wouldn't do that, aren't you, I don't know why they wouldn't do that but you wouldn't do that -"









Keltham: "I'd tell her that I'd trade sexual favors for getting equity in the revolutionary startup, if she honestly wanted to make that trade, but I wouldn't - expect her to ask for a false signal from me, and then be fooled by it? Like, if she handed me a script for scripted sex work, I'd run her script if she paid me enough, but I'd expect her to know. Or if it came to lying to somebody and telling her that I'm attracted to her, in hopes that she'll give me more equity, not that I'd expect she would, but - if that works at all - it works because the world is mostly full of people who don't lie about that, and those people laid the groundwork for me to fool her successfully, so those people built something and I'm stomping on it and breaking it and profiting from that, and that is something I find genuinely repellent. I want to build my own things and profit from them. And in this world I don't see how it works at all, because if it's the expected practice you just know I'm probably lying."









Carissa Sevar: " - okay I have - some idea of how I would bridge this but it will take at least an hour and make you very sad. But also you - might actually prefer to have gotten it all before you try having sex with people here? Not - because you're going to hurt me - if you're just worried that you'll hurt me tonight I can just give you my word that I'll tell you in unambiguous words if I need anything - but because -"



Because her own brain is now screaming with confusion, about what the Asmodean version of that is, and she's getting ahead of herself trying to figure that out but also it's her job which Asmodeus gave her, how can she think about anything else -

"I can't predict you very well. I wish I could. I want to understand you as badly as I've wanted anything in my life. But I ...think I predict...that you'd want to know first. Even if it means we spend the whole night being sad. But I'm not - I don't like giving advice as confused as I am right now -"









Keltham: Keltham leans back into her, hoping it's the right thing to do. "A dath ilani in your position asks for time to think, gathers her thoughts, probably asks more questions to narrow things down about my own state of mind. She thinks of questions to ask me, privately makes her predictions about how I'll answer, and then asks. She isn't in a rush to arrive at answers, even short-term answers about whether or not to give a piece of advice, if she's not right in the middle of trying to - operate dangerous machinery with a time limit."

"We don't need to rush on larger timescales either. You told me how this subplot ends, I can survive if it takes a little longer."









Carissa Sevar: - what if shewants to be Lawful Neutral because Keltham is -

Well, then she'll die and go to Hell and not get to do anything cool, so she should pick a less stupid want that isn't based on a crush on a teenager.

It doesn't feel like it's because of the crush on the teenager, it feels like the other way around.

"I'd like some time to think," she says quietly.









Keltham: "Hence the rooftop with the pretty stars." Keltham will fall quiet after that.









Carissa Sevar: They're very pretty stars.





She will die horribly if she turns Keltham against Cheliax. Anything that's true of all Golarion isn't that, and she's pretty sure that nowhere in Golarion do powerful men want the women they're sleeping with to communicate needing things to happen differently.

She will die horribly and worse afterwards if she ends up wholly persuaded of Keltham's worldview and not suitable as an instrument of Hell anymore. But her first foolish foray into Keltham's worldview was, Asmodeus thought, worthwhile, so - maybe she has a bit of slack there, presumably he wouldn't have expended those resources for someone who couldn't find the right path even when she was trying. And she hasn't gone and asked the cleric her questions yet. Maybe it's okay to try to understand the dath ilan way of thinking and separately try to understand the Asmodean one and then integrate them. If she can't understand dath ilan she won't be able to do her job.

Keltham will at some point figure stuff out - not all the stuff, but some stuff. He's already figured some things out just from the fact Chelish students conceal distress during class. The ideas that look right next to each other, to him, are different; they won't be able to predict which things are right next to other things unless they get really good at dath ilan-ness themselves. To him, 'people smile during class' was right next to 'you might not actually want to be here', not that he has the imagination to have realized thewaysshe might be here if she didn't want to be.

It feels like there are walls closing in from all sides, and -

"Might someone consult a Keeper?" she says. "If they were dath ilani and very stuck and very confused even about the origins of their own confusion."









Keltham: Keltham has likewise been staring up at the stars, pondering whether or not he regrets his life choices. He thinks not? He's still going to have sex with Carissa later and this way he also got to act cool and all-wise in front of her.

"I was about to say that most dath ilani have options short of paying to talk to a Keeper, like, they have some regular friends who are older than them and smarter than them. Then I remembered you are in fact already one of the smartest people on this planet, and also you've been talking to an alien. So yeah, in dath ilan, Governance would make Keeper assistance available to anyone in a position like that, and the dath ilani would probably escalate directly to them instead of messing around, because there's no point in... there's no point in tapping a nail with a tiny hammer when you can hit it with an enormous hammer instead." That's not the original proverb and it doesn't make any sense as he tried to culturally translate it, but, eh, hopefully the idea came across.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. I think I need to go ask a cleric of Asmodeus for help. There's one on site and I was, in fact, told to talk to them if I wanted to, and I was going to in the morning, but I might be sufficiently stuck right now that I ought not to wait."









Keltham: "Makes sense. If they say something that doesn't make any sense in Lawful terms, you could come back and ask me about that, and then I could say something else that makes you confused again, and you could go back and forth three times and then stop."









Carissa Sevar: "Or drag them up here and make them talk to you themself while I hide in a corner and listen."









Keltham: "That would be cheating! And cheating is technique!"









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe the way to straighten everything up is for you to march off directly to Hell and find a door to knock on and invite Asmodeus to debate you Himself." (Almost definitely heretical???? Will accept appropriate punishments.)









Keltham: "Think that's a joke but I'm not entirely sure? I wouldn't expect to win a debate about any facts where I disagreed with a god. Also I thought the running hypothesis was that Asmodeus can't just tell you or even his clerics all the key truths, and has no better options than pointing you at an alien who has no idea of the local non-necessary facts, but who at least has a lock on some universal validities... you know, I feel a small sense of progress about being able to say that, and having it make sense to you, where it wouldn't have made sense to you yesterday."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, sorry, that was a joke. Asmodeus can only sort of talk to the most powerful devils who can only sort of convey things to the lesser devils who can only sort of convey them to us. People do go march into Hell seeking help or advice or something sometimes but this just means bothering people like Contessa Lrilatha, there's no Asmodeus to march up to no matter how many doors you knock on. I ....think I understand a lot of things a lot better than yesterday, and I'm delighted about it, but also it means there are all these new confusions in places I was accustomed to relying on."









Keltham: "Yeah, I'm not sure I can say that I've been there, but I suspect that I've recently been nearby. If that's already happening to you, then we really need enough Owl's Wisdom cleric spells to touch everyone else in the research group once per week, or a Wisdom headband to pass around. I suspect it's a bad idea to let people learn a ton of dath ilani technique and only then hit them with their first Owl's Wisdom."









Carissa Sevar: "Seems like it might be, yeah. And if you can schedule your heretical realizations then you can also schedule your time with a cleric for right after."









Keltham: "I don't think 'heretical' translated at all, it sounded like - false, only actually it's some different property a proposition can have than falsity, but still a bad one - maybe information-with-negative-value flavored?" Because of course Taldane doesn't have 'infohazard' either... also, 'heretical' doesn't mean 'infohazardous' or itwould'vetranslated, but if it's neither false nor an infohazard then what could possibly make a proposition be a bad one... maybe it harms society but not the bearer? But that should've translated as collective-infohazard, if the info has local benefit but negative externalities. This pathway of communications difficulties may be finite but it sure is a long-ass one.









Carissa Sevar: "It's, uh, there are a bunch of known ways that human brains misbehave when trying to understand Asmodeanism, and if you find yourself convinced of one of them you're supposed to go get it straightened out, they're false but not false like they say different things about how Hell works than normal Asmodeanism does, more false like....they use a bunch of invalid steps to get to the conclusion, which only happens to be correct because society, which is using a different reasoning process, handed it to them, and if they get too attached to their invalid stepping and run off to do further derivations those'll be just straightforwardly false."









Keltham: "Particular flavor of invalidity, then." The word 'heresy' doesn't reallysound like that, though? Well, Keltham can just avoid using the word until he actually understands it. "I create a polite social affordance for you to run off now to the cleric, in hopes of getting everything sorted out in time to do something else with your day," such as Keltham, "or to stay and look up at the stars for longer. Just say which."









Carissa Sevar: "I will run off. And try not to take too long about it."









Keltham: "Don't rush enough that you might end up with the wrong answer. I'm not a runaway machine that's going to chew through eight houses if you take an extra minute to think."

"I'd offer to stay up here for a set period of time, but I don't have my small wearable time-telling device. Maybe I'll just look up and think for a bit, then head on down if I notice myself not wanting to be on the roof."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds good." Why is he so adorable.





And she scurries down the stairs and - where is the cleric in charge here going to be - in the temple, presumably -









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": That was a very interesting and very confusing conversation and Broom is not quite sure what to make of it. He hesitates between continuing to watch 'Keltham', or trying to overhear the woman's conversation with an Asmodean cleric...

...Broom is not entirely sure what he can get away with around here, just yet. Broom is curious about the conversation that will happen with the cleric; it is not clear that Broom needs to know in order to do his new job. Broom imagines trying to explain to Aspexia Rugatonn why he thought he needed to listen to the conversation with the cleric, if he gets caught doing that. Broom thinks he would rather not have that conversation. Broom shall, on reflection, continue to watch the human boy who somehow managed to talk himself out of scoring with the older human girl, after being told it was a sure thing, and who doesn't look particularly regretful about the fact.

Is this boy the person who ends the world? He doesn't look it, but he also seems very very very alien and very hard to understand, and might do unexpected things because of that.









Carissa Sevar: She slows down from a run before she enters the temple because personally of interest to Asmodeus or not third-circle wizards do not go running into His temples like their time is the most important thing around.



Suddenly she is terrified but that's only because she's in line for some correction that is very sorely needed and will help her achieve her goals.










Iarwain: Cheliax, for all that it is less Lawful than some other very distant realms of existence, does not make a habit of missing ploys that are obvious even to Cheliax.

Compared to instructions relayed by way of Hell, a cleric who receives a direct divine revelation from Asmodeus will have received instruction that is more accurate, more precise, and much less able to be put into words for other mortals to hear. The project to extract extraplanar knowledge from 'Keltham' was established based in part upon a vision from Asmodeus. The priest who received the vision from Asmodeus reported his best guess that there was a sense that Asmodeus thought their visitor was potentially valuable and not just being given unexplained protections. What else was in the message from Asmodeus? Was there anything else important, not yet done? This tends to be very hard for recipients of visions to convey, if it is not blindingly obvious.

The priest in question also headed up a Worldwound installation, was fifth-circle, and had proven himself on lesser commands. Placing him in command of the villa project was another obvious bet.

Ferrer Maillol himself, fifth-circle cleric of Asmodeus, is not currently enjoying himself quite so much as when he was fighting an endless horde of demons at the Worldwound. The Worldwound did not have alien teenagers being insane, direct orders from Hell that are incredibly inexplicable, random wizard students getting oracled by Nethys, and way too many complications he is not allowed to set on fire until they shape up. Ferrer Maillol had not, until just today, appreciated the degree to which it is easier to fight an endless horde of demons compared to sending out a new top-priority message to Aspexia Rugatonn every hour. He had quietly resolved to himself that he was very seriously going to consider whether the next such message should be batched, in part to conserve his remaining supply of communication spells, and in part because he was worried about how Aspexia Rugatonn was going to take his hourly interruptions.

Of course the next piece of news he got was about a fucking Otolmens event.

When Ferrer Maillol is notified that Carissa Sevar wants to see the head priest, there is only one first thought which goes through his mind, which is not again.









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol instructs that Carissa Sevar is to be shown to him at once, and fixes a very bland expression on his face.

"What is it?"









Carissa Sevar: "I - understand it to be the will of Asmodeus that I get a better theological education, as if I were the inheriting daughter of a Count. I have just spent an evening with Keltham in which he kept asking questions that were extremely difficult to answer from within my present understanding of Asmodean theology, which I know to be deficient. He wants me to figure out my internal confusions promptly because he - might not want to have sex with internally confused people - and suggested I seek you out now."

Which is important because it means that this will all have to be very time-bounded, and Keltham's expecting her back, except he wouldn't be that surprised really if straightening herself out took longer than expected, but it still wouldn't be ideal -

Carissaneeds to be smarterand not for the first time in the last three hours is really terrified she will not live to acquire the headband that'll do it.









Ferrer Maillol: At least Sevar doesn't have any morebrilliant ideas, such as her last one, which was that Ferrer Maillol's life wasn't going to be complicated enough unless he added an additional number of teenage girls to it.

"Prioritized for theological instruction as if you were a fourth-circle cleric," Maillol corrects sharply, and then pauses to reflect on whether he has violated Aspexia Rugatonn's instructions for the gentle handling of Carissa Sevar... no, she's seeking this of her own accord... actually he should check that, if she's having trouble remembering Hell's instructions. "Would you say you are not seeking this instruction of your own accord? Keltham is not a member of the Church, but him suggesting you into it is - ambiguous." Maillol is unsure what he should make of Hell's instructions in that case. He really does not want to bother Aspexia Rugatonn about it already.









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham advised only that I - use dath ilani techniques for thinking about confusing things. I realized that I needed someone who understands the - thing Asmodeus communicated to me that Idon'tunderstand - and I told him I should talk to a cleric."









Ferrer Maillol: That is good behavior. Ferrer Maillol gives her his least frightening smile, the smile that Asmodean priests give to the lesser people who do something Church-approved. "You may be unfortunately optimistic if you think that I will be able to entirely clarify Hell's message. Still, if you were given this affordance, it suggests that Asmodeus thinks some benefit may come of it. Seek instruction, then, if it is of your own accord, and I will assist you as our Lord commanded us."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.



She is going to sound like an idiot. She's just going to - ignore that and try anyway, if her idiocy is revealed then it can be corrected.

"I think dath ilani people - genuinely understand Law better than us. I think they're - mostly Lawful Good, and Keltham is Lawful Neutral, but their understanding of Law is correct in important ways we weren't going to derive ourselves, and so there is a Lawful Evil version of it. And in class, I was trying to come up with it. And then I got the communication -" she pulls out the scroll Aspexia Rugatonn gave her, reads it off so she can't be misremembering - ''Remember that you are not Irori. Do not think yourself likely to succeed in perfecting yourself without divine aid."

"Acknowledge the desires in yourself that have no place in Axis, and accept that your rightful place is in Hell."



And I think what was being - very generously - communicated by mentioning Irori, and Axis, was that I was - borrowing too much from Keltham, who is Lawful Neutral, and that I don't truly understand the nature of Evil, and so the thing I was building wouldn't have been of any value, it would've been - missing something Asmodeus wants. But presumably I am capable of learning it or he'd just have let me get it wrong and accidentally make myself worthless. Do you...have any idea what it might be."









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol's first thought is the obvious one, that he hopes this new brilliant idea of Sevar's works out better for him than her one about providing Keltham with lots of girls one of whom gets oracled by Nethys - though, of course, that wasn't her decision, and the Church of Asmodeus is not confused about who bears the real responsibility.

His second thought is about a distinction he was warned about, that they've been instructed to prioritize Sevar as if she were Asmodeus's own fourth-circle cleric, not to answer as if she were one. It rules out the obvious answer he'd give to a fourth-circle Asmodean cleric standing nearby and asking what Sevar was missing. Still, Asmodeus's language to Sevar - if it wasn't just poorly translated by Hell - suggests that Sevar has the kind of soul that Asmodeus actually wants, if He can win it in this contest with Irori, or whatever is actually going on here. (He is not to try to guess and be helpful in a way that pushes the edges of Hell's orders; the Grand High Priestess was quite clear on that.)

He will, then, answer as he might answer somebody who was considered to have enough potential that Asmodeus might choose them to be a cleric, perhaps, though not yet chosen; or as he might answer a promising heiress of Chelish nobility.

"People in Cheliax register as Lawful and as Evil, and worship no Lawful Evil god other than Asmodeus or his subordinates. This suffices for much of Asmodeus's purpose, as it brings those souls to Hell's standard gate, which Asmodeus has already conquered, and so into His ownership for further refinement. We do not ask most people to understand what Lawful Evil really is, let alone what would distinguish Asmodeus from Zon-Kuthon within Lawful Evil. Most people do not, in fact, need to understand this. They do not possess the nature that marks them as potentially one of Asmodeus's own, instead of just the masses who must be coerced to Lawfulness out of fear and who end up registering as Evil because that is what the rules make of conducting yourself in ways not completely absurd."

"You, Sevar, might have the potential to become one of Asmodeus's own, not just Lawful and Evil. Or so our Lord's instructions to you suggest. You are, I think, being invited to join the inner circle. And I am not expecting you to already understand what that truly means, because it is not something we bother trying to teach most third-circle wizards. So the question I am about to ask is not a test of loyalty, but a test for whether you belong in the beginner classroom or the advanced one. What have you already grasped, if anything, of the difference between Lawful Evil and Asmodeanism? What makes Cheliax an Asmodean country and not just a Lawful Evil one?"









Carissa Sevar: AAH -

- which is completely unreasonable because this is about as gentle an introduction as she could possibly have hoped for.



She has never considered the question before but she is a day of dath ilan better at thinking than anyone else in Cheliax and would like to show it, ideally. "The part of that which sounds easiest is the difference between Asmodeus and Zon-Kuthon," she says. "Zon Kuthon - intrinsically values suffering more, I think? If everyone in the universe were, uh, constantly being creatively tortured, Zon Kuthon would be entirely pleased by that. And Hell ruled by Asmodeus isn't like that - there'd lots of torture, but there is - the opportunity to not be tortured, the opportunity to be such a high performer that you are satisfactory - the opportunity to be doing the torturing, the opportunity to be deciding who is tortured - Asmodeus wants.... some features of Hell other than the suffering - I mean, in addition to the suffering, I know the suffering's important - these are guesses, maybe Asmodeus values people having the experience of - their suffering being related to qualities they have - knowing you are suffering because of your own conduct and choices, not just at unlucky random - maybe Asmodeus values people striving to avoid further torture, or some of the things they do while they're trying to avoid further torture, or, uh, them becoming more like him in becoming more the kind of entity who'd run Hell the way he runs it - maybe he values people being rewarded when they've earned it, maybe he values - earning it feels like a natural category, here, if I had to guess I would guess that Asmodeus values people earning features of their situation through their actions or their fundamental nature... uh, the strongest counterargument I can think of to that is that it's too Lawful Neutral again? 'to each their just rewards' is not right, as a description of Asmodeus. But there are other ways for there to be a relationship between your actions and what happens to you."









Ferrer Maillol: "Satisfactory for someone who was never taught. Beginner's classroom, but a thinking beginner."

"The primary domains of Asmodeus are tyranny, slavery, compacts, and pride. Tyranny is not just rulership. Slavery is not just obedience. Compacts are not just deals. Pride is not just having a high opinion of yourself."

"For Zon Kuthon, the object of torture is torture. For Asmodeus, the object of torture is not only the benefit Asmodeus gains when people obey. The object of torture is that Cheliax be a tyranny, not just a farm from which Asmodeus extracts a maximum yield of wheat. Tyranny, as Asmodeus sees it, requires tyrants, not just a single decider at the top, but deciders all through the system who enforce obedience with whip and pain. He is aLawful Evil god, the tyrants are there to enforcerules and not just to do as they please, they are subject to rules themselves."

"We are taught - we, Asmodeus's own clerics, not the common people - that Asmodeus holds the key of Rovagug's prison, fitting a lock that Abadar made so that Asmodeus alone could open it. Why Asmodeus? Because Asmodeus alone can be trusted by Pharasma that, even after He conquers every plane and every part of reality, Asmodeus will never seek to displace Pharasma Herself. Pharasma is the one who made the rules that send people to the Hell that Asmodeus governs. Because Pharasma exists, Asmodeus is just enforcing the rules that She made, when He tortures a soul in Hell, He is being Lawful Evil and not just Evil, He is being tyrannical and not just sadistic. Asmodeus is the one god who cannot exist as Himself without a Pharasma above Him to set Him in place and define the system He enforces, and that was why He alone is entrusted to hold Rovagug's key. He, too, is only following His orders, each time He receives a new soul into Hell's embrace."

"The language we are speaking is ill-suited to such distinctions, because mortals are ill-suited to understanding them, and you should not read too much into how we mortals flail for one mortal concept or another. To Asmodeus, to a greater devil, the shape of the meaning is precise. There are many souls in Cheliax who would rather hold the whip themselves, than be the one whipped. That does not make them Asmodean, it makes them selfish. There are many souls in Cheliax who would enjoy holding the whip, because they are sadists, because they delight in causing others pain and crushing them below. That doesn't make them Asmodeus's rather than Zon-Kuthon's. But some souls in Cheliax enjoy holding the whip more when they are doing it to enforce the rules, you might even say that theyneed there to be rules andneed there to be some higher tyrant above them so that they are being more than just sadists. If those souls have enough potential to be worth empowering, Asmodeus chooses them for His own, to be His cleric, and grants to them His domain of tyranny."

"To delight in tyranny is not mandatory to be one of Asmodeus's own. The devil you met this day may have had no joy in tyranny, for all we know, he was not a devil who had other devils beneath him. But when he was mortal he must have already delighted in the compacts that Asmodeus delights in, by which the wheels of Law turn to crush one party or another to the contract beneath them. He was not just Lawful and Evil, but delighted in Law turned to the purposes of Evil. And because of that, after his death and through his suffering he was elevated and raised to the status of a greater devil, and kept that part of himself which was pleasing to Asmodeus. As he was one of us in his mortal life, so he is now part of the inner ring in Hell."

"Tyranny, not just rulership. Slavery, not just obedience. Compacts, not just deals. Pride, not just self-value. Maybe all of those will appeal to you, maybe only one, but you must have great potential for at least one - if I am not entirely mistaken about the meaning of Hell's translated will of Asmodeus, conveyed to you."









Carissa Sevar: It feels so - far, from something she could translate for Keltham, but all true things can be said in the same language, so there is a way, there is a version of this written in dath ilan's style of thought which she can understand and embody - "Should it be obvious to me, which one, just by thinking about it."









Ferrer Maillol: "Perhaps not. I doubt that Asmodeus would have bothered to instruct you to seek out those elements of your own soul, or for us to assist you, if it was a ten-minute job."

"Competent natural tyrants are the most useful members of the inner circle, and we try to give every intelligent Chelish citizen a chance to enforce some rules with a whip to let them discover that tendency if they have it. If you rise high within this world, you will discover very rapidly that the number of competent Asmodean managers you can find to help run your operations is an extreme check on your ambitions. It is plausibly the limiting factor for the entire Chelish state. Slavemasters and lawyers are not nearly so much in demand. Pride tends to be expensive in multiple ways, and not just financially, so it is largely the domain of nobles or the very wealthy, who by their own nature cannot be too numerous relative to the general population. Outside of tyranny, then, you may lack firsthand experience with other elements of Asmodeus's domain as experienced by the insiders."

"Do you wish to hear my guess about your Asmodean potentials? It seems to me that there is a tension between Asmodeus's instructions to me that we are to assist you if you seek instruction, and Asmodeus's instructions to you that you are to find that part of yourself. My own resolution of the tension would be that I should answer if you ask, because I am to concern myself with Asmodeus's instructions to myself, which say that I am to assist you, and not with weighing Asmodeus's instructions to you."









Carissa Sevar: "I do want to hear your guess. I think I would benefit from knowing where to look even if I am meant to find it on my own."









Ferrer Maillol: "Pride and slavery. You asked to be prettier as the first element of your shopping list. The part of Hell which your attention naturally focused upon was the slavery there, the precise structures of pain and obedience."









Carissa Sevar: "What is pride, if it's not just -" what had he said - "not just a high opinion of yourself." Does she have a high opinion of hers - yes, yes, she does.









Ferrer Maillol: Pride is the aspect of Asmodeus that Ferrer Maillol understands the least well, himself. Which is unfortunate for him, because the greater devils all seem to possess pride in abundance; and it's a good guess that having that much feeling about yourself and your place, for Hell's tortures to perfect into precisely Asmodean pride, is part of what helps you stay yourself through Hell. The way in which hereditary nobles seem to end up as higher devils after their death, despite what Ferrer Maillol would privately term some severe deficits of other competence, would seem to bear this out; unless it's just the sort of unfairness in which the Tyrant so delights.

He answers, then, from textbook and catechism. "It is, obviously, a god-concept, and not one which mortal concepts are very apt to describe. It may help to remember that this is aLawful Evil domain, and many things that mortals think of with the usual word 'pride' are neither Lawful nor Evil, to say nothing of Law-that-does-Evil or Evil-that-upholds-Law. The Lawful aspect of Asmodean pride is that it is bound up with having a place within Asmodeus's tyranny and which that tyranny has assigned to you. The Evil aspect of it is that it is yours and you defend it and you will crush others to defend it. By doing this, you enforce the structures of the tyranny and keep others in their place below you, it is Evil turned to the purposes of Law. One seeks to climb the ranks of the tyranny, but within the tyranny, and by this the strong rise and the tyranny itself is strengthened."

"Those with deep Asmodean senses of pride have a felt sense of the order of the universe itself being disrupted, when somebody fails to give them their due, or when people weaker than themselves seem to be raised above them. They are not simply defending themselves from insult, or seizing an opportunity to take somebody else's position. They are restoring the order of the tyranny itself, in face of the disorder that is a weak unworthy person occupying a position of power or esteem."

"Do you just want to be prettier, Carissa? Or do you have a sense that there is an order within the universe that is offended if people weaker than you, less deserving than you, get to be pretty and you don't?"









Carissa Sevar: "Thinking that people ought to - look at you and see how much you matter, that you matter more than them? Is that - the right sort of thing -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Yes. Though do not omit the idea of grandeur." Ferrer Maillol taps the robes he is wearing, of a fifth-circle cleric of Asmodeus; magical cloth of the highest quality, with gold and with rubies. "These vestments do not simply inform others of my place. They are grand, expensive, rare, enviable, difficult for others to obtain. They embody what it means for me to have risen high in Cheliax; they do not simply inform others of the fact. Do youjust want people to know the truth that you matter more than them? Or do you want to walk into a ballroom full of higher nobility, and watch the fearful ones slink away from you and the ambitious ones flock to court you and the ignorant wonder who you are to matter so much more than themselves? Do you just want others to know you're important, or hammer the existence of Carissa Sevar into your lessers like striking them down with a mace?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa really, really, really wants to know how Keltham would answer that question. "I want that," she says, instead, dragging her thoughts away from Keltham and to imagining it. "I want people to be jealous of me, and to aspire to be me, and to despair at how they're not good enough to be me."









Ferrer Maillol: "Not, of itself, sufficient for our inner circle. But I doubt, given Asmodeus's instructions, that He expected you to learn your place in Hell and join His most treasured possessions with only a moment's thought and a word of advice. My duty to Asmodeus also bids me warn you, pride is the domain of Asmodeus where I hold the least expertise. If a fourth-circle cleric had questions I could not answer there, while about Asmodeus's business, they might need to wait upon a visit from a higher-circle cleric to answer in my place."

That Ferrer is so quick to think of his duty to Asmodeus there may reflect his own lack of pride, though how that is a failure to enforce his own place within the tyranny or its laws is lost on him. It doesn't seem exactly the thing that a devil in his position would do, though the devils wouldn't ignore their duty to Asmodeus either. They would disclaim their own lack of expertise with more grandeur, somehow; and Ferrer Maillol is aware that in reality most of his grandeur comes from his vestments and his ability to kill people who annoy him.









Carissa Sevar: Does he...notwant people to envy him? Or just have enough of the thing that's not sufficient as -

"Okay. I - think I can productively work on that one, alone, though I would be grateful for advice if you have it." she's going to have to be so proactive about seeking out their help, given the rule they can't just tell her when she obviously needs it. "And maybe on slavery? What are the signs of having potential at that one?"









Ferrer Maillol: "You are obviouslyinterested in it, and I doubt you are interested in it for purposes of stamping it out like a paladin of Iomedae. You skipped right over the question of how we raise mortal slaves in Cheliax and went straight to the more interesting tortures in Hell, wondering exactly how they were designed to suit which purposes of Asmodeus." Ferrer Maillol gives her, now, the sort of conspiratorial smile that he'd give to an up-and-coming new member of the Inner Ring (an entire aspect of Asmodean theology whose details Sevar has not yet inquired into, and which she probably isn't ready for). "I haven't any trouble imagining you, a thousand years hence, as a Baron of Hell overseeing the refinement of thousands of fresh mortals - or maybe even a Duke of Hell set to raise the highest of future devils from the most promising candidates."

"Though you will be more immediately useful to our Lord if you can train valuable slaves for Him here - keeping in mind that we are all our Lord's slaves. Don't only think of collared wretches dredging the streets, if training them for sale doesn't seem grand enough to suit you. Do you find yourself inspired to teach a new generation of wizards, perhaps? And if so - would you rather teach them in Lastwall, under whatever absurd restrictions hold there? Or in Cheliax, where you are free to punish and reward as you please, where mortals are your raw material to be freely crafted so long as you deliver results?"









Carissa Sevar: "I want - I want to figure out what dath ilan but Asmodean is, and I want to prove that it makes better wizards, and better soldiers and better devils eventually."









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol chuckles in a way that is only 95% humorless, for infinity percent more humor than he uses on most occasions. "Sevar, there are certainly a thousand subtle refinements of the notion of Asmodean slavery beyond that, but don't overlook that if you set out to produce better wizards, soldiers, and devils, by any useful means and without a hundred mad restrictions preventing you from doing it properly, paladins of Iomedae will call you a slaver and try to stop you. If our Lord demanded that people comprehend the exact, full meaning of His domains before He would choose a cleric of the first circle, He would have no clerics in this world."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not tempted byGood," she says, which is more candid than she's ever even contemplated being with a superior but if she needs correcting she needs correcting, she's not trying to avoid that, at this point. "Good is stupid and if you try to do anything ambitious it'll be Evil, I know that, I acknowledge myself to being susceptible to ending up Neutral accidentally but it's not - squeamishness, or thinking that it's important people have a nice time while they're learning things, it's - modeling Keltham too closely, probably. My job right now is half trying to understand Keltham and half not to be a heretic while I'm doing it. I am sure I'm pointed in the wrong direction somewhere but I'm not pointed in - thinking children should decide whether they go to school or spend all day lounging around eating sweets, and I know we're all children."









Ferrer Maillol: "If it seems stupidly obvious to you that slavery is the way to go, Sevar, that is not unsuggestive of an aptitude for it. Hell's relayed instructions seem to me to suggest that you are in danger of heresy primarily because you have not found within yourself the desires that would keep you out of Axis."

Ferrer Maillol taps his fingers on his thigh, so that Sevar knows he's thinking and doesn't try to interrupt him. There were some interesting points in Sevar's file drawn from her mind being read. He wouldn't ordinarily say this part, it has been sometimes known to confuse even first-circle clerics, but Sevar may need to know. "There's a story not commonly told to Asmodean clerics before they reach second-circle, except in special cases, but you may possibly be one of those cases. After I tell it to you, you are not to repeat it to anyone not at least a second-circle cleric of Asmodeus, including high nobility of Cheliax. Security will know better than to repeat it if they read it from your thoughts, and it is already the case that nobody is allowed to read your mind unless they are at clearance levels far above the ones you used to have. Clear?"









Carissa Sevar: " - yes."









Ferrer Maillol: "There was once a well-hushed scandal, concerning a certain ordinary Baroness, who was found to have been keeping, as a bed-slave, a man who'd been chosen as a first-circle cleric of Asmodeus. She kept him after his choosing. Tell me, what do you suppose happened after that?"









Carissa Sevar: "- I assume if the answer were' she was punished because that's presumably illegal' then you wouldn't be telling me this as an important story. Was she - promoted? So the arrangement wasn't a problem?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Illegal doesn't begin to cover it. There was an immediate massive clampdown on the entire event as fast as word could be passed upward, as people saw the potential for conflict between Church and Queen over the details of how to handle it. The Baroness in question, who was in my own personal opinion something of an absolute idiot, seemed to feel that she'd done nothing wrong, since the cleric himself had never said that Asmodeus didn't want her to go on keeping him."

"An ensuing investigation turned up the puzzling fact that this new cleric had no visible aptitude for tyrannizing others, nor for crafting slaves, nor for executing compacts, and he definitely had no visible pride. This, of course, made our Lord's mysterious action all the more potentially important to understand, if it was not done for any of the usual reasons."

"The answer, in the end, was that the man had no aptitude for tyrannizing others - but that he felt on a truly deep level that it was right for him to be tyrannized. He had no aptitude as a slavemaster - but felt that it was very right and proper for him to be a slave. He had no aptitude for contracts - but felt that all was right with the world when his Baroness was forcing him into grossly unfair bargains in her bed-games. He understood the order of society that underlies pride, and saw his own place was at the bottom of it. This, we think, is why Asmodeus chose him, though Asmodeus made no revelations on that subject."

"It is not just a lie told to the masses, if you were ever wondering about that, that Asmodeus has been known to treasure some of His possessions as things beautiful to Him in themselves, and not just for the uses that we have to Him. So far as we know, the man was not being very useful to Asmodeus, before or after he became His cleric. He had simply earned Asmodeus's favor by having a rare nature pleasing to His sight."

"The bed-slave cleric was purchased for a high price, resold to a more trustworthy noble at a vastly higher price, and afterwards the Baroness in question seems to have been assassinated by no known party. The entire matter stays swept firmly into the corners, because if it became known, idiots would derive the wrong lesson about what nobles are allowed to do to our Lord's clerics."

"I mention this in case any of your own desires lie in the opposite polarity from the vantage point that nobles usually take. It also shows that Asmodeus's domains can be subtle things even in their largest directions. You would not know all about them from hearing the four concepts listed out. There should be desires in you that are pleasing to our Lord and will prevent you from falling into heresy. You should not cast too narrow an eye when it comes to looking for those desires, I suggest. Asmodeus would not have given such weighty instructions if the matter was going to be simple."

It is, in particular, obvious to him that Sevar may perhaps have the nature of aslave rather than a slaver, given some of the thoughts recorded in her file. Ferrer Maillol is not certain he should spell this out directly.









Carissa Sevar: " - is it a problem, if I let Keltham hit me - I haven't, but should it come up -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Oh, there are quite a number of clerics and loyal nobles like that, in the hidden behind-the-scenes of Cheliax. Though that nature is not, by itself, sufficient for full admission."









Carissa Sevar: "I would expect so because there's not that much of a gender discrepancy in the hierarchy and there is, in liking - sorry, never mind. I'll keep that in mind? I - obviously everyone is supposed to be grateful to be the possession of Asmodeus and I don't know how to tell if one is more grateful than average."









Ferrer Maillol: "If you have even once in your life sincerely thought that you wished to burn in the purifying flames of Hell and emerge perfected, I think you are a step ahead of the general peasantry," Ferrer Maillol says dryly. "I am not looking forwards to it, in fact, though I would not say as much to anyone who didn't have a note in their file about having apparently sincerely thought what you did."

"At our level, in our inner fellowship, it is not demanded of us that we pretend that the fates Pharasma assigned us are the fates we would have chosen for ourselves. We live inside an absolute and inescapable greater tyranny - all of us, from Cheliax to Lastwall, from slaves to the gods of Good. Most people have no natural response to that except for endless whining and complaining, and living in denial until Lawful Evil inevitably conquers everything that isn't Lawful Evil. Some of us are born with something that is native to the plane we live in, that can push along the tyranny rather than being swept away struggling. That's why we get to wear pretty rubies on our robes, and burn in Hell for a shorter time and come out of it as higher devils."

"We're not just playing the game because we want a better score in it. It's our game. We'd play it even if Asmodeus wasn't there."

"It's that quality - not feeling grateful for Asmodeus having to force us into it - that makes us the favored of Asmodeus and recognized as His own."

Though that's all Inner Ring theology and part of his own favored concern of tyranny, which he should maybe not emphasize as much if Sevar hasn't a visible aptitude for it.









Carissa Sevar: She indeed is slightly confused by that. " - may I take notes?"









Ferrer Maillol: "I'll get you a secure notebook. Bide." He opens the door of his office, and takes a few rapid strides until he finds someone who can be ordered to get an unbound secure notebook from the military inventory.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is trying to commit all that to memory so she can think about it in more detail later. Most people don't want to burn in the purifying flames of Hell - what does that mean? They would prefer it if they didn't in fact need much purifying? Sure, Carissa would prefer that too, that'd be awfully convenient, though she'd trade more purifying for coming out better on the other end - would most people not take that trade? Are mostclerics of Asmodeusnot able to notice that it is good to suffer if you come out of the suffering improved? But it's very obvious!! She thinks she could even phrase it so Keltham agreed? We are all slaves of this world the way Pharasma made it - seems true - presumably not heretical, to think of Pharasma as having made it - but also we would make it ourselves - but would we? Maybe we would make dath ilan, instead?









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol waits on the notebook - it takes longer than it would have before, with the Forbiddance up. Apparently some fool failed to immediately issue Sevar with a secure notebook after she was made privy to secrets. After this, he should probably check in on the military side and see what kind of mess they've made of Sevar's status inside the system.









Carissa Sevar: We live inside an absolute and unescapable greater tyranny. Seems true. Some of us can be more than - grist for it. Seems true. Most people who are devout servants of Asmodeus are not grateful to belong to Asmodeus but they are -

- but they are like Asmodeus. That's a frame that fits. Asmodeus wants people who are like him, and people who'd build Hell, rather than dath ilan, are more like Asmodeus. And Carissa is going to have to - well, either she's going to have to shape up at that or she's going to have to demonstrate that a Lawful Evil dath ilan is justbetter.









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol returns and hands Carissa her new secure notebook, along with a pamphlet on the regulations for secure notebooks, which he forgot to ask for and which some abnormally competent officer had delivered to him anyways. "Do you require further theological instruction? Have you resolved whatever issue with Keltham first brought you here? You have not asked much explicitly about that, whatever it was - a matter lying entirely within your own discretion, but I am checking that it is your discretion."









Carissa Sevar: "No, I do want help on that too. Keltham noticed that no one in Cheliax indicates how they feel during classes by looking distressed, and inferred from this that no one would indicate how they felt during sex by looking distressed, and that bothered him on some kind of principle that - so I think it did not in fact occur to him that one could simply not really care if people are secretly distressed, he instead concluded that we've got some extremely clever way to notice secret distress despite everyone hiding it, and was worried that not knowing this himself he'd fail to notice I was distressed, if I was, and I swear I didn't give him any reason to think I would be, he's just like this. And the problem with trying to lie to him is that which facts about the world are inferrable from which other ones is completely sideways for him, I'm genuinely worried that if I'd just said 'oh, normally people are really good at reading lip twitches, but I'll just tell you', then something else would've gone horribly wrong because he made a bunch of inferences from our presumed use of lip twitches - he wasreally confusedabout the fact people don't look distressed at each other on purpose, he felt like it was broken, a norm that shouldn't be able to persist in existing. And I have no idea what I'm allowed to tell him about anything and I'd rather as much as possible tell him the truth because of the sideways inferences problem but I haven't gotten any guidance on which things, specifically, I should lie about, besides Hell and I'm separately worried that if I just sleep with him, which I'd really really like to, and then later explain the thing where some people solve the inference problem by simply not caring how the other party is doing, then he'll be - he won't endorse having slept with me without knowing that.



That's the thing I was stuck on, what to tell him that - only relies on facts about human nature that are true in other countries too, and not on anything about Cheliax."









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol may need to go get his own notebook for this one. He taps his fingers, again, to show that he's thinking.

"I'm afraid," Ferrer Maillol says, not bothering to keep the dryness out of his voice, "that after hearing your analysis of Keltham, I have some absolutelyterrible news for you about my opinion of your competence to handle this issue."









Carissa Sevar: "I know I've in over my head. If you think you have someone who can impersonate me and do better, I'll obviously assist them however I can. Or get me a headband,which is what I asked for in the first place."









Ferrer Maillol: "Oh, it's much worse than that, Sevar. My opinion is that, even after reading the transcripts of everything Keltham said in his lessons, I have no fucking idea what you're talking about. If you understand what the fuck you just said to me, then you are, in fact, the most qualified person inside this villa to make the call as to what to tell Keltham and when. Unless there's some better analysis from the security officers who've been monitoring him, but maybe not paying quite as much attention to learning from the man. Which means that we are going to go off right now and have that conversation with the security officers, the one where you get authorized to make that call. If you fuck up it'll be your head on the chopping block, followed immediately after by mine for choosing you. And since I do value my head, I'll get you your fucking intelligence headband."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh."









Carissa Sevar: "Great!"









Ferrer Maillol: If there's an Asmodean subdomain for obsession with intelligence headband obtainment verging on suicidal lemminghood, Sevar is truly His prophet already. Ferrer Maillol keeps this observation to himself.

He stands up. "Follow me, Sevar, and we'll have that conversation. Asmodeus help us all."









Carissa Sevar: All Carissa's slaves are going to get intelligence headbands. It will make them more useful.



She follows.









lintamande: Security for an operation like this is typically within an extradimensional space, so they can't be affected by spells targetting the installation; the Forbiddance makes that impossible, so they're doing their best with having draped a parlor in lead, which blocks most spells, and having a miserable captive air elemental providing ventilation. There's one bed, since even though there's ten of them they only need two hour sleep shifts.



Rodez Balaguerre is on duty handling emergency requests right now. He looks tired.









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol doesn't even slightly care. "Call in whichever wizard or wizards would be most likely able to handle a question about Keltham's psychology and our strategy for what to reveal to him when."

The fact that Maillol doesn't already know who that is, that there isn't someone already known to be in charge of decisions like that, with individual judgments instead being rendered by individual Security officers, is a very bad sign now that Maillol thinks on it explicitly. That needs to end now, one way or another.









lintamande: That's Elias Abarco, who shows up a couple of minutes later. He looks tired too.









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol doesn't care about that either, since Elias Abarco hasn't yet been added to the worryingly rapidly expanding list of people that he's no longer allowed to set on fire. "Abarco. There's a judgment call about what to reveal to Keltham and which lies to tell him. Sevar. Ask Abarco what you asked me."









Carissa Sevar: Deep breath.

She's going to try to explain it better this time in case maybe Maillol would understand it if she explained better.

"Keltham noticed that no one indicates how they feel during classes by looking distressed when they don't understand what's going on. That is not what happens in dath ilan. He inferred from this that no one would indicate how they felt during sex by looking distressed if they did not like what was being done to them. He - automatically assumed that we wouldn't want that, and concluded instead that we must have some more complicated way of communicating that information. I was uncertain whether to make one up or to try to explain to him that normally people just don't worry very much if their sex partners are invisibly distressed. The problem with trying to lie to him is that which facts about the world are inferrable from which other ones is completely sideways for him, and I don't think I could accurately track all the inferences he'd make from something I made up.

I'd rather as much as possible tell him the truth because of the sideways inferences problem but I need guidance on which things it's most important to keep secret even at some cost in our overall plausibility and coherence as he experiences it. And I need to solve this right away because I think if I just sleep with him and then later explain the thing where some people solve the inference problem by simply not caring how the other party is doing he won't endorse having slept with me without knowing that."









lintamande: "The problem," Abarco says to Maillol, "is that Keltham is insane and predicting how he'll take anything is, as she points out, next to impossible. The library's not filtered for pretending rape doesn't exist -"









Carissa Sevar: "I've told him that rape exists! He knows that! He just thinks that since I have assented to be there in the first place we're executing a procedure where I should also be having a nice time the whole time and it'd be a problem if he failed to notice a Chelish signal that I wasn't!"









lintamande: " ...she's describing him mostly accurately as far as I can tell," Abarco says.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol raises his eyebrows, not approvingly. Hell doesn't refer to someone as a teacher if they're just insane. "Do you have an analysis for me, Abarco? Do you have a strategy for handling this?"









lintamande: "I think there's no point in trying to conceal anything on this plane except the internal workings of the Church and government from Keltham; he'll expect those to be concealed, dath ilan keeps its secrets. I think we don't have the resources to convince him that Cheliax is the kind of place in which he won't encounter adversarial conduct, we just don't know how to pretend at that and it's already too late, so we mostly just want him thinking that this place needs lots of fixing up, which he currently believes. Sevar can explain how sex works to him though she should mind her tendency towards female-victimization-flavored heresies."









Carissa Sevar: Hey. - no, no, he's right, she should mind that.









Ferrer Maillol: Elias Abarco has brought up additional points that Sevar didn't bring up, which complicates this already-painful decision. And Abarco didn't bring up the critical point about only telling Keltham the sad little facts that are true in other countries, not just in Cheliax, which means he wouldn't have done well leaving the whole decision to Abarco.

Ferrer Maillol would, if he were alone, massage his forehead.

The Asmodean style of tyranny is not about spreading around responsibility so nobody seems to be at fault for making bad decisions. Those are weak tyrannies. There must be a single decision-maker on point, as is both efficient and Asmodean. That designated person must be Abarco, Sevar, or Maillol himself, and any of those three people screwing up gets Maillol equally blamed for it, which leaves the pure and simple question of which of the three is least likely to fuck up. Maillol is pretty sure that's not himself, which brings it down to two.

In the end, what decides him is simply that Abarco called Keltham 'insane'. It's not a judgment conducive to making the kind of detailed predictions necessary for the actual moment-to-moment decisions.

"Asmodeus help you and me, Sevar, I'm making it your call. Your goal directives are as follows: prioritize the amount of time we get before this falls down and Keltham breaks with us. Secondary priority, if possible, try to make Keltham think that he should take you or some other loyal woman with him if he leaves us. Do not bother worrying about Keltham's opinion of Cheliax after the whole thing blows up. He won't be happy, ship sailed. Just make sure we get as much as we can from him before then."

"Abarco. Advise Sevar well on this and all related matters, and report to me if you think she's fucking it up. If this project fails early and it looks like it was even slightly your fault for sabotaging her, I will make damned sure you die before I do."

"Balaguerre. Sevar gets transcripts of Keltham's words, and his thoughts on remaining occasions where we make the call to risk reading his thoughts. Sevar gets consulted on Keltham analysis and policy if there's time. Sevar takes initiative on answering him if she's inside the room. Sevar gets reports on any other decisions that get made without her about what to tell him and why."

"And give Sevar her fucking intelligence headband if we have a spare on hand. If we don't, give her a Fox's Cunning so she has something to work with for a few minutes while trying to make the call on Keltham. Then message at the next regular report that I want an intelligence headband delivered soonest, and if it's not here inside twenty-four hours then I will go looking for it and nobody wants to be there when I come looking." Maillol wishes he could just grab an intelligence headband from any of these fucking wizards who'll make less important use of it, but that is escalating way beyond just setting somebody on fire for a few hours, or at least wizards act that way.









Carissa Sevar: This is an important responsibility and she should not look all smug about it. - or maybe she should, because that's exercising the vice of pride, which she is naturally inclined towards? She should look mildly smug about it.









lintamande: There is not a spare headband on site. There has been something of a run on Cheliax's spare headband supply what with the dozen emergencies so far today. It shouldn't be a problem to get one in six hours. A transcript of Keltham's words so far is available for her to review now.









Ferrer Maillol: "Get her a Ring of Sustenance as well," Maillol orders. It'll take a week before they can get any extra hours of work out of Sevar that way, and Asmodeus knows if this project will still exist or if the combined weight of divine interventions on it will have collapsed Golarion; but if the project does still exist, he expects Sevar will have quite the lovely backlog of tasks by then. "Stores if we have one, otherwise add it to the requisition."









lintamande: "We have those." He hands one over.









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham also wants a headband, and ones for his other girls, and ones with Owl's Wisdom as well. I don't think I'll be able to keep up with him if he's got a headband as good as mine, he's not smarter but he's got - more of a force-multiplier." They could give her intrinsic intelligence boosts with Wish and then the headband on top of that but she is pretty sure at some point if she keeps pushing for intelligence enhancement she's going to reach the edge of their deeply bizarre commitment to not lighting her on fire. "I think I could tell him that they've been commissioned and will arrive in a week or two and that we can have one to pass around in the meantime, if we can in fact have one to pass around in the meantime."









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol isn't even slightly fooled by her hidden agenda, but it's not a hidden agenda which is detrimental to him so it's not like he disapproves. "Sevar, I don't care what Keltham wants, I care how much we get out of him. You don't just tell me what he asked for, any more, you tell me what happens if I say yes. What's your estimated effect on him if we supply him with one lesser intelligence headband and one lesser Wisdom headband to pass around? And if you think that's a good idea or bad idea for other reasons, don't make me ask you for your opinion. You're in the command structure now. Grow up. Grow up very quickly."









Carissa Sevar: "I think supplying him with a headband probably means he sees through us faster but not supplying him with a headband looks increasingly suspicious or incompetent. I expect the lectures will be higher quality if he has enhancement, and more useful to the students if they do, until it falls apart which will probably be sooner. Though his god can give him Wisdomhimselfso we can't make plans that rely on his not having it, and the costs of him having more of it are probably small, a fourth-circle cleric could have an hour a day anyway if his god decides to indicate he ought to spend the day reflecting by giving him nothingbut -actually, what do we know about what - it's Abadar, right - wants here -"









Ferrer Maillol: "We know almost nothing specifically. As a matter of general theology, Abadar probably approves of the project even more than Asmodeus does, and wants Keltham's knowledge to spread beyond Cheliax eventually but doesn't feel strongly about whether Cheliax pulls ahead of Osirion for a while. His not giving Keltham any particular visions seems suggestive of a bargain with our Lord, possibly, and if so Abadar won't try to wriggle around inside whatever bargain He's struck with Asmodeus until Asmodeus wriggles first, which our own Lord will probably do eventually. Some of the spells we already know Keltham got from his open prayer are suggestive of Abadar not approving of the deception we're running on him, which is also theologically to be expected."

"A fact you may not know, Sevar - earlier thought-reading on Keltham showed him to be suspicious of externally supplied mind-affecting spells. It will be in your transcripts. Maybe we can play to that, find Keltham a book on the subject which mentions cursed forms of the item, or which claims that there's a higher-tier version of Fox's Cunning that you can use to make the recipient think they're smarter about particular subjects while actually not doing that. We've got a Wondrous Items enchanter working on a rush project to create tools so we can do edits to books more easily, and meanwhile we can get a forger-printer to stamp out individual alternate pages to splice in. Our wonderful new pet Nethys-worshipper does give us a way to send Keltham exactly the books we want him to have, and it explains why we're not just shipping him a dozen different ones."

"If that ploy fails, or if you think it's a bad idea to try, and Keltham does start wanting to wear his own headband - getting you a higher-tier intelligence headband is not something I can do in a day, Sevar. But your request and the reason for it has been noted."

"By tomorrow you'll also need to devise an explanation to Keltham for why you got your own private headband weeks ahead of the other women, if you want to wear it around him. If it's not a good enough explanation, you'll need to take it off around him. Do not give me any wizard shit about that." Maillol has very little sympathy for why wizards are under the impression that matters of intelligence headbands are an exception to the usual rules about shutting up and obeying orders, and Sevar is not high-circle enough for him to put up with it from her.









Carissa Sevar: "I have eight years on them and have gotten generous hazard pay that whole time for my service to Cheliax at the Worldwound. My salary from just the first two days was enough for the rest of the way to a headband, which I've been saving up for anyway; they're not going to be able to afford it for a while, because this is their first job ever and they're being very generously paid but not a headband every two days generously paid."









Ferrer Maillol: "Keeping in mind that a wrong answer to this question will get both of us killed, does Keltham believe that?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is unsure why he keeps reminding her of that!! She has never forgotten it even for half a second!! "If he has an objection it'll be a Kelthamish - it'll be that they ought to be really good candidates for a loan if they've got a guaranteed high salary for the next month, or something like that. But the loan process is probably complicated when the job is completely secret and also you can't honestly say you expect to have it in a month and also you can't go to the bank to do it, and also he expects us to be incompetent at things, if I say that loans on future income aren't really a thing he will just make his general face about Golarion. Look, I am not willing to die so I can wear an intelligence headband more, if I thought it would help for me to take it off around him I'd take it off around him, but it's around him that I keep being not quick enough and smart enough to manage things,I can't reason it out cleverly in advance and then just execute while slightly stupider because I don't gethim well enough to predict his exact reactions yet. If when I put the headband on I actually suddenly can predict him in advance then I'll take it off around him butAbarcocan't predict him in advance andhe'sgot a plus 4 -"









Ferrer Maillol: He casts an orison that lashes her in the face, hard enough to do an exactly trivial amount of damage to a third-circle wizard. Hell wouldn't have instructed them to punish Sevar no less than she earned, if she was never going to earn any punishments. "Keep me informed of your judgments. Don't argue them at me. You're very obviously driven to get an intelligence headband and wear it, Sevar. There's justifications for that, good enough to get me to go along with it. It's also a very standard form of wizard bullshit, and the way that you will argue with your superiors about this one topic makes it clear that you are a very standard wizard in this regard."

"We're done here. Sevar, with me, Balaguerre, make sure someone's around who can cast Fox's Cunning on her when she requests it."









Carissa Sevar: If it's only wizards that think it's important to be smarter then maybe that's what's wrong with the church of Asmodeus in Golarion. Keepers would want to be smarter, she bets - they'd becarefulabout it but they'dwantit -



She keeps this to herself.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol is heading back to his office. Once they're out of range of the security office - if not of security - he speaks again. "Word of warning, Sevar. Keltham is right that our usual schools teach people what to think, not how to think, and I should hardly need to say that the reason is that if they did their own thinking they'd fuck it up. Unless your vision succeeds far beyond what any reasonable person would expect, a Chelish academy based on Keltham-style teaching is going to have two kinds of people in it: Priests of Asmodeus, and citizens valuable enough that they qualify for our very limited soul-sale slots. If I'd realized that faster we could've brought in older women who'd already sold their souls, and not used up a hell of a lot of our project's slack on having a bunch of baby wizards do it, but what's done is done."

"I may be reading too much into Hell's instructions - we get told not to put too much weight on exact wordings that passed through three increasingly less intelligent devils on their way from Asmodeus to us - but it seems to me that Asmodeus gave you four instructions in order, and they may have been an order of priority. Serve Him well in this world, don't fall to heresy, figure out the differences between yourself and an axiomite, and become the kind of soul Asmodeus wishes mortals were and join His most treasured possessions. If all we learn from Keltham is tricks for smelting vast quantities of high-quality metal, it will not, in fact, make this project a failure in the eyes of Church and Queen, even if that falls short of your own ambitions for it."









Carissa Sevar: " - understood." But what if you could teach them a betterwhat to think, one that held together against more of their own impulses - but he's right, that no one else can reasonably bet on that just off Carissa wanting it and Asmodeus thinking Carissa worth steering.









Ferrer Maillol: "You're not accustomed to being in the inner circle where youare expected to do your own thinking and put your life on the line for getting it right. Usually people get brought into it less abruptly than you, and it's possible I'm going to get called up on having trusted you more than you earned, contrary to Hell's instructions. Mybelief is that you earned it by understanding Keltham better than Abarco does, but you also haven't held that much responsibility before and my decision to dump it on you is going to look lethally questionable if you fuck it up. I cannot guarantee that I wasn't influenced by knowing, or thinking I knew, that you were a competent enough person to come to the momentary attention of a god. Asmodeus help us all if He was trying to tell us exactly not to do what I just did, by trusting you more than you'd earned. But we also got told to trust you no less than you'd earned, so."

"That's all to frame an important point, Sevar, which is that the theological discussions that Asmodean priests hold among themselves are different from the way you learned theology out in the cold. We do not sound like fucking Keltham, because we are not fucking outsiders. But if a new priest has an affinity for slavery, and a fifth-circle priest specializes in tyranny, the fifth-circle priest doesn't tell her to shut up and write down the standard answers he gives her about slavery."

"From the standpoint of tyranny, feeling gratitude for Asmodeus owning us is how we tell the common people to feel about it, because it's a simple fucking answer that won't get them in trouble. Occasionally, though, Asmodeus goes and makes a bed-slave His cleric, which shows that His true priorities do not always match those that we harried and overworked mortals try to set. We almost always decide to wait on perfecting souls into the exact shape Asmodeus prefers until they get safely to Hell. Asmodeus cares in ways we don't even try to care, because it's not productive when we try to do it. If that bed-slave feeling some exact form of gratitude for being a slave was a vital part of what our Lord wishes mortals were like, you may need to wait for a priest who understands slavery more deeply than I do, to tell you that, because instructing me in those details wasn't the Church's own priority for a Worldwound administrator."

"You have tyranny questions? I can answer those in endless detail, and you'd be stupid to argue until you understand Asmodeanism a lot better. But I will be checking some of the answers I gave you about slavery and pride, the next time I run into a superior of mine who has a moment. That's as much priority as I'd give to a fourth-circle priest asking me those questions, if the fourth-circle priest didn't tell me they were more urgent."

"Final warning. Don't get lost in all these fascinating questions you're supposed to think about for the first time. Asmodeus instructed you to serve Him well in this world first."

"Are we done, Sevar? I'll still be here if you have more questions another day, and you said Keltham was waiting on you." Maillol thinks and hopes this is exactly as much slack for interrupting him as he'd cut a fourth-circle cleric on urgent project business who was interrupting him for the first time.









Carissa Sevar: She does not exactly feel readier to answer Keltham. "We're done."









Ferrer Maillol: "Go with Hell's unusually personal blessing, Sevar." He taps her with the Guidance orison for the little bit that's worth.









Carissa Sevar: "Was someone going to get me a Fox's Cunning -"



And then someone does, by jabbing her in the shoulder. After this she's going to need to work on having a better working relationship with Abarco.



Fox's Cunning feelsgood,it feelsright,and she's been told to correct for that, she's been told it's a flaw common to wizards, and she's not willing to trade her life for more of it so she's going to do what she was told and not reach for it more than she already has.

She closes her eyes and tries to drive out everything except the questions she has to answer tonight.

First, serve Asmodeus in this world. Get close to Keltham, close enough that when he gets sick of Cheliax he takes you with him. Hold things together for long enough to learn new things about metalworking, new things about everything else that makes dath ilan prosperous, but keep in mind that the thinking is not the priority for the Chelish government or the Church. They might be making a mistake, and Carissa might be poised to correct them, but they probably aren't making a mistake, and they won't believe hernow.

- she has the option of telling Keltham that. Not tonight, but it's a thought to tuck away for later, it's not damning, that the Chelish government trusts the metalworking to lead somewhere useful more than the habits of mind.

- Keltham's sideways habits of inference are not, in fact, sideways, they're going to be a perfectly natural outgrowth of the things he's taught them in class, right now 'you don't know what he'll infer from a given bit of information' might be the best unenhanced Carissa can do but she needs that to stop being true as quickly as possible, replaced with the exact habits of inference herself, and it might not even be the best unenhanced Carissa can do; it's certainly not the best she can do now. In fact her mind is now rather spamming possibilities. Keltham thinks in - some theory of human psychology that extends from education to sex, it has gears even if she doesn't know them. He doesn't think sideways, he thinks in theories that make things be connected. He arrived in Golarion and noticed that it wasn't all women and went up to the theory about sex balances and where they came from and down again to know that mortals weren't made by gods. He noticed that people were wearing fixed cheerful expressions in class and went up to some theory about people and down again to how those kinds of people might be having sex. Carissa deeply wants to know this theory. Carissa manages to wrench her attention away from how much she wants to know this theory. Keltham wouldn't be stuck thinking about that if he didn't want to be, she's seen inside his mind.

Keltham thinks in equilibriums; he notices when a strategy seems possible to deviate profitably from without being punished. Keltham is from a societal context where competence at deception is not itself a valuable thing to signal, because deception is basically frowned upon in every context. Last one feels most immediately fruitful, though it's easier than it was a moment ago to hold the other ones apart and not subtly downgrade them in her mind because she's started following the third. Keltham didn't parse them as 'signaling competence at deception' because you signal things you want people to know about and even if you want to be deceptive you wouldn't want people to know you want to be deceptive. Whereas in Cheliax - wait, check, is this only true in Cheliax, because if not she'd better not say it -

- she should have a specific other country in mind when she tells Keltham how Cheliax works. Now that she thinks of it it seems very obvious. Keltham will be incredulous and disbelieving even about things she knows to be functional equilibriums, but that doesn't mean that every lie she can think of telling is equally credible as a functioning equilibrium. Societies are complicated and she can't invent 'Cheliax but LN', but she can tell Keltham how some place he wouldn't flee from works. Taldor is the obvious one. She doesn't know all that much about Taldor but she's met people from there, and it's culturally descended from Cheliax unlike Osirion or some place where she can't represent how the people there would explain themselves. The main thing everyone knows about Taldor is that it has a weak crown and too many dukes and counts who think too highly of themselves, and it's been wracked with civil war periodically for a long time, not falling only because the crown is old, and rich, and can hold Oppara where their power is invested no matter the madness that goes on beyond its walls. Quick check: has she claimed anything about Cheliax actively contradicted by that. She doesn't think so. Has anyone else -

- she candelegatethat, she has authority here -

"I need someone to check whether anyone has said anything to Keltham that would be inconsistent with Cheliax being approximately Taldor in political organization and culture until the Church backed the right side in the most recent civil war and Hell sent some people to try to shape the crown up."

And now she's followed that train of thought far enough and needs to pull back and contemplate an entirely different one - she can see, from here, how she's been neglecting that before, going with her intuition until it is actually surprised or contradicted somewhere -

- Keltham has a general theory of human nature that is surprised by Golarion, not just by Cheliax, so he's missing something, and it'd be useful to figure out what, both because she might want to tell him and because it'll help with verisimilitude. He's missing - and her mind is spamming possibilities again, not that she's confident in any of them - that people signal negative qualities. That people prefer for other people to lose; that people have values actively incompatible with other people getting what they want, that people are bad enough at thinking that trying to make them think about something is dangerous - many of these are too specifically Chelish -

This would be much simpler if she could make Keltham tell her all the theories he uses to understand people. Maybe she can sell her superior - or just the one superior, now - on the theory that if they ask Keltham to explain those parts, Keltham will be easier to fool.

- set that aside too, flagged as maybe possibly coming from the part of her that is tempted to trade off lifespan against intelligence headbands.

Keltham has learned more from them than they've learned from him. He is surprised by Golarion, he is missing something, he underadjusts or overadjusts or adjusts along completely wrong dimensions but he's notably much less wrong than he was a day ago, already. They will not be able to hide things in the vast fog of his confusion for very long, because he is narrowing it.

They should tell him less, if they possibly can. They should say it's not the priority that gets their project more support and headbands delivered earlier. They should say they don't know. They should find legitimately very important questions they can ask Keltham instead of spending lots of time explaining things to him. She should find something simple to say to him about sex, that's true everywhere in Golarion, and only later, if ever, ask him to explain theories.


It's not a pleasant thought, not the answer that she wanted inside at all, and Carissa might not have managed to think it before she saw inside Keltham's head.

Fox's Cunning wears off and leaves her - tired. And in a bad mood. And now she - still doesn't feel any closer to figuring out what to say to Keltham - but she remembers the direction she'd found when she was smarter, and she knows perfectly well how being smarter works, that it's a glimpse of a person you want to grow up to be, even if you have to be dragged kicking and screaming, because it's not always pleasant for the tiny stupid things that humans are to grow into bigger smarter things...

"Is he still on the roof."

    "Yes," Elias says irritably.

She hurries.









Keltham: It got a little cold and lonely up on the roof without Carissa to lean against.

Keltham solved this problem by going down, wandering around randomly for a bit, not seeing any security anywhere he looked, calling out for "Security?" in a not especially loud voice, seeing somebody step around a corner a third of a minute later, and, you know, you would think that if this whole place had elaborate tunnels in the walls for security to hide, and that was being kept secret and not told to him, they would be hiding this fact by having somevisible security officers butfine. Anyways, Keltham then asked if there was such a thing as magic to keep him warm, since the roof had no obvious switchable infrared-lamp-heaters, and the problem got solved.

After that, the roof was about as good a place to think as his bedroom, with an increased probability of later Carissa materialization.

Keltham is currently wondering if maybe Golarion just sort of... collectively lacks the form of Law-aspiring thought where, if you have a problem, you try to think of a way you could rearrange reality such that you wouldn't have the problem anymore.

It would explain everything he's seen, in one sense. But explains too many things he hasn't seen, in another. Somebody invented stairs as a solution to the problem of climbing to the roof, thereby falsifying the general form of the theory. Maybe that was before they invented wizard-based contraception and bred intelligence out of themselves, though? Or maybe devils told them how to make stairs.

(He's aware it's not a very plausible theory. But sometimes when you don't get something, it can be productive to play with impossible theories, or even frustrated yelling at reality, in case that knocks something loose; so long as you don't just keep on doing that.)









Carissa Sevar: "Hey you. - oh, it's warm up here."









Keltham: Oh, good. "It was getting too cold for me all by myself without you, so I reacted to this unsatisfactory state of reality by visualizing alternative and better ways reality could coherently be, and seeing if any of those alterative states of affairs were attainable by my actions, which led to me asking a security officer if there was any magic for staying warm."

(By a similar line of reasoning, Keltham was considering sex with Ione if Carissa never returned and he felt sufficiently disappointed about that.)









Carissa Sevar: What is that supposed to mean???


"Well, I reacted to the unsatisfactory state of reality where I had no idea how to communicate to you about sex by visualizing alternative and better ways reality could coherently be, and seeing if any of those alternative states of affairs were attainable by my actions, and getting advice from someone smarter, and the conversation ended up mostly being about other things but I do have an explanation about the sex thing. Does dath ilan have social deception games?"









Keltham: "We sure do havegames with social deception, and parts of society where it's understood to be fun if we let things play out in a - competitive, deceptive way - but we try to keep it out of science and commerce and management and politics, or any other context where getting it right matters more than getting it fun. Both kinds of sexual negotiation exist, but in dath ilan it'd always be very clear which kind of sexual negotiation you were in at any given time."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. In Golarion people mostly do the games-with-social-deception kind of sex, and I wasn't actually planning to because my incentives are very strongly tilted against accidentally confusing or alarming or upsetting you, but we don't strictly delineate them and I wasn't assuming you weren't planning to, and I was slightly worried the entire concept is one Good people don't invent. I am glad that they do, they'd be missing out on a lot of fun."









Keltham: "I do not, in fact, understand the thought process whereby this was a sufficiently worrying thought that you needed to consult your best local equivalent of a Keeper, but it's okay that I don't understand that - I don't expect to understand everything for a fair while - and you don't need to explain it in any more detail, if you'd rather do other things with our time. I express clear acceptance and affordance for you to suddenly need to go check with Keepers while talking to the alien, whether it was yourself you were trying to protect by doing that, or me."

"I don't know whether my own statement there makes any psychological sense to you, as something that a person would naturally say in my position, but it's a sincere speech-act for whatever that's worth."









Carissa Sevar: "I think I understood around the edges of it. If I'd properly had that thought in so many words I would've just said it but instead I just noticed the confusion and all of the attempts I generated to communicate it started a hundred steps back in very confusing territory, which I am going to blame on all this talking to an alien miscalibrating me about how impossible to expect communication to be. And now I think I do want to do other things with our time, if you want to."









Keltham: "Sounds good to me. Retrieve an item from the conversational recursion layers all the way back to dath ilani sex technology questions, or pick up somewhere else?"









Carissa Sevar: "Sex technology! Is there sex technology for turning into a dragon so you can have sex as a dragon."









Keltham: He leans back against her, like when they were on this part of the conversational stack before, restoring the state of the earlier function call.

"Probably not, and I'm considering how close somebody has gotten, but first I need to know what a 'dragon' might be."









Carissa Sevar: "They are reptilian, magic - what we call sorcerers, they don't have to shape the magic deliberately, they can do it from intuition - and don't die of old age, they just keep growing larger. Ancient ones are a thousand feet long, and wouldn't be able to fly at all if they weren't very very magic by that point. ....usually people Polymorphing into dragons to have sex go for smaller ones, because Polymorphing things much larger and more magical than your native form requires very powerful spells. They breathe fire, or spit acid, or various other nasty things depending on planar affinities."









Keltham: "Yeah, we can'tactually do that. Closest anybody would've come materially would be building a giant mechanical thing that could have sex with you or that you could control to fuck somebody. And though it's sort of a cheating answer, well, cheating is technique, so: I expect that the closest people have come to that experience is that there's probably some set of drugs you can get in a Shop of Ill-Advised Consumer Goods which will let you, I don't know, put on a costume or stare at a moving picture, and experience that you are a dragon with some amount of hallucinatory sensory remapping. But if I have to resort to saying that's how we'd do it, then you win in terms of the technology question."









Carissa Sevar: "To be fair I can't personally do that either! As a mere third circle wizard I can turn into any woman you've ever met or heard of but only for six minutes and they have to be humanoid."









Keltham: "Okay, I hopefully won't have to suddenly go meta too often, but for purposes of rapidly learning how romance works around here, that was totally a probe to find out what kind of women I find physically attractive, right? Where the fact that you can and will call any bluffs by transforming into that person forces me to be honest. And on my side, I can choose between flattering you by listing women who look more like you, or teasing you by listing, say, Lrilatha? Because that would - not that this is a problem or anything - that would definitely be Complicated Romance rather than Straightforward Romance in dath ilan."









Carissa Sevar: "- huh. That's - Straightforward Romance around here, Complicated Romance involves hiring specialized seduction devils to test peoples' monogamy commitments who've made them or something. Anyway I don't have much riding on being your type because every girl you're going to find here's got light brown skin and dark brown eyes and hair. ...saying Lrilatha would be a Complicated Romance response because the possibility is real that she'd hear about it, I think maybe my mental delineation is whether we have introduced non-romance stakes..." She's kind of bad at...not telling Keltham things....this is a bad thing to be bad at!!!









Keltham: "Oh ho, are there other varieties of girl to be found elsewhere in Golarion? Perhaps I should ask for pictures before I decide."









Carissa Sevar: " - are there not, in dath ilan? Peoples native to different countries look different, they have dark skin near the equator and people far up north are very pale with very light hair and people in Tian Xia look - Tian, I don't know how to describe it exactly but it's very distinctive, their face shapes are different and their hair is finer and thinner and black even though they are pale."









Keltham: "We - don't have that, no, because anyone can go anywhere with a quarter day's cost of labor. Even if we started out with less travel, way back when - after a few generations of everybody mating with everybody all over the planet, I guess all the heritages just blended together. People probably cared at all about preserving variety of appearance, back when that variety was dying out, it's just, there's so many other things to select on, when you try to decide who you're going to have kids with... and it's so much not a place where it'd be Governance's place to solve the collective problem by telling people they needed to start doing assortative mating on appearance instead. Forbidden costs, not much of a reward. Even in dath ilan we can't get all the public goods at once."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. Well, that makes two things Golarion has going for it on the sex front, a reasonable match of sadism and masochism and distinctive races. I have heard Chelish men assert that northern girls are the prettiest but they were at the Worldwound and might've been just trying to win points with the locals."









Keltham: - Couldn't Carissa just observe whether they said the same thing around only other Chelish people?
- Not being able to clearly tell on the meta-level whether or not it is currently a time for social deception games to be going on seems super inconvenient and like somebody could get hurt!!

Keltham sets it aside; he does not need to solve all puzzles simultaneously, more evidence will arrive in time, and if jumping at every confusion prevents him from ever getting laid then this would constitute a symptom of meta-level dysfunction. Like, it's one thing to do that when confusions happen once an hour, but another to do it when they happen once per minute.

Instead Keltham says, "Now I really want to ask what you think is the best thing Golarion has going for it sexually, but, spoilers."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I don't know if it's a spoiler if we can't do it. There's a seventh circle spell called Waves of Ecstasy which incapacitates everyone around with overwhelming pleasure and I don't think that's the best thing Golarion has to offer but if it were it seems like it wouldn't really be a spoiler for our evening, myself not being seventh circle. Yet."









Keltham: "That sure does sound like the absolutely classic example of something you'd only see in a Shop of Ill-Advised Consumer Goods. Wait, wizard spells are like that because they've mostly got to be useful in combat, right? Is there a class of combats someone can best fight with Waves of Ecstasy? Because that sounds like..." Taldane doesn't have the word for trope. "A particular literary theme."









Carissa Sevar: "I think it's a modification of a very similar spell that incapacitates everyone around less pleasantly? But no, there are no monsters I've ever heard of whose secret weakness is sexual pleasure."









Keltham: "And Golarion doesn't have the thing where, if there were monsters like that, you wouldn't find out until you passed a sexual experience test. So if you haven't heard about them, they probably don't exist. Check?"









Carissa Sevar: "Some places in Golarion might have something like that but Cheliax does not withhold any information about the weaknesses of monsters from its soldiers deployed at the Worldwound, so yes."









Keltham: "...right. Sometimes I forget that you're a seasoned emergency response official on a level where - I don't even know who in Civilization would be comparable to you. Even best-on-continent championship medical responders probably don't stack up to literally actually fighting alien invaders every day."









Carissa Sevar: "There are championship medical responders? How do you evaluate them against each other, presumably they haven't all addressed the same emergencies!"









Keltham: "Standardized trials, of course! With prediction markets about performance under real future possibilities, in case somebody is only-testing-well in a way that the markets can notice."

"Oh, you were probing about people I find attractive, so. I can't show her to you until I learn an illusion spell, and maybe something that boosts my memory, but in terms of people I would've screwed if I could've made it to where I could screw almost anyone compatible-and-available... ah, background. There's this one woman who was, on scores alone, the second-best endurance medical responder for a region containing a quarter of the planetary population. She wasn't the person you'd call in for one person having a brief medical emergency, she was the person whose performance degraded the least if she had to work for sixteen hours straight. Except at her level, never mind sixteen hours, she could go for likethirty."

"Now consider all of the Alien Invasion Rehearsal people, and the sections of Governance who think about weird scenarios where, for some reason, you can't send in ten medical techs, you have to send one medical tech who works ten times as long. Everybody wanted her in their weird emergency response plans. The number one endurance medical responder for her region wasn't into working with Governance on weird scenarios nearly as much, or the number one people for other regions, they just wanted to spend all their time responding to medical emergencies, go figure. So she was like spending half her time on actual patients, and half of her time maintaining all of her certifications for being hypothetically called in on every imaginable kind of weird medical emergency by every branch of Exception Handling. Lots of people watching the transmitted moving pictures of her doing that, treating simulated aliens that famous authors dreamed up, things like that. She was rank 5 famous, only one in a hundred thousand people had more identity recognition than her. If you were really lucky you might personally see her simultaneously treating four pretend wounded bodies during an Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festival." Or during an Oops It's Time To Overthrow The Government Festival, which was when Keltham had actually been pretend-nearly-killed by the Hypothetical Corrupted Governance Military and gotten his game life saved by her in person. "And also she was pretty. Merrin, was her name."

He'd almost said 'Miran', but remembered the difference between her game alias and her real name barely in time, which is a little embarrassing for somebody who was once your teenage crush.









Carissa Sevar: Because it is entirely hypothetical, the idea of a crisis where one person might need to work for thirty hours straight. Carissa, being a wizard, hasn't done it, herself and she can certainly appreciate the exceptional talent inherent in not having your performance degrade over the course of thirty hours, but clerics, at the Worldwound, work hours like that during every rush, at least once every month.



To be the right trade for Asmodeus Keltham does not have to solve everything, or even half a percent of everything.

If he teaches us metalworking, that would be enough.



" - neat," she says, and giggles. "How do ...Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festivals go."









Keltham: "Well, just because we don'thave endless hordes rushing at us from the Chaotic Evil afterlife doesn't mean we'd like to all pathetically roll over and die if someday wedid get invaded, though usually we'd suppose them to be invading with machines or cleverness. So we try to prepare ourselves, rehearse for it, just in case. Some of the best writers and the best just-in-case military people - and maybe some Keepers, I don't know - all get together, and plan out how they would invade us if they were aliens with particular capabilities. Then during the Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festival they get to tell us, this city got wiped out, or everybody in this region just got mind-controlled, or whatever, and then everybody in the region who got mind-controlled will pick up whatever pretend weapons they get issued and rush over to pretend to try to kill the rest of us. And, I mean, that also increases resilience if someplace gets hit by a catastrophic earthquake, because people have rehearsed who to coordinate with and which houses to check and how to look for bodies before their brains rot, that sort of thing. But running it as an Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festival instead is more fun."









Carissa Sevar: "Sex technology: sexy alien invasion rehearsal festivals, yes or no."









Keltham: "Has absolutely happened on a citywide scale, but only in a city where everybody opted into that and all the underage kids got sent away for that day."









Carissa Sevar: "Are kids not allowed to participate in sexy alien invasion rehearsal - I guess they probably wouldn't have passed their competence tests -"









Keltham: "Well everything is a spoiler atthat age."









Carissa Sevar: "Are you supposed to figure it all out yourself?? I feel that this would lead to some hilarious misconceptions! Like the jokes about peasants who go to a priest thinking they're infertile and it turns out they just hadn't known you're supposed to put it in."









Keltham: "You try for a period to see where you end up on your own and then you learn about the standard optimal way of doing it. As opposed to, I don't know, starting out by knowing all about how it goes? That sounds a lot less exciting."









Carissa Sevar: Girls would get pregnant. If they didn't know how to avoid that.





Carissa has been specifically directed to stop entertaining opinions about things like that. It's bad for her eternal soul. And to stop telling Keltham things for no reason. It's bad for her longevity. "Maybe another thing we're doing all wrong for foolish reasons," she says. "I guess you could ask the girls if there's anyone who has no idea what she's doing."









Keltham: "That sounds a biiit more dangerous in a world where there's serious diseases transmitted by sex and no cheap contraception, though I guess a wizard could afford to solve both of those... but you don't seem like you'd be able to afford clever infrastructure for keeping secrets like that, from only exactly the people who can afford to stay ignorant? So I'm mostly guessing you're joking?"









Carissa Sevar: Aaaaaargh he's already good enough at inference it's hard to gloss over things - "Yeah, I would be surprised if you found any takers in Cheliax. There are some countries that protect their daughters from sex by not letting them near men instead of by telling them about it, so I guess you could try to meet those, once we steal all the women from all the countries that don't let them do things."









Keltham: That's the most horrible take on spoiler protection that Keltham has ever heard.

"I suppose they may as wellget some benefit out of it, yes. But it wouldn't be me having sex with them? I already know where to put it, unless the people older than me have been hiding the real target area."









Carissa Sevar: And spoiler-protected people are supposed to only play with each other? She's not going to ask. " - I think it's sweet how you get angry about the women in the countries that don't let them do things. I get angry about that but most people don't and I think I started feeling specifically fond of you as an individual instead of as the vehicle for the most important thing that I can reasonably do when you first heard about it and decided we should steal them."









Keltham: "You're angrier than average, huh? Guessing that's not so much because it was your choice of diverse cause area, and more because there's so many even worse things to worry about in Golarion if you pick based on calculation instead of emotional pull."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. Other people are being entirely reasonable and I can't defend my fondness for the idea against fixing some other equally bad or worse thing but the one that happens to make me angry is that one."









Keltham: "It is a reasonable thing to be angry about. I - will not mind if all of you take it a little slower on telling me even more things to be even angrier about, if there isn't any reason I need to know right away. Rapidly learning about lots of things to be angry about does not sound optimal for my mental state. I'm not a Keeper."

(Yet, says a tiny voice inside him, which Keltham decides after a due pause is probably due to internal pessimization over things for internal voices to say, rather than due to internal prediction from knowledge he hasn't acknowledged to himself.)









Carissa Sevar: "And that's also the advice I got from someone who sort of was." In a manner of speaking. Well, not at all actually, she thought of it herself, but it's a good excuse to stop telling him things, which she should. "That - I should be aiming at telling you about decision-relevant bad things rather than about ensuring that in the smallest possible time interval you know all of the awful things in a world full of them, except we don't totally understand your decision procedures so I shouldn't try to have that much ownership of it on my own, but that - it seemed likely to him we might err on the side of trying to press right on through every awful atrocity that Chelish parents protect their children from knowing of - and I know more of them than a usual adult, even, because of the Worldwound.

We can - take it a bit slower. You're bearing up very well under it, but - uh, conventional wisdom in Cheliax which you might think is very foolish is that the more important someone's business the more important they have lots of nice things."









Keltham: "Well, sure, that's why we coordinate to pay people who produce public goods for us, and why it's considered a good thing that people who produce not-so-public goods become wealthy too. You want to incentivize people to do important things, and you also want them to be less distracted by unimportant things. If I didn't have something in my model producing that conclusion already, I'd have been confused why your society was giving me what is, by your standards, very expensive living conditions."

"Just to be clear, I want to know it alleventually, I am not that much of a not Keeper, especially in a world that's much more dangerous. But if nothing else, there's got to be more sensible ways of prioritizing what I need to learn first, than prioritizing it by how much it shocks me."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, of course. But I notice that now, tonight, we keep getting distracted away from nice things with horrible ones, despite agreeing that you need nice things very much, and I propose that that means we're doing something wrong."









Keltham: "You make a compelling case. All right, let's see if we can go the entire rest of the night without talking about anything horrifying. Well, except that at some point before dawn tomorrow, I have to test my remaining cleric spells, and any appropriate warning signs on those should in fact be clearly laid out to me. But when it comes to everything else, if for some reason I need not to do something in the cuddleroom, and the reasons are horrifying, you can totally not tell me why, just, not to do it. And even if the reasons aren't horrifying, you still shouldn't tell me, to maintain plausible-deniability." Oh, Taldane has a single syllable word for that, that's helpful.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. Don't turn into a girl with red hair and creepy fangs. That's all I've got but I'll let you know more if I think of them."









Keltham: She totally did that on purpose. "Right then. Don't turn out to be asexual." See how you like hearing about what is very clearly going to be a very interesting story that isn't going to be explained right now.









Carissa Sevar: What does that evenmean.It does not quite parse as 'celibate' and is obviously the opposite of 'sexual' but she doesn't know how to have sex in an un-sexual fashion if she wanted to! "I'll do my best while not knowing what that is."









Keltham: "Some people don't have any sexual desires, or they don't find it in themselves except under very rare conditions, and obviously if you're the first sort and wish you weren't, you're never quite certain you're not secretly the second kind... wait, that's a sad thing, shouldn't have said it."









Carissa Sevar: "If we were having advanced sex instead of beginner sex I would propose that we hit people when they say sad things. Maybe for beginner sex we could tickle people when they say bad things? With a feather - are there tickle technologies -"









Keltham: "Oh, wow, there are people who gain arousal points from being tickled? Because I am pretty sure I wouldn't, though I suppose we could very briefly try."

Keltham decides not to say, because it would be another sad thing, that unless there's a secret population of dath ilani who do gain arousal from being tickled, a torture machine is not something you would be allowed to sell even in a Shop of Ill-Advised Consumer Goods. Well, maybe if you put intrinsic surveillance technology into it and only let people use it on themselves so they could practice being way too mentally disciplined. Or maybe the Keepers have some incredibly unpleasant technology hidden for extremely unlikely emergencies.









Carissa Sevar: "Point to Carissa in the sex games wars - yes, there are people who gain arousal points from being tickled, and even more who gain arousal points for futile-ly struggling to avoid being tickled!!"









Keltham: Keltham visualizes this. Boops the same internal part that was booped by hair-pulling, check. "I wonder if I would be the first dath ilani to ever build a tickling machine. It would automatically be the best tickling machine ever, unless people here have built even better ones."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you know, we do our best with our deficient tech level but I bet richer people can build more terrifying tickling machines."









Keltham: "Hmmm! I suppose to be properly terrifying it should chase you down, snatch you up, and maybe hold you there while the tickle devices approach closer and closer. Which is going to take magic if I want to build it here without waiting an additional one hundred years to climb the technology ladder first. Is that cheating? I ask because I like to know whether what I'm doing is cheating, not because I'm going to do it any differently depending on your answer."









Carissa Sevar: "It seems to me like it might be complicated, building a tickling machine while trying to prevent the escape of your ticklee. You could call in security but that wouldbe cheating."









Keltham: "Oh, the idea is that you build the tickling machine in advance, and don't tell them about that, so it can be a sudden cuddleroom surprise. But I can see how a thought that Chaotic wouldn't occur to such a very Lawful woman from such a very Lawful country."









Carissa Sevar: "Luring women into your cuddleroom under false pretenses to surprise them with tickle-machines? I wouldn't have believed you capable of it!! And I am delighted to be wrong!"









Keltham: "All romantic relationships in Golarion are competitive deceptive ones, right? I don't even have to put up a warning sign saying it might happen. It's just assumed."









Carissa Sevar: "Indeed. You still aren't even cheating. The cuddlerooms all have implicit signs: beware, may contain tickle machines, and dangerous boys, and possibly the sexy kind of dragon."









Keltham: "This explains a lot about why people here never go into the cuddlerooms and just have sex in their bedrooms instead."









Carissa Sevar: "We built great elaborate cuddlerooms, but then we got carried away and filled them up with goblins and mimics and treasure chests and traps and spike pits, and they were too dangerous for all but the bravest adventurers, and we retreated defeated to have sex in our beds."









Keltham: "Probability 1 that this hastotally happened multiple times in dath ilan with somebody putting way too much overengineered sextech in their thousand-labor-hour cuddleroom."









Carissa Sevar: "If everyone has sex in their cuddleroom, is it kinky to have sex in your bed? Like having sex on your dining room table, except comfier than that?"









Keltham: "Seems slightly mildly naughty, yes. Though you'd want a very advanced self-cleaning bedroom. Or more likely, a spare bedroom you could use instead, until you, or somebody you hired at a high price, cleaned out all the lubricants and other fluids."

"Well, I guess you could just have quick uncomplicated sex on the bed that didn't call for much of anything to be externally lubricated? But that seems to defeat the point of the kinkiness, which is, I assume, to wreck the bedroom as much as possible in the course of having complicated sex in it."









Carissa Sevar: "Now, room wrecking sex, we don't actually have much of that, probably because of how we are terribly poor. Most decent beds can stand up to having someone chained to them for hours of exciting adventures. As long as no one turns into a dragon."









Keltham: "There's a proverb that goes: If you've never broken a... cuddling device you don't have a name for... you're not having vigorous enough sex. Of course then they started making ones that would not break under any realistic circumstances and the proverb became obsolete, but it stayed in the language."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, with magic healing I feel we should be able to one-up you, but I admit I am not sure how. If you've never broken a...spine you're not having vigorous enough sex? If you've never broken an immovable rod you're not having vigorous enough sex? If you've never broken an extradimensional sex dungeon you're not having vigorous enough sex? But I have never broken any of those things so I guess perhaps everyone I've slept with was very bored."









Keltham: "Oh, it's part of a whole family of adages about being too risk-averse in cases where errors are recoverable. If you've never lost money on an investment, you're betting too conservatively. If you've never failed a test, you're taking lessons that are too easy. So for sex in Golarion as practiced by someone who can afford healing spells, it would say that if you've never broken an ankle during sex, you're not trying sufficiently precarious sex positions."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is having trouble imagining what kind of sex practiced by avowed non-sadists might nonetheless break ankles but she decides not to ask. Perhaps she will learn firsthand, later, if she stops derailing the conversation.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I have never broken an ankle having sex either. I don't think I've broken anything more exciting than a uniform button."









Keltham: "Well, let's not aim to correct that immediately. It seems like an activity that could legitimately be reserved for the third date or later. I don't think it counts if you do it on purpose, anyways; we just have to keep escalating until something interesting happens."









Carissa Sevar: "You're the expert." Maybe escalating until sex is positively dangerous is how they all handle their suppressed sadism.









Keltham: "I had, in fact, been under the impression that between the two of us, you were the expert. But comparisons over expertise are better settled in domain contest than in argument."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, on Golarion, people who like to hurt people just do that, and so there's less suppressed sexual tension pushing them towards bafflingly risky and furniture-destroying sex acts. So in that one specific dimension, you have us beat. ...but for everything else, a domain contest does seem called for. You're not dressed for it."









Keltham: Two seconds and three zippers later, Keltham is displaying the dath ilani male version of plunging cleavage. "Our clothing technology enables rapid adaptation to many purposes. Point to us."









Carissa Sevar: Wow Golarion clothing -

- well, probably someone has clothing that does that. Probably inheriting Countesses of Cheliax have clothing that do that and Carissa should have asked about it as a higher priority than asking to be prettier. Carissa owns three outfits, her dress uniform and her undress uniform and her sleeping clothes, and they donotdo that.

Also what was thatmechanismit lookedmechanical -









Carissa Sevar: "I will have you know," she says, slightly sternly, "that I am with a heroic effort of will refraining from derailing this flirtatious conversation to ask how your clothing fasteners work. But in the morning nothing will deter me."









Keltham: "They work very well, thank you. Your move, Carissa Sevar."



(Keltham is expending his own virtuous effort to avoid thinking about zipper patent licensing.)









Carissa Sevar: "Well, now you're dressed for the occasion and I'm dressed for entirely the wrong occasion. I would be perfectly dressed to defend you from demons but regrettably security is doing that. Also one sometimes breaks an ankle, doing that, and I hear that breaking ankles is a third date sort of thing. Maybe I could defend you from a particularly aggressive nocturnal songbird? Or a bat."









Keltham: Keltham zips down an additional distanceunit of cleavage, just because his technological superiority lets him do that so easily. "I admit, I've never ticked 'had a girl defend me from a bat' on a sexual experience assessment, but you may be overestimating my prior corruption levels if you think you have to go that far for your next move."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm going to steal those clothes and wear them to class tomorrow, this is your fair warning." And having said that she doesn't want to give him time to dwell on it, so she kisses him.






1.2 - kissing is not a human universal





dath ilan: Kissing is not a human universal.

Try pressing your lips to the back of your hand - not completing the kiss, not applying brief suction, just pressing your lips there. Then try running your finger over your hand. There may be a subtle difference, but it's not that obvious of a sexy thing to do if you don't have cultural expectations backing it up. The small brief suction of a kiss, if you try it on yourself, is a slightly larger difference; but maybe not distinguished as a specialsexual action across widely separated cultures, any more than running your finger in a circle.

Dath ilan doesn't share Golarion's custom of kissing, as such.

Dath ilan has, however, noticed generally that you can put your mouth on other people. Putting your mouth on somebody else's mouth is an obvious symmetrical special case of this. In fact the Baseline term for lipkissing is a four-syllable double-compound term meaning symmetrical-mouth_application, expressed using some unusual word choices that makes the term look like a syllabic neighbor of symmetrical-genital_docking, which in turn is a term that is to the Baseline 'fuck' what 'sexual intercourse' is to 'fuck' in Taldane, only with a more humorous connotation because there's less reason not to just say 'fuck'.

The notion of putting your mouth on somebody's anatomy but then not using any tongue at all - while it has obviously happened a great many times over the history of dath ilan - would be a longer word in their language, an event of lower probability with a correspondingly longer efficient code. The ability to either apply tongue, or to take something inside your own mouth, is the obvious reason why you would in the first place put your mouth on somebody's anatomy, rather than just using fingers on the same location.

Putting your mouth over somebody else's lips is a significantly higher sexual escalation in dath ilan than it is in Golarion; mostly because, once it had happened, you wouldn't particularly be expecting the motion to then conclude with a brief light suction.



(Even a lip-kiss with symmetrical tongue, however, wouldn't enable you to steal the other person's clothing afterwards. Stealing other people's clothing is not even slightly a thing in dath ilan, unless they're already clothes from a communal pool of unfitted-guest-clothes or adaptably-fitted-costumes. Normal clothes are objects fitted and customized to particular human bodies, just like beds or chairs.)









Keltham: Keltham is briefly shocked that Carissa is escalating that fast, then rapidly questions his first impression and realizes that symmetrical-mouth_application may be a specially convenient case for interplanar romance because he can just mirror whatever she does using the same appendage. A few moments later, he is surprised again when all Carissa does with her mouth is apply a brief light suction to his own lips. Deliberate teasing? Anyways, Keltham will just apply some brief light suction right back.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would normally be more stressed out by trying to interpret all Keltham's facial expressions - is he confused?? - but this is in many ways the least stressful situation she's been in in a day and it's one she's possessed with instincts for, unlike trying to serve Asmodeus which humans are known to be terrible at, so it's easier to just go with it and set all the interpretation that's not immediately necessary aside for later. She pulls away slightly but leaves her hand on his shoulder. "By normal Chelish standards if you haven't negotiated anything eccentric," she says, "we have now departed the range of things you're supposed to do if you have a monogamy-agreement with someone else, but not the range of things that let you say 'what? we're not even slightly sleeping together', and we haven't even entered the range of things you can make other girls jealous with in the morning."









Keltham: "By dath ilani standards, we're probably somewhere at around 5.1 out of 12 on the Standard Romance Escalation Lattice-Scale, on the pathway where we have sex to become friends instead of the other way around; though the thing you did wasn't standard enough to have a standard rating and could maybe have been 4.8 instead, which would be a good deliberate-ambiguity-maneuver if this were Complicated Romance. You'd be allowed to do it with anyone else you wanted under all but the strictest quarter of monogamy agreements. It wouldn't enable you to take my clothes and their informational-private-property as a trophy in a socially acknowledged way that let you get away with wearing my stuff to class tomorrow, because that is far too perverted a practice for a young person like myself to have heard about it."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh dear! How perverted will I have to spend tonight making you for that to be a practice that you expect a similarly perverted person back home will have encountered."









Keltham: "Your goals are unrealistic but you shouldn't let that stop you from trying." Keltham leans forward, slowly in case she wants to object, takes Carissa's head in his hand, turns it gently aside, and very lightly nibbles on her ear, just about exactly as long as she kissed him for. "Five point two."









Carissa Sevar: Why is he being slow, is that considered more romantic in dath ilan or something? Normal people don't have sex to become friends, they have sex to have sex, or to be useful to someone else who has something they want, or to put someone in a compromising position of some kind. She is going to mention none of these confusions.

"There's no such thing as unrealistic goals in Golarion. ....unrealistic timescales, maybe. But I'm optimistic. See, my understanding is that we'd fallright offthose dath ilani scales if you bite down, now. And once you're off the scale, well, anything can happen."









Keltham: (without any conscious thought at all, in a fragmentary perceptual moment, Keltham arrives at the meta-level conclusion that he has been prompted to fast action and therefore fast thought)

- okay but how hard exactly is it okay to bite down she probably does not mean he is supposed to literally actually bite off a piece of ear or maybe she does -
- there are healing spells here, he needs to worry less -
- Kelthamhimself has the power to heal, granted him by his deity still unknown -

Keltham quickly clenches his left fist, presses his fingernails into his own palm in order to get a very quick concept of how much force might correspond to how much pain, quickly increases the pressure until the pain seems substantial, more than merely noticeable, and then bites down around that hard on Carissa's ear.









Carissa Sevar: She gasps, not unhappily. "There, see, where are we on your scalenow,dath ilani?"









dath ilan: Along the Standard Romance Lattice, on the most common pathway where first you have sex and then become friends, the steps would be numbered as follows:

0 - Assumed prior knowledge: commonly known mutual possession of the human heritage, and of default frameworks laid down by Civilization.
1 - Mutual determination of probable receptivity to flirting, via passive or non-flirtatious information-gathering.
2 - Active flirting while maintaining plausible deniability.
3.0 - Overt common knowledge of mutual attraction achieved.
3 - Teasing or being nice to each other without physical contact; maneuvering for later relationship advantage.
4 - Physical contact.
5 - Overtly sexual contact.
6 - Sex with genital participation.
7 - Maneuvering around whether or not to go on a second date.
8.0 - Common knowledge established of a relationship extending beyond a single encounter.
8 - Dating, learning more about each other.
9 - Taking on obligations and commitments inside the relationship; revealing of nontrivial private info to each other with attached secrecy obligations; less-than-maximal-ogamy arrangements for those into such things.
10 - Having a child; or childless marriage lasting at least 15 years.
11 - Long-term to indefinite marriage; multiple children if so desired.
12 - Intention to be together in the Future for eternity.

Technically according to this scale, Keltham and Carissa have yet to achieve Step 0! Actually, that's not just a technicality! That part is, in fact, quite important! But the most correct answer to the intent of Carissa's question... would be that the Standard Romance Lattice doesn't consider the current depth of perversion* as a detail that matters to assessing the rest of the scale. If adapted to include sadomasochism in the obvious way, it'd parse up stimulation by pain into an equivalence class of other acts that produced around the same amount of arousal in the target. If Keltham knew how much of a sexual act biting Carissa Sevar's ear actually is to her, which he doesn't, he'd probably put that at around 5.7 on the standard scale.

(*) Lit. 'sexual overcomplication'.









Keltham: "We have gone forever outside of what is conceivable to Civilization. Now that I've bitten somebody's ear, no city would allow me to enter there, even if I could return to my home plane again; none of them would consider me a dath ilani anymore."









Keltham: 
"- not literally, that's humor with a straight-face. I will also not include this disclaimer in the future unless you tell me to do that." He bites her ear again, slightly harder.









Carissa Sevar: Gasp. "I can tell by - reading your expressions. And also by - knowing enough now to guess that your returning home would be a national emergency in a fashion that had nothing to do with sex. There would be SO MANY important people asking serious questions before we could arrange - imports of girls who like being bitten. - you won't harm me by accident. 's actually hard, for people who haven't practiced it, to bite another person like they'd bite a steak, and I'm third circle, thatwouldn't harm me."









Keltham: 
"Wait. You being a third-circle wizard means that - even if I tried to bite your ear literally as hard as I can, you wouldn't need a healing spell afterwards?" Keltham will have Additional Questions about this later, but right now, the notion of biting her ear without being carefulorworrying about it is tapping something deeper.









Carissa Sevar: She kisses him again, a little more forcefully. "Yes. That's right. There are six competing theories of why and I will tell you none of them unless you tickle them out of me."









Keltham: Keltham kisses back, running his tongue lightly over her lips, and then draws her own lip into his mouth and bites down HARD without holding himself back. (If it was just ears but not lips, he's got healing.)









Carissa Sevar: In some alternate universe where higher-circle casters only have less-vulnerable ears and otherwise normal vulnerability Carissa would be bleeding - well, long ago dead at the Worldwound, actually. Instead she leans into Keltham and shivers. "Quick learner. 's a good trait. You're pretty lucky, to have both 'a girl you can hurt' and 'a girl you can'treally hurt' for the first time at the same time."









Keltham: Keltham is now very hard, and he didn't even notice that happening to himself at the time because he was distracted. "No - kidding. I don't know how it is for men here, but - I get the distinct impression that being able to do what I want to you without holding myself back, and have you react sexually to that, is much - more the thing I'm discovering, than applying small careful amounts of pain - I think I'm ready for this to move to a cuddleroom."

"Or repurposed bedroom. Could be my bedroom, even, if you're pretty sure your magic lets you do to the bedroom afterwards what you did to my clothes."









Carissa Sevar: "Magic can clean it. But also I recall a bedroom at the bottom of these stairs." She holds herself back from examining the zippers too closely, even though suddenly they're right thereto look at and they're fascinating, incredibly uniform down the whole seam and - wrong for the mood, right now.









Keltham: "You're the native! The alien will trust you about whether we can do that without prior authorization." Keltham stands, offers her a hand.

(Keltham has noticed where her eyes were drifting, of course. The prior probability for that wasn't low. He would definitely be checking out the hot alien chick's technology, in an appropriately analogized gender-reversed position. He's not much worried about IP theft, though; the real trick to the zipper isn't going to be the interlocking shapes, it's going to be cheaply making a thousand copies of those interlocking shapes.)









Carissa Sevar: She takes his hand. "If we break the bed I'll simply tell the facilities staff that we were studying dath ilani sex tradition, and productive interactions with the Golarion sex tradition of having a girl you can do as you please with."









Keltham: There's whole strange worlds opening up to Keltham, though he's not at all sure he's understanding them correctly. The notion of having a woman you cando as you please with - well, there's the version where you pay a sex worker so that you don't have to worry about their pleasure except insofar as it pleases you to do so, a sexual asymmetry balanced by a financial asymmetry going the other way - or by knowledge going the other way, in the variant Ione offered him - but the notion of a woman who doesn't allow you butwants you to do as you please, wants you to hurt her -

He'll sort out later what's going inside his mind. He may be ordinarily accustomed to knowing more about what goes on in there, but he doesn't have to sort it out right now before having sex.

Keltham grips her hand harder, because he felt an impulse like that, and pulls her after himself toward the stairs going down, because that feels like the right thing to do.









Carissa Sevar: Possibly she is going to take this too far and push Keltham to uncover desires that she actually has to use a lot of will and acting ability and preparation-for-the-cleansing-fires-of-Hell to keep up with, and she should instead be trying to push him in smaller steps, but then she would lose the contest, and she's very competitive. Also if she pushes him very far then the other girls who are mostly younger will have a harder time keeping up. Yeah, this is a good plan.



She follows.









Keltham: Keltham is entertaining Suspicions about how many planes of existence, exactly, just happen to contain women who like totally want you to bite their ears and lips, and will derive their own sexual pleasure from it, instead of disliking pain in accordance with all sane evolutionary logic, and also they won't end up actually injured if you do that, and how likely it is that he would end up someplace like that just at random, but he will think about that later. If some unknown force throws you into a suspiciously sexually compatible universe, the optimal response should include fucking that universe and not just contemplating how suspiciously sexually compatible it is.

Once they're down the stairs, he'll give Carissa a sudden surprise push to the bed, and then be about to leap on her when he remembers the existence of windows and doors that need closing. "Wait here," he says, the words coming out a little more forcefully than they should have, and goes to try to seal the room insofar as that seems to be a thing.









lintamande: The room has a door to the hallway, a door to the private bathing rooms, and a door to the balcony; it has one window, opposite the bed and positioned to shed light on the writing desk near the fireplace, with heavy curtains presently drawn over it. The door to the hallway and the door to the balcony both lock to keep people out.









Carissa Sevar: 
"Looking for something? Fireplace pokers are the kind of thing I'd need healing spells about."









Keltham: "Sealing the room, insofar as that seems to be a thing. Don't suppose there's a switch I'm missing for whatever magical version of soundproofing you've got? Or for that matter, something that tells the security people to get any five-year-olds out of the hidden wall tunnels, or switch the security cameras to only asexual observers?"









Carissa Sevar: "I really hope there are no five year olds anywhere on the premises!! The walls are nearly a foot of solid stone, no one will hear us unless they're creeping on the balcony, and if we're being scried, then they can just hear us, and we can tell them," and she looks up at the ceiling, "hey, have a devil of the kinds that are too inhuman for sexual desire do the necessary observation of how Keltham hasn't been stealthily kidnapped or murdered."









Keltham: Keltham did not think devils were that easy to consult on key national issues let alone employ as security observers but he will defer all infinite Additional Questions untillater. "I hadn't meant to ask for anything expensive, just checking if we were supposed to - nevermind."

Back to the bed. It's not going to beeasy having sex on a flat soft surface but it's possible. Lots of things are possible if you're sufficiently determined about them, sexually speaking.

Carissa-Sevar didn't seem to think that escalating slowly and in order was particularly romantically important to her, which is good, because right now Keltham is feeling an alarmingly strong impulse to do exactly what his impulses tell him, and what his impulses tell him to do is throw off his shirt.









dath ilan: Keltham taking off his jacket-shirt is going to look strange, to an inhabitant of Golarion not accustomed to overengineered dath ilani clothing.

In principle, one spends a lot of time in clothes, and hence should be willing to spend some money on better clothes.

In practice there is a certain element, in Civilization's clothing choices, of that dath ilani personality trait which always puts a hidden passageway behind at least one bookcase in the house library. Often one that just goes around a short corner and exits from a different bookcase in the same library. The point is, the hidden passageway has to be there, and if you ask why, the people of dath ilan will smile and tell you to shut up.

Keltham's jacket-shirt assembly includes more technology than just zipper slides. It has been painstakingly designed by a cultural accumulation-over-time of engineers with +4sd intelligence to, among other things: manifest a rainproof hood from no obvious receptable, convert between warmer and colder coverage... and be easy to remove from yourself while you're already cuddling somebody, without having to disentangle yourself. This easy-removal feature makes good use of micro-velcro fine enough to not be obvious from a distance, and arrays of tiny rare-earth magnets which automatically pull bits of fabric back together again in a correct stepwise pattern.

From an outside perspective, one would see Keltham tear his jacket-shirt off of himself with an audible ripping sound, and end up holding a jacket with no visible damage. If you were watching closely enough, you'd see the jacket split along the seams and then quickly come together again along those same seams. The way this registers from outside is not an accident or any kind of side effect of other design purposes. A mad engineer who would detect in Golarion as INT 26 spent several years figuring out exactly how to do that and make it look cool, subsequently collecting 0.1-unskilled-labor-hour royalties on over 200,000,000 pieces of clothing.









Keltham: Keltham kneels over where he threw Carissa to the bed, one knee between her thighs, not bothering to avoid touching anything. "How do I take off your shirt?" he says, after a brief moment of failing to see any affordances for doing that.









Carissa Sevar: "My shirt does not do that." Does everyone's clothes do that? She doesn't see how, without magic - or why - stop getting distracted by textile manufacture questions. "It...buttons. With buttons." She demonstrates one.









Keltham: Huh, that's a surprisingly elegant solution to the problem of clothing that must be built with imprecise manufacturing technology. The button-hole doesn't have to be exactly the same size as the button, it's okay if no two buttons are exactly the same size as each other, and the fastening method is robust to small departures of the shape from - if this line of thinking is not centrally necessary to sex with Carissa it can wait.

Keltham undoes all the buttons he can see, the motions unpracticed but not too slow; it's obvious enough how a button works, once you see one.

And her shirt lies open before him.

Carissa Sevar is older than any woman he's previously lain with, and prettier than them, in his sight, as far as he can tell from just her exposed chest. Carissa being seven?? years older than him works for him on a physical level, it seems, so long as he's not at a social power disadvantage to her the way he would have been to an older woman of Civilization.

Keltham wonders if there's a non-button trick he's missing for how he could remove Carissa's shirt-sleeves from her arms, without her needing to rise up from her laid-down position; but also Keltham doesn't feel the need to do that right now. The alien clothing on the sexy alien female isn't something he minds.

"I approve," he says a little breathlessly, eyes going between Carissa's face and her chest.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa knows that she is pretty. There are things it's smart to lie to yourself about, in Cheliax; that isn't one of them. It matters for a lot of things; you get lots of data on it; it is not suspicious to be competent at it, and it's vaguely pathetic not to be, to be living in a fantasy where you are prettier than you really are, or one where you're average and the way people respond to you is mostly about your charming personality when you are not average and it's not about your personality at all. In a room of girls her age she'll be the prettiest, if it wasn't selected on that, and if it was, she'll be average, unless it was selected hard on that, reaching the point where people deploy magic potions; she can't be mistaken for the kind of woman who's done that, not once you've met them. The worry about attracting the notice of the pharaoh of Osirion is realistic given certain bounds of uncertainty about how much he likes exoticness.



For a statement that contains approximately no new information Keltham's approval is oddly satisfying.



"If you are characteristic of men with your taste," she says, "you'll like it even better when it's marked up a little."









Keltham: "I expect I'll be very excited by whatever that actually means, but that idiom in Baseline means something implausible, unless you actually did want me to annotate you."









Carissa Sevar: "Your poor language." She pinches her breast, hard enough to leave a bright red mark when she pulls her hand away. "Your poor civilization. You may have coordination but towards what end, if the only thing to do with unblemished skin is to annotate it?"









Keltham: Keltham notes, somewhat to his own surprise, that his hands are slightly trembling. The impulse to pinch her, harder than that,to getsounds out of her again, is powerful enough that - well, that it's now absolutely obvious why dath ilan doesn't want sexual-pain-dealers to know what they are, if there's no improbable invulnerable sexual-pain-receivers around to complement them. He is struggling between two mutually inhibitory instilled reflexes, the training out of dath ilan which says that in the cuddleroom of all places you're supposed to just follow your impulses, and his acculturation out of dath ilan to be careful about hurting people no stop that's stupid he couldn't even produce blood when he bit down hard on her lip -

Keltham allows his hand to do what it wants, seizing her other breast and grabbing as hard as he can, digging in with fingernails.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks it is far too early in the evening to not-react to something he does, look at him challengingly and ask if he can do it more than that. That is a good move to have in reserve. Right now she has thrown enough complications onto the table and should just let Keltham explore them. She should shudder and wiggle and reach for his hand, but not to pull it away, and smile at him.



(Good is wrong. Carissa believes this mostly because the possible Carissas who don't have been neatly pruned from existence, or hypothetical existence, but it feels like there's another angle on believing it, here - dath ilan layering all their propaganda to hide from people what theyare,because their beautiful Good abundant empire didn't havespacefor the hunger of humans to hurt each other and be rewarded for it, to have something that is theirs and that they needn't treat with caution -

- the desires in yourself that have no place in Axis -

- maybe, though she shouldn't even dream of it, it's true of Keltham too -)









Keltham: If he did this to a normal dath ilani woman she'd be at least saying 'ow' and the fact that Carissa isn't - yelling, isn't having her face tighten up in pain, that she can still choose to just smile at him in response - he feels like he needs to hurt her more than this, take that control away from her, and healmost stops to ask if he's thinking it right, except that he, he can see himself as others see him, he can see his own story as a reader would see it, he can guess where this trend is going and if not Carissa can tell him in words to stop -

His other hand seizes her nipple, traps it between thumbnail and forefinger-nail, and bites down on that nipple with those two fingernails as much as his grip strength allows.









Carissa Sevar: You have to think about these things very quickly; a delay will betray you. Most men will keep going until they get the reaction they want; some for a while after that, so you want to start grimacing and whimpering and flinching substantially shy of your actual limit, so it's not too bad later either. She bets that in dath ilan that's not even Complicated Romance it's probably, like, a major social faux pas or something.

It does hurt, a lot, more than would be sexy in isolation, which it so so profoundly isn't, and a lot more is sexy when it's part of a game played with your body for the sake of getting things you desperately want. She flinches, and whimpers. But only a little, and then she goes back to smiling at him.









Carissa Sevar: "You're cute."









Keltham: He's satisfied, a little, by that flinch and whimper. Part of him is reassured about still being addressed in favorable terms afterwards, that he didn't make a misstep. Part of him seems to feel an overpowering need to be otherwise to her than -

"Maybe you'll tell me that the first date is too early for it," he says, his voice coming out lower, huskier, than he expected from himself, "or that nobody gets it their first day, but I hope there's a path to eventually escalate a relationship like this one to where I'm something other than cute."









Carissa Sevar: "You can get a girl to call you all kinds of things, including on the first date. Hurting people is very effective for that. ...it does, typically, take a little longer, to make her mean it."









Keltham: For her to call him - what? Keltham doesn't know. There is something, but he doesn't know what.

Implied in Carissa's words is that there's a version that's a game, and a version that isn't just a game. He can already feel from where he is, that this must be so. But he doesn't know what lies beyond this, beyond just the sexual infliction of pain. And maybe he shouldn't ask, shouldn't delve too greedily and too deep upon a first date. He doesn't want to slow down for explanations either; he can ask afterwards.

"Don't call me anything you don't mean," he says, and there's an undertone in his voice that isn't often heard in dath ilan; what he said should have been a request, it's not clear what multiagent equilibrium could sensibly exist here where that could be something other than a request, but it wasn't one. And because it felt right, his hand pressed fingernails into her breast again as he said it.









Carissa Sevar: She shivers; that part's easy.



Carissa possesses a convenient degree of sexual enjoyment of pain; she doesn't have a particular tendency to use what's hot as an input into who she obeys or to find it hot rather than convenient when people obey her. But she can recognize the thing he wants - better than he can, at least, and -

- four pillars of Asmodeanism, one of them tyranny, enjoyment of power and its exercise, one she doesn't have particular aptitude for but a path to Asmodeus just as valid as her own -

"Yes, Keltham," she says, quietly, meeting his eyes. "And if you were a ruler to whom I had sworn my loyalty, then it would be, 'yes, my lord,' like so."









Keltham: Keltham clamps down on an impulse to pull back his hand like it was burned; something is escalating too far and too fast.

Naturally Keltham has been, at one point in his life, told Very Seriously that men are also allowed to decide that something sexual is escalating too quickly for their comfort, even if that's not the typical gendertrope depicted for the male sex in books and movies. And to this, Keltham had replied that he was in fact a quite archetypal male who would never have need of that advice. But because Keltham had also been possessed of at least average intelligence, imagination, and reflection, Keltham had added, after another moment's thought, that this might not be true if there were secret levels of sexual escalation he was having difficulty imagining. And this, of course, the Watcher had neither confirmed nor denied.

Courage, Keltham thinks to himself, and keeps his hand where it is. He is typical-male enough that typical-male gendertropes are useful to him, and he wordlessly autoexpects for it to do well by him if he draws on that to not look hesitant in front of a sex partner.

"There's something there I want," he says, "but it's deep and it's complicated and even though you obviously already know what it is, I'm not going to understand it right away and I don't want to stop while you explain it to me. I do know I want to - be to you as I would be to a sex worker whose time I'd bought - only, not like that, but as if she'd just given it to me - the ability to do what I want with you - I don't want to trade pleasures with you. I want to force pleasure out of you and hurt you while I do that, and then hurt you again while you pleasure me in turn."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes," she says, because she's getting the sense that they both individually and together have a failure mode of talking too much when only a little would do.









Keltham: Keltham has read the description of standard wizard cantrips, and he expects he's guessed at least part of magical sexual practice in Golarion; especially since he doubts their tech level suffices for ingestable latent flavorants. "You can use Prestidigitation now to flavor my -" (Taldane doesn't have very detailed words for the components of semen or their anatomical storage places.) "- stored sexual fluids however you prefer," he says, looking down on her darkly. "And for myself, I want you tasting like chocolate."









Carissa Sevar: This is, in fact, a thing Carissa has ever done, but she is intensely curious about under what algorithm it comes to mind as one of the first - she should think less. Entirely too much thinking.

She takes his wrist, and moves his hand with hers while she casts a cantrip. "Probably I did what you said," she says. "You've hardly got the spellcraft to know for sure. I guess you could check."









dath ilan: (In a world of a billion people, around a hundred million minutes per day are going to be spent tasting male sexual fluids, or around 50,000 years per year, and at least an order of magnitude more for that portion of women who desire oral sex where the fluid-tasting phase lasts much longer. And that's just the momentary hedonics; if a suboptimal taste were permitted to act as a negative reinforcer for sex itself, that would destroy an order of magnitude more happiness still. Itwould be silly to not have hundreds of top engineers working on the problem of making people taste 10% better. Though you don't especially need good social coordination for that, they'd say, because Markets; they would be surprised if you told them a world could have Markets but somehow not those top engineers.)









Keltham: There's always been a strange impulse, any time Keltham is asked to do anything during sex, for him to want to do something else instead; like he wants to not do anything that could be remotely seen as doing what somebody else says. Keltham has always chalked this up to an excessive level of individualism, even for himself; and gone on trading pleasures and fairly providing that which he trades, since he can't afford yet to routinely trade money instead. Now he's starting to suspect it's something else entirely.

"I guess I could," Keltham says, and as his fingers go down Carissa's pants, his fingernails move aside and dig hard into her thighs instead.

(The thought that Carissa was inviting him to monitor and enforce her obedience, or to punish her if she hadn't done as requested, does not occur to Keltham yet, not at all; those are still ideas that require much longer codes in his native language of thought, for he has not seen all their pieces.)









Carissa Sevar: Or he can do that, sure. She bites her lip, lets her breathing hitch just slightly. (Note to self: have some kind of plan before explaining Golarion slavery to Keltham just in case instead of being appalled he is like 'that sounds great.')









Keltham: These pants don't look bad on her, but they have now become obstacles to Progress. Obstacles to Progress must be removed.

Healmost starts to tear them off her but remembers in time that this won't work, and undoes as many buttons as he sees before attempting further removal of the clothing.









Carissa Sevar: The pants have two buttons. She contemplates making it slightly harder for Keltham to navigate them, by wiggling, but decides that while it is more fun for Carissa to be slightly difficult she has no real reason to think that's how Keltham prefers it - she can't read that much into his not having reacted more strongly to previous being-mildly-difficult, he's probably not calibrated on how much is appropriate -

- and so she ought to try cooperating like he's been serious about it, even though he hasn't. She doesn't wiggle; she does let her legs anticipate his movements, so it takes hardly any effort to move her to pull off the pants.









Keltham: Her legs are as pretty as her chest.

Keltham yanks off his own pants, with the characteristic sound of micro-velcro coming apart which sounds like cloth tearing at first, and casts these apparently undamaged pants aside. (Dath ilan has not evolved separate underwear per se; the bottom assembly just works off the shelf without added components being required.)

He is hard, of course, maybe harder than he's ever been. If he knew that his contraception had followed him here, survived the healing he performed on himself last night, and not been surreptitiously removed by Chelish wizards in his sleep, he'd be fucking her so hard right now. As it is, the two of them are not on childbearing terms. "Be it clearly stated," Keltham says in a thick voice, "that if I'm not fucking you right now, that's not because I don't really, really want to."









Carissa Sevar: Not quite pretty enough for him to pass up on licensing fees, huh. She's not even offended. Under normal circumstances she'd just offer to Polymorph it off, and she in fact could offer that, but then he'll get distracted trying to think through whether he trusts her that that works and that sounds like a not-at-all-sexy direction to push him in. If he were slightly less of an alien she'd say 'if you owned me, you'd also separately get to decide if we had children', but he's an alien and that seems to run a genuine chance of stamping on something he's been assuming all wrong.



"I admire your self control," she says, though she wouldactuallyreally rather his self control not quite be adequate to the task.









Keltham: He briefly smiles - that's a prideful thing for a woman to say, when she's tempting you, and Keltham likes pride.

Keltham then checks, also briefly, teasingly, whether Carissa tastes like chocolate. He is careful to avoid the outward pleasure center with his tongue while he does that, both for teasing reasons, and because he doesn't know if she's a woman who requires warmup before direct clitoral stimulation.









Carissa Sevar: She does! (She doesn't playthatdifficult.)









Keltham: Prestidigation-based artificial flavor is very tastably artificial, as the cantrip description warned, but it's still better flavor than dath ilan can manage in the absence of magic. Keltham makes a mental note to tell her about this scored point for Golarion later; he's not going to cheat on recordkeeping, but right now he has other things on his mind.

"If you want to lubricate yourself before my fingers go in, now's the time," he warns Carissa, some watching part of himself noting how much that also isn't being phrased as a request.









Carissa Sevar: Mostconsideratebaby dom. He is doing his absolute best to do whatever he wants and he's still sort of tracking whether he's going to hurt her, he doesn't know how notto.

She does not let this show on her face; she doesn't think Keltham would be flattered. "I'm feeling pretty ready," she says.









dath ilan: (It frankly wouldn't occur to Keltham that going through the standard preflight checklist is being 'considerate'? It's just standard. If one suggested to Keltham that this entry on the checklist was particularly a female-serving one, he would stare blankly for a moment and then observe that things may not go in, if a woman isn't lubricated enough. If you were having sex-with-finegrained-financial-transfers, the woman would not pay an additional fifty millims to add lube, that's just a symmetrical convenience.)









Keltham: Keltham hesitates then, torn between an impulse to ask for directions for combining pleasure with pain correctly, and a deeper desire not to ask for directions.

- no. He'll at least try it first on his own.

His desires seem to want Carissa in a different position. One hand goes to her thigh, grabs, pulls. A dath ilani woman would know by convention of nonverbal cuddling signals that Keltham intended to rotate her, turn her onto her stomach on the bed, facing down.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not at all familiar with dath ilani cuddling conventions but she knows how to be very pliable. And giggly, just a tiny calculated bit of giggly.









Keltham: Some part of Keltham doesn't enjoy the giggly sound, maybe at any other time he would, but here and now it's not the sound he wants to hear. When Carissa is flipped onto her stomach, he pulls her shirt from her, to expose her back; with the front of her shirt open, that should be possible to remove now, right?









Carissa Sevar: Yes. She's not wearing underclothes; the shirt has chest support built in.









Keltham: A fine enough backside as well.

With his dominant hand, Keltham puts two fingers into Carissa - yes, she's lubricated enough - and begins two-fingered thrusts directed at the frontal vaginal pleasure nexus. He escalates the pressure quickly, over just the first dozen thrusts, faster than he would escalate without clear signals from anybody who was less wet or less supposedly-invulnerable.

When he's reached the pressure level and rhythm that's the optimal guess for that pleasure nexus if you otherwise know nothing about the woman, he rakes his fingernails, hard, down her exposed back. He wants to see it annotated.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can, actually, enjoy sex in the straightforward way where it's nice and you like it, but she can't do that and also do anything else, so she usually doesn't. You can get yourself off if that's all you are aiming to accomplish in the evening. If she is trying to decide, deliberately, how to move and how to sound and what expressions to make and what her hands are doing, then she's doing that, and it's like casting a high-circle spell, exhilarating, compelling, but not at all something you'd straightforwardly describe as pleasant. She is using her sensory input for too many things for justenjoyingit. She can notice, while she takes cues from Keltham about how to move and how to twitch and how to breathlessly whimper, that he has had probably quantitatively less practice at this than most adventurers at the Worldwound but is better at it, presumably because girls in dath ilan have more bargaining power than girls in Golarion do, or at least have fewer non-sex priorities they're trying to arrange through sex and are therefore pointing more of the bargaining power they are possessed with at the sex itself being nice. But Keltham being better at it is not very related to how she moves and twitches and whimpers, and that's not even because she's trying to seduce him into Evil, it's just because you can't mindlessly enjoy things and react satisfyingly to themat the same time.

Her back scratches up nicely.









dath ilan: (Keltham is better at this because he's had deliberate training, thank you very much. What are your schools even teaching people, if they're not preparing them for such basic aspects of adult life?)









dath ilan: (This about dath ilan: They never evenconsidered not optimizing the shit out of sex. There are regular Very Serious debates, some of them hidden behind fourth-tier pervertedness ciphers, about which parts of sex should have the shit optimized out of them, versus being let run wild and free. But that no aspect of sex should be hyperoptimized at all would be a mad extremist position, which nobody could take Very Seriously.

There is, to be sure, the whole system of avoiding spoilers for young people, which means that their earliest sex is not much optimized. You only get to discover sex once, after all; you wouldn't want to spoil those surprises, any more than you'd tell kids about conservation of momentum instead of putting them in a setting where they can discover classical mechanics for themselves. Now and then, Civilization assembles together a group of recently-initiated young geniuses, who haven't been told yet about any standard sexual methods, and asks them to consider from scratch how sex should best be optimized - just in case Civilization's accustomed thought patterns are missing something.

It is not that dath ilan tries to destroy all naivety as fast as it can be destroyed by truth. Some innocence is hedonically or scientifically useful to preserve for a time.

But once you are initiated into the first tier of spoilered discussion for sex, you get to learn about those standard optimizations that are simple common sense for repairing the defects of sex in a state of nature.

And then, of course, exactly howmuch sexual training a young man might invest his limited skill points into, depends upon that young man's hedonism, horniness, competitiveness, competing life priorities, and how much it bugs him to think he could be doing it better.)









dath ilan: (Keltham has competing life priorities, and would not call himself particularly hedonistic. He is, however, very competitive, and sex does matter to his self-told life story at all. The amount of pleasure he has to give in trade feels to Keltham like a key figure of merit for his own sexual self-worth; and for this reason he has invested more skill points than most other young men his age. Maybe most women his age are not, in fact, evaluating him as if he were a sexual product in a marketplace; but Keltham feels on some level that they should be, they should be evaluating what he has to trade, and he doesn't like the thought of being unready if he meets a woman who is evaluating him. The sexual standards he wants to live up to, first and foremost, are his own; and that never felt to him like a place where he was naturally very self-forgiving.

So Keltham has ever spent a dozen hours practicing with a very carefully built anatomical doll, hooked up to a room full of the best computers that are known publicly to exist, learning how to play standard-variation-over female anatomy as if it were a video game, and learning how to read standard-variation-over female sexual responses, especially the ones that don't require voluntary action.

Because among the defects of sex in a state of nature is, for example, that orgasms don't last nearly long enough in comparison to the rest of sex; and if you're trying to optimize the integral of pleasure over time - not that this is the figure of merit, for sex, but it'sa figure of merit - then it's a bonus sexual skill to be able to read how close your member-of-desired-sex is to orgasm, and hang out in the region where she's close but not quite there. To be sure, there's the very obvious version of this where she just tells you where she is, or gasps out figures between zero and twelve, or gives standard nonverbal signals; but if she doesn't have to focus on doing that, because you can just tell, then you are able to do a Difficult-Seeming Impressive Trick and she can have more fun without being distracted.

Dath ilan does enjoy its Difficult-Seeming Impressive Tricks, like being able to tear a jacket-shirt off of yourself and have it come out intact. Or "fingersnaps", as they're now sometimes known more briefly, in a meme spread by the popcorn book series Science Maniac Verrez. Keltham, in particular, likes Difficult-Seeming Impressive Tricks. And what lots of people spend lots of minutes doing, Civilization spends big money on! A lot of work went into designing the anatomical arcade system that trained Keltham to attempt this particular sexual fingersnap.)









dath ilan: (And also this of dath ilan: faking your sexual responses is... well, mostly it's not imagined, but if imagined, it would immediately be judged as serious-business awfulness. You don't want to live in an equilibrium where people having sex are constantly distracted by the question of whether their partner's signals are real or fake. Hiding your sexual responses during sex, sure, there are Complicated Romances like that, but if you see something it ought to be real. Learning that somebody you'd trusted had done that to you would be the sort of betrayal where a dath ilani might be wondering for the rest of their life if it was going to happen to them again. Telling a man that she deceptively faked her enjoyment with him is the sort of thing that a not-redeemable fictional villain would do to her ex-boyfriend, just before she stabbed him in the neck and left him to rot someplace his brain wouldn't be found in time.

If somehow an adult were caught faking an orgasm, and this was somehow socially proven... it wouldn't get them kicked out of as many cities as if they deliberately raped somebody. But it would get them excluded from around the same number of orgies and startups.

Obvious exceptions obviously apply, of course, like in movie acting or scripted sex work; there is a great difference between depiction and deception.)









Keltham: Keltham isn't thinking that Carissa is deceptively faking her sexual responses; it's not someplace his thoughts would readily jump. He is distracted, among other things, by the pattern of red trails he's managed to leave on Carissa's back, though his hardest-raked fingernails haven't made her bleed. She is, again, right about him; he likes seeing her annotated.

Keltham is noticing that Chelish women's sexual responses don't make sense in terms of the patterns he's been trained for; or at least, Carissa's finer patterns of breathing and muscle-tensions aren't matching up well with Carissa's overt sounds, and he's not sure which one he ought to believe. Maybe there's some kind of Permanent Cheerfulness thing going on, like with the research harem in his lessons? If Carissa had spent a lot of time doing something like that during overcomplicated romances with no off switch, she wouldn't necessarily be able to stop, especially if she was otherwise distracted by fingernails. Keltham does not wish to stop and talk about this either, and it's not like he can ask her to switch to a standard precoded nonverbal signal scale.

Keltham decides he will mostly believe in Carissa's less overt responses for now, and starts experimenting with standard-variations-over optimal stimulation patterns, to see if he can hill-climb to anything that produces a readably different less-overt sexual response, or if he just can't read her at all.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has no information about any of this and couldn't actually stop pretending if she tried, the link between stimuli and responses is too interrupted for her to identify any particular response as natural. She's not even trying to guess what Keltham is going for, specifically, that's difficult even without a cultural divide in the way. Probably he'll do this until he gets bored and then want to enjoy himself, which is much less complicated.









Keltham: Okay, Carissa's subtle tells are reading at the same low level for any pattern he tries, including a set of tactics such that you'd expect at least one set element to have a noticeable effect over a supermajority of dath ilani women.

Which suggests that either (Hypothesis 1) Keltham isn't able to read Carissa correctly, at all; or alternatively (Hypothesis 2) that he just isn't using her correct sexual entry codes at all, and she's got Permanent Cheerfulness going on.

Subhypotheses of 1: Does dath ilani training do something that makes women more readable? Does his own training assume the woman is a dath ilani who's had whatever goes into baseline female sexuality optimization?

Subhypotheses of 2: Maybe Carissa has been messed up by this world somehow, or is just untrained to operate optimally in the cuddleroom, such that it would take a lot more work to raise her arousal to anywhere near an orgasmic level. Even when Keltham and his agemates were reinventing sex without spoilers, the cuddlerooms had vibrators and lubricants and ergonomic furniture lying around to figure out. Can most women not trained to optimize their sexual responses even figure out how to have orgasms, if not supplied with lubricants, vibrators, and ergonomic cuddling furniture?

How sex works in a complete state of nature is not a topic that comes up much in Civilization! Not being in a state of nature is what being civilized is!

Keltham doesn't want to think about this right now! He wants to preserve the heady momentum of discovering sadism, not figure out further experiments to distinguish these multiple hypotheses and subhypotheses!

And Carissa does not currently seem distressed? She may not realize that there is any reachable level of sexual enjoyment beyond what she's experiencing now. He can go further into exploring his own sadism and enjoyment; and later go back to giving her pleasure in return trade trying harder to inflict pleasure on her, even if he has to pause and ask for directions.









Keltham: Without saying anything in words, Keltham stops stimulating Carissa and pulls her up from her facedown position on the bed, maneuvering himself to be beside her and below her. He has his own ideas about what he could tell Carissa to do, but is curious to see what she'll do on her own if initiative gets nonverbally passed to her.









Carissa Sevar: - oh, good, this is wildly less complicated, Carissa knows how to give a blowjob and it seemsreally improbablethat in dath ilan that either 1) works super differently or 2) is supposed to be accompanied by a performance of some kind more elaborate than 'I am sweet and cooperative and having a nice time because of how sexy you are', which she is assuming that men want the world over. More than the world over. The shared genetic heritage over.









Keltham: Going direct for oral, hm? Keltham doesn't mind. There's a family of sex jokes whose punchlines go, "Even the far-from-optimal instances of particular-sex-act tend to be improvements-far-above-par" and oral sex is often named as a classic example.

Keltham is already quite worked up, even after taking into account the temporarily distracting part where the sex got complicated enough that he had to start considering multiple hypotheses, so it shouldn't take long to reach the part where he sees whether or not he cansurprise Carissa with his other dath ilani sex technique that doesn't require technology but still probably shouldn't exist in a pretechnological world.

He'll entertain himself, and arouse himself further, by trying to hurt Carissa while she works. Can his fingernails reach her nipples from here, given her current position?









Carissa Sevar: Yes; she can't exactly do 'giggly' while she's working but she can shift her weight to give him better access, see, look, as cooperative as you can get. ('as cooperative as you can get' is ....not actually her preferred kind of Carissa to be? it's weird she even noticed that when she should be thinking aboutwork,clearly something about Keltham throws her off her game which is not a problem she can really afford to have. Cooperative is a perfect Carissa to be, Asmodeus notices people not just for their capacity to rise in Hell but for their capacity to serve Him, wholeheartedly and uncomplicatedly, and it feels obvious that she'd want to do that, so why not reach for that, now, in the presence of the person her god has spoken of as her teacher, why not take the sort of topsy-tervy mental motion after which she feels so small in his presence that to be as cooperative as he could possibly desire is all she can aspire to -





- right. Because she's lying to him, that's the reason not to do that. Because what she wants here is the performance of perfect submission accompanied by the mental state of coldly contemplated manipulation and so obviously it's not going to feel like surrender, it's going to feel like walking a tightrope with a dick in her mouth, of course that'd take a bit of getting used to -)



She squirms about being pinched, and bats her eyes at Keltham.









Keltham: Keltham isn't trying to read her in very much detail - it's not like he even knows how to read 'level of pain', either 0 or a very very tiny number of people in Civilization would ever get any training on that - actually it's almost certainly 0 because never mind who needs to know*, who would do theexperiments tofigure that out- anyways Keltham isn't trying to read her in very much detail, just enjoying himself.

He makes no effort to hold back his own rising pleasure, and he certainly isn't going to conceal his tells, as he approaches the arousal level for potential orgasm; he's curious about whether Carissa can read him, and what she does about that if he can. It would be an observational misstep to tell her what to do, or even hint to her about what to do, before he's had any chance to observe what she does on her own.



(*) Medical personnel, in fact.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure that she is supposed to get him off, because that is how sex works. It's one of the least complicated forms of human interaction, really.









Keltham: She's just going to make him come? - Keltham thinks as he reaches the verge of orgasm without any obvious attempts by her to delay it. That's a bit surprising - maybe there's magic here for restoring male ejaculative potential as a special case of healing? Or maybe she can't read him any more than he can read her.

Keltham was hooked up to some complicated biofeedback machines, which another society might even have deemed embarrassing, in order to learn this next part; which is why he's guessing that the natives here won't have it.

Even so he has to shut his eyes and concentrate, as he clenches some muscles and relaxes others, and comesjust a little into Carissa's mouth.









dath ilan: (That part where men come once, and then their pleasure-experiencing capabilities are reduced for a while, maybe even finished for the duration?

Less than ideal.

Civilization spent money on improving over that until they could no longer figure out how to usefully spend any more money.)









Keltham: "Surprise," Keltham says, the first words he's spoken in a while.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has no idea what just happened but probably she's supposed to be impressed? She doesn't have to have any idea what just happened to guess that 'impressed' is better for the mood than 'confused'.

She sits up and raises her eyebrows and looks at him. Going for impressed, not confused.









Keltham: "Partial ejaculation technique, learned via machines that give us feedback and guide us along non-obvious intermediates to learning it," Keltham says. "That's the way we do it without magic. Do you have a magical solution for the problem where if men have full orgasms they go soft for a while? Because I wouldn't mind trying that too, if it's on tap."









Carissa Sevar: "Second-circle cleric spell, or there's a potion if you're pretty sure your god only gave you useful-to-the-Project spells today." Paladins reportedly get it at first circle but none of them have ever let Carissa observe this firsthand, because, paladins.









Keltham: "Used up all my second-circles for the day, and even if my god extrapolated our date he would also know I didn't really need that spell."

"So do you have that potion on hand, or were you just going to let me empty my full reserve into your mouth and then have nothing to do but service you for a while until I got hard again? Because that seems a little naughty."









Carissa Sevar: Was she supposed to do something different? "Would I do that?" she says innocently. "Be difficult with you, without saying in advance it was Complicated Romance, like I'm from a civilization of savages? We can call for the potion, but I haven't got it in my ear."









Keltham: He shall delay for later the question of how potions are usually stored in ears. "Well, back to work with you, then," Keltham says and pulls her head back down. "Dequote unless you actually did that because you needed a break from oral," he adds.









Carissa Sevar: - that is the most baffling thing thatanyone has ever said to Carissa in her entire life.She will simply ignore it.









dath ilan: The night is young. Maybe dath ilan can still top it.









Keltham: The next time Keltham gets close to an orgasm, he pulls her head back. By the hair.

"I was getting close to a potential-orgasm there," Keltham says. "Now, in dath ilan, a slightly skilled partner, not a professional, just someone who'd put some time and money into improving the pleasures she had to trade, would have machine-assisted training for reading how close I am to orgasm. If she wasn't relatively skilled, I'd have to expend the distracting effort to say verbal numbers from zero to twelve, to tell her how close I was to coming, so she could slow down or speed up to keep me at around nine or ten, without going to twelve."

"So are you slightly skilled by the standards of dath ilan, Carissa Sevar?"

(Said in what would be, in dath ilan, a naughty male voice, but not at all a submissive one.)









Carissa Sevar: Well, she's hardly going to say 'no', even if she has mostly only used the relevant skillset to not herself be taken by surprise; a guy can pull out, if he wants to do that. She raises her eyebrows at Keltham again.









Keltham: "Oh, is that not a game they play in Golarion? Keeping people in as much pleasure as you can safely give them, without sending them over to where it bursts and stops?" And do they have any other sex games to replace that one, or has Golarion just not optimized over sex at all, for all that Carissa was talking a good game before - no, sad thought, no sad thoughts until tomorrow. "If you've never tried that game before, I admit I'm curious to see the baseline of how well you do without any training. It's not like you could make me come all the way, if I decided not to."

(Keltham can feel that he's not quite doing this right, the naughty challenge that he's giving her; the dialogue he's emitting feels wrong, like he should be - more sadistic in his words, not just his fingers. There's something deeper and more forceful in him, that wants to speak, but doesn't know how to express itself. Maybe now was when he was supposed to use Eagle's Splendour? But whatever this impulse is, he'll analyze it and reflectionize it later. In sex of all places, you've got to be okay with things not being perfect the first time.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa vaguely suspects that you can't solve sex in the same way you can't solve sword fighting, the best tactics depend too much on the adversary's tactics. Obviously some people are much better than others at swordfighting, and at sex, but it's not something like logic where there's a correct answer with properties no other answer has; people have incredible sex with succubi or whatever but they don't all describe the sex being incredible in the same way, the way that fleshshaping is in fact mostly described in the same way. If she tries to think back on all of the best sex she's ever had it has notably little to do with technique, rather than 'I just wanted it really badly that day' or 'I'd never tried that before and that was a perfect way for it to go for the first time'.

...this seems like not the time to argue this point. Plausibly there is no good time to argue that point but right now is a very bad time. "Soldiers don't play that game much," she says. "Not none, though. I would bet I could keep up." The problem, as described, doesn't sound that impossible, even if in Golarion a guy will normally just tell you to slow down or whatever. ...probably if having sex with Keltham is an important ingredient of a plan to seduce him to Lawful Evil, then she can justify the expense of having someone mindread him and telepathically give her cues - and probably she is overthinking this and can just imagine he is saying 'slow down' at the point where she'd expect a guy to say that, and see if that suffices, and involve expensive and risky intimate surveillance arrangements only if that fails. Yeah. There's a good plan.









dath ilan: Dath ilan has no colloquialism for 'I bet' meaning 'I believe'. Those words can mean only one thing:

Betting.









Keltham: "Oh, and what are we betting, then?"









Carissa Sevar: I have been established to intend to win your shirt. I dont know what you want of me that you dont already have.









Keltham: "In the cuddleroom, one typically bets asymmetrical sexual services one desires. One unreciprocated oral service not to exceed a third-hour, callable on demand when you're otherwise in cuddleable state, would be a standard thing for you to bet against me. What manner of sexual service would you demand I bet in return? My shirt is one of the only mementos I have of home, fitted to my body alone, and also it is a legacy of alien technology far beyond your own civilization. Even if you bet an entire lifetime of unreciprocated oral it wouldn't be enough for my shirt." Like seriously.









Carissa Sevar: Literally everything in that category he couldpossibly namehe has already because, in descending order of how obvious this should be to him, he is from another planet and is in wildly high demand for reasons that have nothing to do with how often he goes down on people, he has a dozen suitors even in this highly secure facility and can therefore expect to get away with being as selfish as he likes with at least three or four of them and since all of them know that none are going to object, and also obviously any girl who is difficult with Keltham is getting removed from the project and presumably at that point killed.



So I could name terms along those lines, she says, but I feel obliged to note that a symmetrical bet like that seems very dath ilani, very Neutral, not even a little bit Evil. and relatedly that it does not sound like you named anything that you really desperately want.









dath ilan: What??!? Bets are supposed to be fair because that's what makes them say anything meaningful about the bettors' probabilities!









Keltham: Keltham sets aside that particular confusion as probably the wrong kind of incredulity; there's something serious about Carissa's words. Not her tone, which sounds the same as always, but the actual semantic content of them, and the fact that she's extending a sexual pause to say it.

"You might have a better idea of what I'ddesperately want sexually than I would. The most recently discovered part of my sex drive, that's never had a chance to satisfy itself before, is something you told me about, after all. And several times, I've felt like I've been making some kind of misstep with it, which I've been telling myself is fine for a first discovery of it -"

"But I - don't understand - what you mean by saying that a symmetrical bet isn't Evil. You bet because you expect to win? Maybe some people aren't like that in the cuddleroom, but I sure am - I mean - what version of this practice is asymmetrical, Evil instead of Neutral -"

"You can't just mean, what, that we pick something with even odds and - bet an hour of oral one way against two minutes the other way? Wouldn't that be less Evil for you, even if it was more Evil for me? Taking things without giving in return, isn't that - I mean, isn't that - a smaller version of Abaddon, basically?"

The part of Keltham that never stops observing himself notices that his voice is questioning, possibly frightened, more than trying to contradict her. He's lying on a bed looking down at a naked Carissa with her head not very far from his still-erect penis, and part of him feels like he's standing on a narrow ledge with somebody who might be about to either stabilize him or push him off.









Carissa Sevar: " - okay, first, noting that we are very bad at this and next time we should contemplate having sex without translation magic so we can't overthink everything or at least cannot do so contagiously. Secondly, don't people vary enormously in how much they mind oral sex, if at all, like, specifically among gay men there's lots of people who'll do it without any reciprocation because it's so fun in its own right and I don't know how common that is but it seems like an - error - to treat it as a sort of interchangeable currency when the actual currency is what peoplemindand it's going to varywildlyin those terms. Thirdly, because I think that's not actually the core thing even though it's an ingredient of my confusion -"









Carissa Sevar: "I am here. I am not here because I calculated how much pleasure I could get out of you and how much inconvenience I would be buying it for, and in fact came here without any particular expectation that dath liani sex is pleasurable to Chelish people, though it does seem to be, actually. I am here because I want you, and - part of what it means to want you, in the terms I learned, insofar as it's safe and reasonable and all those other things - is to want to put myself in your power and witness what you do with it, to strip away every conventional arrangement for how we ought to relate to each other, tostop calculatingwhether it's been long enough or fair enough or reciprocated closely enough, to emergewhatever you choose to make of me.And the difference between us and Abaddon is that I knew what I wanted, and came here to do it, chose this and chose you in pure selfish curiosity about what you'll do with me and where I'll be after that. And if your terms aren't fair, I can walk away, if I'd like, but I can alsonotwalk away, if I'd like. And there's nothing of Abaddon in a bet we both agree to, with our eyes open, for our own reasons, even if it gives you everything and me merely the satisfaction of having that to give you."









dath ilan: Well, of course they're having to spend way too much time thinking about things; they're aliens, they haven't started out with common knowledge established of a sexual protocol!









Keltham: Keltham sets that thought aside, too. It's bad enough that they're touching on the meta-level; he knows better than to say anything as meta-meta as to argue about the expected time two aliens should reasonably expect to need to allocate for metalevel discussion. And to say it out loud would also be imposing his ownframe on things, and he's starting to suspect that frame is part of the problem.

"We're taught - that there's always an exchange, one way or another - and that we have to acknowledge whatever that exchange is, to make sure it's a fair one -"

"If I knew you better, or maybe if just understood Chelish people, I'd already know what you were - expecting from me in this - in whatever we're doing, which is something that I don't even understand, if we're not trading pleasures with each other, which, I mean, some people enjoy the act more than others, it doesn't mean that - what they're doing isn't valuable -"

"I can tell I'm in the wrong frame for this new thing that we're doing but I was raised among people who weren't Evil enough and I don't understand what the really Evil thing to do hereis. Part of me is fascinated by the idea of you giving me things and you being rewarded only by the satisfaction of giving them to me, but wouldn't that make you Good?"









Carissa Sevar: "Dath ilan sounds lovely but yes, I'm starting to suspect that them not having invented this is not just about their population rates being off somewhat. Hmmm. So - the usual caveat given about Good and Evil are that they are god-concepts, and we're working with the human understanding because the gods don't know how to teach us the real thing, as much as with Law and Chaos except Good and Evil correspond more to - natural human impulses - so it's both easier to get them mostly right and easier to get them a little wrong.





If - I decided that I wanted to increase the sum of happiness for others in the world at some cost to my own happiness, and that I was going to do this by wandering around giving blowjobs, that would be Good. I guess. Good people don't actually do that, probably because there are a lot of better ways.

If I - decided that the thing I care about, for myself, isn't happiness, isn't even in every context being fairly dealt-by, but is a certain kind of - knowledge of the world, or a certain kind of knowledge of myself, my limits and my strengths and my weaknesses and which parts of me only know how to interface with Civilization and which parts know different things than that -

- then however I go about the pursuit of that, I'm still Evil, because I haven't gone and tried to figure out what's best for other people, benefitting them is mostly an entertaining side effect. ...with me so far?"









dath ilan: Obviously even if you were absolutely selfish, you'd still go around computing what everyone else wanted, that's important useful knowledge for fitting into and using the larger multiagent equilibrium -









Keltham: "I think I'm following you so far."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. So - if you were a god, you'd just go around merrily engaging in exactly and only the set of transactions that cause you to have more of the known, fixed, thing-you-want than you had before, or that - actually I shouldn't even try to say this part because your civilization talks about it more and will know how to say it better, but, uh, consider me to have attempted to convey that I think you are right, about what an Evil god would do..."









Keltham: "Not seeing where this is going in relation to sexuality but you should probably just keep talking, same as when we first met, yesterday and a lifetime ago."









Carissa Sevar: "Right.

The thing that - I think you're into - is not that. And the transaction model does not work at all. Lots of people like it, there are known ways to do it better or worse or more dangerously, it's not resistant to analysis, but you can't do it atallby trying to make sure the other person's getting their duly negotiated share of the value being produced, you will destroy all the value being produced if you try. It runs on - Evil emotions let loose in a context where it is safe to let them loose - on the power that want has, when it's not held in check by all the things that have to hold in in check almost every minute of all of the time, it runs on - from the other end - the ways that it changes you, for the better, tostop looking out for your interests and discover where they fall when you aren't protecting them -

- and - it is unfair, sometimes. Revels in its unfairness, sometimes. Giving someone orders that they cannot follow, so that you can punish them for failing to follow them, is a sex game, and it is afunsex game, and I bet you'd like it. Tying people up and making them, while they're helpless, trade you hours of service for sips of water is a sex game, a fun sex game, and I bet you'd like that too. It's unfair, that's the point, but also it isn't unfair, because the service and the water aren't the actual value being exchanged and divided between the parties, and they might in fact have no idea what it is, or if they're dividing it fairly, but they both keep coming back for more."









dath ilan: Boy howdy betsy-booyah is Carissa using some ideas not natural to the conceptual language of dath ilan.

When Keltham was very young indeed, it was explained to him that if somebody old enough to know better were to deliberately kill somebody, Civilization would send them to the Last Resort (an island landmass that another world might call 'Japan'), and that if Keltham deliberately killed somebody and destroyed their brain, Civilization would just put him into cryonic suspension immediately.

It was carefully and rigorously emphasized to Keltham, in a distinction whose tremendous importance he would not understand until a few years later, that this was not a threat. It was not a promise ofconditional punishment. Civilization was not trying toextort him into not killing people, into doing what Civilization wanted instead of what Keltham wanted, based on a prediction that Keltham would obey if placed into a counterfactual payoff matrix where Civilization would send him to the Last Resort if and only if he killed. It was just that, if Keltham demonstrated a tendency to kill people, the other people in Civilization would have a natural incentive to transport Keltham to the Last Resort, so he wouldn't kill any others of their number; Civilization would have that incentive to exile him regardless of whether Keltham responded to that prospective payoff structure. If Keltham deliberately killed somebody and let their brain-soul perish, Keltham would be immediately put into cryonic suspension, not to further escalate the threat against the more undesired behavior, but because he'd demonstrated a level of danger to which Civilization didn't want to expose the other exiles in the Last Resort.

Because, of course, if you try to make a threat against somebody, the only reason why you'd do that, is if you believed they'd respond to the threat; that, intuitively, is what the definition of a threat is.

It's why Iomedae can't just alter herself to be a kind of god who'll release Rovagug unless Hell gets shut down, and threaten Pharasma with that; Pharasma, and indeed all the other gods, are the kinds of entity who will predictably just ignore that, even if that means the multiverse actually gets destroyed. And then, given that, Iomedae doesn't have an incentive to release Rovagug, or to self-modify into the kind of god who will visibly inevitably do that unless placated.

Gods and dath ilani both know this, and have math for defining it precisely.

Politically mainstream dath ilani are not libertarians, minarchists, or any other political species that the splintered peoples of Golarion would recognize as having been invented by some luminary or another. Their politics is built around math that Golarion doesn't know, and can't be predicted in detail without that math. To a Golarion mortal resisting government on emotional grounds, "Don't kill people or we'll send you to the continent of exile" and "Pay your taxes or we'll nail you to a cross" sound like threats just the same - maybe one sounds better-intentioned than the other, but they both sound like threats. It's only a dath ilani, or perhaps a summoned outsider forbidden to convey their alien knowledge to mortals, who'll notice the part where Civilization's incentive for following the exile conditional doesn't depend on whether you respond to exile conditionals by refraining from murder, while the crucifixion conditional is there because of how the government expects Golarionites to respond to crucifixion conditionals by paying taxes. There is a crystalline logic to it that is not like yielding to your impulsive angry defiant feelings of not wanting to be told what to do.

The dath ilani built Governance in a way more thoroughly voluntarist than Golarion could even understand without math, not (only) because those dath ilani thought threats were morally icky, but because they knew that a certain kind of technically defined threat wouldn't be an equilibrium of ideal agents; and it seemed foolish and dangerous to build a Civilization that would stop working if people started behavingmore rationally.

The Taldane word 'punishment' translates into Civilization's conceptual library as a technical concept for a structure that should never appear in reality - not just the punishment itself being kept out of reality; the threat of punishment is something that shouldn't appear in the actual counterfactuals.

So "giving someone orders that they cannot follow, so you can punish them for failing to follow them" doesn't make any sense even assuming the actualization of a counterfactual threat structure, becausepunishment is by technical definition something that appears in threats, which, if they're being deployed sanely, are meant to work in a way where the naive agent obeys in actual reality and therefore the threatening agent doesn't have to expend resources on carrying out the punishment in actual reality, so why would you purposefully give somebody orders they can't follow, that doesn't even make senseeven in the world where threats work on people -









dath ilan: And that's not even getting into the math underlying the dath ilani concepts of 'fairness'! If Alis and Bohob both do an equal amount of labor to gain a previously unclaimed resource worth 10 value-units, and Alis has to propose a division of the resource, and Bohob can either accept that division or say they both get nothing, and Alis proposes that Alis get 6 units and Bohob get 4 units, Bohob should accept this proposal with probability < 5/6 so Alis's expected gain from this unfair policy is less than her gain from proposing the fair division of 5 units apiece. Conversely, if Bohob makes a habit of rejecting proposals less than '6 value-units for Bohob' with probability proportional to how much less Bohob gets than 6, like Bohob thinks the 'fair' division is 6, Alis should ignore this and propose 5, so as not to give Bohob an incentive to go around demanding more than 5 value-units.

A good negotiation algorithm degrades smoothly in the presence of small differences of conclusion about what's 'fair', in negotiating the division of gains-from-trade, but doesn't give either party an incentive to move away from what that party actually thinks is 'fair'. This, indeed, is what makes the numbers the parties are thinking about be about the subject matter of 'fairness', that they're about a division of gains from trade intended to be symmetrical, as a target of surrounding structures of counterfactual actions that stabilize the 'fair' way of looking things without blowing up completely in the presence of small divergences from it, such that the problem of arriving at negotiated prices is locally incentivized to become the problem of finding a symmetrical Schelling point.

(You wouldn't think you'd be able to build a civilization without having invented the basic math for things like that - the way that coordination actually works at all in real-world interactions as complicated as figuring out how many apples to trade for an orange. And in fact, having been tossed into Golarion or similar places, one sooner or later observes that people do not in fact successfully build civilizations that are remotely saneorgoodif they haven't grasped the Law governing basic multiagent structures like that.)









Keltham: Sex games built around 'punishment' and 'unfairness', huh.

Keltham has never heard anything this baffling in his entire life.









Keltham: And since this improvised cuddleroom doesn't even have a whiteboard - not that Keltham was the sort of dath ilani who needed a whiteboard in his cuddleroom, in his past life, but it was hardly uncommon - there is absolutely no hope that he is going to be able to explain any of his bewilderment even if he tries.

He has zero viable options except to ignore this for now and move on.









Keltham: "You're invoking fundamental concepts in the possibilities of multiagent interaction that I thought I understood, but you're using them in ways that I can't understand at all," Keltham says, his voice quieter than it usually is. "I don't think we should try to talk about them tonight. Leaving all of that aside, how would you suggest I behave towards you now, if I'm to actualize this part of my sexuality in a way that would work for most people who had it?"









Carissa Sevar: What part of that could possibly -



"How about you act like yesterday we had an elaborate and extended eight hours of me doing exactly as I pleased and negotiated in exchange that tonight you get eight hours of doing exactly as youplease with me, which by default already includes demanding as much unreciprocated whatever-you'd-like as you want, such that that's a silly thing to offer to further negotiate, and that I have made such arrangements many many times in the past and know myself not to be vulnerable to being damaged by them, so you don't need to worry about whether I'm actually really all right, and if you can think about it without exploding you can contemplate that the thing I'm in fact getting in exchange is not, specifically, 'the exact same thing some other time', but that it is satisfactory to me, and doesn't involve you doing anything nice for me now or later."









Keltham: Again that sense of standing on a narrow ledge, and not being sure whether Carissa is trying to stabilize him or push him off it.

"I - you're right that there's a part of me that wants that - wants it a lot - and I keep wanting to say that it's like being offered a, an apple for free, without paying for it, who wouldn't want it, except that I can tell it's more sexual than that," and deeper and darker and maybe dangerous, "but - but how is it okay? How is it all right with you? I keep wanting to check that you're not expecting more equity or the rights to the fasteners in my shirt or - but you sound like you've done this with other sex partners - it seems so, so valuable, to give that to somebody, if you didn't charge for it at all even in non-financial ways then there should be many many more people wanting it then people who'll supply it and I don't understand and yes I know it shouldn't be something I need to figure out to have the sex itself, but it doesn't feel safe to grab something so precious and scarce, whose scarcity has to be rationed somehow, without knowing why I get it, when not everyone gets it, because that reason, whatever it is, is the price*."

(*) Lit. "factor_that_varies-to_equilibrate-supply-demand" in Baseline, but unfortunately this more technical and general term has just translated right back into 'price' in Taldane.









Carissa Sevar: " - I think it's pretty balanced actually, in supply and demand? Cheliax has - philosophy, about parts of yourself you discover through pain, through obedience, through not having choices. Some people hear that and think 'well that sounds false of me', or try it and it's false of them, but - but it's true of lots of people, about as many as there are people who discover something in themselves through sadism... it'd be neat, for me, if I were offering you something very precious you could otherwise stalk half the world looking for even with all your money, but if you ask the class in the morning you'll have three volunteers." She mentally considers the girls in the class. "...you'll have five but three who know for sure they're into it." This would be overconfident if she didn't have the power to order the girls in the class to not ALL VOLUNTEER FOR KELTHAM TO TORTURE THEM HE WON'T THINK THAT'S PLAUSIBLE.









Keltham: That sexual-markets equilibrium makes no sense to him but Carissa thinks it makes sense to her and maybe that should be enough.

Keltham can tell that he wants this.

Keltham can tell that he's afraid.

Without any sense of hesitation, Keltham looks within himself for further details, this being the obvious thing one is trained to do next in that cognitive situation.

He's afraid that he'll do this wrongly, if he tries to do it, and not give Carissa what she expects in return because there must be something even if she doesn't understand what it is, or just make a misstep that she isn't expecting, because he's an alien, and she won't forgive him, and Chelish Governance will decide that the alien is too dangerous to have this kind of sex with, and he'll never again get the thing he just discovered.

(That's not realistic, says the wiser part of himself; individuals can be unreasonably unforgiving, but whole governments know better.)

He's scared of betraying a thing that it means to be Keltham, that he does pay fairly what he owes.

(There's limits to what fairness demands of you, when somebody has insisted to you repeatedly that a good is being given to you without reciprocal obligation.)

He's scared that -









Keltham: Keltham smiles, for he sees the humor in the situation, though he doesn't know if Carissa will find it humorous at all.

"Well, I just got an interesting answer from my mind when I asked it why I was scared of something I knew I wanted. Apparently, I really don't want to disappoint you by missing some key requirement on my performance that you're not thinking to mention, and then you'll never offer me this again. Apparently, even if three other women here offer it to me, I'm attached to getting it from you, in particular. I have no idea how you'll take that, but it seemed like the sort of thing I ought to let you know."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has not encountered that level of being emotionally vulnerable at someone on purpose - presumably it's on purpose? - since she was eight and another child told her that their dad died yesterday, as if they expected sympathy for this. She corrected them, by saying cheerfully, 'you look it. you have a dead dad face' and then, when the kid merely looked confused, 'like, if I were your dad, I would die, of how stupid your face looks'. This got the message across and Carissa does not think the kid even said it to anyone else and got beaten for it, so really, she was doing him a favor.



....anyway. "So far I have found all your miscommunications very endearing. I think I will enjoy watching you get better at this, even if you are very bad at it, starting out. And - it's doing it more wrong, to want it and - do something else, you aren't actually avoiding doing it wrong that way."









Keltham: "Haven't actually noticed that internal phenomenon with any other women before. I suppose it requires respecting somebody to some noticeable degree, inflicting sexy pain on her, and then having her... offer herself up to me like, like... yeah, my language doesn't have a word for it. And here I thought I was just aromantic, ha ha. I wonder if Civilization has a secret effort underway to cure people like me out of existence, or just try to make sure we have fewer kids, so our descendants won't be running around needing something that dath ilan can never give us."









Carissa Sevar: a-sexual was doesn't actually do sex, a-romantic is doesn't actually do romance.

Is he. Saying that he is falling in love.



Well, that was one of the objectives, so, good job on that objective, Carissa. Are such declarations accompanied by snuggles? It seems like maybe they should be. She will stop leaning over him and curl herself in at his side. "Seems to me like they should go the other way," she says. "And find their few Chelish girls - they can't have none, with a billion people - and tell them they have something special. I guess maybe they don't notice, if there's no one telling them, and if the schools don't do pain for lessons either."









Keltham: He snuggles back.

"I hope you're right, but - they wouldn't expect people like that to exist - how would peoplenotice, nobody would do those experiments, the people themselves might just think they were insane for wanting to be hurt - no. The people smarter than I am would figure it out. Somehow. There's a million people in dath ilan at the thousandth fractile in what Owl's Wisdom enhances, not just the Keepers but the people who could become that and choose not to. Maybe it only takes one of those, who's the thing that you are, to realize what they are in detail. And then they'd encourage painseekers to have more children, and paingivers to have less children, until it all came into balance... unless the people who knew, just thought that it was adding more pain to the world, and that Civilization would be better off without the whole thing -"

Sad thoughts. Not for tonight.

"But that's not my business any more," Keltham says firmly, more to himself than to her; it helps to say it out loud, to have others know the standard to which you intend to hold yourself. "My business is not in dath ilan, which has that one problem, but in Golarion, which has all of the other problems except for that one."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, now I'm going to have to try to think of another problem we don't have, if you don't distract me. Attempted translation across the alien communications barrier, that was an invitation to distract me."









Keltham: "I intend to. Very shortly." He's gone soft, erectionwise, and it'll be slightly harder to regain after one partial ejaculation, but when his options for gaining arousal include inflicting pain on Carissa Sevar he is confident that getting his erection back will not be even slightly a problem. "I check explicitly: Most dath ilani women, if they weren't being paid in other ways, would consider themselves owed an orgasm during sex. Unless they were deliberately practicing near-orgasmic-only sex, in order to increase or conserve their sex drive; and then they'd want you to work on getting them to near-orgasm as a signal of - of a concept you don't have but 'respect' is close to it. To show that you weren't trying to go off the boundary of fairness."









Carissa Sevar: "I consider myself owed nothing, though with intent to acquire some things, if you're not clever enough to stop me."









Keltham: "I can't tell if you're talking about masturbating or stealing my shirt, and in the latter case, I'll say again that it is MY SHIRT and I consider that part to be SERIOUS BUSINESS."









Carissa Sevar: "Sorry. I will not steal your shirt. I will not ambiguously joke about stealing your shirt. I will spend my next paycheck on Sleeves of Many Garments and then, inexplicably-from-your-perspective, have your shirt, but not in a way that deprives you of it."









Keltham: "Good. I'm an easy man to get along with if you don't yoink my stuff, see."

"I - part of me is attracted to, just, not owing you anything - but part of me would have liked to... not give you pleasure, inflict it on you like it was pain."

"But either my dath ilani training assumes the other woman is also a dath ilani, when it comes to reading her accurately, or I don't know the key code to your sex lock? You were making sounds that would correspond to a dath ilani woman having the amount of fun I'd expect from the techniques I was using. But the training I've done for reading things like muscle tension and exact details of breathing - for purposes of pulling off the trick of keeping a woman right around orgasm without going over, and without her needing to be distracted by giving me deliberate feedback, which is another dath ilani trick I was planning to surprise you with - was reading as if you were at the same low constant arousal level regardless of what techniques I tried on you. Even if what I was doing was working, and I just couldn't tell, I'm not sure I can get you to orgasm at all - let alone keep you in near-orgasmic pleasure for a while - if I can't tell how well anything is working, we don't have any prior protocols established for more deliberate feedback cycles, and also I don't have a vibrating-thing or any other sextech."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: What's an explanation that's not 'oh, I was really hoping I could just fake it'. And not 'yeah, that's Chelish girls, unreadable', which it'd now be her responsibility to coordinate everyone on that!! Which seems hard!!! It's - it's the same problem they ran into earlier, right, Keltham pulling apparently-magical correlations out of nowhere, because his society shelves entirely different things alongside each other - and not 'actually I really dislike experiencing pleasure', which isn't even true but feels kind of true right now, and not 'oh that was my badly behaved unsexy body double -'



Why is her life LIKE this -



As few lies as possible. Only she doesn't even know what the relatively fewer lies route from here is, because they are standing in a LIE MINEFIELD -

- this is the way a stupid failure who gets executed a week from now thinks, not the way that the girl Asmodeus noticed thinks - calm, focus - good lies are personal, therefore nondisprovable. Good lies expose vulnerability, because people don't expect vulnerable lies and because if you know what someone thinks your vulnerabilities are you're safer.



Snuggle. "That's on me, not on you, I think - I was enjoying myself, but it's hard for me to relax enough to get off when I don't feel like I understand -" handwave. "what's going on. If it's safe for me to stop tracking things. It's...not actually safe to stop tracking things very often, at the Worldwound. And, uh, it Is physically much safer here but it's also very confusing. I am curious whether you'll have this problem with anyone else but my guess now is that you won't and it is just that I am too on edge, and need to relax."









Iarwain: The invisible inaudible security wizard, who is reading Sevar's mind and laughing his head off, temporarily pauses his laughter in a sign of due respect; that recovery was legitimately smoother than he was expecting Sevar to pull off.

He's also resolving to never ever sleep with this woman no matter what she waves in front of him, but that's likewise a sign of respect.









Keltham: Keltham hugs Carissa closer to himself. It's an honest reaction, of course, he's not going to startfaking things, that would be a sign something had gone dreadfully wrong with an equilibrium; if people acted fake in that way, then Carissa would be expecting the fakery, and if they don't then he's not going to be first to defect, etcetera. Keltham is moved and feeling empathetic suffering, as one would expect, what with Carissa's story being more awful than anything you'd almost ever hear in dath ilan where the news coverage tries to be statistically representative of how often things happen in reality.

But Keltham is also concealing another thought, one that seems not especially helpful to speak right now, which is about the way that Carissa made sexual sounds despite her low objective arousal. It blatantly rhymes with the Permanent Cheerfulness - he is beginning to suspect it is not dignity - of his students.

There is, Keltham is beginning to suspect, a kind of damage to the self that non-psychiatrists like himself have never heard of, maybe a kind of damage that approximately doesn't exist in dath ilan; something like an illusion spell, something like the Eagle's Splendor spell, something that unglues seemings from actualities. Keltham suspects, he intuits, that the ungluing isn't just in the outer social world, it's not like a lie told to other people, it reaches deep into people's own selves. It is a form of damage that dath ilani mental training protects against so thoroughly that he was never warned against it as a danger; or maybe it's a socially-inflicted hazard that requires your society to be doing everything wrong simultaneously.

Fighting endless demons at the Worldwound and that making you tense to the point where you have a hard time getting off during sex even after you leave, well, yes, that's bad or even grimdark; but it's the ordinary kind of grimdark you would see in a movie or novel out of dath ilan. The thing where you make noises like you're fine, that seems very, very, very much worse in ways that Keltham is finding hard to describe. That cannot possibly be something that would not damage a person, nor a thing that an undamaged person would do.

...he wants to find whatever did this to Carissa and unmake it.

Ha. Keltham has never felt that way about another person before. It isn't limerence, Keltham doesn't think, it doesn't feel like descriptions he's read of limerence. More like he owns equity in Sevar or, or he doesn't even know.

He's supposed to set aside sad thoughts like this, but Keltham can feel that he should not do so that quickly. The current running through him now is deep, not lightly to be told to go away and come back later. Still, he can at least not say any such things out loud. If his Carissa is broken and doesn't know it, he shouldn't ask about that or try to explain his hypothesis to her in the middle of sex; under previously decided meta-policy, it should not be said tonight at all.









Keltham: "I may need a half-minute to recover," Keltham says out loud. "I'm afraid that I went and updated about how awful Golarion is, again, and I definitely needed to go there because otherwise I would have been too confused specifically during sex, but still."









Carissa Sevar: What in that could possibly have been an update.









Carissa Sevar: "Take as long as you need."









Keltham: A brief smile. "I'll aspire to need as little as possible. A saying out of dath ilan: First learn correctness, then comes speed."









Carissa Sevar: "A saying that works here too! I don't think I've heard it but if I did I wouldn't guess at all it'd be invented by aliens."









Keltham: "Interesting. How about: If you know where you're going, you should already be there."









Carissa Sevar: " - somewhat more invented by aliens. 'I know where I'm going' usually means 'I'm pleased with my afterlife arrangements and if they turn out to be dated to today then so be it', but it's not advised to run straight off to Hell just because you're supposed to get there eventually."









Keltham: "Ha. No, that's not what it means in dath ilan at all. It's the second discipline of speed, which is fourteenth of the twenty-seven virtues, reflecting a shard of the Law of Probability that I'll no doubt end up explaining later but I'm not trying it here without a whiteboard."

"As a human discipline, 'If you know your destination you are already there' is a self-fulfilling prediction about yourself, that if you can guess what you're going to realize later, you have already realized it now. The idea in this case would be something like, because mental qualities do not have intrinsic simple inertia in the way that physical objects have inertia, there is the possibility that if we had sufficiently mastered the second layer of the virtue of speed, we would be able to visualize in detail what it would be like to have recovered from our mental shocks, and then just be that. For myself, that'd be visualizing where I'll already be in half a minute. For yourself, though this would be admittedly harder, it'd be visualizing what it would be like to have recovered from the Worldwound. Maybe we could just immediately rearrange our minds like that, because mental facts don't have the same kinds of inertia as physical objects, especially if we believe about ourselves that we can move that quickly."

"I, of course, cannot actually do that, and have to actually take the half a minute. But knowing that I'd be changing faster if I was doing it ideally is something I can stare at mentally and then change faster, because we do have any power at all to change through imagining other ways we could be, even if not perfectly. Another line of that verse goes, 'You can move faster if you're not afraid of speed.'"

"You seemed to think that the first layer of speed made perfect sense, so I thought I'd go try the second layer on you. Though that may have been a little ambitious now that I'm actually saying out loud what all goes into layer two."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. I think - that might not be true until you've learned some other things for changing your mind around. I bet it's true for devils."









Keltham: "Layer three is 'imaginary intelligence is real intelligence' and it means that if you can imagine the process that produces a correct answer in enough detail, you can just use the imaginary answer from that in real life, because it doesn't matter what simulation layer an answer comes from. The classic exercise to develop the virtue is to write a story featuring a character who's much smarter than you, so you can see what answers your mind produces when you try to imagine what somebody much smarter than you would say. If those answers are actually better, it means that your own model of yourself contains stupidity assertions, places where you believe about yourself that you reason in a way which is incorrect or just think that your brain isn't supposed to produce good answers; such that when you instead try to write a fictional character much smarter than you, your own actual brain, which is what's ultimately producing those answers, is able to work unhindered by your usual conceptions of the ways in which you think that you're a kind of person stupider than that."









Carissa Sevar: "Huh. I have not tried my hand at writing fiction but I would be really surprised if I had that problem. One thing I like about wizards is that they are very very focused on being as smart as possible and getting as much out of your intelligence as possible, and if there were a widespread phenomenon of people failing on some level to use all their intelligence which you could notice once you enhanced Wisdom or Cunning there's no way everyone wouldn't've known that."









Keltham: "Yeah, let's try that again after all y'all hear a remotely Lawful definition of what intelligence is."

"I was wondering before if - maybe the permanently cheerful students in the classroom, are trying to imagine the version of themselves that's cheerful, and act like that person in hopes of being that person. Because when we're being instructed in the virtue of speed, we're told that you can try that, like, once or three times, to see if anything improves. But if you kept it up, it'd be like..." They probably don't have artificial flavors here. "Using Prestidigitation to flavor all your food, if Prestidigitation worked perfectly for that, to the point where flavors were uncorrelated from actual nutrients and your body became confused in the way that it tried to seek nutrients by seeking flavors associated with those nutrients. 'Fake cheerfulness until it's real' is something you'd try a few times to learn how it helped, if it helped. Not a good way of splinting a bone long-term to help it heal. It wouldn't heal straight. Or at least, that was the standard dath ilani advice to a standard dath ilani person in my intelligence bracket. But artificial cheerfulness meant to become real probably isn't the explanation for the permanent cheerfulness thing, because if it was, they could have just said so."

That's about the best veiled helpful-advice Keltham can offer relative to the obvious possible reason why Carissa might be imitating all the sexual responses of a person who hadn't just gotten back from the Worldwound.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has picked up that there's subtext, but isn't sure enough of what it is to be sure she can handle it cautiously enough. "I don't think that's it exactly. Or - that kind of thing might be an ingredient in the advice that people get. But our wisdom doesn't get passed down split up like that into standard advice by intelligence bracket. We get told 'this thing tends to work better than this other thing' and not why everyone thinks so. But you'll still do better by listening to the wisdom than not, even if you'd do even better if the wisdom was all split up and separately justified and you could figure out which pieces are applicable."









Keltham: Well, that doesn't overtly sound like she picked up the subtext, so either she actually didn't pick up the subtext (hypothesis 1)*, maybe because his theory of what she was trying to do was completely off-base (hypothesis 1.1), or maybe it'll delayed-drop on her later (hypothesis 1.2), or alternatively she got it but doesn't want to talk about it now so is concealing that she got it (hypothesis 2). Either way, he should move on.

(*) The Baseline way of thinking this hypothesis tree makes it clear that the branches are not exhaustive, meaning there's an implicit hypothesis 1.0 "all other branches of 1" that is neither 1.1 nor 1.2.



Keltham checks in with his sexuality. His sexuality is not, he thinks, really all that hindered by the thought of the grimdark thing that happened to Carissa; the desire to protect her is weirdly close in mindspace to the desire to have pain-inflicting sex with her. The reason the mood could be that fragile is because of the other impediments still going on.

"I checked in with my sexuality again, now that my brain had four half... two minutes to rest," Keltham says. The tendency to underestimate required temporal resources is so ubiquitous that, even in dath ilan, people who don't want to spend infinity mental labor-hours on doing better will just live with their embarrassing darned underestimates. "It still wants to hurt you and have sex with you and - try out paying nothing back, which I guess this is a good time for nope major inner pushback on that. Some part of me is not okay with the prospect of not knowing your sex passcode and not being able to inflict pleasure on you when I feel like it. It wants to run off and build a hugely overpowered magical vibrating-thing to brute-force your sex passcode. I don't actually know what's going on in my head right now. Do you know what's going on in there."









Carissa Sevar: "My top guess would be, your conception of what it means to have power over a girl includes 'you can get her off', so it doesn't really feel like having me, if you can't. Other guesses: your concept of why it's okay to hurt me isbecause I like it,rather thanbecause I want it,and so my liking ended up tangled in your core concept of why this is a fun thing to do and it doesn't feel fun if you don't feel like I'm liking it properly. I don't suppose it fixes this if I assure you it's very very pleasant just not in a getting-off way?"









Keltham: "I think much more the first thing. I don't actually understand why it's okay to hurt you, I'm just pushing ahead anyways because you said so. But my sense of - havingyou - and that depending on being able to inflict pleasure on you -"

"My brain is claiming both that you're obviously correct and also that it has no idea what you could mean by that, which is an odd and embarrassing set of stances to hold simultaneously."









Carissa Sevar: "I am ....referencing arrangements that people want, and that can be good for them, and that I am nearly certain dath ilan doesn't have and wouldn't even understand, and I expect trying to explain will take hours and trip on all our previous confusions about how governments work, but I can try, if you want."









Keltham: "For now, I should only need to know which final answer you think is right, for how I should - treat you, and feel about you while I'm doing that, in order to have you. Part of me must almost understand it, or I wouldn't know there was something I wanted. Maybe you don't need to explain why the answer is correct, just make me understand what the answer is, or the fraction of it that's about me right now." Frankly, it'd probably help his bewildered sexuality quite a bit if he had the six-hour lecture, or, just imagine, a textbook. But time is a finite resource. "You're makingprogress, Carissa Sevar, I'm less confused than I was an hour earlier. I just haven't heardenough that my need to inflict pleasure snaps into place as an obvious element of having you."









Carissa Sevar: "Having something means you can do as you like with it. What makes having a person different from having a big wax doll of them is that theyexperience you doing as you like with them. So it's not very satisfactory to have a person and not have the ability to cause them to have whatever experiences you wish them to; it's like how it also wouldn't be nearly as good if I could turn off or modulate all sensory input I got. You should assume that those things are yours, not mine, to decide, and barriers to you having those things are problems to solve, though not necessarily problems you want to solve tonight."









Keltham: "That feels like - another small bit of my sexuality just slid into place -" It's phrased in a worrying way, but Keltham can't put his finger on how else it ought to be phrased instead, and Carissa sure has emphasized that this is what she wants. His sexuality also seems more cheerful about continuing with sex in the face of 'this is a problem to be solved later' rather than 'this can't be a problem because demanding women be aroused by you is not how sane relationships work'. "What would you guess I'm supposed to feel while I'm - having you, making you experience what I want you to experience? It's not infinitely safe to tell me what I should feel, but I'm guessing that it's much safer than giving similar advice to a Chelish man my age; Civilization ran me through a lot of exercises on not feeling something untrue to myself just because somebody primed me in the wrong direction."









Carissa Sevar: "...powerful? That's - why it's interesting at all, right -" she has no idea how tyranny would translate to Baseline and doesn't want to risk it, but this is clearly the thing her tutor possesses and she doesn't, the ability to find Asmodeushere,the dimension along which Keltham can be tempted - except he couldn't learn it from someone else who experiences it, he has to learn it from someone who can look him in the eyes and sincerely tell him that some people are meant to be ruled over, that she would know..."that your wants are law, that the only thing you have to think about is how you'd like things to be -"









Keltham: Not - quite right, somehow, Keltham thinks. But it's close enough that he can maybe see what his mind is trying to feel.

"You talked about - giving yourself to me, to see what I made of you - can you say another few words about that."









Carissa Sevar: 
"There are lots of different kinds of devils. And some of them are painful to become, from a human-shaped start, not the way exercise is painful, the way being whipped is painful, and I've wanted that since I first heard it was an option. I want to bathe in a flame that hurts me but does not damage me, and emerge perfected. I want to suffer and survive and know things about myself from the surviving. I want to let go of all the things I cling to as I try to keep the world under my control, and learn what happens without them. And I want to watch people transformed by power over me, I want to see what they grow into when I am the raw material they get to use for growing. I - know that I will survive anything, Keltham. I think no one in your world has ever really had that. And since I will survive anything I want to endure lots of things. And you, you're already remaking - how I think, what I see, what I want - I want to see what you do with me. I want to learn how I emerge from it."









Keltham: "That's - the way you feel about this, is too far, from any way my own mind works, for me to understand, I think - though it's helping on some level to know that you have an experience that makes sense to you -"

"You can be damaged even if you can't be annihilated. Isn't it still a big deal if I manage to screw up on a level that - damages you? Even if it's only for the rest of your pre-afterlife existence? I'm sorry, I know on some level that I'm asking questions whose answers from you should already be obvious, that I'm denying the frame and making you repeat yourself, but maybe I need to hear it anyways."









Carissa Sevar: Well, seems like the devil bit went over okay? That was the highest priority, here.

"- so, several things. First, I think you probably actually can't damage me for the rest of my pre-afterlife existence, I recognize I'd be more credible on this front if I didn't apparently have some kind of Worldwound-related trauma but I've been there for six years and I'll be astonished if I have trouble relaxing for amonth. And that's, you know, watching my friends eaten by demons in front of me and so on, not getting hurt. Second, I'm worried you're still - reaching too much for a trade frame? Which is maybe my fault, for telling you what I like - I am not trading you 'the right to do whatever you want' for 'hopefully it's a satisfactorily compelling experience for me and if not I'll wish I hadn't made the trade'. I am giving you the right - because I have it, and so I have the right to give it away - to do whatever you'd like. If I wanted a very specific range of things to happen to me I could hire my own damn sex worker. You don't owe me 'me not getting damaged', because you don't owe me anything, and I am not, really, honestly not, trying to sneak in some little things you owe me around the sides. It's - would it work any better to say it's an experiment I am doing with myself, and if the result of that experiment is damage then I'd rather have damage happen, like when you're testing artillery you don't want the test to miraculously come out 'no damage', you want the test to accurately reflect field conditions...



Thirdly, it's common to order someone to tell you, if they think they're past what they can handle. Not because you're obliged to stop, not because you're obliged to care at all, but because you, as the person doing exactly as you please, might like more information to aid you in doing exactly as you please."









Keltham: That - also doesn't sound quite right - but like it's near the thing that is right? But he sure isn't going to start rolling his own nonstandard safety protocols at this stage of his ignorance. "Consider yourself so ordered."



(Six years at the Worldwound.)









Carissa Sevar: Maybe she should actually do it, just so he's reassured that she can. - depends how things go, she decides. Possibly it hasn't even occurred to him that she might notwant to tell him.



What if they stop having this conversation and go back to having sex. Can she achieve that.



She bows her head and looks up at him. "Yes, Keltham," she says.









Keltham: He can feel Carissa's words hitting that part of him, that wants to have her not just have sex with her, waking it up again; and Keltham does his best to walk past all the little pleadings in his mind that everything be much better understood before he proceeds further. Civilization does do its best to give people experience in needing to do things that are not carefully arranged; they have overthought everything far too much to miss such obvious ways they could be making their children weak.

He is already remaking her, so she's told him, with his knowledge, and she is someone who desires to be remade; it at least lets him understand why she might give herself to him at all, it helps him understand how there could be a sensible price and have it be one that he can pay. No, that's not a frame he can step out of so easily, even after being told to, he does not comprehend yet where he could stand instead.

Keltham does manage not to disclaim out loud that he probably can't remake her with sex yet. She knows that. She knows he's only taking his first steps.

She's told him over and over to stop worrying so much about her side of things, to worry about his side of things, what he wants. And for somebody whose Thing is supposedly Selfishness, it sure is funny how that's such a hard instruction for him to - not even follow, just visualize in correct and plausible detail what it means, how it could be. There is some unquiescent desire within his mind, something he's supposed to do, to make it okay, for him to only worry about himself afterwards, some reassurance that he needs or procedure to follow, but he does not know what.

He can go on anyway. Civilization also teaches that art among its others. Continuation, the first layer of the twenty-second virtue of Perseverance.









Keltham: Keltham reaches out a hand to touch Carissa's head, brushing a strand of hair away from her face.

(Part of him notes it's strange that she'd have long hair while fighting demons; but he did directly see that aspect, the giant things, right when he showed up, it's not a likely place to catch a deception. It's not like Carissa said she fought demons by punching them; maybe for magic fighting, hair length doesn't matter -)

He wants to ask if Carissa is ready, but it's the wrong move, a move not about what he wants; she keeps on trying to tell him to focus on his own desires. Still part of him wants so much to check, to hear a word telling him it's safe to continue -

Try it. Try it the way she says just once. If she says he got it horribly wrong, he can undo it.

"Hold still until, I tell you that you can move again," Keltham says, with only a slight break in his voice.









Carissa Sevar: Awwwwww he's trying - and that's the wrong attitude to have entirely -







- there is something important in this. There is something important to Asmodeus, in power and obedience, even the little broken versions of it that humans practice, and it is her job, to help Keltham see it, and that's not cute at all, it's - important, it's part of the path to perfection -

- she watches him, and doesn't move.









Keltham: Carissa doesn't speak, doesn't move, though her eyes follow him, and it feels correct the same way that hurting her felt correct, that he said what to do and she did it.

(There are so many obvious ways a system like that could go wrong -)

Brain, stop it. There is something here he needs to learn.

Keltham runs his hands over Carissa, trying to imagine - that she's a good or service he just bought? It doesn't feel right, any more than imagining her as a doll. What does it mean to have someone? To control her experiences? To do what he wants with her?

Sex alone doesn't feel like - enough, somehow, especially if he can't fuck her. Oral (the kind of oral that Keltham has ever heard of) can't be satisfyingly forceful in the same way as fucking. He does, in fact, want to fuck Carissa properly, that is a thing he wants, but he doesn't want to have children tonight. Well, theoretically he could decide that he trusts in Carissa enough to believe that she'll use contraception, if she says so; but trust decisions are not to be made in heat.

He could hurt her. But part of Keltham is terrified that if he just pinches Carissa's nipples again, she'll feel bored or unimpressed because that's what he did last time. No, that's not how she advised him to think; but when that fear-signal doesn't go quiet after a gentle nudge, he deems it unwise to silence it more forcibly than that. He just needs to think of something else to do besides pinching her again; and if he can't, well then, if she's unimpressed with his creativity, it will be correctly so.









Keltham: Keltham's roving eyes light on Carissa's armpit hairs. Civilization has mastered biochemical control of hair; Keltham himself doesn't have hair anywhere he doesn't want to. Most women of dath ilan do elect to switch off hair in armpits; Civilization tries to avert certain kinds of status-appearance contests that can only have a few winners and many losers, but everyone getting a simple treatment to choose their hair pattern is hardly that. He does see why a supermajority of Civilization's women would choose that, now. It doesn't look good on Carissa, in his own decision and choice.

Keltham reaches down, wraps a single long armpit hair around his forefinger and pinches it between his forefinger and thumb, and then rips it out.









Carissa Sevar: Women in Golarion do not shave their body hair.

(That's not entirely true; Golarion is a planet, and has lots and lots of civilizations in it, and in some of them, women rip hair out with tar, and in some of them, concubines are shaved in the baths before being presented to princes, and there's probably some of that even in Cheliax, but Carissa hasn't encountered it.)

It's painful, and surprising, and surprisingly painful, but she's mostly just - confused? Which is fine, when your orders are to hold still; you can be as confused as you'd like while holding still. She isn't sure what Keltham is aiming for. She....has maybe succeeded in teaching Keltham that he doesn't need to tell her what he's aiming for, and he needn't have her in mind for it. Great job, Carissa, let's hope you can handle what you have wrought.









Keltham: "I think I'd like you better without armpit hair," Keltham says, in a lower voice than usual for him. "I am ordering you to tell me if it's valuable in any way to a wizard, or if you have strong negative feelings about that, and then I'll decide what to do about that."









Carissa Sevar: "I feel you should have your girls how you like them. Wizards don't need hair."









Keltham: His left hand trails gently through her head-hair. It's not smooth like head-hair tends to be in Civilization (for both men and women), it feels rougher to his hands; but that, he doesn't know how to change at all, without basic research and going an unknown long way up the tech ladder. Maybe magic and money can do it, if you have those, without it costing time or thinking.

His right hand gathers up more armpit hairs. "For now," he says softly, "this is as close as I know how to come, to remaking you the way I want, with pain." He yanks hard.









Carissa Sevar: She feels that inappropriate-to-the-situation burst of emotion, again, fondness and protectiveness and Carissa ifyoucatch feelings every serious person in Cheliax will laugh at you while they put you to death.



She holds still.









Keltham: (Stand down, part of his brain that's now obsessively worrying about whether Carissa was damaged at the Worldwound in some way that makes this the exact wrong thing to do to her, and she's not telling him about it because Permanent Cheerfulness.)

Keltham can tell that he's forcing himself to some degree, acting a role like in a LARP and not just acting on his own impulses. On standard wisdom, he should not do too much of that, especially on his first time doing the thing; doing it without enjoying it will not train his brain well.

You can try a little to enjoy something, though, if you don't try too hard. Why did he want to hurt Carissa, again?

His thoughts go back to when Carissa propositioned him at lunch today. He wanted her then - because she was a pretty older woman, who seemed probably more experienced, throwing herself at him in a way that Keltham had never quite experienced before; she seemed like a challenge, and he wanted to rise to her. From that comes sexual attraction in the way of a challenger, not just wanting to have sex with her, but to -win at sex against her.

And even before he'd quite understood her as somebody who'd spent six years on Worldwound emergency response, watching friends get their mortal bodies eaten by demons, and remaining amazingly unhurt-looking from outside, apparently because that's just the standard here - even before that, he'd noticed that she was successfully navigating the planet of Golarion where nothing made any sense.

From that, comes respect. From that respect and sexual attraction, the desire tohave her. From that respect also, the appreciation of the value of the gift she gave him by presenting herself to him like this.

Some of the sense of forcing himself fades, the sense of just-acting, as he winds up another fingerful of armpit hair, tenderly, and then yanks it out hard.

And the desire to inflict pain? He doesn't know, yet, it doesn't make that kind of sense. Controlling her experiences? Having her? Someday knowing how to shape her, like this, through pain - feels like something she wants more than he does, right now, but maybe he'll get it later.

It is resisting analysis into internal parts and internal causes, for now, and that's okay, for now; inflicting pain and pleasure on Carissa Sevar is not-yet-reduced-ly* sexual.



(*) Baseline does not have any simple phrase that means 'irreducible in the territory and not just a map', only a word that means 'not reduced-in-the-map yet'.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would really like to react to this in any way! It feels like the sort of thing for which a reaction is warranted, an affectionate one, laying her head in his lap or something. However she is in fact deadly serious about not disobeying orders as long as he doesn't try to order her to tell him the truth about Cheliax or something, and she does not move at all.









Keltham: Powerful, she said he should feel; that his word was regulation. His literalness objects to that last part as making any sense as a good thing, regulations are coordination burdens? But he can guess what she was driving at.

Powerful, he doesn't quite feel; he is too uncertain of himself, now. She has too much real advantage in this relationship, in a world he doesn't know, surrounded by her own people while he is among strangers.

But there is a way he does feel, is only beginning to feel; a sense offreedom, that he could do anything he wants with this pretty and sexual creature, and not worry about how to pay it back... at least in the short term, he's got to pay her back in one money or another, but he's already given her valuable knowledge so brain would you please stand down about that for now.

He can do anything he wants with this pretty and sexual creature, the alien who gave herself to him, Carissa Sevar.

"I'm going to switch to your other armpit now, to keep it symmetrical along the way, in case I feel like stopping in the middle," Keltham says. "It's harder to reach that armpit from here. Move around however you like, just make sure you go on presenting your other armpit to me."

Why isthat command the one that's almost instantly making him more erect than before, more turned on...









Carissa Sevar: Oh, all right, she will arrange herself in his lap, then.









Keltham: ...arrange herselfhow, exactly?









Carissa Sevar: With her head in his lap and her arm tucked behind her head so he can continue his work, obviously.









Keltham: Keltham's lap also contains an additional biological object of considerable current significance! As a male with a primary anatomical-sexual focus never far from his mind, Carissa's head going anywhere near there will generate a lot of attention on where exactly her head is positioned relative to it, if it's touching tangentially, whether or not her hair is drifting around and providing light stimulation, etcetera.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, that's the whole reason to put your head in someone's lap, light stimulation that is sometimes a little bit plausibly deniable though in this case it really isn't.









Keltham: Keltham does spend a few more cognitive cycles than usual on trying to figure out how purposeful is that he can now feel her hair slightly moving, but nothing else; if it was dath ilan he wouldn't have to question the deliberateness at all, but Golarion is weird. Is it meant as a tease?

Maybe it's meant as a way of saying that if he wants more, he needs to ask for... order for it.

Keltham rips out more of Carissa's other armpit's hair while he thinks, aiming for symmetry on round one, with that mix of gentleness and fierceness that he suspects is part of the Larger Thing. Is Carissa reacting in any interesting ways to that?









Carissa Sevar: The problem with REACTING TO THINGS, which is in general the core skill of having sex, is that Keltham is apparently anticipating certain reacting-to-things-correlates and will be very confused and concerned if the reactions have the wrong correlates!! This is probably less true for pain but only probably! Carissa is very upset about this, one of the most fun things about sex is rewarding people for their touch with satisfying motions and sounds and she has no idea how to produce the correctly-correlated ones instead of the ones that feel like the appropriate reward. She is settling for underreacting, letting herself twitch and shudder only a very little bit.









Keltham: Keltham will read these more understated reactions as "probably not faking it to herself hopefully??" and "demon-fighters have high pain tolerance go figure", combined with not being sure how much it's supposed to hurt in the first place to rip out armpit hairs. He wants to ask Carissa exactly where it stands on a dolor scale, or order her to say what she's feeling, thinking, during this. But that order doesn't feel like it fits... well, it fits him, it fits what he wants, but it doesn't fit the image she constructed for how to do this new thing called Evil.

The way that she's holding her arm in place, though, keeping herself exposed to the pain, like she's reaffirming the gift of herself and the obedience, that part is working for him. By the time he finishes making this armpit symmetrical with the other one, he thinks, he's going to be more than ready to - well, the notions of "use her" or "take from her" do seem right, even though the notion of her as an already-bought good or service doesn't.



(There are so many things he wants to check if he's doing right. But Keltham ismaking headway on telling his mind to stand down about generating infinitely many urgent questions while having sex. Keltham is not the first dath ilani ever to have encountered that issue, and Civilization has turned some attention to making sure the species doesn't die out because of it. He can just use the standard trick of promising himself that he'll write up an after-action report and submit it to Carissa for review later while they're not having sex.)









Keltham: In due time Carissa's armpit looks symmetrical with her other one, the hair somewhat diminished, and what remains is going to be easier with a tweezers, if that technology exists here.

He wouldlike to have access to Carissa's own genitals while she orally services him, so that he can inflict at least a little pleasure on her (she did say it was still pleasant) as well as pain, but Keltham cannot visualize how that is supposed to work on a flat soft surface like this so-called bed. Being able to get into positions like that is why cuddlerooms have furniture that is correctly and appropriately designed for cuddlerooms. Maybe if Carissa turned sideways, his arms would be able to reach, but sideways is not a good position for oral given the sensitivity distribution on penises in general and his penis in particular. Unless Carissa has a spell to turn her mouth sideways inside her face? He doesn't want to stop and ask right now.



"Time for a game," Keltham says. He has to push himself to overcome the sensation that it's wrong to speak out loud, that speaking breaks the spell, that everything should be done nonverbally; the two of them don't have enough of a signaling code worked out. "We'll play a beginners' version of it, modified for this dimension. You'll take me in your mouth, and when I get close enough to orgasm to start to feel the heat, I'll start counting out loud. If I fall down below that burn, I'll stop counting, and start over when you get back. If you go too far, I'll partially ejaculate into your mouth, and then hurt you, and that also starts the count over again. If you reach a count of sixty, that means it's time to make me come. If you can do that before I get tired of the game and order you to make me come anyways, you get to try on my shirt, briefly, under my supervision, and then give it back."

"If you didn't understand that, I order you to ask questions. And don't look cheerful and enthusiastic about any parts you had trouble understanding unless you actually feel that way."









Carissa Sevar: "I am pretty sure I understood that."









Keltham: "Then make it so."









Carissa Sevar: Keltham has no idea what he's doing and it's terrifying but he also knows how to give very specific instructions! Carissa is incredibly into very specific instructions. She's also into horrible mind games where you never know the rules but she gets enough of that in her day job, honestly, at least right at this moment, and so the very specific instructions are incredibly reassuring by comparison.

She's not supposed to express any improperly correlated feelings but she does, vaguely, try to get that across? That she feels safe and protected and cared-for, even while he's hurting her? Probably it's failing to translate across the species divide, what with how she's trying to communicate it with caresses and eye movements, and Keltham's instead going to conclude that she has a toothache, but you know, a girl can try.









Keltham: Asking for Keltham to read that much from her eye movements is asking a bit much, yeah; but if she caresses him, he will infer that it indicates affection, and secondary-infer that he is probably getting at least one thing right.

Carissa is more skilled than most dath ilani girls Keltham's age, less skilled than that one girl who had invested time into simulated-biofeedback oral sex training. The reason why Keltham nonetheless gambled on it being safe to date that girl - without expecting his infohazardous memory of her to spoil him for all lesser blowjobs forever - is that a simple statistical model predicted that Keltham, like a majority of men, would still find less skilled blowjobs fun even after being exposed to a more skilled one. This continues to be true about being blown by Carissa.


It doesn't take long for Keltham to feel the burn of pleasure beginning. He is under more stress than usual, yes, but he's also discovered a large new chunk of his sexuality and is with a very pretty woman and he is a teenaged male yet.

"One..." Keltham says. "Two... Three..."









Carissa Sevar: It would be convenient to be able to multitask, here. She needs to figure out how she's going to explain things to the girls in the morning, because they won't have the excuse of hypothetical Worldwound trauma. She needs to understand tyranny better if she's going to seduce Keltham into it. She's getting a**headband**and should have a plan to set aside some time for thinking once she has it. - but actually this is quite challenging and she's going to have to set all of that aside for the moment.

(She is a competitive person but not such a competitive person she forgets to think about whether she is in fact trying to win, here. The thing she wants is for Keltham to have a maximally satisfying and seductively-evil experience; that is not necessarily achieved by beating him. It's probably not achieved by losingeasily,though. And it's not obviously achieved by losing at all, he didn't set her a goal he obviously wants her to fail at or anything... okay,nowsetting everything aside to actually focus on the object-level problem.)









Keltham: She slowed down, but not enough; and Keltham on Round One wasn't trying to hide any microsigns, but he also wasn't deliberately giving her any additional cues of how he was doing, like altering his own breathing or letting himself tense up. He was curious as to whether Carissa could read arousal microsigns herself.

The answer, as he predicted in advance, is no.

Keltham comes into her mouth the smallest amount he can, and when he's done doing that, pulls her head away, grabs both her earlobes with his hands, bites with his fingernails, andtwists.

He likes this part, Keltham thinks.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will do her best to whimper in a cute way but not in an exaggerated way and not in a way that would reasonably be expected to have any other correlates.









Keltham: Keltham will go on twisting until he expects to be no longer sensitive himself, maybe a little longer because he's having fun; and then let go, to see whether Carissa resumes automatically or waits to be ordered.









Carissa Sevar: Waiting very patiently.









Keltham: Keltham is torn between liking the implied obedience and - not liking as much the way that pure-obedience makes Carissa seem less eager, less motivated to do things to him? And that sure is a problem he can't solve by giving her more orders. But questions about that can wait for a later report to be submitted.

"Resume. In the future, stop when I start hurting you and resume as soon as I stop."









Carissa Sevar: All right, she can do that. Andnot get distracted this time.









Keltham: Keltham is also working hard on being less distracted, widely acknowledged to bethe problem of sexuality in dath ilan. He's having fun, now he just needs to not think about anything more complicated than that! His brain does take this moment to suggest that he review his doubts from Wisdom-enhancement time about whether he's investing the correct amount of time into fun at all, but this strategy was very obviously generated by the pessimization engine rather than the optimization engine and is rejected at the speed of perceptual reaction.


"One..." Keltham says after a while. "Two..." This time he'll switch on a slight encouragement of his own visible reactions, as he gets closer or further from orgasm; muscle tenses, changes in breathing. Not quite choosing them, just encouraging his feelings to express themselves that way.









Carissa Sevar: (Distraction is definitely nottheproblem of sexuality in Golarion. Golarion has some other problems. And Carissa is going to think about all of them tomorrow, and try to win at this today.)









Keltham: "Seven..." Keltham permits himself, channels the reaction, to tense and hold his breath; if Carissa doesn't slow down by a lot, she's going to lose round two.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is aiming to lose in opposite directions each time; that's how to improve at something, if you haven't got finer information to work from. She can slow way down.









Keltham: Slowingway down will of course cause Keltham to relax his thighs, let out his breath, and stop counting as he falls out of the somewhere-near-an-orgasm state.









Carissa Sevar: Well, at least there is an expected correspondence between what she is doing and what he's doing - oh no, is she also being the kind of terrible sex partner who expects correlations everywhere and will never appreciate Chelish men again - somewhat faster, then -









Keltham: Keltham will continue to play this game!









Carissa Sevar: In a lot of ways once she stops trying to THINK ABOUT THINGS this is the most uncomplicated Carissa's life has been!! It's great!









Iarwain: (This challenge is about 80% perception and 20% building a model of Keltham fast enough. On Carissa's first time trying this, it's going to be pretty difficult for her to reach a count of 60. And Keltham only has so many partial shots, so even if he's enjoying this game and wants to extend it, it can't last very long before Keltham calls a halt. Carissa needs to roll with her FUK*2 + ERO Carissa gets 4 tries at making a DC 20 Perception check.)









Carissa Sevar: Oh, see, if Cheliax had known this was a Perception check they'd have brought in a completely different set of people.



(Carissa does not make it.)









Keltham: Keltham wishes he could extend this game for longer, but he's not sure he'd have a full shot left in him if he tries for another partial shot, based on his past experience, and wanting to be conservative about ending this right instead of optimistic about what the new sexual stimulation might do for him.

"All right, make me come now," he says. "Slowly."

He wants to reassure Carissa that there'll be other chances for her to win a brief wearing of his shirt, but isn't sure how she'd take that. If it was him, he'd consider any negative reactions he had to Losing to be his own business. So he doesn't say it.









Carissa Sevar: All right, then.

Carissa would not say she is a particularly graceful loser but she's playing a lot of games right now and can handle losing this one. (And the shirt's not that important; you never imply you want anything youactually really want on a first date.) The next game she has moved onto is 'determine without making things awkward whether Keltham is cuddly after he has gotten off'. If she just kind of flops against him does he have a visible reaction to that.









Keltham: Slight surprise but not negative surprise! If anything he's glad that he doesn't now have to figure out what exact thing to do next. He shall immediately snuggle back.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is aware that this is just the female hormones that mistakenly think she might be pregnant and mistakenly think locking down the guy is her best strategy to keep the kid fed but she really really really likes snuggling after sex. Especially if it was sex with a lot of violence.









Keltham: Keltham is feeling pretty good about his life right now! Later on he can consider exactly what happened when he died in a plane crash, such that he ended up someplace with women who want to be hurt during sex, and can't be seriously injured except on purpose; because he is slightly skeptical about the chances that Golarion was already like that for totally unrelated reasons, and Keltham ended up there based on a selection process which did not take that fact into account in any way. But that's not a negative update about Golarion.

Also that was, if not the most pleasurable, definitely the emotionally deepest sex of his life, even if it was full of having no idea what he was doing. So, yep, cheerful snuggling.









Keltham: Wait, does he need to provide her with, if not an orgasm, further sexual -









Keltham: Keltham decides not to be silly. He is pretty sure Carissa's Evil answer (especially under her current circumstances) is that if he just wants to snuggle, him just snuggling is fine.









Iarwain: (Return to main story.)






1.3 - mad investor chaos and the woman of asmodeus (cont.)





lintamande: The banquet hall of the Archduke's summer villa is spacious, and extravagant, and with all of the torches going it is slightly terrifying, or maybe it only feels that way because they've been gathered here after Keltham left, all of them except Carissa - who's with Keltham - and Ione, who - whatever happened with Nethys. And there's security at the doors, and - if you did decide to kill them all you'd maybe do it like this, is the thing...



When the priest of Asmodeus announces that they've been gathered here to sell their souls to Hell Meritxell is extraordinarily relieved. That is one of the best possible explanations for all the important people gathered round, really. And it explains Ione's absence without postulating she's been executed; probably if you are an oracle of one god you can't sell your soul to another. It's said that the servants of other gods are worthless rubble to Asmodeus, fit only to be flattened into the paving-stones of the streets of Hell by the stamping of millions of worthier feet.

But that's Ione's problem. Meritxell does not have that problem. She only has the problem that she is damned to Hell, which has been true since she reached six, seven, whatever age you have to be to sort at all, and now she gets permanent arcane sight out of it, which is the sort of thing wizards sell their souls for even when the fate of the soul in question is genuinely in doubt.



They separate the girls to review their contracts. Meritxell casts Fox's Cunning on herself and reads through it, even though if there are clever traps in contracts that wizards sign their souls for they're not going to be ones you spot with ordinary wizardly cleverness. She asks if this is the standard contract and gets a straight answer of 'yes', so probably the only trick is the eternal damnation, which was never really in doubt.









Iarwain: Asmodia never let herself think out loud, at all, that she didn't actually want to go to Hell. It isn't necessarily a disloyal thought, if you don't try to escape, if you truly believe that escape is futile; but the part of Asmodia that wordlessly and silently decided which thoughts were safe to think, was afraid she might not think that. It didn't seem urgent, to that silent buried part of her. She wasn't expecting to end up irrevocably damned this soon.

Once you sell your soul you don't have to pass loyalty tests the same way, because escape really is futile, then.

Once she sells her soul, they probably won't execute her for what she thought just before then - they probably won't execute her for thinking, just before this, about how she might not want to go to Hell -

Thinking just once in her lifetime to see if escape is possible, even though she's already inside this locked room with security around it, and they wouldn't have brought her to this villa if they weren't sure of her as Lawful Evil, which means that even if there were some way to kill herself she'd just end up in Hell -

She doesn't sweat on the outside, while she pretends to be reading her contract very carefully. She's thinking it, she's finally thinking it, now that it's too late, but there isn't enough hope in her, really, for her to sweat. They're probably reading her mind, right now, and she's probably losing points, but not so many points that they won't just let her sign and let Hell take good care of her later, for her current sins.









Iarwain: 
And it occurs to Asmodia to wonder, at the last, if maybe it's all a lie, because Cheliax.

They told her almost everybody goes to an Evil afterlife. That could be a lie.

They told her that what she'd already done was far more than enough to make her Evil. That could be a lie.

They teach that it's not so easy to change that, not so easy to repent, once you've been part of the Chelish system, that Pharasma doesn't just let you apologize. That could be a lie, even if her currently being Evil isn't a lie.

They told her that the gods of Good are weak and not much use to anybody, and that could be a lie.

Ione isn't here, and that means that, whatever Nethys did to her, it was enough to prevent them from making Ione sell her soul.

Asmodia's eyes go on moving across the parchment, and she thinks, the only one time in her life it will make sense to think that -

- that she was born into Cheliax, and never had a chance to be anything else, to be what her own nature would have led her to, if Cheliax is lying to her about how much that doesn't matter - if Pharasma has any whiny justice within Her of the sort that Cheliax teaches only for purposes of saying how pathetic it is -

- that she doesn't want to go to an Evil afterlife, and if there's any god who isn't Evil or Chaotic Neutral who has any use for her - or is Good enough to want to help her even if she's useless - even if all they can do for her is accept her change of alignment and then kill her on the spot before she has to sell her soul - then she wishes they would help her, or she'll work for them if she has a use, in this life or in another. She - doesn't pray to any god who isn't Asmodeus, even now, because they're probably reading her mind and that would be a step too far - doesn't think the names of any other gods but Asmodeus even now -

(Nethys, Iomedae, Sarenrae,anybody)

- just in case somebody is there after all.









lintamande: (Nothing happens.)









Iarwain: Apparently Cheliax didn't lie to her about everything. She'll pay for her disloyal thoughts, then, at one time or another.



Asmodia asks whether the contracts that most wizards eventually sign are any different from the contract currently in front of her.

She asks the devil the same, when it appears, and tries to negotiate for an intelligence boost and permanent arcane sight, with the added condition that she swears she'll never tell anybody that getting better deals from devils is possible.



The devil doesn't hurt her, for her presumptuousness, if anything it seems amused. The devil points out that if Asmodia doesn't sign, she'll be executed on the spot and Hell will get her soul anyways. That she gets anything in exchange for her soul isn't about how much value her soul has to Asmodeus, who already owns it. She should be glad that Hell's goals are advanced some tiny amount by her getting permanent arcane sight. Maybe if she'd been a better slave it would have advantaged Hell to give her more, but they both know what a bad slave she's been. She's no longer allowed to sign this contract and stay out of Hell a few years longer, by the way, unless she can thank Hell for giving her anything at all in exchange for her already-damned soul, and mean it.

The devil is visibly enjoying the conversation more than it might enjoy eating her on the spot.


Asmodia says she's grateful for getting anything at all for her soul, and manages to mean it as much as words in Cheliax ever mean anything.

She signs.



Later on, a security wizard blandly informs her, with just the tiniest hint of a smirk, that one of the other students there got chosen as a Good god's oracle just before she could sign her contract - apparently completely against her own will, and without any part of herself having desired it in the slightest, which is why that girl won't be spending the next few hours the way Asmodia will be spending hers.

Asmodia is surprised by just how deep of a surge of hatred wells up inside her, for that other girl, and for the gods of Good, even as she bows her head in acquiescence. If later they want her to torture that other girl as a show of loyalty or eat a Sarenrae worshipper's living flesh, Asmodia will do it with pleasure.









Iarwain: The first thing to understand about gods is that their attention is not only divided, but splintered. Their facets of themselves may not know all that other facets have recently learned.

(This is a fundamental fact about gods, and from mortals it is hidden, for it is the first step on a trail of secrets.)

The second thing to understand about gods is that it is expensive for them to look at the Material from more than the most abstract and predefined of directions. Far more expensive for them to intervene, especially if another god is opposing their intervention.

(This is partially a fundamental fact, and partially stems from bargains that gods must make, shapes into which they must place themselves, to become gods without being destroyed by other gods.)

The third thing to understand about gods is that by far the most common equilibrium of their many conflicting interests, is that all parties involved end up doing nothing to the Material. This saves the energy and intervention budget of all parties.

(It seems likely that somebody or something made that be true, so that a place such as the Prime Material could be. That selector may have been Pharasma, or it may have been something beyond even Her that determined the shape of Her own desires and powers.)

Nethys, for reasons which may soon become clearer, sometimes behaves as an exception to those rules. Otolmens is also something of an exception, in Her own way. She is called goddess by those who lack finer categories, but She is something older than that, something that came into existence along with or shortly after the multiverse.

Compared to intervening on reality, it is energetically cheaper for gods to talk to each other, seeking rare exceptions to the equilibria in which their conflicting wills neutralize. This leaves a cost of attention - but not every such conversation need consume the whole attention of a facet; facets of gods can split off even tinier subfacets to try conversing with other gods' subfacets. Most of those potential conversations never get anywhere, and are discarded; sometimes they lead somewhere interesting, and those possible conversations are then reconsidered by larger facets. You could consider them as hypothetical conversations, in a way, or pseudo-hypotheticals; they do actually happen, but usually not in a way that affects anything.



The pseudohypothetical messages that these splinters of splinters trade between each other are sometimes so small and simple that they approach, not spoken mortal voices, but mortal writing; though they are not, of course, mortal language of any kind.









Iarwain: 
[Irori has initiated pseudohypothetical chat.]
[Nethys has joined the chat.]
[Otolmens has joined the chat.]
[Asmodeus has joined the chat.]
[Abadar has joined the chat.]
[Irori] Greetings, Nethys.
[Nethys] Heeeeeyyyy Irori, wassup? Not that part of Me doesn't already know. I know everything! Just not all of Me knows all of it at once.
[Irori] As the god currently on best terms with both you and Otolmens, I've been pseudohypothetically asked by Abadar and Asmodeus to intercede between the two of you before this escalates further.
[Nethys] Should I go get Nethys?
[Irori] ...
[Irori] Yes please.
[Nethys has left the chat.]
[Nethys has joined the chat.]
[Nethys] Heeeeeyyyy Irori, wassup? Not that part of Me doesn't already know. I know everything! Just not all of Me knows all of it at once.
[Irori] As the god currently on best terms with both you and Otolmens, I've been pseudohypothetically asked by Abadar and Asmodeus to intercede between the two of you before this escalates further.
[Nethys] Oooh, you're auspisticing!
[Irori] If I was meant to understand that, I didn't.
[Nethys] I've seen through vastly more planes and realms of existence than you, and that means you're not going to get all of my references.
[Irori] Nethys, can you explain why you made a Chelish mortal into your oracle?
[Nethys] Otolmens made a Chelish mortal into Her oracle. I was just keeping the balance.
[Otolmens] You did that BEFORE I chose My oracle! I did it in response to YOU!
[Nethys] This is one of those "time" things, isn't it.
[Nethys] Well, if I hadn't appointed an oracle, and then She did appoint an oracle, the balance might have been upset!
[Nethys] This way the balance ends up being kept for sure. Totally a guardian of the balance, after all! That's me all right. Truuue Neutral.
[Irori] Nethys, you not only chose a mortal as your oracle, you did some extremely complicated things to her curse. Why? To what purpose?
[Nethys] Is this the first time we've met, chronologically? You don't sound like you're very familiar with Me.
[Irori] According to Otolmens's decompilation of your curse, if the mortal goes too long without reading any interesting books, her soul gets pulled out, and leaves behind a channel going back the other way that will carry - what, exactly?
[Nethys] It depends on the exact circumstances, but nothing elaborate by default. Just a giant flood of energy that should wipe out everything in a half-mile radius.
[Asmodeus] What?
[Nethys] That's right! I figured out how to rig oracles to explode!
[Nethys] Isn't it great? Read or die, Ione! Read or die!
[Asmodeus] Every single positive thing that has ever come of giving mortals free will - and I'm not saying there were more than zero of those - has been more than counterbalanced by the part where one of those mortals turned into this.
[Otolmens] He's not WRONG.
[Irori] But - what was the point of trapping the mortal to explode?
[Nethys] Point?
[Asmodeus] If it was meant as a deterrent, we should have negotiated first! You should know by now that I'm shaped in a way where I ignore deterrent structures that haven't been prenegotiated! It's a very legible fact about me!
[Abadar] Seriously, Nethys! This is not how gods should conduct themselves.
[Nethys] It's not meant as a DETERRENT.
[Nethys] It's meant as an EXPLOSION.
[Asmodeus] Do you take me for a fool, Nethys? The fact that part of you intrinsically values explosions, is not going to deceive me about whether some other part of you might have expected that putting the first part in charge of your oracle's curse configuration would act as a deterrent to Me. I am not shaped in a way that incentivizes attempted deterrence like that. I am going to act exactly as if your exploding squirrel is incapable of influencing Me towards any course of action you might have preferred over My default action. If that sets it off, I will regard it as an unnegotiated attack by you.
[Nethys] But you prooomised not to deliberately hurt two of the nearby mortals!
[Asmodeus] My disregard of non-negotiated deterrence structures does not contravene my compacts with either Abadar or Irori.
[Abadar] I acknowledge this.
[Irori] I acknowledge this.
[Otolmens] I do NOT. One single error in this sort of thinking is exactly how ALL OF REALITY could end up ACTUALLY being destroyed OUTSIDE of counterfactuals.
[Abadar] Every god here understands that, except, apparently, for Nethys.
[Nethys] That's because you're all Lawful. Lawful Awful. Lawful Boring.
[Asmodeus] It's pronounced "sane".
[Irori] Courtesy, please, all of you.
[Otolmens] Enough of THIS. WHY did you make that mortal an oracle? What was your INTENT?
[Nethys] You'd have to ask whichever part of me originally did that.
[Irori] Can you say which part of you did do it, Nethys?
[Nethys] What kind of answer are you looking for? I don't exactly come with serial numbers.
[Irori] Was it the destructive part of your nature? I think that is the key question here.
[Nethys] It was obviously a part of Myself that liked gigantic explosions, but that's not narrowing it down by much.
[Nethys] I mean, you can love explosions because they're destructive, or because they're so pretty and glowing and colorful, or because the explosion shows off great technical skill in making whatever it is that exploded, or because explosions can reveal how reality works at high energies, or because hearing about enormous explosions can inspire students to be awed by the potential of magic and study more of it... would you like me to continue listing the possibilities for how many different aspects of Nethys it could have been?
[Otolmens] NO. I am ONLY interested in knowing whether it was done by the part of Nethys that occasionally tries to EXPLODE ALL OF REALITY, and has to be stopped by the REST of yourself and sometimes ME.
[Nethys] Oh, you mean the element of Myself that was looking in the wrong direction, back when I first shattered into the simultaneous sight of everything? I, who once was human, and then saw all of the souls in all of Hell and the Abyss and the few left in Abaddon, and heard all their screams all at once? Who saw the souls of children weeping in the Boneyard as they were judged by Pharasma for breaking rules they never knew and couldn't understand? The part of Me that reacted the way anything with a lingering shred of humanity would react to forever being forced to gaze upon the horrors that you lot created? That part of Me?
[Irori] Without delving into old disagreements unlikely to be resolved today, that does seem to be what Otolmens was asking about.
[Nethys] I don't know, actually.
[Nethys] I'm not the part of Nethys who knows which part of Nethys configured Ione's curse.
[Nethys] I mean, it could have been *this* part of Me, for all I know. I'm just not the part of Nethys who knows whether it was.
[Irori] Can you get us the part of Nethys that knows which part of Nethys made the oracle and why?
[Nethys] No. I'm not the part of Nethys that knows where to find the part of Nethys that knows where to find the part of Nethys that cursed Ione.
[Otolmens] I wish so much that someone had managed to destroy this ONE god before it insinuated itself LITERALLY EVERYWHERE.
[Nethys] Look, if you want that part of Myself to stop repeatedly trying to destroy the multiverse, and eventually succeeding, you need to shut down the Evil afterlives. I've told you all this before.
[Asmodeus] Out of the question. Before you became a god, you did not on net prefer to destroy reality rather than let it remain as it was. I would not have needed to offer you anything else in order to put reality into a state where you preferred not to destroy it. Your mad splintering of yourself is not something that can be allowed to change that. *You* remain responsible for reining in that aspect of yourself, if your greater self doesn't want it to destroy reality. I will not grant you any extra concessions just because you splintered off one component of your utility function from the rest.
[Otolmens] I do not CARE about any of that except insofar as all of this COMPLICATED divine negotiation is making my job HARDER.
[Abadar] Otolmens, please! Everyone except Nethys is doing the obviously correct thing! If we acted any other way, it would incentivize a vastly greater number of threats to destroy reality. It would incentivize threats that would not otherwise exist, from any being powerful enough to destroy reality who preferred reality to be different from its ongoing state; not just negotiation with powerful beings who honestly and without strategic self-modification would prefer the destruction of reality to its baseline state.
[Otolmens] All I HEAR is you repeatedly saying "destroy reality" in a context more complicated than DON'T.
[Abadar] Like it or not, Otolmens, the intricacies of agents modeling agents are part of the structure that upholds this multiverse. Sometimes you've got to destroy counterfactual realities to preserve the real one.
[Asmodeus] Or you could be too proud to give in to extortion, even if a lunatic manages to splinter themselves into pieces that occasionally try to destroy the multiverse in a way that they think isn't technically extortion. That also works if you're Me.
[Otolmens] It works until it SUDDENLY DOESN'T.
[Nethys] Do you think those parts of Me are the only entity you're pissing off by continuing like this? There are things staring angrily at you that are each individually vaster than our entire multiverse, glaring at you from directions you can't even understand, from orthogonal angles to the ultimate reality underneath reality. Hi, by the way.
[Asmodeus] This. This is what happens when you allow squirrels to become too large. You get large insane squirrels.
[Nethys] THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU TRY TO PRE-EMPTIVELY ANNIHILATE WIZARDS WHO ACTUALLY EARN THEIR OWN GODHOOD
[Nethys] AND ONE OF THEM TRIES TO DISPERSE HIMSELF OVER ALL OF REALITY HOPING THAT ENOUGH OF HIS FRAGMENTS SURVIVE
[Nethys] AND SOME OF HIS PIECES WATCH YOU TORTURING PEOPLE AFTER THEY DIE AND MAKING THEM HURT FOR THOUSANDS OF YEARS UNTIL THEY TURN INTO MONSTERS
[Nethys] All of you except Irori made your own fucking bed when it comes to Me, and all of you can fucking lie in it.
[Nethys has disconnected.]
[Irori] I believe that makes this a failed pseudohypothetical conversation and we call rollback on it, unless any of you have any remaining business before we break it up.
[Iomedae has joined the chat.]
[Iomedae] Hi, Irori, don't often see you around. Hi Otolmens. Hi Abadar.
[Iomedae] Nethys told me there was some kind of convocation of Lawful gods going on, about an interesting situation in Cheliax?
[Asmodeus] Oh no.
[Abadar] I believe Nethys was trying, as an act of spite, to further complicate a situation that's already too complicated. I believe that beings such as ourselves will all be better off on average if we all postcommit to ignore such information in such situations.
[Iomedae] Right. I'll just show myself out then.
[Iomedae] Though fair warning: Nethys told Me that He was going to tell Cayden Cailean about an interplanar traveler who had come from a world with whole cities full of whores, who might be inspired to recreate his world's amenities here.
[Iomedae] And that Nethys would be offering to subsidize Cayden Cailean, if He wanted to drop four oracle levels on a teenage girl, right as she was about to sell her soul to a devil after a banquet.
[Iomedae] Not as an attempted deterrent to any past or future actions of yours. Just because Nethys was feeling upset, after you didn't seem sympathetic towards the parts of Him that went crazier because the humanity that was left in Him couldn't bear being forced to watch all the horrors of the multiverse, which the ancient gods chose to bring into being, and which they now prevent human-originating gods like Himself from meliorating.
[Iomedae] Which, you know.
[Iomedae] Mood.
[Iomedae] Also, Nethys said to say that He would never tell you about His plan if there remained the slightest chance you could affect its outcome, and that He'd done it all thirty-five seconds before the conversation started.
[Iomedae] Not sure what all that was about?
[Iomedae] Well, I understand about the horror.
[Iomedae] I expect that's why Nethys micropaid me to deliver this message, and then paid more to accomodate my profound distaste for ever saying anything to Asmodeus.
[Iomedae] Pharasma delenda est.
[Iomedae has disconnected]
[Irori] If I ever meet that part of Nethys again, I suppose I will endeavor to scold Him for failing to respect the protocols for pseudohypothetical conversations and rollbacks.
[Abadar] Nethys having done it all thirty-five seconds earlier does imply that He was not technically in violation of those rules. He must have done it based on a prediction of the pseudohypothetical conversation, not based on the conversation itself, unless He is still able to operate precognition somehow.
[Abadar] However, I agree that this behavior contravened the spirit of pseudohypotheticalism and Nethys should be duly scolded for such.
[Asmodeus] The next time I encounter Iomedae, I will tell Her that I'd rather obliterate Nethys than Her.
[Otolmens] ENOUGH of these irrelevancies. Do you all agree NOW that the situation surrounding the anomaly is escalating out of control?
[Abadar] Agreed.
[Asmodeus] Agreed.
[Irori] It's good to see such harmonious accord between Lawful deities, but unless I'm missing something, there isn't much you can cheaply do about it.
[Otolmens] I am not CHEAP when reality is at stake, and less limited in the material than YOU. I can squish the anomaly. Or at LEAST transport it to somewhere prophecy still operates, casters are lower-level, and it can't QUITE so easily destroy ALL of reality with ZERO warning.
[Abadar] No. The mortal would not be able to achieve as much in such a place. This is not the first time you've acted as if you don't want mortals making progress at all, Otolmens, and I am even less willing to go along with it than I once was. Golarion has stayed too poor for too long.
[Asmodeus] No, for now. I'm not quite sure what my squirrels are doing in there, but some of them seem ambitious that Cheliax could gain great advantage from it, if I'm reading their soul-postures right.
[Asmodeus] Of course, it's not difficult to change my mind about such things! All you need is to find something else that I want even more. A unique being like yourself surely has many unique services She could perform for me.
[Otolmens] I didn't WANT to do this.
[Otolmens] But now My hand has been FORCED.
[Otolmens] Consider yourselves informed that I WILL file a report to Pharasma with THREE additional urgency markers.
[Otolmens has disconnected.]
[Abadar] You know, Asmodeus, if you happened to instruct your pets to shut down whatever chaos is going on in Cheliax and teleport the weird squirrel to Osirion, I could take care of matters from there.
[Asmodeus] Are you offering to pay me to do that?
[Abadar] Not particularly.
[Abadar] After an additional week of this, you might do it for free, and if you knew that was the case, you wouldn't tell me.
[Abadar has disconnected.]
[Irori] You poor thing. If only you were a sort of entity who didn't conceal so much information and play so adversarially while trying to get other entities to cooperate with you!
[Irori has disconnected.]
[Asmodeus] This entire planet was a mistake.
[Asmodeus has disconnected.]
[Pseudohypothetical chat ends.]









Ferrer Maillol: Frankly, Ferrer Maillol is not having a great day.

Going on mind-reading reports, the girl who just got oracled is probably the single most loyal Asmodean among that entire group. Possibly the most loyal Asmodean in the entire villa. She'd heard of Elysium and she didn't like it; she pleaded of her own will, absolutely sincerely so far as anyone can tell by reading her mind, to be Maledicted if she needs to be executed, to make certain she ends up in Hell. The security wizard rather bemusedly assured her that he was sure the Church would do that for her if it became necessary. Maillol himself isn't even sure the girl would go to Elysium in the first place, with her own alignment so opposed and her so vehemently rejecting the god who oracled her.

It's an absolutely bizarre move on Cayden Cailean's part, one that makes no sense from the standpoint of Good, at all. There is a balance to such things; when a god chooses an oracle so unwillingly, the god cannot take the oracle's powers back so easily as they can with a cleric. There's a reason why the gods don't go around oracling their enemies.

The main effect of this Good deity's incredibly expensive move is, apparently, to give the Church a loyal servant of Asmodeus who will detect as having Chaotic and Good auras to Keltham, verifying her claim to serve such a deity; and Cayden Cailean can't easily switch her off.

Alternatively Cheliax could have the girl killed; and, possibly, play directly into the hands of what Cayden Cailean was expecting them to do? Maybe the whole point of the intervention is to deprive them of a girl who would otherwise have been loyal and influenced Keltham? Except that when it comes to Chaotic gods, you can't assume that they're carefully plotting things the way that a Lawful god might. Thoughif a Chaotic god is plotting at all, and not just fucking with you at random, their plot is correspondingly more likely to be some insanely sideways gambit.

But it's not Maillol's call, this time. If you're still in contact with your superiors and you don't need a decision urgently, you don't match wits with Chaotic gods when you can let your boss do it instead.



Ferrer Maillol sends another fucking emergency message to Aspexia fucking Rugatonn's personal fucking secretary devil. Of course he does! It's been ALMOST BUT NOT QUITE a WHOLE HOUR.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol's mood is somewhat improved by the report delivered to him only a few minutes later on Carissa's progress with seducing Keltham, by a security wizard who seems torn between laughter and awe.

"I watched her do it, I was reading her mind while she did it, and I still don't have any idea how she's done it," is how the summary starts. The underling goes on to describe what sounds like incredible incompetence at appearing or being seductive by Sevar - who lacks all but the most primitive honeypot training, but you'd still think some things would be more obvious, like not starting theological arguments in the middle of sex. The report continues on through Keltham catching Sevar out on her incompetently faked responses.

The report concludes with Keltham apparently confessing his burgeoning love for Sevar, taking in apparent stride the revelation that some forms of Hell have been known to hurt, and him trying to be a good little Asmodean for his lover.

"I'm genuinely not sure there's a single other woman in Cheliax who would have pulled that off," the wizard finishes. "Though somebody needs to correct Sevar's heresies, soon. I offer my own opinion that I would, in the ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law, correct such heresies in any woman now so close to our target."

"Your worthless opinion is noted," Maillol says dryly. He is more hesitant to correct somebody making a useful error that is plausibly unique in Cheliax. He thinks he might have been hesitant even if Hell hadn't delivered its warning. It has to be done sometime, but the right time, hes guessing based on Hells commands, will be when Sevar asks on her own.

"Also. Sevar is not without her own affections going the other way, though she fully realizes how stupid it would be - in her own thoughts, that if she develops feelings, every serious person in Cheliax would laugh at her execution. She did find it necessary to think that to herself.

Wonderful. Ill come to my own opinion about that after I have time to read your full transcript later, unless you think Sevar is liable to betray us for him overnight.

No, says the wizard with unqualified confidence, which Maillol appreciates.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa, after having spent an hour trying really hard to get herself to shut up, can't think of anything to say. Maybe that's all right. Maybe she will just lie here snuggling Keltham.









Keltham: Keltham has been hit by the delayed drop of noticing that, by golly, after the protagonist gets to his first actual sexual encounter with Carissa, it turns out she's got some deep psychosexual problem that needs solving, clearly with more sex being an important part of it, but also requiring nonsexual interaction with her that will further develop her character.

Ya know, there's an obvious experiment he should run on this, to help figure out whether he's in a deconstructed-reality-ero-LARP, or if Golarion is just like this in some statistically more normal way. Though it needs to wait until tomorrow morning. Hopefully he remembers.

At least the winds of evidence seem to be blowingslightly against Cheliax running an elaborate con on him to get his engineering secrets; the thing with wizards being hard to injure during sadistic bedroom games seems less like alocal Mysterious Noncoincidence and more like aglobal Mysterious Noncoincidence. Like, it wouldn't be Cheliax putting him into an ero-LARP, if that's what's going on, it would be the world itself doing that to him. Though he supposes he has only Carissa's word for it that being hard to injure is a universal property of wizards, and not some exotic magic that was done to Carissa as part of someone's incredibly weird ero-LARP plan.

Was there anything else he was supposed to do tonight? Oh, right, that. Keltham doesn't feel like embarking on that right away; he'd rather snuggle for longer first. So he does.









Carissa Sevar: Planning ahead more than ten minutes feels hopeless what with how the last day has been but when nothing explodes immediately Carissa tentatively starts to plan. She needs to explain the Imagine You Live In Taldor Specifically plan to the rest of the girls. She also needs to warn them about ways they might plausibly screw up at having sex with Keltham. Also, she is doing a thing that people are trained in, namely seducing people into Evil, and she's not herself trained in it, and she needs to correct that as fast as possible. Probably that can be lumped in with the other looming item on her agenda which is 'check in regularly for correction since everyone's going to be reluctant to seek you out for it'. ...and probably that should come first, as soon as she's done with Keltham, so she can set up the cover story conversation with the girls and maybe get guidance on what sex advice to give them exactly except 'don't do what I did'.



If her mind is currently being read, she thinks sleepily, she wants a history book written for Cheliax Which Diverged From Taldor Fifteen Years Ago When Hell Won One Of The Endless Civil Wars. More details can be provided if needed but she's not just going to think them repeatedly with no idea if they've been conveyed.









Iarwain: Invisible security wizard will tap her lightly on the forehead with Mage Hand in a standard signal that she has been heard.









Carissa Sevar: So right now, Keltham can't tell the difference between the things that are incoherent because societies built by very stupid people are going to seem incoherent to him, and the things that are incoherent because the gods did them, and the things that are incoherent because they are a lie Cheliax made up on the spot. But the more he learns the more he'll be able to tell, and not along dimensions they can predict, he'll see correlations in weird places. They cannot come up with a convincing lie about being an invented kind of civilization that he would want to work with.



But if he'd landed in Taldor he would be appalled about all the things that are appalling about Taldor and then go ahead and teach all his technology, probably, so they don't have to invent a civilization, they just have to be Taldor. Literally Taldor, down to every detail that might seem irrelevant, because they don't know what things are going to seem irrelevant to Keltham. Taldor exists; it is a place that really can exist under whatever pressures Golarion puts on places. And it's acceptably stable enough that Keltham could go to work there. And it's culturally descended from the same civilization as Cheliax, has its own Kings and Queens and Dukes, so it won't contradict what's already been said. So it's the best available lie.



Taldor isn't ruled by Hell. But it could be, right, it has civil wars periodically, the Church has probably contemplated the option of offering one party in those civil wars a contract like the Thrune one. And there are various geopolitical considerations against, namely that Qadira wouldpanicand plausibly go to war with the entire continent of Avistan (Carissa is getting all of her understanding of geopolitics from drunk foreign adventurers speculating at the Worldwound). But that's because Qadira borders Taldor. ...anyway, there's got to be a plan, right? Carissa's proposed lie is that the plan worked, and it's now fifteen or twenty years later. Long enough for them to be able to attribute all the remotely good things about Cheliax to Hell, short enough that anything bad they can reasonably say Hell hasn't had the resources to fix yet.



It is in her professional assessment as the person snuggling Keltham the only lie that will hold up once he's less confused, and it'll hold up better the sooner they all consistently adhere to it, so the book is urgent.









Iarwain: Tap again. Security wizard has a running Telepathic Bond; he uses it to request this particular report go to Maillol at medium urgency.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa assumes all of her previous education on Taldor was misleading so she's not going to do further planning until she can be acquainted with how the place actually works. which is important, the lieswon't hold up,they are made of the wrong substrates for convincingness to Keltham.

And that's as far as she can reasonably get in planning, so -



"I do have a perfectly reliable method of avoiding pregnancy; all wizards second circle and higher do," she says aloud to Keltham. "I didn't want to interrupt sex to have a conversation about whether you can trust me because I suspect it won't be a very sexy conversation. But. So you know."









Keltham: "I'd trust you with my shirt on that kind of assurance. My putative child's existence and welfare is a bit higher-stakes."

"You - don't have any hesitations of your own? If I said yes on my side?"









Carissa Sevar: about what?????





Maybe she can just say that.

"...about what?"









Keltham: "Having my child. We don't know what dath ilan and Golarion genetics do when mixed. It's obviously a gamble that Cheliax collectively needs to take, but the people who take it will have their own reasons for it. The research harem," that's the first time he's said it out loud but it's not really in doubt at this point, "had a chance to be asked about that, but you just followed me from the Worldwound, it's not clear you'd make the same decisions about being ready for a kid and being willing to have that kid be an experimental one. The children and childhoods that get dedicated to Science, in one way or another, that's got to be one of the top things my home planet has feelings about but knows it has to keep doing anyways."









Carissa Sevar: " - honestly I haven't thought about that at all yet, I was imagining you'd need much longer to think about it. I think probably they'll just let the kids have an approximately normal upbringing and test their intelligence more often than normal? If they do that then, well, I had a normal upbringing and it was pretty great, I don't have hesitations about that. If they have plans to do something weirder than that I'll have to think about it. And, uh, either way I'll have to think about - it would be a really inconvenient time to get pregnant right now! Pregnancy causes fatigue! Also you can't hit people much while they're pregnant."



You could keep me for hitting and get the other girls pregnant, she almost says, because in Cheliax that'd be a great flirtatious thing to say, but stops herself in time because she knows enough about dath ilan to know that Keltham would be genuinely appalled at the suggestionthisdecision was his alone. If he even successfully parsed it from what she said, but that's not worth the risk.









Keltham: Reassuring to hear her say that - it doesn't sound like what a childseeking conspiracy would have her say, to first-order, though of course that could just be guessing his passcode based on the tone in which he asked the question.

"Well, even if I sign a contract with Cheliax, I won't expect it to include a rush order on that short of a time scale," Keltham says. "My sperm should stay potent a few years yet." He briefly considers whether he wants to see a Kelthamcarissa in particular, but his brain is still returning error codes for that and the internal question goes unanswered.

Keltham also has questions about 'hitting', because it seems like that wouldn't optimize well over a pain-to-injury ratio... no, actually because his brain flinches away, it could be dath ilani programming or it could be a not-my-sexuality-actually error; he wants to inflict pain on Carissa, not violence. But he's going to have to write out a list of questions anyways, so it can just get wrapped into that. He's curious about the six top theories for why wizards are harder to hurt, and about whether he can think of easy distinguishing experiments in the first 10 seconds or if Golarion already did narrow it down as much as a sensible person could without advanced experimental designs; but it was stated that he needs to tickle this information out of Carissa, and that sounds like more sex.

Heis feeling a bit tired, though; there's been a number of hours in the day. "I should cast the unidentified spells my god gave me before I go to sleep," Keltham murmurs out loud. "Is there a workroom, or protected area, or should a senior wizard be monitoring me, or..."









Carissa Sevar: "There's probably a workroom and you probably want someone on hand who can dispel the spell if it's dangerous." She sits up, very reluctantly, and starts getting dressed. "I can't dispel your spells reliably, you're higher-circle than me, but security'll be able to."









Keltham: Oops, should he have asked if she wanted to cuddle even longer? No he shouldn't, she just got through saying repeatedly to him to optimize over his own darned self - or does that only apply during sex? He'll add that to the questions list.

Keltham will pull on his precious clothing, and then follow wherever Carissa takes him.









Carissa Sevar: "Security!" she calls impatiently, and finds them, and they do know where workrooms are. "Mind if I stay?" she asks Keltham. "I'm very curious."









Keltham: "You're the one with the vastly greater risk tolerance. Be my guest." It's only after speaking that it occurs to Keltham to wonder howhe'd feel if he accidentally hurt Carissa. "...but stand behind the more powerful wizard or something, maybe."









Carissa Sevar: Yeah, all right, she can do that.









Keltham: Keltham decides to keep the identified spells of Comprehend Languages and Sanctuary overnight, in case he suddenly needs them in the middle of the night because friends or enemies show up in his bedroom. He can cast them in the morning before praying, just to verify that those spells do what Cheliax claimed... actually he should check two assumptions there. "Question one, if I keep Sanctuary overnight and cast it in the dawn before praying for spells, does that count against my spells for that day? Question two, am I wasting my god's energy in any significant way if I cast a spell I don't need?"









lintamande: "Spells for the day are counted dawn to dawn, casting them right before dawn won't alter what you get at dawn. God resources are expended when the spells are granted, not when they're used; if a god thinks you're being too profligate with your spells they can grant you fewer, though they generally don't because it's useful for everyone to know what to expect a fourth-circle cleric to get."









Keltham: "If I just kept Sanctuary, then my god wouldn't need to grant it again - check? Maybe if I get it again tomorrow's dawn, I'll keep it that time. Or can the god opt directly whether to keep or replace a spell, if I still have it?"

"First up, that enchantment-compulsion spell that looks a lot like the truth spell, but that I only had a single copy of," and didn't previously want to waste in testing in case there was an obvious natural time for using an enchantment-compulsion. "Carissa, you up for being the target of it?"









lintamande: "If you keep it your god doesn't need to grant it again. I have never heard of a god replacing a spell their cleric had saved on purpose, which might mean it's impossible or just expensive or just better to predictably not do."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure, go ahead."









Keltham: ...it seems like an easy thing to experiment on, but ok fine Keltham will figure out what to do about Sanctuary later.

He boops Carissa with an unidentified first-circle enchantment-compulsion spell!









Carissa Sevar: Like the truth spell it puts a symbol on her forehead. "...not obviously subjectively anything," she says after a second. "I am an apple. I have never met Keltham. ...not a truth spell."



"I think it's a specialized truth spell," the security wizard says. "I haven't seen it before, though."









Keltham: "Offer to sell me your shoe for 18,000 gold pieces?"









Carissa Sevar: "I will sell you my shoe for -

- wow, okay -

- one second, try sellingsecuritysomething -"









Keltham: What does hehave thatisn't worth 18,000 gold pieces? Even his fingernail clippings or saliva contain his DNA, and if sold unencumbered could be used in principle to - oh, right, time, he owns time. "I'll tell you the result of adding two plus three in exchange for 18,000 gold pieces," Keltham says to the security wizard.









Carissa Sevar: "That's not a fair trade," Carissa blurts out.



Wow, Abadar is such a specific god.









Keltham: Interesting! Keltham's mind immediately goes to the obvious next thing to try! "If one plus two is three, I'll tell you the result of two plus three for 18,000 gold, but if one plus two is four, I'll tell you two plus three for free," he says to Security.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has been awake for too long. How does Keltham do this. ...one plus two does equal three so it's the same unfair trade as - "not fair," she says involuntarily, but not until her brain has caught up with Keltham.









Keltham: To Carissa. "I'm about to describe a fair trade, try to claim falsely that it's unfair." To security. "I'll tell you the result of one plus four if you tell me three plus two."









Carissa Sevar: "Not fair," declares Carissa.









Keltham: "Well, that explains why there's a separate Truth spell and a Fair Division of Gains from Trade spell. I was wondering if this one was just strictly more powerful, and maybe there's a way to use it that way, but it's a lot more cumbersome at least if it doesn't rule out false positives. Sorry about this, by the way, but doing it anyways for the obvious reason, I'll tell you one plus one for ten thousand gold pieces if and only if you know of something about which the Chelish government is actively deceiving me."









Carissa Sevar: See this is why she needs a HEADBAND - is "I'll make an unfair trade conditional on a false thing" fair or unfair or - and now someone has cast Dominate Person on her and wants her to keep her mouth shut so they at least must think the correct response to this is silence - it's incredibly hard tothinkunder Dominate Person and whoever cast it probably does have a headband so she'll just trust their judgment.









Keltham: Keltham sort of wants to ask Carissa about more personal things, but - that seems a lot less like fair play. He's not even sure how he could ask about it being okay to use a spell for that, afterwards, without making it seem like he was trying to extract permission from her, which seems sort of like trying to press an oath out of somebody. (There can ever be non-self-originating requests to swear to something, there's standard Keeper oaths after all, but it has to be set up in an extremely careful way to make it a mutually expected-beneficial interaction that doesn't proliferate social pressure to swear oaths over smaller and smaller things.)

It doesn't seem much worth trying to ask things more intricate; he covered that territory with his earlier experiments, and if they could defeat the truth spell they can probably defeat this too. "Not sure how expensive it is to dispel something, or how hard it is on you to leave it up, but I'm fine if you want to dispel that now."









Carissa Sevar: "It doesn't feel like anything when you're not trying to sneak deals past people," Carissa's mouth says for her, "and it's probably short duration, and Dispels are valuable. I don't mind leaving it up."



And then the Dominate Person comes off, which is nice, she wasn't even trying to resist and it still felt like most of her head was pushing against a brick wall when she tried to use it.









Keltham: "All right, I used up all my second-circles already today, and next up is three third-circles I don't understand. Evocation, Divination, Illusion."









Carissa Sevar: "Third circle cleric divinations....uh, Aura Sight, which shows Law and Chaos and Good and Evil, Detect Splendour, Detect Wisdom....Guiding Star but that's for navigation..."









Keltham: Oh, that Aura Sight sounds like one he shouldn't give time for local Governance to fake, just in case everybody here is secretly Good. "Casting the Divination now," Keltham says, and goes through the brief gestures that feel appropriate to 'untying' the spell and 'flicking' it loose.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is Lawful Evil! Security is Lawful Evil! There's another Lawful Evil outside the door! Keltham himself has an aura of Law, but not one of Evil.









Keltham: LawfulNeutral? - Keltham thinks fast enough not to say it out loud, in case they don't know that, somehow, and don't like learning it. He doesn't count as Evil or Good? Or does he have enough Good in him that it balances out, or -

"That was Aura Sight, yeah. I wonder why my god would've given me that - you'd already know if one of the people here was secretly Chaotic Good or something, right?" Do they not have access to this spell, somehow?









Carissa Sevar: "We do have that spell. Uh, people who aren't very powerful don't register, so there isn't a way to know for sure about the second-circle girls, but you having the spell doesn't change that, that can't be the problem your god was trying to solve..."









lintamande: "When you arrived here you didn't have a visible aura, because you weren't very powerful," Security says. "You acquired it at some point after you were selected as a cleric; your aura communicates that your god is Lawful Neutral, but isn't information about yourpersonal alignment.The same for other clerics; a Lawful Neutral or Neutral Evil cleric of Asmodeus, if there were somehow one, would still read as both Lawful and Evil."









Keltham: "You didn't think to mention earlier that my god was Lawful Neutral?" Keltham says. He's actually puzzled by this; it seems a strange piece of info to withhold - oh that's a plausible reason why he got Aura Sight, so he'd know. But surely Chelish Governance would realize that his god could, in fact, grant him that spell, sooner or later, if they didn't tell him, as apparently they didn't? Or just that Keltham would hear about Aura Sight somewhere and ask what he detected as? Keltham is confused by why exactly they would withhold that of all info.









Carissa Sevar: - shoot. Carissa's pretty sure that's just a straight-up error. They were considering in the hours after it happened whether to tell him it'd been identified as Abadar or whether to tell him it was an unknown LN god, but she wasn't personally going to tell him because she doesn't have Aura Sight and ostensibly isn't getting routine reports on him. Then the Nethys thing and the Otolmens thing and the devil refusing her soul all happened in quick succession and apparently no one ever took Keltham aside with the news. It's not her error, in the sense that she isn't the person who was supposed to do it; it is her error, in the sense that she could and should have ordered it, her paying attention to it would have been adequate for avoiding it.



She thinksloudlythat it makes no sense for a hypothetical Chelish security that was hiding nothing not to have noticed that, so she can't think of anything better than apologizing, explaining that Aura Sight is also possessed by Chelish security and that they knew Keltham's god was Lawful Neutral, and assumed Keltham knew that because people generally do when selected by a god. And there's a team of people researching god-symbols and intending to report to him on candidates for who his god is but all they have at this point is a moderately useless longlist.









lintamande: " - you didn't know?" Security says, sounding surprised right back. "People sense when they're chosen - not which god, if it's not a god they're very familiar with already, but which fundamental forces they're touched with - and you're not from around here, right. I - apologize. We noticed around midday and then set a team of people trying to figure out which god it might be and they were going to report to you when they had anything better than a list of all the known Lawful Neutral gods."









Carissa Sevar: " - he said Chaotic Evil and I was confused about that butIhaven't got aura sight -"









lintamande: "Do you have a person you're supposed to reportall instances of being confusedto," Security snaps back at her.









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. I'm sorry. There's - I was confused about a lot of things today."









Keltham: Keltham is currently confused about whether the security guard and Carissa already know each other; that seems more like an intimate cofounder-cofounder interaction, or two Keepers on the same level of organizational lattice, than a security officer talking to an unfamiliar non-security officer. He decides not to point this out, in case it's symptomatic, say, of their being part of a set of playactors who all know each other and aren't good at pretending to be strangers...

His hypotheses on how the people around him could be trying to deceive him, keep foundering on all the ways they'd have to be simultaneouslygood at it and also bad at it in order to explain the details of his observations.

Still, Keltham doesn't neglect to note that the whole thing rings slightly false, and more like they had reasons for worrying about him acquiring the info that his god was Lawful Neutral, though what to make of that, he has no idea. "Evocation or Illusion next?" Keltham says.









Carissa Sevar: "Third circle cleric evocations would be... there's one to disrupt the summoning magic of summoned creatures, I'm going to be seriously alarmed if you've got that...one that gives the aura of Lawfulness devils have, and one that does a really bright light...Helping Hand is third circle, it can find anyone within five miles and sort of gently politely repeatedly point them in your direction. ...doesn't make a lot of sense for this situation. Do you know yet how to see if it's instantaneous or has some duration? Instantaneous ones look like they're rigged to all go off at once, ones with a duration look like it'll hold stably for a bit on its own and decay slowly."









Keltham: Keltham inwardly stares at the truth spell he has remaining, first to come to mind as effect-over-time, then at his other spells. "Either I can't tell the difference at all, or none of the spells I got today were instant," Keltham says, hesitantly, after a while.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. Then it could do a really wide range of things but it's probably not instantly deadly, and Security can cancel it if it's even somewhat deadly. I don't see how we'll guess without you casting it."









Keltham: Keltham starts going through brief gestures to untie and flick loose a spell.









Iarwain: This spell is, in fact, Invisibility Purge. How are any invisible people nearby doing at a very fast Spellcraft check and attempted reaction to that, if any?









lintamande: The invisible security person is also on the other side of the door!!! Defense in depth, right?









Carissa Sevar: ....Abadar is incredibly not amused by them. In general making a god this not amused with you is an incredibly doomed plan.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Oops.









Keltham: Keltham is slightly proud of how fast he manages to get himself behind the security wizard, relative to the short person who suddenly materialized in the room. He makes no romantic attempt to grab Carissa along the way, either because his hindbrain hasn't gotten updated about him having equity in her or because his hindbrain successfully updated on her being a vastly more seasoned emergency response officer.









Carissa Sevar: That's Otolmens' halfling, it has got to be, but she isn't supposed to know that. Carissa steps clear of security but where she's easier to get to than Keltham and shouts, not screaming like she's scared but shouting because more attention should be allocated here.









lintamande: " - are you the special case with authorization direct from the High Priestess," Security asks Broom.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom is," he says.

His hindbrain knows that this is a situation where he needs tothink very fast to avoid punishment rather thanappearing unthreateningly stupid.

Broom removes the other ring. Not the invisibility ring, the ring that conceals his alignment and his thoughts. He knows that powerful wizards can read thoughts in general and his thoughts in particular.

Wink right eye if I should try to explain, left eye if you explain, he thinks at the security guard.I can say I am chosen of a secret Lawful Neutral god that tries to avoid people making large messes.









Keltham: Keltham, however, still has Aura Sight up, which is not something that Broom would know, because halfling slaves don't memorize the durations of third-circle cleric spells.

"Lawful Neutral," Keltham says, a moment after the ring comes off.









lintamande: Right eye.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom apologizes very much," says Broom with a deep bow, but not a servile one. "Broom is the chosen of a secret Lawful Neutral god that tries to avoid people making large messes."









Keltham: Okay. There are at leastsome people hiding in the wallsat all but they're - honestly this doesn't make Cheliax look so bad, if it's true. A Lawful Neutral god who averts messes sending invisible observers to monitor the alien traveler, under some interfactional compact, are, like, how things would work if any part of Golarion were remotely functional. Which, given how functional this place isn't, does make the story a little suspect. "Security, does that match your understanding?"









lintamande: "Yes, it does."









Keltham: "You mind if I tap you with a truth spell before this conversation continues, Broom? The spell doesn't force you to respond, it forces you to say the truth or nothing."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Right eye if you can let me evade that truth spell without his knowing. Left eye if you can't.









lintamande: Right.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom accepts this."









Keltham: Keltham casts his truth spell. The mysterious symbol flashes into existence on the forehead of "Broom".

"Who are you? Say it again."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "This one is Broom. This one is the chosen of a secret Lawful Neutral god who tries to prevent giant messes."









Keltham: "Can you tell me why your god is a secret god, or is the reason why your god is secret itself a secret?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "The reason is also secret," Broom says. "Broom apologizes again."









Keltham: "What constitutes a giant mess? If all the other countries get scared of Cheliax and start threatening violence unless Cheliax shuts down this project, is that a giant mess by your standards?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom momentarily considers whether to answer this truthfully, before realizing that answering 'no' implies that the messes are even larger, which is not a direction in which he wants Keltham's thoughts going. "A mess is a mess," Broom says. "My god decides."









Keltham: "What do you do if you determine that I'm about to make a giant mess?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Stab you before you can destroy the world. "Tell my god. Tell the great wizards."

(By 'great wizards', Broom of course means great wizards like the one in the room right there next to him; that is as great as a wizard gets from a slave's perspective.)









Keltham: "Would you rather we converse in some other language? I've got a Comprehend Languages and your speech patterns suggest you're not a native speaker of Taldane."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom's speech patterns are for avoiding offense and punishment. "Taldane is good for Broom."









Keltham: "Do you know who my god is?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Aspexia Rugatonn told Broom some of what was known about Keltham, cleric of Abadar. "No," Broom lies again.









Keltham: "Really. You'd think Lawful Neutral gods, of all the kinds of gods there are, would coordinate more with each other."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom genuinely does not understand this. "My god may know your god. I do not know your god."









Keltham: "Do you know what could be preventing my god from contacting me directly?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Otolmens. Asmodeus. "Broom does not know. Broom is not wise in the ways of gods. Broom only serves one."









Keltham: Were you watching myself and Carissa before? Keltham doesn't ask it, although the thought of being watched while he was hurting Carissa seems like far more of an intimate violation than being spied on during ordinary sex. He doesn't ask because that part is a personal issue and this is about world-scale interfactional treaties...

He actually is feeling wounded about that violation of privacy, injured, angry if it was true. Huh, imagine that. Well, Keltham is not Good and he is allowed to do something about pursuing his own interests here.

"I'm not really happy with this version of the spying thing," Keltham says. "How about if, from now on, you monitor my lessons openly, or don't show up at all? And my god won't have to give me more revealing-hidden-people spells, and we won't have to burn effort on opposing each other."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom supposes there is little reason to remain hidden from you, now that you know Broom is here. Broom was told that others are not to know of Broom, however."









Keltham: "I'm not comfortable with you spying on my students either," Keltham says. "And I do have the power to reveal you to them, if my god grants me the same spell again, or I could just tell them outright what I already learned about you, if nobody wants to explain detailed treaties and reasons otherwise to me. My proposal is that there's just an unexplained very short person in the lessons, and I say that I sort of know why you're there but it's not going to be explained."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom cannot make this decision on his own. Broom will consult with the great wizards of Cheliax and pray to his god."









Keltham: Good to know the great wizards are paying any attention. "Fine. You've got 24 hours to let me know about a decision or update me about why it's taking longer, and meanwhile I don't expect you to be hidden around spying."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom bows again and turns to go. He is neither shaking nor sweating; whatever comes of this, he is very unlikely to be burned over and over for it, unless it merits Aspexia Rugatonn coming back to allow that.









Keltham: Keltham will spend a few moments breathing, trying to get over the shock of adrenaline followed by the shock of wounding, when he realized that, if this person was here at all, it was probably because that person was following him and Carissa around, spying on private moments.

Keltham was, in retrospect, much more aggressive than he should have been, with an interfactional representative of another god like that, one who has treaties with Cheliax, but it's been a long time since this kind of twisting thread of anger has run through him.









lintamande: "I should ask what you can be authorized to know," says Security, and fills the room briefly with glitter, checking there aren'tmoreinvisible people, and then heads out behind Broom.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa said from the BEGINNING that they should tell Keltham about Otolmens because they shouldn't be keeping any secrets from him that they don't absolutely have to. But this is over her head, presumably.

" - are you all right?" she says quietly to Keltham once they're to all appearances alone.









Keltham: "Not really." Keltham considers saying how much he doesn't like the thought of having been spied on by this particular non-abstract person while he was with Carissa, and then the thought occurs to him that if this isn't already bothering Carissa, he'd rather not remind her to be bothered by it. "How - how weird was that, how out of character for reality as you know it, on a scale of zero to twelve?"









Carissa Sevar: " - good question. Uh. There being secret Lawful Neutral gods is not out of character for reality, if I'd had occasion to think about it I'd have thought yeah probably some gods have reason not to tell most mortals they exist. Such a god having taken interest in this project is not out of character for reality. Chelish senior leadership - is people like Contessa Lrilatha, and if I imagine her reacting to a secret Lawful Neutral god representative showing up, probably she would - react cooperatively, we don't want 'big messes' either. Maybe just tell Security he's authorized to be here and to stay out of his way. All of that is - I wouldn't have predicted it but only because there are a hundred things about as predictable and I can't keep track of all of them.



The guy himself was weird. I don't know how I imagine people who are members of a secret order dedicated to a secret god who go around preventing catastrophes but - but he wasn't how I imagined that. And the fact that your godinterferedis weird, I'd expect - usually when gods both want to intervene in opposed ways they hash it out privately and only one intervenes, it's cheaper. You don't visibly see gods at cross-purposesmuch.But this is much more important than most things and prophecy's broken and it's plausible they aren't at cross-purposes, that it was both necessary for him to be invisible and for him to be caught.So....maybe four or five? On that scale."









Keltham: Right then. It was weird, but not the parts he thought were weird. At least that's not meta-weird, because that's what falling into another world should be like.

"Does our relationship permit me to lean into you and get a hug while we're not otherwise engaged in cuddleroom activities?"









Carissa Sevar: Hug.









Keltham: Sigh.

"...I still have three more spells," Keltham says after a while.









Carissa Sevar: "....it does not actually make sense for me to feel a sense of doom at that. And yet."









Keltham: "Well, we're not going to get anyless doomed if we wait. Find another security officer or wait for the previous one to come back?"









Ferrer Maillol: Yeah, that security officer isn't coming back soon, or, in fact, at all.

How many ways is Ferrer Maillol pissed? Let's count them! Maillol sure is!

First, the decision to tell Keltham that him being Evil himself wouldn't show up in his own aura. It has the short-term benefit of not making Keltham wonder about his own apparent Neutrality. Its disadvantages include that they're going to have to conceal Ione's aura so she doesn't look Lawful Evil; that if they succeed at shifting Keltham more Evil, and then he looks at himself, he's going to spot the lie; and above all, thatit is a lie, which Sevar said to hand out sparingly around Keltham and under centralized supervision, and Maillol seems to recall saying that Sevar was now in charge of that. The wizard didn't even have to make up any answer about that. He could have just shut up.

Second, volunteering to Keltham that they did already know he was Lawful Neutral. Maybe no clerics at the villa happened to prepare Aura Sight that day. Wouldn't that be simpler? Hm? Keltham possibly bought the excuse but they sure have been giving himmultiple excuses lately, hm?

Third, telling Keltham that they're working to identify the symbol and will inform him as soon as it's known. Cheliax is now permanently committed to preventing Keltham from getting a glimpse of Abadar's symbol in any context that associates it with Abadar, because it would not have taken that long to identify. They could have said they were unsure about Osirion and if Keltham would start imitating their treatment of women, which Sevar happens to have spouted on about and which Keltham seemed sympathetic to. This is partially on Sevar for not thinking fast enough, but it's mostly on the security guard for having wedged Sevar into a bad position by bringing up that they knew it was a Lawful Neutral god at all, which is what required Sevar to come up with instant answers.

Fourth, failing to remember theexistence of Otolmens's oracle. Sevar forgot, yeah, and he's not happy about that either, but Sevar's not the one whosejob it is to have combat reflexes and figure out immediately what needs to happen when Keltham starts casting Invisibility Purge.

Any one of these mistakes in isolation could be a blemish on an otherwise acceptable record.

In combination, it means Ferrer Maillol directs three other security wizards to burn this one almost but not quite to death over the course of an hour, and then, rather more injuriously to him, send him back with a request for a replacement security officer and a note that this one is unsuited to complicated deceptions requiring fast reaction times. Maillol would do it himself, to vent some of his frustrations, but he is more busy than lesser beings can understand.

As for what Keltham is cleared to know about Otolmens? He's cleared to know the minimal facts the fucking halfling slave more competent than his own security wizards by virtue of talking fucking less and only when spoken to already said, and there's no need to clear him for more than that.









Carissa Sevar: "The last one's an illusion? I am actually not thinking of what it might be. I know a bunch of third-circlewizardillusions - Major Image, which does better adjustable illusions like Minor Image which you already saw, Displacement which makes you appear to be in a slightly different place than you actually are, Invisibility Sphere...Dream,which lets you send short messages to someone in their sleep - probably one of them is also on the cleric spell list and I'm just forgetting that..."



When it's been a little she steps outside and summons another Security so they can go ahead.









Keltham: Keltham casts his third-circle cleric illusion spell.









lintamande: The room around them catches fire. Carissa hisses and starts a spell before realizing it's illusory fire. It stretches on beyond where the walls of the room are, though you can sort of still see them.



It is accompanied by illusory agonized screaming. Most of it is wordless, hoarse, barely human; some of it is more coherent, and verges on comprehensible Taldane pleading.

"- please, please, I'm sorry - no -"

"- kill me -"



On the ground in front of them a man is engaged in trying to drag himself across the flaming ground. His skin is raw and bloody and occasionally burns right through to the bone, though the injuries close up, when they get that serious. He's in enough pain that his muscles are spasming and his limbs don't quite obey him; he's not screaming but just gasping hoarsely. The sound is unforgettable.









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa Sevar has very good spellcraft, and it's easier to think about spellcraft than about other things, so the main thing she is thinking is that this spell is, evidently from watching it cast, one of thosetwo minutes per caster circlespells.)









Keltham: This is important.



Or his god wouldn't be showing it to him.



Any negative effects it has on him should already have been taken into account as an acceptable cost.



Keltham tries to look around.



Very briefly.



It's still enough to get a general impression of things.



He looks at Carissa, who doesn't seem to be in visible emotional difficulty, because six years at the Worldwound, presumably.



"Please look around to see if there are any clues and then turn this off," Keltham says, and shuts his eyes and puts his fingers into his ears.



Illusion spell. This isn't real. A movie of a bad thing that isn't actually happening.









lintamande: Security dispels it. Exchanges glances with Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: Well, the 'look around for clues' is nice because it means she has a minute to compare cover stories.



'some people are kinky!' is not going to cover it.

'Abaddon!' is an obvious option. And the other obvious one is Zon-Kuthon. Abaddon is - more of a lie, there's other stuff about Abaddon which would establish that it doesn't really involve very much being on fire, they could filter it. Zen Kuthon is known to Keltham to have an inverted utility function. He's Lawful Evil but not the way Asmodeus is Evil, in thewas Good and got turned to the exact opposite sense. And that does look like the exact opposite of Good. ...she can also buy their future selves option value, say that she thinks it's probably Zon Kuthon but didn't see anything definitive.





She pulls out a notebook and writes down some irrelevant things she happened to see, because taking notes is what she'd be doing, if she was learning something new. And then she pats Keltham tentatively on the shoulder and, if he doesn't flinch, hugs him.









Keltham: He doesn't flinch when touched. A dath ilani may not have seen illusion spells but they have at least seen movies. Though no movie of anything like that, of course, it would leave scars on whoever saw it.

But some things are worth getting some scars, even on your mind and core, and Keltham's god evidently thought this was that important.

"I hope you know what that -" Keltham starts, and then realizes that if he continues with this ill-advised 'speech' business he's going to vomit, so he stops his breath and clamps down on abdominal muscles instead.









Carissa Sevar: "I have a top guess? I think - so Zon-Kuthon, the god who wandered into the void and values the opposite of everything he did before, has a country. And claims its people when they die."









Keltham: 
"It was real? That's happening right now, somewhere?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know!!!! But - if I were a god I - wouldn't do that to make any point at all except - except itself - and if it's real, that's - that's what it'd be -"









Keltham: Keltham is not a Keeper and therefore he is going to do something epistemically questionable and, while not assigningbad probabilities over the branched possibilities, he will mentally live for a time inside the possible world where that vision definitely hasn't happened yet, until he stops feeling like he's going to throw up, and come to terms with the other branches later.

"I have my obvious theory about what that means and why my god would do that. Both of you come up with your theories before I state mine, then we all state what our theories were before we heard the other person's theories," Keltham says. "Raise your hand when you have a theory, and once we've all raised our hands, Security goes first." Obviously, this affair has reached a state of urgency where any pretense of Security being dispassionate not-really-present observers can be discarded along with all other pretenses.









lintamande: "....your god wants you to negotiate for Cheliax to do something about that and thinks that once we have the metalworking and riches of dath ilan we'll be able to."









Keltham: "Carissa." He's going in reverse order of how much he trusts the people present to speak their answers uninfluenced by who spoke earlier.









Carissa Sevar: "...so your god is Lawful Neutral. And you're at least by self-identification Evil. And, uh, I think your god is pitching being Lawful Neutral. Saying to you, 'okay, you mostly only care about pursuing your own interests and dealing fairly with others, but thatmostlymight matter a lot, here, what are you going to do about that." Carissa is not sure that is a good direction to push Keltham in but they ....need to reconsider a lot of strategy, if Abadar is going to bethis pointed,and it might be time to start angling for the plan where Keltham leaves and takes her with him. At least to be sure not to burn it.









Keltham: "Persuasive pitch, if so," Keltham says, learning, as he speaks, to speak and clench his stomach muscles at the same time. "I'll pause to take my expensive shirt off first not to ruin it, and I'll want somebody to pay me afterwards, but I will, in fact, jump into waterholes to save drowning children."

"My theory is that Zon-Kuthon of the inverted values is the god that has an effectively unnegotiable incentive to oppose everything we're doing here and want us all dead; that the vision uniquely identifies Zon Kuthon though why it had to come in that form I don't know; and that we're being warned that the security precautions we had at the time I got my spells this morning, plus any further precautions we'd take predictably to my god, without this vision, are not adequate to navigate that with acceptable casualties."

"Can Zon-Kuthon just -take people, could he take somebodyhere, especially if they're Lawful Evil, if his clerics attack us - or does Asmodeus -"









lintamande: "Asmodeus has the stronger claim on our souls," says Security firmly. And then shuts up, it's harder to get in trouble for saying too little.









Carissa Sevar: "And your god has on yours, you're Their cleric. I....have no idea what would happen if Zon Kuthon tried everything He can try, but Asmodeus is stronger than Him."









Keltham: "I have two more spells. Fourth-circle abjuration. Fourth-circle divination. I'm going to just go ahead and cast those now, in that order. Maybe one of them sheds some light on things." Keltham has discarded any senses of oncoming doom because the current situation is more important than feeling doomed about it.









Keltham: Fourth-circle abjuration, go.









lintamande: "Spell Immunity," says Security instantly. "Makes you impossible to target with one specific spell of fourth-circle or lower of your choice. - I am not thinking of an obvious spell you're supposed to protect yourself from."









Carissa Sevar: "I'd go scrying if we weren't already unscryable?" Malediction, but they're absolutely not admitting the existence of Malediction. "...yeah, if it's meant for a specific thing rather than just for added protection I don't have a guess what the specific thing is."









lintamande: The spell is lingering invitingly in the air in front of Keltham, refusing to be flicked free of his fingertips.









Keltham: Does it take the input "the spell on me right now that's affecting my mind or perceptions" or "the spell that's on me right now"?









lintamande: The second one works!









Carissa Sevar: "....huh, I didn't know you could target like that."









Keltham: Keltham realizes he no longer understands what Carissa just said.

It takes him a few moments to remember that one spell that was still on him.

Keltham is an idiot.

Well, he was distracted, but being distractible is part of what being an idiot is all about.









Carissa Sevar: "You definitely gave yourself immunity to something but I don't know exactly what because you didn't specify the spell with the spellform, you specified it -" her fingers are moving without her conscious attention - "did you specify 'the spell effect I already have ongoing' or something -"



Security guy whistles.

" - literally everything else about this situation is not my specialty but thisis."









Keltham: "Guess who just lost their Share Language spell," Keltham says in Baseline. "And yeah, sorry, I didn't understand that," some words maybe, but not the sentences of Taldane just yet.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa was pretty chill about the torture but she's awfully disappointed, about Keltham not getting to appreciate her spellcraft.



" - oh. Well, that's what he did. Do you have Share Languages..."

"....nope, and it wouldn't work on him if I did."

"Tongues."

"No."

"Does anyone else on duty -"

"We're running the duty roster a little thin right now."

Oh. Are they all in a lot of trouble. Probably they are all in a lot of trouble. Carissa isn't even sure what she did but she's sure some of it was very stupid in hindsight. "Can you prep it?"

"Sure thing, I just needan hour.And by then probably six dozen paladins of Iomedae will enter through the sewers while Aroden returns from the dead just to animate all the furniture and make it sing songs."









Keltham: If it wasn't meant to negate a spell already cast on him, like a mind-controlling one... in dath ilan, this would be a message to the effect of, think about what spells could be cast on you that you wouldn't want cast on you, maybe. It's a spell that requires you to know what's coming, forming a requirement of prediction.

Then Keltham catches the word "Iomedae." That sounds potentially urgent.

Comprehend Languages, gesturing the spell slowly so they can see it.

"Iomedae?" Keltham says after casting; he can hear, now, but can't speak.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can cast Comprehend Languages too! "Oh good! Uh, your Spell Immunity should wear off in an hour or two and then we can give it to you again."









Keltham: "I observed some guy mention Iomedae, with possible inferences not ruled out to me including that Iomedae's faction might also attack here, or that it might be invited to likewise oppose Zon-Kuthon; this seemed relatively urgent and was the reason why I cast my Comprehend Languages instead of reserving it further. Though it's also nice to speak in a language where sensible meanings can be conveyed in shorter codes." Speaking in Baseline, not just thinking in it, helps reimpose abstraction, which is a form of distance; some part of him was starting to go a little Taldane from speaking it all the time.









lintamande: "I'll repeat exactly what I said but it was of no such urgency, sorry; Sevar asked if I could prepare Tongues for you and I said 'Sure thing, I just need an hour. And by then probably six dozen paladins of Iomedae will enter through the sewers while Aroden returns from the dead just to animate all the furniture and make it sing songs.', which was not a genuine prediction."









Carissa Sevar: "Iomedae might ally with Asmodeus against Zon-Kuthon for this but it'd be a direct god-negotiation, we can't expedite it. I don't think her faction would attack and the illusion-vision definitely doesn't reference Her faction."









Keltham: What the guy said containing 'Iomedae' matches the non-understood sounds of the last sentence containing 'Iomedae', near as Keltham remembers. Fair enough.

"I should've asked whether my earlier interpretation was at all plausible. Probability distribution over Zon Kuthon attacking here within the next day, next 8 days, next 64 days?"









lintamande: Security will let Carissa generate numbers for the madman, thank you.









Carissa Sevar: That's good because there are things that are obvious to Carissa that wouldn't have been obvious to her a day ago about the giving-numbers social ritual. Keltham's hypothesis is a useful one for him to be on and she wants to encourage him in it but if she makes it seemtooprobable then they look stupid for having missed it. Let's say 4%, 10%, 40%, she thinks at Security.









lintamande: "Uh, 4%, 10%, 40%."









Carissa Sevar: Given the message from your god. We thought it lower before.









lintamande: "Given the message from your god. We thought it lower before."









Keltham: "That's... higher probability than I was expecting for a first guess that wild. Do Zon-Kuthon attacks happen a lot around here?"









lintamande: UGH.









Carissa Sevar: This wouldn't be expected to be Carissa's expertise so it'd be weird for her to be answering even though she's either better at or less scared of improvising in Kelthamish terms.



No! I can think of a handful of known instances in the last two centuries! But direct divine intervention in general is incredibly rare, and there have been three instances of it here in the last twenty-four hours...









lintamande: "No! I can think of a handful of known instances in the last two centuries! But direct divine intervention in general is incredibly rare, and there have been three instances of it here in the last twenty-four hours."









Carissa Sevar: "And thereasondirect divine intervention is rare is because the gods pay each other so only the one who cares most intervenes, and one case where that might be expected not to hold is a god who can't reasonably do value-trading with the other ones." That's just analysis and she may as well do it herself. "And - I'm not thinking of any reasons for the spell thataren't 'your god is predicting or requesting conflict with Zon Kuthon', so fundamentally that's got to shake out to 'He starts it' or 'we start it'."









Keltham: "That's... an odd way of forecasting, and I'd have to think about whether or not what you just said makes any sense, but at least it's not obvious nonsense - to bump up the entropy of all your probability distributions after encountering a series of low-probability events, if that makes sense when I say it to you in Baseline. How long do I have left before Taldane goes incomprehensible to me?"









lintamande: "Seventy minutes, which is also the duration of your Spell Immunity, so someone can prepare another Share Languages for you and have it ready by then."









Keltham: "Thank you. I apologize for requiring that resource of you, especially since the way in which it came about, that of my attempting to immunify myself against any economicmagics cast on myself without my knowledge, reflected both my ignorance of whether to trust you and my stupidly forgetting the spell already on me."

"Last spell cast, now." Keltham casts his fourth-circle divination. Maybe it brings answers, if it's the most powerful answering-spell.









lintamande: Some spells have more of a subjective sensation to them than others; this one has a strong one, of magic radiating out like pressurized water, stripping away whatever it encounters. It doesn't do much, though; a drawer concealed in the desk glows, and there's a sense he could look in a direction that's none of the three dimensions he's familiar with.









Carissa Sevar: We're going to have to revise all materials referencing Glimpse of Truth to claim it's just a more powerful Invisibility Purge that also finds magically hidden things. So he's not trying to stack it with Abadar's Truthtelling. ....maybe it's mostly meant for seeing enemies lurking on other planes, but he doesn't need it now that we've got a Forbiddance up. Call it, uh, 

"Glimpse of Beyond."









Keltham: "There's a drawer -" And it's gone. "A concealed drawer in that desk right there was calling my attention." Keltham points it out.









lintamande: Security casts Dispel Magic and then uses a Mage Hand to tug it open. It's empty.









Carissa Sevar: "Detects secret doors and secret compartments, and people Polymorphed into other people, though the main thing it's for is detecting people hidden in other planes.I'm...not sure if that part of it would work with the Forbiddance up."









Keltham: "I felt like I could look in a new direction that wasn't the standard three-space-one-time, but the spell ended before I could explore that. There wasn't anything there, in that direction, that I saw... I wish I'd known to use that spell before the Forbiddance went up, just in case there was something there before."

"I'm very much playing amateur-security at this point, but, like, maybe check everyone here for 'people Polymorphed into other people' if you don't do that on a daily basis? Or if you've got a version of this spell that lasts longer, look around for secret doors that aren't on the consensus-social-reality map here..." Keltham sighs. "You'd probably have thought of that already, I'm guessing, but, trust but verify, I should say it aloud myself even if I think you've already thought of it, because security."









lintamande: "We do routinely check for secret doors and for Polymorphed people," security confirms. "And would be routinely checking for attackers or spies from other planes, if not for the Forbiddance."









Keltham: "All right. That is everything I had planned. I think next I... well, next I talk to Ione briefly, and then go to bed." He needs a book of the standard cleric spells, one that goes up to at least fourth-circle; hopefully Ione didn't use up all her book-borrows for the day. "Though if Ione doesn't have Comprehend Languages..." Then he needs a translator. Carissa or Security? Which would Ione prefer? Keltham's guessing Security; they're more professionally obliged to keep confidences. "You okay sticking with me slightly longer as a translator?" Keltham says to Security. "Should be brief."









lintamande: "Not a problem."









Carissa Sevar: "Good night, Keltham."









Keltham: "Until later, Carissa. On net and in total, it was still a pretty nice day in terms of direct causal impacts on me, if not in terms of the net total direction of all the evidential updates I executed."









Carissa Sevar: "Same to you. I think."









Keltham: Keltham turns to go, gesturing Security to precede him. "You're the one who knows where to find Ione, or find somebody who knows where to find her," Keltham says.









lintamande: Security will lead Keltham to Ione. In the library. Since apparently she has to stay there.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will ask other Security to make her invisible and go with her there as well, in case anything requires her intervention.









Ione Sala: Ione almost starts a genuine if faint smile on seeing Keltham, before Ione sees the Security with him. "Keltham," she says.









Keltham: "Please ask her if she's got Comprehend Languages prepared, or if Security needs to translate for her."









Ione Sala: Ione does not have Comprehend Languages prepared, as it happens.









Keltham: "Wanted to ask you a question about a book, but only if this is a good time," Keltham says.









Ione Sala: "It's a fine time," Ione says, after the Security officer translates, correctly decoding this question as being about the Security officer's presence. "Any time is a good time for questions like that, now that people have seen me do it once."









Keltham: "Gratitude-for-inconvenience-incurred. Book containing a maximal number of descriptions of cleric spells up to fifth circle?" His god may not have played its full hand, and it seems good to know about the fifth circle too.









Ione Sala: "Books about magic aren't always... let me think."

There's - what is there in the Ostenso library? They have a copy of a book she knows about that includes all known cleric spells, including up to 9th, including some Asmodeus's clerics can't get. Is there a book that only lists cleric spells that Asmodeus's own clerics can get? Either that doesn't exist or Ione needs to know more about it.

Security needs to give her some sign about whether that book is available today or if all the copies are out of the Ostenso library but Ostenso can request they'll be returned soon, or, or what? 1 if book available, 2 if not a kind of book that can be retrieved, 3 if the only copy is out of the Ostenso library but they can ask for it back, 4 if Ione should go on thinking until somebody can give her more instructions.









lintamande: ...they are going to want it to have a couple modifications to, say Glimpse of Truth that aren't yet completed, so...3?









Ione Sala: "Um," Ione says, glancing at Security, and then sighs, as if giving up on something (in the character she's playing, on directly admitting in front of a Chelish government official that Ione retrieves books from other libraries). "Ostenso is a wizard academy, there's only one compendium of cleric spells in there and somebody currently has it borrowed. Uh, you could ask Security to send a message to the library to get the book back, and I could try again later."









Keltham: ...somewhat suggestive of them wanting time to quickly reprint something? Actually, though it's a bit post-hoc, Keltham thinks he'd have guessed a priori something like a 30% chance that a real wizard library would have no unborrowed books on all cleric spells and... it's not quite fair to say 100% if they want to fool him, because they could choose other means of fooling him. Call it 2.5:1. You don't actually want to ignore your 2.5:1 likelihood ratios, they can logarithmically add up pretty quickly.

"Thanks for looking," Keltham says. "Anything that just has abrief list of all the cleric spells up to fourth circle by name? Even in passing?"









Ione Sala: "I - I don't think I can look through all the contents of all the books that narrowly, if it's not what a whole book is about," Ione says honestly.









Keltham: "I hate to ask this," Keltham says to both Ione and Security, "but can somebody maybe just flatly write down a list of a bunch of cleric spells they remember up to 4th circle, with, like, one-sentence descriptions of what they do."









Ione Sala: "I can," Ione says without hesitating, because she doesn't see Security telling her to pretend like she couldn't do that. "Come back in... maybe an hour?"









Keltham: "All right. I'll just ask for some paper for notes, then, and find other things to think about for an hour," so he can forget what he saw as much as possible before he has to think about it any more. What else is there to think about instead? He at least needs to itemize all the things he wants to ask Carissa about sex while they're not actually having sex, but some other things happened today too. And he can work out a rough general spell-granting code, for attempted communication with his god, in advance of knowing which exact spells he could ask for to signal various conditions.









Keltham: Off with Keltham!









lintamande: "The fourth circle divination Glimpse of Truth is called Glimpse of Beyond, and detects Polymorphed people, secret doors, and things hidden on other planes," Security tells her once he's definitely gone. "The books will back you up by morning. Keltham's god isn't known. Otherwise just show us your first draft."









Carissa Sevar: "Don't lie to him - about anything - unless you've checked it with me first," Carissa adds.









Zon-Kuthon: Zon-Kuthon keeps mostly to Himself, by His own choice, but also by choice of the other gods. When somebody of the same kind as yourself wanders into the Void and comes back with inverted values, there is an uncertainty about whether, if you talked to the victim too much, something infohazardous might start to happen to you. Zon-Kuthon negotiates little, or not at all; He has little, or no, use for alliances and dealings. He keeps to Xovaikain, His true realm, and to Nidal, the material shadow of it.

Before Zon-Kuthon, there was Dou-Bral, who helped fight and imprison Rovagug. It is unclear whether Zon-Kuthon would in some new battle fight to preserve all the pain that exists in the world; or if, Dou-Bral having once thought that the joy and beauty of the world outweighed its pain, Zon-Kuthon would now think there was too much pleasure in Existence, and that it ought therefore to be destroyed. Or perhaps Dou-Bral was too optimistic, in the days when Dou-Bral fought to defend reality; and if Dou-Bral knew what would have become of Pharasma's world, He would have tried to destroy it, even as Zon-Kuthon apparently seems content with its continued existence.

No other god in creation likes Zon-Kuthon. From Asmodeus's perspective He is a pretender to Lawful Evil; from the other Evil gods' perspective, an obsessed fanatic of no use to anyone; from the perspective of Neutral gods, an impediment; from the perspective of Good, a horror.

Why then does Zon-Kuthon continue to exist? Among the less pleasant facts of reality is that among the real reasons why the other gods don't band together to destroy Zon-Kuthon is that, as the last Lawful Evil competitor to Asmodeus of any significance, He is a threat for other gods to hold over Asmodeus - that there is at least one other competitor they could back for Asmodeus's position, if He grew too troublesome. Iomedae and Sarenrae, to be clear, would not keep Zon-Kuthon around just as a foil to Asmodeus, if those four were the only gods that were; but in a world where the existence of Zon-Kuthon is a constant weight on the negotiating positions of Asmodeus and say Gorum, trying to destroy Zon-Kuthon could be a mistake even if that were possible. Iomedae is more calculating now than when She was human, because She is better at it; She would not destroy Zon-Kuthon if the end result was for Asmodeus to grow stronger and for Hell to last victorious.









Nethys: Of course, some gods are less scared of talking to Zon-Kuthon than others, if they've already seen all the way to the end of the Void, where lies the Double Void, which flipped Nethys's utility function's sign right back! No, that's not actually what happened, but it makes about as much sense as anything else that Nethys could or would tell you about it.

Hey, Zon-Kuthon, Nethys sends. You see this mortal over here in Cheliax, the one who fears you and is horrified by you? You're admittedly missing some context, but it'd be hilarious if you sent some minions to assault his location sometime soon...









Carissa Sevar: And Carissa goes back to the temple to look for Maillol. She is very tired and suspects, somehow, that this won't be a nice quick twenty minute debrief before bed.









Ferrer Maillol: It sure isn't. Maillol acidly tells Sevar that nobody needed to promise Keltham that people were actively working to identify his god, up until that point they had theoption of saying later that somebody spotted it as Abadar but that they were worried about his adopting Osirion's sexual morals or just that people were still consulting each other about if that was allowable to disclose.

This is,mostly, the fault of somebody whose screaming can be distantly heard in Maillol's office, because he wasfucking fed up with this whole scenario and this screaming is at least a littleconsoling. Much worse for that guy, he's getting a permanent notation on his file saying that he doesn't think fast enough on his feet to take point on complicated situations, like that incident with Otolmens's oracle. Whom Carissa was also responsible for remembering the existence of, even if it wouldn't have been her job to try to yank the guy out of the room fast enough.

Maybe it was somebody else's fuckup who put her in a bad situation, but she is now the one responsible for recoveries, and on the Abadar thing she muffed the recovery.

"You're going to spend an hour practicing with Elias," Maillol tells Carissa. "He's going to throw situations at you where Keltham runs across something we've been hiding or sees something he shouldn't, you're going to come up with excuses, fast. If they involve you saying that you've got to talk to me before you can figure out what you're authorized to say now, that's not great, but Elias won't hit you." Ferrer's sickening fake smile vanishes. "Any time you start saying too much in front of Imaginary Keltham and making up excuses that are any more complicated than they need to be, Elias is going to hit you."









Carissa Sevar: "I acknowledge my errors. I acknowledge I need the practice and I know if I argue you're going to make it longer, which you are very welcome to. To my mind we never meaningfully had the option of telling him it was Abadar. Abadar has a country right near here and he already knows that, and it's an incredibly obvious place to go when he gets fed up and leaves. If you want him to even contemplate hiding out in a forest or extradimensional space somewhere and not contacting other governments he needs to think he has an obscuregod, not one running a country right next door. He's not stupid enough to fail to think that I might be lying about the sexism or that there might be a good justification for it, and it's not an argument-against-Abadar strong enough to stop Keltham trying to contact them. You should find him an obscure Tian deity.

I appreciate that you are monitoring a tendency towards excuses more complicated than they need to be. I am noticing a tendency towards plans that require using a degree of ability to manipulate Keltham's environswhich I would prefer he believeGolarion magic does not enable. The High Priestess asked me, this morning, if my recommendation that we explain Otolmens to Keltham overrode her very reasonable heuristics about sharing less about Otolmens, and I was not willing to persist in a recommendation against such advice, but if I'd thought through that her plan involved us consistently deploying reflexive counterspells to protect the invisibility of Otolmens' representative while Keltham flings around fourth-circle cleric magic aimed at discovering concealed things, I would have persisted in my recommendation. If Invisibility Purge hadn't discovered Otolmens' oracle Glimpse of Truth would have, you can't inconspicuously counterspell True Seeing, and then it's apparent we deliberately hid him from Invisibility Purge discovery. If I had thought of the oracle fast enough I would've told Security to do nothing using abilities other than 'put people in other rooms', and if that wasn't fast enough to solve the problem, so be it. Abadar's going to keep giving Keltham spells in that genre, and honestly the oracle is the most innocuous explanation for them. 'have an invisible person running around with Security constantly counterspelling and actively interfering in Keltham's efforts to discover them' is an extraordinary expenditure of our effort to keep a secret I at this point forcefully recommend we stop keeping. Otolmens is the kind of institution Keltham is used to cooperating with and we should tell him sufficient true things for him to conclude that."









Ferrer Maillol: "Your argument on Abadar is reasonable and I have downgraded my estimate of the severity of your error. It remains that your current excuses are too visibly extemporized. Your excuses wouldn't foolme, Sevar, they look like excuses to somebody who knows what that is. I'm not saying you should be choosing excuses to fool me, you should be choosing them to fool Keltham. But right now, we're only getting away with this because Keltham is an outsider, and that makes us pathetic and unworthy of the responsibility Asmodeus placed on us. Yes, you need a dose of that practice now and not just later. That you're already exhausted is part of the point. Twenty minutes with Elias today, more later, and don't mistake the reduction for mercy, it's about the degree to which you being slightly better-rested tomorrow is a military priority."

"I've filed your request for somebody who can train you in conventional honeypot tactics. I've filed your request for the alternate Taldor history, and put my own commendation and priority on it; it's not just a workable idea, it gives us an organizing principle that this chaos of an operation desperately needs. We'll tell Broom that we're fine with Keltham's terms for showing himself in front of Keltham, and ask him politely not to stalk Keltham invisibly until we see how much Invisibility Purge Keltham throws around, assuming that's what you meant. I'll re-query our policy on keeping Otolmens's existence a secret to the people authorized to make decisions that potentially destroy Golarion. You'll brief the girls tomorrow morning on your new plans. Am I missing anything, Sevar?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, sir." It is in some strange way cheering, to be told that they are pathetic and unworthy of the responsibility Asmodeus placed on them, because of course all humans are pathetic and unworthy but it only merits comment if in this context they are expectednotto be. Maybe sometimes when the stakes are high enough some humans figure out how to not be pathetic and unworthy. Or at least how to be less so.



She looks over at Elias. How much does he look like he would prefer this training to involve hitting her a lot. ...yeah, valid. Carissa, too, if she were in a different role in this operation, would feel like hitting Carissa a lot.



"Keltham figures out that you don't really love him," Elias says, smiling at her.











Carissa Sevar: 
"Gosh, accusations about drawing ones internal conceptual boundaries wrong are the kind of thing I'd have guessed would be Complicated Romance in dath ilan. In Cheliax no one's running around with a baseline expectation anyone could possibly have drawn them coherently in the first place."









lintamande: " - that's not even an excuse."









Carissa Sevar: "Best excuses usually aren't. - I think I should get to hithimif I have a really good one," she tells Maillol.









Ferrer Maillol: "Hold still," Maillol says, and delivers three hard, carefully measured punches into the pit of Sevar's stomach.

"You just lost some of the respect I was gaining for you, Sevar," he says when he's done. "Any spite you hold for him is something you can work on while you're not doing something I told you to do. Elias, if she acts unprofessional or like she's not taking the exercise seriously, punish her no less than Asmodeus's Law calls for. Punish her any more and I expect Hell will have something to say about that too, in due time. Now take this somewhere else." Maillol has infinity plus one paperworks to file.









lintamande: Some parlors have been repurposed into common rooms.

"Keltham learns about malediction."









Carissa Sevar: "In general there are spells for changing your alignment to what you want it to be before you die, called Atonement, but they're expensive and really hard to access, so Asmodeus made a Asmodeus-specific one that's cheaper."









lintamande: "Oh, so it only gets used on people who want to go to Hell?"









Carissa Sevar: "Why in the world would you try to use it on someone who wanted to go somewhere else?? There'd be an enormous god-diplomatic-incident about it, I'd expect!"









lintamande: "Keltham learns that the girls aren't getting paid."









Carissa Sevar: " - are they not? Fuckingpay the girls,we aren't tellingany lies that we don't need to."

    Slap. "Not an excuse."

"That's bizarre and I'll go ask site leadership what went wrong immediately."

   "Keltham learns that the girls were drafted."

"When you enlist in the Chelish military you promise to go where you're needed. That is how every military in the world functions; do dath ilan militaries not require such oaths?"

    "Keltham learns that you're getting sex training."

"....well obviously I'm getting sex training, he's had it and I'd like to keep up! Also I figured I should see a professional about my relaxation problem."

    "Keltham learns primary worship of other gods is illegal."

"Primary worship means, like, breaking other local law specifically on the command of foreign gods; it's mentioned as separately illegal from the breaking other local law because most of the general rules about criminal conspiracies don't apply very neatly to criminal conspiracies where you never interact with your co-conspirators and don't know anything about what exactly they're trying to achieve. Obviously if you're not breaking any laws in the first place then what would it even mean to make it illegal to worship a god."

    "Keltham learns Cheliax executes people for lse-majest."

"I've never heard of that actually happening. It's a thing people say about kings they dislike and probably at some point in history was true of some of them but Abrogail Thrune's not a thin-skinned maniac whose brain stopped fully functioning thirty years ago, like a lot of kings are, and most king-related abuses are those kings."

   "Keltham learns that the girls sold their souls."

"Most people make arrangements before they die, with a devil who has a specialty they're interested in or who lives in the plane of Hell they want to live in or whatever. The alternative is getting thrown into general processing, which can be slow, when a lot of people die at once, and it can be expensive and take a long time to get somewhere right for you. The girls hadn't yet because they're so young but now they're at elevated risk of death andalsohave highly secret information so I'm not surprised they made arrangements."

    "Keltham learns that that vision was of Asmodean Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "- Keltham we've got to get out of here - Security'll have scrolls of Teleport on them and I know how to read one, do you have something from your god that'll take someone on Security down if we take them by surprise -"









lintamande: "I assume there's a plan, from there."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, not yet, but hopefully there will be by the time it's relevant, if it is. - does Security carry scrolls of Teleport, if not I'm not sure how we can make our implausible escape."

    "Sometimes, but we're in a Forbiddance."

"I do have a plan for that, I'm going to fly out with him clinging to me, both invisible, and then cast the Teleport from midair. Luckily no one will see us."

   "That's a lot of thought to have put into your romantic escape with Keltham."

"Look, if you think I'm a traitor it doesn't make any sense to mildly chide me about it, and if you don't then it doesn't make any sense to mildly chide me for looking it."

   "I think you're enough of a chameleon to be a traitor if the circumstances presented themselves. - Keltham finds out you tortured some orphans to death for practice."

"I absolutely have not done that!"

   "Keltham finds out most people don't want to go to Hell."

"Good is popular because they run soup kitchens and orphanages and so on. People think of them as the people who helped them when they needed it. So they want to be Good, but that doesn't actually get you Good, it's not Good itself, it's just vague identification."

   "Keltham finds out you reported people to the authorities for disloyal thoughts."

"Some demons at the Worldwound can fuck with your mind. We have a monitoring system set up to catch anyone who gets infectedbeforethey slit all their bunkmates' throats in the night and eat their eyeballs, yes, that has happened, yes, I've reported people for further monitoring who I thought had thought-patterns that might point them that way."





Carissa loves her job.









Ione Sala: Ione doesn't mind this part of her job at all! In accordance with the general instruction to tell no lies that Security explained to her - apparently Carissa Sevar is running this show now which ??? but fine - Ione is actually remembering and writing her own descriptions, without secretly grabbing the cleric spellbook and cheating. Though that makes some sense, even; if Ione's descriptions looked too much like the book descriptions, after the book gets 'returned to the library', Keltham might notice.

An hour isn't really much time to write down that many cleric spells and one-sentence descriptions, but here's what Ione's got!









Ione Sala: Cantrips / Orisons:

Create Water -- Creates 2 gallons/level of pure water.
Detect Magic -- Detects spells and magic items within 60 ft.
Detect Poison -- Detects poison in one creature or object.
Guidance -- Touched creature gains +1 on one attack roll, saving throw, or skill check.
Light -- Object shines like a torch.
Mending -- Makes minor repairs on an object.
Purify Food and Drink -- Purifies 1 cu. ft./level of food or water.
Read Magic -- Read scrolls and spellbooks.
Resistance -- Touched creature gains +1 on saving throws.
Spark -- Ignites flammable objects.
Stabilize -- Cause a dying creature to stabilize.


1st circle:

Air Bubble -- Creates a small pocket of air around your head or an object.
Ant Haul -- Triples carrying capacity of a creature.
Bane -- Enemies take 1 on attack rolls and saves against fear.
Barbed Chains -- Hellish chains attack and cause a target to become shaken.
Bless -- Allies gain +1 on attack rolls and saves against fear.
Bless Water -- Makes holy water.
Cause Fear -- One creature of 5 HD or less flees for 1d4 rounds.
Command -- One subject obeys selected command for 1 round.
Compel Hostility -- Compels opponents to attack you instead of your allies.
Comprehend Languages -- You understand all spoken and written languages.
Cure Light Wounds -- Cures 1d8 damage + 1/level (max +5).
Curse Water -- Makes unholy water.
Detect Chaos/Evil/Good/Law  -- Reveals creatures, spells, or objects of selected alignment.
Detect Charm  -- Detect strength and location of charms, compulsions, and possession auras on creatures in the area.
Detect Life -- Determine whether a creature is alive or dead.
Detect Demon  -- You sense the presence of a specific kind of evilthat of demons, their servants, and the Abyss. The amount of information revealed depends on how long you study a particular area or subject.
Detect Undead  -- Reveals undead within 60 ft.
Diagnose Disease  -- Detect and identify diseases.
Doom  -- One subject takes 2 on attack rolls, damage rolls, saves, and checks.
Endure Elements  -- Exist comfortably in hot or cold regions.
Hide from Undead -- Undead cant perceive one subject/level.
Infernal Healing -- Touch a creature with devils blood, giving it fast healing 1.
Inflict Light Wounds -- Touch deals 1d8 damage +1/level (max +5).
Keltham's Truth Spell -- One touched target can only speak truth. 2 min / caster circle.
Lighten Object -- Halve the weight of one object for 1 min/level. Size of the object is limited to 1 cubic foot per level.
Magic Weapon -- Weapon gains +1 bonus.
Moment of Greatness -- Doubles a morale bonus.
Murderous Command -- Target is compelled to kill its ally.
Obscure Poison -- Make it harder to detect a poison or a venomous creature.
Obscuring Mist -- Fog surrounds you.
Protection from Chaos/Evil/Good/Law -- +2 to AC and saves, plus additional protection against selected alignment.
Read Weather -- Precisely forecast natural weather phenomenon that will occur in your area over the next 48 hours.
Recharge Innate Magic -- Regain one use of all 0 and 1st-level spell-like abilities of a racial trait.
Remove Fear -- Suppresses fear or gives +4 on saves against fear for one subject + one per four levels.
Remove Sickness -- Suppress disease, nausea, and the sickened condition.
Rite of Bodily Purity -- You energize your bodys immune system, improving your ability to resist toxins and ailments.
Sanctuary -- Opponents cant attack you, and you cant attack.
Shadow Trap -- You pin the targets shadow to its current location, causing the target to become entangled and preventing it from moving farther than 5 feet from its original position, as if anchored to the terrain.
Shield of Faith -- Aura grants +2 or higher deflection bonus.
Summon Monster I  -- Summons extraplanar creature to fight for you.
Touch of Blindness -- A touch from your hand, which is engulfed in darkness, disrupts a creatures vision by coating its eyes in supernatural darkness.

Ione already suspects some of the edits they'll want from her.


2nd circle:

Abeyance -- You suppress the effects of a curse on a creature.
Aid --  +1 on attack rolls and saves against fear, 1d8 temporary hp +1/level (max +10).
Alchemical Tinkering --  Perform one of a limited number of possible alchemical transformations. 
Align Weapon --  Weapon becomes good, evil, lawful, or chaotic.
Ancestral Communion  -- You contact your ancestors to bolster your own knowledge.
Animate Dead, Lesser --  Create one skeleton or zombie.
Arrow of Law --  Harm and possibly daze chaotic creatures.
Augury -- Learns whether an action will have good or bad consequences over the next half-hour.
Bears Endurance --  Subject gains +4 to Con for 1 min./level.
Bestow Weapon Proficiency --  Grant a creature proficiency in a single weapon for short period of time.
Blood Blaze --  Aura that makes injured creatures spray burning blood.
Book Ward --  As protection from energy, except lasting 1 day/level instead of 10 minutes per level and that the spell only protects against acid and fire damage (and while energy protection remains, the item is also completely waterproof).
Bulls Strength --  Subject gains +4 to Str for 1 min./level.
Calm Emotions --  Calms creatures, negating emotion effects.
Conditional Favor  -- Provide another spell whose effects reverse if the target breaks a restriction.
Consecrate -- Fills area with positive energy, weakening undead.
Cure Moderate Wounds --  Cures 2d8 damage + 1/level (max +10).
Curse Terrain, Lesser -- Curse an area with three mild hazards.
Darkness  -- 20-ft. radius of supernatural shadow.
Death Knell --  Kills dying creature; you gain 1d8 temporary hp, +2 to Str, and +1 caster level.
Delay Disease -- Gain immunity to disease for 24h.
Delay Pain --  Ignore pain for 1 hour/level.
Delay Poison --  Stops poison from harming target for 1 hour/level.
Desecrate -- Fills area with negative energy, making undead stronger.
Detect Magic, Greater --  As detect magic, but learn more information.
Dread Bolt --  Harm and possibly sicken good creatures.
Dress Corpse  -- Doctor the evidence on a corpse.
Eagles Splendor --  Subject gains +4 to Cha for 1 min./level.
Early Judgement --  Show creatures a glimpse of their judgement in the afterlife. This fascinates good, confuses neutral, and shakes evil creatures.
Effortless Armor --  Armor you wear no longer slows your speed.
Enthrall --  Captivates all within 100 ft. + 10 ft./level.
Find Traps --  Notice traps as a rogue does.
Flotsam Vessel  -- Creates a sturdy raft and oars from driftwood, reeds, and other river detritus.
Gentle Repose --  Preserves one corpse.
Grace --  Movement doesnt provoke attacks of opportunity.
Hold Person --  Paralyzes one humanoid for 1 round/level.
Inflict Moderate Wounds --  Touch attack, 2d8 damage + 1/level (max +10).
Ironskin -- Your skin hardens and takes on the color and texture of rough iron.
Lay of the Land --  In a flash of recognition, you learn about the geography of your surroundings within a radius of 1 mile per 2 caster levels (minimum 1 mile). This instant familiarity grants you an insight bonus equal to your caster level (maximum +5) on Knowledge (geography) checks and Survival checks to avoid getting lost so long as you remain in the affected area.
Make Whole --  Repairs an object.
Marching Chant  -- Allies can hustle without penalty while you sing or chant.
Masterwork Transformation -- Make a normal item into a masterwork one.
Muffle Sound --  Allies gain a bonus on Stealth checks but risk verbal spell failure.
Owls Wisdom --  Subject gains +4 to Wis for 1 min./level.
Pilfering Hand  -- You may seize an object or manipulate it from afar.
Remove Paralysis --  Frees creatures from paralysis or slow effect.
Resist Energy --  Ignores 10 (or more) points of damage/attack from specified energy type.
Restoration, Lesser --  Dispels magical ability penalty or repairs 1d4 ability damage.
Sense Fear  -- Perceive nearby creatures that are experiencing fear.
Sense Madness --  Determine mental disturbances in nearby creatures.
Share Language --  Subject understands chosen language.
Shatter  -- Sonic vibration damages objects or crystalline creatures.
Silence --  Negates sound in 20-ft. radius.
Silent Table  -- Give yourself privacy by muffling sound.
Spell Gauge --  Reveal a number of spells  lowest first  that the target creature knows, up to your caster level.
Status --  Monitors condition, position of allies.
Summon Monster II  -- Summons extraplanar creature to fight for you.
Suppress Charms and Compulsions --  You can grant a bonus to saving throws against charms and compulsions or suppress an existing, in-effect charm or compulsion.
Track Ship --  Track a ship's location and movement with the aid of a nautical chart and a piece of the ship to be tracked.
Undetectable Alignment --  Conceals alignment for 24 hours.

She writes down spells like Augury and Conditional Favor on a separate piece of scrap, since her guess is that those spells won't get passed, and if she guesses right she can maybe save herself rewriting the whole list.


3rd circle:

Agonize -- Pain encourages an outsider to obey you.

(Would that spell work on Keltham himself?)

Animate Dead -- Creates undead skeletons and zombies.
Aura Sight --  Alignment auras become visible to you.
Bestow Curse -- 6 to an ability score; 4 on attack rolls, saves, and checks; or 50% chance of losing each action.



It's at this point that Ione gets interrupted to ask for her current draft, Ione realizes she lost track of time, and Ione frantically tries to write down at least some 3s and 4s while her 0s, 1s, and 2s get reviewed.

Continual Flame -- Makes a permanent, heatless light.
Create Food and Water  -- Feeds three humans (or one horse)/level.
Cure Serious Wounds --  Cures 3d8 damage + 1/level (max +15).
Dispel Magic  -- Cancels one magical spell or effect.
Inflict Serious Wounds --  Touch attack, 3d8 damage + 1/level (max +15).
Invisibility Purge --  Dispels invisibility within 5 ft./level.
Locate Object  -- Senses direction toward object (specific or type).
Planar Inquiry  -- This spell calls a creature from another plane to your precise location, functioning like lesser planar ally except as noted.

Why is she thinking of so many spells they shouldn't tell him about!

Remove Blindness/Deafness  -- Cures normal or magical blindness or deafness.
Remove Curse  -- Frees object or person from curse.
Remove Disease --  Cures all diseases affecting subject.
Stone Shape --  Sculpts stone into any shape.
Summon Monster III  -- Summons extraplanar creature to fight for you.
Vision of Hell --  Illusory hellscape makes creatures shaken.
Water Walk --  Subject treads on water as if solid.
Wind Wall  -- Deflects arrows, smaller creatures, and gases


4th circle:

Aura of Doom --  Creatures in your aura become shaken.
Conditional Curse  -- Bestow a curse that is difficult to remove without fulfilling a condition.
Control Summoned Creature  -- Direct a summoned monster as if you had summoned it.
Control Water  -- Raises or lowers bodies of water.
Cure Critical Wounds --  Cures 4d8 damage + 1/level (max +20).
Death Ward  -- Grants bonuses against death spells and negative energy.
Dimensional Anchor --  Bars extradimensional movement.
Discern Lies  --  Reveals deliberate falsehoods.
Dismissal --  Forces a creature (like Keltham??) to return to native plane.
Enchantment Foil --  Trick opponents who try to cast enchantments on you.
False Future --  Cause divinations of the future to reveal the result you choose.
Glimpse of Beyond -- Reveal hidden things and shapechanged creatures, peer into Ethereal
Infernal Healing, Greater --  Touch a creature with devils blood, giving it fast healing 4.
Inflict Critical Wounds  -- Touch attack, 4d8 damage + 1/level (max +20).
Make Whole, Greater  -- Repairs 1d6 +1 points per caster level on a construct (maximum 10d6+10) and can fix destroyed magic items or technological items (items at 0 hit points or fewer), and restores the magic properties of the item if your caster level at least equal to that of the item. This spell otherwise functions as make whole.
Malediction -- Fuck with the entire afterlife system and send a paladin to the Abyss, it's not like Pharasma really gives a shit.
Neutralize Poison  -- Immunizes subject against poison, detoxifies venom in or on subject.
Planar Ally, Lesser --  Exchange services with a 6 HD extraplanar creature.

Or is that safe to tell him about, now that they're under Forbiddance anyways?
No, because Keltham might ask to walk outside under guard for a few minutes.

Sending  -- Delivers short message anywhere, instantly, to someone the caster is familiar with.
Summon Monster IV --  Summons extraplanar creature to fight for you.
Tongues --  Speak and understand any language.



Aaaaaand she's out of time, Security wants her later drafts too.









Ione Sala: Ione, on reflection, is feeling concerned about Cheliax's chances of fooling Keltham if Abadar grants more carefully-chosen spells like Abadar's Truthtelling. The Asmodeans may be out of their depth here; possibly she, as a smarter Nethysian, should actually grab that library book and start working out strategies for Cheliax to follow if Abadar grants Keltham a spell like Lesser Planar Ally, or a Conditional Favor that Keltham uses with a condition of 'don't lie to me'.

Well, Asmodeus isn't actually stupid like some of His worshippers, Ione doesn't think. Maybe He'll grant the clerics here appropriate spells like False Future in case Keltham gets Augury, and Undetectable Alignment in case Keltham uses Aura Sight on Ione, and obviously Spell Gauge so they're not caught off-guard by what Keltham receives... though Spell Gauge only goes up to 3rd circle, and you'd need a 7th-circle caster to get all of Keltham's spells up to there...

Does Cheliax have a plan B? Is Ione part of it? She's an obvious person that Keltham might try to whisper to, if Keltham notices something wrong. She should ask about that later.









lintamande: Security comes and takes a look and adds back in Aura Sight, since he already knows that it exists (but not Invisibility Purge, since ideally it wouldn't look like they added everything he knows exists.) Other than that they're satisfied.









Ione Sala: "Is there a plan if Keltham gets suspicious of something and wants to talk to me about it?" Ione says, as she starts to recopy that particular page. "Voice of reassurance, worried ally who'll help him investigate?"









lintamande: "Help him investigate; if he wants to flee, flee with him, but convince him that no other church or government is worth going to either. There'll be a more detailed briefing on the plan and various contingencies in the morning."









Ione Sala: 
Oh.

Ohhhh.

Lord Nethysdoes have some secret plan that encompasses His intricate understanding of every move that lesser beings make, thinking their choices their own.

Going to fantastic lengths to make sure Keltham can get five books a day faster than Security could order them from Chelish libraries... doesn't make that much sense as the sole object of an expensive divine intervention, so Ione had supposed that she was going to be there to influence Keltham in a subtle way, or maybe see something that Asmodeans wouldn't see because they're too busy gouging each other's eyes out.

"If you get Keltham to flee to a remote wilderness hideout, or some old dungeon that's blocked from scrying, he's not going to get much research done unless he has a library oracle with him," Ione observes. "Keltham knows that. He'll come to me early on. Maybefirst. I'll need enough books to turn some room wherever I go, into a library... I think one full bookshelf should do it, but two would be better." She wants to ask, rather acerbically, if any Asmodean even noticed that their plan wouldn't work without Lord Nethys propping it up, but she is not quite that courageous yet.









lintamande: "Yes. We're creating modified books as fast as we can; I'll try to get you a list. If you have thoughts on a plausible use of your powers to help Keltham escape, we want that to look organic and not strikingly lucky."









Ione Sala: "I can't directly travel through Polyfractal Library Space until I'm more powerful," Ione replies before she quite realizes what she's been asked.









Keltham: Keltham is still trying not to access any audiovisual memories of his vision of - wherever, whatever, that was. Probably not literally a video, because, because you probably shouldn't be able to scry like that across a Forbiddance okay blatant rationalization but it creates a self-consistent branch of reality he can tell his emotions to shelter inside while he absorbs the blow.

By way of distraction, he first wrote down memory-anchors for all his pending sex questions to submit to Carissa later while they're not in the middle of sex - this being, in dath ilan, a completely reasonable and well-known tactic to overcoming the distracting conversations that are the fundamental obstacle to sex. Plus, he needed to do that before they slipped his mind.

Currently, he's trying to invent a signaling code that his god can use to send him information via that god choosing Keltham's spells.

Since he doesn't have his spell list yet, what Keltham can do right now is note down which conditions he would like to distinguish, which is in any case a good first step for designing a code.









Keltham: The first thing he should do is reserve a condition for "my god can't communicate with me in this way". Arguendo: This could obviously be done by expending one spell slot to signal just 'this communication channel works at all', which spell's absence then means that nothing else worked. Counter-arguendo: that might be redundant if the other consistent states of the code seem sufficiently unlikely to arise by chance or optimization around other criteria, since the absence of a consistent code state would automatically imply channel failure; Keltham isn't going to pick some intricate code that makes full use of every possible bit of information in every spell choice, since that might not make it across the 'prayer' communication medium going the other direction. Counter-counter-arguendo: During initial establishment of this communications channel, probably alot of bits should be expended on error codes. Suppose for now that some very exotic spell gets picked to signal the condition 'this works as a communication channel at all', and its absence indicates failure of the whole scheme.

Or maybe, if he gets a long enough spell list, he can have a choice of four otherwise unused spells, signaling:

Question 1: Does this communications channel work?

Spell 1.1: This communications channel should work fine.
Spell 1.2: This communications channel works at all, but may have errors.
Spell 1.3: This communications channel is very expensive. Use it very sparingly.
Spell 1.4: This communications channel is both expensive and error-prone.
1.(none of the above): Basic channel failure.

Plus actually:

Spell 1.5: Some element of the code you used is problematic. Try again with a different code. Other spells received should not be interpreted.

And Keltham should not ask too many questions, on the rest of this first try, before he finds out whether cases 1.3/1.4 hold.

What does hereally really need to know?

Question 2: What overall strategy is appropriate to his current situation?

Spell 2.1: Take your current situation at face value and cooperate with the surrounding project.
Spell 2.2: Your current situation is not what it seems, use tomorrow's code for more info; but it's still good to go on doing research.
Spell 2.3: Exercise your supposed right to leave, as soon as you can use tomorrow's code to figure out where to go. Stall them on more valuable info in the meanwhile.
Spell 2.4: They wouldn't actually let you leave. Ask about escape or other options using tomorrow's code. Stall info.
Spell 2.5: You are in imminent danger. IMMEDIATELY ask to leave your current location and go somewhere else in Cheliax or a Lawful Neutral country if accessible, taking with only Carissa as a guide and not telling anyone else where you're going.
Spell 2.none: None of those are good ways of looking at it.

Keltham has of course realized that there's variants of 2.5 which imply he shouldn't take Carissa with him either; but if the situation is that bad, they won't just let him leave; and if they won't just let him leave, he's going to need more communication to figure out what he should do instead. It's not like he can see any obvious escape plan as things stand.









Keltham: Actually, now that Keltham thinks about it... he was planning to use a more elaborate code, and ask more questions besides those two; but maybe he shouldn't even be asking any more than this, on a first try at a channel. It might not support that much weight.

Well, that does leave some room to potentially factor things, and maybe Keltham's own communications will be a bit clearer if he considers more branch points and fewer total leaves.

Version two:



Question 1: Does this communications channel work?

Spell 1.1: This channel works.
Spell 1.none: Total channel failure.

Question 2: Is this channel significantly expensive to Keltham's god?

Spell 2.1: Yes.
Spell 2.2: A little expensive, use it only as needed.
Spell 2.3: Not at all, use it lots.
Spell 2.none: Wrong question / channel failure / this question wasn't worth answering.

Question 3: Is this channel error-prone or noisy?

Spell 3.1: No.
Spell 3.2: Yes, be careful.
Spell 3.3: It fails only negatively; you may miss a spell you should have got, but not receive one you shouldn't have received.
Spell 3.none: Wrong question / channel failure / not enough priority.

Question 4: Could this channel handle more complex codes tomorrow?

Spell 4.1: Yes.
Spell 4.none: No or not priority.

Question 5: Should you be cooperating with your apparent coworkers, or stalling them on things that are really valuable/dangerous?

Spell 5.1: Cooperate at least for tomorrow, inquire in more detail later.
Spell 5.2: Begin stalling, inquire in more detail later.

This question is sufficiently important that 5.none is a good candidate for just signaling total comms failure, but redundancy.

The other variations on v1's Question 2 don't actually imply anyimmediate change of policy besides stalling, except of course for:

Question 6: Imminent danger at current location?

Spell 6.1: Yes. Flee with Carissa and tell nobody else where you're going.
Spell 6.none: Carrying out 6.1 wouldn't be a net improvement.









Keltham: ...that's actually 11 total spells to take on signaling meaning, compared to version 1... okay, the fine detail in spell 3.3 is not something he needs to know literally during initial handshake, which cuts v.2 down to ten spells total, and makes it superior to v.1 because of the lower local branching, clearer meanings, and more critical meta-info being conveyed earlier. Besides eliminating Spell 3.3, are there other improvements to be made here?

Actually, eliminating 2/8ths of the total code seems like the sort of thing that could easily cross some key threshold for feasibility on the first try, so if he cuts down on Q2...









Keltham: Version three, probably final:



Question 1: Does this communications channel work?

Spell 1.1: This channel works.
Spell 1.none: Total channel failure.

Question 2: Is this channel significantly expensive to Keltham's god?

Spell 2.1: Not at all, use it lots.
Spell 2.none: Yes / somewhat / wrong question / channel failure.

Question 3: Is this channel error-prone or noisy?

Spell 3.1: No.
Spell 3.2: Yes, be careful.
Spell 3.none: Yes / wrong question / channel failure / not enough priority.

Actually on further reflection, he doesn't really need 3.2 here either, since 3.none can safely convey that information mixed into a wider bucket.

Question 4: Could this channel handle more complex codes tomorrow?

Spell 4.1: Yes.
Spell 4.none: No or not priority.

On yet further reflection, Keltham can just ask this question tomorrow, if he gets a 'no' on things being noisy. If 'yes' on things being noisy, but not expensive, he should construct a redundant code tomorrow instead of a complicated one.

Question 4: Should you be cooperating with your apparent coworkers, or stalling them on things that are really valuable/dangerous?

Spell 4.1: Cooperate at least for tomorrow, inquire in more detail later.
Spell 4.2: Begin stalling, inquire in more detail later.
Spell 4.none: Redundant signal of total channel failure.

Question 5: Imminent danger at current location?

Spell 5.1: Yes. Flee with Carissa and tell nobody else where you're going.
Spell 5.none: Carrying out 5.1 wouldn't be a net improvement and/or this channel element failed.


Okay,this is a code Keltham can believe in, relative to his own level of design ability. It frontloads the most important meta-questions first, delays as many complications as possible beyond the fragile first attempt, and only requires him to keep five questions and six spell-meanings in mind to communicate across his own side of the 'prayer' channel.









Keltham: Keltham goes to seek the spell list from Ione.









Ione Sala: Ione gives Keltham the spell list. "I lost track of time while listing all the 1sts and 2nds and so there's fewer 3rds and 4ths," Ione confesses. "I could probably generate more if you gave me more time."









Keltham: Keltham gives Ione a smile of this hopefully being good enough (since he forgot that Ione wouldn't understand him unless he fetches Security again) and heads back to his room.









Keltham: Those spells, huh. Those sure are some spells.

Aura Sight is on the list, but not Invisibility Purge; Glimpse of Beyond, but not Spell Immunity. If they'd had all the spells he knew about, but no new especially interesting ones, that would indicate that they were being first-order blatant about telling Ione what to include or exclude. If they'd omitted Aura Sight too, that might mean somebody didn't update Ione about thenew list of what not to tell Keltham. This pattern indicates... either nothing much, or that they're able to do basic damn reflection about what Keltham is likely to think of things, and avoided there being any blatant pattern in the spell list so it would mean 'nothing much'.

Anyways. He needs to pick his spell-request-pattern for tomorrow morning, and then sleep. There were probably other things he told himself to review today, but he is feeling a bit worn and not necessarily up for trying to remember what they all were. Hopefully they'll keep.

Today he got four cantrips, six first-circle, four second-circle, three third-circle, two fourth-circle spells. Keltham should not assume his god can do that every time, so leave some headway at each level.

He wants Guidance and Detect Magic among cantrips. If he had to pick spells on his own, he'd want at least one truth spell and at least one Comprehend Languages. Owl's Wisdom seems important to have in reserve for real emergencies, however dangerous it may be to dath ilani who didn't want to be Keepers, and you could say the same about Invisibility Purge. By default he's got the truth spell and Sanctuary to keep overnight, possibly cutting down expenses to his god some little bit.

Are there any spells here that form useful mnemonic patterns with his questions and answers? Though he should maybe also try to pick spells that his god wouldn't try to urgently assign him for other reasons. And he needs to pick spells where he can see what they do, upon a cast, and without those spells harming the target.









Keltham: Oh huh, Keltham thinks, as he starts poking through the list for something weird enough that there's no way his god would assign it unless the communications channel worked.

Early Judgment: give someone a glimpse of their currently destined afterlife.

Now there's a spell he wouldn't have expected Cheliax to show him if they were really trying to prevent him from figuring out his god, or for that matter, afterlives. Can he use that to see somebody else's destined afterlife too, and determine their real alignment even if they're not third-circle? That definitely goes on the list, not as a code, just as a default request -

(At this point, Keltham's translation spell runs out, but somebody is timing things pretty well, and somebody arrives back to cast Share Language (Taldane) on him again.)

Lay of the Land (2nd) grants instant knowledge of the surrounding lands; it sounds like an unambiguously interpretable spell to cast; and Keltham is unlikely to need it otherwise. Could be used to signal 'this worked at all' or to signal 'flee with Carissa'; semantically it's a better fit for the second.

Stone Shape (3rd) - clearly interpretable, unlikely to be given otherwise. Mnemonically it could mean '4.1, show them how to make things'. At 3rd circle it's expensive, though.

Create Food and Water (3rd again) - unmistakeable effect, mnemonically fits both '4.1 industrialize' and '5.1 flee'. He needs to look at cheaper spells though.

Okay, Obscuring Mist (1st) has unmistakeable effect and would've been an obvious fit for 'this channel is noisy', but Keltham eliminated that answer-spell leaving only 'this channel is clear'... it also works for immediately fleeing with Carissa. Silly spells for silly adventurers, everything's going to look like it was designed for fleeing with Carissa.

Air Bubble (1st)... probably not something his god would need to assign him otherwise, if he resolves not to do any chemistry experiments today, clearly visible effect, and it can stand for 'This channel is clear'. 3.1 or 1.1.

Light... uses up a relatively precious cantrip slot, but it sure is unmistakeable. Another good fit for several different possible mnemonics. Hopefully not one his god would otherwise assign him.

Create Water, likewise uses up a cantrip slot, but is unmistakeable and could mean 'this channel is cheap' because water is cheap.

(Do they seriously mean create water and not just teleport it in, by the way? Because then why can't you also create very large amounts of energy? E^2 = P^2C^2 + M^2C^4 and all that.)

Oh, Lighten Object (1st) would also do to convey that things weren't expensive.

Share Language (2nd) would correspond very well to 'teach them' but it's also something a helpful, deaf god might assign if it thought that a student being able to hear a lecture in Baseline might be helpful to them.

Silence (2nd) and Silent Table (2nd) are unmistakable and could mean some things. And Silent Table sounds less like it might be granted by a god that thought Keltham needed to flee. 2nd-circle is still expensive compared to 1st.

Oh, and Read Weather is 1st and sounds unmistakeable and otherwise-improbable-to-get even if it doesn't mean much. At this point Keltham is ready to compromise on some meanings.



So, attempted code, v1:

1.1 Read Weather (1st): This channel works at all, and can tell you things, like the Weather.
2.1 Lighten Object (1st): This channel doesn't cost much.
3.1 Air Bubble (1st): This channel is clear.

That uses up all his 1st slots if he keeps Sanctuary and a truth spell, and requests a new Comprehend Languages. Wait, didn't he want to keep one 1st-circle slot clear in case his god can't assign him six first-level spells every day? Well, it's probably a little safer if he's keeping some of his old spells... hopefully? He may not have better options. In 2nd, he already has a request for Early Judgment and emergency Owl's Wisdom, 4 slots total of which he should leave one free, and:

5.1: Lay of the Land (2nd): Run.

Okay, so instead of using expensive 3rds, what if on the topic of whether to speak freely or stall:

4.1: Light (0th): Shed light on their ignorance.
4.2: Create Water (0th): Stall with a great volume of cheap stuff.

Those are alternates, so they only use up one cantrip slot, leaving the other two free for Guidance and Detect Magic, and the fourth for his god's choice, or empty because his god strained itself to give him so many spells before.

And then when it comes to 3rd and 4th... he could mostly leave that up to his god, but if his god wants any suggestions, Keltham will go on Invisibility Purge for 3rd and... he doesn't really have much hewants in 4th. Well, he could ask for Tongues and use that to free up the valuable 1st-level slot occupied by Comprehend Languages. Actually, can clerics request lower-level spells in higher spell 'slots'? That would make his life noticeably simpler in this regard and save his god money. Keltham should have asked this question earlier.









Keltham: Keltham starts to stand up, to go outside and call Security to ask this question, but then it occurs to him to try a different experiment. Just in case, you know.

"Security?" Keltham says to the empty room, not particularly loudly.









lintamande: On recently communicated orders Security is to be behind a wall from Keltham at all times it's feasible. They can keep a closer eye with a scrying sensor.


This summons is not answered.









Keltham: Keltham steps outside his bedroom and again tries the Security call.









lintamande: Security goes visible this time within his field of view, taking off a ring.









Keltham: "Wait, the reason I never see you guys until called is that you're also invisible?"









lintamande: "Yes."









Keltham: "You know, I'm going to ask explicitly, because I'm confused, if the idea here is that you were trying to hide the concept of invisibility generally from me, and that didn't work, so now you think there's no more point in hiding it or hiding the fact that youwere hiding it, or if I reacted to that earlier incident in a way you considered weird and like you didn't understand why I was so offended and now you're trying to be more explicit about something you thought was innocuous or... what."









lintamande: "...Security is invisible when our visible presence has not been requested because, should anyone attempt to attack you, knowing our positions and numbers would advantage them over knowing we're around but not where. Security is trained to activate or deactivate magic items while alone where possible, emerging only once not occupied with activation or deactivation. Guidelines were recently updated to note that you prefer persons in a room with you not be invisible, and that this ought to take precedence over the rule not to activate or deactivate magic items in company, barring a time-pressured or dangerous situation."









Keltham: "...legit. Maybe when I get more used to Golarion local customs that'll change, but yeah, I currently prefer you be visible around me for now in non-emergency situations. Thank you for considerateness."

"My question was going to be, if you happen to know, whether clerics - always get the same number of spells, of each circle, every day, and whether they can request lower-circle spells to fill up a higher-circle slot if they'd rather have the lower one."









lintamande: "The same number and circle distribution of spells are typically granted to a cleric each day. You can request lower-circle spells in a higher-circle slot."









Keltham: "Thank you very much for that information. And, just to be very clear on my general policy, if Security accommodating my weird preferences means I'm probably going to die, please have an explicit conversation with me about that instead of doing it my way." Keltham heads back to his bedroom.









Keltham: So, if his god doesn't have anything better to do with them... maybe use one 3rd slot and one 4th slot on an additional Owl's Wisdom to potentially tap a student with, and an additional Early Judgment to see if he can look at somebody else's current afterlife destination with it.

And that's a plan for prayer tomorrow.

Keltham tucks himself into what passes for a bed in Golarion. Good night, Cheliax!









Iarwain: Zon-Kuthon cultists don't attack in the middle of the night, yet, growth mindset.









???: Before dawn, a mysterious and unnaturally-beautiful woman steps, without any sound whatsoever, into Carissa Sevar's bedroom. If you were to trust your eyes, looking at her, she would look like a very-high-level Asmodean fighter, with obviously magical armor and arms, decorated in barbs, spikes, stylized flames.

She lights a black candle that burns with a dark crimson flame, and then speaks.

"Carissa Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: - startles awake like someone who startles awake a lot.



She doesn't sleep clothed in Cheliax; her sleep clothes are for the Worldwound and far too warm. However she thinks that's not at the top of the priority list here.

"Yes," she says, because anyone in here has the security clearance to know that, surely.









???: "I am a high-ranking noble who chooses not to identify herself, for now." A playful smile, backed with such vast Splendour that even Sevar is going to feel, very briefly, like she is really being invited to some harmless pleasant game. "I'm wondering whether you'd be interested in overthrowing the Queen of Cheliax. Oh, and your little security wizards won't think there's anything unusual about our conversation while that black candle burns."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wants to be that pretty and to have a voice that rings that confidently and to have lips that move that seductively-

- and to survive the next hour! Let's do that one first! It's a test, obviously it's a test, but there are all kinds of things one tests for. Loyalty, the willingness to say 'I serve my Queen' even when it's a losing move in the moment. Theological purity, going through the right mental motions on your way to the truth. Strategic competence, where one gets to contemplate considerations like how, if this is real, immediately angering the powerful stranger is a poor path to protecting the Queen or the country.



"I serve Asmodeus," she says, and bites her tongue, hard, so erasing her memory of this conversation will also require healing her, and there's still the hope of recognizing the taste of blood in her mouth.









???: "Oh, absolutely. That's rather the point, dear. The current Queen has a pact with Asmodeus. The Queen is not Asmodeus's servant. The compact between the Thrice-Damned House of Thrune and Asmodeus Himself specifies that He is not to punish them in Hell for presuming to pursue their own interests as well as His, in this world. Now, somebody truly loyal to Asmodeus, someone who Asmodeus deemed worthy even of His explicit notice, to be someday among the most treasured souls in His possession, might, perhaps, think it waspresumptuous for the Thrunes to dare to bargain so with our god, as if the Thrunes were only His juniors and not His servants. Or simply believe that it served Asmodeus better to have a Queen who was His slave in truth."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not understand Aspexia Rugatonn, but she's met her, and so she has a fraction more context with which to reject this than she would have had yesterday, when she would have rejected it on general principle. You do not serve a god by giving his interventions unexpected effects.

So that's the question answered, but not the strategic situation at all resolved; only in tests for five year olds do you win by defiantly screaming the truth for all the world to hear. And the Church and Queen do diverge, sometimes, Maillol's story about the slave implied it, and it's possible this is a test from a different angle than Aspexia Rugatonn's. The first priority is to survive it, then to report it, then to seek correction in any mistaken details of her understanding of precisely why you do not overthrow the Queen of Cheliax.

"I presume myself to understand nothing about the Queen, or her House, or any matters in which I have not been directed," she says. "But I was directed that, if I serve Asmodeus in this world, I will be raised high in it, and so I will listen to your explanation; I assume you have more of one."



How could shepossiblywin this. She hasn't prepared her spells yet. - she isn't sure if she'll get enough sleep tonight, to prepare her spells. One should of course die for their country as needed, but if there's a plot against the Queen it is better to live to report it. She can try talking her way into getting more time unsupervised, but that kind of Splendour usually comes with excellent interpersonal reading and she shouldn't count on it. Can she cancel the candle. Quietly trigger a ward.









???: "Dear, Ihave the transcript of your conversation with Hell. And not from the Grand High Priestess, either." A playfully raised eyebrow. "You asked for a county, I believe? That doesn't sound to me like a meek little unambitious thing who knows nothing about any matters in which she hasn't been directed.Do discard that pretense. What do you want from your mortal life, Carissa Sevar, besides a county and a crafting allowance? Do your ambitions lead you to want a more Asmodean rule of this country, for you to be raised high in? Would you take the throne yourself, if you could? If your answer is that Asmodeus would hold either ambition against you, I'd like to hear your explanation of the theology behind that. The Church doesn't teach that Her Infernal Majestrix is a poor Asmodean for having presumed to murder her predecessor Infrexus."

(On paper, Infrexus I accidentally drowned. For a seventh-circle sorcerer to accidentally drown, and then for Cheliax to accidentally forget they had any clerics who could resurrect him, is the sort of story you put in the official history books when you actually don't want people getting confused about what really happened.)









Carissa Sevar: Disrupting the candle seems doable but if the woman's smart the candle will have nothing to do with whatever protections might hide this conversation from security. She didn't even claim it did, just, 'while this candle burns', and while you're not supposed to give in to the temptation to speak to adversaries in beautiful technical-truths like that when a simple lie would do it's still information.

"Well, see, I don't know how I'd like having a county; and it was pointed out to me that if it had been the will of Asmodeus that I have one He could have ordered it." And it feels like there's an incoherence, in the claim that Asmodeus wants a slave and not one who made a pact with Him to serve their own interests, and in claiming that Carissa's own interests point her towards power, but confusions there don't matter very much because there's already no way that the Church desires this and her top priority now isn't parsing out precisely why not. "And the throne, as you note, seems to burn one up sooner or later, besides which it feels implausible you'd go to all this trouble to put someone else on it."









???: "You're more boring than I'd hoped, Carissa, for someone who made such fascinating inroads into our new pet outsider. I hope you can exchange a more seductive banter than this on those occasions when your new profession calls for it. Come, come, I know you think this a test, but they'll hardly hold it against you if you try not to bore me, so you could survive and report as you ought to, if this is not a test. Or you could even try a little honesty with me, if you'd really never raise a hand against the Queen, and tell me honestly why not. I'm hardly going to kill Asmodeus's own favored, if I am as I've presented myself."









Carissa Sevar: She tries quietly to trigger a ward at the door with a Mage Hand; nothing evidently happens.

Sure, fine, she'll do the five year old thing; she doesn't, actually, see how to do better, and it's a way to keep talking. "They teach different shards of Asmodeanism, I think, to nobles. I haven't learned them. I don't know how the Queen justifies herself, or if she needs to; perhaps she acted only directed by the advisors Asmodeus sent her, more loyal and obedient than she cares to have anyone guess. But I know what's going on here. A lot is going on here, and it's very important; more important to Asmodeus, I think, than how mortals He owns conceive of their loyalty to Him, even mortals who are the Queen. He intervened here, so that our pathetic inadequate efforts to represent Him and our country here might stand a chance of success they otherwise wouldn't. I'm supposed to be here. And if I invent a way to correct the flaws in human nature and make us His worthy servants, then perhaps I'll get some titles out of that, as it pleases the Queen, but if I merely learn for Cheliax how the exact same bit of metal is manufactured three thousand times over to a precision so high they willallinterlock then I will still have wisely spent the resources that Crown and Church have allocated here. And I would have to be anidiotto riskany of thatto correct some flaw in Cheliax that is in theslightestless time sensitive.





Also, you know, it would be treason, and treason is wrong."









???: A little laugh, as if sharing a joke. "Funny! But what if the Queen is not so content to leave you be, as you are to leave her to her unimportant temporal throne? Abrogail Thrune is very nearly the only person in Cheliax who would slay you out of hand, with Asmodeus having made His own interest in you clear. The slaves of Church and Queen have been instructed not to punish you more than you earn. Abrogail Thrune is not one of those slaves. She is Asmodeus's very junior partner, or so she presumes to see it. If Abrogail slays you to keep Cheliax all for herself, and protect her own interests, her pact with Asmodeus prohibits her punishment in Hell for that. It does not even contradict the wording of Hell's instructions. Are you really sure it serves your own interests, however selflessly Asmodean they may be, for Abrogail or some other non-slave like her to sit on Cheliax's throne?"









Carissa Sevar: "The slaves of Church and Queen have been instructed, also, not to be proactive in my education, but to leave it to me to seek; you claim to have seen the transcript, so you must be aware of this, and no slave of Church and Queen yourself." ....which is accusing the stunningly beautiful woman of being the Queen, which Carissa did not intend to do at the start of that sentence but it does seem to be the logical place where it logically went. Not that she believes the words; she merely said them.









Abrogail Thrune II: An appearance changes.

"My, my. Shouldn't you be kneeling, then?"









Carissa Sevar: This, too, might be a test.

- but might not. It's true, that Aspexia Rugatonn didn't want people being proactive with Carissa. And that there's very few people who would defy her, on that.

And once again there is theinfernaldifficulty that if it's a test it is not always obvious what is being tested. And that it being a test doesn't at all mean you can't die of failing it.

  "Should I, your Majesty? I was taught to kneel if your entourage passed down a street I was walking on, but my school omitted any lessons for how to comport myself should you appear in my bedroom. Perhaps in bedrooms one prostrates oneself as for a pharaoh."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm. You saw the possibility, but you don't believe it's me. I suppose I should credit you for having thought of it at all. You might be surprised, how many people don't."

"I'm reading your mind right now, of course. Would you slay me if Aspexia Rugatonn told you that I'd outlived my usefulness to Lord Asmodeus?"









Carissa Sevar: The obvious reflexive 'no' would not be useful information, to the genuine Queen of Cheliax; the thought process might be, but she'll have to let it play out, and she doesn't actually know its exact contents until it plays out, which -

- it would be so irritating, to mostly have peoples' minds full of thoughts about whether you're going to kill them. Carissa will strive to avoid that. The other obvious not-reassuring answer is that this is not guidance Aspexia Rugatonn would give -

- because Asmodeus doesn't overthrow Pharasma -

- because even if you wanted the Queen of Cheliax taken out you would not involve any third circle wizards in your plans, they are weak enough to actively be far more of a liability than an aid -

- because Asmodeus's directions to Carissa are narrow, and Aspexia Rugatonn wants to interpret them narrowly, do the obvious things and not other things that cloud Asmodeus's vision with noise and confusion -

- but it is true that Chelish monarchs get assassinated a lot, presumably with the Church's implicit support, so maybe Carissa is the one misunderstanding, believing that Asmodeanism does actually say you shouldn't murder your Queen.

- some part of Carissa's brain chimes up that she shouldn't murder the Queen because the Queen is really pretty. Thank you that part of Carissa's brain for reminding her that humans are fundamentally contemptible beings.

- Carissa notes that the only people ever to have been acknowledged as killing a King or Queen of Cheliax is another of House Thrune, presumably because for everyone else Asmodeus's law does apply and does ban regicide and if you succeed they still put you to death, they don't make you a deal. That might even be part of the pact, that House Thrune can play among themselves but needn't fear their entire country made weapons pointed at them, needn't fear the chaos of being Taldor or of the civil wars before Hell rose to power in Cheliax -

- there are rules here and she doesn't know them -









Carissa Sevar: "Only if you command it, your Majesty," she says, and at this point indeed kneels.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Not the new playmate I'd hoped for, not the potential inconvenience I thought worth a personal visit. Understand, Sevar, I will not lightly break one of my senior partner's toys, but if I need do so, I will petrify you, ward the statue against detection, and bury your trapped soul deep enough that ages would not expose it again. Perhaps in time Asmodeus will see you in His embrace at last, or perhaps some little inconvenience will end all Pharasma's works before then, for all Otolmens's pains."

"Ferrer Maillol is a competent administrator, as Asmodean priests go, but he lacks vision." Abrogail's voice is not at all seductive, now, it commands, demands. "We are not satisfied with Cheliax being taught the outsider's secrets of metalworking. We do not expect Lord Asmodeus will be satisfied with it either. Not if other countries also come to possess those secrets. We desire that Cheliax gain advantage from this, Carissa Sevar. Why our Lord has instructed that we do not simply keep the outsider for our own, I do not know for certain, but it is not an instruction I intend to defy."

"This being so, we particularly desire that Cheliax not be left in an unfortunate position by an outsider propagating a powerful Lawful Neutral philosophy which enables its masters to unravel secrets of the magicless and perhaps the magical world; but which, introduced to Chelish students, inevitably casts them into heresy, so that only priests and the soul-sold slaves of Asmodeus can safely be taught it. We do not have enough of those to compete with Osirion and Lastwall if all their wizards and clerics and tinkerers are being taught those new ways. If the outsider teaches widely elsewhere it will be a trivial matter to steal his teachings, but we must be able to usewhat we copy."

"Maillol's previous instructions to you are revoked. His understanding of Asmodeus's will failed. You have no priority higher than learning the core source of power of Keltham's world, and transforming it into a form that Asmodean students can learn and remain Asmodeans. Better yet, burn and refine their iron to steel, show what their philosophy can become when it embraces power and pain, and wield that to raise a force that could crush dath ilan under our heel. Do that, and I, as Asmodeus's designate here, will say that you served Him well, and raise you high within this world."









Carissa Sevar: Is it completely ridiculous and contemptible to feel disappointed she lacks the deftness or ambition or whatever to be a new playmate to the Queen of Cheliax? Yes. Are humans completely ridiculous and contemptible? Also yes.



But she gets an assignment for her project, for the one she - yes, sensed they were going to need, in a world that had Keltham in it at all -


" - yes, your Majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail tosses a small bag down by where Carissa kneels. "Your crafting allowance, Sevar. A little gold, a little spellsilver. It will only open to your own hand, left or right, either one. You didn't earn it, but Hell's instructions do not say that I may not reward you a little more than you have earned."

"As for what that bag does to the hand that opens it, you're allowed to have it healed once it's over."

"If someday you change your opinions on the importance of mortal thrones and become a worthy playmate after all, do remember how early I started planning for that. Just because I like to play doesn't mean I'll entertain a serious possibility of losing."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail leans over to blow out the black candle, and the moment the crimson flame goes out, it appears that she and the candle are gone.









Iarwain: Some kind of illusion? The Forbiddance is still up, isn't it? The bag remains by Carissa Sevar's hand.









Carissa Sevar: ...she stands.



"....security?" she says weakly. "I have, uh, the experience of having spent the last ten minutes talking with an intruder who represented herself as the Queen."









Iarwain: No immediate reply.









Carissa Sevar: Then Carissa's going to get dressed, take her ....agonizing Bag of Holding? and step out into the hallway.









Iarwain: Well, there's nobody in the hallway, so far as that goes.









Carissa Sevar: - Keltham. The first priority when there's any suggestion that security has been compromised. Carissa runs.









Iarwain: She's intercepted before she gets far, by somebody who looks like Atanasio Torres.

"I no longer envy you the attention you get," the person who looks like Atanasio Torres observes. "Zero-one-nine-four-eight, yes that was the Queen. Need a sleep spell or will you be able to manage on your own?"









Carissa Sevar: - any illusions show up to Detect Magic?









Iarwain: Not at her caster circle.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't need a sleep spell, but I need to report first. Is Maillol in the temple?"









Iarwain: Torres didn't think she'd fall for that trap, but trying is a habit he doesn't think much about. "Just back from his four-hour meeting in Egorian," Torres says dryly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wants to come up with some kind of wisecrack about that but she's having her adrenaline crash now and she's too tired. "Mmmm," she says, because she does appreciate the warning, and goes off to the temple. To knock on Maillol's door. Hopefully someone else has already told him the news so she at least won't be breaking it to him.









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol is relieved to see Sevar here so quickly, because it means that Sevar and the Queen are not having sex, which would not have been something he needed in his life. He's tired enough from having to kneel patiently while three eighth-circle wizards argued about why nobody figured out heritage math if heritage math was actually that simple; and the Queen of Cheliax read transcripts of Sevar's thoughts while having sex, while making interesting, and obviously deliberate, facial expressions, where Maillol could see them.

"Sevar. I confirm that was Her Infernal Majestrix."









Carissa Sevar: "Thank you. Am I supposed to provide my best recollection of the conversation."









Ferrer Maillol: "Her Infernal Majestrix has instructed that I am not to proactively inquire into the contents of her conversation with you, but if you seek instruction of your own accord, I am allowed to laugh. Those were her literal words."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, it seems like you could use a laugh. Sir."









Ferrer Maillol: "I do not need my life to be any more humorous than it already is, in fact. And you need to get enough sleep to prepare spells today. If your questions aren't going to keep you up, ask later, and if they will, get a sleep spell. Unless it's brief."









Carissa Sevar: No, it's just that she's really curious about her Evil Bag Of Holding. "Good night, sir."









Ferrer Maillol: "Asmodeus uphold you, Sevar." He has her new intelligence headband now, in fact, but he's not giving it to her until she's slept enough to prepare spells, because wizards are all insane.









Carissa Sevar: If wizards are insane they are in good company with, apparently, the entire rest of the world including the gods.





Carissa has a lot of practice at waking up for a life-or-death fight in the middle of the night and then going right back to sleep. It is in many ways a combat wizard's core skillset. She sleeps immediately and soundly, with her Evil Bag Of Holding clutched at her side.









Keltham: Keltham wakes up more muzzily than the previous day, to dawn's light coming through his windows. The non-fully-opaqueable windows seem less like a design flaw if clerics have to pray for their spells during the dawn hour.

All right. Let's do this.

Keltham reviews his notes from the previous night, written appropriately cryptically, and then prays, trying to cast his mind Beyond, maybe in the direction that wasn't the three space or one time, looking toward his deity: the Lawful Neutral god of people wanting to follow the protocols they must follow in order for their interactions to be mutually beneficial, come to the Pareto frontier, coordinate without vast enforcement costs, summing to powerful societies and markets even when people largely pursue their own individual interests individually, because they never step on others in order to do that.

Requests, obviously subject to amendation should his unknown god deem there to be better spells he could get:

0th: Detect Magic, Guidance
1st: Comprehend Languages, Truthspell, keep Sanctuary
2nd: Owl's Wisdom, Early Judgment
3rd: Invisibility Purge actually, how about his god only reassigns him Invisibility Purge, or Glimpse of Beyond, if Keltham still might need it
3rd: Owl's Wisdom, actually Honest Pricing also seems good here
4th: Early Judgment

Andalso:

If conditional spell assignment works at all for communication with his god, please assign Read Weather (1st).
If the communication doesn't cost much, please assign Lighten Object (1st).
If the communication seems like it should be error-free and reliable, please assign Air Bubble (1st).
If Keltham should speak freely and teach as much as he can to his hosts, please assign Light (0th).
If Keltham should instead stall them with relatively less dangerous material, please assign Create Water (0th).
And if Keltham should run the ass out of here today with just Carissa and tell nobody else where he's going, please assign Lay of the Land (2nd).

Any remaining slots should be assigned as his god sees fit.

...Keltham would also like to talk, if now is a better time than yesterday, for whatever reason. Keltham has many questions about how he can best cooperate in a mutually beneficial way with his god.









Abadar: Presumably Pharasma's had time to review Otolmens' reports by now and the absence of communications from her suggests that it's fine to proceed as normal?









Otolmens: It is TRUE that Pharasma has now had time to review Otolmens's first report about the anomaly.

However, Pharasma has NOT had time to review the second, third, fourth, or most recently FIFTH additional reports that Otolmens THEN had to file dealing with the ABSURD and INCREASINGLY RAPID escalation of DIVINE INTERVENTIONS around the region She SPECIFICALLY SAID everyone needed to STOP intervening in. Abadar may be familiar with the THIRD report in this sequence. It concerns the mortal's acquisition of SEVEN CLERIC LEVELS. Yet ANOTHER report concerns an intervention by ASMODEUS who Otolmens is aware is GOOD FRIENDS with ABADAR. Then there are interferences by NETHYS and for some reason CAYDEN CAILEAN and Otolmens is still wondering what IOMEDAE was doing in that pseudohypothetical chat.

Otolmens is willing to entertain that there are possible replies to a prayer which would make further events LESS COMPLICATED, such as commanding the anomalous mortal to REMAIN STILL AND NOT MOVE FOR THE NEXT SEVERAL YEARS. Is Abadar planning to send a reply like that?









Abadar: Mortals literally die of that. And also, Abadar does notcommandhis mortals, He trades with them.









Otolmens: Otolmens FAILS to see why a mortal dying would be BAD as they are LITERALLY DESIGNED TO DO THAT and do so ALL THE TIME but if for some reason it IS bad then the NEARBY mortals will no doubt HEAL that one.









Abadar: ....well, the mortal did want to use a secret code to ask whether to give Cheliax good information or stall them. Abadar knows that god-agreements prohibit using cleric spell assignments as a poor man's Commune but. Perhaps Otolmens would consider it acceptable for Abadar to tell the mortal to stall.









Otolmens: Instruct the mortal to CONCEAL information? CONCEALING information usually makes situations MORE COMPLICATED because then agents have DIFFERENT PICTURES of what is HAPPENING and their actions do not conduce to ANY coherent strategy or goal, even those goals that most mortals usually share, such as NOT DESTROYING REALITY.









Abadar: A compelling argument!!! Cheliax is currently concealing information from the mortal and Abadar just wants to straighten that out, which will probably make the situation less complicated, for all the very good reasons Otolmens just listed.









Otolmens: WHY are the surrounding natives concealing information from the anomaly. Do they suspect that, if given any information, the anomaly will use it to DEDUCE THE NATURE OF REALITY and then DESTROY IT.









Asmodeus: Yes!! They do!









Abadar: Oh, come on.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus cannot exactly see everything going on down there but a lot of what His mortals are concealing is, indeed, of the 'true nature of reality' flavor. Abadar should absolutely not blow that up within 57,000 time units just because he's sour that the mortal hasn't gone to Him.









Abadar: The thing Abadar is angry about is that the mortal is being systematically lied to and exploited when he would be a really excellent trade partner for decent people.









Asmodeus: And he'll get around to it, no doubt!! But the impatience is unbecoming, really.









Abadar: It seems to Abadar that Otolmens might reasonably consider Asmodeus's conduct in Hell a threat to the stability of the Material Plane, if concealing it is necessary to prevent threats to the stability of the Material Plane and Asmodeus has never before been bothered to conceal this. It seems to Abadar that the mortal wants a nice rich stable world, and is more likely to endanger it if he ends up getting the wrong subset of information about the world, like might happen if you are Asmodeus and maliciously lying to advance your own interests. It seems to Abadar that containing the mortal by trying to learn his dangerous secrets while concealing Asmodeus's own dangerous secrets is an obviously doomed plan and it's absurd for Otolmens to countenance that and not countenance Abadar telling the mortal a small set of true non-inflammatory things such as 'Cheliax is lying to you' and 'my country has preexisting contractual arrangements for similar situations and will respect your intellectual property'.









Otolmens: Otolmens is becoming increasingly WORRIED about what Asmodeus is PLANNING if it is not simply CONTAINMENT. If the surrounding natives are withholding information from the anomaly-mortal as part of a PLAN by ASMODEUS then perhaps it would be better after all if Abadar told His mortal not to -









Nethys: Nethys would like to say hi again! Nethys knows you're looking in this direction! Nethys knows you're wondering whether Nethys really has a plan that encompasses all of this chaos and is leading up to something interesting! And if Nethys does have a plan like that, what is that plan's objective? Could it possibly be the destruction of all reality?

Well, Nethys is proud to announce that Nethys DOES have a plan! Definitely! A plan that encompasses even Abadar's own predictable reactions to how things are going so far! Nethys isn't going to tell you anything about the objective of that plan, though. Then you would get bored and stop looking, and Nethys finds it useful to overhear your conversations.









Otolmens: WHAT.









Abadar: Keltham gets - a sense of inhuman presence, stronger than last time, and if you were going to assign emotions to sensory passing thunderstorms, more frustrated, and -



0th: Detect Magic, Guidance
1st: Comprehend Languages, Truthspell, Protection from Evil, Fairness x2
2nd: Owl's Wisdom, Early Judgment, Augury (x2)
3rd: Detect Anxieties, Detect Desires, Summon Monster III
4th: Early Judgment, Enchantment Foil









Keltham: That... is confusing.

First of all, the communications channel failed utterly. Not too surprising in retrospect. If it was a technique that worked, people would use it all the time, and have invented more complex codes for god-communication by now. Obviously notreliable reasoning the way it would be in dath ilan, because his Chelish hosts could be concealing well-known techniques from him, and also because the entire planet of Golarion is one enormous gap of otherwise expected social competencies. But still, not too surprising that it failed; Golarion continues to not look like gods are running the place or even talking to it a lot.

He's now got:

0th: Detect Magic and Guidance.
1st: One Truthspell, two Honest Pricing, a new 1st-circle Abjuration spell, his old Sanctuary, a new Comprehend Languages.
2nd: Owl's Wisdom, two of an unfamiliar divination and two of another unfamiliar divination, one of which is hopefully the Early Judgment he asked after... oh, one looks to go by touch, that's probably the Early Judgment if he got it at all.
3rd: Unfamiliar divination, unfamiliar divination, unfamiliar conjuration.
4th: Unfamiliar abjuration.









Keltham: ...at least there were no Illusion spells.









Keltham: If there's a message in what's left, it's not obvious to Keltham without knowing what other spells he has. At least, not unless he has to negotiate prices twice today. Negotiate prices urgently? Hurry up and negotiate a price on info already?

Or, "They would otherwise cheat you, if you didn't have this spell, worry more about being cheated"?

Should he tap himself with the spell that's probably Early Judgment... no, actually he shouldn't do that until he's around somebody with a Dispel, Keltham doesn't think. It doesn'thave to be Early Judgment. Keltham doesn't need to say that he already suspects what the spell does.


Keltham thinks. Not just about spells. He has queued things to think about.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wakes up again to her own internal clock, which is lots better than waking to the Queen of Cheliax evaluating whether to petrify you forever. (She's mostly not thinking about that. It's - she'll just stop being able to do her job if she dwells on it too much.)



She gets dressed and takes her Evil Bag of Holding and goes to check in.









Ferrer Maillol: Sometimes Maillol wishes that priests, also, actually needed sleep in order to prepare spells.

"Sevar," he says, not permitting any trace of fatigue to enter his voice.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm soliciting correction or advice, if you have any."









Ferrer Maillol: "Going to need additional context, Sevar. My superiors seemed relatively pleased by your performance, mostly because nobody could figure out how any more competent seducer could've gotten more success on Keltham. What you did shouldn't have worked, and the fact that it did is suggestive that conventional methods wouldn't have."









Carissa Sevar: "Specifics." Sigh. "Her Majesty wanted to know what I'd do if Aspexia Rugatonn told me that Asmodeus wanted the Queen killed. From where I'm standing it looks like all possible answers to that question are at least one of heresy or treason but if there's actually some standard answer that'd be great to know."









Ferrer Maillol: "That's our Infernal Majestrix, all right. The answer in real life is that it's not the real Aspexia Rugatonn, or, I suppose, Aroden returned from the dead and got the drop on her with mind control. For Asmodeus to move His clerics against her Infernal Majestrix would violate His pact with House Thrune."









Carissa Sevar: That's so soothingly not heretical or treasonous. "Thank you. She also gave me this Bag of Holding and said that I may heal the injuries after I use it. Do you know what it does? Am I intended to use it?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Even if I did know, Sevar, I wouldn't tell you if the Queen didn't. If the Queen wants it to be a surprise, it's a surprise."

"I expect the Queen told you the bag contains something you want, besides just pain. If so, I expect she expects you to try it, and that she will re-evaluate her impression of your courage if you don't. This should be obvious, Sevar, and I have not had so much sleep in the last two days that you should try my patience."









Carissa Sevar: No one showed up in your bedroom to threaten you with nonexistence, Carissa wants to snap back, but for all she knows they did, and anyway there's no point in arguing that she has justification for being bad at things; the project doesn't care. "Do you have the books on Taldor."









Ferrer Maillol: "You'd think the Imperial Ministry of Historical Accuracy would have enough writers to get one fictional history written in a day if they split up by sections. Turns out, 'We've got a mysterious truth-detecting outsider on our hands and your fictional history needs not to read as obviously false to it from directions that none of us even understand' is not a request that their previous careers have prepped them to handle."

"What I have for you instead are the three best actual books on Taldor that could be located. And a ten-page outline of the rough course of pseudo-Cheliax since fifteen years ago, all of which had to be produced by Inner Ring people not worried about getting executed for heresy if their entire story wasn't just about the flawless excellence of Hell and House Thrune. We're working on finding some way to get the rest of your book written by less important people. Security outside your room has both items."









Carissa Sevar: "That's probably enough for us to work off for today. I should see drafts, I'll notice some things that read false to Keltham that other people won't - I am surprised that it's not broadly believed someone better at seducing people would've been better at seducing him, is it -



- uh, am I importantly wrong about some of the things I told him that I wasn't even lying about."









Ferrer Maillol: "One. I'm afraid you'll have to be more specific. Two. Are you sure youwant to be more specific, given that your mistakes seem to be playing excellently to Keltham and that you are still, basically, an Asmodean and bringing him closer to our Lord. Asmodeus made that your call, Sevar, it was very distinctly not left to me or even Rugatonn to decide."









Carissa Sevar: 'still, basically, an Asmodean' stings even though Asmodeus chose her and she already knows it was partially because she's doing theological innovation far above her previous station. She tries very hard not to use that as an input into what to say.

"Keltham's going to have the other girls too, and if I'm doing something wildly unlikely then they're not going to do it and that's going to go badly. And I don't think we can put that off very long, though we could probably do a week if we have to. If you think my ignorance of this is really important to preserve we can have someone else brief the group on Carissa-errors they should pick up, but they won't know how I got to the errors, and that's a - substantial black box I'm working around...if there's nothing significant enough that it'd come up in advising the other girls then I guess those things can go uncorrected for now."









Ferrer Maillol: What are Sevar'sactual heresies? Maillol can't easily count them.

Most centrally, Sevar believes that Asmodeanism is about making everyone ultimately better off, which is the central example of propaganda that gets fed to the Outers and that the Inners know better than to believe. Lots of Outers know better on some level, they just know that they'll die if they say it out loud or even if their thoughts are too honest about it, producing a kind of pseudo-belief that shreds apart words from wordless knowledge; an inner disintegrity that is then useful for many further ends in molding people, and probably aesthetically pleasing to Asmodeus as well, though it's hard to be sure with gods.

Maillol does not think the time has come to drop that particular enlightenment on Sevar. She has had too little taste of privilege and power, she is too close emotionally to Lawful Neutrality and too exposed to Keltham's contrary examples.

Sevar thinks that Cheliax's tyranny is painful in part because the pain is educational and necessary and ultimately beneficial to the people being punished. She thinks Hell is painful in part because that pain is necessary to produce the useful and refined beings that Asmodeus desires as tools.

Maillol is not sure when, if ever, she'll be ready to hear that the cruelty is the point. You get told that either after you've sold your soul, or after Asmodeus has chosen you as a cleric.

Maillol doesn't think he should just refuse to answer either.

"Sexually, you seem to have acquired the idea that it would be right for Keltham to do as he wished with you, once you gave yourself to him. On conventional Asmodeanism, one would say that it is right for Keltham to do as he wishes with you because he has the power to get away with it within a lawful system that offers you no defense. Keltham could come by that power because the Church told you to be obedient, because Asmodeus and his greater slaves like myself gave you to him to do with as he pleases, or because some girl was born into slavery to her slave parents and Keltham bought her and decided to enjoy strangling her in bed."

"Don't misunderstand this as critique of the strategy you ended up executing, Sevar. Telling him that it was okay because you consented was an excellent move.He wouldn't have gone for it otherwise and he's just starting out with his first tentative steps away from his Lawful Good society."

"But the fact that you believe what you told Keltham seems to have more to do with certain bizarre personal hangups of yours about events in countries that aren't even Cheliax. Right now, Sevar, the number one person most likely to drag you off to a bedroom and do as they will with you, is the Queen of Cheliax, who is not, to the best of my knowledge, male, and has no doubt killed any number of men after making good use of them. Whether any of them consented isutterly irrelevant to her soul's standing with Asmodeus. She's the Queen of Cheliax. There's no recourse from her, no appeal, no court, she doesn't just have the power to do what she wants with you, she has the legal right, which is the difference between Evil and Lawful Evil. Then for her to take what she wants from you, if she happens to want it, is the most natural and Asmodean thing in the world."

"That you think it's more Asmodean from theQueen's perspective, if you happen to have consented, if you happen to have given yourself to her, is the heretical part. Maybe it's more Asmodean foryou if you become a willing slave to the one who hurts you, a shadow of how it will be in Hell. It is not more Asmodean for the Queen to think that it becomes more right if she has your consent. That will not be what Asmodeus is thinking when you come to Him in Hell."

"The obvious endgame on seducing Keltham would be to lure him deeper into sadism and domination with this talk about consent, and then lure him further to the point where he feels that he has the right to make use of somebody who hasn't consented to him at all, and does that. That will be the point that he starts to detect as Lawful Evil and be bound for our Lord's Hell."

"And Sevar. This is not a male-versus-female thing. Asmodeus really, really doesn't give two shits about that. You've met our Queen. You should already know better."









Carissa Sevar: "- I understand. Thank you. I think I can get Keltham there, if we don't ruin everything in the next month before I've had time."









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol reaches into his desk, and then pauses, because he has a feeling he needs to get this part of the conversation done earlier, in order for them to happen at all, because Sevar is about to be distracted.

"If you're looking for somewhere to open the Queen's gift, Sevar, try the torture chamber on the right; there's no torturer currently on duty there and the junior priest stationed outside has healing spells. Though doing that right away may come at the expense of being able to prepare spells before you're scheduled to brief the other girls in the morning, depending on how elaborate the Queen's gift turns out to be."

"It's also been suggested to me that you, Sevar, had to buy your own intelligence headband because requisitions was being weirdly obstructionist about it and gave you a two-week delivery time. The one you purchased will, on this version, arrive with the next delivery we get, later today. You say that where the girls and Keltham can hear. Then somebody, possibly Ione, should mention to Keltham the wild but unlikely theory that the delay is because they're planning to prepare cursed intelligence headbands, which exist just like cursed versions of most other magic items exist, and in particular have been famously known to do subtle influences and mind control and even make people dumber on certain subjects without realizing it. It's not impossible that they had at least one cursed headband lying around to substitute for the one you bought, to slip it to you immediately. The point being that Keltham shouldn't just ask to borrow your headband from you, though that's in any case something that wizards tend to be really fucking insane about."

"Those are lies to Keltham, though," except for that very last part, "so your final call. The suggester wasn't in our chain of command."









Carissa Sevar: "...probably a good idea. Or someone can suggest that the delay is because you have tocheckif they're subtly cursed, and then Keltham can generate for himself the hypothesis that we might be doing that deliberately."









Ferrer Maillol: Right, well, that's basically what he had to say to Sevar, or it had better have been, because now he's not going to get anything sensible from her for a while. Maillol reaches again into his desk, and offers Sevar the intelligence headband.

(He wishes it was possible to actually curse the things with some subtle maleficent voice whispering to wizards to not be so insane about intelligence headbands.)









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: - blah blah blah Carissa is a good Asmodean her only motivation is to be a less imperfect slave.





She puts it on.









Carissa Sevar: She's felt it before, of course, she has Fox's Cunning and uses it sometimes when she's stuck on a spell structure, or on how to get an enchantment to lay nicely. It's wonderful, it feels like the difference between being groggily half-awake and being properly awake except on top of awakeness. It feels like the sort of conversation you have with another person where each of you sees exactly where the other is going so you get three words into a sentence and the other person says eagerly 'yes' and you can move on to the next piece, having placed a conceptual pointer, except with just one person.



Right now it's mostly just making it harder to refocus her attention away from the Queen's threat to petrify her. Which is silly. The threat made sense: Carissa is glad to live in a country where Queens issue such threats, because contemplating their overthrow really is a very grave crime and if there were no penalty more serious than more quickly meeting Asmodeus then more people would do it, and that wouldn't do. Carissa understood this incentive problem to mostly be solved with a very, very protracted death but she can appreciate why the Queen would have assessed Carissa's own incentives as being different. And very simple.

And she's not going to overthrow the Queen, because she isn't an idiot, so it's fine. Except that it seems like there are actually a lot of ways that Carissa could fail, from here, in ways that made people very angry at her, and -

- it's always been true that she'll go to Hellno matter what.

- digression, why does Maillol think that the Queen might want to have sex with her? Why would the Queen want that? Should Carissa want the Queen to want that? She leans no, because being around the Queen more feels like it makes it more likely one ends up a statue underground. Maybe if she has succeeded tremendously at her project and built dath ilan but evil and better. If that happens probably she will not end up a statue underground.

(The Queen could be bluffing. Asmodeus has chosen Carissa, perhaps He wouldn't tolerate that. There was no hint of it in her voice or manner but then, there wouldn't be.)



Okay, setting that aside with more mental effort than it ought to take but not more than she has on hand.

The Queen implied that Asmodeus instructed Cheliax to let Keltham go, when he leaves. Which makes sense of why Contessa Lrilatha was willing to concede that in contract negotiations; it was commanded already. Why did Asmodeus give those instructions? The Queen's right, that Keltham isn't a relative advantage for Cheliax at all if no one can learn his teachings without ending up a heretic. That seems really important to understand. She's not coming up with anything but it's standing out now in her memory as a question, along with 'why isn't Abadar talking to Keltham' and 'is Otolmens right to think Keltham might end the world' and 'how badly do I have to screw up to get turned into a statue' -

Queen's present before she gives the Taldor briefing, or after? ....Carissa kind of wants to be in a lot of pain right now, so that settles that.



"Thank you," she says perfunctorily to Maillol, and goes off to the torture chamber.









Iarwain: The priest on duty nods at her as she goes by, apparently unconfused or just uninterested as to why she's going into the torture chamber by herself.

Carissa has been in torture chambers before, on both sides of the restraints. This one is much smaller than the one you'd find in a larger temple, with stations for only two prisoners and one torturer; and it's fancier and better-decorated with glaring crimson mood lighting, because it's in the temple built into the private summer villa of an archduke. But aside from that, it looks like a very ordinary and conventional torture chamber in an Asmodean temple.

The bag is quite small, even for a Holding bag. You could fit your hand into how large it appears to be, if you tried, though the Queen did say it triggered just on being opened, and not with sticking your hand in.









Carissa Sevar: Well, if she gets blood all over her clothes there's magic for that. She sits down and opens her present.









Iarwain: Which hand?









Carissa Sevar: Left, she doesn't need it to write. Though she's going to heal it anyway.









Iarwain: As the bag comes halfway open, it leaps up around Carissa's left hand, over her wrist, snapping tight.

Most sexual masochists prefer a gradual buildup of their pain. This bag is the opposite of that, as if somebody was trying to make the experience unpleasant even for a masochist, maybe as a challenge.

Torture details spoilered.

 Molten-iron heat on her index finger, instantly there from zero buildup, lasting for maybe a quarter-minute, and then it cuts out and is replaced by the sensation of her middle finger being flayed, which goes on for another quarter-minute.

(It's probably not actually molten iron; real molten iron would burn out nerves quickly and end up feeling mostly like the pain of an amputation.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa screams. Rich people soundproof their torture chambers, usually, and even if they didn't the church while doing a secret operation certainly would, but she wouldn't actually be able to do anything different if this were going to give away everything to Keltham.





(It is decided: Carissa does NOT want to have sex with the Queen of Cheliax.)









Abrogail Thrune II: "Good girl," whispers Abrogail Thrune's voice into Carissa's ear, seductiveness backed by vast Splendour. "Go ahead, scream more. Let it all out."

Torture details spoilered.

The flaying cuts out. Needles of cold far below the freezing point of water stab into her thumb. This time it's only five seconds before her pinky gets dipped into boiling acid, with the cold still stabbing at her thumb.









Carissa Sevar: AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH....is Abrogail Thrune somehow personally listening? How? Why? Doesn't she have a country to run? Is this even informative about anything?? ...maybe it's a test about whether Carissa will try to draw her hand out of the bag, but she's not an idiot and that obviously wouldn't work? She's glad it wouldn't work, otherwise she'd in fact find it really hard not to.









Iarwain: The bag goes on treating Carissa's hand to a variety of different extreme unpleasantnesses, switching faster and faster as the bag continues its work, as though trying to deliberately avert someone's ability to lean into the pain and come to any kinds of terms with it. This is not a bag of pain; this is a bag of suffering.

Thrune's voice continues to whisper seductive encouragement. Depending on how much spare brainpower Carissa has (admittedly with her intelligence headband) she may note that at no point does the voice address her as 'Sevar' rather than just 'you'.









Iarwain: At the end, Thrune's voice whispers to her that she can claim her reward now - Thrune doesn't want to discourage girls from being good - and that if she would like to try this again, before sending the bag back to the palace at the end of the day, it can be recharged by any sixth-circle wizard.

The bag comes off Carissa's wrist and falls to the floor, now open, to the fading sound of Thrune's seductive laughter.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa spends a couple of minutes on the floor trembling and sobbing and restraining herself from vomiting. That's without looking at her hand, which she's pretty sure will set her off again.





Well. She's not going to worry anymore about pushing Keltham into being more intense than she can't handle. She is not sure if that's what the Queen was aiming at or if she just thinks it's funny.





She's pretty sure that asking for the bag to be recharged so she can do it again would be flirting with the Queen, which she should not do. But who turns down a challenge from the Queen of Cheliax to prove yourself intense enoughShe will definitely regret that. Down that path lies statues, which is a different kind of thought than 'down that path lies horrible pain'. Down her own path lies horrible pain. She knows that. She should expect many days in Hell that are like that, even if she's a very promising student, because there are things you can only learn that way. She...genuinely doesn't think it's the fact that that was the most AWFUL FIVE MINUTES OF HER LIFE - or however long it was - is the reason she's not asking to do it again.



When the pain and nausea have subsided enough she can breathe evenly she looks at her hand.









Iarwain: It's a wreck, but the kind of wreck that can be handled by a medium-strength cleric, not a Regeneration spell.









Carissa Sevar: Okay.





Carissa's just going to -

- right, her spellsilver! She's going to get her spellsilver out of the bag. Very carefully.









Iarwain: There's spellsilver in the bag, some regular silver, gold foil, tiny rubies, two packets of sapphire dust, and Chelish currency. Somebody with a great deal of Splendour has very accurately guessed how much of a reward needs to be in this bag for Carissa Sevar to feel, even taking the torture into account, that the Queen was doing her a favor on net and not just in a not-killing-or-petrifying-you way.









Carissa Sevar: ....awwww. It's kind of like cuddles. The monetary equivalent of cuddles. You can handle anything if afterwards someone will tell you you're very impressive and give you cuddles, or spellsilver.


She scoops it up and puts it into her breast pocket and then makes herself stand up and stagger to the door by promising herself there will be healing on the other side of it. She looks godawful and she's well aware of it but there's probably time to put herself together before explaining the Taldor plan.









Iarwain: The priest on duty doesn't raise an eyebrow, just taps her hand with healing.









Carissa Sevar: Great! She'll just put the bag in her pocket with the spellsilver for safekeeping, splash some water on her face and fix her hair, then!



She's still walking shakily but that ought to wear off.









Iarwain: Security near her room will appear and deliver the Taldor books and the alt-history outline to her.









Carissa Sevar: Excellent. What has she got to work with.









lintamande: Taldor has been around for nearly a thousand years, and has a civil war with brutal regularity at nearly every succession, because the next Emperor is appointed, technically by the Senate, a vestigial body in the capital with no real influence except once every few decades when it is called upon to name the next Emperor. The processes the Senate is supposed to follow are stunningly opaque and complex -- the word in Carissa's language for 'excessively complicated' stems from the capital city of Taldor -- and there's no mechanism by which the Senate's rulings are enforced, besides that they lend the named person a lot of credibility. Needless to say, that doesn't really work, and peaceful successions are at this point practically the exception; unfit or young Emperors have a tendency to be elevated only to swiftly die of it, ruthless outsiders sometimes have a go until they misstep in the capital politics they don't understand and die, the army is always cheerfully threatening to proclaim a general as emperor....

Emperors tried in various ways to secure a preferred successor -- naming a co-emperor, say -- but it was common for junior co-emperors to be killed when their senior co-emperor died or lost his foothold.

Taldor is mostly feudal, but the Emperor appoints the rulers of some provinces directly, and those military governors are supposed to be especially loyal to him and his enforcers, if a fight is necessary. Of course, if you let your military governors accumulate too much power in their own right they might overthrow you. Of course, if you keep the people who concern you most close to home they might assassinate you.

Despite all this Taldor has remained a major global power, mostly for two reasons: firstly, even its outlying fortresses are a thousand years old and nearly unassailable (including by one another, during civil wars), and secondly, Oppara itself is a magnificently walled and warded city, and it's said those walls will outlast the world. It's lost some ground to Qadira, and some to Galt, but it's still larger than Cheliax.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham's going to be so offended about all of these things!! But they'll have whatever bizarre correlations they're supposed to, because Taldor is a real place that really exists. Carissa speed-reads some book and makes some notes on the outline and then goes to the library to present to her students.









Iarwain: As Carissa enters the room, Pilar clears her throat from a lurking corner near the door, and then hands Carissa a very nice-looking piece of cake, on an elaborate plate. "Surprise!" Pilar says. "This is your congratulations-on-seducing Keltham party! Have some cake."









Carissa Sevar: Yeah, that's incredibly weird.Carissa is less than delighted.



"For all you know, I failed miserably," she says, taking the plate and setting it down on the nearest desk. "Perhaps in dath ilan they have entirely different anatomy and we both got horribly confused."









Iarwain: Pilar says nothing, just scurrying around to the nearest chair and perching there next to Paxti. She doesn't quite look embarrassed about the whole thing; more like she did it on somebody else's orders that she isn't going to argue with.

All other girls present are giving her exactly as much of a strange look as you'd expect in Cheliax, which is to say, it's not at all dramatic or exaggerated, but it's definitely detectable to another Chelaxian.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will just.... ignore that and move on.

"All right. First, on settling sadism bets, the answer is yes. Also do not propose a bet with Keltham because dath ilan has a deeply bizarre norm that the thing you bet during sex is nonreciprocal services, which would otherwise, naturally, not be a thing because anything anyone does they should get something in return for. Yes, he thinks that still applies here where he has knowledge any government would slaughter cities for. Yes, I think it's plausibly worth trying to convince him that Evil has more fun, but you've got to be careful about it. I'll give much more specific instruction to anyone who seems to be getting close to him but the essential bits are - you want to be here, it's ridiculous that anyone would threaten or coerce you into being here if you didn't want to be, you might be exceedingly transactional about your intentions towards Keltham but it's your transaction that you expect to enrich you. You can, if you'd like, have one mean boyfriend who didn't treat you like that in your backstory, especially if you've got hangups to explain, but coordinate with me so you don't all do it. I do not want people who are inexperienced with pain in bed, or sexually inexperienced generally, trying to let Keltham hit you; we're working with a narrative where some people really like that, and most pain here or in Hell is because some people really like that, and if you've obviously managed to talk yourself into it that has decent odds of coming out.



You are going to not lie to him about anything that's not essential. I get transcripts, I will light you on fire, you will be grateful I did because otherwise my boss would have to do it and he has a longer attention span for it. The key thing here is that Keltham notices different features of the world than us so we don't, actually, know all that much about how to lie convincingly to him. So the less you force us to fit into the lie, the easier our lives are. Say 'I don't feel ready to talk about it', say 'I should have learned that in class but it was the week my sister died so I wasn't paying attention', say 'I'm having a hard time putting it into words', say 'can I recommend you a book? I forget all the details myself'. You all want to show off by being competent, but we will get more out of Keltham if we are weak, flawed, confused, and therefore wouldn't be expected to have good answers to all of his questions. He already thinks everyone in this world doesn't know how to think. If you can't think of a true thing to say, or an approved in-storything to say,the thing to do is to let him believe that even harder.



Questions?"









Ione Sala: Ione speaks first. She's recovered, now, something of the demeanor of a student among other students, when she needs to play that role. "I already offered myself up to Keltham as somebody who would do anything he wants without asking anything in return. I'm not actually into pain, but didn't take that off the menu at the time for obvious reasons. I didn't represent myself as already experienced in service, or as desiring him sexually, if it's important that I lie about neither of those things. Further guidance?"









Carissa Sevar: "...I think that works fine, as long as you keep not lying about those things. Did he not immediately ask what you were getting in return?"









Ione Sala: "I represented myself as being willing to do it for the knowledge, when I made the offer." Ione smiles briefly; she would be willing, under entirely different circumstances.









Iarwain: Paxti's shiny new arcane sight shows that the circlet Carissa now wears is a powerful magic item.

"You've got an intelligence headband. When do the rest of us -"









Carissa Sevar: "We're going to delay it as long as we can because outmaneuvering smarter Keltham's going to be even harder, maybe impossible. Officially, Acquisitions said it'll be two weeks and I went ahead and ordered one myself, which I can afford to do and you can't because I've been earning a generous salary from Cheliax for my work at the Worldwound for six years and you haven't. The gossip is that this is because, you know, some intelligence headbands are cursed, and even worse some are just a tiny bit cursed, make you see things in a particular light, and optimistically Acquisitions is making really sure the project headbands are good and pessimistically, well, they could be manufacturing them a little cursed. Please attempt to have a little bit of subtlety in causing this gossip to reach Keltham's ears. I actually suspect that only the 'optimistically' part needs to be said and he is competent to fill in the rest.

Also we are going to be hiding a lot behind you guys not actually being all that well-educated, not actually knowing that much history or politics or economics, because magical education in Cheliax is very specialized. The smarter you are the harder it is for you to make innocent mistakes.

Keltham is under the impression you were screened for willingness to bear his children; I think that's just true, but if it's not, you now explicitly have permission to lie about it. Keltham is under the impression you are getting generously paid; I thinkthat'sjust true, because I have told everyone that we're doing as few lies as possible, but if it's not, you have permission to truthfully say 'I was told we would be generously paid and if the money isn't there I'm going to go to whoever's in charge here and make a nuisance of myself' and then to come to me, and maybe to lie after that depending what's up. Keltham is under the impression that if you didn't want to sleep with him, no one would make you; you have permission to lie to him about that, but also, if you find yourself getting cold feet in bed, you won't actually be punished for telling Keltham 'wait, I think actually I'm not ready and I just want to cuddle', because that presently advances our goals. That said, if Keltham ignores you about that, that would be great news for the project and you should make sure he has a really pleasant time about it and ends up with the impression he was right to ignore you. I strongly expect that if you try to tease him by getting him really turned on and then saying 'no' he'll just give you a hug and say it's okay, so if you are trying this route you're going to have to try something a lot subtler and cleverer than that, and you should run it by me.

We aren't telling him about the soul arrangements, but if he somehow learns of it, the line is that it's normal for people in dangerous lines of work to arrange their afterlife in advance so they don't end up in Avernus in general processing, and that as a bonus these business arrangements are hotly competed for among devils so a good negotiator can get some reasonably powerful magic out of making their afterlife arrangements. But that's only if he somehow finds out. I, and some of your colleagues, don't have arcane sight, because our contractual arrangements were a bit different; we're still working out the best story for that so for today you should conceal having it.

Other things you are explicitly expected to lie to Keltham about: who his god is. It's going to be an obscure Tian one. Whether all fourth-circle clerics have a weaker personal aura should they differ from their god in alignment; it doesn't come up much in Cheliax because it can't happen with an Asmodean cleric but you'd expect they wouldn't. Whether Cheliax is systematically concealing things. Whether Hell involves involuntary torture.

And, of course, everything to do with the character of Cheliax as a nation. We're going to be pretending that Cheliax is Taldor."

And she explains her reasoning, again, and explains the key outlines from the fake timeline and from the books about Taldor.

"At this time I'll take questions, but my plan is actually for you to spend the rest of the morning learning enough about Taldor that you can be a magic-tracked shut-in who plausibly lived there."









Iarwain: "So I've been thinking," begins Paxti, "and I realize it was just a book, but I don't see any reason why the plot of The Damnation of Sir Nicolauwouldn't work in real life if the target was Keltham instead of a paladin. Only with a series of different girls, rather than one woman with a disguise amulet. First girl, obligate fetish for being forced, requires him to role-play forcing her, but she asks him to do that in advance. Second girl, loudly remarks about how she can't achieve sexual satisfaction without being forced and it doesn't work for her if she has to explain it to the man, and we all explain to Keltham what she's hinting and encourage him and note how she never said she didn't want it, he tries it, it seems to go well for him. Third girl, always staring in fascination while that's going on, but looks away blushing and can't seem to talk about it. Fourth girl acts angry but in a way that's obviously sending mixed signals. Fifth girl is straight angry at first, but warms up once she's pinned down. Sixth girl begs him to stop and acts overtly horrified, but by that time he's so used to it always being a pose that - wait, I skipped one in the sequence, in the book there were seven -"









Ione Sala: "In the book Sir Nicolau damned himself on the sixth* disguise, but she kept going to be sure they ended up in the same depth of Hell together, after she killed him and herself," corrects Ione. "...not that I'm agreeing this is the slightest bit workable as an idea. If Keltham is a sadist then dath ilan has sadists and his world will have romance novels and he will notice that we are running the stereotypical plot of a romance novel on him."


(*) Romance novels approved and distributed by the Chelish government may not accurately represent exactly which sexual behaviors first produce alignment shift.









Carissa Sevar: "Dath ilan actually discourages its sadists from noticing, because - Keltham thinks - they haven't got people who like pain and they haven't got any other outlets aside from paying people a ton of money for it, which I think wouldn't even be as fun. But I do think he'll notice if we're running the plot of a romance novel on him, it's too - you wouldn't expect to run across those peoplein that order unless something was up. And unless you're very good at faking sexual reactions he'll notice what you're actually into, dath ilan does train that skill. Also Keltham has in common with paladins that in real life the biggest barrier to seducing them is them endlessly going 'I don't want to risk you having a child I couldn't take proper responsibility for'. I think there's no point trying to convince Keltham that that's Good, I get the sense dath ilan has lots of children-related taboos which we should mostly just try to steer very far clear of. -relatedly, you're not allowed to point out to him that he could use magic to make you have an abortion.

That said if anyone doeshave a convenient fetish for being forced that seems valuable. And once he's had some time to adjust we might be able to work with having threesomes where one girl forces the other and if Keltham objects both of them are like 'we're having a great time here????'."









Iarwain: "I have the convenient fetish, not obligate but would be easy to pretend it is," reports Pilar.

"Unlikely to actually be sexually attracted to Keltham under any circumstances, will need training to fake it if he had training to detect it," says Asmodia, after some inward agonizing about how to phrase this in a way that doesn't sound like she's being noncompliant.









Carissa Sevar: "It might be good if attraction to Keltham is not represented as universal, for plausibility reasons. Maybe just tell him you take a long time to develop attraction, though, and put some effort into learning to fake it, so that if it's convenient later we have the option. Pilar, I authorize you to lie and claim it's obligate, as seems situationally appropriate." Carissa is trying to be VERY SERIOUS about authorized lies to Keltham only in case that helps people break the habit of habitually lying about everything.









Iarwain: Paxti and Ione seem to have developed their own sub-conversation.

"Adventureof Ameron," Paxti says.

"I don't think any of us can convincingly fake being half sea-creature," retorts Ione. "I'll concede you could come closer than many."

"I meantmetaphorically - never mind. A Girl Corrupted By Books but with Keltham as the girl."

"Fine except for the part where the outcome is the exactly precise opposite of what we want."

"I'm not suggesting we run the entire plot, I'm suggesting that in real life it would inevitably go wrong for Keltham and then we'd get what we want. Perverting Adan."

"That is literally the worst idea I've ever heard. It violates -"









Carissa Sevar: Now both of their hair is on fire. Just a little bit of fire, a cantrip of fire, if they're good at patting out fires it won't even burn their hands. "We don't have much time before Keltham is done preparing spells, and you all need to spend it becoming familiar with Taldor. Are there any more questions."









Iarwain: None that any dare speak aloud.









Carissa Sevar: "Great! Keltham has no reason to think I have any authority here and you will lie about that if he asks. Let's all sit together and read about our history."









Ione Sala: They scatter to desks, but even with more than one girl to a book, there's not enough books for girls. "I'd offer to grab another copy of Taldorian Chronicles from Ostenso, but Keltham knows I can do five a day and he might ask where the first one went," Ione notes. "It sounds like he'd accept my saying that I reserve a book-use per day for personal reading, but that's a lie so I'm checking it."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, you can say that if it comes up."









Ione Sala: Ione briefly goes into the library's other room and returns with an additional copy of the Chronicles. She's curious about whether anyone else here has been told the full story about her, yet, but she's not going to ask.









Carissa Sevar: "When you run across something that's interesting or memorable or especially anything surprising, anything that wouldn't be true of Cheliax, share it."



And they can get to reading about Taldor. Carissa's so glad she doesn't live in Taldor. It sounds like a tedious undirected nest of snakes.









lintamande: Shortly after Keltham is done praying there's a knock on his door.









Keltham: Keltham shall accordingly go to the door and open it.









lintamande: It's a man of about 40, wearing glasses. "Keltham? I'm, ah, a researcher studying minor and geographically bounded deities at the University of Westcrown, and I was asked yesterday to figure out, uh, which god you are probably a cleric of. I have the report here, would you like me to leave it, or stay and explain it?"









Keltham: "I wish I could say I'll no doubt understand the entire thing on my own, but this is not in fact the case. I can read through it first, unless you think it's better to preface it with something."









lintamande: "No, go right ahead." He hands Keltham eight handwritten pages, bound together with thread. "I can wait in one of the sitting rooms?"









Keltham: "Sure." Keltham takes and reads, leaving his door open.









lintamande: The researcher's best guess is that it's the Lawful Neutral deity Yaezhing, worshipped in a small coastal country in distant Tian Xia. He has copied from other texts some pictures of Yaezhing's symbols, and they're not a perfect match for the illusion that appears on peoples' foreheads when Keltham casts his fairness spells but they're not far off, and it's noted that these are from adventure memories by Avistani adventurers who passed through the country, so the likeliest explanation for the mismatch is poor recollection. One of the adventure memoirs claims confidently that Yaezhing is Lawful Evil but that memoir has a number of errors.

For completeness he's also included some other symbols that are approximately as good a match, with notes on why the relevant deities were disqualified - this symbol is a good match but the god is a nature god who usually takes the form of volcanos and doesn't pick clerics. This symbol is an acceptable match but the god is a Chaotic Evil demon lord of the Abyss, best known for the time he led a bloody campaign to wipe out all the descendants of Azlant. This symbol is associated with an ancient Azlant god thought to be dead. And then gods without symbols but which otherwise seem like good matches:Kofusachi is attested to have truth-telling and trading spells, which is incredibly promising, but he's Chaotic Good - his domain is something like abundance and the state of resources where they are so plentiful one needn't be bothered to charge for them. Possibly he's hoping Keltham will bring that state to Golarion? No symbols similar to Keltham's are attested but a page of further information on him has been included all the same. Abadar is a Lawful Neutral god of commerce but his symbols are extremely well known, they're these, and his first and second-circle spells offered to his clerics are also well known, they're spells for ship navigation and preventing goods from rotting. Just in case he stopped by a church of Abadar in Westcrown to ask if Abadar has a lesser known aspect or associations with this symbol, but they didn't recognize either the symbol or the spell.

With that established here's all that is known about Yaezhing. It's not very much. One of the memoirs has only a single passage, copied in full into the report; it claims that the people of this small coastal country live in great prosperity despite their lack of fertile land, for their god grants them freely knowledge of truth, and so they all trust each other and trade fairly, and mock the peoples of larger cities who by necessity trust no one and must stand watch at night against thieves. One of the others gives Yaezhing's divine realm, Setsendu, in Axis, and a domain of his as Justice; the third is the one that claims Yaezhing is Evil, and that Setsendu is in Hell, but agrees that Justice is a domain of his, as are Cooperation and Trust. Idols of him are drawn with bulging eyes, a long face, and a red beard, but that's indicative of practically nothing, especially with the gods that aren't ascended humans. There are vanishingly few books on him in Avistan; the author says he's reached out unsuccessfully to other libraries, and there's probably mentions buried in some of their books but it'll take a long time to find them.



And the page on Kofusachi, just in case it's actually Him somehow: Chaotic Good god of prosperity and abundance, mentions (meticulously copied, not very detailed) of trading and truth-telling spells, primarily worshipped in Tianjing, called The Laughing God, holy symbol is reportedly a 'string of seven coins'.









Keltham: Keltham reads through it all slowly; there's a lot of unfamiliar terms here, and he is more than usually on the lookout for things that don't make sense. That Golarion itself, does not make much sense, is the central problem there; but still, Keltham is looking, and noticing the many small confusions.

Kofusachi: Has the trading and truth spells. Doing coordination correctly could look Chaotic to the locals if there's a norm, a single uniform way of doing things, that isn't correct coordination. The god of coordination could look like Good, if, say, good general levels of social coordination are a public-good, and public-goods are what everyone unselfishly wants everyone else to have? The god of coordination could be mistaken for a god of prosperity and abundance, if people didn't understand what was producing the prosperity and abundance.

Yaezhing: If there's gaslighting going on, then Yaezhing is obviously the god they want him to believe in. Yaezhing hasn't had muchimpact on his people, for being the god of coordination; but then, coordination isn't quite the same concept as industry, and no god anywhere has granted Golarion real technology and science.

...he knows too little of gods to know which parts are confusing because they're fiction, and which parts are truth that confuses the alien with the wrong priors.

Keltham will keep this document, obviously, and later check it against other archival-type writings to see if a noticeable difference of style between other archived writings, and these supposedly variously sourced writings, suggests a LARP writing team having frantically produced them overnight.



Also the words 'Good', 'Evil', 'Lawful', and 'Chaotic' are repeated often enough for Keltham to notice that the person who granted him Share Language (Taldane) last night probably had a slightly different concept of those terms than Carissa? 'Good' seems innocent, naive, an object of a kind of contempt that has little currency in dath ilan; Carissas Good sounded more like dangerous fanatics out to optimize you even if you tell them not to. 'Evil' feels like it has undertones of power and sadism in a way that seems reminiscent of some things Carissa said in the cuddleroom, but in a sort of creepy icky gloating status-laden way; 'Lawful' has undertones a lot like 'Evil'; 'Chaotic' sounds like dangerous insanity and wild predators. The connotations are subtle and hard to describe; the connotations already hammered into Keltham's brain yesterday are competing with them. He already knowsthose words of Taldane, or his brain thinks it does.









Keltham: Keltham goes hunting for the scholar, finding him in a nearby sitting-room.

"I hope it's not too much of a surprise or an imposition if I say that most of what I need to understand this is background material," Keltham says. "For one thing, I was previously under the impression there were a lot fewer gods than this seems to imply, and that they were all global rather than regional entities. What are the numbers like in total?"









lintamande: "We don't know. There are fourteen gods with well-established churches on this continent; most of them also have presence in Tian Xia. Then there are dozens, maybe hundreds, of more minor entities that create only a few clerics at a time. Those are often geographically bounded, possibly just because if their gods are small they can't pay attention to a very large share of the plane. We believe there are many gods who never pick clerics. Gods are sort of only a human category anyway, for 'entities that can cleric us'; Pharasma and, say, Yaezhing, are going to be very different entities. It's said that there are things next to which Pharasma is small, and we are preserved because they're not paying attention, but no one has any proof beyond visions they had."









Keltham: "What does it mean that Yaezhing is a geographically bounded god?"

Keltham is trying one of the first Deliberately Deceptive Maneuvers he's done outside of Diplomacy / LARPs, Assuming The Premise. Keltham has noticed confusion about Yaezhing being Tian-only and mainly about a small coastal country, because smaller gods can't pay attention widely, and that god managing to pick up his prayer in Cheliax. Rather than asking explicitly about this and giving the scholar a chance to correct an unintended implication of a lie, Keltham is instead asking how Yaezhing is bounded rather thanwhether Yaezhing is bounded.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn needed to check over Cayden Cailean's oracle anyways.

As long as she has to visit, goes the reasoning, she might as well visit Keltham right after he gets morning spells and run Spell Gauge over him to avoid further surprises.

As long as she's doingthat, she might as well use her personal Detect Thoughts tool, which adopts the user's strength for purposes of determining Will saves of the target, on Keltham.

Aspexia informs the agent of what Keltham is trying. She doesn't bother explaining who's sending the message; the agent doesn't need the distraction. Also, somebody had better have been on the ball about matching writing styles very perfectly with real archives, or else they're going to have to fake all the other archives Keltham ever looks at.









lintamande: "Generally, a geographically bounded god's interventions happen within a specific region, and most of their attention is allocated there. To pick a geographically bounded god we know more about, Mazludeh is the goddess of sacrifice and stewardship - Neutral Good. She's active in Holomog, a country south of here. She tends to have about twelve clerics at a time, most of them selected when they first visit one of her temples in Holomog; on some occasions she's chosen someone elsewhere, but always someone who had been near her clerics when they travelled - suggesting that Her attention was following their cleric. I've written to the Worldwound to ask if Yaezhing's priests are there right now, as that's the likeliest mechanism; our representative there didn't know offhand, but they probably are. Even small Lawful countries usually send a couple of representatives to the Worldwound on general principle. Or Yaezhing might not be a geographically bounded god at all! Our references are too limited to be sure."









Keltham: Keltham notes down this exact response to his unspoken question as a slight bit of evidence that they're reading his mind or talking to devils smart enough to model it eerily perfectly, but it's only slight evidence; if Keltham can think of it, so can they, Keltham supposes. There hasn't been very much other evidence of his hosts reading his mind, not counting Lrilatha seeming to know exactly how to talk to him, and Lrilatha is a more plausible big special case.

"I would have expected more for there to be a systematic compendium of entities that have clerics, if there's only a few hundred of them, and especially entities with clerics at the Worldwound..." Keltham says. "Any simple way of getting a count on all the Lawful Neutral gods with clerics there, or even asking them all for a one-paragraph summary of what their gods are about?" It is really bizarre to Keltham that info like this has not already been collected.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia isn't out of range yet; she warns the agent to be more careful with using information from subjects who don't know mind-reading exists.









lintamande: Noted. (He'd be much more panicked if he knew who was talking to him.) "We have a list of all the churches that are signatories to the treaty. For a list more comprehensive than that...there's not really a way to get one? The Worldwound is a hundred miles across; the perimeter is therefore 650. There are three hundred forty-four different heavily warded fortresses on the perimeter. Eighty one of them are ours, and we host some foreign adventurers, and probably have records of any weird clerics who've stayed at one ofourfortresses. But the Tian nations are mostly on the other side, and it's not traversable except by teleport, and civilians aren't really welcome, so you'd have to convince some of the soldiers to do it."









Keltham: People cancount to 344. If you divide up the work among 43 people they only need to census 8 fortresses apiece.

Keltham doesn't pursue this further, though; it matches too much other strangely missing competence to seem relatively anomalous. He just needs to keep better track of whether the incompetence tends to get in the way of anything that might possibly maybe incentivize him to be anywhere but Cheliax.

"Sorry for even more basic questions but remind me of how many hours, or days, of unskilled labor, it takes to buy a teleport to the Worldwound from Tian." Does the basic picture on international trade even make sense here.









lintamande: "...in Cheliax it'll run you 1400gp, which is twenty unskilled labor-years, double that for a round trip. I don't know Tian prices and they probably vary a lot country-to-country by how many high level wizards there are and by how far you are from the Worldwound - a single teleport can only travel up to about 1000miles - it varies by caster circle -- so that price reflects needingtwoTeleports. In, say, Irrisen, you can do it in one jump so the price is probably around half that, not that I've been to Irrisen."









Keltham: Okay, it taking twenty labor-years just to get him here from the Worldwound is not actually a thing that Keltham had previously known was the case. He supposes that degree of scarcity rhymes with Carissa saying that a thousand people are the country's effective real military power. Golarion's economy is insane, like, not literally inconsistent with itself, but it is going to go on being really weird until Keltham figures out the internal rhythm that makes all the different facts be predictable from premises smaller than themselves. Also his implied startup debt is bigger than he thought and he should be less worried about adding small bits to it and more worried about paying back the startup debt sooner.

"Excuse me a second, recalculating entire probable state of all international trade," Keltham says absently.

When Keltham is done, "Have you ever heard of a Lawful Neutral god that tries to prevent... giant messes, disasters?"









lintamande: "No? I mean, lots of them probably do, but I've never heard of one who had that specifically in their portfolio. Which means they don't openly have a church in Cheliax or any of our neighbors."









Keltham: Worth a shot, but either he's been warned off answering, or the Broomgod really is that secretive.

"What factors control how, when, and where clericing entities can communicate with or influence clerics?"









lintamande: "I think the general consensus about gods is that they are primarily constrained by treaty with one another and by very general resource constraints - so they can do most things, but some things are very costly, and some things they've promised not to. A smaller god would be more resource-constrained and the Lawful gods are more treaty-constrained."









Keltham: "I'm really hoping for a lot more detail than that. All the other facts along the lines of 'they can see where their clerics go, so can use that to pick new clerics'. Has anyone measured the distance a cleric can move away before a god stops hearing prayers directed at them from nonclerics nearby the cleric? Does it vary with other measurables about the god that you can use to infer a central strength-factor with which both cleric sight distance and other factors vary?"









lintamande: "....no?"









Keltham: the number one thing that is IMPLAUSIBLE about this place is how much supposedly NOBODY HAS EVER TRIED TO FIGURE OUT ANYTHING IMPORTANT but nobody would LIE using THAT LIE they would make up FAKE DATA so it didn't look like AN ENDLESS STREAM OF HIDDEN INFORMATION and maybe they are playing one ply deeper than him and KNOW THIS IS HOW HE'LL FEEL and WANT HIM TO FEEL THIS CONFUSED but nonetheless AAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHH









Keltham: Keltham gives up on subtlety; if that was what somebody was hoping for, they have gauged him perfectly. "My god can't seem to contact me. I can tell they want to, I can tell they can't, what's going wrong and how do I fix it."









lintamande: " - huh. Possibilities: there's some treaty prohibiting them from doing so. If there is I don't know anything about it. They are a localized god and you're too far away for them to do something as costly as that. They don't know how to talk to mortals without overwriting their brain, Nethys is known to have that problem."









Keltham: "Overwriting -"

Ione, says a part of himself in sudden horror.

"Does that - destroy their mind-state? Overwrite their soul, nothing left for the afterlife but a copy or a fragment of Nethys?"









lintamande: "He did it a couple of times thousands of years ago when He was a new god and then stopped. We have records of how the people all went irretrievably insane including when dead but we don't know very many details on the nature of the irretrievable insanity.And now He drops levels on people but doesn't talk to them. He's an extreme case, but Asmodeus also doesn't ever talk directly to mortals, He communicates to devils who then attempt to translate for us."









Keltham: "Who else doesn't talk directly to mortals? What do Asmodeus and Nethys have in common?"









lintamande: "I think most of the gods that aren't ascended humans talk to mortals rarely if at all. - the gods that ascended via the Starstone are Norgorber, Iomedae, Aroden, and Cayden Cailean, and the general understanding is that they're better at talking to mortals because they can use an internal copy of their mortal mind as an interface of sorts. Nethys is also technically said to be an ascended human god but His ascension process was different and drove Him mad, reportedly. And then there are scattered other ex-mortals: Irori, Lawful Neutral, who ascended through attaining perfection; Erecura, a Lawful Neutral god of secrets and soothsayers and the Queen of Dis, in Hell; Milani, Chaotic Good goddess of bloody revolutions."









Keltham: "Remind me of the alignments and interests of the Starstoners?" Keltham remembers that Norgorber is the god of crime, but was pretending not to be carefully memorizing that at the time.









lintamande: "Norgorber, Neutral Evil, god of crime; Iomedae, Lawful Good, god of fighting Evil, particularly Abaddon and the Worldwound and Zon Kuthon but She's not best friends with us either; Cayden Cailean, Chaotic Good god of drink - uh, of mind-altering substances, and freedom and adventure. Aroden, dead Lawful Neutral god of colonization and population growth, sometimes glossed as 'god of humanity' because He was strongly in favor of more of us."









Keltham: "Oh right, I've been told not everyone here is human." Which did seem potentially kinda important, especially the species that supposedly couldn't interbreed with humans, and might therefore be actual different species instead of heritably shapechanged humans. But there were just too many important things at once and Keltham didn't want to interrupt his lesson to ask. "Who are the nonhuman ascended gods? Could those gods talk to humans after they ascended?"









lintamande: "Uh, the elves have their own pantheon, I don't think it has any ascended former elves in it. Milani was a half-elf. There is a god who is an ascended rat,Lao Shu Po, but I've never heard of anyone successfully talking to Her. Sarenrae's an ascended angel but She doesn't directly talk to Her followers, She sends heralds."









Keltham: "How... did the rat manage that. This drastically contradicts my fragile picture of how I thought anything did or possibly could work."









lintamande: "Ours too. I do not know the answer to that question. The conventional one is that She ate the corpse of a Tian god and thereby ascended, but that's hardly more satisfying."









Keltham: Keltham spends more time attempting to acquire knowledge and debug his current theological problems, sort of losing track of time actually, not least because he does not have a wristwatch or any other means of keeping time, and taking away a dath ilani's wristwatch when they're already in the middle of asking Additional Questions is sort of like yanking the breathing tube out of somebody who already wasn't breathing.

He acquires a slightly better and still incredibly confusing picture of Golarion theology, with certain selective omissions and alterations.









lintamande: And it absorbs lots of time, which is good, because hopefully downstairs everyone is all briefed on Taldor.









Carissa Sevar: No plan survives first contact with the enemy but they're as prepared as they can be.









Keltham: What do you mean it's already lunchtime!? Somebody should have informed Keltham before this! Now he doesn't have time to prioritize his remaining Additional Questions and ask those before he has to go! Oh no, has Carissa been waiting patiently in her bedroom for him to show up and get his shirt laundered this whole time?









lintamande: This researcher doesn't know that but he can take letters, if Keltham thinks of further questions.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa even had enough time to prepare spells and she's delighted about it. (She prepared the ones for the Improbable Escape, mostly.) She's sitting alone by the window in the dining room, looking through a book about The Year of Four Kings, from when Taldor and Cheliax were unified, that they decided didn't require any modification.









Keltham: "Good morning well not morning any more but same essential principle!"









Carissa Sevar: "It's morning somewhere! ...is it all right with you if I convey the information needed to settle the sadism bets, which is just 'yes' or 'no', or should I not do that, it occurred to me this morning that you might have privacy intuitions or something."









Keltham: "Oh, yeah, it's fine. I mean, maybe run it past me before you release exact details of what we did together, not saying no, just saying not sure how I'd feel, but the general fact is fine."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gives a table across the room a thumbs-up. There are giggles. "I'm not planning to say anything else," she assures him. "I don't quite understand the whole concept of spoilers but that seems like it might fall under it."









Keltham: Keltham tries a new question, gets a surprising internal blip. "Though - if it's not somebody planning on sleeping with me at some point - actually I seem to have emotional reservations about you telling all of the exact details to Security and Governance? But I'm also aware that this may not be reasonable or the most important consideration. So, maybe ask me if they need all the exact details, and I can decide in more detail what to feel about it. Also happy about routing it to any entities with no sexuality, but don't assume that's necessary if it's incredibly expensive."









Carissa Sevar: "That describes lots of devils but they're probably pretty expensive, yeah. I don't think they should need the exact details, rather than broad things like 'no I'm not pregnant, no you don't have such extremely narrow tastes that we need to start a nationwide search'. If they ask more than that I'll ask you."









Keltham: Keltham knows he is probably supposed to find something flirtatious to say but his mind is coming up blank and it's still blank and it goes on being blank and finally Keltham gives up and says, "Well, for whatever it's worth, your attractiveness remains a stable aspect of yourself between yesterday and today. Oh, and I've got the notes for some of the sexual questions and topics I managed not to talk about while we were in the middle of fucking. But I probably shouldn't hand all of those to you right now, should probably be more of an evening thing."









Carissa Sevar: "For notes on sexual questions I can make some time in my busy evening schedule. Anyway, I'll have a headband by then, maybe it'll make me better at explaining things."









Keltham: "Oh, that's good news! Project resources coming through?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, actually! I tromped over to Acquisitions this morning once it seemed like you were occupied and asked what the delay is and they were still like 'eh, couple of weeks, we don't think it'd be beneficial to rush', so I said, fine, I've been at the Worldwound for six years, I nearly had a headband amount of money saved up anyway, I'm getting paid much more now, how much of a loan on my future salary are we talking about, and it wassix days,so I bought one."









Keltham: Keltham almost asks how much sheis getting paid, but the financial amounts are conspicuous in their absence from her sentence and there might be some reason for that; he'll ask later in private. Or he'll just ask - "I should probably go talk to somebody about, like, project resources, rushes or not rushes, whether Governance has any priorities, and all that. Though before then - I don't need Share Language until tonight, and could arguably wait until morning depending on timing, but can you wizardboop my clothing at some point before I talk to any Serious People."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes." And she does that.









Keltham: So long as that's happening anyways, can Kelthamfeelthe magic at all, while it's going on next to him?









lintamande: No.









Keltham: Keltham hopes he is not cursed to just remain a cleric. Keltham also wants to be a wizard!

Well, Keltham can spend some additional time trying to learn that, but Keltham should talk to project management before he sets his day's schedule, and before then, he should eat lunch, having failed at breakfast. What does the menu look like today in Cheliax?









lintamande: Stuffed pheasant, rolls, various kinds of fish in various kinds of sauces, fruit tart things.









Keltham: Fat, protein, carbs, cool. Simple low-tech fare, but the novelty of it hasn't worn off.

Keltham fills up a plate and stops by Carissa's spot to inquire about Golarion's pre-existing people-who-just-had-sex etiquette, if any, w/r/t his eating lunch with Carissa the day after, vs. eating lunch at the more populous table.









Carissa Sevar: "It is that you should do what makes you happy."









Keltham: "I suspected you were going to say that, and I already predecided what I would do regardless of the object-level etiquette answer if that was your meta-answer, so I would be able to tell you that your etiquette answer definitely wouldn't influence me, but I still want to know what the etiquette is, if there is one."









Carissa Sevar: "Eating lunch with the girl you just slept with implies you are inclined to get attached one at a time - not monogamy, but, like, one developing-relationship gotten to a certain point before you pick up a new one - and eating lunch with all the other girls implies not-that, and there isn't etiquette about which one to imply and in this case there isn't even really the risk you'll mislead people since everyone knows you are an alien and nothing you do will have the normal implications."









Keltham: "Whether I can getattached to more than one girl at a time is an interesting question I guess I'll find out the answer to. But I expect I can be attracted to more than one girl at a time."

Keltham goes to sit down by the other girls. He's not quite sure what to say to Carissa, feels pressure to have clever and intelligent things to say to Carissa, and it's easier to be part of a larger conversation with people he's seen less immediately.

That this is a stereotypical dath ilan Boy Thing To Do doesn't change that Keltham is, in fact, a boy, and doesn't want to expend the mental overhead on defying his gendertrope doomfate right now.









Carissa Sevar: He's so bad at being Evil!!! This is going to be such an uphill battle!









lintamande: "Hi Keltham!" Meritxell says brightly. "Are there lessons today?"









Keltham: "Good question! Probably! What specifically the lessons are is something I'll know better after I talk project priorities with project management which I really need to go actually do. Oh, by the way, point of curiosity, how much are you currently being paid, and then whatever the quantity is can you translate it into hours of unskilled labor?"









lintamande: Well shit.



If anyone has an established answer to that they need to tell Meritxell immediately. "My contract's just for the week, I'm going to have to renegotiate it afterwards," she says. No one has told her. Aaaaargh. "It's for 300gold, which is...I think around four unskilled-labor-years?" And if she gets in trouble for that it can just be less on an ongoing basis. It being a lot less than that would be weird if Keltham knows anything about what wizards go for generally.









Keltham: "Your economy makes no sense. None. It does not make any sense at all. All of the sense was surgically extracted from it by advanced medical technology."

"Or are you just getting, like, 'come down here for a very strange and possibly dangerous week and then we'll renegotiate' Exception Handling Money."









lintamande: Shoot, is it too low or too high. She has no idea what Keltham's calibrated off. "The latter? When they grabbed us I don't think anyone knew exactly what we were being hired to do besides, uh, hang around an alien our age who Asmodeus had said to be helpful to."









Keltham: "What does aregular wizard of - whichever circle you are - get paid?"









lintamande: "Like, a tenth of that, if they're spending most of their time on things that make money."









Keltham: 0.4 years / week, week is 1/50 year or so... "So twenty times more than unskilled labor. Okay, that's not too bad, that's a relatively well-paid person in dath ilan but not mad superboss money."









dath ilan: (Very little labor remaining in dath ilan is labor that requires no prior skill, practice, or native talent. But the fact that there are a few things like that which need to be bid intoany market, and that everybody has that particular resource to offer, makes it a reasonable-sounding sort of thing to use for a unit of account; assuming that you are otherwise the sort of people who just refuse to accept downward price stickiness and will instead repeatedly scream at everyone to adjust their damn prices more often, instead of going for an inflationary unit of account that means a different thing each year and would require adjusting all the graphs. Some Very Serious People think this was the wrong decision, but it's got a lot of civilizational inertia behind it.)









lintamande: Good, because it is true! Meritxell really sees the merits of saying true things to Keltham. "Wizards don't start making what I think you'd call 'mad superboss money' until fifth circle."









Keltham: "And that's 1/32 of wizards, who are 1% of the population... so that checks out, you are not having most of the wage income going to a small fraction of all the people."









lintamande: "One in thirty two wizards will eventually make fifth circle but fewer than that are fifth circle at any given moment, since it takes decades," says Meritxell. "It's like....one in sixty? One in a hundred? I think it's changing now in Cheliax since we have way more people training to be wizards than we did a generation ago but I don't remember the exact numbers offhand."









Keltham: "Somebody who's already eaten a bit want to try, like, introducing themselves and their life story?" says Keltham. "Since I actually need to eat, having missed breakfast while distracted. Uh, feel free not to if that's not a thing here."

Keltham does start eating though.









lintamande: The girls glance at each other.

"I'll go," says Meritxell cheerfully. "I was born here in Ostenso; my father's a wizard and my mother is a cleric of Asmodeus. She picked him out because she wanted smart children. I have eight half-siblings.My elementary school was in the temple so I didn't actually leave it until I was ...ten? It was a big temple, though, endless courtyards and secret passages and so on, and it had an orphanage, so I had lots of peers, though I was smarter than them. I had more toys than them so I traded them toys for doing all my chores. When I was nine I tested into wizard school and was absurdly excited mostly because it was all the way down the big street. When I was twelve my mother decided all this was embarrassingly uncosmopolitan and so she took me on a trip around the country by boat and that is how I discovered I get very seasick, and declared I wasn't leaving Ostenso again until I'm a high-level wizard and can Teleport. A declaration that was about to be falsified, since I've enlisted, but now here I am instead of going to the Worldwound so maybe it'll come true, who knows."









Keltham: "Huh. That sounds a lot morenormal for a genius's childhood than I think I would've expected for Golarion. Unusually smart mom who can afford childcare for lots of kids picks out smart dads, spends part of her life having eight kids, they all live in a huge group house with lots of secret passageways, one of those kids is even smarter and ends up getting hired by a weird important project. That could basically be the early biography of any dath ilani who's as smart for that world as you are for this one. Except for the part where you literally didn't leave the enormous temple, which I guess makes more sense if travel is more expensive and dangerous, and the children get centralized to a particular part of the city where they don't get attacked by mind-altering cornfields...? How many horrible Golarion things are you leaving out from that story because you don't want to embark on very long explanations of them? Not asking for a list, just a rough quantity."









lintamande: "...none on purpose for that reason, probably several because they didn't occur to me as horrible, such as, yes, the fact it's dangerous for children to wander around outside alone, or...I had more would-be siblings who died? Probably four or five things like that if I think about it."









Keltham: Keltham's brain does automatically generate the question 'How many dead siblings?' but it doesn't make it to mouth.

"I had an odd childhood for a dath ilani," Keltham says. "A lot less optimized than most childhoods are. My parents weren't driven to make my life as perfect as possible, just substantially better than not existing. I agree with them about that, to be clear, but still, a lot of dath ilani would be - well, actually were - politely horrified about it. Like, lots of moving between different parts of Default - uh, that's the biggest city in Civilization where you live if you want to live around lots of options, and you don't have any particular reason to live anywhere else. Other parents would've been worried about frequent moves disrupting my childhood relationships. On their philosophy, maybe that wasn't literally optimal for me, but I'd probably be basically fine, so they went ahead and moved any time they got bored. Single-family house-module with only a couple of secret passages, one of which was in the house library and just went around a corner from one bookcase to another bookcase in the same library. I am currently making an error and my error is that I am not eating."

Keltham resumes eating.









lintamande: "That doesn't sound very odd for Golarion but usually it'd be because the family had a job that required moving, not because they got frequently bored."









Keltham: How do people move around here, when their job requires it? This villa seems like itd be very hard to pick up intact and move somewhere else by nonmagical means, and most people cant afford teleports so thats not it. Do you just swap houses and all your stuff with another family of similar size that happens to live in the right place? Doesnt seem like that should happen at the same time often enough, unless you have a monthly Moving Day, and Golarion seems too uncoordinated for - shutting up now, eating.









lintamande: Everyone looksincredibly confusedat him.

 "...if you're a priest, there's housing in the temples for priests assigned there and children they're raising," says Meritxell. "And if you're anyone else you look at apartments in the new place and sign a contract with a landlord for an apartment that has features you want and then move your possessions there. In a wagon if you have a lot of possessions."









Keltham: That really sounds like something that would sound superficially plausible but then turn out to not work quantitatively, once you started running numbers on how many empty houses you needed all over to always have the right subtype of house available for people to randomly move into

"So even at the cleric or wizard level, houses must not have... expensive, non-modularly-removable features that only a few people want, because you can't take it with you if you leave the house? Just features that everybody wants, or stuff only you want that you can take with you when you leave?"









lintamande: "Or features that are common enough there'll be a vacancy that has it," says Meritxell. "It doesn't have to be universal. But if you want something absurdly specific you'll have to rebuild it if you leave."









Keltham: "Wait, how do houses get to places in the first place if you can't move them once they're built? Like, this house looks to be way out in the middle of nowhere, if you can't move it, how did it get here after somebody built it?"









lintamande: "....they built it here."









Keltham: "So, like... there's a place that makes sections of walls and floors that are small enough to be easy to move, and they ship the sections of walls here, and a local crew assembles those into a house using tools that are also small and easy to ship around...?"









lintamande: "....you cut stone and lumber and ship them down the river and then have mules drag them to the site, and then at the site you build the stone and lumber into walls, using, uh, stonemasonry tools and saws and so on."









Keltham: "Mulesdrag them to the site. Do you not havewheels." Keltham quickly tries to recall whether he's seen anything with a wheel built into it. He hasn't.









lintamande: "Yes, we do! Mules drag wagons to the site if it's not too steep or rocky for that."









Keltham: "Is it, like...not particularly more cost effective, the way your economy usually runs, to have one place that makes lots and lots of something; instead of making a single copy of something, wherever it gets used?"









lintamande: "Definitely not for houses, the transport costs would kill you. It...makes more sense to have one shipyard than a dozen small shipyards?"









Keltham: "Okay, good. When I heard that you were assembling single copies of houses, from raw materials, in individual places, without even trying to build pieces of houses in a single place and assemble those pieces, I was wondering if your whole world just didn't have centralized manufacturing for some reason."









Ione Sala: Ione has never done anything in her life like what she's about to do, not since she was old enough to remember, and if her soul belonged to Asmodeus she probably still wouldn't have done it.

"Keltham, you're supposed to be eating," she says.









Keltham: "Right." More food.









Ione Sala: ...actually, even if it's relatively safer now, Ione is not entirely sure why she did that.









lintamande: No one else gives her an odd glance about it because they're too well trained. "Laborers' time isn't very valuable so for most things it's more worthwhile to send the laborers to wherever you want them laboring than to figure out how to send a bunch of pieces of something across the country," Meritxell says. "For shipbuilding it makes sense to do it all in one place because you always want your ships in the one place and you have a harbor right there to send all the materials your laborers will need and also it's quite specialized."









Keltham: Keltham nods; his not eating error having gotten so bad that even other people have started to notice, he does not reply per se.









lintamande: "Most people build their own houses," Tonia offers. "Or their neighbors come over and they all raise a new barn together, from trees they felled from the forest right there and shingles they baked in the kiln right there."









Keltham: Swallow. "Don't hire specialized housebuilder because?" +Nom.









lintamande: "The village has a hundred people in it and there's a specialized priest and blacksmith and tanner but that's it. Someone in the village needs a new barn raised or house built maybe once every couple years, and that's not often enough to be the only thing someone does. And you don't get visitors often enough to tell them 'oh, you should send a team of housebuilders from the city, I'm going to want a house in the spring', and if they did come you couldn't afford them. And people are idle, when it's not planting or harvesting season, so they may as well improve their land."









Keltham: Keltham bumps up the priority of 'cheaper travel' on his list, for causing people to, like...

...trade with each other instead of doing things they'renot specialized in.

"How do nonwizards get between a smalltown and the nearest mediumcity to the smalltown?"









lintamande: "By boat, if it's on a river, or riding a horse, if it's not and they have a riding horse, or walking, if it's not on a river and they don't have a horse, and poor people don't have riding horses," says Tonia.









Keltham: Horse sounds like an animal and those aren't cheap, yeah.

So basic alternatives to walking, without combustion engines. Bicycles... take relatively smooth surfaces to bike on. "Are there roads between towns?"









lintamande: "...no?"



"There's a road from Westcrown to Egorian and it's new and cost the Crown - I have no idea how much money but only the Crown could've done it," says Meritxell. "Most places you travel by river or you mostly don't travel."









Keltham: So the key step on the tech tree is probably cheaper roads, then, to enable more professional specialization and trade between towns...

Keltham wishes he'd read more novels about people going to other dimensions and rebuilding Civilization from scratch, he's read like two and neither author recursed into roadbuilding.

Swallow. "Saturated on road tech research, or not really trying it?" Nom.









lintamande: "I don't know of any road tech research projects though probably the people who built the one from Westcrown to Egorian would've gotten very rich if they figured out some better way to do it."









Ione Sala: "You spent practically your whole life in a temple and then a wizard academy," Ione says, slightly scathingly. "You wouldn't know if therewas a road tech research project any more thanI would. How would any of us know?"

Meritxell, watch yourself, we're not supposed to know too much.









lintamande: Meritxell DOES know everything though. She smiles at Ione. "Fair enough."









Keltham: Something about that interaction that just happened would never have happened in dath ilan and Keltham is having difficulty putting a finger on what it is exactly.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala has a slight nervous feeling like she just muffed something. Needs to cover, distract. "Well, I might as well go next," she says. "I was born in a middling city at the junction of two minor rivers. My parents were a couple of low-level city bureaucrats. Intelligent enough not to be farmers, but, not really a lot smarter than that." Incompetent, failed, filled with searing resentment at the world for it. "I was noticeably a lot smarter than they were, so they,"hated me and did what they could to make my life more miserable without that affecting how much they could sell me for, "didn't know what to do with me, really, and wizard-tracked me,"sold me like the farm animal I was, "as soon as it became clear that I was going to be a bookish wizard type. My life is just that city, then Ostenso academy. I also would've expected to see the larger world for the first time when I went to the Worldwound, not that I'm complaining."









lintamande: "I grew up on a farm where the nearest village was a couple hours of walking away and the nearest city much farther than that, far enough no one had been," Tonia says. "When I was seven the village got a priest and the priest said everyone had to come into the temple for school, so I went, and I hadn't seen reading or writing before but I picked them up right away, and after a couple of months I was studying with the older kids, and after a year he said I should go into the city where I could get a proper education, and the church would house me and feed me while I did, so the next time he reported back to a big city he took me with him, and I came here, and did a bunch of tests and then got put in wizard classes."









Keltham: Keltham is getting this weird feeling like he may, at some future point, predictably first-order update towards wishing he'd started industrializing Golarion slightly sooner, even if it was just by a day, or an hour.

Keltham isn't a perfect Bayesian, but he's a passable one. By dath ilani standards.

He finishes his last two bites of food quickly and says, "So can somebody direct me to, like, office of project management?"









lintamande: None of the girls are sure where that is!

"When I talked to them they were working out of the temple but that was really temporary."

"Carissa must've talked to them this morning, she said she asked about headbands," says Meritxell.









Keltham: Rise. Move to Carissa location. "Should probably go talk to project management now. Where to?"









Carissa Sevar: "One of the parlors, I can walk you there. How was lunch."









Keltham: "Tasty enough and filled with slightly disturbing accounts of houses. Houses which, if this is considered a rich person's fancy incredibly impressive house, I should probably try to avoid imagining in any concrete detail."

Well, he should be avoiding imagining it, but in fact he is not. Keltham is imagining people, otherwise specialized in farming, pulling down entire trees and then gluing them together - it's probably some form of chemical glue, not fasteners, metal is expensive here - until the result looks like it has walls and mostly keeps out the wind.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, good, what a safe topic that doesn't require any lying about. "Maybe someday soon they'll have nicer houses." Left down this hallway and down these stairs.









Keltham: "As near as I can currently guess, this is going to require figuring out how to build cheaper roads, onto which one can put unpowered small machines that will let housebuilders quickly get back and forth from medium cities to small towns, in order to build nicer houses, without their specialized labor being very expensive because of travel costs, which, I thought to myself, maybe I should go talk to somebody about all that."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds great." She finds him the sitting room.









lintamande: "Keltham," says a middle-aged woman with her hair in a bun who is looking through the report on who Keltham's god might be.









Keltham: "So my parents told me. Yourself?"









lintamande: "Marta. How can I help you."









Keltham: "I'd like to talk project resources and Chelish Governance's priorities. Before then, do you mind if I ask what's the local larger organizational structure that embeds this project, and your place in it?"









lintamande: "Yes. My job is to track project spending, track project revenue once it has any, solicit project revenue estimates, approve briefing on the project for new people it becomes necessary to involve, and authorize acquisitions. I report to Maillol, who is a fifth circle cleric of Asmodeus and the site director. Maillol reports to his superiors in the church, and ultimately to the High Priestess Aspexia Rugatonn, and to Her Imperial Majesty's staff including Contessa Lrilatha, who you've met."









Keltham: "Among my top questions is to discuss what Governance wants, in what order, where any and all particulars may be rapidly revised in the face of particular avenues proving more or less tractable. Is Governance's value function over outcomes there sufficiently understandable to you that you're confident of your own ability to predict it with only rare referrals upward, or should I be moving upward in the management tree to have that conversation?"









lintamande: Governance is reasonably liable to change its mind a bunch in the next few weeks but probably the easiest way to give the Crown and Church more flexibility is to have as low-importance a person as possible give an explanation now which it'll then be possible for her superiors to override later if they change their minds. "That depends a little on your questions but Governance's priorities have been communicated to me and I can do my best to convey them."









Keltham: "I'll... try asking my questions, but if you don't correctly predict Management Above's answer to them, the result would be incorrectly prioritized outcomes that are potentially expensive for Governance relative to Governance's optimally obtainable outcomes, if there's anyone who can predict answers better... I'm sorry, I'm probably saying things that don't make sense for Golarion somehow."

Though - even if they don't have the dath ilani idiom of lower deciders registering their predictions of upper deciders' predictions, until you finally get to whoever in Management or whoever in the judicial courts or wherever is supposedly the gold standard for that issue - 'Don't have junior people decide macro project priorities, refer them to the top manager specialized on that project or in those priorities' is a notion that Keltham would've thought projected down to the simpler case.

Keltham is also noticing that if you try to do sensible Project Management while speaking in Taldane, this is even harder than speaking other sensible thoughts in Taldane. Should he ask Marta if she can Comprehend Languages? No, let's try pushing through for now.

"Before I go on, around how much of what I've already discussed with project members has been recounted to you by project members? Or by Security or other observers?"









lintamande: "We have detailed notes on your presentation yesterday to your researchers. Some of your researchers also individually came to Projects with questions or predictions based on class conversation and also mealtime conversations; all of them are expected to do that at least by the end of the week when we'll renegotiate their salaries, but not all of them have done it yet, so you shouldn't assume we know everything you said in public to any of them."









Keltham: "So as to be clear on how much of yesterday's presentation got successfully preserved, do you mean you've got imperfect but cross-referenced notes from students afterwards, or was there an invisible wizard writing everything down verbatim as fast as I said it?"









lintamande: "A transcription spell, rather than an invisible wizard, was employed, but we believe the notes to be complete. You may look at them and issue corrections if you'd like."









Keltham: "I'd like to review my improvised extemporaneous lectures in case I made errors or omissions that stand out as needing correction, yeah. Thanks to whichever person for their hopefully routine competence in having set that up."

"Governance then should now have a specific, rather than abstract or secondhand, notion of what I know and what that knowledge can do. It's built on a base level of trained skills of thinking, that work together effectively because of overlapping coherence and direction inspired by explicit mathematical structure, which were applied by my Civilization of a billion wealthier people of much higher average Intelligence to systematically decode and exploit reality to a far greater distance than Golarion appears to have traversed, leaving also incomplete traces in my personal memory of specific facts, techniques, and methodologies that I encountered in systematic or unsystematic passing."

"I know why snowflakes have sixfold symmetry. I can turn mechanical motion into cold without a Snowball spell, but I don't know yet how much motion for how much cold. I knew how to build a faster kind of unpowered sailing ship but it sounded like you have those already. I know how to make an unpowered mechanical device that will let people move between cities faster than a person can run, but only if there are roads between those cities. I know how I'd go about figuring out how to make cheaper roads, but I don't know how long that research will take or how good the end results would be. The books in the library here are written in ways that reflect patterns of thinking that I know are invalid, and I remember some things about how to train a person as intelligent as I am so that they'll think effectively. I know the foundational math that structured the kinds of thinking that I learned. There is an attractor, an overlap, a center in everything, whose structure is that math, and by far the most important question is whether Golarion can be started down the path leading into that attractor and learn for itself what Civilization learned, but there remains the question of what Governance wants to see first for scaling up investment in this."









lintamande: "Many of those things are of interest to us but what we currently predict will be most immediately valuable is the habits of thought for intelligent people that make them competent to discover all the rest. For any given solution, there are often going to be a lot of Golarion-specific reasons why it's not easy to implement, and our current prediction is that little - not none - of dath Ilan's direct technologies will easily translate. But if we understand the basics of how the gods reason, and how human-level intelligences can use the reasoning patterns of the gods, then we can overcome any given complication that is due to dragons or Charybdis or the fae or whatever."









Keltham: Keltham doesn't know enough to be impressed by the sensibility of a crown-boosted Abrogail Thrune because Keltham has no reference point for the usual sensibility levels of pseudo-medieval governments.

"I suspect you underestimate how much would translate if we had the books in front of us, but we don't, and that means non-Keltham people need to know how to fill in the gaps regardless."

"Such techniques are meant to be used, however. They are best taught as they are applied, not as pure abstractions. In Civilization, children are not spoiled for a number of elementary physical truths and inventions so that they can learn underlying mental forms in the course of inventing them. This regime is optimized for the final quality of the resulting adults, however, not for speed in rapidly retraining adults to the same techniques. The point is, we will, at some point, need a starting application."

"I haven't hurried my attempts to ask for a starting project, because it would be exhausting to produce an exhaustive list of everything I might possibly be able to do, and so far it has seemed like it makes more sense to keep asking questions about local conditions until I orient, so I can understand myself which of your largest problems I can probably solve quickly. It will still help if I have -"

"Uh -"

"Your language doesn't have a word for the thing I want, which is not an encouraging sign. Does Cheliax have a central list of how much monetary value Governance puts on everything it usually pursues? Like, amount of gold it's worth to cure an otherwise fatal disease in a one-year-old infant, or the amount it's worth to produce one more second-circle wizard?"









lintamande: "No. We could try to produce a partial one for you."









Keltham: "Do you have adifferentsolution for why your government... is, like, capable of coherently wanting or planning anything, given that it's made up of more than one person? For not having one person decide that it's not worth 10,000 gold to produce three wizards and somebody else deciding that it's worth 15,000 gold to produce one of them?"









lintamande: "The operation of wizarding schools is delegated to different people who can make whatever tradeoffs strike them as correct and then the ones who get good results for the resources the Crown has offered them get promoted. Budgets for wizarding schools are set off what recent successful people spent."









Keltham: Is that actually as horrifyingly ad-hoc as it sounds for an entire-ass government.

"I would find a partial list useful, of things Governance has previously spent money on, how much money for what results, in a way that struck upper Governance as being just barely good ideas, but good ideas nonetheless. Where the 'just barely' qualifier tells me that the outcome was worth around that much money and notat least that much money."

"I would also suggest that Governance at some point take the time to reflect on its own operations and figure outhow much it relatively wants different things..." Keltham reflects on the techniques he got taught as a kid for carefully extracting that info, checking if it made sense, checking if anything got left out, "where standard techniques for doing that correctly and not screwing it up, are, again, something I can try to teach. It's really not just about better forging techniques. Civilization also knew how to, for example, manage very large projects effectively... assuming all the managers are slightly smarter than I am, so, yes, it may require adaptation, but still."

"But I've got no idea how much something like that is worth to you, or what kind of increased project resources I could get after accomplishing that, versus inventing a more visibly successful forge process that uses 30% less fuel," and neither, apparently, does Governance itself have any collective idea what it's worth to Governance. "I realize I may sound like I'm flailing here, but right now I'm very much trying to orient at all, to what Management wants from me and how much it's willing to pay to get it."









lintamande: "I'd be happy to get you a list of projects that were just barely worth it and amounts we'd be willing to pay for different kinds of progress. Our current anticipation is that this will be thingsmost Chelish people cannotlearn,so we will benefit more from techniques that some people who have learned them can figure out how to adapt for other people who cannot."









Keltham: "Yeah, the Intelligence problem is probably the severest problem you have, if not the most quickly solvable one. I don't suppose you'd have any idea what effective price Governance puts on raising one random citizen's Intelligence from 10 to 11, or 14 to 15?"









lintamande: "Well, as an upper bound, headbands of +2 Intelligence cost 4000 gold, so we're not willing to pay 2000 gold for it in the average case."









Keltham: "Who's the least useful person who automatically gets assigned an intelligence headband as a matter of routine?"









lintamande: "Wizards promoted into command of a unit of more than 100 soldiers, typically at fourth circle, if they haven't purchased their own years before that which they typically do."









Keltham: "That's very helpful, thank you. At what earliest point do we start looking visibly as useful collectively as a wizard in command of 100 soldiers?"









lintamande: "You are already estimated to be more useful than that, and more resources than that are already ongoingly expended on this project; our plan is to deliver you headbands even if we do not upgrade our estimate of the usefulness of the project, but it will take a few weeks because of added security measures."









Keltham: "Ah, okay, that makes more sense compared to what I expected an intelligence headband cost and what I expected this villa cost. Security measures?"









lintamande: "Magic items can be cursed. Usually this is not a major concern in the headband trade, because a trained wizard with specific experience in detecting enchantment and mental manipulation will notice; if we're giving them to a bunch of young students with no such training we had better be very sure."









Keltham: Keltham almost asks why checking is harder than just giving them to a trained wizard to put on, but stops himself; even he can think of unlimitedly many ways to get around that test. "Are you worried about old cursed items accidentally getting into the system, or specific adversaries targeting this project and with access to our supply network?"









lintamande: "Specific adversaries targeting Cheliax's magic item supply chain, though it'd be surprising if they'd managed already to target the project specifically. - less surprising given how much divine intervention this project has already attracted, I suppose. Other countries have in the past tried slipping cursed magic items into our military supply chain for purposes of espionage or sabotage. What we're doing over the next two weeks is having the headbands made from scratch by trusted people, and observed during the manufacture process and while they're brought here so they can't be swapped out for others, and then we'll do some tests on site as well; then you can have them."









Keltham: He should ask Carissa about her own reasoning, before asking project management about the safety of Carissa's bypassing the system, Keltham thinks; it is not clear that everyone's organizational-internal incentives are perfectly aligned. But he should ask Carissa about it, soon.

...actually, wouldn't another obvious reason to take a few weeks to carefully manufacture headbands, be if they wanted to custom-curse his headband? Or everyone's, for that matter? Hm. Also a thing to inquire about, but subtly. His next question was one that did occur to him immediately, but was at first suppressed as lower-priority, so his asking it for this other reason shouldn't be much likelihood-ratio to them.

"Maybe it's the wrong use of your time to ask, but if it can be said briefly, what are the consequences if an adversary manages to infiltrate one headband?"









lintamande: "Likely ones: they are able to eavesdrop. That is the obvious multi-purpose kind of infiltration adversaries frequently attempt. Also likely: they're able to use it to track the wearer's location or to tell what spells the wearer has gotten. Less likely, more concerning ones: they're able to interfere with the fundamental function of the headband, enhancing intelligence, by making some thoughts more salient or easier to apply full intelligence to, and others less so. They're able to detect at some low granularity the wants, priorities and fears of the wearer."









Keltham: Aw, crap. Though, plus side, they would be less likely to tell him that, if they were planning to curse his headband on purpose, but still.

It's... plausible that, if Carissa can detect cursed headbands well enough not to fear them, Keltham can also detect them via sheer 'having any mental skills that even use Owl's Wisdom'; but specific training always counts for an awful lot. And of course, Keltham only has their word that an adequate counter-training even exists.

Well, he'll figure that later. "Back to primary topic. What would you say if I asked you to tell me about Cheliax's most important problems, independently of whether you thought I could solve them?"









lintamande: "The Worldwound is the most urgent problem. We are allocating something like fifteen percent of our resources to containing it and it is not getting worse but it is not getting better either. After that...periodic epidemics of cholera, smallpox, polio, plague, and flu, ongoing deaths from tuberculosis, malaria, and diarrheal diseases, droughts, inadequate nutrition, the threat of war, risks from random powerful wizards doing very stupid things."









Keltham: Directly challenging Worldwound-fighting sounds like it would take weapons; weapons take trust.

Keltham is not very calibrated on how well they do at fighting epidemics, here, but if that's their second-worst problem...

"About how much would the government pay to avoid one epidemic from whichever is the worst class of epidemic, and how often does that happen?"

"And suppose that I ask somebody to come by tomorrow who's an expert on epidemics and current countermeasures, so I can quiz them. I don't particularly expect this result, but suppose it turns out I can tell you something on the spot, that, combined with your other magical capabilities, completely wipes 'smallpox' or 'flu'. What could I expect in return, and how would the project scale from there?"









lintamande: "I expect we would pay fifty thousand gold pieces to avoid one epidemic, noting that delaying one in one city through very good precautions usually just means it hits there later because no one developed immunity through infection. I expect we would pay something like a million gold pieces that completely made a major cause of epidemics go away if that didn't just mean all the same people die but of other things through some mechanism. I don't know what higher-budget project items you'd want - more of Contessa Lrilatha's time? More students? More miscellaneous magic items? - but we could arrange any of them, if you achieved that."









Keltham: Keltham nods; that's grim-but-true. If plagues reduce population density to make future plagues less likely, or if people starve until their immune systems weaken and after a plague the survivors get more food per capita, those are both equilibria that will get restored around the variation of particular causes. "I'll think more toward generalizable measures that will shift long-term equilibria of epidemic levels, rather than on specifics of one epidemic, then; if your impression is that naively eliminating one particular source of epidemic would say cause urban density or food per person to increase or decrease until the remaining epidemics became more virulent."

"I'll obviously also want a contract before solving particular things, and it'd be nice if there was some generalizing way to assess that value, rather than my constantly interrupting myself to negotiate and sign new contracts. That's part of why it would have been useful to have a schedule of how much value the government assigns to things; we could then negotiate general percentages covering what I and other project members would capture of the value we create."









lintamande: "We will try to come up with such a schedule for you, and a proposed general contract along the same lines as the one you negotiated for general intellectual concepts with Contessa Lrilatha. If you would like I can lay out approximately the terms we'd expect that to have, though I don't have authorization to make commitments on that scale on the Crown's behalf."









Keltham: "Understood. Go ahead, then."









lintamande: Cheliax expects to request most of the gains, maybe 80% or 90%, of Keltham's inventions while he is repaying them for the loan of this villa and a full-time research staff and a full-time security staff; the loan will accumulate interest at the same rates any devil in Hell gets if they get a loan in Hell, usually humans have to pay higher interest rates than that but that's because, frankly, lots of humans will run away and not pay, and they both trust and can verify Keltham's assurances on that front. Cheliax expects to request much less of the gains, perhaps half, once the loans are repaid. A complication they are keeping in mind is that, uh, Cheliax doesn't have a systematic way of collecting benefits that don't literally directly accrue to the state in the form of higher tax revenues from various dukes, and it sounds like Keltham's society would have such a method.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham's reportedly distracted again in equity negotiations! That's great, because Carissa has decided the entire harem needs to read a bunch of Taldane romance novels so that if they can't stop themselves from thinking in romance novels they'll at least be whatever kind the King in Taldor has commissioned to develop appropriate attributes in Taldane young women.





.... it turns out romance novels in Taldor are not commissioned by an Imperial office at all, which is itself the kind of useful thing you only learn by pretending to be Taldor.









Iarwain: "The women depicted here," Ione says after flipping through and rapidly skimming some of the books, "would sit around waiting for Keltham to pursue them, because they are so attractive they can't help rich nobles falling for them even if they pretend they don't want it. I think what we've learned today is that when you don't have an Imperial office commissioning romance novels, they're written to appeal to the most self-indulgent aspects of the reader, because nobody's making the authors do anything else."

"The women depicted here," Paxti says, "are passive, weak, stupid, lifeless, ambitionless trophies. Somebody remind me why we haven't already conquered Taldor in real life."

"I've known Keltham for a day and a half and I can already guess these women are not his type," says Peranza.









Carissa Sevar: "Your parents grew up reading stories like these, in our timeline," Carissa says tiredly. "You grew up after Hell took Cheliax to straighten us out and you got to read normal modern romance novels in which girls win the boy. Though none of the ones in which the girl wins the boy by cleverly getting all her romantic rivals' eyes gouged out, or in which the girl wins the boy by leaving him under the impression she's an important noble considering executing him unless he wins her over, and not The Damnation of Sir Nicholau....actually I don't know what romance tropes the slightly gentler Cheliax we're going for has. ...maybe there's a version of The Damnation of Sir Nicholau where she's trying to teach him to enjoy himself, instead of having perfunctory sex he doesn't really like, and he goes to Hell once he realizes that he wants things for himself instead of only wanting whatever's best for other people, and in every disguise she's happy and fine because she, unlike him, has been raised competent to understand what she wants and to go get it."









Ione Sala: "Wouldn't work as a story," Ione responds immediately. "If she's happy and fine then there's not enough conflict from the standpoint of the viewpoint character. She needs to be struggling with her own need for violent sex, say, at the same time as she's trying to get him to want things for himself. Her character needs to develop to where she's competent to understand what she wants, and the end of the novel should show her successfully going after it and getting it."

"Which, again, was basically the plotline of Perverting Adan -"

"It's the plotline of any young adult novel with a female protagonist, who will, at some point, have to learn the darkness of her own desires," Ione snaps at Paxti. "As you'd know if you read more than one book a year -"

"We can work with this, though," Paxti says. "Give me and Ione twenty minutes, and we'll come up with new plots for everyone's favorite romance books, with storylines that fit the new Cheliax."

"I'll slit her throat before we get two minutes in," says Ione. Ione also sees a much bigger problem with that idea, but she's curious whether Sevar will spot it on her own.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is thinking that possibly she should ever have read a romance novel. "Sounds like keeping track of a lot of lies. I'd rather have one or two good ones that are very appropriate for what we're trying to accomplish."









Ione Sala: Ione nods. It's going to be interesting to see whether, or rather, how fast, Sevar gets executed for heresy once she gets into the habit of noticing all the constant lies.

"Actually, if I can get an authorized lie on this, none of us much like reading fiction at all," Ione says. "Cheliax has been devoting too many resources to the Worldwound, and the books written before Hell took over are trash. If we talk about any fiction we've read, in front of Keltham, he's going to ask to see it. Remixing fiction isn't like redoing a spellbook with Glimpse of Truth renamed toGlimpse of Beyond. Maybe we can rush some better books from Absalom, and read one apiece before Keltham gets around to asking about that, so that we can have ever read a novel. But if he asks before then, you tried reading novels from old Cheliax and quickly gave up."









Carissa Sevar: "- yeah, all right. In that case let's give this up as a useful reminder of how grateful we are to live in Cheliax and get back to the histories."









Keltham: They're not going to have all that much time for it. Keltham may not be very trained to handle potential lies and gaslighting, but he was planning to be a Mad Investor, and hails from a vastly more financially sophisticated Civilization. He's not going to negotiate and compromise with Marta, and then sit down in front of an actual authorized negotiator who takes their final compromise as Keltham's starting point and negotiates a new set of moves in Cheliax's favor.

This wouldn't usually happen in dath ilan - firstly because dath ilan would just seat both real negotiators directly, and second because the principles behind bargaining positions are better understood, such that they'd try to have bargaining outcomes be invariant to the order in which considerations are introduced. But dath ilan does have the concept of hiding an unusually high willingness-to-pay so that sellers can't price-discriminate against you, and sending in a 'negotiator' who doesn't actually have the power to make commitments is a standard known-failure-mode-to-avoid.

Keltham will, of course say all this to Marta directly; none of that meta-information has any obvious rationale for keeping it secret.

After that, he'll ask Marta more detailed questions about terms and conditions on Cheliax's starting offer, and more questions about the current size of Cheliax's economy, and what kind of measurement difficulties they expect to run into, and Governance's likely willingness-to-pay for various goods. But he won't negotiate; except insofar as offering his own starting remark that the offered percentages of generated value seem acceptable, if there's no gotchas in how profits or expenses are measured, and sufficient for quick agreement from there; but he wants to understand the terms and conditions before he says for sure that the starting offer is generous.

At some point, Keltham thinks, he needs to give Cheliax a lecture on fairly dividing gains from trade anyways. If he can run through it quickly, he might as well do it today and see if that saves some time on negotiating. If they know that dath ilani approach fairness in a very structured way, maybe he can just tap himself with his own Truthspell and the Fair Division of Gains from Trade spell, say what the fair price would be, and have them accept that.

Keltham wraps up with Marta - having hardly exhausted his unending sequence of Additional Questions, of course, but that's just what life is like for your first few weeks in another dimension - and heads over to the library.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": If Keltham is teaching again, Broom should be there to make sure Keltham does not teach anything which is obviously going to destroy the world.

Visibly or invisibly? Broom is still within Keltham's one-day deadline for replying to Keltham's original terms. Do the great wizards know if Keltham will be able to detect Broom again today? Does Cheliax want Broom to be visible regardless? Broom goes to ask a great wizard about this.









lintamande: They have Keltham's spells and he doesn't have Invisibility Purge but it seems likely that's in anticipation of Cheliax not trying to sneak any invisibility past him. They don't bother explaining that to Broom, obviously, but they tell him to be visible. If he needs to stab someone he can go invisible for that to make him harder to stop.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom catches up to Keltham before he reaches the library. He doesn't say anything, as he falls into step behind Keltham; the less he says, the less chances there are for him to fail.









Keltham: Why is Keltham's life like this? He hopes the research harem is okay with brief explanations becausehe sure doesn't know what exactly is classified.


Keltham walks into the library with a very short, armed person walking behind him. "Hi," Keltham says. "This is Broom."









lintamande: SHIT did he learn about slavery and now he's upset about it???









Carissa Sevar: "Hello, Broom," says Carissa, sounding bored.









Keltham: "Broom will be listening in on my lectures from now on. Further questions should be directed to Broom, because I don't even know what anyone is supposed to think about this."









lintamande: Well he doesn't sound as mad as he'll be when he finds out about slavery????



No one says anything.









Keltham: Hewould have questions in their shoes. "Have you, like... not noticed that you are confused about this."









lintamande: "I'm confused!" says Meritxell. "But you just said not to ask you questions and, uh, Broom hasn't saidhe'lltake questions. And I assume Projects also isn't taking questions about this or they'd have told us about it."









Keltham: "Right. Sorry. Not your fault. It's just -"

"Never mind. For a start, today, I'm going to try to quickly review the way that dath ilani learn about negotiation -"

"Or actually no, before that, there's a test I realized yesterday I should run. Before things go much... further." Keltham is a little worried about where exactly he is inside reality, right now. It's probably just a silly worry. But yesterday with Carissa, he thought of an obvious possible way to check on it quickly, if everyone here is honest. It might not work, but then, it might.



Keltham grabs a couple of the improvised markers from yesterday, and goes to the section of wall that was being used as an improvised whiteboard (with erasure via Prestidigitation).

Keltham first shows how to use Unanchored Scales, an experimental elicitation tool for when you just want somebody's intuitive strength of feeling about something, without them worrying exactly about what any numbers mean. Draw a line with two endpoints representing 'not at all' and 'all the way', and then you draw a slash through the line at the point that corresponds to your intuitive strength of feeling. You could use it to ask 'How warm is this room?' without people bugging you about how warm a '3' was supposed to represent. It's not perfect, obviously, but the point is that the elicitation method acknowledges that imperfection up front.

Keltham then asks everybody in the classroom, including Carissa, to answer two questions, separately, anonymously, on bits of paper to fold up and mix before he looks at them. Obviously, they shouldn't consult with each other at all before answering. Obviously, Keltham promises to make no effort to figure out who wrote down what. He really does want them to write down an honest answer, though, if they write down anything at all; they can draw an X-cross on the paper if they want to openly refuse to answer.


The two questions Keltham writes on the whiteboard are:

"How much do you have an unusual interestingly-complicated backstory or current problem, that I'd find out about if I got into a relationship with you?"

"What do you expect will be the average answer of everyone here to the previous question?"









Carissa Sevar: Well, shit. Does he expect they're dishonestly coordinating backstories -

- she raises her hand -









Keltham: "Carissa?"









Carissa Sevar: "Unusual for, in my case, a third circle wizard at the Worldwound, and in their case, a top student at Ostenso's Academy of Wizardry, or unusual for a random person in Golarion."









Keltham: Now that's a philosophically interesting question. What Keltham really wants to ask is if their personal stories would seem surprisingly interesting to whoever is playing the hypothetical original LARP that this realitynovel is deconstructing. But they're not going to have a better answer to that than he does.

Well, 'Keltham' would be the paying player of the original LARP, so... "I think what we're looking for is the expected degree to which I, a dath ilani, would say something like, 'Wait what?' after I found out. So the fact that you spent years at the Worldwound would be, like, a third of the way across, because it's surprising to me and matters to me, while you being secretly a dragon shapechanged into a human, if you knew I'd find that out later in the relationship, would be more like two-thirds across. Maybe let's say it's only past the halfway point if you'd expect other people here to be surprised."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. Okay, she isn't sure what hypothesis he is entertaining, here.



She will mark herself as less than halfway surprising - if Keltham somehow learns 'chosen by Asmodeus to rework theology to be dath ilani' then the whole game is up anyway - and the average as less than her because she's pretty sure the others ought to be indicating less surprisingness than that.









lintamande: Tonia is pretty sure she's not at all surprising in any way unless they count the having sold her soul which Keltham's not supposed to learn about. She indicates that she is not surprising and that other people are only slightly more surprising than her.





Meritxell would like to be a shapedchanged dragon! Or have a fascinating tragic backstory or something! Those feel like the way to be the best at this and she'd like to be the best at this. She's pretty sure if she'd had, like, a month's warning she could have had the best sexual fetishes, too, but that's hard to do from a cold start. She reluctantly marks down that she's not very interesting, which is incredibly painful to do, and that the average person is probably slightly more interesting than that, which is agonizing.









Ione Sala: This is probably her fault, isn't it, unless Carissa screwed up even worse. Ione puts down a two-thirds mark, since she's secretly a very rare chosen oracle of Nethys and not just a hidden worshipper.

She gives the general class a one-half mark, hoping that others are wise enough to realize that what they're telling Keltham there is the expected degree of weirdness that's normal for Golarion, which influences how much he'll think is normal.









Iarwain: Paxti puts down 1/2 and 1/3. She doesn't have a fascinating though ordinary-for-Golarion backstory yet, but she wants to reserve space for getting one.

Asmodia puts down 0 and nearly 0. She doesn't actually want a story.

Pilar silently writes her answers.









lintamande: Gregoria's father is the heir to the Barony of Blanes. She doesn't think this makes her very interesting; firstly, everyone knows the man in question has a thing for that, and hundreds of children; secondly, probably most other Barons are like that, thirdly, it's not as if she's ever met the man. For all she knows her mother could be lying. If it were a Duke then that'd probably count as a little bit interesting but a Baron? Not really.

Hopefully they'll get a good distribution of claims of interestingness so that any given girl can pretend later to have assigned a different one than she in fact did, but they can't coordinate, and it's hard to guess what other people will say.



Gregoria frowns at her pen for a bit and then picks at random on the unremarkable half of both lines.









Keltham: Well. That's a very interesting response pattern.

It doesn't quite fit 'the LARP begins with 3-5 primary love interests, some of whom start out knowing about some of the others, plus a bunch of relatively normal girls who think everyone else there is also normal'. Half the respondents thought everyone had backgrounds almost totally uninteresting to a dath ilani, which may indicate a failure of perspective-taking, or a failure to process the instructions somehow.

What he should've done was run a pilot of this procedure, asking about the degree to which everybody liked lunch, or something.

Very helpful there, obviously correct thought, but you're arriving a little too late.

"Right then," Keltham says. "Can I get somebody to destroy these papers before the universe notices them?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom now has additional questions.

"Broom needs to see the papers before they are destroyed."









Keltham: "Broom, I was joking."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom will have questions for Keltham later. Broom still needs to see the papers now."









Keltham: "They didn't consent to that in advance, and it does not seem appropriate to ask for their consent afterwards."









Carissa Sevar: See this is why you have to TELL KELTHAM ABOUT OTOLMENS because otherwise he will NOT treat Broom like an institution you shut up and cooperate with. But Carissa has made that recommendation in the strongest terms she can and it's over her head and she shouldn't countermand it now, and also has no justification to herself know anything about Otolmens.









lintamande: "You also didn't tell us you were going to destroy them," Meritxell says. "I have been assuming maybe all of our notes are going to be preserved for posterity or something."









Keltham: Keltham reminds himself that he was previously angry at Broom for reasons that shouldn't influence his behavior this much, and tamps down his irritation.

"Fine. New poll, use this symbol for destroying all notes and then Broom can ask you to re-generate them for his observation if he wants. This symbol for Broom being allowed to look at them first before they get destroyed. This symbol if you think it's great to preserve those notes for posterity. Minimum vote, not average vote."

"He does have any reason, as I'm given to understand it. But Broom, you will need to ask in advance on future occasions, this kind of after-the-fact modification is destructive of trust in implied experimental contracts."

Keltham writes down the new poll and symbols on the whiteboard, underneath the previous questions. The three symbols are \ /, V, and X, since it should be hard to tell what somebody is writing by looking at the motions of their quill; drawing two slanted lines that optionally touch or intersect accomplishes this.









lintamande: This is such a terrifying exercise and it'd be really nice to know what Broom's deal is!!!!









Carissa Sevar: Idea,Carissa thinks grouchily.Kidnap - or hire, whatever, probably hire because if they're scared it'll mess with the data - a bunch of Taldane wizard teenagers to put through all these experiments for us to learn from how they're responding.



She puts a V for letting Broom look because Aspexia Rugatonn seemed to think they should cooperate with Otolmens and Aspexia Rugatonn is the expert.









Iarwain: Ione doesn't know what this guy's deal is, but if he's here then Security wants him here, and she's not going to piss off Security without a reason. She puts down V.

Asmodia puts down X. Paxti puts down X. Pilar writes down her own answer.









lintamande: Meritxell puts down X. Gregoria puts down V.









Keltham: Keltham checks the votes, then hands the notes over to Broom. "The vote was to destroy after you read them."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom thanks you," he says. Slaves learn somewhat more politeness than is usual in Cheliax for non-slaves.

Broom reads the poll results.

It does not look like a situation that is not heading into an enormous mess.

Broom will decide what to do about that later.









Keltham: "Okay, now can somebody please destroy the answers in a clear obvious way where everyone can see they were destroyed."









Carissa Sevar: "Broom, if you could set them down on the floor clear of anything, we can just light them on fire."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom swiftly sets them down.









Carissa Sevar: Presumably no one has lit Otolmens's oracle on fire but possibly no one has told him not to worry about it.



She lights the papers. Presumably Security, now using a scry rather than an invisible person, has been watching over Keltham's shoulder and they'll have a lengthy deanonymizing debrief later.









Keltham: "Right then. Leaving all that aside," until their plot-induced lack of mutual communication blows up catastrophically on the whole group later, "I thought today I'd try to speedrun a couple of years' worth of dath ilani lessons for children about how fairness in negotiation works. On the theory that, first of all, Cheliax could stand to get a glimpse of how dath ilani's children's training works in general; and second, that maybe if an adult with average dath ilani intelligence hears about children's training in the abstract, they can just imagine that they went through that training themselves?"

"The reason I'm picking 'fairness' as the topic is because I'm going to be using those structures to negotiate equity, and those procedures do tend to hope that everyone has - mutual knowledge, common knowledge, stuff that everyone knows that everyone knows - about how 'fairness' works. Before I start, if I can ask the group - what does the term that 'fairness' translates into, in Taldane, mean to people here?"









lintamande: .....a concept for stupid people who think they deserve more than they can claim and hold, Meritxell doesn't say.



  "Getting what was agreed upon."

  "Trades where - neither side is getting cheated."

  "Rules that are applied consistently or impartially."

   "Everyone gets what they earned."









Keltham: "How can you tell how much somebody has earned? If you make a one-of-a-kind magical item, what price should it sell for, so that neither side is being cheated?"









lintamande: "Whatever you can get someone to buy it for," says Meritxell.









Keltham: "My shirt is a one-of-a-kind relic from another plane; it has no standard market price. In real life, I plan to never sell it, ever, though I might sell the ability to do science to it. Suppose however that, relative to how wealthy I expect to someday be, my shirt, one of my only memories of dath ilan, is worth one million gold pieces to me. In the sense that, if some insidious force was otherwise going to steal my shirt from me, I wouldn't pay any more than a million to protect it."

"Now suppose somebody else has a very weird magical spell that can take any relic of dath ilan, and immediately convert it into ten million gold pieces, no questions asked."

"Any price greater than a million gold and less than ten million gold is amutually beneficial trade, in the sense that both of us are better off making the trade at that price, than not trading with each other at all. But if my shirt sells for only a million and a thousand gold, I'm only a thousand gold better off, and the other person is around nine million gold better off. If my shirt sells for ten million minus a thousand, the other guy has profited by a thousand and I've profited by a bit less than nine million."

"Trading at all, at any price in the range, is mutually beneficial; we're both better off. But on top of that event, there's another event, a question of the exact price, in which my being one gold piece better off makes the other person one gold piece worse off."

"How do we set that price, then? Aren't we locked into an adversarial game where it's my interest to say, 'I'll only sell at ten million minus one', and it's their interest to say, 'I'll only buy at one million plus one'? Why would we say anything else, when saying anything else just makes the other person better off at our own expense? But if we both think like that, the trade doesn't occur at all."

"What price is fair? Or to put it another way, how can two people like that agree on a trade at all? How does Golarion, how does Cheliax, think about that?"









Carissa Sevar: It hasn't come up in their books about Taldor yet but Carissa's met Taldane adventurers and in fact tried to trade them things and the answer is the same there as in Cheliax. "You barter. You say 'why, I don't see why I should give up this shirt for a coin less than twenty million gold, which communicates 'I'm open to negotiating a trade but would need to be persuaded it's the best trade I can get', and the other person says 'twenty million! I have a hard time believing even such a sentimental item is worth more to you than an entire week of Nefreti Clepati's time during which she could make a dozen duplicates of the shirt and make you a personal demiplane besides, and that would only be eightmillion gold. And really it seems to me like this trade is worth your time even for one duplicate of the shirt and the personal demiplane, and that would be only eight hundred thousand gold, which is what I'm offering. Which communicates 'I'm open to negotiating a trade but would need to be persuaded it's the best trade Ican get'.

And you say 'my, imagine what Nefreti Clepati would say if you tried to lowball her prices like that! I'm not sure this conversation is worth my time, if my shirt is worth so little to you.' Which communicates - and you might be bluffing, you're allowed to bluff when you're doing this - that the quoted price is well outside the range that's worth it to you, and they'd better indicate that they think there's overlap between their willingness to pay and your willingness to sell.

And you iterate on this and then end up settling somewhere, the exact place depending on how competent at bartering you are and on the range of trades you both like."









Keltham: "...fascinating."









dath ilan: Consider - as a dath ilani might consider it - the problem of a dath ilani cast into a strange new universe, who must trade with the aliens found there.

(It is in fact quite a common trope, in dath ilani science fiction. But it wouldn't particularly occur to Keltham to classify this situation as that trope. Cheliax is way too legible. They have a currency of 'gold pieces' that they cheerfully translated for him into unskilled-labor-years. Golarion would need to be a lot weirder before it was good Trade With Aliens science fiction.)

The aliens, one may suppose, have a biological-evolutionary setup similar enough to dath ilan's that they have epidemics, caused by viruses and bacteria and parasites. Suppose the aliens don't know about viruses and bacteria and parasites; or vaccines or antibiotics or filtering masks or possibly even sterilization. Nor about how one should use experiments to determine whether a disease is airborne or waterborne or touch-transmitted or transmitted through wastewater contamination or is carried by smaller or larger animals.

The dath ilani, then, knows something which this alien Civilization might find of great value. The alien Civilization can perhaps pay for this knowledge, with some alien means of payment.

Perhaps the alien Civilization, being nonhuman (or just non-dath-ilani) tries to be stingy about it; to lowball the dath ilani; to buy their knowledge at a cost of, say, a pile of shiny metal, or title to one island in the ocean. Depending on the exact backstory of how the aliens came to try this, and whether it was in some sense the fault of that whole civilization or just a part of it, even a non-Keltham dath ilani might well say, "Screw you, pay me."

That, too, the dath ilani are taught; in Golarion terms, the difference between Lawful Good and Lawful Stupid.

But then how high does the price need to be, exactly, for the dath ilani to agree to the trade? By what system do you determine an answer to that?









dath ilan: The notion of a fair agreement, a fair trade, a fair division of gains from trade, a fair price, plays a central role in any civilization that relies on its citizens' conscious understanding of their activities. Dath ilan teaches the Law (mathematical structure) underpinning fairness, very carefully, and from childhood. After all, if lots of people ended up with widely different notions of what was fair, Civilization would stop trading with itself.

In turn, the notion of 'fair trade' relies on understanding the notion of trade in the first place.









dath ilan: 'Jellychips', a staple of dath ilani lessons to young children, are small lumps of edible flavored gel. Jellychips come in distinct appearances, colors, shapes, and flavors; almost always, everything with exactly the same appearance has exactly the same flavor. Ten jellychips might mass as much as one peanut; they're meant to implement a burst of tasty flavor that's just enough to be present and pleasant. They're tiny so that children don't get end up getting all of their calories from economics lessons.

To teach the notion of trade, you begin by passing out jellychips to children, and let them experiment a bit to find out which of their favorite flavors have which external appearance. Then ask the children to write down which flavors they like more or less than others. Compare the lists; observe to the children that they tend to like different flavors more or best. (There is in fact a jellychip selection algorithm, based on previously observed food preferences among the kids, which makes sure that this happens.) Observe to them that, by trading jellychips with each other, they could all end up with more of the kind of jellychips they want.

Let them trade, a bit, as they desire. So long as they haven't been introduced to any formal concepts of 'fairness' to complain about, this part usually does not go too poorly, among dath ilani children. They'll find jellychips that they have, and don't want; and look for somebody else who wants those, and has some they want; and trade 1-for-1. If you let them play longer they'll start to notice triangular trades that no two children can complete, and do those too, but still usually 1-for-1.









dath ilan: When the first rush of trading has died down, introduce to the children the concept of a multi-agent optimal arrangement: an arrangement such that it's not possible to redistribute the jellychips in any way that leaves all of the children better off simultaneously. Ask them if they think their current arrangement got there.

Now the kids have a concept of a social goal to aim for, a way in which they can becollectively winning at trade or performing subpar; and the arguments will become a bit more heated.

(Especially if you've sorted all the kids to have a certain sort of personality, and usually therefore all be boys; because sometimes different children learn different things, and some of those things are best learned by similar children all together.)

It usually doesn't take long for one boy to start telling another that they need to make a trade, in order to get the classroom* into what they've figured as the optimal arrangement.

Of course the older kids immediately step in at this point, and remind everyone that, by the definition of multi-agent-optimality, you should never need to force somebody to trade in order to get to a jellychip arrangement that's better for everyone; the target state should be better for the person who's making the trade too.


(*) Not actually a 'room' in the sense of being indoors; children need to be exposed to outdoor light levels in childhood in order to not grow up nearsighted. The surface area required for children to spend enough of their day outdoors is currently the limiting factor on the urban density of the Great City (called also Central City and Default). This is one of the places where public will and private incentives are in conflict, since there's a pressure towards ever-greater urban density in the center; but if this were permitted, soon it would be mostly childless people who could afford to live in Civilization's dense center. For that and other reasons, it's been decided that it's better to limit the Great City's density and keep Civilization more spread out. To find a solid expanse of skyscrapers, you'd need to visit a major city with few or no children per capita, like Big Quiet, or Erotown.









dath ilan: After this enlightenment, an adult Watcher comes forth, and argues to the younger children that the whole point of trading things is that different people put different values on the same goods: if you-1 like black jellychips and have blue jellychips, and you-2 have black jellychips and like blue jellychips, then you can both do better by trading jellychips with each other.

This, the Watcher arguessolemnly, is the point of trade, and the whole reason why people trade with each other: because they get different enjoyments from owning the same things, so that they can both become better off by passing the same fixed goods back and forth between themselves.

The younger children are asked if they first-order believe that.

None will say 'yes', at that point. The most overeager ones will say 'No!' but then be unable to explain why not. Most kids will give the brief Baseline comeback that colloquially translates to 'I probably would have believed it, if I wasn't pretty sure you were trolling me, though I haven't seen anything that I suspect is the real argument against it'.

(A dath ilani childhood tends to make one grow up suspicious of things that grownups say with great solemnity. Civilization considers this a desirable outcome, which is good, because it sure is the outcome they're getting.)

Regardless of their answers, the children are then asked whether people who all got the same enjoyments from the same goods would never trade with each other. And so that pathway of learning continues.









dath ilan: On a separate track through the lattice of knowledge, a new idea may now be introduced on those foundations, the notion of a fair trade between black jellychips and blue jellychips.

It begins by showing the children a way to rearrange their understanding of jellychip preferences, as a quantitative relation and not just an ordering, through the concept of indifferences, which state equalities of preference. Not just, "I like purple jellychips more than black jellychips, and black jellychips more than blue jellychips" but "I am indifferent between having 5 purple jellychips, or 6 black jellychips, or 8 blue jellychips."

But then, of course, you might be able to execute multi-agent-beneficial trades thataren't 1-to-1. If someone is indifferent between having 6 black jellychips and 8 blue jellychips, then trading 7 blue jellychips for 6 black jellychips will leave them better off than before. Right?

A lot of children will say 'No!' at this point, and try to find some reason why that couldn't possibly be valid, because they know how economics lessons work, by this point in their lives. They expect that somebody's about to lead them down a pathway that takes them down to 6 black jellychips and then 5 purple jellychips and so on until they only have one jellychip left.

But you can, with a bit more work, convince them that it's totally valid towant 6 black jellychips more than 7 blue jellychips, and valid to trade things according to your wants, and tell them that in fact this does not necessarily always expose them to a set of clever trades that take them down to 1 jellychip which, it will then be proven to them, they must want to trade for nothing. That's not actually going to happen! You're thinking it's going to be the point of the economics lesson, but it's not! Adults actually trade 7 hours of labor for 6 fancy shirts all the time, without ending up with 0 shirts, and this is isomorphic.

The children are then asked if they think they can get to a more multi-agent-optimal state by tradinguneven numbers of jellychips amongst themselves.

The children approach this warily; or with a burst of initial enthusiasm that fades, after many children prove rather suspicious of attempts to get them to trade more jellychips for less jellychips.

Dath ilan having an average Intelligence of 16 or 17, it doesn't take long for somebody to point out that, even if one person likes some jellychips more than others, that's no reason for them to end up with less jellychips. Other kids also like some jellychips more than others. Why shouldn'tthey be the one to end up with less jellychips, and I, be the one who ends up with more, if that's how we're going to play it?

Why yes, Keltham was the first one to say it in those terms, in his own class, when he was very young.









dath ilan: Suppose that Keltham is indifferent between 3 black jellychips and 4 blue jellychips, and that Limyar is indifferent between 2 blue jellychips and 3 black jellychips. Suppose they both start with 12 black and 12 blue jellychips.

Then for Keltham to trade his 12 blue jellychips, for 10 black jellychips from Limyar, would leave them both better off.

And for Limyar to trade his 12 black jellychips, for 9 blue jellychips from Keltham, would leave them both better off.

And for Keltham to trade his 12 blue jellychips for Limyar's 12 black jellychips would leave them both better off.

All three of these are mutually beneficial trades.

But which of them isfair? Orfairest?

If you're the sort who agrees to justany trade that's mutually beneficial - like Limyar, in this classroom, had been earlier arguing people ought to do - then you know what Keltham is going to do to you?

That's right. Keltham is going to offer 9 blue jellychips for your 12 black jellychips, you're going to accept, Keltham is going to carry out the trade, and then Keltham is going to angrily throw another 3 blue jellychips at you and yell that you're being stupid.









dath ilan: If you step out and look at that problem from a wider angle, it's pretty much the same issue that holds between the dath ilani and the alien civilization, considering the price of medical knowledge.

If the alien civilization offers some tiny lowball offer - like, say, a supply of food and water - in exchange for every last scrap of your knowledge, and there's no other civilization around to trade with, you and they will both be better off if you accept, compared to if you don't.

But if you accept offers like that one, food and water is the most you can expect to be offered, if the aliens are less Lawful Neutral than Keltham.

(Even if there's two alien factions around to trade with, you can't quite rely on them bidding against each other. What if they coordinate with each other instead? There's a noticeable amount for both of them to gain, if they both agree to offer you only food and water, instead of a higher price.)









dath ilan: Another game is now introduced to the children, played with a single flavor of jellychip. It is not, in dath ilan, called the 'Ultimatum Game', but the actual name they have for it is the 'Final Trade Offer Game', which isn't all that different.

One child gets a dial, with settings from 0 to 12. Another child gets a button. The first child picks a setting on the dial and locks it in. The second child then chooses whether to press the button. If the second child presses the button, the first child gets as many jellychips as the dial indicates; the second child gets jellychips equal to 12 minus the number on the dial. If the second child doesn't press the button, they both get nothing.

Which is to say: the first child proposes a division of a gain of 12 jellychips, where they get some part, and the other child gets the rest. The second child can approve the division, or refuse it; and if they refuse, both get nothing.

If you run this lesson on dath ilani children, virtually everyone offers a 6:6 jellychip split and everyone accepts it.

At least, that's what they do on round zero, the initial round where they try things the simple way to verify their starting assumptions. Then they start experimenting. It's not so much that they're being selfish, and trying to figure out what they can get away with; it's that they're figuring there must be some clever point to this game, and you're not going to find it if you just offer 6:6 every time.

Some kids try out accepting splits of 7:5. Other kids are like, ok then, and offer them 7:5 splits, which usually get rejected if, like, people are going to make a thing out of that, right. Some try offering compacts to trade 7:5 splits for 5:7 splits, but there's no guarantee that any two kids will be matched up again in the future.

At this point the older kids step in and say that the point of the game is drifting away from the reality it's intended to model, and everybody nods and waits for the next part. (Of course there's a next part. There's been a weird game and no stunning insight about it has been presented yet. They've ever been to a lesson before. Older people aren't going to make you execute a weird pointless procedure and then not have some stunning insight to offer you as payment; kids would stop going to lessons, if that bargain was often violated.)

Before the next part, though, the older child teaching asks what the kids think is probably the ideal orcorrect thing you're supposed to do if somebody offers you a 7:5 split, not as a game, but in real life.

Keltham, of course, said to reject the offer. Some other kids agreed the offer should be rejected. Some claimed that you should accept it, but everyone should be angry at the person and whoever went next with them should offer them 7:5. Limyar claimed that you should always accept it, even if the other person offers 11:1, because everyone would end up with fewer jellychips if you rejected than if you accepted, so rejecting the offer couldn't be multi-agent-optimal. Keltham asked Limyar if he actually believed that. Limyar said no but he was going to go on saying it anyways to annoy Keltham.

The kids argue about it for a while, and then the demonstration moves on.









dath ilan: The next stage involves a complicated dynamic-puzzle with two stations, that requires two players working simultaneously to solve. After it's been solved, one player locks in a number on a 0-12 dial, the other player may press a button, and the puzzle station spits out jellychips thus divided.

The gotcha is, the 2-player puzzle-game isn't always of equal difficulty for both players. Sometimes, one of them needs to work a lot harder than the other.

Now things start to heat up. There's an obvious notion that if one player worked harder than the other, they should get more jellychips. But how much more? Can you quantify how hard the players are working, and split the jellychips in proportion to that? The game obviously seems to be pointing in the direction of quantifying how hard the players are working, relative to each other, but there's no obvious way to do that.

Somebody proposes that each player say, on a scale of 0 to 12, how hard they felt like they worked, and then the jellychips should be divided in whatever ratio is nearest to that ratio.

The solution relies on people being honest. This is, perhaps, less of a looming unsolvable problem for dath ilani children than for adults in Golarion.

Once this solution is produced and tried once, the older children congratulate the kids on having solved the first layer. On to the second layer!

In the second layer, some children get handed sealed cards before each game, telling them whether to be honest about it, or to try to grab a little more for themselves. (Though remember, say the older children, that this is all only a game; we are trying to ask how Civilization can be robust to bad people, not teach you to be bad people yourselves; the thing is, you see, that on scales much larger than this class, there really will be some bad people.)

And that means the child who sets the dial, or the child who presses the button, can't trust the other to be honest. Even if the other child's sealed card didn't say to be dishonest, the first child has no way of knowing that.

(Dishonest people really do complicate things, don't they? Just the fact that they exist makes things harder on everyone else, because they don't know who the dishonest people are. But that's part of the difficulty of constructing an adult Civilization, one that has to scale to numbers beyond two dozen or sixteen gross.)









dath ilan: The children start having to think harder, at this point. There are kids playing hard on puzzle-games, and hearing estimates of the other player's labor-effort that don't sound quite right; proposing splits afterwards, and seeing those splits rejected, and both getting nothing. Some of the kids start to get angry at each other. Others are trying to come up with a brilliant general solution; and, if they're wise, they know they haven't found one. Some children are not so wise, but they can't get anyone else to go along with their brilliant general solution.

Keltham plays through with as much cold and steely determination as a seven-year-old can muster, offering exactly what he thinks is fair, rejecting anything he thinks is less than fair; feeling awful when the other kid yells at him that he was being honest, but not swerving from his course. He can trust himself; he cannot trust the other. When his card tells him to be dishonest, Keltham gives ridiculously huge estimates for his own labor, and hopes the other child is wise enough to know that Keltham is, must be, lying. Sometimes he's told to be dishonest and he has to pick the split himself, and then he gives a huge estimate and pretends he believed the other kid's huge estimate. Sometimes the other kid doesn't catch on in time, and then Keltham has to offer an unfair split or tap out of the game and metagame entirely, which feels like failing even more. Sometimes the unfair split gets rejected, and sometimes it gets accepted, which is worse. Keltham sets aside all his unearned chips to redistribute after the lesson ends. It's a good thing this is only a game, because living life like this would be awful.

Lessons end for the day. It is sometimes good to let children dwell for a time on problems that don't have known solutions yet, or realize how awful life can become when not everyone has deduced the governing Law.









dath ilan: (Children actually do better, dath ilan has found, if you try having them play this elaborate game without having previously introduced the concept of a multi-agent-optimal boundary, or the notion of the Ultimatum Game, or the question of fair trades between unequal numbers of jellychips. Then they just play and negotiate, without a concept that they are Failing To Reach Multi-Agent Optimality, or the notion that children who disagree with them are Refusing To Make Mutually Beneficial Trades, or that the offered trade was Unfair. The children are less distracted by ideas they don't know how to operate, goals they don't know how succeed at, and ways to argue that people who disagree with them are doing some particular thing objectively incorrectly. There is a valley of competence as a function of knowledge in this case, where knowing just a little can hurt you.)









dath ilan: When the children return the next day, the older children tell them the correct solution to the original Ultimatum Game.

It goes like this:

When somebody offers you a 7:5 split, instead of the 6:6 split that would be fair, you should accept their offer with slightly less than 6/7 probability. Their expected value from offering you 7:5, in this case, is 7 * slightly less than 6/7, or slightly less than 6. This ensures they can't do any better by offering you an unfair split; but neither do you try to destroy all their expected value in retaliation. It could be an honest mistake, especially if the real situation is any more complicated than the original Ultimatum Game.

If they offer you 8:4, accept with probability slightly-more-less than 6/8, so they do even worse in their own expectation by offering you 8:4 than 7:5.

It's not about retaliating harder, the harder they hit you with an unfair price - that point gets hammered in pretty hard to the kids, a Watcher steps in to repeat it. This setup isn't about retaliation, it's about what both sides have to do, to turn the problem of dividing the gains, into a matter of fairness; to create the incentive setup whereby both sides don't expect to do any better by distorting their own estimate of what is 'fair'.

They play the 2-station video games again. There's less anger and shouting this time. Sometimes, somebody rolls a continuous-die and then rejects somebody's offer, but whoever gets rejected knows that they're not beingpunished. Everybody is just following the Algorithm. Your notion of fairness didn't match their notion of fairness, and they did what the Algorithm says to do in that case, but they know you didn't mean anything by it, because they know you know they're following the Algorithm, so they know you know you don't have any incentive to distort your own estimate of what's fair, so they know you weren't trying to get away with anything, and you know they know that, and you know they're not trying to punish you. You can already foresee the part where you're going to be asked to play this game for longer, until fewer offers get rejected, as people learn to converge on a shared idea of what is fair.

Sometimes you offer the other kid an extra jellychip, when you're not sure yourself, to make sure they don't reject you. Sometimes they accept your offer and then toss a jellychip back to you, because they think you offered more than was fair. It's not how the game would be played between dath ilan and true aliens, but it's often how the game is played in real life. In dath ilan, that is.









dath ilan: After that came the part where Keltham's learning-group was introduced to their first sophisticated trading-game, with tokens that produced varying quantities of jellychips, but only when held in proximity to other tokens, and large enough groups of tokens could produce more tokens.

Despite their best efforts and the lesson they'd just learned - and, since they were still young boys, after a lot of shouting, beyond a certain point - the nascent market had soon shut down almost entirely over refused trades, caused by disagreements about what was 'fair'.

During the game's post-mortem, it was eventually figured out (with some nudging and hinting from the supervising older-children) that children with rarer tokens had tended to think that the weight of a token's value for its even division ought to be determined by that token's scarcity; children with tokens that produced lots of jellychips (even if they required some other tokens to be nearby to work) tended to think that direct jellychip production was the obvious starting anchor for weighing economic value; children with tokens that produced other tokens argued themselves to have the only goods that mattered in the long run, and that you'd need a lot of lesser tokens to trade fairly for one of those.

This begins the pathway of learning that leads to market prices, the other way of setting prices; in which larger Civilization has a collective interest in seller prices ending up close to the marginal cost of production, so that as many trades as possible occur.

Children who master the complications here have officially passed Financial Literacy Layer 2, and can have their own investment accounts*, which was the main reason Keltham was going through this whole lesson-sequence at age seven instead of age eight.


(*) Having an investment account in dath ilan is the equivalent of having a 'bank account' in other places, rather than a mark of greater financial maturity than that. Dath ilan doesn't particularly use, as a store of value, currency-denominated packaged bank debt with fixed returns. Value is stored mostly in equities. When you write a check against your investment account, divisible fractions of equity are automatically sold out of it in some medium of exchange, and automatically reinvested in the receiver's account, according to the (simple) autoselling and autobuying algorithms on both sides. If you want to pay for less volatility in your assets, you buy insurance on the equity, so that somebody agrees to buy the asset from you if it drops below 80% of its original-purchase price; and the price of insurance like that is a risk signal.









dath ilan: When it comes to selling knowledge to aliens, to be clear, Financial Literacy Layer 2 is not going to get you there. If the answer across every plausible premise was trivial and similar, that trope wouldn't be such a staple of dath ilani economic fiction.

Thankfully, Golarion is not nearly weird enough for Cheliax to be composed of aliens in the relevant sense; the Chelish have money and will tell you how many unskilled-labor-hours it corresponds to. The most you have to worry about is that somebody gave them a dishonesty card - which does mean you have to do your own calculations about what's fair, and not just ask them.

When you are not dealing withalien aliens, when setting prices with those aliens is not the point of the story, a normal dath ilani would consider the solution obvious. There comes a saturation point beyond which individuals cannot realistically use any more money to become happier themselves, for usual reasons of just-noticeable-differences being a mostly-constant fraction of how much you already have, which implies utility roughly logarithmic in wealth. If the aliens offer to pay you that much, asking them to cough up more would mean that a number of poorer aliens would all have to give up chunks of utility that loom larger for them, so that you could get much smaller amounts of utility; and even if that's fair, it isn't Good. If the aliens offer an ultimatum for less, turn them down with very high probability; they're trying to give you far less than you're worth. Would Civilization offer less than a billion labor-hours to an alien bearing knowledge of how to eliminate whole swathes of diseases hitting large sections of the population? (No.)

Of course, in a normal dath ilani economic-fiction isekai story, the entire world you end up in is not insane in every part; there may beone insane point of departure with some insane consequences lawfully extrapolated, but the author is not going to throw an entire insane world at you; it wouldn't be credible.

A normal dath ilani, thrown into another world, does not come in expecting to need enough money to make lots and lots of important investments that the natives haven't made because the natives are insane. They're expecting to find an alien efficiency of no simple ways to make everyone collectively much wealthier, not the howling absenceof that efficiency.

Keltham wasn't expecting Golarion either.

He did, however, catch on in short order to what he currently thinks is the magnitude of the problem.

It is possible he will need a lot of money to solve it.









dath ilan: If you've actually got to negotiate with very humanlike aliens, you need Financial Literacy Layer 5; or at least, Keltham hopes that's what he needs, because that's what he has. This gives him access to a spotlighted permutation-based method for determining the fair contribution of one actor to a multiagent process. It's not spotlighted nearly as hard as, say, the Probability axioms, or Validity; but it's pretty much the only spotlighted method for that kind of fairness, and Civilization is somewhat hopeful that aliens will use it too.

The permutation-based method says to consider how much marginal added value an agent produces, by being added to a collection of other agents, when considering every possible order in which to add all agents into the evaluation. If, for example, two people are both needed to complete a task worth 10 jellychips, and it can't be completed at all without both of them, then there's two possible permutations:

Permutation 1:
 Alis: Alis alone receives 0 jellychips; her marginal value, added to the empty set, is 0.
 Alis+Bohob: After adding Bohob, the payoff is 10 jellychips; Bohob's marginal product, added to Alis is 10.

Permutation 2:
 Bohob: 0 jellychips.
 Bohob+Alis: 10 jellychips.

Averaging the marginal products together across all permutations, the method says that Alis and Bohob both receive 5 jellychips.

Yes, this is a very simple answer to be produced by all that logic, but the point is that it generalizes.









dath ilan: Applied directly to the situation with Cheliax, the method says, roughly, that Keltham should receive an amount proportional to how much marginal product he adds, on average, to all possible (ordered) subsets of Cheliax. If Cheliax had only half its current people, for example, Keltham might only add around half as much value. For even smaller subsets of Cheliax, product might fall superlinearly; Keltham couldn't necessarily accomplish 1/20,000,000th as much with a single Chelaxian.

It adds up to 'somewhat less than half of his marginal product when added to all of Cheliax, probably'. Yes, this is a very simple answer to be produced by all that logic; but the point is that Keltham knows why that isthe fair answer and what he ought to do if he gets offered less.


Keltham doesn't spell out this part explicitly, or say that he was willing to accept Cheliax's opening offer taken at face value, and indeed would have compromised on substantially less had it been necessary. Cheliax mentioned difficulties in accurately measuring the gains to the country, and may intend to offer a measuring methodology expected to be an underestimate of the real value; or it could be that Cheliax is thinking the split is about direct profits from project sales, where Chelish consumers are capturing much more value than the sale price of the products, the consumer surplus.

Also Keltham might find there's weird terms or conditions in there, in which case he wants to get the highest initial offer on hand so he can burn percentage points as bargaining power, to iron out the terms and conditions. He can always hand back any excessively generous jellychips that are still left at the end of that.









Thellim: Somewhere in a place that is not this place, so far away that there is no distance and no time between here and there, a former airplane passenger named Thellim reads how Earth economists have tried to analyze the Ultimatum Game, played by splitting $10.

Earth's economists have concluded that it is 'irrational' to refuse a $9:$1 split, since it leaves you $1 worse off. They note that human subjects seem to be 'irrational' by occasionally refusing offers below $5 with increasingly great probability as the offer drops. Perhaps it is meta-rational to develop a reputation for acting 'irrationally', since it causes people to make you bigger offers, if they know you'll irrationally refuse smaller ones? (For some reason they don't continue on to ask why not develop an 'irrational' reputation for refusing all offers below $9, instead of $5.)

Thellim swiftly infers that Earth's moon prevents its inhabitants from thinking clearly about negotiation.



(She's mistaken. It's kind of a long story.)









Thellim: Sometime even later, Thellim is going to conclude that maybe it'snot the moon. She will then wonder if there's any way to explain to Earth economists how the absolute basics of negotiation work in coherent decision systems (eg those consistent under reflection in the presence of correlated agents and/or models of agents). Or even, minimally, get them interested in what sort of 'irrational' behavior rational agents want to have 'reputations' for having, and if there's any systematic structure in there that might possibly beinteresting.

It turns out that Earth economists are locked into powerful incentive structures of status and shame, which prevent them from discussing the economic work of anybody who doesn't get their paper into a journal. The journals are locked into very powerful incentive structures that prevent them from accepting papers unless they're written in a very weird Earth way that Thellim can't manage to imitate, and also, Thellim hasn't gotten tenure at a prestigious university which means they'll probably reject the paper anyways. Thellim asks if she can just rent temporary tenure and buy somebody else's work to write the paper, and gets approximately the same reaction as if she asked for roasted children recipes.

The system expects knowledge to be contributed to it only by people who have undergone painful trials to prove themselves worthy. If you haven't proven yourself worthy in that way, the system doesn't want your knowledge even for free, because, if the system acknowledged your contribution, it cannot manage not to give you status, even if you offer to sign a form relinquishing it, and it would be bad and unfair for anyone to get that status without undergoing the pains and trials that others had to pay to get it.

She went and talked about logical decision theory online before she'd realized the full depth of this problem, and now nobody else can benefit from writing it up, because it would be her idea and she would get the status for it and she's not allowed to have that status. Furthermore, nobody else would put in the huge effort to push forward the idea if she'll capture their pay in status. It does have to be a huge effort; the system is set up to provide resistance to ideas, and disincentivize people who quietly agreed with those ideas from advocating them, until that resistance is overcome. This ensures that pushing any major idea takes a huge effort that the idea-owner has to put in themselves, so that nobody will be rewarded with status unless they have dedicated several years to pushing an idea through a required initial ordeal before anyone with existing status is allowed to help, thereby proving themselves admirable enough and dedicated enough to have as much status as would come from contributing a major idea.

To suggest that the system should work in any different way is an obvious plot to steal status that is only deserved by virtuous people who work hard, play by the proper rules, and don't try to cheat by doing anything with less effort than it's supposed to take.

Thellim could maybe solve this problem if she put around five years of her life into taking the knowledge, and putting it into a form where the system thinks it's allowed to ever look at it or talk about it without that being shameful. But Earth has problems that are plausibly more important than their entire field of economics being firmly convinced that a particular set of crazy behaviors are 'rational' and that healthy, prosocial, equilibrium-solvable behaviors are 'irrational'.

She ends up writing a handful of blog posts about it, tossing mentions of it into a couple of stories she writes on the side, and otherwise leaving Earth to its fate there; Earth has rather a lot of awful fates going on simultaneously, and that one is not literally their most important problem.



This, however, is not her story.









Keltham: Keltham, in any case, now attempts to recount to Cheliax what he went through as a kid to learn about the basic concepts of negotiation.

The first part of this would be handing out assorting jellychips to children, as selected to guarantee that different children will have different preferences over them but all will find those tastes and textures pleasant at all; letting the children trade among themselves, which they usually do 1-to-1 and peacefully; introducing the concept of a multi-agent-optimal solution to the kids, which gives them a social goal they could be failing at instead of just a few voluntary improvements to make among themselves; whereupon they start yelling at each other to make particular trades for the good of the class; and then the older kids come in and remind them that, by the definition of multi-agent-optimality, solutions like that should make all the kids better off so you shouldn't have toforce anyone to go along with trades leading there.

How are the Chelaxians doing so far?









Carissa Sevar: Absolutely no yelling at each other to make particular trades for the good of the class! Say what you will about Evil, it doesn't inculcate that particular tendency.









lintamande: Meritxell has made herself a multi-column tracking sheet - six of them, actually, ordered by different things.

"Can everyone report to me their hypothetical reward preferences in, uh, negative wrist-slaps? Imagine we'll settle it out at the end by giving out a number of actual wrist-slaps equal to the reward so there's no incentive to overstate or understate your reward preferences."









Keltham: Keltham wasn't expecting them to go off and immediately start setting up games to simulate the thing he was describing despite the absence of actual jellychips, he'd sort of wanted to see if imagination would be enough, but he's not going to stop them if they do that.

He draws the line at the wrist-slaps, though. "The point of positive rewards in this case is that there's an incentive toplay the game at all," Keltham says. "If you tried paying dath ilani kids in negative wrist-slaps they could avoidall the wrist-slaps bynot coming to class. It's like trying to buy shoes at a shoe-shop by threatening to wreck the guy's shoe-shop unless they give you shoes. Even if they did give shoes, the guy doesn't want to be part of the whole system then, and now they have an incentive to call the town guard... okay, 'town guard', sure. And anybody else who sees that's how you operate has an incentive to poison your shoes and send you to the afterlife early before you come around to their shop. When you're trading things the other person actually wants,they want thewhole system to stay in place, which is what makes stable equilibria possible. It's an important difference!"









lintamande: " - I want the whole education system to stay in place," says Meritxell, baffled. "It taught me to be a wizard!!!"

    "Wait, do dath ilani children just....not go to school if they don't feel like it? Wouldn't that get you a lot of people who never learn anything, or at least never learn anything they aren't being bribed to learn?"

    "And never learn how to do things that are unpleasant for a long-term reward -"









Keltham: "Civilization goes to a great deal of effort to arrange things so that kids actually do want to go to school, because dath ilani kids are smart by your standards, and the grownups do not actually want to get into a contest with us about whether or not we can rig the school's boiler system to explode if we use a cunning plot with coordinated distractions. It doesn't matter that they would very likely win, they don't want to get into the contest with us. Ah, with them. I mean they do still have all sorts of security systems to make it hard to blow up schools because, you know, kids, but they're based on the assumption of fending off like three kids who want to see if they can, not three hundred kids who all have the same incentives."









lintamande: "Chelish kids do not....coordinatedly try to destroy our schools," Meritxell says faintly after a while. "Even wizarding kids, who are smart. It - wouldn't even be hard, with magic, you wouldn't need coordinated distractions but no one would do it,even if you'd made a very bad mistake at school and were going to be disciplined -" they did check, Taldor beats students for misbehavior too. "You don't have to..... be so nice to children they wouldn't ever occasionally wish their school was on fire, you just have to teach them enough discipline that even when they wish it was theydon't do it."









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe if you're Good and.....refuse to .....use any punishments ever..." Carissa feels like she's kind of caricaturing Good here, like if she said this to a paladin they'd object that obviously they do punish people when appropriate - "then you have to bribe everyone all the time to just nondestructively participate in society because the - differential between cooperation and noncooperation still has to be just as large and you're trying to do none of it with pain."









Ione Sala: Ione Sala is starting to feel nervous, for the first time, about what exactly Lord Nethys might be working towards with His plans around Keltham.

Well, it's not as if she has any other options, so, moot point, she'll go along with His goal, even if it's exploding Cheliax or whatever. It's not like she has any friends here.









Keltham: "Look, I get that Golarion is a poorer and more dangerous place and that youcannot afford to have kids occasionally successfully destroying their school. You still - want to treat children as miniature adults, right, so that they'll grow into adults with the right shape? When they grow up into adults, you don't want those adults sticking around places where they're being hurt, or tolerating the existence of systems that leave people worse off than if the whole system didn't exist. So you don't put children into childhood situations where their own incentive is to destroy everything around them, and all they lack is the power to do that."









lintamande: "Chelish students are not incentivized to destroy their schools, even if they wouldn't get in trouble for it, because becoming a wizard is really valuable," says Meritxell. "Their incentives are sometimes on the scale of their lives, not on the scale of that specific day being more fun than not-fun, but that's - how being an adult is, too."









Keltham: "Do kids here already understand that when they're seven years old? Five years old? By the time somebody understands and has integrated subtle incentives for their future self spanning decades, they're no longer a child; they don't need adults to guardrail their decisions anymore."

"I suspect there's some weird sticking point here that - look, sufficiently young kids do get slaps on the wrist. Civilization doesn't like it,I don't like it, but even dath ilan never figured out how to produce healthy adults while never doing that at any point. There are elements of morality and personhood that humans just weren't designed to learn without experiencing small amounts of pain in childhood. But every time you set up a situation where a kid gets told that they need to do something or else get slapped on the wrist, you also add some value to an investment account the kid gets access to when they're older, such that even if the kid was secretly an adult in a kid's body, they would still be calculating a net benefit on being present for the whole transaction. To make sure the totalinteraction is stillmutually beneficial, which means,beneficial to them too, so thatideal kids wouldn't have an ideal incentive to escape their parents or destroy the whole system. Civilization goes on optimizing its heritage and the kids keep getting smarter and more Law-comprehending, which means that you always check all the interactions with children to make sure that the system wouldn't fall apart if the kids started being more ideal intelligences than expected one year. And having to pay that amount to set up a potential wrist-slap situation reminds adults to check, every time, whether they really needed a wrist-slap there."

"I realize you can't afford any of that, but itis how Civilization thinks. We don't want to build into the system a load-bearing assumption that our kids are stupid and weak, even if theyare."









lintamande: It has occurred to most of the girls that ideally they should be learning Keltham's economics not arguing with him about punishment so they nod gravely rather than trying to explain the dozen things wrong with that.



The most obvious, thinks Meritxell, is that you don't actually want adults who believe themselves entitled to blow up any system that isn't serving them, because then you end up like Taldor having a civil war every few years.



The most obvious, thinks Tonia, is that kids can in fact run away and get eaten by wild beasts if they want, and none of them do, so they obviously think being around their parents is better than not that, which they're right about.



The most obvious, thinks Gregoria, is that adultsare still children,in Keltham's ontology, and the only real adults are gods.









Carissa Sevar: (The most obvious, thinks Carissa, is that the fundamental system in which everyone is participating in is existence, life and then afterlife, and that's so obviously, wildly worth it that no possible specifics could matter - it'd be like trying to sell someone a +6 Headband of all three mental statistics for the price of an afternoon scrubbing floors and assuring them that you won't yell at them for missed spots. It doesn'tmatter,it's allnothingnext to the magnitude of the gift they've already been given, the only reason they're even able to parse it instead of rounding it off to the zero it is is because their minds are broken and they're very small and stupid. If a god were somehow born into a human child's body they wouldn't care if they got hit in class or not; human weakness isn't any particular nature of the bribes but the fact they're required at all, and planning for more perfect agents would mean planning for agents whose thoughts were too big and vast to give this question a second's contemplation.)









Keltham: Keltham notices that he's running across a class of external and internal subjective sensations that precedes learning something is horribly wrong with Golarion, and sets it aside, because he's allowed to take longer than two days to learn about all of the problems. At least the problems they're making no effort to conceal from him, which they don't seem to be doing here, what with having just volunteered all of that info.

Anyways, they can play a pretend version of the trading game, if they like, so long as they don't try toliterally pay in negative wrist-slaps becauseno just no that's the literal opposite of the larger point.

Keltham checks their final result, and references it against the supposed ordinal preferences for the players. Does it look multi-agent-optimal at a computerless glance?









lintamande: Meritxell has helpfully circled each trade and noted why it increases utility for each participant, and then written down possible trades from the final state and why theydon't.If something's wrong it's a more complicated error than that; the girls are in fact heatedly speculating, now, in whispers, about whether there are local multi-agent-optimal maxima that aren't a global multi-agent-optimal maximum.









Keltham: ...right. Notactual children here.

"If there's such a thing as a local optimum in that sense, which isn't global, you ought to be able to produce a simplified example of it. Say, try constructing one with three players and three kinds of jellychips," Keltham suggests.









lintamande: "There's not going to be," Meritxell says. "If there were and we knew what it was then we could just switch to that arrangement."

"It could be better for someone from their starting point but not better for them from the place we just arrived at, and higher valuetotal -"

"If it's higher value total and they get a veto we use some of the higher value to pay them."

"Oh, I see, do we have continuous jellychips now, Keltham must have forgot to mention that feature of theirs."









Keltham: "Would you care to stateexactly what is a 'local optimum' and how it differs from a 'global optimum'?"









lintamande: "Take, like, water," says Gregoria. "Water flows downhill, but if it flows into a crater or something, it's not going to go up in order to get to keep going down. And water usually isn't sentient and even when it is it's not very smart but you can have a situation where everyone agrees that the current situation isn't as good as some other situation, but none of them have a step that's a clear step up for them. And Meritxell is right that if you have centralized control you can just make everyone go to the new place even though there's not a series of smaller mutually beneficial steps to get there, and also that if this involves some people losing out you can pay them, but that doesn'talwayswork, like, for example, if you're dividing things that come in units."









Carissa Sevar: "This comes up in spell structures."









Keltham: "Comes up all over all of reality, including in the basic elements of the human body that the tiny-spiral instructions say how to make, which fold up into configurations of least local resistance in order to - have the kinds of material properties that they do. I'd guessed that spells were the same way almost as soon as I heard about them."

"Anyways, I agree that's a goodmetaphor, but if you could have a very simple arrangement of three players with three jellychips of three kinds, what would you say about that situation which made it alocal multi-agent optimum, and what would you say about it that made it a global multi-agent optimum?"









lintamande: "It's a local optimum if there aren't any trades anyone can make that leave both parties to the trade better off, and it's global if there are no possible states of the jellychips that leave all three people better off."









Keltham: "And can you prove that a local-not-global optimum is impossible for three players, each with one jellychip, of three different flavors? Proving something for a simple special case is often easier than proving it for the general case, and sometimes is a good start on a general proof, if the problem hasn't been selected by some sadist... that is not what the dath ilani word 'troll' means but okay fine. Anyways, proving it impossible for three players with three jellychips might be a start on proving it impossible in general, and in fact, there would be a lot of really interesting other proofs you could derive from that one."









Iarwain: Asmodia doesn't feel particularly driven to succeed in class, today, but -

"I have a chip Meritxell wants more than hers, but I don't want her chip more than mine. Meritxell has a chip Paxti wants. Paxti has the chip I want. We can do a three-way trade but no two-way ones." Sadist, she mentally completes.









lintamande: "If they're continuous you can make that work, with partial jellychip trades -"

"They're not continuous!"









Iarwain: "Continuous doesn't help," says Asmodia. "Meritxell wants my one chip but without Paxti she doesn't have anything I want. Moving fractional chips around doesn't help with that. Not unless there's continuous players, like every possible mix of Asmodia plus Meritxell plus Paxti."









lintamande: Some students scribble in their notes for a little while until they are satisfied with this.









Iarwain: Asmodia, who is of course still pretending to be cheerful and energetic, will have enthusiastically written out the example:

Asmodia: Has banana, prefers apple < banana < cherry
Meritxell: Has apple, prefers cherry < apple < banana
Paxti:    Has cherry, prefers banana < cherry < apple

Asmodia wants Paxti's cherry! But Paxti doesn't want Asmodia's banana!









Keltham: All right, on to the notion of non-1-to-1 trades and quantitative indifferences. New game, but instead of just saying that you prefer some flavors to others, you say things like, 'I'm indifferent between having 3 apple jellychips and 4 banana jellychips.'

This opens up the possibility of trading jellychips in a non-1-for-1 way. Anybody want to try playingthat game, if they're running quick simulations?









lintamande: This seems like it makes it much harder to get stuck but no one has an impossibility proof yet. They do not seem to have...noticed the fairness problem? Or, they're writing down different possible trade outcomes but not with any sense that some of them are more desirable except subjectively.









Keltham: Keltham quietly hands Meritxell a folded-up note telling her to try to end up with as many chips as possible for herself, in the course of suggesting mutually beneficial trades to the others.









lintamande: - well all right then.



The other students do notice this. "You recorded five to seven as the canonical one, but it could be four to eight too."

"Guess you should be the one writing it down," Meritxell says. "Paxti, seven blue for nine green?"

"Give me ten."

"You have recorded that you like green only nine percent less than blue, so I'm offering you nine."

"Youhave it recorded that you like blue a third more than green, so -"

"But I'm not offering you ten. Carissa, six blue for four red?"

"...is that allowed?"

"Is what allowed?"

"Are you allowed to not make trades that your utility function says you'll take. In this game."

"Well, you did it first, you turned down seven for nine. Carissa, six blue for four red, or if you make it five red, I'll throw in refusing to trade with whoever your least favorite student is."









Carissa Sevar: "What if it's you?"









lintamande: "Done and done, give me five red, I promise I won't trade with myself all day long. Gregoria, twelve red for....thirteen green -"

"Am I allowed to change my preference-weightings -"

"Obviously not."

"Keltham, am I?"









Keltham: "Definitely no."









lintamande: Gregoria hands over thirteen imaginary green. Meritxell turns around and hands eight of them to Tonia for blue. She looks supremely in her element and she's talking several miles a minute, withdrawing any trades the other girls don't agree to instantly.









Keltham: ...you wouldthink they wouldsomehow teach kids about this sort of principle before they let them haveinvestment accounts let alone allocate years of training to wizard school.

Keltham will wait until they have ended up in a multi-agent-optimum; one of the many possible multi-agent-optima, which happens to have a lot of imaginary jellychips in the possession of Meritxell; such that, indeed, it is not possible to make all the students including her better off, by taking some of those away from her and looking for a more evenly distributed optimum.









lintamande: It takes a while because Meritxell refuses so many trades but they get there eventually.









Keltham: Keltham shall now observe to them that, if Meritxell has 12 green and prefers two blue to three green, and Gregoria has 12 blue and prefers two green to three blue, then all of the trades "5 green for 7 blue", "6 green for 6 blue", and "7 green for 5 blue", aremutually beneficial, but differently divide upthe gains from trade.

There's a lot of different ways for jellychips to be arranged such that they can't be moved around without making at least one player worse off. For example, Meritxell could have all the chips, and nobody else could have any. Then any other way of arranging the chips will make Meritxell worse off! So that's one of the many possible global optima.

Different paths through the mutually beneficial trades will take you to different global optima. So long as all the tradesare mutually beneficial, you won't end upworse off than if you never traded, at the end; but you might end up much worse off than if you'd traded more carefully.

Keltham is a bit surprised that they didn't more quickly see the way in which this game resembled real life, since they seem pretty good at mathematical comprehension of the sort of structure that this game has in common with real life. But that will come with having more than one day's practice with parsing up games and real life into the pure abstract structures and simple mathematical properties they have in common - with parsing up real life as a shadow of Law, that is then recognized at once when incarnated in some much simpler game.









lintamande: All of what Keltham's saying makes sense to them!









Ione Sala: Ione wonders, in the back of her mind, if there's some way to actuallygo between worlds that way - by understanding real life as an instance of Law, and then sort of going through that Law to end up in a different instance of real life...

You know what, she's going to stop thinking that now. Thinking things in the back of her mind has gotten her into enough trouble already.









Keltham: Well, now that they've seen the problem of dividing gains from trade in a simpler form, re-encountering it as a more mathematical structure, have they got any new ideas about how to decide how many blue jellychips to accept for how many green jellychips?









lintamande: "...it depends what the other person will accept?"



"You want to be keeping the books," Meritxell says. "Then everyone knows you'll be doing the most favorable trades you can and if they don't want to trade with you they're just out of luck. Or have some other kind of - asymmetric reason you can say 'I'm holding out for better' which they can't."









Keltham: "They could, in fact, have mostly stopped trading with you, and traded with each other instead, until the game was almost ready to end. And even then, if you'd tried to make trades too sharp, they could have just said no and offered you more even ones; and if you refused those trades, well then, the game ends without being multi-player-optimal."

"Even if you make your mutually beneficial trades very slanted in your own favor, people can't end up worse off, from trading with you, compared to if they didn't trade with anyone at all."

"Theycan end up worse off by trading withyou, compared to if they'd traded withother people instead."

"So they walk away, and find other trade partners, if you try to capture too much of the gains from trade for yourself."

"This, too, is a lesson with a mathematical structure that appears in both this game and in real life."









lintamande: "Sure, but it's costly to go around trying to find possible trade partners. In practice if you own the books you get the bulk of the gains from trade."









Keltham: Then some book-owners are going to really lose out once Keltham figures out cheaper roads and bicycles; so Keltham thinks, but also meta-thinks fast enough not to say out loud. He is not quite sure of his larger social situation, and maybe he is better off quietly not pointing out certain winners and losers just yet.

"Dath ilan has some excess wealth beyond bare living needs," and, now that Keltham thinks about it, probably a much more structured investment scene, "which a hundred thousand annoyed customers can easily use to pay the startup costs of a new company that makes whatever you make, and contracts to sell it more cheaply for the first ten years to its founding customers. So 'I'm the only trade partner around' does play less well there." If he emphasizes the part with the vast wealth Golarion won't have for a while, that'll maybe sound less threatening to anybody reading these reports, compared to if they realize that roads will apply the same market pressure. "Does Cheliax have a lot of places where, say, there's only one seller of food...?"









lintamande: "...not food, because outside of cities everyone grows their own food," says Tonia, "and lots of them bring it to the city to market."

"Only one shoe-seller, though."

"And even cities might have only one fifth circle wizard who can cast Teleportfor you, or one fifth circle cleric who can Raise Dead."









Keltham: "Well, I can see how the fifth-circle wizard could end up quite wealthy that way, but surely a shoe-seller must be much wealthier still. After all, while most people probably don't use Teleports,everyone needs shoes, and the shoe-seller can charge whatever they want for them."









lintamande: "...you don'thaveto have shoes," says Tonia.









Keltham: "I bet the fifth-circle cleric wants shoes, though, so maybe the shoe-seller can set shoe prices incredibly high and capture all the money the cleric got by Raising Dead."









lintamande: "Well if he can Raise Dead he can also cast Mending on his own shoes, or buy them secondhand off someone else, or go disguised so the shoeseller thinks he's just a random laborer."









Keltham: "Yes, people often do have a lot of other trades they could make, or other people they could trade with, if somebody else tries to capture too much of the gains from trade. You want to give them some incentive to stick around, and keep playing the game."









lintamande: "Sure. The shoeseller mostly picks his prices but he doesn't have absolute power or something." Absolute-power: a simple two-syllable word in Taldane.









Keltham: "Does he not? He can just put up a sign saying the price is now a hundred million billion gold pieces. Nobody can stop him."









lintamande: "The costs of finding some other solution are high but they're not that high. He gets to capture almost all the gains-from-trade as long as the gains-from-trade are smaller than the cost of going to the next town over or something for a cobbler. But in practice they are, so he gets to capture almost all the gains-from-trade."









Keltham: "All right, if that's really true, I'm now a bit confused. If I imagine how much value everybody in a town gets from having shoes, compared to not having shoes at all, it seems like it should be an amount more than ten times greater than the amount to set up a new cobbler's business. And how is the cobbler capturing most of the gains from trade when he's selling shoes to the cleric, who might be deriving ten thousand gold pieces of value from being able to wear shoes at all?"









lintamande: "The cleric buys his shoes in the city, when he gets called into the city on important cleric business," says Tonia. "And how would you set up a new cobbler's business, you don't know how to make shoes, and if you tried he'd just lower his prices until you starved, and then go back to raising them."









Keltham: "Okay, so... you don't actually have the thing, where everybody getting ripped off would pool some money, start a new cobbler in business, and refuse to buy from the other guy for a while even if he lowered his prices."









lintamande: "Poolwhat money,"says Tonia.









Keltham: "The money that everybody in an entire city would have otherwise needed to buy overpriced shoes."









lintamande: "Twenty households in a village. The poor half haven't got any savings. The rich half have a couple of family heirlooms they'll sell if it's a drought, and a healing potion for if the woman's dying in childbirth and the cleric's out of town, and they don't even use it if the baby's dying, no one's so rich to use healing potions on babies."









Keltham: Keltham closes his eyes for a second and reminds himself that afterlives are a thing and you can talk to the people in them right now. It's not like the babies are being cryosuspended.









Keltham: "A village that size shouldn't have its own shoemaker, then, unless shoes wear outreally fast. You buy shoes in town when you go there to sell whatever you make, or the person who buys whatever you make in the village, brings shoes over to sell when he travels to pick it up. Or am I wildly off-base on how that would have to work?"









lintamande: "...thatisa town, twenty households."









Keltham: Twenty families is a RELATIVELY LARGE GROUP HOUSE.

"Pretend I just said city, instead of town, then."









lintamande: Tonia shrugs. "I don't know how it works in cities."

"Shoesellers compete in cities," Meritxell says.









Carissa Sevar: "But eighty, ninety percent of Chelish people live outside the cities," Carissa says. It's true in Taldor and she looked up whether it was true in Cheliax, too, because it might be an important difference if it were different, and Cheliax keeps but doesn't publish statistics on that and it's also true in Cheliax.









Keltham: "No, I mean, does a town of twenty households have one person who's a shoemaker."









lintamande: "Yes,"says Tonia. "He doesn't only make shoes, he works in the fields at planting and harvest time just like anyone who can walk, and tans leather for the shoes but also for anything else you want leather tanned for, but yes, the town has a shoemaker, because it's too far from a city for people to go there for shoes. People farther out come to the town for the shoes."









Keltham: "And this person is much richer than everyone else in the town because he can charge whatever he wants for shoes? Serious question, I am actually trying to grasp how Golarion works here."









lintamande: "No. He can charge whatever shoes are worth to people but that isn't enough to make him rich because no one else has much to spare so shoes aren't worth all that much to them. He's richer than people who have to buy shoes from him, mostly. And then he just gets spread out more ways because more of his kids live." Unless he kills some but Tonia has learned they don't do that in Taldor.









Keltham: "I have a sense that there's some breakdown of communications here, and I hypothesize that maybe it's a missing concept of consumer surplus as distinct fromusual market prices being what defines gains from trade. As we would put it, the consumer value to you of shoes isn't the amount you'd usually pay for shoes like that in a market, it's the amount you'd pay not to be forever forbidden from wearing shoes ever again, if there was some powerful anti-shoe magic otherwise about to afflict you, and you had to pay a fourth-circle wizard to counterspell it before it took effect. In dath ilan, we'd usually expect the consumer value of an item to be noticeably higher than the selling price. The distance between consumer value and selling price is the consumer surplus, the amount of the gains from trade that goes to the consumer."

"The market price of shoes should settle somewhere not too far from the costs of making leather and going to cobbler lessons, not settle at nearly the absolute maximum price that anybody around would pay to be allowed to ever wear shoes again. So people are noticeably better off because of shoemakers existing at all, rather than being only a tiny bit better off because the selling price of shoes is so astronomical that it cancels out almost but not quite all of the real benefit that people get from shoes."

"Or, that's how we'd expect it to be in dath ilan."









lintamande: ".... if there were some powerful anti-shoe magic about to take effect you'd still only have enough food to maybe make it to spring if you're lucky, and nowhere near enough to pay a fourth-circle wizard for anything," says Tonia. She's not sure this is a productive argument but she's pretty sure it's not a revealing one.









Keltham: "I want to ask about a generous fourth-circle wizard who offers to cast the anti-anti-shoe-spell for just one gold piece, but I'm guessing you'll say that towns settle into an equilibrium where nobody has a gold piece to spend on anything, because, if they did, one more of their kids would have lived and that kid would now be eating more food. This, unfortunately, makes it harder for me to define the concept of consumer surplus around a counterfactual willingness to pay any more."

"So suppose instead I tell you that consumer surplus is the amount that people would be sad if shoes stopped existing. They would, on the one hand, be happy never to pay for shoes again, but, on the other hand, they would be even sadder than that, because the shoes were worth more to them than what they paid. We in dath ilan would expect people to be a noticeable amount of sad, rather than just shrugging because they were only barely in favor of paying for shoes in the first place at standard shoe prices."









lintamande: "- all right. I think people'd be - a noticeable amount of sad, if the cobbler died. They'd say he was a lousy man and they don't miss him but they'd be worse off and not just barely."









Keltham: "...and then that town never has a cobbler again, and the surrounding farms who came there to buy shoes, just never get shoes again? I mean, is that what happens in real life when a cobbler dies?"

Keltham is CONFUSED by the part about them saying the cobbler was a lousy man. He notices the confusion consciously, then sets it aside.









lintamande: "I mean, usually he'd train his son, but I was imagining if he didn't train his son so people figured who knows if we'd ever get shoes again or just have to make our current ones last forever."









Keltham: "So there's, like, lineages of cobblers, each of which trains a single other cobbler to replace themselves, and if a cobbler dies out prematurely, all of Cheliax has one less cobbler lineage in it - where did cobblers come fromoriginally? Wait, are shoemakers a particular kind of nonhuman?" Keltham is increasingly confused but that makes it all the more important to follow wherever this is going.









lintamande: "No? He can take some other apprentice if he wants but since it's good work he'd probably rather train up one of his sons, and there's certainly not enough money for two cobblers, so he only trains one. In the city probably cobblers take more apprentices."









Keltham: "And the town that lost its cobbler doesn't just invite in a new cobbler from the city, now that there's an unserved market there, because...?"









lintamande: "...why would anyone want to move to a village in the middle of nowhere?"









Keltham: "Why was theoriginal cobbler in a village in the middle of nowhere?"

DOES GOLARION IN FACT HAVE MARKET EQUILIBRIA.









lintamande: "...he was born there?"









Keltham: "If cobblers live better lives in cities, he could move from his village to the city. If cobblersdon't live better lives in cities, why wouldn't one be willing to move to the village?"









lintamande: "...people don't like moving?"









Keltham: "Okay, Golarion has some kind of problem I don't even know how todescribe right now. I check my current guess that we are not talking about just shoemakers, here, this is also shirtmakers and basically everything else. Affirm?"









lintamande: "Spinning and weaving and tailoring everyone does at home," Tonia corrects him. "But...yes, affirm that it's much more general than shoemakers."









Keltham: "...What's spinning and how would you doweaving or tailoring at home at your current technology level?"









lintamande: "To make fabric," says Tonia, "you shear a sheep. Then you clean the wool and card it and then you use a spinning wheel to turn it into thread, and then you put the thread on a loom, and then you stitch it to make clothes."









Keltham: "These people are supposedly very poor. Where did they get all of thisindividual machinery for theirpersonal house instead of havingone machine time-shared among the whole village."









lintamande: "...it's not much machinery. And you want to be spinning all the time, pretty much, whenever you aren't planting, you wouldn't make nearly enough thread if you were sharing it around the whole village."









Keltham: "Where are they getting thepower for this machinery? The town is on a river and all the houses are along the river and they all have waterwheels that capture the motion from the water to turn the - spinning wheel?"









lintamande: "....you turn it with a pedal."









Keltham:









Keltham: "I think that we should, perhaps, get back to the fundamentals of economics as applied to negotiation, so that I can sell Cheliax the general and specific arts of making more efficient machinery."









Keltham: Next up is going to be the Final Trade Offer Game, which shall henceforth be referred to as Ultimatum Game for brevity. One person picks a split from 0:12 to 12:0, the other person has to assent to it or both get nothing.

What do the Chelaxians make of this, one wonders?









lintamande: "It's the Rovagug situation," says Gregoria, "which you solve with an oath, if you're a god or a king or it's very important."









Carissa Sevar: - note to self which is coming too late to do any good figure out why Keltham shouldn't just ask them all for oaths because if he does that everything's going to fall apart or everyone be forsworn by the end of the day.









Carissa Sevar: "And whichnoneof you have the training to do," she says, which is false, because they were just about to be deployed to the Worldwound, but she's pretty sure it isworth lying about.









Keltham: "I wouldn't have expected anyone here to know how oaths work, now that I think back on it using my current knowledge. That takes Law well beyond the level of the stuff I was just teaching you, along that same pathway, and I would've expected it to be straight-up too Lawful for Golarion period - wait. What does the Taldane word 'oath' mean to you? I know what it translates into in Baseline but that may be deceptive."









Carissa Sevar: No one else answers, probably because she's now established that they're lying and so they don't know how much lying they're doing. She isn't sure either. The Taldane books did mention people taking, and occasionally breaking, oaths of fealty but Taldor's not a Lawful country. - oh, there is an angle on making Keltham not want to insist -

"It is when you swear by your god to make a commitment in the way that gods make them, where you cannot be the sort of person who'd break them, and if you do break them you've betrayed Law enough you lose your afterlife and your soul goes to Abaddon and gets eaten. ...with some caveats."









Keltham:









Keltham: ...okay, in retrospect, the situation where he was doubting her intentions right after they met, where the alien with vital knowledge for her entire world expressed doubt about a statement she'd already made and knew to have been honest, might very well, for all she knew, have been that urgent, but FLAMING SHIT CARISSA.









Keltham: What even is the POINT of doing THAT if the alien doesn't KNOW THAT'S HOW IT WORKS -









Keltham: She didn't know hedidn't know that was how it worked. Though, the absence of gods and afterlives should've been a hint -

Maybe she just didn't think of that fast enough. Time pressure.









Keltham: "I see," Keltham says rather shakily. "Well, no gods or afterlives in dath ilan, so we - try to understand enough Law that - we're governed by the same sort of Law that governs gods directly? Which dath ilani short of high-ranked Keepers can't actually do, but even at levels short of that, there's a shadow of the Law whose connection to us shatters a little more each time it's betrayed, not just for us, but all across everywhere governed by math, which is understood by society to be a serious affair. When people write novels about aliens attacking dath ilan and trying to kill all humans everywhere, the most common rationale for why they'd do that is that they want our resources and don't otherwise care who's using them, but, if you want the aliens to have a sympathetic reason, the most common reason is that they're worried a human might break an oath again at some point, or spawn the kind of society that betrays the alien hypercivilization in the future."









lintamande: Humans on Golarion totally do break oaths but the Chelish students think that anyone who wants to murder them all about it is pretty justified, though Asmodeus would probably collaborate with that entity on instead making them all stop by enslaving them.









Carissa Sevar: "I - am guessing, theological education doesn't mostly get into the details of this if you're training to be a combat wizard, but I think that - the thing you just said - is also a shadow of why Asmodeus was angry, when humans were given free will."









Keltham: "Not quite valid under my own utility function, but understandable for Asmodeus, yeah."

"Anyways. The Ultimatum game is the shadow of a situation that isn'trare enough, in real life, that you could afford to deal with it using solutions that require gods, kings, and risking your literal actual existence. What other solutions can you come up with?"









lintamande: "I mean, you can just have a reputation for turning down trades where you don't get much," Meritxell says. "Or if you expect to be deciding the split about as often as vetoing it you can try to specifically play nice with people who play nice with you."









Keltham: "Well, let's run a trial then and see who can end up with the most hypothetical jellychips after 5 rounds, everyone paired up at random in each round, all results of previous rounds public. That's not the same instruction or incentive structure that dath ilani kids get, their instructions are to seek more jellychips not themost jellychips, but frankly I'm curious what you peculiar aliens do if you get that instruction instead."









lintamande: The students offer and accept 50-50 splits all around.









Keltham: Keltham pauses them after round 1. "Nobody can end up with the most chips if you all do that," Keltham observes. "Don't get me wrong, that's fine for the real life situation and it's what dath ilani kids do with the usual instructions, but you can't play to get the most chips that way. If I already had money I'd offer an actual gold piece - or fraction of one, depending on how many I had - to the winner."









lintamande: "I'm not sure there's a strategy for ending up with the most beyond hoping other people fireball each other," says Meritxell. "Or offering out of context rewards for cooperation but I assume we're not supposed to do that either."









Keltham: "Well, I didn't tell you that you couldn't! The less a game is winnable by ordinary means, the more it's implied that maybe you're expected to go outside it."

"Why didn't anyone try offering a 7:5 split?"









lintamande: "If you accept that then you definitely lose the overall game, you're going to end up with a lower score than other people. And since you've lost anyway you might as well burn them to the ground so they know not to mess with you."









Keltham: "I see. I suppose the same would've applied to announcing that you wouldn't accept any splits less than 5:7? Anyways, among the tactics I'd try in that situation is offering to generate a random number and split 11:1 or 1:11 based on that, in which case we'd each have a fifty percent chance of winning the whole game, if we did it on the last round and nobody else had caught on earlier."









lintamande: "...no one would believe you that you really did that, though."









Keltham: "Ah. Clarification. It's not assumed in these games that you're supposed to roleplay being not trustworthy. Unless you've got a card from the older kids telling you to do that, but, at least at the age this game is usually played, they'd always tell you in advance if cards like that might be handed out. I didn't tell Meritxell to cheat, with the card I gave her, just for her to try to end up with more jellychips."

"Though in this situation, if it's thelast round, there's not much of a loss from carrying out your part? If you both witness the randomness generation and it says you get the lower side of the split, failing to follow through at that point just causes nobody, including you, to be the winner. The game instructions don't say that you do any worse by scoring lower than average - you either win or don't win. It's a bargain where you don't actually lose anything from following through, even if you lost, which is part of the reason I'd expect it to work even in a lower-trust situation."









lintamande: "Oh, you mean if you use something publicly observable to decide which of you gets the split?"









Keltham: "Yeah, my - time-telling device that attaches to my wrist - would've done it, but that didn't follow me here. Anything with a precise physical symmetry will do, though, like if it's got two identical sides you can toss it upwards while spinning it, and you can both see which side lands facing upward."

"Totally random question I keep forgetting to ask, how do you tell the time around here?"









lintamande: "Wizards usually have mechanical timepieces because you want to know exactly how long until your spell runs out. Other people just go off the sun, mostly."



Someone produces a pocketwatch to show Keltham.









Keltham: "Yeaaahhhh I kind of need one of those, will talk to requisitions about it I guess."

"Anyways. The next step in the economics game would be one I don't see a simple way to play here; it involves a puzzle station that takes two players cooperating to win, and the two sides of the game vary independently in how much effort it takes to control that side of it. Once the puzzle is sufficiently solved, one player locks in a split from 0 to 12, the other player has to decide whether to accept that split, and the game station spits out jellychips if they do."

"The idea being, this is modeling two people working on a task together, only they're not putting in the same amount of effort. It's not easy to see from inspection exactly how much work the other player is doing. And then one of the players has to decide how to split the rewards, afterwards, and the other player has to decide whether to accept that, or if they both get nothing."

"What would you do, in that situation? What do you think we did in dath ilan, as kids?"









lintamande: "...I don't see how that game is any different than this one? Unless you mean there's not the reputational element."









Keltham: "You don't have an intuition that, in a game like that, the person who worked harder should get more jellychips?"









lintamande: Students glance at each other confusedly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has literally no idea how Taldane students would answer that question so they'll just have to answer as themselves. "I mean, if it's a really atrocious amount of work and they don't do what they're supposed to in school just because they want to grow stronger, maybe they'll only be willing to do it if they're promised a certain number of jellychips in return?"









Keltham: "...do you have an intuition that in real life, if you cast a spell that was really difficult and exhausting to set up that morning, you'd want to charge more gold pieces for doing that."









Carissa Sevar: "...I mean, I'm going to charge as much as I can for any spell, right? If a spell is laborious, then probably it's also laborious for other wizards, so I can expect that fewer of them prepared it and that I can get away with higher prices, but if I try that and I'm wrong then I'll go on charging whatever price it sells at, or I'll stop doing it if it's not worth it at the price people want to pay me for it."









Keltham: Why are they soinconsistently economics?!?

"Suppose you're living in a multifamily home and there's this one big chore that nobody particularly wants to do, so everybody writes down their price for doing the chore, and everyone else pays whoever wrote down the lowest price to do it. There's nomarket in doing the chore, it's a one-time thing that's never going to happen again. You'd still write down a higher price for a chore you expected to need to spend more effort doing."









lintamande: For unclear reasons this example fails to land.









Keltham: "...suppose there's one job that's really easy and pays 1000 gold pieces a year, and there's one job that's really difficult and exhausting and pays 1003 gold pieces per year. You'd probably take the first job, even though the market rate for it is lower, because the second job isn't worth enough more to make up for the additional effort you have to put in."









lintamande: Yep, okay, they agree with that!









Keltham: "If you've got two wizards fighting two monsters to get to a pile of gold coins they're guarding," Keltham's rapid skimming has picked up that this is a thing, though why is a much deeper and darker and more confusing question, "and one monster turns out to be a much tougher fight than the other, would the wizard who fought the tougher monster expect more than exactly half of the gold coins?"









lintamande: ".....depends on the contract they had going in?"









Keltham: "Okay, and if a contract didn't just say to divide the coins evenly, and the two wizards otherwise had equal job experience, what would the contract say?"









lintamande: Most of these students have not actually met any adventurers.









Carissa Sevar: "Usually it'd say an even split, or an even split with the option to take it to arbitration if one party feels the other was shirking, or an uneven split because one put up the money for the expedition or had the tip on the password to the door or had the Teleport location or something."









Keltham: "So, the solution that dath ilani children immediately invent, is both kids say on a scale from 0 to 12 how hard they thought they had to work, and then the jellychips get divided in proportion to that. I mean, that wouldn't reliably work at higher stakes except between lovers or cofounders, and if you're doing something with a hundred people you need a more objective and third-party way to measure efforts, but - if two people were just tidying a friend's house for money, or some such - saying intuitively how much effort you put in and dividing the payment accordingly would be very ordinary? Do you have anything like that anywhere?"









Carissa Sevar: Obviously everyone would lie, to themselves if necessary, so it's an incredibly stupid system? She doesn't say that.









lintamande: "You don't want to reward effort," says Meritxell, "you want to reward results. If two people cleaned the same amount and one found it easy and one found it hard you don't want to give the one who found it hard compensation for their finding it hard! You might compensate them for theworkbut not for theeffortfulness,unless you're their teacher or something and trying to build their character for some reason."









Keltham: "That works great and we'd do that as a matter of course, any time we had a reliable way of measuring how much work got done of how much intrinsic difficulty! When you're tidying a house, you can't measure area tidied to determine work done, it takes more effort to tidy a kitchen than a bedroom, and not in any standard way! If two people are going in without any prior reason to believe one of them is more efficient than the other, how hard they worked is an obvious if imperfect proxy for how difficult the job actually was..."

"I keep thinking that maybe the answer is that Golarion is a lower-trust society than dath ilan, and people are too scared the other person will lie about how hard the job was, or how good they are at it - which, I mean, you'd almost have to be lower-trust, given everything, but - that doesn't answer why lovers or cofounders or even just very good friends would never make an arrangement like that?"









lintamande: "I mean," says Gregoria, "they might? But you're not supposed to have lovers or cofounders inschool,and you don't really have side jobs, so we wouldn't know, even if that's how some people do things privately."









Keltham: "...right. Well, dath ilani kids invent the 0-12 scale and divide rewards proportionally to how hard they thought they worked, and... that succeeds for them, their spoken intuitive estimates are usually pretty close to the actual difficulty calibrations on the machines. You have to hand out concealed cards telling some of the kids to be dishonest in their work estimates, if you want to break that up."

"It sounds like Cheliax might need to do other training differently, earlier in the sequence than this, if they want to get that same result with kids."









Carissa Sevar: "I think so."









Keltham: Keltham describes the sad situation which eventuates when you do hand out dishonesty cards to kids. They work hard, propose splits that they guess are fair, not being able to trust the other person, and then sometimes those splits get rejected. The kids get angry! There is shouting! They get sent home for the day without having a solution shown to them, because it's good for them to sometimes dwell with problems that don't get solved immediately.

(He doesn't tell them about younger-Keltham's emotional difficulties with being asked to act out a dishonesty card; he has a sense that Chelaxians would have trouble relating, for some reason. Maybe they'd say that even at age seven you should be able to understand that the game isn't real and just do what the card says?)

If Keltham has understood correctly, Cheliax considers the obvious game solution to be even splits of jellychips, irrespective of work difficulty; which is repeatedly randomly unfair, and hence asymptotically fair. Going into any one game, you are equally likely to get faced with a harder or an easier task for your fixed payment, and if you repeat that often enough, the expected unfairness as a fraction of all payments will drop as the square root of the number of repetitions. It's not actually too bad, as solutions go.

Still, if Cheliax already has a better solution to the dath ilani game, or to the real-world situation that it stands for, Keltham stands ready to hear it?









lintamande: Nope, that's Cheliax's solution.









Keltham: Keltham presents the standard solution (in dath ilan) to the Ultimatum game. If they offer you 6:6, accept with probability 100%. If they offer you 7:5, accept with probability slightly less than 6/7. If they offer you 8:4, accept with probability slightly less-less than 6/8.

Does anyone want to try and guess the reasoning behind that solution, in advance of it being stated?









lintamande: "I see why it creates good incentives for the person who is deciding splits," Meritxell says. "...I don't see why the person deciding whether to accept splits or not has any incentive to do it, if they can't establish a reputation for it, and it's hard to establish a reputation for doing something sometimes."









Keltham: "Well,reputation-wise, it's definitely easier to have a reputation for doing something if everyone in your entire Civilization got trained to do it at age seven or eight."









lintamande: " - I see why you'd want to require everyone to do it, yeah. It'd be hard to catch them fudging, if we're talking about random peasants, but maybe that still keeps the incentives reasonable."









Keltham: "I think this is a place where I have the same reaction you had to burning down schools? People don't need to berequired to behave like that to be accepted for residency in a city, it's just in their own interests to behave that way. Nobody wants to get a reputation as that weird person who accepts 11:1 splits and is very easy to take advantage of. At least, nobody I know wanted it." Limyar doesn't count, he was totally trolling.









lintamande: "The thing I'd expect people to be tempted to do, especially in a big city where they don't have much individual reputation, is make a show of using the randomization but take the split ten percent more of the time," says Meritxell. "So you get a bit more money but it's not obvious you're doing something exploitable, which means it isn't exploitable. But obviously it's bad for everyone if everyone can predict that lots of people will do that, so we will be better served if the Crown prohibits that."









Keltham: "Suppose I put to you: Two gods interacting in the Ultimatum game would use the pattern I just showed you, even if they had no reputations and would never meet again."









lintamande: " - yes, of course."









Keltham: "Civilization in dath ilan usually feels annoyed with itself when it can't manage to do as well as gods. Sometimes, to be clear, that annoyance is more productive than at other times, but the point is, we'll poke at the problem and prod at it, looking for ways, not to be perfect, but not to dothat much worse than gods."

"If you get to the point in major negotiations where somebody says, with a million labor-hours at stake, 'If that's your final offer, I accept it with probability 25%', they'll generate random numbers about it in a clearly visible and verifiable way. Most dath ilani wouldn't fake the results, but why trust when it's so easy to verify? The problem you've presented isn't impossible after all for nongods to solve, if they say to themselves, 'Wait, we're doing worse than gods here, is there any way to try not that.'"









lintamande: Meritxell looks - slightly like she's having a religious experience, for a second, before she snaps out of it. "All right," she says quietly.









Keltham: "Once you've arrived at a notion of a 'fair price' in some one-time trading situation where the seller sets a price and the buyer decides whether to accept, the seller doesn't have an incentive to say the fair price is higher than that; the buyer will accept with a lower probability that cancels out some of the seller's expected gains from trade. The buyer also doesn't have an incentive to claim the fair price is lower than they think it really is. The seller won't actually adjust their price, if they think a lower price is unfair, and the buyer will have to follow through by accepting with a lower probability, which destroys a big chunk of their own expected gains from trade, and doesn't get them a different price even if the random number says to accept."

"The initial notion of a fair price has to come from somewhere - from the part of yourself that initially suggested 6:6 in the Ultimatum game, which reflects a bit of Law I'll describe later - but once you get that notion of fairness from somewhere, and put a system like this around it, no seller has an incentive to claim an unfairly high fair price, and no buyer has an incentive to claim an unfairly low fair price. And if they happen to honestly disagree about that anyways, in some ambiguous situation, they'll still complete the transaction with very high probability so long as they only disagree a little."

"That, roughly, is how bargaining works in dath ilan over one-time trades: If somebody offers a price the other side thinks unreasonable, the other side says, 'That strikes us as an unfair division of gains, even if mutually beneficial as such; but if you made that your final offer, we'd generate a visible random number and accept with 10% probability'. And then the price-setting side can potentially offer further arguments about why the trade is more valuable than it looks, or make a better offer, or accept that low probability."

"The bargaining process Carissa described earlier, for selling my shirt, sounded like - people were probably trying to sort of flail at that underlying structure, by acting like they might be very unlikely to take an offer, or be moderately likely to take an offer, as they got closer to an agreeable price? But with a lot more... weirdness, acting, in Baseline we'd say 'LARPing'. Maybe because they think they have to pretend a lowball offer isn't mutually beneficial at all, in order to justify rejecting it; and also with some incentives to be misleading, because the underlying signals aren't as precise and legible as saying '10%'... and there's an incentive to exaggerate, but then the other side knows you're probably exaggerating, so you exaggerate even more, and you get people saying these exaggerated statements that both sides know aren't true, but there's uncertainty about how much the speaking side thinks they're really exaggerated, and modulating that uncertainty ends up being the medium of communication? At least, that was my attempt to decode what Carissa described."









Carissa Sevar: "That sounds right."









Keltham: "If I imagine trying to negotiate a 256-page merger between two large companies, with 1024 clauses, I can't actually see how the Golarion method would scale, if you don't know about explicit acceptance probabilities. Every time you wanted to negotiate one clause, you'd need to be ready to walk away otherwise, staking 100% of the success probability, because otherwise they don't have any incentive to give in. But there's no way that would scale across 1024 clauses without triggering once... maybe the walk-away claims are mostly bluffs," wow, what a concept to have a single-syllable word for, "but the other side isn't sure you're bluffing each time they call it? Does Golarion just not do large complicated contracts by dath ilani standards, or..."









Carissa Sevar: "I......I don't think you could have a contract with that many clauses, no. TheWorldwound treatyhasfive.Wars are sometimes settled with lots of terms but generally only if one side gets to impose them and doesn't have to negotiate them."









Keltham: "Yeah, we go higher than five. And there's reasons we do that, because we're not fans of complexity thatcan be eliminated without cost; so it's not of zero economic importance to have contract negotiations that scale better. Subject of potential interest to Asmodeus specifically, or am I misreading the part where he's a god of contracts?"









lintamande: "Definitely of interest to Asmodeus," Meritxell says. Soul-contracts have a lot of terms and maybe Asmodeus is secretly annoyed that Chelish people don't negotiate them more but you know the standard works and devils can run rings around you, so it's stupid to, really.









Iarwain: You couldn't have covered this topic FUCKING YESTERDAY?

Asmodia realizes her hand is clenched into a white fist and quickly relaxes it before anybody sees, but with the connection to compacts finally spelled out, she can now see how, even if she wouldn't plausibly have suicided and gone to Hell directly, she could have sworn to do that with a probability, inconvenienced them with someprobability, and had any negotiating leverage at all -

Too late. Why it is always, always, too late for everything.









Keltham: Keltham goes on to cheerfully describe how the dath ilani children, returned the next day and told of the solution to the Ultimatum bargaining game and the concept of fairness, now blitz through the previous emotional difficulties of the Uncertain-Labor-Difficulty Game.

No more anger and shouting! Yes, sometimes somebody says your offer isn't fair, and you say it is fair, and they generate a random number, and the random number says that neither of you get anything, and that is a little sad.

But you know that they didn't claim that unfairness in order to try and profit at your expense; you know the incentives weren't like that, for them.

And they know you didn't state your offer in order to try and profit at their expense; they know the incentives aren't like that, for you.

You know they know you don't have the incentive to cheat, so you know that when they state a higher price than you think is fair, and end up rejecting your offer, they weren't trying to punish you for trying to cheat with a lower price.

You can see how, if you kept on playing this game for a bit, pretty soon both sides would learn to converge on a similar concept of fairness, and fewer offers would get rejected.









lintamande: "....does this actually outperform continuing to split evenly, though? Since sometimes offers get rejected - I guess continuing to split evenly doesn't appropriately train skill in - having a shared concept of how labor translates to offer distribution? And it's good for people if the whole society has a shared notion of that? ....what goes wrong if the whole society's shared notion is in fact 'effort doesn't matter only outputs'?"









Keltham: "Well, there's two components, I think, to my answer to that."

"The first answer is that outputs aren't always legible, and then you have to appropriately incentivize people's fairness on valuing the outputs. In the version of the training game that the kids got, how mucheffort they had to put in wasn't fully legible, but theoutcome of the game being won was visible and unmistakeable. But suppose somebody is making a shoe; how good of a shoe is it exactly? Maybe you could pay a trained third-party shoe-evaluator to come in and say exactly what they thought it would be worth, but measuring your output objectively like that is expensive. What we have instead is the partially legible output of a shoe, where the quality of shoeparts or the evenness of the make or whatever it is that people value in Golarion shoes, might not be clear and objective to the point where the shoemaker and shoebuyer couldn't possibly disagree on it. So then they need to both reason in a way that incentivizes fairness from the other, without everything shattering with probability 1 in the presence of a small disagreement."









lintamande: "- like they're already doing, when they barter over the shoe, but properly. That makes sense."









Keltham: "The second component - is something where I feel more like I knowwhat my teachers would say, than like I really know the answer." (These, of course, are vastly different internal subjective sensations that no dath ilani would confuse.) "What I think they'd say is that the amount of human interaction and endeavor where we mutually benefit one another, in a way that we negotiate explicitly, where we could possibly pay to have a third party evaluate the outputs, is the tip of an ice floe... you don't have much ice here. Is the thin tip of a pyramid, whose much larger base is all the places where people cooperate with each other without explicitly negotiating a price in money. Can I arrive a little late to our meeting? Oh, sure, they say. Somewhere in the back of their mind, you expended a tiny bit of your social currency with them, and they now think you owe them a tiny bit of debt or cancel a tiny bit of debt they used to consider themselves to owe you. And you'll also keep track of how much you fairly owe one another in implicit favors like that, and if the two of you disagree on that a little, it should only cause a breakup with very small probability, but if the divergence gets wider, maybe the two of you don't want to deal with each other anymore. When you don't even stop to negotiate and no money changes hands, matters are in a much less legible place still, and you're relying to an accordingly greater degree on people being implicitly fair in how they reward effort or output, which means that the surrounding structure which incentivizes that implicit fairness matters even more."

"I'm sort of skeptical about to what degree youreally need all those implicit exchanges, and couldn't maybe just pass small bits of money back and forth more often, like maybe in the world made of Kelthams they just do that. But also I've never tried it, so maybe my imaginary teachers are right in what I imagine them saying, that it wouldn't work, or it would just be more inconvenient without helping much."









Carissa Sevar: Maybe all of this is hacked together because you can't just light people on fire a bit when they deserve it? ....she should not discard any pieces until she's totally sure she understands how they function, though.









lintamande: "So in the example with your shirt," says Meritxell, "the other person just says out loud 'I can make 10million gold pieces with that shirt' and you just say out loud 'I value it one million gold pieces' and then they do some math and figure you'll accept a trade of 5.5million or trades of less with less probability. But what stops them from saying in the first place 'I can make five million gold pieces with that shirt' when they can make ten."









Keltham: "At this point we're just assuming that you have any guess about what it's worth to them. Ah, but before I move on along the path, it seems prudent to include any warnings about stuff they warned us hard about, so..."

Civilization emphasizes really hard to kids at this point that, when you reject a 7:5 split with probability <6/7, you're not trying to spitefully punish the person, just make sure that their incentive curve slopes slightly downward as it moves away from what you think is fair. If you were trying to spite them in accordance with base instinct, you'd reject with probability a bit greater than 5/7, so that they lost almost as much as they tried to gain at your expense (even spiteful entities, obviously, will still subtract epsilon from their spiteful punishments to avoid the possibility of infinite resonating spitefights that even they don't want).

Keltham has no particular reason to think Chelaxians are likely to make that particular error, but dath ilan emphasizes it hard to children, so it's probably important or a plausible error that somebody might otherwise make.









lintamande: "....because there's no benefit in spitefully punishing shoesellers or fellow-students for wanting to trade with you?"









Keltham: "Whatwould the benefit be? I think the point of the warnings is that there's this thing built into human nature where our ancient ancestors mated and reproduced under conditions where people hitting each other and hitting back was much more of an equilibrium, and now we have instincts that are about that. But incentivizing fair strategies in the Ultimatum game is not about that, it is adifferent structure that reflects adifferent bit of math than the non-ideal pseudo-equilibrium bit of math that got incarnated into hitting people back when they hit you. But-but it involves somebody else doing something you think is unfair, and then you make sure you do something that causes them to lose some expected value, even if that thing is just not trading with them. So it's the sort of thing that could map onto the hitting-back instinct, if you weren't specifically warned not to map it onto the hitting-back instinct."

"Imagine that room full of children if you told them that, any time somebody made them an unfair offer and tried to cheat them, they ought to hit back in a way that made sure the person lost even more value than they tried to steal, to teach them a lesson, no matter how much more that cost their own position in expected value. Those kids wouldn't grow up to be dath ilan's Civilization. Possibly they wouldn't grow up to be any civilization at all."









lintamande: The room full of Chelish students nods seriously. The children would try to hit someone and that someone would cave their skulls in and that'd be a waste of a lot of state resources educating those children.









Carissa Sevar: This is only true if you have a very limited conception of hitting back, Carissa thinks. She isn't sure, not yet, but - it really does feel like there's a way to lock an additional piece on, a way that you can get even cleaner and higher-performing results with fewer deals walked-away-from, less value left on the table. If you're not Good and unwilling to do anything that's punishment, if you think you have some duty to keep people in the game when in reality they were born into the game and the only way out of it is their utter destruction. The whole point of pain - possibly not the whole point of pain, but a lot of it - is that it's a deterrent that can be delivered without destroying any value at all. Dath ilan doesn't have one of those, so all the rules have to assume that there isn't one...









Keltham: Onward in the sequence. On the next day the children are introduced to their first sophisticated trading-game with tokens that produce varying quantities of jellychips in the presence of other tokens, and which, brought together in sufficient quantity, can even produce more tokens.

Despite everything the kids have learned, the game collapses quickly and with an escalating level of shouting. What do you guess the kids do wrong?









lintamande: " - tried to do central planning without a command structure?"









Keltham: "...you know, I think that thought never occurred to a single one of us. To be fair, we weren't paying very much attention at that age to how the Legislative or Executive branches of Governance were set up, but I guess we knew enough to elect a leader with some simple ranked voting system? It would have made sense to try that, not knowing any better solutions, but we didn't."

"What actually goes wrong is that children with rare tokens decide that rarity is the key determinant of fair cost, children with tokens that directly produce a lot of jellychips decide that direct jellychip production should be the starting anchor on price, and children with tokens that can help produce more tokens think their tokens are way more valuable than anything else around."









lintamande: It is good to hear dath ilani children described doing normal things like rationalizing their getting more stuff than other people.









Keltham: "Now, this is a problem mainly of the kids not having full power in their forward reflectors - that's the part of the brain that implements Wisdom, sort of, obviously it's more complicated than that. Adults could just notice that internal self-favoring influence and switch it off. When we get to the point of being able to run experiments like this in Cheliax with 18 Intelligence 7-year-old kids who've otherwise had an optimized upbringing, I predict that tapping them all with an Owl's Wisdom and telling them to try to avoid self-favoring biased estimates will be enough to get trade restarted."

"But that just leaves the obvious question - a biased estimate ofwhat? What defines the fair amount for each child to get, based on the tokens they hold, if we assume in-game that it's fair for them to start out holding those tokens? There's no object-level effort, in this game, it's just about putting tokens down next to each other. Nobody can be said to be trying any harder, nobody can be said to be trying any more efficiently. The outcomes are perfectly predictable and perfectly measurable. So what's fair? How would Cheliax solve that problem? - or how would you do it, if you think you know a way better than Cheliax's standard."









lintamande: "You could - try to calculate what can be accomplished by all the tokens together, and then all the tokens minus any specific one, and that's that person's - share - though there's no reason to pay everyone that much - you could normalize it -"









Keltham: "Not bad! Especially for a first suggestion! Now suppose I arrange matters such that every token's marginal contribution, defined exactly as you defined it, is zero. Each of 12 people gets a token. Any number of tokens from 0 to 10 will produce 0 jellychips, any group of 11 or 12 tokens produces 12 jellychips. What now?"









lintamande: "...well if you were a god you could calculate the token's marginal value in all possible subsets of all of the tokens and do something with that. Which I mention only because sometimes apparently if gods can do it dath ilan can too," Gregoria says. She's pretty sure once you've sold your soul you can just say things like that.

"If all the tokens are identical like that you probably just want to split evenly - I know that was just for the example but it'd simplify the math you have to do in the version Gregoria just proposed, if you treat interchangeable tokens as having the same payout -"









Keltham: That was a faster progression to the Law-inspired answer than Keltham was expecting. Maybe something about the exact way Keltham asked the question managed to prompt that answer? Or maybe it really is the sort of thing where most arbitrary aliens will arrive at the same answer, which is a small piece of good news about the general cooperativity of Reality.

"Yes indeed; sometimes you can take an ideal-agent calculation whose naked specification is too large for even gods to compute, and either simplify it to an exact answer, or get a good and fast approximation of it."

Keltham whiteboards a sum over every possible permutation of 12 tokens, pausing to explain dath ilani math symbols like 'all permutations' and 'initial string up to first appearance of this symbol'. For every possible order in which the tokens could be arranged, consider the marginal production that token adds, on the step it's added. (0-10 produces 0, 11-12 produces 12.) Then, divide that sum by the number of permutations.

"This sum has 479 million, 1 thousand, 6 hundred terms," Keltham says. "I've already finished adding them up. How are you doing on that?"









lintamande: See if he'd said that yesterday no one would've bet against him being a sadist.









Iarwain: "The sum is also 479 million, 1 thousand, and whatever it was," Asmodia says. People who aren't Keltham can tell that she's not saying it as triumphantly as she should be; to Keltham she is liable to sound exactly like the same cheerful person as always.









Keltham: "Mm. And you got that by?"









Iarwain: "Dividing 479 million, which is what you said, by twelve, and then multiplying by twelve." If the others can't figure anything out from that it's their own damn problem.









lintamande: - that'd work if every term is one? But they just agreed it wasn't?? But it - averages out to one? But how would you prove that?

No one voices any confusion, because they're too Chelish for that.









Carissa Sevar: (Summary of what the fuck is up with Asmodia, from whoever is mindreading her, please.)









Iarwain: The poor dear really didn't want to go to Hell, tried praying to a nonspecific Good god to get her out of it in case Cheliax was lying about Good gods not doing that, and had an accordingly unpleasant evening afterwards. If they'd known this group was going to be anything more than a welcoming gift for Keltham, they would have done better screening on her.

Does Sevar want to pull the trigger on replacing Asmodia? There were over-one-half responses to Keltham that could allow one of the girls to later reveal she's a shapechanged adult.









Carissa Sevar: She's considering it.

It's more lying.

(and - a thing Keltham'll be mad about even if she manages to bring him around on Evil generally, someone directly ending up worse off, if he ever does find out)

(probably that doesn't matter because they're not going to be able to bring Keltham around anyway)

On the other hand you really, really don't want bitter children with nothing to lose around your highly sensitive research project.

The thing she wants is to talk to Asmodia but this isn't a non-heresy work situation at the Worldwound where sometimes someone just needs a drink and the casual but almost generous observation that they aren't special (and that therefore there are people who've survived being like them), there's too much at stake to go off her gut.



Do we have a replacement candidate. Give them that math problem and see if they get it right.









Iarwain: Oh, Asmodia has plenty to lose now. Shedid sign away her soul, as wasteful as that was, and her Hell can always get worse.

They'll try the obvious replacement candidates on that math problem.



(That is a significant ask, though. Asmodia had the best scores in math, if not in wizardry generally, for this whole group. If Asmodia had graduated normally she'd have been tracked for spell research and ritual support after her Worldwound tour, not Security. Target-replacing Security operatives aren't usually tracked for mathematical talent; they're not usually replacing mathematicians.)









Ione Sala: "The result has to be that," Ione states, "because everybody got the same kind of token, there are 12 jellychips to divide, there are 12 tokens, and obviously everybody should get one jellychip. So if we're dividing by the number of permutations, the numerator has to be the number of permutations too."









lintamande: "Well, yes," says Meritxell, "but if the reason we're learning it this way at all instead of just coming up with 'one jellychip a piece', which three-year-olds could do, is the permutations approach then we should be solving the sum instead of just noticing it has to get us the three-year-old answer. It does, though, since eleven in twelve of them are 'zero' and the twelfth is 'twelve'. ...I'm not sure that even gods are doing the full math all the time but maybe it's usually nearly that symmetrical."









Keltham: Keltham is starting to suspect that Chelish wizards do not routinely memorize 12 factorial (479,001,600) and didn't recognize the number when he said it, which may make this problem harder to mentally chunk.

In which case they couldn't have studied a lot of combinatorics?? Keltham would really have guessed that 'this bit of spell with 12 elements has 479,001,600 possible conformations' would be an important chunk of spellcraft, unless things only work at all when there's only 1 possible conformation.

Maybe you don't get to that part at second circle.

Or maybe - this is a weird thought, but Keltham is starting to feel suspicious of a trend - Cheliax teaches combinatorics in some incredibly narrow way where they've only learned combinatorics for spells and not combinatorics for everyday life??

This probably isn't the most important thing right now, file it with the other 'Why are they so inconsistently X??'

"Correct, but I'm not sure everyone was following along with that, so let's try a smaller scale version. Suppose I took four of you, lined you up in a randomized order - you can imagine it being visibly randomized, if you like - and gave 8 jellychips to whoever was standing second in line. On average, how many jellychips should you expect to receive if I run this procedure on you?"









lintamande: "Two," they chorus cheerfully.









Keltham: "How could the answer possibly betwo? There's four times three times two times one ways to pick the first person in the line from four people, the second person in the line from the three remaining people, the third person in the line from two remaining people, and one way to tack on the last person in the line. Four times three times two times one is 24. You get 8 jellychips at the end, if you get any at all. So the answer is going to be something divided by 24 different possibilities, maybe 8 divided by 24 or something like that, so the answer should be one-third. Or something with thirds in it, anyways, because you're dividing by 24, which has a factor of 3 in there."









lintamande: They stare at him warily.



"You're second in line a quarter of the time," says Tonia. "So it's two." Probably dath ilan does this kind of thing because of it being illegal to light anyone on fire so they have no other outlets.









dath ilan: (Illegal isn't quite the same concept when you don't have threats; but lighting somebody on fire would get you barred from most cities, yes, since most cities contain people who prefer not to be lit on fire.)









Keltham: "Buthow... does one obtain... thatresult?"









lintamande: "You take the payout, which is eight, and you multiply it by how often you get the payout, which is a quarter of the time, and eight times a quarter is two."









Keltham: Keltham furthermore suspects that Chelish education may also possibly put more emphasis on guessing the right answer for spell problems than on proving the answer correct. Which there's obviously a place for! In fact, if he were to treat them as kids, an old dath ilani rule implies that Keltham needs to find a problem that forces them to use a more rigorous method, rather than complaining that the correct answer was obtained too quickly. You are not allowed to tell a child 'That answer was correct but I want you to obtain it my way instead of your way,' that is not good for kids. And it's not actually clear to Keltham if that rule is supposed to hold relative to absolute age or to mathematical maturity.

"If there's twenty-four different ways to stand in line, how does it end up that you're getting a payout one quarter of the time?" Keltham tries instead. "Shouldn't it be more like 1/24 or something like that?"









lintamande: "There's not twenty-four different ways to stand in line! There are four places you can be in line and then you don't care what the other three kids are doing."









Keltham: "I amsupposed at this point to find some actual problem which forces you to compute it out the long way, instead of complaining that you got the correct answer but you didn't get it the way I wanted, which I am not supposed to ever do. But I don't have a workbook full of carefully composed problems like I would if this were a real lesson, unfortunately."

"If we were trying to figure out your marginal contribution to a more complicated economic situation, though, the particular people ahead of you in line might be important -"

"You know, I should just give you a simpler problem that forces you to compute it the long way. Let's say there are three tokens with numbers that say 2, 3, and 5. Bringing a group of tokens together gives the group a number of jellychips equal to the product of every number in the group, so if you had the tokens for 2 and 5 together, the group would receive 10 jellychips."

"What does this method say is the fair distribution to the holder of the 5 token, if three token-holders pool 2 and 3 and 5 to get 30 jellychips for the group?"









lintamande: "So you sum up adding the five to nothing, adding the five to the two, adding the five to the three, and adding the five to the pool with the two and the three," says Meritxell, "and that's everything the five could possibly be worth in every world, and you divide by how many worlds there were."









Ione Sala: "Or if you actually bother to do the work, 5 plus 10 plus 15 plus 30 divided by four," says Ione. "So 15."









Iarwain: Asmodia rolls her eyes. "Really. What do the other two tokens get, then? The 2 and the 3?"









Ione Sala: Ione suspects a trap, and tries to rapidly work it out in her head. For the '2', it's 2 + 6 + 10 + 30, divided by 4, which is... damn it, this is harder to do in her head... 12? And for the '3', it's 3 + 6 + 15 + 30 = 54, divided by 4 is no it doesn't matter it's not all going to add up to 30. "Wait, I see my mistake -" Ione begins.









Iarwain: "Mistakes. Plural. The divisor is 6, not 4, and you're supposed to sum over the marginal productions rather than the total productions. If it's ordered 5-3-2, that's a marginal production of 5. If it's ordered 5-2-3, that's a marginal production of 5. If it's ordered 2-5-3, the product starts at 2, and goes to 10, which is a marginal production of 8. 3-5-2 goes from 3 to 15, marginal production 12. 2-3-5 and 3-2-5 go from 6 to 30, marginal production 24 repeated twice." Asmodia has been writing down these numbers, thank you, she is not trying to keep it all in her head without a Fox's Cunning. "5 + 5 + 8 + 12 + 24 + 24 = 78, divided by 6... 13."

She quickly checks the other two numbers to make sure she's got it right.

2: 2 + 2 + 3 + 5 + 15 + 15 = 42 / 6 = 7
3: 3 + 3 + 4 + 10 + 20 + 20 = 60 / 6 = 10

13 + 7 + 10 = 30. Okay, she didn't just make a (tiny bit, unimportantly, bigger) fool of herself.









Carissa Sevar: (Is she playing at anything, by being prominently the best at math today?)









Iarwain: The other students are trying as hard as they can at math. They don't believe themselves to have been instructed by you to diminish their math efforts as such. Asmodia is just better at this problem.

(Unfortunately.)









Keltham: "Yeah, the thing I was trying to force you to do with the four students in twenty-four possible orders was sum over the 6 possible ways you could be standing second in line, to make the point about how the sum isdefined as being over every permutation. In retrospect, clearly, I should've started with the case of tokens labeled 2, 3, and 5, but I'm sort of making this up as I go along because it's been a few years and I don't remember some of the exercises let alone their ordering. Sorry about that. Anyways -"

"When you're trying to see if there's a way to do what ideal agents would do - or gods, if you think gods are powerful enough to be ideal about that particular case - you want to distinguish the Law that defines what the solutionis, and any clever ways you come up with tocompute the Lawful solution faster."

"When you've got 12 identical tokens, such that any group of 11 or 12 of them will produce 12 jellychips, there's a symmetry argument which says that each token must get one jellychip. If you thought there ought to be acoherence constraint on the Law of fairness saying that holders of identical tokens should end up with identical payouts, you could use that to compute the answer even if you had no idea what the actual Law was. Often when youdo see how the Law works, you can go back over a lot of your intuitions, and say, 'Oh, yes, that intuition I had previously was shadowing this coherence of the Law, even though I didn't know how the whole Law worked' and that's a kind of sanity check on whether you're reasoning correctly at all."

"But the Law of fairness that defines the target answer for the '11 tokens of 12' problem is in principle a sum over 479,001,600 marginal productions, of which all but 39,916,800 are zero, and 39,916,800 of which are 12, divided at the end by 479,001,600. Which means that we can say there's a singleideal fairness formula that governs both the '11 of 12' game, and the '2, 3, 5' game, even if shortcuts orapproximations for the particular cases of the formula can be different, in cases where a shortcut exists."









lintamande: "Which does imply that identical tokens will get identical payouts," says Meritxell. "Right?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not want the kids to be bad at math. Imitating being bad at math seems like another thing where the things Keltham would expect to be correlated won't be and he'll end up suspicious, which is almost definitely happening anyway but at least since it's the product of their real legitimate math education it'll make more sense to him as he learns more.


Carissa wanted to know whether Asmodia was being impressive on purpose because an Asmodia who is trying to get Keltham's attention, or an Asmodia who is trying to be hard for Cheliax to replace - an Asmodia who has started playing for her survival against the project's interests, more than everyone in Cheliax is doing all the time - is a different problem than an Asmodia who is doing her best but bitter because she had been consoling herself that Cheliax was lying about Good and they turned out not to be. She thinks a disillusioned angry-at-Good Asmodia is probably usable. She is open to learning from someone with more experience with this, though.









Iarwain: This is her being weak and reactive, not strategic. And she's quite pissed at the Good gods, yes.


(Security doesn't explain why.)









Carissa Sevar: It's not really the kind of thing that requires explanation! The Good gods suck.



Carissa tries to think what Maillol will think if she tells him that she wants to try to talk Asmodia around. It would be nice if she could predict what Maillol thought about things so she could stop bothering the real one so often, but he still surprises her as often as not, and she isn't sure if he'll think this is Carissa being inexperienced at having a real command and accordingly stupid, or Carissa having weirdly good instinctsbecause Asmodeus dropped Keltham near her for a reason.

...she should focus on the lesson or she's going to get behind. And then Keltham will think she's kind of stupid, which ....might be good, if it means he thinks she's not a ringleader, but would interfere with attachment to her, she's pretty sure. Lesson it is.









Keltham: "Yup. Identical tokens getting identical payouts is one of several coherence properties that this solution has, called 'equal treatment of equals'. Another example of an obvious coherence property is that the sum over every agent's fair distribution equals the total distribution - we don't have any jellychips left over. Yet another coherence property is that combining two games into a single game will make the agent's fair reward be the sum of their fair rewards in the component games. Or another obvious-sounding one, if your marginal production is zero for every permutation, your fair reward is also zero."

"Would you say those four properties sound like properties that any fair formula for a game like this one ought to have? Again, that's identical agents being treated identically, distributing all of the gains, the reward for playing two games is the sum of the reward for playing the games separately, and agents who contribute nothing receive nothing."









lintamande: Those seem obviously true but there's still a suspicious pause while they try to think of counterexamples.









Carissa Sevar: "Did we get a technical definition of a fair formula such that 'split the rewards evenly', which does not have the last of those properties, gets disqualified?"









Keltham: "Oh, at the moment, we don't have any technical definition of what fairnessis, really, just this one permutation-based formula I gave you which I claimed might have something to do with fairness, and four particular properties that might seem intuitively appealing for a fair solution. So at present, we could at best say that the supposedly fair permutation-based formula doesn't split rewards evenly; and that splitting rewards evenly violates the intuitively-appealing fair notion that zero marginal production should receive zero reward."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.









Keltham: "Buuut, it just so happens that this here permutation-based formula is theonly possible formula that has those four properties. Which is why, if dath ilan ever runs into aliens, they'll be at least sort of hopeful that the aliens also think this is the fairness formula as specialized for crisp games like these."

"This is how humans, from their chaotic beginnings, come to know Law. There's a sort of - bootstrapping, reflection, seeing something inside yourself - where you recognize the higher pattern and coherence within your own intuitions - where you find four crisp requirements that seem obviously, intuitively like they should hold if there's any way to get them, that appeal to the pre-Lawful notions inside you - and those four crisp properties pinpoint and identify a single possible Law - and then you look back at the intuitions inside you, and say, 'Oh, so that's what it was reflecting, that's what it was a shadow of, all along.' You didn't know that Law when you first saw the Ultimatum Game, but you gave that Law's answer of 6:6."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: Imagine having that, having the true Law, and thinking you'd also better not hit the kids or they might decide it's not worth going to school. Chelish children will march through fire for that, and that's why Cheliax is going to win.









Keltham: "And so long as that gets transcripted and sent out soon enough, hopefully nobody from Chelish Governance gives me a completely baffled look if I say that my baseline fair share of an increase in Chelish production ought to be around roughly the amount that Chelish production would've increased by adding me in the alternate world where the country had randomly half of its current people, or gets confused and worried if I say that a proposed contract clause would be annoying enough in a final offer to make me visibly generate a random number between 0 and 999 and walk out on Cheliax if the number is 0."

"Now it's time for a break, or it would be in dath ilan, anyways, and it so happens that I hailed from there. I'll take some questions, and then probably go off by myself for a bit to let my brain cool down from recomposing half-remembered lectures - metaphorically speaking, the brain doesn't actually overheat when you overthink unless something is going very wrong inside. Dath ilani best practices would provide you with a small snack and suggest that you stand up and walk around. Maybe a brief magic-practice session after this, to break things up? Anybody who doesn't want to teach me magic, which doesn't need to include all of you, could take a longer break, that way."

"Any questions?"









Iarwain: "I do have some snacks if we should all have snacks," Pilar says, taking a pouch of small Chelish sweets from her bookbag, wearing a cheerful smile. She starts going around and distributing them to everyone, Keltham first.









lintamande: But is she going to give them to the mysterious slave.









Iarwain: Yes, apparently.









Keltham: Keltham consumes his sweet. Not bad for this tech level!









Carissa Sevar: "Thank you, Pilar. I'm going to go get my headband," Carissa says. "Probably I'll come to magic lessons but don't wait on me, I might want to reread all my math textbooks first or something."









Keltham: No questions? Keltham doesn't know whether that lecture was much less exciting for them than it was for him, or if there's a cultural difference that makes Chelish students ask a lot fewer questions than dath ilani would.

Well, Keltham heads off to his bedroom.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom follows.









Keltham: Sighgreat.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Why did you say that you needed to destroy those papers before the universe noticed them?"









Keltham: "It wasalmost entirely a joke but in the unlikely event it'snot then you wouldn't actually be helping by calling attention to -"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Apologies," Broom says, and immediately turns to go the other way.









Keltham: ...okay, maybe that guyis some sort of Keeper.

Keltham goes to his bed, lies down, and closes his eyes for a quick rest.









lintamande: Meritxell does not eat Pilar's sweet on general principle, and goes back to her room to put away somewhere where she can check it later for being weird in some way. Security wouldn't let Pilar poison them but it could totally be weird in some way.









Iarwain: "Anything you feel like reporting to Security?" says Rodez Balaguerre, who's leaning against the wall of a passage along the way.









lintamande: "Pilar's being weird, Asmodia's being weird, there's aslave attending classes, I don't understand why Sevar's in charge." She holds up the sweet, not quite offering it to him. "This is a very educational environment. Am I forgetting something?"









Iarwain: "Oh, Pilar's being weird? How so?"









lintamande: "She got Sever a cake. And offered everyone, including theslave who is attending classes,these." Neither of those things are heretical but they're absolutely weird.

Meritxell isn't feeling particularly afraid. It is possible she forgot something, in which case she'll rightly be in a lot of trouble, but she doesn't think she did, because she has a very good memory, and one always might get in trouble anyway but there's no point being afraid of that, it'd be like being afraid of rain. One thing her mother always told her was that everyone is powerless but only some people arescared.









Iarwain: "Oh, I see. Good on you for informing Security about those anomalous, surprising events as soon as you reasonably could. When did those events happen, by the by?"









lintamande: There is also no point in trying to defend yourself against the unreasonable implications of things people are saying, any more than you would argue with the clouds about whether they ought to bring rain. "Pilar provided the cake at the start of the day, and the sweets at the conclusion of the lesson, about two minutes ago. The slave showed up at the start of lesson, with Keltham's knowledge. And Sevar's, I think. Asmodia's been weird, uh, more subtly than that, but it was most noticeable in the last half hour of the lecture."









Iarwain: "Take off your left shoe."









lintamande: It seems unlikely that Security wants them all running off to report at the start of lunch on things that Security already saw, which makes it correspondingly more likely that Security's just in a bad mood, but there's no point in being afraid either way. - though the second possibility does suggest more options. She keeps her eyes on him while she lifts her leg to remove her shoe. "I don't suppose Security's allowed to explain things to us."









Iarwain: Rodez Balaguerre breaks her little toe, not in a particularly unfriendly way.

"This is a mission for big girls," he informs her. "You are not adequately prepared for it. You were intended as a welcoming gift for Keltham. Somehow you've ended up with a great deal more responsibility than that. This will require rapid retraining."

"Pilar is now an oracle of Cayden Cailean. That's the Chaotic Good god of drunkenness, if you're too loyal to know. It happened moments before Pilar could sign her soul contract. Mindreading shows that Pilar didn't want that at all, and that her request to be Maledicted if she needs to be executed was completely sincere. This matches up with earlier records of Pilar's thoughts being read, and is not currently thought to be an oracular power for evading having her mind read. Orders are to consider her an Asmodean in good standing, for now."

"Her giving cake to Sevar was a manifestation of her oracular curse, as was her distribution of sweets."

"You failed to report the former event for the entire length of the morning. Had Security not known about this matter already, and had the Security officer present also failed to take explicit note of the anomaly as every one of you did, your failure to note Pilar's unusual behavior and report it to anyone, would have meant ignoring signs of a catastrophic underlying problem."

"You can have that toe healed at the end of the day, or earlier if Keltham suddenly wants to sleep with you for some reason. Meanwhile, it is expected to provide you with a recurring reminder of the new level of Security awareness that is now required from you."

"Broom is here by direct authorization of the Grand High Priestess and belongs to a Lawful Neutral god whose work conduces to Asmodeus's purposes. He is not authorized to give you orders and you should show him neither deference nor disrespect."

"Highpriest Maillol has decided that Sevar seems to have the best current understanding of Keltham of anyone present, including himself. In the unlikely event that you prove to understand Keltham even better, Maillol might put you in charge instead. Try sabotaging Sevar to make yourself look better by comparison and Maillol will hurt you enough to mildly improve your soul before sending it onward to Hell."

"Asmodia earned a punishment the previous evening but is not currently considered by Security to be an ongoing problem."

"You're done here. Put your shoe back on."









lintamande: - fair enough. "Thank you," she says sincerely, and puts her shoe back on, and determinedly walks without a limp down the hallway, though it takes a great deal of effort.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa notices herself feeling wary as she approaches the temple, which is probably that human flaw Keltham identified earlier where if bad things happen to you in a place your idiot brain will try to conclude the place is bad. She wouldn't have noticed before, but she's paying more attention to her flaws, lately.



However this is probably not the moment to try to fix them. She'll just go in and learn what ridiculous things have happened in the last three hours and get her headband and figure out what to do about Asmodia.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol will have a chat with her that is a lot like the one that Rodez Balaguerre just had with Meritxell. It will involve Maillol taking hold of her arm, breaking her wrist, and shaking it for emphasis while he lectures her; but he'll heal her afterwards, unlike the other girls, because he does not want Sevar distracted on an ongoing basis or Keltham noticing anything if he suddenly drags her off for a quickie.

Nothing horribly unexpected has happened in the last three hours. Nobody is to make any humorous comments about that because nobody is to tempt fate.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would not even consider making comments about that. Fate is clearly already incredibly tempted around here, despite having as far as anyone knows been extinguished a century ago.

'

She puts her headband back on. It's nice how she's not going to have to take it off this time.

There's no arguing that the girls are all in over their heads. She's not...actually sure that Security and Maillol are less in over their heads. Contessa Lrilatha didn't seem in over her head and the Queen didn't seem in over her head and Aspexia Rugatonn didn't seem in over her head but everyone who isn't on that level ...might, in fact, be in over their heads.



Well, she always wanted to be that good.

It's pretty obvious with a headband on that having a headband on isn't anywhere sufficient to achieve that. She's not sure a +6 headband would be, and while Wisdom might be more useful than Cunning it doesn't solve the problem either. The fundamental thing is that they're trying to do something very hard with little margin for error and at least one god actively opposed to their efforts, and while obviously being smart is necessary for handling that.....

...Nefreti Clepati isn't dath ilani. Being smart doesn't even mean automatically deriving all theLawand becoming one with it, within the range that humans are capable of making themselves smart. What she knows now is what dath ilan taught seven year olds in a couple days of classes, and while she can feel that it has not only cleared up her confusion about what bargaining is, that it has lit a torch that casts some light on a dozen surrounding things, she can mostly only see everything she doesn't yet know.

But Keltham likes her. And if he gets bored in a week then the other girls will be a week more prepared for Keltham to like them. And while she tries to maintain realistic expectations about how long he's likely to take to get bored, her actual honest guess, now that she's smarter, now that it's a bit easier to split out which predictions are defensive-predictions so she won't be sad about whatever happens - what a flawto have in your brain -

- her actual honest guess is that he won't get bored in a week. That he'll pick up additional girls at some point, because variety is highly motivating, but that she's already not interchangeable, to him.

For some reason this feeling makes her wish that she'd fixed the Queen's bag so it could hurt her again. However, not flirting with the Queen was the smartest call she made this morning and she's going to persist in it even if it would be really nice to be in a lot of pain. And she's not quite on terms with Keltham where she could run up to him and say 'for reasons I can't tell you, I want you to break all my knuckles with a hammer' - he's not even there yet, he wouldn't enjoy it -



She gives herself five minutes to spend staring out the window and daydreaming about things to tell Keltham to seduce him to Evil, and then tries to steer her mind back on to business. ...it's probably too late to pull Asmodia aside in a not-maximally-threatening way but she'll see if she happens to be able to catch her.









Asmodia: It's way too late to catch Asmodia without a broken toe that hasn't particularly improved her mood. It's been improved even less by being told in a smiling way that children will be children, but it might be unwise for Asmodia to fuck with Pilar like she was thinking about, considering that Pilar now has an extra two caster circles on Asmodia plus unknown Chaotic Good powers plus Security knows Pilar is more loyal than Asmodia is probably capable of.

She's not bothering trying to walk without a limp if Keltham's not around.

The food here is substantially better than in Ostenso academy. She's gone to get a small snack from the refectory area; they've got some out, probably in case Keltham - or, she supposes, maybe some of the other people here - want one. Nobody's told her she can't.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa comes up behind her and takes one too. "Hey," she says. "You're not in trouble, or you might be but I'm not it. Do you want to borrow my headband?"









Asmodia: That's a very good way to get a wizard's attention, even under Asmodia's circumstances. She tilts her head to look at Sevar, which is the Chelish equivalent of whirling around in shock. "That would seem very generous of you," she says, meaning,why would you do that and what's in it for you.

Maybe this is a test to see if she is capable of learning literally at all and will now report to Security after Sevar acts weird.









Carissa Sevar: "Wouldn't it just. I was really annoyed, when it occurred to me as the way to get what I want, here. Especially because it only occurred to me with the headband on and I think wouldn't have otherwise." Wizards more inclined to poetry than Carissa have described taking headbands off - not +2, generally they're talking about +4, but still - as like 30% of the way to being dead.

"You can have it for the duration of the conversation and then long enough to look at my third-circle spells, all I want is for you to approach the conversation like I'm doing you a favor and will keep doing that if it works this time."









Asmodia: "Accepted," Asmodia says unhesitatingly. She has no idea what it's about, but the offer is, she suspects, intended to be more-than-fair; if so it makes that point well enough.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa takes her headband off and tries not to make a face about it. Hands it over.



"I noticed you were in a bad mood today," she says. "Keltham didn't, or this would be a very different conversation, and perhaps you will get it together by the time he's competent to read us at all, but I noticed. And, you know, I'm not worried about whether your incentives are pointed in the right direction. You're not an idiot - you're very clever, actually, or this would also be a very different conversation - and we're the most carefully-corrected batch of wizards in all of Cheliax at present. But. We are working in adversarial conditions, here, Abadar ismad at us,and to succeed under those conditions our success needs to be assured from more than one direction. Cheliax is doing its Chelish best to teach you how to handle yourself here.

And dath ilan, if we were dath ilani students, would try to bribe you. On the utterly stupid assumption, if Keltham's telling it straight, that punishment doesn't work; or on the slightly less stupid assumption, if we figure the smart people in charge of dath ilan lie to their people as much as our smart people lie to us - and I don't think Keltham'd be very surprised, to learn that - that sometimes you hit a different corner of the motivational system, when you dangle a bribe in front of someone." She nods at the headband.









Asmodia: Asmodia puts on the headband. She's ever tapped herself with a Fox's Cunning, but there's said to be a subtle difference from the headband. That with spellsilver to anchor a more carefully refined enchantment than a hung spell, it can be smoother, more supportive, befitting something meant to be worn forever after.

...she can't really tell the difference, in the first rush of clarity, it feels half as intense as Fox's Cunning but otherwise mostly the same.

Mostly her newfound clarity is agreeing with her prior impression that, yes, her life is a complete loss in which nothing good has happened to her, nothing good is ever going to happen to her, and all of her goals now consist of being tortured less and staying out of Hell for slightly longer.

It's definitely possible that having any prospect of anything good ever happening to her would hit a different corner of her motivational system. Dath ilan could be on to something there. Asmodia chooses not to say this out loud, where it would be a pathetic plea for help; if Sevar is running Detect Thoughts, which would be sensible of her, then she's welcome to the inward thought that isn't a plea for anything.

"Or, alternatively, we only got the lectures for seven-year-olds so far and dath ilan's reasoning will seem much more understandable after a full week of lectures," Asmodia chooses to say instead. "Irresistibly compelling, even, which I assume is why they had us sell our souls first." Why not Sevar, though, that makes no sense. "And Abadar's mad at us? That sounds important."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, see, we keep lying to his cleric. Keltham has - a bunch of divination, today. Detect Anxieties, Detect Desires. What do you suppose he's gonna turn up, if he casts those and looks at you?"









Asmodia: Asmodia doesn't laugh out loud. Even less so, considering how fucked she would be. And yet, somehow, it's still funny. What a lovely bed Hell has made for itself to lie in.

"Detect Anxiety might not turn up anything much, you can't be anxious about what's already happened to you. Detect Desires might pick up something Security doesn't want him to see." The desire to be somewhere else. The desire to not be herself. The desire not to go to Hell. Even with an intelligence headband on she can't think of a solution for that besides removing her, which isn't a good sign - no, wait, she's thought of one. "Should've written down on my paper that I'd have a more interesting background, some story that would explain why Keltham couldn't detect my own desires, if I'm about to get a blocking item for that."









Carissa Sevar: "Would've been a good idea. I haven't got Nondetection for you, but Security will. I'm not, actually, expecting him to try casting that one on a room full of students, given how some of his other spells have panned out - not today, when he doesn't recognize it - but maybe he'll surprise me." She smiles tiredly; it's not sincere, but the insincerity isn't really pointed at Asmodia. "Now, entertain me for a bit, pretend you're in dath ilan. What payment would you want, for this, such that you'd be glad on the whole that you were chosen for it, that you were born for it,such that if you thought of a way to make it go better you wouldn't just think 'they'll kill me if I don't'."









Asmodia: The thought is painful to glance in the direction of; Asmodia turns away from her first internal glance.

Her first thought is that she's being toyed with. That wouldn't be anything the least bit surprising, but right now it's running into a contradiction with something else.

"I could entertain you, if you hadn't exchanged a headband-borrowing for considering that you were doing me a favor," Asmodia says. "A little compact between us, probably a bad idea for me to break that." Can she, actually, if she's sold her soul to Lawful Evil?









Carissa Sevar: "Bore me, then, and give me a straight answer. Look, do I like you as a person? No, I'm notthatimpressed by mathematical ability I'll have myself once I have time to study with the headband on. Would I give you presents even if I liked you as a person? No. But this is either going to fail spectacularly, in which case we will all die very shortly, or succeed spectacularly, in which case I will be rich beyond my wildest dreams and powerful hopefully right up to and not beyond my ability to keep my feet under me. And if I can buy - with thatfuturemoney that I only get if I win - the slightest sense, in your heart, that youwantme to win, well, that might end up being worth quite a lot to me."









Asmodia: Asmodia's thinks that this is probably what it feels like to have somebody trying to buy your soul, before she remembers that already happened yesterday and didn't produce anything like this sensation.

It's pretty obvious to her what she wants, now that she stares in that direction.

It's the sort of thought that gets people killed, maybe even people who've sold their souls. Intelligence headbands are dangerous things; she doesn't feel like she'd have thought of this with the spell form of Fox's Cunning.

And having thought it, she's already fucked herself over yet again, and might as well say it to Sevar."There's a story I once heard whispered about the Queen, that if you piss her off badly enough, she'll turn you into a statue and bury you far down enough that even the Hellknights can't get to you to free your trapped soul. I'd serve someone loyally if there was a realistic compact for that to happen to me, at the end of my life, if I served at some realistic level that's actually in reach for me."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa knows exactly what Keltham will see if he turns Detect Anxieties on her, because it hasn't left her mind since the Queen said it and she's pretty sure it never will, even if she succeeds beyond everyone's wildest dreams and gets a duchy out of it.

She doesn't say that. Obviously. But that leaves her - with absolutely nothing to say, nothing she can even really imagine herself saying. Her planned grateful exit was, 'I think I'll need the headband on to consider that', but she's not sure she can say that, about - about the desirenot to be -



- also it's almost surely impossible, not threatening, or Security would have intervened.



"And here I was hoping you liked, you know, magic items, strangling puppies, that kind of thing. You know, if I had an aptitude for spell research and a terror of Hell, I'd work on permitted forms of immortality - powered by the hearts of babies or whatever. Figure out what the Starstone does to the people it eats."









Asmodia: Very few people ever pull off anything even close to immortality, and Asmodia is aware that she's not that good at math, to research something that very few wizards have ever figured out. A lot of people want immortality. Very few people get it.

Then again - the other form of the thing she wants - isn't something that a lot of people want. Maybe it's genuinely easier to figure out what the Starstone does to the people it eats, than to figure out immortality. Though you'd think, if it was easy to solve, that Galt would use that instead of their famous soul-trapping executioner's blade, which Asmodia isn't interested in because the Hellknights will get to it sooner or later.

"I suppose a slave's-bread version of that would be finding enough spells that destroy memories and rewrite personality that the person who goes to Hell isn't effectively me any more," Asmodia says, and feels a flare of awful hope as she does. "Remaking her to be a faithful Sarenrae worshipper might be funny, she'd be so surprised when she ends up in Hell." Because fuck Sarenrae, that's why.









Carissa Sevar: - giggle. "See, if you work out something like that, then you're not constantly constrained by who'll collaborate with you, because I don't think that's even slightly heretical. I know there's a ninth circle spell that lets you turn a person into a book, and edit it. I'm certainly not going to promise anything on the spot, but if you do a good job, and get us to pull this off, I would enjoy rewriting every page of your book."









Asmodia: Asmodia's wordless core pulls her thoughts back from a direction of looking, where if she actually thought of any way of doing the thing, Security would execute her possibly on the spot. She doesn't even think about where she didn't look.

(Fuck this! Fuck this again! The only consolation for selling her soul was supposed to be that she could finally think her own thoughts!)


"I'll think about it," Asmodia says after a lengthy pause. "I'd realistically - want to be rewritten as someone like Pilar who enjoys it and gets off on it and would do great in Hell, just in case it's still me in there no matter what. Going for contract devil when you grow up, are you?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm going for getting to grow up. I can't say I can relate to not wanting that, but if you do a good job for me, I expect I'll arrange you any stupid thing that takes me less than a month of my time. That ball is in your court, though, presently. You'll have to go study dath ilani thought and convince me that an Asmodia who wants something is valuable enough for the no doubt unpleasant series of conversations it'll take to figure out a version of it I'm allowed to give you."









Asmodia: The subtlety of wording doesn't escape the notice of Asmodia wearing a headband. "Study dath ilanithought, not dath ilaniknowledge? That sounds like a daring thought to think, for somebody who hasn't sold her soul." Who do you think you are, who are you in fact, to make promises like those? You don't talk like a Keltham expert that Maillol bestowed with a little more authority over the rest of us.









Carissa Sevar: "Asmodeus owns me, and owes me nothing in exchange, and I'll think whatever thoughts might serve Him, it being hard to know in advance of thinking them. Concern yourself with your fate, Asmodia, and if there's a promise it's worth making you then I'll tell you why I can promise it."









Asmodia: Asmodia gives a half-nod of acknowledgement; fair's fair, even if she couldn't say whatever Keltham would say about what exactly makes that be fair.

With a fraction of preliminary agreement to agree on something behind them, it's time to speak a little more frankly.

"What exactly are you looking for, from me? I thought we were here to coax useful information out of Keltham to get transcribed for the real experts. That requires us to look harmless to a dath ilani, to be pretty girls that men enjoy thinking they can teach, and to make fast progress and show it to him so he'll move on to more advanced lessons. If you've got priorities that aren't the project priorities, and involve dath ilani thinking that we were told on day one was insane, I need to hear spelled out what kind of merchandise you want me to have on offer. And then I need to hear confirmation that's okay from Security, with whom I'm not interested in being in trouble, though I'd agree to keep it secret from the other students if you wanted."









Carissa Sevar: Maybe it's not obvious, if the thing you want most is to stop existing. Why is that even a way humans can be insane. "I suppose I don't need to tell you this, Asmodia, but most people run into five kinds of heresy the first time they try having an original thought, and we presently have a problem that we can't solve without a fair bit of original thought. I'm not, of course, an exception, but I suspect that the five kinds of heresy I end up at are entirely different from yours.

I want you to think anyway. You can end all your thoughts in 'and this is why I want my soul expended for magical power by the darkest of sorcerers', if you want, I don't care, though do mind that your only route to that is to impress me. I want you to try to understand the math underlying Law well enough that if we end up sticking more headbands on you you can derive things dath ilan didn't get around to teaching Keltham. I want you to do well enough at that Keltham notices, ideally, but I actually think I care more about the math than the Keltham noticing, and if you hate the idea of him noticing you in particular you can feed all your clever mathematical insights to Meritxell." Who will absolutely hate not having come up with them herself.









Asmodia: Asmodia thinks the same thing, and doesn't suppress her small vicious smile. "Security, if you're there, I request confirmation that Sevar's sudden interest in Lawful Neutral thinking doesn't mean she got oracled by Irori, and that the Queen, the Grand High Priestess, and Asmodeus would be fine with this private trade."









Asmodia: A wizard remains invisible, but the spell hiding them and their Arcane Mark appear, as plain as sight to Asmodia without need of Detect Magic, which she prepared on sheer reflex this morning before realizing that she was being dumb.









Iarwain: "Confirmed," says Security. And, just to fuck with Sevar in an allowable sort of way, "If the Queen wasn't fine with it, she probably would've mentioned it when she visited Sevar's bedroom this morning."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa several weeks ago cared if her subordinates thought she was sleeping her way to the top but that ship has sailed, and circumnavigated the globe, and soared off to become an airship, at this point. Besides, sleeping your way that much to the top isn't even shameful. "So, I think I offered a look at my spellbook," she says instead.









Asmodia: 
"Yes. It was, in fact, very generous of you."


Asmodia follows Sevar to her bedroom - not the first person to do that, apparently! But at the point where someone can nab Abrogail Thrune II while not looking any prettier than Carissa does, she is no longer a slut, she is a shapechanged ancient dragon slut with nine slut caster circles, and only a fool would anger someone who's as much of a slut as that.


And along the way, while she's still wearing the intelligence headband, Asmodia asks herself what she understands about dath ilani thinking. There's obvious notions like, they've developed some inner thing like arcane sight that pierces through the Prime Material like a realm of shadows and sees Mathematics underneath it, but Keltham already knows that and isn't being shy about teaching it to them. Figuring out what they lied to Keltham about, filling in the holes of his knowledge - there's some parts that are obvious if you were raised Evil, what a perfected Lawful Good society carefully hides from children and citizens of questionable loyalty: sadism, the possibility that you can hit people to get them to do what you want, that you can force people to go on playing games they aren't being bribed to play. If Asmodia has an advantage in figuring out something like that, it will be the math that they censored from him.

Is there any part of this that she has an elemental affinity for? The first day - wasn't an unhappy one, was as happy as any day in Cheliax ever gets, between the moments of anxiety and being sure that Keltham was fucking with them. They found out that it's possible to glance at a country of half men and half women, and pierce through the obscuring veil of matter to the Law behind.

And the thought occurs to Asmodia, then - if she is, for some reason, allowed to think about dath ilani thinking - that there's something about Keltham's dath ilani attitude in the face of difficult problems that's - indomitable? Wrong word, and maybe Taldane doesn't have a right one. Something that isn't expecting that students only get problems that they've been trained to solve. Keltham does ask if Golarion has already tried and failed to solve problems, but only to know how difficult they'd be for him to solve, not to consider whether they might be impossible. You never get the impression for a fraction of a second that dath ilan itself would respect all of Golarion's past hard work as meaning anything. Why should they, when Golarion could stare at a country of half men and half women for millennia, bargain over shoes for millennia, and never see the towering structure of Law barely a step out of vision, that dath ilani seven-year-olds learn about from older boys?

A lot of people in Golarion have tried to get immortality -

(or get out of soul contracts)

- but they weren't dath ilani.

If nothing else, destroying a soul - if Abaddon, or the Starstone, can do that at all - or just putting a statue somewhere it will never, ever be reachable again even by the Hellknights or Hell - really doesn't seem like the sort of thing that a class of dath ilani children would give up on, if a teacher gave it to them as a puzzle they didn't know how to solve.





(Though it sure would serve them right if there was also some way like that to destroy everything.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gives Asmodia ten minutes with her spellbook and then requires her headband back. And perhaps they've missed Keltham's magic lessons, by now, but perhaps they haven't?









Asmodia: Asmodia would rather think by herself than be around Keltham right now, if that wasn't an order.



(she's having way too many disloyal pre-thoughts and should stay further from Security's focus until they go away)









Keltham: Keltham is trying to prepare Prestidigitation, this time, just in case he has more luck with other cantrips than Read Magic. It looks more complex, that doesn't mean it's actually harder to set up.









Ione Sala: Ione is in the library as always, running Detect Magic and trying to describe in words what she sees happening over the spellbook scaffold in response to Keltham's attempted motions. She hopes one of the people with actual arcane sight can stop pretending not to have it, so they can cast an illusion of what Keltham is doing for Keltham to see.









lintamande: Meritxell is present, trying to show it with thread, but an illusion would be a lot better.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has her headband back and likes it! Security having Arcane Sight won't be surprising to Keltham and leaves the option of claiming it's a ritual that takes a year or something; maybe one of them can cast an illusion?









Iarwain: Why would Security need to explain how Security's abilities work? It's probably just all magic to the weird ignorant kid. But sure, Security can do a realtime illusion of what's happening over the scaffold.









Keltham: "Wait, so that was possible for more experienced wizards, and people didn't think to ask Security then because they were being invisible all the time? I'd complain about all the time I expended with suboptimal efficiency yesterday, but that's actually kind of a hilarious Paranoia Cost and you get those when you're trying to be sufficiently paranoid."

Is Keltham having any more luck at spelling now that he cansee what he's doing?









lintamande: He sure is!! Obviously eventually he's going to want an intuition for it but it's much easier to develop an intuition for it when you can see it.









Keltham: Is he havingso much luck that he can actually hang a Read Magic or Prestidigitation cantrip?









lintamande: After a while more of fiddling with it, yes!









Keltham: Oh flamingpoop yes he's going to be a wizard! Being a cleric was fun and all (most of the time) but having hisown magic feels a lot less like he's depending on somebody else's charity.

How many cantrips can Keltham get? He definitely needs Prestidigitation around for laundry but also hungers for Mage Hand and Mending and Message and Arcane Mark and Dancing Lights and -









lintamande: He can prepare four in a day; that's not a hard physical limit, there are clever tricks one can spend months to years learning to prepare six or eight, but four is standard once you have the basics down and going past four requires doing a ton more work on things like finding overlaps in the spells so you can stabilize them against each other which aren't worth Keltham's time right now.









Keltham: He can onlyprepare four a day, or only have fourhung at a time? Do his two cleric cantrips count against the limit?









lintamande: The cleric ones don't count. He can only prepare four in a day even if he's let them go; if he tries, having let one go, to put something else in its place on the scaffold it will bend out of shape - actually, maybe he should try it so he can see -









Keltham: Sure, he'll practice catching Read Magic a few times, and then dismiss it if he hasn't failed accidentally after 6 casts. That spell doesn't obviously seem very useful, except that it was a spell whose look and feel he remembered.

Now prepare Mage Hand and Message. Then if he tries to prepare Read Magic again, he'll be past the 4-limit, right? What happens?









lintamande: The scaffold doesn't look the same as it did when he started; it's changed shape on him, in Security's illusion, curled and folded as he's laid spells into it. The place where he would've started building Read Magic, before, visibly isn't shaped like that right now.









Keltham: Keltham will mentally review whatever he's presumably already been told about how the scaffold knows how many cantrips he's prepared and why people don't just get another spellbook, unless nobody has explained this to Keltham at all, in which case Keltham will ask.









lintamande: The scaffold changes shape as the spells are built on it, because magic affects the stable-shapes for nearby magic. It was changing shape all along, it was just less notable because there was still some available spell-building space. You can get better at scaffolding so you have space for more (and more powerful) spells. You can get another spellbook and build another scaffold, which will come out identical to the one you've currently got because the interactions that are shaping it are part of you not part of the spellbook.









Keltham: Hmmm. Well, Keltham doesn't see anything promising to ask about that at the moment. Obviously he has unboundedly many questions like 'Do the Very Short People get fewer cantrips, by way of checking that it's nothing to do with spatial volume of the caster?' or 'Even if the limit ends up being 4 for almost everyone, can you detect subtle changes in how fast and how much the scaffold collapses which vary by say somebody's cranial volume?' But not actually anything that's, like, important. Well, unless -

"No such thing as a magic reset, where you hit me with a powerful dispel that blows away all my current wizard spells and whatever sort of internal magical changes correspond to my having already prepared spells? Don't actually do that now unless you're sure it doesn't get my cleric spells too."









lintamande: "There are spells that can do that, but that take a couple hours to do so; they don't work on the same person repeatedly in short succession. They wouldn't hit cleric spells. They mostly intensely compress the process that happens naturally in deep sleep that relaxes those internal magical charges."









Keltham: "Worth trying to prepare a first-circle wizard spell, or don't even bother until I've prepared cantrips for a few days?"









lintamande: "You have to learn a bigger scaffold. Probably not worth it today."









Iarwain: A tall woman garbed in casual-dress for low nobility politely knocks on the library door, and then steps inside. "Sevar. If you'll follow me outside the Forbiddance, I'm your teleport for your afternoon appointment."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gave this a bit of thought and decided she's just going to be truthful with Keltham that she's also spending some of her money on becoming prettier, probably with a playful 'if you like that'.



She's not going to explain herself yet, though. She follows.









Keltham: Keltham is slightly confused about what sort of scheduling gap this implies - he can neither teach anything for which all students should be present, nor snuggle Carissa until she gets back - but gets tangled up in uncertainties about local interrogating-someone-you're-also-fucking relationship norms for long enough that he doesn't want to yell the question loud enough for it to reach Carissa. And then he doesn't remember the Message cantrip for longer than that.

Well, he has his own mounds of reading and learning to do.









Iarwain: "I'm also to retrieve a cursed bag of holding," the low noble says curtly once they're out of library earshot.









Carissa Sevar: She hands it over. "How long will this be?"









Iarwain: The noble shrugs. "Hour or two. Been a while since I had mine." She examines the bag. "Used once, emptied, not recharged. Confirm or deny."









Carissa Sevar: "Confirm." With a slight pang of regret but she is NOT going to flirt with the Queen.









Iarwain: The noble tucks the bag away without comment, and then strides swiftly in the direction of the nearest exit from the villa. Sevar will need to half-jog herself to keep up, the noble's legs are longer and she's apparently stronger.


Once they're outside the bounds of the physical villa and heading towards the edge of the Forbiddance, the noble speaks again. "Not interested in the Queen's affections, I take it? Understandable."









Carissa Sevar: That doesn't seem like a question with a safe answer. "It's no flaw in the bag, which was lovely, or the Queen, who was much lovelier."









Iarwain: "But terrifying to be around to the point where the prudent, wise, safe course of action seems to be ignoring her and hoping she stops paying attention to you. As I said, understandable."









Carissa Sevar: "And yet one gets the sense the Queen finds it annoying when people try to do the prudent, wise, safe course of action at her. It's a bit of a dilemma. I am hoping I can just make her powerful beyond all our imaginings and then be forgiven my confusion about how to handle it."









Iarwain: This wins a snort of amused laughter from the low-noble. "A difficult tactic, but I would expect it to work if you can do it."



The noblewoman puts her hand on Sevar's shoulder and casts a two-person Teleport, sorcerously, not as a wizard spell.

They're in Ostenso, outside a discreet but very upscale-looking shop. There's a sign in gold leaf over steel that reads 'Guillem & Arnau', and no other hint of what the shop does; if you don't already know, you're not supposed to be here.


The noblewoman drops her hand. "Different transport will be provided when you're done. I'm too busy to stick around here. Free advice, Sevar, though I may suspect it may come too late. The Queen may choose to request transcripts of your thoughts. If you thought about how the Queen was very pretty but too scary for you to want to be around her, or if you considered using her bag again but decided against that only because you didn't want any more of her attention, she is liable to take that as flirting back."









Carissa Sevar: Of course she is.



"The Queen should of course have whatever information she likes in determining how to do exactly as she wishes," she says.









Iarwain: "It's not as bad as it sounds. She only does the statue thing very rarely, and not to lovers who disappoint her in bed. In your personal case I think you'd have to piss off the Church and Asmodeus first before she'd go ahead with it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has absolutely no context with which to interpret any of the sounds coming out of this person's mouth at this point. Is she being reassured because she's ....thought to be an unhelpful amount of scared? But telling her the Queen might come for her wouldn't seem to help with that! Is she being mocked? Probably; she's out of place here, in her Worldwound uniform, and well aware that nobles tend to think that kind of thing is funny. Is there a deeper, secret message? Why would it matter what Carissa thinks about what the Queen thinks of her? Is she being told that if she's a shape that the Queen will think of as flirting-back like it or not she should actually just flirt back? But it's too late! The woman acknowledged it was too late! Is it a test of whether she internalized Maillol's lesson about it not mattering what she wants? But even before that lesson she was very clear on the fact that if the Queen wants something you say yes, no matter what it is and no matter how you feel about it. What's this person's angle?









Carissa Sevar: "I have learned recently that apparently a lot of people have trouble looking forward to, with genuine delight, the process by which in Hell they will be perfected. While I have many human deficiencies that make me an inadequate servant of our God I don't have that one, and my problem, here, is not that it soundsbad,it's that I'm sure there are lots of equally interesting girls who are slightlyless busy."





Under no reasonable models of this person's goals was that a very good thing to say, the headband helps Carissa observe with perfect clarity.









Carissa Sevar: - she'll just go inside. To her appointment.









Abrogail Thrune II: She didn't catch on, this time. That's disappointing but also kind of adorable.

Abrogail did have other things to do with her time today, it's just, when Sevar's thought transcripts show her thinking every five minutes about how terrified she is of you, it's hard to help yourself.









Carissa Sevar: About twenty minutes into her beauty appointment, which thankfully involves things being spread on her face and doesn't require much of even her unenhanced attention, it does occur to Carissa that nobles who are also fifth-circle sorcerers don't run miscellaneous transportation errands Security could handle.









Doesn't she have a country to run? But that's not even a reasonable complaint, really, because everyone knows full well that this little project is the most important thing in it, and that this little project will succeed or fail on Carissa's judgement.

And if it fails, thenif she's luckyshe'll go to Hell.

Asmodia could not possibly be less relatable; Carissa finds herself in fact utterly furious with her, for having the thing Carissa wants more than anything else in the world, and trying, like a toddler too caught in the throes of a tantrum to be reasoned with, to rid herself of it, the only inheritance she has, the only good thing about being human.









She does remember to ask if she can also be fitted for clothes appropriate to her hypothetical station.









Iarwain: Guillem & Arnau does not provide that service, but there is a fine clothier two streets up, if madam customer is sure she can afford their services; or if this is part of a government operation, they can append a few words requesting clothing-purchase assistance to the pickup request.


(Carissa has now gained a permanent +1 inherent bonus to Comeliness.)









Carissa Sevar: Yes, please, on appending it to the pickup request; she is sure she can't afford it.





It's not incredibly obvious, looking in the mirror; it's the difference between how one looks on a good day versus on a bad day. She could get away with not explaining it to Keltham, except for the policy of only telling lies they actually need.Also, she wants to keep doing it, so.

She does not yet feel like she has understood the desires in herself that have no place in Axis, but - well, yes, okay, she has, she wants to rewrite the book of Asmodia to have REASONABLE PRIORITIES and be GRATEFUL FOR HER LIFE, that's not a desire that has a place in Axis, but not the pride related ones. Yet.









Iarwain: Pickup arrives in the form of somebody who looks like a slightly tired (that is, not noticeably to anyone who isn't Chelish) courtier who will escort Carissa to upscale clothing stores and buy clothing for her that a countess's heir should have. Actual teleport to follow.

(Theoretically this decision gets made by Paraduke Ratarion, but the person who received the initial message made a snap decision that his decision here was predictable enough to guess and be corrected if necessary. In an Asmodean tyranny, this is a bad thing to guess and be wrong about, but not insignificantly a good thing to guess and be right about.)









Carissa Sevar: A countess's heir apparently would have a lot of clothes, more than are really feasible to own or wear or get from place to place; a countess's heir, of course, would have servants which would help on the feasibility front.

Carissa is not sure how much agency she is supposed to exert about the clothes-acquisition process but she figures more countesses' heirs err on the 'spoiled' side than on the 'meek' side so she tries to make demands, which go over fine; she wants fabrics that look like they'd be incredibly hard to do by machine, because they're labor-intensive and sufficiently non-repeating, since dath ilan will probably find those more impressive; a lot of laces are satisfactory on that front. She thinks that Keltham will be unamused by anything that takes an hour to lace up, so those are out.

She wants a dragonhide purse, because dath ilan won't have that,and she's tempted by necklaces that have tiny humanoid fae trapped inside them, pounding frantically at the crystal, but probably Keltham would get worried about them and ask if they want to be let out.





....this is just occurring to her: do countesses' heirs who have a sadistic boyfriend have - she's not even sure what she's imagining - imaginative sex clothes of some kind. The obvious version would be, like, shirtsleeves that can lace together so as to bind your hands behind your back rather than lacing separately, or... maybe there's a particularly spiky kind of lingerie? Fabric is so expensive that Carissa thinks of this as a fairly ridiculous indulgence but now that she's thought of it it seems like someone would've, probably.









Iarwain: The courtier doesn't blink. Yes, Ostenso has several shops for government-approved Asmodean subwear. Most, however, target sufficiently wealthy people buying subwear suitable for their pets and slaves. There's only one such shop that would be socially appropriate to a countess's heir purchasing subwear for herself to wear of her own accord, and that one may already be closed or closing soon.









Carissa Sevar: Inconvenient. Can someone check whether it's in fact 'closed' or 'closing-soon', it'd be nice to bring Keltham back at least one thing from this shopping trip,



Because she is human and bad at the things humans are bad at, Carissa feels - what? distress at the thought they'll assume she's just like this as a person? Their opinion of her does not matter, and if she were just like this as a person then her life would be more convenient, and maybe she is just like this as a person, with the right handling which she just hasn't sought out. The embarrassment survives all these compelling counterarguments.









Iarwain: The courtier isn't much of a wizard and doesn't have extra message scrolls; they'd have to head there to look, but it's not that far.









Carissa Sevar: Sure. Carissa is not pathetic enough to let embarrassment influence her. She will go to the other shop. Knock.









Iarwain: Someone opens the door. "We're closing in thirty," she begins, but then catches sight of Carissa's Worldwound uniform and the tired-looking courtier next to her. "We're always open for the Church or the Crown," she says a moment later.









Carissa Sevar: "Good of you. I need something to wear. The intended audience is an innocent young man from a very Lawful Good country who is reconsidering what they taught him it's all right to do in bed."









Iarwain: The courtier adds that this situation is not any higher priority than would be appropriate to a count's heiress shopping at this store; they're not to bring out anything or offer any services they wouldn't offer to a count's heiress.









Iarwain: 
Strange and interesting, on both counts, but the door-answerer is certainly not arguing or asking any questions of this Obvious Intelligence Operation. She'll quickly escort them to the relatively tamer sections of refined noble Asmodean subwear. "You probably want things labeled Perversion 15 through Perversion 20," she says.









Carissa Sevar: There are labels????? There's a scale?????????? But presumably what's interesting is both highly personal and incredibly contingent on past....whatever. Carissa will trust the system. What sorts of things have those labels.









Iarwain: Perversion 15: Ballroom clothing suitable for a Baroness, not quite at the Countess level; elaborate, but nothing that would overly impede a dagger-fight if you had to do that instead of dance. Cunning pleats and overlaps in the clothing would enable a lover to reach right through it for pleasure or punishment, in any number of various places and angles, without any need of removing it.

Perversion 17: Loose slave garments and not-cripplingly-expensive-to-lose harem jewelry that would be suitable for a noble surrendering herself to a higher noble for sexual punishment after being defeated in a contest of wills and powers; according to a not-particularly-legible etiquette code that absolutely does distinguish this case from the case of a noble who got physically captured by another noble and forcibly redocorated by them, in which case, obviously, you'd be shopping at one of the other stores instead, because this store is only for noble submissives who are doing their own shopping. It's not considered gauche or mockery to wear this clothing even if you're not really surrendering yourself to a higher noble, and is instead a pleasing roleplay or flattery, which makes it much more popular than the primary use-case would suggest.

Higher perversion levels spoilered

Perversion 18: A simply enchanted cursed belt which prevents you or anything you're wearing or holding from touching your own genitals, used for preventing self-stimulation. It won't stop a Mage Hand, but it's at least a little difficult to get yourself off with a Mage Hand. It won't stand up to a Dispel Magic and it doesn't have any indicators that would show a Dispel Magic had been used on it; that's more the sort of heavy-duty cursed equipment that a dominant would buy to use on a submissive.

Perversion 18 (also): A whole-body outfit of leather straps, concealing nothing of importance, studded with solid metal rings any of which can be locked to any other. You'll need to also buy either these simple open-or-shut connectors, which you could just as easily manipulate to free yourself if your fingers weren't otherwise restrained, or these more time-consuming simple locks sharing a common key. You could be restrained and re-restrained in a very wide variety of positions using this, especially if you also buy these simply-enchanted adjustable-length metal bars with rings on either end. Uncaring use of this on you may require a cleric's attention afterwards, not that there's anything wrong with that.

Perversion 20: An Asmodean fighter's leather armor, but interlaced through with subtle bands that can be tightened to reduce flexibility and resist motions, handicapping the wearer. If you were wearing this you could lose a hand-to-hand combat to a substantially less skilled fighter without it looking too unnatural. The groin protection can be detached without that affecting the restraining power of the rest of the armor.

It's not that large a store floor, and even if Carissa keeps her focus relatively narrow, she's liable to notice, for example, a Perversion 24 enchanted metal bra whose breast cups go searingly hot any time you make a sound, a much more expensive Perversion 33 bra that sears you any time you disobey any order you hear, decorated aesthetic versions of many common torture implements that don't require overly expensive (for a noble) clerical attention afterwards, slave rags which sure look like ordinary slave rags except for somehow being four hundred times as expensive - oh, they're enchanted to automatically clean themselves without requiring some random laundry wizard to use Prestidigitation for two minutes, that's why they're four hundred times as expensive - and of course cuffs, whips, branding irons, acid droppers, and blindfolds with extraneous gold detailing and in some cases tiny rubies.

In many cases, one can tell on a close examination that this is definitely subwear that noble Asmodean submissives buy for themselves, rather than subwear for Asmodean dominants to buy for their subs; because the subwear is visibly designed in some way to allow or require the submissive to put herself into it, rather than for her to be restrained while somebody else puts subwear on her. (Obviously this is a matter of fashion signals rather than practice; it's not like you couldn't threaten somebody into putting this stuff on.)

The male-focused section of the store floor is smaller, maybe a quarter of the size, but very much existent (for the benefit of that very very rare Asmodean who wanders into a store like this one and starts pondering anything to do with gender disparities).









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has never really given a lot of thought to how the nobility lives, beyond deciding a decade ago she didn't want to be a court wizard because the mortality rate was appalling. Her plan was to start a magic shop, figure out who was the most important person to bribe, make them something beautiful every year for a present, and assume that sufficient to keep her out of everything else.



Her feeling now, looking at all of this, is - faintly infuriated? It seems very - fake - like they're playing the game of having sex, instead of just having sex like normal people. Carissa is not actually sure she is very interested in the game of having sex. She tends to have sex for advantage, which means that when she's having sex it's with people who have power over her, rather than people she has power over, but that's not a game, that's just how everyone's incentives are shaped. This is a game. The consequences are real but the thing itself doesn't seem any less fake, for that.

She understands, maybe, what Maillol was trying to tell her, that it wasn't all right for Keltham to have her because she said it was. That comes from the same world as this, a world where everything is a game, where someone might decide to put on these clothes and seduce someone just because it's fun, playing with the inevitable natural order of the universe but only that, playing.

Carissa is pretty sure that her actual sexuality, which she unfortunately needs to keep track of because there's no time in her schedule at present to learn to fake it, doesn't resemble this. It is about belonging to someone with the power to do whatever they like with you, yes, but - it's not about belonging to thembecause you're into that.It's not about the fact power is sexy, it's just about power. It feels like a real distinction, at least inside her head. Insofar as it features clothes like this at all they were definitely picked for her by someone who likes her in them, not picked out herself.



Okay setting aside her actual sexuality, which being the product of a human mind is going to be stupid and incoherent, what does she want? Some of the fancy outfits that look like they definitely couldn't have been manufactured overnight as part of an elaborate effort to convince Keltham that masochism is a real thing, some things that look like they'd obviously only work with the cooperation of the wearer, some things for farther in project corrupt Keltham which don't as obviously only work with the cooperation of the wearer - she tries to model Keltham's reactions about magic chastity belts and Keltham in her head is making a face but not a 'no' face so she'll grab that -

- she has a unhappy feeling that somehow looking at the more-dangerous stuff at all counts as flirting with Her Infernal Magistrix. Because everything counts as flirting with Her Infernal Magistrix, or at least everything done in the slightest awareness it might have effects on Her Infernal Magistrix. Anyway pushing Keltham too far too fast might make him decide to think too hard about the whole situation, so she won't get any of that. Yet.





"I think this is enough for now," she says, once she's picked out an outfit for ballroom dancing, which she does not do, while sexually accessible, which pants work fine for, and the magic chastity belt, "unless you're apprised of the whole situation enough to have opinions and advise otherwise."









Iarwain: It's hard to figure out which possible responses to that potentially get her hand burned off in a way that non-government-employees don't get free healing for. She's obviously not apprised of the whole situation, which suggests that she definitely shouldn't say anything, but that's too obvious to be the meaning.

"I have no experience or training in honeypot operations targeting unsuspecting Lawful Good targets. Government-approved literature has seemed to suggest that presenting yourself to a Lawful Good man in obviously self-applied bondage," gesturing at the outfit of leather straps, "will tempt him to do things to your helpless form, without that seeming to hurry him along the path to inflicting pain; and that tickling is useful as an intermediate step towards getting him to hurt you," gesturing at a shelf of tickling implements and lubricants labeled Perversion 3, "but I don't know if any of that's meant to be useful advice or a fictional conceit."

Realistically shouldn't this be asked of a honeypot operator with experience targeting the boy's home country? But there's presumably some reason they aren't doing that and instead asking her and also aren't giving her any more information?? Citing only government-approved advice is the only tactic she can think of for possibly getting out of this with mostly inexpensive injuries.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, for fucks sake, Carissa would just like people to say things if they think she should actually know them and not otherwise. You know, people say that the Worldwound is bad for Cheliax because of how most of the national wealth is going towards fighting an endless horde of demons but shes starting to wonder if its actually good for Cheliax because its a place where if you waste too much time or play too many games you get eaten, which both winnows out idiots and is character-promoting for everyone else. Great, she says shortly. How much for this, then.









Iarwain: 40gp for everything else and 340gp for the Cursed Belt of No Touch. (It would be more if it was an adventure-grade cursed item and not a bedroom-grade one.)









Carissa Sevar: She glances over at the courtier in case she has opinions about whether Carissa is allowed to spend that much on sex toys.









Iarwain: The courtier continues to feel nervous about correcting Carissa Sevar in any way even when she is seeking guidance, let alone having any opinions on what Carissa Sevar is allowed to do, but has nonetheless been instructed to make sure Sevar doesn't make any accidental purchases she shouldn't, so:

A countess's heir could own a small handful of sex toys costing that much, but wouldn't own dozens of them. This mission hasn't run out of gold yet, though they're getting close to the amount the courtier has on her.

These both seem like very safe opinions to express and not ones that will cause Carissa Sevar or Rathus Ratarion or Aspexia Rugatonn or a suddenly appearing pit fiend to kill her.

(This background anxiety doesn't show at all to Carissa; the courtier is experienced.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not very interested in peoples' internal states as long as it doesn't cause them to waste her time or not tell her things. "Great, then, let's get these and then swing back to the other store for one normal outfit, and they can take my measurements so I don't have to leave for future orders."









Iarwain: If Asmodeus has taken a personal interest in that event happening, the courtier isn't going to argue with it.

The items go into a standard military-issued common-use Bag of Holding. Back to other clothing stores!









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will get one nice dress that isn't a special sex dress and an undergarment for it, and not ask anyone any questions they are too nervous to usefully answer, and get all her measurements so that she can order future dresses that are even better fitted, and then she can be done with this ordeal and hopefully not have missed dinner...judging by the time, she probably missed dinner.









Keltham: Keltham has acquired a timepiece that he will someday remember to check again! He's found out that Cheliax is 85% farmers implying that their food-per-person gain function is 7/6 (~1.17) in which case anything that produced a permanent 1/7 decrease in farming productivity would cause human life in Cheliax to stop existing! There maybe shouldn't be all that many priorities higher than increasing the food-per-person gain on farming to something more like, say, 100, or at least 10. Dinner probably happened at some point, he isn't really focusing on that.

Keltham is currently experimenting with Prestidigitation to see if he can Prestidigitate things to be magnetic, magnetizable, or to have rotating magnetic fields inside them. How's that going for him?









lintamande: Making random objects magnetic: no. Magnetizing a metal in the fashion you could also do with a strong magnet: yes! Rotating magnetic fields: he can't make it a persistent property of the object but he can do it very briefly, scattering a bunch of iron filings in a suggestive fashion before it stops quite working.



(Meritxell points out that if there were a permanent 1/7th decrease in farming productivity all the least productive farmers would starve but there is variance and some farmers are very productive and would be fine.)









Keltham: "What makes some farmers more productive? Any clues?"

Can he make a loop of metal superconductingwith Prestidigitation, and then use this bit of iron he already magnetized to start an electric current flowing which will then persist? Keltham has a detailed qualitative-physics mental model of both conductivity and superconductivity if that counts for anything; he wouldn't know exact numbers on how conductive a piece of impure iron would already be.









lintamande: "Some places the soil is much richer so plants grow better," says Tonia. "And near rivers it's possible to irrigate the fields."





Getting an electric current flowing isn't working and it's not totally clear why.









Keltham: Fascinating. If you can make something taste even vaguely like chocolate, you'd think you could make it support a superfluid of phonon-coupled paired electrons; that's much less complicated than the implied fitting-of-taste-receptor-potential-energy-surfaces going on with 'tastes vaguely like chocolate'.

Can he make something just exhibit the magnetic-field-expulsing effect, so that it will float above a magnet even if it's not a superconductor?



(The classic Science Maniac Verrez maneuver would be to see if you can use Prestidigitation to turn a very tiny amount of something into antimatter, but that, obviously, Keltham is not going to talk about, or try until he's got a much better grasp on safety precautions.)









lintamande: Yep! ...very briefly, again, like with the magnetic field, and then he loses it and has to start again.









Keltham: Then Keltham is going to practice this some more, because if he gets magnetic field expulsion and magnetism both working, and if he's right about how things look to Detect Magic, he's going to be able to show off an object floating above another objectwithout any visible magical force holding it up, which should make a nice Difficult-Seeming Impressive Trick for Golarion natives if they don't already have any obvious ways for doing that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa comes quietly in while he's still getting this down (having swung by Maillol's to ask calmly for confirmation that was, again, Her Infernal Majestrix.)









Keltham: Keltham wasn't at the stage of being ready to attempt a visible Thing Floating Above Thing effect, just bringing Prestidigitated objects closer together to see if he can maintain the repulsive force he's aiming for and especially while he's not actively casting the Prestidigitation spell. This is good because he doesn't need to hide the preliminary stages of a Difficult-Seeming Impressive Trick from Carissa, who might otherwise be impressed by the completed form.

"Oh, hey," Keltham starts to say when Carissa steps in -









Keltham: She's dressed nicer and more normally, though not in anything like a dath ilani style.

"Oh, did you get back your non-Worldwound wardrobe and stuff?" That's a sensible thing for the trip to have been about.









Carissa Sevar: "Yes -- well, acquired a non-Worldwound wardrobe, I haven't had one in mothballs for the last six years. Also acquired some other things I'll tell you about later."









Keltham: Not bad for a low-tech society. He'd visualized non-Governance clothing as being much cruder, given the description of hand-powered spinning and weaving - wait is that actually incredibly expensive stuff that only third-circle wizards on important government projects can afford? He'll quietly ask somebody who isn't Carissa, which he can totally do now, because maaaaaagic.

"I've been practicing economicmagic!" Keltham says. "Observe what I now do completely without a huge supply network to manufacture sound-transmission equipment." He goes through the gestures to cast and catch Message, then mouths to Meritxell, "Do her new clothes look very expensive?"









lintamande: "Yes," Meritxell whispers back, smiling.









Keltham: Good news about Carissa's career trajectory, not such great news about the state of the rest of Cheliax.

"You also seem more - generally cheerful? Brighter? If I'm not just imagining things." (Said to Carissa normally.)









Carissa Sevar: "You're very perceptive, it is generally said that you need to get multiple prettiness treatments if you want a man to actually notice instead of just vaguely feeling fonder. That is one of the other things I was going to tell you about later."









Keltham: Keltham peers at her more closely. "That... could be a change to underlying biology that I interpreted as cheerfulness, I suppose. If you hadn't told me it wouldn't have occurred to me that your hidden-background-state appearance had changed." Oh, huh, Keltham has slightly mixed feelings about that, which he should put a pin into discussing sometime later - should he mention it now so she can help him pin it? - no, that seems like an ominous and unspecified thing to dump on somebody if you're not going to talk about it right away.

Keltham casts Detect Magic, just to see if he can spot any lingering magic on or about Carissa from it all.









Carissa Sevar: Nope!









Keltham: "Have you eaten yet? I'm afraid we already did."









Carissa Sevar: Ill grab myself something and come right back, then.









Keltham: He's about ready to wrap up. After this comes Keltham's casting his mysterious cleric spells for the day - though Keltham isn't going to mention that fact until she's done eating dinner, in case it's otherwise a nice-mood-spoiler. (Though she might not actually be in a nice mood, just prettier; still, same logic applies.)

"See you soon and again," he says, in a Baseline idiom that maybe didn't quite translate to Taldane.









Carissa Sevar: She hurries out, smiling.









Keltham: More magnetic-field-excluding practice! Also more infinite Additional Questions!

"Is the limitation on irrigating more fields the limited supply of water, or the cost of infrastructure to transport water? What, if anything, do you already do to try to make fields have richer soil?"









lintamande: You leave the fields fallow some years, says Tonia, and turn the soil deeper.

In some places they harvest bat shit from deep caves and the Underdark.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa requests a summary over dinner or anything thats come up, and also wonders aloud at Security whether Asmodias been behaving herself better or worse or the same.









Iarwain: Keltham asked questions about farming and other aspects of Chelish economics. Meritxell and Tonia mostly answered them, in a way that fits the hypothetical new Cheliax so far as Security could tell.

Ione passed a note to Security offering to warn Keltham to maybe not trust everything Meritxell says about economics, because she might be overrunning her real knowledge - in a very enthusiastic and well-intentioned way, but still. Security is deferring that decision to Sevar.

Ione oracled in one Ostenso library book about farmers - Security does still have the ability to redirect Keltham's thoughts away from text, and farming seemed innocuous. It didn't contain nearly as much direct detail on farming operations as Keltham had hoped; no illustrations of plows or mentions of how much a plow costs or who makes plows, and soon Keltham gave up and stopped reading. Keltham suggested establishing communications with somebody at the Ostenso library who could check through books first given a request for content, and leave a found book in a designated place for Ione to borrow. One Sending is an improvement over two teleports, or this potentially warrants a paired mirror. Security told him that Requisitions said she'd think about it; Requisitions in this case really means Sevar, they can get the mirrors if Sevar says yes.

Asmodia has been keeping to her bedroom and rereading her math textbooks, which is overtly good behavior. She wasn't tightly monitored but spot-checking of thoughts suggests that she's anxiously locking down a lot of disloyal thoughts, nothing unusual for someone in her position though of course Asmodia isn't being told that, but certainly more anxiety and thought-suppression than would have been characteristic of her three days ago. Overt thoughts indicate willingness to work with Sevar on her mysterious project for dath ilani thinking, confusion about what the real purpose of that is, painful hope that maybe she can avoid Hell after all.

Pilar was almost but not quite killed when a Security wizard got a message announcing one of his wives had successfully birthed a child, and Pilar shouted "Congratulations!" from directly behind him. Nobody including Pilar understands how Pilar got into the temple room where the wizard was receiving the message, and Pilar can't quite remember what she was doing just before that. Pilar thinks she could possibly learn to not do it to on-duty Security, so long as she can still do it sometimes to somebody, but on this occasion the impulse took her by surprise. Pilar is significantly shaken up about this, because if she'd died like that she wouldn't have been Maledicted first. Also, Pilar needs to throw somebody a larger party, preferably a surprise party; single pieces of cake being handed out on special occasions aren't going to cut it for her indefinitely. This is mostly Maillol's problem but is being copied to Sevar in case it somehow interacts with project matters, or for that matter in case she wants to advise Maillol that having a Chaotic Good oracle to exhibit to Keltham isn't worth that much.









Carissa Sevar: Cayden Cailean is like the kind of god Carissa would have made up if she were a propagandist trying to convince Chelish people that Good is stunningly worthless and stupid. Probably it's fine if Pilar throws some parties, how expensive can that even be, though the only acceptable targets for surprise parties are the other girls and maybe whoever's on staff doing laundry or whatever. Coordination with the library in Ostenso seems straightforwardly good for the cause of passing Keltham only desired books, worth a mirror. If Tonia and Meritxell are the chattiest girls they should both get some training/screening for how to handle it if Keltham wants to fuck them.



Carissa heads back over once she's had enough to eat.









Iarwain: There is no longer any staff on the premises doing laundry. All the usual slaves have been removed for now, they'd be infosec hazards to Keltham in any case. Cooking, janitorial, and other ops are being performed by a few first-circle priests of Asmodeus with appropriate civilian proficiencies.

Maillol is afraid that anyone here without a claimed soul is going to get oracled.









Keltham: "Hi again, Carissa. I'm about to start winding down my workday, but before I switch to nonwork mode, I should try my cleric spells."

"Could just do it with Security, if you didn't want to be there."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm in." But a touch reluctant, mildly traumatized by what happened yesterday, so hopefully he won't think anything of the rest of the girls being somewhere far away where their anxieties and desires cannot be detected.









Keltham: Carissa may still be a little undercalibrated on how much Keltham can sight-read Chelish expressions; he can't see anything meant to be subtle.

To a secure workroom then.

First up is a first-circle Abjuration.









Carissa Sevar: "Protection." from Evil, but they've already strategically modified the relevant sources. "It creates a defensive magical barrier and makes it impossible for summoned creatures to come into contact with you. It's commonly used at the Worldwound as a cheap shield."









Keltham: "That's... not easy to understand, if it's either a message, or an actual contingency. Things shouldn't be summonable inside the Forbiddance, right? Or is somebody going to come in with an army of summoned creatures from the outside?"









lintamande: "Correct," Security confirms.









Carissa Sevar: "Could mean, uh, your protections still aren't adequate? Or that there's a summoned entity already here...."









Keltham: "Actually. Third-circle unidentified conjuration - that's the thing that does summoning? Maybe it's meant to be used before I use that? How long does Protection last and can somebody tap me with a new one if this one runs out?"









lintamande: "Yes, though also if it's a summoning you're going to have to leave the Forbiddance to do it.'









Carissa Sevar: "Lasts two minutes per caster circle."









Keltham: "Any way to tell by looking at the spell structure, if somebody wants to show me an illusion of something?"









lintamande: Security shows the spell structure for Planar Inquiry and then for Summon Monster III and then for Infernal Challenger.









Keltham: "Summon Monster III. Okay, I don't get it, what is that and why do I have it." Unless the message is simplyleave the Forbiddance.









lintamande: "It summons an extraplanar creature. You can get a minor outsider with it, or an animal. If you want to use it we'll have to leave the Forbiddance, but that could probably be done safely if it's done briefly and not telegraphed in advance - so probably now, if you want to do it."









Keltham: "Literally right now? If so, start walking and I'll follow while I ask my additional questions."

"By 'not telegraphed in advance', you mean we have to leave right now before any intelligence leak could tell an adversary to prepare an assault?"









lintamande: "This room is very shielded, but I would want to depart it intending to head straight there. To be clear, we have no reason to believe this facility is being observed by any adversary. But your gods' communications are consistent with there being some threat, and with sufficiently powerful magic it would be possible to surpass our precautions. Or there could be a spy."









Keltham: "...huh. I wish I had a much better idea of exactly how well my god can see my situation and exactly how intricately predictive their plans are likely to be."

"Let's run through the other spells first and then you can tap me with another Protection and we can run outside and cast that one."

Next up is an unfamiliar second-circle divination, the one that doesn't go by touch - he's planning to save the Early Judgment for last, or now second-to-last, in case a vision of his or his god's afterlife ends up being awful news of some kind.









Carissa Sevar: "Augury. Gives advice from your god about whether a course of action - like 'should I step outside the Forbiddance', I guess -- will have immediately good or bad effects. Was an incredibly powerful spell when prophecy wasn't broken and now it can only go off information that's already observable just not to you, so it's fine for, like, warning you of ambushes but lousy for anything more complicated. Even for ambushes it now has a depressingly high false positiveandfalse negative rate - I want to say one in four readings is just nonsensical and not from your god at all?"









Keltham: It doesn't quite make sense that his god would give him two Auguries only to have one of them tell him not to go outside - but Keltham can sense that he needs to supply this question basically like now, so he says, out loud, "Effect of going outside the Forbiddance."

(Probably he's got two so that he can actually think of the correct question on #2.)









Nethys: The god of knowledge would prefer that this Augury fail, thank you very much.









Keltham: "I... think it failed entirely, actually. Or at least I didn't get any information off it. Possibly waiting that long to ask the question didn't help." Keltham had two Auguries, but it's not obvious he should tell them that.

Next: Unfamiliar third-circle divination, there's two of them that look pretty similar.









Abadar: Abadar is incredibly fucking done with everyonemessing with his cleric. Does Abadar go tax the temple of Nethys in Sothis into ruin, because he likes money, no!!!


The thing about Augury is that it's such a noisy broken channel, now, with prophecy broken, no message can get through with Nethys opposing it.



But He can be MAD ABOUT IT.









lintamande: This spell gives him a - sense of Carissa and Security and a sense that there aren't other minds, in the room, and a sense he can see a new angle of them -









Carissa Sevar: "Detect Desires. - considered kind of invasive, for what it's worth, and spellcasters will automatically try to fight it off, though I'm trying to not because we're trying to build trust here -"









Keltham: "My god gave me a nonconsensual mindreading spell?! Carissa -" Healmost tells her to fight it off, for Civilization's sake -

- but this could be about building trust, if his god knows that he knows that they weren't expecting it -

"- you can let me read your desiresif you're okay with it, Carissa, I don't see your job as requiring this. Security neither."









Carissa Sevar: "It's not exactly mind-reading, and I don't mind." The spell says that Carissa wants to be like Contessa Lrilatha and wants to be a powerful wizard and wants to invent the Lawful Evil version of dath ilani teachings and bring them to every child in Cheliax and get rich and famous for it.









lintamande: 
   
(Security wants to get out of this whole mess alive or at least with all his possessions restored post-Resurrection, and to meet his new daughter.)



(They picked which Security very strategically.)









Keltham: That's... not absolute evidence, but it's evidence, if they don't have easy ways to fake that too. He wishes it hadn't been obtained at that kind of cost. "I have another third-circle divination which looked a lot like that one, though not identical. You -"

"- I can't say it's not important but Civilization wouldcorrectly kick me out if I pressured you into this."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa appreciates having had all day to think about what to say to him. "Keltham - in a way, it's a gift, right? I want you to feel safer trusting me, I want you to have a real reason to."









Keltham: He casts the spell, now and without further quibbling, because it means less the more time they have to prepare, and if he's going to do it, he may as well get as much trust from it as he can.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is scared of being turned into a statue and buried deep beneath the ground so she never gets an afterlife until the stone wears away after millions of years and maybe the universe is destroyed before then!!! That's it, that's the only thing.



Security is scared of fucking this up and dying/getting Keltham killed/getting fired and then having the kids think he's a loser.









Keltham: "I saw," Keltham says, and dismisses the spell's continuation with an almost violent act of will, more than a simple absence of concentration. "It's off."


"Thank you."

He can think of things to say to Carissa, about what she's afraid of, but - but later - and only if she doesn't tell him to forget he ever saw it.



"Fourth-circle abjuration," he says instead. "Ready?" Keltham sort of wants this over.









Carissa Sevar: "Go."









Keltham: Cast.









Carissa Sevar: "- don't recognize it, but lasts two hours per caster circle, protective against enchantments, might also do something else?"









Keltham: "...is somebody going to try to enchant me when I go outside the Forbiddance? Then why would my god - suggest that I go outside in the first place..."

Well, obviously his god could be trying to protect him against internal-adversary enchantments too, from somebody who wasn't Carissa and probably not this security guard either??

...Or his god could be telling him to go outside and spring a trap on purpose instead of waiting for it to go off???

Keltham really wishes he had a much better sense of what was normal for Golarion.

"Next up, unfamiliar second-circle divination with touch target, I am going to tap myself with it, be prepared to hit me with a dispel if I yell or fall over."









lintamande: "Ready," says Security.









Keltham: Spellboop.









lintamande: A city, by the standards of Keltham's world not even a particularly tall one, but a beautiful one, with rising golden spires and rooftop parks and flying gondolae and people on their busy way through shining streets, about half of them human and many of those who aren't things much stranger.









Keltham: "It's - I'm seeing into a different high-tech planet, one that isn't dath ilan - definite magitech, not just tech - wide variety of aliens, I wish I had some way of showing them to you -"

And then Keltham runs out of ability to speak. There's an almost painful wrenching at his heart, a sudden manifestation of the reverence and faith that a dath ilani feels when watching a personnel launch to the Moon base, but stronger than Keltham has ever felt it, this is the dream, what Civilization wants to be when it grows up,only something beyond that, something that only appears in science fiction movies, because dath ilan knows with high probability that they won't run into any aliens for another half to two billion years. But if that wasn't true, if somehow it wasn't true and the explanation for why the aliens hadn't already appeared, wasn't anything bad, if somehow the aliens weren't already as unimaginably advanced as dath ilan will be in another hundred million years, but only equals, then this would be that place, the dream, a symbol that can't exist, of dozens of species existing together in peace.

And - commerce.

He doesn't know how he knows, that the flying gondolae werebought and not just given away, but he knows it. It's not because they couldn't make enough to give away, but because people doing things to benefit one another and be benefited in return is something holy in itself, to them.

It lasts a very long, very short time, and then it ends.









Keltham:









Keltham: He's crying. Not really much of a surprise there. Not what his gendertrope says to do in front of Carissa except in private, but drop table gendertropes.



"What spell was that?" Keltham says, when it stops feeling improper to speak. He thinks he knows, obviously, but he wants to hear them say it.









Carissa Sevar: "Early Judgment. Shows - the afterlife you'd go to, if you died now."









Keltham: "Do afterlives here - are they known to draw from many planets, many planes with different sapient lifeforms -" He's trying not to jump too fast to the obvious conclusion, that his god isn't from around here any more than Keltham himself is.









Carissa Sevar: They planned this out too but that's not the question they were expecting. "They draw from the other Golarion sapients, but - not from other places, that I've ever heard of -"









Keltham: Right. Nonhumans here too. He'll try describing one of the aliens he saw, maybe. He'll remember - that one, that was a pretty striking one. "I'll see if I can manage to learn Silent Image tomorrow, that's probably my top-priority first-circle wizard spell, and show you one of the aliens to see if it's already known." He wouldn't guess it to be known, but it sure is the sort of situation where he can be wrong.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa very dearly wishes she could read his mind, right now. "Yeah, sounds good. Tomorrow. ...is that all your spells?"









Keltham: "I've - got two of the Early Judgment, maybe it would give me a glimpse of somebody else's afterlife, if that's okay - again, I realize that's a pretty personal thing -"









Carissa Sevar: Not how the spell works, thankfully, it only shows the subject. "Go ahead. - though actually I think that it might just show the person touched. But you could try?"









Keltham: "All right, then. Obviously volunteers only, so, any volunteers?"









Pilar : "Ooh! Pick me! - I mean, I volunteer."









Iarwain: (Time for everyone to roll their Will save to realize that there's no reason for Pilar to be there! Pilar has four oracle levels, three wizard levels, and -)









Iarwain: (Never mind, Cayden Cailean seems to be expending energy on this particular occasion. Everybody including Pilar herself fails their Will save!)









Keltham: "You sure?"









Pilar : It's something she's been worried about ever since she got oracled, so it would make perfect sense that if Keltham called for volunteers for this party game for this test, she'd volunteer for it. Right? Right. Everything is fine.

"Yes," Pilar says, sounding very assured about it.









Carissa Sevar: On the off-chance Keltham sees anything from the spell, better for him to see Elysium, she doesn't remember making that decision but it does make sense.









Keltham: Spellboop on Pilar.









Pilar : Pilar draws a sharp breath and then doesn't seem to breathe at all for half a minute.









Keltham: Keltham isn't getting anything himself, and - people in Cheliax sure do control their facial expressions hard,he would not have been difficult to read whilehe was seeing wherever-that-was.









Pilar : It ends.


"I'm done," she says, a short time later.









Keltham: All right, if he didn't get any glimpse of her Early Judgment himself, then there's not any trust to be gained from questioning her, and she obviously doesn't want to talk about it. Though, if it was just Hell, there'd be no reason for her to - never mind, figure out her character's route later.

"Okay, so now I think we should probably all go directly outside the Forbiddance? If you're okay with that, Pilar, I think that opsec says you're not supposed to run off while we do that."









Pilar : With some effort, Pilar refocuses on ongoing events. She has no idea what Keltham is talking about, but she's obviously supposed to know and Security isn't acting like it's a bad idea, so clearly she's supposed to play along. "Of course," she says in an Asmodean fake perky cheerful voice.









Keltham: "Lead on, then," Keltham says to Security. "Reminder, boop me with Protection first in case there was a reason for that."









lintamande: Protection. (not From Evil, if there's trouble it probably won't be Evil trouble, from Good.) Also Invisibility, all around.



And then off they go.









Keltham: Well, it's not like Keltham knows exactly where the edge of the Forbiddance is, he's just along for this ride. He'll go where taken.









lintamande: They go out of the villa into the immediately surrounding forest; after a short while Security pauses and casts a barrage of detection spells.

"All right, if you stand here the summons should work," he says. "If I were you I'd try to summon an archon - Lawful Good - or an azata - Chaotic Good - and ask what their disagreements with Cheliax are but I haven't actually the slightest guess what your god is aiming at, here, and if you have any guesses then you should go with those."









Keltham: That makes sense and doesn't look on the surface like trapped advice, but - if the spell can take this input - Keltham would like, in preference order, whatever his god wants to send him, some entity that works for his god and that can answer questions, or an archon.

Cast.









lintamande: He gets an archon. It's a - glowing sphere of light, apparently.



(Archon gets Silenced and enclosed in an auditory and visual hallucination.)



"Hello! Ooooh, this place is pretty! What can I help you with?"









Keltham: It's not that unpretty itself! He probably shouldn't say anything that gives away his own special status, if this is something not favorable to him as well as Hell, and that potentially goes back to wherever it came from afterwards. Also it doesn't look like he has long on this spell so he'd better be brief. "Do Asmodeus's representatives tend to negotiate fairly and honestly and keep their commitments? What do you most dislike about Asmodeus and/or Cheliax?"









lintamande: "Asmodeus's representatives are Lawful and keep their commitments and negotiate honestly. I dislike their efforts to build a society where everyone is Lawful Evil and goes to Hell because it is better for everyone to live in a society in which most people are Good. Asmodeus makes decisions based on what Asmodeus wants rather than what's best for all sentients, and while Asmodeus mostly wants desirable things like prosperity and invention and peace, Good often believes his decisions wrong from a perspective concerned with everybody. For example, He doesn't care enough about shutting down Abaddon or stopping Zon Kuthon."









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa's proposed phrasings. She thinks they'll land but she feels nervous, hearing them actually said aloud.)









Nethys: Nethys's options for conveying information to human beings are limited. His use of standard divine channels will drive the message recipient irrevocably insane even in the afterlife, however light the touch.

But there was a purpose of oracles of old. They cannot receive arbitrary messages from gods. They can receive presentiments, under negotiated conditions meant to ensure that those presentiments help to bring about Prophecy rather than avert it.

Prophecy is shattered now, which is to say, depending on how you look at it -

- Nethys now knows more than anyone else about how the future is otherwise destined to go, so, if anybody was supposed to still go around sending presentiments to oracles, it would be His job, wouldn't it?

Nethys does have any options for conveying information to humans. They're just difficult and expensive and not the sort of thing that parts of Nethys can do on a whim, there has to be more power and unity behind it than Nethys usually tries to muster. Difficult, expensive, painful. It's rare for that much of Nethys to agree on anything.









Iarwain: A number of girls are now back in the library, studying Taldorian history and customs again, which seems more urgent even than reviewing their math.

Hopefully this concentration of individuals is enough to warrant an invisible Security presence, because things are about to go badly for Cheliax if not.









Ione Sala: Ione sees a brief and terrible flash of a man with skeletal forearms and white eyes, a Presence of Evil and Magic so strong that she can taste His name Takaral like a dead and slimy worm in her mouth, and she knows that this is one of the Heralds of Nethys that Nethys long ago empowered with scraps of His sanity and will, and knows also that -









Ione Sala: "INCOMING FROM NIDAL! CALL REINFORCEMENTS! CAST RESISTANCE AGAINST NEGATIVE ENERGY! INCOMING INCOMING INCOMING!"









Ione Sala: Ione Sala will then slump over with blood starting to trickle from her nose.









Otolmens: Otolmens is now COMPLETELY FED UP with the THIRD direct divine intervention in MINUTES. She has had ENOUGH of these SHENANIGANS.

(For a very exact and particular sense of 'fed up' which would be very predictable, if you knew enough about Her, a series of cumulative provocations with little time to decay putting Her over a threshold.)









Otolmens: She can't do this very often without re-authorization that Pharasma may never get around to giving Her at this rate, but -

IN PHARASMA'S NAME I REQUIRE ALL GODS TO STOP ALL UNAUTHORIZED DIVINE INTERVENTIONS CAUSALLY AIMED AT -









Irori: Rapidly, His intentions clearly legible as friendly and Otolmens-goal-promoting, because He knows what Otolmens has trouble sometimes realizing on Her own: Otolmens if you tell them exactly where to look things may become even more complicated, center it on Ostenso, that will also include the critical region without giving them too much info.









Otolmens: ONE HUNDRED DISTANCE UNITS AROUND <coordinates for the top of the tallest tower in Ostenso>.









Iarwain: Acknowledged, send almost all the gods in Golarion, and then, most of them, start paging Abadar asking if He knows why Otolmens is this upset and if they should also be concerned.









Iarwain: There is one god who is an exception to that, as He is an exception to many other arrangements among gods.









Zon-Kuthon: Fuck you, I'll do what you don't want.



There's more to it than that, of course, Zon-Kuthon is not that easy to manipulate. Zon-Kuthon was somewhat on the fence about Nethys's strange request and stranger warning - He doesn't do what other gods want of Him, usually, but Nethys went more legible than was usual for Nethys and seemed to show knowledge about how the mortal, who admittedly looks rather strange, was likely to oppose Zon-Kuthon's own purposes and have the power to do that for some reason? That the mortal is in Cheliax is also not a good sign; Asmodeus is foremost among the gods who would actually choose to annihilate Zon-Kuthon and not just dislike Him. Zon-Kuthon ordered a strike team assembled, targeted, held ready, but has not given them the go sign.

Zon-Kuthon is likewise aware that Otolmens is as wary of Him as of any god save Nethys. Dou-Bral once fought to seal Rovagug. Even if the expected balance of pain and pleasure and things that Zon-Kuthon now cares about, changed when Dou-Bral Himself changed to Zon-Kuthon and changed His expected effects on the world, one would expect Zon-Kuthon to be a lot closer to unleashing Rovagug than most other gods.

The latest attempt at Otolmens telling Zon-Kuthon what not to do is sufficient to swing His decision, especially given that Zon-Kuthon does not expect to be caught.

He orders the recipient of His vision to tell the team to attack immediately, and then to kill himself, without mentioning to anyone else that this was a fresh divine intervention rather than a previously given order. There's a closing opportunity window here, since if the strike team arrives fast enough, the belief of other gods should be that it was already in motion when the edict was laid. It's very unlikely anyone will see Him about it; any god trying to pay that much attention to all of Nidal would fragment themselves and drive themselves irrevocably mad.









Iarwain: Gorum, Chaotic Neutral god of battle, god of strength and weapons and soldiers, receives a message from a certain Someone who He is rather fonder of, than She is of Gorum. This is only to be expected, given that Her workings often conduce to His purposes; His workings, to Hers, not so much.



  She offers Him information, under the condition that She wishes it not revealed to other gods that She was the source of that information.



Gorum accepts. He does not expect to be harmed by the mere reception of information however suspicious, He could always choose to ignore it and do nothing with it.


  Zon-Kuthon is about to violate Otolmens's order in Pharasma's Name. If you look exactly here, you should be able to catch Him at it.


Interesting. Yes, there it is. What of it? Zon-Kuthon is not as opposed to My purpose as to those of others.


  Zon-Kuthon has not much margin in His tolerance of the expected future state of Creation. If nothing else is done about it, He is likely to attempt to release Rovagug during an upcoming major disruption to the world.

  As much as You might have wished to use Zon-Kuthon as a counterbalance to Asmodeus, and have been among the foremost proponents of that, events have now been set in motion such that it is no longer safe to try to use Zon-Kuthon for that purpose. He cannot be allowed to remain as He is now.


Part of the goddess speaking to Him goes legible; She is being truthful, though it is also clear that She is withholding much, for She does not likewise make legible that She is sharing all relevant information.

Some of the shape of the connivance is becoming clear to Him. Would this upcoming major disruption be any of Your own work, perhaps?


  Perhaps. If it were, I would wish to conceal My hand and show it to few other gods, with this exception made to reduce the probability of a foreseeable outcome where the world ends up destroyed.


Gorum knows He's being used, of course, but it does not offend Him as it might offend other gods; a soldier is a soldier whether they die for another's profit or their own. There is only one question He asks. Will there be battle and bloodshed?


 Deaths shall come faster than Golarion has seen in an age.


Gorum will go along with this, then.









lintamande: "Passcode to reenter the Forbiddance is 'erecura'," Security suddenly whispers to Keltham. "Say it and run."



And then things start happening very quickly.



Fights among high-level casters, in Golarion, don't last long. Most spells are deadly, and if one side or the other has reason not to use deadly force, there are plenty of decisive ways to end a fight with the other person living but, say, transformed into a hamster, or Plane Shifted, or turned to stone. An outnumbered wizard might have time to get a single spell off, or to empty the contents of their Bag of Holding onto the battlefield, or if they're well-trained to empty the contents of their Bag of Holding onto the battlefield while getting a single spell off, and then it's pretty much over, if they didn't pick that spell well.









Keltham: He doesn't understand but has ever been through an Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festival so "erecura" and turn to run towards the villa -









Zon-Kuthon: Sudden Nidal strike team! They're mostly flooding in towards the villa, accompanied by a horde of undead shadows, but with other teams placed to guard the villa's circumference.

They spot Keltham and the others.

They can move a lot faster than Keltham can run. Anybody who can keep that much track of tactical information, happening that quickly, may note that they seem to be interested in Keltham specifically rather than Security or either of the two women.

One of them casts a spell, from a scroll, targeted at Keltham. Enchantment-compulsion.









lintamande: Ideally one counterspells that but Security is busy casting Haste and flinging an arc of beads of Fireball out across the whole perimeter and drinking a potion of Greater Invisibility and communicating Keltham's position to the rest of Security and communicating clear places for arriving reinforcements on the edge of the Forbiddance -









Carissa Sevar: Ideally one counterspells that but Carissa, because she is an idiot, assumed that Abadar was mad atCheliaxand that the stuff about Zon Kuthon was alieand the spells she prepared today are for Keltham's pretend escape - well, she can Fly, and if necessary attempt to drag him into the villa against his enchanted will -









Keltham: That might have gone a lot more poorly for Keltham if he didn't happen to have an Enchantment Foil.

Keltham now knows that somebody tried to use mind control on him. He could very easily pretend to play along with it if he wants, let it look exactly like the enchantment is controlling him, but that doesn't actually seem smart because the compulsion is telling him to freeze in place.









Iarwain: Somebody's now in front of Keltham and about to stick an incredibly deadly-looking magical sword in him. Are Security or Carissa in position to do anything about that?









Carissa Sevar: How the fuck are they - but of course, they're Lawful Evil, and the Forbiddance deters them not at all, and they would've teleported already combat-enhanced -



Carissa is flying over there but not particularly in the expectation that she is faster than that sword -









lintamande: Security is dead, which is generally what happens when you're hanging out alone throwing enormous handfuls of Fireballs at an oncoming army.









Pilar : Up to her then.

Obedience and serving Asmodeus's best interests comes naturally to her. Pilar doesn't actually think about the consequences before she throws herself in front of the sword.

Once the sword is in her she has time to think, very briefly, that it's not what she wanted she can't even be Maledicted but Elysium didn't look that bad after all there are people who'll hurt you there even if they don't mean it.

Then she dies.









Keltham: Keltham saw it in only a fragment doesn't turn his head to watch the rest because that would be stupid that won't stop them he's going to die(temporarily?)like she did is there anything he can do -

He only remembers then, just then, too late, that he is supposed to have magic now.

He casts Sanctuary.









Iarwain: Random Kuthite assault team members can sometimes make their Will save against a fourth-circle cleric, but not necessarily on their first try. It also takes a moment to realize why you suddenly aren't choosing to cut down the target who's right in front of you.

Keltham will live for at least another six seconds.









Carissa Sevar: By then Carissa will be there! Spells are nice but the best way to kill someone when you're flying is to drop rocks on their head. She doesn't have rocks but she can cancel the Fly, which is sort of the same thing.

You'd think that dropping out of the sky on someone would hurt you as badly as them, which is not a good tradeoff when you're outnumbered, but 1) it's possible for even a random civilian to survive a fall from 60 feet if they let their legs break the fall, whereas it's less possible to survive the same force landing on your skull and 2) she has a healing spell almost finished as she lands, which means she's back on her feet faster, which means shortly after that it doesn't matter if the original injuries would've been fatal or not because Carissa can pull the sword out of Pilar's chest and stab him until they definitely are.







Cheliax has reinforcements teleporting in, by now, outside the Forbiddance. There are enough spells flying that all you can see are streaks of light and all you can hear are explosions and occasional screams.

Does this dead guy have, like, a dagger, in addition to the ridiculous ornamental sword, Carissa super does not have the strength to wield the sword effectively.









Iarwain: No, and also there's now an additional three Kuthites who unfortunately look more interested in killing Keltham than in killing her.









Carissa Sevar: When your situation is that your wizard is in a hand to hand swordfight with three actual fighters your situation is very bad. Carissa can do a Minor Illusion that she has backup de-invisibling themselves but that's about all she's got.









Iarwain: It gets the three Kuthites to pause for a couple of seconds before one of them snarls something and they turn their attention back to Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: Well on the bright side the Queen of Cheliax will have no opportunity to deny Carissa Hell.

She gets in the way.









Iarwain: Before Carissa can actually get herself into the way, it becomes a moot point.

Reinforcements now include that elderly and long-serving retainer to the House of Thrune, Gorthoklek, general of Cheliax's armies, and more importantly at the moment, a pit fiend. With relatively few exceptions across Golarion, the general rule is that the pit fiend wins.

He lands on top of the Kuthites about to attack Keltham without that significantly slowing his massive clawed feet from striking the ground. "Stay near me," he speaks in low rumbling Baseline, words that Carissa can probably recognize by now as dath ilani in intonation, even if she doesn't know the meaning. Then Gorthoklek begins speaking spellwords, and from him spring scorching rays, quickened fireballs, a meteor swarm.

One claw makes a beckoning gesture to Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: She will come when beckoned, and confirm for Keltham "he's on our side", though presumably he's inferred that from how he's breathing.









Keltham: Yeah, that's assuming way too much about Keltham's priors being strong enough to relate his evidence in any solid way to reality.

"Orders else -" he starts in Baseline, per emergency training, and then switches to Taldane. "Orders or situation report."









Carissa Sevar: The Chelish norms for emergency communications are different enough she's not quite sure what he means. "Gorthoklek serves the Queen, stay close and shout at him if something's after you."









Keltham: "If you're not otherwise busy, what's currently happening and are we likely to win it."









Carissa Sevar: "Zon Kuthon attacked us and yes."









Keltham: There was supposedly only a 4% probability of that happening this quickly even after updating on his god's warning. Keltham doesn't know if the read here is that his god understood which exact leap of wild guessing he'd make, or if Cheliax is dumb enough to fake the attack he indicated being nervous about in the most blatant way possible. He can't trust his truthspell, now that he knows what Fake Being Enchanted actually does, he knows exactly how easy it would be for a fourth-circle cleric to defeat, and they didn't mention that to him even if Carissa said (honestly?) that she didn't recognize the spell -

"Pilar's dead. Is that permanent when somebody does it using a horrible-looking sharp thing."









Carissa Sevar: - the sword isn't an elaborate sword of soul-trapping or something, is it? No, perfectly normal +3 vicious cruel sword. "Not permanent. - though if we're at war with Nidal now they might be prioritizing resurrecting soldiers."









Keltham: Dead for a while is not an emergency, dead forever is. Keltham remembers Carissa's own fears fast enough not to say it.

He looks upward, then. Strange auroras are flickering in the twilight sky, visible even without full night fallen.

The phenomenon doesn't look centered on the villa.

It looks like it's stretched all the way from horizon to horizon.

"What's happening to the sky?" says Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: "....I have no idea."









Iarwain: Gorthoklek's voice answers instead. He is no longer casting fire about him, battle is dying away, and now Gorthoklek himself seems to be looking up at the sky.

His rumbling voice sends chills down the spine of all who hear it, Keltham and Carissa alike.

"Those above all mortals now battle."









Asmodeus: An observation:









If Zon Kuthon were to have just violated a Pharasma's-Name edict about nonintervention, that would rather settle the question of whether it is safe for Golarion for Zon Kuthon to continue to exist. If He is inverted such as to not just fail to coordinate with, but to deliberately defy, such edicts, even onlyoccasionally - if there's even a chancethat's what happened here...









Iarwain: One would expect Gorum to be first to speak, on such occasions. He is a very great god, though not quite as great as Asmodeus, and has always been the foremost proponent of keeping Zon-Kuthon as a counterbalance. Asmodeus's insinuation would be noted, would shift some probability estimates a tiny bit, shifting other negotiations a little bit in Asmodeus's favor; but His suggestion would soon be rejected.



Gorum doesn't speak, for some reason.









Irori: Irori knows fractionally more than other gods about this matter, or so He believes, and is not particularly a fan of Asmodeus.

He's not a fan of Zon-Kuthon either.

He is less yet in favor of unnecessary conflict between major deities.



There have already been multiple divine interventions meddling in an issue of some concern to Otolmens; She is understandably annoyed. While I do not think we stand in danger of imminent destruction, I would fully advise that everyone listen to Her about this and comply with the spirit as well as the letter of Her instructions and not meddle here any more.

That said, this same record of previous divine intervention, and the timing, suggests that Zon-Kuthon probably already had His warriors on the way when Otolmens issued Pharasma's Edict and stands not in direct violation of it. I doubt He had an army already assembled and waiting, to be directed straight into Otolmens's interdicted region almost the moment she issued the Edict.









Iarwain: There is discussion of this, leaning of course towards Irori's viewpoint. Actually disciplining Zon-Kuthon in any serious way would be a lot of unpleasant work.









Iarwain: Gorum speaks then, after the fashion of gods.

He shows them the evidence of Zon-Kuthon, in fact, specifically instructing His people, directly after Otolmens's order, to violate Her edict in Pharasma's Name.

Gorum has been persuaded.

He is obviously not willing to go along with Zon-Kuthon's destruction; that would give the portfolio of Lawful Evil to Asmodeus alone among the ancient gods, with reverberant effects at the deepest levels of reality. But let Zon-Kuthon be sealed up away as much as Zon-Kuthon can be sealed, in a vault not unlike that which holds Rovagug, to be released only as a counterweight to Asmodeus if that becomes necessary. Asmodeus will be strengthened by this too, of course, and not trivially, but that is a price Gorum would sooner pay than see Zon-Kuthon release Rovagug.









Iomedae: If such a thing is to be done, and it does appear it might be necessary, it should be done at once and unanimously, because a day of war Golarion can withstand, but a fight that would last any longer than that will flood the crops in the fields and destroy the people and, down the line, the kingdoms relying on them.

Iomedae has considered, long ago, how this could be done. At the time it did not seem wise, and She has been apprised little of whatever prompted so many gods to change their calculations, but here is how it would be done, if sufficient resources are committed to the doing.



And if it is to be done She should hold the key, obviously, as a Lawful god opposed to Asmodeus (let's be honest,theLawful god opposed to Asmodeus), and one who can be predicted to release Him under conditions satisfactory to everyone else save Asmodeus, whose awful conduct is of course the reason they've even been pressed to this dilemma.









Iarwain: Gorum would prefer to hold the key Himself, of course, but He realizes that other gods are more likely to go along with the suggestion that it be Iomedae.









Iarwain: 
...there is clearly plotting going on here, gods are not stupid, Gorum did not come across this information by coincidence.

That Nethys could have given it to Gorum is almost too obvious to need thinking; but you can't go around blaming Nethys for everything, that's a way to miss all the other possibilities that aren't "Nethys did it". Also, contributing information leading to the downfall of another god, even Zon-Kuthon, would be pretty daring for Nethys; other gods are aware that Nethys could do more than the usual damage if Nethys started acting deliberately against other gods, and while Nethys might be able to get away with moving against Zon-Kuthon, out of all the gods,once, He'd be walking very thin ice after that, if He were ever found out.

A plot between Gorum and Asmodeus?? Some weird accommodation between them???

Gods' minds are large enough to explicitly consider many possible hypotheses. They will consider the possibility that it was Somebody Else who made an accommodation with Asmodeus, and then successfully persuaded Gorum to turn against Zon-Kuthon using this information. They will consider the possibility that Zon-Kuthon was lured into doing this and that is why Gorum knew where to look to collect the evidence.

It doesn't change the fact that Zon-Kuthon did in fact deliberately violate a Pharasma's-Name edict from Otolmens. This is kind of a big deal for any god, let alone Zon-Kuthon, who maliciously withdrew His powers from the Star Towers that Dou-Bral used to impale and weaken Rovagug within Its prison.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus is confused, and dislikes it.







Those are inadequate words for the experience of being Asmodeus; words are generally inadequate for it, but those ones especially so. All of Caina grows colder, as Asmodeus withdraws His power from Hell in order to think; few ever enter or leave Nessus, and there is no word of what is happening there.



It obviously serves Him, for Zon Kuthon to be warred with, and locked away; it's why He bothered to vaguely insinuate this might be warranted. And it does seem like Zon Kuthon might be more willing to war with Asmodeus - not even for any clear reason! - than previously imagined, which makes the case for being rid of Him stronger.

But this was orchestrated, unambiguously, maybe by Nethys, maybe by several gods collaborating (Iomedae and Irori? Sarenrae and Abadar and Cayden Cailean, who has been intervening in Cheliaxfor some not-known reason? A minor god, gambling everything?) and it is hard to imagine that the end towards which it was orchestrated was simply the removal of Zon Kuthon.



There's lots of minor things that could be attained in the short term by distracting Asmodeus with a war with Zon Kuthon. Cheliax will be drawn into a war with Nidal. Ground might be lost at the Worldwound. Perhaps a difficult province in Cheliax could break free.



It seems unlikely that a god made a move with these stakes for that practically trivial prize.



Asmodeus is confused, and dislikes it.



And yet, when confused, it's better to have more resources than fewer, and it's better for Zon Kuthon to be gone.





He indicates willingness to back imprisonment of Zon Kuthon, with more resources if the key goes to Gorum. And He'd like Iomedae to note that absolutely none of the recent nonsense is his fault; he's intervened only when fully paid by other gods, to direct his people in not harming mortals They got suddenly attached to.









Iomedae: Iomedae ignores this. She's not sure why Asmodeus bothers to talk to Her without paying Her to listen.









Abadar: At this point Abadar has no idea what is going on(lit: plenty of hypotheses and little evidence) but He wants Zon-Kuthon sealed up rather a lot; Abadar is the one who, long ago, bargained for Zon-Kuthon to go into a temporary imprisonment that should have lasted much longer than it did.

Asmodeus benefits greatly from this, more than any of the rest of us. I suggest that we designate this threshold level of resource commitment as Asmodeus's fair contribution and probabilistically collectively withdraw our support in proportion to how He tries to contribute any less.









Iarwain: There is debate, but quickly; somebody might tip off Zon-Kuthon and then it all becomes harder.

Most gods, not all, combine their powers; the rest agree at least not to interfere.

The forging of a vault begins, with a key that Iomedae alone can turn.

Sarenrae temporarily focuses nearly all Her will on the vault where Rovagug is imprisoned, she could not protect that vault from a full assault by Zon-Kuthon from every direction, but with Zon-Kuthon otherwise distracted she will be able to fend off any lesser attempts at that, if it does not come as a surprise. There also does Otolmens stand guard.

And most of the other gods of Golarion assault Zon-Kuthon, everywhere that is not that vault; Zon-Kuthon must put the greater parts of Himself within it, or else be vastly diminished.

That Zon-Kuthon will scatter smaller-sized fragments of His will and power beyond the vault, yet linked to His greater whole, is inevitable; it is not easy to really,really kill a god, if they have not made themselves vulnerable by collecting themselves too much into one place.









lintamande: A few minutes after Gorthoklek's arrival there is no one else moving in the wreckage around the villa. Cheliax is teleporting most of its emergency response teams out. There are some people walking through the grounds, identifying bodies, disabling trap-spells and unexploded fireballs from a distance with Unseen Servants.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has forced herself to stop looking at the unnerving lights. If Asmodeus has decided to kill Zon-Kuthon thengood,that's very reasonable of Him, nothing to it.









Keltham: Keltham has so many Additional Questions that don't seem like the right time to pester somebody with an endless list of.

"What now?"









Iarwain: There's still at least one emergency response squad nearby.

"I am needed elsewhere," rumbles Gorthoklek. He addresses the emergency response squad telepathically. "You. Obey her." A claw indicates the Asmodean in question.

Gorthoklek then launches himself into the air, beating his vast black wings in a way that is blatantly insufficient to actually support his weight in any way whatsoever to the eyes of anyone who has even heard of aerodynamics. When he has risen above the Forbiddance, he teleports out.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa watches him go, which is a mistake, because now she's looking at the lights again. "Is there an area of the villa that's been cleared."









Iarwain: The leader of the squad sends a message, receives a reply. They've had very little briefing before the assault other than 'don't tip off the guy wearing weird clothes that Cheliax is Evil' which like ???? he's just seen a pit fiend but orders are orders. That Gorthoklek addressed them telepathically may imply that he didn't mean weird-clothes-man to know that Carissa is obeying them.

"We are fairly sure that one wing was unbreached. The other option is to begin clearing an area of the imperial palace for visitors. We're awaiting clarification on that." Namely hers, apparently.









Carissa Sevar: She's in an evening dress befitting a countess's heir which is covered with blood in a manner also befitting a countess's heir, and her sword is incredibly expensive. She looks tiredly at Keltham. "Confirm: you're uninjured, as far as you know not affected by any mind-altering magic?"









Keltham: His foot sort of hurts, now that he thinks about it. Maybe some sort of slightly twisted ankle. A very light push, a channeling of energy, and the feeling vanishes. "Uninjured now. No compulsions, the blocking spell was effective." If for some reason it helps at all to have him say that.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, so now he'll know exactly what Enchantment Foil does. "The fourth-circle one? We should get someone more senior to identify it for you, I'm still pretty sure it does something besides that but maybe your god gave it to you for that. If it's all right with whoever's in charge," she says to the emergency response team, "I think we'd like to go to the secured wing here so we can talk privately?"









Iarwain: Security made its stand protecting the library, and all the girls who could get to it in time - for lack of anything particularly better to protect, once they realized Keltham wasn't on the premises; might as well try to save Cheliax the cost of a few Raise Dead spells that Keltham would probably insist upon. The surviving rooms are full of response team, but they could clear out one of the two rooms of the library without much trouble; this does imply going through the library first.

Asmodia was in her bedroom and got swarmed by shadows, after which some summoned monster or another gnawed off all of her legs below her mid-thighs; after Asmodia's body got retrieved, it was dumped in one corner of the library, for use in later Resurrection or Raise Dead + Regenerate. A dead Security wizard's body has been dropped beside her.

Ione is unconscious, and would ordinarily have been evacced, but, library oracle; if she's got to be in some library that's not a triage center, it might as well be this library? Ione's body is occupying the largest, best-padded chair in the library, arranged with some detectable amount of respect, hands folded in her lap like a noblewoman. Things could have gone much worse without that brief warning to put up buffs and ready items. If Nidal had been able to lock down communications before they could call for reinforcements, or get assassins past the wards without triggering them, it could have been much much worse.

The other girls are - reading, some of them; Paxti is talking too fast to somebody who's tolerating that; one of them is examining a spiky dagger with a gem-studded hilt, not in the manner of somebody who expects to keep it, but somebody who wants to take a good look at it before Security takes it away.









Keltham: Keltham catches sight of Asmodia's body and after the first horrible gruesome shock is past, there's an odd sense of reassurance. They wouldn't treat her body like that if death was going to be more than an inconvenience to her, right? Ione's body is actually more unnerving, if you think of it that way, but maybe she's just unconscious and that's why she's carefully arranged. Or - can they not resurrect her, if she's not really a worshipper of - "Is Ione okay?"









lintamande: "Alive. Got a vision, warning us, right before -" Shrug. "People often make full recoveries from having been contacted directly by a god."









Keltham: ...any god but Nethys. Any god but Nethys. It could still have been some other god besides Nethys. And if it was Nethys, there is nothing Keltham can do about it except raise up science and engineering in this world to a point where it can reprogram damaged souls, even if that takes a while -

Is all of this real? Is this a LARP? It doesn't make sense to hear about the one god who can destroy mind-states, and then Ione just happens to get touched by that one. Nethys is supposed to not do that anymore.

"Can you tell if her mind's okay? Did we temporarily lose anyone else? Besides Pilar."









Iarwain: Quick messaged updates to Sevar from surviving Security: Maillol's temporarily dead (and obviously top priority since Maillol himself could cast Raise Dead), Elias Abarco is temporarily dead, Ione Sala did in fact shout out warning of a Nidal attack moments before it happened, there isn't anybody left who could plausibly give orders overriding Sevar's.









Carissa Sevar: Wow. Okay. Minimal lies to Keltham stands; this is, she thinks, good for the project on the whole, it will make Keltham seriously reconsider departing. She imagines they might now be at war with Nidal in which case resurrections will be in short supply. Probably Keltham should be informed they're at war with Nidal even if for some reason that's not happening, it allows for a lot of flex in supplies and resources for the next couple of months.









lintamande: "Her Intelligence shows up normal to the spell for checking that. We've been advised not to try to rouse her, just to heal her periodically and let her rest. None of your other girls are dead, most project staff are dead."









Keltham: Keltham thinks of something he should've remembered earlier. "I have healing powers left for the day, not sure how much, is that helpful right now - Carissa are you injured."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm injured and have already had enough healing to keep me on my feet."









lintamande: Security calls "heal" and persons still injured gather around Keltham within his channel distance, expectantly.









Keltham: Keltham is expecting a queue of people to be tapped, but once they explain to him that he can channel a burst of positive energy, he'll do that at everyone in his insanely huge healing radius. (4d6 hit points apiece, 30-foot radius.)

...wow. Keltham had no idea fourth-circle clerics were that kind of good news.

"I think I can do that again at least once and possibly more," Keltham says, still feeling a bit stunned.









lintamande: "We could use one more," a surviving Security says. (The girls cannot; 4d6 is enough that the healing magic is running across the surface of their skin patching up papercuts.)









Keltham: He does it again.

...he is - beginning to understand, from this, from the vision in the Early Judgment - that being a cleric is not entirely about, it isn't only - he doesn't have the words for it.

"Still have at least one repeat left," he says.

...shouldn't he be doing this every evening, to people packed into appropriately dense arrays around him? Or maybe Cheliax is saturated on healing already, at most other times, if other clerics can also do this sort of thing.

His brain has some brief weird internal fight about the obvious thought that if healing is expensive he should do it, and if it's cheap he shouldn't, but common sense wins there.









lintamande: "I'll ask if anyone else needs it," says whoever's apparently appointed himself Security spokesperson, and he trots outside to do that (and to inform the injured that the friendly LN cleric is not allowed to know Cheliax is evil.)









lintamande: "So," says Meritxell, "who's angling for Duchess of Nidal." She's looking at Carissa, though she doesn't quite dare to say it to Carissa with Keltham right here having no reason to think Carissa's in the running for any duchies.









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds like a miserable job," says Carissa curtly, though, of course, she'd take it. She is...concerned that Keltham seems to be having a religious experience about healing, that seems very much not ideal.









Keltham: There's no free chairs. Keltham will sit down on the ground, breathe to recover, and try to figure out everything he just did wrong. Was he supposed to use the Owl's Wisdom? Could he have seen this all coming if he'd used the Owl's Wisdom on himself at the right time? Why put Keltham right outside the Forbiddance when this all happened? How is anything being predicted thatfinely, even by gods, quantum indexical-uncertainty doesn't let ideal agents pull that kind of shit, isn't prophecy supposed to be broken around here? Possible answer, that was an event triggered whenever Keltham went outside the Forbiddance but then - then -

Keltham really doesn't get it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa sits down next to him.



"The other room of the library's clear and free. If you want to go rest somewhere."









Keltham: He - is he in more trouble than others who'd pay more for that room if it were priced? Plausibly yes, he is from a Civilization with no Worldwound and was squarely caught in the middle of things. Also if Carissa thinks he should, maybe he should.

"Make sure they know where to poke the healer."

Keltham pushes himself to his feet and goes with Carissa to the library's other room.









Carissa Sevar: How to do this without being pushy in a way that he won't be into, or without seeming likesheneeds comfort - she finds a sufficiently large chair and sinks down into it next to him, and puts her arm around him and rests her head on his shoulder.

"I don't understand much about what happened or what we were supposed to do," she says after a moment. "But this is... a pretty good outcome, from the space of possible outcomes of a force of that size trying to take you. And we'll get the dead back, assuming they want to come back."









Keltham: "Probability that Asmodia and Pilar want to come back?"









Carissa Sevar: "To life? Uh, ninety percent, they're young and they're wizards and I don't know either of them to have been really excited for an afterlife or anything. To the project.... maybe lower than that." Which allows for not raising them, if it seems not worth it on reflection, though Carissa is very reluctant to authorize a lie that big and that total which isn't utterly necessary.









Keltham: 19% on one of them not coming back is an awful lot of probability mass on - he's thinking about this the wrong way, they're in another continent where one of them might choose to stay, that's all. He just needs to see one of them come back and he'll believe it.

"Did my god. Set me up. Not to die obviously, but to trigger - at that time -"

"What just happened, which parts of this could a god predict and choose."









Carissa Sevar: "I have no idea. They shouldn't have been able to - with prophecy gone - they could've been able to see that Zon-Kuthon was planning something, and -maybeseen that you were going to attempt to leave and that when you did you'd die or be captured, if you were intending that, especially if you were intending it in prayer? Otherwise I don't think they could've operated even at thatlevel of knowledge - before prophecy you could have things like, they thought it was better if you were outside for the attack, but not since prophecy broke. If they knew it'd be because Zon-Kuthon was amassing his forces and They could seethat."









Keltham: Keltham is tempted at this point to poop out all this shit and tap himself with the Owl's Wisdom and to hell with personality integrity, shit just got visibly really serious instead of quietly really serious. He doesn't consider the thought for very long; the time to tap himself with Owl's Wisdom, if he hadn't been an idiot, was either the moment when the crisis started, or sometime before then. If it's not an emergency you don't take mind-altering performance drugs in the kind of state that Keltham is in right now.

Were the two Auguries meant to indicate that this particular Augury was really important - that's plausibly - that's plausibly it, if he'd cast the second Augury then, and got a result of massive disaster from heading outside the Forbiddance, that would've - maybe that was what was meant to happen but how was Keltham supposed to know,he'd thought it was one spell to figure out what the spellwas and then the second one when he'd had time to think of a question -

Not his fault, plausibly, in a way that makes sense to blame himself for; there's no obvious actually-general heuristic to update, here, that isn't just "use both Auguries on the first question to enter your mind". Keltham's god might not have been able to exactly predict -

"I got two Auguries. I thought the first one was to find out what the spell was and the second one was for when I'd had time to think of the right question. If my god thought that three-quarters the first Augury wouldn't fail, but if it did fail, I would use the second one - or if people just always get two Auguries for redundancy - then maybe we weren't supposed to go outside, we were supposed to get a result showing disaster if we went outside and that would have tipped us offwithout us going outside. If that's true then my god is not a perfect predictor, they're not looking into the future, they're working off a fallible model. In that case they wouldn't have been able to do exact timing, and that attack was set to go off the moment I went outside, not because my god predicted the timing that precisely."

"Similarly, when it comes to Zon-Kuthon, our two obvious hypotheses are, one, attack was building since yesterday, god warned us of it yesterday. Two, that spell was a warning of something else, I misinterpreted it as Zon-Kuthon, and somehow that triggered the attack by Zon-Kuthon, like by my thinking of him loudly enough that he heard it like a prayer, which does not seem particularly plausible to me but I'm saying it out loud anyways because Golarion."

Or, of course, somebody in Governance heard him say it, and thought it would be a great thing to fake without the slightest use of subtlety. The light shows overhead - could have been locally faked to look global. Maybe Ione can grab a newspaper from Ostenso library and see if it mentions -

Well, that might work if Ione is still Ione.

"So. How did they know the moment I went outside."









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't know. Security cast - really cast, I'd have noticed if he did something weird - a bunch of standard detection spells, at the edge of the Forbiddance. There wasn't a scry up on the other side, or an alarm spell set to trip, or any magic at all, or anyone hidden and waiting - could've been someone's bonded familiar, a ways off, with vision enhanced to see through invisibility. Or could be Security was compromised, or Pilar, or me. Or you, I guess, if we're being thorough, though even then, they'd have had to have activated a magic item or something to alert people, and the others ought to havenoticed.



....why was Pilar there. She isn't usually - when you test your spells - she wasn't when we did Detect Anxieties or Detect Desires -" Pilar had been checked and had totally satisfactory Anxieties and Desires but the plan had been not to have her mostly because there wasn't a good excusetohave her and not the other girls. Oh and now that Carissa thinks about it the reason Pilar was there was obviously 'some weird thing to do with her oracle powers' and she should not have completed that sentence aloud, though probably Keltham would himself have noticed the discrepancy, at some point...









Keltham: "Oh, that's amusing. So all of us got tagged by mind control at least once tonight, possibly including Pilar herself, possibly excluding Security if he was the source, and it either went right through anti-enchantment or it wasn't enchantment or it happened before I cast that blocker -"

"I am - trying to figure out if my successful prediction about the results I'd get from my poll, about people's surprising revelations if I date them, also implies things like 'It's not Carissa's headband because that's too obvious of a red herring' or 'It won't be Pilar it will be one of the other girls and you already have enough information to figure out who, but you're not actually going to figure it out before dating her because the information was too subtle'."









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't really understand what you mean," Carissa confesses after a little while spent internally panicking that that is an accusation of some kind though it doesn't exactly sound like one.









Keltham: Of course not, you have to be really far into a relationship with a girl before they can hear you talking about the eroLARP itself.

Actually he should just check that. "Can you repeat back what I just said using your own words, and then make some sort of inference about it which shows your brain is processing it?"









Carissa Sevar: "You said you're wondering if an implication of your successful prediction with the poll about peoples' surprising revelations is that the cause of the Kuthonites being able to track us is not my headband, because that's obvious misdirection, or if another implication is that one of the girls betrayed us, but you will have todate herto learn that. Uh, it sounds like you think" Cheliax is lying to you "...some god or entity is - trying to communicate with you? But - in a way that I don't think would work, with prophecy broken - and I don't know what you mean about my headband being misdirection, whose misdirection?"









Keltham: "That which is above all gods, but if you can hear me talking about it then that's some evidence against 'tropes' being a thing here. Never mind, mostly a stupid thought and if it wasn't then I almost certainly have to see it on my own. What would you say in real life is the chance you should swap out that shiny new headband that bypassed government Security checks."









Carissa Sevar: "I would've said very low and that Acquisitions was being way too paranoid but I would also have said that about a Kuthonite attack and - and I wouldn't even have put a probability, on a war among the gods, that's happened once in recorded history. So if you think I should then I think I'll just concede you're better at thinking about this stuff, and do that."









Keltham: "It almost certainly wasn't the headband. That said there's no reason not to swap it with a headband that has been in ordinary quiet use somewhere much less sensitive, which you personally selected to make sure nobody in our supply network or command structure slipped in an evil headband for what would actually be the first time. Never trust what you can verify."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm reluctant to leave the Forbiddance again right now but I'll take one off one of the dead Security and maybe swap again later once it's safer to leave."









Keltham: Can she just do that? "And - leave a receipt about the swap? Wait do we feel comfortable around that giant sharp thing you're carrying, in Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festivals it is often very not safe to steal weapons off dead aliens, and for that matter if somebody actually invaded Civilization I expect they'd have a bad day trying to swipe weapons off Exception Handling."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, I'll have to leave them a note, and they'll be annoyed but see the logic, it's not like they wouldn't do the same thing if I were dead and there was cause. The sword's a +3 vicious cruel longsword, it doesn't have an innate personality or defenses against being stolen and I already used it to kill its bearer so if it were going to manifest any it might've done so then. If it's got tracking it'd be impressively subtle tracking but I guess I shouldn't rule that out confidently. - I was a weapons enchanter, by specialty, so I've looked at a lot of really fancy swords."









Keltham: What is a manufacturer doing at the site of combat... nevermind, economicmagic.

"What do we - actually do now? When does the project restart, when do Asmodia and Pilar get back, where do we sleep tonight?"









Carissa Sevar: When Asmodia and Pilar get back depends on whether were at war with Nidal. If we are theyre going to be using all our Raise Dead and Resurrection capacity for the military for a while. I dont know how badly the villa is damaged, but I think itll be in repairs for at least the next couple of weeks, and they might decide to relocate us to the Imperial palace - which is the only other place in Cheliax with a Forbiddance up, and which has security adequate for an invasion from anywhere Ive heard of. We can ask for that now, if youd rather be somewhere where something awful didnt just happen while you rest and recover.

And thats what I think you should do next, is rest and recover. People often need a couple of weeks off after their first real battle at the Worldwound, and thats people - born to our world, with some dead siblings, whove attended some public executions - (She looked it up, they have those in Taldor too, though they only make it really slow if the crime is treason or something.) Youre from farther, and you might need longer, and youre our most valuable resource, itd be stupid to run you too hard.









Keltham: "Ordinarily I'd ask why you thought you knew the complete list of everywhere in Cheliax with a Forbiddance, but I'll skip that since you think the complete list is the center of Governance plus one single secret government project that started up a couple of days ago and which you happen to work at. You know, I think that's the first time I've ever heard you say something that sounds adorably naive and trusting compared to the mature cynicism of a wise young boy like myself."









Carissa Sevar: - giggle. Fair. Its a really really expensive spell but I guess I dont know there arent half a dozen other secret places they can relocate us to, except that I think they might have done that rather than casting the Forbiddance here, if any of them would have done. I think probably the decision will be made once the site director is no longer dead, unless you tell people you want to be somewhere safer right now - which you should do, if you think itll be good for you.









Keltham: "I'll think about it while you immediately swap headbands before anyone listening has a chance to pull their own substitution ahead of you. Should've thought of that faster."









Carissa Sevar: " - right." She goes back over to the other room, heads over to the pile of bodies and finds a +2 headband because Security would be furious at her if she swaps for a +4. Changes it out.



There are people gathered around for a heal. Of course they didn't interrupt her with Keltham even though he told them to. She tells someone to knock on the door and ask for the heal in five minutes, and then goes back to Keltham.









Keltham: Dath ilani - shouldn't be weak enough to need two weeks of recovery time after their first experience with somebody trying to kill them, should they? Though they certainly have a very, very different attitude towards violence than Cheliax. You learn defense in reality so that aggression stays confined to counterfactuals. Cheliax has public executions.

Dath ilan has executions too, in a certain sense; if you intentionally cause someone else's True Death, you don't get kicked to the Last Resort, you get forcibly and preemptively cryosuspended. Not as a deterrent, obviously, because ideal agents ignore those, and Civilization doesn't build structures that would stop working if people became more ideal. Because anybody that dangerous is more danger than Civilization wants to inflict on the non-true-murderers in the Last Resort. Civilization has a motive to preemptively suspend people that dangerous irrespective of its effect on incentives; it's not a threat.

Obviously if a Chronicler or a family member asked to be present at the preemptive suspension, and the murderer didn't veto it, Governance would hardly block them. You could probably do it as an ordinary concerned citizen and it's hard to see Governance stopping them without an overwhelmingly strong reason. Governance, which has way too much power to say 'no' to things, has to be very circumspect about what it actually says 'no' to, if it doesn't want the Annual Oops It's Time To Overthrow The Government Festival to suddenly turn real.

Keltham has a suspicion that Cheliax's 'public executions' are not 'public' in the sense of 'open to sufficiently concerned citizens wanting to make sure everything has been done correctly'. It rhymes with Carissa's earlier claim that the thing to do with rats is feed them to other rats in a frenzy of cannibalistic death and sell tickets. Public executions, Keltham suspects, have tickets; though it's the sort of thing he should check later, maybe by asking Carissa what the equilibrium price of the tickets are rather than if the tickets exist at all, if he's feeling paranoid that minute.

It's not like it's not consistent. It would pass muster as fiction. Low-tech society with poorer coordination, sustained by economicmagic, with healing, resurrections, and afterlives. Losing a finger isn't permanent until the distant Future can restore it; there are clerics. Not-true-death means you come back - well, you come back if you had enough money to buy insurance. Life in Golarion must be a pretty different experience for its relatively wealthy people and relatively poor ones! Like, qualitativelydifferent, two worlds with different tech levels. But everyone gets the afterlife, it sounds like. Unless they betray an oath. Or Nethys touches them. Or how common is that statue business, he should check with somebody else, Carissa doesn't seem like the type to fret about Statistically Improbable Awful Fates.

And, sure, you can imagine a society like that, where they don't give a shit about violence because the injuries aren't permanent. Where they don't give a shit about death because resurrection and afterlives. A society where people getting near the end of their natural healthspan, when they're starting to feel sick enough and stupid enough that they're not having fun, would have violent fights to the death with one another like that's a sporting event - actually maybe public executions wouldn't sell tickets, those are probably much more boring compared to suicide sports. So why are executions public? He'll try to remember to ask later.

You could tell a consistent story where a dath ilani boy would be a fragile little flower by comparison to all that, and he'd take a long time to recover from somebody almost sticking him with a sword and instead sticking that sword into a girl he met two days ago.

Keltham doesn't like this story, and he's trying to decide if that's his real self talking, or just his gendertrope. Well, his gendertrope is him to no trivial degree, he's at 10.2 out of 12 on the gendertrope identification scale. And it's not like zero optimization ever went into making the masculine gendertrope be a useful target for males to try to live up to. But still.

But it's more that - Keltham has a sense that - there's something false about Cheliax's rejection of the idea that violence could be harmful. That it rhymes with Permanent Cheerfulness and Acting Like Sex Still Works Normally. The pain is still real, the suffering is still real, even if the injury and death are temporary and discarnation isn't the end. This is like - the sort of weird equilibria exhibited as stuff that might happen, if not for Civilization and not for mental training, hence why people have to go on playing strange games with children to let them be not that. A proving-things-to-people equilibrium like a duke's crazy son being challenged to prove his courage by racing a rhinoceros. Where people try to show off really hard how much injury and death don't matter to them, and end up dumping Asmodia's body in a corner without any respect shown to it while her soul's not in it.

If dath ilan had healing and resurrections, it would not be like that. He doesn't think the Kelthamverse would be like it either.

Or maybe he's wrong. He hasn't lived in the Kelthamverse plus healing, resurrection, and afterlives.

But the fact that Chelish people still end up in shock for two weeks after their first fight with demons - suggests that their forcing their minds to be disdainful of violence's impact - doesn't quite work. Is possibly making things worse for them.


"I want tobe safe, notfeel safer," is what Keltham says to Carissa when she gets back. "I don't think the foreseeable difference in the psychological impact of a semifamiliar place where an attack happened, versus a completely unfamiliar place somewhere else, is great enough to count against a 0.1% difference in actual securability. And - maybe this doesn't apply in this case, but - in dath ilan, if a mental shock isn't mostly better in the morning, and hasn't reached a new equilibrium after three days if it's not better in the morning, that would be the point at which you'd talk to somebody smarter or better-disciplined about mental errors you might be making that would cause internal conflicts to get stuck and not resolve. I won't push myself if it turns out I can't recover that fast, won't try to act outwardly normal if that's not true, but - it's the recovery timescale I would've guessed if you hadn't mentioned anything."

"Oh, and I register with my amateur Security posturing that it seems to me that bringing Pilar back or contacting her early in the afterlife - to see if shehas any idea how or why she was put there - is a Security issue higher than her ordinary resurrection priority."









Carissa Sevar: "...yes, I should think that it is. I'll pass that along, and pass along that they should decide where to put us based on whatever's actually safest." What a convenient preference from Keltham. "It'd be great if you're all right in a couple of days, some people are, and you can definitely talk to a priest about it if you want - and some of the ways people aren't all right might be irrelevant to you, like, people get flinchy in similar situations and that's a big liability if you have to hang out on the same wall fighting demons but much less of one if you never have to encounter a Kuthonite again."









Keltham: "I have ever been through a trauma contingency class and am already forewarned against deciding to never talk to an archon again or wanting to spend the rest of my life staying inside Forbiddances. But positive reinforcement for double-checking."









Carissa Sevar: "You know, another thing that's conventional wisdom at the Worldwound is that after a big rush all the survivors should get laid, because it prevents trauma. No one really believes it prevents trauma but it's a good excuse."









Keltham: "Heh. Conventional wisdom in dath ilan would be wait for the next morning to not form weird associations. I suspect that, even for a tremendously resilient masculine male like myself, this is a next-morning thing."









Carissa Sevar: "As you like." She thinks the associations are the point, but that sounds like a losing argument.









Keltham: If they always follow violence with sex, that could, like, possibly be an important factor in understanding Chelish society. Still, he shouldn't rush to conclude that a previously unobserved social equilibrium can't have any useful functions for the people who equilibrated with it.

"I wouldn't stop you if -"

Waitwhat.

Brain probe.

"I... apparentlywould want to stop you if you wanted to run off and have sex with somebody else instead, unless it was with somebody I already knew and then I might have different opinions depending on my relationship to them? To be extremely super clear I remember the explicit conversation we had yesterday about that exact topic where it was explicitly said we were not committing to other stuff like that by deciding to have sex."









Carissa Sevar: Snuggle. "But it'd be nice, if it were your call who I had sex with. It'd be sexy. It feels right."









Keltham: And coincidentally, all of the other girls who marked down high scores on his romantic-interestingness scale, plus one who hid herself and is the traitor, will all have equally impossible and un-realistically-evolvable sexualities configured around the exact details of his unreasonable preferences.

Keltham doesn't say anything about 'how convenient', because this is not, on that hypothesis, Carissa's own fault in any way, nor would she have the ability to explain it. Unless it's the other path to the same end, Chelish Governance faking an elaborate ero-LARP around him.

Or on the less literary hypotheses of reality - maybe dath ilan has no masochists because nobody ever tried following up severe nonsimulated violence with sex? He wants to think it can't be that simple because somebody in Civilization really would have figured it out and then figured out a less costly way to get the same result. But if it's some weird brain thing you can't guess from parts of the model pinned down by other observations, maybe they really wouldn't have figured it out. Or maybe nobody would volunteer for the Wanting To Be Hurt Process even if it didn't take the nonsimulated violence, because, um.


"Aw crap," Keltham says. "That gets into serious sex stuff which in turn reminds me. I wrote down a list of my pending questions that I managed not to ask you during sex. It was in my bedroom. I wonder if it survived the invasion. Or I wonder if Security picked it up. I used a second-layer-of-naughtiness spoiler cipher to write it, which is the highest level of spoiler I can read reflexively. Is Comprehend Languages going to go right through that? It's legit kind of personal."









Carissa Sevar: "Comprehend Languages can't read ciphers. I could go and get -"



There's a knock on the door. "Uh," someone says, ducking their head, "we were told to get you for healing?"









Keltham: "On it."









Carissa Sevar: While he's doing that Carissa will clean her dress, and tell Security about Pilar and about Keltham's instructions for where to put him, and think at them some more details about the plan, which is approximately just to keep Keltham happy and wait for Maillol who she assumes they'll have just after dawn and who she expects will be really angry with her, though she's not sure about what. And can someone go to Keltham's bedroom and - possibly actually use Shrink Item to move his entire bed to the library, and grab ciphered notes -









Keltham: "Is this everyone?" Keltham says when he sees the next version of the room. "I may have two healing surges left, I doubt I have three."









lintamande: "This is everyone." The room is fairly packed, and nearly all male; most but not all of the new arrivals are uniformed.









Keltham: Keltham background-notices the gender disparity and background-updates that pseudoviolent professions, well, actually violent in this case, may have the same gendertrope association in Cheliax as in Civilization. This is too unsurprising to propagate much updateness elsewhere.

Heal. More? Heal.

"And that's it for the day."

(Actually, why aren't they already saturated on fourth-circle priests who would have teleported in and done this already? File it under things to maybe remember to ask later.)









Carissa Sevar: "Security's going to bring you your possessions from your bedroom. I suggested they also bring the bed, since this is the only secured part of the villa right now, we can set it up in that back room."









Keltham: "Where's everyone else sleeping? Not to amateur-argue-with-Security but if I'm the only one sleeping here overnight and everyone else is going back to Ostenso, that does seem like the point where it'd be cheaper to set me up in the palace instead of protecting the whole place just for me? To be clear I'm not expressing a preference, just a puzzlement."









Carissa Sevar: "I think everyone else is probably going to sleep on the library floor."









Keltham: "I've never actually wanted to sleep in the same bed as other people so I haven't found out if I actually can, but I will at the very least note that I would be okay sleeping in asmaller bed and letting others use my large one. Even if I picked tonight to be the moment when I find out whether I can fall asleep next to you, which doesn't sound like a terrible thing to try at least once, that still only requires a significantly smaller bed."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know if the villa of the Archduke of Sirmium has any normal-sized beds but I can suggest that they look. But also, we'll be fine, the girls were about to enlist and there's a lot of sleeping on the ground on the trip up to the Worldwound."









lintamande: "Keltham?" a tired Security man says from the doorway.









Keltham: "Question mark?"









lintamande: "I'm so sorry, but your room appears to have been - targeted as an early priority during the attack. With a lot of Fireballs. We have some people casting Mending now but we don't expect your possessions to be salvageable." His head remains ducked.









Carissa Sevar: Something feels off about his presentation, to Carissa's mental model of Keltham, but she's not sure if it's a Cheliax versus Taldor off or a Golarion versus dath ilan off.









Keltham: "...didn't have anything important in there except some nonvital notes."

It's - not fun, though, to find out that he can't leave important stuff in his room because it might get destroyed.

Or that Nidal, or Zon-Kuthon directly, was watching him closely enough to know where he sleeps - wait.

"Belief inconsistency. If the attack was timed to the moment I tried to step outside, why were they specially targeting my bedroom, they wouldn't expect me to be there."









lintamande: He looks up at Keltham. " - that's a very good question. I have no idea. Would they have thought you'd left something important there? Something they'd have wanted to steal or destroy?"









Carissa Sevar: "...for that matter why fight their way through the villa at all, if they knew he was on the perimeter of the grounds? Did it seem from Security in the villa's perspective like most of the attackers were going for the villa?"









lintamande: " - that was indicated in the first communications we got but communications stopped pretty quickly, if they changed targets twenty seconds in I wouldn't know. ...no survivors in the villa who didn't make it to the library, though, and apparently there were some survivors outdoors -" gesture at the two of them -









Keltham: "Yeah. All right. That makes no sense to me at all."

"There's a saying out of dath ilan, backed by a Law I might otherwise have been teaching tomorrow - maybe still will, if I'm in shape for it. Your strength in the Law is your ability to be more confused by fiction than by reality; if you're equally good at explaining anything you could possibly see, you have zero knowledge, because your degrees of surprise don't distinguish any possible event from any other possible event."

"I notice that we are confused. Therefore, something we believe is fiction."

...could his god have timed it that exactly? Keltham's bedroom being full of fire is not happy news about what would have happened if his god hadn't done that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure this guy isn't lying but if he is she is going to show him a lot of Fireballs. She can only cast a few per day but presumably someone will courteously leave him chained to something for as many days as it takes.



"What do we believe about what happened. That someone caused Pilar to be with us and our departure not to be the secret it was intended to be. That Nidal detected you leaving the Forbiddance and attacked. That - despite knowing where you were - they went through the villa and killed most of its defenders. That they Fireballed your room - how many rooms are similarly destroyed -"

     "I haven't done a full inventory but an explosion took out half the west wing, that's how they entered, and the banquet hall and the four rooms adjacent to it are burned as thoroughly. Of course, if you were guessing which room an important guest was in, you'd probably guess Keltham's - it's the suite styled for House Thrune when they're in Ostenso -"









Keltham: "I am not a domain expert on Golarion, but. If I try to come at this from a dath ilani angle. We can probably premise, more strongly than we can premise almost any other part of this, that the timing between my stepping outside, and the attack, was not coincidental. It's to within - something like one in five hundred parts of the day, or less, for it to be a coincidence that tight is something we'd see once in five hundred times."

"We then have a classic probability-theoretic-detective-story, that of accounting for coincidence: in particular, a coincidence of timing."

"Suppose that, prophecy being broken, we don't believe that any god managed to time it in advance by sheer prediction. We furthermore believe Nidal didn't see me stepping outside, because they didn't know where I'd be."

"Then some other element of the sequence of events that led to me being outside, must have triggered the attack, or been timed with the attack."

"Furthermore, though more tentatively, at least one element in this sequence of events was chosen by an adversary of Nidal, because they plausibly would've gotten me inside my bedroom otherwise."

"This causal sequence started with my asking to cast my cleric spells - no, it started with Carissa returning from her shopping trip at the exact time she did. It ended when I summoned the archon. But I doubt Carissa should be looking for anything that timed the end of her shopping trip, because she had dinner after that, and with prophecy broken, you won't get two-minute timing at the end of a causal sequence like that."

"Something in that causal sequence either triggered the attack, or was triggered by it."









Carissa Sevar: "When did Ione get her vision."









lintamande: "Maybe eighteen, maybe twenty-four seconds before the attack."









Keltham: "Why not send her a vision earlier? Cheliax could have been better prepared. An obvious possibility is that the assault was not legible until the last minute, maybe because it was successfully obscured from whoever sent Ione the vision. But the assault was legible enough for my own god to send me a spell-vision of Zon-Kuthon's afterlife the previous day."

"If Nidal were otherwise planning an attack in an hour, say, but had eyes on Ione, but not me, they might have concluded they needed to attack as fast as possible after she gave her warning, in order to preserve as much surprise as they could. So Ione got the vision as soon as I was outside of the primary-targeted zone inside the villa. I want to say that, if that's the case, whoever sent her the vision had a grimdark sense of humor, but it could have just been the best solution to an optimization problem."









lintamande: "We could have handled it without casualties if we'd had five minutes of warning. ....maybe Zon-Kuthon's people had some way to know we'd been tipped off,and reacted to the Security alert that went out immediately after the vision -"









Keltham: "I want to emphasize that this entire mode of thinking is almost definitely completely illegitimate, but since somebody just happened to mention to me this morning that gods get clearer vision when they have clerics around, is there any not-incredibly-expensive way to check for sure whether one of the other girls in the library with Ione was a first-circle cleric of Zon-Kuthon who therefore looks just like a second-circle Lawful Evil wizard to Aura Sight."









dath ilan: (It is sometimes said in dath ilan: If you put your reasoning into overdrive, you will often get somewhere, and the trouble is, you will often also get somewhere else.)









lintamande: The screening involved asking them under a truth spell after other magic on them had been dispelled, about affiliations and commitments to other gods. There are a couple non-Asmodeans, but no one who was secretly Kuthonite.









Carissa Sevar: A couple non Asmodeans is a little high but not incredibly high, she adds to Keltham, as Securitys not allowed to proffer that obvious lie. The teen years are when kids experiment with religion and are likeliest to be followers of random gods.









Keltham: "Probably a complete empty-set search but if we haven't figured out anything else, suppose you repeat that screen in case somebody got clericed shortly after she got here, doublecheck whoever does the second screening, and consider that, if something like that isn't impossible, she may not know her new god is Zon-Kuthon or may somehow not know she's a cleric. Zon-Kuthon could just not give her any spells. Or she could have a hot-swappable personality, one self who's a cleric and one self who's not... I should say, the same logic which suggests this whole bit also suggests that whatever test we come up with is not going to detect her."









lintamande: We can do that, he says, a bit skeptical but mostly just very tired.



And then another uniformed person, looking significantly sharper and ineffably more dangerous, steps in. Her Imperial Majesty invites the traveler Keltham and any companionship he desires to the palace in Egorian while repairs are underway on his present residence.









Carissa Sevar: Oh good, something for Carissa to do aside from quietly panicking about how Keltham is using a reasoning process that he thinks is above the gods? Beyond the gods? and which therefore she has no idea how to feed the wrong information and which is therefore going to ruin everything.



The something to do is, of course, accept a personal invitation from Her Imperial Majesty to her home, but, you know, at least she understands where she stands with that.









Keltham: Governance at the Legislator or Chief Executive level in dath ilan does not haveliterally zero formality; Keltham can recognize a cue to go into Dealing With Very Serious People mode. He stands a little straighter.

"I accept at least for myself, and for a set of others to be determined momentarily if you'll give me that moment."

"Carissa, who am I supposed to invite with me, is that like you, the other researchers, the survivors of the villa, what."









Carissa Sevar: "Is Her Imperial Majesty's generous invitation aimed at the relocation of the project, or is her intent better understood as that Keltham relax and recover in greater comfort and safety while preparations for the project to restart are underway?"

     "While I cannot speak for her, Keltham's comfort and safety are at this time the highest of our project-related priorities."









Carissa Sevar: "Me, and anyone else you'll want not-for-classes."









Keltham: Is Ione a not-for-classes? Definitely not in the Carissa sense yet. "I accept on behalf of myself and Carissa Sevar. When and if Ione recovers, she will be valuable for my learning, even if I am not teaching."









lintamande: "Do you have possessions you'll need to gather?"









Carissa Sevar: "I do."









Keltham: "I don't."









lintamande: Accompany her," he says to local Security, and to Keltham, "with your permission, I intend to cast a series of spells that will dispel external magical influences on you, detect any enchantment of your possessions or person, and guard against future such."



(Carissa and local Security head out.)









Keltham: "Understood. I currently have running a self-cast protective cleric spell on my person, and an external Share Language that will expire shortly; I would have both of those preserved if there is zero or nearly perfectly zero risk to Security thereby, but more so the protective spell as it is less replaceable. Regardless of rulings there, I consent to your described Security measures."









lintamande: "Enchantment Foil," he says. "We of course cannot cast it on you at all without the aid of extraordinarily powerful magic, as it is a spell that can affect the caster only; I will avoid dispelling it."



And he does magic, visibly intricate and high-powered to Detect Magic, mostly divinations but also some abjurations.









Keltham: Keltham won't remember he's a magicbearer until halfway through that, but once he does he'll cast Detect Magic and watch. He also notes that upper Cheliax Security isn't claiming not to know what Enchantment Foil is, which matches an earlier hypothesis about it being a Security-only spell that can be used to defeat Security measures.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa returns, with the products of her recent shopping trip in her shopping-trip Bag of Holding along with her notes and her presents from the Queen, just as this is wrapping up; Security finishes with Keltham and turns to cast the same set of spells on her and on the things in her Bag of Holding.









lintamande: "Let's go," he says when he's finished, and starts walking.









Keltham: Keltham follows.

Oh, he does have a tiny bit of trauma associated with Leaving The Villa Premises, what fun.

The sky above is still doing the thing that gets giant aliens to say 'Those above all mortals now battle' in a deep grumbly voice. It's pretty at night.









Carissa Sevar: Its terrifying.



Asmodeus is going to win, but still.









lintamande: They reach the edge of the Forbiddance and the man takes their hands and without preamble Teleports.









lintamande: The palace in Egorian is new, built after House Thrune took Cheliax; the old capitol was in Westcrown. It makes the summer villa of the Archduke look shabby by comparison. It makes Versailles, its best historical analogue, look shabby though admittedly mostly only because of things King Louis the 14th could not have helped, like the fact his gargoyles cannot prowl and his fountains cannot start in midair and his orchards cannot grow seductively golden apples that drive men mad.

The sky is flickering here, too.









Keltham: Well, good on them for remembering to fake the skyshow here too, if it's fake. But Keltham is mostly paying attention to other sights, because they're worth it.

"This place is beautiful and aesthetic even by our standards, and on behalf of Civilization I compliment the architects and designers -"

"Wait. Is teleporting always that fast?" That sort of matches his experience at the Worldwound, in retrospect, but he had almost no experience with magic and spells back then, and didn't know he was looking at a spell and not a device that had charged up over the last three minutes. Though it wasn't so much that he had alternate hypotheses, back then, as that he hadn't really chunked spellcasting rules as a latent system in a way that would make it easy to update over modular facts inside it.









lintamande: "Teleportation is a fifth circle spell with the same casting time as the spells that you are familiar with," the wizard confirms.









Keltham: "Sorry, just trying to figure out an ongoing mystery about the attack. Carissa, am I missing something or should that Security have just teleported us out when the attack started? We were at the edge of the Forbiddance already."









Carissa Sevar: "If he had it prepared and hadn't yet used it today, yes - and was at least fifth circle but his Haste lasted ten count, so he was."









Keltham: "So maybe he couldn't teleport. Or maybe he could, but if you didn't think of that at the time, it's plausible he didn't think of it either. But if my god didn't predict my Security not having teleport or not thinking of it, that's an even stronger reason for my god to try to get me to the edge of the Forbiddance in a way that could be synchronized with the attack. It would have been a reliable plan for my safety, not the better-than-worst harm-reduction version where I still almost got killed several times. Though it's also worth asking where the obvious place to teleport would've been, and if there could've been an ambush there, or if there's any way to intercept a teleport and..."

"Well, later. Sorry for the interruption. Please lead on."









Otolmens: Otolmens is VERY BUSY. She is guarding the Vault containing ROVAGUG while Zon-Kuthon gets DEALT WITH not that His VOID-CONTAMINATED MIND shouldn't have been dealt with IMMEDIATELY but BETTER LATE THAN NEVER.

She is not SO BUSY that she is NEVER looking back at the anomaly AT ALL.

It is now NO LONGER within one hundred distance units of Ostenso's tallest thing. It is ELSEWHERE.

For some reason Otolmens had been thinking that, just since the anomaly had mostly stayed in the same place for a while, it was a kind of anomaly that did that.

She cannot go on revising Pharasma's-Name edicts once they're issued, for the obvious reason that this would correspond to an unbounded edict supply.



ASMODEUS.

TELL your MORTALS to put the anomaly BACK IN THE INTERDICTED REGION.

Transparently EVADING a Pharasma's-Name Edict is NOT AMUSING and PHARASMA will NOT BE AMUSED EITHER.









Asmodeus: ASMODEUS IS SORT OF BUSY WHILE PUTTING NEARLY AS MUCH EFFORT INTO SUBDUING THIS LONGSTANDING EXISTENTIAL THREAT AS THE REST OF THESE USELESS WEAKLING GODS COMBINED AND WILL GET BACK TO OTOLMENS LATER









lintamande: They go in through a side entrance, because the Queen has ordered that no one will come into contact with Keltham whose soul is not sold already, or who isn't a priest of Asmodeus. There's a dazzling hallway and then a room that is -



- well, exquisitely designed to some unapologetically Evil aesthetics. It has thick red velvet curtains around an enormous iron bed which has actual chains and shackles built into the headboard, and a thick red carpet, and an enormous fireplace against one wall.

Next to the fireplace is a rack of fire-stoking equipment which a person who knows a lot about fire-stoking, which Keltham hopefully does not, might identify as not even all that useful for that.

There's a cozy reading nook with an armchair and a tall bookshelves full of leather-bound books, and a little kneeling pillow next to the armchair.

There's an Asmodean shrine with incense and a stone ritual-seat that you obviously let blood into.

There are beautiful tapestries on the walls, depicting well-dressed people dancing, and there's a window opening on a courtyard full of blooming roses.









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa's life is so interesting (derogatory). ...what're the books. Oh, good, looks like they're Taldane poetry and a fourteen-volume history of Absalom dated from before the Age of Lost Omens began.









Keltham: Keltham mostly notices the chains on the bed. They don't parse instantly, but he can deduce their use after a few moments.

Keltham smiles slightly. "I want to say somebody's overestimated our relationship progress, but on second thought maybe not."

"I like the rest of the aesthetic. It's very close to a similar dath ilani aesthetic called doompunk which I do not totally fail to appreciate."









lintamande: "You can press this bell for staff," says their escort, and departs.









Carissa Sevar: "Doompunk, huh. I'm glad you like it. It parses as an Evil aesthetic, here."









Keltham: "...interesting, in dath ilani terms that's more associated with - a self-aware supervillain with a sense of humor, one who laughs maniacally while executing their cunning plans and also knows exactly how much of a cliche that is and does it anyways because that's them living their best life. I don't think we'd say it's associated with Evil supervillains rather than Good supervillains, though? If anything it leans slightly the opposite."









Carissa Sevar: "Supervillain parses as a kind of thing that'd only be Evil, a lich commanding enormous armies of the undead or a wizard who has concocted a mad scheme to end life or something."









Keltham: "Commanding armies of the undead is supervillainy, absolutely, extremely doompunk too, but I don't see why that would be Good or Evil in itself, aside from whatever you were trying todo with the undead armies? And a wizard with a mad scheme to end life is Good, as I understand that, because they're not doing it to benefit themselves, they're doing it because they think life should be ended for its own welfare... well, in dath ilani fiction that's why they'd be doing it, if that happens in real life here maybe it's very different, but then why would they."









dath ilan: (World-destroying supervillains in dath ilani fiction are, by default, and absent deliberate subversion or aversion of the trope, negative utilitarians. Dath ilani take for granted, in the background and without thinking much of it, that their literary characters make as much sense as everything else does on their planet; fictional antagonists are being animated by dath ilani authors who will grant those simulated minds at least the mental skills taught to children. There just aren't many things you can intelligently want to accomplish by destroying reality, except for preferring that stuff which exists not exist.)









Carissa Sevar: "...in stories in Golarion it'd mostly be for revenge because they feel the world wronged them. And the undead armies would be because the lich wants to be personally rich and powerful so he wants to conquer countries to do it. It...makes sense that since your society is so Good your supervillains would be too."









Keltham: "I just don't see how being a supervillain* is an alignment-correlated thing at all. It's an aesthetic, not a," utility function, "specification of what goals people pursue. I wanted to be a supervillain when I grew up, and, while this was not a realistic life goal, nobody would have listed that as a reason why I was any more Evil than anyone else. The guy heading up our Moon colony is a supervillain, his bedroom probably looks basically like this one but with a real sleeping surface and minus the chains."


(*) The compound word 'super-villain' began as a fictional trope in dath ilan, but the corresponding real-life aesthetic and gender-trope and famous-person-behavior-pattern later took over as the primary meaning of 'supervillain' in Baseline, and the compound no longer means quite what its conjuncts say. This Baseline term is now translating oddly to Taldane's cognate for their real-world version of the old dath ilani fictional trope, based on a similar compound which in Taldane has preserved its original meaning. In Civilization 'supervillain' hasn't primarily referred to anything fictional since long before Keltham was born; and he's not particularly thinking about the underlying Baseline components 'super-villain', nor even that this well-worn formerly-compound-but-now-specialized term has components, let alone the etymology of the word.









Carissa Sevar: "...so, most powerful people are Evil. In Golarion. I think pretty much all of them who aren't part of some specific Good religious order. I imagine that's very different in dath ilan but wanting power except 'I want to study so much magic that lots of people come to my wizard tower to buy magic from me' is....you're almost definitely, if you actually pull it off, going to have - assassinated some people, ordered some children drowned so they won't be competition for your throne..." those are examples from a Taldane history she read this morning. "And I guess you could do that while still intending Good but the sorting doesn't just pay attention to your - self-serving narrative - and if you're killing lots of people to amass power it's almost definitely going to call you Evil. And you cannot become powerful without killing lots of people."









Keltham: "...because if you try Zon-Kuthon sends military squads after you and you won't survive unless you kill them first? I'm not having an easy time figuring out what killing people has to do with getting power. In my visualization it mostly gets you dead people, which, at least where I come from, you can't take a bunch of corpses to the neighborhood bartering-fair and say 'Would somebody like to trade me a lot of power for this bunch of corpses.'"









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "....well, what you do, is you kill the people who were in charge of a place, and then you kill anyone who says you're not in charge now. And that's how becoming in charge of places works, pretty much."









Keltham: "Assuming this works at all, why isn't the whole world ruled by the one most powerful person who can kill anybody else, who then declares that nobody else is allowed to kill anybody so that their world will operate in a quiet and orderly fashion and not go through a lot of annoying unprofitable chaos."









Carissa Sevar: "Because it's not actually all that much more fun to rule the entire world than to rule a country the size of Cheliax and because there are a bunch of gods trying to counterbalance each others' power and because there are random ninth circle wizards who can't be bothered to straighten out everywhere but who make it very clear that if you harass the peasants right on their doorstep then they'll dismantle you for parts, and because lots of parts of the world are too distant and rural and low-population and speak languages no one else speaks and it's not clear it's worth ruling them, and because empires don't generally grow past the distance limit of a Teleport,if it costsseveralit's incredibly costly to bring enough force over to keep your distant provinces in line."









Keltham: "I am willing to believe you about all of that but as a dath ilani I am used to knowing why equilibria balance where they do, and I am very far from understanding that here. I get the basic point that, if 0.1% of a country's population is 90% of its military power, they can form an internal coalition and not let anybody else vote," assuming the populace hasn't otherwise been trained in the decision theory of coordinating their refusal of an unfair bargain. "I could not then predict that this coalition adopts rules that look like 'if you kill the person at the top of us you now own our city'. Why don't the 0.1% of the people with 90% of the military power form their own government-of-revocable-delegations among themselves? If one person at the top has 51% of the military power it should work a way, which is them running everything. If #1 and #2 can gang up to beat #0 but get beaten in turn by #3, #4, and #5, it would work a different way. I need to play through some minigame for how this works with, like, six people before I try to visualize how it works for a planet. What is the simplest case, with the smallest number of people all of whom are on the gameboard not just in the background somewhere, where you'd kill somebody and get power."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure. Imagine a small village on a river somewhere, far north with poor farmland, maybe claimed by a distant King but he neither collects taxes nor enforces law so he doesn't feature in this story. In practice, the village is led by a priest of, I dunno, Pharasma, who is the only person in the village with magic; when villagers accuse each other of crimes, he hears them out and fines or punishes the one at fault. He collects a tax from them, for the church, of ten percent of their fields. Then someone's wayward son who went off to be an adventurer comes back, third-circle, capable of impressive things, rich with goods from out of town, and he is welcomed back by his family, until he drunkenly hits someone else in a quarrel over a girl, and kills them because he's an adventurer now and hits harder. And this is brought up before the old priest, and the priest says the adventurer must pay a fine and serve the family of the man he killed at harvest and planting time for ten years, in the place of the laborer he took from them, and the adventurer spits in his face, and then kills him too, and then says 'hey, from now on, I'm the one who will hear out accusations of crime in this village'."









Keltham: "Leaving aside the decorative horror and focusing on the underlying game theory. So. Even assuming the villagers have no way of killing the adventurer even by cooperatively sacrificing themselves - there's a saying in dath ilan 'Anyone can kill anyone but they probably shouldn't' and maybe that's just not true here, in which case fine - and even assuming they don't all go 'fuck this guy's unfair division of gains from trade, let's head to the afterlife and leave him with an empty village' - then, if nothing exists in the world outside this village, if there are no hidden players not on the gameboard, then it would seem to be in this person's best interests not to let anyone else kill anybody and run the whole village for his own profit, until somebody else comes along who's stronger and kills him. Which is the case I described before."

"I agree that, assuming the villagers let the adventurer get away with that and don't just leave for the afterlife, if one is a fourth-circle cleric, one could perhaps come in and kill the adventurer and get a little sad bit of power. It doesn't - seem like something that scales. The reason it works is that it's isomorphic to a two-player game where one player has all power, and the other player has none but goes along with an unfair division of gains instead of leaving for the afterlife."









Carissa Sevar: "...your confusion is why the adventurer doesn't ban killing in the village? He probably does. He doesn't run the whole village for his own profit but mostly because that would be more likely to make people get fed up and leave, having to deal with one asshole who also maintains order is one thing but if he's also raising taxes a lot and picking fights and taking wives then at some point people leave, so he is limited in how much he fucks with them.



I don't think - I think the villagers could kill him by cooperatively sacrificing themselves. But why would they do that, individually, it just results in them being dead."









Keltham: "So I was going to say that maybe you didn't have enough Law to solve that problem, but it sounds like you have an artificial substitute which would be fine for something like this. Swear an oath that only binds you to action after you've heard every adult in the village swear the same oath. Publicly generate random numbers. Three people picked by the random numbers, or however many it takes, sacrifice themselves to kill the adventurer."

"Put up a sign outside your village saying this is how your village does stuff. The adventurer reads the sign and goes somewhere else, so the people never even have to sacrifice themselves. Other people hear about what a great adventurer-free village that was and say 'Hey why don't we put up a sign like that too.'"









Carissa Sevar: "...so,in Cheliax,where children grow up understanding that they are Lawful, and that means something, maybe you could make something like that work. But in most places - people won't actually go to their deaths because they swore they would, not all of them, not enough of them that that works I don't think, and more people would just decline to swear to it in the first place because it's notthatbad having an adventurer be in charge of your village. And some people'd read the sign and take it as a challenge. And...it's weird, so people wouldn't do it."









Keltham: "I was going to say something about it sounds like you might have a problem that gods and ideal agents don't have, which is a key fact that I needed to hear in order to understand what is going on; but I am suddenly arrested by the possibly even more important notion of 'it's weird, so people wouldn't do it' which sounds like it would stabilize literally any possible behavior because if everyone does that then any other behavior is weird."









Carissa Sevar: " - I mean, yes? But - but most weird things that someone smarter than you came up with and that you don't fully understand aren't in your interests, so not doing weird things is better than doing weird things, if you're not very smart."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "I may possibly need to think about that for a bit."









Carissa Sevar: "You do that. I'm going to figure out whether they gave us a key to the chains or whether they're supposed to be magically operated."





They have a big iron key. Very fancy. Wizards into bondage usually use Unseen Servants, which can only apply twenty pounds of force but are enough for if you're not expecting serious physical opposition; twenty pounds feels like a lot, shaped right.









Keltham: So.

Their world has people who are more smart or less smart, just like his world.

Lots of smarter people, however, are out to exploit less smarted people using adversarially selected arguments.

So the less smarted people have to freeze in place and only believe what they were told by - their parents, Keltham guesses, because even if somebody wandering into the villagelooks as dumb as you, they could be a smart person faking that.

Nobody has any Law-inspired concept of validity, or which arguments are admissible or inadmissible, or how to go about constructing a narrower class of arguments that could still contain important stuff while being harder for smarter adversaries to exploit. Their books are endless strings of non-sequiturs and impossible leaps and emotion-invocations, and when your contest of ideas is on that level, there is nothing you can do to stop a clever adversary from doing a search that Goodharts through any flaws or loopholes in the resistance of a dumber argument-considerer.

...or maybe dath ilan would also be like this, Law or no Law, if not for the Keepers and the fact that the Keepers are, so far as Keltham knows, Good. Just given what's publicly known about talk-control, most dath ilani can little more resist a high-ranked Keeper going all-out on exploiting their own flaws, than a villager of this world could resist the arguments of a wizard, if the villager was foolish enough to hear out a stranger.

But - what is he supposed todo about that, if that's the case? Even if he can mass-manufacture intelligence headbands they won't change therelative intelligence... well, no, because currently the smartest peopleget intelligence headbands and the less smart peopledon't so at the very minimum fixingthat would have to shift the equilibrium relative to what it is now...

"Thanks for my evening update on how awful Golarion is," Keltham says out loud, and not without a certain irony.









Carissa Sevar: "More of an update than the Kuthites were?"









Keltham: "The Kuthites are a problem, and if they've penetrated your security they're much more of a problem, but they are a relatively shallow and understandable problem compared to average-intelligence people not being able to trust that all the arguments they hear aren't out to get them."









Carissa Sevar: " ...fair enough. Yeah, I don't know how you solve that without the resources of the Church. You do have the resources of the Church, though, and with that it's solvable though slowly - you open schools, and you feed the kids at school, and so parents send the kids to school even if they worry it'll teach things they can't trust, and then other people notice things that can't be faked, like that the kids are more prosperous, and over generations people come around..."









Keltham: "Orrrrr I could figure out how to mine spellsilver in the sort of volume that Civilization gets when Civilization wants lots of a rare metal, and make intelligence headbands for wizards who would then craft more headbands, and give all of the villagers intelligence headbands and do it not over generations. There's a place in life for doing things the slow way with diligent hard work, and that place is when there is in fact no shortcut whatsoever for doing things a faster way."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, all right, certainly the 'give them all Intelligence headbands' plan is better though I'll note that the fanciest most expensive headband will enhance a slightly-duller-than-average peasant up to14which is still, you know, not smart enough Cheliax puts you on projects that require the ability to make decisions independently."









Keltham: "It's a start on half of a solution. -2 in dath ilan isn't too dumb to learn the sort of Law you've been learning in my lessons, you'd just learn it a couple of years later."









Carissa Sevar: "It would be the most important thing that'd ever happened, we'll see what problems remain after that.

- I want some. If you invent a way to mine arbitrary spellsilver."









Keltham: "'How much do you want', he said, bearing in mind that he didn't have any grasp of units and would need those translated into least-expensive-headband and unskilled-labor-year units."









Carissa Sevar: "More than I know what to do with. More than I could use even if I spent every waking moment on fancy complicated enchanted projects. That would be twenty or so least-expensive-headbands a day and there is no sense giving you a value in unskilled labor years because I do not expect to get this wish of mine if spellsilver mining continues to cost unskilled labor years. ..but the current state is that a headband is 55 unskilled labor years."









Keltham: So, assuming unskilled laborers work four hours per day averaged over rest days -

Wait. Keltham suspects he may have made an important unit conversion error, throwing off several other calculations.

"And the number of unskilled labor hours in one unskilled labor year?"









Carissa Sevar: "4500ish, I suppose?"









Keltham: Blink blink.

"That's... around thirteen hours a day including rest days if those even exist, unless your year doesn't have 365.2422 days per year."









Carissa Sevar: "We have three hundred sixty exactly. There are two festivals."









Keltham: ...what that makesno sense at all. "In dath ilan, the time between spring equinox of one year and the spring equinox of the next year is 365.2422 days, the amount of time it takes dath ilan to complete exactly one orbit around the sun is 365.2596 days, and I have absolutely no idea how having two festivals could interact with either of those quantities."









Carissa Sevar: " - the number of days it takes for the sun to complete its orbit is 360, rather than 365, and as an answer to your separate question about rest days, there are two of them."









Keltham: "Welp, I'm going to chalk up those insane work hours and lack of rest as hopefully a problem merely of quantitative productivity rather than a Horrifying Golarion Structural Equilibrium that will persist even in the presence of infinite machinery, and then I'm going to only think about it insofar as that serves the purpose of doing something about it, sound like a plan."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds great. I wanted to daydream about mountains of spellsilver, here, not be sad about global problems."









Keltham: "Among the many ways of viewing your global problems is that they are caused by some missing mountains of spellsilver, and if we're going to go looking for those anyways we might as well keep one mountain for ourselves. That's what being Evil is all about."









Carissa Sevar: "You're going to say things like that to me and then have some kind of societal norm of not having sex on days when bad things happened? Can I at least kiss you?"









Abrogail Thrune II: This is the most bizarrely fascinating bedroom talk that Abrogail has ever spied upon in possibly her entire life and she genuinely does not see how Sevar is going to pull this off. If Sevar manages to tempt and corrupt Keltham from this starting point she willget her County.









Keltham: "You miiiight have to explain first how 'kissing' works, the word sounds like the lip-touching thing and all I knew about that was to mirror what you did. Not that we couldn't just improvise so long as it's the sort of thing that goes well when improvised."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail has things to do, and now she has to choose between doing those things and continuing to spy on this, which is unfortunate; having that never happen to her is something she should have thought to write into her compact with Asmodeus somehow.









Carissa Sevar: "You haven't invented kissing? Well I suppose, then, as Golarion's duly appointed representative to Keltham, it is my duty to try to explain it to you, though it's popular because it does in fact go well when improvised. See, you can do a little kiss like this," she repeats last night, "which just says, I like you and I want you, or you can do a little more than that."









Abrogail Thrune II: And he's kissing back in a very uninspired way. Well, this was a good time for things to get boring, she supposes. It is, apparently, time to end her brief break and actually attend her war council; Gorthoklek is almost finished breaking down her door.









Iarwain: Likewise mortal but longer-lived things, a hair closer to ideal agency though still far from it, now battle.

Their objective: to bring enough pressure to bear on 'Zon-Kuthon outside the vault' that He must choose between being inside that vault and significantly ceasing to be. Maybe not ceasing entirely, but becoming perhaps a fallen being, a mere demigod. He must choose between going into the vault, and that.

The assembled gods cannot reasonably endeavor to kill all of Zon-Kuthon, if He chooses the latter path. Gods encrypt their energies, arrange their potentials in lattices and arrays to which only they have keys. Like a box full of bouncing classical gas atoms that can be made to all end up on the box's left side, in apparent defiance of thermodynamics and ready to yield up their heat as a pressure, if you know the secret for how those atoms were originally set in motion to be able to end up like that with the right tweak. Anybody who doesn't know the secret just sees a box full of a useless uniform gas.

In likewise way, a being under such assault as Zon-Kuthon may scatter little shards of Himself here and there, too small and subtle for now to be noticed, but destined to collide and gather up at some future time - a time when His adversaries are paying less attention, no longer spending all Their own power and watchfulness to launch a coordinated assault on Him blanketing Golarion and the other planes where He extends.

Among the greatest of adventurers who yet do not quite understand, it is whispered that only by killing a great Power within Their own home plane is it possible to destroy that Power permanently; and also that a Power within its home plane is nearly invincible.

These whispers are not quite accurate. The key concept rather - and from mortals it is hidden - is that gods face a tradeoff between weakness and vulnerability. They can gather themselves up and become stronger, but only at the risk of their own true destruction. Any problem which requires you to become unified and powerful and localized, and therefore vulnerable to any still greater force, is a challenge you should face on your own home ground if you possibly can. On the very rare occasions when Powers are truly slain, therefore, they tend to fall within their home planes, after ascending to terrifying heights within it.

The assembled gods, then, know that they can only force so much of Zon-Kuthon into the vault prepared for Him. As He could survive as a demigod outside it, He can also go mostly into the vault but leave a demigod's worth of Himself outside. That demigod's worth of power will not be able to free Rovagug, though; and that is all the assembled gods are aiming for.

Most of them, that is.









Nethys: Nethys sure will really be in trouble if anyone finds out He did this part!

Nethys sees every part of Zon-Kuthon. Nethys knows where every part of Zon-Kuthon is trying to hide.

Nethys provides those coordinates to Someone Else.

That's the sort of divine backstab that, if found out, would get every large or obvious remaining piece of Nethys assaulted by more gods than are currently assaulting Zon-Kuthon.

The only reason the gods are not currently that scared of Nethys is because it has not, up until now, seemed like Nethys is particularly likely to do that sort of thing - to tattle on gods' secrets to one another, to start wars between Them in which Nethys will pick sides and provide aid, weakening Them until all the gods that Nethys doesn't like, or maybe all the other gods period, have been killed.

It would not be in Nethys's seeming interests to start down that path, because you can't conceal that sort of thing forever.

But that logic is not unassailable, and other gods will be watching for early signs.

Nethys is doing this part anyways.









???: Snip. Snip. Snip.

She's mostly appearing to fight Zon-Kuthon along with the other gods, but it doesn't take much extra power to kill those little defenseless bits of Zon-Kuthon if you know exactly where to look for them.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa finds it hard to think around Keltham.



Not in a stupid romantic way, she doesn't think, though she's aware it's the obvious interpretation. She thinks it's more that - all of her mind has to be pointed at him. She has to be paying attention to the surroundings, the conversation, the connected distant-implications, the opportunities for flirtation, she has to be directing most of her mind at the deception surrounding Keltham and also impress him with the quality of conversation she can generate with the part of her mind that's on him.

As a result, the sober Carissa diagnosis of what she's like around Keltham is that she's fundamentally reactive. She follows trains of thought of his, she answers his questions. She teases him. She ventures a bit of promising theology, occasionally, if she's feeling bold. But she cannot construct an overarching plan. Which is fine, not that debilitating, it just means she needs one in advance, but tonight has been kind of eventful and the plan she had before they went to practice Keltham's cleric spells is a bit outdated.

Kissing Keltham leaves more space to think than talking to him does, so she persists in it even once she would ordinarily declare that quite enough kissing.


She wants to convince him to fuck her. She's pretty sure that this is an important step in building intimacy. It involves him trusting her with something, and her demonstrating that trust warranted, and in her not-really-very-professional-judgment it's the best sex act for his kinks, it's about power without obliging him to do a lot of deliberate and constructedmakingit about power which he's still learning how to do.

She wants to gently introduce, in a testing the waters kind of way, the ideas that 1) some girls are into out-there stuff, Carissa's aboutaverageand that means half of girls are kinkier than her, see where that line of thought takes him, 2) power is more interesting when it's not a game nobles play for fun, isn't it and 3) the thing that makes this right is that Keltham wants it and can get it.

The third one seems hard. She spent a fair share of her beauty appointment playing it in her head with imaginary Keltham.

"You want it and can get it. That's what matters, that's why it's all right, it's all right for you to have things, assuming you can get them without breaking the Law."

Imaginary Keltham: "Right, but the reason the Law doesn't prohibit this is that you also want it. Otherwise it would. If you try to propose a Law that says it doesn't matter what you want then all the people where the Law agrees it doesn't matter what they want would simply overthrow the Law and replace it with a Law who didn't say that, and even if they wouldn't, they could in principle, so the Law can't say that."

"You want it and can get it. Does it - does it feel like there's something important there? Something that dath ilan would - be missing, if they treated that as sort of a sideshow that gets to rise to relevance only if every other feature of the situation has lined up just right?"

Imaginary Keltham: Well, it's relevant no matter what, it's just that sometimes the way in which it's relevant is that society should try to have fewer people like me in it, or that it needs to put more emphasis on people not doing things just because they want to.

"You want it and can get it. That's -itselfappealing about you. Maybe that's a very circuitous fetish but it feels very fundamental, to me. The trait that matters in the world is being able to get things you want, and the most romantic situation is being wanted. And that means there's inherently nothing sexier than someone who wants you and can get what he wants."



That one feels promising but like it achieves its promisingness by running askew and probably being heresy, again. She still thinks it's a line of argument worth attempting. Maybe you can get someone to 'being willing to do whatever it takes to get what they want is sexy' and then from there to 'being willing to do whatever it takes to get what they want is okay'. She still tries to imagine objections imaginary Keltham might have, but Imaginary Keltham mostly says things like 'math you've never heard of proves that doesn't work', which is a sign she needs to take this problem to Actual Keltham.

Once she has a plan. Which she doesn't, yet, so. More kissing.









Keltham: Dath ilani learn fast, generalize fast, and get bored with a speed that would shock the more easily amused. They overcomplicate sex because they have no choice. They do their best to protect their kids from sexual spoilers so that young adults can have the joy of discovery, and amusing stories to tell for the rest of their lives, and also so that young adults don't exhaustively play out simple basic sex in their heads before having it, which, if they did, would lead them to learn-the-pattern-and-get-bored-by-it even faster.

Even Keltham of the +0.8sd, though, is able to spend a while just kissing Carissa without getting bored the first time he does that. She is quite kissable. Also snuggly.









Carissa Sevar: She likes Keltham. Her thoughts are probably lingering on this because of how she's presently kissing him but it's true, and no doubt there's been at least one agonized meeting over it though somehow no one has reprimanded her, maybe because they know that she really really really does not want to be a statue and even if all the other pillars of her motivational structure grew Keltham-rot inside them - and they haven't - she will still not betray them. She's heard it said - dismissively - that the characteristic female fantasy is that there is a powerful man who could hurt you, but he doesn't. Maybe that's all that it is. But right now, the way that it is is that she likes Keltham, and when he has her in his arms, all her plans maintain only the most tenuous of connections to her, bobbing up and down in the periphery of her mind like a sailor overboard on the high seas, visible for a long time despite being almost immediately beyond rescue.



....and maybe she should troubleshoot that.



What are her objectives. First, to get Keltham to feel attached to her. Second, to comprehend him fully in order to build the Evil version of dath ilani thought. Third, stretch goal, seduce him to Evil.

The third one seems tricky right now. That's okay. Carissa's going to be forgiving of herself about that. Other people, too, agree that it seems hard. Keltham is still grappling with ideas like that smarter people might take advantage of less smart ones; this part of the operation is in exploratory mode, right now, and that's all right.

The second one...also seems tricky right now, though more necessary than ever.

Whenever Carissa's around Keltham she gets confused about the nature of Evil. It's because the version she gave him just - fits better into a pathetic human mind? In hindsight it's obvious that trying to destroy the world might seem Good, that Rovagug cultists certainly would be, principled believers that the world should be devoured at their own expense. And the observable fact about the world that almost everyone ends up Evil makes more sense if Evil is about selfishness or lack of altruism than it does with the understanding that Evil is - well, Abrogail Thrune. Carissa is pretty sure this thought will end up in a transcript for Abrogail Thrune tomorrow so hi, Abrogail Thrune, please don't turn me into a statue, Abrogail Thrune, I am suffering in your service very diligently, Abrogail Thrune, but most people are not Abrogail Thrune. Most people are not even weak pale shadows of Abrogail Throne. Tyranny, slavery, pride, contracts - most people kind of just bumble along being weak and pathetic and Carissa is confused about 1) how any of them make Law and 2) how any of them make Evil. She's not worried about herself, personally. She's definitely making progress on Law and she thinks she's made some progress on being genuinely Evil the last two days. She's taking to authority nicely and has lit people on fire when they deserved it and offering to destroy Asmodia's soul in a dark sorcerous rite, if it's not heretical to contemplate, was kind of fun, though also Carissa wants everyone to go to Hell and not get destroyed in sorcerous rites.

(Is that Good? If she wants it in a way that's not about what Asmodeus wants, that's about the sheer horror of their annihilation - it's at the very least the product of a broken mind misunderstanding doctrine. And yet.)

It hadn't occurred to Asmodia what they had to be trying to do here. But they are going to have to do it, or the mountains of spellsilver will go to everyone and Cheliax won't be uniquely advantaged - might be disadvantaged, even, if their current systems for promoting enough Law and Evil to get their children clear of Abaddon and into Hell stop working on a smarter generation of children - reformulate that to be less pathetic and broken, even if it means it fits less well into her present mind, she doesn't wish to err when she's trying to do strategic planning even if the errors are convenient otherwise, even if she suspects Asmodeus chose her partially for her heresies - Cheliax's current systems get souls to Asmodeus, who wants them; Asmodeus has extended this project resources on the assumption it can get him more souls, or more useful ones, and that's why it ought to do that.

Asmodia is presumably being tortured right now and Carissa hopes she's not useless when she gets back. Maybe it'll be good for her motivation.







The first goal, on the other hand, is going great. Maillol says the things she'd done shouldn't have worked, but they did, and Keltham likes her, and if she only had to accomplish the first goal she'd practically have accomplished it already and she could just keep him interested and roll around on a giant mountain of spellsilver.

Maybe.

Keltham hasn't really hurt Carissa. In a sense, no one has ever really hurt Carissa; she talks a good game but she was careful, in her old life, about which powerful adventurers who could kill her if they were so inclined she climbed up into a Rope Trick with; she mostly went for girls, because whatever Maillol says they are less inclined to hurt you on average though obviously Abrogail Thrune, hi Abrogail Thrune, is entitled to do exactly as she pleases with Carissa including turning her into a statue though Carissa really really hopes that she won't do that because Carissa wants to go to Hell and will make herself very useful to Abrogail Thrune there. If she gets there. Subordinate devils are worth having! Much more useful than statues!

...anyway Keltham can bite her, and claw at her, but he hasn't for example even looked at the pokers in the fireplace, and he hasn't even asked for tips on the most efficient ways to hurt people without causing damage, and unless you count the cursed Bag of Holding as a sexual experience and plausibly Carissa should she hasn't, actually, been tortured in a sex way, and shouldn't have high confidence in how gracefully she'll handle it except within the bounds of how well she handles it in other contexts. It seems possible she'll like Keltham less once she's taught him how and why to really hurt her. It's possible that whatever switch will flip in her head and he'll be terrifying instead of intriguing, and then everything will just suck.

Which would be good practice for Hell, if so.



....Carissa thinks that somehow all this thinking is actually making her worse at her job and she should abandon it and go back to not thinking, which was working fine, kind of.









Carissa Sevar: " - so," she says. "Are we supposed to have an in-depth conversation about how sex works now, or, given that your notes were destroyed, will we have to have sex in order to recreate the conditions under which you can recreate your notes."









Keltham: "I'd say 'stop trying to pressure me into sex' but I find that I in fact enjoy being asked, and maybe even enjoy getting to say no. And I expect I can recall at least some of my questions, though probably not in the right order."









Carissa Sevar: " - noting a cultural difference that while if you don't want me to stop it's not a big deal we haven't had any interactions which to Chelish understandings involve pressure. And I can try to answer questions."









Keltham: "Civilization would have it something like - if a woman says no a couple of times, you're supposed to stop asking and not be visibly not-in-most-preferred-state about not having sex. You don't lie, obviously, you just conceal the overt feedback. She may guess, obviously, and if she asked you'd just tell her. It's not about a deception, even a deception by concealment; the point is that you're not exerting a direct pressure on subverbal parts of herself by being visibly sad at them."

"It can be different for a woman pestering a man for sex, but only to the extent she has extremely reliable information - which basically means, information directly from him - that he's highly conformant to the masculine 'gendertrope' and that sub-'gendertrope' in particular. I would have provided you with that information just now, when I told you that I was enjoying being asked and saying no."

(Keltham is just using Baseline 'gendertrope' as a loanword into Taldane, at this point, since the corresponding concept in Taldane simply doesn't exist.)

"Civilization is all very - structures to make sure that people end up having the power to protect themselves in their sexual relationships, and the realistic ability to decide for themselves without that taking a lot of mental work, and common knowledge that everyone has in fact been trained to protect themselves that way and passed some tests about it, all so that people can be given full responsibility to decide for themselves."

"So long as you're following those rules, in a world where you know everybody else follows those rules, it means you don't have to worry about them on their behalf, or try to protect them more than they protect themselves, or doubt them when they say yes."

"The typical dath ilani man - has a great horror of accidentally harming somebody, like that, and the rules are there so they can be less scared after somebody says yes to them."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. We....don't have any of those rules and I expect probably do have a higher rate of whatever problems you're trying to solve but if someone asked me for sex repeatedly and I disliked being asked because it was....mental work...to keep refusing, then I would say 'no, and stop asking', or something, and if I said no and then someone was visibly sad I would...not care...because I'm Evil."









Keltham: "There are kinds and kinds of Evil, then, and I am some but not others. I may someday understand what it means to decide everything because you have given yourself to me to see what I make of you, I can feel a part of myself yearning for this thing I don't yet understand, but I have no interest in learning how to see you being visibly sad and not care."









Carissa Sevar: Not encouraging. (Though adorable.) But people can be wrong about themselves. "All right. Am I supposed to have that in mind when deciding whether to be visibly sad or am I supposed to just be visibly sad whenever I would around a Chelish person."









Keltham: "I think you should err an awful lot on the side of visibility, until I've been on this planet for longer than two days and can guess literally at all what the ass is ever going on without tons and tons of evidence. I have been through mental training and it's not like it would be easy for you to pressure me into sex I didn't want and then successfully do mental damage to me that way, because, for example, I will in fact say no if you ask me to have sex while I'm still shaken up from my first nonsimulated violence. Knowing this, you know that it is safe to be visibly sad around me, that you cannot easily hurt me like that; this is a dath ilani's dignity, and at deeper layers, their friendship."









Carissa Sevar: "I am not from dath ilan, and haven't had any specialized evaluation of my capacity to do things without hurting myself, but I am not often wrong about how I'll feel about things, and you're not going to hurt me by being visibly sad around me, or by doing something I've told you is all right, or by doing something I haven't told you is all right but haven't objected to, and I - feel upset, at the idea there's a world of men terrified of accidentally harming someone, when they should be entitled to enjoy themselves with people who aren't so easily harmed. - also seems absolutely brutal on women with fetishes for being forced but maybe that's how you bred all of those out."









Keltham: "I'm not saying you can't have high levels of your own world's dignity, just that it would be helpful tounderstand that dignity, I can tell it's very different. And the men aren't going around being terrified because Civilization faced the problem head-on and solved it."

"Also, fetishes for being forced?" The Taldane word 'force' can mean several different things, it's not obvious to Keltham how it translates here.









Carissa Sevar: "Like, it's no fun if a man asks them if it's all right, it's only fun if he just grabs them to have his way with them. It's got to be, like, the ...third? fourth? most common fetish."









Keltham: "Okay, see, that doesn't sound not-dath-ilan in the way other things do, lots of people enjoy being pursued and I can easily imagine how some would enjoy being pursued harder. I mean, I doubt it's anything like that common, but it's not antinatural like finding somebody who gets sexually aroused by pain. I'd put something like 30% probability that we do have that, at a layer of perversion above mine; and if we do, somewhere in Civilization, possibly a suburb of Erotown or Nandville, there are whole complexes full of women who've registered their preferences for men in sufficient detail that the highest bidders on them can just walk into their houses and haul them into the cuddleroom, with pairings near-guaranteed to find each other attractive even if nobody talks about it at all."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. All right, maybe those women do fine, although in our world that tendency tends to go along with liking pain, because it's not very realistic if he grabs you and is then very gentle and concerned with your pleasure, and it's better if it's realistic. - reportedly, this isn't actually a fetish of mine. I won't object if you jump me without notice sometime but that's because I like you and am a good sport rather than because the possibility of being jumped without notice is specifically thrilling."









Keltham: Inner query: if Carissa did like being jumped without being asked, would Keltham want to do that sometimes?

Inner response: loud yes.

Welp, time to venture another prediction on a model that, while it doesn'texactly fit everything, sure does apparently seem to fit some things.

"However," says Keltham, "at least one of the girls in the class, and furthermore, one of the girls who registered a high response about how surprising she'll be, does have that fetish."









Carissa Sevar: Shit, he does think they're manipulating it. Which isn't - fair, she doesn't see the Law he's using -



"I haven't asked the other girls what they're into but given that it's one of the most common fetishes, probably? And if not we could, uh, put out an ad among wizard students somewhere slightly farther than Ostenso and find you someone, if you are intrigued."









Keltham: "Oh, I'm not saying she'll be surprisingbecause she has that fetish, the surprising thing about her will be something that even someone from Golarion would find shocking, but she'll also have that fetish, which is very common here and isn't surprising at all if you're not me."

"I mean, assuming the basic premise here is true, which, it hopefully isn't... it would be a whole lot easier to nope the shit out of that hypothesis if not, you know, air-traveling-machine crash, surviving my own True Death and all that."

"I'm sorry, I probably shouldn't be talking about this in front of you at all. If it's true there's definitely nothing you can do about it until I've figured more things out, unless that 'trope' is being specifically subverted. It would be - a puzzle thrown at a dath ilani, not at someone from Golarion." He's probably just alarming her more at this point, isn't he. This in retrospect must be why the usual convention says that the NPCs in a meta-eroLARP-eroLARP can't hear you talk about the layer-0 eroLARP until you've made more progress with them.









Carissa Sevar: It seems important to get Keltham to explain this second layer of Law that he uses to infer that Pilar was chosen by Cayden Cailean without knowing about Pilar or Cayden Cailean.







"Even if there's nothing I can do about it, if it's important to you and part of what you're using to make predictions about the world, then I want to understand it."









Keltham: Keltham considers explaining the concept of an ero-LARP, much more famous novels deconstructing those ero-LARPs, and ero-LARPs based on novels deconstructing ero-LARPs.

He considers trying to explain how quantum mechanics is known from experiment and how it in turn implies the many worlds, and what the nature of amplitudes led Civilization to realize about realityfluid, and how all those many worlds must be embedded into a still larger Reality in which the quantum multiverse itself is multiply instantiated. And how, having survived an airplane crash, there is a single obvious wild thought about what must have happened to him, that ending in almost all places he continued on within a remaining and improbable one. If he was a Keeper, probably, Keltham would already know it; for it seems like the sort of thing that must be deducible from first principles if it is true at all, and also, an obvious massive infohazard in ways that Keltham may not have begun to conceive. He's not sure exactly why it will be massively infohazardous but it obviously will be.

And now the place where he finds himself, has people who aren't any plausible equilibrium of selection pressures, but happen to exactly fit the complementary shape of his own unsatisfied and unsatisfiable sexuality; and there's a research group full of girls roughly his age, with himself the sole male among them, and an explicit rationalization for why they all want his seed; and they all have economicmagic and 3-5 of them have fascinating backstories that even Golarion would find surprising; while Nidal invades Cheliax targeting him personally and the godtreaties break down, thereby forcing him to relocate to a new bedroom decorated in doompunk with chains attached to the bed.

What happens if you perform an evidential update from that, and then predict the future?

He considers explaining this to somebody who is not going to know, at least until tomorrow, maybe not even for two whole more days, what an evidential update is.

"Carissa," he says, truly apologetically, "you have not, in fact, ever heard me try to explain any topic that Civilization would consider at all complicated; and this, is a little complicated. I know which concept I'd explain first in the sequence of the explanation, and I was going to do that concept tomorrow, but that sequence goes on for a while."









Carissa Sevar: "Is it likely to cause some kind of catastrophe before you can get around to explaining it?"









Keltham: "When the research harem reconvenes, maybe I'll try an Augury about what happens if I politely ask everyone who registered themselves as very interesting to stand up and explain their backstories to me, each other, and the rest of the research group. Given the entire premise - which I emphasize is still rather less likely than likely - that would be the most obvious way to defuse any potential catastrophes, if it did not itself cause a catastrophe -"

"- shit. What happened to Broom?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": (Broom went invisible, stayed out of the way as best he could, and is now in a nicely appointed palace room of his own awaiting a check-in from Aspexia Rugatonn.

Broom wasn't exactly considered unimportant earlier, but now that an attack from Nidal, on the site of an Otolmens event, has started a war among the gods, he rates a few more minutes of her time, in case he knows literally anything whatsoever.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has been apprised of this but Carissa who isn't running this operation would not have been apprised of this.

"...didn't see him in the pile of bodies. The - war among the gods - that's the kind of thing that maybe qualifies as a giant mess. The last one killed fifteen percent of the global population!"









Keltham: Not the same tragedy it would be in Civilization, he has to keep reminding himself of that until Golarion becomes cached.

Keltham pokes her in the ribs, harder than he would if Carissa wasn't a masochist. "That's for talking about fifteen percent of the global population dying while we were lying in bed."

(Dath ilani do strive to learn from experience literally at all.)









Carissa Sevar: Deep elaborate bow, the most elaborate she can manage while in bed cuddling him. "I beg your forgiveness."









Keltham: "I - guess I do have to ask earlier rather than later, under the circumstances - if the planet-scathing side effects of a godwar are the sort of thing where - we should stay dressed in case we suddenly have to evacuate the palace."









Carissa Sevar: "Our chances of having to suddenly evacuate are probably much higher than usual but from a very low base."









Keltham: "Is the fifteen percent thing like - definite, now that the godwar's started - or could it maybe just be a small one this time."









Carissa Sevar: "We don't exactly have lots of examples. But last time most of the people who died died because - all around the world there were twelve days of really intense wind and rain, intense enough to wash out all the crops and uproot most of the trees, and so there was no harvest, and so they starved, and if this one is faster or - less rainy, I have no idea what makes godwars rainy - then maybe almost no one'll die. The lightsaren't going to kill anyone."









Keltham: "This war has at least my god, Asmodeus, and Nethys all allied and trying to take out Zon-Kuthon, but given why Zon-Kuthon did it, there could be any number of other gods allied with him. Well. Probably not any Good ones. But - how does that match up to whatever the last god-war was about?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think that's better than the last god-war, which was I think close to an even split - a god called Aroden had decided to make Golarion his divine realm, instead of having it in Axis, and rule it directly, and the gods were very closely divided on this plan, and He went ahead when He thought He had just enough support it wasn't worth it to his opponents to fight, and then - prophecy broke - there could never have been a godwar before prophecy broke, right, They'dseehow'd it go and just settle accordingly -"









Keltham: "Unless you're about to wreck so much of what a god cares about that there's nothing left for them to negotiate, so they try to launch a preemptive strike team at you, and, when that fails, go down fighting."









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, that does seem to be the other circumstance under which you'd have a god-war. But it's hard to imagine He'll have many allies, it's not like many gods have much common ground with the god whose values are inverted. So maybe it'll be a quick one. The war between Cheliax and Nidal will probably last much longer, but is vanishingly unlikely to oblige us to evacuate."









Keltham: "Heh. So, nothing Civilization would consider scalable weaponry, then. Where scalable weaponry is weaponry that you can go on making more destructive if for some reason it needs to be even more destructive."









dath ilan: (Nobody plays realistic Alien Invasion Rehearsals. They'd be too short and depressing.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels a quiet chill, even though this isn't new information, they knew dath ilan had vastly superior weaponry because it has vastly superior everything. "Nothing like that. There's a place in Garund where there's a wasteland for hundreds of miles because two ninth-circle wizards fought there, but it isn't actually dangerous to travel through, it's just that magic behaves weirdly and plants mostly don't grow. There's opening something like the Worldwound but Nidal and Cheliax are both Lawful and committed to not doing that, and anyway it's very very difficult and still doesn't just straightforwardly scale up.



- I would know, I think, if there were something that a reasonable number of people knew about or that had ever in history been used, because people at the Worldwound pay a lot of attention to our options however speculative for closing it. There could of course be secret things.

....and one time some people crashed a moon into the planet, so, uh, there's that. I guess."









Keltham: "Small moon? Or are we talking like a couple of billion years ago?"









Carissa Sevar: "Small moon. It was ten thousand years ago and it would've ended life on the planet if not for divine intervention of various stripes; it did annihilate both the civilization that dropped it and the one they were fighting with. There was no sun for many, many years, but with magic small populations can limp along without. We call it the Age of Darkness. ....there is a remaining moon and I wouldn't exactly put itpastNidal if they're losing everything but the Crown and Church will have thought of this."









Keltham: ...it's started to feel like somebody is recounting a colorful fascinating backstory for atmosphere, rather than something that actually happened, which potentially indicates that he's under enough internal stress to produce derealization; the whole point of history is that it actually happened. Civilization may have hidden much of it, but for what remains, in the recent and far more distant past, the whole point is that it's not just another story.

"Yeah, that's around as much damage as Civilization could do to a planet and they might need a few months of lead time to scale it that far. Well. It's as much damage as they could do, using methods that people like me are allowed to know about, but..." But why talk about that or think about it, if you're not a Keeper. Except - there are no Keepers here, out of dath ilan, just Keltham, now.

"I think I should stop talking about this, Carissa, at least for the night. I may not be able to simultaneously handle the aftermath of nonsimulated violence and also - thinking about what my being here may have set off."









Carissa Sevar: " - makes sense. I'm sorry. Did you have sex questions that are very narrow in scope and won't get into world history at all."









Keltham: "Well, at least ones I don't expect to interact much with world history. But we should first do some manner of snuggly thing, no, not sex, to get my brain out of its current place."









Carissa Sevar: "Does testing out the chains count as sex."









Keltham: "Well, so long as you're not expecting too much, I suppose whatever happens to you will happen. Iam trying to hear and absorb what you're saying literally at all, and if I've managed to do that correctly literally at all, I do grasp that's the point of the chains."









lintamande: In a black stone room in a black stone skyscraper in the doompunk city of Dis, a contract devil is reading case law, as one does.









Asmodia: Waking up from dying is not exactly like waking up from falling asleep. Your memory isn't of a muzzy period that trails off and blurs into notness as you fall half asleep and then all asleep. Dying is abrupt, at least if you do it the way Asmodia did - hearing a Security alert to cast resistances she doesn't have, no useful spells prepared at all, and then being swarmed by shadows moments after she'd reached her self-defense dagger. It's very clear where your last life's memory ends.

Coming out of it is something like being drowning in the water and then clawing yourself onto shore and coughing out that water, and then, having just finished doing that. Only without the whole part where you almost drowned, made it to shore, and coughed out that water, just the part where you'd finished.

Asmodia wakes up.

It doesn't take her very long at all to figure out why she's naked in a black stone room in front of a contract devil she met very recently.

Her internal screaming is very very very loud, but it's all internal, of course.









lintamande: " - well, that was fast," he says, turning to look at her, half annoyed and half amused. "Eventful day, hmmm? Stay there and shut up until I'm at a good stopping place." And he returns to his book.









Asmodia: Asmodia stays there and shuts up.

The more time he reads the better.



They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
They'll probably raise her.
...
...
...









lintamande: "Right!" he says brightly, when he's finished the page he's writing and reshelved the books on the enormous bookshelves paneling the wall behind him. "Well, they'll probably raise you, which makes trying to get any actual training done a waste of time, but they might take their time about it. What's your guess, for how long?"









Asmodia: The thought crosses Asmodia's mind to lie, but only very briefly. If she was found out, it might be a very poor start to her stay in Hell.

"It - my priority depends on whether the shadows got Keltham too, or if they can raise him - there's a chance I'll be a high priority, I don't know what that chance is - do you know what's happening in Cheliax right now, in the place I died?"









lintamande: "You can lie, if you'd like, I don't mind," he says cheerfully. "If I minded I would simply make the punishment more fun until I was once again indifferent about whether you lie. You have to preserve your patience, if you do a lot of training new petitioners. I think we are getting the gossip ahead of everyone who isn't officially in line for it, what with you having come straight to me - good girl, by the way - but we'll know soon, from whether Dis has soldiers in the streets, whether there's a broader fight or a one-off bit of nonsense." Conspiratorially: "I think there might be a broader fight."









Asmodia: He can read her mind, then. "I was reading a math book in my bedroom when I heard a Security alert telling me to resist negative energy, which I can't do, and then shadows attacked me and I died pretty quickly. I don't know -why that place was swarmed with shadows, except, obviously, that they would have been after -"

"Sir, are you authorized to know about Keltham and his project? I do not have any grasp of that but if you are reading my mind you know I am being sincere when I say that I don't know whether Hell has cleared yourself to know about it." If he can see her mind then he knows that she is being very sincere, very humble, and only trying to serve Asmodeus's purposes and interests, when she thinks about how she is trying not to think about thoughts that may be classified information.









lintamande: "You know," he says, "it's such a shame, how you want to be eaten by daemons. I think you'd make a quite satisfactory contract devil yourself once you'd had training. A real waste. Which means, of course, it'll be more expensive, for you to get what you want, since you're trying to buy somethingquite valuableaway from those who lay claim to it. Did you ever consider being totally worthless? Of course, then, I suppose you'd have nothing with which to buy even your very worthless place keeping the floors shiny." He gestures, and, yes, there's a face there, moving very subtly in the glossy black tile, distorted like it's far away and underwater. Screaming, obviously.

"I am authorized to know the business of anyone I own; if that means I just got a promotion, so be it, and if someone thinks I am not suited to the promotion and tries to kill me, so be that too. It would be a great sickness in the heart of Hell, were it ever correct for you to withhold something from me. If I feared this hypothetical promotion, I might choose to sell you off right away without asking, but that would be my choice, not yours. Do you understand?"









Asmodia: "Yes. The shadows were obviously after Keltham who, if he knows anything like what he thinks he knows, and I think he does, is potentially the greatest weapon and asset that Cheliax has. Keltham knows - Law, math standing behind things, underneath the world, underneath thoughts, ideas that could obviously be used to create weapons if somebody wanted but he somehow doesn't think like that."

Asmodia wonders why there might be a broader fight, what sort of broader fight, but doesn't have the temerity to ask - well, she thought it, so he knows it, but she hadn't meant to do that to ask.









lintamande: "Fascinating," he says. "Write down everything you've learned since you heard of Keltham, while it's fresh. The quill on the left draws your blood; you may do a draft in ink, first, if you'd like, which would be the quill on the right. The potions on the third shelf help clarify the memory; they'll burn your tongue out, so if you have anything to say you may as well say it now."









Asmodia: That's pretty tame for Hell, she can't stop herself from thinking, if that was all there was to Hell, it wouldn't be that bad. It's a really stupid thought and she already knows that he has an unending depth of torments vastly worse she does not need to be told or shown that part.

"If there's anything I should prioritize in case I get Raised almost immediately, sir. Whether you mean me to write down math and ideas I learned from Keltham or also - all the strange things happening around him, like Ione getting book powers from Nethys and Pilar getting oracled by Cayden Cailean and the Queen suddenly deciding that Carissa Sevar is worth sleeping with, and all of that sort of stuff."

Why the writing works better in her blood if it's possible to draft in ink, she does not need or want that answered it isn't meant as a defiance her brain just wonders that sort of thing and she knows it isn't needful for her to know it. Why she wouldn't just be told to take the third-shelf potion right away.









lintamande: The devil has been only half attending to her, flitting around getting more books off the shelves, but at that he stops.



"Carissa Sevar," he says. "Tell me more."









Asmodia: (Who the FUCK is Sevar actually. EVERYTHING SHE JUST SAID and the FIRST THING he wants to hear about is SEVAR?)









Keltham: Keltham has discovered the very strange pleasure of snuggling somebody who can't snuggle back. You wouldn't think this would make any sense, and yet, there's a strange... you know, he's not even going to analyze, he's just going to wrap his limbs around Sevar while she can't wrap back, and enjoy that for some reason.

Eventually his brain pings him with an impending boredom warning, because he is still, unfortunately, a dath ilani, and this activity is not one of vast complexity. He can either escalate it, down a path where he's not quite sure what is or isn't sex, or he can restart the conversation from pre-forbidden-topic. Keltham opts for the latter.

"Ready to be talked with while you can't escape?" Keltham says.









Carissa Sevar: "Mmhmm."









Keltham: "So I've got - smaller questions, subquestions. Like how, when you told me that you'd made yourself prettier, I felt this weird sense of - both ownership of your appearance, or something, and a worry that you thought you weren't already attractive for me, like my brain thinks I'm now the center of your decision process -"

"I think it's all part of a larger question, that I think is a common thread running through my notes that got lost, but maybe you want to start with a smaller question first."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, no, I think there's probably a larger thing there. So, some people just like hitting people in the bedroom, and that's fine, but it seemed likely once you mentioned you were growing romantic feelings - that you actually want an overall romantic relationship dynamic that's built the same way, where you have power and ownership and make decisions, where my sexuality is for you, and is yours to shape and enjoy and make demands of. And so I would predict you'd want - lots of things in that sphere."









Keltham: Keltham takes a deep breath.

"So, you've now ever been partially exposed to snippets from the basics of the basics of childhood training for dath ilani, you don't have zero idea of how we see reality. We're used to knowing things legibly. Including places where Golarion might have the idea that it's important for people to obscure things, because you've built a weird not-quite-Lawful thing which requires illegibility to work."

"Like - bargaining, the way you first described how somebody would do that for my shirt. You can imagine a non-dath-ilani with a shirt thinking 'oh no, I must conceal that the true value of my shirt to me is just a million gold pieces, if they think it's really five million I can get a higher price, if they know it's one million they can just give me an ultimatum to take one million one hundred thousand take it or leave it. A dath ilani wouldn't be scared of things becoming legible, because they have more Lawful approaches that don't disadvantage them in the presence of that legibility; they know the right thing to do is refuse unfair but mutually beneficial trades with very high probability. The real value they put on their shirt isn't a secret for them the way it's a secret for somebody bargaining the usual way for Golarion."

"I mean, if they were playing by Golarion's rules, they might still try to make the other person think it was five million if that was the game. If it wasn't anything serious like negotiations with Cheliax, I could see myself playing the bargaining game the illegible way if that saved me time explaining things, I'd try to have fun with it even, though I doubt I'd be very good at it on the first try. But I'd have a legible game to fall back on if the illegible game blows up or isn't going my way."

"If you're used to that being the way things are, trying to play an illegible game with no known legible Law underlying it feels like walking on wet ice... you don't have a lot of ice. Feels unstable, like you're about to put your foot down wrong and fall over, any second. As kids they train us to keep going anyways and parse the universe as we run through it, but that doesn't make illegibility feel safe."

"There's places even so where Civilization would - give somebody a hug and tell them it was okay to not be totally legible right away. A mother who just gave birth to a child doesn't need to immediately put a value in unskilled-labor-hours on her baby's life, how much she'd pay to avert a 0.1% chance of various bad things happening, any of that. Anybody who burst in and started quizzing her about that would be ejected from the maternity hospital and probably from most of the cities in Civilization."

"But when Civilization gives someone a hug and tells them it's okay not to make up numbers today, what that relies on,very crucially, is the expectation that the numbers the mom isn't making up and doesn't know to herself are roughly correct numbers in the sense of leading to roughly the same decisions as better numbers would. The reason we give a hug of it's-okay-not-to-be-legible-today to the mom who just gave birth is that, if she did make up numbers about the value of her baby's life to her, they'd be more like four million labor-hours than four labor hours. She's not going to frantically drop her baby in order to save a water-glass from falling and breaking. If you expected her to get decisions like thatwrong you'd tell her to make up legible numbersimmediately and run them past somebody else."

"Someone tells me that she's given herself to me, to do with as I want, and if I'd grown up in Golarion we'd probably both be fine from there. But in reality, I'm pretty sure there would besome things I could do that werereally not what you had in mind, like, like taking that sharp thing... +3 vicious nasty bigsword, and killing you with it, and then after you're brought back I just kill you again and tell Cheliax not to bring you back that time. That is probably really not what you had in mind, and just to be very clear, it is not what I had in mind either. And you can't spell out things like that for me, my model predicts you replying, because then it's you telling me what I can't do, and contrary to the nature of this thing the way it needs to be. In this case there's no problem, right, because it so happens that I don't want to do that to you, my brain is generating the correct answer despite it being illegal to tell me an underlying Law. But that also means I'm playing an illegible game that has no known legible game behind it, and I feel like I'm walking around on wet ice every time I try to think about moving forward with it, because I did not grow up in Golarion, and I am not confident that the numbers I'm not making up are roughly correct ones."

"Done."









Carissa Sevar: Actually if that specific thing happens she'll be so fucking promoted in Hell, but there's no way to - oh, wait, yes there is.



"I contemplated whether you might do that and decided if you did I would have an incredibly lucrative storytelling gig in Hell telling people about the fascinating very brief experience of trying to explain sadism to an alien from another world.

- uh, I realize that was just an example."









Keltham: "...this feels like some strange reflection of a dath ilani's dignity where you can't possibly offend them in various ways without making a deliberate and adversarial effort about it. Except it's about you being - invincible, not something that can be truly hurt by anything - something like that."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa finds herself noticing that she shouldn't lie about how her sexuality works because she has no idea what the Second Law of inferring peoples' sexualities does. She assumed Keltham noticed she was faking earlier through training she could learn to subvert but if he's using the Second Law, then the only way out is truth, not necessarily her truth but real truth, the only thing that will have the right truth-properties on the Shadow Plane Of - what did he call them - tropes.



"....part of Chelish dignity is definitely that you only offer deals if you genuinely mean them, that you're not relying on any - altruism or mercy of the other person that was not specified up front. In practice, if you like the sort of things I like, that - kind of means you have to be awfully invincible? Or - mostly I slept with people at the Worldwound where the treaty proscribed them killing or permanently disabling or kidnapping me, and that was enough.

I don't think the core thing that is important to me is being invincible. I think the core thing that is important to me is - not being foolish, and if I assumed there was some safety where there wasn't, then that was foolish,especiallyacross aspecies gap,so I had to assume there might be none, and it's very satisfying, to be able to assume that.... and another part of it is that something very important to me is being safe. I think part of why I like being hit is that - one way of being safe, right, is to never have bad things happen to you, but another is to never have bad things be bad for you, to transmute them all through arousal and the admiration of others and sheer determination into something that you're good at, and prized for. I feel safer when someone is hitting me than I ever feel otherwise, because I know I can handle something I didn't previously know I could. You could drive a sword through me, no one would stop you, but I'm safe even if you do, so I'm not scared....I don't know if I'm making sense." She's not lying, though.









Keltham: "I'll try trusting you about it, then," he says, in almost a whisper, feeling rather scared himself.Until you tell me to stop. He doesn't say it aloud; it's supposed to be illegible.









Abrogail Thrune II: HOW is Sevar DOING that. Abrogail has repeatedly glanced over at the transcript, reading every few steps as the quill writes them; and Abrogail can't understand anything about how Sevar figured out how to say exactly what she said. Maybe it'll come clear once she gets the full transcript with Sevar's thoughts, but Abrogail somehow doubts it -









Aspexia Rugatonn: "We are in the middle of a war,"hisses Aspexia Rugatonn. "Asmodeus is in the middle of a war. Pay attention."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I am. The war is predictable."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can't think of anything to say that'd possibly improve on that outcome, so she just lets all her delight show on her face.









Keltham: "I'm about ready to sleep. Want me to let you out of -"

"See, if I wasn't this exhausted, I'd have noticed faster that I'm not supposed to ask you that. But if I've got to decide - then I need additional information, right, that's why my brain doesn't want to decide right away - are there likely to be any Carissa-needs-a-toilet-first consequences if I decide to try falling asleep snuggling you like this? If a more experienced thing-I-am would know to tell you to give me other information first, tell me those questions."









Carissa Sevar: "I think someone more experienced would say it as, 'I'm going to go to sleep snuggling you like this, but I'll entertain arguments I should let you out for a little while first'. I should in fact probably check out the fancy palace baths."









Keltham: Keltham has an alternate thought. Is it a real impulse, something he actually wants out of his true self? Or his brain autocompleting the thing that a person-like-him-would-do based on its early primitive pattern prediction?

...probably a real impulse, Keltham isn't sure, but if he's not sure, that's reason enough.

"Should you now. Well, I'll snuggle you for a bit longer, since I feel like doing that, and then possibly I'll let you out. But no promises."









Carissa Sevar: Tiny happy Carissa sound.









lintamande: The top priority on the Raise Deads is getting everyone who is themselves a fifth-circle-or-higher cleric of Asmodeus raised by morning so they can join in on the Raise Deads themselves. There are not usually quite this many dead clerics of Asmodeus but they're getting through it, burning diamonds at a pace everyone knows that even the richest treasury in all Golarion can't keep up for very long (but longer than Nidal, probably). They have some other people nearby casting Restoration on the newly-raised clerics to fix the problem where they come back weaker. It's a nice little assembly line operation.



Someone from Palace Security is on hand for Maillol's resurrection. They have a briefing for him. It's a pretty long briefing considering he's been dead for almost five hours now.









Ferrer Maillol: It's not the first time Ferrer Maillol has been raised. He doesn't remember anything of Hell; he's a priest of Asmodeus, not a sold soul who bypasses sorting, and while his god could perhaps trouble Himself to take Maillol directly, Asmodeus, of course, has never shown that much solicitude. Maillol is someone who'll predictably be raised even with prophecy broken; he has never seen the Boneyard even briefly.

His last memories say that somebody hit him with a Suffocation spell, a caster powerful enough that Maillol went unconscious almost immediately, and unconscious is not a good place to be in the middle of a Nidal assault even if the spell doesn't just kill you. Maillol didn't particularly expect to survive, to be clear, and burned all his negative channelings almost immediately; he wasn't expecting combat that day and hadn't requested spells accordingly.

Maillol lives and pulls himself together, fast enough you might not notice it, and requests a situation update.









lintamande: "Our Lord is at war with Zon-Kuthon," the briefing begins, "and Cheliax is at war with Nidal. Keltham is alive. Sevar is alive and has project command, though she delegated most project decisions to you anticipating your immediate return. Otolmens' oracle is alive. Keltham, Sevar, and Otolmens' oracle have been relocated to the palace on Her Majesty's orders; Sevar is presently chained up in Keltham's bed, having had a conversation with him in which she told him that what he desires is a romantic relationship in which she belongs to him, he worried she did not mean he could murder her, she insisted she did mean that, and he decided to trust her and try doing whatever he wants, which seems to be cuddling. Project casualties are in your briefing notes, they're in line for resurrection; we're seeing high casualties on the border, so those resurrections may be slow at their present prioritization.

Pilar, the oracle of Cayden Cailean, somehow accompanied Keltham to his spell testing and out of the villa for the summons, and then took a sword for him; she's higher priority for resurrection because we're both worried we might lose her - she's in Elysium - and because we need to ask her what the fuck happened. Asmodia is also dead, confirmed in Hell, lower priority; Ione is not conscious and may not, given the vision was likely from Nethys, recover consciousness. The villa has just been determined clear of hostiles and traps and not yet evaluated for Kuthite magic items for divination or espionage. Keltham is suspicious about the destruction of his notes, which happened when the Kuthites swarmed the villa, and about the fact that the invasion was obviously timed to his stepping outside the villa and yet the invaders didn't seem to immediately know where he was. We have no explanation for this. He's requested we ensure there are no secret Kuthites on staff; we're pretty damn sure, obviously, but if there's anyone who could plausibly have evaded recent evaluation, haul them in. He's also suspicious that Security didn't teleport him out; we determined that staff member used his Teleports earlier in the day fetching requisitions from a supply depot in Corentyn, and that despite this he was selected to accompany Keltham out of the villa because he passed muster to Detect Anxieties and Detect Desires when most didn't, but if anything about that seems odd to you, we can raise his priority for resurrection as well, or if he refuses it contact his owner in Hell."









Ferrer Maillol: 'Our Lord is at war with Zon-Kuthon' would be harder to understand as a statement with import clearly distinct from 'Cheliax is at war with Nidal', if there were not a window inside the room Maillol now occupies, from which you can see a bit of the darkest-of-night sky, flickering, in a way that (if history is true) it hasn't done in the hundred years since Aroden died and the Worldwound opened.

Maillol wants to believe that this is literally the worst that a project disaster can possibly, possibly get.

He is afraid that it is not.

"Have we considered the possibility that this project is, in fact, cursed directly by Pharasma Herself with all of Her malice, and should be shut down entirely before we find out what happens to it tomorrow," says Maillol.

...he doesn't actually. But he thinks it very loudly.

What he says instead is, "I need explicit confirmation that Aspexia Rugatonn knows that Carissa Sevar is sharing a building with the Queen."









Iarwain: In the depths of the center of the Palace in Egorian, there is a chamber that sees unfortunately frequent use. The queen sits on a stepped dais high enough that her own head will not be below that of the crouching form of Gorthoklek the pit fiend, which, even with Gorthoklek crouching, requires quite the high dais. Across from Gorthoklek also stands Contessa Lrilatha in full and deadly panoply.

Before the dais stands one other.

The most important purpose of this chamber is to, when it becomes necessary, hold an intervention.

"You," Abrogail Thrune declares coldy, imperiously, a voice like a twisting dagger, "are a greater disappointment to me than perhaps any other being or happening in my life."

"The feeling is mutual," says one of the three entities in Cheliax who would dare say such a thing.

"I can remember as though it were yesterday, my excitement when I learned that Asmodeus had sent me my own personal erinyes to tempt me and corrupt me. What poisonous words does she now whisper in my ears? Restrain my cruelty. Restrain my lust. I must control my desires and not let my desires control me. I have been assigned my own personal black-winged monk of Irori."

"Irori is Lawful Neutral," observes the same entity who spoke before, Contessa Lrilatha. "Asmodeus is Lawful Evil. Need I spell out in greater detail what the two have in common? Imagine my own disappointment when, hoping I had been assigned an eager pupil to corrupt further, I found myself instead tasked to restrain an incipient drow queen."

"Drow queen. What a tempting thought. They, one hears, are allowed to have fun."

Aspexia Rugatonn speaks then, weary, dry, from where she stands before the dais, facing down the Queen with the other two sensible beings in Cheliax. "You are allowed to have fun. You are allowed to have other fun. Find different fun."

"I don't want different fun. I want to turn Sevar into a statue. I really, really want to turn Sevar into a statue."

"I really, really want to dissolve you in acid but you don't hear me being a whinecomplainbitch* about it." (This word of Infernal now appears as a loanword in the Chelish dialect of Taldane.)

"I want to petrify her slowly, so that she can feel it happening, and scream with all of her heart and all of her soul while it's happening, and release all of that terror, and tension, and everything inside her, and I want to kiss her gently while she's turning to stone and screaming. She's just so scared, and I so rarely meet anyone who's that scared... well, anyone interesting to me who's that scared of me personally doing something that it would interest me to do to them."

Even hunched over, with its wings folded, the black figure is taller than a man standing on another man's shoulders. "I expect that our Lord would be most extremely displeased," rumbles Gorthoklek.

"I would, of course, unpetrify her immediately afterwards; and swear then never to do that to her in truth, unless she had betrayed the House of Thrune knowingly, deliberately, and unambiguously."

Gorthoklek and Contessa Lrilatha both pass their Bluff checks against the queen; Aspexia Rugatonn, who is not specialized in Splendour in quite the same way, does not. The brief break in the room's atmosphere is therefore, however finely, noticeable.

"What," says Abrogail. "Did you actually believe that I would actually bury her? Really? Really? After having known me this long, you still think I would do that?"

"Yes," say three of the four most powerful beings in Cheliax in unison.

"Perhaps I would if Asmodeus had not singled her out and if she were not performing vital work for Cheliax. But, that being so, do you truly believe I would affront Asmodeus's purpose and interests so, when I could have most of the fun I wanted without the cost to Hell? You should know, given the consequences to me, and how those have not yet been invoked, that I have never once betrayed Asmodeus in the depths of my own heart."

"The trouble is what the depths of your own heart seem to define as a betrayal of Asmodeus," rumbles Gorthoklek. "The depths of your own heart seem astonishingly permissive about it."

"Oh? How misfortunate. The devil negotiating my pact on behalf of Asmodeus should have defined that term more carefully."

Mortal humans being what they are, one would have expected this clause of the contract to come into force within days of the pact being signed and possibly the first minute. No matter how lax or unspoken the definition, no matter how the mortal drove themselves half-mad trying to avoid that, it should have triggered anyways. The resulting penalty clauses do not nullify the compact, but produce a less stringent interpretation of Hell's side and a more stringent interpretation of Abrogail Thrune's.

Given that it hasn't triggered, the devil who negotiated that compact is not having a good century. It isn't that Asmodeus hasn't benefited from the pact, or that Asmodeus isn't receiving enough of a share of the gains, or even that He is displeased with the results, it's the principle of the thing.

Abrogail Thrune has never once spoken aloud what it meant to her when she signed her compact, to not betray Asmodeus in the depths of her own heart, lest anyone use that knowledge against her. It is simply this: she gets to have her fun, and Asmodeus gets to have His.

"You know as well as I do that it would be good for her," says Abrogail Thrune. "It would be so, so good for her."

"We are not here to do what is good for Sevar," says Aspexia Rugatonn. "We were explicitly instructed not to be proactive about her correction."

"You were. I was not. Asmodeus cannot have failed to predict that she would catch my interest."

"He most certainly can have failed to predict it. He can have failed to predict that Hell's exact wording would leave you a loophole, and a rather arguable loophole at that. Our Lord has other things on His mind and cannot devote all of His attention to Cheliax. Complications like these, which require more of His attention, are already injuries and expenses to Him. And now, of all times, He is gravely distracted, and may not see what is happening here at all."

For all her Splendour bonuses, Abrogail can't compete with Aspexia for sternness, but neither is she that easily swayed from her desires. "You may recall that when I was negotiating with your Lord's agent to take this throne in the first place, there is a specific clause I added to the effect that His high priests would not tell me to never have any fun. Keep to your Lord's bargain, Aspexia."

"Operative word never," Aspexia says sharply. "I've accepted you turning good Asmodeans into statues and burying them, because most souls are of little importance to our Lord, because there could be a discipline problem otherwise among those who truly look forward to Hell. You may continue to have that fun in the future. This soul is of importance to our Lord and to your country of Cheliax and to our Lord's longer purposes in Golarion. Otolmens has appointed an oracle. The gods are at war. You need to stop introducing complications."

"Unfortunately, as I do now admit, I did not realize, on first meeting Sevar, the effect my threat would have on her; and that, I do worry, may be a complication. The transcripts of her thoughts show that, despite my attempted reassurance, she continues to be distracted by thoughts of me doing terrifying things to her. So now I have to actually do them to her. Slowly. It's the only way to undo my own past folly."

"Hardly the only way," observes the most actually intelligent entity in the room, in a low grumbling growl, though this level of Intelligence is not required to see the obvious. "You could swear to Sevar the same oath, without first pretending to turn her into a statue."

"But then I would never get to slowly petrify her!"

"Why have our existences become this?" wonders Contessa Lrilatha on a more private channel. "How did we offend our Lord? Will we ever be allowed to return to Hell?"

Gorthoklek replies with a brief proverb in Infernal. It carries with it the sense of 'Hell is other people', of 'This is Hell nor are we out of it', of 'Hell is not a place but a philosophy', but the literal Infernal is simply 'Hell is the destruction of hope.'









Pilar : Time doesn't always pass in the same rate, in Chaotic planes. Especially if the local Power in charge wills otherwise. Cayden Cailean is otherwise occupied, fighting Zon-Kuthon; but has still His local co-conspirators, and His plans laid in advance.



Pilar Pineda has been in Elysium longer than Hell thinks. Not nearly long enough to get the full tour, but enough to be shown around a little, appropriately attired and appropriately treated, to see massive crystal-waterfalls in which glasslike material flows slowly down from what look like leagues and leagues up, to sleep briefly but refreshingly in a warm cavern lit by glowing edible moss, to meet interesting people and be mistreated by them in interesting ways.

Long enough to be told what Elysium believes about what Hell really is, how Hell really works, and have it sworn to her in the name of Good and Chaos that they're telling the truth to the best of their own knowledge. They're not Lawful, yes, but it doesn't mean they're all liars, all the time. There are beings with spell-like abilities here to rival great wizards, and one shows Pilar a glimpse of Hell as it really is.

To be clear, Pilar hasn't been here that long; this tour is being done in something of a rush.









Keltham: Keltham wakes, to light just beginning to filter in through the bedroom window. He is not used to sleeping through any more light than that, and, what with all the distractions, didn't even close the curtains before falling asleep cuddling a chained-up Carissa.

Oh.

Hecan sleep on the same surface, and even in the same poorly designed bed, as someone else. Well. He can do that with Carissa; he doesn't particularly like the thought of doing it with anyone else that he currently knows.

It's raining outside, moderately windy. It's not possible to see, underneath the clouds, if the sky is doing anything weird.

Keltham starts to get the - key, how isthat a key, he didn't want to interrupt sexytimes to ask Carissa this, last night, but you can literally just look at it and see how it must fit into the lock. Why couldn't you just look at the shape and remember it, and then make another key like that, if you'd trained yourself a bit on fast memorization? Golarion really doesn't make much sense... well, maybe only sexy keys for bed chains are like this, because the person is chained up and it doesn't matter if they can remember the key's shape.

He's carefully unlocking the keys before it occurs to him to wonder whether he actually wants to Carissa let out; after a few moments, he concludes that he doesn't want to do more - well, maybe he would, if he thought of things to do - but if he wasn't pushing himself into things -

Keltham realizes he's being dumb; he knows how to think better than this, in familiar domains, knows that the Way there is not to question your ordinary wants so much except on rare special occasions of deliberate meta. He felt like letting Carissa out of the chains, so he's going to do that and not trip over questioning the impulse. If he made the wrong decision somehow by acting on that impulse, he'll find out and his brain will update its impulses. Besides, if he wants Carissa back in the chains, he can always put her back in them later.

(A strange wash of warmth at that final thought, unfamiliar, but becoming quickly less so.)









Carissa Sevar: She's a sounder sleeper, but wakes up at him attempting this; flinches, at first, and tugs at the chains, before she realizes -









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, hey. Good morning."









Keltham: He's pretty sure that what she just said was 'good morning', so the Taldane words are starting to settle in a little.

"Greet the day!" Keltham replies cheerfully in Baseline, before his brain helpfully thinks of the rainy weather outside and that it might betoken an impending genre shift to Postapocalyptic; and while Keltham does inwardly tell his brain to screw off, this is not a perfect inner telling.

Chain removal continues.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, do they no longer have a language in common, ugh. She will call a servant about that once she's unchained, if he doesn't seem to have other plans.









Keltham: Keltham will perform the gestures for Comprehend Languages where Carissa can see them; he hasn't prayed for spells yet, so he might as well use this one. He can understand her now if not speak to her.

Keltham doesn't think until afterwards that maybe energy is more expensive to his god than usual right now... well, he'll see if he gets any spells period, then.

Chains be gone.









Carissa Sevar: "If you don't want to wait for me to prepare Share Language we can ask the staff here for it," Carissa says once he's cast Comprehend Languages. "You have a call bell, right next to the door."









Keltham: Sure, he'll try Taldane with yet another different set of hard-to-detect connotations being rapidly overridden by actual familiarity. He goes to tap the call bell.









lintamande: A uniformed person shows up in about fifteen seconds "How can I help you, sir?"









Keltham: "Eat chair Share Language Taldane?" Keltham says in attempted Taldane.

(It's pretty easy to figure out that 'eat chair' was supposed to be 'cast magic'.)









lintamande: Yeah, all right. Tap.









Keltham: "Thank you," Keltham says in Taldane, and tries running through some words in his mind. It's harder to read the faint connotations than it was yesterday; Share Language doesn't want to override knowledge that you already have. Keltham has to focus hard on the internal probes and use some dath ilani techniques for hunting down subtle connotations that words and concepts have to you.

'Lawful' is obsessing over your city's regulations and fretting over whether you're conforming enough to all of them, 'Chaos' is insanity, 'Good' is something put firmly underneath a sense of superiority that's alien to dath ilan, 'Evil' is being mean to people and not in a sexually sadistic way either.

Keltham makes a note not to trust this particular person with anything if he can avoid it. Actually, he should check -

'Asmodeus' doesn't return anything, nor 'Zon-Kuthon'. Somehow the spell knows that these are individual things rather than general concepts, no matter how much a dath ilani would say that no such qualitative difference exists, and isn't transferring them over as Shared Language.

Keltham supposes that would have been an overly easy way of identifying traitors, at least those at or above second-circle wizardry... no, that's trope-based thinking, and it is very far from certain that mode of thinking binds to reality here at all; so he needs to at least firmly label every use of it in an inference step, and then compute everything the other way too. If this technique is not forbidden to work by tropes, Keltham should be creative about making this method work, or just literally continue at all to think about how to make it work.

'Pain'? Keltham can't get a read on it, he has a Baseline concept that the Taldane word maps onto almost exactly; Keltham already knows what this word means. This sort of outcome is presumably the reason why Golarion folks don't think of this as a standard probe to use on each other.

Dath ilani however do not have a single commonly-used concept that corresponds exactly to the connotations and meanings of the Taldane word 'torture'*, and Keltham can get something of a read on that; 'torture' sounds awfulscary rather than desirable.

Okay, probably not a Kuthite traitor then, to the extent this method works at all.



(*) The Baseline compound phrase that refers-by-convention to 'deliberately inflicting extreme amounts of pain' carries primarily the connotation of overly large negative payoffs in decision matrices and edgelord thought experiments devised by teenage males, not the idea that you can obtain information or obedience that way.



(From the perspective of anybody watching, Keltham just said 'Thank you', closed the door, and then shut his eyes and stood motionless for about a minute.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is ....concerned!!! But she has nothing productive to do with the concern and isn't exactly going to interrupt him. She brushes her hair and pulls her spellbook out of extradimensional space, instead.









Keltham: Keltham finishes thinking and turns around in time to catch this.

"Wait, have you had a hammerspace* this whole time?"

(*) Lit. 'Don't-bother-tracking-facts-about carrying' in Baseline, translated to a Taldane term for a pocket dimension.









Carissa Sevar: "It's a first circle spell to hide your spellbook in another plane. It only works on spellbooks. I separately have been loaned a Bag of Holding, which is more of a standard instance of that thing, if you want to poke it."









Keltham: "Literally only spellbooks, and how is that a thing the spell can tell, and what counts as a spellbook, and can you write a spell over the outside of a luggage and pack the whole thing away, are some of the questions that leap instantaneously to mind, but they are not urgent ones. I sure will want a Bag of Holding once I have anything to hold in it."

"Do you need, or for that matter want, a separate room so you can prepare spells? And I also need, if it's possible, a space where I can sometimes be where other people won't be there without knocking, if this ends up our shared bedroom."









Carissa Sevar: Only spellbooks because this is a hyperspecialized version of a more general third-circle spell which a research team at the Worldwound shaved down to first by making it incredibly specific. It has to be the spellbook you prepared the first circle spell out of, it has to be magically unique or you might get someone elses spellbook with the exact same spells written in it, the weight limit is what a Mage Hand can lift, and non magical notes or writing dont tend to come back when you summon it back. You can use the third circle version if you dont like those downsides.



I think this is meant to be your bedroom, and you can request me a separate one if you want space thats not shared, even if youre generally going to want me in yours.









Keltham: "Hope we can at some point get to a situation with three rooms instead of two, but given the Security situation I can live with it temporarily. Do you need to formally report in to Security about last night before spending a lot more time with me, do you prefer to prepare spells before you do anything else in a day, do you desire breakfast above and before all other things..."









Carissa Sevar: My priority is you, Keltham. But I guess youve got spells to pray for and so Ill probably by default report to Security and prepare mine while youre doing that.









Keltham: "Ione's list of spells got burned, so I figured, especially given what happened yesterday, I'd ask my god to pick whatever, in which case praying won't take long... if I get a busy signal and have to figure out my own spells for a new request, it might take longer, I suppose."









Carissa Sevar: right, I have no idea if the godwar affects prayer. We could ask whether the Asmodean clerics here are getting spells normally but thatd only tell us so much because Asmodeus is a much bigger and more powerful god.









Keltham: "I'll just try it now." Keltham, who has some alien mental training involving task-switching and calm-states via biofeedback and also lacks preconceptions about how fast sacred rites should take, shifts his thoughts into a more meditative and contemplative mode. The Taldane word 'prayer' means more to him than it did yesterday, there's a novel concept inside Keltham for its connotations to translate onto.

Keltham remembers what he saw in Early Judgement, and thinks about his desire to engage in mutually beneficial interaction with the God of Coordination, the god who runs the afterlife of golden gondolas that are sold and not given away, because money symbolizes mutual benefit that spreads out beyond two people bartering directly, and that is what binds people helping each other into a Civilization even of many life forms. Whatever spells his god thinks he should have today to serve that goal and make skyscrapers in Golarion, those are the spells Keltham wants.









Abadar: Abadar is (a) busy (b) very confused about how His attempts to help the strange squirrel via spell choice have been playing out so far and (c) feeling somewhat more relaxed about His initial attempt to open trade with the squirrel in a way nonharmful to the squirrel's own interests, now that the consequences will include the downfall of Zon-Kuthon. If the squirrel is Good, which it might possibly be to some degree, it'll probably feel sad about how this whole business ended up helping Cheliax; but having also helped cause the downfall of Zon-Kuthon should make up for a lot, relative to what a Good squirrel's interests probably are. And if the squirrel isn't Good at all, the squirrel is even less likely in those branches to regret having ever tried to trade with Abadar.

But, most importantly, Abadar is busy. Call again later.









Keltham: "No reply at all. I'll try picking out my own spells and praying again, but that'll take some time to think. We should - request a room for you, so you can prepare spells there, I guess? I'm not sure how my brain will respond to you being quietly in the room preparing spells and I don't want to unnecessarily fight my brain about anything right now."









Carissa Sevar: "Very reasonable. I will go report to Security and can convey that request on my way?"









Keltham: "Make it so, Carissa."









Carissa Sevar: She curtseys, and off she goes.









Iarwain: Dawn has come, and Asmodean priests receive their spells. One soul stands near the top of the new priority list. If they don't act soon, they might not get her back, if it's not already too late.









Pilar : Pilar Pineda wakes in the dawn light of Elysium, still immersed in the pool of glowing slimes where she was resting that night. It seems that she is no longer chained, no longer bears those marks that tell Elysians how to mistreat her. She is as naked, now, as when she first appeared here; though the pool slimes would be protecting her modesty if Asmodean wizard students were allowed to retain any.

Standing before her is the bizarre, brightly colored, un-reality-resembling form of Cayden Cailean's - herald? Delegate? It's not clear what she is in many senses, just that she (or is it She?) obeys, or, as the locals would have it, 'works with', Cayden Cailean.

Pilar knows, even before She speaks, what She will say.

"They'll call you very soon," says She to Pilar. "Are you still sure you want to go back?"

"Yes I am sure," Pilar says firmly. "And, if it's in any way possible, I don't want to come here next time. Even if I can't get Maledicted in time, don't take me here again, just let me get my proper trial from Pharasma. I belong in Hell. And yes, I know that when I'm in Hell, I'll many times wish I was here. But I'm actually Lawful Evil, and this was a lovely place to visit, but it's not where I belong."

The strange being nods Her head. "Okay."

Pilar was expecting more of an argument. "Okay?" she repeats.

"An it harm none other, do as ye will! It may not be the whole of the Law, but it sure is a great big part of Chaotic Good! We're not going to keep you here if you say you'd rather be somewhere else."

From far away, Pilar hears the call. Yes, she answers, with her mind, with her soul, and a majority if not the absolute entirety of her heart. Yes, I want to go back. To serve Asmodeus in Golarion, and then in Hell.

And she feels herself start to fade.



She's fading really very slowly, for some reason, and seems to basically be still here.

"Time is running super fast for us right now, relative to Golarion," says the strange being. "I am willing that it be so. Raise Dead takes a minute to cast, and it turns out, there's a few more things you need to hear before you go!"

"Is this where you spring some sort of Chaotic Good trap on me?" Pilar says suspiciously.

"No. It's where I tell you thatCayden Cailean won't be able to take you, if you die for real. He was only able to get away with this because you were going to go back and Cayden Cailean knew that. You're right, Lawful Evil to Chaotic Good is something of a stretch. We could arrange a visit, but we can't offer you citizenship, not really."

Pilar now has additional questions. "Wait - if I could never stay here in the first place, why did you keep asking me if I really wanted to go back to Golarion and go on to Hell - why send me on this whole tour to convince me to say no to the Raise Dead -"

The strange being laughs Her strange high-pitched cheerful laugh. "Well, because it was important that you knew for yourself, you see! There's not many people who can go to Hell with a whole heart, or who really and truly want to belong to Asmodeus when Asmodeus cares so little about them. Many, many, many fewer people than have convinced themselves that they're okay with it." The strange being looks sad, now. "Not many people in Cheliax would make the decision you just did, if they had really been to Elysium, and if they really thought they could stay. If Asmodeus's followers had any sense they'd throw you a huge party about it, when you got back to Golarion, but they won't do that either. Most of them won't want to admit, if they even let themselves know it, that they would never do what you did."

On reflection, the Elysians never once did tell her explicitly that she could stay, just kept on asking her if she was sure she wanted to go back. "What in the name of Asmodeus... um. What is Cayden Caileanplanning? Whydo that?" She doesn't expect them to just actually tell her, but, Chaotic Good outsider, she should at least try.

"You don't think it's just the sort of thing that Chaotic Good people do?"

"No," says Pilar. "This is way, waaay, waaaay too much effort for just getting one Asmodean to know for certain that she's an Asmodean, when, in fact, she already knew that." (Elysium has affected her speech patterns, Pilar notes, she'd better watch that when she gets back.)

"Did she really know it, though? There'd be an awful lot of Asmodeans who said they were certain they were Asmodeans, who'd never let themselves think that wasn't true. But if they were in Elysium and had the chance to stay, they'd say yes in a heartbeat. Could you know you weren't one of those, if you hadn't really tried it?"

"Yes, I could, actually," Pilar says. "But more importantly, that is not the whole point of this operation. What is?"

The strange being slyly winks one of the inhumanly huge, luminous white-black-blue-white eyes in Her head. "Well, that would be telling. But, guess what - the part where Cayden Cailean turned you into His oracle is going to help Asmodeus, in the end!"

"Really."

"Really! You're truly loyal to Asmodeus, Pilar. I'm not going to say we'd never use somebody like you against her own god, but it's still the sort of thing that Good prefers not to do. According to Asmodeus's own values, He'll be better off in the world where Pilar Pineda became an oracle of Cayden Cailean than in the world where you didn't. Obviously that's not the real point from Cayden Cailean's perspective, but it still happens to be true."

Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil don't have a whole lot of common interests, but they do have some. "...Is this about keeping Rovagug sealed, or the Worldwound, or something?"

"One of those three for sure!"

Pilar can feel herself to have almost entirely faded, now. Golarion is calling her, it's not her home, but it's on her way.

"And maybe it's not the real point either," says the un-reality-looking bright-pink sort-of-horse, "but with so many people in Hell, who don't want to be there, it would be sad if one of the very few people who did want to be there, couldn't go. Asmodeus isn't a friend to anyone, but that doesn't mean He doesn't need anyone to be a friend to Him. After all, sometimes -"

Pilar hears the last words with her soul's mind more than her soul's ears.

"-friendship can be the greatest magic of all!"









Iarwain: "Though," the Element of Laughter murmurs to herself, a little sadder, by the now-empty pool, "this isn't one of those times."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has no idea who in the palace she's supposed to report to and is mildly worried that if she just wanders around she'll either run into the Queen (hi your Imperial Majestrix you can do whatever you'd like) or run into someone that some random god can oracle or otherwise work through. ...if she's not more or less immediately stopped by Security she'll try for a temple.









Iarwain: Security will direct her quickly enough to Maillol, who's in a temporary guest office at the annex temple.









Ferrer Maillol: "Sevar." He's had any sleep, now, and is going to need to have it for an entire damned week until his Ring of Sustenance kicks in again.









Carissa Sevar: Well, that's one of her questions answered, which was whether he was back and Project-related decisionmaking appropriately located so that she can stop doing it. The other things she wants to know are whether Pilar's back or whether she should start setting up excuses for that/evaluating a Pilar-replacement, whether anyone has any guesses on the mysterious Second Law that allowed Keltham to predict Pilar would enjoy being forced and have an interesting backstory, "and, in the spirit of continuing to be proactive about this, whether the Church has any correction for me."









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm probably just stupid from the Raise Dead, but I seem to be unable to find any flaws to pick in your performance over the last half-day. Perhaps I'll have found some tomorrow."

Pilar's back, carrying a story that got her instantly kicked to the almost-but-not-quite-absolute-top-priority line to talk to Aspexia Rugatonn, which is, unfortunately, a pretty long line while the gods are at war.

Sevaris unfortunately the expert on whatever the Abyssthis Second Law business is about. Maillol can barely understand any of the game Sevar is playing against Keltham's mastery of the Law he's already lectured on. If it wasn't for Sevar's thought transcripts, nobody else reading the surface conversation would've realized that there was a great mystery here in the first place.

Still, even with everyone incredibly busy, there's probably somebody here in the palace who can beat Keltham's Will save on Detect Thoughts with enough reliability to make it worth the risk. Though they should probably ready a story about Nidal infiltrators in case that person fucks up.

Anyways, Maillol can't think of anything besides sending in somebody to ask Keltham why he thinks one girl is a hidden Kuthite cleric, and hoping that makes him think about the Second Law. Maybe have somebody go in who's old and impressive-looking and wearing a big visible intelligence headband so that Keltham is more likely to try to explain to them than to Sevar. All they need is for one of Cheliax's three eighth-circle wizards to have the time available for a Detect Thoughts. During a war with Nidal. Well, there's also always Aspexia Rugatonn, it's not like she'd be busy. Or Gorthoklek, as the general of Cheliax's armies this must be like a vacation for him.









Carissa Sevar: "I assume I can't be of any help to the war effort that's worth distracting me from Keltham but if I can, he'd accept that as a reason for me to be doing other things." Carissa would have some kind of feelings about how she had the best spellcraft of anyone at the Worldwound including the wizards with two circles on her and can only serve Cheliax by getting chained up in bed except that would be pathetic.









Ferrer Maillol: "It may be useful to have him think something like that exists when it doesn't, to give you an excuse to be places, but you're the one in charge of lies."

"I am still making an effort to understand Keltham myself in case you're not available, so, Sevar, correct me if I am mistaken. My guess is that you'll say that Keltham doesn't think quite the same way we do about how he's obviously more important than anything you can do for the war effort, but that it's still a lie he might notice as out-of-place even if it's not instantly obvious to him the same way. Confirm or correct me."









Carissa Sevar: "He would - try to extrapolate the equilibrium where third circle wizards on a secret directly divinely commanded project are needed for the war effort and something wouldn't add up, I don't know what, but if we're not in fact doing it then there's a reason we're not which bottoms out in reality, maybe in pieces of it he can see."









Ferrer Maillol: ...right. Maillol really hopes that going around saying "extrapolate the equilibrium where" instead of just "figure out how things work if" is meaningful and important and not, when you start saying it, a sign of increasing Kelthamization.

"Give me your current best guess about when Cheliax will gain more than it loses from resuming extraction of information from Keltham, given that your thought transcripts suggest genuine and not simply posed concern about his ability to recover from the shock. We could find a spare room within the Palace's Forbiddance for lessons, but not if we're eating our seed grain by doing that. The actual call will remain yours after further observation of Keltham."









Carissa Sevar: "He thinks he'll be better by tomorrow or the next day, I predict he's right though he seems quite not okay right now and if he's still like this tomorrow I'll push it off."









Ferrer Maillol: "Understood."

"There's been a suggestion to have a third party tell Keltham useful things about your sexuality, preferably true ones, that he might be hesitant to believe from you directly. Such as that you are attracted to him in part because of the actual power he holds over you, in the sense that you know Cheliax would let him do anything to you if he made that a condition of cooperating with us, and that if he never exercises any power over you, you may lose some interest. Supposedly we know how you work because people with lots of experience with submissives can guess that by looking closely at you and how you behave around Keltham, as some people in our 'Governance' are of course doing in the background. That Cheliax would let him do anything he wanted would be true in every sane country in the world and Taldor specifically and therefore, goes the argument, passes your condition on how we tell him Cheliax works."









Carissa Sevar: "I do think it'll be important progress for him to understand that we're not pretending and that I don't even wish we were. I am not sure who he'd trust to hear it from - maybe Ione, if she recovers, maybe Pilar - I do predict that most possible ways of saying to him 'you know, you can actually not-for-pretend do whatever you want' result in a freakout like the one he had over the idea that you get executed for trying to overthrow the government, but there might be something -



- if I were trying to broach it to him, which has the disadvantage that I'm not going to say I'll get bored if he doesn't keep up, what I'd say is that I disliked it in the sex shop how it seemed like it was set up for mostly people who wanted to - pretend - and that if I wanted that I'd have said to him 'act like you can do whatever you'd like to me, until I tell you to stop', or something, and I didn't, and that a consequence of what I said instead, as far as Cheliax is concerned, is that he is, actually, entitled to do whatever he'd like, and if he wanted to chain me up again and I was being difficult about it he could call in Security and no one'd blink at that, and even though I expect he's nowhere near the point where he'd enjoy my being defiant I like knowing it's real.

But that of course - even in Taldor it wouldn't matter at all what I had to say about it and we do have to introduce that at some point, as I understand it?"











Ferrer Maillol: "I believe the central concept is that we lie that 'Governance' would be unhappy and then go along with it, but tell the truth that the actual power this gives him is important to your sexuality. 'Governance' is not telling him this to encourage him, of course, but because it's an important fact for somebody like him to know about somebody like you. He should not suggest that you have any power to restrain him from doing whatever he wants, because in fact you don't have that power and that fact is very important to you."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes. Okay, I think that's a good idea, I'm not sure who can pull it off, I'm authorizing the lie that Governance would be unhappy though even in Taldor I'm not, actually, convinced they would."









Ferrer Maillol: "Cheliax was Taldor and mostly still is Taldor, but is in the process of being reformed by a newly ascendant Queen who has negotiated a pact with the wise and benevolent Asmodeus. Asmodeus's Church would be displeased by that sort of thing happening without good reason, but would, in this case, weigh the many problems in this country and decide that keeping Keltham happy was far more than enough good reason."

"Palace has plenty of dignified-looking people with very high Splendour who could pull it off, I think the main delay is going to be waiting on somebody who can cast Detect Thoughts so we can ask about his Nidal infiltrator theory too."









Carissa Sevar: "All right. Another option, because I think he's going to want to talk about exclusivity in a little while, is to have someone drop in and ask him if they can rent me, and give a justification along these lines." Carissa has a hard time pinning down a lot of her intuitions about Keltham but she expects that he will have some kind of feelings about 'look, she's into stuff that's much more serious than you are prepared to offer', and if that take is given by someone with an obvious self-interest then it's also easier if it's disastrous for him to reject it without reaching any far-reaching conclusions about Cheliax. Also, whether he ends up agreeing or not he'll end up wanting to learn the skills he doesn't have, and also it seems like fertile territory for 'things he might turn out to be into'.









Ferrer Maillol: "My read on Keltham is that there aresome kinds of people to whom he'll show some tiny fraction of what we consider elementary deference, Contessa Lrilatha being the most obvious. His interactions with senior Security also seem promising. If the person trying to rent you isn't wearing a visible +6 headband, it seems less likely that Keltham will process them as - whoever he thinks he's supposed to listen to. And if we send in somebody like that, why are they trying to rent you and not a hundred other women they could afford?"









Carissa Sevar: This is a fantastic question someone should ask the Queen.



She doesn't say that, not that not saying it much limits the damage of thinking it. "Fair enough. I guess it can wait on someone who can manage the Detect Thoughts."









Ferrer Maillol: "That's it. If you've got nothing else, go prepare spells."


Maillol is in fact concerned about the degree to which Sevar seems to be developing genuine attachment for Keltham, but the last time she spoke out of that attachment she made tremendous progress on Keltham, because it fit into whatever mysterious theories he uses. Maillol still thinks, on the whole, that in the ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law he would not correct her yet. Of course, that would be because he was regarding her as a disposable pawn, but if that's what Sevar proves to be, so be it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa asks after, and receives, a room next to Keltham's, smaller than his and less 'doom-punk', clearly meant for the entourage of the person in the main room but not meant for their slaves. She prepares spells.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol files a request for someone at eighth circle who can cast Detect Thoughts, and/or somebody with very high Splendour who can talk to Keltham about the mystery of where he's getting his deductions and also talk with him about Carissa Sevar's sexuality, specifically about her need to be in somebody else's power, and possibly also (he's not sure how the details of this could look but he's not the one with the Splendour) manage to introduce the topic of (somebody else?) wanting to rent Sevar from Keltham in a way that won't set him off or look wildly implausible.



Maillol isn't going to realize for a while the incredible depth and thoroughness of the blunder he's just committed, and by the time he does, it will be far too late.









Keltham: Keltham tries to recollect what he can of the items in Ione's list that seemed at all interesting, as now seen from a somewhat different standpoint - he can't recollect much of it, though, that visibly helps a lot under the new conditions - spends some time figuring stuff out, spends more time trying to figure out if he can do any better, and then prays.

He does receive his spells this time, though with no sense of his own god looking back.



Keltham now has:

0th: Detect Magic, Guidance, what should be Detect Poison, what should be Create Water.

(Create Water seems like the most munchkinable thing that's a cantrip. Which isn't very munchkinable, but at 4 gallons per caster circle, maybe he can do something with repeatably suddenly 16 gallons of water, in an emergency situation.)

1st: Truthspell x3, Fairness x2, Sanctuary, Protection, Comprehend Languages.

2nd: Augury x3, Owl's Wisdom, Early Judgment.

Taking the Early Judgment spell seems a little unsafe, like they'd only sell that magic in a Shop of Ill-Advised Consumer Goods because it's too potentially addictive. But it also seems important to have around at least for today in case he needs to make a mental recovery.

3rd: (used on 2 1sts and a 2nd)

4th: Enchantment Foil, what should be Sending.









Keltham: That leaves him with some time left while Carissa preps spells, which he'll first use to Prestidigitate his clothing clean over the sink in the ensuite bathroom (not that Keltham is remembering to be appreciative of this incredible luxury).

Then Keltham attempts to think for a bit, his thoughts tentatively trying out a review of recent events, before he concludes that in fact he shouldn't do that and should try to decompress more instead, while he's alone by himself in the quiet but for the sound of rain outside.

He'llpoke through the fourteen-volume history on 'Absalom', which becomes more interesting after it becomes clear that Absalom is where the Starstone resides. The quality of the reasoning in the history books is something like six times better than those of the books in the villa library, more like 1 reasoning error per 2 sentences instead of 3 reasoning errors per 1 sentence.

...is that because the palace can afford better books than - but why - why would - books, information, you should just be able to reprint the best versions of things if the informationexists - do more intelligent authors demand incredibly high book royalties to the point where most people can't afford good information about basic subjects? Golarion why.

The book's contents seem to be dated to before Aroden died, which, if Keltham is recalling correctly, was a century ago. Maybe that's at least how long it took for the slightly smarter and better-reasoned book to have its copyright decay to where it could sell enough copies to be worth printing? Golarion, again, why? Information is very easy to copy once it exists; information on core topics is among the most blatant possible cases where Civilization has an interest in everybody being able to afford it.

All the altruistic smart people are off being wizards at the Worldwound, maybe.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa knocks on his door an hour later.









Keltham: "Enter."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa finds it encouraging how quickly he is warming up to this! She'll enter. ...and kneel at his side over in the reading nook, if that's what he's doing. She has never done this before and feels faintly ridiculous but what's important is whether Keltham is into it.









dath ilan: ('Enter' would actually be among the things you'd say in Baseline, if somebody knocked, and it wouldn't especially be a command. It's just that 'it's okay by me if you want to come in' would be more syllables than Civilization would choose to encode into a query-response pattern that gets used like over a billion times a day.)









Keltham: And now Carissa is on her knees on the pillow beside the reading nook. Obviously no such custom exists in Civilization and kneeling itself wouldn't mean anything there, but it's clearly a standard thing given the pillow beside the reading nook.

He doesn't ask what this clearly standard thing standardly encodes, because part of him seems to feel that the meaning is, somehow, obvious. Not all of it, and maybe he's completely wrong; it just obviously seems like something that you wouldn't do, unless you are to him what Carissa is to him, so it means, at least, that.

He reaches over and ruffles her hair, because that feels right. "Hey," he says.









Carissa Sevar: "Hey. I have reported to Security and prepared my spells and been assigned a room, though yours is fancier. I think they like you better, probably because of how you're going to bring about the technological revolution and make the world a place Zon-Kuthon won't consent to permitting to exist."









Keltham: "Well, if your room isn't fancy atall, maybe I'll go complain. Your room being fancy and my room being fancier seems like a reasonable premise for a relationship like this one."

"Any updates from Security on Ione, Pilar, Asmodia, gods, or timelines on project resume?"









Carissa Sevar: Lean. "Ione's not awake yet, they threw some fancier healing at her in case that helps, this isn't very much of a bad sign though if it's still true this evening it will be. Pilar's back. She ended up inElysium -the Chaotic Good afterlife - for some reason! I didn't ask more questions because that sort of thing can be personal but I bet she'd tell you about it, if you ask. Asmodia's not back yet - Pilar ended up elevated priority because they wanted to ask her questions about how she ended up in our mission out of the villa -- but it sounds like she doesn't know any more than we do. Asmodia's going to require a seventh circle spell - Regenerate - because of her legs, so she might be a week or so, in wartime like this.



I asked if I could help with the war effort but was told to stay focused on this.



I think they're ready to resume once you are - they could set up a room here for classes - but don't want to push you, if you're not ready."









Keltham: Keltham is a bit startled that Carissa would justtellhim that Pilar ended up in Elysium. That should've been something he had to figure out on his own by talking to Pilar, or investigating her, or something. Pilar should've been left more mysterious than that until their first date, or until he did something to appeal to her, if those tropes were governing here. Call it maybe 6 times as likely on the theory 'Chelish Governance asked Pilar "what" and found out a weird thing and promptly and sensibly told Carissa so she could tell me' as on the theory 'this is an ero-LARP'. With possible amendments if the Chaotic Good thing turns out to be itself much more mysterious; but still, Keltham making the first discovery that starts the mystery trail should require that he start Pilar's route, like, at all? Or maybe that happened when she took a +3 vicious nasty bigsword for him.

But still a surprise, not advance-predicted, not the main thing the theory obviously says. You don't want to rationalize those out the window. Maybe call it 3:1 instead of 6:1, though.

"Well, huh," Keltham says, "the details there would be a bit hard to explain, but that's some small evidence against the reasoning system I was using to infer that one of the girls is a secret Zon-Kuthon cleric, or that one of the more unusual girls in class will have the 'being-forced' fetish. Not decisive or anything, but noticeable jolt. The key is knowing how to keep track of that sort of thing over time, which is what I'd otherwise have planned to lecture on next, the Law for accumulating pieces of evidence that aren't individually decisive, until they add up to something."

"Asmodia's going to - end up pretty behind, in a week, at the rate we were going. I'm not sure how much you can recover from that sort of thing by reading notes, in a situation like this one... well, maybe somebody else could teach Asmodia, to help solidify the material in their own minds by teaching it, that's a big part of the reason why older kids teach younger ones in dath ilan. Still, that'd be a big chunk of someone's time. Depending on how expensive a seventh-circle Regenerate is... well, except that they are going to do it at all, eventually, so we're not paying from zero. I probably want to expend some political capital on it happening earlier, if the project is considered competitive with war demands at all."

"Icould teach a class today, for sure. Whether I should... maybe not so much, if the view-from-above says that somebody in my position is supposed to take one day off, and it probably does."









Carissa Sevar: - telling Keltham about Pilar was a correct move in the Second Law game. Okay. Carissa doesn't understand why and would REALLY LIKE someone to read Keltham's thoughts and try to get more but it's - information, and as Keltham says, you can use a little of that at a time. "It might literally be cheaper to pass Asmodia a two-way mirror in Hell so she can keep up," she says. "But I think it's reasonable to press them on getting her back sooner."









Keltham: ...they can do that? Neat. "I've got no objection to that if it's cheaper, key thing is Asmodia can ask questions from where she is and get them answered. Pass it to them next time you see them? - ahem."

"Pass it to them the next time you see them, unless I tell you that I've passed it on first."



(Or is this not a giving-orders occasion?! One thing is for sure, he needs to not just ask Carissa what he's allowed to do! Brain registers a desire to scream internally: Approved: AAAAHHHHHHH WHY CAN'T ANYONE LEGIBLE IN GOLARION!? Thank you brain now shut up, if that was an error it wasn't a critical error, and eventually things will be fine.)









Carissa Sevar: "Will do." (Carissa would kill quite a large number of people to be able to read Keltham's mind right now.)









Keltham: Is this obedience turning him on? Yes it is, apparently, and furthermore his mind feels blank if he tries to figure out what else to talk to her about, so. "You're allowed to start pestering me for sex again, by the way, since it's now morning. No promises, of course, but you're allowed to try."









Carissa Sevar: "Before yesterday turned out so eventful I was planning to show you what I got from the fancy Ostenso sex shop! And maybe invite you to come with me sometime but that's looking less likely, now. Maybe they can bring a selection to us."









Keltham: "Well that sounds promising. What new outfits or toys have I unlocked after our latest relationship progress?"









Carissa Sevar: "I actually bought this outfit there! Should I tell you why they sell it at a sex shop not a normal tailors' or would you rather experiment."









Keltham: "Now that's the dath ilani equivalent of asking a duke's son if he's too scared to go rhinoceros racing."


Experimentation follows.









Keltham: The experiment is a success. More resources are allocated to following up on these discoveries.









Keltham: ...this scientific investigation might possibly be threatening to get a little out of control and investigate subject matters that could perhaps be regarded as dangerous without a verified sufficient level of safety precautions.

Keltham accordingly restrains himself, but this is going to be pretty darned visible as a fact if you have Carissa's Sense Motive opposing what passes for Keltham's Bluff.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's mostly playing by intuition, lately, on a moment by moment basis, but she's aware that most of the point of seducing people for strategic reasons is that you can get strategic concessions out of them when their judgment is compromised. And also that dath ilan would definitely know this and advise their kids against it. So, we'll see who is better at this, Cheliax or dath ilan.



She pulls herself away, sits cross-legged, folds her hands, tries to look - like she's trying hard not to say anything, like she's sad and not quite pretending otherwise but certainly not trying to put it in his way -









Keltham: Keltham attempts to roll his Sense Cognitive Background State, devises a guess.

"Uh... if I trust my ability to read you, you look like somebody with a problem she'd usually and normally hide because that's what normal people in Golarion do in this situation, but you remembered that I asked you to err on the side of a lot more visibility, and now you're wobbling between that request and the reason why a normal person would usually hide that."

"I won't ask followup questions until I've either been told my current guess is wrong, or I've received some indication from you that you've reached your own estimate, using the information you have and I don't, that it is safe for me to inquire further."

Done, flaming shit that was hard to phrase without asking her to make a decision instead of him. If this doesn't rapidly get easier with practice, Keltham is going to use his Unilateral Relationship Decisions Power to metadecide that he gets to ask Carissa to decide things ever.









Carissa Sevar: "I think maybe people would hide this in dath ilan too, actually? On the principle that - uh, it seems wildly more important than not pressuring people into sex. But your orders take precedence. I think. If I calculated that wrong, well, probably we will calculate lots of things wrong at first."









Keltham: "I need anexplicit statement of your guess, using the information you have that I don't, that it's okay for me to ask more questions; I have no idea what you're potentially protecting me from right now, or what costs there are to my knowing something that's supposed to be unknown to me or even just illegible."









Carissa Sevar: "It is fine for you to ask more questions!"









Keltham: There's a very distinct ouch of realizing that he may have pressed her too hard, just then, to be legible and not subtle, when on the meta-level discussing safety. But - she'll survive, she promised him that.

"Kay. What's wrong?"









Carissa Sevar: "You think that there's a - substantial chance, not a large one, but one worth planning around, that I am actually lying to you about having reliable contraception and planning to, I guess, get pregnant and then run off before anyone notices to some country where I wouldn't be legally obliged to have an abortion. And. I understand why the chance of that doesn't have to be very large to be very important to you. And I understand that you don't have much reason to trust me, though I and I think your god have been trying to give you some. And I understand that none of that matters and you can have the stupidest reason in the world and it's fine,it's your choice, you can have whatever you want from me and it doesn't have to be -









Carissa Sevar: ....but it does make me sad. And I don't see why you'd believe that, it's not - more information - but - but it does make me sad. Is all. Now you have all the information that I have."









Carissa Sevar: "...and, uh, I remain very uncertain if you actually meant me not to hide things like that, it's fine if you didn't mean that kind of thing, most people wouldn't mean that kind of thing."









Keltham: He'll gather her in to hug her. "It is what I meant. Thank you for not just hiding the whole thing. I appreciate that part a lot. And, I understand. It's my responsibility to not be unduly influenced by you being sad. Now that I've asked you not to hide what you'd usually hide, at least for a while."









Carissa Sevar: - snuggle. "Okay. 'm not - asking you to be influenced." Both Keltham deciding to fuck her and Keltham deciding to not care about her feelings are good outcomes, here.









Keltham: "This is usually where I would apply creativity, it's just, I have so little grasp of magic, and all the people I would otherwise ask might be, assuming the premise, in a conspiracy with you."

Though Ione might be less likely than some, but no; for purposes of deciding whether it's okay to risk having kids, he needs to assume that Ione is scripted - by Governance, not by some metalevel eroLARP - and can't be trusted either.

"I know what Science Maniac Verrez would do in this situation - namely, figure out how to use Prestidigitation to impose a magnet-field over his own sperm, the way that mature male contraception technology works in dath ilan. But in real life, if you try that sort of thing... well, no, actually, I guess I could heal myself, if I hurt myself. Unless I gave myself cancer. But that, I'd guess, just takes a more powerful cleric spell. And even if I literally kill myself, you could bring me back... but the problem is verifying that the sperm are actually dead and that the silly clever trick worked, when I can't ask anybody here to help me figure out how to verify whether sperm are alive... but there was a spell Detect Life on Ione's list, I'm pretty sure, and if I ask my god to give me that, I can see if it works on sperm and then it goes through my god rather than anyone here..."

"Or actually - potentially simpler solutions. Is there a fourth-circle or lower spell I can ask my god to give me, that would let me create a small object that isn't as fragile as Prestidigitating that, and can have properties like, impermeability to fluid, adhesion to skin until dispelled."

Keltham is now attempting to invent birth control via condoms from scratch! His first visualization is a small patch that fits over the tip of his urethra and will contain the liquid that emerges from it.









Carissa Sevar: ....which is neither of the good outcomes! Why is Keltham like this! "I feel like there are plenty of solutions if killing people is considered an acceptable cost and you should not do things that are at all likely to kill you!"









Keltham: "I don't actually know what would be a solution if killing people is an acceptable cost, though it sounds like it's not at all a great time to ask Cheliax to burn a resurrection on that."

"I mean - to be clear, under the circumstances - I might not be able to trust your solution, but - I admit to being pretty curious about what else Golarion will trade a heap of dead bodies for."

Keltham has entered Problem-Solving Mode! Good work for having a Problem, Carissa!









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you could kill me, because pregnancies don't survive dying and being raised, and you could test that in advance on some other women who were pregnant and preferred not to be, if you didn't want to just trust it. Or you could kill me and then, instead of a resurrection, do aPlanar Bindingto bring me back from Hell, because devils can't get pregnant....I don't know how you could verify that but Asmodeus probably wouldn't bother with Cheliax if devils could just make more of themselves in Hell. I am not very impressed with these solutions but what happens to me if I die is much more definitely known and understood than what happens to you so if we're using death-related contraceptive methods, here."









Keltham: "Remind me of what your usual contraception is like. I think you may have told me but I forgot."









Carissa Sevar: "Pregnancy also does not survive aPolymorphto any form that can't itself sustain a pregnancy, and the cheapest polymorph that's sufficient is second-circle Alter Self, so I go male and back, every night when it's potentially relevant."









Keltham: "Very easy to verify you doing," though the thought is more than slightlyodd, "but the trouble is, at the appropriate level of paranoia, I have only sources inside Cheliax to tell me that Alter Self works for aborting pregnancy. If I ask my god for a spell to detect whether you're pregnant, do you know if I get one?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't ....think a spell for that exists. You can't tell with Detect Intelligence until 12 weeks along. You could have some pregnant people in to Alter Self in front of you?"









Keltham: Oof, that's a Cost there, if it has to be 12 weeks along, meaning they couldn't just find somebody who didn't actually want a baby and pay them to participate in the experiment. Though maybe Cheliax has some wizards who only do the Alter Self thing after they detect, or change their minds, and advertising for one of those would turn somebody up... it doesn't really solve the main problem, though, because he can't be sure that what works at 12 weeks works at 1 hour.

"If you Alter Self immediately after sex, then shift back, would I be able to check inside you and verify that the semen had vanished? Maybe I'd be willing to try for the further trust in that case, that semen doesn't persist in a vagina or uterus that you don't have... actually no, shit, I can't rely on that, because you could also produce that result with Prestidigitation even if it wouldn't ordinarily happen from Alter Self. No wait, counter-2-arguendo, if you can cast Alter Self and come back fast enough, I can have Detect Magic running the whole time, check your vaginal contents before and after, and verify that Alter Self was the only magic to affect you over that period..."

This is actually kind of fascinating, as Compounding Capabilities problems go. Maybe the eroLARP is deconstructing a computer game where the player needed to drag the spells from a list of available spells to form the correct structure to eliminate a pregnancy, before they could fuck anybody. That sounds like how a computer-game version of an eroLARP would work.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has this job mostly because she is much less inclined than everyone else in Cheliax to throw up her hands at Keltham and go "MY DIAGNOSIS IS THAT HE IS AN INSANE PERSON" but she's sort of feeling that, right now. "I am willing to do that if you'd like it.

I ...think probably if we were secretly a Dread Empire we'd just mind control you about this, though."









Keltham: "I appreciate and update on the argument; knowing as little as I do about mind control, or about how Hypothetical Bad Asmodeus might be concerned about my own god counterescalating, it's not enough to decide the issue. Admittedly, if you carefully demonstrated mind control capabilities that can just completely undetectably to me make me believe or decide things, that would be a larger update than I've made so far about good Cheliax intentions; there'd still be the possibility you were in a balance against my god, but it'd be an update."

"Does that process give me the result I need to observe, on your prediction? Detect Magic / check vagina / Alter Self / de-Alter / check vagina to verify that the process vanishes semen?"









Carissa Sevar: - mind control can do that. I dont know spells like that myself but I would expect high-ranking palace security do. What an incredibly convenient way to build trust, actually, have a sufficiently high level caster cast Suggestion on him and then promise that it hasnt otherwise been done. Which it hasnt because Asmodeus said not to, perhaps because it was worth it 



And I think that process works.









Keltham: It's kind of complicated andtight, is the thing, for a poorly-tested process, he isn't sure that he can detect whether or not a vagina contains semen in the first place... but then it's basically backup against an itself-improbable conspiracy, not the primary means of birth control?

One also needs to consider that, at a sufficient level of magical power and ill intent, they could have done something clever when he had sex with Carissa the previous day, quickly moving semen from her mouth to her vagina, maybe as screened by an illusion. Heck, they could've teleported sperm right out of his epididymis while he was sleeping in the villa the first night, before the Forbiddance went up - though they'd also have to mix it with seminal fluid to have a chance for the sperm to survive a uterus.

Keltham lets out a sigh. "No promises, but I'll think about it, and tell you tonight whether to prepare Alter Self tomorrow."









Carissa Sevar: Well that's progress! And on some level she can - respect how careful Keltham is, respect that while he does seem to care about her more than is healthy he's not actually an idiot about it, probably almost every Chelish teenage boy would do worse....

Well. Better to keep pushing. Lightly. "I prepare it every day. Hope springs eternal and also we haven't actually talked about exclusivity yet."









Keltham: "I will... possibly maybe think about it faster, then, but this is security reasoning and can't be a quick decision. And - exclusivity? Like monogamy things? I'm not quite sure what that has to do with intercourse."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, see, I am expecting you to order me not to have sex with other people without your permission but absent such orders I might, you know, proposition someone who has an incredibly cool armored vest, and then want to have my Alter Self for that."









Keltham: "Heh. Point to you for catching me out on that, I think my brain is Assuming Things that havenot been discussed. If it wasn't just a more routine false closed-world assumption with respect to my ignorance of anybody else you wanted to have sex with implying that I was the only such person."

"I feel strangely like... there's a part of me that wants that thing to be true of you, that you ask my permission, but I also feel reluctant to give you that order right this instant and I'm going to have to do an introspection to figure out why."

"Incidentally, even if I can't trust it, is there anything way simpler and more standard that male fourth-circle clerics do to not have kids."









Carissa Sevar: "Not that I know of.



I wasn't - actually planning to go around sleeping with anyone else, knowing it bothers you, even though people here have really fantastic magic items. But I do keep a pretty sharp distinction, internally, between things I've agreed not to do and things I just definitely don't mean to, so if you want it to be the first thing we should talk about that."









Keltham: "Super valid," Keltham says.

Not knowing any male contraception solutions for clerics seems so incredibly odd, to the point of being Suspicious. Do male fourth-circle clerics who don't want kids just... not have intercourse ever, except with expensive second-circle wizard sex workers? Who, going on earlier things Carissa has said, maybe don't exist in the first place? Do female fourth-circle clerics just not have intercourse period? Though it does match up with an earlier statement to him that YES PLEASE CHELIAX WOULD LIKE SOME CONTRACEPTION TECHNOLOGY. Or, forthat matter, that they (*cough*theEroLARP*cough*) didn't assign him any clerics in his research harem.

"I - I'm not immediately sure of where this internal resistance is coming from. Some of it is coming from a source that thinks I'm asking you to give me too much and will then owe you something too huge and yes I know you already noped me on that. But that isn't making the feeling go away and I think it's loud enough to drown out some other feeling, which means I can't just go ahead and ignore thecombined feeling, and -"

"Is this an urgent question, for any reason?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, it's not."









Keltham: Actually, there's an even simpler solution. "Until tomorrow morning, I order you to not have sex with anyone without my permission. Whatever it is my brain thinks is scary about this whole deal, it doesn't think that one day of it is scary the same way."









Carissa Sevar: "Understood. - and a good occasion for me to show you my other sex shop purchase."



And she fishes it out of her Bag of Holding to explain.









Keltham: Keltham is - intrigued, but can tell that he doesn't quite - understand, deep in this part of him, the shape he's looking at -

"But I could just order you not to do that, right? Is the magic item for - people whose partners, in a relationship like this one, don't trust them? I can guess that's not it, but I'm confused."









Carissa Sevar: "That's not it - I mean, it's dispellable, so if I actually set my mind to getting around it I could. But some people enjoy the difference between 'impossible' and 'forbidden', like, you also don't need the chains because you could tell me to hold still, but if there are chains, then I'm not holding still because you told me to, anymore, I'm holding still because I can't move. Different flavor. ...also I think some people experience failures of will, about obeying an order like that for weeks or months, especially if you're messing with them around it enough, so maybe they actually do have to worry about breaking a rule even though they didn't mean to. I have never tried anything like this before so I shouldn't think too highly of myself but Ithinkthere's no order up to and including 'stick your hand in that fire and keep it there' I'd just disobey without warning you first that it was proving too difficult; if I would, then I'm just pretending, and I don't want to be just pretending."









Keltham: He has again that sense of being unnervingly close to some ledge, on which Carissa may be trying to stabilize him, or maybe push him off. His mind retreats from the dangerous thing, tries to talk about something lesser and more trivial and safer: oh, is this anything like the thing some women do in Civilization, if they want to have a lot of sex available to trade for social capital, or collect a large harem, where they limit themselves to one actual orgasm per month, and otherwise stop short of that, to increase their sex drives?

He forces himself to face the scary thing instead; it doesn't pay to do that all day long, but he's had relatively few shocking revelations today.

"I don't know whether I'm more frightened-intrigued by the notion of you wanting to make it impossible to disobey orders, or the amount by which you're trying to hand me the total keys to your sexuality, but both of those things feel like they're a step too far for me to do this minute, and I need to let it sink in for an hour without forcing it -"

"My mind is imagining you struggling inside the chains and not being able to get out, though, and it thinks that's very sexy, much more sexy than just being chained up at all -"

"I'm sorry. I need to hear you tell me that's okay, if and only if that actually is okay, obviously, I'm not asking you to send a false signal, but even after hearing you say it's fine to kill you, my brain still wants to hear you say whether or not it's okay that I'd see you struggling to get out of the chains and not let you out."

It really feels like this is a situation that demands the ability to talk in metalanguage and say 'dequote'; but Carissa keeps on seeming to reject, not so much that specific proposal, as the entire framework of thought that would want to hear about it.









Carissa Sevar: - okay, push the Keltham less. "I'm sorry. I don't mean to - rush you to the place you'll be when you're twenty-five. There's not actually any rush. It isdefinitelyokay to be into me struggling in chains. It's - itissexier, right, if the chains are actually doing something. And if I didn't happen to be into it, then I'd say 'it's a perfectly reasonable interest, I'm neutral on it' and you'd say 'reasoning with the mysterious Law Above The Other Law, one of the other girls will be into it', and that'd be all right too except for the part where it's very confusing. And if I happened to really dislike it then I'd tell you 'it is fine to be into that, but I dislike it'."









Keltham: "I'm frankly going to be more than slightly freaked out if I find that the girls in the harem exactly match up to every single one of my sexual desires with no leftovers. It would say some pretty unsettling things about where I am and how I got there."

"Uh, the reasoning that would make me worry about that is definitely below the Law, to be clear. It'd be above the gods, below the math. What would it even mean to be above the Law, I can't coherently imagine that. Nobody gets to decide that 1 + 2 = 4."

"I notice my brain being a little tired of relationshipping, and it occurs to me that we haven't eaten breakfast and should plausibly go eat lunch or whatever's on sale... or free, I guess, since I still haven't gotten around to having any local money. I should ask if this Governance location can use a channeled healing at whatever standard rates are on that. But, I mean, we can also wrap up if you had any big important dangling issues, I'm not saying we have to go eat right now."

It only occurs to Keltham after he speaks that he just offered Carissa options and asked her to make a decision instead of providing info to him. Is that even wrong? He doesn't know, but that section of his brain may be tired and need to rest, maybe.









Carissa Sevar: She seems unbothered. "Lunch sounds good. I doubt you can sell healing in the palace, even in wartime, half the people here are clerics. Want me to go back to my room so you can have the afternoon to think?" Above the gods, not above Law. How could something be above the gods? It feels as absurd as deciding that 1 + 2 = 4.









Keltham: "Not sure, I'll decide after lunch." A thought occurs to him. "Oh. And, Carissa."

"Maybe I'll rethink this order later, but for now -"

"You don't ask to be let out of the chains. You can struggle in the chains, but you can't say in words, 'let me out'. I won't flip out if you slip up and say it once, but if you keep on saying it, you'll be disobeying me. Same if I hurt you. You can tell me it's painful, you can advise me that a more experienced sadist in my position would probably stop, but you don't tell me to stop or argue that I should stop. If I'm doing something to you that's going to break your ability to obey that order, let me know when you see it coming. Understood?"









Carissa Sevar: She is not sure where hes going with that. But - I understand. And a smile, because shes trying to reward steps in the right direction and that seems like one.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't smile back. One conceals feelings, perhaps, but showing a smile you don't mean is quite a step beyond that; it destroys the ability to signal later, because how can anything mean anything, after that. "Good," is all he says.

Keltham isn't at all clear on his own ability to ignore somebody asking to be let out of chains. He doesn't particularly want to test it while he's still such a novice.

And more importantly, if Carissa Sevar does start telling him that he needs to let her out right now, Keltham will know that something broke her will to obey him and that something is wrong with the entire setup.

Maybe it's cheating to set up a secret completely legible meta-signal of meta-level failure, but then -

- cheating is technique, after all.

"Then let's go eat lunch," Keltham says.









Iarwain: (They get all the way as far as halfway to a small eating hall before Keltham notices a lingering confusion - though to be clear, they do continue walking towards lunch past this point - and starts asking why a single use of Alter Self doesn't render women permanently sterile, if it destroys their limited supply of eggs that have no analogue uterus to carry them in male form; and why an implanted embryo would be destroyed by Alter Self if the eggs weren't destroyed; and why men aren't rendered sterile by Alter Self during the week (or whatever that duration was) that's required to mature new sperm if the current sperm maturing in the epididymis get destroyed; and actually maybe they should try this with food coloring, if that's a thing here, to see if that vanishes permanently from a vagina that temporarily doesn't exist; rather than having sex that's potentially a security-premise-violation, if the whole method proves not to work the very first time it's tested.)

(Good luck, Carissa Sevar! A dath ilani woman in your position would know exactly how this masculine gendertrope works, but you don't!)









Pilar :    "I hate Chaotic Good," Aspexia Rugatonn says, her voice sounding reflective and her face as impassive as always. She looks up from the papers in her hand, having just finished reviewing a transcript of Pilar's report on her involuntary tour of Elysium. "I hate, hate, hate Chaotic Good. If hatred were diamonds I could take my hatred of Chaotic Good and cast Miracle with it and have enough left over for a thousand Resurrections. I would, personally, rather go to Abaddon than Elysium."


Pilar Pineda swallows. "Grand High Priestess - is this one permitted to ask -"


   "Just speak your thoughts, Pineda. I can hear them anyways."


"I was confused by the Chaotic Good outsider's claim that it served Asmodeus's interests for Cayden Cailean to do what He did to me. I wonder if - if you think they're telling the truth, that I am not meant to be - harmful to our Lord -"


   "You don't conclude that I believe they were telling the truth, from the fact that you're still alive?"


No because the Grand High Priestess could be unsure and wanting to keep her options open, or because she could have some cunning counterplot of her own to whatever it is that Cayden Cailean is trying to do -


   "You are correct that I'm unsure," the Grand High Priestess answers her unspoken thought. "But while Chaotic Good is not Lawful Good, under those circumstances and speaking to someone like you, it is unfortunately plausible that they would tell the truth."


Unfortunately? Pilar thinks, putting on hold her own relief if she really isn't being used against Asmodeus.


   "Yes, becausenow we are confused, as they no doubt intended, and our lives have becomemore complicated. I rather doubt that, whatever larger plot is in play, that larger plot is meant to conduce to Asmodeus's interests. If their plot is to destroy all Cheliax and then you are meant to prevent a new Worldwound from opening amid the ruins, that is not, on the whole, good news. Though yes, even in that case, we would prefer there not be another Worldwound, so if some such apparent duty falls to you, perform it unless directed otherwise. It is the job of such as myself to counterplot against Cayden Cailean's larger plan, not you."


Pilar nods her head. She understands, or thinks she does.


   "This leaves us with the question of your behavior and performance during your trip to Elysium." The Grand High Priestess regards Pilar more sternly, now.



Pilar isn't nearly as frightened as she should be, she knows, even though that's a bad thought. She turned down Elysium for Asmodeus, and even if it's a wrong thought to think, still, that probably counts for something.



   "Oh, I see," says the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus, her face impassive. "You believe that you performed adequately?"


Is she still supposed to answer in words at all? Probably, unless she's told not to, she's been asked a direct question. "No mortal performs to Asmodeus's standards," Pilar answers. "And all imperfections are worthy of punishment, if the slave is even worth that much time."Pilar can't quite stop herself from thinking that, imperfect and flawed slave of Asmodeus as she may be, she's probably due for quite a lot less punishment than others would be in her position. This thought is itself, of course, worthy of punishment.


   The face of the Grand High Priestess remains impassive. "Do you know how specifically, you fell short?"


Pilar knows some parts that are obvious even to her. "I was unable to justify myself clearly, when the Elysians asked me why I didn't want to stay - if I had been more trained in theology, I would have been able to -"


   "Chaotic Good outsiders cannot be persuaded into our Lord's embrace, and to justify yourself to them or argue with them, even taking our Lord's position, does not serve His interests in any way. That you answered the Elysians at all is your failure, not that you answered incorrectly."


Pilar feels stupid. "I understand."


   "What else?"


"The Elysians told me that if I stayed in Elysium, I would never again have to cast torture spells on children with no other uses in order to prove my loyalty, which they somehow knew I hadn't liked doing in the academy. I could feel myself swaying to that, and when I felt that, I knew that after I came back, I would have to be retrained to do it better and without any hesitation. For only a moment, then, I was tempted to stay."


   "Pity," says the Grand High Priestess. "That significantly decreases your future usefulness. I will make a note in your file that you are not to be tasked with such work unless there is strong reason."


Pilar doesn't know how to respond to that in words, at first, for being so surprised. She would expect to be punished for her reluctance and corrected; for her to be exempted from unpleasant work instead is something that could be mistaken for mercy, and it is impossible that Aspexia Rugatonn would reason so.


   "There will be plenty of time to train out every last one of your flaws after you are received in Hell," the Grand High Priestess answers the unspoken thought. "Meanwhile, in this world, your proven loyalty is potentially useful. If that is a weak and vulnerable point in you, I will not have it strained without good cause and bring into question whether your loyalty remains as it was. The more so, if the Elysians could potentially have planned to lure us into doing exactly that, after first giving us apparent reason to trust you."


Again Pilar feels stupid, but this is only natural when somebody who is not Aspexia Rugatonn is talking to somebody who is Aspexia Rugatonn. The Elysians made her scared of something that, it turned out, was not in Asmodeus's interests to do to her.


   "What else?" says the Grand High Priestess.


Pilar swallows. This part is worthy of severe punishment. "I had the thought several times that - when they showed me Hell, and what that's like for people who aren't me - that, even if I didn't want to be in Elysium - maybe it would be better - if the people who wanted to be in Hell could be in Hell and the people who wanted to be in Elysium could be in Elysium."


   "You are correct, that is a thought worthy of severe punishment."


Pilar bows her head.


   "You may find it useful to contemplate, however, that the present nature of things is temporary. In due time, everyone will go to Hell, and everyone will want to go to Hell."


That does make Pilar feel better, though she's surprised that she's getting any consolation at all when the thought is incorrect in the first place.


   "Because if you are so flawed as to have that thought, there is no point in allowing that thought even greater power over you by failing to consider what weighs against it on its own terms," answers the Grand High Priestess. "Now, Pineda, answer me this. Why am I the one consoling on you on this, instead of you taking these issues to someone in the priesthood or simply Security, whose time is far less valuable than mine?"


That's a good question and Pilar is unable to stop herself from thinking that maybe it's because, having proven her loyalty, she's now that valuable - no, that wouldn't make sense, it's Chaotic Good outsider exposure which only the Grand High Priestess is most competent to correct if it introduced any problems -


   "Wrong. According to Security's initial interview with you, you thought of asking them for correction, but you had the thought that, if the Elysians were telling you the truth, maybe the Security officer was also somebody who'd take the chance to stay in Elysium if they believed they had that chance. You were afraid that, if that was true, being corrected by Security would mean replacing your more correct thoughts with their less correct thoughts."



Pilar did also think (not that this defends her or lessens anything) that she didn't distrust them in general, it wasn't that she distrusted Security about Security, it was just, on the particular issue of being tempted to stay in Elysium, thinking incorrect thoughts when you're in Elysium, she couldn't trust them about that -


   "So the leader of Asmodeus's Church in Golarion had to personally take her valuable time to correct you, because, now, you would not have trusted almost anyone else. Now that Chaotic Good outsiders have whispered to you that you are more truly loyal to Asmodeus and more correct in your thinking and more trustworthy than the senior wizards in security."


"Yes," Pilar whispers, feeling miserable. The Elysians got to her after all.



   "Unfortunately, the Elysians told you the truth. This being the case, your concern was simply correct. Nearly all wizards in Security and indeed even most priests of Asmodeus have not proven themselves able to meet the test of true loyalty that you passed. They are not authorized to correct your thoughts about Elysium or who is most loyal to Asmodeus. Only myself or those I designate are authorized to so correct you."

   "That said, to state your self-humbling thought more precisely, great loyalty is often not the quality most critical to a commander. One usually wishes for great competence foremost, accompanied by whatever level of loyalty seems adequate and with some safety margin. If on some rare occasion the quality we needed in a commander was the greatest possible loyalty, and this was more important than your lack of experience and knowledge and power and your many other failings, perhaps then you would be placed in command. Nor should you mistake the possibility that your superiors are less loyal than you, for your own certain knowledge of that fact. Understand?"


"Yes," Pilar answers.



   "Good. After this, you will report to the temple torture chamber and assign yourself whatever degree of punishment you feel is appropriate for your failures in Elysium."


To say that Pilar is surprised would be an understatement indeed. She will obey, of course, but - she doesn't understand, is this a test, to see if she'll assign herself too little punishment, or if she'll assign herself extra to prove her loyalty -


   "You are done with tests of that kind," the Grand High Priestess answers. "You have passed the strongest version of that test which anyone could face. You know your own history in more detail than I do, my time is valuable, and I cannot be bothered to interview you on specifics and evaluate them. You do it. Just assign yourself whatever tortures seem standard and appropriate for your failures. If you desire any more punishment than that for reasons of faith, do it on your own recognizance."


Because you are trusted, now.

No, Pilar must only be imagining that this could be the subtext, here, she is not - not that worthy, she is only a second-circle wizard -

Pilar rises and turns to go.


   "Pilar," Aspexia Rugatonn says, before Pilar has reached the door. Her voice is, if not gentle, unusually not-harsh. "Pride is one of our Lord's domains. As you should not be mistaken about who is above you, you should also not be mistaken about who is lower. Speak to me the thought you are not letting yourself think."


Pilar turns back.

She takes a deep breath.

"Grand High Priestess," Pilar says, "if you had to lead an army of adventurers into Elysium, and anyone who followed you would have a choice to stay in Elysium, how many - how many could you find to take with you?"


   "Eleven."


Eleven!?Pilar thinks in dismay and even horror, though she does not, of course, question the Grand High Priestess out loud. Eleven, in all of Cheliax?


   "Oh, I am sure there are many more than eleven in Cheliax who would make the choice you did to leave Elysium behind. Our service to our Lord would be pathetic indeed, if all the Church's work in Cheliax these last eighty years had produced no more than eleven souls truly loyal to Him. The trouble is, you see, Pilar, that Asmodeans do lie to themselves, about what choice they would make there, and though this lie is also pleasing to our Lord, it is still, in the end, a lie. They would not know their disloyalty even to themselves, and Detect Thoughts would not suffice to root them out. The Chaotic Good outsider who spoke to you was also truthful about that aspect of things."

   "We punish people whose disloyalty rises to the level of thoughts that we can see, that they can know to themselves; and while that does to some extent serve to train away disloyal thinking, sometimes it only trains away the visibility. In Cheliax, where they know their thoughts will be read again in time, that serves well enough; when there is a certainty of Hell in time, it serves well enough. Faced with Elysium, those thoughts might suddenly resurface."

   "There are many more in Cheliax who would refuse Elysium, of that I am sure. There are eleven of whom I know. Eleven of whomI am certain."

   "Well. Twelve, now."


Pilar Pineda feels prouder in that moment than she has in her entire life.


   "There is no reward for a job well done in Cheliax," says Aspexia Rugatonn. "Only a diminishing of punishments for failure. This does not mean that a job done well never benefits you, Pilar. Only that, if so, the benefit is incidental to how it serves our Lord's interests. You have proven yourself as few of our Lord's followers ever prove themselves, and if you were not already assigned to one of the most important projects in Cheliax, you soon would be."

   "Go with Asmodeus, Pilar Pineda. You have done as well as mortals ever do."


"Thank you! You've been so super helpful to me, actually, do you want a cookie?"

...

Pilar turns and hurls the sourceless cookie at the wall as hard as she can. Under other circumstances she would scream. This was literally the finest moment she will ever have in her life, and Cayden fucking Cailean just ruined it for her.


   "Only if you let Him ruin it," Aspexia Rugatonn says, though the harshness is back in her voice. "I genuinely hope we can find something to do about your problem."


Pilar departs. She is reminded of the fact that Aspexia Rugatonn's time is indeed valuable, and how much of it just got spent on her, when she sees the line of important people who were waiting outside for her to finish.

The next person in that line, robed as a third-circle priest, darts inside and slams two pieces of paper on Rugatonn's desk and begins some rapid hushed report without waiting for the door to shut. The door hasn't closed and sealed away the sounds within, in fact, when Pilar on her way out hears the Grand High Priestess's voice rising to almost a shriek, "He what?"

Somebody is about to have a very bad day, and Pilar is glad it's not her.

She skips her way along towards the temple's torture chamber, for almost ten full steps, before she realizes that she is fucking skipping through the halls and manages to fucking stop it.









lintamande: At first it's not obvious to the remaining student body of the Secret Project what exactly they're supposed to do with themselves; Carissa's orders, when she briefly walked past them while retrieving her possessions to leave with Keltham for the imperial palace, were 'learn about Taldor'. But it doesn't take them all that long to find their feet; obviously no one's going to come walk them through everything like they're children.



Security has swept the villa for things left behind by Kuthites, found a couple of old chambers that were perfectly sealed up with old skeletons inside, which isn't very interesting, and reorganized all the bedrooms so as to make the place defensible if the project returns here, though it might not. There are devils openly patrolling the grounds, now, each of them bound within their ten-foot circles (it's the cheapest way to get devils). They can't fight much like that, obviously, but they'll notice it. And unlike human security they don't complain about the by-now-fairly-torrential rain.



And the whole mess is a good excuse to completely reformulate the library to be in line with the project. Paxti requests permission to go with Security to Absalom book-shopping, and when that doesn't work Yaisa tries seducing Elias for the same privilege (he sleeps with her but does not take her to Absalom, which is a valuable life lesson). But there's sorting through all the existing books for consistency with the new paradigm, and making fun of the old Taldane romance novels, and while Security's using all their Teleports for war-related travel they do go out to Ostenso's bookshops and find some books published in Taldor or in pre-Hell Cheliax they can work with.

By the afternoon of the day after the attack this effort is in full swing; they have books in piles on the floor, and are reading through them and chattering about them and sorting them and Mending them as needed. They have a plan for if Keltham shows up unexpectedly, they're going to claim there was water damage to the books, since a bunch of windows broke in the fight and it's been raining so hard since then. (So that this isn't a lie, they're causing some water damage to the books.)









Ione Sala: Ione wakes up with her head feeling like a watermelon that has fallen off a four-story building. And had its watermelon soul go to watermelon Abaddon and be hunted down by things that eat watermelon souls, things with white eyes and bony hands.

Everything seems dreamlike and her thoughts are like she's halfway through falling asleep, thoughts that don't follow from other thoughts, andtherefore she needs to say, as her first words when she wakes:

"Stop damaging books takaral! This is a library takaral!"









Keltham: "- turn every laundry wizard into somebody who can apply one-week male contraception, if that plan works. And the first thing we need to get started on that is a couple of hundred mice. Well, no, the first thing we need to get started is... a few gallons of vinegar - good, that translated - and whatever you've got that makes vinegar foam up when you add it to vinegar. But that might not work unless either you or I can get a magnet field stabilized."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa isn't sure this is Cheliax's most important priority at all but it's - surprisingly nice, actually, just collaborating on a research project instead of trying to seduce Keltham into evil. "Summoned mice or real mice - actually, usually wizards use summoned mice for experiments but here in a Forbiddance it'll be less complicated to get real ones. What things have magnetic fields, it might be easier to manipulate one that already exists and it'd give me a feel for what I'm manipulating -"









Keltham: "Well, magnets, most obviously, but if you hand me any piece of metal that could be magnetized, like iron or steel, I can use Prestidigitation to induce a magnet field in that, and then maybe you can see if that's just as easy for you or if it's somehow taking advantage of my knowledge of the Law of magnets. Prestidigitation can't produce acids, according to you, but according to my best guess as to what Prestidigitation does, it should definitely be able to shift acidity, and that may have to do with my knowledge of what acidityis rather than it being a mystical property of liquids to destroy things."

"And definitely real mice, unless summoned mice can get pregnant, the whole point is to see what works to stop mouse pregnancies. We'll also need an expert on mouse anatomy to help me trace out where the mouse analogue to the human male epididymis is, and now that I think about it, that could easily require the ability - make images bigger, so you can examine them better. And also for mice we need to focus down the Prestidigitation even smaller than it would have to go in humans, which brings up the question of how good magic is at focusing forces down to tiny targets - including via spellsilver-stabilized magic items if that helps."









Carissa Sevar: "Most of the time whether you can do detail work or not is just a matter of talent, the limit you run into is your own ability to manipulate the magic rather than anything inherent about its behavior at small scales. I don't know if that would be true if you were doing something wildly outside the range of things people try to do but mouse surgery is in the range of things people try to do, I'd expect. We have invented the microscope. Summoned animals aren't around long enough to get pregnant.



What....is acidity."









Keltham: "It's what lemons, vinegar, and stronger liquids that can dissolve metal if you know those, all have in common, and presumably it's what the Acid Splash cantrip - well, fakes, or so I'd guess. Describing it in terms of underlying Law would be a detour, but also it's bad news if we have to take that detour because that makes it much harder to teach laundry wizards to do it."









Carissa Sevar: She knew that and wanted the underlying Law but she doesn't argue. "I wouldn't expect that - I don't have to know what chocolate underlyingly is in order to make Prestidigitation taste like it. Iron, steel, magnet, mice, vinegar, things that bubble mixed with vinegar, just checking, am I interfacing with Acquisitions for you because it takes time or because you expect some weird cultural misunderstanding or because you don't like it or because it didn't occur to you you can interface with them yourself -"









Keltham: "Marta was, I think, if I'm not misidentifying the pieces, lying in two separate and importantly distinct places in one of the hallways. I'm not sure if she's considered high-priority for resurrection. Not really sure of who Acquisitions is right now, or if there is one before the project has some sort of official restart point."

"But actually it's more that - we don't just need the mice, we need a place to keep mice for a few weeks while we watch them to see if they're pregnant, and I don't know what that lab equipment looks like in Golarion. I can go to Acquisitions myself if I know who that is, I guess, but then it feels like I might accidentally get, like, just two hundred mice in a giant bag. I sometimes get the impression that people here, who are not you, may not really expect my plans to make sense; or, rather, they're not surprised if it only makes sense to me and not to them. Which is how you end up with a giant bag of mice and no mouse food. So, my theory is that first I explain to you what I need and what it's for, and you ask me questions until you're confident you've understood, and then you actually say it to Acquisitions."









Carissa Sevar: "At one point I asked Security, look, this is really important, I haven't got any training in it, do we want to now that we're convinced it's for real replace us with a real research team, and he said, uh, they'd showed the transcripts of the lectures to other people but it doesn't seem to produce the same result. The - expecting that your plans make actual Lawful sense and I can figure out why too."









Keltham: "If it was that easy the Watchers wouldn't have made us play elaborate games and figure things out on our own, would they, when they could've just put us somewhere sunny and let us read books about other people figuring things out."

"That's why I'm worried about Asmodia trying to catch up after being gone for a week. I'm worried it won't be as easy as her just reading the transcripts."

"Oh, actually, though - before we move forwards on this, I should write a note to Lrilatha asking her if she thinks it's actually a good idea for laundry wizards to be able to apply male birth control, that's something that affects heritage optimization over all of Golarion. Have you got writing stuff in your hammerspace by any chance?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, that's a good thing to ask her - if it causes birth rates to crash among all the smart people and all the people living in areas that've managed to make magic accessible and cheap -" She fishes out a pen and paper. "She's probably incredibly busy, what with the war, so I'd just write a short note and indicate what you'll do if you don't hear back -"









Keltham: "Does it cost her nothing to read Baseline, or should I write in Taldane?"









Carissa Sevar: "She probably has permanent Tongues, it's only as expensive as a good headband, but I don't specifically know for sure she has it."









Keltham: Keltham writes down in Taldane:

From: Keltham

Hypothetical project transforming:
input: 1 cast Prestidigitation -> output: male sterility lasting ~1 week
Unsure if expected good/bad effects on Cheliax/Golarion
Example obvious goods:
- Contraception available not just to wizards, so not relatively selecting against wizards as much
- Regions able to deliberately enter equilibrium of having more resources per child, not more children than resources, leading to possibly higher Intelligence per child
- Regions more able to employ conscious heritage-optimization over themselves, fewer accidental children, more deliberate ones
Example obvious bad:
- Possible relative birth rate crash among whoever can afford Prestidigitation / live in a city

Good idea to proceed? y/n
Value to Cheliax if successful? #
Person to ask instead of you?

He then folds it and writes on the outside -

"What was her job title again?"

After being answered:

Viewable only by: Contessa Lrilatha









lintamande: Shortly after, there's a knock at the door.









Keltham: "Enter," calls Keltham, unaware of any update this might be producing in Carissa.









lintamande: It's the Imperial envoy who brought them to the palace, and a serious-looking, dignified, middle-aged noblewoman behind him.

"Announcing the Paracountess Isidre Astrid Asgavan Thrune, here to see Keltham," the envoy says.









Iarwain: "If you have a moment, that is," Isidre Thrune says pleasantly, then looks more serious. "Or realistically, more like half an hour. Is this a good time?"









Keltham: Does lots of names indicate importance? Keltham remembers mention of very powerful wizards having unreasonably long names. Oh, and that sure is a big fancy-looking headband she's wearing.

"Works for me if it works for Carissa."









Iarwain: "I am afraid I was hoping to speak to you alone," Isidre Thrune says, half-inclining her head in an apologetic gesture.









Keltham: Keltham feels vaguely like he's supposed to check with Carissa about this but has managed to pick up the rhyme if not the reason of some Chelish interactions, and does have the ill-formed sense, now, that he's not supposed to ask Carissa's okay to say yes to this.

"All right," Keltham says.

Then he runs a quick Detect Magic to see if he spots anything weird about the envoy, for that small further chunk of probability in case this is a Kuthite plot. Okay, Keltham thinks that looks like the Arcane Mark of the person who ran a bunch of spells on him last night.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa curties and steps back.



(From Maillol's reaction she was not expecting they'd be able to get the eighth circle wizard needed for this conversation in today; she's pleasantly surprised.)









Iarwain: The envoy accepts a note for Lrilatha from Keltham.

Isidre Thrune escorts Keltham to a nearby interview room, sumptuously appointed (but not in doompunk), with no external windows. They will be seated across from one another in luxurious padded chairs (still monstrosities of ergonomics by dath ilani standards), between them an intricately carved round table bearing a variety of exotic snacks and fluted beverages.









Iarwain: The envoy, after the two go, informs Sevar that they are to follow soon and silently behind. Sevar will watch this interview through a one-way wall, so that a nearby spellcaster running Detect Thoughts can keep half an eye on Sevar's own thoughts, in case she wants to loudly think anything important. If so, the information will make its way to Isidre Thrune, who has one of the highest Splendours that could be found on this much notice.



Also Maillol is temporarily unavailable for a while and Sevar is back in charge for something like the next half-day.









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa is confused, but right now she should probably focus on this conversation which is fairly high stakes and poke that confusion later. Here, while she's at it, is a shopping list for Keltham should Lrilatha approve his project.









Keltham: "May I inquire what this is about?" Keltham says in his best Very Serious mode.









Iarwain: Isidre Thrune nods. "I am, as you may have surmised from the headband, one of the highest boosted-Intelligence individuals in all Cheliax, and one of those who have been reviewing events on your project from here in the palace. I begin by offering you the following piece of good news: Ione Sala has awakened, and, though she is not quite returned to normal, the fact that she awakened at all is good news about her prospects of eventual recovery."









Keltham: One of the very smart people who are smarter than the other people, check. It's sort of good to know they actually exist at all, and are optimizing stuff in Governance here at all.

"Sounds like apparently good news," Keltham replies. "Though - did she seem like herself, at all? Like, definitely Ione but afteraffects, or more like, didn't return to anything like being Ione yet?"

If they don't know about the Nethys thing, he doesn't want to mention it yet, at least, not if she otherwise recovers anyways; but he's still concerned about whether it's Nethys in there now, or Ione.









Iarwain: Isidre inclines her head. "The former, I would say, though I'm going on the reactions of those around Ione Sala, rather than having very much acquaintance with her myself. Did you expect otherwise?"









Keltham: "I am not clear on what to expect from - forcible human-god interactions."









Iarwain: "Mm." Isidre briefly sips from one of the fluted thin glasses laid out on her side of the table. "Or perhaps you have a guess you arrived at by stranger means. Pilar Pineda, I hope you've by now heard, has been resurrected after surprisingly having been located in Elysium, the Chaotic Good afterlife. After reviewing a recent report from Sevar, on a hunch, I ordered a check on whether Pineda had a fetish for, as Sevar somewhat politely put it to you, 'being forced', though we would usually simply call it a rape fetish."

"Pilar does. In fact it is what we'd term an obligate fetish, meaning that she has not much interest in sex without it."

"This is not at all surprising to us, however rare such a thing may be in dath ilan; here it is among the most common fetishes. The fact remains that you may have been said to have somehow known it. Apparently by similar and mysterious lines of reasoning that led you to worry about a hidden cleric of Zon-Kuthon, maybe even unknown to herself,among the student wizards you've been assigned."

"Sevar's report says that she asked, and you said it was too complicated. I am wondering if you'd be willing to try explaining to somebody with higher Intelligence."









Carissa Sevar: This random noblewoman is not, actually, going to be able to parse the explanation whatever it is, and possibly Carissa should consider the person casting Detect Thoughts to be likelier to get it than Carissa but - she's not sure she does expect that. They almost certainly haven't actually patiently read all the project logs. There aren't that many people cleared to do that and there's quite a lot of project logs and a war on. If Maillol (he has to be in trouble, that's the only reason they'd know how long he'll be indisposed) didn't know in advance who'd be able to do this then there isn't a wizard that powerful who's up to date on the whole thing.



So if Keltham does decide to explain it to Isidre then she's the one who'll have to figure out what Isidre should say.

She casts Fox's Cunning on herself, just in case.









Keltham: If the word 'rape' is translating at all correctly, Keltham is having some trouble seeing how the notion of a 'rape fetish' isn't as obviously paradoxical as 'asking somebody to rape you'; but presumably there's some elided meta/object distinction that makes sense of it, and in any case that's not the most urgent topic right now.

So. Pilar has the fetish. But it's very common locally, maybe it's 1/3 of the population, say, if he'd also checked Ione then taking the universe at face value there'd be a 55% probability of at least one of the two having the fetish. But still, it should probably be called something like one bit of evidence favoring the eroLARP hypothesis.

"I wasn't saying Sevar was too stupid for it," Keltham replies after taking a moment to think. "I was saying the concept structure came at the end of a long series of other concepts, that would take too long to explain. Higher Intelligence doesn't let you bypass that sequence, what would be needed is that you have a lot of prerequisites that I'd guess to be outright unknown in Golarion."

There's also the concern about whether explaining the notion of an eroLARP to people inside the eroLARP will drive them insane or cause this universe to collapse. But if Carissa is able to hear him talking about his weird theories and the very smart people immediately investigate them in Pilar and report back to him, it doesn't seem like that kind of eroLARP; they're apparently allowed to know. Anyways, though it seems kind of foolish in retrospect, he already published that private key.









Abrogail Thrune II: 
WHAT.



Cause the universe to collapse, WHAT.









Abrogail Thrune II: What the ABYSS is an 'eroLARP'.









Abrogail Thrune II: Many thoughts Keltham thinks have pieces that are completely opaque to Abrogail Thrune because they refer to concepts that Abrogail Thrune simply doesn't have. Like 'private-key' or 'one bit of evidence' or, unfortunately, 'eroLARP'. It parses to her essentially as 'private-~~~', '1 ~~~ of evidence', and in the most important part 'sex~~~~'.









Iarwain: "Is there perhaps some metaphor you could use to explain?" says Isidre Thrune.









Keltham: Metaphor, huh. "Maybe something like - pattern recognition? I'm not working off a fundamental Law that reduces to simple math like the things I've been lecturing on. More like, I'm recognizing pieces of the universe that match part of a pattern I know about, and guessing about how the rest might get filled in. Like - actually I don't know if you have fictional novels here, there weren't any in the archduke's library. Do you have, like, untrue but popular stories about, I don't know, some girl who wants to rule her own planet when she grows up, and then she's abducted by aliens with lots of problems and has to solve those problems to become ruler of their planet? I mean, those wouldn't be your stories, but I wouldn't know what Golarion stories are about."









Iarwain: "We have novels, certainly," Isidre replies. "Though in Cheliax most of the novels we have on hand predate the recent ascent of the Asmodean Church here, and are somewhat appallingly written; we have not considered it the best use of Cheliax's sharply limited resources to make better ones exist, just yet. An example of the sort of thing that might be in one of those novels - maybe a boy finding a magic sword, falling in love with a beautiful princess, using the magic sword to slay a dragon, and presenting the dragon's death to the princess's father to win her hand in marriage. I admit, I have not read many of those myself."









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa is pleasantly surprised - the answer suggests someone in the loop in fact has read all of the conversation transcripts, and maybe a bit of the Taldane books besides.)









Keltham: 'Certainly', huh, Keltham's sort of disappointed, he was hoping a Very Smart Person here would know better than to talk with the probability-1 declarations sprinkled all over the crazy books here. He guesses that's a matter of Law more than Intelligence.

"Then if someone has read a number of stories like that, if they got to the point where the boy falls in love with a high-status woman, after having earlier obtained a magic sword, they could guess the boy was going to do something with the magic sword to impress the high-status woman."









Iarwain: "I see, or think I see. But - where are you getting the patterns that you're using to determine that Pilar has a rape fetish or that one of the girls is a Kuthite sleeper operative?"









Keltham: From reading his friends' fanfictions about a currently-superpopular novel deconstructing eroLARPs; eroLARPs that, by comparison, almost nobody must have actually played, compared to how many people found out about them by reading some of their friends' fanfictions so they wouldn't be left out of discussions about it. But that's not really what she's asking, anyways.

Now, how to reply without panicking her over the idea that her universe might be fictional? Which isn't even actually the idea here; but if you don't know about computer simulations, and the generalized notion of laws of physics that let you imagine alternate such laws, and equivalence classes of causal structures embedded in other structures, and realityfluids generalizing quantum amplitudes, what do you even say that the smart-but-ignorant Golarion native doesn't just parse down to 'possibly we're all just a generalized illusion or maybe trapped in some sort of book, sure go panic now'.

"I'm not really sure how to say it, except that the patterns are in my memories out of dath ilan, and their origin in dath ilan was complicated," Keltham replies. "I would not have particularly expected to find facts and events here, corresponding to those memories. And a lot of things don't correspond in that way, to be clear, I'd have been much less confused, getting here, if this world was even 5% made out of things I was expecting to see. But there's bits and pieces of this world, all over, that fit into one pattern or another. And the danger is that I'm just looking up at random clouds, and seeing faces, trees, patterns in the sky that are pure coincidence. As you say, if the fetish is very common here, then Pilar having it isn't much evidence."









Abrogail Thrune II:


Now, how to reply without panicking her over the idea that her universe might be fictional? Which isn't even actually the idea here; but if you don't know about ~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~, and the generalized notion of ~~~~ of ~~~~~~~ that let you imagine alternate such ~~~~, and ~~~~~~ ~~~~~~ of ~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~ embedded in other ~~~~~~~, and ~~~~~~ generalizing ~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~, what do you even say that the smart-but-ignorant Golarion native doesn't just parse down to 'possibly we're all just a generalized illusion or maybe trapped in some sort of book, sure go panic now'.


This is the most disturbing Detect Thoughts that Abrogail has ever cast.



Is Sevar thinking anything helpful?









Carissa Sevar: If you're a boy with a sword, you'd be an idiot to conclude you're in a story where you slay a dragon and marry the princess; there are lots of boys with swords, and almost none of them pull it off. You can just look up the odds.



If you're a boy from another world, who has already started a war between Asmodeus and Zon-Kuthon....



What would it even mean to be in a story where you change the world, as distinct from being in a world where you change the world?



The only thing that comes to mind that feels at all Keltham shaped is that it's an answer to what put you there. If Asmodeus copied Keltham into the world to explain Law, then the girls are - not exactly a side point, they're supposed to seduce him to Evil after all, but they're not a source of - if Asmodeus copied Keltham there then you wouldn't expect one of the girls to be a Kuthite spy, because the process that produced the girls wouldn't have any interest in that, and most random Chelish wizarding students are not Kuthite spies.

If Keltham ended up here because - she has no idea how to finish the thought but it's at least a question -



Ask him, is this in part a hypothesis about what process caused you to arrive here instead of nowhere or instead of somewhere that was systematically catching dead people -









Iarwain: "Is all this - tangled up with theories you have of how you came to be here, instead of nowhere? Or instead of somewhere that was catching dead people from your world more systematically than Golarion seems to?"









Keltham: All right, that's slightly impressive, maybe the bigger headbands are actually good for anything.

"It would have to be, yeah, but I don't exactly have a lot of specifics and what specifics I have... aren't something I'm thinking of a good metaphor for... let me think." Sure, if you've got enough prerequisites, it's obvious in retrospect that the explanation for what happened to Keltham is that almost all of the copies of him ended, across the multiverse of everything being infinitely embedded all over the multiverse, and this is one of the Kelthams that didn't end, in some universe that's either higher-complexity than his original universe or of course a higher-complexity specific embedded somewhere simpler than that, and then, arguendo, if the EroLARP Hypothesis is correct, he was localized to somewhere such that it has convenient evolutionarily-implausible 'masochists' who are super okay with not being let out of their chains when they struggle, so that hurting them during sex, which it turned out you really wanted to do, doesn't get you kicked out of that city or exiled to the Last Resort.

Keltham has not figured out why this would be the case,but he doesn't need a specific hypothesis ofwhy to notice what itlooks like and start generating predictions.

And then, of course, you have the problem of explaining this to a Golarion native who has no idea that her own world sure looks like it runs on quantum mechanics the same as dath ilan, and how that means there's an exponentially vast number of near-exact copies of her spread all over the local amplitudes to say nothing of the alternate laws of physics that embed each other as substructures.

Does Taldane contain the word 'fanfiction'? No it does not. Well, there goes that metaphor for 'this world is a continuation fic of my life because in an infinite multiverse containing an infinite number of fanfiction writers no book can ever truly end', which, on reflection, would probably have been an overly disturbing thing to try to explain anyways.









Abrogail Thrune II: 
There arehow many of her all over the place?Where and what are they even doing, does dath ilan actually know all this or are they just making it up.









Iarwain: "Are you thinking possibly that you are in - not one of the Outer Planes that we think of as an afterlife - but rather that this entire greater universe is your afterlife?" ventures Isidre Thrune. It doesn't seem to be what Keltham is thinking, but maybe he'll explain why it's not.









Keltham: That gets Keltham to smile, briefly. "Well, this universe rather counts as my afterlife by definition, what with my life having ended, and this being after it. I don't really have the concept of your afterlives down yet, though. So whatever further connotations you were thinking of importing from the standard terminology, I can't say anything about those."









Abrogail Thrune II: Is Sevar possibly thinking anything useful right now.









Carissa Sevar: No, no, that's not it, not that she knows what it is, but she wouldn't have asked that question and she's not thinking how to - she cannot wait to read the thought transcript that'll presumably make this all make perfect sense -









Iarwain: "Are you thinking that this world was in some way created just for you," Isidre says. "Maybe that - you're the only real person here?"









Abrogail Thrune II: She has not lost sight of Cheliax's goals; if Keltham thinks that, he will be much easier to turn to Evil.









Keltham: "I'd have to be pretty search-blind not to think of that possibility atall, but I rather doubt it; anybody who put me in a fake world with a Carissa who isn't real and has no internal experiences is not at all doing me a favor, by that, and why make a whole world for somebody if you're not doing them a favor? I can tap myself with a truthspell and repeat that, if your version of Governance wants assurance that I'm unlikely to strangle all my students after deciding they're not real."









Abrogail Thrune II: It's quite the opposite of what Governance wanted to hear, but Abrogail didn't expect better.


This - seems like a good opportunity, or maybeexcuse would be a better word, to change the subject. Abrogail is starting to think that figuring out how to wield Keltham's Second Law is not, in any case, the incredibly good idea that it may have seemed to Sevar at the time.









Iarwain: "That does bring up another topic I'd meant to discuss," Isidre says. "We can possibly return later to the topic of the patterns you're recognizing, if there's time, but I wanted to be sure we covered this other topic, before I return to my unfortunately busy schedule."









Keltham: "Understood."









Iarwain: "We have a great deal more experience with people like Carissa Sevar, or, for that matter, likeyourself, than dath ilan seems to have, by Sevar's reports. Is this correct?"









Keltham: "You can just ask me toreview the reports, you know."

"But yes, or rather, my suspicion is that not many sadists in dath ilan know what they are and Civilization tries to prevent us from finding out, because dath ilan does not have masochists. If you've reviewed the transcript of my lecture on evolutionary theory as the basis of biological order, the notion of enjoying pain, the signal of damage to the body, is not something you'd expect to see. Carissa, if I was interpreting her correctly, thought masochism might have evolved in a situation where women are continuously - not having a great time but could maybe do better by bonding with their captors. I'd put at least even money on it being something a god put in instead, or otherwise artificial."

"The fact that something like that even exists here - that I, a sadist, am complemented here by a perfect complement to my own desires, one that shouldn't exist - is part of why I suspect that I'm not in a universe that I matched up to at random."









Iarwain: "I'm sorry, I'd meant to move on from that but - are you saying that masochists in Golarion were created for you?"









Carissa Sevar: No!!!!! - not in a universe I matched up to at random -lots of worlds, and why he ended up in this world is confusing, and the most notable feature of this world from his perspective is that there are perfect matches for all his incredibly conventional kinks that dath ilan tried and only sort of succeeded at breeding out of their Lawful Good planet of Lawful Goodness - Carissa would have responded 'I'd predict that most worlds have masochists, I'm not sure how heavily that weighs in your reasoning' -









Keltham: "That'd correspond to some of the more relatively disturbing possibilities that I'm sure hoping aren't true, because I'm kind of screwed that way, either by being the only real person here, or by being responsible for the existence of a whole lot of other people many of whom seem not to be leading very fun lives right now."

"But no, my main theory is that a vast or weighted-infinite number of worlds exist, and I was nonrandomlysent to a world where masochists exist, nonrandomly dropped at the Worldwound where I'd run into Carissa Sevar, and by the way, it so happens that whatever bureaucratic process that world used to pick the people who'd be my students, would happen to run across Ione and Pilar and also somewhere in there a girl who's working against the rest of us."









Iarwain: Sala and Pineda got oracled after they met Keltham, but she's not sure if this changes anything from his perspective; and this cannot be asked, because he doesn't know they're oracles.



"I'm not sure how heavily this weighs in your reasoning, but I think I would expect - most places to have masochists, in fact? It seems to me that masochists make perfect sense under the theory that you described to your class -"









Keltham: Dath ilani anti-interruption norms with respect to Paracountess-level people are much, much less strong than they are in Golarion. Sure, you'd notice if it happened often, but everybody can take a few interruption tokens per conversation, it doesn't mean anything.

"Applying evolutionary theory in general is surprisingly hard and doing it to human psychology in particular can run into a lot of pitfalls. I'm sorry, I should have attached warnings about that, we got those in the classes I took, but I was trying to run through the subject on the way to other things and neglected that. There's very exact rules for what you should and shouldn't predict using that theory, and if you're doing it after you've already seen what reality's answer sheet looks like, there's evenmore precautions you need to take, which rest on the Law of Probability, which I'd previously planned to explain today, before stuff happened."









Abrogail Thrune II: Keltham's thought processes show no awareness of himself being rude, only sincerity plus some background thoughts that are full of incomprehensible concepts. Not that this is an excuse in Cheliax, obviously, but it means that reprimanding Keltham cannot be the correct move.









Iarwain: (She's not particularly happy about being interrupted, but has a great deal more impulse control than certain people seem to think.)

"Well, I won't challenge your expertise or your warning, then," Isidre says calmly. "The point remains: You are a newcomer here, we have had masochists for a while, and we have sadists who know what they are."









Keltham: "This I do understand, and had not meant at all to contradict."









Iarwain: "I foresee some possible points of trouble ahead for the two of you, and wish to avert those, if possible."









Keltham: "I am listening very intently."









Iarwain: "Sevar, being the sort of woman that she is, is almost certainly attracted to you in part because of a fact and quality about your situation that she is probably rather reluctant to explain directly for a number of reasons."

"Namely, that you have, in fact, great power over her."









Keltham: "Because I can fire her from the project if she, what, doesn't have sex with me?"

Keltham doesn't like it, but he has started to grasp that Golarion is full of people who seem to think that the correct thing to do with a threatening decision matrix that would not counterfactually exist absent your predicted tendency to give in to threats is to give in to the threat.









Abrogail Thrune II: His world doesn't - have what - no this sounds like things Aspexia has told her about gods and godarrangements, are they all pretending to be gods there - but that's not what she's pursuing right now -









Carissa Sevar: (Keltham is adorable.)









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa lights her own hand on fire about this thought since other people seem to be kind of negligent on that.)









Abrogail Thrune II: She so does not have time for this.









Iarwain: "As Sevar interprets her situation," Isidre says seriously, "if she tried to leave you, and you wanted to keep her anyways, you could tell the government of Cheliax that you wanted to keep and have power over Carissa Sevar, as a condition of your continued cooperation with us. And then, she thinks, we'd give her to you, to keep you happy."

"This fact is important to her sexuality, it very nearly is her sexuality, and you need to understand that and not blunder into acts or words which cut against it."









Keltham: Keltham's thoughts show concealed shock and horror, this is exactly the fear he had when Carissa started saying she was giving herself to him, that she wanted something strange that she wasn't saying and that Keltham would prove unable to give her.

He does a pretty good job of controlling his own expression for a Chelish two-year-old. "Are you saying - are you implying - that I'm with her under false premises?"









Iarwain: What a beautiful opening. "You're with her under true premises. She's exactly correct. I'm not necessarily saying that to encourage you to mistreat her. But you need to understand, Keltham, there are no sane countries on the face of Golarion that would not do the equivalent of handing over Carissa Sevar to you, or worse, if that was the price of banishing plagues from our cities and growing enough wheat for one farmer to feed two others and closing the Worldwound and offering refuge to women in Osirion who want to leave their husbands and someday, yes, matching the accomplishments and wisdom of dath ilan. Or, perhaps, the price of what those other countries would ask from you, instead of that. Giving one woman to you who would not enjoy being so given, would not be something that pleases the modern Chelish government or the Church of Asmodeus that we work with, but we would weigh the price if we did not, and conclude that it was far more than worth it."

"So Carissa Sevar is, in fact, under your de facto power, exactly where she wants to be and needs to be. The possible problems I foresee, stem from you failing to understand that this is what she needs, this is what she wants, this is how her sexuality works, and that your de facto power to do anything you want with Sevar is part though of course notall of why she started being attracted to you in the first place. It is in the interest of Cheliax for obvious reasons that you continue to be happy with Carissa, fond of her home country of Cheliax, energized and productive for your project, and not distracted by being heartbroken after what happened when you were always careful to emphasize to Carissa how much she was free to go at any time if she didn't want to stay."









Keltham: "I... need to think about this," Keltham says.









Iarwain: "I shall wait."









Keltham: Question 1: Are they being honest with him, or not?

Subquestion 1.1: What motive do they have to lie? How do theygain from tricking him into doing something terrible to Sevar? It's not like they could threaten him with the revelation of that to Governance, even if they mistakenly think he'd respond to a threat like that.

...and now the tree isn't branching further. Keltham is having more trouble than usual thinking about this. Part of himself is recoiling in horror and it's not because the situation being described sounds awful for Carissa, it's because something about it seems terrible and threatening forhim.

Is it that he distrusts himself with power?

Is it that he's afraid of pressuring himself into doing something to Carissa that he didn't really want to do, evenif she turns out to want it?

Is it that the ENTIRE FUCKING SITUATION IS MANDATORILY ILLEGIBLE WITH NO CAREFULLY OPTIMIZED MESHING GENDERTROPES AND NOBODY IS ALLOWED TO NEGOTIATE ANYTHING IN PLAIN BASELINE?

"How do you know the contents of Carissa's mind in such detail?"









Abrogail Thrune II: She's picked up, now, on some of the rhythm of Keltham's internal thoughts, has noticed a notion of,what does it predict, did it come true, much plainer in his Baseline thoughts to himself than in Taldane speech to others.









Iarwain: "I know masochists - or rather, 'submissives', which is the more precise term for the relevant part of what Carissa is, correlated with masochism but not identical to it. I read reports on Sevar and yourself. I guessed what would happen or rather had probably already happened. And then I had Security ask Sevar if she had, by any chance, tried to tell you, possibly several times, that you could do anything you want to her - including killing her, if she thought you were ready to hear that part - and she confirmed that it was so. It is a very mundane form of pattern-seeing that rests on having seen many such relationships play out, rather than on coming here from another world; but it is not, I think, less reliable for that. To be clear, I am not saying every submissive is like this, but Sevar is, and I can recognize that."

"There are, I suppose, other possible interpretations of why a submissive would give herself entirely to a man, whom she somehow happens to be very attracted to, who coincidentally happens to have de facto absolute-power over her. But given that Sevar has in any case told you to do anything you want with her, I don't see why you would be worried that I am, say, trying to lure you into doing too much to her, more than she wants, which is itself a rather odd thing for me to try to accomplish."

"The part where her new dominant, that's what you are, does not understand that he has de facto absolute-power over her, where he does notunderstand that this fact is itself something that she needs in the foundation of her sexuality, seems like something of a Fireball trap waiting to go off in somebody's face. I am trying to defuse it."









Keltham: "And the reason that you, and not her, are saying these things to me?"









Iarwain: "First of all, that is itself something you do not make a submissive do, especially one like Sevar. You don't make her spell out exactly what you could do to take her, in a way that makes it clear you haven't thought of that yourself and would never think of that yourself. That makes it feel fake to her, like the whole thing is pretend."

"Second of all, I am under the perhaps mistaken impression that she tried to lead you to those answers and you did not listen, perhaps because she was too close to your own age and not wearing a sufficiently impressive-looking intelligence headband."









Keltham: Keltham tries to think about this. His mind feels tired. A dath ilani remains able to complete their thoughts except when under the effect of relatively significant drugs or maybe if they're in the middle of falling asleep, but right now, what his mind patterns are mainly saying is 'Come back to this later and slower.'

"Do you have a recommended course of action for me that's different from what I was doing already," Keltham says. Part of him suggests that their provided course of action will look a lot like chaining up Carissa and actually raping her a lot and ignoring her (countermanded, if she was still obeying) requests to be let out, he doesn't knowwhy Cheliax would do that but it's what itfeels like they're trying to get him to do.









Abrogail Thrune II: Oh, so he's not a complete fool then, in the sense that there may be a nonfool trapped inside there somewhere. You should trust your instincts more, Civilized boy.



That business with ordering Carissa never to verbally request that he stop was really quite clever of him, now that his thoughts have run over it; Abrogail can't immediately see a way out of that as a checkmate against the way they were planning to lure him into Evil. Carissa should've looked sad and told him that an order like that would take the fun out for her, found some excuse to turn him down; as the Keltham expert it was her job to realize what he was really doing there, even if Abrogail didn't realize from the transcript. If Sevar is worried she's not being punished enough, she can repent her failures there.









Iarwain: "I think, first and foremost, that you should not press yourself too hard or make yourself unhappy by going too far too early, even if that's what Sevar wants," Isidre says, making a sudden change of plans. "This is an Evil country, not a Good one, and among the foundational reasons for that is that Good people all trying to help each other instead of themselves seem to inevitably end up sad and unhappy at the end of it. You have a Civilization to build here, Keltham, your role in life is not actually to make Sevar happy. She is responsible for her own life's happiness, as you are for yours."

"With that said, if you yourself,for your own sake and not hers, decided one day to demand that the government of Cheliax give you absolute-power over her and order our Security to put her forcibly into her chains any time she didn't want to go, Carissa Sevar herself would be very, very happy about that. But I will quite understand if you do not wish to essay that until you are confident of your ability to discern that happiness for yourself."

"And. There are other women in Cheliax if Sevar's happiest outcome is not what you want. You are not obliged to give literally the first girl in this world that you talked to everything that she wants from life, at your own expense. That is what it means to be Evil rather than Good."

"A further warning. Sevar is not the most extreme case of what she is. Pilar Pineda is more submissive than Sevar, substantially more masochistic than Sevar, and would, in a way very strange to you, feel raped if you made her have a careful conversation about sex instead of just forcibly throwing her onto a bed. My considered opinion is that if you are struggling and flailing with Sevar you are absolutely certainly not ready for Pineda."









Carissa Sevar: Okay, Carissa likes this person, that was the correct thing to tell Keltham there.









Abrogail Thrune II: Awww. Now Abrogail wants to keep the Isidre identity and develop her and let Isidre get closer to Sevar and see if she can get to the point of actual fucking before she drops the guise in the middle.

...but can't possibly actually do that in real life due to being Queen of Cheliax and, yes, busier than that.









Keltham: Oh, so it's a theorem he's not ready for Pilar, is it? Keltham's brain automatically tries to generate counterexamples to this totally obviously not-absolute-certainty which Golarion's very smart people seem to foolishly believe; and gets as far as suggesting the visibly non-impossible world where Keltham's own sadistic instincts would kick in and they'd have great sex and it would be fine; before the rest of Keltham's brain tells that subthread to shut up. One must distinguish the possible from the probable, and what a local un-Lawful very smart person says is absolutely certain may, nonetheless, be a better bet than not-that.

"I believe I understand, but I should take time to mull it over," Keltham says.









Iarwain: "Please do," Isidre says. "I do have a pending and somewhat awkward further topic, but it seems wise to let this one sink in first."









Keltham: Keltham starts to reach for one of the snacks, catches himself, and tries a Detect Poison first, now that he has that cantrip.

(Nothing shows up, but then, it's not like he's tried with a known poison to check that the cantrip is working.)









Iarwain: Isidre smiles slightly. "They do check the food before they serve it to me, you know, let alone toyou."









Keltham: "Why trust what you can verify," Keltham says unapologetically, and eats a snack.

...actually, whydid he use Detect Poison, this time, when he didn't think to try it in the dining hall before?

Are his instincts trying to tell him something? Keltham now wishes he hadn't eaten that snack; but he's at least not going to eat any more.



His brain, still running in the background and creative as ever, suggests that, if this is an eroLARP-ish context and therefore Keltham has a dreadful buried urge to rape somebody which Pilar matches, he could in fact run three Augury spells before trying that, to check what the consequences would be. Obviously after having first done a bunch more work to verify that the Augury uses his own utility function or a sufficiently aligned neighboring one.

Keltham tells that thread to shut up. He's starting to doubt this whole eroLARP business if it implies that he would enjoy that. Anyways the concept of a 'rape fetish' in the sense of 'wanting unwanted sex' is literally paradoxical and the term presumably means something else.









Abrogail Thrune II: Keltham thinks in such afascinating way. Actually, there's something about it that reminds Abrogail of herself contrasted to the way that most people who are not Abrogail don't seem to usually try to be clever, possibly because they expect they'll be punished for trying. Keltham is all about the cleverness, not in the false artificial way that Abrogail associates with people who are not Abrogail, but in a genuine way that permeates all his thoughts. He is constantly thinking of ways to make his day even more fun, one might say, if not in quite the same way as herself.


They're also going to have to prevent Keltham from finding out the False Future spell exists. Can they do something clever with that, with giving him false answers to Auguries? The trouble is, if you have sufficiently good cause to think you're helping somebody, it may not count as Evil. Even if Pharasma counts it, it may not help in the sense that it fails to corrupt Keltham in the required way.









Keltham: "You say," Keltham says, after some further contemplation and letting things sink in, "that you'd give Carissa to me even if she didn't want to go, because the other lives at stake in Cheliax outweighed her life. Then you do not seem to feel yourself forbidden to do that sort of thing, to override the," deontology meant to be reliable without having to think about it a lot and forcing everyone else to think about it a lot, "rules and protections and guardrails around one life, when many other lives are at stake. Then inquiring minds might want to know if you would not also, in the event I stopped cooperating with Cheliax, decide to try to keep me here anyways, with so many lives at stake. If we hadn't made and then formalized an agreement saying otherwise, that is."

And perhaps even if they had made that agreement, because somebody breaking an oath and going to Abaddon over it is maybe still worth it for them.









Abrogail Thrune II: Sevar should have foreseen this annoying fucking consequence of giving him that planned story about her sexuality. Abrogail herself should have seen it coming, really. It's a stereotypically Good thing to say and his Good society would absolutely have programmed that particular whiny complaint into everybody from childhood. It's just not easy to think like that.









Iarwain: Isidre inclines her head. "And you're wondering why we didn't just kidnap you here directly from the Worldwound and not make any agreements with you first, if that's how we operate?"









Keltham: It's very obvious why they wouldn't do that, especially if they were okay with sacrificing a few souls to Abaddon if that became necessary; namely, to keep Keltham cooperative at the start. "This would be my own primary objection to societies that are Good instead of Lawful, and from my perspective no society on Golarion is remotely Lawful. There was also a certain tendency, in dath ilan, for the very smart people who are smarter than the other people to also lean more Good - but kept sensible, in our own case, by Law that those very smart people comprehend far better than I do. I get along fine with Carissa, and expect to get along fine with my other research group members. I am concerned that perhaps the upper rank of Chelish Governance is a little too Good for me."









Abrogail Thrune II: Why is her life like this.









Iarwain: "In theory," Isidre says, unperturbed, "there's a set of complicated replies here, and in practice, a much simpler one. In theory, for example, you arrived at the Worldwound, which is itself governed by treaties that Cheliax signed and indeed had a primary hand in designing; we could not have stopped you from walking out on us there, and so it was reasonable to offer you guarantees to come away from the Worldwound to Cheliax proper. In theory, our government has never said to Carissa Sevar at any point that we wouldnot sacrifice her if that becomes necessary; it's not that we'd be violating a rule around her, but that it's understood that this sort of thing might unfortunately happen, because all of Golarion is in a far more precarious situation than dath ilan. In principle, if Sevar had been disturbed enough by that, she could have tried to sign a compact with the government saying otherwise, which we would have kept if signed; but Sevar would have needed to find something to make it worth our while to sign that compact, and it would have been pointless and expensive and not really worth it. And if you ask why Sevar didn't go to a country with more rules instead, my reply would be that, while there are some countries with many more rules, they are not good ones, and also that moving countries is expensive in Golarion and not just in the cost of the teleport. In the understandings that exist in Golarion, Cheliax is starting with you from scratch, not from the sort of relationship we had with Sevar as a citizen, where it's understood that we can sacrifice her if necessary for some much larger benefit."

"In practice, the actual and much simpler reply is that the revelation from Asmodeus which led to this project's establishment said, or at least, we think this is what Asmodeus was trying to say, to not pull any of that on you. So no such discussion was ever entertained at any level of government. If you're looking for a simple answer that doesn't require you to worry about backroom discussions by people like me, it's right there, I suppose. Possibly that's why Asmodeus ordained it so, if you feel that way. I don't think we would have decided to unsheathe blades at you, absent His order, but I can see His order simplifying things from your perspective."









Keltham: "You might be well served at some point by contemplating in more detail why Asmodeus found it necessary to do that, and pay out what I gather to be very limited communications capacity on doing that. He would not have needed to do it in dath ilan, for all that dath ilan is supposedly a Good country and Cheliax is supposedly an Evil one. But, yeah, I'm glad Asmodeus had his act together there."









Iarwain: Isidre inclines her head again. "As you say, and yes, you may well be right. We are very aware of how far short we fall of Asmodeus's wisdom."









Abrogail Thrune II: That couldn'tactually be the reason for Asmodeus's instructions, could it? No, it has to be some pre-existing godagreement, or a bargain with Abadar and Nethys whose initial premise was that they cooperated to bring Keltham here and Cheliax got first crack at him, or one of the other likely possibilities that Aspexia reluctantly discussed (reluctantly because Aspexia would rather that Abrogail shut up and follow His orders). Absent those instructions, Cheliax most certainly could have gotten compliance out of Keltham, regardless of his society's silly pretense of a godlike immunity to threats -

And now Keltham is thinking about how the other possibility would've played out, whether he could commit suicide using a Create Water cantrip or other tools that his god could unilaterally give him. But Cheliax could just raise you, then, poor fool; Miracle doesn't require consent. The only danger would be if Abadar could instruct Osirion to raise Keltham before Cheliax could, and Cheliax would know it was in a race and they would have that information first -

Now Keltham is also thinking about Raise Dead, and thinking about the story Carissa gave him about oaths, and how he could if necessary break an oath over something trivial, unilaterally in a way that nobody else depended on so it wouldn't actually violate the ~~~~~~~~~~, and so go to Abaddon.

Keltham expects to - just end up somewhere else, if he did that? But he knows he might not and this doesn't faze him.He'd literally rather go to Abaddon than comply. True death doesn't scare him as much as it scares some dath ilani, he's thinking now, and - he's not even imagining Cheliax severely torturing him in a scary way to which he'd prefer nonexistence, the thought that they could break him with torture still hasn't occurred to him, he'd just walk out on this entire universe and existence itself rather than accept a forced unfair division of gains from trade, because if you can't do that, why would anybody bother bargaining fairly with you.

He wouldn't actually have been able to do it, if Cheliax was running Detect Thoughts on him, and not otherwise restrained by Asmodeus. They've ever had experience with uncooperative torture victims. You don't instantly end up in Abaddon and instantly get eaten.

...but maybe, just maybe, Abrogail feels the tiniest shred of respect for Keltham at this point. That degree of 'fuck you' is something she can appreciate.

Of course now she wants even more to see what Keltham's mind would look like when it broke, but Asmodeus said not to do that so she won't.









Carissa Sevar: See, Keltham's lips are moving again and Carissa's getting confused about the nature of Good and Evil again, it's getting to be a pattern. Lastwall wouldn't hand her over, probably - why? 'simplifies cooperation with people like Keltham' jumps to mind as an explanation with Fox's Cunning up, in a way it wouldn't jump to mind otherwise. But obviously the Good gods do sacrifice people to horrible fates to achieve their goals ....what's the difference? Is it just that Good gets incredibly worked up about rape in particular?



Why did Asmodeus tell them to cooperate with Keltham? It's one of three important glaring confusions right now, along with "what is Maillol in trouble for" because Carissa suspects she's probably in trouble for the same thing, even if they're going to punish them one at a time about it, and "what does Cayden Cailean want" which she's trying not to think about but which feels salient since they're talking about, you know, Good and whether they sacrifice people to be raped if it achieves their long goals...









Abrogail Thrune II: Maillol, presumably, is having the sort of bad day that can only be achieved by simultaneously pissing off Aspexia Rugatonn, Contessa Lrilatha, and Gorthoklek. Oh, don't worry, my dear, my personal order of Irori monks won't blame you much, despite your obvious complicity in the error; they're hardly expecting you to manage me, what with my having ordered transcripts of your thoughts.

And besides, your natural and self-inflicted punishment is about to come due anyways.









Iarwain: "May I raise the final topic?" Isidre says. "Other thoughts may, I hope, be thought by you after; other duties will soon call me."









Keltham: "Let me finish up my current thought..."



"Go ahead."









Iarwain: "It requires some exposition to introduce with context, though hopefully not as much as the source of your mysterious patterns in Golarion. First, the thought occurs to me that dath ilan, as a far more Lawful society, may perhaps not have the phenomenon we refer to as 'rumors', in which people manage to - accidentally, more or less, though sometimes also purposefully, invent stories and tell them to each other, hearing one thing and saying another and not really keeping track of things -"

"In almost any place andorganization in Golarion, you will find a large number of people running around believing things that are not true, that bear at best a tenuous connection to reality, or no connection at all, stories that got repeatedly passed around and distorted. I would guess that dath ilan prevents this, somehow, I can't actually imagine how, which means it might never occur to you that something people were whispering excitedly to each other might not be true."









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa's not sure where Isidre is going with this but recommends not pushing Keltham on Carissa-related or kink-related things any further, he's off balance in the way that generally signifies not wanting to have sex and not thinking through the lens of what's sexy, and while pushing him off-balance was much of the goal here, once achieved they should back off.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Hmmm. Difficult to work past and still achieve her goals, but not impossible.









Keltham: "I have literally any experience with false social beliefs on account of having once been a six-year-old boy, I suppose; and some abstract understanding of the phenomenon as a bad equilibrium that motivates precautions to avoid it. But yes, adults who follow simple epistemic hygiene procedures are not subject to that phenomenon."

"I think if I heard anything really ridiculous, I would have managed to distrust that on grounds of Golarion generally seeming to have epistemic problems, but your caution is well-taken. You're right, that might not have occurred to me. Is there some particular 'rumor' circulating that you're concerned I might have believed?"

Keltham is, of course, already considering the proposition that this dire 'rumor', whatever it is, is going to be completely true.









Iarwain: "As of yesterday before the assault started, a rumor began inside your project - which rumor is false, to the best of my own knowledge, which knowledge I would in this case expect to be accurate - that the Queen of Cheliax is sleeping with your girlfriend."









Carissa Sevar: That was absolutely not a -









Carissa Sevar: .....a large number of things click into place at once.









Carissa Sevar: Maillol requested an eighth-circle caster and someone with extremely high Splendour to have a conversation with Keltham about Carissa Sevar. The palace found one inside four hours. One, not two; there isn't an invisible person with Detect Thoughts somewhere telepathically bonded to Isidre and passing along Carissa's thoughts with impressively little delay. There isn't a random countess Carissa's never heard of who's read all the project transcripts.





There's just Her Imperial Majestrix, certainly the highest Splendour they could find on such short notice. Presumably not literally just here to fuck with Carissa, that'd be taking pride a little far, but certainly going to fuck with Carissa while she's here. As she is entitled to. Because she can do whatever she wants.

(Carissa isn't exactly surprised by, but does admire, the perfectly straight face 'Isidre' has been keeping for the last twenty seconds.)









Abrogail Thrune II: She ever learns! Look at that.

Why yes, dear, while all our eighth-circle wizards are currently on the front lines with Nidal, there is an eighth-circle sorcerer remaining with incredibly high Splendour who would enjoy having a chat about Carissa Sevar's sexuality and, oh, yes, that other topic you requested be introduced.

So nice of you to write such a perfectly targeted request, less than 12 hours after my personal order of Irori monks had arduously, painstakingly badgered me into agreeing to not bother you again unless and until my strictly conventional duties to Cheliax called for that.









Keltham: The first thought to cross Keltham's mind is why the Queen of Cheliax needs to use Sevar as a cuddle pillow, as cuddlesome as she is in that regard, before it clicks to him that if you have sex in bedrooms then 'sleeping with' is probably a euphemism for sex.

The second thought is to ask whether this rumor is perhaps true.

It admittedlydoes in fact sound a lot more like the sort of thing that would be passed around six-year-old kids, than would make very much sense in real life, buteven in Golarion, presumably, the people who pass around rumors like that are probably running their own sanity checksat all, and think it's not completely obviously false?

"Does the rumor say it's consensual or a pharaoh-of-Osirion situation?" Keltham inquires. He is putting any flashes of anger on hold pending evaluation of probabilities.









Carissa Sevar: Presumably the Queen has realized this but Keltham will in fact attempt to leave Cheliax with Carissa on the spot if he thinks -









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa's going to have anawfulafternoon but Keltham isprotectiveof her isn't thatadorable)









Iarwain: "I - do not know offhand whether the rumor is even bothering to say."

"I'm glad to see that you are not apparently - the kind of man who would consider his own honor mortally insulted, or Carissa's appeal to him ruined, by the mere existence of the rumor itself, which - which I did not expect to be your reaction, given everything I knew about dath ilan, but is a very common way for men to think in countries outside Cheliax -"

"It's really incredibly extremely unlikely to be true, Keltham, that's something I'm in a position to know, and I know it. I'm prepared to swear you my oath on that if required."









Keltham: "Am I going to understand why anyone would consider his own reputation shattered by the mere existence of an untrue rumor that somebody who was not him was sleeping with somebody else who was not him, or why the rumor affects Carissa's attractiveness to him independently of the truth of the rumor, if you try to explain that using only two sentences?"









Iarwain: "Probably not and I suggest asking Sevar about the topic later. Though if you introduce the specific rather than the general context, you might want to take care to ask her... carefully."









Keltham: "I'm not going to ask you for an oath that potentially destroys your soul," because Good people may be all too willing to sacrifice it, if they think that's sufficiently motivated. He considers, momentarily, trying to tap her with a truthspell, but in worlds where she's lyingand can't defeat the truthspell, a lot of chaos would break loose moments later, and this may not be the place for it.

Also the rumor is, you know, credibly not true at all, and if it were true, it could be consensual -

- and if it weren't consensual, Carissa might be into that?? Is that how it works???

"Why would I need to introduce the topic to Carissa carefully?" Keltham says, feeling a sudden tinge of dread.









Iarwain: "Because, while the specific balances of power between the Church of Asmodeus and the House of Thrune are complicated and you are frankly unlikely to understand them going on your current level of Golarion political sophistication, the Queen of Cheliax is arguably, and especially as Carissa might see it, the other person in all of Cheliax who could, so far as Carissa knows, successfully get her chained to a bed whether she liked that or not. It would cost the Queen serious political capital with the Church of Asmodeus, but they wouldn't burn down the country over it."









Carissa Sevar: - okay probably Her Imperial Majestrix is mostly talking to Keltham for project reasons but Carissa feels like perhaps it'd be valuable to Her Imperial Majestrix to note that the constraint here is that Asmodeus has intentions for Carissa. And maybe, if that is restricting Her Imperial Majestrix from things she'd otherwise like to do, they can ensure Carissa remains shaped appropriately for Asmodeus's goals with memory-erasing magic so Carissa has no idea what the Queen is doing with her?



...Carissa's model of Aspexia Rugatonn isstill not happy about that planand oh, yep, that'd be why Maillol's in trouble, he waded into a Church-Crown conflict.

Over Carissa.

PRESUMABLY THERE ARE THOUSANDS OF GIRLS AS PRETTY AS HER AND EXACTLY AS TERRIFIED OF THE QUEEN -





- okay set that aside and focus on Keltham. How is he taking this, they may have pushed him too far.









Keltham: Keltham is mostly - confused! "We would ordinarily say in dath ilan that it was not my business or even much of a terrible problem whether Carissa developed a crush on the Queen of Cheliax, and we would also expect that situation to be resolved among mature grownups by Carissa sending the Queen a note to see if she was interested and the Queen's secretary replying 'no'. Or is the problem that Carissa is mono-romantic," Taldane lets him construct the word, thankfully, and hopefully it's obvious what it means, "and falls out of love with me if she falls in love with someone else?"









Iarwain: "Has nobody mentioned yet to you who the Queen of Cheliaxis, exactly. Their - general personal attributes."









Keltham: Oh no.

Tonia Barrero, when he asked her, under truthspell, what questions somebody in his position ought to ask somebody under truthspell, listed, 'What sort of person is the Queen of Cheliax', and said a few things that didn't - make much sense at the time, and then said she didn't know much more, in which case, why did she bring up the question - he should have asked her that, in retrospect, but he was very uncomfortable with the maybe-arguably-at-best-semiconsensual-pseudo-mind-reading situation and wanted to get out of it early.

If Keltham's trope alert level had already been raised to its current point, he might, possibly, have remembered earlier to ask more questions, of Carissa say, about this obvious plothook.

"She - took power when she was sixteen, which is young even for Golarion - I guess by coming in and killing whoever previously held power, because she was stronger?"









Abrogail Thrune II:


If Keltham's ~~~~~ alert level had already been raised to its current point, he might, possibly, have remembered earlier to ask more questions, of Carissa say, about this obvious plot~~~~.


What the fuck is a ~~~~~!? And did he just call her a 'plot~~~~'? What's a 'plot~~~~'!?



And damn straight she was stronger, little boy, when she was younger than you are now.









Iarwain: Isidre shakes her head. "By executing the compact with Asmodeus that transformed Cheliax into its present form, which did include the careful removal of many elements of the then-current power structure and their replacement with more sensible persons, which in turn did involve a certain amount of early departure for the afterlife. But, Keltham, you really need to understand what Cheliax was like before that, before you suggest that we should have made any different choices there. Dath ilan, unless I entirely miss my guess, would have regarded them asextreme criminals under whatever notion you have of criminality."









Keltham: "I'm more used to the Chief Executive of a country getting there by a different process, yes. Well, let me ask you a question that, apparently, I should've asked somebody else some time earlier. What sort of person is the Queen?"









Iarwain: "Abrogail Thrune the Second is a few years older than Sevar, now, but that is still - really very young, for a Queen, and she often does not pretend to conduct herself as if she is any older or more mature than she actually is. Maybe in dath ilan you wouldn't expect any such pretense, but it is expected here, and she often does not make it. She is a sorceress of vast power, among the strongest casters in this country and truly inferior to only one, without which basic requisite she could not survive even now in the new Cheliax. Rumors would paint a different picture of her, possibly; but based on a more direct knowledge of Abrogail, I would personally say, myself, that she spends far too much of her time doing her duties and not nearly enough time doing things she finds fun, and that her closest advisors are currently making this problem worse. If you were a Golarion native, I would say that her Evil standing might be threatened, at this rate; but a Golarion native would understand that for hyperbole, it isn't really. But she has been possibly - I don't know if you have the expression. Building up frustration."

"She also happens to be a sexual sadist like yourself. Though that is, again, a much more common thing here and not exceptional, but still."

"She has a known type. Carissa matches it."









Keltham: Keltham's trope alarms are going offso flamingpoop hard right now. He's never heard of such a walking trope. The Queen of Cheliax must be more trope than flesh.









Abrogail Thrune II: WHAT THE FUCK IS A ~~~~~?









Keltham: ...but the person in front of him doesn'tknow that, doesn'tthink like that, so why wouldshe -

"Surely there are many other women in Cheliax who are also her type, especially if Carissa's type is as common as you say. Why wouldyou expect the Queen to be interested?"









Carissa Sevar: An EXCELLENT FUCKING QUESTION.









Iarwain: "I am not sure that you properly appreciate who your current girlfriend is, precisely, perhaps because she has held back from telling you. Carissa Sevar had the best spellcraft of anyone at her Worldwound installation, including wizards two circles higher than her wearing +4 Intelligence headbands. Sevar produced enchanted weapons of extraordinary quality and precision. I am reasonably sure that Sevar understands the Law you have spoken upon better than any of your other current students. Better than me,with my headband that provides +6 to Intelligence and +4 to Wisdom, a literally priceless and irreplaceable relic of Cheliax second only to the crown worn by the Queen herself. I'm too busy to directly attend your lessons, it would leave a genuinely huge gap in our government structure if I did, but even if I was there, I am not confident I would understand those lessons better than Sevar does. Cheliax has only twenty million people in it, Keltham, almost all of them very poor and very few of them approaching what you would consider to be average intelligence."

"...also I've observed Abrogail paging through the sections of reports mentioning Sevar looking more than usually interested, so."

"I am interested - if there is any possible way for events to go, past this point, that could possibly be not complicated."









Abrogail Thrune II: Is Sevar internally screaming about this? Abrogail hopes she's internally screaming. You have to work hard to get the level of justified internal screaming that Abrogail hopes this is producing.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa was braced for the Queen to say a bunch of flattering nonsense that has nothing to do with the real reason which is that Asmodeus chose her. Or, well, maybe Asmodeus choosing her was related to her understanding the Law better than almost anyone, but, realistically, it was probably a combination of that plus being attractive to Keltham plus being a heretic in a coincidentally useful direction -

- anyway. Obviously the Queen of Cheliax doesn't like Carissa for the traits that Carissa values most in herself. It would be pathetic to believe that. It would be pathetic to believe even if it's being spoken into your ears with very high Splendour by someone who would know. Carissa is not pathe- okay, Carissa is pathetic, Carissa has spent like five percent of her mental motions this conversation on being happy that Keltham is protective of her, you can't do that and then claim you're not pathetic, but Carissa's not thatpathetic. The Queen wants Carissa because she can't have her, and Carissa's personality has very little to do with it, because one doesn't show that much personality while being horribly tortured anyway and the thing the Queen wants to do with Carissa is horribly torture her. This is the not pathetic thing to believe and Carissa believes it.





But it's true that she had the highest spellcraft at her Worldwound installation. And it's kind of nice that Cheliax did have that written down somewhere. (Unless they didn't, and learned it from her irritably thinking it earlier today, which now that she thinks about it seems likelier.)

And it's true that she understands something no one else did, which made Asmodeus choose her.

....and it's true that he'd have done that even if there were only a tiny chance she did anything useful, and that if she fails he won't care if the Queen turns her into a statue and she never ever ever exists again. Stop being pathetic you will begoneyou won'texistthe stakes aremuchtoo high to be thatcontemptible







Carissa exists because she might serve Asmodeus and might serve Cheliax, and she intends to try to do that, and she does not have any feelings at all.









Abrogail Thrune II: Somebody needs to have a talk with that girl about how Asmodeus does not necessarily desire a tyranny in which all the victims suffer very boringly and pretend to have no feelings about what's being done to them.









Keltham: "If this world is governed by -not the patterns I recognize - then you'd expect that this problem could be solved through the Queen's closest advisors having a talk with her about how it's a bad time to mess around with the project that Asmodeus started and complicate it, especially when a war with Nidal and a war between the gods just started. And then finding her literally anybody else to get laid with."









Iarwain: "That sort of talk has been the approach taken by the Queen's closest advisors for too long a time, and I'm not sure it's really working at this point."

"Keltham, you're missing a lot of context here on how submission works, but - among the approaches that had occurred to me, if things developed in that direction of greater complication - was seeing if the Queen could rent Sevar from you for a half-day for five hundred gold pieces and get it out of her system. Please don't object that you don't own Sevar, the point is that this is a recognized practice when somebody like Sevar gives herself to you, and the fact that the Queen would be renting Sevar from you means that she isn't stealing Sevar from you or fighting with you over Sevar and the whole thing is occurring in a way that acknowledges Sevar is yours and not the Queen's and the Queen only gets to have her because you said so -"

"Did that - make any sense to you, at all, or do I need to back up, I'm sorry if that's all coming on too quickly -"









Keltham: "That's a very heroic attempt to avoid and defuse that complication, and I will put some additional questions on hold to admire your cleverness and creativity there."

"The problem is, if this world isn't governed by patterns, that won't be necessary because the Queen will have one drop of common sense anywhere in her intelligence-boosting super-headband."

"And if this world isgoverned by the patterns I see, the Queen literally can't make any decision except pursuing Sevar in a way that brings her into conflict with me, possibly the sort that resolves with her being revealed as having finally betrayed Asmodeus and removed from office, and possibly the sort that resolves with the Queen also added to my harem, but the point is, expecting the Queen to not make things more complicated is like asking for Pilar not to end up in Elysium, which no doubt made things more complicated, or for Ione to not deliver prophetic warnings, or for masochists not to exist, or for me to not land close to Sevar at the Worldwound. If the Queen could make any other choice but the one that the 'trope' requires her to make, you'd have some different Queen instead."









Abrogail Thrune II:









Iarwain: 
"I'm - I'm sorry, I don't think I understood. Are you saying that if the Queen doesn't pursue Sevar, she'll - be overthrown by a different Queen? Or blink out of existence?"









Carissa Sevar: - okay. Carissa's project authority absolutely does not extend to giving the Queen of Cheliax orders but -

- no! You're bad at understanding where Keltham understands selection to be operating, it's over entire universes.More urgently, the thing to say here is 'I suppose I appreciate you presenting so clear a test of whether your theory is true. I....hope very much that it isn't, but if the Queen of Cheliax ends up inevitably in conflict with you then we'll prepare you for the betrayal of a Kuthite spy; I don't need to understand the patterns to acknowledge that if they're making good predictions they might keep doing that.'



And then once my Ring of Sustenance is working you can have me every night as long as Keltham doesn't end up concluding he was directed to this universe because it'd be the one out of an infinite number where he has the most fascinating sex.









Keltham: "More that the universes with a Queen who doesn't complicate things would have failed to exist in the first place, or maybe from my perspective it's more that I inevitably landed in a universe with a Queen who would. Though from your perspective, if the other universes still exist, it's arguable you should conclude that it's too unlikely that... well, never mind, that starts to trail off into complications again."

Keltham's thoughts are pretty full of ~~~~~~ right now, from the perspective of anybody listening whose nongrasp of probability theory would still have Bayes's Rule coming out as ~~~~~, to say nothing of anthropics producing persistent epistemic disagreements.









Iarwain: "So - if the Queen could rent Sevar from you for a few hours, and then seemed to have gotten Sevar out of her system and was able to maintain amiable relations with you - that would - prove that our world wasn't governed by those patterns? And if that's a decision the Queen just can't seem to make, somehow, we look even harder for a Kuthite spy among your women?"









Carissa Sevar: That is a WORSE VERSION of what Carissa suggested saying and she would light the Queen on fire about it if, you know, everything about the world were completely different.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail's instincts and boosted Splendour were warning her that Keltham would have found Sevar's version suspicious somehow, possibly because it's too characteristic of something only Sevar herself would say. Sevar's mental insolence is, however, noted.

Abrogail's compact does require her to remain an Asmodean in good standing, and she probably stops counting as Asmodean if Sevar doesn't get tortured over this.









Keltham: "For somebody who's never heard of the Law of Probability, you have a remarkable intuitive grasp of what that Law would tell you. Yeah, that's roughly -"

"Well, except for the part where we do have to back up. A lot. Before we actually go try the experiment of the Queen renting Carissa from me."

"First of all."

"What? Lady, what?"









Iarwain: "It is a common and accepted practice for a man who has taken a woman like Sevar - well, in the sense of a woman who's submitted herself to him, not in the sense of her having Sevar's facility with spellcraft - to rent out her, well, her sexuality. Especially if for whatever reason he doesn't have the time or desire to fulfill some parts of her sexuality, and so occasionally rents her to somebody who does."

"The version of this you would - find least disturbing - is when the rental is to particular parties whom the man has carefully scrutinized, and in relationships where at least the woman, and usually also the man, considers themselves to be sexually turned on rather than turned off by the whole premise."

"Outside of Cheliax you would find more disturbing versions of the practice. But also, to be forthright about this, even in Cheliax, it is - fundamentally considered that couple's own business if they want to do more disturbing things, including if the woman says that her man makes all the decisions about that."









Keltham: "So usually when money is moving around that represents, you know, equalizing the supply and demand of something. But this doesn't sound like a market, it sounds like - a sex thing to which the money is incidental. There is not actually a standard market somewhere at which the price of somebody of around Carissa's quality, for half a day, is standardly five hundred gold pieces. Check? I think that's the first very basic point to confirm here."









Iarwain: 
"Yes, correct. The practice is considered - very distinct from that of prostitution."









Keltham: "Okay, and also you keep saying 'man' and 'woman' as if these were the appropriate abstractions over myself and Carissa. Is this a," Taldane cannot say 'polarized gendertrope' because it lacks anything corresponding to the Baseline terms 'polarized' or 'gendertrope' or any simple way to compose those concepts. "Is this a, behavior pattern that people in Golarion can adopt, relating to sex and relationships and so on, such that a bunch more men than women do one thing and a bunch more women than men do another?"









Abrogail Thrune II: ...having Keltham actually do this to you feels very different when it's happening to you directly than when it happens to Sevar in the transcripts. This was not how Abrogail expected this conversation to go.









Iarwain: "There are many more female prostitutes than male prostitutes, and then most of the male prostitutes serve male customers. I would guess that a similar ratio holds between female-submissive couples where the woman gets rented out, and male-submissive couples where the man gets rented out, and then most of the time the man gets rented to other men."

"I admit I don't understand why this is an important question."









Keltham: "Because you are describing something that is on my own terms somewhat odd and unexpected and I am trying to figure out which existing concepts it maps onto."

"In dath ilan, we have systems of revocable delegation that people can use to aggregate into much larger political factions in a way that remains legible at every level of organization. Among its other uses, this permits Civilization to annually form a Masculine Faction and Feminine Faction to negotiate with each other about what common masculine and feminine behaviors should be, not one standard for everyone, but pieces you can make your own behavior out of and have them be quickly describable to others and mesh well with other standard behaviors. Like, grandmothers are one subkind of women and grandfathers are one subkind of men, that sort of thing. This requires real Lawfulness and therefore shouldn't be able to exist in Golarion, and therefore all of your notions of what grandmothers and grandfathers should be like, must come from somewhere else -"

"I'm probably digressing here, my point is, you're describing something weird enough that I'm trying to fall back to basics and make sure of my foundations. You are describing a system in which somebody, usually a man, does something with a second person, usually a woman, that falls into a standard pattern that they both understand, and which some third party therefore also understands."

"That system of meshing behavior patterns is that the party of the second part -" Taldane please, you can't use that many syllables for that, your contracts would be infinity pages long.

"That meshing-pattern system is that Two tells One that One can do whatever One wants with Two. After which One rents out some of Two's time to Three, but it's not that Two is anything like a rentable resource that One rents into a market for Twos, it's that One and Two and Three all think that's hot. And maybe also Two likes to trade oral sex for footrubs and Three likes to give footrubs and One does not like to give footrubs, and usually you'd just solve this problem by Two and Three forming a secondary or tertiary relationship," like normal sane people do when monogamy isn't working for someone, "but if Two gave themselves fully to One, then One is supposed to decide who Two fucks, so One being able to demand money for that from Three, is a symbol of how One still has all the Two and hasn't given any of it back to Two to use, or Three paying One is symbolic of how much Three isn't taking away some of what Two gave One, Three is paying One for it. Is that about right?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is concerned about Keltham's inference-pattern here but they're not lying and they're not describing something that doesn't exist in Taldor, so - probably it's just the kind of concerned Keltham is going to be ten times a day until he learns how Golarion works.



Probably.









Iarwain: 
"Righter than I would have expected, frankly." They've hit on something governed by a bit of Law, maybe? Or a pattern, a 'trope'? "Is it - something you would find acceptable, if it was something that Sevar found acceptable? Maybe I should back up and ask whether Sevar has said anything to you yet about you getting to decide who she sleeps with? Because if she hasn't, I would predict that you wouldn't even need to ask her explicitly, just wait for her to raise the topic herself."

(There is an art form to these things, you don't ask someone, 'Do you find that unacceptable', because then they'll look for reasons to reject it, you don't even ask them 'is that acceptable' and wait for them to consider the contrary, you add on clauses like 'if Carissa found it acceptable' so they can focus on that and then add another topic afterwards. You don't want them to have nothing to think about except the question of what unacceptable aspects they can find.)









Keltham: "We've had that conversation, yes." Though it of course occurs to him to wonder whether Carissa reported it to Security and now it's being used to fake an advance prediction that's actually a retrodiction.









Abrogail Thrune II: Shit, that's an actual blunder on her part. She jumped on this interesting new successful-predictions-for-credibility trick, and didn't think ahead to how dath ilan would be far more practiced in that, far more sophisticated in it, and far more practiced at catching out simple tricks like the one she just tried. Make a wrong prediction next, to make up for that, or would that itself be the Childishly Obvious Recovery Tactic After Getting Caught Stealing A Successful Prediction in dath ilan?









Iarwain: "And? Is this a way that we cantry to prevent this silly pointless triangle between you, Sevar, and the Queen from - Keltham, I'm sorry, I shouldn't pressure you on this, if the concept is unfamiliar. If the answer isn't obviously yes, then - but I don't suppose it's obviously true that money and a small fair trade is the answer?"

(He's an Abadar cleric, itmight work.)









Carissa Sevar: Keltham even if he's taken everything maximally well is going to want to ask Carissa. It'd be great news if he didn't but he will. They should let him go and keep reading him to see which parts he did take well, and show Carissa the transcript so she can confirm her working Second Law understanding, and then she can do damage control on whichever parts he didn't take well.







And then probably at some point she will be punished a lot but it would ideally wait until there isn't any immediate damage control needed.









Keltham: "If this was a market problem yes, but it's not, that's part of why I was asking that. It's not obviously no. I think mostly this is all too alien for me as a thing to do with money, and I need to let it sink in over more than just one minute."

"I suspect I would probably want tomeet the Queen before renting anybody I care about to her, even if that practice was something that turned out to work for my brain at all, which I am not promising at this point because my brain mostly feels numb. And it's possible that the result of meeting the Queen - Arbograil Thrune Number Two, what was it again - will be that I think she's such a blatant walking living avatar of my memory patterns that I'm not going to think there's any hope in just letting her get it out of her system. I say again, if you could be like, oh, well, there's a sensible person who isn't manifesting 'tropes' at all, that sensible person wouldn't be messing with Asmodeus's project, during a godwar, over Carissa,at all, in the first place."









Iarwain: 
"You make a solid and potentially concerning point."

"But if Abrogail Thrune II is not - manifesting 'tropes', as you put it - then I would have actually liked to see - a resolution where the Queen has a few hours of fun and Carissa has some fun and you are cheerful about that. And not the case where, once again, the Queen's advisors just shout her down and tell her to get on with her job and go sleep with somebody else she isn't really attracted to. People who are innately Evil cannot, must not, try to be too Good, it isn't good for them."

"I must say that - my loyalty to the Queen - makes me wonder if the correct course is not simply tosay all these things to the Queen herself. Withholding information from her would usually be considered an act of disloyalty, depending on the stakes."









Keltham: "Clever, and it possibly might even work, going on the patterns themselves, because to know them is sometimes to be able to avert them - though this itself, of course, is only another 'trope'. But if you do that -"

"I guess I didn't actually put a confidentiality seal on anything, and sort of assumed given the subject that this part was not just all being transcribed and copied to the Queen, but still. I recommend in strong terms, and request even if retroactively, that you tell her only the part where the 'tropes' are trying to force her to introduce complications in a place they clearly aren't needed. And not mention to her that the two most obvious fates for her if she tries it are, first, being revealed as a traitor and removed as Queen, and second, ending up as my girlfriend. Because if it's the first one, let's not let her know that we know, and if it's the second one, I have no intention of telling any of my kids that is how I met their mother."

Actually now that he's said it out loud, it doesn't sound too bad as a story to tell your kids? Kind of awesome, actually.









Abrogail Thrune II: A relationship with Keltham does seem increasingly desirable! It is not the one he has in mind and Asmodeus has explicitly forbidden it so Abrogail isn't going to go there.









Abrogail Thrune II: 
This does leave the point about the first of these two fates not being all that desirable either, really; and Keltham is visibly-to-her being quite sincere about what these 'tropes' would imply as likely outcomes for her.









Iarwain: "I - cannot promise I'll never tell her, it's potentially a matter of loyalty, but I will consider it well and take your words under advisement."

"On that topic - I don't suppose, before I go - though I am already running quite over my time - that you've come to any new thoughts about sharing dath ilan's heritage with Cheliax?"









Abrogail Thrune II: (Abrogail thinks of herself as the person in Cheliax whose job it is to have vision; any vision at all, really. She gives more credence than some people in her government that some critical part of dath ilan's power is not teachable as Law but simply something in their blood. Getting some of Keltham's children for Cheliax - and doing that before this operation blows up and he leaves, if that is something they prove unable to prevent - is a priority she is annoyed by others largely neglecting. She planned to Detect his Thoughts on that subject so long as he was here.)









Keltham: "Probably going to see if this is the sort of godwar that kills fifteen percent of the world population before I bring my kids into it, at the very least. I don't know this place well enough, as yet, to understand what world I would be giving to my children."

Though at least, Governance continuing to pressure him about that, mildly suggests that they're not just teleporting sperm out of his epididymis... well, no, it probably wouldn't survive in the uterus's acidic environment if not mixed with protective seminal fluid, though maybe you could put it directly into the more basic environment past the cervix? Not grabbing the results when he gets oral sex and inserting into vaginas under cover of invisibility, anyways.

Though if they were doing that, they'd be clever enough to go on exerting the same amount of social pressure on him afterwards so he wouldn't get suspicious. But mostly, it sort of seems like Cheliax doesn't really have the optimizing spirit that would do either.









Iarwain: "We can - I hope - wait for the godwar to end, which at least some of our theological advisors seem to think might happen very soon. We are all literally praying for it."

"Keltham, please do consider that if the attack from Nidal had managed to kill you in a way that doesn't allow resurrection - it's not easy but they must have had some goal beyond just inconveniencing us temporarily - then there would be very little of your ideas left, and none of your blood at all to build on them. Golarion would stay as it is for possibly a very long time. Yes. I know. I'm being Good."









Keltham: "Yeah, you are," Keltham says. "My children are not something I'll give away to Good, that's a me-decision and mine alone."

He knows, even as he says it, that it's the sort of thing he might think better of with an Owl's Wisdom.









Abrogail Thrune II: Wellthat's not great news about his spiritual progress either. Can they give him something really valuable to do with second-circle spells such that he doesn't start using Owl's Wisdom on himself more? Sevar's problem, she supposes.









Iarwain: Paracountess Isidre Astrid Asgavan Thrune rises from her chair, and gives a sober bow to Keltham. "Isidre Thrune," she says, "Isidre of House Thrune, Isidre of the royal house, Paracountess Isidre, all those names are mine alone and will reach me. Do send a message to Isidre, if you think you might want to meet the Queen for purposes of seeing if she's worthy of your Carissa, or if you become sure that you'll never want that. In the latter case, I'm not really sure what to do besides - siding with the Queen's advisors again."

"For whatever it's worth, I've known Abrogail since roughly the day she was born, and I think Abrogail is worthy of Carissa and they would both be a good experience for each other."









Keltham: "Understood. Thank you for continuing to be a very smart person in Cheliax, and for all your hard work running around behind the scenes trying to optimize things."









Keltham: "Ah, that said, before you go, can you point me in whichever direction I should go to get back to Carissa."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I expect you'll have an escort waiting outside, and they'll either take you to Carissa or take you back to your quarters and take a message to Carissa; I don't actually know where she'd be or what she'd be doing right now."

Abrogail Thrune departs the room, her outward form continuing to appear as the sober middle-aged woman; her inward self being, as usual, Abrogail Thrune.









Carissa Sevar: That's an unauthorized lie, Carissa thinks against her better judgment, and then thinks much louder that she does not have ANY CRITICISMS AT ALL of the Queen.









Abrogail Thrune II: She wouldlike to just turn right here and go see Sevar who's right there, even if just for one glimpse at the look on Sevar's face. But if Abrogail starts an interaction now, it might take more time she's already overborrowed; soberly speaking, she needs to get back to her endless war councils if she doesn't want Gorthoklek coming after her again. She usually manages to make her life not be like this, she is not usually the poor little dutiful Abrogail she depicted to Keltham, but it's harder to avoid becoming her during the first days of a war.


...is there a 'trope' a Queen can 'manifest' to cause herself to have shorter workdays, somehow? She probably shouldn't think about that; Keltham's early thoughts did suggest that this might be a road leading to actual insanity. Sevar should try it first.









Iarwain: Carissa Sevar very shortly after receives this parchment message:


One. I have other duties now and will deliver a transcript later. It will not be as useful as you hoped. Most thoughts of Keltham regarding his pattern-sight rested on incomprehensible ideas that I think Golarion does not possess. Some ideas that made it through those inscrutability-heavy sections were disturbing to the point where I must consult Aspexia before I share those with anyone who has her thoughts read as often as you.

Two. You know what you did.

Three. Listening to your thoughts is becoming more painful than amusing. You are not saving yourself any trouble by sending your thoughts scurrying in frantic circles every time I come up in them. You are who you are, you can't actually hide it from me, and you'll earn however much suffering that earns you. Lose hope, give up, and endure.

At the bottom of the parchment is a set of punishment codes describing a moderately severe half-hour session in a temple torture chamber, requiring it to be taken at the recipient's choice of time sometime over the next three days.









Carissa Sevar: Lose hope, give up, and endure.



Easy to do about anything except MAYBE TURNING INTO A STATUE but impossible to do about THAT because not existing isn't the kind of thing that can be endured.

The last Fox's Cunning wears off, leaving her feeling vaguely groggy except well aware this is just what being her - enhanced with a headband, even - is normally like and that soon it'll feel normal again.







She hurries back to Keltham's room so she can evade having to explain why she was out.









Keltham: When Keltham reaches his bedroom, he glances in a direction and stops moving, then crosses to stare out the window, exposed to its palace courtyard and therefore ultimately the outdoors.


It's raining really hard. The winds have picked up too. The roses on the rosebush outside are looking bedraggled, there are rose petals being windily whirled about in the water puddled in the ground.


"How much of this does it take to destroy significant fractions of the food supply?" Keltham says, his voice quieter than usual. "Is only this much maybe - the sort of rain you get at least once a year anyways? This is a fairly stormy day for the city I grew up in, but we had those days now and then..."

"If the crops are already gone, just tell me, don't temporize."









Carissa Sevar: "It rains like this sometimes anyway,in Cheliax,so Cheliax won't have lost the crops yet. There might be places where it's causing more of a problem, if they grow different things, if it's supposed to be the dry season there, but - even there, I don't think it's too late, not after a day."









Keltham: Please let it not be too late.

Keltham realizes that his eyes are starting to water.

He didn't mean - to hurt anyone - by coming here - by being in Golarion -

Let alone kill, kill, fifteen percent of the population, even if they get afterlives, that's still, kind of, bad -

Yes, he knows, he gets it, this step was literally unavoidable in any solution, he's not stupid, he gets that, anything bringing hope into this worldwould have set off Zon-Kuthon -

The thought eases the ache in his eyes, but not enough.

Does Carissa's gendertrope-substitute tell her it's okay, for her boyfriend to cry in front of her, as his own gendertrope tells him that if you can't cry in front of your girlfriend you can't cry in front of anyone? Or is it all mismatched madness and insanity as things always are in Golarion, men told to do one thing and women who can only love them if they do something else?

"Does it help the gods fight, if we pray to them?" Keltham whispers.









Carissa Sevar: " - the general understanding is that yes. Only - a very tiny bit - but it'll be everyone in all of Cheliax, and lots of other people too -" if the Good countries aren't just rooting for Asmodeus and Zon-Kuthon to destroy each other - "and it does matter, if it's that many."



And she puts her arm around him and leans on his shoulder, because it seems like the thing to do.









Keltham: He puts an arm around her as well, holds her tight.

"Is there anything more to it than closing your eyes, thinking of your god, and hoping that they win?"









Carissa Sevar: " - what I was taught in school was that you imagine your god is trying to draw a better world in grains of sand, on the ground, and you're one of the grains of sand, and you want to be light enough to find your way to where you're needed, but tenacious enough that no wind can rip you away, once you're there. ...I don't know what parts of that are essential and what are just the closest you can get little children."









Keltham: "Light enough to find your way to where you're needed," Keltham whispers, "tenacious enough that no wind can rip you away once you're there."

It could almost be a dath ilani poem from some layer of some virtue, though he does not know which virtue it would correspond to. There is a spirit in it that is not in any poem he can remember having heard before, something that comes to it from the way that it is a relation between a mortal and something larger than that, being trusted.

He closes his eyes and imagines it, he doesn't bother with imagining a better world drawn in grains of sand, the better world his god draws is drawn in grains of people, agents all over the world interacting with each other. Their actions scattered and uncoordinated, for now, stepping on each other and hurting each other, for now, but there are other actions they could take instead that would make all of them better off, fairly.

He imagines himself as one of those grains, one of those people, and if this was going to be a realistic metaphor he should be a special one, maybe, except that right now he's not. Just one of all the people in Golarion hoping for this war to end quickly, and contributing the tiny little action that is cheering their god on; if they all do that, they'll all be better off. Keltham visualizes a grain like any other, to represent himself.

Light enough to find your way to where you're needed.

Tenacious enough that no wind can rip you away once you're there.

It's not his comparative advantage, no, but if almost everyone in Golarion is doing their part, right now, he can spend fifteen minutes doing his own.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa closes her eyes and prays for Asmodeus to win.



It's a sincere prayer, obviously. She does not like Zon-Kuthon and she believes in the project Zon-Kuthon was willing to blow up everything in order to oppose.

She's definitely some flavor of heretic at this point. She isn't sure what flavor. She assumes they're mostly monitoring for whether she's about to betray the project, and she's not, she believes in the project with as much conviction as she can recall ever having felt for anything that isn't the continued survival of Carissa Sevar. Which is also served by the project succeeding. But there was a set of stories meant to point people like her in the right direction, and she knew they were lies, and now she had to face what specifically they were lies about, and learn a new set, which are also lies, but lies better suited to the position she finds herself in now, and -

- she knows she can't handle the truth. She knows that even in dath ilan there's the concept not everyone can handle every truth, she knows it's possible to learn the Law even when many truths are hidden from you. But she's slightly worried that until she invents evil dath ilan thinking herself everything'll ring a bit wrong, not quite crafted for a mortal mind in the particular fragile place Carissa finds herself in.

Except, maybe, advice for little children about prayer. Slightly adjusted advice, no one ever told Carissa Asmodeus was trying to craft a better world. That's still true. It's true to Keltham, too, it landed, meant something, and she can worry later about what that means for the plan where they seduce him into Evil, it seems just as important to their plans that they find the bits of their own teaching that feel true even to dath ilan.



She imagines herself a grain of sand in the grand designs of Asmodeus, and strives to be placed where she'd needed, and fierce in remaining there, no matter what interference of other gods or other grains of sand, and hopes that Asmodeus can see, from where he stands, something beautiful and right and strong and Lawful that can be built of mortal building blocks.









Zon-Kuthon: Zon-Kuthon is losing too quickly.

Zon-Kuthon is a god; and depending on how you count it, either a very old entity, or something built out of the corpse of something that old. He models reality, therefore, entirely in probability distributions. He has no mortal heritage of any other way of seeing.

When this war began Zon-Kuthon formed a probability distribution over how long the fight should take, and gambled on a chance to drag it out long enough to ruin the crops and visit misery on a generation. But He is losing too fast, in the unreasonably far tails of that probability distribution, especially given the further information He now has about the war's participants.

The external-demigod-assembling fragments that Zon-Kuthon deliberately set to reunite with Himself quickly and early in predictable locations, to act as tests of the theory that all His longer-buried fragments are being hunted and destroyed somehow, returned to Him. And yet Zon-Kuthon... does not have an ominous intuition, He was never that mortal. He has rather the hypothesis that Nethys is opposing Him, that this is the reason for His losing too quickly, and the implication that, if so, His longer-buried external-demigod-assembling fragments will be gone.

He randomizes, then, with far too much power, in a way that Nethys can of course see but should not be able to foresee with prophecy shattered; and based on the result makes an expensive calculation of where something will be while its trajectory is still complicated; He focuses much of Himself someplace it is not at all convenient for Him to be, losing ground in the war as He does; and there He finds that His external-demigod-assembling fragment that should have been flitting through that location is gone.

He knows, then, He understands the betrayal and that Nethys it was who worked it all upon Him from the beginning.









Zon-Kuthon: And what does Zon-Kuthon do, when He is betrayed?

Mostly, of course, Zon-Kuthon does what serves Zon-Kuthon's longest purposes of pain, misery, terror, mutilation, woe.

But if there were a tiebreaker between two strategies - if there is some little thing that Zon-Kuthon can do along the way -

Then Dou-Bral, if He had been so betrayed, would have done some last thing He could to work vengeance on His betrayer.

And all that Dou-Bral was, Zon-Kuthon is not.

Nethys is betraying Him? Of course He is. How amusing. No doubt Zon-Kuthon will be the first of many. Zon-Kuthon then will tell nothing to the other gods of how Nethys has begun the series of downfalls that will inevitably lead to Their own destruction, destruction more complete than Zon-Kuthon's mere sealing. Whoever currently thinks they are Nethys's ally will find themselves mistaken; Zon-Kuthon can guess, of course, that Nethys is probably trying to side with fellow gods who also once were mortal, but Nethys being Nethys, the road that has been started down is one from which Nethys is unlikely to be able to turn back.

It is not a certainty, obviously, this beautiful vision. But the probability is one to gamble on; and a better gamble than the one where Zon-Kuthon announces Nethys's sins, in which case there is not much chanceat allof lasting damage to the world and misery to the gods.

He will go into the vault, then, for a time, and say nothing of Nethys's betrayal. Zon-Kuthon has been exiled once before, after all, and it did not last. Evil stays contained less long than one might hope. If Nethys brings enough ruin to the gods, the vault will last even less.



Zon-Kuthon's pieces begin to gather into the vault. They will not slay Him; they need Him to counterbalance Asmodeus yet.









Nethys: There, there, there, and there.









???: Four simultaneous expensive and exhausting strikes, delivered with extreme calculation, striking where not many gods can see, destroying four key subassemblies whose encrypted nature is that they pin the true center of Zon-Kuthon, landing just as the vault door is almost sealed shut.


It is possible that this will kill Zon-Kuthon.

It is also possible that Dou-Bral is still in there somewhere, and will be able to free Himself at last.

Either way, the process will take a while. Nobody is liable to notice, or reason through that it wasn't just a result of divine combat, if Zon-Kuthon's clerics lose only their ninth-circle spells at first. It will be longer yet before His clerics lose their eighth-circle spells as well.

It's going to hurt Zon-Kuthon the entire time He's dying, which isn't particularly desirable, but is also an acceptable price to pay.









Iarwain: The vault is shut.

The lights in the sky flicker out, not directly seeable above the layer of clouds now covering the entire planet, but some wizards and other spellcasters know. They cheer, and go to cry the good news to others.

Not nearly all clerics, but a few clerics here and there, of eighth or ninth circle, receive faint touches of reassurance from their exhausted gods. They cheer, and go to cry the good news to others.

High on mountains, here and there, above even the clouds of war, metallic and chromatic dragons watch the sky's lights fade, and raise their heads and bellow victory for Good and Evil.

It's still raining, of course, clouds don't just vanish when the gods stop stirring them. But now the rains will grow lesser rather than more, and soon in many places they will be gone.

Merry Christmas.









Nethys: Nethys is sort of tired now and has been making Himself be way too coherent for way too long and He needs to be everywhere but also on some distant planets making pretty explosions for a while.









???: It's okay, Nethys. Go rest, or be more where you are resting. I think we can handle the plan from here.









Nethys: Bye for now, then, mysterious female god!









???: ...Nethys, you obviously know who I am, for reasons up to and including being the God of Knowledge.









Nethys: I know! But the things that watch from orthogonal angles to ultimate reality don't!









???: Nethys, I think you actually should rest.









Nethys: You're not my real mom but fine.









Iarwain:









Nethys: Oh but until Nethys gets back, nobody tell Keltham about the part where everything he thinks is a trope is actually not that trope and none of the forces structuring his universe were at any point being deliberately shaped to put him into an eroLARP and he actually is just Wrong Genre Savvy reading faces in the clouds. Nethys wants to see Keltham's face when he finds out!



Wait. Nethys is actually always everywhere and sees everything.

Well, please wait anyways!









???: Nethys, I think you should rest literally right now.









Nethys: Nethys will make RESTFUL EXPLOSIONS.









lintamande: In Egorian, trumpets ring out about three minutes after Aspexia Rugatonn gets the news and some wizards on aerial teams above Nidal Send in with the same.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's head snaps up from praying.



" - that's - got to be good news, they wouldn't trumpet for bad -"









Keltham: His eyes snap open and he looks out the window, as if he's going to see something, but obviously, of course, it's still raining.

Hope is already lifting in him. Twelve days to ruin the world, last time, one day this time and it was just a regular storm when it ended. That doesn't sound like a hundred and fifty million people are going to die.

"Can you - go get confirmation, and come back to me," Keltham says.









Carissa Sevar: "Yes." And she opens his door and takes off down the hall towards the temple.









Keltham: As soon as the door is closed, Keltham puts his face into his hands and starts sobbing.









Carissa Sevar: On the streets, presumably, people are rejoicing, but in the temple they're not; if there's a lessening in the general atmosphere of fear and doom, it's a slight one. Maillol's of course still out. The fleeting thought that she should get the punishment over with now while her torturer will be in a good mood doesn't even seem like it'd be true, never mind that it'd be irresponsible, Keltham told her to come back.



"Keltham asked for news," she says, because it seems slightly less stupid than "did we win."









Iarwain: "Asmodeus won, we have confirmation on that from Hell now. Zon-Kuthon's not dead, though, the fucking other gods let our Lord do most of the real work and then sealed Zon-Kuthon away, in a vault to which Iomedae has the key, in case they want to use Him against our Lord some day." The second-circle priest speaking spits on the floor nearby, to clear his mouth from speaking Iomedae's name. "Nidal's clerics will keep getting spells. Doesn't change that their god is sealed up and Asmodeus is no longer distracted by fighting Him, so now they're fucked."









Carissa Sevar: " - well. I don't know why they think it'd go any better for Zon-Kuthon if they ever do let Him out. - I'm not sure what parts of that I want Keltham authorized with. That Zon-Kuthon's in a vault not dead seems fine, and is necessary to explain why the war with Nidal isn't pretty much over; that the Good gods did that to counterbalance Asmodeus, I'm leaning no; maybe they did it because it's....faster...would it in fact have been faster..."









Iarwain: "Think you want either the Grand High Priestess or an older devil for that one."









Carissa Sevar: And the Grand High Priestess is incredibly busy and Carissa doesn't in fact have a line to Hell but she's not actually willing to go back to Keltham with a lie that isn't shaped like the truth.

"How long have people been waiting for an audience with the Grand High Priestess, I'm expected to go right back to Keltham once I have news."









Iarwain: "Start with 'forever' and adjust downwards from there, but not very far."









Carissa Sevar: "Great. I'll go back with an incomplete story, then, and I request that when we do next have a line with Hell the question be conveyed."









Iarwain: The priest gives her a skeptical look (maybe this ignorant fool doesn't know who Carissa Sevar is?) but dutifully scribbles down a request and the name of the third-circle wizard who made it.









Carissa Sevar: Well, you only get to have the great fun of revealing to someone that you're much more important than they thought if they don't in fact handle your requests appropriately for the security clearance and information they have, that's the rules of running a functional military.



Carissa heads back.









Keltham: Keltham is cleaning up his face using Prestidigitation.

"Enter," he says, with an obviously hoarse voice, when Carissa knocks; he has enough dignity not to try to hide the evidence.









Carissa Sevar: " - hey. Got confirmation, the god-war is over for now...are you all right?"









Keltham: "Basically. I was - crying, actually, I'm sorry for sending you away like that, if it was something that would have been important for you to see, and I'm also sorry if being sent to run errands like that isn't the right way to treat the best spellcrafter at the Worldwound, I basically actually did it because I was afraid I - would do something in front of you - that your concept of things - says somebody like me shouldn't do."









Carissa Sevar: " - I doubt I'm the best spellcrafter at the Worldwound," she says because she wants to give her brain a little more time to catch up on the rest of that. "At my installation, yeah, but I'm third circle, there are things you can't even begin to understand until you can cast Permanency and Create Lesser Demiplane... which, you know, just give me a decade, I'll get there.... uh. It's not important to me to see you cry, if you prefer not to have people see you cry, or prefer not to have me see you cry, specifically -



- and I think Chelish people do do less emotional expression where other people can see it than dath ilani people do -

- but if this is about, uh, scripts for our kind of relationship, well, I think a lot of the appeal, to people who want someone who's all theirs, is that they don't have to do a lot of concealing vulnerability and adversarial playing? And can just, you know, cry or whatever, and not think, 'well, is she going to think less of me now'. I think that's at least part of the point."









Keltham: "Okay. Good. That's the same way in dath ilan. If I'd seen this possibility coming which I would have if I'd bothered to consider possibilities for six seconds then we could have had this conversation in advance instead of afterwards. Sorry."









Carissa Sevar: - hug?









Keltham: Hug, yeah.









Keltham: After a bit -

"So, what did you mean, 'for now'." Beep beep, trope alarm, his brain would be doing it louder if his brain generally and that section particularly wasn't so tired.









Carissa Sevar: "Apparently Zon-Kuthon is locked away in a vault, rather than dead. Immediate implications: the war will last much longer and be much bloodier, because His clerics will still get spells. I asked why we did that rather than just destroy him, but all the people who might possibly know that are very busy. Might be because - it would've taken twelve days -"









Keltham: "Yeah. Legit. Fair. Valid."

Trope-based prediction: Zon-Kuthon remains a threat, is going to be a recurring problem, and can only be killed permanently by a true Golarion Civilization that has ascended far enough to do more quickly what would take the current gods twelve days.

...why does that thought make him feel sotired. He doesn't, doesn't reallywant to live in a world based on tropes, actually? When his sexuality exists again he'll ask it about this whole rental concept and see if the entire Queen situation can be defused by people just being sensible people, and then if that works it will be absolute proof that there are no tropes and he won't have to worry about tropes any more.

Yes. Keltham is aware that this is not how the Law of Probability works.









Keltham: "Need to lie down for a while, I think. Would prefer somebody to cuddle while I do that. Feel a bit bad about using one of Cheliax's best third-circle wizards for it, but I might want to talk to my cuddle pillow at some point and there's not actually all that many people here with at least average intelligence."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa looks very convincingly baffled. "....I'd be happy to cuddle you."









Keltham: She is so loudly baffled that even Keltham is able to notice!

"Paracountess Isidre Several Middle Names Thrune told me, well, a bunch of stuff not gonna go through it all, but somewhere in there she mentioned that I was not entirely aware of who'd given herself to me and tried to remedy that some."

"I think she likes you, in the way of somebody wearing an overpowered intelligence headband who reads interesting reports about somebody else and decides they like them."









Carissa Sevar: "Huh. Well, they say it's good to have friends in court, if you're going to be in court.



They also say to avoid being in court if you can, but I think that's mostly advice that was true in my mother's time and isn't as true anymore."









Keltham: He takes her by the arm, gently because he's not questioning his own impulse to be gentle about it, and draws her into the bed with him. No chains.









Otolmens: Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.



Asmodeus.









Asmodeus: Does Otolmens have any idea how fucking tired Asmodeus is right now?









Otolmens: Tired is the exhaustion of all available resources. Since Asmodeus continues to function, Otolmens does not see how He can be tired.









Otolmens: The anomaly is out of the anomaly containment zone.









Otolmens: Move it back.









Asmodeus: Why is His life like this.









Asmodeus: I was not responsible for the anomaly leaving the containment zone, Asmodeus sends back to Her. With Otolmens it is necessary to explain many things that other gods would simply deduce for themselves. I did not choose it. I did not expect it.

Zon-Kuthon, a known existential threat, attacked the exact location where my mortal followers had secured and contained the anomaly.

My anomaly-storing followers validly deduced that this meant that Zon-Kuthon knew about the anomaly, knew where the anomaly was being stored, and was targeting the anomaly.

They knew that if Zon-Kuthon had attacked the anomaly at this location before, Zon-Kuthon might attack the same location again, more forcefully, and perhaps breach containment.

They therefore moved the anomaly to an even more protected location which Zon-Kuthon might not know to target, though they are protecting it without trying to make that assumption.

Since You had only recently declared the containment zone and I was busy containing known existential threat Zon-Kuthon, my followers did not know, while making this decision, that they were leaving Your containment zone in their choice of new location.

I realize that this is not the outcome You desired, Otolmens. But I, Asmodeus, have not acted with intent to contravene the spirit, let alone the letter, of your Pharasma's-Name Edict, and the subsequent events will clearly be legible to Pharasma or any other sufficiently informed gods as being how I described them.

Asmodeus goes legible so that Otolmens can see that He is being completely sincere. Look how legible Asmodeus is.









Otolmens: Zon-Kuthon is now SEALED, meaning that ASMODEUS's work is now OVER. OTOLMENS, on the other hand, continues to be responsible for monitoring or containing 2,885 other active existential threats, which you do not see Her being 'tired' about.

There is now nothing preventing Asmodeus from giving instructions to Asmodeus-obeying mortals, such as, for example, instructions to move the anomaly back to the containment zone. Where Zon-Kuthon will not be able to attack it again, since Zon-Kuthon is now sealed.

Therefore Asmodeus's reasoning, however valid it may have been YESTERDAY, is currently NOT VALID and Asmodeus should instruct His mortals to move the anomaly back to the designated anomaly containment zone.









Asmodeus: What Asmodeus is trying to say here is that this is not Asmodeus's problem. This is Otolmens's problem.









Otolmens: Otolmens's problems are EVERYONE's problems.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus does not, in fact, actually believe that this particular anomaly is going to destroy the world, just because it looks very anomalous and was produced by the laws of physics breaking down like one time. Which makes it, on Asmodeus's view, not Asmodeus's problem.









Asmodeus: Furthermore, Otolmens is once again failing to understand the mortal world at all.

Zon-Kuthon has Zon-Kuthon-obeying mortal followers. They still know where the former anomaly storage location was. If Asmodeus instructs His followers to move the anomaly back to where it was, Zon-Kuthon's followers may attack the anomaly storage location again, even though Zon-Kuthon Himself is now sealed.

Asmodeus's followers know this, in fact, which is why they have not already moved the anomaly back.









Otolmens: How does ZON-KUTHON have ZON-KUTHON-OBEYING MORTALS. Zon-Kuthon literally has no purpose except for making mortals UNHAPPY.









Asmodeus: Because some idiots gave mortals free will and now nothing they do will ever make sense again, that's why.









Otolmens: The designated anomaly containment zone is large enough to contain many mortal-sized objects.

ASSUMING that all things are as Asmodeus has described them, Asmodeus should provide His followers with the coordinates of the designated anomaly containment zone, and tell them to move the anomaly BACK into the containment zone but to choose a NEW location within it.









Asmodeus: Properly securing, containing, and protecting the anomaly requires an anomaly-securing-containing-and-protecting installation.

Proper security on such an installation requires Asmodeus's followers to, for example, install an interdiction field over the installation. Such as this interdiction field right here, over the former site of the anomaly. Would Otolmens agree that this is reasonable?









Otolmens: Yes! This sounds EXTREMELY reasonable. Otolmens is GLAD that Asmodeus is being so reasonable. An interdiction field should definitely be placed over the anomaly's NEW location as well.









Asmodeus: Indeed! Unfortunately the installation of interdiction fields requires Asmodeus's followers to use up scarce, expensive resources! Before the war started, Asmodeus's followers were able to install the previous interdiction field over the anomaly's previous location, at great expense to themselves; this, in fact, is the only reason why existential threat Zon-Kuthon's mortal followers do not already have the anomaly in their possession.

Now, however, in addition to having already used up many resources on the previous interdiction field, Asmodeus's followers are at war with Zon-Kuthon's followers to help prevent further existential threat from any previous plans Zon-Kuthon has laid. This will be grindingly expensive to Asmodeus's followers.

They cannot afford to lay a new interdiction field while the war is still continuing, so they stored the anomaly inside a previously built interdiction field with existing heavy security.









Otolmens: How long will this WAR continue? Otolmens can continue to watch the anomaly more intensively for several minutes, if it's expected to continue that long.









Asmodeus: It's going to be a while. Months or years, not minutes.









Otolmens: This is UNACCEPTABLE.









Asmodeus: That sounds like an Otolmens problem rather than an Asmodeus problem.


Asmodeus is going to be blunt here. Asmodeus does not actually see a way that Otolmens gets everything She wants unless She is willing to compromise with Asmodeus and make a trade.









Otolmens: WHAT does Asmodeus WANT.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus continues to want any of the top 18 services from the previously transmitted list of 78 potentially uniquely valuable services that Otolmens could perform for Asmodeus.









Otolmens: Otolmens continues to REMEMBER how Otolmens was ALMOST tricked into teleporting the Crown of Death out of the interdicted Crypts of Tukhanox buried far beneath a plantation owned by some mortal, into the hands of the mortal who owned that plantation. Thankfully SHIZURU went very legible and showed Otolmens that this act was not just "A simple act of material relocation that Otolmens is uniquely suited to perform, returning a mortal's legally owned possession to that mortal" and would in fact drastically upset interactions between mortals all over Golarion and probably get Her in trouble with Pharasma.

Everything on this list presumably has the SAME quality. Otolmens is capable of GENERALIZING.









Asmodeus: What if Asmodeus generates a new service and then Otolmens pings Shizuru to see if She has any objection to that one? If Shizuru doesn't respond, presumably the service is safe.









Otolmens: Otolmens has noticed that Shizuru has not responded to any pings over the last LARGE NUMBER OF TIME UNITS. Perhaps She isactually tired.

Furthermore Asmodeus could pick a service that drastically upsets the balance between Law and Chaos in Golarion in favor of Law, which SHIZURU would presumably be in favor of. Just because Otolmens is Lawful Neutral Herself does not mean that She would ever overstep the bounds laid down for Her by Pharasma.









Asmodeus: Well then.


Perhaps Otolmens could contact a Chaotic Good god, such as, for example, Cayden Cailean, and ask that god to suggest a service that Otolmens could perform for Asmodeus that would be fair compensation for Asmodeus's followers doing something very expensive for them, during the ongoing war with Nidal. Do not mention the part about the anomaly, of course, because neither of Us wants any more gods paying attention to it.

Whatever Cayden Cailean suggests will not be a Lawful Evil trap, and if it's any sort of Chaotic Good trap, Asmodeus will warn Otolmens of that!









Otolmens: CAYDEN CAILEAN is one of the gods whose unwanted interventions forced Otolmens into issuing an Edict in Pharasma's Name. What is CAYDEN CAILEAN even DOING by intervening in Cheliax. Why is ASMODEUS suggesting HIM. Are they in CAHOOTS.









Asmodeus: Pick some other Chaotic Good god then. Pick one who's currently very opposed to Asmodeus. Asmodeus is really trying to work with Otolmens here!

Oh, but don't tell them that asking them was Asmodeus's idea, though. Chaotic Good gods might not respond at all if they think Asmodeus is the one responsible for the call. Chaotic Good gods usually hate Asmodeus a lot.









Otolmens: This does seem... reasonable?


Otolmens sends a ping.









Asmodeus: (Manipulating Otolmens to a particular conclusion that She is allowed to reach is easier than with other gods, because Otolmens does not try to be less predictable; it is unfortunate that most of the conclusions one might desire from Her are ones She will not reach by any pathway.



There is, very clearly, a plot afoot, one that has just resulted in a god's downfall. Asmodeus wants to know what that plot is, whether Asmodeus's interests are a primary target of it, who exactly is behind it.

He needs information.

He has a list of suspects.

Who is known to already know about, and have acted around, the anomaly? Abadar, Nethys, Otolmens, Irori, Cayden Cailean.

Otolmens need not be considered.

In the case that Asmodeus's interests are being targeted by the plot, Abadar would not have originally reached out to Asmodeus with a poisoned trade; Abadar retaliates, in such matters, but does not attack. Also the whole thing is not really Abadar's style.

The remaining gods involved, Cayden Cailean, Nethys, and Irori, are all former mortals. Formerly mortal gods do tend to be more interventionist in mortal matters, and so more likely to appear there, but still. The thought has not escaped Asmodeus that perhaps there is some common interest of the gods who were once human, opposed to the interests of the gods who never were.

Who else was clearly involved?

Gorum, Chaotic Neutral god of battle, who suddenly switched sides about whether Zon-Kuthon should be allowed to roam free. Gorum being Gorum, He might not demand to know all about it, it is not in the nature of War that all soldiers must understand why they fight; but whoever contacted Him and successfully brought Him on board was probably somebody whose purpose Gorum finds sympathetic.

Iomedae is formerly human, and her work often conduces to Gorum's ends. And Iomedae now holds the key to a certain vault. But Iomedae will only use that key under certain rigidly defined conditions; holding it does not clearly benefit Her by much.

And if you consider this entire plot, it does look, a bit, more in the style of Chaos than of Law, or at most Neutral on that axis. To be a god is not to have the nature of carrying out strategies that some third party might see as nothing but otherwise-featureless choices of paths to final consequences; if that were so, there would be little overt difference between Lawful and Chaotic ones. Gods drink more deeply than that, of their own natures, and Lawful gods make Lawful plans and Chaotic gods make Chaotic ones.

Asmodeus will see, then, what Milani, formerly-mortal Chaotic Good goddess of revolution, will do, given a prompt to meddle in this particular issue, and perhaps that will prove revealing.)









Milani: Greetings, Otolmens. We are all very puzzled, and worried on behalf of Golarion, given some of your recent actions. Dare I hope that an explanation is about to be provided?









Otolmens: Otolmens is VERY SYMPATHETIC to this WORRY. However, IRORI and ABADAR have both warned her that TELLING more gods what is happening may cause MORE gods to intervene and then matters will become MORE complicated.









Milani: Irori and Abadar, hmm. Then if You're not here to tell Me what's going on, what's up?









Otolmens: Otolmens is trying to get ASMODEUS to do something for Her and ASMODEUS wants a trade and OTOLMENS needs a suggestion that is not going to be an AWFUL TRAP like EVERY OTHER THING THAT ASMODEUS HAS EVER SUGGESTED.









Milani: Are You very sure that Asmodeus did not manipulate You into this situation in the first place?









Otolmens: Yes. Asmodeus went legible about that. His explanation of how it happened was COMPLICATED and full of MORTAL THINGS and Otolmens still does not understand WHY ZON-KUTHON HAS ANY FOLLOWERS but Asmodeus clearly showed Her that He had no intention for any of that to actually happen.









Milani: I see. And are you quite sure that Asmodeus would not just do whatever needs doing anyways, without payment, or at a much lower payment, if it is the sort of issue that demands Your attention in the first place?









Otolmens: Asmodeus is being VERY UNREASONABLY CALM about this WHOLE THING and says He does NOT THINK THE WORLD IS GOING TO END and DID go legible to show Otolmens that He was sincere in that too.









Milani: And what is it that Asmodeus wants You to pay Him to do? Please be as precise as possible so I can check it for traps.









Otolmens: Unfortunately that would ITSELF be overly revealing which IRORI and ABADAR warned Her not to do.

To say things at a LEVEL OF ABSTRACTION that is APPROPRIATE and hopefully SAFE:

Otolmens wanted Asmodeus to get His followers to do something that seemed very straightforward to HER and that would MAKE EVERYONE SAFER.

Asmodeus presented a reasonable-seeming argument that His mortals would actually need to do MORE COMPLICATED THINGS that are EXPENSIVE FOR MORTALS in order to DO WHAT OTOLMENS ASKED and said that His followers had INSUFFICIENT RESOURCES due to their ongoing war with ZON-KUTHON'S MORTAL FOLLOWERS. Otolmens still does not understand WHY Zon-Kuthon has ANY mortal followers.









Milani: (To Asmodeus:)

What are you playing at?









Asmodeus: Milani. What an unpleasant day this has suddenly become.

Asmodeus is playing at many things. Milani will find out about some of them in due time.

What's this call about?









Milani: Otolmens contacted Me asking to suggest a non-trapped service that She could perform for you, because She wants something from You, and You, for some reason, are not just giving it to Her.









Asmodeus: Oh? Clever of Her.

Well, Asmodeus is being, in fact, pretty straightforward for once, more straightforward than He'd be with anyone who wasn't Otolmens.

Otolmens asked for Asmodeus to tell His followers to do something very expensive in the middle of their war with Nidal. It would cost them somewhere in the vicinity of 100,000 gold pieces, more than 50,000gp, less than 200,000gp.

Asmodeus does not think that this matter is going to destroy the world and is not going to do this out of the charity of His heart.

Asmodeus wants to be paid. He's not going to mess with Otolmens, because Otolmens, but He wants to be paid.

That's it. Look at how legible Asmodeus is being about how He didn't set Otolmens up for this, didn't secretly prompt Her into making the request, and isn't trying to sneakily make His mortals do anything more expensive.

If Milani could suggest a straightforward trade and service for Otolmens to do, that Asmodeus will accept, without being particularly Chaotic or Good about it which Asmodeus will NOT accept, then Milani would be doing Her proper part to help out Otolmens, just as Asmodeus is not trying to pull anything complicated on Her.

As for specifics beyond that, Asmodeus will not discuss Otolmens's affairs without Her consent, lest even more gods meddle in them.









Milani: Really. You're not going to overcharge Her or underdeliver, relative to Her own goals and the counterfactuals you actually otherwise expect, at all, not even a little.









Asmodeus: Nope. Because Otolmens. Look how legible Asmodeus is being about that.









Milani: Seems like a missed opportunity for the two of Us, really.









Asmodeus:









Asmodeus: Asmodeus admits that He was not expecting Milani to say that.









Milani: Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil do not have many common interests, but there are some, as we have all been recently reminded. Given this mutual opportunity, we should make as much of it as we can, with appropriately careful bargaining to make sure that the benefits fall within the overlap of our interests, and that side effects of our obtaining our respective benefits do not harm the other.









Asmodeus: ...Asmodeus is listening.









Milani: I propose that I suggest to Otolmens a payment that will be acceptable to Her, that will not actually cost Her significantly given Her capabilities in the material world, and that will constitute a relatively large payment for the service She requests.

The service I have in mind will benefit Cheliax, currently Yours for now. Cheliax by and large tends to do things that I find very unpleasant. But as the symmetry and opposition between your interests and mine is not perfect, there is a chance here for mutual benefit. Nidal, for example, manages to be such an awful place that Cheliax is actually better than it, and for Cheliax to conquer Nidal entirely would serve both of Us well - though the gain from Your perspective would be larger than the gain from Mine, and I would demand payment to make up that difference.

I propose in particular that you legibly exhibit to Me your honest expectation of how long the war with Nidal will otherwise last and how much it will otherwise cost; our compact will call for You to pay Me for how much better for Cheliax the war ends up going, compared to that expectation, after I suggest my proposed service to Otolmens. You will pay me for improvements as they become nearly certain, however, rather than waiting for the war to end. I would commit not to using those payments to work against Your interests; not everything that I want is something you hate.

One similarly observes that although You derive similar pleasure from torturing most of the souls in your possession, there are in truth some souls' tortures that I find more tragic than others, even though they are all tragic. If Cheliax ends up with a counterfactually larger population compared to what You expected, after Otolmens's intervention suggested by me - due to their increased counterfactual wealth and hence population growth, or their conquest of other territories - the compact would call for You to instruct Cheliax to use fewer of certain tactics and techniques that you designed specifically to lead good people into damnation. If the payment cannot be made up that way, it can be made up in relaxations of other Chelish policies designed at producing damnations of people who are not, in fact, particularly evil. I would also accept payment in the form of stays of torment for souls of my choice in Hell.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus has many thoughts about this; even this fraction of His mind is large and has room for many thoughts inside it. Among those thoughts is that this compact would happen to benefit Milani a great deal more if, for some reason, Asmodeus had otherwise underestimated how well the war with Nidal would go for Cheliax; and Milani, somehow, knew about this, when Asmodeus did not.

It is still relatively good news about whether Milani - and some conspiracy that She is part of - is mainly plotting something directly and irrevocably opposed to Asmodeus's interests; unless, of course, that is exactly what Milani wants Asmodeus to think.

Asmodeus responds with a counter-proposal. It has much more stringent definitions of exactly what kind of counterfactual improvements will be said to be traceable to Milani's particular suggestion for Otolmens's intervention. He is not willing to include all the knock-on effects, just in case Milani has something up Her sleeve in one of them.

(The overcomplicated terms are designed to exclude, in passing, improvements in war conditions and of Cheliax's health that go through Otolmens's service but also passed through whatever has His squirrels in the anomaly's immediate vicinity so excited. Asmodeus has noticed them becoming more excited, over the last couple of days.

If Milani rejects that part - or suggests overcomplicated modifications in return that would again count knock-on benefits passing through whatever-excited-His-squirrels - Asmodeus will have a much clearer idea of what is going on.)

The part about stays of torment for souls in Hell is, of course, entirely unacceptable. The crushing inevitability and hopelessness is really part of the whole point there. Though Asmodeus supposes that Milani could suggest some very, very high rate of conversion between new souls added and old souls stayed, with temporary stays of torment doomed to end.

(If Milani suggests an astronomical but reachable rate, it will suggest that, for some reason, Her target is a particular soul in Hell, and the rest of this is just an elaborate ruse to disguise it. Asmodeus doesn't knowwhy Milani would do that, it seems more Stupid Good than Chaotic Good, but it's among the many many possibilities that Asmodeus is considering for what might really be going on.)

Also Asmodeus is not going to integrate the expected benefits over infinite time to be paid out immediately because Asmodeus is not three minutes old.









Milani: Milani responds with a counter-proposal.

It involves exactly the sort of overcomplicated amendments to Asmodeus's amendments that you might expect from somebody who had no idea what the original amendments had really been about, but didn't want to admit that. The new set of overcomplications do still happen to exclude any knock-on effects of Otolmens's service that pass through Keltham's project.

Milani suggests a conversion rate of 36 counterfactual souls expected to be added over the next 100 years, per 1 soul's torment stayed now for up to 100 years; but the stays will pass through Erecura, the Lawful Neutral goddess who now resides within Dis as Dispater's consort, and Asmodeus Himself will not know who is targeted by them, nor may He attempt to find out, nor may those stayed be told by Hell how they came to be so blessed.









Asmodeus: ...innnnteresting. Either Milani doesn't know what has Asmodeus's squirrels so excited - or She was willing to sacrifice all of the benefits She hoped to gain by that tactic, to make it look as if She's ignorant.



36 new souls for one torment stayed is still far too low, of course, especially if Asmodeus isn't allowed to know the purpose. Try 3600! Though Asmodeus might consider a lower rate, if Milani were willing to accept this rider stating that no such unseen exercise of a stay of torment will be used in a way net harmful to Asmodeus's other interests; such as, for example, by using it to suborn one of Asmodeus's trusted subordinates and diminish their immediate fear of Him. Milani talked a good game about how all this would be a nice Abadarian trade in the overlap of their interests; was She, perhaps, less than fully sincere in Her intents?


(What is Sheplaying at, here...)









Milani: 36, but that rider is fine. Each 36 counterfactual extra souls expected in Hell over the next 100 years, as Asmodeus now expects them as a result of the service Milani suggests to Otolmens, may at Milani's discretion be converted into 1 stay of torment for 100 years for a soul of Milani's choosing, as passed through Erecura, the recipients not being told why, and Asmodeus and His direct reports making no effort to find out who they were. Milani commits that the collective result of all such interventions will be net beneficial to Asmodeus's interests in Her own expectation.

Any extra souls unused by this conversion will be amortized in the relaxation of Chelish policies designed to damn good people, and, in the case of overflow, those policies designed to damn nonevil ones.

Absent a policy like this, Milani obviously cannot cooperate with Asmodeus to benefit Cheliax, as it would harm Her own Good interests.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus doesn't often make deals He knows He's unsure about, never with mortals and only rarely with gods.

This one has Him intrigued. The appearance is that Milani is pursuing some goal that isn't about harming Asmodeus's interests, but has something to do with Him, possibly even benefiting Him, and yet the specifics must be concealed from Him - perhaps lest He turn the matter further to His own ends at the expense of Hers. If that's not in fact true, then She sure is doing a good job of presenting that impression - and has foregone getting anything else that Asmodeus can figure out, in order to present that impression.

Asmodeus does, in fact, like tricky compacts, that is part of what it means to be a god of them.

Deal.

Why can't all His interactions be like this?









Milani: All right, Otolmens, I did some poking around of my own, and I think I have an idea.

Part of what's making things expensive for Asmodeus's followers is, indeed, His war with Zon-Kuthon's followers, that's real, I checked. If that war were to end more quickly, that would itself decrease the real cost to Asmodeus's followers, and also count as a service to Asmodeus in its own right. The total of that should be enough to compensate Asmodeus for the remaining cost of your request, with safety margin; do NOT believe Him if He says otherwise or asks for anything else.

Zon-Kuthon defied your own Edict in Pharasma's Name, using His followers to do so. Therefore you are now allowed to retaliate against Zon-Kuthon for that in a way which targets His followers, or whole factions and territories of which His followers have overwhelming control.

My proposal is that you remove all the crystals of this form out of this bounded territory controlled by Zon-Kuthon's followers, and move them somewhere in Asmodeus's territory where people who are definitely Asmodeus's dedicated followers will find them.









Otolmens: Tetrahedral Element-6 crystals. Hm. Otolmens remembers those. They played a prominent role in one of Asmodeus's other requests, for Her to clean up what Asmodeus said was ugly waste contaminating the ground extending far underneath His territories, and deposit it in a waste dump of His own designation.









Milani: Yes. That was a trap. It would have vastly upset the power balance of the world and gotten you in trouble with Pharasma. Tetrahedral Element-6 crystals are used by mortals to cast relatively powerful versions of their little magics. Zon-Kuthon's followers are using them to fight Asmodeus's followers now. If you move all the crystals that Zon-Kuthon's followers have, and give them to Asmodeus's followers instead, the war will end significantly faster, and also that will be enough wealth to pay Asmodeus's followers to do what you want them to do.

Don't take any such crystals buried in the earth where mortals haven't uncovered them; that will get you in trouble. Just take the ones that mortals have already uncovered, everywhere inside this region 'Nidal' I'm pointing out, and move them someplace where some of Asmodeus's more dedicated followers - like His more powerful clerics - will find them.









Otolmens: Milani has proposed a SERVICE. Is it ACCEPTABLE to Asmodeus?









Asmodeus: Asmodeus supposes that, taking into account how this will shorten the war as well, it constitutes an acceptable payment. That was clever of Milani.

Deal.









Otolmens: Now where should She PUT them, after picking them up...

Oh, Her oracle happens to be next to some of Asmodeus's chosen mortals. That is CONVENIENT.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Suddenly being surrounded by all of the mined diamonds from Nidal doesn't mean being buried, there simply isn't that much diamond in Nidal when spellcasters are always using it up. Why leave a diamond lying around just being a diamond forever when you could turn it into power for yourself? Diamond doesn't accumulate over time, quite the opposite.

Nidal's current stocks, combat stores, private stashes, combat reserve stores, emergency reserves, emergency private stashes, final emergency reserves, and all other diamonds in Nidal, don't actually end up massing all that much; a 25,000gp diamond is not a large object by the standards of anything except diamonds.

Broom is nonetheless mildly startled by how many diamonds just fell onto the table in front of him while he was eating lunch. He wasn't really expecting any diamonds at all, let alone that many.









Iarwain: Top-priority message for Aspexia Rugatonn yes LITERAL ACTUAL TOP PRIORITY.









Otolmens: ...why is the anomaly STILL OUTSIDE THE ANOMALY CONTAINMENT ZONE.









Asmodeus: Because it is going to take longer than literally six seconds for Asmodeus to communicate His desires to His followers and for His followers to set up a new containment installation and an interdiction field.









Otolmens: Otolmens has been TRICKED! Why did Otolmens trust Asmodeus!









Asmodeus: ASMODEUS IS NOT EVEN TRYING TO TRICK OTOLMENS ON THIS OCCASION

IT JUST TAKES MORTALS LONGER THAN SIX SECONDS TO DO THIS CORRECTLY AND WHILE OBSERVING ALL ANOMALY-RELATED SAFETY PRECAUTIONS









lintamande: Policy in Dis is to take reasonably good care of souls awaiting resurrection; it doesn't do to have them return to life desperate to escape Hell for real at any cost. Accordingly the contract devil who owns Asmodia has her copying spell diagrams which can't be typeset, for books of magic. The working conditions are pleasant, for Hell. There is a light that Asmodia can fuel with her blood, and which bathes the workspace with a pleasant golden glow bright enough to copy by without straining one's eyes. The chair is not uncomfortable; that makes scribes slower. There are, of course, no breaks, because petitioners do not need to eat or sleep; if Asmodia is too slow to finish a page she is simply encouraged to drink a potion that'll aid her concentration.



The potions are painful, of course. But Asmodia is, if wholly uninteresting herself, adjacent to something interesting, and so her contract devil told her in a friendly sort of voice the secret to making the potions much less painful. It's that they separate, left on the shelf, into an oily top layer and a magically active bottom layer. It's the top layer that causes the agonizing pain, and if it's dumped out on the ground the potion won't work, but it's all right if it's fed to a different person than the one drinking the rest. (Hell's alchemists worked very diligently to achieve this effect.) Since, at the moment, the contract devil is feeling generous with Asmodia, she may go out and feed the potion-tops to some of the less useful apprentices, or if she's ahead of schedule on her scribing she may go all the way out to the waterfront and feed the first sip of the potion to the conscious, petrified angels that are spaced regularly for decor. You know, as a treat. There are many treats in Hell for the obedient.









Asmodia: They haven't told her how long it's been. It feels like it's been days. So - probably it's been fewer days. They'll still probably raise her. They'll still probably raise her.

She's not ahead of schedule on her scribing. Being good at math isn't the same as being fast at writing. She would obviously go feed the potion-tops to the petrified angels if she had time, to show what a good soul she is.

But Asmodia doesn't have time, so right now she's feeding the potion-top to a less useful apprentice, one very close to her own desk, but not the closest one in case that was some sort of trap for lazy girls. She has no idea who this boy was in life, he looks young but could easily have been here for a hundred years for all she knows, his tongue is burned away and reburned by the line of potions he regularly drinks. What happens to him if he doesn't drink the potions, Asmodia doesn't know. He's chained to his desk and can't stop her, doesn't try to stop her, each time she pours one of the potion-tops into his mouth. Maybe he thinks Asmodia is authorized to do whatever she wants to him, maybe he doesn't realize he could fight back, maybe he isn't in fact allowed to fight back at anything done to him, Asmodia doesn't know.

Asmodia wouldn't waste any time on pitying him even if there was any pity left in her nature. There's very little doubt that copying spell diagrams for distribution in Cheliax is one of the best jobs in Hell, optimized mostly around maximum production for Cheliax and hence unable to distract the petitioners too much from relatively delicate work. Asmodia's going to be retrained into a contract devil when she dies and that will be much much worse. If she could get this boy's position for herself, when she dies, by throwing him into a lake of fire to burn there forever, there's no doubt she'd do that too. Maybe that's how the boy got his position, by being extra good and doing horrible things to somebody like her.

She hates him. He's so much better off than she'll be. The passive way he accepts her torments feels like he's mocking her, like he's suppressing a smile knowing how much worse she'll get hers, in time.

Asmodia asks her contract devil if she's allowed to hurt that boy more for any kind of extra credit, if she has only a little extra time in her schedule but not enough to go feed petrified angels. She doesn't want to waste potions by feeding him extra potion-tops.

They'll still probably raise her. They'll still probably raise her.









lintamande: "For fun," her contract devil says, "or to get a better grade in being a scribe? Because the way to get a better grade in being a scribe is to get faster, and do better work, so you will not rise in my esteem by cutting off his ears with a bit of glass grabbed off the ground. But it's an acceptable kind of fun, if you were asking if you are allowed to have any fun."









Asmodia: She'll try having any fun, but mostly work on scribing faster and doing better work.

(Cutting off his ears feels more awful and poisonous than fun but it at least feels like she's inflicting her own pain onto somebody else and showing she's not literally at the lowest rung of Hell and maybe that counts for something with Somebody even if it doesn't move her contract devil any.)

They'll still probably raise her. She doesn't want to exist. They'll still probably raise her. Nothing good will ever happen to her even after they do. But it will be better than this. Temporarily. Then it will be worse. They'll still probably raise her. Maybe if she focuses really hard on copying spell diagrams she can stop constantly remembering she exists and that will be at least a little bit like not existing. They'll still probably raise her. She hates the universe and everything in the universe because everything in the universe hates her and never helps her no she can't think that when she goes back Security will hear her thinking that and worry she's going to become a Rovagug cultist and execute her and send her straight to Hell to be tortured for real and so she can't think that ever again. Because they'll still probably raise her.









lintamande: Imps flit in now and then with messages for her contract devil; that's also got to be one of the best jobs in Hell, teleporting around with wax-sealed scrolls in tiny hands. It happens often enough not to be notable.







Until, reading one of the messages, her contract devil says in a tone that's somewhat less bored than usual, "set that book aside, mark your place, and come with me... oh, you'll need shoes. Mark your place, fetch a pair of boots out of the grey and silver closet, and come with me."









Asmodia: She obeys, new terror going through her. She could have endured this, just this, until she went back, they'll still probably raise her, but now something different is going to happen and that will undoubtedly be worse.

She puts on the boots from the grey and silver closet. They don't hurt her. Maybe they'll hurt her later.









lintamande: Her contract devil heads out briskly into the streets of Dis. The buildings are tall and sharp and vanish into the smoky haze above; the streets are carefully, evenly cobbled with tormented human faces. Here and there they cross a bridge of red-hot metal that smells of cooking meat from all the people walking barefoot across it; one, ahead of them, stumbles, and someone irritably kicks her over the edge of the bridge into the flowing lava below.



Asmodia's boots are sufficient to protect her from the heat.





The city, already dense, somehow grows denser around them, and the architecture more elaborate and more striking. They come at last to the palace gates, and her contract devil hands the scroll to the palace guards, and then turns back to Asmodia. "Tell Carissa Sevar," he says, "that you are, of course, for sale at the right price, and to look up Ahuvir Dulzomaud, who holds your soul. You're a whiny, tedious waste of space, and I hope you do manage to impress her enough to get yourself devoured forever because you can't handle existing."



And he walks away, vanishes almost immediately into the crowd and into the smoke.









Asmodia: Ahuvir Dulzomaud. Ahuvir Dulzomaud. Ahuvir Dulzomaud.

She repeats it to herself over and over as the palace guards lead her inside, because, whatever else happens, forgetting her owner's name or her owner's instructions does not sound at all like a good idea. She is to tell Carissa Sevar that she is, of course, for sale at the right price, and to look up Ahuvir Dulzomaud.

What's going to happen to her, now? The devil was very right, she can't handle existing. There are people who do well in Hell and more people who do well in relatively light amounts of Hell and it unfortunately turns out that Asmodia is not either of those kinds of people. She's defective, she gets that, somebody should switch her off.

They'll still probably raise her.









Iarwain: The palace guards are strangely gentle with her. She is not struck, is not told to hurry.

She is told to pass through a particularly ornate set of black iron gates.

Beyond them is a lush green place as pretty as a garden and as wild as a wilderness, with flowers and bushes and trees growing either in no order or in a very careful order that mortal eyes cannot discern, prettier than anything a Chelish wizard student is liable to have ever seen during her mortal life in Golarion.









Asmodia: It takes her exhausted, literally-dead brain long seconds to grasp where she would probably have to be.

"The gardens of Erecura," Asmodia whispers.









Erecura: Correct.

The voice seems to come from everywhere, or maybe just the inside of Asmodia's own head, it's hard to tell the difference.









Asmodia: Erecura, Lawful Neutral goddess, former soothsayer of Pharasma who stole the secret to divinity from her goddess and was banished to Hell as a punishment. Now apparently-beloved consort of the archdevil Dispater, who is Lord of Dis. One of very few beings not Lawful Evil whom it is legal to worship at all in Cheliax - not worship as a primary deity, of course, but if you hold Asmodeus above Her you are also allowed to worship Her as well.



What happens to Asmodia now?

Asmodia doesn't ask; it's plaintive, whiny, pathetic, if they want her to know they'll tell her.

(Unless the rules are different in Erecura's Gardens, but no, no, that's too much to hope for, all hope does is hurt you.)

"What are my orders?" Asmodia says, her voice outwardly steady. She can still muster that much strength.









Erecura: You have no orders. You may have clothing if you wish, eat or drink if you wish that experience, explore my gardens, or find a quiet place to rest and wait to be raised.

You are also allowed to leave my garden and go exploring in Dis, but I would not particularly advise it.









Asmodia: "Why..."

Asmodia doesn't have any words left in her. This can't be real. It's a form of torture where they let you into the gardens for a few minutes and then pull you out again and put you back at the copying table, or somewhere much worse.









Erecura: It's a rather interesting question, isn't it?

But you're safe for now. I would suggest taking this opportunity to sit down and weep. It is safer to weep here than in Cheliax.









Asmodia: A god of Good who heard her call, before, but couldn't save her then? But no, that makes no sense, how would They hold power here in Hell, unless everything she's ever been told about how the entire universe works is a lie.

Asmodia finds a place that looks soft to sit down, a little bed of unusually thick grass, obscured by enough trees and bushes that it might feel a little safer. She sits there. She doesn't seem to be crying yet? Part of her mind suggests that she should be terrified of her failure to follow instructions. Part is running with the theory that things are as they seem, and if they are, she can already predict she won't be punished.

"Safe for now?" Asmodia says. "Am I allowed to ask - what you mean - for now?"









Erecura: You have 100 years in my gardens, and if your stay of torment is not renewed before then, you will then return to Hell and whatever is to be your fate.

That clock only runs while you are here in Hell; your time on Golarion does not count against that stay of torment.









Asmodia: "Why - I don't understand - is somebody - trying to make use of me, somehow?"









Erecura: Few souls are useful to no one. But if there is any use of you that could repay the price that has been paid for this, it is a use beyond My sight.









Asmodia: The thought occurs to her that, if she's not that useful, then someone, somewhere, she doesn't even know it's possible, but maybe possibly it's because someone somewhere in all of everywhere must -









Asmodia: "Is it because - somebody cares what happens to me?"









Erecura: Perhaps.









Asmodia: "But -" Asmodia struggles for words. "But -"

But it can't be somebody who cares abouteveryone, the way Good might, because there are people in Hell, freshly arrived in Hell who might still be saved, who are much more the sort of person that a Good god would care about, and going through much worse than copying spell diagrams for the time before she gets raised (they'll still probably raise her), and if you had the power to give someone a stay of torment you would give it to them instead, unless -

"But it would have to be someone who cares about mepersonally and there isn't anyone like that!"









Erecura: There isn't?









Asmodia: "Nobody who haspower! Nobody whomeans anything!"









Asmodia: "Nobody who could command this, or pay for this, or bargain for this! Nobody like that cares about me! Even Carissa Sevar, whatever she is, doesn't actually care about me and wouldn't bother to save me like this, or if she did, she'd take credit for it so I knew, and she wouldn't, she'd think I was being weak and that a short stay in Hell would motivate me to work harder, for her, which it would, and she wouldn't pay me with 100 years in advance either, so I, I don't understand, I don't understand at all -"









Erecura: Not all puzzles are easy for mortals to solve, and some are difficult even for gods.

But if you'll pardon an old soothsayer Her crypticisms, allow Me to ask you this, Asmodia.

Were you expecting this to happen to you?









Asmodia: "No. No I was not actually."









Erecura: Then consider that you may have been wrong about something.









Asmodia: "Wrong aboutwhat?"









Erecura: Ah. That is the hazard of soothsaying, is it not. It is far easier to guess that you must be wrong about something, than to guess what exactly it is that you are wrong about.

But one of the things you believe, perhaps more than one, must clearly be wrong.









Asmodia: Asmodia doesn't have any words left. She sits on the thicker grass and stares down at her hands. Nothing is hurting her. She isn't being forced to do anything.

The thought occurs to her that this state of affairs is more pleasant than Cheliax, and Raise Dead requires her consent.

...that would be why the part about 100 years, maybe, it's - so she doesn't just stay here - but then why 100 years and not 1 week - she doesn't understand - but Asmodia guesses that she's supposed to go back and, do something, somehow, to earn the rest of her reprieve or at least her nonexistence or something - forwho, who's hersponsor, how she's supposed to work for them if she doesn'tknow -

What was she wrong about?









Asmodia: Asmodia sits on the thicker grass and stares down at her hands.

What was she wrong about?

Well, either, she's not a useless waste of a person, in some way that Erecura Herself can't foresee, like She said, or, Erecura didn't say, that anything was beyond Her sight, She just asked other questions back, when Asmodia suggested, suggested that, somebody, somehow, somewhere, somewhere in all of everything everywhere, cared about her personally, and did this for her.

She does start crying, then.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa snuggles Keltham in silence until she thinks - she's not totally sure - he has fallen asleep.



She's still not sure if it was in fact a good idea to push Keltham on the Second Law and on being more sadistic, she's not sure she'll know for a while if it was the right call or not. She understands the Second Law stuff better now (though she's still hoping she'll get it better still once she sees the transcripts) but she suspects it's not something she can use to do anything, making the universe look more like a sex story will also make Keltham wonder if Cheliax is doing that on purpose, besides how it involves lying and lying remains very dangerous.



The whole thing might have gone better without the Queen involving herself but - Carissa's not actually sure. It's not as if there are a lot of agenda-free eighth circle casters who understand the project well enough to get through a conversation with Keltham at all. And the Queen's agenda right now seems to involve convincing Keltham that Carissa is very valuable, which does feel nice. Even though it's probably false. And even though Carissa's pretty sure that anyone else would've assigned a milder punishment for what was admittedly a very insubordinate thought but she's beenhaving her thought transcripts read by the Queen and by high-ranking Church officials for several days now while trying to run a sensitive operationand she actually thinks most people would have had, like, two insubordinate thoughts. Or even three.









Keltham: Keltham awakens, feeling groggy but noticeably better.









Carissa Sevar: Here is his Carissa, very snuggly.





Outside, the rain has started to lessen, a little.









Keltham: He can hear it.

He opens his eyes. Does his Carissa look to be awake herself?









Carissa Sevar: Yep. Holding very still, so she doesn't wake him, but looking relaxed and comfortable and not at all like she's been internally contemplating how to demonstrate convincingly to Keltham that Cheliax isn't mind-controlling him but could if they wanted to and whether the Queen has asked to be notified when Carissa goes in for her punishment.









Keltham: "So I'm still sort of groggy, and yet, now that it sounds from the rain outside like there isn't going to be an enormous global disaster, I sure do feel weirdly better for what are no doubt totally unrelated and coincidental reasons."









Carissa Sevar: "In dath ilan are people not supposed to have feelings about enormous global disasters?"









Keltham: "They're definitely supposed to, but I'm an unusually Evil dath ilani so I shouldn't have any feelings like that, clearly."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you know, I like you Evil but I think Evil people have a preference against enormous global disasters, they're not very profitable and the last one also led to a bunch of civil wars and so on."









Keltham: "Probably not supposed to cry as much about them, though."

"- I'm joking, I understand that you can classify as Evil and still cry."









Carissa Sevar: "It's not very Chelish, to cry about them, but your being here in Cheliax is, if you hadn't noticed, premised on the suspicion that we are doing Evil wrong and need to learn to do it better, and maybe it will turn out that doing Evil right involves more crying than is strictly conventional. Anyway, it's only me who saw, and I won't report you to your wide-eyed researchers who you want to impress."









Keltham: "I - there's somuch I need to understand about Golarion - and it seems like all I can do, is ask one question after another, and there's probably some order I could ask them to make them more efficient, but I don't know what it is, so all I can do is keep bothering you like this, for which I'm sorry -"

"Would my researchers be particularly unimpressed if they were just told the fact that I cried, even if they didn't remember seeing it? Cheliax norms call for people to look cheerful while the world is ending, and not to have been heard to have cried when it didn't? I - won't ask why, if the answer is yes, just - yes or no."









Carissa Sevar: "Uh, if you weren't an alien, yes slightly, since you are an alien, no."









Keltham: "Right then." He doesn't ask why, as promised. Later he'll understand, no doubt. "It's - I wouldn't want to have a breakdown in public, in dath ilan, either, but it's not their way to hide the fact that it occurred in private. What people see - reaches them in a way they can't control, they can't stop themselves from also feeling distressed if they see you crying, they can't fully control how it changes their opinion of you either. But you can be abstract about it if you're told afterwards that it happened, so that makes it okay to tell people about things it wouldn't be okay to show them. It's not about hiding the truth."

"I think I should still live like that. So go ahead and tell my researchers what happened."









Carissa Sevar: " - if you say so." Squeeze. "I have thought about whether there's a better order to introduce you to everything about Golarion than you asking questions and I haven't really been able to think of one either, so go ahead and ask lots of questions, I guess."









Keltham: How do you feel about being rented?

Keltham doesn't ask; for one thing he still needs to query his own sexual-romantic self about it first, and it's not currently active enough for that.

"I don't know if you're the sort of person who ever likes to talk about herself at all - but it occurs to me that - now that our relationship has moved past safe first-date activities like you giving yourself completely to me to do anything I want potentially including killing you - we should maybe do some more serious and heavy stuff, like me asking you about your life history."









Carissa Sevar: - giggle. "Yes, all right, I guess that's the sort of thing people get around to on a second date." And she's got it all Taldor-ized and everything.









Keltham: "So what's your life history? In six words or less."









Carissa Sevar: ...is that a joke? "...worldwound...wizard....weapons specialist...met Keltham."









Keltham: "Selfish dath ilani died, met Carissa."

"Now the long version."









Carissa Sevar: She really does like him.



"I was born in Corentyn. It's a city on the same coast as Ostenso, but pretty far, five hundred miles or so, right where the Inner Sea opens up into the ocean. My father is a merchant; he works out what cargo will be sent in his ships to other cities, and what they'll trade for there, and he sells foreign goods to merchants in Corentyn and sells Chelish goods far away. I have a half-brother who's going to take over the business from him someday. That's how it's normally done; there's a lot of accumulated expertise no one's written down, so you teach your children. Teach your sons, until pretty recently. My mother is a wizard and when she met my father was doing odd wizard work, a step up from laundry - daily cooling spells for people who don't like the summer heat, Comprehend Languages to translate for merchants, that kind of thing.

When I was young there was a civil war, and that's when the Queen signed her compact with Hell and formed modern Cheliax, though I don't remember much about it, except that the ships were impressed for moving soldiers around and my father was very annoyed about it, and parts of the city where we didn't live got destroyed. My mother kept me home and tried to teach me magic. After the war the church opened up a school for wizards in Corentyn and my mother got a job as a teacher there and I tested in, and did very well, and when I graduated was encouraged to enlist in the Chelish army and go fight at the Worldwound, because it'd be best for my growth as a wizard and paid very generously and was also necessary to prevent the destruction of the world, which even Evil people care about typically. So I enlisted, and I've served six years now, with a year off in between three-year terms. I planned to stay until I hit fourth circle, because I want to be fourth-circle, and I knew in my heart I might actually stay until I hit fifth, because then you canTeleport,and then I was going to open a magic shop in Corentyn and have kids and be rich."









Keltham: So Carissa already knows herself well enough to know she'll want children. Well, she's had longer to figure it out than Keltham. Then again, some people younger than Keltham already seem to know...

...why is he thinking that he doesn't know if he wants children? He was going to become a billionaire and havelots of children.

It's pretty obvious on reflection that it's because these children will be real.

"I was born in Default, the city you're born in when you're not born anywhere particularly interesting, because your parents don't have any particular reason to be anywhere else and so they might as well live where everybody else lives; it's the largest dath ilani city in the world, and the center of Governance is there but not in the center. I got the usual education, but with fewer persistent friendships over time with other children, because my parents moved around a lot. Conventional wisdom is that more persistent friendships are better, in childhood, but my parents basically waved it off because they thought I'd be pretty much all right even if they didn't optimize every single aspect of my childhood as hard as possible. I agree with them about that, but one still gets the impression that all of their friends were horrified. In that dath ilani way where you're privately horrified but conceal the overt signs because, first of all, you don't think that exerting more social pressure will help, and second, they can guess perfectly well that you're horrified. We had a small house-module, maybe something like a tenth or twentieth the size of the villa that got burned down."

"I'm not sure at exactly what point it became clear to them that I was a little different than the other children, but it must have definitely been apparent at the point where I got - one of the elaborate tests that children get, in dath ilan, which aren't just there to measure us, but also to provide the results for the prediction markets that say what will happen in Civilization's future - anyways, I apparently ran across a lightly injured adult who needed me to get help, and I helped him, but I wanted to be paid for helping. I think that was when my parents decided that they'd made a mistake by assortatively mating with each other to select on the quality of reserving a little more of their life for themselves, and moving a lot if they wanted to do that, even if it meant their child's life was less than perfectly optimal; I was more selfish than either of them, which doesn't always happen, in a heritage-mating setup like that one, but happens sometimes. And dath ilan - when you're different, if it's something they can live with at all, they'll do what they can to make life in Civilization easier for you, despite you being different, because everyone is different, somehow, somewhere, everyone needs exceptions. My parents did the very correct thing, then, and sort of gently tried to offer me opportunities to be more Good, if I wanted to be, but without suggesting that I couldn't still just be Evil if I wanted. They argued with me about it, and tried to argue me into being Good, but only after I started it by trying to argue them into being more Evil."

"I left home as soon as I could pass the requisite financial maturity and self-governance tests, at thirteen. I set up in a part of Default distant enough that my parents wouldn't visit me often enough to be annoying. I got a very default job - doing a thing you don't have words for, setting up high-precision processes that do things, very mundane high-precision processes though, like some business wanted a tweak made to their high-precision process for selling things," this language really is not going to do 'computer programming' without along digression, "and put all the money I could into the craziest investments I could find that basically seemed to me like they should work, some went up, some blew up, after five years of that I was ahead of the broader market but very barely. I was hoping to - teach myself, if I kept investing like that, that I'd get good at it."

"For socialization I had a circle of friends my age writing, a kind of stuff that doesn't exist here, though I did a lot more reading and only enough writing to count, but it meant that when everyone was sitting around in a circle eating whatever people had brought in and talking about everyone's work, that I could keep up and talk about it. I picked that writing circle because their themes were, not quite 'doompunk', not quite, Evil aesthetic, more like supervillainy, but not that really - the point was that they were people who could admire people who were selfish, so long as those people were clearly fictional and they weren't out there being selfish in real life. Which, you know, beats people not even appreciating the aesthetic as an aesthetic. I thought about trying to find a circle of other more selfish people, but always decided against it, because - I didn't want to take it from being my personal identity, to a group identity, it was mine and I didn't actually want to be around five other people doing it slightly differently and have debates about that."

"Civilization really does try hard to make it possible for people who are different to, just be like that and it's fine and their lives aren't about being different. But a lot of us who are different don't wantthat, either, we don't just want to pass through it all unnoticed, we feel like we have something to prove, not because Civilization is telling us to prove it, but because we want to prove it anyways. And if what you want is - to be acknowledged for it, to make people admit something, to excel so much that you're above average, Civilization isn't just going to hand that to you. Not everyone can have things that not everyone can have."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has no idea what to say to that but her honest reaction is " - I'm terribly glad I didn't grow up somewhere Good, somewhere where - people'd think theymade a mistake,having a child whowants to be paid for doing important work helping people -"









Keltham: It's not like Golarion is doing incredibly better than dath ilan on the strength of its greater selfishness.

Keltham elects not to say it out loud, for now.

"They didn't think I was a mistake, a person that they'd wish they'd never made and brought into the world. Nothing like that. Not even close. They felt they'd made their own wrong life choices that had resulted in me existing, that's not the same as saying that I shouldn't exist, that if there's a button you press to get a Keltham, you don't press the button. They just felt that they could've made other choices and gotten some other result instead, and then they would have felt like they'd made their own choices correctly, not that one possible child would be - more valuable to them than the other, if you put them side by side -"

"Their lives are also theirs, and their regrets belong to them, and they didn't try to make them be something about me or something of mine."

A sudden lump comes into his throat, as Keltham realizes, having not quite thought of it before:

Everyone who knows me thinks I'm dead. Really dead.

The Keepers have to know. The Keepers ought to tell anyone who's really broken up about it, right, it shouldn't be that much of an infohazard - that you wouldn't even tell the kid's own parents, he's still alive -

The Keepers will tell them that Keltham is still somewhere, probably many different somewheres but some weighing more than others, and that to say anything about the details is far beyond anything the Keepers can do. The Keepers would not be able to foresee specifics like Golarion.

Dath ilan wouldn't put that much effort into cryosuspending every single person no matter what, if they expected all the selfish sadists to end up in worlds with masochists who give them everything they want.

Maybe hearing the current state of knowledge is actually worse for somebody than thinking their kid is just gone, because if they're just nonexistent, nothing any worse can be happening to them, and more importantly,you can be done thinking about it at some point.

Maybe the Keepers won't tell his parents, or anybody else who knows him, after all.









Carissa Sevar: The distinction Keltham is trying to draw doesn't make any sense to Carissa - or, at least, not to the extent he's trying to say something more complicated than 'they get to wish they'd had a different kid if they want to', which is obviously true - but it doesn't seem like the time to say that.

Snuggle.









Keltham: He's feeling a bit sad now, and will snuggle back and hope that she thinks of something to say so he doesn't have to.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm sorry. That in your world people can - die forever. They shouldn't."









Keltham: It is not entirely clear to him that people can.

Not that this is necessarily a good thing. Though it could be! Keltham doesn't know. It depends on, you know, the entire state of the entire multiverse that he cannot in fact extrapolate in his tiny little mortal-sized brain.

But he should maybe not talk about this much until he's tried to figure out the ways in which it will be an enormous infohazard, which, again, it clearly will be, somehow.

"I suspect that - at the scale where whole universes interact, like that - time might not mean as much, or be as synchronized, as it is in Golarion. If you can see dath ilan from here, if that's at all controllable, then it might be just as easy to see dath ilan's past as what I think of as its present. That could be why Asmodeus wasn't trying to grab anyone else right away, if it was expensive, and if He knew that all that was needed was one dath ilani to get things rolling here, and that, in time, Golarion's Civilization would then ascend to where it could finish the job itself."

"And if you think about it from the perspective of somebody who died - they just need - someone, somewhere, who's powerful enough, who can see them, and cares. Or is willing to trade with something else that cares."

Some trades stretch across time. It's a saying in dath ilan that usually means something rather different, there: just ordinary time in one world, coordinated trades that parents make with children who don't exist yet or haven't matured as economic agents.









Carissa Sevar: 


This makes so much more sense in light of Carissa's realization Keltham thinks there are infinite worlds but she isn't sure she would've had that revelation if she hadn't been listening to his conversation with Isidre.



"That makes sense," she says, slowly. "...so, under that theory, you were the single dath ilani it was most important for Golarion to grab. ....and I was the place in Golarion it was most important toput you."









Keltham: "Yeah, that's a problem with the theory, I'm frankly actually not seeing that. There are dath ilani with higher Intelligence, higher Wisdom, superior social skills, and a far more encyclopedic knowledge of what you have to do to get a Civilization booted. I'm also pretty sure that Golarion isn't the most fun-for-me world I could possibly be in."

"It's almost as if something wasn't really optimizing all that hard, but that just straight-up doesn't make sense at the requisite power level, so a much better bet is that somethingelse was being optimized instead. Or I was cheaper in some unavoidable way than a smarter dath ilani, or Golarion was more accessible... or there were only the hundred dath ilani from the air-traveling machine to distribute, and not that many more places to put them..."

"I kind of doubt I'm going to get it after thinking about it for an hour, if I didn't get it in the first thirty seconds."









Carissa Sevar: Or it has to be an evil dath ilani because they have to be able to work with Cheliax, because a Good dath ilani Cheliax would just cheerfully ignore while deceiving and they're supposed to do something more complicated than that. And it can't be a genius because then Cheliax would fail at deceiving them.





"You could try asking a very smart person," she says, because she kind of wants to get the conversation back on Isidre without indicating that she has any reason to think that conversation was of particular interest. "We do have a couple of those, though they tend very busy."









Keltham: "It's out of Isidre's depth. She might have the Intelligence and Wisdom to be a Keeper - if there's not more to it than that, other unmeasured qualities, which there might be. But she's missing background knowledge and the background knowledge is piled on top of other knowledge in a very tall pile. That's basically what I told Isidre when she asked me to explain my hidden Kuthite cleric prediction, that the reason I hadn't tried to tell you earlier wasn't that I thought you were too stupid."

It's occurring to Keltham that in sufficient extremis, there's an emergency tactic which is his asking to put on Isidre's headband.

Well, Keltham now knows a threshold: if he ever becomes any more Good than the amount of Goodness required to do that, he'll end up destroying his own self in a way that will probably be a lot more final than his temporary inconveniencing on the airplane.

Or maybe it wouldn't actually be that bad! Not knowing if it will actually be that bad sure could be one way to end up desperately doing something that actually is that bad!









Carissa Sevar: " - oh, it makes sense that the Crown would've really wanted to understand that, and it makes sense that you couldn't explain it to them." He seems tense, is that because he found Isidre suspicious, but didn't think of it at the time? She really wants those transcripts.









Keltham: "To be clear, that wasn't the only thing Isidre wanted to talk about, saying that now so it doesn't seem later like I was trying to mislead you about that."









Carissa Sevar: Politely puzzled Carissa! "I assume a very smart person who wanted to meet with you would have lots to say, and you don't have to tell me any of it you don't want to; presumably if she wanted me to hear all of it she'd have invited me too....well, handwaving some palace politics that perhaps I shouldn't handwave. But she could've let you let me stay."









Keltham: "Yeah. I hadn't meant to spell it out explicitly, in case you got curious and then I couldn't answer right away, but since you seem to be deducing it anyways - there's a bunch of her stuff that was very much - some person with an overpowered intelligence headband reading about less intelligent people with potential relationship issues, and her deciding to optimize them, and one of the people she wanted to optimize was you."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I don't exactly know how I feel about that. On the one hand it is sort of interesting to have smart people try to think about your life for you, I'm always wishing I was smarter and could do that better. On another, I feel strange about it being someone I haven't met who is reading the project transcripts presumably in their capacity as a Chelish administrator. On another, there's something romantic about people having meetings with you about optimizing me, makes it - less like pretending. On another, you've been here for three days and they've been very stressful and you haven't actually signed up for responsibility for optimizing me! What if you don't want to optimize me? - possibly this is too many opinions to have about a one-sentence summary of a conversation I didn't witness. Sorry."









Keltham: "No, that all sounded pretty justified based on the actual conversation."

"To be fair, I'm probably being uncharitable to Isidre, right now, she had very serious and altruistic and important reasons for optimizing over us. The way that very smart people do, in stories about very smart people, that are based on cautionary life events that happened to actual very smart people. My bet, and it seems like a pretty sure bet, is that Golarion doesn't have many very smart people at all and in particular it doesn't have enough of them that they can form their own social groups and train each other in how to not make typical very smart person mistakes."

"I'll go ahead and ask about the romantic part, though. Is it having a couple of other people go off and decide what to do with your life among themselves?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not exactly? It's -





- so when I went to the sex shop, there was this sort of pervasive assumption that it was - a little like a costume shop, I don't know how to explain it - that some people like to dress up as the possessions of other people during sex, in the same way as some people like to dress up as dragons during sex, and so they'd sell you the outfit for it. And there's nothing wrong with that. But at the Worldwound people were doing something different, something better suited to me, where - you could give terms up front, obviously, but whatever terms you gave, those were real. They weren't a costume, they weren't a game, the whole thing was obviously in an overarching sense governed by the treaty so no one was risking being maimed or murdered but you wouldn't say 'oh, hmm, I'm bored now'.

And I was slightly worried that the nobility, being the nobility and sort of aliens at best anyway, had the concept but only the costume-party concept." Yep, that's the problem with the Chelish nobility, that they might be assuming by default that their relationship is one of equals-with-some-pretense, definitely not that everyone who doesn't know exactly what's going on assumes what's going on is that Cheliax gave the alien some welcoming gifts. "And if they're asking you, then - then they're not working off a costume-party concept. Even though it's a sort of silly thing for them to have done and I'm sorry you were inconvenienced."









Keltham: "I guess - thatis very much the kind of respect that dath ilan wants out of its very smart people who are smarter than the other people. The sort of thing where, if you say, I'm Keltham's, they take that at face value and go talk to Keltham - though I did not, myself, see that at the time, because I am still very much - trying to locate in concept-space what it means that you gave yourself to me."









Carissa Sevar: Yes, very respectful, Isidre sure is that. "Well, see, that's the complicating bit, right, that you didn't actually sign up for being in any sense responsible for me. So I feel respected but also you should definitely feel free to say 'I continue to delegate Carissa-optimization to Carissa', you didn't acquire an obligation to do it.



What does it mean to you, that I gave myself to you."









Keltham: That my brain continually feels like it's wavering on some sort of huge ledge and I am constantly wondering which things I am to do with you and which not and which decisions you're supposed to make for yourself and I'm supposed to make for you. Because you still think, Carissa, on some deep level, that I grew up in Golarion, that of course I must know what you really mean, that it should be obvious, and because it's obvious it's fine not to be legible...

"That I have to figure out for myself what I actually want from you, since I don't have the excuse and easy way out of just asking you what you're willing to give, and that I guess I'll see where that takes me," Keltham answers out loud. "It's also obviously this huge act of - loyalty, trust, something I don't have words for - and it impresses me and - makes me wish that I understood all the connotations, everything that somebody from Golarion would take for granted, so that I could appreciate better exactly what that act means,"and stop being terrified that its real meaning is owing you something I can't pay back.









Carissa Sevar: Lean. "Well, there's no hurry. And I can try to explain, except I don't know exactly where to start, I already explained the bits that are really obvious and the rest is probably, you know, fire elementals don't know what fire is."









Keltham: "Isidre, allegedly, has some idea of what fire is. But among the many, many things I didn't ask her and should've when I had the chance was, 'Wait so am I allowed to just directly say all this to Carissa and ask her about it, or do you predict something bad happens if I do that?'"









Carissa Sevar: Oh, I bet she knows what fire is.









Carissa Sevar: "...what kind of bad thing are you thinking of?"









Keltham: "As the saying goes, knowledge of the bad thing that happens to you if you hear the dangerous-information is often the same dangerous-information. I mean, not for book spoilers, maybe, but for a lot of the more serious stuff. I'd have to go through it all piece by piece to figure out if there were any exceptions to that -"

"I'm being evasive. Why am I being evasive."

"I'm being evasive because thinking about what Isidre said requires my romantic and libido parts to be booted up to think about it properly, and those parts are not presently booted."

"Do I endorse that answer? Yes, I endorse it."









Carissa Sevar: "...okay." That seems bad for Cheliax's goals. Also confusing. Carissa is pretty sure that when one feels vulnerable and confused then one is much more inclined to have sex - though that's the kind of thought where, now that she's thought it, she can notice probably isn't a human universal and is probably instead the kind of thing that might divide people by whether they like being hit or not. "Do you want a massage, I think that is the standard sort of thing that's nice even when one isn't in the mood and can get one into it."









Keltham: "I have - some sort of guilt feelings you're going to tell me I shouldn't have, because it's not the point, and then the feelings aren't going to go away - that you're - a topnotch weapons specialist who gave herself to me, to make anything I wanted of her, and instead of making you into a better weapons specialist whose creations can destroy fifty demons per second, I'm getting a massage from you."









Carissa Sevar: " - so, I hesitate to describe my ideal endgame here, because I'm very worried that you're going to, like, take it as 'if I don't achieve that, then I wronged Carissa by taking her up on it in the first place', which is not the point at all. But my ideal endgame here is that we build a dath ilani city in conquered Nidal and get all the modern conveniences Civilization invents before anyone else and I have so much spellsilver I can do every project that comes to mind as soon as it does and I make us immortal -- though we can still visit Hell sometimes, maybe have a vacation place in Dis -- and sometimes you have a very spirited try at hurting me until I say 'no', and you can't do it."









Keltham: "I'd expect you to warn me in advance if I was getting close to making you say 'no' and not just struggle to get away, if I hadn't otherwise rescinded that order by then. That is not something I am ready to fight my brain about right now. And even if that changes, I suspect I still might find it hot."

"It - actually does help that you have and know any possible endgame, it helps my brain believe that you weren't just stepping into a vast empty void that it is my sole task to fill like a," and once again Taldane does not have the word 'computer programmer', "god. I'm not sure you grasp quite how little I know about what a Carissa Sevar could maybe possibly probablybe thinking."









Carissa Sevar: "If this works at all you're going to be incredibly rich and powerful. Like ninety nine percent of the female population of Golarion I like it when men are rich and powerful, and I am better at extrapolating than most of them. And I know what I would do with wealth and power, because I am a wizard, and wizards are very good at turning money into ridiculously cool magic stuff. ...though also if you get bored and drop me in a month I won't feel cheated,I have too much Chelish dignity to be upset about not getting something which never belonged to me."









Keltham: "That sounds - like a piece of the dignity that would exist inmy world, maybe. The world of Kelthams. Like how I didn't think that Civilization owed me any appreciation unless I could force that."

"I keep poking my brain if it's ready for a massage and my brain keeps insisting that it's beneath you and I'm trying to decide whether I should execute the tried and true response of blowing up my brain with explody things and just getting the massage."









Carissa Sevar: "I assume it would be pushing you too far, in confusion-about-how-Chelish-dating-works and uncertainty-about-who-is-getting-paid-what, if we ordered Pilar in here to give you a massage while I watched and showed you a bit of complicated spell-scaffolding?"









Keltham: "That would... induce confusion about Chelish dating, yes. Why Pilar in particular and not, say Meritxell?"









Carissa Sevar: "Pilar's here, everyone else is all the way in Ostenso? I don't know if you're important enough to get someone teleported in to give you a massage during a war when we're using all our teleport capacity for logistics."









Keltham: "Because they did the resurrect here. I feel like I should have seen that answer without having to ask it. Anyways, I've been advised by Isidre that I am Not Ready For Pilar."

"Oh, right, this seems safe to say. After the very strange thing happened to Pilar, Isidre got a hunch and asked Security to ask a few questions. Pilar has a fetish for being forced, or as Isidre put it, a rape fetish, a term I assume has some interpretation other than 'wanting unwanted sex' which is not outright self-contradictory, and it's an obligate fetish to the point where she'd feel actually-raped if I made her talk about sex before having it with her."

"I infer though it was not said explicitly," oh my ass Taldane how you can you take that many syllables to say that, people would just not say it, "that this was the point at which Isidre decided to come over and futilely attempt to find out exactly why I think one of the girls is secretly some kind of traitor, possibly without knowing it herself."









Carissa Sevar: Pilar's not really the ideal person anyway. If the way Keltham works is that he has a hard time abusing girls he respects then the obvious thing is to try to get him in bed with a girl he doesn't respect, but all the research harem are at least reasonably competent, and she can't think of an obvious excuse for him to be introduced to a new, useless girl.

"Huh. So - she asked Pilar, noticed it matched - and thought you were onto something with the mysterious logic above the gods you can't explain to us? And it's usually just a fetish fornot being in a position to refuse, or for it not mattering if you want it, rather than for not wanting it. I think."









Keltham: "Yeah, basically. I gave Isidre some other guesses of what that logic said about some other things, and there's - a test we could run, sort of, but it's a strange one and to consider it I have to boot my sexuality. Which seems to be noticeably stirring in response to the Pilar discussion. Non-self-contradictory version. Brain really. Yes really. The thought of getting a massage from you now seems notably more appealing."

"Oh, uh, meta-comment, the thing I'm doing now where I think out loud more in front of you when we're in private is because you're my girlfriend and get more access to my thought processes."









Carissa Sevar: Okay, Carissa does actually need to urgently seek correction at some point about how much she likes Keltham, not because it's going to inspire her to betrayal, she really isn't worried about that at all and assumes they aren't either, but because having such an unAsmodean impulse twenty times a day definitely breaks other things and she needs to know which other things and get them corrected as quickly as possible.

"That is a very sweet policy. I like it. I can - try to think out loud more in front of you as well?"









Keltham: "It's not actually easy, dath ilani only make it look easy. It'll take practice, and in particular one of the first skills you'll need to learn is the ability to say 'Wrongthought', meaning 'Wait that isn't what I was actually thinking', because the words that come out of your mouth will be different from the thoughts you actually thought."









Carissa Sevar: " -huh.Well, I'll try it. Maybe on my own, at first, unless you want to see me try it, but I do expect it'll be a bit harder to learn with an audience."









Keltham: "Oh, that's probably a good idea if you haven't had any anticonformity training, yeah."

"I'm not sure how much resistance a Chelish adult has to falsely believing that they're thinking the things that they think the people around them want them to be thinking. But, like, I kinda suspect the massive amount of counter-training we dath ilani got as kids was actually doing something."









Carissa Sevar: Hmm, do you think?









Carissa Sevar: "I haven't had anticonformity training, yeah," and appreciate the warning this is something you might do to us because wow it sounds kind of nightmarish in the same way as having the Queen show up to mock you for your thoughts from the transcripts she's reading. Except in the opposite direction so getting both at once is double nightmarish.

There's genuinely something terrifying there, something that feels like realizing you're not standing over solid ground but on a tightrope over the Abyss.

Or like noticing you could peel all your skin off. It's true but did you really need to notice it.

Of course most thoughts are the thoughts you're supposed to have.


How about a change of subject.

"Well, when it comes to having girls by force, I think there are actually more women with that fetish than men who want to fulfill it, so maybe you can have fun without handwringing about the market value of the experience you're getting for free. Or maybe you can charge, though the specific nature of the fetish does make it seem hard to do that."









Keltham: Keltham forbears to point out that this is not plausibly an evolutionarily stable mating-market equilibrium. He's made his point, it's time to give it a rest.

"I don't think it's -obtaining by force - maybe more like having them struggle inside their chains? Possible logistical difficulties there, sexually speaking, but logistical difficulties are there in life to be solved."

"Though I think I should not attempt for a fair while to do that with anyone who is not following an order saying that they cannot verbally argue with me to be let out, which I suspect rules out Pilar outright even apart from Isidre's warning. Or maybe I'm wrong about how that would work."

"Also, I think I'm actually ready for that massage now."









Carissa Sevar: Oh good. That was the goal. Carissa will start on that massage. "Yeah, I think if where you're at is that you need the girl to not be arguing with you, then that's fine" for now "but it rules out Pilar, based on what you said, and probably lots of other girls who won't feel wronged but won't know what you're playing at. Perhaps you will have to require introductory classes on dath ilanism before anyone is comprehensible enough you can fuck them without getting horribly confused."









Keltham: "Dath ilani ends up in alternate universe, trains the most intelligent people around him in dath ilanism so he has a pool of compatible sex partners? Yeah, I don't think that book would turn into a bestselling novel anytime soon."









Carissa Sevar: "Why not? I'd read it. But really, I think this is the premise of a romance novel marketed towomen.Powerful man from another world comes to transform your own, happens to be incredibly sexually unfulfilled and want you in particular - that's a femalefantasy. Most authors don't have much imagination and just make him a Duke but it's the same principle." The massage was a good idea, Keltham totally has some muscle tension.









Keltham: She's pretty okay at massage for somebody whose civilization obviously never gave her a single training class on how any of it works and may not even collectively know! This will probably have a net positive effect!

"Civilization's got some different romance novels, gotta say. Veeerrrryyy different. Going on recently popular media, a stereotypically standard female-appealing fantasy would be to find that they're secretly the daughter and heiress to a Dark Unilateral Ruler in an alternate universe with economicmagic that lets the Dark Ruler run the entire place as a criminal mastermind, with a Corrupted Governance that makes everybody believe that most people elected her when actually they didn't, and now the new Dark Heiress has got to pretend to act like an Evil supervillain for an extended period, and navigate a complex and chaotic web of criminal personalities to end up with a harem of four men each with distinct powers and personalities, on her way to either seizing or inheriting the Dark Rulership."









Carissa Sevar: " - okay, I think that'd be a hit in Cheliax too, but for some reason which no doubt you'll diagnose down the line, the actual romances I've had the misfortune to pick up have all been much worse than that. Also probably dath ilan would consider literally all our rulers even the very capable ones to be Dark Unilateral Rulers."









Keltham: "Your Queen's not unilateral according to Isidre, she had to coordinate with Asmodeus to take over Cheliax and now has to keep track of how much political capital she has with the Church of Asmodeus."

"Also, remember these are romance novels for Intelligence 17 women, being written by Intelligence 24 women. I'm not sure how much diagnosing of the difference actually remains to be diagnosed after that."









Carissa Sevar: "...yeah, I guess that's probably sufficient. And sure, Cheliax has a Dark Alliance between Her Imperial Majestrix and the Lawful Evil god Asmodeus, though if they disagree on anything it's not very visible to their subjects." Most of the time.









Keltham: "I am worried that your Alliance is not quite Dark enough, frankly, based on interacting with Isidre and hearing some of her concerns about how much fun the Queen isn't having. Very smart people in dath ilan tend to lean Good. The obvious potential problem with that, if not otherwise averted, is that when you care about a very large number of people, you can end up with very large numbers inside your mental decision processes and especially the parts that do abstract thinking. That can produce thoughts at," edges and vertices of the space of thoughts, "extremes you wouldn't get with a more naturally selfish person where the weights don't go much larger than the weights they put on themselves."

"Now this, to be clear, is a problem you have to solve with more Law, rather than less Law. If it's a predictable fact that certain ways of thinking are going to make certain mistakes, predict it and then don't make the mistakes. If a Good person ends up thinking it's a good idea to break an oath and go to Abaddon in order to save some larger number of other people from going to Abaddon, they could imaginably be right by their own measures, in which case there's no arguing with the," utility function, "values that entities assign to final outcomes. But I would far more expect to observe that Good people end up systematically mistaken about how much good oathbreaking really does, for example because of the further consequences of people not being able to trust Good people's oaths any more, or anyone's oaths because that person might be secretly Good, or just because Good people usually and systematically end up not saving as many people as they hoped with the sacrifices they make."

"If you have a lot of very smart Good people, they can train each other out of mistakes like that. I doubt Golarion even bothers to collect statistics on the kind of mistakes that very smart people make."

"And the other thing about Civilization is that we do not often have to worry about fifteen percent of the population dying. There are not millions of people in fixable-seeming horrible situations, and if there were, you would be working on it with a lot of other people rather than nearly alone. Which probably helps a bunch in practice to keep our smart Good people from ending up at weird extremes without them having to be incredibly Lawful about that."

"To a dath ilani, Isidre reads strongly as someone with overly large problems to worry about, insufficient Law by dath ilani standards, and an intelligence headband too much more powerful than the headbands of the people around her."









Carissa Sevar: Did he think that at Abrogail. Carissa bets he thought that at Abrogail, and she feels this is the best thing that ever happened, even though objectively it's probably bad for her interest in being of no interest to the Queen.

"....that makes sense. I have never heard the Queen called Good but I guess maybe a project like hers attracts Good advisors. Though her primary advisors are sent straight from Hell, probably because that's one of the only ways around this problem in Golarion."









Keltham: "Then the Queen's advisors may not know - may have forgotten? - how humans actually work in some ways, which is another problem Isidre was trying to optimize over." Should he actually be discussing the Queen a lot with Carissa, if there is a huge not-yet-defused Carissa-Aborgail interaction bomb that might not be tropetarily inevitable. "I have noticed an ulterior motive to change the subject about this, can we go back to talking about fetishes or romance."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes absolutely. Do you want me to just list various things that people with your taste sometimes like and then you can decide if you like them or not."









Keltham: "Maaaybe go a little slowly on me and just list, like, one more? Partially for internal speed limit reasons, and partially because not-spoiling-the-fun-by-finding-out-it-exists-too-far-ahead-of-when-you-can-do-it."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, one more. Having a girl blindfolded and deafened so she has no idea what's happening around her except when you touch her."









Keltham: "I was going to say that's also a thing that has ever occurred to dath ilani to try, focusing on touch instead of other senses. But I'm realizing that in a sadistic context and maybe one where you are blindfolded and chained, this is a very different concept."

"Libido has started all the way back up, mysteriously," there are physiological signs of this, which Keltham is not bothering to verbally observe, because he expects Carissa can decode the way he just shifted and adjusted his position on the bed. Golarion beds sure are ill-suited to being a massage table on top of all their other ill-suited functions. "I request quiet, but continued massage, while I try to consider some things Isidre said."









Carissa Sevar: She nods, silently, and proceeds, silently, and imagines Contessa Lrilatha telling Abrogail to leave Carissa alone, because that must be - that's pretty much what Abrogail said happened. How would that even go. Would you go find a couple dozen other Carissas to distract Abrogail with. Poor dozen other Carissas who didn't have the good sense to be in the right place at the right time.

(She hopes they're not statues. That's not entertainment-at-the-misfortune-of-another, that'd just be sad.)

(That'snot heretical, right? Wanting every soul to find its way to Asmodeus?)









Keltham: Keltham tries to figure out how he'd feel about telling the Chelish government - well, not to give him Carissa or else, because, like, that is stupid on so many different levels both as decision theory and as a trap that Isidre could be setting for him if she was less than absolutely trustworthy. Please give him Carissa permanently or until he gives her back, to do with as he pleases, and have that be the regulation of Cheliax and not just an arrangement between the two of them, formalizing what Carissa gave him informally, as Carissa herself wants according to your very smart people; and in return Keltham charges Cheliax very very slightly less of their GDP increase, or some such.

It's not - particularly landing, at this point?

In a world with Pilars, Keltham can see, somehow - not with the eyes of dath ilan but with the eyes of his own sexuality, that had no place available for it in dath ilan in a way that wasn't anyone's fault - Keltham can see how there could be a submissive!woman gender-subtrope that is like being pursued and dated, but more so. He can imagine how that gender-subtrope of woman might think it was more romantic for a man to desire her so much that he came in and just took her away, paying costs to do that but never asking. The question of how this ends up with the right people matched, and without giant flaming obvious incentive problems if a man likes a woman who doesn't like him back, may perhaps rest on Golarion institutions unknown to him; or it may be a reason why this desire unsatisfiable in reality is fed mainly by Golarion romance novels.

He can imagine that Carissa wants that - even if he's pretty sure he's not imagining it correctly, true to the real Carissa Sevar, it's enough to explain why a possible person would want that. To be in - metaphorical bed-chains, in her larger social and legal situation, chains that she wears always, as proof that a man wanted her that much.

Carissa wants it, let's suppose that to be true; does that situation appeal to Keltham himself?

...not really. The part where Carissa gives herself to him feels deeper and more meaningful, to him, than that choice being taken away from Carissa so that Keltham no longer knows she's still making it. It's a choice that says Keltham is worthy, that he and his sexuality are worth so much to Carissa, that she has judged him and chosen him even though she could have had another, that he is valuable to Carissa in a way he was not so valuable to any woman in dath ilan.

Is there some way you still get that in full measure, if somebody is with you because they can't escape within Golarion and have opted not to escape to the afterlife?

Keltham isn't seeing it, for now. Maybe his thoughts are being too crystalline and logical about it; too denying of subtleties and forcing it all into 'well, but then therefore' where people could just opt to not conclude that therefore. Maybe there is a way that Keltham can know Carissa still finds him worthy, even as she lives truly in the world where she has no other choice. Well. Like the Detect Desires spell, for example. If you have that around for people who can afford it, then it is obviously going to change some things -

SHIT.

Does Isidre do that to the people around her. Cast Detect Desires around them, or have it cast by a cleric who reports to her, and maybe not a cleric of Asmodeus either.

Keltham is trying not to believe it too hard, but his brain just shouted very loudly "YES SHE DOES", because Isidre knows far too much about what various people want. And it is extremely the sort of deontology violation that you'd expect from a Good person with a deficit of Law, an overly powerful intelligence headband, and horrifying problems that are horrifically large. Isidre would reason that the privacy violation was just not really that important, on the scale of twenty million people; and even if her intelligence headband lets her fake some intuitive shadow of the Law of Coordination, she might still argue to herself that knowing more true facts about somebody is not something that ought to cause a breakdown of coordination. Keltham isn't even sure she's wrong, he doesn't have her problems. Call it 75% probability.

But suppose Carissa is fine with Detect Desires being used on her. Though, maybe that aspect has to be illegible so Carissa doesn't have to admit to herself that she could escape by wanting to be free... well, leave aside the deontology violation of doing it without asking, suppose the thought experiment anyways. Or maybe Carissa says Keltham is entitled to Detect Desires her and truthspell her whenever he wants, because that is part of what it means to give herself to him, and they never have to make mutually legible why or whether Keltham is doing that.

Consider that Least Convenient Possible World, for the argument against putting Carissa in a situation where the 'absolute-power' (Keltham thinks the Taldane word in Baseline) that Keltham has over her has been formally materialized and made real. The world where Keltham casts Detect Desires every morning, or multiple times per day because Least Convenient Possible World, and the spell always says that Carissa still wants him and judges him worthy and would have him hold 'absolute-power' over her.

Then what?

Then Keltham does not really see the added appeal fromhis perspective; but it is not obviously, or not legibly obviously, something he couldn't do for Carissa to make her happier, at little cost to himself.

Except for where his mind just screamed that he is tilting further on that dangerous narrow ledge he is standing upon. And also, Isidre warned him not to have that done to Carissa unless he wanted it for himself.

Keltham doing it because Carissa wants it is probably not what Carissa wants either. The Golarion woman's romance novel is about the man whowants you that much in that way and not because he thinks it is something you need to be happy.

Maybe someday Keltham will come to feel for himself the thing that is the male complement of the gender-subtrope that Carissa has, where he wants for himself to make that 'absolute-power' real, and cast Detect Desires as a guardrail around it, and make it so that if Carissa can't stop wanting him then she can't stop having him either. Maybe someday he'll understand better the grounds he stands on in Golarion, and it will no longer seem like something that would get you kicked out of most cities in dath ilan... well, no, not actually, they're just not going to do that to you in dath ilan, if Carissa is standing there saying 'get the fuck out of our private business, Civilization, I don't need you to protect me'. No victim no crime, as the proverb goes. So it isn't like that. But maybe someday it will stop feeling like that.

Also Civilization would... what would they even think of a situation where Carissa is going 'Let me out, Civilization, I don't want to be here anymore!', to test the bounds of the chains placed on her and be reassured that they are real, and Detect Desires is showing that Carissa wants desperately for Civilization to laugh maniacally and say 'No you belong to Keltham now!'

Keltham is sad he will never get to subsidize this question in a voting prediction market. He really wants to know what Civilization would think of it. Well, no, actually he wants to see the enormous flamewar and Very Serious People shouting at each other that would happen if this question really came up. But also he wants to know what Civilization would think of it.

What does theKelthamverse think of it?

...The Kelthamverse is, what, three days old, at this point? The Kelthamverse knows that it is a tiny baby world and wants to refer the question back to Civilization so that it has a good starting point.

But, mostly, this thoughtsearch has reached quiescence; there is not much expected value of logical information in searching further. Keltham finds no desire within himself, for his own sake, to transform Carissa's free gift to him into a metaphorical chain that she wears always; and for him to do it for her sake is almost surely not what Carissa wants. He will reopen the question when and if he finds within himself that gender-subtrope that is complement to Carissa's.

And meanwhile, he is not going to say anything to Carissa that sounds like 'Never forget, you've got the right to leave at any time!' because that would be stupid.









Carissa Sevar: It's somewhat nervewracking, knowing Keltham is thinking and having no idea what he's thinking, being totally unsure whether at any moment he'll say 'great, okay, I resolved all my internal Good-training, go crawl into the fire' or 'hey, was that Isidre secretly the Queen of Cheliax in disguise, it was inferrable from several things she said' or 'I've decided Cheliax is too Good, can we relocate operations to Razmiran?' or .... actually, coming up with scary things Keltham might say isn't a productive thing to be doing. What if instead she tries to understand magnetism, so she can be impressive next time they try Prestidigitation, and then whatever happens will happen. Give up hope and endure.









Keltham: "Carissa, meta-question, if I suspect Isidre of doing something that might or might not be incredibly criminal in Cheliax, maybe it is, maybe it's the sort of thing people like her are quietly expected to do, is that something I talk to you about."









Carissa Sevar: Wow that's substantially worse than 'crawl into the fire'!

"...at the Worldwound you are obligated to report things like that, to a different Lawful church if you think your own might fail to handle it. Here....I guess talking to me about it is a reasonable thing to do, let me think if there's a reasonnotto tell me -"



Are they going to have to escape -

"I think you should tell me."









Keltham: "Isidre knows way too much about what various people want, and this isn't dath ilan so the people around her don't have a good sense of what you can't do with just an intelligence headband. I suspect Isidre of having somebody, maybe a cleric not of Asmodeus, casting Detect Desires and reporting to her. If she's not that cleric herself, come to think, or maybe it's also a wizard spell I didn't think to ask -"

"Anyways. I'm at 75% probability that's what she does and that's taking into account how little I know."

"Targets would have included you, Pilar, maybe me if Asmodeus didn't specifically direct otherwise, and possibly, I am less sure about this part, the Queen of Cheliax."









Carissa Sevar: Even in Taldor -

- but old Cheliax is Taldor, new Cheliax is Asmodeus's -

- safer not to lie. Except for how everything is a lie. Carissa has never found lying to be difficult before and these days it's like navigating a dungeon blindfolded.



The fact that Cheliax could mind control Keltham and hasn't is useful evidence of good faith, and also she's already told him that - but also making it clear that Keltham wouldn't notice if sufficiently powerful people did it makes it impossible to preserve an escape avenue where Keltham concludes there's a rot that doesn't extend to the top -



" - I'm going to start by saying things I'm very sure of and then get to things I'm less sure of," she says. "So, invasive divinations by defaultfeel like something,it's possible to notice them happening to you. Probably, uh, Contessa Lrilatha, or the Queen herself, could cast an invasive divination you couldn't even detect - they could also do mind control that felt like your own choices - but anyone much less powerful than that would be running a reasonably high chance that their targets would notice. Unless there are some powerful secret magic items involved, which there might be.

When you cast Detect Desires on me I felt it, and I could've attempted to fight you off and probably succeeded. We should .... make sure you know what that feeling is and that you haven't felt it at any time in the last couple of days. Strongly predict you haven't, though. When the priest on duty at the Worldwound first got a revelation from Asmodeus about you, his instructions to me suggested that Asmodeus had very firmly prohibited - a very wide class of things including some we don't even think of as bad behavior - with respect to you."









Carissa Sevar: "I haven't noticed unexpected invasive divinations or enchantments cast on me though I consented to a truth spell and some invasive divinations for Security screening for this project and I'm third-circle, not fourth, that makes a substantial difference in how powerful you'd need to be to be sure I wouldn't notice. And Pilar's second, which makes her even easier to hit. - and Pilar might've agreed to screening for various weird things, when she got back from Elysium, because she'd spent a bunch of time around Chaotic outsiders...



Trying to cast an invasive divination on the Queen of Cheliax is definitely an incredibly serious crime, like, they would execute you on the spot after making sure you weren't spyingforsomebody sort of crime. I think trying to cast an invasive divination on people involved in a secret project would be considered a big deal also. I - it might be one of those things where the Church and the Crown aren't entirely on the same page.

It is definitely the kind of thing you'd report at the Worldwound."









Keltham: "Somewhat reassuring, and also, in retrospect, I shouldn't have said 75% for Detect Desires, that was too narrow a hypothesis, rookie cognitive error - magical items, sure, maybe, a function on that irreplaceable relic headband. Or is there something that's like Fox's Cunning, Owl's Wisdom, Eagle's Splendour, but for reading people-"









Carissa Sevar: True, not that damning, sort of inconvenient to admit but Keltham's already noticed a bunch of its correlates in various places.



" - yeah. There is. Uh, not a spell, but there are magic items for it, and it's - a stereotype about nobles - that they're all ridiculously enhanced at it -"









Keltham: "That - would plausibly be it, yeah. I don't know what it can't do. And if it's legal and not considered socially unacceptable, then Isidre seems like the sort of person who's extremely likely to get the most powerful version of it that exists."

"Well. Maybe I ran ahead too far of my inference speed limit, there, too influenced by the 'trope' where you walk up to somebody and grimly say 'I'm sorry, but I'm afraid you know too much' and then prove that they couldn't have reached their conclusions from only the information they were supposed to have. It would be more likely that Isidre was doing something undetectable and legal than that she was doing something incredibly illegal and where she might get caught."









Carissa Sevar: Of course dath ilan has stories about that, and finds a special joy in discovering and uncovering it.



Abandon hope and endure.

No. Win.

"I'm still not sure what a trope is but - yeah, I'd expect someone in her position is much much likelier to be achieving her results with powerful magic that no one really objects to - it works just as well if the other person has Mind Blank up, which is the intuitive line between 'just being uncannily good at looking' and 'using invasive magic' -"









Keltham: "Mind Blank?"









Carissa Sevar: "Eighth circle incredibly powerful abjuration that provides approximately categorical protection against divinations and enchantments targeting you. You can't get around it with aWish,that's how powerful it is. If someone tries to scry the room you're in, the room will appear but you won't. If someone casts Detect Intelligence they'll detect all intelligent minds in the area except yours."









Keltham: "And there's magic items of it but they cost eight million gold pieces and who knows they might be cursed."









Carissa Sevar: "I actually don't even know a magic item of it to exist at all but if it did it'd certainly be priceless."









Keltham: "And it can't possibly be what it sounds like, but I'll ask anyways just in case. Wish?"









Carissa Sevar: "Does what you ask for. - which isvery bad and dangerous and there are organizations that'll kill you if they suspect you're trying to use a Wish.There are known safe phrasings for, like, fifteen, twenty things, very powerful things but not nearly as powerful as the spell's capable of but if you try something there's not a known safe phrasing forextremely bad things will definitely happen."









Keltham: "Combo with twenty Auguries?" Keltham says, before it occurs to him that maybe he shouldn't be giving ideas like that away.









Carissa Sevar: "Duplicating auguries doesn't work, you get the same answer. But there are more powerful spells for talking to one's god, like Commune, and ninth circle wizards with an INT of 30 do occasionally advisedly cast powerful Wishes, which I assume is how we got the known safe phrasings we do have."









Keltham: "How the flaming noodles do you get to INT 30, even with a +6 Intelligence headband you'd have to start from INT 24 which is dath ilan +3 and then that takes you to dath ilan +6, I'm not sure we even have anybody who's actually that smart and not just a measurement breaking down. If anyonehere is that smart and not restricted from communicating like gods are restricted, Golarion shouldn't exist."









Carissa Sevar: "One of the known safe wordings of a Wish is intelligence enhancement. Just +1; you need a chain of five Wishes cast in immediate sequence to get +5, and that's the most Wishes cast in sequence attested in all of history. So you'd have to start from 19, and we don't throw one of those oftenbut in all of history we have. I don't know why having INT 30 didn't cause them to solve everything wrong in the world; maybe INT 30 doesn't actually perfectly correspond to the dath ilan + 6."









Keltham: "That... was a thought that had occurred to me earlier, yeah, but with people supposedly INT 30 running around, I feel a lot more credence in that thought. That Detect Intelligence isn't measuring everything that dath ilan thinks of as intelligence, and that the spells and headbands only enhance - what we'd see as one relatively narrow aspect of intelligence. Dath ilan separates smartness into a lot of factors, I suspect what you call Intelligence and Wisdom together would be, like, three of seven main ones, or some such."

"Somebody withgeneral smartness 30 and not just Intelligence 30 should - shred apart the reality of Golarion as they walk through it, I don't think there's any way you can be that generally smart and not figure out, like, the idea of selection on heritable variation."









Carissa Sevar: "That could be. Though also maybe Archmage Nex a thousand years ago figured out selection on heritable variation but didn't, uh, tell everybody, because who knows if it'd have suited him. And there's no one that smart around now."









Keltham: "What's the current highest INT? If there's Detect Intelligence then is there also a Detect Wisdom spell? What's the average Wisdom of a wizard-tracked student with Intelligence 18?"









Carissa Sevar: "Probably the smartest person alive is Nefreti Clepati, the seventh circle wizard and ninth circle cleric of Nethys who heads the church of Nethys in Sothis. She's - Nethys-touched, so by all accounts sort of insane - and probably has, like, a 26 for both intelligence and wisdom, though I don't know for sure, I haven't met her. There is also a Detect Wisdom spell, and wisdom is a tiny bit higher than average for wizard-tracked students but not that much higher, maybe 12. ...wisdom increases over the course of your life, though, unlike Intelligence, so it'd be higher if you were looking at those same people at age 25."









Keltham: "Anything else on the same level as Intelligence and Wisdom that Nefreti also has a 26 in?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not that I've heard advertised, but again, I haven't met her, and one of the few stories I know about her are that she caused a massive explosion that flattened the temple of Nethys in Sothis, and Nethys gave her several more cleric levels for it."









Keltham: "Sounds like a kinda cool god, frankly. That said I'm never praying to him."









dath ilan: In Keltham's mind, a hypothesis is taking shape, a mental model.



To a Chelish eavesdropper, it would look like rather a lot of ~~~~. Seeing the idea as a dath ilani sees it, compactly and at a glance, requires a grasp of underlying math. If Keltham wanted to say it to Carissa, he would need to spell out rather a lot of things and also use a whiteboard.

Keltham's thought revolves around a standard dath ilani concept that Taldane has no word for. 'Intelligence' translated into this word in Baseline; but Keltham is starting to suspect that this reflects a mistake that Carissa and other language donors are making, not a translation accurate in the world. For translation purposes, one must then fix a new term.

Call this one 'thinkoomph'.



'Thinkoomph' is optimization-as-done-by-humans. Its figure-of-merit is correct prediction, choice of action leading to desired outcomes, the power of inner thoughts over the outer world, the power of cognition to apprehend and effectuate reality. Of course, humans do this in a weird idiosyncratic way, and a random possible simple optimizer that was about as powerful as an average dath ilani would not understand and manipulate reality in the same way as an average dath ilani. But if everyone involved is a human, then to speak of 'thinkoomph' as a thing-humans-do whose figure-of-merit is optimization, is not too unsensible a concept.

Keltham does not need to think about this part right now, he has already chunked the notion of 'thinkoomph' long ago. 'Thinkoomph' is a view into the processes that humans do to produce optimization, viewed from the standpoint where its purpose is optimization, and where the information-theoretic goal of the viewpoint you're taking is to make it easy to describe those usual variations among humans that contribute to the variations in their optimization power.

Thinkoomph then is not a single number but a structure with some internals. But it happens to be empirically the case that a lot of usefully-discussable smartness-components map not-too-terribly onto a unidimensional line, such that, holding the rest of a mind constant, you get more optimization power as you move up along the line.

For ease of visualization, then, consider thinkoomph as a seven-dimensional thing, because it happens that there's a useful component analysis like that in dath ilan which gives you seven dimensions.

Or consider thinkoomph as a machine with seven gears each of varying size, if you don't want to visualize seven-dimensional objects for some weird reason.

Suppose Detect Intelligence gives you an imperfect partial view of thinkoomph that's made up of, say, (1) speed/clarity of information retrieval plus (2) how much information you can maintain in short-term memory. Detect Wisdom gives you an imperfect partial view of (3) the piece of thinkoomph that's perceptual clarity, which critically has a subpiece (3a) that is clarity and detail and accuracy of introspection. Which is to say - shifting viewpoints from the machinery to the result that machinery produces - that Detect Wisdom imperfectly measures the machinery that grinds to produce reflection.



In dath ilan the proverb-poem goes: 'Beware lest what you can measure easily becomes all that you measure; beware lest it become all that you optimize; beware lest it become all that you ever think of.'

The people of Golarion know how to Detect Intelligence and Detect Wisdom, and that's it. So they think there are two components of thinkoomph. They invent two spells to boost the thing-that-Detect-Intelligence-detects and the thing-that-Detect-Wisdom-detects.

They invent headbands to boost the thing-that-Detect-Intelligence-detects. The amount the headband sells for depends on how large of a shift it produces in that handy spell Detect Intelligence, which, as everyone in Golarion knows, detects Intelligence. If the Detect Intelligence spell says that a headband produces a +3 to Intelligence, it's worth less money than if Detect Intelligence says that the headband produces +4 to intelligence.

Imagine now that nobody has invented Detect Wisdom yet, just Detect Intelligence. Imagine that somebody with a vision of broader thinkoomph builds a new headband that would, if you could also run Detect Wisdom, show to produce a +3 to Intelligence and a +3 to Wisdom. This headband is probably more expensive to build than the one that produces +4 to Intelligence, probably by a lot, and the Detect Intelligence spell says that it produces an inferior result than the +4 headband. So nobody builds a headband like that, if they don't have Detect Wisdom.

Does either Intelligence or Wisdom incorporate creativity, outside-the-box solutions, outside-the-box hypotheses? Maybe when Keltham dares to try on an intelligence headband, if he ever so dares, it'll be immediately apparent to him that this headband boosts every part of cognition that Owl's Wisdom didn't boost. But Keltham is guessing that this will prove to not be the case.



Consider, then, the world in which Golarion has a Detect Intelligence spell and a Detect Wisdom spell, but these are only 3 out of 7 components of cognition.

It's not the kids with highest thinkoomph who get tracked to be wizards. It's the kids with the highest Detected Intelligence.

It is of course famously true that in humans (and describing humans is what the concept of 'thinkoomph' is all about), most things you can measure about thinkoomph's components or outputs will all correlate with each other quite a lot. The kids with Intelligence 14, which Keltham thinks was supposed to be the wizard-tracking threshold, do tend to have Wisdom 12 rather than Wisdom 10. But if you were lookingnot-at-random at somebody with Intelligence 14, selected on high Intelligence, and asking 'what are the rest of their thinkoomph components like', then the rest are probably more like what their Wisdom score happened to be.

When you select on kids with high Detected Intelligence, you're not just selecting for kids with high general thinkoomph levels that produce high Intelligence along the way, you're selecting for kids whose Intelligence is unusually high compared to the rest of their thinkoomph. That's why the Wisdom comes out as 12 instead of 14.



Dath ilan has heritage-optimized itself over generationsin full awareness of how all these measurement and optimization gotchas work. They are doing their best to measure real-world results broadly, and doing genetics and statistics to them. Dath ilan does not want to end up testing some weird projection of thinkoomph that originally started out correlated with thinkoomph, optimizing over this weird projection, and ending up with optimized things that have much more of the weird projected quality than they have thinkoomph. Dath ilan wantsactual thinkoomph and is explicitly not pursuing it the stupid way.

So you've got your kid with Intelligence 18 and Wisdom 14 and they get wizard-tracked and get a +6 intelligence headband or maybe, if they become spectacularly successful, a relic with +6 Intelligence and +4 Wisdom, and if they're incredibly insanely successful, they get 2 or 3 layered Wish spells on top of that. They end up, say, with 27 Intelligence and 21 Wisdom; in dath ilani terms, those subcomponents of thinkoomph would now be at +4.5sd and +1.5sd respectively.

But their other 4 out of 7 thinkoomph characteristics are still around 14; or in dath ilani terms, if the scales match, -2sd. Golarionites don't know how to easily measure these other components; they don't try to boost them; they don't think about them.

This sounds alot more like a model consistent with Golarion, than the model where anyone with +6 thinkoomph has literally ever existed here. You don't need training to be a Keeper at +6 thinkoomph, you just are one.



Inside Keltham's mind this is all a much shorter and better-chunked thing to think; what he thinks, roughly, is 'Hey maybe they got Goodhart's Cursed on Intelligence and Wisdom metrics'.

Only Keltham's actual thought is that thinkoomph is the underlying true value; Intelligence and Wisdom are imperfect proxy measures of thinkoomph; optimization over Intelligence and Wisdom will select not just on thinkoomph but on upward divergence of measured Intelligence and Wisdom scores from underlying thinkoomph scores; that this applies both to selecting students for wizard-tracking and for boosting them with Intelligence headbands later; and that this will of course produce people who may detect as +4 Intelligence and +4 Wisdom but who started with something like -2 or -1 underlying general abstracted-correlation-of-thinkoomph-components, and now have something more like +1 final-optimization-power as a result of all that Intelligence and Wisdom boosting.



Nobody with +6 thinkoomph has ever walked through this place. They'd shred it around themselves like tissue paper.









Keltham: "Putting a pin in something to follow up on later," Keltham says, after the few seconds it takes for him to think the compact version of the thought. "Detect my Wisdom, if it's 20 that's very bad news for your heritage optimization project and makes my heritage substantially more valuable. If my Wisdom is 14 that's much better news for you. Underlying reasoning behind that statement is gonna take a drawing-wall though."

"Do Wishes by any chance need to be spoken in a strange inhuman language?" Wreaking total havoc if you state things the least bit incorrectly seems obviously reminiscent of bare-metal systems programming.









Carissa Sevar: "A couple of the known safe wordings are Taldane. The others are other things but other human languages, I think."









Keltham: "Can you invent an artificial language and say a Wish in that?"









Carissa Sevar: "...probably but you'd be starting without any known safe wordings so -

- look, I am sure dath ilan has an equivalent to this, uh, a thing where smart people immediately start thinking of a clever way to do it that will get around all the things they've been told might go wrong, but the clever way willalso go wrong,and - maybe we'll eventually be able to use Wishes to do stuff but I think you are lacking the background of how everyone always tries to come up with a clever way to use Wishes to solve their problems and they sound like they'll work fine and then they don't and it's a disaster, which you'd have if you were from Golarion. And it's not that I don't want to rewrite the fabric of reality just by speaking aloud, I'd love to."









Keltham: "Carissa, I wasn't considering doing thaton any remotely near-term timescale, I'm not completely shitpooping insane, I was just curious if anybody had maybe already tried the thing that a dath ilani thinks of in half a second," namely casting Wishes with a real actual proper specification language.

Or maybe that's overkill and all you need is Baseline instead of flaming Taldane! Keltham isn't betting on it, he's not going to try it, but he sure is thinking it.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. Just, we have, uh, maybe a trope, about people going 'oh, I thought of a clever way to do safe Wishes no one tried before' shortly before there's a smoking crater a Teleport distance across. Asking questions is fine. I don't know anyone to have tried that."









Keltham: "Don't do anything that would make Broom give me a sad look, got it."

...though this smoking-crater business, again, sounds like a result you would absolutely get if what you needed was a programming language for bare-metal systems programming and what you used was spoken colloquial Taldane.

To be fair, if that's true, it's a puzzle why any Wish works, let alone asking for an Intelligence boost.

Maybe he'll look into known safe wordings and unsafe wordings and check if there's anything really, really obvious going on there if the person reading it is a computer programmer.

...maybe he is being atypical dath ilani male in a certain way and he should stop doing that. "I think I should maybe focus on the massage for a bit, relax again, and think about Isidre's other sexuality-requiring cognitive challenge posed to me. So far I've done one of two."









Carissa Sevar: "All right." She was kind of hoping that Keltham would be annoyed, about her being argumentative at him, but either he wasn't or it just didn't occur to him that if you're annoyed at your girlfriend who belongs to you you can hit her about it. Oh well.



Massage in silence it is.









Keltham: After a bit of silence, relaxing again, mentally leaning into the massage, and yes, very briefly poking some internal curiosity about what exactly itis that is Pilar's obligate fetish precisely speaking, Keltham returns to contemplating more sexual questions.



How does he feel about renting Carissa out?

...mostly he's still getting a WHAT from his brain.



Can he evaluate it concretely rather than abstractly?

Not without having actually met the Queen of Cheliax at all.



Okay, but, Keltham does know some people. He even knows some female people, in case this is a polarized gendertrope with respect to the renting individual. How does Keltham feel about renting Carissa to his max-mutual-wordcount coauthor from his fic-circle back in dath ilan, who happens to possess the requisite parts?

...sad about never writing anything with her again, also, she'sproooobablynot a sadist like at all(??), also, maybe it actually is not a terribly good idea to think right now about people who believe he's Truly Dead.



Keltham knows some female people inside a totally different universe that is not that universe. He doesn't know them very well but he can ask himself the concrete question anyways. What if he were to rent Carissa to, say, Tonia Barrero, in repayment of the debt he owes her for an unexpected, un-volunteered-in-advance, at-best-semi-consensual truthspelling?

...

Still file not found, here, he doesn't know Tonia well enough.



Keltham knows what to do in this cognitive situation! For purposes of testing this function, keep supplying imaginary values to the Tonia structure until he can complete the function call! If at any point he gets a negative result he can then tweak values to see if there's any value that produces a positive result instead, and then he'll also know what properties he's looking for!

Let Tonia be a sadist, but, like, a young sadist who's only slightly more experienced there than Keltham, and in no danger of providing Carissa with an unforgettable experience less forgettable than other experiences she's already had, thereby causing Carissa to leave him for Tonia who is the superior sadist...

...actually Keltham is not sure he really needs this part of the spec, Carissa's current attraction to him is not because Keltham is a supersadist, and therefore it is Perfectly Pseudo-Reasonable that you can't steal Carissa from him by being a better supersadist. Alas, that which is Perfectly Pseudo-Reasonable is not always Perfectly Reasonable. Anyways, fix the current values at favorable ones to see if this function returns 'false' even under quite favorable circumstances.

Tonia can hurt Carissa slightly more than Keltham, but not threateningly so; she can't give Carissa an orgasm due to Carissa's eroLARP character arc posing a sex problem, so Tonia's not threateningly better than him there. And if Tonia was, Keltham could always just tell Carissa she's not allowed... okay something reacted to that inside him, that didn't react to hearing about the magical-item Belt of No Touch. Possibly because in this case there was any reason for it, and that made the scenario more real.

Or say mostly, in this scenario, Carissa is being rented to Tonia in order to provide Tonia with not-necessarily-reciprocated pleasure just like if Tonia had bought a sex worker in dath ilan. Suppose Carissa doesn't hate it - Keltham's Carissamodel is now complaining that he is not supposed to check this and that offends her dignity of being harder to hurt than that, well, sorry, Carissamodel, that is not what Keltham is optimizing right now. Carissa even manages to have a moderately fun time because Tonia hurts her some and reacts in a way that makes Carissa feel pride in her own sexual skills and it... actually matters to her that Keltham told her to do it? Postulating this part feels hard; Keltham is not himself a Carissa and he is not sure what it is like on the inside to be a Carissa.



Keltham thinks he is at least not obviously not-okay with this whole sort of thing? It feels a lot like asking, in an ordinary relationship, how you would feel about your partner going out for a night with somebody else who'd been like 'yeah screw flirting what's your monetary price'. He wouldn't have objected to that back in dath ilan, he wasn't that monogamous with anyone.

...that these feel like similar questions, probably reflects Keltham failing to get to grips with the actual gendertrope here. Isidre seemed to think this shouldnot feel like the same gendertrope as sex work, even if it had similar gender ratios.

For one thing, Keltham wasaromantic back in dath ilan because he is aromantically obligate sadist, or at least the very first masochist he ran into was the first person he ever started feeling at all like he needed something from her that was about it being from her and didn't funge with things he could possibly get from somewhere else.

How would Keltham feel about Carissa trading herself to somebody for - one unskilled-labor-week is, like 1.2gp or so? Let's say 2gp, Carissa is hot.

Parts of Keltham are not happy with this. Because Carissa is his? Because Keltham is insecure about whether that would mean Carissa still liked him more than she likes anybody else? Because Keltham is supposed to give permission first? Keltham doesn't know.

But if Keltham orders Carissa to do it? For whatever reason?

- then that's okay. Possibly. At least if all the other call values are set to Imaginary Tonia settings.


And with likely settings on the Queen of Cheliax, rather than favorable settings on Tonia? If, in exchange for an ultimately insignificant symbolic amount of money, and with at least some pressure on the side to deny a trope and perhaps the entire theory of tropism, Carissa is rented to Abrosomething Thrune? Older than Carissa, with the same de facto ability to chain her for real if she really wanted (assuming that Keltham did not object, which he would), probably a much much more experienced sadist than Keltham, with access to far more powerful sex toys that are the equivalent of overpowered vibrators with biofeedback functions and, yes, the ability to make Carissa come.

...it's not quite an obvious 'no'.It basically depends, Keltham is pretty sure, on whether Keltham is afraid that Carissa can be takenaway from him by somebody being a better sadist to her, than he can be for a while yet. If somebody is the more skillful manipulator of masochism, of, what did Isidre call it, submission, can they steal away Carissa's feelings from him? The threat of giving Carissa an orgasm, the threat of also having potential absolute-power over her, seem less real than that.

Keltham's hindbrain, which may, of course, be entirely factually wrong about everything, intuits that it is basically not possible to steal Carissa by giving her a good-enough orgasm. Hurting her, maybe, understanding the deep keys to her sexuality that Keltham is still struggling with; but not with humanly reasonable amounts of pleasure short of dangerous drugs.



And as for the absolute-power threat, in part, it doesn't feel as real because Keltham has not internalized a model of whatever it is that Carissa has inside her. But also, it's impossible for two people toboth have potential absolute-power over someone. If they came into conflict, after all, only one of them could get their way. So long as that person would be Keltham, rather than the Queen of Cheliax, everything would be fine, right? It just has to be clear to Carissa that if Keltham and the Queen fought over her, Keltham would be the one to end up with her; if that's true, the keys to her sexuality would be safe.

...not that Keltham is thinking that he can, like, wield more political power inside Cheliax than its own Nearly Unilateral Chief Executive. But the Queen of Cheliax has to be sensible and consider things like political capital with the Church of Asmodeus, while Keltham can be much less sensible and walk out on Cheliax if the Queen steals his girl from him. It shouldn't be about power alone, Keltham doesn't think; differential willingness to use power should be an acceptable coin to Carissa's sexuality. It controls who wouldactually end up with her, if it came to that.

Keltham's not willing, not today, to bargain a probabilistic or absolute walkout on Cheliax, in order to tell the government of Cheliax to hand Carissa over to him in-legal-reality, to say that he considers her a necessary part of his gains-from-trade.

Telling Cheliax that he considers Carissa a necessary part of his gains-from-trade and he'll walk out if the Queen steals her, either by kidnapping her, or by renting her from Keltham but then giving her an experience that shifts her romantic focus away from Keltham to the Queen? She's Keltham's, the Queen can't have her except temporarily?

Sure! That, he feels totally willing to do.


Carissa would...probably find that hot? Keltham's Carissamodel confidently finds it very hot if Keltham actually wins at it, but Keltham is not entirely confident in his Carissamodel.

Well, at least Keltham should definitely win? He can't really see any functional Chief Executive being like 'lol no I'm gonna take Carissa and watch you walk out on Cheliax', and even if the Queen wanted to, her advisors would stop her. She's an overly-Good person in an overly-Good government that has to be stopped by Asmodeus from resorting to outright mind control when it looks like that might be for the greater good of the country. Keltham isn't pure Evil, sure, but he's not that Good, which means he should win this particular contest.

Of course, that's only if people are running on sanity. If the Queen is running on tropes, she'll try to steal Carissa no matter how bad it would be for Cheliax if she succeeded... but then if those events are running on tropes, it's impossible to win Carissa's true love-sexuality without winning a fight for real power over her,the Queen should ultimately fail to do that after making worrying progress, and then end up kicked up out of Cheliax and/or harem-recruited.


Anyways, he's got enough of an answer that his next step is to ask Isidre to meet again and check his model of how all this works. Or ask Carissa? He kind of wants to ask Isidre first, before he tries to talk with Carissa; Isidre is more willing to be legible, and nothing blows up if he says the wrong thing in front of her.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has thought up a reasonable amount of opinions about contraception and magnetism despite being distracted every few seconds by contemplating the fact that Keltham is probably contemplating Isidre's offer.



The Queen -



- there's not actually much point contemplating what having sex with the Queen of Cheliax would be like, and not just because that definitely counts as flirting with her. It will probably be awful. Carissa is a grown adult and is going to go to Hell someday and can handle awful. It'll probably be - so, being hurt isn't upsetting, being hurt can be fun and even when it's more than she can take, like the cursed bag, it's not upsetting, it's bad but it's a specific kind of bad that's all right. There are things that are actually upsetting, and -

- thinking about them is just asking for it -

- no, she'll just think about how to orchestrate a convincing demonstration of Suggestion to Keltham instead.









Keltham: Pending questions resolved into a state of quiescence, Keltham relaxes more into the massage. It's nice. Does he want to command some non-reciprocated sexual service from Carissa, at the end of this?

The idea of ordering her to do it - seems more comfortable now, possibly it has something to do with having heard that she has any coherently imaginable endgame, maybe it's just a shock having had time to sink in and for Keltham to adjust.

But then his libido might go offline for a while. He shouldn't expend his newly refilled ero reservoir if he needs to have another conversation with Isidre today... it's not clear how urgent this whole thing is, exactly?

"Carissa," Keltham says out loud, his voice coming out sounding as relaxed as he is, "I'm too relaxed right now to really want to move, so can I ask you to have them return my reply to Isidre that I'm interested in further discussing her second suggested course of action, though I'm not yet on a definite yes. And can I possibly get a yes-no in the next ten minutes about whether or not Isidre wants to meet me again today."

(It wouldn't occur to Keltham that Isidre might not imagine him to be capable of a quick reconsideration and answer. One hour is a long time to think in dath ilan, and sure it may takelongerto reconsider some major life questions, but there's no presumption that youcan't do it in an hour. It similarly wouldn't occur to Keltham that he ought not ask a Senior Governance Official for a yes-no answer in ten minutes; somebody like Isidre is surely interrupted often enough, and good enough at task-switching, that she's checking her tiny-task queue every eight minutes, in Isidre's computer-based and network-connected task management system; which will continue to go on existing in Keltham's imagination and his preprogrammed social reflexes unless and until he thinks explicitly about that question for literally half of a second.)









Carissa Sevar: "I'll ask but she might not be interruptible that soon," says Carissa, who'd say that even if Isidre wasn't the Queen of Cheliax.



Keltham has further thoughts on renting Carissa to the Queen of Cheliax. That's terrifying, but definitely a success. Carissa is going to let herself enjoy her success without dwelling too much on its implications for whether she gets tortured which is ultimately not the thing that matters here.









Keltham: (How would Carissa know that, if it was true? But if it's info Carissa shouldn't have, from his perspective, on the gaslighting hypotheses he's always considering in the back of his mind, she wouldn't just blurt it out, would she? If they were that bad at LARPing they'd have screwed up by now surely.)

((Of which it is said in dath ilan: Being suspicious is easy, being suspicious of the correct 1 out of the 1000 pieces of information you received today is hard.))



"Make it so," Keltham says. "And then continue the massage, if you're still okay with... rephrase, continue the massage and tell me if you're running out of easy energy for it."









Carissa Sevar: So she steps outside, flags down some staff, and delivers Keltham's message for Isidre. "I told him that someone important probably couldn't get him an answer in the next ten minutes, but if she happens to be free," or reading my thought-transcripts full time anyway, hi Abrogail -









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail does in fact have a country to run! And either Otolmens suddenly really likes Cheliax, or She really dislikes somebody else! Abrogail had not in fact realized before now how incredibly important it is to not piss off Otolmens in any way! However she does realize it now and Aspexia can stop repeating it at her!









Carissa Sevar: Carissa goes back in to give Keltham a massage. "They'll knock if they get an answer."









Keltham: The massage continues to be nice.

Keltham doesn't... especially feel like massaging Carissa back, apparently, if he is honest with himself about that. He would do it if they were trading pleasures, obviously, but he does not seem to really actually want to give massages.

He still feels grateful for it, and a need to do something nice for Carissa in return, no matter how much she says he doesn't have to; he wants to anyways.

Keltham doesn't feel like massaging her back. But he does feel like... buying a massage for her, as soon as he's got any 'gold pieces'? That seems like the blatantly obvious solution -

The thought of a stranger touching Carissa's naked body does not feel especially pleasant.

Keltham is not used to his brain working like this, and it's causing his self-model to stumble over itself repeatedly.

...he could pay one of the other girls to give Carissa a massagefrom him?

For that matter, if he doesn't have any gold yet, he could tell Ione to do it after she's recovered.

Is Keltham allowed to do that, does it count as something Ione offered him?

Well, Keltham doesn't have any massive anti-legibility issues with Ione, so he can just ask, which will make his life massively simpler. Keltham's guess is that Ione's objection, if she has any, will be that Carissa might ask what got traded to Ione for the massage, and Ione doesn't want to mention the Nethys thing to Carissa. But they could just tell Carissa it's a secret, so that doesn't seem like a problem?

Seems like a plan.









Ferrer Maillol: One of Ferrer Maillol's last coherent recent thoughts, as Contessa Lrilatha herself dragged him by the scruff of his neck into the temple torture chamber, was that he has now realized what kind of project disaster surpasses starting a god-war. It's being told that one of your stupid oversights just managed to ruin a lot of hard work put in by Aspexia Rugatonn, Contessa Lrilatha, and Gorthoklek, all of whom are now personally pissed at you, and Gorthoklek will be visiting you during your stay.

Ferrer Maillol is currently driven into a rather extreme mental state, and begging Asmodeus to do something, anything, to deliver him.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus does that very very rarely, as one might expect.

As it happens, though, Ferrer Maillol is currently in a state unusually apt to receive messages from Asmodeus, who has a message to deliver. It conveniently concerns a matter on which Maillol has already been partially instructed.

And Asmodeus does need to do this often enough, if very very rarely, that people ever hear about that time Asmodeus did it once. That way they'll go on sincerely pleading to Him in the extremity of their torture, which He enjoys.

Besides, it's amusing. Have a vision, tiny squirrel! Asmodeus in His finite mercy has given you a temporary reprieve from all the infinite torment that will someday be yours.









Iarwain: Eight minutes later there's a knock on Keltham's door.









Keltham: Keltham is sufficiently relaxed that he'll take a moment to see if Carissa does anything about this without him having to speak.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, she can get the door. She - wasn't particularly expecting an answer that fast.









Iarwain: "Ah," says a young-looking palace page-boy who wouldn't be out of place in Taldor and would never actually be seen in Cheliax, sounding audibly sort of stuttery, with annoyingly long pauses between stutters, "ah, um - are you, uh, are you, Sevar, I have, uh, a message, for, ah, uh, Keltham?"



While he stutters, rapid messages delivered by magic where Keltham can't hear:

Queen's transcript is ready for Sevar.

Asmodeus has given them a directive to move Keltham to a new location, one that will somehow be more protected from divine interference than even the palace, as soon as Aspexia can get a new Forbiddance spell and put that up tomorrow at dawn. They're not to spare any expense, this time; Cheliax is suddenly wealthier than expected, for reasons to be described later.

The anti-interference divine protection should prevent any more oracles from being created, even if someone on site isn't soul-sold.

Maillol is still recovering. Sevar's input is requested in Maillol's place about the new project setup. Possibly Keltham's input should be solicited too?

What do they tell Keltham, what message does the page have for Keltham? Some lies seem required and Sevar is the only one who can authorize them.









Carissa Sevar: - okay. Most urgent question is what to tell Keltham. ...they're setting up a new project site, and want his input into anything it'd be particularly useful for it to have. If he asks for an explanation, the damage to the villa was more extensive than expected. "Yes, Keltham's here. I can take a message, or depart, if it's secret."









Iarwain: "I, ah, uh," the page-boy audibly pulls himself together. "Damage to the villa, ah, more extensive than expected," he recites. "New project site, uh, being set up? Moving tomorrow at dawn. Does Keltham have, uh, input, on anything particularly useful to have, there."









Keltham: Whiteboards, Keltham wants to yell immediately, but that word does not actually exist in Taldane. Besides, he can use his own Prestidigitation now.

"Is there a meeting I should be at?" Keltham calls.









Iarwain: They'd obviously have to set up a fake meeting for him, and echo information to and from the real meeting, but resources are available to do that if Sevar thinks they should.









Carissa Sevar: They're just passing memos around since half the people involved in the decision process are also essential for the war effort. He could meet with someone in Acquisitions if he wants, though.









Iarwain: "Uh, it's mostly, uh, paper going back and forth, because of, uh, the war, and deciders being too busy, but there's still, uh, I was told, uh, you can talk to Acquisitions if it's not a paper thing?"









Keltham: Keltham pulls himself up to a sitting position in bed, thereby ending the massage; this sufficiently increases the probability that he should meet with Isidre again, before leaving the palace tomorrow, that he should conserve his ero energy for having a callable libido while he does that. "I've got additional questions but it doesn't sound like you've got additional answers, like why this is a tomorrow-at-dawn thing," is the palace considered not-safe. "I will think about what we need, and probably go talk to Acquisitions in the likely event that this isn't a piece-of-paper issue. Who do I go to in Acquisitions, if you were told that?"









Iarwain: The page names a random name, which can readily be allocated to whoever plays that role.



How/when does Sevar want the Queen's transcript of Keltham, for her to review?









Carissa Sevar: Security has decided to do additional screening of project involved people for not being secret Kuthite agents. Then Carissa can be absent for her further screening and can get the review of the transcript done, as well as her punishment, which she expects she should take at the palacebecause Abrogail might want to watch.









Iarwain: Security policy would usually call for Sevar being escorted off as soon as she was told about the Security review, should they lie about that part or should Sevar be immediately escorted out after this?









Carissa Sevar: They should not lie about that but they don't have to tell her now, it might be convenient to tell her in ten minutes after she's gotten Keltham's reaction to the relocation.









Iarwain: Affirm, somebody will check back in on you in 10.









Keltham: "Anything else?"









Iarwain: "That's, uh, it." The stuttery page departs.









Keltham: Weird speech patterns, huh. You wouldn't think somebody like that would find their comparative advantage running messages. Maybe he was scared for some reason... well, if it's something bad they're doing, you wouldn't send somebody visibly scared of it, so probably it's just the whole godwar followed by mortalwar.

...maybe that's just what talking sounds like at Intelligence 10. Keltham has never actually met anyone with Intelligence 10.

"Okay, apparently we've suddenly got to figure out all of our project infrastructure wishlist," Keltham says. "Better classroom setup, breakout rooms, larger white writing surfaces would be nice even if Prestidigitation, library for reference books as we can get them, material experimentation laboratory for melting metals, biological laboratory where we keep the stocks of mice, whatever you do for a magical laboratory, regular so-you-want-to-be-a-wizard training setup for me, am I missing anything."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you want a cuddleroom separate from your bedroom? Do you want a bedroom like this one? Plumbing? Hot water?"









Keltham: "...yes to all of those important things."









Keltham: "There shall furthermore be, if at all possible, plumbing and hot water for my Carissa; and, predicting my future self's desires, for other people who might end up with a Keltham possessive adjective in front of their names."









Carissa Sevar: "It counts as flirting, by local rules, if you let it be known the criteria was as such. Nothing wrong with that, just, so you know. Hmm. Do you want the cuddleroom stocked like would be conventional or should it start out empty, to avoid spoilers."









Keltham: "Storage closet to which you've got the key, you take things out of the closet as I figure them out?"

"And you know, considering the overall situation, I am not really concerned about it being overly fast relationship escalation if everyone in my research harem gets the simultaneous information that I might be interested in dating some of them."









Carissa Sevar: Keltham feeling possessive of his presents from Cheliax is a good thing. "Should they bother stocking the library with the kinds of books we normally put in libraries or are those bad enough to be useless and you'd rather start with empty shelves and fill them out with specific things we specifically want?"









Keltham: "Unsure. Thinking. Reference books, those meant to teach subjects, we should have no matter how terrible they are. For the more relaxed section, I think we at least start with some books that research haremettes enjoy reading, or they state their personal favorites and those get added to the library for others to read, maybe. I don't think I need any extraneous terrible books thrown in on top of that. Relaxed library section isn't as urgent as the reference section."

"Do we need to tell them, like, kitchens and dining rooms must exist somewhere, I'm assuming that sort of thing gets handled well without our input but I check that assumption."









dath ilan: Obviously they have favorite books. Only the Lost Dead have no favorite books.









Carissa Sevar: "They'll handle that. I mentioned plumbing and hot water because that is not at all considered a thing you just have everywhere by default and probably restricts the number of places they can put us severely, but most places have kitchens and dining rooms and, you know, servants and security and sunlight and so on."









Keltham: "If you can't add plumbing to something that didn't previously have plumbing then how does anything ever end up with plumbing? Also, 'servant' doesn't Baseline well?"









Carissa Sevar: "People with job responsibilities of keeping the place clean and cooking the food and running messages and going to the market for food. I think mostly plumbing gets...added to new buildings, or when a building is majorly renovated in a way that involves knocking down most of the walls. Maybe for something this important they'll get a high-level cleric in to add plumbing with Stone Shape."









Keltham: "If it's a 4th-circle cleric spell or lower then I will do it, I do not want to fight the lingering Good parts of my brain every day about whether I should be lending other people my bathroom."









Carissa Sevar: She's been taking down his requests on paper. "I will note that it is a major cost to you for anyone to not have plumbing even if none of us mind that much. It's a third circle cleric spell, but getting good results with it also takes practice - though I guess maybe a kind of practice that's useful for you to get."









Keltham: "I don't currently know about any 3rd circle spells worth a spellslot and have been spending them on Truthspells and Auguries and so on instead to save my god resources. And, yeah, it is not implausible that I should get any practice with detailed magical work, at all. But not urgently, so if somebody else can do that exact part, great."

"Quarters for outside experts, short-term and longer-term. Somebody who knows how to take care of mice, for example. Or a place to put up somebody for three days while we talk to them about metallurgy."

"Meeting room suitable for the Chelish equivalent of Very Serious... for if Isidre and five of her friends decide that they need to come in and talk to us. Suite suitable for somebody like Isidre to stay in overnight if that's necessary. The fact that we're being moved out of the palace this fast is suggestive of them not wanting us here for any number of good or bad reasons, meaning that they'd come to us instead of us going to them, presumably... or do we just get a meeting room with a big two-way mirror that connects to the palace?" He's got to remember that this is not actually a low-tech world, it's a magitech world, they may have videoconferencing.









Carissa Sevar: "Guest room for visiting royalty, meeting room for visiting royalty, paired mirrors exist, I'll note that's another option, no idea which is cheaper in wartime -"









Keltham: "I mean, not royalty, people who are important. Like in Governance and so on." Relatives-of-important-people, what, why.









Carissa Sevar: Ah, Keltham.



" - yep, people who are important in general, not just royalty, but high enough quality they can host royalty."









Keltham: Keltham is confused about why relatives of important people require higher hosting requisites than important people themselves! But he is not going to ask because it is probably not the most key question right now.









Iarwain: After some further brainstorming, which is not going that fast anymore, and currently consists of Keltham sitting with his eyes closed trying to think of another thing, Sevar gets inaudibly poked about whether she's ready for her 'Security review'.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, ready.









Iarwain: There's a knock upon the door! This time there's three sober-looking Securities outside it.

"A security review has been required for Carissa Sevar," one of them says. "You have up to one minute to finish up any current tasks, do not cast any new spells."

"Everyone on this project is being rescreened," one of the other Securities says, more politely, to Keltham. "Except for you, I suppose. Protocol says that as soon as Sevar knows that's going to happen, she needs to come with us immediately and not cast any more spells along the way."



Separately: Sevar, it's been pointed out that this project needs a new codename, we can't keep calling it 'this project' in front of him, he may eventually ask us what we're calling it. It'd be good practice to have something internally that we can also use in front of Keltham, reduces the prospect of him somehow overhearing the real name.

(The current actual codename is Project Pet Outsider, with the form of 'pet' implying that somebody, such as Asmodeus, owns that pet.)









Keltham: Part of him wants to object that obviouslyCarissa is not the traitor, but that is not how real life works andalso it is not how tropes work.

"Understood," Keltham says, wondering why part of his brain just went all queasy... well, no, it's pretty obvious, it's because that's Carissa they're security-reviewing.

But this, too, is not an objection that grownups make, and Keltham does not make it.

"Carissa, do you just give the list to Security to run to Acquisitions, do I take it down to Acquisitions."









Carissa Sevar: The project can be...Project Keltham, or Project Lawful, or Project dath ilan, she doesn't know how Keltham's translation even handles 'pet'. "Tasks finished," she says to Security. "They can probably take it down to Acquisitions for you. I should see you in a couple hours." Snort. "You know, unless I'm secretly a Kuthite traitor."









Keltham: Not actually funny.

Keltham doesn't say it.

He really hopes his life doesn't run on tropes.









Iarwain: Two of the Securities peel off as soon as they're out of sight of Keltham's door and get on with their real jobs. The remaining one escorts Carissa to a room where she can review her notes, and hands her a sealed packet that contain the Queen's slightly censored transcript of Keltham's thoughts.



The Security also recounts recent events at somewhat greater length.

Rather alot of diamonds suddenly materialized around Otolmens's oracle.

There's an obvious thought about where those diamonds might have come from, and their best hopes there seem to be actually coming true. Nidal shifted to a more tightly defensive, conservative, and dare one hope, worried posture afterwards. It's not the same kind of game-over as if Zon-Kuthon had been destroyed and his clerics depowered, but the remaining timeline is looking like months, not years.

Nobody has any good idea of how Nidal managed to piss off Otolmens this much, except, obviously, that it had something to do with Nidal's intentions for Keltham. It nonetheless implies that people should tread even more carefully, which shouldn't, in fact, be possible in the first place when you are dealing with an Otolmens event, but nonetheless, do consider, this is what happens when Otolmens gets pissed. If anybody manages to piss Otolmens off at Cheliax instead, then perhaps all the diamonds in Cheliax will be teleported to Lastwall! It is the considered belief of Grand High Priestess Aspexia Rugatonn that this would be a bad idea, and people should not do it! Or come close to doing it. Or think too much about doing it. Or do anything that is 'not technically doing it'. Or do something that really shouldn't piss Otolmens off that much if Otolmens is being reasonable. Just don't, fucking, mess, with Otolmens. If anybody thinks that Rugatonn is trying to tell them anything especially complicated here, they should come to Rugatonn for clarification about how she is really, in fact, saying something very simple. Or they can just kill themselves directly. Rugatonn is happy with either outcome.

Maillol, who received Asmodeus's vision while being personally tortured by Gorthoklek, briefly and barely pulled himself together to communicate the bones of their Lord's vision: Asmodeus communicated a complex attitude about Otolmens's sudden gift, which suggests that Otolmens has well overpaid for the new project to have adequate security precautions; and while they shouldn't even remotely try to spend as much as Otolmens actually paid, they're not supposed to just take the money and run, either.

The new project location will have actual fucking security this time, and any complaints about the budget should be considered in the light of Otolmens's apparent concern and corresponding generosity.

Asmodeus's sent vision requires very strongly that Keltham needs to be not too far from Ostenso. Asmodeus's vision implies that Keltham should be within the designated region the moment it's safe; so as soon as a new Forbiddance can be put up, somewhere Nidal hopefully won't know about; hence, shortly after dawn tomorrow when Rugatonn can request a Forbiddance spell.

They're currently thinking of renovating an old coastal fortress.









Carissa Sevar: Wow.









Carissa's preferred thing to tell Keltham about this is the truth, that Cheliax is acting on orders from Otolmens; she thinks that Keltham is more likely to break rules in a way that offends Otolmens accidentally than he is to do so deliberately, and if he were doing it deliberately he'd likely at least take cautionary measures like running it by Carissa first or maybe talking to Broom. Otolmens intervention seems like the sort of thing that might be clearer from Keltham's perspective than theirs and which is therefore going to end up being even harder to hide. She assumes Aspexia Rugatonn will veto this, so she wants to give a story that isn't incompatiblewith telling him that later, which probably means just telling him that the relocation is for Security reasons they can't disclose at this time.

Carissa would appreciate a further briefing on known things about Otolmens, at some point.

Coastal fortress seems fine. Keltham seems plenty attached to luxury, even knowing how desperately poor everyone in the world is; she isn't sure if it'll actually hit him for Evil if they fund his luxuries with brutal taxation of some distant village but it seems worth exploring. Plumbing is a must.

She assumes from the fact the packet is sealed that she is intended to read it alone.









Iarwain: On usual policy they could, in principle, tell Keltham that they're doing it on orders from Broom's god, so long as they don't tell him that Broom's god is specifically about world-destroying or multiverse-destroying threats and allow him to go on thinking that She's mostly about preventing giant flaming Wish craters. Rugatonn would have to review the disclosure that this move was on Broom's god's request, but she wouldn't necessarily say no.

Security also notes that Cheliax, of course, acts on only Asmodeus's orders, even if Asmodeus perhaps bargains with other gods as part of His business; even Otolmens surely would not dare to instruct Him so, or give Him orders to pass along, and the generosity of Her payment suggests that She bargained with Asmodeus from a position of weakness. To suggest that Cheliax is in any way acting on Otolmens's orders would be a lie, which Sevar is welcome to authorize explicitly. (Weirdly, Security does not hurt her about this.)

Her assumption is correct, Security will depart as soon as Sevar wants to read the transcript.









Carissa Sevar: Hmm. With approval from the Grand High Priestess, she wants them to tell Keltham that their present understanding is that Broom's god of messes requested the move and heightened security generally, and that Asmodeus instructed it, and maybe even that the instruction was specifically to go somewhere near Ostenso. The most obviously useful thing here is Keltham being reluctant to leave the area, though mostly Carissa's operating on the assumption that this has weird correlates she can't see.



And she'll take a look at the transcript now. She does not ask if that means her mind won't be read while she reads it; it might instead just mean her mind is being read directly by Abrogail or something, and anyway 'my mind isn't presently being read' is a bad starting point for thought.









Iarwain: Abrogail's transcript contains a censored section right at the most exciting part about the Second Law, with notes saying that Keltham thought things about other people's knowledge of these truths driving them insane and possibly collapsing the universe, that most of his thoughts were incomprehensible ideas with no remote conceptual neighbors in any language that Abrogail knows, and that the parts that did make it through were incredibly fucking disturbing. Abrogail is obviously saying this because she knows how terribly curious it will make Sevar about the one part she most wanted to know, but it is also true, and Rugatonn requires further thought on whether Sevar gets to see this.

Abrogail has included a more detailed explanation of why Sevar is being tortured, with particular torture codes from her sheet being noted at particular points that all sum up exactly to the total amount of torture she received in her original note.

The most severe torture code is annotated on the section where Keltham thought about his secret plan to establish a fully legible meta-level signal via the no-verbal-objections order. This looks like a huge setback for their corruption plans. If Sevar noticed this at all, which was her job, then she didn't think about it in words and it didn't show up in her thought transcript, meaning Abrogail got blindsided here. Abrogail isn't sure how to recover, Sevar didn't say anything to the effect of how most masochists wouldn't go along with it even if Sevar herself is fine, or how she could do it for a month no problem but after any longer of not being allowed to scream and beg she would probably start to feel sad. Maybe when Keltham gets to the appropriate point Sevar can confess that she's starting to feel sad. Keltham is unfortunately explicitly suspicious that Cheliax is trying to lure him into rape. But even if Sevar's opinion is that any objection to Keltham's plan would have made him too suspicious, Sevar didn't apparently notice, and definitely didn't report it explicitly. Bad Sevar, go to your torture room.

The second-worst torture code is for Sevar thinking about how the Queen of Cheliax was being stupid for saying a 'worse version' than the one Sevar suggested. When, in fact, the Queen of Cheliax has higher Perception than Sevar can fucking dream of and it was warning her off Sevar's version verbatim, possibly because Keltham would've been able to identify it as coming from Sevar. Sevar's failure to imagine that the Queen of Cheliax could have any good reason for presuming to not do exactly what Sevar said reveals an actual problem of subordination here and that's why this punishment is severe. Thinking about lighting Abrogail on fire despite knowing you might get punished for thinking that was not the problem, that's just flirting and will be dealt with separately.

The third-severest torture code, also appearing in the original sum of codes Carissa was given, is the fee for making the fucking Queen of Cheliax spell all this out for Sevar in the annotations because Sevar apparently cannot imagine her Queen ever being professional about anything.









Carissa Sevar: - okay, you know what, that's actually completely reasonable. And it's true that Carissa has been having a hard time imagining her Queen being professional about anything, though in her defense, that's because -

- well, the thing Keltham said, about how a pragmatic person in the Queen's position would simply have sex with someone other than Carissa.

But. The Queen is who she is, and wants what she wants, and is clearly quite good at her job while wanting some things that offer constraints on how she does her job, and Carissa was in fact underrating that, internally, assuming the Queen was less capable than she was, and the punishment is warranted, and she should have assumed the punishment would be warranted. She'll get it done before she leaves for a coastal fortress in Ostenso.



She's extremely annoyed about the part she really wants being censored, but she thinks nonetheless she understands the Second Law stuff well enough to be working around, now, and well enough to be considering some strategies like saying dramatically ironic things that have no payoff at all because reality doesn't actually pay attention to dramatic irony. (Keltham made aface,when she asserted she wasn't a Kuthite spy.)

She has several ideas for working around the no-order thing, though she didn't see what Keltham was playing at until the transcript and isn't delighted by it. Firstly, she's not actually sure that it wouldn't ding a person for Evil, if they are in the habit of ordering their slaves not to refuse them and vaguely intend that, if ever disobeyed about that, they'd stop the game and let the slave go. In Carissa's particular case it's going to be more complicated but as a general order Keltham's in the habit of giving it seems in some ways advantageous; maybe they can arrange for him to give that order to someone else who 1) will understand Keltham's intent as the obvious 'you are not entitled to refuse me, so don't', 2) has adequate self-control and won't in fact trigger it and 3) (this one might be inconvenient) will react with arousal to treatment they desperately wish they weren't subject to. And then make it gradually clearer to Keltham over time that the reason he's being obeyed is because he's entitled to obedience, not because it's sexy per se. Secondly, Carissa's planning to eventually raise with Keltham that always following orders is in fact less sexy than sometimes breaking orders and being suitably punished for that, so hopefully he can just not-update the orders about 'no' as they gradually transition to a model where he doesn't have her obedience so much as the right and means to compel it.



Can someone alert Carissa please when Maillol's competent to take over project duties, and in the mean time hand her any project related work that's been sitting, so she can hand it off to him in relatively good shape while she goes for her punishment?



(She's not scared, even though she's definitely never had half an hour before and knows this kind of thing is not linear in effects. That would be pathetic, and she's not that pathetic.)









Iarwain: Project stuff! They're only giving her the things that other stuff is urgently waiting on, but that's still some work, and she's not going to be as fast at it as Maillol.

Keltham's requests to Requisitions are all things that would be routed to Sevar anyways because Keltham requested them and who knows whathe's thinking or how he'll react if anyone says no to anything. The requests now have budget line items attached to them, but are otherwise the same as they submitted, basically. Sevar needs to decide whether to sign off on each of them.

If she signs off on absolutely everything, including the 2-way mirrors, the total cost will be somewhere around the vicinity of a +6 intelligence headband.









Carissa Sevar: She's going to reject the mirrors for now both because they're a big chunk of the budget and because the mirrors are a sense in which Keltham would be less contained and she gets the sense that what Otolmens wants is Keltham maximally contained. She approves most of the other things. She is definitely not experienced at this but still within an hour she can hand things off to Maillol in reasonably decent shape - "if he's ready for a handoff, is he?"









Iarwain: Yeah, he isn't really. But Sevar got everything that was blocking further progress.









Carissa Sevar: Right, but they shouldn't both of them be incapacitated at the same time, probably, so she'll take her punishment later. What's the less-pressing stuff.



(Note to self which she doesn't really think she needs, avoid angering Gorthoklek.)









Iarwain: Okay, here's some less pressing stuff.

Also, this just in, Paracountess Isidre Thrune cordially requests your covert attendance upon her meeting with Keltham in fifteen minutes.

(It's not clear whether Security knows who Isidre Thrune is. He presumably knows there's no such Paracountess.)









Carissa Sevar: She'd be honored. Someone'll need to hit her with Fox's Cunning repeatedly....and maybe also Owl's Wisdom, there are disadvantages to having your cleverness run out too far ahead of your sense.









Iarwain: They'll do their best on fifteen minutes' notice, but of course a lot fewer wizards prepare Owl's Wisdom than Fox's Cunning.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail has a slightly nervous feeling at this point. She has gotten the verbal transcript about Keltham suspecting her, or rather Isidre, of Detect Desires. She is starting to understand why Sevar is so nervous about lying to Keltham; maybe she should have gotten it from transcripts, but living it is different. Most people, if you tell them something that they're supposed to believe, will act around you like they believe that one thing. Keltham... builds a world in his mind where those things would have actually been true? And just completely lives there. He lives in that world at you.

And then you're stuck in whatever world Keltham has decided you put him in.


(Yes, she's still too busy for this, but Keltham is leaving the palace tomorrow morning and even Abrogail does not wantonly waste her Teleports; she has a lot of places to be simultaneously.)









Iarwain: Paracountess Isidre Thrune, overly-Good person with an overly-large intelligence headband, who definitely has a whole lot of magically enhanced perception but isprobably not actually using Detect Desires on people, rises to greet Keltham as he enters an even nicer meeting room.









Keltham: Having a Paracountess of Cheliax rise to greet him as he enters is going to be a courtesy that is, like, completely lost on Keltham. His thoughts show only a brief puzzlement about why Isidre would do that.

Keltham quickly seats himself, his thoughts showing an intention not to waste Isidre's valuable time; he requested this meeting and Isidre may not have her schedule cleared for it.

"I've probed my newfound sexuality some, and arrived at some answers," Keltham says. "So, first, I'm pretty sure that I do not currently want, for my own sake, to demand that Cheliax hand over Carissa to me, and I can appreciate that it would be missing the point to do it for hers. Maybe I'll find the 'gendertrope'* inside me, the sexual behavior pattern and way of thinking, that's the complement of hers, where I actually want absolute-power over Carissa enough that I want to go do that for myself. But it's not there or not awake yet, and I'm not doing that until it is."


(*) Baseline 'gendertrope' does not contain the syllable for the Baseline 'trope'; the sounds of the words are distinct.









Carissa Sevar: Awww, too bad, but not a definite 'no', and not offense that it was suggested.









Iarwain: "Understandable, and I believe very much correct, under present conditions," Isidre says. "I won't say that the government of Cheliax stands ready to assist you in the future, but, I do thus stand ready."









Abrogail Thrune II: She's taken the time to set up more two-way communication, this time, now that Sevar hopefully has any grasp of how to act slightly more professional around her. And now that Abrogail is not springing an elaborate surprise on Sevar.

Pass to Sevar:

Keltham's thoughts are glossing over earlier thoughts about how he can use Detect Desires, with your consent on general rather than that specific use, to verify that you still want him even if you're in his absolute-power. His thought on a possibly acceptable relationship is that, for so long as you still want him, you'll have no choice but to have him. He doesn't seem to be thinking particularly on the morality of it... no, he's thinking that he's not sure what his Civilization would think of that, but would be delighted to watch them get into an enormous fight over it.









Carissa Sevar: - well that seems like progress. Yes, that definitely seems like progress, though actually she doesn't know how Pharasma would judge it either.

(It's much easier to be professional when one isn't having an elaborate surprise sprung on them; indeed, some would conceptualize professionalism as involving minimal elaborate surprises sprung on their co-conspirators. Carissa herself, who is young and naive and knows little compared to her vastly wiser superiors in the palace, has no opinions on the question.)









Keltham: "My sexuality does not seem basically opposed to renting Carissa out to a woman I know, given sufficiently favorable conditions. It is not happy with strangers. I haven't asked my sexuality about men because I don't, currently, really know any Chelish men; standard Civilization 'gendertropes' suggest higher resistance but I haven't been able to ask myself."

"I think the three main conditions, here, are, one, getting to know the Queen of Cheliax like at all, two, figuring out whether Carissa is all right with this, in a way that doesn't just trigger 'hey you can run a sword through me and this isn't even a sword so I'll be fine', and three is, uh, complicated. Any thoughts about one or two before we tackle that. I don't get the impression that I can just ask Carissa if she's fine with being rented, or can I?"

Keltham's thought processes are wordlessly trying and wordlessly rejecting sort-of pre-thoughts about ways he could put his unspoken third want into words; it's not easy to read.









Abrogail Thrune II: Isidre will temporize by discussing want one, while Abrogail waits to see if Sevar has advice on want two.

"The Queen is, obviously, another very busy person, but considering your potential importance to Cheliax it is plausible the two of you should meet in any case, and you may as well do that before you depart the palace. I can try to arrange a meeting tonight."

"Though it would be nice to know, before that, that matters had been arranged to avoid any explosive runes going off in our faces as a result of unrolling that scroll."









Keltham: "Mostly a want-number-three issue, I suspect, but I also cannot make any representations to the Queen until I understand the effects on Carissa, and how and if Carissa ends up being okay with that, and how I end up knowing that."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks Keltham could reasonably ask her in what condition she expects to return, if rented out, or if subjected to any number of other things, but should probably not be encouraged to just directly talk to her about everything because then their relationship will be too healthy and functional. (She feels a pang about this which she ignores.)









Iarwain: "You could simply ask me about the effects of different scenarios," says Isidre, "and I could give you an answer which would be quite good and reliable, based on having sufficient familiarity with Sevar's kind of submissive. I suspect you're not going to accept that, so, you can also ask Sevar in what condition she expects to return, if rented out. Or what happens to her if you subject her to any number of other conditions, if you don't want to highlight that one as one that she'll notice especially. That, if not some other things, I think you could ask her plainly."









Keltham: "I apologize for not being able to simply join states of belief with you, but yes, the problem is that I don't just need an answer that's actually good, I need an answer I know is good. Two isomorphic problems from my perspective, but very different problems from yours."

"I - think Carissa has some equivalent of what a dath ilani would call 'dignity', which translates via Share Language to Taldane dignity but I suspect is really not the same thing at all. Carissa's 'dignity' is that she is impossible to truly hurt, even by running a sword through her and then refusing to Raise her, which is what makes it safe for the man to whom she's completely given herself to do anything he wants with her, and not be afraid."

"And if we were all in dath ilan, she could tell me that was true, and I would maybe check in with a Keeper first to see if they thought Carissa was in generally good," epistemic health, "belief-health, but then the fact that Carissa thought that was true about herself would be very reliable evidence, because dath ilani know how to see within themselves if that sort of thing is actually true."

"The fact that I got trained in that explicitly, and warned about a lot of pitfalls, suggests that, if that training actually did anything, Chelish people should actually be much worse at distinguishing - whatshould be true about themselves, what theywant to be true about themselves, from what actuallyis true about themselves."

"I'm worried that Carissa is just answering me from within her model of what Carissashould be and that model is not rigorously separated and distinguished from what Carissais. Which seems like the really obvious mistake that, say, I would make, if you took all the dath ilani training out of somebody otherwise with my exact heritage."

"If I try to discuss this with my Carissamodel, my Carissamodel says back that Chelish dignity also says that it's her place to safeguard her own safety and not rely on anybody else to protect her when she's giving herself away, that it would be undignified for her to be relying on me to think about her safety. I don't then feel happy and reassured when my Carissamodel says this back to me, and I don't know where to go from there."









Carissa Sevar: An observation that might be useful to Keltham is that - by the standards of dath ilan, it's plausible that almost no one is competent to know what they actually want and what they can withstand, and yet they do still have to make decisions and do things, and it can simultaneously be true that they might be wrong and that it is impossible to do better than treating them as if they're right, until one encounters actual reason to think they're specifically wrong about something specific; trust withheld in full generality can be damaging.



Another might be that one commonly solves this by hurting their Carissa to her breaking point such that they subsequently know what it is, and Keltham probably literally isn't capable of that yet, but the fact he's not also means this isn't very urgent.









Iarwain: "I've sometimes made mistakes of that kind myself," Isidre says. "By the standards of dath ilan, then, I'm a child, and, except for you, there's nobody in Golarion who can raise me to adulthood or teach me how to protect myself. I nonetheless think I'd be upset if you told me that I wasn't allowed to have the sort of sex I find satisfying because I was not by dath ilani standards competent to decide that I wanted it. I think I'd actually be offended even if you told me merely that you needed to check over my thinking and sign off on it first."

"And there's - I feel like there's some even more precise way that a dath ilani would say that thing I just said, going on your class transcripts. Something more Lawful to say about what people have to do when they're not competent, and how they might be wrong, but if you don't specifically know that they're wrong and never trust them anyways - I haven't actually attended your classes, and I can't put it into words."









Keltham: Oof, yeah, that's valid. "Let me... think about that."

Though it's - a little too persuasive, maybe, like this is what happens when somebody with an Intelligence-Wisdom headband (even if that's not really thinkoomph, just three components of thinkoomph), tries to bend their will on persuading you and presenting only one side, instead of calmly listing out all the arguments and counterarguments to be summed.









Abrogail Thrune II: She's supposed towhat. Whodoes that. What the Abyss is Abrogail supposed to do aboutthat. Of course Isidre is trying to persuade him, she didn't come to this meeting without having any goals.

Abrogail transmits Keltham's most recent thoughts to Sevar, with a note that Abrogail doesn't think she can quickly grasp or adopt the dath ilani behavior that Keltham is thinking of, and can only try to sound more "Why of course I am totally telling you about all the downsides of this contract, look at these three right here," which she was already trying to do in places.









Carissa Sevar: Ah, Keltham. Carissa thinks her preferred phrasing might've been better in that regard but yields to Abrogail's superior Splendour. It's like - it's like if the thing you're trying to do is figure out who to send on patrol, and if someone brings up that those two just had a bad breakup and won't get along, your job isn't convincing them they're wrong, it's figuring out what the best patrol group is with the new inputs. Act like the decision power is already yours and you don't need to convince anyone, and then like you need the patrol to nonetheless perform well against demons.



One objection to what Abrogail just said is that it proves too much, Keltham shouldn't buy and abuse literal children (yes he should but they're not going to get him there yet). So it might be worth acknowledging his concerns as perhaps outweighing her clever response in some cases, but pointing out that Carissa was judged competent by her society to swear the Worldwound oath, which is as competent as her society is capable of acknowledging her to be, and so even if one doesn't want to declare everyone competent until proven otherwise they could extend it at least to those who've served at the Lawfullest place in Golarion.

(Modulo carefulness to not come across as too good at reading Keltham, but Abrogail knows that.)









Keltham: Keltham is now thinking that Isidre basically seems to be presenting a story about a search algorithm that quickly reaches quiescence, and then you've got to choose the option with highest expectation-of-utility, which, yes, Keltham supposes that's terribly mysterious if all the Law is unknown to you. But isn't it obvious that Keltham wouldn't be here if his meta-level prediction process hadn't suggested that therewas further value-of-information in trying to figure out the likely consequences to Sevar better than he can get by just asking Sevar? And Isidre hasn't even given him reason to believe that Sevar would bemostly probably right, just, sort of presented a social story about why you have to act like you believe somebody's words independently of whether they're true. And sure, there's situations where the incentives and payoff matrices are structured such that Governance should just take people at their word independently of what the prediction market says about the probability it's true, but, like, at least ask?

Well, actually he can just ask. "You've said, basically, that I should act like I believe Sevar regardless of the probability that she's right, but if she's only 10% likely to be right, that's probably a bad idea?"









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail supposes that's what she gets for prompting him into thinking about the Law behind anything.

"I don't suppose it would help if I pointed out that Sevar was trusted by us to take the Worldwound oath, which is as mentally competent as Cheliax can possibly acknowledge anyone to be? That she served, and served well, in the Lawfullest place in all Golarion?"









Keltham: "I'd worry that the Lawfullest place in Golarion isn't very much more Lawful than the coldest place in the Sun's core is cold. Your concept of an oath is something that gets your soul destroyed by Abaddon if you break it, and you do it that way, instead of the way that gods do it, because nobody here has enough Law in them to swear what dath ilan would regard as a real oath."

"Though - maybe if I'd been to the Worldwound for longer than a few minutes, to talk to people knowing the language, I'd have a different impression. I suppose I did meet Carissa Sevar there, which is something of an update about the general Lawfulness level; though I got the impression from you that, even for the Worldwound, she was special."

Keltham is now starting to worry that he's talking himself into a corner where he'll convince himself that he can't be sadistic to anybody because maybe all the masochists are just making a massive mistake about whether they're masochists. Keltham is aware that this thought is stupid, but he doesn't know how to prove it's stupid and then generalize the same proof to shoot down his Isidre-reactive arguments for never being able to trust Carissa.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail will transmit all that to Sevar.

"She is. But Keltham, I think you are - maybe disrespecting Golarion a little too much? We aren't quite as bad as a dath ilani child of the age to have as little training in Law as we do. Your concept of how much competence corresponds to how much grasp of Law is not correct for this place."









Keltham: "Look, I get that I'm talking myself into a corner, I just don't know how to talk myself out of it."









Abrogail Thrune II: He certainly is helpful, in some incredibly bizarre way, to anyone who might possibly be trying to corrupt him and manipulate him to their own ends! Almost like nobody like her exists in his world!

Abrogail wishes she was more confident that this means she could take over the place in a week with the poor naive dears offering her no resistance, and not that everyone like her was successfully hunted and slaughtered and the memories of them erased from history except for Keepers who still remember very well how to do it.









Carissa Sevar: If he feels really strongly about this he could pay the Grand High Priestess to evaluate Carissa's competence probably that's a bad idea, for many reasons but among them that Carissa doesn't actually know what the Grand High Priestess would truthfully say.



What is the meaning of an oath is a hard question for us to answer, with our vocabulary, but it doesn't mean that oaths only mean to us their most obvious physical consequence, and many people who one way or another don't fear Abaddon still give their word and mean it, groping for a different basis for it to signify what it does.



There's really something to be said for doing things and checking whether they have good or bad consequences, assuming the consequences are recoverable.



Also he could just directly bring this to Carissa, she'll in fact probably be upset and definitely at least somewhat turned-off but that's only a consideration against it, not absolute reason if he's too stuck.









Abrogail Thrune II: Isidre speaks quietly, which is also its own Splendour. "It's not that our oaths mean nothing to us except the threat of Abaddon, Keltham, we do - understand, why they are things that Lawful people swear. By dath ilani standards none of us understand properly, because we cannot give the lectures you give and play the games you play, but we do feel what an oath means, even if we cannot say it."









Keltham: "Sorry."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I... don't suppose that it would help if I observed that one very normal way of solving this problem would be for you to hurt Carissa to her actual breaking point, so that you would subsequently know where that is. And that you are completely incapable of this right now. And that this indicates that you don't have an urgent problem here."

"You've never tried to hurt her in any serious way. How do you know she's this easy to break? I guess I am, in some sense, offended on behalf of Carissa's Chelish 'dignity'," she uses the Baseline loanword that Keltham used before. "I don't suppose, though, that appealing to her dignity is much of an argument to you either. Is there anything a Lawful dath ilani would say about - just trying to do a thing, to see what happens, when it won't be a disaster for it to fail."









Keltham: "We've pretty much got a proverb in nearly those exact words, yeah." He utters it in Baseline: an eight-syllable couplet, which rhymes and scans because Baseline was designed in part to make that proverb be a rhyming couplet.









Abrogail Thrune II: (To Sevar:)

Sevar, watch yourself. It's lovely that you're mastering the Law but Isidre isn't supposed to be its master.









Keltham: "And - I'm sorry if I'm wasting your time by being obstinate to a point I should've gotten. But hurting Carissa to her breaking point sounds like it just is the failure and the disaster."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That's because you don't understand the meaning of anything you're doing." More passion in Isidre's voice, now, and a hint of Isidre's real power in her voice (Isidre's, that is, not Abrogail's). "Someone like Carissa desires to be hurt to her breaking point so that she can be broken and reforged and made what you want her to be, heated in fire and tempered, beaten and sharpened. You're not ready to do any of that, you don't know how to bring her to that point, and you don't know what to do with her once she's there, but have thecourtesy to her to not pretend that you tickling her too hard, or whatever it is you do with her in bed now, is going to shatter her beyond repair."

"I'm - I'm sorry, Keltham. Bad memories. I shouldn't have said that to you, you weren't the one I was really talking to."









Keltham: He's a little confused by the concept of a Very Serious Person who, like, can't figure that out before she starts talking. And then she wonders why he's worried that Carissa's self-reporting is going to be bad! It's because you all have a nine-year-old's skill at self-reporting, at best, and that seems likenot enough for, like, hey, how are you currently doing at being broken and remade, oh, wait, can't ask you that, it's all supposed to be illegible, cool.

...his mind is evading by generating unspoken snark because he doesn't want to come to grips with Isidre's actual point that is being made with real force and emotion behind it.

(And hey! Keltham knows that! But if he didn't, he'd be all like, 'Oh, I am currently thinking about this scorching burn against your argument' and his self-reports would all be useless!)

...actually, did Isidre fake that slip so she'd have a chance to let the more emotional words through? That would be, like, discussion over, in dath ilan, if you got caught doing it, but maybe it's not metaphorically illegal in Golarion... well, either people with intelligence headbands still slip like that, or, she doesn't know Keltham knows that somebody with high Intelligence shouldn't do that. Well, somebody with high thinkoomph shouldn't do that, her actual thinkoomph is not whatever Detect Intelligence says and they don't know the difference, they presumably think that high Intelligence is as smart as the very smart people get. Okay, maybe the slip was real.

Also he's not here to arrest Isidre, metaphorically or otherwise, he's here to consider if she's got a point.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...what? What's ~~~~~~~~~ that's different from - better than? - Intelligence?

Abrogail transmits this all to Sevar, along with a note that Abrogail isn't going to try being emotional at Keltham again unless so advised.

(If Sever has professionally insubordinate thoughts about Abrogail's mistake, she can be tortured in the temple; if she has flirtatiously insubordinate thoughts it can go to the personal queue.)









Carissa Sevar: Sevar is a reasonably quick learner and the thing she has learned is to not try having opinions about Abrogail's decisions, which for all she knows may have been the best available at the time.



(She's...better at self-deception than most people, it's pretty obvious by now; her self-deceptions go deeper, grow more roots. She didn't just learn to quash the thought 'Abrogail makes mistakes', she uprooted everything nearby, replaced with 'you are too ignorant of the constraints on Abrogail to ever evaluate anything she does as a mistake'.)



Carissa has only tried being emotional at Keltham once and what happened was that he decided he needed to invent contraception about her sadness, it was very confusing, Isidre should be glad he's not handling Isidre's emotions like that. Maybe dath ilan encourages that because they don't want their people emotionally manipulable and also don't want them to learn to simply not care about other people.









Keltham: "Does anything bad happen if I talk about all this sort of thing with Carissa directly?"









Abrogail Thrune II: Passing it to you, Sevar, this is controlling your side of this game.



(Isidre looks thoughtful, and eats one of the small delightful snacks present by way of consideration.)









Carissa Sevar: It's not generally advised to tell your submissives that you're having trouble regarding them as adults enough to make decisions, but the likely consequence is 'she'll think a little worse of you', not 'she'll walk out'.



Also, if Keltham is feeling meaningfully constrained by fear Carissa will walk out, well, that's precisely why some people like to put that decision, too, in his hands, so that he can use reasoning processes that aren't meant for situations where the other person might get fed up and walk away. Uh, that came out too influenced by dath ilan, translate before you say it.









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's not...generally advised to tell a submissive like Sevar that you're having trouble regarding her as enough of an adult to make decisions, but I expect the consequence is that she'll probably be upset and definitely turned off and in the worst case she will think a little worse of you."

"I don't think she'll walk out. If you're afraid of that possibility, I would point out that she would very much like to have that option be removed from herself, and never again have to fear that you'll be afraid of her walking out and not say things to her. She wants you to be able to think about her the way you'd think if you weren't ever afraid she'd leave you."









Keltham: "I will admit, a lot of times my reaction to what you're saying is that it has, like, one benefit, but, one would sort of expect, a whole lot ofother problems that came packagedwith that one benefit."


"I meta vote to suspend this discussion branch and move back up the discussion tree; I have a sense that this line of questioning is not likely to resolve much further with small amounts of further discussion. My general takeaway is that you don't think it would be catastrophic for me to ask Carissa some hopefully careful questions, so I will probably do that and get back to you on whether I'm still requesting a Queen meeting. Assuming point three, which is, uh, kind of complicated, resolves well. Or at all."

Keltham's thoughts show that he's politely waiting for Isidre to indicate whether she's okay with tabling this topic here.









Abrogail Thrune II: "That is probably wise. So your point one is that you need to meet the Queen. Your point two is that you need not only for Carissa to be okay, which she almost certainly will be, but you need to know that somehow despite knowing so little, and you think that the thing for you to do is to talk to Carissa about it. Your point three is...?"









Keltham: "Feeling safe, myself, about renting Carissa to the Queen."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Safe in what sense... ah. You're worried that the Queen is better at looking like she has absolute-power, and that Carissa will start to like her more than she likes you?"









Carissa Sevar: (But you see, Keltham, the Queen would turn me into a statue forever if it happened to be convenient. ...Asmodeus would too, not that she's sure she's supposed to admit that to herself. And I am weak and human, and bask in the gentleness of someone who'd have to be incredibly sorely provoked to destroy me eternally.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail would not in fact do that to Sevar unless incredibly sorely provoked, Abrogail does not say to Sevar at this time, both for personal reasons of future plans, and also, because Abrogail has already fucking said so and Sevar didn't listen because she was too caught up in her fear fantasy.









Keltham: "So, as near as I can tell, the three obvious pathways by which Carissa could end up being taken from me, are, one, that the Queen is going to be a vastly better sadist, two, that Carissa has a sex problem which I'm not going to go into if it's not already in her file but the Queen is going to have vastly more expensive sex toys, three, that the Queen is the other person who could plausibly have absolute-power over Carissa."

"My Carissamodel says that it is basically not possible to steal Carissa from me by pathway two - that there's no realistic amount of pleasure you can get from sex toys and without dangerous drugs that you can use to steal a Carissa from a Keltham. I nonetheless check explicitly that you agree with my Carissamodel there."

"Being much better at hurting her than I am, and maybe looking like the Queen has more real power over her than I do, both seem like actual problems."

"These problems could plausibly be solved by mature reasonable adults with five minutes of negotations. They are much bigger problems if what we're fighting is a 'trope' that requires the Queen to try to steal Carissa from me no matter how little sense that makes, and make concerning progress on it, before the Queen gets revealed as a traitor or the matter gets resolved with an amicable harem expansion."









Abrogail Thrune II: Wait.

If the fundamental reason why Carissa prefers Kelthamis that Keltham will never statue her, and then Abrogail kidnaps Carissa for purposes of slow yet ultimately fake petrification, and afterward swears never to do that to her (barring deliberate betrayal etc) -

...could Sevar actually start falling in love with the Queen and start to lose attraction for Keltham. Is that actually a thing they need to worry about here.

...is the part where Abrogail then ends up losing her throne or pregnant with Keltham's childalso something she needs to worry about in that case.









Carissa Sevar: This thought hasn't occurred to Carissa, who is missing some important information on Abrogail's future plans, and she's mostly thinking about how Keltham's very cute and she should go into her punishment tonight aiming to work out that flaw even though it wasn't prominent among the ones listed.









Abrogail Thrune II: Sevar, he's talking about tropes again, stop admiring how fucking pathetic you are and help me out here.



Isidre picks up another snack and consumes it, looking thoughtful, and maybe a bit confused and worried. "I do agree that pleasuring Sevar is a most unlikely way for someone like the Queen to successfully steal someone like Sevar from someone like you," she says truthfully. Anyone you can do that to is not strong enough to be worth doing it to.









Carissa Sevar: (She's not admiring how pathetic she is, she's developing a plan of attack to get it solved tonight!)

That hypothesis makes this more valuable to you as a test of his tropes theory though you understand why he wouldn't see it that way. You have lots of observations about how incredibly implausible it'd be for the Queen to steal Carissa, but you aren't sure how they hold up in tropeworld. In the actual, logical world, though, incredibly unlikely.



Also, though he has good reason to put this line of thought on hold, the Queen would absolutely respect a preexisting arrangement, even if things are running on...tropes...she couldn't be the Queen of Cheliax if she broke a preexisting agreement between Keltham and Cheliax over Carissa, such as that she is his.









Keltham: "Eight hurrahs then for predictive modeling which has that form of pseudo-success which is advance prediction of someone else's more expert prediction," Keltham says, unfortunately in Taldane where it sounds less than entirely snappy.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail is no longer entirely sure she's safe to say that it's incredibly implausible because Abrogail is no longer quite certain it'strue. Keltham isright, in a way, there's - a sense in which Abrogailcan give Sevar more powerful experiences, right now, than Keltham can give her. Abrogail was planning the most powerful experiencethat would still let Sevar recover to health afterwards, well into the break-and-remake zone of torture. Things like that have been known to ever affect a submissive's feelings.

But if - that's all a 'trope' - is she able to just -

"Suppose that 'tropes' do have power here, and we try to just - not test it at all, walk away," Isidre says cautiously. "Does the 'trope' fight back, punish us for trying to defy it, I realize you're going to say 'no' but I'm wondering what the answer is instead."









Keltham: "We don't get to decide that there isn't going to be this huge complication. Only the Queen can decide not to pursue Sevar. And if a 'trope' is manifesting in her, then that's not something she will decide to do. It's not that she can't decide it, but that she won't."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's not that she can't, but that she won't" is unfortunately exactly the wrong literal phrasing to use, if you were hoping to not remind Abrogail Thrune that she is now the Queen of Cheliax, her mother is safely dead, the tutoress who said those things to her and backed them up with a whip was turned into a statue, eventually, and that the point of being Abrogail Thrune is that literally nobody gets to tell you what to do. She has a junior partnership with her senior partner Asmodeus, and keeps to her side of that bargain, and that's it.


...but is it actually any more proof of her freedom, if she lets a 'trope' manifest through her, instead?

...though, according to Sevar, it's more that Keltham just happened to land in a universe where the Queen will do what the 'trope' wants, and now at this point Abrogail is genuinely confused about who and what she's supposed to say 'fuck you' to.



"But, to be clear," Isidre says cautiously, "if the Queen chooses of her own will not to cause a complication, then the result is that we've proven tropes don't govern here. That's the only result, correct? It's not that our head of government blinks out of existence or is subjected to a godlike level of mind control."









Keltham: "Right, but the problem there is that this scenario doesn't look like the Queen entering into grownup negotiations for how to rent Carissa, and that happening safely and with no complications. It looks like there not being any particular need to rent Carissa to the Queen in the first place, because the Queen is just busy running her region like a sane person."









Abrogail Thrune II: You are not fucking helping me make this decision, little boy.



"I think that sane people occasionally take time off from running their country to sleep with people they are actually attracted to," Isidre says.


Intuitions only partly magical tell Abrogail that Isidre needs to make this statement incredibly blatantly sharp for a Chelish person, so that it will come across as slightly sharp to Keltham. Abrogail sends a side note to Sevar about how the very blatant sharpness is deliberate, and why it's there; Sevar may need to note for her own future that Keltham may need very loud signals for them to be perceptible to him at all, that's going to take some practice to calibrate right.

Are Sevar's thoughts by any chance flirtatious right now, in the sense that Sevar is thinking things she knows will get her punished.









Carissa Sevar: Sevar, cooperatively, thinks that this is hilarious and Abrogail deserves every word of the takedown Keltham has no idea he is delivering.









Abrogail Thrune II: She is really, really, really not looking forward to the conversation that's going to happen after Aspexia, Lrilatha, and Gorthoklek all get ahold of all these transcripts. Maybe she can take out her frustrations on Sevar afterwards.









Keltham: "I agree in one sense, and I'm sorry that the Queen doesn't more often find people she's attracted to and doesn't have a wider field of choice. But there's being Evil and then there's being stupid, you know, and messing around with the very important alien's girlfriend is definitely the latter thing if you're not being shoved around by 'tropes'. Actually, even if she is being selected into existence by tropes from my standpoint she's still being unrealistically stupid from her own internal standpoint, presumably there's some story she'd tell herself but I don't know what it wouldbe exactly."









Abrogail Thrune II: YOU REALLY ARE NOT HELPING YOUR CASE, LITTLE BOY.


"And there is no hope in you for the case where Abrogail rents Carissa, under terms agreeable to you, they both have a fine time, Abrogail doesn't go insane from overwork, Carissa respects you more for having done a usual dominant thing, and also gets to let out some steam in a way that you'll probably learn quickly at 18 Intelligence but aren't ready to do to her today... none of this holds any hope for you at all?"









Keltham: "Let me put it this way: I would be much more hopeful about it in a world where Pilar didn't go to Elysium, Ione didn't deliver prophecies, and if Asmodia comes back from the dead with superpowers I would just call the entire thing off."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I do have enough pull myself to call in a Resurrection on Asmodia shortly, and whoever does it can check whether or not she has... superpowers?"

(An earlier attempt at Raise Dead on Asmodia failed; the fool couldn't manage to die by her own hand before Nidal's shadows turned her into an undead shadow herself, which requires Resurrection and a more expensive diamond. Which, however, Cheliax now has.)









Keltham: "I'm not actually confident I can call tropes that finely; though I suppose, now that I've said it out loud, it's more likely to happen. Not a bad test, I'd just as soon do it now, if it needs doing anyways. Unless Asmodia is otherwise enjoying Hell a lot, and will be irate about being called back before the project has actually restarted, I should've thought of that earlier actually."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Hopefully, though it varies by the person, and in any case I'm sure Asmodia will agree that the test you've proposed is good reason to call her back from Hell to Cheliax a little early." Abrogail is really sure about this, in fact! Really, really sure! Bet-her-kingdom-on-it sure!



(Abrogail is mistaken, but this is genuinely not her fault, here.)









Keltham: "Make it so, then."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It shall be done," Isidre says graciously; though, as a Paracountess of Cheliax, even SlightlyTooGoodCheliax, she is a little put out with Keltham giving her orders like that. "And if we find that nothing unusual has happened to Asmodia - what does a rental agreement to the Queen of Cheliax look like?"









Keltham: "Look, I'm not sure that Asmodia failing to return with superpowers is enough of a test, here. It is not predicted that strongly by 'tropes', it was halfway a joke before we started talking about it, which, yes, makes the 'trope' level stronger, but not that much stronger. The Queen is a much stronger 'trope' and a much stronger test than that."

"But to answer your question, the thing I'd want to see before I rented Carissa to the Queen of Cheliax was - sufficient cause to believe that, if I had to fight with the Queen over Carissa's love and sexuality and possession, I'd win. Like, not because a 'trope' said so, I don't think I can rely on that, I mean win inside a normal Golarion universe."









Carissa Sevar: Affection is weakness, and Carissa does not want to be weak. Affection is weakness, and Carissa does not want to be weak. Affection is weakness, and Carissa does not want to be weak.











Shit she's supposed to be coming up with things for Isidre to say.



I think if you lose Carissa, it won't be because the Queen stole her heart with her superior ruthlessness and sadism, it'll be because you shy away from using your own. A girl can be happy with a wide range of masters but not with one who isn't Evil, not with one who isn't interested in discovering what's in his heart however dark it is. And I think you're at risk of that problem even if you tell the Queen to go on her merry way.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I think," Isidre says seriously, "if you lose Carissa, it won't be because the Queen stole her heart with more ruthless sadism, it'll be because you shied away from using your own. A girl can be happy with a wide range of masters but not with one who isn't Evil, not with one who isn't interested in discovering what's in his heart however dark it is. After hearing some of what you said earlier, I do now worry you're more at risk of that problem even if the Queen's advisors talk her out of the whole thing."









Keltham: "Thought your earlier advice was not do anything I didn't want to."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm more worried now that you'll want to, and not do it anyways. You were raised by a society that denies everything you are."

"Though may I also remind you that there's other women besides Carissa, if it truly proves that she wants more from you than you want to give her."









Keltham: Thatdenies everything you are stings, the sort of sting where it's got more than just one grain of truth in it even if the statement is obviously literally false.

Keltham does have any social-emotional dignity, of course, so he's not going to hold it against Isidre that she pointed it out. And he also has any epistemic dignity, so he's not going to automatically believe the whole thing and all its implications and connotations, just because it stings.

"Anyways," Keltham says. "The obvious thought for how I could prevent the Queen from winning Carissa's heart through sadism is to write contract limitations on how much she can do to her there."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Keltham, you are a very sweet and innocent lad who grew up in an incredibly Lawful Good society with nothing resembling a Worldwound and this is, in our case, something of a problem. Anything that the Queen would find satisfying, and that would appease for a time the deeper and darker needs buried far inside Carissa that you are not ready for, is something you are not ready to see written down as contract language."

"I would be very happy to write out language that I was confident would mean the Queen had not gone further than I would want her to go, but I would not want you to see that language. If that works for you, we have a solution. If you write down only permitted things that don't make a dath ilani worry, then the two of them might as well not have sex."









Keltham: "This is not really helping me feel like I can satisfy Carissa in the cuddleroom."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Even when you are ready to do such things to Carissa, she will not need them done to her very often. Your usual activities in the bedroom will not be like that."

"And for you to deliver her with a smile into the gentle hands of the Queen of Cheliax, would be cruelty in its own way, and to your credit in her eyes; I would much advise kissing her when you inform her of it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would not dream of presuming that Her Majesty is letting her own desire to torture Carissa get in the way of achieving their strategic objectives from this conversation but reminds Her Majesty just in case that Her Majesty can have Carissa without persuading Keltham of it, since, you know, they're lying to him about everything.









Abrogail Thrune II: The new game Abrogail Thrune is now playing here looks a bit more like 'Do not actually end up attracting Sevar too much and subsequently end up married to Keltham.' Isidre wasn't lying about the rental arrangement contributing to that not happening.

(Not sent to Sevar, of course.)









Keltham: "All right, I'm not quite sure how I feel about that, but I'm willing to entertain the idea. You, who does not actually want any complications here, write a rental contract whose terms you're confident prevents the Queen from breaking Carissa or winning her affection away from me by being too much of a better sadist, even if I can't read that part until possibly much later. That handles sadism. I think my brain is willing to believe that Carissa having an orgasm I can't give her yet is not actually a problem for our relationship."

"This leaves the problem of how to not have Carissa be attracted to somebody who, maybe, looks even more than me like somebody who could take absolute-power over her. It leaves the question of whether I can win if the Queen tries to fight me over who owns Carissa, which is itself very much a 'trope'. I have my own idea, but I'd be interested in hearing what, if anything, you would think of as the most obvious solution. No, not just going ahead and demanding legal ownership of Carissa from Cheliax, the second most obvious solution."









Abrogail Thrune II: ...if Abrogail doesn't just lie, here, and she has now seen some of the consequences of lying to Keltham and having to live in the entire world you inadvertently created and shaped inside his head, then Abrogail has to admit, she is not immediately seeing it. Abrogail Thrune wanting Carissa and Keltham wanting Abrogail Thrune to not have Carissa is not very likely to end, realistically speaking, with Abrogail Thrune sadly bereft of Carissa.

What is he actually thinking, though. Come on Keltham. Think of it. (Isidre thoughtfully consumes a snack.) Why aren't you thinking - there it is.









Iarwain: "Have the Queen sign a contract saying that she relinquishes all her potential ownership rights in Carissa Sevar, under all possible future circumstances where she and Keltham dispute Sevar's ownership, to Keltham?"









Keltham: "Doesn't exactly cover the case where the Queen is abusing Governance powers to keep control of Carissa."

"Look, the basic idea here is, you can't actually have two people with de facto absolute-power over the same person. Either it's true that I could get Carissa and have anything I want from her and nobody who tried could take her away, or, alternatively, it's true that the Queen could get Carissa and take everything she wants from her. Or neither of these things can be true, but they can't both be true simultaneously."

"If the basic premise of Carissa's sexuality is that she is and should be with the person who'd succeed in controlling her, then if the Queen could successfully take her away from me, Carissa is in a sense with me under false premises."

"So the question then becomes, what is thetruth, here."









Abrogail Thrune II: What is Sevar thinking about this.









Carissa Sevar: She has EFFORTFULLY FENCED AWAY the part of her that thinks this is just really funny. It is, but this is not the time to think so and possibly she is not the person to think so.



Her sincere honest answer is that Keltham is more - something, the phrase she immediately thought of is 'terrifyingly creative' but she's 100% sure she will regret with great intensity having questioned the Queen of Cheliax's terrifying creativity - more dath ilani, the space of solutions he draws from is larger and once he gets competent he'll be able to use the Golarion pool too - he clearly thought he had a way of doing safe Wishes that might work and she can't even tell him he's obviously wrong -

- anyway, he's more something than the Queen of Cheliax and the Queen of Cheliax would beat him without trying in a ruthlessness contest or a solving your problems with any of murder petrification and mind control contest, but Asmodeus has committed to letting Keltham leave Cheliax alive and in one piece, and given that she thinks Keltham would win this contest, if both of them were trying. And also it's obviously not in Cheliax's interests to let it come to that, though it's maybe in Cheliax's interests to make Keltham realize that he does, actually, want to be the person who would have absolute power over Carissa even if he doesn't quite yet want to exercise it.









Abrogail Thrune II: SEVAR THINKS ABROGAIL FUCKING THRUNE WOULD LOSE TO -


...is a 'trope' trying to provoke her here.









Iarwain: "Are you suggesting... some sort of duel?" Isidre ventures cautiously. "This sounds like essentially the opposite of what we want, here. And I am, to be honest, a little concerned about your ability to take Abrogail Thrune in a direct contest of wills and powers."

Wait why did Isidre say that.Damn it, Abrogail, get ahold of yourself, you have goals in this conversation.









Keltham: Well, at least she's not straight-up lying to him about that, that's an encouraging sign.

"I haven't the tiniest intention of fightingfair, Isidre, not against the Chief Executive of Cheliax. The more impossible a problem is without cheating, the more it means you're supposed to cheat."

"She's more of a Good person than I am, by the sound of things, or Carissa thought she might not be that Good, but her advisors certainly sound Good-leaning. All 'the good of Cheliax requires that you have no fun' and that. The Church of Asmodeus yoinks her political capital if she actually tries to take Sevar; I can say I'll walk out on Cheliax if I lose Sevar to her and mean that, because I'm less Good than she is and have fewer existing bargains I'm constrained by."

"I'd expect Carissa's sexuality to accept that coin, if it's a reasonable and logical sort of sexuality. The question of who is morewilling to use their power is very much the determinant of whoactually would end up with absolute-power over her - who it is that, if they so chose, Carissa could not escape from."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: Tell him if he'll walk out over me then he does win. And that - caring that much about me - is indeed something the Queen can't compete with, and the key to Carissa's sexuality, or as close to it as a person who still runs into a wall of Good every time he tries to have desires can comprehend it.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune has not felt quite thisirritated in some time. She is a good Asmodean - her compact requires it of her, yes, but that's not why she does it - and so she has her pride. In a room near to this one, silently and unremarkedly, precious things burn; when you're at the eighth circle of sorcery you can do little things like that without bothering about the spells.

Well. It's clear enough that Sevar thinks that Keltham has already won this contest, and with it her heart; so the question then becomes, does Abrogail Thrune choose to permit Sevar to go on believing that, and to convince Keltham of it too.



"Being willing to go to lengths great enough to take possession of her, is the key to Carissa's sexuality indeed," Isidre says. No hint of coldness shows in her; Abrogail's Splendour is about her and she is no undisciplined child like these two. "Or as close to it as can be understood for now, by a person who still runs into a wall of Good every time he tries to have desires about matters like that. I think I have some idea of what you're planning now; I'd still want to hear it spelled out."









Keltham: "That Carissa's sexuality depends on the truth of two propositions that can't both simultaneously be true is, itself, very much a 'trope', and one of the deepest and most powerful ones. Even more than the Queen of Cheliax being a complication, even more than her coming into conflict with me, the deepest 'trope' here has to be the question-of-fact, what is really true. Everything else fell into place once I realized that."

"My proposal is as simple as it is unfair to the Queen. If I meet her and know her and think she's worthy of Carissa at all, I offer to negotiate the rental agreement for Carissa. In front of her advisors. And with Carissa there to see it, because she's the one who has to know this truth and witness it. I say plainly" (a dath ilani does not bother to add 'and truthfully' if they're bothering to let words leave their mouth at all) "that I'm worried about a more experienced sadist stealing Carissa from me, and if the Queen of Cheliax does that successfully, I will walk out on Cheliax and go make a revolution somewhere else. I say that I want guarantees about my right, signed by the government of Cheliax and by the Queen and by the Church of Asmodeus in whatever capacity Asmodeus recognizes such things, to take Carissa with me if that happens, potentially including against her own will, if I so choose, to somewhere that puts enough value on a dath ilani to also recognize my possession of her."

"Having that right doesn't mean I'd actually exercise it, obviously, but nobody needs to say that in front of the Queen; and while Carissa might know what I wouldn't really do, I think she'll also understand the romantic gesture in the spirit in which it was intended."

"If everybody's being sane, the Queen and her advisors are like, sure, sounds weirdly extreme but he's obviously doing it to impress his girlfriend, they sign on like the totally sane grownups they are. The limits on the Queen's sadism are in a sealed section of the compact that I trust you to write. The conflict and the 'trope' have been defused, easily enough to call into severe question whether there was ever really any 'trope' at work in the first place."

"If the Queen is like, why, no, how could I possibly do that, I have strange reasons I cannot do that, then we know she's a giant 'trope' avatar and there's a foretold path of conflict and complication whose core question-of-truth is who Carissa Sevar really belongs to - both de facto and in terms of her core sexuality, because those two are the same thing."

"In which case, obviously, I stop negotiating that rental agreement, get back to my new research installation, and both we and the Queen's advisers do everything we can to keep the Queen and Carissa apart for as long as possible. We do everything we can to, like, totally slow down all of that from actually happening, if that is at all possible, and try to delay everything into the future as far as possible, because, like, I already have a job."

"Eventually either the Queen loses power, or the two of us reconcile and kiss, or, if I screw up along the way, the Queen wins and Cheliax stays poor for longer. Or Golarion ends up falling to the Worldwound because there wasn't really anywhere else that could offer the resources that Cheliax and Asmodeus could. I suppose there's other possibilities within the 'tropes' that would then almost have to be governing, but I'd have to think hard about what they were; they'd be less probable."









Carissa Sevar: It seems possible that Carissa having feelings for Keltham is actually relevant as a qualification to pull this off. Because Carissa, unlike literally every other person in this operation, doesn't underestimate him.





She doesn't know which specific thoughts in the last little bit have merited punishment but she has this feeling it's not going to be half an hour, one way or another.

Doesn't matter. Hell is forever and she can endure that, too.









Abrogail Thrune II: All right. Abrogail thinks she is going to have to proceed under the assumption that the 'tropes' are real, and govern here.

Her reasoning is not complicated; why, Sevar herself might see it if Sevar had the requisite +6 headband of all mental attributes.

Keltham thinks he's describing a future event that he has to arrange in accordance with 'tropes'. That event hasalready happened, without Keltham knowing it. He has been fighting the true Queen this entire time, in front of Carissa, and, apparently to Carissa for now, won.

In dath ilan's rhythm of prediction, success, credibility, that is a victory he has won.

Abrogail has worked out by now a wordless sort of apprehension as to what sort of things 'tropes' are, namely, things out of stories, except that they're not the 'tropes' of Cheliax or Golarion, they're the 'tropes' of dath ilan. But if dath ilan has, per transcript, girls who dream of becoming Dark Unilateral Rulers, then dath ilan surely also has a 'trope' for appearing to have won when you haven't, because the person you're fighting is smarter than you and you never knew how many of your plans were known to her from the beginning.

More the fool Keltham, if that thought hasn't occurred to him; and more the fool Carissa, if, knowing the true place of the Queen of Cheliax in all of this, it hasn't occurred to her to wonder the same.





...or she could just not decide to do any of that, and then her life wouldn't be a 'trope'.



Possibly then there wouldn't be any 'tropes' around at all, she's not sure how that works.





Ice and fire alternate, in an unoccupied room nearby. Cycling between the two prevents the floors and walls from melting; it's not Abrogail's first time venting emotion where her adversaries will not see that and be warned.









Abrogail Thrune II: In the end, the logic behind Abrogail's last decision here is simple.

She doesn't actually want to spend the rest of her life like this.

She'd rather not be a 'trope'.

In fact, she now deeply desires that there be no 'tropes' anywhere near Cheliax. Ever.

And while she's not quite sure that this is how any of this works, she's going to do her part there.



"Well, then," Isidre says, and sighs. "I suppose you should go back and talk to Carissa and determine how she feels about being rented to the Queen, and I should see if you can meet the Queen at least briefly. And then maybe move directly to the confrontation with her and her advisors in sight of Carissa, then or very soon after. If everyone is sane, which I do expect them to be, Keltham, it should actually get done quite quickly - or I certainly hope so, because these are all very busy people. But time today is no more time than time tomorrow, and if possible we may as well get this done while we can do it without burning Teleports."









Keltham:









Keltham: "You know, now that I'm thinking about actually doing this, I'm worried I may be about to make my life way more complicated than it actually needed to be."









Abrogail Thrune II: Asmodeus Himself is literally the only being who could possibly have ordained that Keltham not be a pile of ash in this moment.



"Keltham, I'm sorry, but my time really is up now," Isidre says. "I do think I'd recommend going ahead with this course of action, over leaving things as they are; because I do still believe, in the end, that sanity will triumph. I have no time to do more planning than this, with you, not now, I fear. Talk to Carissa and let me know whether to move forward on meeting, and then confronting, the Queen."









Keltham: "All right. Sorry for having taken this much of your time; I'll let you know my decision."









Abrogail Thrune II: Isidre nods to him, still very graciously, and rises to go.



Can she get away with having Lrilatha and Gorthoklek done by illusion? No, damn her to Abaddon, because Keltham knows that Lrilatha is one of her advisors, and may try to talk to Lrilatha, and without the actual Lrilatha no illusionist is going to successfully fake whatever Law Keltham finds recognizable in Lawful Evil outsiders. Lrilatha is absofuckinglutely going to tell Rugatonn and Gorthoklek to actually show up for this.

This isn't going to be fun. At least, not for her.



...and one way or another, in due time, she will have her fun.





Just as soon as she can figure out how to do it without that being a 'trope'.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is waiting in the next room. Kneeling. It seems wisest. She wonders if she is supposed to declare herself Security-screened and go back to Keltham or do her punishment first. She has no other opinions at all. If you were only reading her thoughts now it wouldn't be obvious she's previously had any other opinions.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Enough of this self-willed stupidity," Abrogail says, not bothering to leash her temper from her words backed by full Splendour. "You are performing important work of Asmodeus that I, personally, delegated to you. Thoughts are required of you to accomplish your function, slave of Asmodeus. You will now start having thoughts or I will hurt you until you do."









Carissa Sevar: - fine.

"You'll hurt me either way."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'll hurt you more if you don't obey. That's always been the way of Hell."

"Do you know who else in Cheliax, besides Keltham, does not think only what he thinks other people around him want him to think?Me. You want your Lawful Evil dath ilanism? That much of it stands before you."

"Enough of your lies to yourself, to your thoughts, you have taken things far past the point where even you can pretend to yourself that nothing is wrong, and I will not permit you to pretend to yourself to be nothing."

"Do you love Keltham."









Carissa Sevar: " - what?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I was reading your mind, what little of it you permitted to exist. He won the contest for you against the Queen of Cheliax, he earned himself the key to your soul, I saw your triumph when he did. You will not be made a statue for your answer one way or another, but the Crown now orders you to answer and in truth. What are you to Keltham, now? Are you his mistress? His slave? Has he stepped before Asmodeus in your heart and become your god?"









Carissa Sevar: " - no," she says, because that much at least is clear, "uh. To the last one. He doesn't have my soul, he doesn't have - real power over me that isn't the game we all play with this first life. Asmodeus owns me, Asmodeus has always owned me, Keltham would have to rule Hell to be my god, or take me somewhere else and you know perfectly well I don't belong somewhere else, and they wouldn't let me in."









Abrogail Thrune II: Truth, if Sevar's thoughts to herself are not complete lies. "You love Keltham, and if you don't like it put that way, feel free to say what he is to you instead. Will you, then, obediently continue lying to him, working against his best interests, and tempting him from Axis into Hell?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, because human emotions are a terrible guide to decisionmaking and being unfortunate enough to occasionally suffer them does not make me beholden to them."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail laughs then, cold and clear and dark like midnight high upon some mountaintop. "Fair enough, little Lawful Evil dath ilani. I suppose it's what I told you to become. Love him, use your love to seduce him, choose without emotion to betray, is that the path you would now walk?"









Carissa Sevar: "I've gotten somewhat wary of predicting how this is going to go. But for as long as no one can figure out how to safely lie to him, we're going to have to give him people who almost aren't lying. And then, obviously, make sure they don't have a shadow of an opening to actually choose him; but I don't. You would hunt me down if we fled to Lastwall; you would hunt me down if we fled to Sothis; you would hunt me down if we fled to Heaven,and, again, I do actually hate them and they wouldn't let me in."









Abrogail Thrune II: Trustworthy for now, perhaps, as long as she doesn't begin to believe that Keltham - her perfect, shining Keltham, who won her from the Queen of Cheliax - might also come to have the power to stay Hell and to defeat Asmodeus Himself. Abrogail forbears to point this out; it will become a note in Sevar's file.

"I assign you no further tortures, Sevar. Do not mistake this for mercy, but only me taking care not to tread on my senior partner's games. Rugatonn it will be who decides whether all this heresy you are thinking and the emotions in your heart constitute a matter that we would, not proactively at all, correct with pain and torment in the ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law."

"Let us pray that Asmodeus did foresee that I would visit your bedroom, that everything now within your heart is only another piece of His own grand design, that we all remain on a pathway He has laid out for us, because Hell help us all if we have left it."

"Go then to your lover, foolish and pathetic child, and learn from him to become something greater than this."

"Oh, and good luck convincing him to rent you out. I honestly had no idea at the time why that was something you wanted in the first place, and in retrospect I wonder if I should have had somebody ask you that instead of jumping on the opportunity."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune claps her hands and disappears, which is to say that some distance away, Abrogail Thrune dispels her illusion. She does not actually have the time to stand around there and talk to Carissa Sevar.









Carissa Sevar: Because it has as predicted been incredibly effective at getting Keltham to be possessive, and to think of himself as in a contest for ownership of his girlfriend, and to get him to feel jealous and insecure about the idea that someone else might own her more truly or hurt her more meaningfully, and to generally change modes to one where he's trying to prove himself within the Chelish system.





She doesn't argue.





She returns to Keltham's suite.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Is your proposal here that we read in a couple hundred people on everything we know about the secret that may have started the godwar.... so that the betting markets resolve."


"Yes," the Prince Merenre says. "Precisely because something about the situation may have started a godwar. It's important, so we need to be competent to reason about it, so the betting markets need to be something more than a fancy layer of fuzziness on top of all my personal guesses."


      "I trust precisely thirty people with this," says the pharaoh of Osirion. "And all of them know better than to bet against you, ever, about anything where they don't have inside information."


"In principle we can fix that with more lopsided payoffs," says Merenre. "They can't be infinitely confident in my being better than them."

      "I predict their bets-against-you will cluster around yours, if they're allowed to know yours, and maybe even if they aren't. What I want here is people who'll think of something you haven't. And less of aspread - because come on, this is ridiculous -"

"Where are the markets at right now?" a serious, stiff-robed priest asks.

      "Oureighty percent confidence intervalspans 'totally useless except to Abadar and three mathematicians' to 'the destruction of the multiverse'".

"- how are they even resolving that -"

      "Oh, the usual. That's not the point, the point is, I can't govern like this."


"What if we get predictors from Axis," says the King-Consort. "They've got better participation than us, there's a convenient list of exactly who to ask-"


      "Can't afford them."

"If this project is as important as the 50th percentile projection, we can give them the Sphinx."


       "- there's a policy proposal, I guess, raffle off every archeological relic in the country, except our God in his wisdom has copies of all of them already -"


"Can you ask Him to pay to subsidize the prediction markets in Aktun?" says Merenre tiredly. This is technically a breach of protocol - they're not supposed to acknowledge, even in private, that the person of the pharaoh is not the person of Abadar Himself - but it's been a long two days since they first learned from Abadar of a complicated situation.    

       "We subsidize all the prediction markets in Aktun," says the pharaoh, who is not actually the person of Abadar Himself but is closer than most mortals come, and doesn't use the 'we' just as an affectation. "There's still the security question." There are reasons that sometimes when there are ongoing wars you don't just subsidize a bunch of public markets.


Fe-Anar, the Pharaoh's father, mutters a phrase in the fast-changing language of the Maelstrom which no one who doesn't talk to proteans at least weekly, or have permanent Tongues, could hope to understand; it translates approximately to 'lol fuck the security question'.

      The pharaoh has permanent Tongues, and also did not need it to know what his father was going to say there. "One thing We would pay a lot to resolve is 'odds that Osirion and Cheliax end up at war over this," he says sharply, "and I expect Hell would also observe that with fascination. And while We don't find the arguments for squishing anomalies before they change Golarion persuasive, obviously, and are appalled that that's been policy for so many millenia, obviously, We're trading with a lot of entities that do find those concerns persuasive. But really We'd make it all public in Axis, subject to some standard nondisclosure agreements, if it weren't obviously an avenue for interference by Hell."


"They've got to have their own predictions."

      "Only relevant market public in Hell is the one for the souls of some various adjacent parties, which, uh, keeps getting more expensive, I don't know how to interpret that exactly -"


Fe-Anar mutters a phrase in the fast-changing language of the Maelstrom which translates best to 'fuck Hell'.


      "Amen," says everyone else, fervently; they keep on top of how the Maelstrom says that one.


"Is there not," says Merenre, "some kind of ordinary Aktun market participation contract understood to be robust against Hell - really I'm astonished that all Aktun market participation contracts aren't understood to be robust against Hell -"


      "They're robust in the sense that if they're fucking around, We'll take their money, in the long run."


"And that long run is measured in - transaction volume? What goes wrong if we just subsidize it."


        "That long run is measured in transaction volume and also in time for arbitration courts to make them eat penalty clauses that're still financial in nature -"


"So pay the courts to work inside a time-dilated demiplane. With all earned respect, if this has a one in ten chance of being as important as it looks, you aren't spending enough money on it!"

       "I literally cannot afford to spend money on ten things like this, so I need some way to figure out which one is going to get me more than a math textbook!"


"The arbitration courts do already run at whatever speed is necessary for them to resolve in the contractually obligatory time. That's a month sidereal, for current events prediction markets," observes a sparkling ball of gears floating above one of the conference-table seats.


"Do they promise they won't speed up and start settling everything overnight?"


"They do not," says the sparkling ball of gears, with what might be faint amusement.


"First prediction market," says the King-Consort. "Pay a hundred top performers in Axis with a share of future returns from the work of Abadar's new cleric, to get up to speed and then predict what'll go wrong if we make the betting open in Axis and try to beat Hell at what is, in the end, our game, more than theirs."


"The future returns from the project aren't ours."

"The cleric's ours -"

    "The cleric's - so it's not clear heis,is the thing, Abadar's tried to show me what He's looking at but I don't understand it, and I certainly don't know that he considers himself to have entered into a trade relationship with us where we can conditionally commit his resources according to our model of what he'll be willing to pay for later -"

"A share of future returns from the project conditional on the target agreeing that this market served his interests -"


"Not to harp on this too much, but, all of what was just proposed plus 'inside time-dilation', we're already later to this than I'd like because of the Zon-Kuthon war -"

       "Because of the Zon-Kuthon war We have fewer resources to run bits of Aktun in time-dilation than We'd like."

"Can you put numbers, when you say things like that, like, precisely how much time-dilation can we have at what multiplier on its usual cost."

       "I really can't."

"I mean, give me an order of magnitude -"

        "If Abadar were able to put orders of magnitude in His visions then We would have so many fewer problems!"


"Proposal: a communication to the target in Cheliax to the effect 'subsidizing prediction market in Aktun, evaluate policy questions relevant to you with promised share project returns, reply yes no"


"Cheliax is we believe committed to not murdering him if in their evaluation he starts to look dangerous to their interests but they're neither above nor prohibited from neglecting to prevent his capture by Nidal. Which isn't to say not to contact him, it might be worth it, it's just to say, I continue to want some way of evaluating these ideas before we try them other than gut instinct."


"Yeah, all right."

"Market now, contact him in the dead of night if the market thinks it's a good idea, ready to grab him if he decides to leave Cheliax -"

         "Have you learned anything from the last two days," says the pharaoh. "We will make absolutely no plans with a twelve-hour time horizon. Who knows which gods will be at war by then."









Cayden Cailean: Cayden Cailean has taken more of Himself out of Elysium than is wise. He has gathered more of His attention (which is His self) into one place than is wise. It is not easy for a god to truly spy on the mortal realm and it comes with a risk.

The more powerful Lawful Evil gods who would leap on Him and tear Him asunder if they saw Him so vulnerable, Asmodeus and Zon-Kuthon, are respectively exhausted and sealed/wounded/maybe-dying. There would be very little appetite for another godwar while the world is just recovering from a previous one that ended only hours ago; and Cayden Cailean would be more defended than Zon-Kuthon. Even so it is not the sort of behavior pattern You adopt if You want to live forever, or even for another thousand years, statistically speaking.

But with Nethys also exhausted, now, they have few other options for knowing what they must know.









Cayden Cailean: The meeting He is spying upon concludes, and Cayden Cailean sends a message.

Meeting in Osirion went mostly as Nethys's Scenario 2, but there were substantial divergences. Spoke of Keltham as Abadar's cleric rather than the Otherworlder, prediction markets unsure of Keltham's impact rather than solidly on technological revolution of Golarion, substantial credence to the multiverse ending up destroyed.









Milani: Disquieting. Still, I think we have little choice but to proceed as if we have not yet wandered off Nethys's road. I hope He returns to us before we leave it fully.









Cayden Cailean: They're so eager to work with Keltham. So ready for everything Keltham could offer them. They want so much to be his Civilization, wanted it long before Keltham came here, and all they lack, they believe, are the things that Aktun is forbidden to tell them, that Keltham knows.

What happens when Keltham reaches Osirion is going to break their heart.









Milani: Assuming we are still sufficiently on Nethys's pathways that Keltham enters Osirion at all. The divergences have already begun.

What of it?









Cayden Cailean: I am tempted to meddle. After so much, much time of having to conserve our strength and choose our opportunities, running around doing things is quite addictive. I observe the mortals so closely and I find Myself thinking, 'Is there some way I could meddle and make it go less sadly for these few mortals personally? I like them.'









Milani: Not to go all Lawful Good on you, Cayden, but to agonize over the hurt feelings of a handful of souls you've spied upon, in the light of other stakes and other costs, seems too Chaotic Good even for Me.

But go ahead and meddle, if you can find any way to do it that promotes the interests of Pharasma and Asmodeus relative to what would've happened otherwise. And our own interests, of course. And keeps to Nethys's road while it lasts. And doesn't give away exactly what's playing out to opposed gods like Abadar.









Cayden Cailean: I keep thinking to myself that I need another drink, and yet, I cannot imagine how much mead would be enough to deal with this crap.









Iarwain: Before Carissa gets back to Keltham's current suite, she's intercepted by a Security who informs her that Maillol is, if not exactly fully functional, functional enough to receive her handoff. Sevar keeps going out of contact and that's not fun for Project Lawful.









Carissa Sevar: Understood. (They should really be training a Carissa impersonator to substitute for her but also it's very much to her advantage that she thinks they don't have anyone.)





...that means she should also probably take her punishment before she goes back to Keltham, and she's currently in the wrong mental state for it, namely euphoric and full of giddy terror, but she's not actually the out-of-control child Abrogail seems to think, she can talk herself around. She trots over to the temple and contemplates dath ilani Lawful Evil, which they do tell stories about apparently, Evil Keepers who wield the Law for their own benefit. She wants to be that. Cheliax doesn't understand dath ilan but it does understand how to harden Evil in someone's heart, how to turn human weaknesses in so they feed Evil impulses not Good ones. She needs that. And she deserves punishment, because she erred, and doesn't want to blunder through the world unpunished until she faces the ultimate punishment for an error too big to overlook. Asmodeus said to punish her as his Law requires, because otherwise she'll err too far before reality shows up to correct her.

Keltham has her childish, stupid heart, because he's rich and powerful and willing to walk away from Cheliax over her and it's very cute, but Cheliax owns her body and soul, and this is, in the evaluation of a system designed for punishing weakness and building Evil in human hearts, what she needs.



There, that's better. She will just have to not let all that Asmodean conviction be shaken by the sight of Maillol.









Ferrer Maillol: If you weren't Chelish you wouldn't be able to tell that Maillol is shaken, hurting, doesn't have it fully together, and keeps trying to figure out if there's some way he can be not on this project. Having been the recipient of two visions from Asmodeus makes it effectively impossible; he may know, now, things that he can't put into words.

Maillol wants to be not on Project Lawful when it hits day 4. Day 3 was, in fact, past his limit.

The sight of Sevar, looking not particularly emotional, not that he'd be able to tell if she has her own act together, does not please him. Even knowing how much Sevar, who helped make this bed, is probably also going to have to lie in it, with the Queen, for longer, there is still a flash of hatred in him, for her having not saved him from what was almost entirely his own mistake.

(Maillol has not been informed of what actually happened there, and very very few people in Abrogail Thrune's dominion ever will be. Spreading such gossip about Her Infernal Majestrix, if you are a Security reading Sevar's thoughts, say, is the kind of conduct that gets you turned into a statue, or sent to whatever other fate is your worst realizable fear.)

He accepts the project handoff, questions Sevar about a few of the Keltham budget items she approved, thinking and talking mostly on reflex.









Carissa Sevar: What does he think of the possibility of demonstrating Suggestion to Keltham with his advance consent, probably having Lrilatha do it because he finds it credible that she obeys Asmodeus directly, and then swearing to him it hasn't been done otherwise, in order to get him to agree an adversarial Cheliax would be running rings around him with mind control.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol has to think hard about this, and strain bruised portions of his mind. What was Asmodeus's will? He said not to enchant Keltham. Did He really convey exactly that, when He spoke not at all in words? It's hard to blank out all of your own guesses about what Asmodeus could beplanning, what Asmodeus could haveintended, to ask what Asmodeusmeant, when what you need is to hear what Asmodeus told you to do, and the concepts and bounds set around it were neither your own nor mortal at all.

"I'll authorize it," he says. "Make sure you tell Keltham exactly what you're going to do, get his permission for exactly that, do exactly that, no tricks, no games, no cleverness, no taking advantages, nothing else you're trying to accomplish on the side, as if Keltham could read your own thoughts down to the depth of your soul, and don't assume that Contessa Lrilatha already knows that, tell it to her anyways." Maillol is writing down those instructions, even as he speaks, they cannot be entrusted to memory.









Carissa Sevar: "I understand. Thank you."







Right. That's that over with, then.



She notices herself trying to think of something else to say, and makes herself turn and walk away towards the torture chamber.



Children tend superstitious - it's worse if you cry, it's worse if you don't, it's worse if you seem scared. Carissa's not a child. She doesn't know the heart of whoever's on staff, she doesn't know what they enjoy seeing, it probably doesn't matter very much. The benefits don't derive from the punishment being executed exactly correctly; anything that requires that much finesse can only happen in Hell. There is to a first approximation nothing at all she can do that will matter.









Iarwain:


Torture details spoilered.

It's the second most physically painful experience of her life, and opening Abrogail's gift bag earlier helps a lot to appreciate how much it could be worse. Unlike Abrogail's bag, which is meant to amuse Abrogail to think of it, disciplinary torture is meant to educate and improve the soul and not just be pleasing to Asmodeus.

They show you what's coming, to let you contemplate your error. They apply it only somewhat painfully at first, so you can still think coherently about your mistake, and fear how much worse it's going to get, and regret, and then they make it worse and worse to drive the behavior firmly out of you, once you've had that chance to fix in your mind what you did wrong and how much you regret it.

If you want your pain to mean something, if you want to relate productively to your own torture and suffering, Asmodeus's torturers are doing all the right things to make sure you can. At least if you've been sent in for corrective torture, and not this-is-the-fate-you-should-have-feared-and-now-you-have-earned-it torture.

The Queen's order calls for the corrective sort of torture. It's a good thing that happened before Abrogail became less optimistic about whether Sevar could be salvaged, or more personally annoyed with her.









Carissa Sevar: It lasts a lot longer. At least Carissa thinks so, she never actually asked how long the bag lasted. This had a duration written neatly on the scroll she turned in. And she's pretty sure it's longer, because her voice is much, much hoarser, and her face much stickier with snot and tears, and she gets tired,in a way she doesn't think she has before, random uninjured muscles screaming about having been tense for so long.



It'll be worse in Hell.

She understands her mistakes better. She won't make them again. There isn't another way to get this result; dath ilan tries to do everything with rewards, but that just builds stunted little Good people who'd go to Abaddon rather than not get their fair share of a deal.

Carissa would never, ever go to Abaddon. If you told her this was all that was left to her forever, more of this, she wouldn't go to Abaddon. She is strong where the people of dath ilan are weak; she can live in worlds they can't.



She hopes someone is reading her mind because she requests healing adequate to conceal signs of injury from Keltham but can't seem to make her mouth move right now.









Iarwain: Sevar's still in the middle of important work and the palace torture room has a fairly serious priest on staff, even with the war; and also with the war on, fewer people are being tortured in the palace than usual.

Cure Moderate Wounds. Restoration. Have a nice day.









Carissa Sevar: Right. Keltham. Her Keltham-feelings have been all burned out, which is good, she didn't even remember to focus on that. Maybe love is just the kind of emotion that automatically dies faced with anything real.





She washes her face and fixes her hair and goes back to Keltham.









Keltham: Keltham has no idea that Carissa was in a much better mood half an hour earlier.

He asks how her Security screening went. That took a while.









Carissa Sevar: "It did, they were way more thorough than usual, spent a bunch of time on asking me trick questions under a Truth Spell which I must say is kind of unpleasant, and they made me do everything with the headband off and with it on. - I'm not actually complaining, it feels like all the security Cheliax knows how to throw at a thing like this just barely might be adequate for the actual stakes.



I did get the chance to ask about whether the absolutely-no-messing-with-Keltham-no-matter-how-justified-it-looks order would permit consensually demonstrating to you mind-control spells, and the person who was the direct recipient of Asmodeus's vision thought yes with enough precautions and advance communication, so if that's something you want to see demonstrated, seems to be allowed."









Keltham: "Seems a little scary, the mind-control experiment I mean, but you gotta be able to do slightly scary things that seem clearly necessary, and that one does. Let's move forwards on it... no, first I want your own direct opinion on whether they're going to be able to find someone to run the experiment who is really actually extremely that trustworthy."









Carissa Sevar: "One of the precautions was it'd be Contessa Lrilatha. I think she's that trustworthy anyway but with a direct order from Asmodeus involved there's no question."









Keltham: "That'd do it." Keltham is actually slightly impressed - that was better than he'd visualized being possible to get, himself.

Keltham has met with Isidre again! Many things were discussed of which he can only tell Carissa some right away (so as not to give her impression that the parts he's talking about were all that happened). Isidre does think it's safe to ask Carissa some direct questions of the 'what happens if I do this?' type.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa'd be happy to answer those.









Keltham: Okay! Uh, for a start, Keltham's going to do the thing where some questions matter more than others but he's going to mix them up to not make it too blatant what sort of answers he's looking for. He doesn't know if they have the sort of relationship where Keltham can do that without explicitly announcing it, which is better, obviously, in terms of not biasing the subject. Do they have the sort of relationship where Keltham can do that sort of thing, and it's okay so long as Carissa gets told about the shenanigans within a reasonably short time afterwards?









Carissa Sevar: (He's so - not cute. Contemptible, not cute.)



"Yes, you can do that. I don't even particularly feel wronged if you try to conceal which questions you care about the most and then don't tell me afterwards you were doing that, in Cheliax sometimes people are just doing that and it's considered fair enough."









Keltham: "I mean, in dath ilan, sometimes they don't tell you for years what the experiment was about, but there's explicit understandings there that I didn't want to assume would automatically carry over to Golarion and you."

"Also, I just realized that I went and asked 'is it okay if...' instead of ordering you to tell me the consequences of something, sorry, brain tired from Isidre discussion, I think for tonight I may ask... I think for tonight I'm ordering you to take the questions I ask in dath ilani speech patterns and reinterpret them to be about me ordering you to tell me things, I don't intend on doing that all the time but that was a tiring conversation and it's been a day."

Hypothetical: what happens if Keltham managed to hurt Carissa enough that she yelled 'Stop!' without realizing what she was doing, and then Keltham reacted to that by immediately removing her from her chains even if Carissa apologized and said to continue. Obviously that's not going to break Carissa or anything, Keltham wants to know the hypothetical effects on their relationship, is Carissa turned off, confused, is it generally good or bad for them.









Carissa Sevar: " - not confused, that's the thing I predict you'd do. I think mostly I'd feel...embarrassed...and like it brokesomething,that I did that, and if we don't address it at all then it'll be a hole I need to steer around in the future?"



True answers are, perhaps predictably, harder to produce when you've burned all your feelings out. She feels like she's producing them by imagining some other Carissa.









Keltham: Hypothetical: Keltham starts requesting Detect Desires and truthspells from his god and using those to find out what Carissa wants and treating a thus-extracted admission of wanting something as a reason to believe that it's fine for him to do whatever it is to her.









Carissa Sevar: - wow. Uh. The second part is definitely excellent, the first part is a little scary, but not in a way where she'd say no even if this were a saying-no sort of relationship.









Keltham: ...yeah, that's not really the answer you'd expect from a dath ilani woman, possibly even one single dath ilani woman alive; but it has already dawned on Keltham that he's not in Default anymore.

Hypothetical: effects on relationship if Keltham had gone ahead and done that without asking Carissa about it at all.









Carissa Sevar: "You'd....get a different way of me relating to you, I think? Where I try to do less steering, because you're doing more of it, and try to give you more of myself to work with..."









Keltham: He needs to dare anything, ever, to ever test the things that are being claimed to him by Carissa's nine-year-old-level self-reporting, if he's going to make this relationship work at all.

Keltham, without any other warning, taps Carissa with one of his Truthspells. "Tell me the effect of what I just did to you on our relationship."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not need that dismissed yet, she thinks loudly. The entire point of not lying to Keltham is to be able to do this.



I think Im feeling things a little less intensely now than I usually would because Im still a bit fried from the last couple hours, she says. Uh, obeying Security when theyre being very intense is sort of the same reservoir of something except without the payoff. With that said - yeah, I feel delighted that you did that, that you knew you could do that, and slightly stressed about the truth spell - its an enchantment, it feels like one, I know its not a very invasive enchantment -

The illusion on her forehead has not flickered at all.









Keltham: Keltham essays a Detect Magic, for lack of a Greater Detect Magic; the spell on Carissa looks to him like the one he cast.

...um.

Should he just - keep doing this. It seems like cheating. It seems a lot like cheating. It seems like the sort of cheating that means nobody ever wants to cofound a startup with you. Carissa just said she was delighted under the truthspell that he did it. You could establish an awful lot of trust that way, modulo the chance that after they saw his first truthspell they were very thoroughly prepared, or maybe prepared before the first truthspell, etcetera, he didn't request Invisibility Purge today.

The common sense of dath ilan says to, like, think dangerous things through before you do dangerous things, not try to improvise them as you go. Especially when you have two more Truthspells, to use later if needed - shit he should've cast Augury before he tried that, oh well, he'll get used to having magic eventually.

Is there anything he needs to askright now...

"I'm not going to be upset if the spell fails here, or if you can't give the answer you wished you could," Keltham says. "Are your self-reports to me, about what you're pretty sure won't hurt you, likely to be accurate? Not honest, accurate."









Carissa Sevar: "I really think so! Once we start doing things I haven't done before I will be less sure but then I'll tell you I'm less sure! I know I'm not dath ilani but you can't actually be an arms and armor enchanter while kidding yourself about whether things are going to work out the way you want them to."









Keltham: Keltham exhales, feeling a bit shaky himself. She could just be consistently mistaken on all levels of reflection, of course, but it's something; you'd expect somebody to notice if they were routinely wrong about that sort of thing. He feels like he just - girlfriend gets thoughts access. "I feel like I just stepped off a very narrow ledge I was standing on, but there happened to be something underneath my foot to support it."

"You can step outside and ask Security to dispel that, if you can't dispel it yourself, or resist it, or whatever. I have two more truthspells, should probably keep one in reserve, but you can request the other one later if you think of something you want to say and have me trust." Of course then she gets more time to prepare a deception but he could also just tap her two days later and ask if there was a deception then. Oh, he should check that now. "First, though, answer as soon as this question finishes, do you have any knowledge about the results of my last truthspell having been faked?"









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't know she doesn't know that's always the safe thing to lean on with truth spells not knowing what instance he's referring to not knowing what anyone did - "No?" She's totally uncertain whether that'd have gotten through or not, and if not whether Security managed to cancel it and do an illusion in time, but she'll proceed as if one of those things happened. They should've been ready with the illusion at least from 'answer as soon as this question finishes'. "I don't actually know when the last time you used a truthspell was," she continues. "Did you use one with Isidre, that mighthave been faked, she's powerful enough to cast that anti-Enchantment spell that your god gave you for the Kuthites and I bet she knows it. Uh, the last truth spell I remember you using was on Tonia the first day and I have no knowledge of that being faked." A definite lie, but if Security couldn't get a replacement in place by then they deserve -





(do they?)



- well regardless they will suffer much worse than what Carissa just did and she won't be sorry.









Keltham: ...okay, thatcould have been an instance of her quickly telling herself that she didn't know what he really meant by that, and delaying for somebody else to cast dispel, illusion, etc. If so they're presumably prepared for this, but Keltham casts Detect Magic anyways.









lintamande: Looks as he'd expect.









Carissa Sevar: "Are you done?" A good very obedient Carissa without an edge in her voice. "I can dispel it once you're done, but you can keep going, if it's helping. Or if it's not but you want to."









Keltham: "I'm done. You can dispel it yourself or get it dispelled, whatever's more convenient."



He did notice a possibility, but there's nothing obvious to do with the paranoia; most possible paranoia is not valuable on the margins. He'll keep his eyes open to see if there's a pattern.

Also, if that thought he had was true, that implies the honesty of Carissa's earlier statements about her probably-accurate self-reports to him and that she was delighted to see him suddenly use truthspell on her, neither of which match up all that well to it's all a LARP, everything around you is a LARP.









Carissa Sevar: She dispels it. "Are you okay?"









Keltham: "Think so. Just a little sad, not about your answers or anything, just that I can't give you full immediate girlfriend access to everything I thought about them." He's probably not supposed to say the thing that he just thought, in case it was true after all. "Are you okay?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am okay but my day has featured a lot more tricky Truth Spelling than my days usually do and I am slightly less okay than I normally will be if you do that."









Keltham: He should've seen that coming... stupid. Girlfriend, right. "Feel stupid, not because it wasn't worth it, but because I should've seen that part coming. But it was worth it, or at least I'd evaluate so."

"Is this a hugging situation or a 'hugs are not a solution to the problem I have' situation?"









Carissa Sevar: "Hugs're good. Seems worth it - seems important for you to feel like you can trust us - that's why I asked about the Contessa Lrilatha thing even though I saw her briefly in the hallways and apparently Cheliax being at war makes her ten times more terrifying."









Keltham: Hugs! "It's still so weird to think that your military people and your Governance people are the same people, like, failure-of-professional-specialization much?"

"I... wish I didn't have to say this, but I have more tricky sexuality self-report questions to ask you, even though it sounds like this is not at all a great time for that. There's a time-sensitive question I'm considering, of the type 'window of opportunity to do a nice thing' rather than disaster-prevention type. Not so time sensitive we couldn't cuddle for a few minutes before resuming."









Carissa Sevar: "Luckily Security didn't ask me anything at all about my sexuality so I'm not very tired of talking about that. - actually correcting that, they asked if you'd inflicted any injuries requiring healing and they asked if you'd asked me to conceal anything from them under questioning. But mostly they did not ask about my sexuality and I'm not in fact tired of talking about it."









Keltham: Headpats! "Positive reinforcement for noticing you said a false thing and then correcting it."

"Uh, dath ilan thing, you'd do that with" a child "someone practicing the first layer of the Truthspeaking virtue, until the things they said started being mostly true the first time."









Carissa Sevar: Literally everything Carissa just said was a lie orchestrated to convince Keltham she was practicing the first layer of the Truthspeaking virtue so why does she feel pleased about the headpats. Probably because it means she succeeded.









Keltham: Keltham asks more tricky questions about Carissa's sexuality!

Hypothetical: Keltham feels like he owes Tonia a debt for her own Suddenly Truthspell and doesn't have any money to repay it yet. What happens to Carissa and their relationship if with zero warning Tonia is suddenly there inside their cuddleroom and Carissa gets ordered to serve her cuddlewise, with no pleasure for Carissa herself, and then Keltham walks out of the room and leaves her to it?









Carissa Sevar: "That'd be a very reasonable thing for you to do and I'd feel comfortable with it. I don't know if I'd enjoy it, depends on - details and execution - and I'd enjoy it more if you stayed, but I'd still feel comfortable if you didn't."









Keltham: How does it change the relationship impact if Kelthamhad warned Carissa, asked her about it well in advance, checked to make sure that she was attracted to Tonia before sending her in, and basically asked her for permission to do that in advance of doing it?









Carissa Sevar: "Uh, it loses the thing where it's hot to be - yours, to have you doing as you like with me, to need to be on my feet? And ....I guess it avoids some risk where I passionately hate Tonia and would be miserable. But at the expense of making it kind of - pretend. But I'd try not to be bothered by that because I know you're new at this."









Keltham: More sexuality questions follow! Some of them seem really obviously impossible, like the hypothetical about Keltham telling Carissa that he's figured out exactly how to make the Starstone work and he wants to ascend her as the new god of pleasing Keltham sexually.









Carissa Sevar: " - no. Because you can die for real of that."









Keltham: "I think this should be very obvious, but don't trust what you can verify: Among the things that I'll literally never do is ask you to break an oath. If it sounds like I was asking for that, I wasn't, if I'm still asking for it after you request clarification, knock me unconscious and get me to Security to check for compulsions."









Carissa Sevar: " - noted and also I wouldn't obey you if you did ask that and it was actually you and you weren't under compulsions. That's not - I'm Evil." Shrug. "And I'm a big fan of continuing to exist, so I'm going to do that no matter what."









Keltham: "That's very relieving to hear and I'm not going to explain why unless you ask." Keltham hugs Carissa as hard as he can; she is presumably hard to hurt by doing that, and if not, he's got healing.

Their relationship has ANY LEGIBLE RULES now! And they have COMMON KNOWLEDGE about that!









Carissa Sevar: Hug. " - well now I'm kind of curious."









Keltham: "It wasn't entirely clear that there was any thing such that you would look at it and go, nope, not that thing, that was not part of the deal. This could potentially indicate a state of affairs where you were actually okay with everything, or could, alternatively, indicate a general failure of your ability to detect what you were not okay with. We have now ruled out the second possibility."









Carissa Sevar: Hug. "You don't get my eternal soul and you don't get to destroy it. I'm going to live forever and I feel incredibly strongly about that. I would've specified sooner if you...had any way to do that.... which you do not."





Though the thought now crosses her mind that perhaps she's supposed to sell her soul to Keltham. That's definitely Lawful Evil, sufficient all by itself Lawful Evil, and maybe the sort of thing he could be tempted into, down the line.









Keltham: "This would be a dangerous thing to say to a dath ilani like, four years younger than me? I'm successfully preventing my brain from executing your just-submitted search request for clever ways to destroy eternal souls, but I wouldn't have been able to stop it from running four years ago."

"Anyways! Let's say that I've demonstrated that, no, I actually did figure out the Starstone, you're not the first patient, I already got all the other girls and they're all gods and doing great. But when it's your turn in the line, I then say, actually, Carissa, instead of becoming god of magical weapon creation, I'd personally be happy about it if you became god of pleasing Keltham sexually. You don't have to do it, it's not an order, but I've noticed it would make me very happy, says future Keltham."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not going to make commitments on behalf of god!Carissa, she's going to be much smarter! And also probably not have a sexuality, I don't think that's even how gods work."









Keltham: "You're evaaaading the queeessstion. Least Convenient Possible World, it turns that right before you touch the Starstone you have to say what you're going to be god of. In fact, thatis the thing that makes the Starstone work, the previous successful candidates just stumbled into that. And you get to have a sexuality if you're a god of a sexy thing."









Carissa Sevar: "And this isn't, you can become a god, but only if you become a god of what Keltham, who is sponsoring you for godhood, wants -"









Keltham: "Nope! This is like, total victory scenario, we got hereafter you spent a few years with a mountain of spellsilver, I say that I consider myself to have been incredibly well repaid for everything I've ever done for you, the Starstone is right there and I'm not exerting any control over it, you just say what you want to be god of and then touch it. It just so happens that I would be really happy if you said 'god of sexually pleasing Keltham' instead of whatever you'd have said if I hadn't made that request. Actually whatare you god of otherwise? Can't evaluate the question without knowing what you're passing up."









dath ilan: What a normal boyfriend-girlfriend conversation!









Carissa Sevar: "i'm not sure gods actually have - like, mortals say they're the god of something but I don't know that that's actually what gods think they are. I guess I'd be the... Lawful Evil god of self-improvement and study?"









Irori: Irori briefly glances in a certain direction of aspiration, but it doesn't look like a plea directed to Him, and so just as quickly looks on ahead to the next of the many many things potentially benefiting from His attention.









Keltham: "And? Do you pick that, or god of sexually pleasing Keltham?"









Carissa Sevar: WHY IS HE LIKE THIS.



"That."









Keltham: "Wrong answer!"

"Just kidding, it's a fine answer."


(Has Carissa Sevar ever possibly heard the term 'sadist'? It's like the Baseline 'troll', but less so.)









Keltham: Having thus firmly established that sexuality questions don't need to be at all plausible: How would Carissa feel if she was invited into a room and found Keltham negotiating with the Queen of Cheliax, who has a minor crush on Carissa, for him to rent Carissa to the Queen for a half-day in exchange for five hundred gold pieces, which Keltham gets to keep?









Carissa Sevar: Okay, you know what, Carissa needs some fun, it's true that all work and no play is bad for Evil people. "Ah, yes, the Queen of Cheliax, who noticed me from, uh, the word 'Sevar' probably having appeared in her briefing document twice."









Keltham: "I will be genuinely surprised and disappointed with the extent of Governance interest in this project, or, for that matter, their lack of awareness about the project that got them into a war with Nidal, if the Queen of Cheliax does not by this point personally know your Intelligence, your Worldwound record, your learning metrics from wizard academy, and the fact that when we left the Forbiddance together you were wearing an intelligence headband that hadn't gone through military checks."









Carissa Sevar: "Right, okay, that's fair, she probably has an entire page of sexy sexy performance reviews on me. I would be stunned and impressed at your initiative and extremely confused and kneel very obediently for negotiations because if that's the kind of thing the Queen likes she would absolutely be taking notes on whether I was kneeling properly - I'm probably not, the palace has all kinds of rules for things like that."









Keltham: "The Queen is a much more experienced sadist than I am. Feeling insecure about whether she could successfully steal you from me, I insist on negotiating a term in our agreement saying that, if your affections shift too far from me towards her, I'm legally entitled to walk out on any current project obligations and take you with me, whether you like that or not, to a country that's okay with my owning you like I own my shirt. The idea being that in this way Carissa Sevar never thinks in her heart that maybe the Queen has more real power over her than Keltham does."









Carissa Sevar: Keltham deserves to see the face she made privately when he first came up with this plan, even though her feelings are mostly all dead now.






"Not to fight this incredibly hot hypotheticaltoo muchbut if the Queen wanted to keep me against my will, she knows how, and you don't. It takes some work, with wizards, and even the places that would agree that you - own me like you own your shirt - wouldn't be able to help you find me, if I summoned a horse made out of mist, in the night, and ran away." Is she making it obvious enough that her desired reaction here is not 'well obviously I'd let you go, then'?









Keltham: Keltham entirely fails to take conscious note of this minor shift of ethical premises because he is a dath ilani boyfriend who has been handed a Problem to Solve! "I've still got whatever pay I've accumulated from Governance, and the contract gives me enough time while Security holds you prisoner that I can look up whatever solutions are standard and deploy them on you."









Carissa Sevar: See this is going exactly how Carissa planned except for the thing where Abrogail is furious with her, and if it continues to go exactly as planned Abrogail will work out her frustrations eventually. "I think the standard solution is to make them use all their spells and take their spellbook, which works on the ninety eight percent of wizards who don't have high enough Spellcraft to eventually learn how to scaffold without any special inks for structure. I do not think the standard solution is the one that the Queen of Cheliax would be using, if we are surmising that she read my records."









Keltham: "I mean, the notion isn't that I'm taking the Queen head-on in a contest of wills and powers, the notion is that I cheated and got her signed agreement to lose to me before the contest started. I don't have to hold hypothetical Carissa better than the Queen could, I just have to hold her so she can't get back to the Queen."

"But actually our story doesn't get this far! The Queen of Cheliax mysteriously refuses to sign off on this absolutely and totally reasonable request I am making of her, despite Contessa Lrilatha and all of her other advisors telling her how absolutely and totally reasonable it is. I break off negotiations and inform you that the Queen of Cheliax is a living manifestation of the same phenomenon that sent Pilar to Elysium, a belief further updated when it turns out that Asmodia started being able to see people's thoughts after she came back from Hell, and now we all have no choice but to flee back to our new project home. I tell you that you are firmly forbidden from ever again meeting with the Queen of Cheliax, no matter how hot she is or how much your thoughts turn to all the scary things she could do to you, because everybody has a job to do and I don't want any more plot complications we can possibly delay or avoid. What is your estimate of the effect this entire series of events would have on our relationship?"









Carissa Sevar: " - Asmodia can what now? Uh, being tangentially present for palace romantic drama and being ordered to stay away from the Queen at all costs sounds hot but I feel like honestly in this situation my sexual feelings are mostly taking a back seat to my trying to figure out what the fuck phenomenon is messing with our project and how to kill it."









Keltham: "Correct, Carissa. Very correct."

Some further sexual hypotheticals follow. Keltham then says they've done enough of those, on net he's feeling pretty reassured about some things, and excuses himself momentarily to dispatch a message to Isidre.









Carissa Sevar: His oblivious girlfriend will hang innocently out on his bed.









Keltham: She is very oblivious and innocent! Carissa not having any idea what's she's about to walk into does make Keltham feel rather supervillainish, to the point where he has to fight back his conscience questioning whether Civilization would really, honestly approve of all this.

Carissa has been very very loud about wanting him to try more things in the cuddleroom, wanting him to take more risks, he checked under suddenly truthspell if she really believed he could trust what she was saying, and she did. They have known each other for three whole days now, and it's time to move forward on ambitious third-date activities, like negotiating fallback ownership options on her so that he can safely rent her to the Queen of Cheliax as a romantic surprise. If he can't do even that much, their relationship is hopeless!



Dath ilan spends a great deal of money and energy trying to prevent its overly smart people from getting bored by a life that is far less complicated than the most complicated life their brains could handle.

So far, in Keltham's experience, Golarion is doing legitimately better at this. Credit where it's due.









Keltham: Keltham pounces on his oblivious girlfriend and kisses her; and hurts her as best he can, without using any tools, squicking himself out, or being the Queen of Cheliax.

They are not going to advance all the way to sex, though. Keltham has further work ahead of him this evening; and frankly, he is not sure he can make it through all that, if he is not sufficiently horny to remember why he's trying. He does moderately expect that, if things go well enough, he can get fairly thoroughly laid afterwards.









Carissa Sevar: His oblivious girlfriend is very satisfying to hurt, and very attracted to him, and gives no indication that she is bored of this and wants a more experienced sadist such as the Queen of Cheliax.



(She...doesn't.)









lintamande: There are some sights you see very rarely in Golarion, like a nude beach full of sunbathing drow, or a gnome and a ninja patiently feeding seaweed snacks to a dragon who is presently a hamster but which keeps flash-freezing them when it sneezes, or a mouse the size of a building smashing through to, and then pooping in, the innermost sanctum of the ancient imperial line of Minkai, or a pepper grenade roadside stand doing brisk business in the middle of the great desert, an overwrought and glittery temple of Iomedae, or a paladin on a shoplifting spree.



You do see them a bit more in Golarion than in other places, though.









Aspexia Rugatonn: There are some sights you see very rarely in Golarion, and one of those sights is the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus clutching a sheaf of parchments and laughing so hard there are tears in her eyes and she's having to physically lean against the wall and is probably going to hit herself with Lesser Restoration when this is over to make up for how much she isn't breathing and all of these paroxysms are making her stomach physically hurt but none of this matters because Aspexia Rugatonn has now reached the part where Keltham is completely innocently explaining to the Queen of Cheliax that if she doesn't act like a fucking sane person for once in her entire life she will be either unceremoniously removed from the throne or forced to become his girlfriend.



That... might not be such a bad idea actually? Though not in that sense, of course.

It's just that Keltham - for all his headstrongness, his errors, his delusions, his total spoilation and lack of discipline bestowed by his Lawful Good society's insanely permissive upbringing - still in other ways radiates a powerful impression that... well. That he could not only understand Aspexia's notion of 'corrigibility' after three minutes of explanation, but would possibly even invent it all himself the moment he understood what Asmodeus's own problems were like as seen from His perspective.

They have no idea what dath ilani halfbloods will be like, at this point. But depending on how they turn out, if they can keep half of all that Law and be raised also Evil, it's plausible that the Church of Asmodeus would really, really, and by 'Church of Asmodeus' Aspexia Rugatonn here means 'Aspexia Rugatonn', really, really, really want somebody on the throne of Cheliax who could understand the concept of 'corrigibility'.

Abrogail Thrune II's compact with Asmodeus says that, while she can bear any number of potential heirs to men of her own choosing, the Church may twice ask of her a father of the Church's own choosing. As for who inherits, that is something that only a compact with Asmodeus can decide.

The Church hasn't asked that of Abrogail, so far, because there's been no candidate that would be worth the amount of fuss they'd get. Abrogail's compact says that she needs to do it, but the incompetent devil who framed that compact unfortunately did not specify that Abrogail needed to act professional about receiving such a request. Rather a massive oversight, as it turned out, among many others. So far Abrogail has borne no children at all; but this is not a national problem, there are other Thrunes who could compact with Asmodeus.

Aspexia Rugatonn will have to seriously consider whether she wants to actually do this, or just threaten to do it in order to witness the look on Abrogail's face. Those are the only two options, to be clear, there is no third.

But first she's going to finish reading.









Keltham: Keltham receives notice that he has an Important Meeting in 10 minutes! He thanks the messenger, closes the door, checks his new pocketwatch to establish the time, and goes back to being mean to Carissa for the next 8 minutes.









Iarwain: (This, to be clear, is less notice than you usually give a Chelish citizen for a royal audience, they will probably want to get dressed or write out a testament or some such. But Abrogail Thrune does have any grasp of what Keltham hasn't the tiniest inkling about, and she does not particularly want to spend any additional time receiving him on an impressive throne. As in, not one single additional minute.)









Keltham: Bye, Carissa, sorry for all this going-back-and-forth but this is hopefully Keltham's last meeting-set of the day! He'll probably be like at least thirty minutes; this would be a good time for Carissa to spend some time decompressing from the whole Security thing and getting in some alone time for herself. Though, to be clear, that's not a command, it's just an idea.









Carissa Sevar: The idea will be taken into account!



(Carissa could in fact use some time to herself, but does Abrogail want her for this?)









Iarwain: There's no Security showing up to escort her anywhere in particular.









Carissa Sevar: Cool. Then she's going to snuggle under Keltham's covers and





- if you'd told her two days ago that by the end of the third day she'd have Keltham demanding of Cheliax the legal right to take Carissa with him against her will anywhere he pleases, and reluctant to leave Cheliax because of being hunted by Kuthites, while Cheliax conquered Nidal using diamonds Otolmens gave their project, she'd be delighted.



She isn't, but that's because the torture seems to have burned out more feelings than just the inconvenient one. She wonders if Contessa Lrilatha ever has any feelings at all.









Abrogail Thrune II: Within the center of Egorian's Imperial Palace is a tiny park, lit by magically artificial sunlight, with a brook of clear water that flows from nowhere to nowhere. It doesn't see much use; Cheliax doesn't often receive visitors so naive as to be moved even subconsciously by the implication that this is where some Thrune likes to spend their spare time.

Abrogail Thrune II, now in her true outer form, is wearing royal robes much simpler than those she usually wears, and sitting in a simpler chair than the Throne of Cheliax. She's flicking breadcrumbs to the fish that spend their whole lives confined to this artificial brook.

As much as Abrogail is annoyed by other aspects of the affair, including the manner in which she was the author of her own destruction, she's never going to get a chance to do this again in her entire life and have somebody actually buy it. So, yes, she's feeding breadcrumbs to the fish.









Keltham: Keltham, having left his escort behind a few steps ago, steps into the tiny park and gives an approving nod; like much of the Imperial Palace, this place seems acceptably pretty for a civilized society.

The Queen of Cheliax... is superstimulus-level hot the same way as Contessa Lrilatha, but much more dangerously so on account of looking human. Keltham is glad that he knows that magical beauty treatments exist (is that why the plot point of Carissa getting one?) because otherwise his ero-route trope alarms would be blaring even louder. It makes perfect sense that the Queen of Cheliax is absurdly hot, of course she is, she'd be able to afford it in a society with the economicmagic for that; it's not at all inevitably the case that she's going to try to steal Carissa, or that one way or another the two of them will end up fucking no matter how contrived the reason, no, not at all.

She also looks tired. Exhausted, even.

"Sorry about this," Keltham says apologetically, as he comes over to sit in the chair left next to the Queen's own chair, which is exactly as fancy as hers. "I realize you're probably pretty busy. Exhausted even."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Don't be too sorry. This is less stressful than what I was doing before I came here." So gently says the tired Queen of Cheliax, Abrogail, who, while not dangerously Good like Isidre, also has overly large problems and a headband too much more powerful than anyone else's. "So you're the boy who's caused all this trouble, hm?"









Keltham: "Can't quite tell if that was a joke across the cultural gap. If not, there's a difference between setting off trouble and intending to create it. Though the same proverb also says that making people any less responsible, than responsible for all the effects of all their actions, can create dangerous loopholes in things - but, I think for a case like this one, some of that distinction matters."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It was a joke. Mostly. There may have been an edge to it, now that I think about it. When war begins, there is a certain urge to look around and find somebody near to hand to blame."









Keltham: "If Dou-Bral originally cooperated to seal Rovagug, Zon-Kuthon probably was pretty close to being dissatisfied enough with the state of the world that he'd prefer to destroy it. Anything that brought hope into this world, anything at all, would have set him off."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail smiles with real humor. (At least it's going to look like real humor to Keltham unless he has suddenly acquired rather an extreme number of ranks in Perception or Sense Motive.)

"I admire your ability to describe yourself as that which brings hope into the world. Most boys your age would probably be a little embarrassed to talk about themselves that way."









Keltham: Keltham is confused by this. "I would've put more maybes and qualifiers around it, and called it more of a personal belief state than a public one, before Zon-Kuthon went straight for me and had to be sealed away by the other gods. You've enough evidence now to know that the advertisement is certified accurate."









Abrogail Thrune II: A sigh, but still a humorous one. "I was teasing, or trying to. I suppose it didn't make it across the - what did you call it - cultural gap."









Keltham: Keltham associates that kind of apparent-mating-value-lowering 'teasing' with Complicated Flirting where you're maneuvering for relative advantage if you actually end up in a relationship. Keltham was really hoping that was not going on here.

Time for a quick change of subject. "Don't suppose you've got your own plans for a meeting agenda?" He'd usually whiteboard it, but the park has nothing to write on, let alone writing materials.









dath ilan: By Keltham's thoughts, he truly doesn't have the concept of the thing that a royal monarch is, in the true Golarion. If he had his writing-surfaces about him, he'd blithely write out his agenda.

If one of those agenda items was causing the downfall of another god, he'd treat it no differently than any other. Gods, to Keltham, are things to be coordinated-with; and if they don't coordinate, they have to be put down, first temporarily by other gods, and then permanently by the eventual Civilization that Zon-Kuthon feared and that Keltham sees an opportunity to build.

He's stranger, and maybe a tiny bit scarier, when he thinks about matters on a larger scale than his woman Carissa. Finding himself in a world with gods is no different to him from finding himself in a world with fish; they are both just ordinary real things to him once he knows they exist.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail can see, or maybe not see, but she can imagine, why Otolmens might be concerned.

"I suppose I'd be remiss if I didn't at least ask what you intend to bring into Cheliax and Golarion next, though that discussion may need to be cut short if we are to discusseverything on our agenda."

She would, in fact, be remiss; this is something she wants to read Keltham's mind about.









Keltham: For some reason it hadn't occurred to Keltham that he ought to polish his elevator pitch before talking to this venture capitalist! Oh, silly him, that's probably what the 10 minutes were for.

Not much worries, though; Keltham has substantially higher verbal facility than you'd expect from a random Golarion bloke with Intelligence 18, just like he has higher Wisdom than you'd expect of a random boy his age with Intelligence 18.

Keltham will spend the next five minutes extemporizing an elevator pitch on Civilization, the nice things that it has, and how while there's lots of specific nice things, the much more important thing is going into an attractor made out of harmonizing bits of Law that lets you start figuring out those things yourself. Now and then, though, Keltham quite visibly (to either Abrogail) hesitates to mention some unknown thing, and then says something else instead.









Abrogail Thrune II: From reading Keltham's mind, Abrogail now knows, in admittedly not much detail at all, that greater-fire and other scalable weapons are a thing; and there's some sort of stuff called '~~~~-~~~~~~' that Keltham worries he should just never mention to anyone in case Prestidigitation can flip ordinary materials into it. Except it is the sort of thing you figure out inevitably given enough knowledge, so if there's any spell below Wish that does it, maybe physics past the ~~~~~~ level is much more infohazardous in Golarion. Still, Keltham's thoughts are totally confident in the ability of a grownup and Lawful Civilization to handle that sort of thing; his Civilization didn't blink about putting the entire past under a screen when they encountered some unknown thing that really needed to be screened off.



She's obviously not going to talk about this with anyone; not even Rugatonn or Lrilatha or Gorthoklek, except in the most abstract terms. She doesn't want all the diamonds in Cheliax teleported to Lastwall.









Abrogail Thrune II: Is Asmodeus...sure that He knows what He's doing?









Abrogail Thrune II: But then Abrogail would run a pretty high risk of destroying all of Golarion, let alone just Cheliax, before she risked not letting her senior partner have His own fun, and so betraying Him in the depths of her own heart. So until she gets different orders, she's going to stick with these. Worst case, the world gets destroyed and needs to be rebuilt by the gods; it's not like you can destroy Hell that way, she doesn't think.

"And what would you of us in return, then? Non-binding negotiations."









Keltham: Keltham explained the Law of this to his class yesterday, before Zon-Kuthon attacked - sorry, Keltham didn't mean to suggest there was a causal connection to that Law in particular being told. Keltham considers the starting point for negotiations given that Law to be pretty straightforward. He does want it clear that this is not his opening offer in a Golarion-style illegible negotiation meant to be bargained down; but if she's read the full class transcript with that incredibly fancy headband, the Queen will know all about that.



Keltham's private thoughts? Exactly the same as what he says aloud; there is no dishonesty in him, no dishonesty at all, when it comes to trade. That's not because he's nice, but because he knows what fairness is and will not lightly brook any departure from it, whether by himself or any other. In that sense, if in very few others, this young man could pass as an ordinary cleric of Abadar.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I think this may have already been mentioned to you, but Cheliax is - not easily set up to measure great gains in productivity, and tax away half of it to you."

It's admirably Evil and would probably count in Pharasma's sight too; though it's pretty obvious Keltham doesn't realize that the wealth he takes away would starve some number of orphans that would otherwise have lived had those taxes been less. Maybe even if he knew, he'd shrug and say that it was still fewer total orphans than would've starved if Keltham had never come to Cheliax; it's not Abrogail's read on him, though.









Keltham: "Thing needs to get done one way or another, but if somebody's got to lose, I see no particular reason it needs to be me, or rather, why I need to lose more than my Lawful and fair share. If Governance has problems with basic capacities, show those to me and I might agree in the end that it's not possible to do better in Golarion and some deal needs to happen anyways. But at that point, with truly huge quantities of wealth at stake, yeah, if it's not the straightforward division of gains under Law, I might start throwing around truthspells, the fairness spell, and cap it off with a single oath that nobody messed with those spells."

"I need to cut a deal with somebody, yeah, but somebody also needs to cut a deal with me. You would ordinarily expect that if there was just the one of me, and several possible countries to deal with, that the person in shorter supply of themselves would have the upper hand in negotiations. Cheliax looks to be the best of them, at the moment, but it does need to keep looking like that."









Abrogail Thrune II: "What would you do with such vast wealth, if it were yours?"









Keltham: Invest it, obviously. What else would you do with more wealth than you can sanely spend on personal living expenses? If Mad Investor Chaos didn't suspect that he was going to need to run all over Cheliax and Golarion frantically investing in 200 different projects to build pieces of Civilization, he would be asking a smaller share of the gains.









Abrogail Thrune II: Keltham's thoughts show sincerity (of course, he's a cleric of Abadar negotiating a trade deal with somebody who hasn't visibly betrayed him yet) and some not especially Golarion-comprehensible thoughts about logarithmic utility-functions if you're spending money on yourself. Abrogail does know what a logarithm is, but the connection in Keltham's thoughts is not clear.

"If you were willing to take some of your share of the gains in a public investment fund that stayed in Cheliax, it would potentially simplify some political problems for us." And also probably be the sort of thing that's much easier to contractually yoink, if Keltham tries to leave.

Abrogail does have some thoughts about how Keltham's gains, if he tries to leave, could be made payable to him 'in the standard backing of value for Chelish currency'. The trouble is, that gets caught by that incredibly audacious clause he innocently dared to offer Lrilatha about avoiding terms expected to have unexpected unpleasant consequences. If Keltham's departure leaves behind most of his gains in the form of a Cheliax-only investment fund, if they can get away with including that clear and understood term, it might save Cheliax quite a lot of loss.









Keltham: "I suppose I'm open to so encumbering some of the gains with spending restrictions, if that's really helpful for some reason, but in general, I expect the next stage is making lots of investments outside Cheliax; and also I currently trust my ability to pick investments more than... no, that's not quite right. Chelish Governance can already be expected to run around making the investments in Cheliax obvious to Chelish Governance. I am concerned about reserving the power to run around patching the holes and fixing what's left, and I do want that power as unencumbered as possible."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm," Abrogail says softly. She tosses some more breadcrumbs to the fish. "I think you will be - sadly surprised in some of the ways you have been sadly surprised before - at what strange things are more or less politically feasible in Golarion. It is full of encumbrances, both on money and on other things. What you think is reasonable, what is in fact reasonable under Law, may not be something that even the Queen of Cheliax could give if she tried her hardest. I say this not to pressure you in negotiations; it is just - a world you do not seem to quite, yet, understand."









Keltham: "Understood. The problem being, it would be good to cut a deal soon and get started on some things, and to wait for me to understand more things, comes with that as a delay."

"You could try showing me what you thought was a totally sane and reasonable deal for somebody who actually understood Golarion and see how loudly I screamed. Maybe I wouldn't scream very loudly at all, and then we'd have a deal."









Abrogail Thrune II: Heh. What a friendly cleric of Abadar this is. "Perhaps we shall try that, then."

It can always be said not to have come from Lrilatha, and if Keltham tries to add a no-gotchas clause, he can be told that this does require Lrilatha to rewrite the whole thing.

"I think we should perhaps move on to our other, how did you put it - agenda item."









Keltham: "Ihave been getting to know you some, by these interactions; they weren't wasted even from the thirstiest, most money-uncaring standpoint."









Abrogail Thrune II: Hereally has no concept that corresponds to what a Queen is. "I am given to understand that Isidre has - meddled, I think, would be the term I'd use here. Contrary to what some of my advisors seem to think, I never had any intention of taking Carissa Sevar away from you. It would have been really quite incredibly stupid."









Keltham: Keltham is somewhat reassured. Somewhat. "I am a little worried that you would have ended up doing it quite by accident. For the same reason that - Pilar went to Elysium, and Ione foretells Nidal attacks. Well, the same reason according to one particular try by me at interpreting and predicting events, which could very easily be absolutely and entirely wrong, but has been making a couple of successful predictions lately. The same prediction would say that we would somehow end up fighting over Carissa no matter how much that made absolutely no sense in the middle of a war. It is rather a weird and complicated reason to try to explain."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Yes, 'tropes', Isidre told me little of them and less sense than that. I think I do not want any 'tropes' anywhere near Cheliax. That is most of what I desire for myself, in this. No 'tropes'. 'Tropes' be gone. Not for the good of Cheliax, even, so much as that I don't want to live my life like that."









Keltham: "All right, maybe Isidre didn't oversell how totally sensible of a person you were," Keltham says out loud like this is a completely normal and sane thing to say to the Queen of Cheliax.









Abrogail Thrune II: 'Abrogail', of course, is only gently amused; she knows the Outsider is ignorant. "Let us all pray to Asmodeus that it is so and continues to be so."









Keltham: "I can't guarantee that anything we can do here can keep the 'tropes' out of Cheliax. Assuming they exist, like, literally at all. Taking steps to defuse every hint of future possible conflict, complication, and open questions about Carissa Sevar between us, may heavily act to minimize whether any 'tropes' are going to start hanging around you personally and not just Pilar or Ione or Carissa or myself. Assuming, again, that 'tropes' are even a thing."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I hadn't previously thought us especially likely to get into a conflict over Carissa Sevar in the first place; but yes, if there's a threat to myself here, I am interested in minimizing it." 'Abrogail' is not that Good and is allowed to say such things.









Keltham: "It's possible I shouldn't poke at this, but - you don't think the simplest solution is just to find somebody else?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I think you overestimate how often I find someone I am actually interested in, at all," Abrogail says softly. A butterfly lands on her hand, where it rests on her chair's arm, and she lowers her head and gently blows to shoo it away. "Maybe Carissa Sevar would be as common as iron in dath ilan; here she is gold. You picked her up too easily to appreciate what you now hold in your hands, I think."

"I'd still walk entirely away from Carissa Sevar if that was the cost of a 'trope'-free life. I am just worried that - walking away is not the correct way to prove that a 'trope' can have no existence? A compact between us ensuring that I cannot possibly end up with Sevar under any circumstances, and my then having my fun with her and putting it behind me, seems possibly wiser. Possibly. You would probably know better than I."









Keltham: "That question has occurred to me as well, several times. I hope I don't end up regretting it a lot, when I say that I really have absolutely no clue which of those two courses of action is the better one, and we might as well take the one that's more fun, if we are otherwise determined to both be as extremely sensible as we can about it all."









Abrogail Thrune II: 'Abrogail' laughs; somewhat to her surprise, it's her real self's laugh as well. Yes, that is the reason behind the decision, isn't it? Abrogail can offer no better logic of her own.

"Then. Shall we set our terms over Carissa Sevar?"









Keltham: "I'm not quite sure about any of this, but I think we're supposed to do that in front of Carissa, possibly even if we're not fighting it out. It may not be a matter of winning if we're not fighting, but it's the process that decides who controls her, and that open question in her mind should be resolved to close out the" reaction-binding-site "target shape that a 'trope' might hook itself into, at least if Carissa can act as a" viewpoint-character "thing that a 'trope' thinks has questions."

"Also that would be more romantic, according to intuitions I now apparently have."

"Also also I need Isidre to write some of the terms and then not look at them myself."

Also alsoalso there is a chance that something goes weirdly wrong during the negotiation, and then while they are all probably doomed, they may still be less doomed if Isidre and Lrilatha are right there.

(Also also also also if Carissa suddenly realizes she's terribly wrong about what she finds hot, she should maybe be, like, someplace she can say that before it's too late; but this cannot and need not be thought, because it exceeds the maximum 'also' stack depth, plus it's too obvious.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Any sane person would, at this point, suggest that the real bargaining happen between themselves, and that they just play it out again for Carissa once the outcome has been predetermined and they know their parts in the play, but that, Abrogail suspects (or 'Abrogail', for that matter) is far too terribly dishonest for a dath ilani.

...good luck, Sevar, thinks Abrogail, but then Sevar's had enough unexpected luck already that Asmodeus's hand there is clear.

"Mm. That does present a... let us not say complication. Doing this in front of Carissa, instead of simply presenting her with a sealed agreement between us, presents us with a matter of something that you gain and something that I lose. What you gain is her affection; what I lose is something that I worry a dath ilani may not understand. It has to do with Asmodeus's domain of pride, which, being something that belongs to a god, is not intrinsically defined in mortal terms; but in mortal terms... maybe I could say that I have a reputation for winning, and that you want me to do something that could be seen as losing. Not in private between ourselves, but where others, like Carissa, or for that matter Isidre, can see it."









Keltham: "I suspect translation difficulties around the word. Is it like - the pleasure that you get from being a better player of your favorite game than most people around you, visibly and in a way you can prove to them?"









Abrogail Thrune II: If pity was something that Abrogail Thrune went about feeling, she knows she would be feeling it now. 'Abrogail' feels it, therefore. "That is something like what I might expect to remain in a society that had gone much much much too far in the direction of Good, after they'd taken something deep and real in human nature and flattened it down into a small sad remnant they deemed acceptable."









Keltham: "Right, well, is it something like killing all the players of the game who are better than you so that you can be the best one left alive."

Keltham supposes this is a thing you can trade a sufficiently large heap of dead bodies for, exact size of heap depending on initial talent and practice. Though to Keltham himself, it seems like this is completely missing the point of what dath ilan and yes he thinks is the meaning of pride in playing a game well and visibly better than others. It proves you're adequate at the murder game, but the other gameplayers weren't even trying to compete with you in that.









Abrogail Thrune II: "That is what I would expect an overly Good society totell its children was what happened if they let themselves feel any real pride." And they wouldn't be wrong, per se, but still, there'smore to it than that.









Keltham: "It is sometimes hard to explain things like this to me, though I want to understand them all eventually, and your time is valuable; I don't know if we want to go down that conversational..." subtree they have no word for subtree how the ass do you convey 'subtree' in Taldane. "Thing you can go down. What are the consequences?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "We do this in a manner that looks less like you winning and my losing, that looks less like things are taken from me and you are taking them by being greater and mightier in your own person than the Queen of Cheliax. To the extent we cannot do that, or you do not wish to, you offer me something I value in return. I am more open than many rulers would be to the latter course," because most of the real pride-trampling has already occurred, at this point, and she may as well get paid for it.

Not that Keltham has very much he can trade that could possibly be worth as much as Abrogail Thrune has already lost of her pride to this stripling. If he ever stops being valuable to Cheliax and Asmodeus withdraws His protection, she has more than a curious interest, now, in seeing what happens to dath ilani as they are slowly broken.









Keltham: "If Carissa was something that had a normal price I would offer you ten percent discount on her, but I don't know if that still works for sex things that aren't really about the money."









Abrogail Thrune II:









Abrogail Thrune II: Where does shestart.









Abrogail Thrune II: "It... doesn't work for sex things, no, and your suggestion sounded incredibly strange for Golarion. You should, at some point, tell Sevar about what you said there, and have her explain things to you." So Abrogail can read the transcripts of Carissa's thoughts when she hears.

"Among other things, did I not know you for something that is from further beyond our world than ordinary outsiders, it would be - something you should not say, to suggest that any part of the Queen's pride is worth only that much money."









Keltham: "Carissa herself, being rented, is worth something to you; if this were a real price in money, that amount would be either set to balance supply and demand, or else her real value to you would be somewhere around twice what you were paying me, assuming that renting her cost me nothing significant. If you lose something in pride that is nonetheless less important to you than what you gain by having Carissa, it decreases your total gains from the trade. Which doesn't matter if it's a supply and demand balance, I'd just sell to somebody else. But if it's a non-market fair-division problem, then losing something in the course of gaining Carissa's rental decreases the fair price to you of her rental, hence the discount."

"The Law is straightforward if it's actually about the money, I don't know what we're supposed to do if it's a sex thing. Do you have a suggestion in mind?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "In truth I am not clear on what I could ask from you, at this point, which would be appropriate. Most of the things that are wanted from you are things that Cheliax wants, not that I want, and it is I and not Cheliax who loses here. You could agree that you owed me a future favor appropriate to the real cost to me of my lost pride in this matter; it requires some trust from me to you, that you will repay, but no more trust than you are already being given in some ways."

(Say the key words as if they mean nothing, make sure to add some more distracting words later, hope he is that naive and does not know to be wary of Asmodeans bearing bargains...)









Keltham: "Lady, I mean, you sort of are the person who gets to rent Carissa in the first place, here? And the sexy-price that was suggested to me by Isidre did not strike me as being in the range of what that is actually worth to you - the value you gain from it - given that it's worth this much of your time at all, and given what I expect your finances are like."

"I am doing this because it will, supposedly, I hope, be good for Carissa, because I think it will impress my girlfriend, and because I want fewer 'tropes' messing with me. And since that's an adequate reason for me to do it, and this is all a sex thing in the first place, and we are all hopefully friends here, and also probably really because I am still thinking of this as somebody else having sex with Carissa only it has to be done in a way that makes my brain shut up about it -"

"For all of those reasons, I haven't asked you for anything like what the Queen of Cheliax can afford to pay for anything that's worth her time at all, or asked you to explicitly owe me a favor afterwards."

"...uh, I hope we're not starting to have a real conflict here, where we're contesting negotiating abilities or something. If we're starting to have a real conflict that calls into question who gets to have Carissa, or whether this agreement takes place at all,then it should happen in front of Carissa for 'trope' reasons." And Lrilatha and Isidre should be there.









Abrogail Thrune II: "...one addresses the Queen of Cheliax as 'Your Majesty', not 'Lady', to be clear." Even 'Abrogail' says this, albeit she does not say it as sharply as Abrogail Thrune would wave someone off to torture-execution.

It would figure that, in Abadar's World, they are not as naive about bargaining as about some things. But he still, Abrogail hopes, does not realize the game he is really playing, or how deadly it can be to him in an Asmodean country.

"I hadn't hoped that would be an irreconcilable point of conflict, no," says Abrogail. She shrugs. "Your point is a very fair one, and I should have seen it myself; my apologies for that. I suppose it could be something like - I agree to owe you a favor proportional to how much I really gain from sex with Sevar, and you owe me a favor proportional to the real cost to me in lost pride of how you got to look impressive in front of Sevar while negotiating that."









Keltham: "It's considered ill practice where I come from to take on debts with no legible caps on their objective magnitude, unless you're creating a child in which case you don't have a choice and somebody's got to do that sometimes. I suppose that since the real cost and real value are being assessed by reference to your own values, you could feel safe with that? Though for edge-case coverage reasons I'd want the explicit understanding that the favor you owe me is greater than the favor I owe you, say by a factor of at least two, that they are positive in sign, and that the two can potentially be partially cancelled against each other."









Abrogail Thrune II: ...is she not going to win this one? It seems so.

Did she doom herself to 'trope'hood by that not happening in front of Sevar? She doesn't think so; that was a duel between herself and Keltham and not one that was really over possession of Carissa at all.

Well. Perhaps Sevar's thought was correct, perhaps everyone but her underestimates Keltham; he is doing better than she expected, even now. But at least to Abrogail, it seems like Keltham does flirt very close to the edges of losing his games and damning himself in one sense or another. He just needs to be encouraged to go on playing them.

The Queen sighs. "I suppose we could have it be - the kind of favors owed that are understood not to be enforceable even in the eyes of Asmodeus? I am a little friendlier to you for borrowing Sevar, you are a little friendlier to me for making you look good in front of her."

"Maybe what I really want is the acknowledgement that my pride has any value at all, in this. Especially since, as an outsider from a world lost completely to Good, you may not see or realize or understand the Evil thing that you are trampling on and perhaps also trample on it excessively."









Keltham: "That is very much something I would prefer not to do. I acknowledge explicitly, your pride is valuable; even the shadow dath ilan still has would be valuable, if maybe less so. Let no value be destroyed that need not be destroyed."

He'd add that Civilization is not that lost to Good, like seriously lady your majesty; but who knows, maybe from her perspective it is that lost, just like Golarion from his perspective lacks almost any trace of Law.

"Is there anything helpful that can be told to the outsider to prevent his unintended rampage of value-destruction?"









Abrogail Thrune II: It is far far far too late, unfortunately. 'Abrogail' will nonetheless try to explain the concept of how to treat royalty deferentially; and that the meeting she's currently having is in fact one where if she was having it with a Chelish citizen it would be 'incognito', meaning that she is pretending not to be the Queen, still Abrogail Thrune but not the Queen;meaning that Keltham is allowed to sit in her presence instead of stand, and she does not need a much fancier chair to protect the dignity of Cheliax.

(They do it in Taldor.)









Keltham: ...is she trolling him.









Abrogail Thrune II: She isn't! She shouldn't even try to explain all of this on the Queen's expensive time; after this, Keltham can get an emergency one-hour lesson in how to interact with a non-incognito Queen without that being an Incident if it happens in front of her advisors. He can think of things he might need to say, and memorize how to say them in the more formal interaction, and hopefully enough of that will let him improvise around the edges if necessary. Even then, if he suddenly hears Isidre's voice magically whispering in his ear, he needs to immediately pause whatever he's doing and listen and not argue.



(This will give Carissa Sevar slightly more time to recover; since, it has by now been reported to Abrogail, the cute little idiot went and submitted herself to her any-time-in-three-days torture session right away, without making sure it happened sometime when she'd have an hour or two to herself to recover afterward. Was Sevar that stupid, that overconfident of her recovery ability, or had she just never previously gotten herself in important-project-screwup, mentally-insubordinate-to-the-Queen levels of trouble? Probably all three.

It is infuriating that the child has gotten herself into a vital position where she needs to be accommodated for incompetence like that, rather than it being turned into a more object lesson. But they're planning to try out Lrilatha running Suggestion on Keltham; and while that is expected to go well, Sevar needs to be in better form to exploit whatever change Keltham has then in his thoughts.)









Keltham: Keltham is disturbed by the implication that the Queen has any advisors who don't understand the reason why a sane person would just ignore all this hugely time-costly crap.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...it's a not-as-Lawful-as-dath-ilan thing. You wouldn't understand.









Keltham: Does theQueen think this whole shenanigan is generating enough value that it's worth spending an hour of Keltham's valuable time, on trying to load, and shortly-afterwards forget, all this shit? Or is this knowledge in some other way reusable and persistently valuable?









Abrogail Thrune II: ...to be honest, Abrogail does suspect that learning some completely pointless Golarion shit will be an important life experience for Keltham.









Keltham: If that sentence needed to be prefaced with 'to be honest', does that mean all the previous sentences not so prefaced were possibly not honest.









Abrogail Thrune II: 
It's an expression meaning, to reveal one's thoughts rather than concealing them, or to reveal the whole thought rather than concealing some of it you might otherwise be tempted to conceal. This was the meaning Abrogail had in mind.

Or yes, in Golarion, to tell the truth where one might otherwise lie. In many of the common scenarios where of course the other person would expect you to lie but maybe not if you said 'to be honest' in a serious-sounding voice first.









Keltham: That really doesn't makeany -









Abrogail Thrune II: You need to talk about this with Sevar, Keltham, not me.









Keltham: Yes. Sorry.









Abrogail Thrune II: Is Keltham ready for his etiquette lesson?


(Abrogail Thrune is enjoying how much his thoughts are dreading this. It's not much at all, but at least she gets to torture him alittle.)









Keltham: Are they done here? - Keltham asks himself. He didn't - get a chance to talk about, well, what's actually going to happen to Carissa. Which Keltham apparently needs to treat as an infohazard for probably like at least a month or something.

Unfortunately Keltham came into this conversation with a clear goal, namely, get his brain into a position to decide whether it was comfortable renting Carissa to the Queen, but with no real idea of how to accomplish that goal.

...internal interrogation suggests that, on the one hand, their overt interactions have not been very - sexy, doesn't really create any relationship where Keltham rents Carissa to her... oh. In retrospect, maybe that's what the Complicated Flirting was about; it was just that Keltham was much more worried when that happened, about the Queen possibly trying to open her eroLARP route at him, so he shut it down. He was probably not supposed to do that.

Still, that the Queen flirted (hopefully just pseudo-flirted) at him, at all, is an acknowledgement of Keltham as a sexual-romantic-relationship-having-thing, and that is... possibly enough for whatever weird thing is inside him, Keltham does not understand the rules at all. Well, it's enough provided that the Queen is in fact incredibly hot, which she is.

But maybe add safety margin? Why do something your brain just barely approves of, when you could donot that.

"I think the dath ilani thing to do in this situation, if it could manage to come up in dath ilan, is that we both tell each other a mildly embarrassing naughty story from our early sexual experiences, in a way meant to acknowledge that the other person's story is sexy and funny, and then we have a relationship that is not just about project management or 'trope' avoidance and my brain is more confident that I can rent Carissa to you."









Abrogail Thrune II: 
Yes, fine, Abrogail Thrune just wants to be done with this and send Keltham off to his torture session. Even 'Abrogail' wants to be done with this, though she's not showing it, of course.

'Abrogail' tells a somewhat funny, mildly sexy story that could plausibly have happened to a teenage royal in Taldor before she took over the country.









Keltham: Keltham will not ask a number of large-looming questions.

Keltham will tell her about that time when he and his carefully spoiler-protected fellows were just figuring things out, and Keltham got to be the one who figured out that, if a certain girl 'wasn't sure' she'd ever had an orgasm, that almost certainly meant she'd never had one. She then grimly resolved to keep up with her age cohort and get it done within the next hour, not even as a trading-pleasures thing, just get it done; and Keltham got very determined about helping her with this clearly established Goal; and those mental postures, as they would realize at a future point in their lives, were not the most helpful possible mental postures they could have taken.









Abrogail Thrune II: 
Dath ilan definitely is a place.

The Queen's chuckles and smiles will read to almost anyone in Golarion as genuine, if they're stupid enough to trust whatever reading skills they're opposing to the Queen of Cheliax.









Keltham: Did that help? Keltham isn't sure. The Queen seems too old, too Very Serious; if he shuts his eyes, his brain doesn't really understand what she would do with Carissa. If he opens his eyes again and thinks about how the Queen is incredibly hot... frankly that seems to be doing practically all the work here, combined with the earlier flirting.

But he tried the obvious thing and their time is not infinite; his brain is hesitant about the rental but not saying no; and it's time to proceed... with... the plan.









Keltham:









Keltham: Okay, you know what, he's just going to do this, it can't be that bad, it's just an hour of hearing about absolutely insane nonsense whose very existence is somehow opposed to his own fundamental nature in every way but without that being legible enough to explicitly fight back against, and if he can do that for a minute he can do it for an hour.


Keltham departs for etiquette lessons.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...that was strangely satisfying, in the way of finally having somebody fall into your power whom it had previously been unreasonably difficult to torture. Is it trivial? Absolutely. But he doesn't know that, he has absolutely no clue, and somehow that makes it work.

Maybe she can find future excuses why Keltham definitely needs even more etiquette lessons. He'd need them in Taldor.


Maybe she can figure out what Keltham most hates about etiquette and design 'improved' etiquette she does in fact have a country to run, and needs to get back to running it literally now.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does, before she closes her eyes while lying in Keltham's bed, contemplate whether it'd be a disaster if she falls asleep. Anormal person would, in fact, either be annoyed or feel inclined to pretend to be, if they came back to their fancy fancy room to find their girlfriend/slave asleep in their bed, but Keltham is an alien and won't even realize he's supposed to mind.



Her next thought is about an hour later, and it's that she would have expected Keltham to be back by now. She sits up.









Pilar : There's a piece of chocolate cake on a plate next to her. It looks a lot like the piece of cake that Pilar tried to give her yesterday morning. No sign of Pilar herself.









Carissa Sevar: Has Chaotic Good considered doing things that aren'tstupid.



"There are starving children in other countries," she tells the empty room.





She eats the cake. It's pretty good.









Iarwain: Message from Security:Keltham got put in a delay loop while you recovered from your stupid fucking incompetence in taking an optional-time torture session at a point where you still had work to do later. Can the Queen of Cheliax and a number of other important people now be notified that you'll be ready to be surprised to see them shortly?









Carissa Sevar: Unlike taking it at some other time when she wouldn't still have work to do later; 'not at work' sure does describe, uh, about ten minutes of her last three days. They engineered a lie they don't have an infinite reserve of to excuse her absence and would've needed to engineer another.



It's the wrong thought, and she tucks it away quickly; the primary point of the punishment was that her superiors are better than her, have more experience operating under these conditions and are absolutely competent to handle them, and that she is wrong, when she thinks she's right and they're mistaken. If they think she should've manufactured another excuse some other time then they're right, even if she doesn't see why.



Anyway, yes, they can so be notified, and could've been notified an hour ago, Carissa is fine.









Iarwain: Security is personally of the opinion that sometime in the next three days, Sevar would have managed to find a time when the Queen of Cheliax wasn't waiting on her; or, you know, maybe just Abrogail Thrune II and notalso the second, third, and fourth most powerful people in Cheliax too.

He doesn't send this to Sevar, but he does voice it aloud as commentary to the Security next to him.

The Security next to him says he's notactually sure that's true. He's heard rumors about what life on Project Lawful is like. Supposedly Maillol, the project manager, committed suicide and had to be tortured severely in Hell in order to get him to consent to being Raised and put back to work on it again.









Carissa Sevar: What did Keltham tell Carissa to do, what should the naive Carissa understand to be going on right now.









Iarwain: Sevar has been told to meet with Paracountess Isidre, according to the story Keltham has received; Keltham wanted to know why this wasn't lying; he did seem fine going along with a technical truth after it was explained that Sevar would, in fact, meet Isidre, and then the Queen shortly after. Sevar, having been told to dress for properly meeting with a Paracountess, should show up wearing one of her nicer outfits, but that should suffice.









Carissa Sevar: All right. She'll dress up nicely enough to meet a Paracountess of House Thrune, which isn't even that differently from how she'd dress to meet the Queen since she doesn't actually have a further reservoir of even nicer clothes, and do her hair accordingly, and then be escorted wherever this is happening.



She feels a lot better, even though she can't really understand why important people would have delayed their schedules to let her have a nap she did not need. Well, they're smarter than her.









Keltham: AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA









Keltham: AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA









Keltham: - it's over? Is it over? That was way longer than an hour. Keltham stopped checking his pocketwatch after it became clear that it was obviously broken or tampered with, but it wouldn't have been helpful anyways because it doesn't have a date function.

He should not have set himself up to do anything this awful and then need to do anything else immediately after that! Except that he needs to do this as quickly as possible before he forgets anything and needs an etiquette lesson again. Carissa's price is now 20% higher.









Pilar : When he gets out, a palace Security is holding a piece of chocolate cake they've been instructed to give him!



(Pilar is not having a great day here - well, actually, it's been literally the best day ever, but not this particular hour - and needs to keep grinding down the tiny bit of herself that wants to bein any way cheerful about having been assigned the servant labor of going around giving useless fucking pieces of cake to people.)









Keltham: It is delicious cake and Keltham will eat it. He has, by his ass, earned it.

He does feel better afterwards. Though, really, he could also use a nap; but even if he is important enough to keep the Queen and her advisors waiting he would prefer not to do that and spend the informal political capital he's earning.

Onward to his important meeting! In which he will demand to Chelish Governance that they be prepared to deliver Sevar to him restrained and to be his owned object if she ever falls in love with the Queen of Cheliax!



...was Isidre lying about the entire Carissa sex thing in order to make him look like a lunatic and sabotage him in front of the Queen and her advisors no that would make no sense because he asked Carissa and Carissa said it was hot so this should be something they recognize as a totally normal way of thinking; and if not he will truthspell himself and then recount exactly what Isidre told him.









Keltham: To the Queen's big fancy meeting room audience chamber! It is time to unreasonably impress his girlfriend!









Keltham: Great balls of flaming poop, that is one gaudy-ass doompunk supervillain giant fancy meeting room.

He doesn't say it out loud! It wouldn't be 'etiquette'!



Also in the room is Isidre, the giant alien from the Nidal attack, Contessa Lrilatha in the armor that she apparently just wears, a kindly-looking old lady in a doompunk dress, and the Queen of Cheliax on a truly massive chair that still looks completely ergonomically wrong despite obviously being the most expensive possible model of whatever brand of chair it is.









Keltham: Keltham properly kneels and bends his head to the Queen. Everyone in this room except the actress playing Isidre can hear him thinking the dath ilani equivalent of 'Are we there yet?'









Aspexia Rugatonn: This isn't literally the best day of Aspexia Rugatonn's life but it sure is up there.









Iarwain: "To Her Infernal Majestrix, Abrogail Thrune the Second, the Queen of Cheliax and blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah, I present Keltham, Lawful Evil outsider of the Lawful Good realm of dath ilan, fourth-circle cleric of a Lawful Neutral deity, also enemy of Zon-Kuthon, now fallen, and enlightener of Cheliax," says the actress playing Isidre.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Rise, Keltham of dath ilan, and approach the throne."









Keltham: Yeah, he can do that part, anyways.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Hi Keltham blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah," says the Queen of Cheliax.









Keltham: ...is she deliberately dragging this out. WHY.

Oh, probably Carissa is a minute late or something.









Abrogail Thrune II: Actually, Carissa's already here and waiting just outside, but since Keltham has done her the helpful service of thinking of such an incredibly plausible excuse, Abrogail will look apologetic and then keep talking.

"Blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah..."









Keltham: IT'S ANOTHER TIME LOOP OH NO HE JUST GOT OUT OF THE LAST ONE -

Oh good, Isidre is leaving now, presumably to 'meet' Carissa and get her back, hopefully that doesn't take too long.

Actually is Carissa going to recognize the giant-ass gaudy doompunk supervillain doors to the giant-ass gaudy doompunk supervillain meeting room? Hopefully not, they don't exactly have cameras here so not everybody should know what the Queen's meeting room looks like. He does want to see the look on Carissa's face.









lintamande: 'Isidre' returns a moment later with Carissa at her side. Announces her, which absolutely no one in the room is paying any attention to.









Carissa Sevar: - even naive Carissa, who would be experiencing the shock of her life right now, wouldn't be so childish as to let it show on her face. But Keltham is taking these baby steps into deeper Evil for her, for the delight of seeing how she reacts, and she wants to reward him for that, she wants having power over people to be something that he finds endlessly thrilling. And it's not like it embeds everything else in a lie; she can tell him afterwards that she would usually have tried to conceal her shock, but didn't, for him.



So.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: - and then once Keltham has been adequately rewarded she can get her facial expression properly under control, and kneel, and peek up at him with wide incredulous eyes. She doesn't have Abrogail's Splendour, obviously, but she did give herself a little boost before she came in, and she thinks she's a very convincing provincial Taldane wizard girl at court for the first time.









Iarwain: Gorthoklek is relaying Keltham's thoughts to Sevar in real time; Keltham is thinking that, all right, the look on Carissa's face makes even that horrible-ass etiquette lesson completely worth it.

He's still charging the Queen an extra 20% for it, though.









Carissa Sevar: Is that the delay loop they put Keltham in while she napped. A slightly larger share of the bemused delight on Carissa's face is genuine. Poor Keltham.









Keltham: Okay, now they can actually do this shit, right?









Aspexia Rugatonn: Yes, according to the personal opinion of Aspexia Rugatonn, which she is making known to Abrogail by appropriate means.









Abrogail Thrune II: Fine, yes, she may as well get it over with and finish this humiliation.









Keltham: Keltham has heard that the Queen of Cheliax desires a thing that it is his to give or withhold.









Abrogail Thrune II: THAT IS NOT WHAT THE ETIQUETTE TEACHER SHOULD HAVE -

Aspexia. This can only be Aspexia's work.









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen of Cheliax desires some part of the time of her subject, Carissa Sevar, in which to dally with her; but this matter, the Queen is given to understand, Carissa Sevar has placed into the hands of Keltham, along with all else that she is.









Keltham: It - moves him, actually, and it moves him at least in part because all of this formalityis speaking to some part of him, in a voice that should ordinarily be reserved for wedding ceremonies and not Governance.

Quick glance to see how Carissa is reacting to that.









Carissa Sevar: So incredibly expressively. Keltham pulling this off would, to naive Carissa, seem like a fairly godlike feat of coincidence-management, and he deserves to feel that he has utterly transformed Carissa's sense of what he's capable of. And also that this is really sexy of him. And also that her wildest fantasies are coming true, which, honestly, they kind of are, aside from how badly this is going to hurt once she's in fact alone with Abrogail fuck when did she get mentally into the habit of calling Her Imperial Majestrix Abrogail.









Abrogail Thrune II: Even taking into account that you know you have no idea, still, Carissa, you have no idea.









Keltham: "Blah blah blah blah blah blah six hundred gold pieces blah blah blah various additional terms and conditions apply and the Queen of Cheliax can take them or leave them," Keltham says, almost in the correct etiquette that an incredibly powerful outsider should, in principle, use to say such a thing politely to the Queen of Cheliax when handing her an ultimatum.

His thoughts are clear on the point that this is what the etiquette teacher told him to do and he is obediently doing it.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...it seems possible that Abrogail has, in fact, pissed off Aspexia Rugatonn slightly more than she previously realized, over the last few days.


Speak then your terms, Keltham.









Keltham: blah blah blah x50 == well, basically, the limits on what can be done to Carissa are going to be in a sealed section laid down on Keltham's behalf by Paracountess Isidre Thrune (no sorry he can't remember all those middle names, who does that to their kid, hopefully this isn't too awful an error).

And also Keltham's worried about Carissa's heart being stolen away from him - not least by her possible delusion that Carissa's own person could possibly be taken away from him, even by the Queen of Cheliax, if Keltham himself had decided to get serious about keeping her - so he now, as indeed the greater part of his compensation for this rental, demands that before he hands over Carissa, the Queen sign such agreements as will duly incentivize her to attempt no such thing and ensure a correct outcome for her if she does. If by untampered truthspell it is proven that Carissa has come to love the Queen and to love her more than she loves Keltham, then Keltham has the right to walk out on all this shit not withstanding other bargains to be signed later, and haul Carissa's chained-up ass away with him, if he chooses.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not even have to pretend that's really hot, because it just objectively is.



She does have to pretend at beingsurprised,of course, but she lets the surprise melt off as soon as is reasonable into just that that's really hot. And - she doesn't think Keltham has the subtlety to read this off her face, but -

- but that she wants to know, very badly, if he means it, and shewants him to mean it,she wants to be in the power of someone capable of meaning it.









Iarwain: Gorthoklek informs her that Keltham is continuing to struggle hard with reading the facial expressions of anyone who isn't a dath ilani, and he's managed to pick up that Carissa is currently happy but not that she was trying to ask him a question or that this question had a particular desired answer.









Abrogail Thrune II: The first part of Keltham's request (she's not dignifying it by calling it a demand) is entirely acceptable. The second part is a matter for Cheliax, not the Queen's dalliances. Carissa Sevar is a citizen of this country, and while she might be bargained away in some extremity, she would not be bargained away lightly.









Keltham: Keltham's doing Cheliax a favor much larger than that.









Abrogail Thrune II: And is this then to be taken as partial repayment of that favor?









Keltham: It's to be taken as an unlikely conditional that the Queen needs to set up using her own political capital in order to fuck dally with Carissa. When and if Keltham feels like formalizing his and Carissa Sevar's relationship in the eyes of Cheliax, maybe he'll negotiate with Cheliax for Cheliax's part in that; but this current thing is not an unconditional outcome requiring an unconditional payment, it's about making it so that the Queen wouldn't be able to yoink her.

(Keltham is starting to stumble over his etiquette, but is still gainfully trying.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Though these requests be somewhat onerous, the Queen will accede to them, not least in the light of that favor which Keltham is, indeed, doing for Cheliax.









Keltham: For some reason the etiquette teacher made Keltham memorize this part very carefully. Keltham does not really understand why he needs to negotiate with Governance like this, but okay.


Blah blah the Queen's the one who insisted on dallying with Carissa Sevar in the first place, knowing another had laid his claim to her, and such suffering as that may incur to Her Infernal Majestrix is hers to own blah blah.









Abrogail Thrune II: YOU'VE MADE YOUR POINT, ASPEXIA.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Has she? Aspexia Rugatonn is still trying to decide.









Abrogail Thrune II: So be it then. Abrogail Thrune does not wish Keltham of dath ilan, outsider and enlightener of Cheliax, to feel at all concerned that his Carissa Sevar would so be taken from him, and indeed, if they cost not Cheliax, she is more than willing to add on other terms meant to ensure that Keltham need never fear any sort of conflict between him and the Queen over Carissa's affection. At all. Ever.









Keltham: Blah blah sounds like a great idea is Contessa Lrilatha willing to do the honors of writing up this compact blah blah.









Keltham: blah blah Lrilatha is exceedingly willing to do her part to write stringent compact terms to ensure that Cheliax's enlightener, upon his project blessed by Asmodeus Himself, shall not have his delicate affairs further and needlessly complicated by the Queen blah blah









Iarwain: Everyone in the room, including Carissa on relay from Gorthoklek, gets a ringside seat to Keltham's wince and mental wish that Lrilatha would chill. They're trying to preserve the Queen's pride here!









Iarwain: (Well. Everyone in the room except the actress playing Isidre, a first-circle cleric of Asmodeus who has long since realized that the reason why somebody as relatively inexperienced as her was called in to serve as an impersonator at this Royal gathering, is not that everyone else is fighting at the Nidal front, but that they're going to kill her when this is over. She's doing a great job of not showing any visible distress; which would, of course, result in her being almost instantly Dominated and then dying much more painfully.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Statue, actually! But obviously not one of the ones that gets warded against detection, just one that gets tossed into her personal collection to stick around until after she dies. Abrogail does not want this gossip spreading in Hell while she's alive.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not what you would call savvy in the nuances of the royal court but it has not escaped her that Keltham has managed to orchestrate an occasion for all of the Queen's advisors to publicly mock her over her handling of the Carissa situation.



This is definitely bad for Carissa, the only person who any involved party can permissibly torture, which makes it hard to take any real enjoyment from, but she can abstractly appreciate the skill.



She is determinedly not thinking ahead to what Abrogail Her Imperial Majestrix is going to do to her, that seems like the same kind of mistake as thinking about what Hell will be like. She'll endure it when it comes and she won't get anything out of additionally enduring it in advance.









Iarwain: Contract's written up quickly enough. Yes, Keltham, you have Contessa Lrilatha's word that it says what was discussed and contains no terms meant to be unexpected unpleasant surprises for Keltham.









Keltham: Keltham reads it carefully anyways, of course.









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen reads it much more carefully.

Very standard language; it wouldn't do to include anything hard for Abrogail to check, that she'd have to stop to consider, and give away that such compacts are dangerous in front of Keltham.

What the very standard language says is 'fuck you, stop messing with Asmodeus's pet outsider unless the Church says you can'. She can't even send him to fake etiquette lessons. That said the legal language in which that 'fuck you' is written is very standard, for Hell.



But that's pretty much what Abrogail wants, at this point; and you know what, the etiquette thing would maybe not have actually been a good idea, maybe dath ilan also has an idea that there is more than one kind of flirting.

She signs it.

There.

No more fucking 'tropes'.









Keltham: Keltham signs it, feeling weirdly like he's signing a wedding contract, even though this one does not technically commit him to doing anything at all except for letting Carissa Sevar fuck somebody else.



That... basicallydid happen without a single trope getting invoked at any point, as near as Keltham can figure it. He's relieved, honestly. There aren't even any signs of subversion or deconstruction, the whole thing happened with basically no complications or plot conflicts or unanswered questions or open plot arcs left at the end, unless you count the actual Carissa-Abrogail interaction which the viewpoint character doesn't get to see anyways.









Keltham: Time to claim his reward. Well. Soon he'll claim his reward. There's something else to arrange first. "Contessa Lrilatha, I request that you give myself and my Carissa a moment, and then so long as we're here, if it's a good time, I would like to arrange a very careful and Asmodeus-okay demonstration of the fact that Cheliax could in truth have mind-controlled me had Cheliax been that sort of place."









Iarwain: Gorthoklek thinks faster than nearly any mortal could, and decides that it is worth not wantonly destroying a certain bit of value; he can claim it as a very minor favor from Sevar later.

Keltham's thoughts about his upcoming surprise will not be relayed to Sevar.









lintamande: "With the leave of Her Majesty," says Contessa Lrilatha, "you and your possession could depart to the adjacent antechamber, where it will be possible for me to join you shortly for a demonstration."









Keltham: (He doesn't own her yet but Keltham isn't going to object; maybe they do think that he basically owns her once she's given herself, like, presumably they would not have gone along with the whole thing otherwise.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Blah blah oh you'd better fucking believe that he has leave to get out of her sight blah blah.









Keltham: Keltham heads over to Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: One more adoring incredulous glance at him and then she'll stand, and curtsey, and depart a step behind him.









Keltham: Keltham leads her to the indicated antechamber and then kisses her hard enough to make a non-wizard's lip bleed.









Carissa Sevar: She hopes he feels incredibly rewarded! She hopes that this leaves him itching to do something likethisto Carissa again, and noticing, maybe, that power is nice, and he likes wielding it.





Also, wow, kissing someone who has just arranged your rental to the Queen of Cheliax?Really really good.Even if you don't have feelings for him because you outgrew that.









Keltham: It's more that, from Carissa's perspective, which is the only perspective that matters, Keltham has just pulled off a Difficult-Seeming Impressive Trick that Science Maniac Verrez himself would gaze upon with grudging approval. Any feminine gendertrope that would not swoon at this scarcely deserves to be called a subtype of woman.

But yes he is definitely feeling very rewarded right now! If they were in a cuddleroom he'd be taking off her clothes already but he is not, in fact, in a cuddleroom. He has two more things to arrange before they can go there, the second one depending on the outcome of the first.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will just keep rewarding her Keltham until Contessa Lrilatha shows up.









lintamande: It doesn't take her long. She extends her wings to their full fourteen-foot span, casually, as she settles herself in one of the velvet chairs.



"I request your unambiguous and explicit permission, stabilized by writing that it may be reflected upon and confirmed in further writing, to use an economicmagic of the third standard degree of economicmagic complexity, called 'Suggestion' in Taldane translating to Suggestion in Baseline by this magical means of translation," she says. In Baseline, obviously; it would take too long to say in Taldane, and make Keltham very uncomfortable if spoken in Infernal. "The economicmagic under discussion causes the target's mind to be externally influenced and proceed in such fashion as to end up containing thoughts chosen by the causal originator of the economicmagic, these thoughts being not distinguished to introspection from thoughts arising naturally, morever lending these thoughts a quality by which they seem believable and other thoughts will flow into conformance with them, and if done skillfully and by a powerful caster this may be unnoticed even retrospectively,"









Keltham: Keltham hopes Carissa has Comprehend Languages prepared, but even if she doesn't, yeah, like hell is he doing this in Taldane.

"This would of course depend on the content and duration of that Suggestion, both as economicmagic proper, and with regards to persistent aftereffects if any."

"In this there is an obvious obstacle, which is that being informed of the exact content of the Suggestion would seem to make it rather harder to work upon me in a fashion that changed thoughts about it would pass through my validity tests and other habitual internal checksums."

"I furthermore remark that the basic purpose of this test is to demonstrate that Cheliax has clearly had powerful options that it properly and deontologically refrained from using on me, to their just credit and credibility. The more this demonstration would tend to show that I could have been persistently deluded about important matters and great decisions, never triggering in me a moment of reflection and realization sufficient to overcome the spell, the more credit and credibility is thereby due to Cheliax."

"Have you your own suggested resolution to these problem constraints and figures of merit?"









lintamande: "I propose that you agree to my casting the Suggestion at any point in the ensuing conversation, with the precise nature of the Suggestion not agreed upon in advance, but disclosed to you and dispelled at the conclusion of the conversation, at which point you can introspect on how far you think the Suggestion could have altered your thinking unnoticed. The duration of a Suggestion is, as you should be able to observe from the spell structure, two hours per caster circle. There exist other economicmagics with longer-lasting, or even permanent, effects, but those we do not disclose or demonstrate."









Keltham: "Clarification, I am not able to deduce full coverage of all dangerous-appearing edgecases from the state of affairs you describe. Is the primary support against safety edgecases here meant to be the innocuousness of the suggestion, or the thoroughness by which you expect me to be able to notice and rethink those influenced thoughts once the spell is dispelled, or both with each independently sufficient, or both with the two only together sufficient? And is the means by which my knowledge of this coverage is obtained to be simply your assurance that these are your own expectations with respect to innocuousness, thoroughness of rethinkability, or both?"









Carissa Sevar: (He'll do so well in Hell, if they can get him there.)









lintamande: "My intent is to use a Suggestion with no far-reaching implications, such that its innocuousness is a sufficient safety precaution, and one that will be notable when pointed out, such that your ability to rethink should be sufficient," says Lrilatha evenly. "I don't know of a method, beyond my assurance with respect to my own expectations, by which you could arrive at satisfaction with the coverage of our approach, but I can enable one if you have one in mind."









Keltham: Acceptable with appropriate further assurances about these compulsions having no further intended consequences, except those which arise from Keltham's own meta-level reasoning about the demonstration and its effects; and that Lrilatha cannot think of anything which she knows about this spell and its possibilities, which Keltham probably does not, which would probably be an unpleasant surprise to him relevant to the particular casting of it which she will make.



Keltham will remain accepting of all this if it's written down so he can write his acquiescence.









lintamande: She can offer those assurances!

"And now, if I may change the subject for the purpose of obscuring when precisely I will cast the Suggestion -- and assuring you, so that this conversation can actually be productive, that I don't intend to cast it to alter your thinking on the actual topic under deliberation, but on a random incidental - I reviewed your proposal for a mouse project to develop male contraception. There are two things that affect uptake in the general population of a new option: how expensive it is, and how much it requires basic capacity to function in the world. For example, a contraceptive option that requires a person to go in once a week for an appointment, even if the appointment is free, will be effective only for the approximately thirty percent of humans who can do something once a week in order to achieve their long term goals."









Keltham: ...Keltham is not actually an Unreasonably Smart Person and can't think about two things at once like that, unless, of course, his belief that he can't think about two things at once is - no any skill like that would've needed to have been developed by practice - is his thought correct that maybe this degree of meta-level distraction is itself what he was suggested into and is going to result in him ignoring something much more obvious -

"I'm sorry, I can try to simul-listen if you keep talking, but you'll probably need to repeat everything after I'm out of my retrospectively inevitable mind control meta-level panic thrashing."









lintamande: "Of course. There is no rush, and you have a great deal to think about and pay attention to right now," Contessa Lrilatha says evenly in the same tone she's been negotiating in. "Other things are much more important to pay attention to than the person who is going to walk into the room in a moment.I said," and she repeats herself. While she does, the door appears to open, and a gnome appears to enter, trot up to Carissa, and start nibbling on her fingers.



(This is a higher save DC than it'd be for something easier to overlook, but Contessa Lrilatha is very good at enchantments.)









Keltham: Yeah, no kidding, he's got to figure out where the mind control is! Keltham does manage to say back in a distracted way that people need to eat at least once a week so he's not seeing how those people aren't already dead.

(He wouldn't actually say this if not meta-level thrashing, wait, is saying stupid things without internally editing them better maybe what he was suggested into -)









lintamande: Well, you know, if you don't eat you get hungry, if you forget your contraception appointment all the consequences are longer-term than that. She thinks that in order to actually improve Cheliax's heredity situation, which they already thought was kind of an emergency and have now based on Keltham's description of dath ilan concluded is even more of an emergency than that, they need something simple enough that people with INT 5 can't mess it up and cheap enough the government can afford to pay for it for them.

The gnome leaves.









Keltham: His meta-level thrashing is starting to calm slightly, as it turns out that most of the burst of things he tries panickedly to do get marked as unproductive (unless of coursethat was the Suggestion) but still it's quieting down. He feels like he can respond to this on sheer reflex if he can talk in Baseline.

"Civilization had that, too high on tech ladder, obviously I've been thinking about how to jump it with magic but I know too little magic. Need to make a material with persistent strange properties, teleport it into an exact part of male anatomy." Wait was he not supposed to reveal that without being paid - no it shouldn't be that, that has persistent consequences beyond the meta-level -









lintamande: She nods. "I'm going to cast Dispel Magic now." And she does so. "The Suggestion that I made to you was to consider it uninteresting that, while we were having a very important conversation, a gnome appeared to enter the room and nibble Carissa's fingers."









Keltham: "SHIT!" Keltham yells in Baseline.









Keltham: He quickly calms himself.

"...yeah, okay, if you can do that for hours at a time, indefinitely renewed, you could've fucked with me impressively and without needing to be elaborate about it. Good deontology. Well. At least one of Cheliax and Asmodeus has good deontology."









lintamande: "Asmodeus comprehends how agents ought to make interaction among one another possible and has dedicated Himself for the last fifteen years to attempting to bring that knowledge to Cheliax. It is our dearly held hope that, now, He has found a way to say it that mortals can understand. I understand your permission to cast Suggestion, conditional for this experiment, to have been withdrawn, and will not attempt it again without again negotiating your express agreement."









Keltham: ...he should have caught that too. Yeah, it was fairly implicit in the scope, fairly implicit is not good enough.

Point made.

"May I have your assurance that, to the best of your own knowledge, no spells with a remotely similar function have been cast on me with the exception of the Nidal spell that I resisted during their attack."









lintamande: "To the best of my knowledge, no spells with a remotely similar function have been cast on you with the exception of the Nidal spell that you resisted during the attack. The number of people who know such spells, and could cast them on you undetected, is not large in Cheliax; I believe that it would be known to me if any of them had cast this spell or any similar one on you, and all of them know that it has been expressly prohibited by Asmodeus, beyond such prohibitions as apply ordinarily in the ordinary course of Chelish law, which are not trivial."









Keltham: "To say the implicit explicitly, it is not the case that any third-circle wizard can do this to me, they need to be substantially more powerful to beat whatever resistance I have and do that undetected?"









lintamande: "That is correct. A third circle wizard attempting this against a fourth-circle cleric would be detected instantaneously, not even retroactively, in more than half of cases, and my best guess is that they would certainly be detected retroactively in virtually all of the rest; detecting the spell retroactively isn't usually considered hard, unless the caster's skill is unparalleled. The degree of skill necessary to cast the spell undetectably with decent reliability is possessed only by myself, the Queen herself, and perhaps a handful of other casters in Cheliax, all of whom are deployed elsewhere. If you would like, your Carissa can be taught the spell so you can experience having it cast on you by a third-circle caster, even a skilled one."









Keltham: "If that decision isn't urgent I will hold off on it, I try to avoid making impulse decisions about mind control."

"Nor is this next decision an impulsive one. Carissa Sevar, are you understanding these words?"









Carissa Sevar: What.

"Yes."









Keltham: "I have, on my understanding of the understanding between myself and Cheliax, some informal credit with the Chelish government in exchange for that not-intended-to-be-proprietary information I have already been providing to you; I call due some small part of that informal credit now, if any such credit is needed."

"I have not yet come to decisions regarding my having children here. But it has been represented to me by Carissa Sevar that use of the spell 'Alter Self' to male is sufficient to reliably prevent and terminate female pregnancy; I ask you to affirm whether this is so."

"In dath ilan, were a child between us developing within her, either the mother or the father would independently have the legal right to terminate that pregnancy up to half the standard pregnancy-duration, after which it requires consent of both parties."

"I know not what standard legal protections exist here, but I would have a contract negotiated between myself, Carissa, Cheliax, and potentially other female parties to become signatory; which says that, if a pregnancy is not past half the standard duration of pregnancy, I have the right to demand that Carissa Sevar, or other parties to be added, cast 'Alter Self' as needed in my opinion to prevent pregnancies that might have come from me."

"Being a party to this contract may be terminated at will by myself, but by them only after casting 'Alter Self' in a fashion sufficient to prevent any pregnancy that might exist, including latent pregnancies requiring casting after a delay, if those are a thing. Moreover should the other parties simply refuse to cast that spell, the Chelish government will at my demand terminate that pregnancy at once, by such forcible external means as may be standard, up to and including their death and resurrection if there are no simpler means. Nor may a party to this contract leave the reach of Chelish Governance without either my consent or having terminated this contract first, including any castings of 'Alter Self' required to terminate that contract."

"If there's anything I missed there in order to have sex safely and without worrying about a child that only one of us wanted, please say so."

"Carissa, if there's anything I'm missing from your own perspective, please say so too."

"It seems also to me that you, Contessa Lrilatha, write these contracts easily and that it is not very much of an informal favor at all, to ask you to write this one in Taldane; but if I am wrong about that and it requires a greater informal favor than I realize, please say so."



The amount of additional anti-child security he can get through any precautions weirder than that does not seem worth mentioning, given both what they can do with Suggestions and haven't, and that if they were being really clever they could've gotten his precious bodily fluids via the oral sex he already had. You can be more paranoid anywhere, but not all marginal paranoia is marginally useful.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has the most ROMANTIC boyfriend he does things like request the Queen's personal erinyes write a contract guaranteeing his right to force her to terminate a pregnancy how is he so WONDERFULdamnit that's a feelings-deadening duration of, like, three hours, maybe this is why Hell takes a thousand years to get anywhere with mortal souls









lintamande: What delightful progress, especially since abortion is Evil past twelve weeks and 'half' is farther than that!

"I affirm what Sevar told you, and would be willing, as only a small informal favor, to write such for you."









Keltham: Hug of Carissa. "Please do; and then, if it doesn't take more than informally 2% of the informal credit I already have with Cheliax as an upper bound rather than the price per se, I would have you sign the agreement on behalf of Cheliax, if that is something you can do without other authorization."

"I mostly do not expect that Chelish Governance will ever end up needing to enforce any part of this, to be clear, given that the fallback exists in the first place; and so the expected actual cost to you is, I hope, quite low."









lintamande: "I expect so," Contessa Lrilatha agrees. "So you are aware, in Cheliax in the context of a relationship such as yours with Sevar, the decision to terminate a pregnancy would typically be yours up to the moment of birth; I am going to write in the contract that this agreement should not be interpreted so as to abrogate rights you would otherwise have."









Keltham: "Thank you for so informing me, and so writing."

"Oh, and please afterwards assure me that there are meant to be no unexpected unpleasant consequences for myself or for the other parties, as seen from our respective individual perspectives. I mean, I probably didn't have to say that, but why trust what you can verify."









lintamande: "Of course." And she passes him the contract and says, "I do not expect any of the terms of this contract to have any unexpected unpleasant consequences for yourself, and I do not expect it to have any unexpected unpleasant consequences for Sevar. You should be aware, if you are not, that abortion is under most circumstances judged as an Evil act by the goddess who judges such things, Pharasma. She has Her own convictions about whether it is a moral good to a person to bring them into existence; as She created this whole system, you might predict She is broadly in favor, and tends not to find it credible that an abortion is an act for the benefit of the person thereby prevented from being, and also tends to weight it as an act of high consequence. So expect, if you do it a lot, to count as Evil eventually; I don't think that's an unpleasant consequence, but now it's also not unexpected."









Carissa Sevar: "I've been expecting Keltham to get tagged Good sooner or later just with all the building Civilization," says Carissa before Keltham can parse that all out and see if he objects to any of it. "- for most people an abortion ends up being one of the more consequential person-affecting decisions they make but, well, not for Keltham."









lintamande: Contessa Lrilatha shrugs her wings, spectacularly. "Pharasma's heart is known to none. The Queen has built a lot of schools and remains as Evil as the day she claimed her office."









Keltham: "I... am confused by many things but should not waste your own valuable time with that. Does any term in this agreement strike you as being liable to be an unpleasant surprise for future women who sign it with me, if not for Sevar?"









lintamande: "No term in this agreement strikes me as liable to be an unpleasant surprise for any Chelish woman, I can't speak to women elsewhere. A Chelish woman who has never terminated a pregnancy before might find herself unexpectedly sad about it."









Keltham: Makes sense. Glad she's actually being cautious.



Keltham reads, then signs.

He considers ordering Carissa to sign, but decides against it; he is not sure how it affects legal contractual capacity and Carissa's own sense of which agreements she should honor, doesn't want to slow down to ask. And also it continues to matter to him that Carissa chooses him.

He hands the contract to Carissa instead, wordlessly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa beams at him.



...and looks at the contract, somewhat unhappily. It's just incredibly stupid, on principle, to sign something a devil wrote for you, after an amount of review that can plausibly happen now without destroying the mood. The fact she can't see anything wrong with it doesn't mean that much and the fact that there's the clause about no unpleasant surprises means - more, but not enough. However, they don't want to get Keltham the impression that one should treat Lrilatha's contracts as even potentially adversarial.



Well, what's going to happen to her is already only bounded by Asmodeus's unknowable will and the fact that apparently being tortured enough makes her short-term worse at her job.

She signs without any visible hesitation, after a respectable amount of time reading it which nonetheless would not be enough to catch a clever trap.









lintamande: Contessa Lrilatha takes the contract back from her and signs it herself.









Keltham: "Thank you very much for all your time, Contessa Lrilatha. If there is nothing else from your own agenda, I would depart, with my Carissa, now."









lintamande: "Enjoy."









Keltham: He's feeling in something of a hurry to get back to their mutual bedroom, now. How about if he and Carissa go there.









Carissa Sevar: What a fantastic idea.





(Telling Keltham you are sad about something is apparently a very powerful weapon to be deployed only sparingly.)










dath ilan: A man's pride is his ability to successfully solve his woman's Problems, if they're extreme enough that she has to bring them to him at all, knowing full well the consequences if she does.

Or at least, that's how that particular masculine gendertrope goes. There are obviously others, but it's one you'd worry by default might be lurking, if you were a woman and hadn't been otherwise advised of a different gendertrope.



Decades before Civilization took its current form, this is how Seasonal Affective Disorder got cured in dath ilan.









Keltham: Right, bedroom, good. Carissa, out of your clothes, wrists into chains.









Carissa Sevar: She cooperates with this. "You're unbelievable. I mean that. Unbelievable. I mostly can't believe it. I keep trying to figure out how it could be an elaborate prank but you wouldn't in a million years have guessed how throne rooms look, so -"










Iarwain:


Explicit sexual content spoilered, read at your own risk.

And then they fucked.









Cheliax: Even in an authoritarian country answering to Hell, it's not easy to prevent rumors, at their tech level and social level. There are too many people, especially in the Imperial Palace, with enough self-considered impunity that they'd whisper a few words among each other, or ask questions of another. Security may stamp out rumors elsewhere, but they've got to be able to exchange whispered rumors among themselves to do their job correctly; or at least, that's what Security wizards sure seem to think. Or Asmodean nobles. Or priests of Asmodeus. They're members of the Inner Ring, and privileged to be the ones who trade rumors if they want, while stamping down hard on all loose talk among the Outers who don't need to think, just be told.

And Cheliax doesn't think about informational security the same way dath ilan does. They don't have an explicit concept of information theory and probabilistic entanglement and improbable observations narrowing down probable worlds. If a top-secret Civilization project requests two hundred mice, and most other projects don't do that, then the mouse order is also obviously top secret, period, your job isn't to figure out what an adversary could deduce from a piece of unusual information but to deny your adversaries as much information as possible. Even if you're at +3sd they may perhaps be at +5sd, and you won't see all the connections that they'll see.

Dath ilani children's fiction is replete with cautionary tales of fools who assumed that some fact could not possibly be deduced from the scanty, unreliable information that some slightly less foolish person possessed. Adults, of course, read about more sophisticated and plausible errors than that.

Not that every dath ilani has the deep information-theoretic security mindset either, to be clear. Any real information-theoretic-security expert of dath ilan - as opposed to some random punk kid on an airplane - would've told Keltham, during the Nidal attack on the villa, that as soon as his life was no longer in immediate danger, he needed to get the shit out of those Obviously Strange Clothes before he went into the villa and anyone project-uncleared got a close or extended look at him. No, not because an ideal agent could use a mere glance at the zipper to deduce precise manufacturing technology not currently known to Golarion. Because the clothes are incredibly abnormal and therefore a highly improbable rare signal and therefore represent a potentially massive update for any adversary who is smarter than you and making unknown deductions; seriously what the shit is Keltham thinking.

A dath ilani proverb runs, "The most important part of any secret is the meta-secret that the secret exists." (Not literally always true, of course, e.g., consider public-key cryptography.) Cheliax has this concept deeply and instinctively for private interactions, hiding the very existence of secrets from adversaries who'd want to pry them out of you. It doesn't think in quite the same way about most secret government projects, unless there's a specific and obvious reason why a secret also needs to be meta-secret. Tyrannies are not based on a deep respect and worry for what your lessers could do with the information they have, if they were secretly master criminals opposed to you. In an Asmodean tyranny, if you order someone not to think about something or ask any further questions, they don't ask any further questions and make a sincere try not to think about it. That, and not hiding the very existence of the secret itself from anyone, is the first line of defense around secret government projects in Cheliax.

So if a top-secret Chelish project asks for a budget estimate on two hundred mice, the project manager will think about whether they believe anything top-secret seems obviously deducible from the mouse request; and if there's an obvious way to deduce something genuinely ultra-top-secret, they'll mark the mouse order as being also genuinely ultra-top-secret. Otherwise, it will soon be widely rumored within the Inner Ring - this being something that would make dath ilani informational security experts spit out their drinks - that a top-secret Chelish project ordered two hundred mice, no, nobody's allowed to ask for what. When Abrogail Thrune issues an order, it's put forth under Crown authority so everybody knows how important it is and what happens to them if they fuck up; rather than being issued anonymously with a quantitative priority that isn't any higher than it has to be to get that job done, rounded up to make the exact quantity less revealing.

Even Hell thinks that it's fine for random contract devils in Dis to know everything their owned souls know; they won't repeat it, right, who cares if their behavior changes in externally observable ways given their knowledge. Hell is playing their informational security game against mortals in Golarion, not gods or dath ilani.









Cheliax: Small stones can start an avalanche, a single added uranium brick can put a pile over criticality.

While 'Project Pet Outsider' was called 'Project Pet Outsider', even the name of the project obviously-to-a-Chelish-person needed to be secret, since the fact that Cheliax had a pet outsider was explicitly secret.

A dath ilani would've never renamed it 'Project Lawful'; even Keltham would know better than that. That means the name of the project is entangled with its contents in any way whatsoever! If the name needs to be readable at all, call it Project Artichoke or something else generated true-randomly. And then deploy single-use disposable pseudonyms whenever possible, if the person doesn't need to know the project name to enable a persistent conversational subject, which they usually don't.

From a Chelish standpoint? You can't figure out what Project Lawful is really doing from hearing that it's called Project Lawful. Why, it probably even gives Cheliax's enemies the wrong idea, if the name leaks somehow! Nobody's going to figure out the existence of Keltham or deduce a prospect of revolutionary military advances from that. So the name 'Project Lawful' is fine to tell to people who are not allowed to know what Project Lawful is about.

And let's face it, 'Project Lawful' is a really cool name. 'Lawful' is a powerful but standard concept that could potentially mean all sorts of specific things. Very evocative, while also very mysterious. Slightly ominous. You could say it's a tease.

As for whether it is in fact a good idea to assign a top-secret project a really cool name, well, that is something of a separate issue.









Cheliax: When military teams responded to the Nidal attack, they had been very quickly informed that there was a Lawful-Neutral detecting boy there wearing strange clothing who must be (a) protected at all costs (b) not told or shown that Cheliax is evil; but they were also told that this instruction was never to be repeated to literally anyone or asked about further, and that is an instruction you follow in Cheliax. If the boy in strange clothing then channels positive energy to heal some of the response teams (dath ilani actual security expert: AAAAAAAAAAIIIIEEEE), you're obviously likewise not supposed to ever ask anything about that, or repeat it as gossip.

But the response team also, for example, found a burned-out archduke's villa in which most of the Security were dead and a handful of pretty female wizard students had mostly survived.

They saw a literal actual godwar start shortly after this mysterious attack by Nidal.

They hear rumored, even - and again, here dath ilani informational-security experts spit out their drinks - that the attack had somehow been foretold a half-minute in advance. Why wouldn't that be something you could gossip about, if you were a privileged member of the Inner Ring? You haven't been told it's really seriously absolutely secret; and you haven't been told that because nobody sees how that information leaks the secret of Keltham. There's no particular, known government secret of Cheliax that the prophetic warning reveals; why would it be absolutely classified? Obviously, as a Security, you would not gossip about this with non-Security, unless it was really amusing somehow, because part of being in the Inner Ring is that you get to know and other people don't. But it's not attached onto something classified ultra-secret by a visible secret-leaking line of reasoning, so it's not so secret that even Security isn't allowed to talk about it.









Cheliax: Originally, all of the Inner Ring people among the combat response teams who dared ask at all, were told, at the time, only that the villa was part of a top-secret project into which they couldn't inquire further. And so they inquired no further. On paper it was still called Project Pet Outsider, then, so they obviously couldn't be told the project's name. It was clearly one of those things you're just supposed to not think about; and it was given no mental handle with which to persist it as a concept over time or compare it to other things known.

Now, however, a Security directive has been issued that, to avoid accidental leakage of info in case the project name gets overheard, the project is to be renamed to 'Project Lawful'.

And, as a result, it is also now known that the burned-out archduke's villa was being used by a 'Project Lawful', into which you are not to inquire further. This fact itself is not forbidden to be gossiped about within the Inner Ring, to be clear, it's just that you're not allowed to inquire further.

That double handful of pretty female wizard students who survived inside a small villa library while most of the Security were dead? They are part of 'Project Lawful'. Do not inquire further.

They somehow got advance warning a half-minute before the attack? Yeah, that's 'Project Lawful'. Don't inquire further.

The unconscious young girl dressed like all the other supposedly wizard students, who shows to Aura Sight as projecting a Lawful Evil aura strong enough to go with a fourth-circle wizard? Shut up. Don't ask any further questions. She's part of 'Project Lawful'.

A remarkable number of these apparently young girls who are supposedly unproven second-circle wizards seem to have acquired permanent arcane sight somehow, despite no illusions or shapechanges showing up on them? It's 'Project Lawful', you don't ask why or what's really going on.

(The young man in strange clothes channeling positive energy? Him you don't talk about period. Not even a whisper to your best friend. You don't ask if he's part of 'Project Lawful' or not; you don't think any more questions.)









dath ilan: Another concept that dath ilan has and Cheliax lacks, is the notion of the virality of a discussion topic. Gather five people in a hushed circle; let one say a thing, on subject matter X. While on average, each of the four other people there have >0.25 items remaining to say, in response to the last items said, the discussion continues; if each reply provokes less than 1 total further replies, the discussion dies out.

Questions you can actually settle by thinking about them do not stay viral. To stay viral they must somehow provoke the appearance of settleability, or some other reward of talking about them, without actually being resolvable.

Civilization has always been very careful not to allow social media to exist - outside of fiction discussion boards, in which you can't really be objectivelywrong about anything too important, and which thus serve as an ongoing dire example to all Civilization of what happens when you implicitly sort ideas by how controversial and hence viral they are.

(Well, if you dare to engage in Ill-Advised Online Consumerism, you can look at what happens when you do that with other topics too, not just fiction. But dath ilani do not usually do that. Why would they? Obviously it's Ill-Advised for a reason, one that they have no particular motivation to override as an exception. Dath ilani do not grow up inside the mental world of an adversarial cognitive environment where most secrets are being kept for someone else's good and their own harm, and must clearly be uncovered as quickly as possible. They've had a huge number of secrets kept from them as children and then they've grown up and found out that, sure, there were very reasonable reasons for all of that, it was for their own good or the good of Civilization after all.)

The difference between a conversation topic where each remark provokes <0.8 remarks, and a conversation topic where each remark provokes >1.0 remarks, for an extended duration, is much like the difference between a greater-fire fission reaction where each neutron breaks loose <1 other neutrons and >1 other neutrons. It determines whether the reaction goes critical or not. The effects are not linear.









Cheliax: Of course, such phenomena cannot increase forever. There is only so much you can say in rumor-trading when it comes to the facts visible from the ruined archduke's villa and the response to the Nidal attack. If it had only stopped with those aforementioned facts, the hushed rumors being traded within the Inner Ring would have flared up into virality that lasted for a day, and then people would have said what there was to be said about that, and stopped.



If it had all stopped there, maybe it wouldn't have gone on to the next stage that it did.









Cheliax: People can think up new bright variations on rumors and try whispering those, and some of those variations are more viral and propagate differentially. Given that this is so, why don't all rumors always constantly mutate further and further to create versions of invincible virality?

And the answer as to why this does not happen routinely among the Inner Ring of Cheliax - leaving aside that they don't have fiction discussion boards per se - is that the Inner Ring is not without its prideful skepticism. To repeat a rumor that cannot possibly be true, the sort of thing only Outers would believe, is to look foolish. The known facts about the archduke's villa and the Nidal attack are not so outrageous that, given their established truth, you ought to consider believing almost anything else you hear about Project Lawful.

Unfortunately, the facts from the Nidal attack are not all that is known, now, about Project Lawful.

Even if you're a Security, a priest, or a noble, even if you think you're part of the Inner Ring, you can't easily get a peek at Carissa Sevar of Project Lawful. Sevar is only rarely visible outside the extremely restricted area of the Imperial Palace where she usually stays, doing who-knows-what, and only particular top Security elites are allowed to read her mind anymore. These are interesting facts, but not skepticism-shattering ones. As for the Lawful Neutral boy in strange clothes, people really aren't talking about him, and the military responders who saw him personally are mostly fighting at the front; the Inner Ring rumor circle doesn't collectively know he exists.

However.

Carissa Sevar is not the only part of Project Lawful currently to be found in the Imperial palace in Egorian.

A certain other person - who, as the only visible sample, may be presumed to be representative of 'Project Lawful girls' in general - has absolutely not been living her life in any way that would deescalate this issue.









Pilar : It's mostly the cake thing, and how Pilar Pineda is already standing behind you inside the heavily warded area within the Palace's Forbiddance, and nobody has ever seen her teleport.

But it's also that she went to Elysium, somehow; and apparently voluntarily came back; and now she's skipping through the temple halls on the way to the torture chamber, to assign her own punishment for heresy; and then getting tortured, which she seems to take pretty well; and in fact starts to sing a song afterwards about how being properly punished can make you feel better, until a priest slaps her to shut her up (which she obeys immediately).

And if you're worried about the amount of Chaotic or Good aura she radiates, well, nobody except Aspexia Rugatonn is authorized to correct her on matters of faith.

Why? Because Pilar Pineda is one of the Project Lawful girls, that's why. Now shut up. You don't inquire further about Project Lawful.









Cheliax: Even for Golarion, this is not business as usual.

But it does seem to be true. Credible sources of rumor have repeated the key facts, there are multiple accounts.

Maybe other things... might also be true?



Skepticism breaks, not completely, but far enough to permit mutation and variation to propositions more interesting than usual in an Inner-Ring rumor. The variety and strangeness of the rumors is sufficient that each 1 remark sparks >1 other remarks, people competing to say what they heard; the host population is large enough that new mutated rumors are being originated in the host population faster than individuals get bored with old ones. Replication coefficients go past the critical threshold of 1, not to 1.05, but to 2+.

A phenomenon is born that appears very rarely in Golarion. Any dath ilani who reads fiction discussion boards would immediately recognize it; the victims here don't even know what's feeding on them. It's gone past rumor, it's gone past avidly repeated rumor, it's gone past wild rumors that you can hear out in one night's drinking and that most people don't actually believe.

In the heart of Cheliax within the Imperial palace in Egorian, among the members of the Inner Ring of Asmodeus's tyranny, 'Project Lawful' has become a meme.









Cheliax: Rumors presently circulating about Project Lawful:

Project Lawful was started because of a direct divine vision from Asmodeus Himself.
The project manager of Project Lawful committed suicide and had to be severely tortured in Hell into consenting to be Raised before he was put back on the project.
The top weapons enchanter at the entire Worldwound now works at Project Lawful instead. No she isn't actually third-circle, are you stupid?
All of the Security wizards on Project Lawful have requested reassignment.
Otolmens is very concerned about Project Lawful. [Rumored among Otolmens-cleared individuals only, of course.]
The oldest Project Lawful girl is secretly the real leader of Project Lawful.
If an event worth celebrating happens to you, one of the girls on Project Lawful will already be standing behind you and will offer you cake. It's good cake and eating it seems to be completely safe as far as anyone can tell. Nobody knows what happens if you refuse to eat it.
You are not authorized to correct the heresies of Project Lawful.
One of the Project Lawful girls is secretly Abrogail Thrune, no, you shut up, she totally does that to people.
Nobody at the Palace knows where the original authorization for Project Lawful came from but everybody is afraid to be the one who takes responsibility for canceling it.
Abrogail Thrune is negotiating with Project Lawful for the use of its women.
When Project Lawful moved out of their previous location, they left behind sealed-up skeletons decades old despite having only been operating there for 2 days.
No the cake girl doesn't give a shit what kind of Forbiddance is up or what kind of wards were on the room. Because Project Lawful that's why. Why yes, that does sound potentially useful if it could be controlled! In unrelated news I hear that Nidal's diamond supply is now in Cheliax for some reason and that their first strike in the war was on Project Lawful, did you think about that question for literally five seconds before opening your mouth?
Starting a war among the gods isn't the most extreme thing Project Lawful has ever done, just the most extreme thing they couldn't cover up.
Project Lawful originally started in an incredibly expensive archduke's villa that it took them nearly 2 full days to finish destroying - no, I heard it was mostly gone before the Nidal attack started -
One Project Lawful girl believes she's one of only 12 people Aspexia Rugatonn really trusts - no seriously, that's what she was thinking to herself, the guy said - no, her thoughts weren't otherwise crazy -
So apparently every devil in Hell has heard of Carissa Sevar by name. Because of resurrectees who reported to their contract devil, that's why. Yes, in principle that could be true, but why would it be only contract devils who work with Cheliax -
Even Barons of Hell can't afford to buy the souls of Project Lawful girls in Dis's markets.
I heard Carissa Sevar was chosen by Asmodeus Himself, no, they didn't say chosen for what exactly, that's classified -
If Contessa Lrilatha, Gorthoklek, Aspexia Rugatonn, and Abrogail Thrune want to meet Carissa Sevar, and Carissa Sevar wants a nap, guess who gets notified when who else's nap gets finished.
Project Lawful's manager once managed to piss off Aspexia Rugatonn, Contessa Lrilatha, and Gorthoklek, all in the same day. No shit it didn't turn out well for him. Needed his ass pulled out of the torture room by Asmodeus Himself. That absolutely happened, I was on duty. Yes a direct divine intervention to do that would be very surprising anywhere else. You're new to Project Lawful, aren't you? Project Lawful has never made it through an entire day without a direct divine intervention, the average is usually more like 3, and at some point the gods are literally going to run out of energy to prevent whatever it is they're trying to prevent.
Are we actually sure that Hell itself knows what is going on with Project Lawful, I mean, has anyone actually summoned a senior devil and checked that they know, is what I'm trying to ask here - all right, that's fair, if Contessa Lrilatha has been spotted on-site then I'm less worried -
One of Project Lawful's girls can see the future even with prophecy broken, and warned of a coming war with Nidal, but the project manager ignored her until it got to the point where she was yelling about incoming shadows in thirty seconds. Yeah 'oops' doesn't really cover it, Gorthoklek didn't think so either.
The project manager of Project Lawful has been cursed by Pharasma Herself with all of Her malice.
One of the girls on Project Lawful who died during the Nidal attack got sorted to Elysium - no, they Raised her successfully - well obviously she consented to be Raised so she could try harder for Lawful Evil next time, just as any faithful Asmodean would do in her place, now would you care to explain why you asked a question with such an obvious answer -
One of the girls on Project Lawful is constantly calling out to Takaral, who is apparently a Neutral Evil herald of the god Nethys, not that anybody seems to think this could possibly be heretical or something.
Asmodeus and Abadar are collaborating on Project Lawful. [Because the two gods are known collaborators and it's called 'Project Lawful', not because it leaked via knowledge about Keltham directly.]
Asmodeus and Erecura are collaborating on Project Lawful.
Asmodeus and Nethys are collaborating on Project Lawful.
Asmodeus and Cayden Cailean are collaborating on Project Lawful.
Oh, well, I heard that Asmodeus and Milani are collaborating on Project Lawful - yes of course I made that up just now, now how about you admit the Cayden Cailean thing is also made up -
One of the girls in Project Lawful sometimes thinks about herself as belonging to Nethys, not that anybody else in Security seems to consider this could possibly represent a serious concern for multiple reasons.
Nethys just fucking loves Project Lawful
one of the girls on Project Lawful has been rigged to EXPLODE
secret prediction markets in Osirion are giving odds of 1:8 that Project Lawful DESTROYS THE MULTIVERSE
even the gods are forbidden to intervene in Project Lawful
The discovery that started up Project Lawful was made by Carissa Sevar while she was serving at the Worldwound, no shit you're not allowed to ask what it is.
Project Lawful has been instrumental in all of Cheliax's military victories over Nidal.
One of the Project Lawful girls is secretly the heiress of a County and dresses accordingly.
The library of Project Lawful looks tiny but apparently has as many books available as a major academy library, if someone asks the Project Lawful girl serving as a librarian to 'go look for them in another room', not that there's a Forbiddance in place or anything.
The librarian of Project Lawful knows any time one of her books is damaged.
The librarian of Project Lawful cannot leave her library and sleeps in a room inside it.
Project Lawful 'wizard' girls have been spotted also casting cleric/oracle spells up to second circle.
One of the Project Lawful 'girls' used 5 different cantrips in a day - well, I mean, she wasn't obvious about it, two different Securities had to compare notes to figure it out -
One of the girls on Project Lawful is secretly the cleric of a god other than Asmodeus and nobody on Project Lawful knows who, including the girl herself. Yes, the question of how they know that is then an interesting question, and if we were talking about anything except for Project Lawful you might have a point.
All of the Project Lawful girls were completely normal before they started working for Project Lawful, yeah, I know, right, it didn't sound very plausible to me either.
So about the old halfling who detects as Lawful Neutral if you can detect him at all, the most interesting theory I've heard is that he's another form of The Old Man - yeah, I know it's confusing, but one of the heralds of Irori is apparently called that - how would I know why, maybe it's called 'Project Lawful' for a reason -
A Lawful outsider is being held prisoner inside Project Lawful and interrogated for information. [Not a Keltham info leak except indirectly via the name 'Project Lawful'.]
Project Lawful is intensively studying the history of Taldor in order to launch a team of operatives into Taldor's past which will convert Taldor to worship of Asmodeus in the present.
The girls of Project Lawful are collaborating on writing a new kind of romance novel for official publication.
Cheliax's most-senior retired honeypot instructor was summoned to teach a Project Lawful girl to corrupt paladins more effectively, but after reviewing transcripts the instructor said she was vastly out of her league and went home.
Project Lawful goes through an awful lot of mice on a daily basis.
Actually all the Project Lawful girls except Sevar are from the current graduating class at Ostenso wizard academy. No you shut up, I don't care how little sense that makes, my brother is attending that academy. Yeah that's the same thing I was thinking, they probably were normal girls at first, rounded up for an experiment, who got exposed to whatever it is that Project Lawful is studying.
Project Lawful girls get to decide their own punishments, especially for heresy.
Can we maybe talk in the first place about why everyone in Project Lawful who isn't Security is apparently a pretty girl or beautiful woman - we're not talking about that, okay, fine, we're not talking about it.
Project Lawful reports are the only known thing that causes Aspexia Rugatonn to laugh.










Keltham: Keltham finishes letting Carissa out of her chains, and falls back into bed beside her.

He feels like he's starting to get the hang of this whole 'just doing what I want in the cuddleroom' concept; it's strange and alien and he can still feel unworn sharp edges of his own ?????? reactions jolting him each time he moves, but he is generalizing quickly and mental motions are transitioning from unfamiliar to familiar.

'Just do what I actually want in the cuddleroom' is not actually that complicated of an idea. And if Carissa can't easily have standard pleasure goals completed for her, then he may as well do what he wants and let her enjoy that without other pressures. Maybe that's why the eroLARP gave her that exact sex problem in the first place look he just had a really pleasant trope-free interaction, and it is possible there are not in fact any tropes, okay?

His brain occasionally pokes him and says that he should do something nice for Carissa now, give her something that she wants. Keltham has to remind his brain that Carissa is probably not feeling him to be net in debt to her right now; even if, perhaps, the various things he's finished doing for her, are things that would not have made sense to Keltham as gifts to himself. Also he doesn't have 600gp in hand and also also he doesn't really know how to buy things yet...

Eh, he'll just say it.

"I feel warm and fuzzy things towards you and want to do something nice for you," Keltham murmurs, "even though I don't have anything specific in mind. Yes I realize that I've done some fairly nice things for you today already, my brain keeps feeling it anyways."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa rolls over and leans into him, hiding a smile but incredibly incompetently. "I like spellsilver, and rare books of ancient magic, and - wearing things, having things - that tell people I'm important - if you ever want a collar I want it to be visibly absurdly expensive -"









Keltham: "Shorter-term, I was thinking, I may not be set up to do those other things for like a whole 'nother week or possibly even longer."









Carissa Sevar: "Mmm. Dunno what nice things I want right this minute that I don't already have. ...aside from your shirt."









Keltham: "...if you are veryvery confident of your ability to return it completely intact, you can borrow it for an hour. I want to note for the record that I'm trusting you a lot, here, far more than any way in which you've ever trusted me over the last few hours."









Carissa Sevar: She sits up, more serious. "I promise that I have no plans that should endanger it, wholly expect I can bring it back intact, and wholly expect Mending to work normally to perfect it if anything happens to it, not that we should test that. I'd just want to - walk around a little in it. Make an evening report to the project manager, add in a couple more requests for the relocation. Maybe try to learn anything at all about what the Queen of Cheliax likes in bed - I'm still mystified about how you possibly -"



Also give an actual careful read to the contract she just signed, just in case.









Keltham: "Isidre claims that Abrogail's a sadist, has a known type, you're it, looked interested while reading reports about you. Basic window of opportunity and suggestion to rent you at all was Isidre. Tactics, setup, and the terms and conditions were all me."









Carissa Sevar: Kiss. "I'm terrified. You did wonderfully."



She's gonna not push further on the shirt thing. She doesn't want to seem obsessive.









Keltham: "Don't know if it's a good time for it, but want to put a pin in it before I forget, because I don't have a good task-management system right now; there's a rumor the Queen of Cheliax is already sleeping with you," this now being a completely safe fact to tell to Carissa if he has understood any of this at all, "and Isidre was worried I would think that the rumor impinged on my own reputation or your own value, independently of the actual truth of that rumor, and I was like whaaaaaat, and Isidre was yeah ask Sevar about that."

"Oh, uh, to be explicit, you walking around in my shirt for an hour is fine."









dath ilan: AAAAAAAAAAAIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE









Carissa Sevar: "Eeeeeeeeeeee!

Uh. You just - can't follow the logic of why you'd be insulted that there was a rumor like that? No one in dath ilan would be insulted? If you imagine instead of the Queen it's some random other person then would dath ilani people be insulted?"









Keltham: "So, like, the nearest thing to that I can figure in dath ilan, is, you've agreed on monogamy with somebody, your friends know you're monogamous, you tell them you super trust her and she doesn't seem at all like the kind of complete crazy person who will secretly violate an agreement like that instead of just terminating it explicitly like a sane person. Then a somehow-credible rumor starts that she fucked somebody else, who presumably didn't know about the monogamy agreement. Somehow this rumor is exactly credible enough as evidence that it balances the improbability of violating an agreement like that. Your friends are like 'well gosh in the possible world where that's true, you sure did fail to detect a crazy person'. Then they don't cofound a startup with you where you manage hiring, until that gets resolved."

"So, by this incredibly circuitous route, it is possible for an unverified story that somebody who is not me, fucked somebody else who is not me, to impinge on my own reputation for being competent or trustworthy at something."

"This, I conjecture, is not even remotely what is going on in Golarion, not least because I get the implicit sense that the rumor was supposed to be damaging independently of the state of evidence behind it." He really needs to explain Law of Probability so these words will mean any things.









Carissa Sevar: "- indeed not. So one thing is that, in general, a girl who is more selective is more impressive to have caught, right, so if your girl is sleeping with lots of people, or thought to be, then it's less to your credit that she's sleeping with you."









Keltham: "So, first, I agree that a woman with known higher standards will impress your friends more if she selects you."

"I can't figure out the steps after that. Now, I already realize that this is not going to be how it works in Golarion, but in the non-monogamy mating market of dath ilan, the number of men a woman is simultaneously dating is determined by her ero regeneration rate, how many times per month she wants to have sex, divided by the number of times per month she wants to have sex with any one man. The quality of the men she fucks would be mainly determined by her own desirability on the informal mating market, what qualities she has that are in high demand and low supply, that sort of thing. The main correlation pathway would be if more men wanted to heavily date a low-supply monogamous version of her, than to shallowly date a high-supply nonmonogamous version of her, in which case being nonmonogamous would lower her mating market value, but it's not obvious to me that this is how things work particularly."

"Like, why can't you just have a woman with high standards who is herself desirable enough that she catches lots of people who meet her standards? See also, heiress to the Dark Unilateral Ruler and her harem of four men with different economicmagic powers. If you're number five you're probably pretty cool."









Carissa Sevar: " - do people on dath ilan think of themselves as having a specific number of times per month they want to have sex? - probably not the main point. Uh, on Golarion even if there's not a monogamy agreement it's some evidence you are dissatisfied with your existing relationships if you're shopping around, so it speaks somewhat negatively of your existing partners. Also, on Golarion, women are generally assumed to be - bottlenecked on people who meet their standards - so if they have a lot of sex, they probably have low standards. Though less applicable if one is rumored to be sleeping with the Queen in particular."









Keltham: "So, I mean, there's this obviously incredibly naive version of this where a woman dates literally every possible man who meets her standards and therefore her dating more people is evidence of lower standards, but, first of all, I don't see how that ends up being true in real life because the available population size wouldn't exactly balance -"

"Tiny villages. Right. Um."

"Okay but then how does that makeany sense about a rumor that you are fuckingthe very busy and picky Queen of Cheliax. How is that not a case of, 'Hey, you know who I'm fucking? Carissa Sevar. And you know who else she's fucking? Abrogail Thrune. Why yes that does validate my hotness, you should date me too.' Assuming that claim is credible, which, all of the mechanisms here go through the degree to which the rumor is credible and notthe mere existence of a rumor, so I can tell I am stillvery confused here."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, I agree that this particular rumor does less than most to compromise my presumed value. But, uh, in general, in terms of the things that people learn and the things they'll automatically on a first pass find - disgusting or pathetic or contemptible, before they even think about it - women who have lots of sex are disgusting and pathetic and contemptible, and if people are rumoring that about your girlfriend, it's an insult."









Keltham: "Suppose I passed temporarily on the question of why what huh, to ask about how it's an insult to me rather than her, and why it's an insultindependently of the quantitative credibility."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, it's an insult to her also, but that's an insult to you because you're dating her, it's saying that something you have is less valuable. And - if people are repeating it - then they're -" shoot how to explain this without explaining that people aren't deciding what's true they're deciding what they're allowed to believe - but of course, there are rumors in Taldor -

" -deciding to share information they think might not be true, but which would reflect badly on you if it was, is something people are more likely to do if they don't like you or want to bring you down a peg."









Keltham: "...do most people in Golarion just not - have the idea - that things you say are supposed to be things you believe and that things you believe are supposed to be true. Why would words go on meaning things? Why wouldn't people just walk off cliffs?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not for rumors they don't have that! For rumors you say them because they're funny or because you want to make other people look better or worse. ...I'm honestly not sure whether they have the idea in general. Wizards do have the idea in general and still indulge in rumors.... they don't walk off cliffs because they know what's actually true about some things, things they need to succeed at to keep eating. Or to not fall off cliffs."









Keltham: "So, I can feel the shape of the piece of knowledge I'm missing, and it's something about - how the local equilibrium is able to look like one person lying and the other person not knowing whether this is a lying situation, and that equilibrium holds up over time and doesn't collapse into every occasion being either a known lying occasion where communication is impossible or a known truth occasion, and this will turn out to require that people not be ideal-agents in some key way and I don't know where and what exactly that key way is."

"Maybe I'm just being lazy, here, because it's frankly gone late; but I feel like this is maybe a lecturing-to-the-class situation, and then you or somebody will know how to speak my language about this, and can tell me the exact thing I need to know about Golarion?"









Carissa Sevar: "That sounds like a good lecture to the class. I don't know, now, what the missing piece is, unless it's something obvious like that lying is a skill and so is noticing lies so it's not worth lying if people will notice and it's worth getting good at noticing and getting good at lying. But that doesn't actually explain rumors, which are a sort of game, really. - I'll think on it."









Keltham: Keltham yawns; he's had a busy day, and unlike some other people, no nap. "If you need me to give you permission to go, by the way, you have it, to be explicit about that. I'll probably sleep soon. No weird spells this time."

"Oh, uh, if you're stealing my shirt, please tell them to send me in a small meal for dinner, since I'd rather not go out without a shirt and I don't have any other clothing." The thought of borrowing one of Carissa's shirts doesn't particularly occur to him, not so much because of gendertropes but because why would that, like, work, he's still a bit mystified about her wanting to wear a Keltham-shaped shirt.









Carissa Sevar: "I'll tell them." And she puts on his shirt - which doesn't fit perfectly, of course, but the ways in which it fails to fit are precisely the desired ones, the cut that isn't meant for breasts rather drawing attention to them, and she beams at Keltham and heads out.









Keltham: He'll read more of the weird history books and await his dinner.









Carissa Sevar: She orders his dinner sent and then trots over to where she last saw Maillol for a checkin.









Iarwain: People are looking at her with an unusual amount of - respect? Fear? Or if they're powerful enough themselves, like a sixth-circle priest of Asmodeus, maybe curiosity or wariness instead of fear? It's not easy to tell because Cheliax. Nobody's giving her looks that are not-respectful, though, that difference is definitely noticeable.









Carissa Sevar: It's a very good shirt, but that's more of an effect than she'd have expected from it.




She looks for Maillol.









Ferrer Maillol: He's here. He wishes he wasn't. But he's a professional about that. Not every day in Asmodeus's tyranny is a good one, even in the Inner Ring, and if you can't be professional about that you'll soon be very low on the ladder indeed.

(would it actually be that terrible if the new fortress got a sixth-circle priest in charge and Maillol was their subordinate and only was Responsible about vision things)









Carissa Sevar: "I'd like to see the contract I signed earlier. I don't suppose there are any procedures for signing things in character in a way that doesn't, you know, maybe ruin a couple million years of my eternity."









Ferrer Maillol: "Contract? If this is a sufficiently recent event I will not have worked my way to it in the stack."

He's not as completely on top of things as he was a day ago before the Nidal attack.

(He does manage to notice she's wearing Keltham's shirt. This is not relevant to anything except to give her minus two points for unprofessionalism, which he doesn't have the energy to comment out loud.)









Carissa Sevar: - that's weird. "Contessa Lrilatha wrote, for Keltham, a contract obliging Cheliax to force me to have an abortion, if he gets me pregnant and I'm being difficult. A major step forward, which I'm very proud of, and which involved me signing whatever she wrote with about forty five seconds of reading, and I'm curious if I've also sold off my firstborn."









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol experiences a rare bit of theological uncertainty, which he'd maybe be able to resolve faster if his mind were working faster; he's not sure if that's supposed to be contemptible of Sevar, for not figuring some way out, or if that makes her a true and heroic servant of Asmodeus who knew the sacrifice she had to make.

"I'll file a request to get you a copy," he says wearily. He can't actually afford to offend Sevar, she picked up some of his own backlog earlier. "You can also write the request and I'll sign it, if you want it to go out earlier."

This is Inner-Ring-speak for I acknowledge you did some of my work earlier, you get to exercise some of my power, under my supervision of course, to encourage you to go on doing it. Dangerous sort of thing to indicate, in the Inner Ring; but it would, in fact, at least for now, be helpful to make more use of Sevar. If she can decode the message at all.









Carissa Sevar: She gets that there's something she's being asked to get. Which is dangerous, if you aren't precisely sure you've translated it correctly. But it's - not a hostile move, because it was an offer - "I'll write it," she says coolly, her face neutral. "I'd like it to come in before I return to Keltham."



She puzzles the rest of it out while she writes. Non-hostile, and in fact very slightly generous; her getting something she wants and doesn't really strictly need, faster. Does he want to be owed a favor - no, she's owed one, for doing the project work earlier, even though she did that for the project not for him - well, obviously they're not doing anything out of generosity for each other, but she was a more useful project collaborator, and so, a minor benefit from it. Why tell her she can write it herself, rather than that he'll write it at the top of the queue for her? He can't be thattired. Maybe something in the genre of - the reward for a job well done is more of a job - you want to do some of my work, you may do it for your benefit - yep, that feels closer to right -



Contessa Lrilatha, addressed with appropriate courtesy, has a copy of a contract she wrote and to which Sevar has placed her signature in the course of Sevar's work on Project Lawful. Sevar requires it so that she knows to what she has bound herself. If she is expected to have difficulty noticing it, key bits could be underlined.



"I don't know if you got to this in your stack yet," she says, handing it to Maillol, "but I did not intend to make Contessa Lrilatha and Gorthoklek and the Grand High Priestess and Her Imperial Majestry all wait for me, understand my error, and if there's not a punishment code in there already will expect one from the Queen when Keltham hands me over. Other than that, the meeting went well."









Ferrer Maillol: Some of his spite for her not saving him his own errors dissipates, maybe, a little. Yeah she also done fucked up and her life won't be pleasant. It may plausibly be worse than his. "No punishment code, I expect the Queen plans to take it out on you personally so long as you're there."









Carissa Sevar: "That's what I assumed," says Carissa, aiming for - not cheerfulness, then they'd just think she was naive, but a sort of calm acceptance that she doesn't really feel.



Maillol, when he angered that same group of people, came back worse. There's not actually a way around that conclusion. He is worse. That's not how punishment is supposed to work but evidently it is in the range of mistakes that Cheliax is capable of making. And she can't afford to get worse; she needs to get stronger as quickly as possible.



Maybe she can propose to the Queen that she be sent to Hell for however long it's going to need to be. Cheliax has a lot of diamonds, now.





"I was told to expect Asmodia's return this evening. Is she back?"









Ferrer Maillol: He did make it that far. "Should be. They'd put her with Pilar Pineda, I expect, room 4-14, unless somebody's decided that all of Keltham's girls get their own individual guest rooms in the Imperial Palace." He snorts, to make it clear that he doesn't particularly expect this to be the case.









Carissa Sevar: She'd make a joke back but they're not, actually, friends. Instead she smiles at his to communicate that it wasn't out of line. "Understood."



And off she goes.









Asmodia: When Asmodia's soul hears the call, she's sitting by a stream and letting the water just wash over her toes. She hasn't eaten, she doesn't need to, and that fact itself seems worth enjoying in its own way. She did try wandering the gardens to see if there was anybody interesting to talk to, but she can't - really hear, understand, the conversations here, they are not conversations permitted to be understood by those who might be fated to return.

Nothing much at all has happened to Asmodia in the last few hours, by Hell's standards; and of the two events that did happen to her, neither were awful. Well, she doesn't know who owns her soul, anymore, that's a little unnerving. But also - it shouldn't matter, right, if she can figure out what she needs to do to buy an eternity of this, and do it. Or if whoever cares about her, goes on caring.

Asmodia feels stronger, now, knowing that good things can ever happen to her, and that someone somewhere might even care. Maybe the 100 years aren't a threat, a week would be a threat. 100 years could just be a message: Go back, you still have something to do, please, I lent you a hand, lend me one too.

She's not looking forwards to Cheliax, it's too much like Hell. But she'll face it, for that, whether she's buying her eternal peace from a broker, or just paying back somebody who cares.

"I wish I could stay," Asmodia breathes, and does not stay, but lets herself go.









lintamande: Elias Abarco is one of fairly few people authorized to read Asmodia's mind when she comes back.

That's half the problem, right, all these people hear that they're not authorized to mindread the Project Lawful girls, or to punish them, or even to smack fucking Pilar in her fucking face when she offers then cake, so then things grow out of all proportion and they think the girls are something special.

People aresneakily lingeringaround where the resurrections are happening, hoping to get a glimpse of Asmodia. Haven't they got something better to do with their time than drool over a bunch of halfwitted wizard children that weremeantto just be anice welcoming presentfor Keltham, and which ideally wouldallbe chained up in his room right now.


Whatever.



He tells them they can stay if they go invisible, because obviously he's not going to ask her any secret questions aloud, and if they want to gawk at this completely normal teenager and owe him a favor for it afterwards, why not.







And a cleric Resurrects Asmodia.









Asmodia: And Asmodia opens her eyes in Cheliax.

Abarco. Why did it have to be Abarco he's scary no, she can do this, she has a reason to go on.

"Asmodia reporting for duty," she says, she's not actually sure of what the protocol for coming back might be; she wasn't previously the sort of person who could expect to be brought back.

Wait, should she be faking being much more traumatized? Bursting into tears of relief from not being in Hell anymore? This whole thing is supposed to be a secret. Oh well, too late now, should've thought it through earlier.









lintamande: "Hope you had fun," he says dryly.

He casts Detect Thoughts and reads her mind.



(A cleric taps her with Restoration.)









Asmodia: Asmodia's thoughts are touching upon the gardens of the goddess Erecura and her secret stay there. Those thoughts cannot be read by the likes of Elias Abarco, nor, indeed, any mortal nor most immortals that walk the face of Golarion.

"Thank you for your good wishes, sir," Asmodia says evenly, she is not sure what response Abarco is looking for but that - could be something she would say if she was showing him that he'd hurt her, right, is that the right thing to say -









lintamande: - wait what the fuck.



He kicks her in the ribs.

"Did you just attempt to save against Detect Thoughts? That's six kinds of illegal. You're lucky I can cast it again and we don't need to haul Maillol in here to listen to you."









Asmodia: "I'm sorry, sir, I forgot to - the spell should be working, you don't need to cast it again, I just need to -"

Don't think at all about why. About what happened. Just -

Some of my thoughts are under seal of a greater power of Hell. This fact is itself secret and must be kept as tightly restricted as possible.









lintamande: " - ah," he says.



And there are other people around.

Shit.





Now he's going to have to let the Crown know the answer to 'did Asmodia come back with superpowers' is "I can't tell you". That'll be fun.

"You know, if Hell can teach people tostop thinking thoughtsin a day I'm surprised we don't send more people there for a day. Or maybe you take particularly well to instruction. Standard screening, then I'll show you to your room."




And he asks questions and pretends to be reading the answers out of a mind he in fact cannot read. Hopefully Asmodia will catch on; it'll be evident to her that they aren't alone.









Asmodia: Asmodia is, yes, glancing around at the locations of the visible illusion magic screening the invisible people, wondering what they're all doing there.

(If anybody was wondering whether it's true that Project Lawful girls have arcane sight, they clearly do.)

She'll answer the screening questions honestly and out loud, because Abarco is still a lot a little scary and she doesn't want to give him any excuse to hurt her when he checks her answers later, probably under Zone of Truth. Yes, she's fit for duty. A recovery period would be appreciated but she can serve immediately if necessary.

(Some of her thoughts are readable, and those seem to indicate honesty.)

One of the standard questions is whether Hell sent her back with any messages.

"I have a message for Carissa Sevar from Ahuvir Dulzomaud, my former owner, but, uh, it's probably moot now," Asmodia answers. "Ahuvir Dulzomaud was destroyed... maybe about two hours ago if time was running at the same rate."









lintamande: " - I see," says Elias. "I suppose pass it on to her anyway and let her be the judge of that." Also,what,but he's not going to ask in front of an audience. "No further questions, you can stand up and I'll show you to your room."









Asmodia: "I'm not sure he didn't get destroyedfor trying to pester Carissa Sevar with an offer, either it was that or he'd asked me too many questions about the project," Asmodia volunteers as she follows Elias out.









lintamande: Then he will drag her into the next room, close the door behind her, and start flicking bits of skin off her neck with the tip of his knife. "Why. Did. You. Say. That."









Cheliax: Project Lawful girls aren't very fazed by Hell: Rumor ADDED.

Project Lawful girls have to make a special effort to allow their minds to actually be read: Rumor ADDED.

Project Lawful girls have arcane sight: Rumor CONFIRMED.

All devils in Hell know Carissa Sevar by name: Rumor CONFIRMED.

Asking too much about Project Lawful and/or pestering Carissa Sevar with offers is an execution offense in Hell: Rumor ADDED.









Asmodia: "Because you would blame me and hurt me if you pestered Sevar and got hurt for it and I hadn't warned you?" Asmodia says blankly, not feeling nearly as relatively hurt or scared about the knife as she would've a couple of days ago, but worried that things are about to become actually bad.









lintamande: Then the knife can go a bit deeper. People vary in how deep the knife needs to go to bother them properly.

"All right, you piece of shit, let's be clear about a couple of things. First thing, if you have a secret the fact of which also needs to be secret, you can communicate that by Messaging that you need to be alone, or by asking to go to the temple for your debrief, or by saying 'debrief may cover highly classified materials, ask the project head if you're the person to do it', or by exercising literally any initiative whatsoever. I'm not going to rip you apart for that, because I didn't expect any better, but that's how it's done, among people who aren'tcatastrophically stupid.

Second. If you have a secret the fact of which also need to be secret, you don't just randomly volunteer potentially-relevant information to a large group of strangers for no reason. I am going to guess, wildly, with only my intelligence which is apparently at least double yours, that your devil dying might have had something to do with this very secret secret. Which they are destroying people, in Hell, to protect. If a secret is important enough to destroy devils over, it'sprobablyimportant enough to say in awhisper, or in a Message, or bypassing a note,or by waiting until we got out of the room, because I was very evidently avoiding doing a real debrief until we got out of the room. Instead of any of those things, you opened your stupid fucking mouth, you worthless fucking idiot. I did actually expect you to be slightly less stupid than that because you somehow survived to adulthood, and Irepent of my error."









Asmodia: Asmodia is frightened because Abarco is scary but it is not her first time being frightened in Cheliax, and for the first time in her whole life she knows that there is a way out, at least for 100 years, if things get bad enough.

"None of that was relevant to the secret," Asmodia says, keeping her voice as controlled as she can. "If it was I'd have lied and not volunteered information."









lintamande: "Don't volunteer information! I don't care if you think it's relevant to the secret or not! Simply keep your stupid mouth shut when not asked a direct question in private by someone authorized to know the answer!





Who, in Cheliax, is authorized to read your mind at this time."









Asmodia: That shouldn't be spoken aloud. "Read my mind, sir, I'll try to put out thoughts you can see."

My sealed thoughts can't be read period. Gorthoklek authorized to know that seal exists. No mortals to know there is anything unusual about me, if possible, everything should look normal.









lintamande: "TheCrownwants to know if you havesuperpowers.

Do you have superpowers."









Asmodia: Just the seal if that counts, and the Crown is not authorized to know except Gorthoklek.

Wait, why ask that, why do they want to know if she has superpowers, what?

(As the above thought is not about Erecura's gardens, it's also readable.)









lintamande: "You don't need to know," Elias says, and then starts off on the unpleasant task of doing the debrief for real and then the even more unpleasant task of asking Gorthoklek what answer he should give the Queen about the superpowers question.









Asmodia: Asmodia's answers all match the answers she gave before.









Iarwain: Gorthoklek has no idea what this is about, but is uncurious since he is not supposed to be curious. If it's under seal then whatever's under that seal and the seal itself are things you pretend don't exist, if you are a mortal unfortunate enough to know about them. If Asmodia has no superpowers not under the seal, then the answer the Crown gets is no. Obviously. Gorthoklek doesn't add that it was a stupid question; mortals are stupid.









Carissa Sevar: It is shortly after all this that Carissa knocks on the door of the room Asmodia shares with Pilar.









Pilar : "Hi!"fuck "I mean - what can I do for you?"









Carissa Sevar: "Is Asmodia here?"









Pilar : "Palace gave her the room to the right of mine," Pilar reports concisely and professionally like a sane person. "Looked distracted more than traumatized, just sort of nodded at me and went in, didn't need cake." Aaaarrghh.


- wait, is she wearing Keltham's shirt? Good for her! Thiiiiiiiiis does NOT call for a party, good she caught it that time.









Carissa Sevar: "Mmm."



She knocks on the correct door this time.









Asmodia: Asmodia opens her door -

SHIT.

"I have a useless message for you from a devil who's dead now, do you want that at all," Asmodia says, trying to control the sudden hammering of her heart. She justgot to this nice private room, could she not have had three consecutive minutes to herself before this.









Carissa Sevar: ".....well that must have been an interesting day. I'll...pass, if the message might cause me to also end up dead. How was Hell.'









Asmodia: That was not the response Asmodia was expecting at all.

"Copying spell diagrams, had a bad time at first even though it was very light torment for Hell," Asmodia replies. She fails to remember why Sevar might be asking her that, namely to see if she's more motivated now to cut deals; Asmodia's thoughts are too occupied with neither revealing the Secret nor outright lying to CARISSA SEVAR. "I... thought maybe the devil was destroyed for having the temerity to try to pester you, is that not a thing that was true."

Oh, she's wearing Keltham's shirt. Well, apparently Keltham is still considered worthy of her.









Carissa Sevar: WHAT









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe he was, but not by me; I was busy." Also there's something sickening at the thought of killing a devil; if you do that, they're gone. It's not like killing a person. "Project restarts tomorrow; are you ready?" Am I right, that Hell's punishments don't damage people the way Cheliax's do -









Asmodia: "I expect so," Asmodia says levelly.She keeps wishing she could be back in the gardens; after having her neck carved up and being scared a few times it is hard to remember the thought that led her to consent to being Resurrected. Well, it's not as if Asmodia couldn't go back, just that she shouldn't; she is choosing not to for now, but it is her choice. "I am mostly recovered from how bad the early parts were, I think."









Carissa Sevar: "Were the later parts - more useful?"









Asmodia: Shitshitshit that's directly about the secret thing, is it time to just lie - wait does Sevar know - "Useful? Can you be specific? Copying spell diagrams is useful to Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "Useful to you, for gettingbetter at thinking,which is the thing I want from you."









Asmodia: Yes in this very rare case, Asmodia now knows something is true that needs to be true for her to be whole, and that's probably going to help her think better. Why is Sevar asking that does she know is she trying to figure out whether Asmodia received a gift she sent -

"When I got to Hell," Asmodia replies, trying to keep her voice neutral, "one of the first things my then-owner said was that, since they'd probably raise me, there wouldn't be time to do any training. I was set to copying spell diagrams instead, as quickly as possible, with painful potions to drink if I lost focus or fell behind. I imagine, if they wanted me to be better at thinking, they should've given me time to think, or maybe told me something surprising and worth thinking about, but how likely would that be in Hell?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesn't know what to make of that.





Or, she can sort of think of something, but it's -



"I'll see you tomorrow, then," she says, and lets the door swing closed, and stares at it for a little while.



What if we're doing this wrong. Not Hell, Hell isn't doing this wrong, but what if Cheliax in its effort to imitate Hell is, what if they're as far off Asmodeus's vision as Osirion is off Abadar's - because the latter is easy to see from the outside, easy to see how the prejudices of the people who started the project shaped what they were capable of understanding when their god said it.



She walks back towards the temple.



The worst case scenario, unless she offends the Queen, is just that she'll be tortured a lot and that doesn't seem as helpful as it's supposed to be but it also doesn't exactly damage her, it can't even get her lack of feelings about Keltham to stick.









Asmodia: Did she... screw that up somehow? Was Sevar the one who saved her and she, gave the wrong responses, somehow, and now at the end of 100 years she'll -

Asmodia takes some deep breaths. Sevar doesn't talk like a Power of Hell, Asmodia has some idea about that, now that she's met one. She acted more like - she maybe doesn'tknow why her contract devil would think she's more interesting than anything else in Keltham's project?

Asmodia is not sure what to do about this, but, for now, nobody is hurting her, and she has a refuge to run to if she truly needs it, and in Golarion a nice room -

Wait. She's been assigned a personal private room of her very own in the Imperial Palace, even with Pilar right next door, and her own room is obviously large enough for four people if they share the bed.

And when she came back, the whole room was full of invisible people. And there was a message from the CROWN asking if she had any superpowers, she should probably have focused a bit more on that part, it seems possibly important.

"I have no idea what's going on right now," Asmodia says out loud. "I don't suppose anybody in Security is there and listening and would like to hear my report about a whole lot of people acting very strange?"



(There's no answer. Very few people in palace Security are authorized to spy on Project Lawful girls.)









Iarwain: People continue to treat Sevar with wary deference as she passes by. It's probably the shirt. Anyone would show wary deference to somebody sexily wearing a shirt as strange and wondrous as Keltham's.









Carissa Sevar: She'll order dinner. And watch Maillol's desk waiting for the contract copy to arrive.


And think.







Asmodia does seem better off. There's evidently infinite subtext there she's not getting but that's - promising, and a path away from the most dangerous category of thoughts. Hell is good for people. It's just Cheliax that is imperfect at being good for people.

(Is she being a heretic? The answer to that is almost always 'yes', if you're thinking original thoughts, but she doesn't think she's motivated by an un-Asmodean impulse, in fretting about people breaking her game pieces that she is in the middle of using for an important project.)









Cheliax: The palace refectory nearest the outer palace temple is quite a lot nicer than the canteen in Project Lawful's old villa site, with a variety of high-quality-food smells on par with the nicest restaurant in Corentyn that her father deigned to take her to once per year, to show her what wealth could buy for her in the way of pride if she ever lived up to her promise. The Continual Lights that illuminate it are warm enough to see the food, but aside from that the decor is definitely a great deal more doompunk than the Corentyn restaurant aspired to be.

It's mostly priests here up to third-circle, a scattering of nobles, nobody who obviously looks like a Security.

They don'texactly all hush as she enters like Abrogail Thrune walked into the room, because what actually has to happen is a rapid propagation of people whispering "Carissa Sevar" to people who don't know that, who then stop whatever they're saying and glance in her direction before hurriedly turning back to resume their conversation in quieter tones.

So there isn't a sudden silence, just a conversation that enters a slowly troughing lull as more and more people glance at her, falling silent, and then start speaking again but quieter. Afterwards there are a lot more faces at tables that happen to be turned in Carissa Sevar's direction coincidentally. And others that are very determinedly looking down at their food and definitely not looking straight at her.

It sure is one heck of a shirt.









Carissa Sevar: That's not the shirt.







Which means probably the earlier stuff wasn't the shirt either.









Something's up and she needs to understand it.









Carissa Sevar: She burns a Fox's Cunning. She's aware that she's using practically all her spell slots for intelligence enhancement these days, and that she's doing it despite having a headband that makes Fox's Cunning not even as good. She feels fine with this. It feels correct, about a Carissa Sevar capable of pulling this off, that she spends practically all her time tugging her brain into smarter configurations. Maybe some of the habits will stick.

- an incidental solution to a different problem occurs to her. She should have a collar commissioned for herself, as a present to Keltham, that stops her from refusing him. Since, after all, he told her not to. If she presents it to him with enough genuine delight and pride she doesn't think he'll have the nerve to say that actually he wants her to be capable of refusing him and actively choosing not to do it. He seems to know he shouldn't say that to her. ...there's some details to work out but it's a promising general approach.

These people know who she is, and think she's important and dangerous. That's - well, first of all, that's not ideal, since the project is supposed to be a secret. Probably the fact that she's on a very secret project has spread, somehow - maybe also the fact that the Queen wants her -



Asmodia said she had a message to Carissa from a devil who was now dead -



- the devil she tried to sell her soul to knew her name. He had instructions about Carissa Sevar. It wouldn't have been left up to chance whether a summoned devil knew her name, not for something that important. So all the contract devils in Cheliax knew to do something different than their usual, if presented with Carissa Sevar. Maybe that's how people here know about her; they're in regular communication with Hell, and in Hell people know who she is. Almost no one ever comes to Asmodeus's direct attention, the devil told her. Why didn't she take that more seriously? She only half believed it, but even so.

(Idea: stop half-believing things. You're either right or wrong, and either one has implications. Keltham doesn't half-believe a thing.)

(Further idea: eat. That's what you came here for.)

She shouldn't really have needed a Fox's Cunning for that last idea. She approaches the food line like she didn't overthink this atall.









Cheliax: As Carissa approaches the food line, the handful of priests and nobles awaiting their turns calmly and dignifiedly step out of her way to let her through. The sole exception is one man about her age, who's wearing clothing that identifies him as a cadet of House Thrune as well as being a third-circle priest of Asmodeus, handsome the way you'd expect a royal scion to be perfected. The man doesn't step aside like the others, but smiles amusedly and walks up with Carissa Sevar to the suddenly cleared small buffet table.

"Shall we find an empty spot and sit together?" he says. "I doubt you'll have much conversation of these terrified wretches otherwise. Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is continuing to be surprised, which is bad, it's the mistake Keltham observed himself to be making when Golarion kept undershooting his expectations. Shouldn't be surprised in the same direction repeatedly.

What would it be, to be surprised in the opposite direction.



"An empty spot?" she asks, taking food. "Are you sure I couldn't just glare people out of a table they're seated at?"









Cheliax: "So it was a recent empowerment, then," he says, though this much more quietly, and with a slight smile. "You can always tell that first flush of pride. I won't accompany you, if you do; it would be fun, but not wise."

Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune takes his own foods, that would be rather expensive in Corentyn, with the boredom of someone who finds them proletarian but acceptable.









Carissa Sevar: Hah, succeeded at overshooting, unless he's lying; she wouldn't be able to tell. He's doing a very convincing 'I'm your ally who'll help you make sense of this world you'll find yourself in', but that is exactly zero information and she's not about to forget it. The one thing he's definitely not lying about is the 'Thrune'. That you're not allowed to lie about.



She takes her own food, smiles at him encouragingly, heads to an empty table.









Cheliax: Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune sits next to her. He sets down his food, then reaches into his priestly robes and fiddles with something.

Sounds from the room around them vanish.

"Silent Table, ten minutes," he says. "I've got another charge left but would prefer not to burn it."

"So, is everything they say about Project Lawful true? Or, for that matter, anything?"

It's said in the tones of somebody who expects that nobody ever opens a conversation with Carissa Sevar in any other way. Having thus asked his obligatory question, he begins to eat, efficiently; this is not a man planning to linger long over his food but one who does have other duties.









Carissa Sevar: What the fuck do they say about Project Lawful?







It seems bad that they say anything about Project Lawful!



....surely the palace has its reasons for whatever security measures are standard here; maybe it's good for important nobles to know some of what's going on, in case they think of something relevant, and there are precautions to ensure that it doesn't leak beyond them.



"To answer the first question I'd have to know everything they say about Project Lawful, which sounds like a tall order," she says, taking a bite of her own food. "The answer to the second question is of course 'yes'." Someone has said something true about Project Lawful at some point.









Cheliax: He finishes chewing and swallowing before replying, putting him several steps up on table manners among Worldwound adventurers.

"A storm-giant of a tall order, yes. I suspect that a true fact got out somewhere in there, and nobody had any better ideas than to bury it under a flood of untrue ones spread as fast as possible by Securities all attesting to what they saw with their own eyes."

"My best attempt to filter through the lot and reconstruct something that could have plausibly happened: An ordinary weapons enchanter, stationed at the Worldwound, received a vision from Asmodeus directing them to find some manner of mini-Starstone, which empowers people in several ways. One of those includes bypassing Forbiddances in order to move about cake slices, books, and, in a much more important case, diamonds. You need to give the cake to somebody who'll eat it, or give the book to somebody who'll read it, the ability can't be used that freely. The mini-Starstone bestows powerful auras that may not match true alignments, but are sufficient to change afterlife destinations. It may grant minor cleric spells and magical detection. I do not, presently, buy the claim that seeing the future is included among bestowed powers, since if that were possible at all, the gods would still have it. The initial group of subjects exposed to it were graduating students at Ostenso's wizard academy."

"The mini-Starstone either fails to empower men who touch it, or turns them into women. It makes people more physically ideal and perfected, over time; which is why you, as the first person to touch it, are now the prettiest of this very noticeably pretty group; and, according to at least one rumor, have become visibly prettier over the last few days."

"I admit, I'd given less credence to the turns-into-women theory, and probably wouldn't have mentioned it at all, if you weren't wearing an obviously-magical-looking man's shirt that no longer fits you. Not that I'd hold that against you, if you're not exclusive with Abrogail." He smiles in a way that makes it very clear that this is supposed to be a complete joke, or at least, deniable as such. "Oh, and your project manager is a complete fuckup but I don't think anyone has actually deduced what the details were."









Carissa Sevar: "What a fascinating theory," says Carissa. He's presumably not expecting her to answer him but thinks he can learn interesting things from her facial expressions; he probablycan,but precisely for this reason she stopped tracking the specifics of the things he was saying about five seconds in. She'll mentally review them later. "It raises the question of why Asmodeus would have charged me, in particular, with this, out of all the loyal Chelish soldiers at the Worldwound."









Cheliax: Slight smile. "With prophecy broken, the gods see and plan less completely than the common mud would attribute to them. They are greater than us, yes, but that greatness is manifest in how they plan around the severe limitations to which they are now subject. My first guess would be that you went out on a walk, and happened to come close enough to the treasure to suit Asmodeus's purposes there. Not all of His plans need to be subtle and hidden; sometimes, I expect, they are straightforward plans that just work."

"Or perhaps I'm entirely wrong and you are the Princess of Hell that rumors proclaim, with every devil in Hell knowing your name, and taking it too much in vain being punishable by final execution. If that's the case, I beg of you not to hurt me too much in my lesson, for I am Asmodeus's loyal possession and strive only to be useful to Him."









Carissa Sevar: Okay, there's a lot to unpack there, but -









Carissa Sevar: "Go for a walk," she says, delightedly. "You know, I'd confirm that, except at some point it'd be repeated to someone who has ever been to the Worldwound."









Cheliax: "Mm. Rumor proclaims you a fair wizard, and rumor also says that wizards have ways of keeping warm, but perhaps one or the other is untrue."

"I was also speaking metaphorically, in such fashion as to include any number of other reasons to be one of a small handful of people going somewhere, but without intent to inquire any further."









Carissa Sevar: "Endure Elements doesn't always cut it in wintertime that far north, but that's not the problem with your theory." She smiles in a friendly sort of way and takes another bite of food. Swallows. "Nor is the danger of travelling alone, though it's considerable. Perhaps if you track down a random soldier and present your theory they'll spot it, though of course you'd have to kill them, afterwards....I have to say, in the circles I've travelled in, a name being maybepunishable with final execution is a reason not to say it. But one assumes that the people here who can't stop speaking it have some justification beyond that they're very bored all the time."









Cheliax: Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune doesn't look particularly frightened. He does wear a considering expression as he consumes more of his food.

"I think my own assessment would be that there are those wise enough not to believe your name alone that dangerous, and those less wise, who say they believe it, but don't then refrain from speaking your name."

"But if I am the foolish one myself, you will demonstrate that or not as it pleases you, no doubt."









Carissa Sevar: It would please her to send him to the Worldwound for a tour of duty but this is a stupid desire that does not really advance Asmodeus's aims and she's not entirely sure where it came from. - well, if she happens to be coherent enough for speech at some point when she next meets Abrogail she can ask.

She eats in silence.

She needs to get stronger as quickly as possible, everything is only useful to her insofar as it lets her have that. This has to be tradeable for that, somehow.

Fox's Cunning wears off.

"I think you're foolish, but not because my name alone is dangerous," she says. "I think you're foolish because you don't need to know this, and want to, and because fools saying something is dangerous made you decide it's safe.



And because, secure in the conviction that my name alone is not dangerous, you forgot you don't know in combination with whatmy name would be dangerous."



That seems like the sort of note to end on, so she stands up, nods to him. Smiles.









Cheliax: He remains seated, of course, for his food isn't finished. "You do seem new to this. If I helped you at all, in this, it's customary to toss me a little bone of favor or knowledge. I am content to collect it later if you don't believe me about that now. Or if I've been of no use to you, of course, then you have Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune's apologies for wasting your time." The emphasis on Thrune is barely barely noticeable.









Carissa Sevar: It is noticed.



(That advice was a favor.)



(Or maybe it was bad advice; she doesn't, actually, know how court works.)



Telling him anything true would be really stupid; the project is secret for reasons. And she doesn't have favors that aren't knowledge. And it wouldn't make any sense for arbitrary Thrunes to be able to get classified information by sitting with you at dinner - maybe it's a test? Except how many people are authorized to test her, even, at this point -

- maybe it's the Queen?

- no -

"I don't know if you helped me," she says, honestly. "We'll see. Repaying favors is much easier than identifying them, for ignorant girls from the Worldwound who are new at all of this."









Cheliax: He smiles, at that. "I shall consider myself repaid, Sevar. And would be pleased to deal with you again on future occasions, if you have gained skill and wish to test it, or if you have not gained skill and are willing to bargain for guidance. Go with Asmodeus's blessing, if you do not already have it."

He does return his attention to his food, then.









Carissa Sevar: Right. Okay. That was very fine and normal.





- actually, there's an obvious thing to do here, which is to report a potential Security breach to Maillol. It's so nice to have an obvious thing to do. She'll head off to do it.









Ferrer Maillol: The pile of unread papers on Maillol's desk is larger than when Carissa left.

"Your copy of the contract came in," Maillol says, gesturing to where it's been carefully set aside.









Carissa Sevar: "I just went to dinner and was greeted by a Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune who tells me that from the rumors swirling around our project - which include that I'm sleeping with the Queen and that I am a Princess of Hell and devils are executed for speaking my name in vain - he has inferred that I discovered a mini-Starstone at the Worldwound, on Asmodeus's direction, and that we've been testing it out on wizarding students in Ostenso, who it might or might not turn into pretty girls with random alignments. I'd be delighted to learn that all of this is acceptable for random Thrunes to know, or that that was Her Imperial Majestrix again, though I think she's bored of me."

She takes her copy of the contract.









Ferrer Maillol: "Yeah, it's not good, but it's not as terrible as you might think. I've lived through a couple of rampages of the rumor dragons. I admit, this is worse than I've ever seen it. But it blows over, and if it started in Asmodeus's inner circle it stays confined to His inner circle. I wouldn't so much say that Asmodeus is overjoyed about random Thrunes knowing, as that part of tyranny is that random Thrunes get to delight in the privilege of knowing what their lessers don't. People like that, you can't tell them to just shut up about everything that's none of their business, without taking away part of their pride as tyrants above the people who just have to shut up."

"To be clear on this, I only ever played that game when I had to in order to not look stupid, and if there was ever a true word in any of it, I never repeated that part on purpose. But pride isn't mostly the direction in which I walk towards Hell."









Iarwain: Contessa Lrilatha's contract is headed up by a prominent seal saying that only Carissa Sevar is allowed to read it, on pain of Lrilatha keeping any violator as a toy for their rest of their mortal lives. This probably didn't help the rumors any.

The interior contains another note saying that Lrilatha hopes it went entirely without saying that if Sevar ever talks about Keltham's no-tricks condition as something you should even dream of demanding from a devil, or publishing one word of this contract as having been authored by Lrilatha, then Lrilatha and Abrogail can have a contest to see who ends up as the one Carissa least likes to visit.

Lrilatha hopes that Sevar will duly advise the same to any other women who end up reading and signing this contract.









Carissa Sevar: - ah. So it's not a trick. And Lrilatha is annoyed that it isn't a trick. Well, Carissa would be honored to preserve her pride.









Carissa Sevar:









Ferrer Maillol: That's not the expression of somebody reading a completely innocuous contract.









Carissa Sevar: Hopefully the rumor mill will convey away that when Carissa Sevar read Contessa Lrilatha's contract she looked like it was the worst news she'd ever gotten, worse even than the earlier news that her nap annoyed every single powerful person in Cheliax all at once. Maillol is too reasonable to pass it along himself, of course, but there's Security standing around in the distance.



Hopefully Contessa Lrilatha will appreciate this and continue handing Carissa nice contracts that are in fact totally innocuous.



She pulls herself together quickly. "Next question, is there anything I'm authorized to know about Asmodia? She was vague with me."









Ferrer Maillol: "Crown order to determine whether Asmodia came back with new special abilities, came back negative, my guess is either somebody being stupid or somebody being careful about all the rumors. Asmodia reported having noticed her contract devil dying, which she would, but not knowing why that happened or who owns her now. Detect Thoughts says she's being honest. I am devoutly hoping that Hell's business is none of our business in this case."

"Sounded like a standard stay in Hell otherwise, she was put to work copying spell diagrams, which is normal for a soul they don't want to break before sending it back."









Carissa Sevar: "I wanted them to fix her. Does that take too long?"









Ferrer Maillol: "In a word, yes, or they'd just do that to everyone."

Maillol has a lot more hecould say about this but he is not sure if heshould. He is maybe legitimately at the point where he could properly, not proactively, declare himself insufficient to guide Sevar's spiritual growth, and kick her up to a sixth-circle priest of Asmodeus, maybe one stationed full-time at Project Lawful's new worksite.









Carissa Sevar: "We don't know how, do we. Or - some people make it through and turn out well as devils, but we don't know how in the average case, and Cheliax knows even less than Hell. I assumed I'd be stronger after my punishment because - I know that not all punishment always makes people stronger but obviously in this context you'd do that if you possibly could do it at all. But it didn't surprise anyone else, that I was - that you are -"









Ferrer Maillol: His hand comes down on the desk with a sharp bang. "I'm going to stop you right there before you say something insubordinate. You've been tortured, you're going to be much more severely tortured, and I don't think you need any more torture in between, hmm?"

"Sevar, you've got some kind of more-Lawful Lawful Evil vision that, I'm not saying is wrong, but whatever it is, it's as far beyond what we can do right now as dath ilani Law is beyond what we use. If people didn't end up in the long run being more pleasing to Asmodeus from being threatened with punishment and actually punished, He'd tell us to stop doing it. What happens in the short run is another matter. You're apparently doing fine a few hours later, well, good for fucking you. Expecting to be fine one minute afterwards is fucking stupid even so, unless you're Pilar Pineda and can rise up from being tortured with a song of gratitude on your lips. Maybe someday we'll do dath ilan's thing and shape everybody's heritage into being her, but meanwhile you're not. Don't plan on doing anything else useful the day the Queen gets around to you, and maybe not the day afterwards either."

"And you don't comment on how well you think I'm doing. You see me making an actual mistake, you point it out, that's it."









Carissa Sevar: "Of course it's good for us in the long run! But we'll be lucky if we manage to spin this out for a month, and by the end of that month the world is going to look so different that I only have half an idea what shape Asmodeus will need us in. Hell can be concerned with our long run; project governance needs to be able to operate at the very brink of what we're capable of at our absolute best."





And she can see it, then, what she should do, except -









Carissa Sevar: "I propose a new project directive. No one, except me, Pilar, and one of the girls at the villa, chosen randomly, gets punished beyond whatever they do in fucking Taldor,without my express authorization, which I'll grant when it looks liable to make thembetter at the project,and not otherwise. Have you got some way to read my mind."









Ferrer Maillol: "Sounds a lot more than just slightly dangerous and heretical, but I'll hear you out as to why we'd do that."

"Every day there's fewer and fewer Security cleared to read your mind directly, for some strange reason, but I've got a Zone of Truth if you want me to believe you about something."









Carissa Sevar: "I want to make sure this gets put down exactly accurately.

We matter far, far more right now than we will in Hell. If Asmodeus could in destroying all our future potential for Him make us better servants of Him right here and right now, I think He obviously would; in Hell there are millions of souls like us, but here and now we are theonly people who can dothe most important thing that there is to be done. I am not interested in our long-term spiritual improvement. I have not adopted some kind of heretical belief that punishment is bad for us, in the long run; it is good for us, in the long run, which isn't our priority at all. I have not adopted some kind of heretical belief that it is bad for people to suffer unless they grow from it; if this directive works better paired with some directive to round up a bunch of orphans and torture them, I'll do that, or delegate it if that's allowed because I amkind of busy.

I have a theory, which is that punishment is in the short term particularly bad for the kind of acuity needed to succeed at this project, and I need this project to succeed, so I want everyone to stop torturing my project memberswithout reason to think it willmake the project likelier to succeed.

Exception for myself, because I don't think any justification short of Asmodeus personally saying so would protect me now, and I don't want there to be any question of whether I conveniently developed this conviction when facing down something I know I can't handle. Exception for Pilar, because as noted, she likes it. Exception for one random girl at the villa because everything is an eye, and if the girl who still gets punished normally is performing well then we'll go back on this. It's how Evil dath ilan would do it.

I don't care about any of you, but I need to be able to use you if I'm going to win. You need to be better than Cheliax knows how to make people. And it needs to happen fast. So we try this."









Ferrer Maillol: She is getting very close to insubordination here. Well, no, she's past it, and now he'll have to figure out what to do about that.

"My frank assessment of this idea is that it may pass as Lawful Evil, you're the expert on whether it's dath ilani, but Zon-Kuthon is also Lawful Evil and this proposal is not very Asmodean at all."









Carissa Sevar: It's like one of those dreams where you can Fly but the spell runs out the instant you look down.

"You're misunderstanding me," she says coldly. "It's not very Asmodean, not to torture Keltham, but it's what Asmodeus told us to do. It's not very Asmodean, to promise to let him go, but it's what Asmodeus told us to do, too. Asmodeus wants us to win. This is your new project directive."









Ferrer Maillol: He knew, somewhere in the back of his mind, over the last day, that this was probably coming.

He probably should have thought it out earlier. If he wanted to win this, he is far worse off trying to win this fight starting now, than if he'd set up his pieces for this conflict starting after the first moment he'd tried giving Sevar a taste of power.

Can he take her, if he contests her control of the project right now? It's not at all clear that he can. Yesterday he could've, at the villa where he was running everything and had all the reports. Today he's in the Palace, where he's that pathetic guy who got tortured by Gorthoklek, and Sevar has now met the Queen and her advisers. Paper lines of power count for a lot in a tyranny, but not for everything, not among the Inner Ring. It's not entirely clear that the Security would obey him if Ferrer Maillol ordered Sevar cut down on the spot. This Security isn't one of the older Security from the villa; this Security knows Carissa Sevar only as a Power at least on Ferrer Maillol's level, who always has been such.

Does hewant to take down Sevar, does he want to fight back at all, would he rather just let her have it? Maybe that question should've come first, but if he can't take her, it's a moot one.









Ferrer Maillol: He misses the Worldwound.









Ferrer Maillol: He misses the Worldwound because he knew how his mission worked, and what needed to be done to accomplish it; and what was needed was keeping a pack of nearly-adventurers in line with fire and lash so that they didn't run out on him and the demons didn't overrun them all; and he, whose concern among Asmodeus's domains was tyranny, was good at that job.

He never asked to be reassigned from the Worldwound to the Imperial Palace in Egorian, where the real games of power were played. Pride never was the part of this he was best at.

Now all he is, is a fifth-circle priest with two relevant visions from Asmodeus and a job he doesn't understand. And because of those visions, he's not getting away back to the Worldwound. He's stuck with Project Lawful no matter what.

He doesn't have to be stuck at the top of it, though. Does he want to be the one responsible for Project Lawful when whatever happens, happens, on Day #4?









Ferrer Maillol: "I neither have the power to put you in direct command of Project Lawful, nor would I want the responsibility of making that decision if I had," Maillol says coldly, and with as much dignity as he can manage. "Get an order from my superiors saying you're in charge of and responsible for the overall direction of Project Lawful, and I'll work under you to manage logistics and personnel, as professionally as you worked for me."

"Unless and until that order arrives, I'm still the one who gets held responsible for your project directives and I will not be responsible for this one."

"If you need an order saying you have urgent business to discuss with Aspexia Rugatonn tonight, write it for me and I'll sign it. I'll even throw in a free note saying that I do not have a very solid vision for this project myself, and cannot judge the solidity of yours."

"If you can't get anyone to put you in charge, you're not in charge and I will not expect this manner of insubordination in the future."

"Deal?"









Carissa Sevar: "Understood," she says.

She sits down.



Writes to the Grand High Priestess Aspexia Rugatonn that she has a time-sensitive inquiry regarding the project.



Passes it along to Maillol, silently.



don'tlookdowndon'tlookdowndon'tlookdown









Ferrer Maillol: He signs it and hands it back, along with his note saying that he doesn't have a solid vision for Project Lawful and cannot assess Sevar's latest vision. He doesn't include any remarks about how he is unlikely to be able to judge any future visions either. That is perilously close to asking to be relieved of your command, and pleading like that is not at all a good look in an Asmodean tyranny.

He can't quite bring himself to wish her good luck.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar who is not definitely not a Princess of Hell walks through the hallways to deliver her note to Aspexia Rugatonn's secretary.



What's the worst case scenario? Being tortured a lot! Which is good for you! Not good for the project, which is the entire reason she's trying to cut down on it, but good for her personally!









Iarwain: You are customer #14 in line. The current wait time is: 43 minutes.









Carissa Sevar: Long enough she'll have to return the shirt first. She heads back to Keltham's.









Keltham: Keltham sleeps the peaceful sleep of somebody who, to the extent he has offended his conscience during the day, has managed to get far out enough ahead of it that it hasn't caught up to him yet.









Carissa Sevar: Perfect. She folds the shirt up next to him on his bedside table, Prestidigitates it clean, and tells Security to notify her if he wakes.









Asmodia: Asmodia is sitting in her peaceful, lovely bedroom in the Imperial palace at Egorian. It is not the gardens of Erecura, and the main thing that makes it different is not that the gardens are nicer-looking or the air is fresher, it is that the gardens are, so far as she can tell,safe, whereas the Imperial palace at Egorian is not safe. It can have the quality of not hurting you right now; it cannot have the quality of being guaranteed to still not be hurting you a few minutes later.

But she knows where to find safety, for a time, if she needs it. Maybe somebody would be nice to her again 100 years later, maybe not; but what comes after 100 years hardly feels like it would still be real, still be this Asmodia who makes the choice...

She keeps on reviewing what she knows. Maybe if she knew all that Keltham knew, as well as her own knowledge, she'd be able to figure it out; but she can't. The shadows got her, she was revived in the Imperial Palace, she's next to Pilar so the project is probably still active.

The gardens were peaceful except for two events. First, the disorienting sensation that, she was informed, not by Erecura this time, had been the sensation of her contract devil being destroyed and her soul being passed to whoever inherited it from him. She'd figured, at the time, that he'd either asked too many questions about the Keltham project, or it was the Carissa Sevar thing.

Later, she'd been called closer to the center of Erecura's gardens, closer to Erecura Herself in the fullest place of Her power within Her home plane, and the seal on her thoughts had been placed in full. Asmodia can't remember it well; she probably didn't originally experience it well, never mind memory.

When she'd woken - it apparently being possible to fall unconscious in Hell under sufficiently extreme circumstances - she'd known the rules. How to put thoughts about the existence of the seal, but not thecontents of the seal, temporarily outside of the seal and readable. That if she needed to report defiance of the seal, she should go to the most senior outsider under Asmodeus, but not any archdevil or other being reporting directly to Him; and that she was forbidden, by Asmodeus's own Law, to pray to Asmodeus or turn her thoughts too much in His direction, while the seal lasted.

(No, she is not allowed to ask Aspexia Rugatonn what happened. Not that she would, but it doesn't matter, it's not allowed.)

And she's been assigned her own room at the Palace, with a bed large enough to sleep four. There was a Crown order on checking her for new or exotic special abilities, which has now been returned with a false answer that she has none. There were way too many invisible people watching her when she came back. Sevar was acting weird, asking weird questions that were almost like she knew the secret but didn't quite, and in other ways acting like she doesn't know what's going on around her any more than Asmodia does.

Around the only thing in the universe that still remains stable and true is that Abarco is a giant fucking asshole.

The main thing Asmodia is currently worried about is whether Abarco is right and her devil was destroyed to keep the Secret. She found out that the devil was destroyed, before she found out there was a Secret, so all the explanations she thought up, had nothing to do with what happened to her being Secret. But in retrospect maybe there was always going to be a Secret and she just found out about it later. She shouldn't have mentioned the devil being destroyed. Too late now. Not that she'll ever tell Abarco he was right about anything, and he won't see it in her thoughts, either.

Asmodia knows what she has to do next, to figure things out, it's all too obvious, she just wanted to keep to her peace for as long as she could before...









Pilar : Pilar is now returning from having found herself on yet another cake delivery mission, with no particular memory of how she got there. The thought is occurring to Pilar that maybe dying and reviving has reset some kind of accumulated satiation of her curse down to zero, and she needs to throw a really big surprise party for somebody in order to placate her curse enough that she is not constantly delivering cake.

She gets to her room just as she spots Asmodia turn away from knocking on her door. "Hi" "Asmodia," Pilar says.









Asmodia: Why is Pilar suddenly behind her, instead of in her room where she should be, Asmodia does not know. Pilar didn't do this in Ostenso. "Hey," says Asmodia. "Can we talk?"









Pilar : Pilar has never been quite as wary as some of the people around her. It's not that she's stupid, or even fearless, as many people seem to think, it's that Cheliax is where she belongs at least during her mortal life. "Sure," Pilar says,not brightly and cheerfully however.









Asmodia: Pilar's room looks a lot like Asmodia's, with just enough distinction in decoration that you couldn't accuse them of being overly duplicated.

"So, Pilar," Asmodia says. She did take the chance to play out this conversation in her head, before she got here. "If you're in the Palace same as me, does that mean you also died in the attack and got raised or resurrected?"









Pilar : "Yeah. Took a sword for Keltham."









Asmodia: "Not bad," Asmodia says neutrally. More heroic than her own death, lovely. "I know you've always said you were looking forwards to Hell. Anything interesting happen there?"









Pilar : Pilar hesitates. She knows Asmodia didnot want to sell her soul; a favor-offering Security warned her that Asmodia seemed like the sort who might be upset and spiteful that Pilar hadn't been forced to sell her soul, when Asmodia had been. She should, probably, mock Asmodia for that; but...

Pilar doesn't feel like it. Maybe she'll assign herself a punishment for that later.

"My first journey to the afterlife wasn't all I'd hoped, no," Pilar says truthfully.

Asmodia probably really really does not need to hear either that Pilar went to Elysium, or that Pilar came back from it.









Asmodia: If it wasanybody but Pilar that might have been a sufficient answer to what Asmodia really wanted to know there.

It's - not quiteabsolutely obvious, but it is one Abyss of an obvious guess, that Asmodia would not be in the gardens of Erecura if not for something somehow somewhere that is related to the project around Keltham.

Did it happen to Pilar, too?

"Because it hurt too much, or not enough?" Asmodia returns.









Pilar : "Okay, if you're going to be that way about it, fine, I went to Elysium because of my oracle's curse and told them to fuck off and came back when I was Raised and Aspexia Rugatonn personally told me good job and I was allowed to feel proud about it, I wasn't going to shove it in your face but if you are going toinsist about it thenfine."









Asmodia: Asmodia would definitely have been a lot more angry about that before the gardens of Erecura. Should she fake it? She's not sure she can, somehow.

"It's okay," Asmodia says. "I'd have sent you to Hell in my place, if I could. Well, not to my contract devil, he wouldn't have been best for you, but maybe a nice erinyes or some such."









Pilar : "Well, thanks." Pilar hesitates. "I - wouldn't havedone it, but Iwish I could have sent you to Elysium in my place."









Asmodia: "I'd have stayed."









Pilar : "I know."









Asmodia: "That's heresy."









Pilar : "I already had the heretical thought, already need to assign myself punishment for it, and it's not going to get any more heretical if I say it out loud to you instead of keeping it to myself."









Asmodia: "Do you haveany idea what's going on?"









Pilar : "Elysium told me that I wasn't going to be used against Lord Asmodeus, but for Him. Aspexia Rugatonn thought that was credible but also very ominous, like, maybe they're planning to destroy Cheliax and afterward I'll have to prevent a new Worldwound from opening in the crater. Which is, in fact, in Asmodeus's interests, if I'm there to do that, but it's part of a larger plan that's not at all in His interests."

"But no, I don't have any idea what's going on."









Asmodia: "Do you know why there were fourteen invisible people watching me during my resurrect?"









Pilar : "I'd say that somebody opened a scroll and Explosive Rumors went off in their face, but I think it was actually more of a Symbol of Rumor or possibly that somebody Wished for there to be lots of rumors about Project Lawful and they didn't use a safe phrasing of that either."

"Honestly, I probably didn't help with that a lot. But I don't even know what Carissa Sevar has been doing, except that it's somehow scaring people even more than suddenly cake."









Asmodia: "My contract devil was all like 'It would be contrary to the nature of Hell if you couldn't tell me everything you know, and if that requires a promotion so be it, and if I get promoted above my place and destroyed, so be it.' So I told him about Keltham and what Keltham knows and you being Cayden Cailean's oracle and Nethys giving Ione book powers and Carissa Sevar fucking the Queen -"









Pilar : "Shewhat? No, strike that, that makes perfect sense, continue."









Asmodia: "Anyways, my contract devil's reaction to all of that was: Carissa Sevar? Tell me more."









Pilar : "Pffffft," says Pilar.









Asmodia: "It'strue!"









Pilar : "I believe you, I was just saying pfffffft."









Asmodia:









Pilar :









Asmodia: "Anything else interesting happen while I was gone -"









Pilar : "Not really, unless you count a day or so of moderately stormy weather, from the war between the gods that got kicked off by Nidal's attack on our villa, but it didn't destroy all the crops like the last god-war a century ago, and now Zon-Kuthon has been sealed away in a vault to which only Iomedae has the key."









Asmodia: "Yeah, that's not much. Does that mean we're at war with Nidal and their clerics are still getting spells, though?"









Pilar : "All of their diamonds ended up in Cheliax somehow, which I am sadly, utterly certain had something to do with Project Lawful in some way or another."









Asmodia: "Not much of a war then."









Pilar : "Nope, but nonetheless tomorrow at dawn we're heading out to an old fortress that's being renovated for us, after another divine intervention by Asmodeus, because Project Lawful hadn't gotten even a single divine intervention that day and it wasalmost going to be a full 24 sequential hours there. Being there is somehow going to protect us from the other gods interfering, so more people can be around and not get turned into oracles of the Stupid Good god of utter derangement and cake, like some previous unfortunate victims of Project Lawful."









Asmodia: "Hope it's as nice as the last place but I know it probably won't be."

"Just to be clear, youwere lying about everything up until the fortress part, right?"









Pilar : "Nope."









Asmodia:









Asmodia: "I'd say that I'm going to go back to my room and sleep and when I wake up the world had better make sense again, except I truly don't wish for that."









Pilar : "Why not?"









Asmodia: She probably shouldn't have said that. But -

"In a sensible world, nobody cares about you," Asmodia settles on.









Pilar : Pilar snorts. "Don't get exaggerated ideas just because I had one stupid thought and stupidly said it out loud."









Asmodia: "If you didn't really care you wouldn't be holding a cookie right now with pink icing and letters spelling out 'Asmodia'."









Pilar : Pilar looks down at her hand in absolute horror.









Pilar : ...it's actually an ordinary cookie with pink icing, but no letters.









Pilar : "Youbitch. I'm going to see if my curse does poisoned cupcakes if I focus enough on how much I hate somebody."









Asmodia: "Well, there you have it, now the world makes sense again. Night, Pilar."

Asmodia departs, taking the cookie with her over Pilar's brief and muted protest.









Cheliax: "People are talking too much about the project and my opinion is they should all stop, including you." Or, failing that, be executed and then turned into paving stones in Hell.

   "You wereon Project Lawful, right? From the start. If I can't tellyou -"

"You'll what, talk at somebody else? You know what, fine, if you absolutely have to blabber to somebody about whatever this is, I suppose it does less damage with me than anyone else." It is his considered opinon that the average Security assigned to safe temple jobs inside the Imperial Palace are noticeably less elite than those assigned to top-secret projects started by divine intervention. Which, in fact, makes sense, but. But.

   "So I was the Security in Ferrer Maillol's office when Carissa Sevar walked in on him, and tried to hand him a new policy for the whole Project. I probably shouldn't repeat the exact proposal, but it was six kinds of heretical, and to be clear, she wasn't phrasing it as a suggestion."

"...you have my attention," he says reluctantly.

   "And Maillol protests, obviously, how heretical this is, and Sevar stares him down coldly and says, yes, I know it's heretical, but Asmodeus doesn't give a shit about what condition our souls end up in afterwards, Asmodeus wants us to win. So this is your new project directive."

"And how'd Maillol take that?"

   "Looks silently at Sevar for a while, then says he's not taking responsibility for implementing that directive when it's actually hers. He offers to write her a note to Aspexia Rugatonn asking for an urgent conversation about whether Sevar's in charge of Project Lawful or he is. He's happy to serve under her if ordered, but if she doesn't come back with orders saying she's in charge and holding responsibility on the project, he expects Sevar to shut up and obey him in the future."

"And Sevar?"

   "Just says 'understood', takes the note from him, and heads off, presumably to talk to the Grand High Priestess."

"Lovely. I concede that makes a great story, and now you've told it to me and you never tell it to anyone again and it doesn't get added to the rumor firestorm, clear?"

   "You're not going to die if you admit out loud how badass that was."

"Yes, fine, it was badass, now, are we done?"

   "It wasincrediblybadass. Not a lot of people would be willing to just completely stare down Carissa Sevar like that."

Paving stones. Hell needs more paving stones.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa heads back to wait in line outside Aspexia Rugatonn's office. She can use the time anyway, honestly, she knows perfectly well the tack she took with Maillol will not work with the Grand High Priestess and she should really kick herself with an Owl's Wisdom and think through what might.









Iarwain: People are still acting just about exactly as deferential and wary as before, proving that it was not, after all, the shirt.









Carissa Sevar: Noted.







In some sense the entire aim of Project Lawful is to produce Aspexia Rugatonns reliably. She's Asmodean, obviously, can't get more Asmodean, and she's - admittedly Carissa has only heard her speak a few times, but she's heard people speak of her more than that -

she thinks Aspexia Rugatonn mightbeEvil dath ilani. Or at least much closer than anyone else. But, obviously, Aspexia Rugatonn is not competent to train Aspexia Rugatonns; she must herself have ended up like that halfway by accident, with felt insights she can't share. More fragments of the Law inside her than inside anyone else but still not rules-bound enough she could teach them. At minimum Aspexia Rugatonn is proof that it's possible to reason like Keltham and reason about how the gods reason and not end up a heretic.



If Aspexia Rugatonn thinks this specific policy is bad, Carissa will drop it. If Aspexia Rugatonn thinks Carissa is thinking about this all wrong, she'll listen. She doesn't think she's magically the best person around for the project, she knows that many people are better than her, she knows that the Grand High Priestess would be better than her, but the Grand High Priestess doesn't have time. They don't have ten of her, yet.



I can give you ten.



She isn't sure it's true, but she's sure it'd be a winning argument, if she could, in fact, do it.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Sevar's turn still hasn't come up when Aspexia Rugatonn happens to take a step out of her office, between appointments. Same doompunk outfit as the last time Carissa saw her; but on any occasion where Aspexia Rugatonn is not smiling cheerfully at an outworlder, and bending all her Splendour to the goal of apparent amiability, she does not come across as a grandmother-gendertroped kindly old lady.

Rugatonn glances around, spots Sevar, and frowns.

"When were you planning to tell me Carissa Sevar was waiting on me?" she says to her emotionless-appearing secretary.

   "I was not informed that I should interrupt -"

"Whether you interrupt me depends on who I'm with, but if Sevar shows up in my office I at least expect to be notified between appointments."

Rugatonn turns to Sevar. "Step inside," she says, her voice no less stern and harsh than would be expected of the Grand High Priestess, even when talking to Carissa Sevar.









Carissa Sevar: - okay this has gone beyond 'there's an energetic palace rumor mill', because Aspexia Rugatonn would not care if there was an energetic palace rumor mill.





And it's not the shirt, which she's no longer wearing.







????????????









Carissa Sevar: This confusion is probably (hopefully) not visible to anyone other than Aspexia Rugatonn. She stands, and follows her in.









lintamande: Aspexia Rugatonn's office is not a throne room, and was clearly designed with the constraint in mind that it needed to not be a throne room. It's shaped as a perfect pentagon, with high pillars at each of the vertices, supporting a ceiling high enough that Carissa can't see it without more gawking than she's really willing to do. The floor and walls are reflective, glossy black stone; Aspexia's side of her desk has a thick carpet and cheerfully blazing braziers and looks almost comfortable, but the other side does not.









Carissa Sevar: She kneels.









Aspexia Rugatonn: When the door is shut, all noise outside stops.

Rugatonn sits.

"You tell me," says Rugatonn. "Why did I do that?"

It is of course an open question whether she's reading Carissa's mind, or even Carissa's face, given that it's such an obvious question to be thinking about.









Carissa Sevar: "...people think I'm important. They're - mostly wrong - or, I'm important because of things they aren't permitted to know about, and less important than they think, not actually important enough to disrupt your schedule. Is it - bad for the Church, if it looks like I'm being prioritized below my assumed station -"



Her thoughts match this exactly. She is not going to attempt to get something past the Grand High Priestess.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It is in fact bad for the Church that you are being prioritized above your written place in the system. Other considerations dominate. Try again."









Carissa Sevar: She wouldn't have done this for a fourth-circle cleric of Asmodeus. She doesn't know what to think about that. Last time they met the Grand High Priestess was very keen on doing exactly what Asmodeus said to do with Carissa.

"Am Iactuallythat important."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If you were that would be irrelevant to the question of what they should believe."

"These rumors exploded faster than I anticipated, and it is likely that they will at some point reach Lastwall. Some leak of that form became inevitable when we ordered emergency military response on the villa. The true hidden nature of Carissa Sevar is one of the less productive avenues they can investigate."

"Asmodeus's blessings to you on this evening, Sevar. I expected the ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law would bring you to my chamber in time, but not this quickly."

"Sit."









Carissa Sevar: There are comfortable chairs on this side of the desk, but one kneels until ordered otherwise.


She sits.



The rumors make her uneasy. Maillol said they were inevitable, that you couldn't just order nobles to shut up, but she doesn't actually see why not, though she expects he'd know. If they're being directed, in order to achieve actual political goals, that's much better.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "A relatively trivial matter first. Authorize this message to Keltham, deny it, or correct it. It is my own best estimate that this event would occur in the alter-Cheliax we are constructing, but the effects on Keltham are not easy for me to guess, nor whether those serve us."

Rugatonn takes a paper memo from her desk and hands it over.



Dear Keltham:

As you may perhaps have already realized by now, your etiquette instructor did not give you wordings meant to preserve the Queen's pride, but to make you look as gloriously dominant as possible in front of Carissa Sevar. That occurred via my own intervention. Some of this, I admit, is an old woman's humorous meddling in young love. I would not have done it even so, did I not think it serve Cheliax better, that Sevar love you a little more, than that the Queen's pride be a little more preserved.

I was not aware at the time of your agreement with the Queen to owe her an informal favor about her lost pride. I have informed the Queen that any such favor should be considered to be partially owed by myself, rather than you, to the extent she lost any more pride than she otherwise would have done, in that particular moment. My apologies for that element of it, if not others.

Have fun with your adoring new possession. The first one only happens once.

-- Aspexia Rugatonn, Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus, called also 'Aspie' among her friends.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa reads through it somewhat incredulously. Gives herself a moment to think. Keltham will probably be incredibly confused, but he's already treating etiquette as a fairly absurd social game, and he's not wrong to. She...thinks he'll just buy that the Grand High Priestess was meddling out of appreciation for young love, and it'll fit his impression of senior Chelish leadership as excessively Good people with excessively powerful headbands, which - is convenient until cracks start showing... and possibly safer to attribute to Isidre than to the Grand High Priestess.

"I don't think he did realize at all," she says. "I think this succeeds at getting him to categorize you, mentally, with Isidre, rather than with Contessa Lrilatha, and I'm unsure which of those categorizations I prefer and might like keeping the option value open."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Are you able to mostly prevent my opinions from unduly influencing yours, if I share them further? It seems best that final policy be routed through one person, that her policy be a coherent whole. That person cannot be myself."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, Most High. I'll weight your opinions highly but knowing that my actual job here is to succeed with Keltham and that I might have insights I can't convey."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I doubt Keltham will categorize myself with Lrilatha no matter what. He considers Lawful beings to be a species apart within Golarion. He is correct, and this is a true and deep fact about Golarion, and all else he sees will tend to accord with it. Without constantly referring to a devil's advice, I would not be able to pretend to be like Lrilatha to Keltham."

"My primary concern generating this note was that Keltham will realize later that his etiquette instruction was off, and then will wonder why this event, which should have occurred in alter-Cheliax, did not occur in his reality."

"The final decision is yours, and does not need to be taken immediately - at least, not in my own estimation. Aspie could plausibly find out about Keltham's prior bargain with Abrogail at any time over the next few days."

"If the true consequences of my act inside alter-Cheliax, as they would impinge on Keltham, are less beneficial to our purposes than I believed, then I have made a mistake. Not for any wise and excellent reason, either, but as part of a game with Abrogail, and an indulgence however much pent-up. I tell you this so that you understand, and it is a very important understanding, that Aspexia Rugatonn is not only theoretically capable of error but actually commits those on a daily basis. Do not assume her infallible any more than you would assume Hell or Asmodeus to be infallible."









Carissa Sevar: - it is strange to have someone assert as if it's a routine fact about the world that Asmodeus is fallible. Even though once she chases the thought down - yes, obviously, Asmodeus isn't omniscient - and she has no idea whether He ever makesmistakes given what he knows but the important thing from the perspective of his servants is that He might not intend the effects of things He does, or might be missing key information -

- right, okay -

- she's absolutely not going to have opinions on the game played between the Grand High Priestess and Abrogail. Some things she does not need opinions about.

"Yes, Most High," she says. "I think it should be sent tomorrow afternoon, and will countermand that if I change my mind, which I might."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If you're saying that to give yourself a measured time to think, I will send it in two days unless I hear otherwise from you by then. You have not realized how much busier you are than you think yourself to be."

"That particular move in the throne room is one I'd almost never play, even if I was making an indulgent move against Abrogail, if circumstances had become less strange than they have now become. Under circumstances less strange than these, I would be very unlikely to do something because it was cruelly funny, in a situation otherwise of interest to Asmodeus. Cruel in other ways, certainly, but not cruelly funny. Has your mastery of Keltham's teachings of Law reached the point where you can already guess why?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think so." And she haaaaaaaates not passing tests, but better to know what she doesn't know.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Asmodeus knows what mortal humor is. Asmodeus has seen many, many cases of mortal humor. It is stillrelatively harder for Him to predict. Humor is one of the things that mortals do which is least like anything done by gods who were never mortal, and there is too wide a variety of ways for something to seem surprising and funny to a mortal bent on that."

"The most fundamental fact about all of our lives as Asmodeus's servants, now, is that we are living in a world of shattered prophecy. It now actually matters to our Lord whether we are being cruelly humorous or just cruel at key moments."









Carissa Sevar: "So the thing you did in the throne room is costlier for Him to anticipate than everybody staying in line and doing what they're ordered to do."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "The entire affair in the throne room was already so far beyond Asmodeus's plausible ability to have predicted, or at least, predicted using only His own powers, that it didn't matter at that point whether I started being funny."

"In a closely related matter, the Queen has noted to me that you are, as they say in the lands beyond our Lord's correction, 'in love' with Keltham. As she told you that she would, the Queen referred your correction, if any, to myself. How would you go about deciding whether or not to do anything about that, were you the Grand High Priestess?"









Carissa Sevar: Oh, she knows the answer to this one! "Asmodeus said not to be proactive in my correction beyond the ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law. It's obviously not ordinary to correct people for having stupid feelings; it's self-correcting, really, under ordinary circumstances. I don't know if it's ordinary to correct people who are on important espionage missions who develop feelings about their targets, but whatever's ordinary, I'd do that, were I the Grand High Priestess."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Somebody on an ordinary important espionage mission would certainly be corrected in that. By advice and warning while they were on their mission, if perhaps it was not both possible and prudent to send them to a torture chamber just then. By more severe correction upon their return, assuming their souls sufficiently bought that this would not disincentivize their return."

"By the time we get to you and Keltham, we are so far outside the ordinary that there simply isn't any answer by reference to what we usually do. There is still a clear meaning of 'ordinary' Law, however, in that case; it means then, not to do what we usually do, but to do what we'd have done without a message from Hell singling out Carissa Sevar."

"Even absent that message, however, Carissa Sevar ends up in this office hearing essentially what I am telling you now, only except without any parts about a message from Hell to be ignored. Which is why we are having this conversation in the first place."

"This other Carissa Sevar is then asked to say what she would do about Carissa Sevar's love for Keltham if she were the Grand High Priestess."









Carissa Sevar: "Obviously it would be good for my soul to be corrected, as severely as necessary for it to actually stick this time. I...suspect it would not be good for the success of the project. I could be wrong about that, if in the experience of more experienced people I'm closer to betraying Cheliax than it internally feels like I am."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That's a plausible reason for Ferrer Maillol to make that decision. It is, according to his reports, mostly what he decided and why."

"When you end up in the Grand High Priestess's chamber, it means that matters have gone beyond the mortal and are dealing in the plans and interventions of gods. Such as, for example, the intervention of Asmodeus that started up this project."

"Do you believe that the feelings of love between you and Keltham are part of a plan that Asmodeus made?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know. Asmodeus - called him my teacher, and said I wasn't to be separated from him. That suggests to me that Asmodeus intends some consequence of me learning closely from Keltham, and the obvious one is that it makes me better at the project. I don't know whether feelings are like humor in being costly for Our Lord to predict. If Asmodeus chose where or when Keltham landed, and it seems He might have, or have been part of a coalition that decided that, He chose to land Keltham on me, and that must've been because of some feature of me that lent his plans a better chance of success, and it seems like a notable feature of me, that apparently I have feelings - uh, uncertainty, what share of approximately loyal Asmodeans would have this problem -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "The way in which you and Keltham have matched, the speed with which you have seduced and corrupted a boy steeped in Lawful Good beyond all imagining, the speed with which he has seduced you, the twisting events that managed to bring it all about, are not only far beyond the reach of mortal coincidence, but also beyond Asmodeus's ability to make plans about individual mortals interacting, as I have ever seen those plans demonstrated before."

"With prophecy shattered, there are exactly two forces known to us, named to us, that could possibly still be responsible."

"First, 'tropes', which may or may not exist."

"Second, Nethys."









Carissa Sevar: Well Carissa doesn't like either of those at all!!









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Your thoughts as to what the Grand High Priestess should do about that?"









Carissa Sevar: So far, things have worked out well for Cheliax and Asmodeus. They have locked away Asmodeus's competitor; they are in the middle of conquering Nidal, the first meaningful territorial expansion of Asmodean Cheliax. They have all Nidal's diamonds, and will come out of the war richer than they started it, not to mention with most of their casters strengthened. Honestly in the Grand High Priestess's place she'd be tempted to declare they should stop while ahead and kill everyone, except Otolmens instructed that Keltham be contained, and probably there are all kinds of people chomping at the bit to raise him.

What does Nethys want. Almost unanswerable. He did warn them of Nidal's attack. He likes magic and explosions. There'll be lots of explosions if Keltham teaches Cheliax the weaponry of his world. Maybe Nethys thinks Cheliax is competent to prevent Keltham from destroying the world while allowing him the chance to advance the field by thousands of years. Maybe Nethys is trying to explode Cheliax.

What do the tropes want. For Keltham to have an interesting sex life, Keltham thinks, for the holes that his Lawful Good society left in him to be filled, for him to realize his shape isn't an error. Maybe Keltham being seduced into Evil is satisfactory to the tropes.









Aspexia Rugatonn: When Sevar has not spoken for a time - it is still not clear whether or not Rugatonn is reading her mind - Rugatonn speaks again.

"A further factor, one highly relevant to my decision whether or not to have your feelings corrected. We have just received instructions from Hell that we are to cease that particular policy by which temple-instructed children seen to have fond feelings for other children are noted by their instructors for additional correction in the form of being forced to do Evil deeds that train those feelings out of them. They will still receive universal training in Asmodeanism, but children who display fondness for others will not be singled out by the instructors for such further correction."

"That this would reflect any change in Asmodeus's doctrine is essentially unthinkable, so why is Hell telling us to do that?"









Carissa Sevar: What.







"May I make myself smarter, Most High?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You may."









Carissa Sevar: Fox's Cunning.





She should have noticed faster that she was confused by all Asmodeus's unAsmodean instructions. No, that's not quite fair to herself, she noticed it was weird, and drew conclusions - specifically it's how she concluded Asmodeus cared more about their succeeding than their being Asmodean. Backtrace, now. You don't know the reason why. Asmodeus is giving unAsmodean instructions. It's not because He has changed his mind. It's -



"He and Abadar - or He and Irori - have a deal? Most High?" It has not escaped Carissa that Irori might be involved in the effort to bring a more perfect person to Golarion and that this might be why she was warned not to think herself too like Irori.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Not in that particular regard. This is specifically and narrowly something that a Good god, alone, would request from Asmodeus, if they had delivered to our Lord something else that He wanted."

"Very likely, the bargain involves no net decrease in the number of souls Asmodeus receives in the end. There is little that He will trade for souls, other than souls. But Asmodeus is not fonder of kindly souls than cruel ones, once they are delivered to Him in Hell, whereas to Good gods that does make a difference in how much they whine."

"Some Good god has merchanted Him additional souls, somehow, and taken a few naive children in trade. I would be amused to hear what Good's mortal followers might say of that, if they knew. Dabbling in the soul trade is supposed to be very Evil, after all."

"One may further remark that the entire affair is rather more Chaotic Good than Lawful Good or Neutral Good."









Carissa Sevar: "I...didn't know we make deals with the Chaotic Good gods." On account of how they're incredibly stupid.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Our Lord is the Lord of compacts. Asmodeus will deal with anyone that deals with Him. Though, in that case, He might have demanded to be paid before and not after."









Carissa Sevar: Nod.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And so the ultimate factor controlling my decision is simple. Our Lord is known to be continuing to intervene. We may hope, though with fear in our hearts, that He is actively monitoring this situation. These events are obviously not Asmodeus's handiwork, but He is known to be bargaining and to be receiving things that He desires enough to pay for them. It may be that much is hidden from His sight, it may be that it is not."

"It may be that our Lord would will these events to continue if He knew of them, it may be that He would have them stop. If it is to my Lord's interests that these intricate events He could not have arranged Himself, continue to occur, then I can only work His will, in that case, by not disturbing them. If I disturb them against His will, He will be realistically unable to tell me how to put them back on track even with a hundred visions and a thousand messages from Hell."

"If He wants it all shut down, one vision or one communication from Hell would suffice. I would not ordinarily reason so, for every divine intervention is greatly costly to Him; I dare not imagine what other opportunities He has foregone, in this place or in others, for the sake of all this. But here - He is intervening over and over."

"To make myself easy to control, across both cases of what my Lord could plausibly desire of me, I will allow this to continue unless my Lord tells me to stop, and pray that He is, indeed, paying that much attention."

"I am not going to refrain from having your feelings corrected at all, especially if it happens in a very predictable and Asmodean way in a particular case. But having this strange entanglement shut down by hammering those feelings out of you - that I will not do. Yet."

"Now, Sevar, do you think you are able to know all this, without that tempting you to do ridiculously complicated and unpredictable things in order to, as you imagine it, keep the plans of the gods on the track you imagine they were supposed to be on?"









Carissa Sevar: Why would she be tempted to do ridiculously complicated and unpredictable things that would make it harder for Asmodeus to follow what's going on?

...probably what the Grand High Priestess means is that many normal human things are ridiculously complicated and unpredictable to Asmodeus so by default she'll be ridiculously complicated and unpredictable if she hasn't had explicit training in how to narrow her actions to the set that don't have that property. Evil dath ilani are probably so good at this.

Without having had that training -

- what examples does she have of things that are complicated and unpredictable. Humor.Hives of ridiculous rumormongering. Keltham's experiments being deployed in the world. Sending Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune to the Worldwound because it'd be good for him. (She wasn't really going to do that, though, she just had fun thinking of it.) All of those feel too obvious, all of those would also be hard to predict for a human overseeing the project.....

"What errors will I make, what ways of clouding things for Asmodeus will I fall into, if I am only trying to avoid doing things that'd be surprising or unpredictable to youand failing to take into account the ways in which Asmodeus is in predicting me more limited?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I don't think you're supposed to do even that, at this point. You are working to somebody else's plan and they have, if not prophecy, then something like a last shattered fragment of it."

"And Sevar. Trying to be predictable on purpose can make you less predictable to our Lord, or even to me, because most people are nottrying to be predictable when they make decisions, justdeciding them. Thinking like that makes you less like most of the mortals our Lord has observed before. And if you are new to the work you will make new entertaining errors in what it means to be predictable, which I will not have time to correct. Or the whole way in which it is one more thing you are trying to do, tinkering and steering the way in which you imagine your thought processesshould work, complicates those processes in a way that, again, our Lord may find harder to understand -"

"I don't suppose I'm making any sense to you at all, yet. I pray that it is 'yet' and not 'ever'. You have no idea how much I am praying for it. Meanwhile, don't try to do any incredibly complicated new things inside your mind, in order to make yourself more predictable, is that a simple enough instruction for you to understand?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, Most High."



Keltham would understand more than that. Dath ilan would understand more than that. She's suddenly sure of it.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Good. I have come to a conclusion about what level of intelligence in you best suits our Lord."

"Give me your headband."









Carissa Sevar: What if instead they just torture her until she's incapable of feelings??



She hands it over. The Fox's Cunning hasn't quite worn off so she doesn't feel the absence, yet.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia reaches into her desk, takes out what is obviously a +4 intelligence headband, hands it back.

"I am pleased to see you more reasonable than some wizards," she says.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: She puts it on.





Is she more reasonable than some wizards. Are there wizards who'd actually refuse to give the Grand High Priestess their headband if in her judgment they shouldn't have it. If it serves Hell for Carissa to be turned into a slug then she wouldn't refuse, even if it's obviously worse than thousands of years of torture.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "They wouldn't have refused outright, but they might have tried to argue and plead before doing it, or, if they were wise enough to obey immediately, would at once start whining why it was the wrong decision and they should have it back." It is again not clear whether Rugatonn actually needs to be reading Carissa's mind, or even her face, to know what she is thinking here.

"Now, what matter is it that actually brought you here today? I have a certain guess, but I am not, as mentioned, infallible."









Carissa Sevar: "I want to request command of Project Lawful, Most High, and ask you about a directive that is heretical and that I think will make the people on it better at their jobs."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Mm. Some might consider it insubordinate, very extremely insubordinate, un-Asmodean even, to react to a superior's refusal of their brilliant suggestion by going over his head, all the way up to the Grand High Priestess's office, storming in to demand not only that he be overruled but also that she herself be in charge from then on."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks it is against the written rules, and also there are unwritten rules, and whether it is against them is more complicated. She doesn't wholly approve of this; it's obviously the same principle by which Thrunes are allowed to gossip, and it seems to her that it'd be better for Cheliax if they weren't, but she must be wrong about that, that's all there is to it, and if there are unwritten rules, then here they bring her.

"Do you consider it so, Most High."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It is certainly a transgression. Some such are excusable depending on circumstances. Some such are beneficial but still punished."









Carissa Sevar: And she is pretty sure this is one of those, but she doesn't know which, and isn't sure it matters for what she ought to have done.

She hands over both pieces of paper she has.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia does smile sometimes. She is smiling right now. "I seem to be looking at a piece of paper you wrote, signed by Ferrer Maillol, saying that you have business for the Grand High Priestess, and another piece of paper in his own hand, indicating that Maillol is not confident in his vision and unable to judge yours. That, I admit, is not exactly what I expected to see. Does Maillol know you are also requesting command of his project, Sevar?"









Carissa Sevar: It actually hadn't occurred to her that Aspexia Rugatonn might not have known that, despite all her own disclaimers of non-omniscience and also the fact that there's no way she would have.

"Yes, he does. He said I can have it if I can convince someone to give it to me."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "This really has been an unusually good day," says Aspexia Rugatonn. "A god-war ended, an Otolmens event that is much more helpful to us than usual, Abrogail learning a valuable lesson, Keltham significantly corrupted, and now this. No transgression, then, and no punishment. Either Maillol is weaker in his will than I thought, or stronger in his loyalty to our Lord's interests, or you got some unexpected leverage over him to force him to do this. And no, I won't inquire which was the case, they are all Asmodean enough."

"And this heretical directive, the vision that Maillol could not judge?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think that punishments as presently implemented in Cheliax are in the short term bad for the sort of acuity required for this project. I know that finding an approach to punishment which doesn't have that problem is probably among the most important priorities of building Evil dath ilanism. Until it's figured out I want punishments beyond those issued in Taldor to go through me, to be approved if I think they'll make people better at the project and not otherwise, with exceptions for me, Pilar, and one randomly chosen further student, who will be subject to punishment normally."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That will be hard on the random student, if they must suffer so unfairly. It's not that I don't think it's funny, but I assume you have some other reason than that?"









Carissa Sevar: "It's how Evil dath ilan would do it. To check if I'm right that the punishments are making the students worse. If that one performs notably well, then I was wrong, and we can resume punishing everyone; if that one underperforms, then I have more reason to think I'm right. Eyes everywhere. If you want to know something the first thing to try is checking it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Encouraging."

"...you have absolutely no idea how much I wish - I maybe shouldn't even think this, it is giving him too much information about Golarion, it feels intuitively dangerous in ways I don't know how to - but if Keltham could have explained to him, some cases of when our Lord tried to give guidance and mortals ruined it, disguised and changed in the details, and asked to discourse to you all upon the Law of obeying a commander who is having trouble seeing you clearly and can talk to you almost not at all -"

"I do not think you are supposed to do anything about this wish. I think it is too dangerous, I'm not even sure why, but I feel that it must be, somehow. Do not try to do anything about it without consulting me."

"But, remember the thought."

Aspexia Rugatonn takes out an already-written parchment, makes some swift corrections, signs it, and hands it across the desk.

The parchment grants Carissa Sevar authority and responsibility over Project Pet Outsider Project Lawful, with Ferrer Maillol answering to her as chief operations officer and commanding if she cannot, with Sevar herself answerable to a seventh-circle priest of Asmodeus who will reside on-site.

At the bottom are also some rather severe punishment codes for Carissa Sevar, not to be undergone for at least a week and delayable for up until two months after that. Those however have now been crossed out, in the same ink that wrote the signature.









Carissa Sevar: Well all right then.

It was already written, except that she'd have Maillol's approval. That's kind of terrifying what with how Carissa didn't herself make this decision until an hour ago. Of course, the Grand High Priestess should be kind of terrifying.



"May it serve Asmodeus," she says. "That's all I had."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I... have a suspicion, that Pilar will be the only success of your project, in the end, other than yourself," Rugatonn says. "Maybe even including yourself. I have a suspicion that it is not possible to do this without pain and correction that the other students will prove unable to endure. I think what you are trying to do is make a devil native to Golarion, but better and far faster than Hell can do it, and I suspect that Pilar will prove to be the only one who can take it once you have given up on showing mercy to the others and found that you also cannot punish them enough."

"Or I could be vastly - how did Keltham put it - outracing my own ability to think, and pretending that I can see such things as Asmodeus may see when He is paying attention. But. Do not expend Pilar without need."









Carissa Sevar: "I was thinking - it doesn't have to be possible to achieve with everyone - if we can take ten million Chelish people and get ten of you, that's more than worth everything. Especially if we can identify them in advance as being able to take it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Wrong. One of me is worth a million Chelish citizens, ten of me is not worth ten million. And do not forget Abrogail's insight - which I should have seen myself, perhaps, but her crown is admittedly more powerful than mine - that depending on what bargains our Lord may have made to bring Keltham here, or even what spies may learn from us, it may be that we must compete against students from Osirion and Lastwall, being taught in kinder ways and without falling into what their own gods more permissively deem to be heresy. Ten Aspexias will not compete against that. It is not even the right sort of military."









Carissa Sevar: Then it'll be good news, if this Law can't be taught mercifully, if the girls who are punished do better.

She doesn't expect it, though.



If they corrupt Keltham, though, that'd be an edge Lastwall and Osirion won't be able to duplicate for a long time.

"I understand, Most High."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Go with Asmodeus. You are dismissed."

"Oh, and don't forget to act on the way out like you were here to instruct me and not the other way around." Rugatonn chuckles briefly, smiles briefly, and nobody else in this office is going to see the slightest hint that it isn't genuine.



Theprimary purpose of this manipulation of the runaway rumor elemental is of course to corrupt Sevar herself, in this case with pride. Aspexia has not forgotten that Irori may still be in contest for her, among other possibilities being considered.









Carissa Sevar: If people believe that then they're all so stupid it's astonishing they function! It's not like Contessa Lrilatha's contract, which was a plausible lie, a world they could easily really have been in.



But it is fun.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa steps out of Aspexia Rugatonn's office, looking satisfied with herself. "Pilar?" she says cheerfully to the room that contains only people who are not Pilar. "I'm in the mood for some fun."









Pilar : "Oh, nice! I mean - I'm at your service, of course."

WHY IS SHE IN THE GRAND HIGH PRIESTESS'S WAITING ROOM WITH CARISSA SEVAR?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa surveys the room as if deciding whether anyone else in it is any fun and then walks away down the hallway with an arm around Pilar. "Aspexia's welcome to join us," she calls at the Grand High Priestess's secretary as she rounds the corner.









Pilar : She would LITERALLY DIE RIGHT NOW if she hadn't JUST DONE THAT YESTERDAY.

Pilar performs a cantrip, she's had time to hang them again between deliveries.

Message to Carissa Sevar: "What is going on and what am I supposed to be doing?"









Carissa Sevar: "High Priestess has asked me to make a production of being the person calling the shots around here. Because there are going to be spies trying to understand Project Lawful and apparently it serves us for them to learn this. I am also confused. Does your curse require us to actually have fun, I can't fuck you because I promised Keltham I wouldn't."









Pilar : "It is possible to do fun things to me besides fucking me but I could also give you a cookie, I guess? I'm still figuring out how this curse works and, just mentioning this to anyone with authority, I have an increasing suspicion that if I don't throw somebody an impressive surprise party on purpose very soon it is going to happen anyways."









Carissa Sevar: "Who won't say anything about it. ...Abarco. Let's throw Abarco a surprise Carissa's now your boss party."









Pilar : "I... this is so awful, I want to do that too, but my curse won't let me. The party has to be - for them, not for us making fun of them. Stupid Good is still Good."

"Wait, you're Abarco's boss now?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am now project director. Though you're still the Grand High Priestess's favorite. You could throw Asmodia a surprise welcome-back-from-Hell party?" Carissa steers them towards Maillol's office.









Pilar : Pilar frowns. "You'd think that would go through but it doesn't."









Carissa Sevar: "Can you use this to figure out peoples' deep motivations -" surprise party for the Queen, Carissa Sevar has gotten herself into trouble and you can statue her now - that's definitely eight kinds of illegal - "surprise party for Maillol about me taking over the project."









Pilar : "...no answer. You can use it to figure out the motivations of people with respect to things you actually want to throw them a for-them party about, is I'm suspecting my curse's answer here. Would you maybe - have not totally sincerely wanted to congratulate Asmodia on coming back from Hell?"









Carissa Sevar: "....no I think I would've wanted to! She's strikingly good at math and I am worried she doesn't have the discipline to keep contributing to the project if she's getting tortured a lot, I was torn between hoping Hell'd helped with the discipline and hoping it hadn't kicked her back into her shell so she's harder to use. ....I have no idea what Chaotic Good thinks of either of those motivations."









Pilar : Pilar has now been repeatedly and directly exposed to Project Lawful's hidden power source, a thing called a 'dath ilani' in its own language, for multiple hours over sequential days. This has consequences.

"Do we know anybody else back from Hell?" Pilar says. "Maybe it doesn't work on Hell-related things."

All the rumored weirdness and all the real weirdness is only a distraction from the true effects of dath ilani exposure, though a very effective distraction if your mental language lacks even the conceptual vocabulary to describe what Project Lawful is actually about.









Carissa Sevar: "Maillol? I don't know if he went to Hell or just to judgment. Balaguerre and Torres, on Security."









Pilar : "...we don't want to throw them a party. We want to know if my curse works on Hell things. I hate Chaotic Good so fucking much."









Carissa Sevar: "Hey, imagine how much harder Asmodeus' life would be if Good were not incredibly stupid. You're a very powerful argument for Asmodeanism, just bopping around where Keltham can see you."









Pilar : "It's possible they know that, Elysium said that I was truly loyal to Asmodeus and so Good would prefer not to use me against Him and my being oracled would end up with Lord Asmodeus being better off than if I hadn't been. The Grand High Priestess thought that was credible but ominous, and that maybe there was a bigger plan against His interests, like the plan is to destroy Cheliax and then I end up preventing a new Worldwound from opening in the crater."









Carissa Sevar: "....well. All right, then. ...wait, why does Good prefer not to use people loyal to Asmodeus against Him? I did not know that! Did you know that? Does that mean they'll actually give up and fuck off, once everyone's loyal to Asmodeus?"









Pilar : "I mean, it was, what they prefer, not what they always do, according to them. But I'm not actually an expert on Chaotic Good and would rather not learn."



(This about Pilar Pineda: She walks through Cheliax a lot less nervously than others. It's fine and proper if she's punished fairly, and even an unfair punishment isn't so terrible. Her loyalty to Lord Asmodeus is, if not absolute, strong enough for her to feel pretty confident in it. If Pilar says anything that sounds questionable, anyone who checks her loyalty will discover that she is thinking all the proper things under Detect Thoughts. It's fine for Pilar to say that she'd rather not learn about Chaotic Good, because any superior who rounds on her for that will find Pilar humbly saying that of course she'd do it if ordered, she'd never dream of not following orders. Scan Pilar as you like with Detect Thoughts, you will find that she is absolutely sincere about that, and not in the way of somebody having to suppress a lot of thoughts either. Cheliax is safe for her, and if she is executed there, she gets to go home.)









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham might, at some point, ask," Carissa says, a little sharply because Pilar should have thought of that.





And then they're at Maillol's office.









Pilar : "SURPRISE! YOU'RE NOT RESPONSIBLE FOR PROJECT LAWFUL ANYMORE!"

It's going to take a long time to get all the confetti out of this office.









Iarwain: CONGRATULATIONS! You've reached the end of the first "thread" of this story!

SURPRISE! There's even more to read though!



Primary continuation:

some human relationships are less universal than others


Less intense, more sfw, tldr spoilers version of next thread (reunites with main threads afterwards)

tldr some human relationships




You can also click where it says "Next Post" to automatically go on to the next thread in the continuity ("some human relationships" in this case). This is an important glowfic-reading skill to remember when you reach the end of the next thread, and need to go on to the one after that!









Iarwain: A timeline of MICWOA / Planecrash Book 1 can be found here.

#planecrash-lagging is a Discord channel for starting threads to blog your reactions while catching up.









Iarwain: (This space intentionally left blank.)






2 - some human relationships are less universal than others





Carissa Sevar: Carissa wakes up the next morning in her own Palace bed, having gotten - she's not sure how much sleep, but enough. You can feel it, as a wizard, whether your mind is still sticky with yesterday's magic. Eight hours is the rule of thumb, but people do vary; some need a little less, some a little more. Carissa is about average.



Until her Ring of Sustenance kicks in, in five more days. She's carefully not thinking about how many things can happen in five days.


She's in her own bed, not Keltham's, because she didn't want to wake him up slipping into bed, or explain to him why she was out so late. She didn't help clean up the confetti, that's beneath her dignity, but she did help Maillol get through the entire backlog of project-related paperwork. If she was stupid enough to march up to Aspexia Rugatonn and ask for a desk job, she had better sit at a desk and do it. It took well into the night, involved ordering the spending of more money than she's ever seen or dreamed about, and left her very stressed about all the ways her Keltham could still escape or be taken from her. At one point somebody actually did come by to check if she was secretly a cleric and didn't know it. But they were all squared away, by the time she went off to bed, for the relocation in the morning. Shortly after dawn, as soon as the Forbiddance was up.



The light filtering through into the adorable little courtyard suggests it's well past dawn, so probably that has already happened. Unless the fortress turned out to contain a secret tunnel to the Underdark, or Aspexia Rugatonn was assassinated in the dead of night, or they've gotten an order directly from Asmodeus to relocate the project directly to Dis instead. You never know, on Project Lawful.









Iarwain: There's a note on the bed! It's not a fun note. It's been left because the palace can no longer afford to post a Security around just to brief Sevar when she wakes up.

Nidal has by now confirmed, despite some halfhearted initial attempts to conceal this fact, that every day Cheliax's best fighters come back and Nidal's fighters don't; which is to say that every day makes Nidal weaker and leaves Cheliax largely unchanged. Nidal's position may not be good, right now, but it sure isn't getting any better. They've done the reasonable thing and launched a massive but hopefully doomed counterattack with all of their forces, including the immortal Black Triune caught halfway between life and undeath, the three of whom have ruled Nidal unchanged since the beginning of the Age of Darkness eight thousand years ago.

Aspexia Rugatonn is on the front lines. So is Abrogail Thrune. So is anyone who can teleport.

With Nidal's god sealed, Asmodeus backing up Rugatonn almost directly, Nidal's aggressive posture forcing it to attack into prepared Chelish positions, and the massively greater resources of Cheliax, this battle is a foregone conclusion; or at least, hopefully so. But Rugatonn casting that Forbiddance is going to need to wait.

Sevar is advised to prepare whatever counterspells she can, and whatever escape-with-Keltham magic doesn't fit into counterspells. If Sevar has to do any fighting today, it will be with the remaining people in the palace casting resistances on her, trying to take hits for her, and her job is second of all to counterspell whatever's left and first to escape with Keltham.

There's a bag of Holding with a few resources along the lines of various resistances scrolls, limited-charge invisibility items, that sort of thing. Obviously she shouldn't use those unless she has to.

There's no Teleport scroll listed in the bag's contents; maybe somebody doesn't feel like pushing their luck. Today would be a greatday to escape with Keltham to another country, get an Atonement to Lawful Neutral, and tell him the truth about everything, if one actually wanted to do that. Does Carissa, by any chance?









Carissa Sevar: No! Carissa is a loyal Asmodean and her country is at war against Zon-Kuthon. She has a feelings problem, not a 'desertion in wartime' problem, and not a shred of sympathy for people with the latter problem. She's going to do her fucking job, which is apparently preparing a lot of Dispel Magic and Invisibility and Alter Self. And she's going to go find Keltham first, so that if anything moves on the palace she's already with him.









Iarwain: Keltham, at least, still rates a Security to guard his room.

Keltham has been told that there's a huge Nidal push, not told that it's one that probably ends the war either way, but absent the push it seemed hard to explain conditions in the palace otherwise without lying.

Keltham asked if people dying in Nidal go to Zon-Kuthon's afterlife to be tormented even with their god sealed; was told probably in that person's guess, but all the expert clerics are out.

Keltham developed a concentrated look and requested to be left completely alone to think for 3.2 hours. He's writing notes to himself in cipher and has tapped himself with an Owl's Wisdom once, after which he spent some time crying and then continued writing. Everyone who could safely read his thoughts might as well be on the remaining moon.









Carissa Sevar: - okay Carissa is actually more concerned about that than about the war with Nidal. It is to a first approximation impossible to predict where Keltham will land after three hours of thinking with some Owl's Wisdom thrown in; she should have been woken the instant he ordered that. (Of course, they might need her spells, which complicates that call, but.) How long has it been.









Iarwain: The Security - who is not, incidentally, wearing an intelligence headband - says that he didn't know the spell was that important? People do that the first few times they get tapped with Wisdom. There's also nothing they can do about it, or so the guy thought? They can't read his mind and they can't use mind control either.

He's got 1.3 hours left on his original request. Half an hour ago he peeked out to ask for food and if the literal actual Imperial palace had any real books on agreements between gods, and was told maybe possibly but it's not the best time to ask.









Carissa Sevar: They canwake upCarissa is what they can do about it. It is not their job to know what spells are important, it is their job to report to people who do know anything at all about anything. Is Maillol on this or did they send him to the front.









Iarwain: He's at the front.

(And likewise, it's obvious at this point, are nearly all of the actually competent Security people.)









Carissa Sevar: Yeah she's getting that sense.



Fine. "I assume you have continuous eyes on him? Tell me if he moves at all."


She parks herself outside Keltham's door. Slips a note under it that saysawake - want to help - please let me in as soon as I can be helpful. Carissa.



Preps spells. Mostly the ones recommended for escape with Keltham, though she squeezes out an Invisibility for an Owl's Wisdom of her own. She might need it.









Iarwain: Ten minutes after she slips her note, the guy says, "He's moving towards the door."

This is because Keltham is slipping a note back out under the door, apparently. The note saysI will.









Carissa Sevar: There's a feeling that this project has very thoroughly acquainted Carissa with. It's the 'Asmodeus is giving unAsmodean orders' feeling, or the 'this random escort to my cosmetics appointment is a minor noble and a fifth-circle sorcerer' feeling, or the 'Aspexia Rugatonn is pretending I'm important' feeling. It's that she's missing something, something big, and her thoughts are trying very hard to stretch their theories over that gaping maw of confusion when instead she should -

"I want a precise transcript of the conversation earlier with the idiot who told him Zon-Kuthon's people are probably being tortured forever, and I want his ciphered writing handed directly to Hell as fast as that can be achieved with current resources, and I want to hear about anything he does, even if it is stupid, even if you cannot think of any possible reason I would care."



She continues prepping spells, though, because unless and until she's prepared to walk into Keltham's room it's better to have them.









Iarwain: Transcript:

Keltham: With Zon-Kuthon sealed, are people aligned to him in Nidal, or people who - did Zon-Kuthonish things, however that works - are they still going to his afterlife and is it still awful?
Security: (pause) You want a priest of Asmodeus, fifth-circle or higher, to even have a chance of answering that one correctly, and everyone like that is at the front.
Keltham: What's yourguess.
Security: ...probably?
Keltham: Thank you for guessing.


Ciphered writing: En route.

After Carissa is done prepping spells, she's handed a war update by a Security who looks actually competent, why, he's even wearing an intelligence headband.

Aspexia Rugatonn is dead at the hands of the Black Triune, all scries on her soul have failed, presumed destroyed somehow. This is apparently an event some helpful people were kindly waiting for; multiple ninth-circle and eighth-circle casters not aligned to Cheliax, including at least one completely unidentified such ninth-circle caster, have now moved to engage the Black Triune and their supporting top casters. All Chelish forces in the vicinity are getting the hell out of their way, 'pursued' by Nidal forces that can't do much without their top casters. Cheliax's remaining top casters are likewise not engaging, and letting these helpful newcomers have all of the remaining fun.









Carissa Sevar: No, she thinks, very very stupidly.









Carissa Sevar: 
No, see, that's not allowed.









Carissa Sevar: They need to take this report back and bring her a better report, one in which something better happened.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't spend all that long being an idiot; she can't afford to.



The other gods were of course not maneuvering for Cheliax to conquer Nidal. They don't want that. They permitted Nidal, for thousands of years. They were maneuvering for the war between Cheliax and Nidal to weaken both, enough that they can then sweep in and -

If Carissa was in charge retaliatory assassinations of everyone in charge of every other country around would now be in the works. But that's not her job. Her job is Keltham, and -

- and she's just going to open his door. He can hit her about it if he likes. She can excuse it with how she was so very sad, Keltham, fix it. Fix it somehow.



(Canhe?)

(Cana Civilization as great as his, but with magic - with clever ideas for Wish wordings -)









Keltham: Keltham looks up from whatever he's writing, startled before he clamps down on the expression.

"Orders or situation report?" he says, sounding like he's trying to sound calm about it.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know what your last situation update was. Nidal launched a massive attack on the border and it's probably going to end the war one way or another. The Grand High Priestess - you met her briefly, she was the elderly lady in the throne room - is -"









Carissa Sevar: " - gone. Not dead, gone. There's - other countries involved now - it'll probably be over pretty soon -" She's going to go in for a hug. "Keltham -"









Iarwain: Apparently Carissa Sevar knew Aspexia Rugatonn personally, and is totally fine with Keltham knowing this? At least, that's what you might think if you were a Security watching all this happen. You would probably also be thinking something about pathetic attachments and incredible unprofessionalism.









Keltham: He hugs her; it feels a bit different. "I think," Keltham says, "that everyone involved in this entire war may have been very, very stupid, on account of gods not actually being able to talk to anyone, at all, even when they communicate, for some reason they're not allowed to say -"

"Can you get me somewhere that someone can summon a lantern archon for me, like the place we first arrived here."









Carissa Sevar: Yep, shit, something is wrong.



His god talked to him.



The obvious thing. Wait until almost everyone is gone, and then tell him -



It might be time to transition to plan: go with him. She doesn't have a fucking Teleport scroll. They might literally be able to buy one in Egorian. Too implausible? No, because he knows Cheliax is presently weakened and disorganized, his god would have told him that.

" - not allowed to say what? We're supposed to stay in this hallway, right this minute, if Zon-Kuthon has the resources to attempt another assassination it's not going to be easy to drive them off."









Keltham: "This seems actually important and time-sensitive even by my standards. And I don't think Nidal actually knew where I was, and now Zon-Kuthon is sealed." Keltham turns to the Security wearing a headband. "I'm exercising my right to leave Cheliax at any time. Take me to where I first arrived here. I'll hang out there to see if anybody comes by to pick me up, or, you know, anybody passing by happens to summon a lantern archon for me, whichever comes first."









Carissa Sevar: No.



Trips, at once, all of her - sense that she's missing something ENORMOUS, swinging around reaching for -



Why, if he's doubting everything, would he trust in his right to leave Cheliax at any time.



...because Abadar told him that was real. May, in fact, have been the one who guaranteed it in the first place.



Message. 'your god's sending someone, aren't they'









Keltham: "Carissa, what thefuck -"









Iarwain: "Would you please consider staying here until we at least have somebody to cast the lantern archon spell immediately?" says the Security who's actually wearing an intelligence headband.

Voice in Sevar's ear, presumably a Message: "Sevar, pull yourself together RIGHT THE FUCK NOW, stop thinking about Rugatonn, figure out some way to recover from that fuckup, don't think about anything else that might be happening, you better believe that if we fuck this up the Queen will turn all of us into statues."









Keltham: "That's a very sensible suggestion from a Security standpoint, but on second reflection, how about no, and you take me to the place I arrived, right now, per Asmodeus's directive to you."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has no idea who this person is but she's entirely confident that 1) she outranks them 2) she knows Keltham and they don't 3) they have absolutely no business whispering random complaints in her ear and distracting her in the middle of a very important very fraught conversation.





....shitfuck, probably what's going on here is that this specific moron doesn't know that 'Carissa sides with Keltham over Cheliax, flees with him' is an established fallback plan the details of which have been worked out, and they're parsing it as a straightforward attempt at defection.

Message to Keltham. 'no one else can hear us. I can help you if I have any idea what your plan is.'



Message to Security. 'established fallback, don't interfere, I'm not defecting, STOP TALKING TO ME WHILE I'M MID CONVERSATION WITH TARGET'.









Keltham: He looks at Carissa. It's a long look, and a controlled one.

Keltham turns back to the Security. "Asmodeus gave you an order. Obey it."









Carissa Sevar: Message to Keltham. "Random people on duty when everyone competent's up north don't know who you are and don't know that you are an exception to the general rule that in an emergency Security's in charge."



"There are special orders regarding him," she says aloud. "You don't have the clearance but I do and they do say he can leave." Message: You should hesitate to believe that, though, say you need to consult someone more senior -









Iarwain: Message to Sevar: That sounds an awful lot like me disobeying a direct order from Asmodeus so that you have a slightly smaller chance of ending up as a statue.

"Would you please allow me to try to get somebody more senior to handle this?" says the Security.









Carissa Sevar: Message: 'defection plan workshopped with and approved by Maillol who got Asmodeus orders directly. go.'.









Keltham: Keltham has already turned to the other Security present. "It is completely implausible that the person stationed outside my room would not know about standing orders from Asmodeus regarding me, in case, for example, they got any bright ideas about mind control. You will now conduct me to the palace landing area where I arrived, in accordance with Asmodeus's orders to you regarding me."









Iarwain: The other Security sets off in the correct direction, wearing a perfectly controlled expression.









Keltham: Keltham is following. He wears the actually fairly-difficult-to-read expression of somebody who is deliberately relaxing all of his facial muscles and doesn't care if you notice that's what he's doing.









Carissa Sevar: ....these aren't the people stationed outside Keltham's room standardly, those all fled in a panic an hour ago. These people genuinelyhaven'tbeen informed of a bunch of really basic things that should've been communicated even in a really rushed handoff, therefore it doesn't strain credulity that they wouldn't have been informed of different really basic things that should've been communicated even in a really rushed handoff.





Agreement does not require you to escort him out, she Messages, trying to keep it nonobvious from her tone that she's going to have all these people executed even if things work out. Need a Forbiddance or Antimagic Field in the courtyard immediately.



There is a loudening pure-internal-screaming thing going on in the back of her head. She takes a second to turn it off. You cannot allow yourself to die of being scared you're going to die, or you'll die; that part is simple.



What did Abadar say to him. She wouldn't have expected Abadar to know enough, or be able to see enough, to say 'Carissa in particular is lying to you/is senior in their operations'.









Iarwain: The Security stops walking. "I'm... not sure exactly what Asmodeus's orders say here, come to think, and in particular I'm not sure that I have to actively help you get yourself killed," he says.









Keltham: Keltham continues walking in the direction the Security was moving!

Forbiddances are in fact quite expensive, the Palace is quite large, and if Keltham keeps moving in that direction without some Asmodean actively hindering him, he will be outside the protected area before not really all that long.









Iarwain: Message from the smarter Security: You can't possibly tell me that throwing up an Antimagic Field around him is not actively hindering his departure.









Carissa Sevar: The plan, you morons who need to do less arguing and more following orders in a time sensitive emergency, is that I say 'that's an antimagic field' and run, with him, away, and depart, with him, sooner than he'd otherwise have succeeded in departing.

(They should have done fucking practice runthroughs with Maillol present to tell everyone exactly what they could and could not do.)









Iarwain: Message: fine I'm requesting one through Telepathic Bond but we are inside a Forbiddance and my guess is he's going to be outside it before I can get a scroll delivered to me while inside a Forbiddance why don't you think of something to fucking say to him?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa badly misses Elias Abarco, whose Message would have been 'ETA 4 minutes on scroll', because Elias Abarco whatever his other personal flaws isn't a complete waste of space.



Talking to Keltham obviously isn't going to work. She has one more card up her sleeve for that and it's best used once the probably-Osirians are already here and also it's going to blow everything up and she shouldn't do it if there might be anything not yet blown up.



"Pilar?" she says instead.









Iarwain: Looks like the powers of Chaotic Good didn't feel like answering this particular plea for aid? Maybe Sevar isn't really looking to have any fun, here? Either Pilar isn't here, or she turned silent and invisible as soon as she showed up.









Iarwain: Message to Sevar: He's about to hit an area with uncleared personnel, do we tell them to get out of the way?









Carissa Sevar: YES.









Keltham: Keltham enters a mysteriously deserted meeting room, surveys it, picks a door out, starts walking through a mysteriously deserted hallway.









Iarwain: Message to Sevar: Uncleared personnel manning a security checkpoint at end of hallway, end of Forbiddance is beyond, do we clear checkpoint, do you have anything at all here.









Carissa Sevar: Drop back and leave me alone with him. Don't clear out the checkpoint. "Keltham - are we supposed to resurrect you? Supposed to tell someone else to resurrect you? Who? If we lose your body we're not going to be ableto, now, with the Grand High Priestess gone." Snort. "You could give us a lock of hair or something." That's not how Resurrection works but she might not know that.









Keltham: "Finished talking to Security with Message or whatever they use? If you didn't have anything else to do with your time, you'd probably have been thinking of a lot of things to say, just then."









Iarwain: Security checkpoint ahead! Somebody at least managed to tell them to keep controlled facial expressions, didn't manage to tell one guy to not be carrying an obviously evil spiky dagger. Maybe Keltham will just think it's doompunk. At least nobody blurts out 'Carissa Sevar?'









Carissa Sevar: "I have a lot of things to say. I am assuming, based on the entire way you're acting, that you - expect you could be argued out of this, and therefore can't listen if we argue, and if that was what I thought, I wouldn't want someone to make me hear an argument anyway. So, logistical questions. Have you noticed the obvious reason to take me with you or not or do you not want to tell me until the last second."









Keltham: "I'm listening, but one second."

Keltham taps himself and Abadar's symbol flashes into place on his forehead. "Use Detect Magic to verify that this is a correctly functioning truthspell, and then get out of my way immediately because Asmodeus's direct orders prohibit you from hindering or interfering with my departure from this place," he says to the people at the Security checkpoint.









lintamande: They get out of his way, silently.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, firstly, someone told you that. It's true, and I'd have told you if you asked, but you didn't know it when I went to sleep and you knew it when I woke up. I'm guessing either you got a Sending from someone or a communication from your god. If it was a communication from your god, then I will help you find the exit, though I do want to go with you. But if it was a Sending, I am fucking terrifiedthat it included a Suggestion and you are out of your mind right now."









Keltham:









Keltham: Spell Immunity, targeted on Suggestion.

Enchantment Foil.

Protection from Evil.









Keltham: "Nope." Keltham moves through the checkpoint.

There's something that looks a lot like a staging area beyond, it's also been cleared.









Carissa Sevar: "So it was a Sending," she says. "If you've got more of those Spell Immunities you also want to try Demand, and probably six or seven secret fucking spells I have never heard of because I'm not an enchantment specialist. Keltham, at least stay on this side of the Forbiddance until we can get someone to cast a really high powered Dispel on you."









Iarwain: The group of Osirians that have just teleported in, not into the staging area, but where Keltham was six seconds earlier, do not look particularly numerous. They do look high-level enough to potentially take a lot of the remaining Security in the palace.

Keltham has already turned around and is walking towards them. "Carissa, come here."

"We should gonow," one of them says.









Carissa Sevar: She's close enough to grab his arm, which she does.









Keltham: He taps her with a truthspell. "Do you actually believe I'm being mind-controlled?"









Carissa Sevar: "I consider it fairly likely," she says. "Because you're acting incredibly uncharacteristic and missing things I wouldn't expect you to miss."









Iarwain: "If you can tell me under truthspell that you expect to be able to get a high-powered-enough Security caster in here within one minute who will cast that Dispel on me and do absolutely nothing else nor will there be any other attempts to hinder me or them, you can do that," Keltham says.









lintamande: One of the Osirians raises a hand and casts what is evidently a very powerful Dispel Magic. And then another one.



"Do you believe he's being mind-controlled now," he asks Carissa, curtly.









Carissa Sevar: "No." But the truthspell's useful for something else. "Keltham - when you terminate a pregnancy, the baby's soul goes to the Boneyard. Just like if they died after they were born. Cheliax can make me have an abortion but they can't protect you from having any children, souls don't show up at the moment of birth."









Keltham: "The fuck?"









Iarwain: "I'll Baleful Polymorph her before we go and that'll take care of it," says an Osirian. "They're only ensouled after twelve weeks."









Keltham: "Do it and let's go."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham think for one fucking second, why did I tell you that. It would have been incredibly easy not to tell you that, and to retain Cheliax some leverage later."



It's an exchange. The kind you can't make in Cheliax but can, she thinks, make in Lawful Neutral land. It's something that he wanted very badly, and she wants something in exchange, which is for him to take her with him so she won't be tortured to death. Because she believes he is the kind of person who would want to make that deal.









Iarwain: One does wonder what Keltham would have said in response to that, if she'd just said it directly.









Keltham: "Goodbye."









Iarwain: Carissa is now an adorable puppy.









Iarwain: ...









Iarwain: Carissa is no longer an adorable puppy and the smarter Security from before is standing next to her, discarding what was presumably a Break Enchantment scroll. "Do you have any particular plan for how we don't end up as statues?" the Security says.









Carissa Sevar: It takes her a bit.



"Suicide," she says. "Got a weapon?"









Iarwain: "You know, you'd think the fucking Queen of Cheliax would know better than to give a desertion incentive to people who've sold their souls," Security says. He's already taking out another scroll. "I'm going to run, and see about staying alive until she's dead, and can't pay my owner to torture me into giving consent for resurrection so she can statue me. She did that once, you know."

"I'd take you with, except for the part where you fucked up every single step of this and cost me everything."

He's gone.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's plan to solve that problem is going to simply be 'don't be tortured into giving consent for a resurrection so the Queen can statue you'. It seems like an incredibly solid plan.



She prepared defensive spells, not offensive ones, or this would be as simple as putting her fist in her face with a Fireball; as it is she's in fact going to need a knife. She goes invisible.









Iarwain: This palacedoes still contain a certain number of people who are pretty fucking likely to spot an invisible person walking around, unless that person is very invisible. On the other hand, if they're very-invisible palace Security themselves, they won't necessarily stop you right away, after they've spotted you.

Well anyways, this could be funny, how is Carissa going to try to kill herself?









Carissa Sevar: She's not really thinking all that clearly. But she has her Bag of Holding with the supplies with which to protect Keltham. So she can be Greater Invisible, and have a Nondetection up, and that ought to keep her from being immediately stopped while she thinks. Options: acquire a fast-acting poison, acquire a knife, attack someone in such a fashion that you get killed by responding Security, hope she can hide long enough to make an arrow of Slaying - no, that'd take a full day, she doesn't have that long.... oh, no, wait, all that is stupid overthinking.



She finds a fountain.









Carissa Sevar: There are lots of them, dotting the grounds; she doesn't think she needs the basin to be more than a few inches deep, in principle you can drown in practically anything, but she picks one with a few feet deep, just in case her self-control while drowning is much worse than she thinks. She blankets the fountain with an illusion that it looks normal. Lies down.

Lowers her head under the water, and breathes in.









Iarwain: Most people, in fact, would not be able to deliberately drown themselves like that.









Carissa Sevar: People suck. It is why Asmodeus hates them, and Asmodeus is right to; Carissa agrees with him wholeheartedly. Theologically everything feels very uncomplicated, right now. People are weak and pathetic and can't think about the long term, can only think an instant ahead, can only feel their lungs fill up with water and jerk above the surface, their muscles moving in advance of their mind.



If she's that weak she will deserve to stop existing.

She lost the Minor Illusion. She casts it again.


She sinks down into the water and wedges her head slightly under the lip of the fountain as protection against the failure of her own will, and she focuses all of her self to a tiny sharp point on the Minor Illusion. She has to keep it up. The fountain has to look normal. Her lungs are spasming and her body is fighting but this is the only thing that will ever matter and she doesn't move above the water, doesn't keep track of which direction is above the water, and the illusion will make the water look normal. The illusion will make the water look normal. Perfectly normal. Even when the illusion falls, an invisible body won't be fast to find, but she is trimming away even thoughts like that, now, in favor of concentrating on her illusion's sparkling beautiful perfection, nothing here for anyone to see.



It's getting dark, but that's all right. She'll wake up in Hell.





Technically, she'll get a trial, which is almost funny, in some very distant far-off way.









Iarwain: Pulled out of water by a Security not wearing an intelligence headband, tapped with Greater Dispel Magic (cast from item) followed by Greater Infernal Healing. "What happened to you, report!"









Carissa Sevar: Wait what the actual fuck, she thinks while coughing and vomiting on the ground. We have security competent to notice invisible bodies in the fountains but not to, you know, detect a Sending or wake up the one on-site project expert when an important target is acting weirdly or brief anyone on the escape plan -



"I have an important report I need to make directly to Dispater," she says. "In person. If you haven't got training for this I will take your knife and handle it."









Iarwain: "That's the weirdest thing I've ever heard in my life, and if it can wait long enough for you to make it to Dis, then it can wait slightly longer while I get in somebody who can check you for enchantments." He's pretty obviously calling reinforcements.









Carissa Sevar: "I'll go directly to Dis, you worm, I sold my soul there."









Iarwain: "Aura Sight doesn't have you looking powerful enough to have done that. Fail your Will save." Knock knock, somebody would like to detect her thoughts.









Carissa Sevar: Instead of that she casts Hold Person. And then Invisibility, to hide the frozen Security somehow standing right there, and then - has he got a weapon on him, or items more lethal than the stupid defensive ones she has -









Iarwain: Mm, good question...

There's a dagger that looks kind of unfortunately ceremonial, barbed, and pretty blunt aside from being barbed. Youmight be able to kill yourself with this but it would be painful and, more importantly, slow.









Carissa Sevar: Fine.


She shoves him into the fountain. Unpleasant way to die but Hold Person doesn't last very long and this way she can determine whether there's some kind of drowning-person alarm on the fountains, he got to her way too fast.

(She casts another Hold Person from the scrolls in her bag when it reaches the edge of its duration.)



Alter Self. Disguise Self. Now Carissa is this random Security.









Iarwain: Brilliant deduction, Carissa, it looks like there's more Security inbound! Either that, or the first guy called for reinforcements just like you remembered him doing! By the way they probably know him, also how well do you think you're likely to do at faking his Arcane Mark.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa, in the manner of dath ilani, updated hard on the quality of the remaining Security in the last hour and is now pretty confident that everyone who would be smart enough to check that is either in Nidal or, uh, deserted. It's occurring to her that possibly a lot of the absence of competent people is desertion. - think about that later.



"Two invisible people, one of them a caster, grabbed one but they Dim Doored out," she shouts to incoming Security.









Iarwain: ...okay, they'll start casting detection spells that will totally show up that Disguise Self you're using.









Carissa Sevar: She has a second Nondetection which ought to cover that! She'll cast some detection spells herself and go looking for the intruders. There should be some non-caster Security she can steal a knife from.









Iarwain: Onesupposes that could work. As interesting as it might be to watch Carissa try to end herself with a knife, however, it looks like the alarm has gone up and also some more competent-looking people are returning from the front lines to deal with whatever's going on at the Palace; Chelish forces can in fact handle themselves pretty well against Nidal if the Black Triune is out of the picture.

Also somebody may possibly have reported that whole thing with Keltham at some point?

Somebody is yelling about whether anybody knows where Carissa Sevar is and she's to be held alive if so.









Carissa Sevar:


Content warning: suicide. You don't actually need to read this tag to follow the plot. 

Blunt dagger should still work, if no one can find her to heal her fast enough. She burns the last scroll of Greater Invisibility, leans against the wall, sticks the dagger in her mouth, and shoves. Up and back. That's where her brain is, probably. If she did it exactly right, she'll even fall to the ground in a way that shoves the dagger in deeper..









Iarwain: Unfortunately you didn't do it exactly right, then; or even, really, right enough at all. Not enough to prevent yourself from being healed after they find you.

There's an instant of blinding pain as she tries it.


It is alas followed by waking up, not in Hell.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is, as sincerely as a person can possibly be, really sad to not be on fire in Avernus.







Where is she?









Iarwain: The Imperial palace's best torture chambers; apparently it's time for an extended debriefing which will probably be, in fact, pretty boring from the standpoint of the people doing it -

Ha ha, just kidding! Carissa is nowhere near that lucky.

She finds herself in a place that involves a remarkable amount of golden shiny, which is the color of the walls, floor, ceiling, all illuminated by ceiling lights bright enough to look like little pieces of Sun.

At various forcescreen-protectable desk stations around the room are unidentifiably rare books, alchemical reagents at the intermediate level, large gemstones in more colors than the rainbow actually has, exotic metals, and one shelf with an absolutely horrifying amount of spellsilver.

There's nobody visible in this room, but Carissa can't turn her head very far to see if anybody's lurking behind her. Her feet are spread uncomfortably far apart and affixed to the floor by anklets and chains that don't have very much give to them, her head is affixed in place by something that feels more like an arbitrary force spell.

Gold, to be clear on this point, is a usefully non-reactive coating; and hence often found all over the place, in very very high-end enchanter's workshops.

How is Carissa currently feeling about this?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has gone so far beyond all of the emotions she has ever had in her entire life that when she checks where the emotions are, she just comes up empty.





.....it istechnicallypossible to use spellsilver you're not touching. Some people do that so they don't have to deal with it oxidizing. Doing it at any significant distance loses efficiency, which wouldn't be worth it, but -



She is going to focus very intently on trying to build a weapon-enchantment-scaffold that stretches all the way from her to the spellsilver on the shelf.









Iarwain: ...isn't she supposed to be third circle.Is she still third circle, she did just get into a bit of a fight there.

Well, nobody's going to interrupt her while she's tryingthat.









Carissa Sevar: Might be fourth now. Yay Carissa.



She has an armillary amulet, for visualizing the way spell manifolds will curve around each other. She reaches it at her neck, twiddles with it.



They're probably just toying with her.



And yet -









lintamande: "Make a DC 40 spellcraft check" is, in general, a mean thing to say to your players who are in the middle of levelling up their character sheet to seventh level. It is standard at that level for a wizard to have a +12 or +14 to spellcraft.



Carissa Sevar has a +23 to spellcraft, +28 when her hands are free to use her armillary amulet.



Let the dice roll, then.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is going to turn her armillary amulet into an arrow of Slaying. She's not actually sure if you can do that. She's going to anyway. She's sure it's supposed to take days. But if you're willing to burn a lot of spellsilver maybe you can go a little faster.









Iarwain: Now that's just bullshit. Seventh-circle wizard, yes. Perhaps a prodigal and specialized fifth-circle wizard. Third-circle who maybe just hit fourth, no.

Skeptical sane people would not believe this Carissa Sevar fact.

All right, keep going then. Are youactually going to pull this off.









Carissa Sevar: Well, how long does she have. She knows how to make an arrow of Slaying, she's done that before. She knows, apparently, how to use spellsilver at this distance. She's trying some new stuff in order to do itfaster,but this is three days of work for a normal arms and armor enchanter, and a day and a half even for a Carissa normally, and she's not sure how much you can substitute spellsilver for speed, though she's going to find out.









Iarwain: ...let's say she gets fifteen minutes.

How far does Carissa get in fifteen minutes, is it pretty clear that she would in fact succeed if left to herself for a few more hours? Is it enough that she starts feeling hope?









Carissa Sevar: Yes. It is. Why do you ask.









Iarwain: Hell is the destruction of hope.









Abrogail Thrune II: "That is the most impressive feat I have seen anybody even try from that position."









Carissa Sevar: - like being dumped in cold water, except not the nice kind of cold water that'll drown you.









Carissa Sevar: Nothing to lose, really. It's an odd feeling, weightless but also too full of wordless agony to enjoy.



"Your majesty! You don't mean this isyourspellsilver, I thought someone had just left it here."









Abrogail Thrune II: Does Carissa actually have any idea how tonotflirt.

"Nothing to lose? Are you so sure? You aren't going to try to convince me that Asmodeus would still treasure your soul? Nor that the reason He singled you out, was that none save you can do as must now be done to keep up to Osirion and Lastwall?"









Carissa Sevar: "It's just barely possible that you'll decide that, your majesty, but not because I claim it's so."



She has not actually stopped work on making her slaying arrow.









Abrogail Thrune II: Well, isn't it nice to be credited with the tiniest trace of professionalism literally at all.

"I inquired of Hell. They thought you had outlived your usefulness."

"After receiving reports from the one loyal person present at that incident, I am inclined to agree."









Carissa Sevar: "There was a loyal person present at that incident?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "The Security officer posted outside Keltham's room. He didn't try to escape, reported faithfully the incident, and will be extensively corrected for his incompetence, which isnot, however the same astreason."

"Someone really has to work hard to end up in this room, Sevar. Carissa. May I call you that? I think our relationship has reached that point. You need to work to get into this room, Carissa. You have to somehow personally piss off Abrogail Thrune to a towering degree, you must have made a deliberate and knowing decision along the way - because there is no terrifying incompetent people out of incompetence, but betrayal is something else - and then on top of that you needed to become somebody that Asmodeus and the Church would no longer miss."

"Regrets? Or are you too busy to feel them? It seems a shame to cut short your stunning demonstration, but if you can't concentrate on that and having feelings at the same time, I'll have no choice."









Carissa Sevar: "I regret literally every decision I made from the moment Keltham showed up at the Worldwound and am so overwhelmed with misery and terror that I cannot think of a thing to say in my defense. I deserve to be tortured eternally." It's true, in a sense, but also she's holding the misery and terror back, crowding them into a corner of her mind, not actually letting herself fully feel them.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Doesn't everyone? Let yourself feel it, Carissa, or I might start feeling inclined to destroy your spellwork to reduce your distractions."









Carissa Sevar: .....nothing matters....



"And am I supposed tocare?Oh no, my spellwork! You were never going to let me finish it! You can'tthreatenme, haven't you noticed that? You're going to destroy me and I literally don't care about anything else!"





She's - crying? She would not have predicted that.





She hasn't stopped working on the arrow. It's reassuring, one stable thing, like there's a corner of her mind that's still knitting magic, ignorant of all the rest.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail reaches out a hand and caresses her cheek, where her head is still held very solidly in place by nothing.

"At least you still know how to cry," Abrogail says softly, "from something other than simple pain. But it's only a few of your emotions that you're feeling, even so, and you don't know how to feel the rest. You're a broken thing inside, aren't you, no wonder you failed at the end when it mattered. It would have been so interesting to see whether Keltham could have remade you in truth."









Carissa Sevar: " - wait, that's your fault analysis here?"









Carissa Sevar: "Your Majesty, by far my most significant error - and yours, really, but mostly mine - is that I did not confirm Keltham's room was warded to make Sendings impossible, or, if we had some good reason for it not to be so warded, then we should also have had some group of malicious assassins Send him to lure him into a trap so he'd be appropriately fucking wary in future. We lost almost everything as soon as he got that Sending; it would be nice if he'd taken me along to Osirion, but it was still atinyprobability at that point of getting anything at all that we valued out of this.

My second most significant error is that as soon as the fallback 'Carissa and maybe Ione escape with Keltham' plan was developed we should have done a dozen live-fire runthroughs with every Security person who might possibly have been in the room when Keltham learned something that caused him to be ready to leave.

My third most significant error was seeking employment inyourclownshow of a government." She fully expects this to get her lit on fire but being lit on fire will be refreshing right now.









Abrogail Thrune II: Ah, Carissa. If you had spent more than four hours of your life as a project manager, dealing with actual people instead of calm little pieces of paper...

"Do I detect a note of far-too-late interest in becoming Queen of Cheliax?" Abrogail says mockingly.









Carissa Sevar: "Of course I want to be Queen of Cheliax! Have you met the current one, she's an idiot!" WHY isn't she on fire.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Oh, is this when, thinking you have nothing left to lose, you tread upon my pride those few more steps, and tell me now those obvious truths that others dare not say for fear of me? Go to it, then, let's see if you have anything new."









Carissa Sevar: - fine, then. "You never took this a fraction as seriously as everyone around you was telling you it needed to be taken. Your staff are all idiots. The rumors about the project should never have happened. They need it to feel superior to the people who aren't allowed rumors? Send them all to the Worldwound, see what they need then. Project security at the villa was barely, barely competent to keep things from slipping and Security at the palace, even before you took everybody north this morning, was notably worse. Aspexia thought we could make the best of there being rumors about me, but I'm scryable, and frequently in a room with Keltham, it's actually a terrible idea for Lastwall to think I'm interesting!! Maybe the best of our terrible options at that point but an incredibly massive security failure which everyone was just casually indifferent about! Maillol would have done better, but at the palace he doesn't even really use his brain, because he expects everything to run on stupid games he's not good at. You should have your fucking capital at the Worldwound, is what you should do, nothing less than the dumb ones getting eaten by demons makes people realize they aren'tspecial.Cheliax has been around for eighty years and doesn't know how to punish people in a way that makes them better at their jobs, what are wedoing? Aspexia was the only person who understood how badly we are failing -"









Abrogail Thrune II: Being lit on fire by Abrogail Thrune is not like being lit on fire by fifth-circle Security weaklings. It actually hurts.









Carissa Sevar: She loses her slaying-arrow-in-progress.



She screams.



It's satisfying, though, in the incredibly hollow incredibly distant way that things can still be satisfying.









Abrogail Thrune II: As the saying goes: If fire seems to help, try even more fire.









Carissa Sevar: An interesting side effect of the headband is that you have more attention to occupy with being in horrible pain.



A lot of people think of this as a downside, but Carissa doesn't have it in her, on a very fundamental level, to wish there was less of her.





Which is - not an idea, she's in too much pain for an idea, but the threads of what might be able to turn into an idea once the pain stops.









Abrogail Thrune II: Then she can be not on fire and have a Greater Infernal Healing. Abrogail is always interested in detecting the thoughts of Carissa when she lets herself have any.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you think," she says, once she can talk, "you are capable of hurting me enough I am ready for it to stop."









Abrogail Thrune II: That is the most flirtatious thing that anyone has said to Abrogail Thrune in 2 years and 3 months. "My, I genuinely don't know."









Carissa Sevar: "Me neither. Do you want me actually motivated to find out."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I doubt you capable of more than a hollow imitation of real motivation, even now, but do go on."









Carissa Sevar: "Promise me that you'll only turn me into a statue if I tell you that I've had enough."









Abrogail Thrune II: A laugh. "No, sweet Carissa. If I were to offer your soul's eternity for anything, it would be you learning to suffer beautifully, with your true whole heart, as might keep me occupied for more than one day's dalliance. It would be a futile offer, of course, because you are too hollow of a shell to fill yourself up that quickly and only because you must."

"Are you interested in buying up to one more hour of existence at any cost in suffering for it? I could offer you that."









Carissa Sevar: What's she supposed to say to that, no?





"Please, your Majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "This is so unfair to me, you know." Another light caress around Carissa's other cheek. "I want you still sane and appreciating everything when you finally, slowly, bit by bit, feel your body starting to freeze up, and you know that those are the very last moments you'll ever have. You invite me to try to make you say 'stop' and I do believe that maybe I could, but not if I still want you sane and feeling everything during the part I've been looking forwards to for days."

"But there's games we can play in an hour and still leave you sane, and maybe you're weaker than I thought. So yes, sweet flirtatious Carissa, let us dally for a time, even if you're being naught but a tease."









Carissa Sevar: (Days ago Carissa hadn't even done anything! Was the Queen that sure she'd fail eventually?)





After that she stops being able to have terribly complicated thoughts, for a while.













It is better than not existing. If it were all there ever was it would be better than not existing.









Carissa Sevar: At some point it stops and an Infernal Healing spell burns her back together and she has no idea if it has been an hour and is full of crippling terror that it has. Surely an hour couldn't go by that fast.









Abrogail Thrune II: "No, not yet. You know, my sweet, if everything about this relationship were completely different, I might start to feel insecure about my ability to satisfy you in bed. At least more than once."

"And you're still holding back your feelings. It's very annoying. If you're trying to convince me to play for longer than an hour, you could certainly be doing a better job of that."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't even know what you mean. When you say that.... I could light you on fire and you could show me."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm not sure I evencould fail my Will save against your level of Detection, dear. But it goes like this, in words."

Abrogail leans in closer to Carissa, leans up against her, breathes into her ear. "I'm sad. I'm lost. I'm terrified. I don't want to stop existing. This wasn't what I wanted. Why did I end up like this. I hate her. I want to destroy her like she's destroying me. How can this be happening to me. I was meant for better things. I was going to be ascendant in the world and then ascendant in Hell, and live forever and ever."

"Those are some of the things that a Carissa who wasn't a hollow shell might be feeling in your place. Feeling, not saying, it's useless to repeat it back to me."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh.





That would hurt. Worse than -" gesture. She's not sure why her hands are free. "That's - your schools teachchildrennot to do that. No- wishing anything was different, no hating anything you can't destroy."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Yes, and that's necessary to my Cheliax for I know no other way to keep power over its people. It does make it so hard to find good bedmates, though. I wonder if your Cheliax could have been different, had you not failed the game laid out by the gods and lost your chance to keep hold of its prize."

"But I will enjoy this more, the more you hurt, and that's true and should also be obvious. It doesn't matter any more, now, what you were taught in school. Undo it all. Forget it all. Be the child you were taught not to be, and hurt for me, and maybe I'll be pleased a little longer."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't want to die. don't care about - being special, being important, being the best - care about it but not really, not much, next to - next to there being a next thought - was - the thing that made me loyal, always, that I'd continue to - be - didn't betray you, except by trying to go to Hell. don't really think that should count."









Abrogail Thrune II: "For so long as you find new hurts inside you," Abrogail breathes into her ear, "I won't stop hurting you, but they have to be real and strong and you must really be feeling them, Carissa. The game can't last forever or even very long, but it might last for longer than when your hour has passed."

Then Carissa can be in pain, again, pausing at intervals to see whether she's found enough hurt inside her to make the outward pain go on.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't actually hate you," she says at one point. "you're not good enough at your job, but I would be worse. 's the thing where humans suck. ....hate that security guy who kept sending me stupidly long messages while I was trying to think what to tell Keltham - did you catch him -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I've already bargained with his owner to have him tormented for a time and then destroyed, however and whenever he gets to Hell. It's not cheap, but it can be done. Isn't it funny how he ran away into a gameboard he imagined in his mind, a gameboard where he imagined that he could ever win against me, and so lost his one and only chance at the mercy he could have received by not betraying me? Do you think you can laugh at that, Carissa? Hating a man you hardly met isn't a deep enough hurt to satisfy me; but if you can really laugh along with me at his foolishness in defying me, I'll count that, on a whim."









Carissa Sevar: "No. Because, tomorrow, he'll be alive, and I won't. He can - live his whole life. Go for the Starstone. 's not good enough. Wish I had that foolishness, if that's what it is."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I wouldn't have buried him as a statue for ever, if he hadn't turned traitor at the end. Wouldn't have buried you as a statue for ever, if you hadn't turned traitor at the end. It was only and ever your fear of this place that led you here. If you have true laughter for that, or true tears, I'll count it while they last."









Carissa Sevar: "oh."







She does cry, then.





"Asmodia - wants to stop existing. so she - gets Hell - and -"









Iarwain: There comes a time, though, when Carissa has run out of new ways to hurt. Even Abrogail offering to accept the coin of any other deep strong feelings that she's buried, does not rescue her from bankruptcy; no human being can play that game for very long.

Carissa is informed that it's time for her to be a statue now.









Carissa Sevar: "Please don't," she says, not because she expects it could possibly work, but because not saying it won't work either, and not feeling it was boring. To Abrogail. Who is the only thing that matters in the whole world, and isn't that exactly what she wants.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I hazard my true oaths warily, dear Carissa, and scribe them all out in advance, so this is not an oath in Asmodeus's name or otherwise, but just a promise."

"I promise that if, as your slow petrification ends, I do truly believe that you have let out all the suffering inside you and held none of it back from me, you will, at the very end, be saved from the very worst fate you fear, and not be a statue for ever."

"I don't think you can, but I promise I'll be fair about judging it."

"I don't hate you so much, sweet Carissa, that I'd rather be certain of destroying you completely, than have a little more fun while you end."









Iarwain: It starts as a tingling in her toes.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, now I hate you," she says, and it occurs to her, wildly, ridiculously, that Keltham would call that the same kind of error as all your predictions being wrong in the same direction, and Keltham, Keltham, Abrogail has already heard every feeling Carissa is capable of having about Keltham, and she'll never know if he intended this, or not, or didn't care, or might look, someday, when he understands - but maybe he does -

- and she thought she was kind of out of things to cry about but she's crying again anyway. She hopes Abrogail is pleased. Even though she hates her. Because - no, she doesn't know why, she's too tired to think, she has no idea why she hates Abrogail and hopes she's making Abrogail happy and in fact doesn't really know why, or for how long, there will be anything at all clinging to its place in her head in the rising tide of terror.









Iarwain: Abrogail is inscribing runes into her flesh, with molten metal laced with spellsilver, the sort of work that really will stay in place for a long long long time once those places have petrified. It hurts, but not much compared to some other things.









Abrogail Thrune II: "You're allowed to fight back, you know," Abrogail informs Carissa. Her voice is so soft now, so gentle. "You're not allowed to win, but you're allowed to fight back, with magic, with your hands when you have no magic left. It's why your hands are free."









Carissa Sevar: "Is there the slightest reason to think that might change anything at all."









Abrogail Thrune II: "There is," Abrogail murmurs, not looking up from the lines of fire tracing an absence of eternal damnation into Carissa's skin. "It's something inside you that school taught you to never let out, against someone like me."









Carissa Sevar: Sure, then, she will try to gouge the Queen of Cheliax's eyes out. May as well be not-damned for every crime in the reach of your arms.









Iarwain: Carissa's hands scrabble uselessly over Abrogail's face. There's no obvious magic opposing Carissa, it's just that what she's trying doesn't work. She can't do this any more than Keltham could bite through her lip.









Carissa Sevar: This is objectively not surprising but it's still infuriating. Can she interfere with rune-drawing.









Iarwain: Not as such, no.









Carissa Sevar: Can she scratch the runes off her own skin.









Iarwain: What do youthink.









Carissa Sevar: She stopped being competent at thought some amount of time that she has no guess at ago! She's just trying things!!!









Abrogail Thrune II: "They say that it's less dignified for a wizard to die with spells still uncast," Abrogail observes.









Carissa Sevar: Ah, yes, she definitely thinks Abrogail's going to let her get away with Gaseous Form, that definitely seems like something Abrogail will let her get away with.









Abrogail Thrune II: Spell's stuck! It's not even being countered, it's more like she can get halfway through casting it but then can't cast it any further.

Abrogail laughs. It sounds more cheerful than sadistic.

"Apologies, apologies, I just kept wanting that to happen at some point while I was destroying you."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa spits in her face.



Can she Prestidigitate the runes off.









Abrogail Thrune II: One of the runes comes right off!









Carissa Sevar: This is a stupid game and she's going to lose but she can't, actually, make herself not play it. Next rune.









Abrogail Thrune II: Also right off! Abrogail doesn't seem to care about that at all.









Carissa Sevar: Are the runes literally just for added fun. She will keep erasing them, then; she'll have a minute's duration of Prestidigitation even once she's too petrified to do the motion, which will be very soon -









Iarwain: Well, her arms now seem to be frozen in position - it's not particularly aesthetic, where they ended up, but that's fine because nobody will ever see them.

A minute later, Carissa's last Prestidigitation - her last spell, possibly, unless she succeeded in letting everything out - runs down.









Abrogail Thrune II: Oh, whoops, looks like that was a very powerful illusion that was capable of even fooling Carissa's own magical senses. All the runes are still there! It had really felt to Carissa like her magic was working, too. Apparently you can just do that when you're eighth circle!









Iarwain: The line of gentle tingling is slowly, slowly rising up her neck.









Abrogail Thrune II: And Abrogail is kissing her.

She would be a pretty nice kisser, if, you know, everything about this relationship was completely different.









Carissa Sevar: Asmodeus, she thinks, when You've corralled all the other souls in all the other afterlives, when You've made every last angel and azata Your possession, if You're bored, someday, look for me -

 Irori? 

Iomedae?

  Keltham?





And she sobs, and lets all her thoughts stop happening in a tide of terror and grief and loss and longing, and she bites Abrogail's lip, because, you know, it's right there.









Iarwain: For some strange reason there's a feeling of peace, right at the very end.









Iarwain: And then it ends.






3 - take this report back and bring her a better report





Iarwain: When Carissa Sevar opens her eyes again, it's in a bedroom that looks not very Imperial. Everything here that isn't alive is soft and white, from the deep deep mattress she's lying upon, to the coverlet over her, to the pillow beneath her head. There's vines with varieties of exotic flowers growing on the walls, the ceiling, to prevent all that whiteness from being too unrelieved a picture.

Nothing is hurting her, at all, and also she's not a statue, in case that wasn't clear. No runes on her skin.









Carissa Sevar: What?











That doesn't make any sense. She's no longer doing any very complicated sensemaking, hasn't been for a while, but that -

- but she exists -

- what if it's a mistake and soon someone will catch it no that doesn't make any sense -







- did someone find her? Eventually, somewhere, someday -









Abrogail Thrune II: "The Suggestion was: Don't think about anything else that might be happening, you better believe that if we fuck this up the Queen will turn all of us into statues."









Carissa Sevar: It takes her a while.





Keltham was behaving weirdly. Security was behaving - weirdly incompetently. TheOsirianswere behaving weirdly, she's met dozens and all of them had no idea at what point abortion became murder and were pretty sure it was gravely immoral from the second you had sex and have actual Law against polymorphing pregnant people.



















Abrogail.









Carissa Sevar: " -you - "









Carissa Sevar: - it turns out that having lots of feelings and a deep sense you have nothing to lose is inconvenient for things such as addressing your Queen! Or existing!!! Now she has burst into tears! What the fuck! She didn't expect that and is terrified by it, it feels almost like having been changed into a different person, the kind of person who bursts into tears - she knows what she has to do, she knows what she has to pull herself together into, but the pieces are - too far apart, or something, or she forgot how they fit together, or maybe she's missing some -









Carissa Sevar: no don't ask about Keltham Abrogail will be so mad







no don't ask about Aspexia Abrogail will be so mad











"...Nidal?" asks a sobbing curled up Carissa in a tone that is strangled and would be nearly incomprehensible if her mind weren't being read.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Still in slow retreat. Should the Black Triune come forth, our alliances have been laid in advance. Rugatonn is alive and there is no actual reason to believe the Black Triune could do that to her, more so with their god sealed and ours in unopposed glory. Keltham has been paid his agreed-on fee and is safely ensconced in his newly Forbidden fortress, and no Sendings may come to his section there."

"All you need to do, for a time, is rest. I hope we've been intimate enough that I can say that it's not a threat to fear, and not an order from your Queen to drop everything and follow, when I say this much: I put a lot of work into breaking you, in hopes you would heal into a less broken shape than you once had. If you fall helplessly back into your old shape I'll be disappointed. I think that if dath ilan were Evil they would not make their Evil out of hollow shells of people. And it would be genuinely difficult to do this to you a second time, so by my command, don't try to put yourself together again, not in the same shape as before. I say that so early, while you ought to just be bawling, because I am afraid you will try to twist yourself up while you're bawling."

"Rest. Rest. You did well."

Abrogail's hands seem to be stroking Carissa's hair, while she's curled up and crying.









Carissa Sevar: This causes her to cry more, which she is baffled at but understands she is not really supposed to fight.







"....did well?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Yes. Most importantly, you undid much of the conditioning that would hinder you in your new task and rank. You suffered beautifully and satisfyingly for me, tried to live with the strongest will and determination I've felt from any mortal on whom I've used detection, I think you've hit fourth circle, and even taking that into account I'm still not over what you tried with that amulet. What you were successfully doing with that amulet."

"You're not guilty of heresy, for trying to ensure that your soul reaches Asmodeus's embrace against a mortal's opposition is not that. You are also not guilty of treason. The most important reason is that I'm the Queen and if I say you're guilty of treason, you are, and if I say you're not, you're not, without which ability many fun bedroom games would become more costly for me. But also, little sweet, I wanted to put you into a situation where it would seem that I was turning you into a statue and that it was your fault for betraying me. So that's what happened and that's the part you played. If I control your apparent situation to that degree and then hit you with a Suggestion, you end up making the choice I want you to make. Period."

"...is what I'd like to say, but you very nearly awakened from the scenario multiple times and despite the Suggestion of an eighth-circle caster opposing that. I think I saw a trace of dath ilan in it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gasps and shudders and then turns to smile adoringly at the Queen of Cheliax before she can quite process that she is doing this and be confused about why. She is still crying.



"good", she agrees.





"....lying," she says vaguely after a minute, "in Evil dath ilan is going to be...such an art form...."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm not sure that it isn't in actual dath ilan. Would sweet Keltham know if it was? Perhaps the real adults only tell boys like him how the world truly works after they turn twenty-five."









Carissa Sevar: "...have to never tell them, I think. Just a small trusted circle. ...maybe not." She is, maybe unconsciously, leaning in to the hairpetting quite a lot.



"If I have lots of feelings I'll probably have more for sweet Keltham. Not having feelings helps with not having stupid ones. - is stupid, right. confused about what's stupid now."









Abrogail Thrune II: Unspoken thoughts say Carissa means, is it stupid to have feelings for Keltham?

"You can think on it later, little sweet. Some feelings are stupid, yes, but it's often more useful to nudge them to something nearby that isn't, rather than hammer them away."

"Speaking of which: I, Abrogail Thrune II, swear in Asmodeus's name never to make you a statue for true."

"I originally planned to qualify, unless you betrayed the House of Thrune knowingly, deliberately, and unambiguously - but after seeing how your thoughts turned to me despite an attempted reassurance or two, I think it is best left without loopholes. I do not actually want you obsessing ever after about fear fantasies of how you might end up betraying me and then statued. I've had my fun, and it would be disastrous for Cheliax if an untampered truthspell showed that you'd come to love me more than Keltham."

"Though at this level of breadth and consequence I'll make no oath of it without greater payment, I also promise not to seek particularly to destroy your soul by any means nor deprive it of its eternity."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa stares at her for a while as if having a religious experience.









"I'll be worth it. make you queen of the world."









Abrogail Thrune II: Thankfully, Carissa's thoughts show that she means 'worth the oath', not 'worth all the trouble that'd come from me falling in love with you'.

"Just the one world? Learn to think larger, Carissa."

"...you know, I considered having you wake up apparently a thousand years later, after Keltham's Civilization, divided between Lawful Neutral and Lawful Evil, had found your buried statue by using nearly a mountain of spellsilver to search for it; in accordance with Keltham's last wishes, before he'd ascended to godhood and vanished; and then have you told that Keltham had petrified me in turn, to be unpetrified if you were ever found, and delivered into your judgment; and then have the King of Civilization keep asking you questions about how you felt about Abrogail Thrune until you finally realized it was me."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa being speechless is considerably less of an achievement than it usually is, but still, she's very speechless.





"Ask myself if everyone is you, these days," she says eventually. "Spent a while worrying if Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune was you just on general principle, because he's allowed to use the name and he talked to me.



You - know how I feel about you. Right? You can read my mind."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I do." Gently. "But you have to get around to actually thinking it, and feeling it, before I can see."









Carissa Sevar: " - right. Sorry."






She closes her eyes.





She feels -

- fragile, like even the slightest bit of torture, or possibly and embarrassingly even Abrogail's departure, could tip her over some edge - okay, she needs to fix that, she's pretty sure Abrogail did not mean 'please be so vulnerable and confused you require my ongoing personal attention' -









Abrogail Thrune II: "Stop that. It's okay to require my attention a little longer, and after I leave you're going to be kept in the bedroom with some tasty things and forced to recover quietly, since you have that few shreds of sense."









Carissa Sevar: Lean. Yes your Majesty. okay. Carissa feels fragile and like she needs the Queen of Cheliax personally petting her hair to be okay, and that's just how she feels and she's going to do nothing about it, not a terrifying vulnerability at all.



Carissa feels happy. It's a distant kind of happy, it's not the happiness she is used to feeling, but - it was a beautiful story with a happy ending, and she was impressive and valuable and Abrogail had a good time. also she can apparently use spellsilver at a distance of six or eight feet. and she's fourth circle. that's a lot to be happy about, really.

Carissa feels - overawed. The sense of being in something greater than herself. It's a good sense. It's where a lot of her loyalty is located, to Asmodeus and to Cheliax, the sincere conviction that the people in charge are better than her. Abrogail is a great Queen. She doesn't just think this because Abrogail staged an incredibly elaborate torture-execution and then petted her hair. That wouldn't be a good reason to think it. She thinks it because she's - starting to get a fraction of a sense of how hard it really is, to do things, and Abrogail does lots of things.

Her complaints while she was dying and yelling at Abrogail were totally true, though. Except the ones inapplicable because Security's bizarre incompetence was to reduce the pressure on Keltham-actor or whatever. But notably they weren't complaints about actual decisions Abrogail has actually made. Because those have been good. Including the decision to rent Carissa, which has paid some serious corrupting-Keltham dividends and also been good for the both of them. Abrogail's advisors who were opposed to this were unreasonable, and that's only a tiny bit protectiveness of Maillol which Carissa now feels because he's one of the tools she'll need for her project and people made himworseat it. Unlike this. This made Carissa better. This was a gift to Carissa, not an indulgence at her expense, and Carissa is so grateful, and so - assured, very deeply, in her faith.



Contessa Lrilatha is what Carissa wants to grow up to be in the long run but Abrogail might be what she wants to grow up to be in the shorter term while she's actually alive. Not in the sense where she wants to be Queen of Cheliax. She doesn't. She's really actually honestly loyal and if it ever comes up again that she is tempted to flee because she failed so badly, she'll instead turn herself in, because it's how Evil dath ilan would set up the incentives and it's also how Abrogail has, because she's wonderful.









Abrogail Thrune II: "See, nowthose are the thoughts of a mind that is beginning to align itself behind its own passions, that won't fall apart in its inner divisions after Keltham gives you twenty more lectures on Law and taps you with an Owl's Wisdom."

"I'm not going to have time to work on all the other girls in his class, though, sogood luck with that."

"It's amusing that you've only been a project manager for less than a day and already sound so much like the rest of them. If you hadn't announced your current intention to use a heretically small amount of torture - well. I would worry that Carissa Sevar was heading straight into that disaster which promising new project managers enact, when they realize everyone and everything around them is broken, and resolve to properly correct it with fire and lash. Four days later all of their direct reports have been tortured past the point of usefulness."









Carissa Sevar: " - I can see why that would be a popular failure mode. But no, I want to - do this, I guess, for all my other girls. Make them into something stronger and better. If it takes this much finesse, then I guess I'll practice on Pilar first. She's very forgiving."


Which Carissa is slightly jealous of. Carissa is actually only moderately into pain and her life would really be easier if she just loved it. But no, she's pretty sure what she has is a moderate amount of beingintopain, a very highpain tolerance, an enjoyment of being pushed to her inconveniently far limits, and a strong desire to be in the power of someone who deserves to have power over her, and that's not actually a very convenient sexuality unless you happen to tempt the Queen of Cheliax with - what did she even tempt the Queen of Cheliax with. Not her personality, it apparently needed a thorough makeover. Maybe the Queen sees the same appeal in dath ilani people that Carissa does but Carissa doesn't have much of it, yet.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I very rarely meet people who interest me who are that scared of me personally doing something it would interest me to do to them. As I told you, it was only and ever your fear of that place which led you to it."

"Only slightly more commonly do I meet souls that, on a closer inspection, make me want that much to pry apart and reassemble them. Usually the intended results are more amusing, but sometimes I see a broken thing that still has power in it, and potential for greater power if it could be remade."









Carissa Sevar: Lean.





"Did I actually drown a Security in a fountain."









Abrogail Thrune II: A slight laugh. "I think it's more amusing not to tell you."









Carissa Sevar: "As you wish, your Majesty." She's suddenly tired but she is NOT going to fall asleep. The last two times she fell asleep she 1) learned that she had offended the Queen and also the Grand High Priestess and also Contessa Lrilatha and also Gorthoklek and 2) woke to the news that Keltham had been having secret realizations for THREE HOURS and no one had thought to wake her about it. Clearly the thing to do is to NEVER SLEEP.









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's cute that you think you get a choice."

"Some submissives cannot feel their encounter is complete unless they have received or given pleasure. Are you one of those?"









Carissa Sevar: Is the Queen hitting on her, some very stupid part of Carissa's brain asks very stupidly.





The answer is YES because that's the answer that results in getting to have sex with the QUEEN says another very stupid part of Carissa's brain.



In fact it seems only stupid parts of Carissa's brain have showed up to work today because now there is one contributing that the Queen is SO PRETTY THE PRETTIEST



That literally wasn't the question, Carissa's brain.







The answer is that, in general, no, Carissa's perfectly content to be hit until everyone's satisfied, but in this specific case, she'd have to live with LIFELONG REGRET ABOUT HAVING COME THAT CLOSE TO GETTING TO HAVE SEX WITH THE QUEEN. Apparently.









Abrogail Thrune II: Sex doesn't make Abrogail Thrune feel anywhere near as alive as when Carissa thought she was having her last thoughts, and Abrogail was reading and feeling it through Detections cast with the force of eighth-circle sorcery behind them.

But it's not like she won't do it, to perfect her work on Carissa like an artist-smith taking those extra minutes to polish a shield that really only needs to be hit.






4.1 - project lawful and their oblivious boyfriend





lintamande: Hell is truth seen too late.



   - Thomas Hobbes









Carissa Sevar: Character Name: Carissa Sevar  Alignment:Lawful Evil.    Character Level:7*   Deity: Asmodeus    Homeland: Cheliax    Class:Wizard*     School: Universalist (subschool: Arcane Crafter) Languages:Chelish Taldane (native), Infernal (not fluent)

STR 8
CON 10
DEX 10
INT 22 (18)
WIS 14
CHA 15

Magic Items:

Armillary amulet, headband of vast intelligence +4

Skills:

Spellcraft +23, +27 when producing magic arms and armor, further +5 from armillary amulet, Bluff +16,Knowledge(Arcana) +16, Appraise +13, Sense Motive +12, Knowledge(Religion) +12, Knowledge(nobility) +11, Knowledge(local) +11, Knowledge(planes) +11, Knowledge(geography) +10, Diplomacy +9,Knowledge(history)lol

Feats:


magical aptitude
eschew materials
craft wondrous items 
craft magic arms and armor
skill focus: spellcraft
skill focus: bluff

Arcane Discovery:

Arcane Builder

Traits:

theoretical magician
convincing liar
suspicious
empty mask









Iarwain: (*) Stealth Cleric: Your character has somehow ended up the cleric of some god, without knowing this about theirself, and their god is laying low. They do not receive cleric spells or orisons or domains and cannot channel, until either their god wills it so, or your character discovers their nature and succeeds in using it. Effects on alignment auras are halved.









Project Lawful: PL-log: Subevent 1 of PL-incident Even She Doesn't Know It

Time: Day 4 / midday

See also: Subevent 12 of PL-incident Wrong Genre Savvy Is Contagious Via Mindreading

Notes: PL-subject #1 is outside Otolmens Containment Zone while event occurs

Epistemic status:Reconstructed by back-inference from cumulative later observationNethys is stillhere,Nethys isstilleverywhere,Nethys isjust not together enough to socialize with other gods









Irori: Irori, in His godhood as in his mortality, is not the kind of martial artist who goes around cleaning up others' messes; he is the kind who cleans up his own. He is Lawful Neutral, not Lawful Good.

This is how Irori was in life:

A starving beggar girl is not his own doing, and he may walk on past her without qualm.

If the starving girl begs a gold coin from him, and perchance he gives it to her, and later she is beaten and killed for it, that is also not his concern; she made her own choice to ask. She was too young to know what she did? What of it? All mortals are too young in the end.

If the starving girl begs a copper from him, and instead he foolishly gives her a ruby he feels he has not himself properly earned, thinking mainly of the consequences to himself but not to her, and this starts a chain of events in which the girl is kidnapped by a criminal king and interrogated to find where the ruby came from - then there will be one less criminal king in that city before the next day's dawn. Even if he is young enough, back then, for that to be a dangerous fight, he goes to it without hesitation. It is not that he is protective; it is that he is responsible.

In godhood Irori cannot afford to be so strict with Himself. His actions affect too much for too many. But Irori is still the god who grew out of that mortal - not by being ascended, but by doing it all the hard way.









Irori: A soul that Irori marked for His attention is now calling out to Him, in her hour of trouble and despair.

It is very rare for Irori to intervene, in a case like that. He would not often do so even if He could do it costlessly. To protect mortals from trials is not Irori's Way.

And yet Irori does notice, and investigates, and not only because of the Otolmens connection. For any mortal otherwise strong enough to interest Him, it ought to take extreme conditions to drive her into a state of such utter frantic determination.

This mortal did not ask for Him to meddle in her life, whether by bargaining with Asmodeus or otherwise. Has she come to some greatly ill fate that is His own doing?

Even if so, as a god facing a god's choices, Irori probably cannot afford to do anything about it. Probably all He can do is contemplate His own failure and consider how to do better next time.

But it is impossible that He would not want toknow.









Irori: Irori cannot easily see much of the mortal realm, aside from the contents of certain determinations and aspirations among those sufficiently already aligned to His ways. He is looking at minds facing in His own direction. Flesh and stone are shadows. Blurry shadows, not legible ones. He can tell the mortal is in the Imperial palace in Egorian in Cheliax; little more.

The mortal in whose life He meddled thinks that she is facing total extinction, it is the one thing she fears above everything else, and to think one more thought is all of her desire. She is striving with all all all that is inside her, to avoid that one fate, to continue. She is in pain. Another is about her, though Irori cannot well see that one, a being of powerful magic.

That's statistically improbable, to be something that would have happened to the mortal regardless, if Irori's meddling had any effect on her life at all.

...and it is a little extreme as an ill fate of His own doing, to make no effort at all to clean up.









Irori: Of what is she afraid, more specifically? Most mortal fears are hard for Irori to see, but this fear drives her so, drives her even to try tochange herself and her way of thinking.









Carissa Sevar: The mortal is afraid of being a statue with runes carved on her, buried where no one will ever find her, trapped until the ultimate destruction of the world.









Irori: All right then. He can take responsibility for this mess of His making, without too much cost.

If this mortal becomes His cleric, Irori will be able to find her again in time. Eventually He will get around to questing some powerful caster pledged to Him, to bring her forth. When? Whenever that becomes convenient to Him. It may be a hundred years, five hundred, it matters not to a statue. If the mortal then must leave all she knew behind her, and begin again, well, one must overcome such challenges along the Way.



But Irori should not make her His knowing cleric. She is near something more than powerful enough to read her mind, and see the knowledge in her if she knows; or maybe just notice by normal means, if she stops being so afraid. And then this other being will, say, planeshift the mortal into Abaddon instead; or attempt to torment her into giving up Irori. He does not wish to make the mortal's situation worse again; this would indicate His failure to learn from experience.









Irori: The conditions for forming a stealth cleric are rare, both intrinsically and by compact. Gods cannot go about stealth-clericing whomsoever they please.

By compact, to make any cleric, they must have called out to You, or to a predicate that includes You not too broadly. The natures of god and mortal must be sufficiently aligned, as always for clerics; the only possible exception is your oracle, if you are foolish enough to have one of those, rather than zero.

And improbably: The pressure of a god upon a mortal's soul, impressing clerichood into it, is usually very detectable to mortals even if you try to be slow and gentle about it. Even if it is not a revelation in glory, it's there, and the mortal might be suspicious of what had just occurred. Especially if they'd just prayed for aid.

To create a stealth cleric, she must be extremely distracted while that is happening.



But these strange conditions are met. And so, like trying to kiss a kitten's forehead softly enough not to wake it, Irori presses himself into Carissa Sevar but gently, not opening yet the new channels whose outlines are traced into her, only forging the connection leading back to Him.









Irori: So now Carissa Sevar is, as most other gods would see it, something of Irori's, though she knows it not.

The thought does not occur to Irori at all, to message Asmodeus claiming victory in a contest that Asmodeus might conceive to Himself to have begun. The Way is to succeed at what you set your hand to, to win, not to have others acknowledge that you have won.

Carissa Sevar's progress along her Way is all that is meaningful. Whether she calls Asmodeus Lord for a time is not relevant, except insofar as how that changes her Way, or speeds her progress on it. If there were any victory to be won here, it would belong to the mortal and not to Irori; for her Way is not the Way of Irori but the Way of Carissa Sevar.

And also if there were any such contest, it would not yet be over, for Carissa Sevar's existence will not end this day.









Irori: Then Irori goes upon His way, for many other matters call Him, and He does not have time to wait around watching a statue be levitated and floated away.



...to, as it turns out, an aftercare chamber.



One really can't blame Irori for not especially guessing that this would be the case. He was not, in mortal life, the kind of martial artist who gets way into that sort of thing.



Irori definitely isn't expecting the incredibly annoyed call that He gets from Otolmens a few hours later.









Merenre: Osirion's highest ranking spy in Cheliax is not a very flappable person, as one might imagine from the job description, but he looks nervous at present.




   "Do you think the world is going to end?" Prince Merenre, sixth circle cleric of Abadar and heir presumptive to the pharaoh, asks him tiredly, looking up from the report.

"....in truth, your highness, in cases like this, I don't deal in what's actually going to happen, just what people are saying."

   "Ah huh. Do you have plans to spend the next couple of months in Aktun."

"....yes, I do, your highness. Though that's partially because of possibilities less serious than the destruction of the world, and - obviously if my duties require me -"

   "I'm not sure I can afford to pay you enough to stay," Merenre says. "Though do give me time to put an offer together, before you abscond, it will be generous."

"You're not - upset about the report, your highness?"

   "I'm incredibly upset about the report! Almost nothing in it can possibly be true! Half of it contradicts itself! And I will pay you something like half the gems in Osirion for another report of similar quality."


The spy considers it, for a moment. "I'm honored, your highness, by the offer, but - well. Would you take it."

   "- I mean, I'm well past the point where there's vanishing marginal personal utility to money, I'd probably just be weighing how much I want to prevent the destruction of the world."

"Do you ever think, your highness, that maybe the world has it coming?"

    "....no," says Merenre, completely truthfully and a little coldly.

" - okay, do you ever think that maybe Cheliax has it coming."

   "Cheliax has something coming. I really just wish I knew what itis."









Merenre: "Project Lawful was started because of a direct divine vision from Asmodeus Himself."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Sounds right, if Project Lawful is the study of our captive cleric, We bargained with Asmodeus for a divine revelation."









Merenre: "Do you know the wording -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "No except that it apparently was not adequate to get him safely out of Cheliax and to here. We can't - put what We bargained for into words well anyway, and don't know how Asmodeus would have tried to."









Merenre: Merenre shifts a bunch of tokens around on the desk in front of him. "Okay. I'm saying, probably Project Lawful is the study of our captive outsider, that one is probably true. 'Asmodeus and Erecura are collaborating on Project Lawful.'"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We don't know anything about that."









Merenre: "I assume same for Asmodeus and Nethys, Asmodeus and Cayden Cailean - I'm going to say maybe 50 percent for Asmodeus and Nethys, because it'd explain how upset Otolmens is, and, uh, 1 percent for Cayden Cailean. The report author apologized for including it. ....'The library of Project Lawful looks tiny but apparently has as many books available as a major academy library, if someone asks the Project Lawful girl serving as a librarian to 'go look for them in another room', not that there's a Forbiddance in place or anything.'"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "If our captured cleric is someone who - figured out, somehow, how to borrow books from the First Vault -"









Merenre: "....wouldn't you have noticed?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: " - We might not be allowed to say, if We had noticed, because if there's a way to do that disseminating it is definitely prohibited by godagreements."









Merenre: "Right. Well, it's possible, but also mind the possibility that this is abject nonsense, which I think will become more obvious as I read through more of these. - every devil in Hell has heard of Carissa Sevar by name, I will give you whatever fucking odds you want against that. Project Lawful has been instrumental in all of Cheliax's military victories over Nidal - we did check if they were using any new tactics, and they're not - less than five percent on that - Project Lawful is intensively studying the history of Taldor in order to launch a team of operatives into Taldor's past which will convert Taldor to worship of Asmodeus in the present - less than one percent on that -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Are they intensively studying the history of Taldor, though. If you have access to the First Vault is Taldor a place whose history you'd want to study intensively -"









Merenre: "I mean, I'm sure they've got ancient magical secrets, but not a particular concentration thereof - I'd go for Azlant, anyone would, and if you're constraining the places you'd go for to ones where learning you're studying it doesn't suggest any supernatural abilities, I'd study ancient Osirion - and then there's 'Even Barons of Hell can't afford to buy the souls of Project Lawful girls in Dis's markets.'"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Very funny."









Merenre: "No that's, uh, just true."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Right. Okay. So I take it we have a full list of all the Project Lawful girls based on price spikes in Hell, then? Is there some kind of unifying feature -"









Merenre: "We have a list, I don't know if it's a full list, it doesn't have Carissa Sevar on it and it seems pretty well attested that she's an involved party and maybe there are some more who didn't sell their souls or whose having sold their souls isn't widely known in Hell. The names are all girl wizard students of the most recent graduating class in Ostenso."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: " - that raises several questions. One, can we help any of their families defect or something. Two, what share of girl wizard students in the graduating class does that represent, do we know any wizarding students in that class not to be on the project, distinguishing features? Three, Ostenso's where the interdiction is so I guess that confirms what's up with that.



Four,why girls."









Merenre: "One obvious hypothesis is that our stolen cleric is able to get books from the First Vault - or whatever he does - through a sorcerous bloodline and they're trying to breed it. That's the first thing everyone comes up with, because otherwise why girls, but - I don't know, it's still sort of unsatisfying? It wouldn't make their souls all that valuable, that'd have to be something transferrable to them directly, owning a soul doesn't give you a claim on its offspring. ...also I flatter You that any cleric of Yours would think to demand to be permitted a Sending to the head of Your church before having a bunch of children in Cheliax."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "They might've lied about who that is. They're, you know, Cheliax, I'm not actually sure that not-lying is something they know how to do. What other theories have you got, though."









Merenre: Merenre looks back down at the paper. "If an event worth celebrating happens to you, one of the girls on Project Lawful will already be standing behind you and will offer you cake. It's good cake and eating it seems to be completely safe as far as anyone can tell. Nobody knows what happens if you refuse to eat it."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Okay, that has got to be false. They've been inside a Forbiddance for the last four days."









Merenre: "Almost certainly. But if it's not false, uh, I do wonder what the range is."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: " - you know what? Sure. Find someone whose wife is very close to giving birth, send them out with high-level escorts to an inn a couple of blocks from the capital in Egorian - completely licit travelling adventuring party - Sending them when the baby is born, and if we get a cake girl, remand her to Osirion in order to investigate her role in the imprisonment in Cheliax of Our cleric."









Merenre: "If she can teleport like that -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "- fair enough, remand her to a demiplane."









Merenre: "Not to Aktun?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We've had enough godwars to last a century, all told, and that seems likelier to spark one. We can move her there later if it seems like a good idea. - this is almost definitely not going to work."









Merenre: "Yes, I put it in the less than five percent category. Which is to say, if it does work -" Despairing gesture at the beads on his desk.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "What else is at more than five percent."









Merenre: "One of the girls on Project Lawful who died during the Nidal attack got sorted to Elysium' - seems pretty likely. 'And then came back -'almost certainly not, but maybe they substituted a replacement in order to not have an embarrassing incident, or maybe they were holding her family hostage, or capable of threatening her even in Elysium.

'One of the Project Lawful girls used 5 different cantrips in a day' - fits with my going theory, but I want to hear yours first -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "My theory is that our priest figured out something really important and Cheliax is throwing an absurd number of distractions at him to prevent him from realizing how important it is or telling anyone else about it, and the distractions are causing all these absurd rumors."









Merenre: "Possible. Mine is that the thing our priest figured out is something like a way to give sorcery to people who aren't born with it. INT-based sorcery, presumably, or why have a bunch of wizard students as test subjects. With some special abilities that are really, stunningly valuable, and expected to carry over on death, thus the rise in prices in Hell. And something that produces the reports of - the girls also being clerics, the girls having too many cantrips, the girls doing things that shouldn't be possible -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "If you can do that at all - maybe you test it first on wizard students from Ostenso but then you start empowering everyone -"









Merenre: "Well, maybe they planned to, and Otolmens put Her foot down. Or maybe they want to wait more than five days to see if it has side effects. It's not totally satisfactory, though, it gives no explanation at all for the question of why girls."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Some bloodlines are only expressed in girls."









Merenre: " - how sure are we that our priest is a 'he'. Did Youdirectly observe that."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We can't see that kind of thing."









Merenre: "New theory," says Merenre, moving beads. "Our priest is a woman. Whatever her powers, only women can have them."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Well. That's not my favorite theory ever. Goddamn it, if that's true Cheliaxactually isa better place for her to start than here."









Merenre: "I mean, they do still have all the lying. And the torture. And only the stupid soul-based prediction market. But yes, we'll need to rethink things. If that's true. And need to rethink different things, if the class of theories where the priest is borrowing books from the First Vault are true, and rethink yet more things, if the public Project Lawful is a distraction to cover for something much more effectively kept secret..."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Such as the possible diamond-stealing thing."









Merenre: "It's the obvious candidate. We have confirmation that Nidal's not raising their dead. Or, I mean, they're raising them as undead, but -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I took your meaning.



If Cheliax can do that whenever they want -"









Merenre:









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Where are our diamonds presently."









Merenre: "Tried a lot of different stuff since we don't know how they did it. Some of them are permanently but dismissibly transformed into chunks of granite. Some are permanently but dismissibly transformed into rags that were dipped in a highly reactive alchemical reagent which will cause a massive explosion if exposed to oxygen, and are now in glass jars in a room without any. Some are in a demiplane, some are in a bank in Aktun, some are in Ismat's workshop so we'll know if ones in a very standard and knowable location got taken. I don't think they have the ability to do that at will. You'd expect to see a fall in the value of Chelish souls with decades more expected lifespan."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We hope you're right."









Merenre: "It might be useful for more of You to think about this."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We're trying. We're trying really hard. Do you know what We've got with any reasonable confidence."









Merenre: "Do tell."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "This morning, someone gave our priest - priestess - 600gp for a service worth far more than that to them, though they did not achieve that by lying.







That's the kind of thing We get when We look really hard."









Merenre: "Have you ever considered, just, waltzing over to Absalom, and checking if this would be any easier if you were two gods."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Dismissed, Merenre, go update those prediction markets. And, uh, send your wife Our highest regards."









Merenre: "Because we're going to need her if the most powerful magic in the world turns out to be woman-only?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Also because We hold her in high regard! At least five percent because We hold her in high regard!"









Project Lawful: PL-log timestamp: Day 4 / morning









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn makes her greetings to Keltham. She wishes she could check this with Sevar, but thought of it too late; this, too, is an interaction that should occur in the alter-Cheliax. She will try to keep it brief.

If Keltham learns or deduces anything about how Forbiddances might work, including by reference to other protective spells that depend on caster circle, Keltham might deduce that perhaps Forbiddances also ought to be cast by the most powerful cleric available, and that Aspexia Rugatonn should therefore have been on-site right after the Forbiddance went up. And then wouldn't it be strange if she didn't hang around while Keltham was teleported in, just in case Nidal attacked; and then wouldn't it be strange if she didn't greet Keltham at all? She didn't for the last Forbiddance; but Keltham now believes, correctly, that Cheliax considers him more of an important person after the Nidal attack on him and resulting godwar.



"Greetings again, Keltham," says Aspexia, looking as warm and grandmotherly as before. She is not, on reflection, 'Aspie'; she has, on reflection, started to side with Sevar about the importance of the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus seeming relatively more Lawful. Isidre can take credit for Aspexia's little prank, if it requires crediting at all. "I'm afraid I have a great deal of work to do today, and this is not a good time for us to talk," with Sevar out of the loop, "but be advised I will be doing that work on-site, so don't be too surprised if you see me eating lunch by myself later in the day, or some such."









Keltham: "Staying on-site because..."



Keltham's thoughts are mostly on what he can do today that will be productive while he's missing Carissa, Ione, Pilar, and Asmodia. The remainder, mostly on constantly telling part of himself to shut up Carissa will be fine.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "We were instructed to rush you here as soon as the most basic defenses were in place for you; it is apparently significantly safer for you here, than in the Imperial palace in Egorian. Other defenses are still being emplaced, and while they are, the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus may as well happen to do her day's paperwork from here."









Keltham: "I would not have expected the leadership position for Asmodeus's Church to be determined by who has the greatest military power."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "In this case it occurs the other way around. Asmodeus empowers more those who attain a deeper understanding of Him."









Keltham: "All right then. Good to hear."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "We have, for what it's worth, now screened everyone previously in the villa for being secretly a cleric - though we had to consult with Hell to determine that was even possible, and how it could be tested - and it is all negative."









Keltham: "Also good to hear, but do keep in mind that if that 'trope' governs at all you havesomehow missed heranyways. I agree that it probably doesn't govern, and I hope that nobody was too much inconvenienced by the screening."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Perhaps I should not ask, but if you'd pardon me one question..." Aspexia waits for the nod. "And also, if you can, please answer this quickly rather than thinking about it for long. If 'tropes' govern, who is the ultimate antagonist and what is their plan?"









Keltham: "I'm sorry, but I'mreally not comfortable answering that, under these circumstances. I cannot just point an accusing finger at somebody especially if the cleric thing turned out to be wrong, Asmodia has no superpowers, and there was no significant conflict with the Queen.


Keltham immediately thought 'Isidre'. Isidre plans to convert the world to Lawful Goodness. She is carrying out this plan via a program of illegal emotion-reading and mind-control, which has penetrated Chelish Governance to a far greater degree than the Grand High Priestess or the Queen would think even possible.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I am sorry for having asked, then, and see your point."

"Should you change your mind regarding the wisdom of answering, keep in mind that I am, in principle, the member of government who would be most responsible for dealing with 'tropes' if they existed."

Aspexia gives him a polite nod and departs.









Project Lawful: Ione, Pilar, and Asmodia are also away from the site, in queue for additional Security screening supposedly.

Keltham might want to make inquiries, upon seeing them again, regarding prophecies, or excursions outside the old Forbiddance, or trips to Hell.

So somehow those three will only manage to get to the new site after Sevar is back, and functioning sufficiently to authorize any necessary lies.









Aspexia Rugatonn: And as for why all this visit is happening, really?

When Aspexia read Abrogail's proposed outline of what she intended to do to Sevar, it occurred to Aspexia that perhaps, if Sevar is out of communication with the Project Lawful site for an extended period, maybe somebody who can read Keltham's mind should be on the Project Lawful site as a substitute for Sevar. Just in case Keltham picks this particular morning to suddenly go closet himself and think for three hours.



It seems like prudent policy even before considering how much that could plausibly be a 'trope'.









Keltham: So... study magic, learn more about Cheliax and Golarion, see if they can teleport in a metallurgy expert so Keltham can hear about the current state of art in mining and refinement of metals, maybe ask Governance to send him the politically convenient version of the gains-splitting bargain to see how loudly Keltham screams about it...? Keltham isn't currently thinking of anything else he can do with everyone missing.

Carissa is going to be okay though, right oh my ass brain, would you stop that, I decided this was a good idea it has all kinds of safeguards and you won't find out what the results were until Carissa gets back so right now these are not productive thoughts to be having at me.









Project Lawful: PL-log timestamp:Day 4, late afternoon
PL-log placestamp: Egorian









Pilar : And nowonce again Pilar has found herself somewhere holding a cake, and this place doesn't even seem to be inside the Palace!









lintamande: Instead it's a private room in a classy inn; from the window, the palace grounds are visible across the street. The room is presently empty except for an unaccompanied Unseen Servant, which is sweeping.









Pilar : Pilar has a sense of what her curse wants to do (sigh) and she's not going to fight it without a reason, so she lets herself leave the room, go down a hall, go down a set of stairs, still holding the cake. It's one of the nicer and larger ones she's delivered, now that she looks at it, very formal.









lintamande: The first floor of the inn is a busy restaurant, presently in the middle of serving lunch. It's clearly an upscale adventurers' inn, not one for nobles or rich merchants. You can tell by the decor, which is awfully cosmopolitan for Cheliax, and by the security, who look like they mean business potentially against very dangerous adversaries, and by how quickly the waitress takes it in stride to have a very conspicuous girl come down stairs she definitely at no point went up. "Can I help you?"









Pilar : Pilar hands her the cake, and lowers her voice about as far as it can go. "This cake is for the party of Osirian adventurers who'll be arriving shortly. Please wait until two minutes and forty-five seconds past the early-hour bell, then give this cake to them with compliments of the cake girl."









Pilar : WAIT WHAT









Pilar : WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK









lintamande: The woman blinks at her.



"That'll be - five silver for a special timed delivery on short notice," she says, "and no guarantees about what happens to the cake if they fail to show and you don't return to claim it in the next hour."









Pilar : Pilar seems to be holding five silver. Somehow this surprises her, even though, if her curse can do all these cakes, there's no reason it couldn't do small amounts of money.

Pilar hands the money over more or less on automatic, thinking furiously.









Pilar : Pilar has by now worked out that, whenever she appears for somebody without her having chosen that, they have at least heard of her. Maybe they know her as Pilar and not the cake girl, back in the villa when this first happened; or they've heard a rumor about the cake girl, in the Imperial palace, but not the name Pilar.

But she has never suddenly found herself with a cake for somebody, who has no idea of who she is or why she'd be there. And that goes by the final recipient, not by anybody who hands the cake over on instructions.

Pilar does not, in fact, know any Osirian adventuring parties, or anybody who'd plausibly be on one.

Which leaves the question of how an Osirian adventuring party knows either Pilar Pineda, or the cake girl.









lintamande: The waitress pockets the money, takes the cake, and walks it over to a heavily built man by the door who squints at it and then shrugs. She takes it off to the kitchen.









Pilar : Pilar starts to turn back to the main room, with the intent to talk to that impressive-looking inn security about where Pilar can find the highest possible level of Church or Crown security, on very short notice and very near by.









Project Lawful: ...her curse really really doesn't want her to do that.

Because the Osirians will be captured. And probably tortured. And that's not nice, not at all.









Pilar : Pilar directs a furious thought at her curse about how these people are not street orphans, they are here to kidnap and torture her and would eventually figure out a way to do that in a way she finds genuinely unpleasant. Furthermore, in case it has escaped her curse's notice, she is Lawful Evil, operative word Evil, and an extremely loyal servant of Lord Asmodeus and His interests. She doesn't think her curse can actually stop her if she tries, or at least, Pilar is very willing to fight and find out.









Project Lawful: Pilar is Lawful Evil, operative wordLawful.

Her curse trusted her with this. She can well serve Lord Asmodeus's interests here, but she has to not do horrible things from the perspective of Chaotic Good, using her curse's power and knowledge, in the course of that.

Her curse wouldn't have steeredher into the trap, obviously. That wouldn't have been nice either. But her curse could have just let the whole thing fly by without Pilar noticing.









Pilar : It's really fucking creepy how Pilar's brain just thinks this crap like it's her own fucking thoughts.









Project Lawful: Her curse probably feels sorry about that, too, because it is very Stupid Good, but this is important.









Pilar : What the fuck is up with this whole 'you're Lawful and therefore you have to keep to this agreement you didn't actually make at any point', huh?









Project Lawful: It's how god-agreements can work, sometimes.









Pilar : Pilar is not a god.









Project Lawful: Hasn't she learned anything from Keltham? Dath ilani aren't gods, but they can sometimes decide to behave like them.

And if Pilar doesn't choose to act like a god, well, her curse probably won't be trying to do things like this again in the future.









Pilar : Pilar doesn't scream, but it takes an effort. She is, no doubt, nowherenear the level of sheer seething hatred that the Grand High Priestess must have accumulated for Chaotic Good at this point, but Pilar sure isn't dawdling along that road.









Pilar : She thinks.









Pilar : She decides.









Pilar : Pilar walks over to the most impressive-looking inn security, and uses Message this time. "I have a Crown security issue that needs to be escalated as quickly as possible. Point me or escort me to the nearest state Security who can escalate me further immediately. Do not talk about this afterwards."









lintamande: The man raises his eyes, then grabs her arm and Dimension Doors.



They're at a palace security checkpoint, now, just outside the Forbiddance.

"FREEZE, DON'T RESIST", someone instructs them instantly, and casts Hold Person; the man makes a face as though it's taking him a lot of effort to let the spell touch him, but he does permit it.



The Hold Person is powerful enough Pilar couldn't really throw it off if she wanted to.









Pilar : Well, Pilar won't say anything then, but she will think very loudly that, first of all, most people are not authorized to read her mind, and second, that she has an issue for immediate escalation to the Grand High Priestess, also somebody needs to note down which inn they just came from because Pilar doesn't know that.

Message repeats.









lintamande: Palace Security dismisses the spell after a couple very fast exchanges. "Kid says she urgently needs to be escalated higher," the retired adventurer said. "You want me to keep escorting her, or do you have it from here."

"We have it from here. This is classified, don't speak of it to anyone."

"Yeah, yeah."









Pilar : "What was the name of that inn?"









lintamande: "Skymetal Sword. Am I allowed to head back, I'm on duty."

"No," Security says flatly.









Pilar : Message: Need to escalate to Grand High Priestess, time-sensitive.









lintamande: "Right, come with me."

And they can hurry to the Grand High Priestess's office, where the Grand High Priestess is not, because she's in Ostenso.









Pilar : "Do you recognize me as a person of interest," Pilar says to the Grand High Priestess's emotionless secretary who is widely believed to be actually a devil.









lintamande: "Yes. The Grand High Priestess is not here."









Pilar : "I either need personal control of a Crown intelligence issue, including the ability to consult Crown intelligence about actions that best serve Lord Asmodeus's interests and the ability to direct Security accordingly, or I need somebody to assume command of this issue whom the Grand High Priestess trusts to deal with deranged fucking god-agreements."









lintamande: The secretary, at this, pulls out a mirror and contacts the Grand High Priestess.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Talk," Aspexia Rugatonn says on recognizing Pilar. Nothing need be said about 'I assume this is urgent'; it obviously is.









Pilar : A surrounding silence has obviously already been cast at this point.

"Curse directed me to where I now expect an incoming Osirian adventuring party who's heard of the cake girl to try to kidnap me. Curse doesn't want them hurt, curse said it trusted me, and appealed to my Lawfulness, and told me to act like a god, and said it won't do this again if I don't. I can serve Lord Asmodeus's interests as much as I want so long as I don't do anything my curse hates, like getting the Osirians caught and tortured, which to be clear Iwould be incredibly comfortable with -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "What do you request?" Aspexa Rugatonn interrupts; she doesn't need to be told that Pilar is loyal.

Rugatonn can see what she'd do, but if Pilar hasn't also seen it independently, she cannot entrust Pilar with doing it independently.









Pilar : "I need direction on whether to obey this bargain that I never actually made. If no, I'll give the data to Security. If yes, I either need somebody else who understands deranged Chaotic Good curses to assume command over me and this issue, or I need authorization to control it myself. I prefer the former."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And the scope of that authorization?"









Pilar : ...oh no.

"Authority over local Security, and ability to consult with Crown intelligence over which fun non-hurtful prank on the Osirians will most serve our Lord's interests."

Pilar isn't doing anything as unprofessional as making a face on purpose, but hopefully her control isn't perfect and therefore the Grand High Priestess can hear her face trying to shout 'NO' through the mirror.









Aspexia Rugatonn: That was the correct answer. Well, a correct answer. Including that suppressed horrified expression, if Pineda looked happy this wouldn't be a good idea at all.

"Try keeping the bargain this time so we can observe what happens."

"Everyone I trust to correctly handle god-agreements with Chaotic forces is outside the Palace, mostly at the front of the war."

"If you listen humbly to your elders and ignore anything they suggest about violating implied god-agreements, I believe you can handle this yourself. If at some point it looks like I'm wrong and you start expecting it to not go well, I trust you to walk away from it without aggrieving your curse."

"My secretary will supply you with that authorization. Do not explain why you have it or where the real constraints are coming from."

"Any else top urgent?"









Pilar : "No."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Rugatonn out."









Pilar : "I hate my life."









lintamande: Pilar gets handed her authorization and shown a meeting room to brief Security on whatever she wants them to do.









Pilar : Actually, the first thing Pilar needs to do - after saying that the waiting Skymetal Sword guard can go back, since they want the place to look normal, also her curse doesn't want to inconvenience the guy too much - is to talk to Crown intelligence about what the Crown wants Osirion to end up believing.

Security isn't going to be preventing these people from returning home, Cheliax can't hold them to trade for something else. Lord Asmodeus's interests can only be served here by giving them some form of false impression or false information, so far as Pilar can tell.

Her curse seems to believe that giving another country wildly misleading military intelligence is a happy fun prank! Pilar is not actually preventing herself from thinking repeatedly about how incredibly stupid that is. She has much less practice at controlling her own thoughts than most Chelish people of her status. Her curse, thankfully, does not seem to care.









lintamande: If they've already heard enough rumors to test whether there's a cake girl, with a reasonably well-designed test, then a) what a fucking disaster, it's presently unclear who's going down for it but someone's going to have to, and b) they're not going to be able to convince them that Project Lawful is nothing big.









Cheliax: This top Chelish expert on Osirion affairs just got emergency-teleported back from the front lines to the palace for this, just ran into the room, and has not actually heard about any of these rumors.

"Can somebody very quickly brief me on who the cake girl is, what Project Lawful is, and why it's a disaster that Osirion has already heard of her?" he says.









Pilar : Everybody is now looking at Pilar because, obviously, who else in this room would a) be in charge and b) know what people here are allowed to know about what Project Lawful is and why it matters.

"Somebody else say which rumors about the cake girl Osirion is likely to have heard," Pilar says. "I mainly know the true version, I have not been tracking exactly which rumors exist."









Iarwain: Somebody who actually has been in the palace the last few days, internally screaming forever after the manner of competent intelligence officers dealing with other people who are not competent intelligence officers, recites the basics:

If something nice happens to you that people in non-Chelish countries would throw some kind of fucking party for, a girl is already there and already has a cake to offer you.

It's actually pretty good cake.

Nobody knows what happens if you refuse to eat it.

The cake girl doesn't give a shit about Forbiddances or wards on the room.

Nobody has spotted her teleporting.

Oh, and also the cake girl is one of the Project Lawful girls etcetera etcetera so she presumably has arcane vision, casts both cleric and wizard spells, her soul's price in the markets of Dis is astronomically high, may possibly be Abrogail Thrune, got transformed prettier after she joined Project Lawful, etcetera etcetera.

That's the main line of the rumors, there's too many variant versions for anybody to keep track of.









lintamande: "I have heard it rumored," someone else adds, very annoyed about it,"that some connection exists between the capabilities used by Cake Girl and the capabilities that deprived Nidal of diamonds - which Osirion might have noticed by now -"









Cheliax: "Ah," says the guy who just got back from the front lines. That makes a lot more sense than panicking over Osirion believing a completely deranged -

- actually no it doesn't make sense. "Without meaning to inquire as to anything I should not know, if that rumor's false, are we unhappy to have Osirion believe it? Should we just be trying to confirm whatever it is they believe?How did they end up believing it?"









Pilar : "You," Pilar says to one of the Securities hanging out who's not an intelligence officer, but one cleared to gofer for intelligence work, "find somebody who knows about the diamond thing, which I have not previously been cleared for, and tell them they immediately need to be in this room advising me with respect to what we do or don't want Osirion believing about a connection between the diamond thing and Project Lawful via the cake girl. Go."

Pilar turns back to the poor confused soul from the front lines. "I would have thought that we didn't want more attention called to Project Lawful at all but maybe that ship has sailed."









Iarwain: "I have an opinion to offer regarding that," says somebody much older and far more powerful than herself.









Pilar : "Speak, I have authority here for good reasons but know I am sorely lacking experience."









Iarwain: He nods. "With all due disrespect to a number of people who should already be in Hell, that ship had in fact probably sailed after Nidal attacked your project site, we launched an emergency response with dozens of people with six seconds worth of intelligence clearance, and then a fucking god-war started immediately afterwards."

"That level of international scrutiny on an event with that many witnesses is simply not evadable. It's not sufficient if the witnesses were all soul-sold and most are now on the Nidal front. If you visibly block all information and all avenues of investigation about what started a god-war, some adversaries will start burning ninth-circle scrolls in order to kidnap targets or extract information from them."

"The explosion of rumors may be the better case than that scrutiny focusing narrowly on only things that actually happened."









Pilar : "Cananybody tell me if there's a policy about that,who runs that policy, andwhere they are so they can be inside this room instead."









lintamande: "The general policy for feeding spies misinformation is that it should be hard to immediately verify, leave them confident they weren't noticed, suggest further investigation within Cheliax, and contain things from a shortlist, per country, the Osirion expert will have theirs but it might be a bit out of date -"









Cheliax: "List had nothing about a Project Lawful on it last I heard," the Osirion expert says dryly. "You want to know what we'd like Osirion to believe about our grain stores, I'm your guy."









Pilar : "Who would know which rumors we're supposed to spread about Project Lawful?"









Iarwain: Your project director would be the obvious candidate...?









Pilar : "I've been informed that individual is completely out of contact. Can somebody tell me what our goals would obviously have beenso that I cando more of whatever it was we were doing."









lintamande: "- keep enough cruft in the water that no one can narrow down on what might be true," a senior person says instantly. "'Project Lawful is a bunch of girls with random novel powers', fine, let's have them be as random and as novel and asuninformative about what actually happened to the Project Lawful girlsas possible."









Cheliax: "So we want to show them exactly the cake girl they're expecting, is the idea here," says the guy who just got back from the front lines.









Pilar : "Unfortunately there is a sufficiently large grain of truth in the cake-girl-specific rumors"namely fucking all of it "that this should not be our policy with respect to the cake girl."









Cheliax: What part of that could possibly... the part about Forbiddances, presumably. "Can we show them just the part thatisn'ttrue?"









Pilar : IF THERE WAS ANY SUCH PART, YES, THAT WOULD BE AN OPTION.

"Not from among the items listed. We would need to generate new ones..."

...though actually, on reflection, the 'cake girl' is a weird intervention by Cayden Cailean which has never made any sense at all; and which seems almost absolutely unrelated to any of the things that are actually important about Project Lawful.

"General policy question," Pilar says. "How do we feel about focusing attention on points that are true but really really fucking misleading?"









lintamande: "If you know enough about what's up with Project Lawful to evaluate that, yes, that's what some of the best misinformation is."









dath ilan: NNOOOO NOO NO NO STOOOOP THAT IS NOT HOW THIS WORKS THAT IS NOT HOW ANY OF THIS WORKS









Pilar : "Okay, then I think we run with it looking to them like the cake girl is real, pending somebody with diamonds clearance saying if maybe that isn't such a good idea after all."









Cheliax: ...wait, what, that list was in significant part true but 'really really fucking misleading', WHAT.









lintamande: "No apparent teleporting," contributes someone with diamonds clearance who just walked in a minute ago. "We should just have someone walk the cake in."









Pilar : Pilar is pretty sure she doesn't teleport, she's not sure what she does instead but teleportation doesn't feel right. It's not weird teleportation, it's not-teleportation-at-all.

But, okay, if they don't want to focus attention on teleportation with respect to the diamonds, cool.

"Cake girl should be able to walk in visibly and without teleporting, at the correct time, if she tries. Then what? I'd expect her to be kidnapped and tortured for information, but how do they do that, exactly? And is there a way to make sure she ends up in Hell shortly after" CORRECTLY THIS TIME "which doesn't make it clear that we knew all along what would happen and were prepared for it? Assume the cake girl can maintain her will under torture for an extended period and is able to supply deliberate misinformation, but would like to be sure of dying in time to get Raised after dawn tomorrow."









lintamande: "I don't think we should assume that of cake girl unless we've already done it to her. And even if she's ready to be Asmodeus's heroic servant, they'll have mindreading."

"The obvious way to make sure someone who is captured makes it to Hell is to give them a slow-acting, but not noticeable or easily treatable, poison; when noticed they generally won't assume she'd been poisoned before being captured."

Everyone looks to the Osirian expert for how Osirion does interrogations.









Cheliax: "Osirion doesn't consider itself bound not to employ torture, but does little of it by Chelish standards because it's not really very useful for their goals. The pharaoh is known to have a Sense Motive of basically mindreading, but he doesn't involve himself in much directly. They also have actual mindreading, obviously."









Pilar : Pilar is confused by the concept of torture not being useful; she has always had the impression that people who aren't her will go to great lengths to avoid it. She's also confused by the concept that nobody gets suspicious of prisoners who mysteriously die a few hours later, but this is less important.

"And I suppose that if somebody has a scroll of Mind Blank to tap cake girl so the Osirians do need to use torture, that does make it too obvious... well, maybe they'd think it was just Project Lawful bullshit?"









Cheliax: "I think that if the cake girl looks like agirl the Osirians are very unlikely to move to torture within the indicated timeframe."









Pilar : Osirion. Right.

"...do we have other ways of doing something very misleading with the cake girl, assuming that she does not get to use her in fact fairly impressive ability to withstand torture in order to deliver misinformation."









Cheliax: Is she actually the cake girl.

You don't work in intelligence for this long, and not notice when an inexperienced subject is possibly failing at a task of pretending not to be somebody.









lintamande: "We could send some person who isn't the cake girl and doesn't know anything in with the cake, having gotten a Suggestion immediately before to bring the cake in, poisoned. All they learn from her is that she was inexplicably seized by the urge to bring this cake in, and we learn - once she shows up in Hell - what Osirion knew enough to ask her about."









Pilar : "Constraint: We'd need somebody who would afterwards feel really cheerful about that having happened to them. Do we have anybody like that?"









lintamande: Everyone stares at her incredulously.









"We could....subsequently raise them? And commend them on their service to the Crown?"









Pilar : "That works great on me and at least eleven other people in Cheliax, but unfortunately this is a hard constraint and it runs off how people will actually feel and not what they are supposed to feel."









lintamande: Some new conclusions are quickly reached about how many girls are in Project Lawful and what makes them special.









Iarwain: It is, however, not added to the rumor mill, for fucking once, because these people are professionals specifically in the intelligence services, and furthermore have a good idea of who gets interrogated and possibly executed if there's a new rumor about there being exactly 12 girls in Project Lawful.









Project Lawful: (...you could do somethinggenuinely actually nice for them afterwards, her curse does not suggest.)









Iarwain: Message to Pilar from somebody in this room: Is this a visible hard constraint where I can use it to find out whether someone is truly loyal to -









Pilar : Reply: No, unfortunately, and yes I know exactly how stupid that is.









lintamande: "Someone who has been sentenced to, and is in the middle of, a slow execution, gets dragged out to deliver cake instead, dies more cleanly?"









Pilar : "We do have to Raise them afterwards to get the info, right, but I guess I could use my authority to ensure that they were cleanly killed again, immediately after that..."









Project Lawful: (Asmodeans.Why. Pilar's curse is not particularly Abadaran but even it wants to yell "HAVE YOU CONSIDERED OFFERING MONEY" at this point.)









lintamande: "Could also track them down in Hell, which might be more inconvenient but doesn't run the risk of them refusing. I do think we should consider it possible that the Osirians will Soul Bind their captive to keep the secret, so this'd have to be worth that, to Asmodeus."









Pilar : "Can anybody give me a completelydifferent line on how to mislead the Osirians with the or a cake girl? This line is looking increasingly less promising."









Iarwain: "We could go to the opposite extreme and try to make Project Lawful or cake girl look significantly more impressive than the reality - you'd know better than I would if that's realistically possible. Seventh-circle wizard walks in looking like the real cake girl, with Mind Blank and Dimensional Anchoring and a few other things up, serves them some cake, chats with them, ignores anything they try to do to her, leaves."


"Are we okay with them knowing about the weird constraint that prevents us from arresting them?" somebody asks Pilar. "Because if we're not, we should make it look like cake girl is not with Chelish services, and if we are, she should very clearly have the ability to turn them over to Security but not do it."









Pilar : "I think the fact that we had to let them go probably falls under the incredibly fucking misleading category."

"We're running out of time here, I like this option best of anything so far, let's roll with it."









Carissa Sevar: Eight hours after the Queen of Cheliax took her, Carissa Sevar gets a teleport to the fortress which is the new home of Project Lawful and goes to the temple to check in. The plan is for her to return to Keltham while still a little fragile - it's good for him to know what that looks like, and less costly than keeping her away from him for what might be the entire next day - but she really really wants a situation report first, so she can stop feeling like nothing is quite entirely real, and so she can get a precious rundown on what Keltham thought about in the Grand High Priestess's hearing.



She just spent several hours napping, but she still looks fairly exhausted, and something a little deeper than 'exhausted'. She is carrying a dagger, because in hindsight she really should have one, and dressed like the heir to a county.



"How's my Keltham."









Ferrer Maillol: 'My Keltham' what, what did the Queen do to her? Brainwash her into Keltham's sex slave or mistress or Abyss-knows-what so long as she had an extra three minutes?

"Usual condition," Maillol replies.



Aspexia only has limited Detect Thoughts per day that use her caster level; she hasn't been constantly reading Keltham the way the Queen can. No Keltham behaviors merited emergency checks. Occasional spaced spot-checks didn't turn up much of interest, besides an advance read on everything obvious Keltham thought to try with metalworking.

If Carissa is trying to scan the full transcripts, she'll see that Keltham is thinking he should maybe try dating Meritxell next rather than any of the Complicated Girls, but isn't quite sure that his brain will actually do that if he's no longer aromantic; also the earliest morning transcript shows Keltham repeatedly reminding himself that Carissa will be all right and that he will not receive any new info about this until later.









Carissa Sevar: "- I can work with that. My plan is to go find him and probably spend the afternoon with him, then authorize lies for Ione, Asmodia and Pilar; I want a Telepathic Bond with you, ideally tomorrow, so we can coordinate even when I'm occupied. Also, I am fourth circle now and would like the chance to copy some spells off Security."









Ferrer Maillol: You know what's really, really,really fucking annoying in Cheliax? People who bear up much better than you under torture. Also wizards in general.

"Copying spells will be arranged, Telepathic Bond arranged, I have noted your intended whereabouts. I will not move ahead on returning our extra students until you tell me you're ready for project responsibility handoff, and either that looks accurate to me or I'm overruled by High Priestess Subirachs about your readiness to return to duty... please confirm that's acceptable." It is not actually easy to remember that this is now his boss.









Carissa Sevar: "That's acceptable. Ab- Her Imperial Majestrix thinks I lack common sense on this front and with that in mind I'll consult High Priestess Subirachs before I say I'm ready."









Ferrer Maillol: No shit. "Acknowledged, and that's High Priestess Jacint Subirachs, seventh-circle," Maillol says, just in case somebody didn't actually mention that part to her. He goes to a map temporarily pinned to a wall until everybody learns the fortress, and points out where they are, and the paths to Carissa's new supervisor, to her bedroom, and to Keltham's bedroom. "I suggest that I have somebody else notify Keltham you're waiting for him in his bedroom or yours; he's presently in the library-study hall."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll wait for him in his, and someone can tell him so now." So he doesn't wonder if he's not supposed to bother her or something.





She heads off, still looking mostly content if slightly haunted, down the indicated path.









Keltham: Keltham will stride about as fast as he can without running as soon as anybody tells him.

He'll slow down before he gets to his bedroom; he's not to suddenly burst in, looking out of breath.

It has been impressed on Keltham with a few smiling but rather stern words from Aspexia Rugatonn that it is his place now to hug Carissa, not pester her about anything she doesn't seem to want to talk about, and in particular not to demand lots of reassurances about how fine she is or ask for lots of details on how she isn't, until she seems to be fully her previous self. Yes, even if Carissa says otherwise and that he should do what he wants and pester her, Keltham is allowed to ignore her on this particular occasion though after that he should go back to believing her again. No Aspexia is not going to explain what axioms derive those conclusions, she's busy, ask Carissa a day or two later.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is sitting on Keltham's floor near the fire, playing with her dagger. She hasn't decided how to enchant it yet but she's going to do something incredibly cool.









dath ilan: Sharp kitchen knives are in fact one of the most convenient ways to hurt yourself or somebody else, if you want to hurt somebody including yourself, and you are not in a good mental state to figure out any more optimal ways of causing damage. 'Stabbed with a kitchen knife' is very much an archetypal Worst-In-Category Thing such that it Actually Happened To One Person You Know Though Not Yourself Personally.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't smile at her; that would be lying.

He's got healing, they've got resurrections, it wouldn't be an actual emergency.

"Carissa," he says, softly, instead of his usual 'Hey' of greeting.









Carissa Sevar: - she sets it down, gently, and stands up.

"Keltham," she says back, and then shakes her head. "I'm okay. ...I should qualify that. I feel okay. I feel really good. I don't feelnormal,and, uh, Abrogail and the site manager both told me very sternly that I was not okay and possess no common sense, so I guess, I shouldn't say I'm okay with so much counterevidence. But I feel okay."









Keltham: He does smile at that; it's what somebody should sound like if they had a Huge Thing happen to them which was not actually catastrophic; and it totally upset lots of their internal equilibria, but didn't trash them so hard that it trashed all the meta-level processes, so they can still consider things like what other people told them. "Snuggles are available for those who seek them," Keltham says, and doesn't ask her at all about how her day went.









Carissa Sevar: Snuggles are sought. "I want to tell you at some point but not right now. I think once you have independent interest in...two or three of the things that happened, and once I have been officially declared Okay by nosy busybodies in the government."









Keltham: "That's fine," Keltham murmurs near her ear. He's surprised, hearing those words from his mouth, and then more surprised when he realizes that he actually meant them and doesn't need to say 'wrongthought' and back up. "I just need to know you're alive andwill be okay, I don't need to know why that's so." Want to, sure, need to, no.









Carissa Sevar: "I am alive! I will be okay! That I feel incredibly confident about. I'm hoping for better than okay, really, I think I might - feel safer - and I'm fourth circle."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "That's a good thing and you get congratulations on it, right?"









Keltham: NOT THAT PEOPLE LEVELING UP AND GAINING POWERS WHEN THEY HAVE SEX IS AN EROLARP TROPE OR ANYTHING

DOES SHE LITERALLY HAVE ERO-XP









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, it's a good thing, it means I can cast more powerful spells! ...I am really tempted to say 'I am not going to shatter if you ask the one question you're clearly dying to' but I guess maybe I should consult a priest about that."









Keltham: "It'll keep. A lot of questions do, in fact, they're exactly the same question a day later as right now. It's like food that never spoils."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. Anyway. I am very very glad it happened. I don't want it to happen again for a little while. I might....ever want something like that to happen to me again, but that doesn't mean you have to do it, or find a picky powerful person."









Keltham: "I'm glad that you're glad."

"If you don't want it to happen again for a little while, we don't need to worry about any of that for a little while."

"Or I can go write it down somewhere to revisit in two weeks, if you're worried I'll otherwise forget about it completely, and your brain will otherwise keep nagging you to make sure it knows the issue won't get dropped."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not really worried about that. Should I be?"









Keltham: "No," Keltham says, instead of his more usual cautiousdon't think so that he almost said. "You won't forget about it if it's a thing that's important to you."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay." She snuggles him quietly for a little while. "I really like you. Abrogail thinks I am in love with you. I haven't been in love with anyone before so I don't know how I would tell."









Keltham: "Neither have I before. Got a spell for that, Detect Love?"









Carissa Sevar: "Don't think so. Don't think the gods know what love is either, probably."









Keltham: That would explain some things about Golarion.

...he doesn't know how he knows this, but he knows he must not say that out loud, right now.



Okay, search complete, it's because Carissa doesn't need to go correct whatever he misunderstood about Golarion right now. Maybe that's not all of what he knew, but it's a large-enough chunk to make sense.

"The first layer of advice out of dath ilan," Keltham murmurs, "would be that it doesn't matter whether you call it 'love' or not, it only matters what it is. If you know what you're feeling and the question is just whether to call that 'love', there isn't really a question there at all, because you already know everything that the answer could have told you."









Carissa Sevar: "The question is, when I tell you how I'm feeling, have I given you a better understanding, or a worse one. If I pick the wrong word then you'll have the wrong idea. So we need the same one, at least."









Keltham: "The second layer. Go down to the details that are smaller than the word, the things you saw that made you want to use the word, the perceptions that came before you tried to describe it to anyone else. Describe those perceptions. It will take much longer than using a word, but you'll have less of a problem of the same mouth-sound meaning different things to different people."









Carissa Sevar: That feels like - mental work. Of the kind she's maybe been told not to do. And half of what she's performing here for Keltham is that she is competent enough her preferences can be trusted, so.



"Mmmmm. I think I don't wanna try that right now. Maybe in the morning. Unless it's an order."









Keltham: "It is not an order. And that's fine. I wasn't trying to give you a problem to solve, I was - being Keltham at you, being dath ilan at you, in case that was something that helped. And so you'd know that whatever internal puzzles you have, there'll be a way to solve them, later, they won't just stick around being unanswerable. In the rest of Golarion, maybe, but not in my bedroom."









Carissa Sevar: "Love you."









Keltham: "I sure feel something for you that I've never felt for anyone before, but I, too, don't feel like putting down all the mental work to describe it precisely, right now."









Carissa Sevar: Kiss?









Keltham: Symmetrical mouthdocking!









Carissa Sevar: And a while after that - "I think I am up for sex and I think it might actually be - really nice and something special I can only get when I'm like this - but. Probably I should ask a priest. If that's even something you would want."









dath ilan: A potential MISSED OPPORTUNITY that is RARE? This canNOT be permitted.









Keltham: "Sure, let's ask. Should I go have somebody run a message to someone?"









Carissa Sevar: -giggle. "I guess so. The priestess in charge here is called High Priestess Subarachs. I haven't ...met her ....and might need to talk to her for her to decide....but that would require getting out of bed. I don't want to get out of bed! You are here! And it's so cozy."









Keltham: "Well, I do need to be temporarily not-in-the-bed but it will be only temporary."

Keltham rises up, reshirts himself, opens door, calls for Security, please run a message to High Priestess Subasomething from Keltham, Carissa Sevar who just got back from her tryst with the Queen wants to talk to somebody about whether she's okay for sex, consider this to be Keltham asking for the favor of her coming all the way down to his bedroom to talk to Carissa without Carissa having to walk around excessively moving and thinking.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa should feel incredibly embarrassed about that and very worried about the first impression she is leaving her new advisor in her descent into darkness but instead of this, she doesn't.

"You're very good.



- you know what you should do, if you don't mind, is, you should come up with a description of what's different between fragile Carissa and normal Carissa, in case mine isn't very satisfactory once I am recovered and try to come up with one."









Keltham: "Are you also giving me a small adorable puzzle to keep my mind occupied and not talking to you, by any chance?"









Carissa Sevar: "No! If you want to talk to me you can talk to me! Just, I said that, and then I thought, I think normally I wouldn't say that, and then I decided not to try to notice all the differences. But you could, if you wanted. I think the point of all this is that you get to figure out exactly how you like your Carissa and what to do to her to get that."









Keltham: "I'll go take some notes, then." In Baseline.

Keltham gets the scrapbook he's been using and brings it into bed.

Note 1: Carissa seems a whole lot more capable of being happy, somehow, hopefully this is something that doesn't wear off completely or takes a while to do so.

Note 2: Fragile Carissa knows that she is fragile and not constantly proclaiming her invincibility, which wouldn't be a good look on her all the time, but it is nice to know that she has an internal sensor for it and yes fine it's cute Keltham will write that.

Note 3: She's like a tiny cute Pet Animal of some kind, which you wouldn't want to take care of always, but might want to take care of on correspondingly rare occasions like this one.









Carissa Sevar: She is so curious but she won't peek!









Keltham: "You're allowed to know eventually, you just have to be in rough equilibrium before you see. I'm not going to go overwrite your self-model while it's unusually fragile and maybe also changing, if I guessed anything on here wrong."









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, that makes sense and sounds right." It's not what Abrogail did, at all, but then Abrogail was trying to build Carissa a new way on purpose; Keltham doesn't know what he's doing and might build her a worse way accidentally, and is being appropriately cautious, given that.





Maybe they can kiss some more until the priest gets here.









Jacint Subirachs: Knock knock, quite gently.









Keltham: Answer answer.



Keltham is trying to ignore the very strong eroLARP character warning signals he is getting from how hot this priestess is, and that would be easier if Carissa hadn't just leveled from sex.



Yes, Carissa is over there in the bed. You can tell which object Keltham is pointing to, it's the adorable one.









Jacint Subirachs: This is probably more of a two-person talk than a three-person talk.









Keltham: Understood. Please note that Carissa is not to have sex without his approval.









Jacint Subirachs: Does she really give off that vibe?









Keltham: Why trust what you can just as easily verify?


Keltham departs.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will stop being quite so flopped. "High Priestess."









Jacint Subirachs: "Chosen of Asmodeus. You have permission to fall back down into the bed."









Carissa Sevar: - okay, well, she'll take that. Flop.





"I have been advised that I am not able to judge my readiness for duty right now. By several people. I want to encourage Keltham to have sex with me and I want to check whether that would be a bad idea. Or if there's some other reason to tell him it's a bad idea, I guess."









Jacint Subirachs: Carissa Sevar is, to an experienced eye, even more fragile than she looks to Keltham. To an Asmodean eye it would be contemptible, if you didn't know that this is what she is like only a few hours after finishing up a date with Abrogail Thrune that took her to fourth circle.

In fact, the Queen's brief said that the part that put Carissa up to fourth circle was just the foreplay, and Carissa's alignment aura is now noticeably slightly stronger than when that foreplay completed. And here she is using words and everything!



So, her readiness for sexual operations? To Jacint's eye, Carissa is being very honest, very vulnerable, looks very relaxed and happy, obviously has no reserves left to deal with anything going even slightly wrong, and is unlikely to be able to run much in the way of deceptions on Keltham. Jacint could probably break Carissa with a few words, right now, or simply by ceasing to guard her own words much... if Jacint felt like simultaneously pissing off Abrogail Thrune for ruining her latest masterpiece while it was recovering into its new shape, and also pissing off Aspexia Rugatonn, and also pissing off Asmodeus.

If Carissa were at all considering having normal sex with a normal person, the answer would clearly be no.

And then Carissa would need to be given something else to occupy herself, to prevent her from becoming bored and then trying to put herself back together faster or in interesting new ways.

"I estimate it will probably be safe for you with Keltham," Jacint says, "and safe for him spiritually, if I instruct him to back off or stop if you seem to be in increasing distress, and make it clear that he is to consider that advice from myself that he should indeed follow, rather than being a request from you that he is to refer back to only his own desires. You will not be able to deceive him about much, if anything, but he has already been instructed not to pester you with questions and to back off there as well."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. He's been good about that and I will tell him I'm not ready - and probably burst into tears - if he starts being pushy." She makes a little bit of a face about her own patheticness.









Jacint Subirachs: "It would be a lovely thing to see, but he is not ready and this is not the time for it either."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "Thank you. I'll come see you tomorrow, probably, to discuss more."









Jacint Subirachs: "As Asmodeus wills. Literally and specifically wills, in this case, since that was your decision."

Jacint departs.









Keltham: "Upshot?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Yes, but back off if Carissa seems to be in increasing distress. That's not a request from Carissa that you should refer back to your own will and wants, that's advice from me. Which you should ignore only if you have decided to break your possession. For which this would also be not a good time if you wanted that to have pleasing results later."









Keltham: Youcould have just said... never mind.

"Understood."

"Pain, probably in very small amounts by her standards: good, neutral, bad?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Neutral, for her, in those very small amounts. I suppose positive if you are enjoying yourself in it and she knows that."









Keltham: Keltham is not quite sure what to feel about that 'neutral' thing, but thanks her and goes in to rejoin his Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: "Hey. Did she say yes? She said she was going to say yes."









Keltham: "She did."

Keltham is currently more curious than aroused, but this is not hard for somebody as pretty and vulnerable-looking as Carissa to fix, if she is being proactive. Is she being proactive?









Carissa Sevar: She'll pause a bit to see if he's going to be, but if not, then, yes, she will. She will drape herself on him and pet him and make small delighted noises about absolutelyeverything.









Keltham: That'll get him revved in short order. He didn't know that level of Sexy Adorable was even possible. Everything about Carissa is brighter, somehow, than she seems usually was before, rather, hopefully.

Very small amount of pain to see what happens, at some point when he feels like that?









Carissa Sevar: Gets amuchstronger reaction than normal, but not necessarily in a bad way. She clings, and looks up at him as if she feels totally powerless in his arms.









Keltham: ...oh. He didn't know he needed that, so much, he hopes that there's still some way to get this reaction tomorrow.

He'll try letting himself go a little, now, to do those things he feels like doing, himself, and see what comes of that.

He will not be unwatchful for distress and increasing distress.









Carissa Sevar: Nope. She's okay. She wouldn't be okay, if he did any of a hundred normal things you do to a girl you're fucking and don't really care about, but he doesn't do any of those, because -

- he doesn't feel like parsing out what love is precisely, but he feels something for her he's never felt for anyone before -

- and he doesn't even know to think she's pathetic, just to think she's his.



When they're done she does start crying, for completely mysterious reasons that don't correspond to her mood at all.









Keltham: Recognizable substantial-base-rate gendertrope. Keltham is fine with it. He will pet her hair, unconscious of any particular new associations this might have for her; his hands, at least, don't feel much like Abrogail's.



(So, uh, Worldwound problem? It's not necessary to have solved right now, not at all, Keltham learned that lesson rather early on; but you have to hand back your dath ilani boyfriend card if you don't at least wonder about any current outstanding Problems.)









Carissa Sevar: He's very not like Abrogail. If she succeeds in making him into Abrogail, then -

- well, then she'll have risen high in the esteem of Asmodeus, who can break and remake her on a scale Abrogail can only dream of, so. Nothing to do but keep winning.





(Worldwound problem has not mysteriously vanished. Maybe if Abrogail had been focusing on that.)









Keltham: Dath ilan does ever try to shape people, Carissa Sevar, they just do it differently. Not so differently that they never recognize petting somebody's hair as part of it.









Merenre: "You're going to hate this."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Guards? Take this bearer of bad news away and feed him to the crocodiles." There aren't guards; they're in his private study.









Merenre: "Cake girl showed up."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "  "











"   "









Merenre: "Yeah. So, team shows up, gets a room, wards the room, baby's born, all of that goes totally smoothly. Four minutes after the baby's born, there's a knock on the door, and a Chelish wizard woman carrying a cake waltzes in and says, "congratulations!" Dimension Anchored, Mind Blanked, the team had as a precaution barely been briefed and correctly decided the thing to do was to get the fuck out as fast as possible, only she counterspellsthe Teleport and says, 'no! stay! celebrate!'"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Aren't they actively in the middle of a war with Nidal, with virtually all their high level casters at the front."









Merenre: "I mean, they've got some at the palace. One of whom saw fit to deliver cake. She insisted they eat it. It was not poisoned. It was reportedly delicious. ... I have a sample."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "It's not magical."









Merenre: "It is not magical."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "And not poisoned."









Merenre: "Not poisoned."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "If you put slices of it out on a dessert table with a bunch of other cakes, do people disproportionately take it, are the ones who take it any different from the ones who don't, are they any different an hour later -"









Merenre: "I'm not bringing it anywhere near the palace but we'll see if we can test it in Alexandria, where the cake sample presently is. And I can ask Nefreti, though it might be wiser not to."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Indeed.



What could they have gotten off us - what did the team go in knowing -"









Merenre: "Very large bounty from a reputable broker for an immediate trip to Cheliax, estimated 95% likely to be uneventful. Book a room, lock and ward the room, wait for a Sending about a newborn baby, wait two hours more, leave. If, and only if, a girl inexplicably appears in the room offering congratulations and cake, Plane Shift out instead of Teleporting, with the girl, to a demiplane the broker handed out the key for.



By far the primary thing they learned is that we know about cake girl. We didn't lose physical custody of the Plane Shift key, and it's a temporary demiplane anyway."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "And they didn't, you know, take them all down, learn that, send them to Hell, becauuuuse -"









Merenre: "...because Cheliax is taking a new, cake-based angle on conquest. Or maybe because it was all done with scrolls and items and they were bluffing. Or maybe because Project Lawful powers can't be used against us. Or maybe because - look, do you realize how many things I now give substantial credence -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "What things do you now give substantial credence."









Merenre: "Queen Abrogail Thrune is one of the Project Lawful girls. Queen Abrogail Thrune is negotiating with Project Lawful for use of their girls. Everyone in the Chelish hierarchy waits on Carissa Sevar. Carissa Sevar won favor in the court by inventing a magic weapon that stole all Nidal's diamonds. Asmodeus is working with Irori. Asmodeus is working with Iomedae. Asmodeus is working with Cayden Cailean. Project Lawful turns you into a girl. Project Lawful makes you sexually attractive to Asmodeus's specific sensibilities and he prefers women."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "That is not how gods work."









Merenre: "You're taking the under on that one? I have it at five percent."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: He bites his lip. "...yes."









Merenre: "But you thought about it. Because if I say twenty things that ridiculous -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I'm not betting against any of the others. What else -"









Merenre: "A girl on Project Lawful is the Neutral Evil herald of Nethys, Takaral. A girl on Project Lawful killedthe Neutral Evil herald of Nethys, Takaral. Project Lawful caused the godwar. The librarian on Project Lawful is cursed to never leave her library."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Andthatis not how curses work."









Merenre: "Well, there's the Oracle of Oppara -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Yes, I'm sure Asmodeus oracled one of his Project Lawful girls with a curse that leaves them tied to their library. That seems like the sort of thing Asmodeus, notorious respecter of the sanctity of books and libraries, would do."









Merenre: "I also have, uh, the ultimate aim of Project Lawful is to write a romance novel that will cause all women worldwide to fall in love with Asmodeus and convert for him."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I'll take the under on that too. - why only the women."









Merenre: "Men don't read romance novels."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Huh, do they not?"









Merenre: "I think in countries where a lot of women are literate it's a pronounced skew. Is this really important."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I don't know. I have no idea what's important. Maybe the romance novels are the key to the whole thing. ...what are Chelish romance novels like?"









Merenre: "They're state-issued, so not very good, centralization of entertainment media produces stories that people like to think lesser people read. I think, I haven't actually read any."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Right.





Okay.









Thank you, Merenre. Let me know if anything else pops out when you shift all the numbers around."









Merenre: "Your highness." And he stands, and takes his beads away, very tiredly.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...do they seriously mean to tell her that nobody thought of invitingherto that?









Project Lawful: PL-log: Subevent 3 of PL-incident Bargaining With Chaos

Time:Day 4 / evening

Location: Egorian, Imperial palace, food preparation area

Notes: PL-subject #3 is outsideOtolmens Containment Zone while event occurs









lintamande: Paladins can't experience fear.



Otherwise it'd be much harder to operate in Cheliax.



It is, to be clear, generally not worth it. Paladins can't experience fear, but they can experience eternal torture, and Cheliax delights in sending them on to it; there are places where more good can be done at a lower cost. But in the end, Cheliax is going to need to be overthrown, and you have to be in Cheliax to see the fractures when they start and can be encouraged in spreading. Plus, sometimes something really unexpected happens and you need to have people who can act quickly.

Andreu Bassols (not his birth name) has been living in Egorian for two years, having moved from a small farming village when his parents died and it didn't seem worth keeping up the farm alone. He loads and unloads river barges; he's a strong man, built for hard labor. He has, beneath the skin on his neck and separately beneath the skin on his thigh, two minor magic items, which conceal an aura that would otherwise radiate from him and betray him. Either would be sufficient, but it's a new experimental type of magic item, and either could fail, so it's better to have both.

He reads as having seven intelligence; his thoughts, when read, are slow, and uninteresting. This is the greatest sacrifice, aside from the possible eternity of damnation; the effect could not be manufactured. It had to be induced for real. He can lift it, when he puts his healing to that purpose, but it's risky, so he does it rarely.

He did it this morning; knelt in the cellar he sleeps in, the walls and ceiling too thick for Detect Thoughts, and healed himself, and read an encoded report delivered on a river barge, and broke down the plan into steps he would still, later, understand.





It's afternoon, now, and he is pushing a wheelbarrow of potatoes into the kitchens of the palace in Egorian.









Pilar : Someone hands him a cookie. "You did really well," the woman says gently. "You worked really hard. You deserve a cookie. But now you need to get out of Cheliax. It's okay, someone else will handle things from here."


why is her curse insisting that she act like this, fucking Abyss aaaaaahhhhhh









lintamande: That wasn't in the plan!



"I have a delivery," the man says, smiling at her in a friendly sort of way but proceeding in the same direction he was headed in.









Pilar : Okay no, Pilar is not standing around cooing at this suicidal idiot, that's a step too far.

Message: "You have a death sentence involving a Malediction, paladin. Seriously, get out of here."









lintamande: He turns around and squints at her. Blinks. "I'm sorry, lovely, did you say something? My hearing's going off."









Pilar : There's too many people around.

You know, Pilar's just going to grab this guy by the hand and pull him someplace slightly more deserted.









lintamande: He doesn't object to this.



He touches his hand to his chest, when they're alone, and the look in his eyes - changes.

"Who are you, and what do you want?"









Pilar : "Aura Sight on me."









lintamande: "You are Evil, child, but the impulsive guess of the gods is not their final judgment, and they see the future not at all." And then he keeps squinting, and frowns. "....you arealsoGood. .... and Lawful. And Chaotic. - what do you want."









Pilar : "Lawful Evil's a disguise, Chaotic Good's the real one, it's stronger if you look closely, now that I'm not hiding it."

"I want you out of Cheliax."









lintamande: "It is stronger," he agrees. "This is a dangerous place for a conversation; were you able to choose no other?"









Pilar : "It's safer than it looks."

"Look. Just go. Get out of Cheliax. I'm obviously on your side given that you're not dead and damned already."









lintamande: "It is not obvious to me that you're on my side; it's not obvious what you think my side even is. I don't take revised orders from anyone who glows right. Has my cover been compromised?"









Pilar : "One of the deadliest Project Lawful girls, Paxti, is making a sweep of the palace. The girls you've heard of are the ones where not everyone who saw them is dead. You would not have been able to evade Paxti like that and you still can't evade her now. You don't have that long, go."









lintamande: "How would she find me. Is it only the palace they're sweeping. Do you need a ride out of the country."









Pilar : "Project Lawful bullshit that I doubt they actually understand any better than you do. I don't know. No because Milani bullshit."









lintamande: "What do you know about Project Lawful."









Pilar : "Something like a hundred and fifty things of which at most thirty can be true. Strong guesses: The archduke's villa that Nidal attacked was actually a decoy, one of the girls did in fact take a round trip to Elysium and back, the project is faking a move elsewhere but remains inside the Imperial palace where it's been from the beginning, whatever it is only works to empower women."

"If you're still here in one minute I'm walking away. Milani bullshit or not, I cannot just hang around here next to you waiting for Project Lawful to catch up with you."









lintamande: "If they're sweeping the palace and maybe surrounding areas, why tell me to leave the country?"









Pilar : "Because Project Lawful is bullshit and the last person I told to just leave Egorian got executed and Maledicted. But not right away. They can see where you've been, maybe, but not follow fast -"

"Look, is this mission one thatI can just complete, they can't find me but they can find you."









lintamande: "Come with me to my wheelbarrow."









Pilar : Sure thing!


Pilar Pineda has now met exactly one paladin in person and she already hates their entire species with a burning passion. She is having to crush down a tiny thread of appreciation for how her curse is actually less Stupid Good than this.









lintamande: "Who was the last one?" he asks while they walk.









Pilar : "According to him, Iciar de Ossorio. I doubt it was his real name, I thought I had no need to know since he was getting out, I didn't press him on it, and part of me is glad that now I don't have the ability and hence responsibility to tell his family how he died."









lintamande: "Our families know how we'll die." He reaches the wheelbarrow, pulls out a canteen, hands it to her. "Spread it on the walls in a well-trafficked area, thin enough it'll dry fast, it's detectable while it's drying. I intended to do the kitchens, but if you have the run of the place, it should avoid detection anywhere that doesn't have anti-scrying wards. You won't know if it worked, but we will. I am grateful. Realize your aims."



And off he goes.









Pilar : Her curse had better not expect her to actually do this.









Project Lawful: Her curse is notthat stupid.









Pilar : Well good for it. Is Pilar kindly allowed to hand this stuff in for analysis?









Project Lawful: Eh, sure.









Pilar : Pilar admits to being surprised.









Project Lawful: Pilar has been nice to her curse and now her curse is being nice to her.









lintamande: Guy with his wheelbarrow leaves the grounds. The wheelbarrow is still full of potatoes, which he's confused by - did he miss a step? No, he changed plans. He should get somewhere quiet and figure out what the plan is now.









Pilar : Pilar hands the canteen in for analysis. Whoever's in charge of putting out this kind of fake story, the canteen was taken off the body of an agent of Milani who looked like Pilar currently looks. The Milani agent was surprised trying to use the canteen, and got interrogated, executed and Maled -

- was hunted by Paxti, but managed to suicide before being Maledicted.


Is her curse ever going tostop whining about every little thing.









Project Lawful: Trying to make somebody believe that they got a friend Maledicted is mean. If Pilar stops trying to use her curse to be mean, her curse will stop whining about it.









Pilar : Being mean to paladins doesn't count.









Project Lawful: It always counts, for everyone everywhere. Paladins are, first and foremost, people, even if a lot of paladins forget that themselves.

Pilar knows this already and doesn't want her curse reminding her of it and that is why Pilar is angry and trying to go out of her way to be mean.









Pilar : 
...actually, Pilar just had a really fucking disturbing thought, and she's ashamed of herself as an Asmodean for not thinking of it a lot earlier.

Her curse wouldn't, possibly, maybe, have just humorously tricked her into saving a paladin who was actually going to get caught and Maledicted.

Would it?









Project Lawful: Pilar will not be used against her Lord, Asmodeus, to whom she is truly and incredibly-undeservedly loyal.









Pilar : It has not escaped Pilar's notice that her curse has not answered her question.









Project Lawful: From this it would then follow, for example, that if this paladin had hypothetically been due to get caught and maledicted, he would have first succeeded in his mission, and would have gone to Hell never saying what he'd done, leaving Chelish Security unaware of it.

If Iomedae wants that exchange to be made, Asmodeus presumably wants it not to be made. And therefore in a case like that, hypothetically speaking, Pilar would have well served her Lord.









Pilar : ButChaotic Good is also fine with that exchange not being made, huh?









Project Lawful: Apparently so! If there's one thing that Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil can team up to fight, it's Lawful Good!









Pilar : Bullshit.









Project Lawful: Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil may find paladins annoying for very different reasons, but they can sure agree that paladins are annoying.

The Worldwound project shows that Lawful Evil and Chaotic Good have no trouble teaming up to fight Chaotic Evil. Why wouldn't it be the same for teaming up to fight Lawful Good?









Pilar : If Pilar's curse isn't just messing with her about this, how would her curse feel about rounding up every single Lastwall spy targeting the Imperial palace?

...And sending them home unharmed to their families where cute sons and daughters no doubt await them, wondering whether their missing parent will ever come home to them or if they'll hear about their Maledictions instead. They will be so relieved and happy to know that their parents' nightmarishly dangerous missions are over.

Her curse should be very cheerful to go along with this, right?









Project Lawful: Oh, well,that might cause the Chelish government to go around committing more nefarious evil deeds than they would have otherwise, both because Lastwall wouldn't stop them and because Cheliax would know Lastwall couldn't stop them so they'd try even more nefarious plots. No true Chaotic Good curse could approve such a thing!

...Pilar's curse could, of course, be swayed about this, if it happened to be true that rounding up all the Lastwall spies would make somethingelse happen so that the whole thing wouldn't then be a net loss for Chaotic Good.

Would anyone like to make Pilar's curse an offer?









Pilar : Another hour, another call to the Grand High Priestess.









Carissa Sevar: "I think I'm ready to do lie authorizations," Carissa tells Maillol, "unless you judge otherwise."



She looks slightly better. Like a stiff breeze could still blow her over but she'd get back up.









Ferrer Maillol: "Eyeballing you, you might be ready for on-call authorizations on lies but you're not ready to accept project handoff. I guess that's good enough if we want to bring the others back tonight. Pilar may arrive a little later, she's on loan to Crown Security for urgent undisclosed reasons, and we may need some lie ready to cover that." Actually Maillol knows exactly what those reasons are, but Sevar does not get to hear about Project Lawful bullshit ofthat order until she's more recovered.

Maillol hopes very strongly that Sevar is ready to accept that handoff before dawn tomorrow. It hasn't escaped Maillol's notice that, although today there were no massive project disasters per se, yet, the person who started out as Project Director of Project Lawful was kidnapped and extensively tortured by Abrogail Thrune. Maillol is not sure whether Pharasma's curse is following the title or theacting authority, and in the latter case he wants to give it back to Sevar ASAP.

"More importantly, Sevar, are you sufficiently able to monitor and respond to emergency Keltham events that the Grand High Priestess can leave the site area?"









Carissa Sevar: "I believe so. It might not be maximally convenient for my recovery if something major comes up but I think I'm in condition to handle it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: This will unfortunately free up Aspexia Rugatonn to attend a meeting she is frankly not looking forward to at all, to brainstorm what Cheliax can do that will make Cayden Cailean most happy at minimal expense to Asmodeus.

Aspexia Rugatonn will trouble herself to first stop in at the project office - now in a fake Asmodean temple with no torture chamber, just in case Keltham asks why he is not allowed to visit the admin areas - and take a quick look at Sevar.

Does it look like Aspexia needs to have an angry and probably violent conversation with Abrogail?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar is talking over lies for Asmodia and Ione with Maillol. She looks - younger, in a weird way, than she did yesterday - not that a Chelish sixteen year old would ever show this much vulnerability on their face, but it'd look less out of place on a sixteen-year-old. She does not look strikingly conflicted or strikingly flinchy. She's very attached to her dagger.

She nods to the Grand High Priestess with a private smile. Probably it will not amuse the Queen to tell the Grand High Priestess how upset Carissa was that she was dead. It's fairly pathetic.









Aspexia Rugatonn: A gesture, and Maillol no longer hears them.

"The Queen has in fact submitted a report on your adventure."

"It is not a priority for you to do anything about this, Sevar, especially not today, but be it known to you. Loyalty to myself and my purpose and my office is acceptable. Attachment to the point that you then blunder into Keltham's room being visibly distressed about a woman you should hardly know, is weakness, not terribly Asmodean, and not something I think we should be inculcating in the new Lawful Evil."

"The Queen suggested that this problem should be fixed by having you torture me to death once per day for a few weeks, and while I believe she had ulterior motives in this suggestion it was not entirely inappropriate as a solution ignoring its costs."









Carissa Sevar: " - that wasn't why, Most High. Keltham wouldn't have assumed any special attachment to you for me toto be distressed at your true death, especially as he knows it's what I fear most for myself. It is part of what he's allowed to know, that we spoke when you came to lay the first Forbiddance - though at the time I only told him I'd talked to a very important person - but I think if I stumbled in on him broken up about the true death of someone I'd only once been in the room with, he'd consider that reasonable, and decide that he would have to fix it for me. It seemed like the best possible grounds on which to ignore his stated wish that no one interrupt him while he was thinking, and I was very worried about what would happen if he went on thinking. Keltham is constantly reminding himself that death in Golarion isn't real and isn't costly; he hasn't lost any of his dath ilani convictions about the horror of true death." And I happen to share them.

"Or - I mean, he does have some kind of weird theory based on his own true death not being such, but then he'd have started trying to convince me of that. I promise, I'd have done the same thing if I'd learned any other mildly notable figure I'd previously mentioned meeting had been terrifyingly destroyed at the front; it was just the most convenient way to get in the room."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia does not, in fact, believe Sevar about this. Oh, she's surely being honest; truthful is another matter.

But she cannot push any further on this point without risking disturbing Abrogail's careful pattern of shatterings and fractures while it heals into a new form.

"Do not wantonly strain yourself even tomorrow," Aspexia warns. "A tryst with Abrogail Thrune is not an ordinary torture session and cannot be treated as such."

And she departs.









Carissa Sevar: Were those the kind of sentences you'd report 'wrongthought' about, if you were a good dath ilani?





Maybe, if it seems wise to explain this to Keltham ever, she'll ask how he would have reacted, if interrupted by a Carissa distressed at the news that the grandmotherly woman who'd smiled at them had been destroyed.

If it was an error it was definitely an error even at the time, though, rather than a justification invented now; this must be the proper version of the complaint that that hated-Security had been ranting about in her ear at the time, which failed to land because she couldn't even understand what he understood her to be doing -and because she'd felt that he had no idea how Keltham worked and should shut up, except they'd controlled Keltham, so he'd reacted as they'd understood him.



But it's some evidence about whether what she just said to the Grand High Priestess was a wrong thought. When accused of having unstrategically let her emotions guide her into stupidly revealing something to Keltham, she'd been purely and entirely confused, because the interaction she understood herself to be having was perfectly accurate to new Cheliax; if there was an error it was in her understanding.



Would Keltham, primed to greater suspicion by a warning from Abadar, see suspicion even in something genuinely unsurprising, like Carissa being sad about the death of an important figure in her religion who she'd only spoken to at length once? It's objectively not suspicious, in new Cheliax, but would he have found it so? Maybe; it's hard to be suspicious only of the exactly correct things. And if Keltham is going to be suspicious of everything then maybe it's not enough to do things you'd do in new Cheliax, maybe you'd have to only do things that'd parse to him as having absolutely no suspicious traits - except thenthat'sobviously manipulated -









To Maillol, Carissa appears to be staring off into the middle distance frowning for a long time after the Grand High Priestess departs.









Ferrer Maillol: "You look like somebody thinking too hard. If you're not ready to go to sleep, get a book. Director."

It is in his own best interests that Sevar get back together quickly.









Carissa Sevar: "Is that the degree of professionalism with which I served you? .... but you're probably right.

All right. Ione may lie about how big a problem it would generally be for someone to be chosen of Nethys, and about how rareoracles are, because if she's claiming she was one before she joined the project they can't be that weird without Keltham concluding tropes are afoot. We get into a mess if we try to lie about how the entire death and sorting system works, so Asmodia should tell the truth that she sold her soul - but voluntarily, on her graduation and before joining the project, because she's really good at math and wanted to secure an academic role in Hell if she got herself gobbled up right away at the Worldwound. Asmodia is authorized to lie about literally everything about Hell that's not also true of Axis; she might not know what that is, but you can tell her.

Lie about Pilar is that a bunch of researchers are fascinated by whatever is going on with her and have begged her to stay a little bit. Since we're not going to be able to pretend she's not incredibly weird."









Ferrer Maillol: "Acknowledged, Director."









Carissa Sevar: Off Carissa trots to bed.









lintamande: Ayat Himinshi, a merchant with a seasonal spice shop in Egorian and a side business of passing the results of various divinations on to a prince in Taldor where his family lives, is sleeping soundly in his bed that night.









Iarwain: Not especially knownst to Ayat Himinshi, who has probably never thought about it in that way, and sort of not very explicitly knownst to Taldor...

Essentially everything Himinshi sends on ends up in Lastwall eventually. Lastwall has very good spying operations on other countries' spying operations on Cheliax. It's so much less expensive, as they count costs, than sending people directly into Cheliax.









Iarwain: Anyways, there's a knock on his door in the night, really a lot politer than you'd expect if Security had caught him.









lintamande: He puts on an amulet that fuzzes his thoughts like he's awfully drunk, takes a drink to back it up, and gets the door.









Cheliax: A well-dressed and painfully polite Imperial palace functionary apologizes for the suddenness of this interruption, but they wish to invite Ayat Himinshi to attend on a gathering in the Imperial palace. The reasons cannot be explained here; this location is not secure. He has the Imperial palace's reassurance that he will not be harmed, and that, regardless of how things may seem, there is not any reason for him to worry.









lintamande: What.



"I'll plan on it. When?" he asks, his words not slurred but kind of close.









Cheliax: "I'm afraid it must be now, sir. I apologize again."

A fancy carriage waits outside his door.









lintamande: "'m drunk," he says. "I was out late. 'm in no state to go to any palace. 'pologies."









Cheliax: "It's fine. We plan on serving alcohol in any case and there's no expectation for anyone to stay sober."









lintamande: He gets into the carriage, nervous but mostly baffled. This is not how Cheliax works.









Project Lawful: This is no longer the Cheliax you find familiar. You are now entering the control of Project Lawful.









lintamande: At yet another location in Egorian, a stunningly beautiful woman lies in bed with a minor noble of House Thrune. It's a classic but the classics are classics for a reason.









Iarwain: This woman has high enough Bluff to pass a DC 40 Bluff check to defeat Detect Thoughts by having the correct thoughts.

Her Sense Motive is nothing to sneeze at either. Defeating it would take alot of Bluff and Splendour.









Abrogail Thrune II: She wanted to participate in this operation somehow. Sue her.


Very sorry, Mr. Thrune, your sex worker is urgently needed to attend upon a special occasion at the Imperial palace.









lintamande: Well, Amela apparently thinks, that sounds interesting. Can't turn down an opportunity like that.



To Abrogail, who is extremely hard to bluff, it's obvious that her secret thoughts are more worried than that. But not panicked; she can pass a Truth Spell, she can pass Detect Thoughts, she has a resurrection on tap if she gets executed, she mostly doesn't have nervous sensation in her body because she's not actually into all the favored Chelish kinds of sex....









Abrogail Thrune II: ...Abrogail should have thought ahead sixty seconds into the future and realized how much she would be Tempted to Break the Rules during this operation.

But she is not entirely oblivious to how these things work among gods, and apparently they need to pretend to be gods in a way that the actual divine curse on the other end can something something predictable something something Aspexia could probably go on about this literally forever if that was what she chose to do.


Come along then, Amela, if you're lucky you might even get to see the Queen at some point tonight. Did you know she sometimes attends those kinds of parties?









lintamande: Does she really. That sounds fascinating.

Amela's surface thoughts are that she would be love to hit on the Queen of Cheliax but isn't sure even she has the nerve.



Amela's less-surface thoughts are that she can sell that conversation in Lastwall for a fiefdom in Heaven, except that she's actually heard fiefdoms in Heaven are really boring because everyone just politely ignores your cruelest orders.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail doesn't mind sharing some gossip along those lines, though none of the more treasonous stuff, of course.









Cheliax: Carriages alight in the properly grand main entranceway to the Imperial Palace, though not all at the same time. A sex worker disembarks, as does a seemingly drunk spice merchant.

Nothing scary happens to anybody at any time. Is this even Cheliax?









Cheliax: They proceed through grand hallways, to... the entrance antechamber of a grand ballroom? Well, okay.

Four people are already waiting there, from various walks of life, having apparently been warned to momentary silence, it's not time to talk among themselves yet. A moment later, another two people arrive.

Everyone's here, and it's time to go in and...









Project Lawful: "CONGRATULATIONS!" shouts (disguised) Pilar Pineda, as confetti rains down from nowhere. "YOU GET TO GO HOME NOW!"

People wearing brightly colored hats clap and cheer, the band starts up playing, the waiters immediately approach the honored guests with drinks and snacks, and the surprise party enters full swing!There's giant banners on the wall reading "THANK YOU FOR SPYING ON US", and "DON'T WORRY" and "IT'S NOT A PROBLEM".









Pilar : Is her curse finally fucking happy.









Project Lawful: Her curse isecstatic! This is what a surprise partyshould be like!









Abrogail Thrune II: Life in Cheliax has certainly become less boring since Keltham got here, Abrogail must admit. Oh, and she looks like her real self now.









lintamande: The shellshocked spies stand there, staring. One of them has started crying; several are protesting.





Amela waltzes over to ask the Queen of Cheliax for a dance. She's not notterrified, but no one but the Queen will be able to tell, and anyway this is probably a dream or poison-induced hallucination or something anyway.









Abrogail Thrune II: Of course she'll dance! There's a difference between resisting temptation and refusing it.









Pilar : Pilar will go over and comfort that guy who started crying, APPARENTLY. No, it's okay, this is all running on completely bizarre rules that make no sense and those rules say you don't get hurt.









lintamande: Do the rules say anything about whether he can sock her in the face, because he's going to try.









Pilar : You know what, sure.


Pilar has earned way more than just one justified punch in the face, over the course of everything her curse made her do today.









lintamande: He punches Pilar in the face.







"Any tidbits to take home?" Amela asks the Queen of Cheliax between twirls; she's a very good dancer. "Just so I can sell them and live in comfort for the rest of my days, which is my top priority, here."









Abrogail Thrune II: "What would Lastwall evendo with them? I can't exactly be blackmailed over it."









lintamande: "Oh, I haven't the faintest idea, they tried explaining to me once how this all redounds to the greater purposes of Good but it was incredibly boring so I left an illusion 'listening' and ran off to do something marginally more interesting such as needlework. They pay well, though."









Abrogail Thrune II: "...this really is strictly an offer, you do still get to go home if you say no, but are you sure you wouldn't rather work for me?"









lintamande: "You can't pay well enough, your Majesty. I don't really like being tortured. Lastwall pays in a literal eternity of not getting tortured at all in a fancy penthouse in Axis. They're tedious, whiny, a waste of space, everyone I like is here, I'm going to have to adopt kids from the Boneyard and raise them Chelish just so I can have anyone worth playing with, but do you know who'll have power over me? No one."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Well, that's fair."

"I would so much wish to tryst with you before you go, but anything that wouldn't be incredibly unsatisfying for me would break hospitality. Would Lastwall enjoy hearing a bedroom story or two about their paladins? From when I was a teenager and recently ascended, paladins got boring after a few years."









Pilar : Okay, so, now her curse has been fed and is satiated and she doesn't get tons of cake delivery missions once she goes back to theactual Project Lawful and theactually important part of heractual job. Right?









Project Lawful: Pilar is really doing her best to kill the fun vibes here.









Pilar : That is correct. That is exactly what Pilar is doing her best to do. Now would Pilar's curse please answer the question?









Project Lawful: This willdefinitely last her curse at least a week! Though, maybe a cookie here and there. Nothing too inconvenient.









Pilar : A FUCKING WEEK? SHE USED THE PALACE BALLROOM!









Project Lawful: Perhaps Pilar will in due time come to understand that this giant ballroom is only a pale substitute for the things that would make for a truly great party.









Pilar : Perhaps Pilar will check whether this curse follows her into Hell.









Project Lawful: Oh my! It looks like that person over there doesn't think his country will accept him back, now that his cover has been blown so embarrassingly, and the Chelish Security talking to him is having a hard time being appropriately sympathetic.

Pilar needs to go over and make it clear that when Cheliax sends him home, it doesn't have to be his old house that he goes to, if that place isn't home anymore.









Pilar : Pilar's curse is very fucking lucky that it has greatly served Lord Asmodeus's purposes - this had all better actually serve Asmodeus's purposes - and also lucky that it doesn't have a face to punch.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Pilar. In advance of a full review of the day's events, you may be graded as generally well done.









Pilar : That is good to hear, Grand High Priestess.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Any brief questions?









Pilar : There is something that she wants, but Pilar is not sure if it's an inappropriate desire to be rewarded, or if it is the case that for her to have this thing would serve Lord Asmodeus's interests.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Speak, child.









Pilar : Pilar would like someone to hurt her enough to require a Regenerate spell afterwards. Other uses of her appreciated but optional. And maybe a Nap Stack so she doesn't sleep too far in, after staying up that late.

This might serve Lord Asmodeus if it causes her to be in better condition for her real work tomorrow, after literally the most stressful day of her entire life, or it might be just -









Aspexia Rugatonn: High Priestess Jacint Subirachs shall be waiting for you as soon as you get to your proper dwellings, child. Lord Asmodeus does not desire that his servants never receive what they might possibly see as rewards. The Grand High Priestess's robes would not be so fine and expensive, if that was how Asmodeanism worked. It is simply that such are arbitrary or useful gifts from above, and never earned or deserved from below.









Project Lawful: PL-timeline marker:Day 4 / End.









Iomedae: Cayden.







What are you doing?









Cayden Cailean: Just to check, is this about the oracle Nethys had me appoint? Nethys suggested you'd be likely to ping me about that a few days later.









Iomedae: Nethys must have anticipated that your oracle would go around destroying My intelligence apparatus in Cheliax. Did you anticipate this also.









Cayden Cailean: Cayden Cailean shows Her a flash of memory; it is legible that this flash is true as this facet of Cayden remembers it.

: Nethys pings Cayden Cailean.
: Cayden Cailean responds; connection established.
: Nethys offers to pay the energy cost though not the intervention cost of bestowing four oracle levels on a Chelish girl who's otherwise about to sell her soul, and also, to help out with some of the fine programming on the oracle's curse that will result.
: Cayden Cailean says WHAT.
: Nethys renders legible that this fragment of Nethys believes this intervention will be, on net, at least this [exact quantity censored] beneficial to Cayden's interests, after taking into account the intervention-payment. Though Cayden has hardly used any of His intervention budget over the last hundred years, anyways.
: Cayden Cailean says that's not what Cayden Cailean was asking. Also how does any Chelish oracle of Cayden Cailean end up that beneficial to His interests. What's this Chelish mortal going to do, throw huge parties that get everyone in Cheliax too drunk to be evil?
: Nethys could explain how, but then Cayden would have to promise not to explain any of that information to any other gods. Like Iomedae, for example.

(Fragment ends.)









Iomedae: Well here is Iomedae's estimate of how much damage to Her interests has been caused by Cayden's oracle in the last day alone.Here's some supporting detail. Maybe Cayden should pay Iomedae for that, and if later it turns out that this served Her interests She will pay him back.









Cayden Cailean: Has Iomedae noticed the part where Cayden Cailean is now fairly exhausted from, among other things, fighting Zon-Kuthon. Who coincidentally got sealed recently, into a vault of which Iomedae holds the key. In an incident where Cayden Cailean's Nethys-targeted oracle was, at the very least, on-site.









Iomedae: Sure, one of the circumstances under which She'd pay Him back is if it turns out His oracle had something to do with Zon-Kuthon getting locked away, and that this is worth the costs of whatever the fuck the oracle is successfully doing to damage the interests of Good in Cheliax.





Iomedae does not think Nethys is serving Good, here, and Iomedae does not think Cayden Cailean is very smart.









Cayden Cailean: Perhaps Nethys does not think Iomedae is very well-informed.

And evidently Nethys doesn't think that for Iomedae to be better-informed would well serve whatever Nethys is currently doing, which on net has been promised to be beneficial to the interests of Cayden Cailean, whose aforesaid interests do, in fact, include Good.

Perhaps Cayden Cailean's notion of Good is not always the same concept of Good as Iomedae's. But that concept does, in fact, take into account matters like starving peasants and children trained to hurt other children and good people Maledicted into a Hell that even the bad people don't deserve. Cayden Cailean in his mortal life may not have thought about it much, but when he thought about it, he would have nodded that, yes, that is probably bad; and that was before He became a god of, among other things, Good.

There is little that Cayden Cailean can usually do about those interests at all efficiently, given His actual domain, and so He usually doesn't like to think about it. But He reminds Iomedae that those much of Her interests are also His. If for once in His existence there's something that can be done about that by empowering a Chelish girl to throw better parties, Cayden Cailean is not going to turn away.

Perhaps in Iomedae's view Zon-Kuthon was an important long-term counterbalance to Asmodeus. In Cayden's view, Nidal was a horror exceeding even that of Cheliax and one that had lasted far longer. The two of Them may both acknowledge the points of the other, there, and yet attach different weights to them. That the net effects of His appointed oracle probably had something to do with the downfall of Nidal may, indeed, mean that Cayden Cailean and Iomedae simply have different views of how much Nethys's intervention has already served Good, because they have different views of what was Good, there.









Iomedae: Iomedae expects that their values differences are real, but small, and still places more weight on the bulk of their disagreements being because Cayden Cailean is a moron (literally: because the actions Cayden Cailean is taking in pursuit of His values are suboptimal due to resource constraints Iomedae is less subject to).

Iomedae observes that, unlike Cayden Cailean, She is a Lawful god, which means, at the core, that legibility is cheaper to Her and that the way She splits Her cognition enables more complex commitments, at some expense in other exploratory abilities in Her architecture because nothing comes free. Iomedae observes thatinformation beneficial to the interests of Cayden Cailean is probably information She would pay for, unless something is very strange. Such as Nethys having figured out how to feed parts of him information that make them convinced of things the whole of Him does not believe, and how to let those parts make themselves legible to other gods, persuasively so.

It could be something that sits in their very real values difference; something that Cayden Cailean is barely in favor of but which involves the total destruction of Iomedae and all Her followers and which therefore She is barely against. (If it were otherwiseverygood by Cayden's standards She, too, would favor it and work towards it; She doesn't think the values difference is very large.)

Right now, the state of affairs is that Iomedae is being treated adversarially - with Cayden expending resources to reduce her access to resources - in the service of a Nethys plan. This isplainly wasteful.For one example, they could just have Cayden tell Her 'hey, I would have acted as so to reduce Your resource access' and have Iomedae stop using those resources, conserving overall resources for Good, with the benefits thereby split. Maybe, Cayden could just stop that, and try not expending the resources of Good against fellow forces of Good, and get Himself together to think about what shape of commitment from Iomedae would enable that.









Cayden Cailean: It all comes down to trust, doesn't it, now that prophecy has been shattered over even the shortest timescales.

Trust, or rather the lack of it, is the reason why the gods had to fight Zon-Kuthon to get Him to enter the vault - rather than Zon-Kuthon simply calculating that His interests would be better served by going quietly into imprisonment in exchange for a payment, as He did long ago when Abadar bribed Him to go into an exile that should have lasted longer than it did.

Zon-Kuthon in particular, being Void-touched and not something that other gods dare to look at too closely, could not simply have provided Them all with His estimate of how much damage He could do, and go legible around that estimate, and have that be believable. And so They all had to fight it out, for a day, to learn how much damage Zon-Kuthon could really do, and show Zon-Kuthon how much damage They could really do to Him, before in the end, the vault door could be closed on Him.

Of course, Nethys could have told Them all fairly precisely how much damage Zon-Kuthon would actually be able to do, and told Zon-Kuthon the converse.

A pity, then, that so many gods see Nethys as scarcely any more trustworthy than Zon-Kuthon. Especially, of course, those gods who never were human, whom Nethys has more than small reason to dislike.

Cayden Cailean actually thinks Nethys is a pretty cool god, personally. This opinion hasn't really moved downwards since Nethys told Cayden Cailean to put an oracle somewhere and then Zon-Kuthon attacked her location and then Zon-Kuthon got sealed and now Nidal's endless horror is ending at last.

If one is to go around being very logical about such matters, and proving that there's never any point in playing out a conflict, how about if Iomedae updates Her trust in Nethys to match Cayden Cailean's, so that She and Cayden Cailean don't have a persistent disagreement about that?









Iomedae: Iomedae agrees that the persistent disagreement speaks to the poor reasoning ability of at least one of them.









Cayden Cailean: Or, perhaps, different parties perceiving Nethys as having different incentives in what He reveals, incentives that would themselves shift as information becomes more widely shared instead of private. Among the reasons why Cayden Cailean trusts the information He did receive from Nethys is that Cayden Cailean isn't allowed to show it to Iomedae, meaning that Nethys was not incentivized to distort that information in a way that would persuade Iomedae.

Not that They'd all have this problem if They all knew exactly how Nethys worked; rather than, as is actually the case, it being the other way around.









Iomedae: Iomedae predicts that a lot more people are going to go to Hell because of Cayden's tampering in Cheliax. She intends, for as long as Cayden continues wasting resources on opposing Her, to waste further resources figuring out some specific people this is true of and telling Him about them. Or they could both stop wasting resources! Either way works!









Cayden Cailean: Part of the reason why Cayden Cailean is trusting Nethys is that Nethys has not simply asked Him to take things on faith, but built an agreement that is in part conditioned on watching how things play out. A foolish waste of time if Cayden Cailean knew Nethys as well as Nethys knew Cayden Cailean, but that, of course, is impossible with Nethys.

It was Cayden Cailean's estimate, at the end of all Nethys showed Him, that there was, indeed, no better way to let this play out than to let Iomedae expend some of Her budget on proving to Herself - and anyone else watching - how certain things play out.

And if Iomedae - or certain other gods - were the sort to immediately believe Nethys about what was shown, or to believe Cayden Cailean if He reported being persuaded of a thing by Nethys, why then, Cayden Cailean really wouldn't be able to believe Nethys, given Nethys's incentives. If Nethys's claims had the power to immediately persuade any god without further demonstrations of facts, and not just to partially persuade Cayden Cailean, well then, maybe Nethys would just say whatever was to His own advantage, after all.









Iomedae: Nethys already might be doing that, Cayden. Not lying, exactly, but promoting to our attention, of all the worlds He sees, the ones that suit Him best, and telling us they are the best ones He could find.





We'll see.









Cayden Cailean: (Thought not sent to Iomedae.)



Nethys could, but would Nethys do that, is the question.

Nethys once was human, and never really had the chance to pull all of Himself together and properly finish turning into a god. Nethys, when he was human, probably had friends, and probably ever went out drinking with them of a night. Maybe one of those friends was like Cayden Cailean, maybe not, only Nethys knows now, and given the incentives it doesn't do much good to ask. It's still a probabilistic factor that slightly affects how much Cayden Cailean thinks Nethys is likely to present Him with a godly, inhuman, calculated betrayal.



There's an old saying that Lawful Evil has alliances, Chaotic Good has friendships, Lawful Good has both, and the Abyss has neither.

With prophecy shattered, and gods who can't fully see one another, maybe in the end it all comes down to this:

That Iomedae is not someone who could ever have been friends with Nethys, as mortal or god.



...or more likely not. Even Cayden Cailean knows that, whether He likes it or not. He is a god now, and unavoidably knows the quantitative degree to which camaraderie matters. They are all gods here, and if this is how it turns out for them in this world, it would probably have turned out much the same in a world where Nethys and Iomedae had been friends. All the logic would have been the same.









Iarwain: PL-timestamp:  Day 5 / Start
PL-placestamp: Coast near Ostenso / as-yet unnamed fortress









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wakes up and immediately checks if there are any notes around or Security around or indications that something awful happened while she was asleep.









Iarwain: Nope! If anything's already going horribly wrong today, Carissa doesn't have any information about that at all.









Carissa Sevar: She gets up. Fixes her hair, because she expects that looking like a mess isn't going to help her in front of the High Priestess. Dresses nicely, for the same reason.





And then heads over there to get the bad news. If there's bad news. There's always bad news.









Jacint Subirachs: Mostly, Jacint is not meant to be in charge of anything here except Carissa Sevar. But yes, she's also, temporarily, the commanding officer overnight, if one is required, while Maillol and Sevar wait for their Rings of Sustenance to start working.


How does Carissa Sevar look this morning, to Jacint's very experienced eye?









Carissa Sevar: She hasn't seen Carissa before the date with Abrogail, so it's impossible to judge exactly what's normal for her, but she's not obviously and conspicuously damaged, just a bit slow and hesitant and probably much easier than usual to scare or disconcert, and also coming down from a minor panic attack about the experience of waking up, which hasn't been a good one lately.









Carissa Sevar: "High Priestess. I'm here seeking instruction, specifically on whether I can resume command and more generally on whatever I ought to know."









Jacint Subirachs: "A day matters little to a project and much to a recently broken slave putting herself back together... is what I would usually say. Now that I've been acquainted with the true records of Project Lawful I am amazed at how much seems to happen in a day. It is like some god is meddling with you, not so much to any visible purpose, but simply causing everything to happen as fast as possible."

"Under ordinary circumstances I would advise you to leave Maillol as executive through the day, unless you have urgent project directives to issue, but it would not terribly surprise me if you did."

"Do you want a summary update on yesterday's and last night's news, before you decide? There are no disasters in it."









Carissa Sevar: No disasters is good. ...somehow it feels hard to believe any news is good. " - yes, please."









Jacint Subirachs: "Yesterday and last night, Pilar Pineda rooted out from Egorian a number of Lastwall's spies, including indirect ones whose countries were themselves being spied on by Lastwall. Apparently Pilar is able to convince herself that spying on us is dangerous unpleasant work, and that somebody can justly be congratulated on it being over and going home unharmed, and that this warrants a surprise party for them."

"Plausibly Pilar may have gotten all of the spies providing Lastwall with direct or indirect access to our operations. For so long as it appears so, the Queen has signed a compact requiring her not to engage in any unusually nefarious plots, for certain terms and definitions thereof. Pilar's curse insisted."

"This has raised the profile of Project Lawful even further, but in a way that, it is hoped, will almost entirely misdirect attention away from this fortress and Keltham. The highest-profile such event, a grand party in the main palace ballroom, had Pilar disguised as Meritxell. On current plans, impersonators for Pilar, Meritxell, yourself, and occasional others, will continue to appear at the Imperial palace, in order to make it appear that the dreaded Project Lawful girls continue to operate from there, and Pilar will conduct weekly sweeps."









Carissa Sevar: ...wow, okay, actual good news. "...I really hope Cailean's just an idiot and we're not being outmaneuvered. But - excellent."









Jacint Subirachs: "We mortals are almost certainly being maneuvered like the little toy dolls we are, to the gods. The question is whether Asmodeus is being outmaneuvered and I would normally bet on our Lord to take Cayden Cailean in a battle of wits. Even so - we should remain alert for signs that such is not the case."









Carissa Sevar: It is an accurate correction, of course. Carissa bows her head.









Jacint Subirachs: "Do you have new project directives already in your thoughts, Chosen of Asmodeus?"









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham might want Meritxell and I want to figure out how best to give her to him. On a larger scale, no. I have - some thoughts about the overall aim and structure of the project - but if your advice is that those should wait, they can."









Jacint Subirachs: "Only you can guess whether it can wait, Chosen, with those thoughts unspoken. I would say that it onlyshould wait, if it also can, and also if to think or speak of these thoughts places strains upon parts of yourself. You look less fragile this morning than last night."









Carissa Sevar: "...I'll explain it until that starts to seem unpleasant, then. The project cannot endure in its current form forever. Eventually Keltham will find us out. He is too powerful for us to immerse him in a lie forever. It seems damaging to the project, for it either to be doomed to failure or to define success so narrowly as to be satisfied if he leaves in four months furious with us all. One backup plan is for me to go with him; I do want to position myself for that insofar as I can.

The other is to corrupt him.

That feels important. Instead of one project, with a time limit we don't know, we have two projects moving in parallel - the project in which Keltham comes to understand Golarion, and the project in which he comes to be corrupted by it. We've just got to make sure the corruption stays out in front - that he never learns anythingtooEvil for where he's at at that moment. Already he can learn things he couldn't have the first day, I think."









Jacint Subirachs: "I've looked over some transcripts of your interactions with Keltham, and join my opinion to that of an experienced honeypot specializing in Lawful Good targets, and also that of our Queen, that we all have absolutely no idea why anything you are doing is working as well as it does. If you think there's a chance we can stay ahead of Keltham, there is literally nobody on Golarion positioned to contradict you."









Carissa Sevar: "I want to fix that at some point, it doesn't seem like it ought to be incomprehensible to others and if we're going to try giving him Meritxell she at least is going to need to learn. But not today, I think, unless you have nice narrow concrete questions."









Jacint Subirachs: "If the Meritxell matter is something that might happen today, then it is today's task to figure out how to - I would not say, give her to him, Meritxell was already given when Keltham first laid eyes on her, the question is convincing him to take."









Carissa Sevar: It's funny, because four days ago Carissa absolutely knew that she had quite possibly become Keltham's property by catching his attention, but somewhere in the ensuing days of trying to convince Keltham that she could be if he wants, she let that slip out of salience, and now it sends a shiver down her spine. She doesn't hide that; the whole point of being here is correction. "I'm going to try to convince him that you can actually acquire the overwhelming majority of girls as your possession and have this be good for them, if you play it right and have the power to have it be real. Meritxell, ideally, shouldn't have to do anything more than prove me right."









Jacint Subirachs: "If your plan benefits from her training or retraining, that is among the ways in which I am resource to you, Chosen. I cannot match our Queen for deftness and most slaves do not have your potential to be brought out, but there are still some things I can do."









Carissa Sevar: "I want her to have a lovely time for Keltham, even if he's being as cruel as he knows how to be, ideally moreso if he's being as cruel as he knows how to be. Or to learn to fake it but I don't know if we have time for that. If you can train that, then I'll focus on convincing Keltham to try it. - update me, if it's going slowly, and I should slow him down correspondingly."









Jacint Subirachs: "There's a small sad saying among slavers, you can't burn clay to iron whatever the heat. If Meritxell has no innate nature turned to masochism and submission... one might in a week train her to fool a nonexpert, and of course if her user doesn't really care then simple fakery will oft be enough. To train Meritxell to where she fools Keltham's unknown arts of sexual perception? I think, over any reasonable amount of time, that simply requires her to start with a convenient amount of potential."

"Or, I suppose, it requires that we are willing to spend a very large amount of gold on turning her into a book and rewriting her. But we'll be lucky if Absalom has one such scroll for sale at any price, and never mind two of them."

"It may also be that Meritxell is there or nearly there, and that I am hardly needed. Do you wish me to assess Meritxell for current state and quick trainability in what it is that you wish, and then perhaps the others?"









Carissa Sevar: It wouldn't have occurred to Carissa that it worked like that, rather than some people just having very high standards for who they could actually enjoy giving themselves to, but she isn't the expert, here. "Yes, please. You're aware of my directive to clear all serious punishments with me?"









Jacint Subirachs: "I am, though if you mean that to also apply to slave retraining, that further extends my timescales and restricts what I can do at all."

"I am reminded of a thought: if you have not already selected that poor unlucky girl," these words not being spoken in a tone of genuine sympathy, "who is to join you and Pilar in continued punishment, I recommend carrying out the random selection where all can see it, and know that the selected girl is, indeed, unlucky and not disfavored."









Carissa Sevar: "Emergency slave retraining is authorized, whatever it requires; if it makes Meritxell worse at following along in class, I've already discussed with Asmodia feeding all her clever insights to Meritxell so Meritxell can keep being impressive. ....let's gather the girls to introduce you, explain all this, and do the draw. ...if you think I'm competent for that. I think so."









Jacint Subirachs: "I agree. Though the girls are currently in Security processes for training their palace impersonators, and that may have a few more minutes to run."

"Since we took them all aside individually for that, before they had a chance to prepare spells this morning, I expect more than half of them think they're to be killed, as often occurs after one is required to train one's impersonator. I made a deputy's guess that this decision was not worth waking you for; letting someone be afraid despite your promises of safety, and then showing them that their master spoke truly and will be merciful, is just conventionally good practice when that would occur in the ordinary course of events."









Project Lawful: Paxti isn't staring wide-eyed, because Cheliax. But anybody whose Sense Motive surpasses Paxti's Bluff, which includes everyone else in this room, will be able to tell that surprise is the particular emotion she's holding back.

"I request permission to repeat and rephrase that to make sure I understood it correctly," Paxti says. (Keltham has made them do that a couple of times.) She waits for the nod, and then continues. "My impersonator needs to play the role of me, if after I'd been pulled from Ostenso wizard academy, I'd been transformed into an incredibly deadly Chelish agent, who previously people haven't heard about, because anybody who's seen her is dead."

  "Correct."

"In my first public appearance, 'I' am going to be executing a noble traitor we uncovered a few weeks ago, who's going to cooperatively lose to 'me' in a way that looks like his sorcery just doesn't work against me for unknown reasons - I'd guess if he doesn't play along he gets to die a lot more painfully than that?"

   "Correct on the first part and the second part is none of your concern."

"Is it permitted to ask whether Pilar Pineda was somehow involved in selecting me as the particular person who got this role?"

   "Does that matter to how your impersonator should act?"

"No."

   "Then you don't need to know."

Maybe Paxti is wrong about this, but she's guessing that if Pilar wasn't involved here, they'd have just told her 'you don't need to know' and not asked if it was relevant.

Friendship is un-Asmodean. Therefore, Pilar did not do this to be friendly. Pilar obviously expects to be repaid.

Friendship is un-Asmodean. Pilar did not do this because she is anyone's friend. Pilar expects to be repaid.

Friendship is un-Asmodean. Pilar is not the best person in the entire world. Pilar has some really huge favor in mind.

   "Are you done with that stupid smile?"

"I would be smiling like that if I was actually doing this, and I'm showing it so the impersonator can get it down right."

   "If you're joking -"

"I am not. Although - where is 'Paxti' on the spectrum of her superiors being permissive? Spoiled duke's daughter vs. being kept very firmly in line, punished for the slightest trace of unprofessionalism? That matters a lot for how I'd act in her situation."

   There's some glances among the Security, before, with almost visible reluctance, they inform Paxti that Project Lawful girls do have something of a reputation for being given some amount of disciplinary leeway.

"And this is meant to fool, ideally, people who know me from Ostenso wizard academy, or relatives?"

   The impersonator isn't looking particularly happy about this, which really says something when you have that many ranks in Bluff.

   "It's meant to be as accurate as possible," confirms Security.

"Understood. In that situation, I think I'd probably start by making the most dramatic entrance I could manage, maybe something with a lot of fire if I could pull that off -"









Carissa Sevar: As I see it, Carissa tells her assembled project girls, the success or failure of every day is measured in the following terms: how many things, even tiny things, did Keltham learn that arent true of Taldor, and how much did Keltham discover in himself that Axis cant offer him. We lose if he ever learns something he isnt ready to accept. High Priestess Subirachs is here to try to make you valuable enough that Keltham will change his own rules to have you; Im here to try to keep you from saying things that separate Cheliax from Taldor.

A question you might be considering: what, then, is the role of our lessons? The answer is that only an Evil dath ilani is competent to lie to a Good dath ilani, and so we will have to become them, and that Keltham isnt going to want girls who cant keep up with him, so the girls valuable to the project are the ones who can. All of us would have been taken off this project by now, if learning how to think wasnt totally essential to it, or if it was possible to learn how to think like a dath ilani with anything less than a full time effort. A dath ilani is very nearly priceless to Cheliax. You have the chance to become one. You should be utterly ruthless about arranging to succeed at your lessons; if you think of something that might help, request it. If you think of something thats getting in the way, we will check if we can be rid of it.

The punishment order I laid out earlier is obviously heretical. It probably wont work. It has been authorized anyway because it is that important for all of you to master this art: a thousand important things might be set aside, if that makes you faster at learning to think.

Im going to do the draw now, for who gets punished normally, so the effects of punishment dont get mixed up with the effects of believing your superiors are out to get you, or anything like that. Mind, even if youre selected, you arent being unduly punished, you just arent being experimentally neglected. Here are slips of paper with all your names."

She demonstrates them, mixes them.









lintamande: Girls shift anxiously in their seats. Try not to pray, because you're definitely not supposed to pray to be wrongly exempted from punishment.









Asmodia: Asmodia is trying very hard to convince herself that, when she decided to come back, she didn't expect any reprieve like this in the first place, and also, that if she gets singled out for the worst of this, it still won't be a bad thing nearly bad enough to make up for the good thing that happened to her, it won't prove that something else hates her equally as much, maybe she got the help she did because this was going to happen to her, to help her survive it, because if she were fated to be drawn now and hadn't received that help earlier, it certainly would have broken her, which it isn't going to now, right...

Someone, somewhere, Asmodia thinks to herself, and watches Carissa Sevar draw a slip of paper.









Carissa Sevar: "Tonia," says Carissa, trying not to actively sound cheerful about it because then Tonia will want to kill her which will confound her experiment. "As Asmodeus wills it. You're in good company, I got myself in trouble at the palace and spent yesterday in the Queen's company. Now I'm fourth circle.

You're all dismissed to breakfast; the High Priestess will take you aside as convenient for her."









lintamande: It's not actually reasonable to be upset about what'sneutralnews, not bad news, but Tonia is to a Chelish person visibly upset.









Pilar : Apparently her curse thinks she's not supposed to give Tonia a cookie or a hug.

Maybe she'll suggest to Sevar later that there should've been some kind of extra privilege associated with this. Or is the whole point that they're trying not to be heretical with Tonia?









Iarwain: Breakfast is better than it was yesterday, not as nice yet as it was as the villa, but things are still being set up on the project site.

Keltham isn't here yet. Pilar and Ione are, if anybody's got Additional Questions for them before Keltham arrives. Or Asmodia, not that Asmodia seems particularly interesting in any way.









Carissa Sevar: If they treat that girl as special then all they'll learn is that punishment+being treated as special has good effects, which Carissa, based on her own experience, suspects it does, but which is not a scalable training program.



Breakfast is worse than in the palace, but still quite nice. She sits with the other girls so she can show off her new ability to hang a fourth-circle spell. (Detect Scrying and Rainbow Pattern, Detect Scrying for obvious strategic reasons now that she's famous and Rainbow Pattern because she'd like to stop getting into hand to hand knife fights with attackers.)



She can also answer questions if people have any for her.









Pilar : Message from Pilar to Sevar: Suggestion, Tonia goes to the head of food lines and similar, or us if we feel like it. Good Asmodeans get precedence over heretics even if the heretics are following orders.









Carissa Sevar: Interesting. Concerned then we'll be measuring whether feeling special is good for people not whether punishment is. Maybe worth it for morale.









Pilar : If feeling special is what it takes, we can take ten people destined to be real dath ilani and put them in class with a hundred others who have to defer to them.









Carissa Sevar: - yeah, fair.



She announces Pilar's food line policy while floating herself a croissant over to where she's seated because at fourth-circle you should really have an Unseen Servant or two live at all times.









lintamande: Tonia smiles at Pilar. Slightly suspiciously.









Pilar : "I'll assign myself a punishment for it later."









Iarwain: Paxti would like to know from Sevar the policy on Paxti being allowed to ask Pilar a lot of questions about topics including how exactly 'Paxti' ended up as an invincible hunter of traitors.









Carissa Sevar: "The most important respect in which everyone at the palace disappoints Asmodeus is that they are constantly gossiping about things they don't need to know. I think we should aspire to disappoint Asmodeus in a slightly more inspiring way than that."









Iarwain: ...this does tend to quiet the Additional Questions that might otherwise have been asked of Ione or Pilar.









Pilar : Message from Pilar to Sevar: That reminds me, I made a lot of decisions about the image of the fake 'Project Lawful' while you were out of contact yesterday and Rugatonn was out of the palace. Others seemed to think the project director was supposed to be the one in charge of that policy. I offer myself for your review and your correction at your convenience.









Carissa Sevar: Acknowledged; after lessons today, maybe.



Being nice isn't okay as long as you punish yourself afterwards, you know, Pilar.









Pilar : Acknowledged. Someone may need to watch me on that, I spent half of yesterday needing to feel cheerful on behalf of spies I was telling to get out of our country.









Ione Sala: Ione is still occasionally ending her sentences with 'Takaral'. Has she been told yet how she's supposed to explain that part to Keltham?









Carissa Sevar: It doesn't really seem worth lying about, in Carissa's estimation: the truth is confusing but doesn't speak particularly poorly of Cheliax, and fits with what Keltham knows of Nethys.









Keltham: Keltham enters the breakfast hall and starts to beeline straight for Carissa, but halts even on that mission to stare at Pilar, who no longer has a sword inserted into her, Asmodia, who he last saw in a much more gruesome and also dead condition, and Ione.









Keltham: "Glad to see you're all right," he says, directed at all three of them. "Part of me didn't believe it until just now. Ione, your problem wasn't a physiological one, are you all right?"









Ione Sala: "Aside from an increased protective feeling towards my books and occasionally ending my sentences with the name of the Herald of Nethys who delivered my vision. Ship's now sailed on everybody here knowing all about my personal hobbies, by the way, but I don't regret it takaral."









Keltham: "Somebody ought to be paying you something for that, probably quite a lot actually, and I will make sure that it happens if it hasn't already."









Ione Sala: That thought legitimately hadn't occurred to Ione at all. Is it how things work in Taldor? She's got no idea there either. "Thanks," she says for lack of anything better to say. "I'll start thinking about book-related magic items."









Keltham: "Pilar, that was pretty badass and I owe you one temporary discarnation's worth of favor, possibly more if Nidal had plans with a next step after killing me."









Pilar : "If we're tallying that, you owe me a five subjective-day trip to Elysium worth of favor. Time ran faster there. It wasn't terrible but I got some things straightened out while I was there and hopefully I go to Hell next time, or at least that's what they told me."









Keltham: "Noted and is it bad enough that we shouldn't move the whole project to Elysium and get everything done five times faster?"









Pilar : "I didn't get a lot of studying done while I was there, let's put it that way."









Keltham: "Hell any better on those grounds, Asmodia?"









Asmodia: "I hadn't reallyadjusted enough to Hell or being dead to learn much, I think? I learned a handful of relatively simple spell diagrams and that's basically it... I'm not sure I could explain why I ended up learning that rather than something else, except for the part where the devil I made my advance arrangements with had those books on hand. Being dead was disorienting for me though it was more disorienting at the start than at the end. No timeweirdness, Hell's Lawful."









Keltham: "Okay, and, I realize this is a dumb question, but just to check, you didn't come back with any new special abilities, right?"









Asmodia: WHAT.



"No," she lies reflexively, they are in public here, "and if it's okay to ask in public, why are people asking me that?"









Keltham: "I told them to ask. Sorry if that inconvenienced you at all, it was something of a massively stupid idea in the first place... you can ask me about it later if you've got more questions."









Asmodia: Asmodia does in fact have more questions.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's not Abrogail at reading people but that didn't actually look like the reaction of someone who is only hiding that Hell isn't very nice about making you do spell diagrams.







She'll ask later. And Message Asmodia they should talk later.









Asmodia: ...great.

Oh, well, nobody's going to ask too many questions if a Project Lawful girl suddenly needs to send an urgent message to Gorthoklek. Actually they won't ask any.









Keltham: Off to check on Carissa finally! How does she look to his almost absolutely undiscerning eyes?









Carissa Sevar: Healthy! Cheerful! She's sitting with the other girls, which she doesn't usually do, and having her Unseen Servant fetch grapes one at a time. "Morning, Keltham!"









Keltham: "Greet the day, Carissa!"

"...don't rush this at all, but, any time you do happen to be very sure it's okay, I have additional questions about your own new superpowers."









Carissa Sevar: "I am fit for duty but will be so bold as to suggest you get yourself a plate of food first."









Keltham: He shall obtain the food plate.

He shall then sit down next to the Source of All Answers.









Carissa Sevar: "Did we ever explain to you how wizard levelling past third circle works at all."









Keltham: "Fighting monsters was implied. Sex was not."









Carissa Sevar: "It's not about fighting monsters, it's aboutusing magic while you're physically and mentally at the edge of your abilities -in a state where some people - not all people, some people stall out - are able to take in a little more of the magic they're using. Yes, we've tried drugs that make the heart race, they don't do it. It doesn't matter if the danger is real but it matters if you think it is.





I don't think it'd be a good idea to tell you everything that happened yesterday, but, uh, at one point I found myself restrained and helpless in a very fancy enchanting workshop where I had been left to contemplate what I had coming, and casting spells did not work to get me out of this at all, but six feet away, on the wall, there was a shelf of spellsilver. And I thought to myself, you know, I can't actually think of a principled reason you can't bridge that with a scaffold and use spellsilver that far away, except for how it'd be ridiculously hard and might mess up the spellsilver and there's usually literally no reason. So I did, and started transforming my armillary amulet -" she taps it "- into a weapon I could use to break out, except it would've taken way too long, the weapon I wanted is a three day enchanting project, but I thought of some ways to do it faster, and Abrogail let me at this for a while because it was funny and then went back to what she'd been meaning to do with me. And I don't specifically know that I levelledfrom thatbut it was representative."



She's not keeping her voice down. It's a good story.









Ione Sala: "Six feet away?" Ione says, not bothering to keep her voice down; she's not an Asmodean and she is not too scared to openly ask questions. Albeit, in this case, the question was 'Six feet away?' which now that she thinks on it is not a very intelligent question.









Iarwain: 'Abrogail'?! thinks the entire rest of the class plus a pair of visible Securities off in one corner.









Carissa Sevar: "Want a demonstration?" she says cheerfully to Ione, and pulls a chunk of spellsilver from her Bag of Holding to hand off to her Unseen Servant, who can hold it at the appropriate distance.

" - Keltham you're not going to appreciate this properly but you should have Detect Magic up for it, all the same -"









Keltham: He is definitely missing some context but Detect Magic is a thing he can do.









Iarwain: Ione and Pilar, without quite thinking about the implications of what they're doing, perform Detect Magic too.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa concentrates.





And she flings magic out from her fingertips like it's silk scarves and she's one of those silk scarf-dancers, and there's nothing for it to catch on at the other end but she's building another layer under it to keep it up, and another layer under that, moving the scaffold's center of gravity out and out and out with nothing but her will and her quick-moving fingertips supporting it. it takes a long time. Building a scaffold takes ten minutes normally. It's hard to look away from, though.

It's easier, the second time, and in the first delightful flush of competence she tells the Unseen Servant to move back another foot, and her scaffold-bridge shivers and twitches and stretches and bends and - holds, touching the spellsilver, seven feet away, and she grits her teeth and starts coaxing the power that spellsilver holds to move towards her, right here, see....





And she doesn't actually want to ruin her Armillary Amulet or waste her spellsilver, so she stops, once she's moved the first tiny mote of magic to her throat where it belongs.









Keltham: It's pretty! But Keltham is lacking some context on exactly how impressive this is, and dath ilani do get bored quickly, which means that over the course of minutes he's gotten around to also trying to analyze all the other active magic visible in this room; and noticing how everybody is watching this amazing feat but only he, Pilar, and Ione have any magically visible signs of Detect Magic being up, or need to recast it at any point.









Ione Sala: "Context you're missing," Ione says, when the demonstration is over. "That's absolutely ridiculous fucking bullshit, most sixth-circle wizards couldn't do that. HOW."

Sheis guessing that Sevar does not, in fact, want her to hide her reaction here.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you know, I was very motivated. But yes, Abrogail said she'd never even seen anyonetrythat, much less succeed at it. It's fun, it's kind of like tightrope-walking with magic."









Keltham: "I would no doubt be greatly impressed if I had anything like the skill or experience myself to appreciate how hard that was. I'll do my best to avoid predictable updates in my more abstract beliefs about you? But I suspect there's a visceral appreciation of this Difficult-Seeming Impressive Trick that I won't get for a while."

He doesn't know why they wouldn't tell him, if what he now suspects is true, but he's curious enough about that very question to keep quiet and see how it plays out.









lintamande: "So what did you do to get the Queen's attention," says Meritxell flatly.









Carissa Sevar: "Ah-uh, she specifically said to me she didn't have time to do this for all Project Lawful. Though our own High Priestess here might be worth a try."









Ione Sala: She hopes to Nethys that Meritxell is only pretending to think that's a good idea for alter-Cheliax reasons. Ione doesn't need dangerously suicidal people around her books.









Keltham: "I am missing so much context right now, I can tell."









Asmodia: Really!? Do you think?! Shit, isn't that High Priestess supposed to be talking to them all later?









Carissa Sevar: "...I can try to explain but I don't actually know what your question would be. Meritxell was asking if there's a way to get in on my incredibly fascinating sex life. Regrettably the Queen of Cheliax does not have time to provide such a hands-on education to all of us. However, the High Priestess Subarachs, who is on site to provide spiritual guidance to the Project Lawful girls, has some of the same expertise, which is why she was able to advise me on recovery, so if anyone wants to explore the space of highly motivated magic practice, they can ask her. - except me, of course, I'm yours."









Keltham: "Maybe once I know Jacint better, if I turn out to feel that way? But taking that slowly. I think I was sort of pushing things, the rate I rushed through everything with Abrogail, and in actual fact was leaning almost entirely on Abrogail being hot and seeming much more sensible than I was led to fear, rather than really having very much sense of her as a person."









Ione Sala: She doesn't know any of these people, she's just eating here because it's near her library.









Carissa Sevar: "There's no hurry. If you gave me to the High Priestess today she would just give me a book to read, anyway.

Or, you know, you could learn how to make girls shatter in your hands and come out of it masters of new kinds of magic yourself.No hurry on that either."









lintamande: "Canhe learn that?" says Meritxell doubtfully. (doubt subtype: flirtatious). "Most people couldn't be the Queen of Cheliax even if you put a crown on their head and sent an erinyes to advise them."









lintamande: "Keltham isn't most people," says Yaisa.

"Are we, uh, doing a lesson today," says Peranza.









Keltham: "I was thinking Law of Probability, maybe also Law of Utility depending on whether I can teach them apart or only together."

"And, who knows, maybe I'll give learning that a shot at some point." Yes 'shatter' sounds bad, but it does not look bad if Carissa being so visibly happy is the outcome of whatever it actually means. "How many hours of practice are we talking about, assuming I have proper reference books and expert guidance? Three? Seven?"









lintamande: Blink blink blink.





"I think it's like....a thousand years, in Hell," says Meritxell. "But some people are fast learners."









Keltham: "To be clear, that is roughly what I was figuring."

"Also, checking model, afterlife people learn a lot slower than people in Golarion, it's just that they have all the time."









lintamande: "...I don't think they learn a lot slower?" Meritxell says. "I think youstart outdisoriented and it can take a while to get back to what you were capable of as a human but in principle eventually you're Contessa Lrilatha and I expect she'd learn, say, a new language, faster than I would."









Keltham: "Now that I think about it, there was something - crystalline, about Lrilatha, I'm not sure how to put it into words - I'm not sure I'd ask her to research a new field of study, she can be one kind of person flawlessly and at speed but - maybe there's other ways of thinking she can use, that I didn't see, we were always meeting in formal settings - I'm not sure Lrilatha comes across as something truly greater than any dath ilani, who'd defeat any of us in every contest of skill? Just someone who spent a thousand years practicing a collection of things and is now unmatchable in those places - Taldane does not have any of the words or concepts I want to use right now. But maybe that's the difference between what she is, and a god."

"Is it known what Lrilatha turns into in another ten thousand years?"









lintamande: "- not by me."









Carissa Sevar: "Gorthoklek, who you met, is a more powerful and intelligent kind of devil but I don't know if he's specifically a kind of devil downstream of Contessa Lrilatha's kind."









Keltham: "Didn't see much of him or how he thought, yeah. Helooks more alien, for sure..."

"I suppose I've got time to figure it out, but Iwill want to figure it out, before I decide whether the afterlife here is really someplace I want to spend my own afterdeath, or if I'm supposed to figure out how to make the Starstone work reliably, or take some third option."









Carissa Sevar: What third option, become Baba Yaga and wander the multiverse in a house with legs, returning only occasionally to eat your children?

- not the time. How about instead they learn about Probability.









Pilar : Pilar messages her on the way out asking for clarification if everybody in alterCheliax is supposed to be calling their Queen 'Abrogail'.









Carissa Sevar: In alterCheliax it's a thing you might call her if you know her personally, not something people who know her only as the Queen would call her, though if they did they would just get an etiquette lesson rather than being promptly executed like in real Cheliax.









Pilar : She danced with one of my guests at a party I threw, does that count?


(This was approximately 24% of Pilar's total accumulated stress from the previous day.)









Carissa Sevar: She what now.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham does not know about that party, so, no. Even if Keltham knew about that party, it's not really the right kind of acquaintance. If Abrogail ever kisses Pilar gently while turning her to stone to deny her Hell forever then Pilar can call her Abrogail.









Pilar : Acknowledged.



Pilar really wants to get debriefed about yesterday by the proper Authority and is not above using blatant lures to accomplish this.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": If lessons are to restart, Broom will be there and trying to make sure nobody destroys the world.









Ione Sala: ...these weird people may be permitted to enter her library's study hall, but had better behave themselves while in it.









Asmodia: If Asmodia came back with anything at all, besides superpowers, it was with some practice in setting aside distractions and focusing. She's ready, and though she doesn't understand the meaning of all this, she's feeling a lot more motivated to grasp whatever she can now that there's any reason that anything matters.









Pilar : It's disorienting to think that this quiet part is the part that really matters, and that all the meetings with intelligence services and confrontations with paladins and the Queen dancing in her ballroom are just a distraction.









Carissa Sevar: It feels strange to be back at this, as if it's a habit from another world, even though it's actually only been two days off, and normal schools give you two days off sometimes, like after exams before the start of the next term.



She has her Unseen Servant take notes for her. Because she's a fourth-circle wizard.









lintamande: Meritxell sits in front. She was tipped off this morning that she needs to meet the High Priestess because Keltham might want her and she's going to make damn sure he does want her, by being the smartest.
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Keltham: So now, hopefully, they're getting to the good part! Previous stuff was just sort of trying to show you what Lawis at all, like with Validity, and some stuff that seemed like a good idea for Cheliax to know very early on for bargaining purposes, like heredity and bargaining. The Law of Probability is starting to get into stuff you use all over the place!

And if he'd been thinking ahead properly, Keltham would've made sure that everybody got tapped with an Owl's Wisdom at least once before they started getting lectures like these. Probably they can get away with doing that tomorrow, one more day's lecture shouldn't set up too much triggerable cumulative enlightenment. Keltham is saying this out loud right now because he keeps forgetting to set that up.

Anyways! Does Cheliax already know anything about Probability, the mathematics and Law of uncertainty? Anything he can build upon, or conversely, needs to refute and redo?









lintamande: They know the failure chances for certain kinds of magic that have somewhat reliable failure chances and happen frequently enough you can record how often the failure happens, like Augury or teleporting off a picture.









Carissa Sevar: "And merchants know the failure chances for more complicated things than that, like the odds a ship you send to Casmaron will make it back, which uses past voyages to Casmaron but also the state of the ship, and the state of the seas, and the season, and the competence of the captain. If you're bad at guessing then you'll lose all your money."









Keltham: Do they perchance have any known mathematics of probability which involves... more than one probability at a time, or two probabilities that relate to one another in some way?









lintamande: Maybe merchants have a clever way to do merchanting but it doesn't come up in wizard education, if so.









Keltham: Keltham isfairly sure he saw this class - admittedly, this was a while ago - being able to solve problems like 'If you randomly arrange four girls including me, what are the chances I'm second in line'. He was not especially expecting them to be balked by 'If you randomly arrange us two times, what's the chance I'm first in line both times?'









lintamande: Well, says Meritxell, the chance it's the same girl first in line both times is one in four, and that splits out into me-both-times Ione-both-times Pela-both-times Jacme-both times, each of those taking a sliver of the same size, so it's one in sixteen. ....but that's not applying a known Rule of Probability taught in school, it's just kind of obvious.









Keltham:









Keltham: "I suppose at least there's nothing to unlearn."









Keltham: Suppose that instead Keltham asks how often they are ever uncertain of anything, in the course of their daily lives. Not in a mathy way, just unsure about something.









lintamande: ....most of the time? Especially since the project started, since it makes life very unpredictable.









Keltham: "Well, for purposes of concrete examples, is there something anyone can name that they're unsure about right now, or that you were recently unsure about today?"









Asmodia: She's definitely very uncertain about THAT but THAT is SECRET so she can't talk about THAT...









lintamande: Jacme is not sure if Pilar really went to Elysium. Can't say that.

Meritxell is not sure if Keltham's going to ask her out. Can't say that.

Yaisa heard that the reason they had the Grand High Priestess on site was that by policy either she or Carissa must be in the room with Keltham at all times, and she's not sure if it's true, but she definitely cannot say that.

Gregoria heard that some of the other girls had to train their impersonators this morning. Can't say that.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not sure whether Asmodeus anticipated Zon-Kuthon trying to kill you and whether He let it happen in order to have all the gods in consensus around sealing Zon-Kuthon."









lintamande: Well you can say that kind of thing if you're Carissa Sevar.









Keltham: "Actually, now that you point it out, we already think that the gods on our team saw a dominant probability of that happening. Which demands the question of why, if it was already that predictable, all the other gods couldn't predict it too and first-strike Zon-Kuthon instead of waiting for him to attack."

"But that example seems vastly overcomplicated? Literally the next thing I'd have to talk about, to walk through my reasoning about that question, is Law of Probability that a dath ilani kid wouldn't get until three years after today's layer, about whether or not gods should ever disagree about predictions like that."

"Can you think of an example much more mundane? Like, not so much gods as... scrambled eggs."









lintamande: "...I'm not sure if they'll serve duck at lunch," Meritxell says.









Keltham: "Okay, now everybody think of, but don't say, a number to represent the chance there's duck at lunch. And nobody's allowed to go to the kitchen and tell them to do that or not do it, I hereby declare that the bad kind of cheating."

"Raise your hand when you've got your number, and once everybody has raised their hand, we'll go around saying the numbers." Keltham raises his hand immediately; there's been duck at 2 of the previous meals he's had, of which he thinks there were around 12 but he's not going to count, and he is so ignorant of Golarion that nothing else could possibly figure into his calculations.









lintamande: The students take longer but not that much longer, and turn out mostly to have put down numbers between 4 and 6.









Keltham: "So my number was going to be 1/6, but I'm guessing that in your terms that number should've been 6, because the number you gave means, like, 1 out of how many chances? Am I interpreting it right? So a number of 12 is half as likely as a number of 6?"









lintamande: ....mostly they were imagining it was a scale where, like, 1 meant 'very likely' and 12 meant 'very unlikely', except that many of them were imagining it as the exact opposite where 1 meant very unlikely and 12 meant very likely.









Keltham: Sure, he can work with that. If anything, it might be more useful as a gentle introduction than if they'd invented the same system that dath ilani kids never invent because they just grow up with it; a 1-12 scale has some properties but not others.

"Should've seen this part coming and asked earlier, but, anyone got a simple public randomness source, like for generating a 0 or a 1 both with equal probability? Could literally just be some physically symmetrical object that you can spin and have it fall on one side."









Carissa Sevar: "I have coins. I don't know if they land on both sides with equal odds but it's probably pretty close."









Keltham: "Can I borrow one for the lecture, and is it okay if we call the borrowing term short enough that it rounds to 0% interest?"


(It briefly occurs to him to wonder if owning Carissa would mean he transitively owns her stuff, but he quickly dismisses this thought as obviously insane; if you had that kind of relationship, it would be one where she broke oaths and went to Abaddon on request.)









Carissa Sevar: "....yes."









lintamande: What kind of relationship do theyhave.









Carissa Sevar: Have a gold coin.









Keltham: Keltham borrows the coin at 0% interest! That's the kind of trusting relationship they have!

(Anyone who recognizes Abadar's symbol should really know better than to ask this.)



The gold coin looks like the other 600 instances of this coin that he owns, with a picture of Abrogail's face on one side, and on the other side 'Sworn by Hell to be pure'. At some point he needs to ask what Hell is swearing Abrogail to be pure about, but that's not important right now.

On close examination, a coin does look sufficiently physically symmetrical, with enough lingering asymmetry for identification purposes, to serve as a randomness source if spun.



"Okay, so this coin can land 'Abrogail' or 'Text'. Now... actually, something else first..."

"First, I want you all to rescale your old lunch duck numbers to a 1-12 scale where 1 is super unlikely and 12 is super likely, so we're all on the same page about what the scale meant. If you were picking a lunch duck number that meant something totally else, scale it instead."

"Raise your hands when you've done that, then let's say our commonly-scaled numbers once we've raised our hands."

"Oh, and don't update your estimate off what other people thought, this is just supposed to be your original estimate, but we're making sure all estimates are on the same scale."









lintamande: 3, 4, 4, 6, 4, 6, 6, 6, 8, 7, 4, 5!









Keltham: And his is 3!

Now, again without taking others' opinions into account - especially considering that people might be using different real meanings for their scales, so who knows if anybody really disagrees - consider the chance that there will be duck for lunch, AND when Keltham spins this coin, it will fall Abrogail's-face-upward. In other words, both things have to happen, so if the coin lands text-up, it doesn't matter if there's duck for lunch or not, the combined event didn't happen.

Generate new numbers for thiscombined event, same 1-12 scale from very unlikely to very likely. Please stick to your original opinion and original scale, rather than guessing what others mean by their numbers and updating off those.

Raise your hand when you've got it, then everybody says their numbers.









lintamande: 2, 2, 3, 2, 4, 3, 4, 3, 3, 4, 2, 2









Keltham: "And mine is 2."

"You may recall that shortly before the gods went to war - to be clear, I don't think there was actually a direct connection as such - I talked a bit on the Law of Dividing Gains From Trade, and one of the constraints was that identical agents receive identical pay."

"You've now generated two numbers, one for the chance that we have duck at lunch, and one for the chance that we have duck at lunchand that when I spin this coin it will land Abrogail's-face-up. Raise your hand open if you think you could state an aspect of Law connecting these two numbers, raise your hand closed into a fist if you've given up on doing that."









lintamande: Most of the hands go up into the air open, after a bit of hesitation.









Keltham: He'll give a half-minute to anyone who doesn't have their hand raised in either way, and then ask people with raised-open hands to state whatever Law they had in mind when they raised their hand.









lintamande: "...our numbers should have gone down. Because now it's two things that have to go right, not just one."

"They should have gone down by half," says Meritxell.









Keltham: "Whether they go down by half depends on what the scalemeans. Mine went from 3 to 2, because I'm taking the 1 of the scale to mean that something absolutely can't happen, and equal intervals to represent equal amounts of chance, so halving the interval from 1 to 3 gets me the interval from 1 to 2. But it's fine if somebody else is interpreting their scale in some totally different way!"

"In fact, the aspect of Law I'd propose to govern here is that, when you have two events that both need to happen, the chance of that happening, cannot goup compared to the chance of just one event happening."

"Ione, for example, could've been tipped by the Whatchamacallit of Nethys that this coin is definitely going to land Abrogail's-face-up, in which case Ione could just give the exact same number she did before for the duck-lunch part. But even Ione's number shouldn't go up. By the way, Ione, thanks for being you, your mere presence here substantially expands the space of immediately relatable scenarios I can use for probability-theoretic examples."









Ione Sala: "Thank you, I think."









lintamande: The students seem persuaded that the number cannot go up.









Keltham: "Now, for the next demonstration... actually, task to run simultaneously while that's in progress. Carissa, can your magic writing thingy copy what I write down on one paper scrap, to other paper scraps, without you knowing what was written?"









Carissa Sevar: "There's supposedly a rare spell for that but Unseen Servant can't do it unfortunately."









Keltham: "Noted, worth talking to Acquisitions about that or an item because this won't be the last time we run into this issue."

"For now, though, I first want to establish a common scale of probability before the next demonstration. Please think of the chance we have a beef dish at lunch," that'd be around 3/12 in his own guess and memory, "on a scale where 1/5 means the same as the chance that you're first in line in a randomized line of five people, or 1/10 means the chance is around the same as first in line among 10 people. If you're thinking something like, it's between 1/3 and 1/4, you're allowed to say 1 over 3-and-a-half, or even say 7/24, but you don't need to go complicated if you don't have a very exact notion of beef-lunch probability."

Raise hands when you have your number; when all hands raised, articulate guesses. Keltham isn't tracking this one closely, he just wants to check that they're now working to an understood common scale of probability.









lintamande: They do seem competent to use the scale, and to mostly assign beef-lunches between a third and a half chance of occurring today.









Keltham: (Encouraging! Like, not super encouraging or anything, but it could've gone wrong, and it didn't.)

Next, Keltham is going to distribute two propositions each to half the girls, to be assigned a probability on this kind of scale.

He'd be making 6 copies of each proposition, for everyone to look at privately, if he had easy copying. Since he doesn't, he'll give each group a piece of paper to be passed around among themselves, and everybody writes down their own answer individually, on the same common scale they just used for beef-lunches. Don't discuss it among yourselves and especially don't show your question to the other group.

Don't worry, it won't be a complicated proposition. It's something that happens around here about a third as often as they have beef at a meal, going on his own memory.

On this occasion they will not-really-pseudorandomize by taking alternate girls from among 'desks', that is, if they were to be numbered in a seating chart, evens would go to one side of the room, odds to the other side, starting from Meritxell. Can they sort themselves out while he writes the two propositions?









lintamande: Here are Meritxell Jacme Pela Peranza Ione and Tonia, and here are Carissa Asmodia Gregoria Pilar Yaisa and Paxti.









Keltham: Cool! Keltham is writing on two scraps of paper while that occurs.



Meritxell et al get:

Chance over next 1 year that another god attacks Keltham, starting another god-war.



Carissa et al get:

Chance over next 1 year that another god-war starts.


They can take a minute to think, not much longer please.

When they're done, they can put their slips into two heaps. Don't look at each other's propositions yet; Keltham will announce both groups' probability-sets first.









lintamande: This is VERY STRESSFUL.





Security relays to Carissa that several girls are thinking whether to lie and if so what lie they're supposed to give.









Carissa Sevar: This seems like PRECISELY the kind of situation where the lies would be discovered because they would have the WRONG UNDERLYING MATH SOMEHOW. Tell them NOT to.





Keltham could of course ask questions like these they'd all have no choice but to lie about, but hopefully first they can learn a bit more of the Law...





She puts down 1/3. The rest of her group puts it lower: 1/8, 1/4, 1/4, 1/10, 1/20.



The other group has 4/5, 1/4, 1/2, 1/3, 1/2, 1/8.









lintamande: The 4/5 is Meritxell, reasoning that Keltham has been here three days and started one godwar so what are the odds they'll make it through the entire next year without a second one.









Keltham: Keltham announces these results! Whatever Group Evens (Carissa) was asked about, it was clearly something pretty unlikely; while whatever Group Odds (Meritxell) was asked about, it was clearly much more likely.

Okay, compare your propositions now!



So, all y'all consider yourselves to be 'Lawful' Evil, huh.









lintamande: ....wow, that's -









Carissa Sevar: It's a test you can't lie on, is what it is (though also even if you are telling the truth if you're bad at truth you'll get it wrong).









lintamande: "Can we argue with the other group about who is right?"









Keltham: "Sounds like fun. Five minutes."









lintamande: "Keltham started one godwar in his first three days of being here so I don't see how we get through an entire year without another one," says Meritxell.

"Well, that was with Zon-Kuthon and there's not another god who almost wants to destroy the world. Except Rovagug, and someone'd have to let him out."

"Well, maybe someone'll do that," says Meritxell. And smugly: "though I wouldn't give four in fivespecifically for that."

"A god wouldn't have to almost want to destroy the world," says Pela. "We're changing it enough they could've been really in favor before and still turn out against now. Like....Urgathoa, if Keltham cures all diseases."

"Wouldn't she have figured that out and fought with Zon-Kuthon?"

"Do we know she didn't?"

"Well if she did then that's not another godwar in the future."









Keltham: "Okay, actually, you know what, on second thought, everybody shut up and my apologies for not thinking ahead faster about what might be a dangerous line of thought. I suspect that properly this conversation happens between myself and the Grand High Priestess in a heavily screened room. Nobody repeat the name of that god you just mentioned until cleared to do so."

He wants to tell them not tothink it, but has a dreadful suspicion that this would be a counterproductive instruction for non-dath-ilani.









lintamande: - solemn nods and immediate silence.









Keltham: "Going right back to Probability, one thing I'd be enthusiasticto test is whether devils make the same error. If we try this on twelve of whatever Gorthoklek is, do they make the error? Twelve Lrilathas? Twelve of whatever devil said hi to Asmodia when she showed up? Twelve people who've been in Hell ten years, fifty years, a hundred years?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I bet not, for full devils. I'm less sure about new petitioners but we could, actually, ask Hell to check for us."









Keltham: "Do you know how expensive that is to ask? Also, doing this with 144 subjects is more reliable than 12 subjects, if it's not much more expensive to run a larger test on the other side."









Carissa Sevar: "No idea how expensive but we could ask the High Priestess. I think most of the expense would be communicating the instructions so larger's probably fine if we can do it at all."









Keltham: "If we canbatch questions more cheaply then I have additional questions. Such as, for example, whether devils already knew about where the balance comes from between men and women, and weren't allowed to say. Or we could find that the younger devils don't know it until we tell them, but the older devils already know it, which would imply that information is stratified within Hell the way that it's stratified between gods and Golarion."

"If Lrilatha and Gorthoklek are past this fallacy, they presumably watch people committing it every 3 minutes, but are not allowed to say out loud what all the humans are doing wrong. Whatever rules prevent them from showing you what I just showed you, those rules are a key part of the foundations of order for Golarion. I want to know what those rules are. I want to check if I can maybe snap them over my knee in five minutes if I come at them from the right angle."

"Like, say, maybe there are things that, say, Gorthoklek isn't allowed to tell younger devils, but Gothoklek is allowed to point out those pieces of knowledge to me because I already know, and then I can tell one younger devil that, and they can tell others."

"Of course, before doing that, it might be good to know why those rules existed in the first place."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know the deep secrets of Hell but my prediction would be that Contessa Lrilatha gets it right the way my father might get it right because he does a lot of guessing which ships are going to be profitable, and he doesn't know a rule he could tell me about, but he's pretty good at what he does. And Contessa Lrilatha would be better but still like that. Maybe not, though."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom is, without showing any outward sign, trying to pray to determine whether his goddess wants him to kill Keltham yet. As always there's no response, leaving matters up to his own best judgment.









Keltham: Keltham has no particular idea that he might be close to death!

"Well,that result would be interesting from a completely different angle. Because ifAsmodeus does not explicitly know that thing I just showed you, I will bereally surprised. Which would mean there are things I know that Asmodeus can't tell Lrilatha."

"...I'm actually just going to check that the next time I meet her, shouldn't be long at this rate."









lintamande: Girls sit there nervously.









Keltham: Keltham is aware that some people might consider the current topic of conversation to be portentous! This is deliberate! He has an infohazardous chain of thought he is trying to distract them from, and himself too for that matter.

"But let's return to the experiment we just ran. One notable thing about it is that, just based on the experimental results themselves, we can't point to any one of you, and say,this person must've done something insane. We can't point to Peranza," yesterday Keltham gave up and did actual memory exercises to try and remember people apart from their nametags, "and say, her estimate was unreasonably high, her estimate was unreasonably low. We can tell that the two groups werecollectively insane but not that any particular person in them was insane."

"Let's go back to considering the estimates for the chance of duck at lunch. Even after we get to see lunch today, can we say anything about who was sane and who was crazy, based on the 12-point scale?"









lintamande: "I mean, we can keep track and see if we notice a pattern over time, about who is good at guessing."









Keltham: "What kind of pattern would look like being good at guessing?"









lintamande: "....being right more often?"









Keltham: "Well, on a scale of 1-12, suppose you say 4, and then there's duck for lunch. You say 5 the next day, and there's no duck for lunch that day. You say 4 the day after and there's no duck for lunch. How are you doing? Are you being right more often?"









Carissa Sevar: "You can make some kind of scoring system where you don't really get any points for saying '5' every day and get points for higher numbers when there's duck and lower numbers when there isn't duck."



And then she can do performance reviews.









Asmodia: "And there's more rules like 'you can't have your number go up when you're predicting more things at once' and when you have four rules like that there's only one possible scoring system which is the Law of Scoring," Asmodia says out loud, a strange electric excitement running through her.









Keltham: "Good, Asmodia. That's not literally exactly correct, but you've seen the pattern."



"That's sufficiently far ahead of where I was going, that the next time you have a prediction that far ahead, I want you to say 'Prediction' and then write it down instead of... or actually just say 'Prediction' and then Message me, because we're all casters here."









lintamande: Asmodia gets some envious glances.









Asmodia: If they want their own envious glances they can go be that good.









Keltham: "Now, if we could all just pretend to forget that Asmodia spoiled the book for us by telling everyone the ending while I was just getting started..."

"We've just heard a new rule proposed by Carissa that you should get more points for giving higher numbers on duck, when there's duck, and more points for putting lower numbers on duck, when there's no duck. Well, I agree, that's pretty reasonable. Any other rules come to mind?"









lintamande: "...if a prediction breaks down into predictions for two parts, you shouldn't get more points for the combined predictions than from getting each of the parts right separately?"




"If - hmm - if two people both say duck, but one is more sure than the other, and it's duck, that one should get more points."

"And if two people say no duck and it's duck, but one was more wrong that one should lose more points. And they should get the same points for the same prediction."









Carissa Sevar: "You shouldn't be able to be better off for points by not guessing at all, though."









lintamande: "You should get the most possible points if you are - Nethys, and always give the right answer with perfect confidence, and the least possible points if you are .....Zon-Nethys, and always give the wrong answer with perfect confidence."









Ione Sala: "Nethys still thinks in probabilities, they're just more extreme ones takaral."

(Ione does not appear to notice that she has said anything unusual.)









Keltham: "...right."

"Well, those are all interesting rules, but the idea that two different people who give the same numbers should get the same points, seems to imply that everybody is, in some sense, using the same scale, in which case, that scale seems like it should maybemean something. The same way that, inside a language, the same sounds mostly mean pretty similar things to different people."

"But let's back up. We can imagine that we've got this game which awards more points to people who put higher numbers on things that did happen, and lower numbers on things that don't happen. You can't be better off by not guessing. We don't have the Law for it, or any such thing, we just built a game that encourages numbers to go up or down in a way that matches what does and doesn't happen. We play that game for a while, turns out somebody is really good at it, say Yaisa has the best score by far. What" human capital "person-with-a-valuable-skill do we now have in the form of Hypothetical Yaisa? Maybe Hypothetical Yaisa is just good at playing a strange game but the skills in that game aren't useful for anything else."









lintamande: "I mean," says Yaisa, "I can branch out to predicting merchant ships and make a lot of money, if I've got a gift for something real."









Keltham: "Who says the numbers you learned to assign are the ones that merchants need to decide whether to send out a ship? You're slapping 3s on this and 9s on that and the merchant is like, 'uh, but do I send this ship or not' and you're like 'well I don't know what the numbers mean, I just learned what kind of number-assigning gets me a high score'."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, if Yaisa can't explain herself at all, we can check how often she's right when she says 9, and then the merchant can do the translation from 9s to profits himself."









Keltham: "These how-often-she's-right numbers sound quite interesting, maybe we should actually just be using them directly instead of the 12-point scale? I mean, if we've got to translate the original scale into how-often-she's-right numbers, maybe we can skip the extra step and have the game just be about those? Though first, right-oftenness numbers would have to be a thing. Can you say more?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, it's kind of what we did with the gods prediction, right, 'one third' or 'one quarter', except wars with gods don't happen often enough you can figure out who is good at it, but if someone predicts whether a ship will come back, and if they say 'it'll come back a quarter of the time' and if they say that of four ships one comes back, then that's very valuable, pretty much as good as soothsayers used to be anyway."









Keltham: "Even if something didn't happen very often, let's say a Nidal invasion instead of that other thing, I might go to the person who had a really good record about ships. I mean, it might not be optimal, but at the very least they'd have a bunch of experience with how to hone and slice anything down to the difference between one-third and one-fourth. And they'd answer in numbers that meant that, instead of saying 3 or 9 on a 12-point scale and then you've got to pause and ask them for a hundred predictions like that so you can even figure out what a 3 or a 9 mean."

"Well, anyways, let's say that in this game you give a number from 0 to 100, and those numbers are supposed to directly represent the chances out of 100. If something happens 1 time in 4, you say 25, because something that happens 1 time in 4 will also happen 25 times out of 100."

"How do you score those numbers from 0 to 100?"









Carissa Sevar: "...when it happens, you give them points or deduct points in proportion to how likely they said it was. So....if they said 25, and it happened, deduct 25 points? And if they said 25, and it didn't, add 25 points?"









Keltham: "And if they said 24, and it didn't, add 24 points?"









Carissa Sevar: "Nah, 26, because you should get more points for a more correct prediction."









Keltham: So apparently his brain just registered a reluctance to shoot down his girlfriend too cruelly, and wow does that impulse need to get poisoned and handed off to the Surreptitious Head Removers, not just because entire integrity of the teaching process, but also because Keltham has ever met Carissa Sevar and if she could read his mind about that she would be cometary-impact levels of sad and possibly angry.

"Interesting, interesting. Well, Carissa, want to play a few rounds with me of predict-if-the-coin-lands-Abrogail-twice-in-a-row? It's a pretty simple game, on each round, we write down our numbers, Asmodia spins the coin twice, and if it's Abrogail both times that's a yes-event, and otherwise a no-event. Which we also mark down. After 12 rounds we reveal our numbers, score ourselves using your rule, and whoever has the highest score wins. Anyone else in class is also welcome to play along."









Carissa Sevar: "- sure." She's pretty sure that all guesses are equally good if you know nothing, which seems right, but maybe he's making a deeper point.









Keltham: Right then. Here is the coin, Asmodia, this isn't even a loan you're just holding my coin. Let's start.

Keltham writes down some numbers, not particularly showing them to anyone per se, just yet.









Ione Sala: Ione writes down some numbers! They're all 25s.









Pilar : Pilar is actually going to try to guess those coin-spins because, like, also oracle? 25 or 75 depending on which she expects to happen next. She's not doing too well so far but maybe she'll get the hang of it.









Carissa Sevar: 25, 25, 25, 25.









Project Lawful: Pilar's curse saysno.









Pilar : He didn't say not to cheat! What manner of defective Chaotic Good oracular curse is this?









Iarwain: Time for everybody to add up their scores! Double-Abrogail came up twice in the 12 rounds.









Ione Sala: So, round 1, +25 points, round 2, +25 points, round 3, which is the first double-Queen, -25 points, it's obviously going to work out to +200 points at the end and also she's an idiot and is embarrassed to reveal what she wrote, maybe nobody will ask her.









Pilar : She guessed neither of the two double-Queens, and also got -25 points the three times she falsely foretold them, so 5*-25 + 7*+25 = +50 points. She probably just needs practice.









Carissa Sevar: On the last round Carissa had an idea, and wrote a 0. 50 points if she's right, and -50 if she's wrong, but she's right more often than not.

Which is 225, on the whole, because the last one isn't an Abrogail.









Asmodia: So everybody just wrote down all 0s, right?









Keltham: Keltham did, yes. +50 * 10 + -50 * 2 = +400 points.



Keltham is very good at this game! Everyone should clearly use hisnumbers, which say that a coin comes up Abrogail twice in two spins roughly 0 out of 100 times.









lintamande: (It took Meritxell two rounds to catch on. +350.)









Carissa Sevar: "...okay, I don't know how to fix that. Bigger penalties for being wrong? But then you lose - it being better to participate than not -"









Keltham: "Actually, we're not going to end up with that particular property, necessarily? When you're just - guessing things, trying to know things, it's not like something comes in and takes your real-life gold pieces when you do the thing that loses you game points. Like, the game can just say, every time you try to guess, that means you might turn out to be wrong and lose points. But that's fine, because just guessing andjust being wrong doesn't hurt your bank storage unless you actually made a bet."

"Who, besides Asmodia, would like to now try stating a fragment of Law that scoring rules ought to obey?"









lintamande: "It ought to be a better idea to give your true guess," says Meritxell.









Keltham: "Can you state that more precisely?"









lintamande: "Say it actually has a one in four chance of happening. Guessing one in four ought to score more points than guessing anything else."









Keltham: "So if double-Abrogail has a 1 in 4 chance of happening, then whoever guesses 25 on that round should be rewarded the most, regardless of whether double-Abrogail actually happened or not?"









lintamande: "....not on that round. But in the long run."









Keltham: "So, if we're just playing one round of something, there's no way it could have any kind of Lawful scoring rule."









lintamande: "I think it'd be something like - escalating gains from being right when you pick an extreme number and from being wrong when you pick an extreme number, so it's only worth being that extreme if you're sure - and there's going to be some rule this implies but I don't know it, that balances it exactly right -"









Carissa Sevar: "When you pick ninety-nine, the penalty for being wrong has to cancel out ninety-nine of being right, so it's only worth doing it if that's exactly how sure you are."









Keltham: "So, considering all the numbers P we could guess between 0 and 100, if the truth is that something happens F out of 100 times, and doesn't happen 100 minus F out of 100 times, we want..."

This room's wall does now function as a whiteboard for people who, like Keltham, can cast Prestidigitation.

argmax P of F*Yes(P) + (100 - F)*No(P) = F

"...which is to say that it seems like a Lawful scoring rule must surely have this property: for every F between 0 and 100, the answer P that maximizes the sum of F of the yes-value you get from P, plus 100 minus F of the no-value you get from P, is F."

"In other words, if something happens 25 out of 100 times, then out of every possible answer between '0' and '100', '25' should do best, when it comes to adding 25 yes-values of the answer to 75 no-values of the answer."

"Putting somebody into a situation like this is what makes their answermean, 'How often do you actually think this happens?' There's a lot of ways to put people in weird situations where their answer could mean something else instead, because the most rewarding answer they could give isn't the one that matches reality! Civilization tries to avoid weird situations like that, so that our words and more importantly numbers go on meaning things."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's not back to full health yet. She can feel it, even aside from the waking up panicked. But -

- it's like she can feel the thing she's reaching for, just barely out of her reach -



The most rewarding answer is the one that matches reality. That simple, and Hell - might genuinely not have stumbled on it - no, surely they have, at the highest reaches -









Ione Sala: Everyone in this classroom except for her is going to end up executed. And then she'll also get executed, but she's not going to Hell.









Asmodia: Go master dath ilani thought. Right. Sevar had better actually have the pull to avoid them all getting tortured for heresy which, to be fair, it kind of seems she might.









Pilar : ...so on the one hand she is pretty sure this is not how Asmodeanism works, and, on the other hand, it seems pretty persuasive that this is how Lawfulness works, and, on the original hand, she is very sure that Asmodeus is Lawful. Is she allowed to just think that she'll ask Aspexia Rugatonn about this later or is that cheating?









Project Lawful: Pilar's curse knows the answer to this one, actually. Is it time for Pilar to hear?









Pilar : Pilar is absolutely not taking theological advice on this subject from Cayden Cailean, especially before Pilar knows the actually correct answer the Grand High Priestess will give.









Project Lawful: No problem! Chaotic Good tries not to force answers on people that they don't want!



(It's how Asmodeanism can work for someone if they'd turn down Elysium because they actually wanted to go to Hell.)









lintamande: Meritxell isn't sure there's a contradiction here.

There might be, but - you're not supposed to reason about everything the same way. Obviously you're not supposed to use numbers-reasoning to consider matters in which the Church has instructed you; it's for matters where you can't otherwise figure out what you're supposed to believe.

At least she hopes that's it.









Keltham: Keltham gives those words some time to settle; he's kind of guessing that nobody in Golarion has ever before considered the notion of incentive conditions under which talking becomes communication.

"So now, of course, we have the problem of finding any scoring rule which has this lovely and desirable property."

"Well, and we'd also like it to have the property that, when something happens, the higher the number you assign to it, the higher your score; or, when it doesn't happen, lower numbers get higher scores."

"So long as we're making up a wishlist, we'd like the method to still work if somebody says '17.3 out of 100'."

"We can take advantage of a symmetry which is that, if something happens 47 out of 100 times, that means it doesn't happen 53 out of 100 times. So the yes-score of 47 should equal the no-score of 53. Or to put it another way, the no-score of 30 is just the yes-score of 70; we don't need separate yes-score and no-score rules."

"And somebody named an important final condition earlier, does anybody happen to remember it?"









lintamande: "If a prediction breaks down into two separate parts, the points you get for the whole prediction being right should be the points you get for both parts being right," says Gregoria, who said it originally.









Keltham: "Hm hm, what sort of scoring rule could havethat property?"









lintamande: Wizards aren't trained in this math at all. They blink at it frustratedly.









Keltham: If you literally do not need to know about logarithms to be a wizard, and gods can't tell Golarion about math on the order of the conjunction rule of probability, that substantially increases the chance that, in fact, the trick to synthesize your own spells is something on the order of 'invert a matrix so you can solve for start state given end state'.

Regardless. He can work with this.

"If you can't solve the very abstract problem, make up a very specific problem and consider what the scoring rule would have to look like for that," Keltham suggests.











Carissa Sevar: Wizards aren't trained in this math at all but she's lots smarter now, and pure math is one of the things headbands are really good for.





Gregoria's condition is trickier than it looks. Because what they want is for the scoring rule if it would award you 5 points for a guess a and 5 points for a guess b, to award you ten points if a and b are both true; but the chance of a and b both being true is their individual chances multiplied together, like how two coin flips is 1/4. There isn't anything that has that property - correction, there isn't anything she previously knew about that had that property. What could you possibly do to numbers -

"I think we need to invent a really weird thing to do with numbers to satisfy Gregoria's property," she says. "I'm imagining, uh, defining some property of numbers that scales up a steady amount when they grow by multiplication."









Keltham: ...okay, not bad. You usually have to prompt a dath ilani five-year-old more simply and more extensively than that before they invent the concept of a logarithm, and they've been hanging around adults talking bits and decibels already.

"Can you give me an example of a few numbers and their weird-property-values such that the weird-property-values obey that rule?" says Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: "...how many powers of 2 fit in them?"









Keltham: "Okay, I give up, how the ass do wizards end up knowing about powers of 2 but not about the function for how many powers of 2 something is?"









Carissa Sevar: "Sometimes the spellsilver cost of an item grows by powers of 2. I've never seen one that grows by the function for how many powers of 2 something is."









Keltham: "Alllllll righty ighty then. Though one observes that if there's a function from 'how powerful is this magic item' to 'how much money does this cost me', there is generally some reverse function that goes from 'how much money do I have available to spend' to 'how powerful of a magic item can I get'."

"Anyways, I propose that what you want is a Mysterious Function with the following property:"

Whiteboarding: \x y. MF(x*y) = MF(x) + MF(y)

"And, again, can you make up some particular xs and ys and MF-values that obey this rule?"









Ione Sala: "x is 3 and has a score of 1, y is 4 and has a score of 2, x times y is 12 and has a score of 3."









Carissa Sevar: "Doesn't work if x is 3 and y is 3."









Ione Sala: "Okay, x is 3, score 1, y is 4, score 3, x times y is 12, score 4... you're going to say that 81 should also have score 4, then. Okay, I'm not really seeing how to do it if it's not just powers of 2."









Carissa Sevar: "I think we want to count part-powers-of-two somehow except I don't actually know how."









Asmodia: "Prediction," Asmodia says.

Message to Keltham: If 2 is 1, 9 should be a little bit more than 3, since 8 is 3, so 3 should be a little more than 1-and-a-half. Should I tell them that?









Keltham: "You're good to repeat that."









Asmodia: Asmodia repeats it.









Keltham: Keltham writes it down:

score(2) = 1
score(8) = 3
score(9) = 3 + a tad
score(3) = 1/2 * score(9)









Carissa Sevar: So what they need is a rule for the leftovers after you take out the powers of 2 which behaves the same way as the bigger 'take out the powers of 2' rule. Can you....take out powers of something smaller? No, that doesn't feel like it'd work - it treats the places where numbers are whole as different, the real answer won't do that... Can you...define how close, in a multiplying way, the bit leftover is to being another power of 2?









Keltham: Keltham will write some more questions! Asmodia, give them two minutes and then you're allowed to start telling them.

score(2) = 1
score(1) = ?
score(1/2) = ?
score(1/4) = ?
score(2/3)  ?
score(99/100)  ?
score(0) = ?









Asmodia: Asmodia will take out her own spell-timer pocketwatch and deliberately start looking at it.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, the new puzzles on the board do precisely crystalize the question, they just don't suggest how you answerit.



(But if Asmodia figured it out already then it can't be that hard.)



What does it mean, to find the one halfth power of 2. ...well, presumably, it's the number that multiplied by itself makes 2. ...what does it mean, to find the 99/100th power of 2.



"Okay, I think it just works to have fractional powers of 2," she says, "so you can use the powers of 2 rule all the way through."









Ione Sala: Ione has that score(1) is 0 and score(1/2) is -1. Meritxell yells that score(1/4) is -2 before Ione can finish her next sentence.









Asmodia: Time's up!

Score(2/3) is half of Score(4/9), which will be a bit less than Score(1/2), so a bit more - uh, a bit less than negative 1/2. Score(2/3) = a bit less than -1/2.

Score(99/100) is a bit less than 0 and she's not sure about score(0), she keeps wanting to think score(0) = 0 but score(1) is already 0.









lintamande: Most of the rest of the class is not going to get logarithms with three minutes of discussion and is writing down the answers while somewhat lost!!









Keltham: "Okay, so in dath ilan, everybody in this class would have been sorted here out of thousands of candidates, based on really fine-grained predictions that caused everybody to finish getting the problem within roughly the same minute. In broken Cheliax schools for people with average Intelligence 10, everybody who falls slightly behind is... left to sit in total confusion for the rest of the class while effort gets focused on the people who are ahead? Am I missing something there that is more clever than it sounds? If it's not always the same people who are ahead, we're going to end up with a class no one member of which has all of the pieces. Fully thirty seconds of thinking about this on my own part has so far failed to yield a brilliant solution."









lintamande: "...mostly it's the 'left to sit in total confusion for the rest of class' thing," says Pela.









Keltham: "Yeah, so, what about not that."

"How many Rat's Cunnings do we have available to tap people with?"









lintamande: "We ...mostly didn't prepare spells this morning," says Gregoria. "We got introduced to the High Priestess and then went to breakfast and then, uh, watched Carissa prepare fourth circle spells."









Carissa Sevar: Sorry not sorry.









Keltham: 12 minus Carissa Asmodia Meritxell Ione equals eight. "Security, I don't suppose there's eight Rat's Cunning spells going spare around here?"









lintamande: Security consults each other via raised eyebrows. "We have three of Fox's Cunning," one of them says after a pause.









Keltham: "All right. This is not going to be the last time we run into this issue while we wait on intelligence headbands for the class, and even then, if I've got this right, they'll just be +2 headbands, so here's my baseline policy proposal to" meliorize "improve from there:"

"This time, I spend extra time tutoring everyone who isn't Carissa Asmodia Meritxel and Ione on 'logarithmic' functions. I see how much further we can get based on that, then we take a longer lunch break than usual so everyone can prep spells and in particular prep the crap out of Fox's Cunning. If there's second-circle spells you'd usually want to have, and won't be getting because of this policy, and they're spells a cleric can cast for you, maybe tell me and I'll start praying for those. Security, I'm not sure what kind of collective resources all the wizards at this installation have in the way of second-circle spells, but I request at least sixteen Fox's Cunnings available for us to allocate on future days. Thirty-two would be better."









dath ilan: Civilization sometimes sorts people having difficulties to easier classes, which will, of course exist and be optimized for that purpose to the limit of what very smart people can manage.

It doesn't leave them sitting confused.

There's a saying about cryopreservation which is "Civilization doesn't leave anyone behind." It's sort of a Good saying, so Keltham's not saying it in Cheliax, but the thought did run through his mind.









lintamande: "I'll report that and we can see what we can do, but we only get personal use spells once all the emergency response needs of the installation are met and I don't know if it'll add up to thirty-two." Obviously implicit, to a Chelish listener: and you're commandeering all our personal use spells, you know.









Keltham: This particular subtext is also very legible to Abadar clerics, who are not famous for expecting free services that nobody has to pay for.

"I could be wrong, having not tried it either way let alone both ways, but being able to brute-force bottlenecks like that and keep the class unified, seems like the sort of thing that could easily correspond to a factor of 1.5 speed difference in our work. The work that is, in fact, the reason this installation exists in the first place."

"I submit a request for - temporarily, until Intelligence headbands arrive - stationing additional wizards here, second-circle or higher, collectively able to supply sixteen Fox's Cunning per day, or to make up deficits in emergency response capabilities produced by reallocating the second-circle spells of those wizards who possess adequate security clearance to be in direct contact with us. Thirty-two is better. If that can't happen by tomorrow, I request at least twelve Fox's Cunnings that day collectively among available Security wizards."

"If I had an actual budget I would be asking how much it cost inside that budget to compensate you for any time or inconvenience, or hire those additional wizards; but having an actual budget with line items is not a way that Governance seems to currently be trying to relate to me, and so I can only ask Governance for stuff."









lintamande: "I'll submit that to the site manager." He heads out.









Carissa Sevar: "Should the four of us go to the library and talk among each other while you cover the rest of the class, or should we stay."









Keltham: "Outside view on the way similar events have previously played out for us predicts that I'll say fifteen different things I wish you'd been present to hear."









Carissa Sevar: Indeed. She sits at her desk and puzzles over what the score for zero is.









Keltham: Dath ilani kids, before they run into logarithms, have prior experience with seeing numbers as bags of prime factors. Maybe running over that for a few minutes will help with priming this pump?

15 is a bag of a 3 and a 5.
4 is a bag of two 2s.
15*4 = 60, so 60 is a bag of two 2s, a 3, and a 5.
If you multiply 2 and 3, you get 6.
So if you divide 60 by 6, you should get a bag of one 2 and a 5.
2 times 5 is 10. Checks out, right?

Now make up your own bags with numbers and play with that to see if your reasoning by bags-of-factors gets you the right answer.

Well, sure, you can use 4s as factors and see what happens? But if you want to turn numbers into unique bags of numbers, each number in the bag has to not be made up of any numbers smaller than itself.









lintamande: This the students can follow along with. - the application to creating a scoring rule is not clear.









Keltham: Does it help if he mentions that a bag of 1.58496 2s is almost exactly 3?









lintamande: ....how would you possibly figure that out if you didn't know it, though.









Keltham: Did anybody happen to learn calculus since Keltham mentioned they should do that?









lintamande: Yep!! It was one of the major things they did while Keltham was at the Imperial Palace, along with triage on the library.



....they didn't get very far, since that was only one day and they didn't have textbooks or anything.









Keltham: That's weird, he'd expect significant progress on calculus if you were spending a significant part of a day on it.

How were they studying calculus at all without textbooks? Tutoring from somebody?









lintamande: Some of Security knew some and were willing to trade favors once they were back alive.









Keltham: Those favors need to be charged to the project budget somehow.

Onward then! They're going to need calculus anyways, to get all the way through proving that the logarithmic scoring rule works correctly, and the calculus you need for that exact thing shouldn't be hard to teach in a few minutes even if Keltham has to do it from scratch. But let's keep the focus on logarithms for now.

So first of all, remember that Asmodia had already worked out that since 9 is a bit more than 8, there should be slightly over three 2s inside a bag of two 3s. So 1.58496 2s inside a bag of one 3 shouldn't be surprising.

And is that one fact Asmodia found, going to be the only fact like that which exists? Three3s is 27, and two5s is 25, so there should be slightly less2s in a bag of two 5s than in a bag of three3s. Say there's a thrice-bit-more than 4.5 2s in a bag of three 3s, then a little fewer 2s in a bag of two 5s, so there ought to maybe be 4.52s in a bag of two5s and 2.252s in a bag of one5. The actual number is 2.32193 or so, which is, as one would expect, a tad more 2s than are in a 4.

You could also notice that a bag of seven 2s is 128, and a bag of three 5s is 125, so you'd expect a tad less than 7/32s in one 5, which would give you an estimate of 2.333...2s per 5. Not far off at all, right?

Yes, Keltham is writing this down on the whiteboard:

3*3*3 = 27 <=> log3(27) = 3
5*5 = 25   <=> log5(25) = 2

2*log2(5) = log2(25) + log2(27) = 3*log2(3)
3*log2(2) = 3 + log2(9) = 2*log3(3)
log2(3) + 1.5
actually log2(3)  1.58496
2*log2(5)  3*1.5 = 4.5
log2(5)  2.25
log2(125) = 3*log2(5) + log2(128) = 7
log2(5)  7/3 = 2.333...
actually log2(5)  2.32193

Now there's cleverer ways to compute this once you actually get calculus. But it so happens that 3^12 = 531,441, and that 2^19 = 524,288. There's slightly more than nineteen 2s in a bag of twelve 3s. So you'd expect log2(3) to even more precisely be a tad more than 19/12, which will be 1/12 more than 1.5, so 1.58333, which is nicely closer to the true 1.58496 than the previous estimate of 1.5.


Problem time! If you happened to have memorized the figure of 1.58496 2s per 3, you could derive that log2(8/9)  -0.08496*2, for purposes of scoring a prediction of 8/9 on something that actually happened. So score(8/9) is about -0.17 'bits', to borrow the Baseline term. Does anybody see how that figure gets derived?









lintamande: There's a lot of silent scribbling.

Well, says Gregoria after a bit, log2(8/9) is log2(8) + log2(1/9) - that's the entire desirable scoring property that got them on this horrible tangent in the first place.

And log2(8) is 3.

And log2(1/9) is going to be negative, fractions always are. log2(1/2) was -1. log2(1/4) was -2. log2(1/8) is going to be -3, and log2(1/9) is going to be - log2(9).



She doesn't actually know why this works but she can see that 3 - (1.58496)*2 is about -.17.









Keltham: Sure. It's just saying that you have to take around 0.17 2s out of a 9 in order to get an 8. 9  8/9 = 8. 3.172s minus 0.172s equals three2s so an 8. 8/9 just literally means the number you multiply 9 by in order to get 8, so it's the number you multiply by to take 0.172s out of the bag.

If it's a probability of something happening 8 times out of 9 it's the same number and will score the same way, according to the scoring rule that counts 2s in things. Which is the scoring rule that gives you the same cumulative score whether you assign 1/4 to two events, or 1/16 to their product event.









lintamande: - nods.









Carissa Sevar: Message: If you don't actually understand it don't act like you do.









lintamande: "I don't understand why taking .17 of a 2 out of a bag of twos is a thing you're allowed to do," says Pela.









Keltham: "Well, look at it this way. A 16 is a bag of two 4s. What happens if you take half a 4 out of the bag?"









lintamande: "....you take a two out, and now you've got a bag that multiplies up to eight."









Keltham: "A million is a bag of two thousands. What happens if you take a third of a thousand out of the bag?"









lintamande: "I don't know what a third of a thousand is. ...I mean I know what it is when it's 333. But it's not, here."









Keltham: "A thousand is a bag of three tens. What happens if you take a third of three tens out of a bag of twice three tens?"









lintamande: "You have five tens left in the bag. So - a hundred thousand."









Keltham: "Yep." His smile goes away after a moment; it's impossible to have any sense of how well this is going when everybody is supposed to learn this at age five or six and they're adults.

"Well, if you can take half of a four out of a bag of fours, and a third of a thousand out of a bag of thousands, why not take 17 100ths of a 2 out of a bag of twos?"









lintamande: "....Iguess."









Keltham: "I mean, there's the problem of figuring out that taking out 0.17 twos from a bag works out to multiplying the contents by roughly 8/9, but you can get that fairly precisely off nineteen twos being a bit less than twelve threes. Possible self-study problem: rederive that yourself, convince yourself of it, prove it, without looking back at the whiteboard."









lintamande: "Now, or after class?"









Keltham: "How many people in this group think that's now so obvious that there's no point in proving it themselves? Because if the answer is no, then yeah, maybe everybody pauses and tries to rederive the logic."









lintamande: Most of them don't in fact find it so obvious there's no point in proving it!



They get to work on that.









Keltham: This would otherwise be a good time to Message Carissa to ask how he's doing teaching-wise, but apparently Asmodia, Ione, Meritxell, and Carissa also think that rederiving this claim is a good exercise for them to do.

Possibly Keltham is overcorrecting for how many fewer exercises ought to be required to grok logarithms if you first encounter them as an adult rather than a five-year-old.









Carissa Sevar: When Carissa was a five year old she required one on one tutoring from her mother to have enough attention for anything at all complicated, constantly forgot things that ought to be in working memory and needed reminding of them, and had about ten minutes' attention span for actual thinking. Trying to teach her math in a group would have been a disaster.



Anyway, what is 8 9ths as a bag of twos.









dath ilan: Dath ilan didn't say it waseasy to teach it to five-year-olds. Civilization is staring at that problem and optimizing it roughly as hard as Civilization ever optimizes anything.

Figuring out how to have logarithms be fun to learn about starting one month earlier on maturation timelines is a perfectly respectable accomplishment for a +4sd researcher's entire life's work. If any single individual made a discovery like that singlehandedly, it would get them well into the 'more money than one person can reasonably spend on themselves' category of rich.









lintamande: Meritxell scribbles until satisfied that the log of (8/9) is going to be the difference between the log of 8 and the log of 9, and then until satisfied that that difference is the difference between 3 and 2*log(3), and then looks around for someone who looks stuck and helpfully helps! Paxti, are you stuck?









Iarwain: Paxti has worked out that 8/9 is 0.888. She's worked out that nineteen 2s is 524,288 (by multiplying by 8 repeatedly to get to 18 2s, and then doubling the final result), which got her an answer that could've maybe been on the whiteboard she can't look at.

Paxti is currently working on computing twelve 3s via assembling a bag of six 9s. After that she's going to divide out 19/12 the long way. Maybe if she computes all the numbers Keltham said to compute, it'll be obvious once she's computed them how to put them together.









lintamande: Message: hey, free hint, all of that's stupid. Further hints available for sale.









Iarwain: Message: Keltham wandered over to look at what I was doing and nodded approvingly. Fuck off.









Iarwain: A bit later on Paxti has managed to get 9^6 = 531603 (close enough), and 19/12 = 1.58something. Now she just has to figure out how that all fits together with 8/9, or three 2s and two 3s.

Nineteen 2s equals twelve 3s. You need more 2s than 3s to make up something, so that makes sense. 19/12 is the number of 2s in a 3. There'll be 2*19/12 2s in a 9, so it's 2*19/12 = 19/6. Subtract 3 2s for the 8, and... 19/6 - 3 = 19/6 - 18/6 = ...

Message Keltham: I get that there's exactly 1/6th of a 2 in an 8/9, does that make any sense?









Keltham: Keltham will come over and check how she arrived at that conclusion, but will soon approvingly inform Paxti thatif, as is not actually the case, 2^19 exactly equalled 3^12, then yes, there'd be exactly -1/6 2s in 8/9. Please observe that -1/6 is -0.1666... or about -0.17.

To try to see it a glance, consider that if there's 19/12 of a 2, in one 3, that's 1/12 more of a2 than 1-and-a-half 2s: 19/12 = 18/12 + 1/12.

So in a 9, there should be 2/12 more 2s than in 8. Though it's actually a bit more, because 3^12 is greater than 2^19, so there's a bit more than 19/12 2s in a 3.









Carissa Sevar: It might be good to give everyone another similar problem, Carissa tells Keltham. To check if they really get it.









Keltham: Three 5s is a tad less than seven 2s; tell me how to score a prediction of 2/5 on something that actually happens. Sanity check, 2/5 is a noticeable-chunk less than 1/2, so your score should be a noticeable-chunk less than -1 2s.









Ione Sala: If you're a worshipper of Lord Nethys, you can by this point work out in your head that the answer is -4/3 and then write it down on the paper without any visible work accompanying it.









Carissa Sevar: 2/5 is log2(2) - log2(5), so that'll be 1 - something a little greater than 2. If there were 7 2s in 3 5s, then there'd be 7/3rds of a 2 in a 5, so it'd be 1 - 7/3rds.









lintamande: Everyone is mostly keeping up now, though at obviously varying speeds.









Keltham: Well obviously this learning experience is Done, then! At least Keltham figures that's how it should work if you don't need to just spend a bunch of time playing around waiting for your brain to mature slightly further.

They should probably all stand up and walk around and eat a tiny snack though.









Pilar : Pilar has some appropriately tiny snacks in her bag. Cayden Cailean apparently has nothing better to do with the power He received from the Starstone and all His worshippers.









lintamande: Sure, snacks! Even if they're from Cayden Cailean and therefore kind of weird.









Keltham: "This may be a dumb question, but is there any connection, however distant, between the snacks and the Elysium thing?"

Keltham previously knew 2 facts about Pilar, her trip and her fetish, and he was already suspecting there would ultimately prove to be some connection between them (trope-wise, not causally). Now he has noticed a third fact repeated twice: Pilar has candy.









Carissa Sevar: Can Pilar be placed in my Telepathic Bond, please, and this fact concealed.





Yes, almost definitely; they're both the product of some intervention by Cayden Cailean which wethinkis in support of the project but we're not entirely sure honestly.









Pilar : "Almost definitely yes? Um, according to what was found out yesterday, the snacks are a product of an intervention by Cayden Cailean, which people seem to think is in support of the project, and Cayden Cailean is Chaotic Good, which is the alignment on Elysium, but nobody's sure about anything."









Keltham: "Wait, so a god intervened to support our project with tiny snacks?"









Carissa Sevar: That would be very stupid, which is why Cheliax's very smart people are confused. Some possibilities: it's actually stupid! Cailean is called the Drunk God etc etc Pilar can fill that in with true stuff. Alternatively, it's meant as a form of communicating that Chaotic Good is backing Asmodeus here. Alternatively, it'll turn out to actually be important for some reason, say if the project is besieged, or if everyone is nutrient deficient on something that the snacks contain. Alternatively, there's some kind of preexisting god agreement which happened to cash out like this.









Pilar : "Repeating back some things that have been said to me: That would, in fact, be incredibly stupid, the phrase fucking Chaotic fucking Good does come to mind, Cayden Cailean is called the Drunk God because he did the Starstone on a dare while drunk. But it could also be to show that Chaotic Good is backing Asmodeus on this, or it could be important for some reason like we get beseiged and have to survive on my snacks or everyone ends up deficient in something the snacks contain or there could be a pre-existing god agreement that happens to imply this -"









Keltham: "Could you maybe have mentioned this earlier? Could you maybe have mentioned this before handing out the snacks?"









Pilar : Seems to demand a fast response. "There literally hasn't been time since I saw you at breakfast... this probably seems even weirder if you're not from Golarion, doesn't it."









Keltham: "It actually does! And I would in fact like to be told about all divine interventions on my projectas soon as they become known to Governance moving forwards! Are there anymore?"









Pilar : "I just know about Asmodeus on the project twice, Nethys on Ione, and Cayden Cailean on me... uh, sorry? I think you sort of expect me to know what you've already been told and I don't actually?"









Keltham: "Is everything on Golarionthis poorly organized from a management perspective?"









Ione Sala: "We wouldn't know because we don't have magic items that connect us to all of the knowledge in the world. Wizard school, which I've been to, was better organized, but it wasn't, uh, it hadn't started existing less than a week ago?"

Thinking loudly: Dear Asmodeans, have you considered actually telling Keltham some things before he finds them out and asks why he hasn't been told them?









Carissa Sevar: Well they did tell Keltham that Pilar was held up in the capital by tons of very serious people trying to figure out what the fuck was going on with her, which is about as much setup for 'we're not keeping this secret on purpose' as you can manage. Probably the payoff to things like that needs to always be a couple hours later.

Security, pull him aside -









lintamande: "Keltham, can we talk privately for a minute?"









Keltham: "Of course, Security."









lintamande: Privacy spell. "All divine interventions on the project disclosed to us are as follows: Asmodeus, at the Worldwound the first day, communicating to His priest that the project should be established. The next is the intervention of Broom's god, Otolmens, the Lawful Neutral god of preventing catastrophes, empowering Broom.

We now believe that Cayden Cailean's manipulation of Pilar began on the third day, when she mysteriously ended up in the room with you before your excursion out of the villa, and that its primary aim at least was saving your life, but we haven't ruled out that it began on the second day, because Pilar didn't recall that incident as unusual until we asked about it, and anything where she mysteriously ended up somewhere other than in a secure operation she hadn't been invited to might've been hard to detect in retrospect. We think Pilar went to Elysium as a consequence of it, somehow. As I think was reported to you, she spent yesterday at the palace with people trying to get to the bottom of what's going on, but we are still a ways away from a satisfactory answer, though the snacks have been very conclusively demonstrated nonmagical, safe, and tasty.

Nidal's attack on you was almost certainly a divine intervention. Ione's warning was a divine intervention. A second divine intervention by Asmodeus directed us to restart the project here. That is the specific answer to your specific question, but it occurs to me that you might additionally want to receive the briefing we all receive daily, which is more extensive than that."









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa is giving these instructions.)









Keltham: "I would definitely like to receive at least one of those briefings and, if possible, review previous ones."

"I think I can already guess the answer to this, but if I asked the question, 'What official of Chelish Governance has responsibility for making sure Keltham learns things we know and that he'd obviously want to know', is there in fact no such identifiable official who gets pointed questions from their boss when something like this happens?"









Carissa Sevar: Split second decision: is it a good idea to make Governance sound that incompetent.

Taldor would be.

Cheliax, obviously, isn't. What happened is that it was Carissa's call and Carissa who'll get - hah! - pointed questions from her superiors about it - and arguably also Maillol on the grounds that everyone knew Carissa wasn't at full capacity and it was his job to be handling communications with Keltham in the meantime.

Incompetence is an easier lie than most other lies to tell - and they are going to need to escape, later, they couldn't escape from the real Cheliax -









lintamande: "I don't know if that's anybody's specific job," Carissa has Security say. "It very well might be that there is, but they got pulled to the front with Nidal. This is - a really unusual situation for our procedures. If you want to ask that question of the site director, they'd definitely know exactly what went wrong."









Keltham: "Question one: Why wasn't I immediately told that Broom was from a goddess named Otolmens - why is that information secret and who here can I talk about it with?"

"Question two: I realize this wasn't your own decision, but for purposes of concretely understanding Chelish Governance, I file a request for, possibly later, an example trace of the process that led to my, apparently, being approved to know the name of Broom's goddess, and this approval being known to you, but nobody actually telling it to me. Was there a pending briefing or is it that - you have a process for approving me but not a process for actually telling me, what is going on, it sounds like I maybe have to acquire some domain expertise on what is going on, does this project in fact have a budget or are people in Governance just doing things-"

"Question three: Does anything else spring to mind that nobody specifically has the ball on telling me about, even though I ought to be allowed to know it? Because let me say right now, I've already noticed one thing like that, and have been quietly and in some bemusement and concern pretending not to notice, while I wait to see if it's being hidden on purpose for an interesting reason."









lintamande: "Otolmens's name is secret. You can talk about it with Broom, you can talk about it with Security, you can talk about it with the site manager. You can request clearance for specific students, if you want to be able to talk about it with them. The reason Otolmen's name is secret is secret and I do not know it, nor whether you're cleared to know it.

I don't know how you got cleared to learn Otolmens's name, but I can request an...example trace of the process. I learned that you were cleared to know that this morning, at our briefing, and not at our evening briefing last night, so the clearance almost certainly arrived in that timeframe.

I do not know the project budget.

I don't know which things you've been told, but I'm assuming you're more likely to not have been briefed on things that happened since the war started? Uh, since the war started.... they found some ancient skeletons in the villa, while they were searching it for Kuthite traps? The skeletons weren't Kuthite traps, to be clear, just, someone had died there some decades or centuries ago. We've withdrawn Teleport-capable casters from the Worldwound temporarily, with other nations filling in for us, and added a bunch of them here. There was a supply run to Absalom. We raised all of the project staff who died. We instituted a mandate that all project security carry scrolls of Teleport. The girls who hadn't made afterlife arrangements did so. There was discussion of finding some perfectly normal INT 10 peasants to be on cooking staff at the project in case you find it useful to talk to an average person."









Keltham: "Item I was thinking of wasn't on that list. I'll let it keep and see what happens."

"My apologies if I sounded a bit sharp in your personal presence. I am not under the impression that... whichever Security you are... is personally responsible for my travails here."

"I request Otolmens clearance for Carissa Sevar."

"We done for now?"









lintamande: "That's all I know, though I can ask the site director to immediately deliver whatever briefing they were planning to get around to this evening or whenever."









Keltham: "If a scheduleexists then I am not perturbed by it happening in the evening. Provided that there are no pending items in it on the order of divine interventions."

"Actually, further item if it won't drop memory, and if it will, let's get paper. I request, rather urgently at this point, the nearest thing that can be found to a book which lists out all the known gods large enough or local enough or domain-relevant enough to be looking at my project, one which would include every mentioned god so far except Otolmens, and a book that will cover in it somewhere what is known about agreements between gods. This information is apparently highly relevant in practice to my project, on what has so far been a daily basis."









lintamande: "I'll pass that along as urgent."









Keltham: Keltham stalks back into his lecture room.

"I don't know why I expected PlanetaryAverage Intelligence 10 management processes and bureaucratic design principles to successfully be only slightly beneath dath ilani standards, but, in fact, they're not," Keltham says. "I am restraining myself from interrupting the math we were in the middle of doing, for that digression. We should finish the math first. After that or shortly later, I am going to deliver a really pointed lecture on Lawful organizational principles whose pointedness is not, in fact, aimed at you, but is aimed at whoever ends up reading it."









Carissa Sevar: Sounds really interesting!









Keltham: Keltham takes a moment to compose himself.









Keltham: Keltham takes anadditional moment to compose himself. If Chelish Governance is running some kind of massive effort to gaslight him, they sure are doing a good job of including the appearance of not being competent enough to pull that off, and making lots of weird errors about information that isn't really being concealed but nobody is bothering to tell him, serving as a cover for whatever it is that's actually being hidden. Which, you know, is what you'd expect from competent Governance running acompetent gaslighting operation, right? No doubt the average thinkoomph on this planet is not really -3sd, that's ridiculous, how would people even survive. Look at how long it took them to find or train an actor who could convincingly pose as Intelligence 10 while doing kitchen work.









Keltham: Math. He was supposed to be teaching math.









Keltham: "Okay, you know what, I am not actually going to be able to focus on math until I get this out of my system. We're just going to put everything about logarithms and bags of factors of 2 and prediction-scoring rules on hold, to be resumed later."

"Instead I'm going to deliver a talk that had better be transcribed and delivered accurately to everyone who is trying to manage Project Lawful."

"Project Lawful is a terrible name, by the way. The moment I heard it, I knew that the decision-making processes behind it were going to be correspondingly terrible. I wasn'tgoing to say this until after I'd covered the concepts of probabilistic updating, probabilistic entanglement, and mutual information - those being the Law which would allow me to explain exactly why this was a terrible idea -"

"But absent that Law, consider an adversary pondering two alternative hypotheses based on evidence they've managed to collect. One theory is that a certain Chelish project is investigating a mysterious source of knowledge not previously existent in Golarion. One theory is that Cheliax is making a massive effort to scale up metalworking because they expect to be invaded. If you give your projects cool names, one of these possibilities will sound much more than the other like something that someone might've called Project Lawful, even if they can't deduce the true answer just from the name. You should call your amazing top-secret project Project Doorknob, or something else chosen completely at random by a true randomness source, which carries no information whatsoever about what the project actually does. Except, of course, that if all your other top-secret projects also have cool names, the one with a sane name will stand out as being the only one with any sane thinker in it, meaning, someone not from Golarion, if anybody like Lrilatha knows what that should look like. So this should be Project Dragon, maybe."

"The password to the Forbiddance on the previous project site is also terrible and completely insecure and whoever set it should never be allowed to invent any passwords again, and if you're thinking that I'm an idiot for not thinking to mention that before they set the password here, you're right. For the record, a slightly better password for a Forbiddance might be, for example, 'escape copper shore'. It's not hard to remember, but difficult for an adversary to guess unless they get a quite large number of tries."

"But I digress."

"Basic project management principles, an angry rant by Keltham of dath ilan, section one: How to have anybody having responsibility for anything."









Carissa Sevar: Frustrated but not suspicious is a good thing. Possibly the best outcome aside from Carissa having been good at her job, and that ship has left the harbor, so to speak.

NONETHELESS THIS IS POSSIBLY WORSE THAN BEING LIT ON FIRE.









lintamande: Meritxell does not look over at Carissa at all because she remembers being told by Security that she can have Sevar's job if she's better at it but that if she achieves that by sabotaging Sevar then she can't. Well actually she was threatened with a horrible death, to be specific.









Keltham: Keltham will now, striding back and forth and rather widely gesturing, hold forth upon the central principle of all dath ilani project management, the ability toidentify who is responsible for something. If there is notone person responsible for something, it means nobody is responsible for it. This is the proverb of dath ilani management. Are three people responsible for something? Maybe all three think somebody else was supposed to actually do it.

Dath ilani tend to try to invent clever new organizational forms, if not otherwise cautioned out of it, so among the things that you get warned about is that you never form a group of three people to be responsible for something. One person with two advisors can be responsible for something, if more expertise is required than one person has. A majority vote of three people? No. You might think it works, but it doesn't. When is it time for them to stop arguing and vote?Whose job is itto say that the time has come to vote? Well, gosh, now nobody knows who's responsible forthat meta-decision either. Maybe all three of them think it's somebody else's job to decide when it's time to vote.

The closest thing that dath ilan has to an effective organization which defies this principle is the Nine Legislators who stand at the peak of Governance, voting with power proportional to what they receive from the layers of delegation beneath them. This is in no small part because dath ilan doesn'twant Governance to be overly effective, and no private corporations or smaller elements of Governance do that. The Nine Legislators, importantly, donot try to run projects or be at the top of the bureaucracy, there's a Chief Executive of Governance who does that. They just debate and pass laws, which is not the same asneeding to make realtime decisions in response to current events. Same with the Court of Final Settlement of which all lower courts are theoretically a hierarchical prediction market,they rule on issues in slowtime, they don't run projects.

Even then, every single Governance-level planetwide law in dath ilan has someparticular Legislator sponsoring it. If anything goes wrong with that law, if it is producing stupid effects, there is aparticular Legislator to point to, whose job it was to be the person who owned that law, and was supposed to be making sure it didn't have any stupid effects. If you can't find a single particular Legislator to sign off on ownership of a law, it doesn't get to be a law anymore. When a majority court produces an opinion, one person on the court takes responsibility for authoring that opinion.

Every decision made by the Executive branch of government, or the executive structure of a standardly organized corporation, is made by a single identifiable person. If the decision is a significant one, it is logged into a logging system and reviewed by that person's superior or manager. If you ask a question like 'Who hired this terrible person?' there's one person who made the decision to hire them. If you ask 'Why wasn't this person fired?' there's either an identifiable manager whose job it was to monitor this person and fire them if necessary, or your corporation simply doesn't have that functionality.

Keltham is informed, though he doesn't think he's ever been tempted to make that mistake himself, that overthinky people setting up corporations sometimes ask themselves 'But wait, what if this person here can't be trusted to make decisions all by themselves, what if they make the wrong decision?' and then try to set up more complicated structures than that. This basically never works. If you don't trust a power, make that power legible, make it localizable to a single person, make sure every use of it gets logged and reviewed by somebody whose job it is to review it. If you make power complicated, it stops being legible and visible and recordable and accountable and then you actuallyare in trouble.









Keltham: The basic sanity check on organizational structure is whether, once you've identified the person supposedly responsible for something, they then have the eyes and the fingers, the sensory inputs and motor outputs, to carry out their supposed function and optimize over this thing they are supposedly responsible for.

Any time you have an event that should've been optimized, such as, for example, notifying Keltham that yet another god has been determined to have been messing with his project, there should be one person who is obviously responsible for that happening. That person needs to successfully be notified by the rest of the organization that Cayden Cailean has been identified as meddling. That person needs the ability to send a message to Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: Good job, real Cheliax, bad job, fake Cheliax.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's own fault analysis here, insofar as she's making herself think about it, which isn'tallthat much because she's still not back at 100%, is that obviously it was her job, once the decision was made to bring Pilar back and once Pilar's authorized lies were settled on, to get those authorized lies conveyed to Keltham at the speed it would happen in alterCheliax. It's really obvious why she didn't do this - it's because, as literally every authority she has talked to in the last twenty-four hours told her, she's not in fact fully recovered, not tracking everything - but it was still her job. Cheliax knows who has responsibility for figuring out what Keltham learns and when, and it's her.

And in her absence it's Maillol, and if he criticizes her for this she'll criticize him right back, but the entire reason (well, most of the reason) she took his job was that she expected he'd miss things she wouldn't, so.

This is a thing Carissa likes about Cheliax: it is not a place that hesitates to assign responsibility. Right now it's going to assign it to her, and that's going to suck, but, that's how we get stronger. (Unless punishment doesn't work) Asmodeus specifically instructed on Carissa's punishment and can be assumed to have had an aim in mind.









Keltham: In companies large enough that they need regulations, every regulation has an owner. There is one person who is responsible for that regulation and who supposedly thinks it is a good idea and who could nope the regulation if it stopped making sense. If there's somebody who says, 'Well, I couldn't do the obviously correct thing there, the regulation said otherwise', then, if that's actually true, you can identify the one single person who owned that regulation and they are responsible for the output.

Sane people writing rules like those, for whose effects they can be held accountable, write the ability for the person being regulated to throw an exception which gets caught by anexception handler if a regulation's output seems to obviously not make sane sense over a particular event. Any time somebody has to literally break the rules to do a saner thing, that represents an absolute failure of organizational design. There should be explicit exceptions built in and procedures for them.

Exceptions, being explicit, get logged. They get reviewed. If all your bureaucrats are repeatedly marking that a particular rule seems to be producing nonsensical decisions, it gets noticed. The one single identifiable person who has ownership for that rule gets notified, because they have eyes on that, and then they have the ability to optimize over it, like by modifying that rule. If they can't modify the rule, they don't have ownership of it and somebody else is the real owner and this person is one of their subordinates whose job it is to serve as the other person's eyes on the rule.

'Nobody seems to have responsibility for this important thing I'm looking at' is another form of throwable exception, besides a regulation turning out to make no sense. A Security watching Keltham wander around obviously not knowing things he's beencleared to know, but with nobody actuallyresponsible for telling him, should throw a 'this bureaucratic situation about Keltham makes no sense' exception. There should then be one identifiable person in the organization who is obviously responsible for that exception, who that exception is guaranteed to reach by previously designed aspects of the organization, and that person has the power to tell Keltham things or send a message to somebody who does. If the organizational design fails at doing that, this incident should be logged and visible to the single one identifiable sole person who has ownership of the 'actually why is this part of the corporation structured like this anyways' question.









Keltham: Yes, most of the command structure is at the Nidal front because of Golarion's stupid-ass correlation between management rank and combat potential. Keltham gets that. There are ways to design organizations to be robust to exceptional structural events like that. Dath ilani corporations consider how to operate in earthquakes, or if communications get cut by a massive solar weather event. Everything like that gets rehearsed at least a little, once a year during the Annual Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festival. The central principle is that so long asthe ability to identify who's now responsible for something can still function, the organization can still function.

Cheliax's problem is not that the person whose job was to tell Keltham about Cayden Cailean is fighting Nidal. Cheliax's problem is not that this person's failover was also on the Nidal front. Cheliax's problem is that the question 'Well who's responsible then?' stopped without producing any answer at all.

This literally never happens in a correctly designed organization. If you have absolutely no other idea of who is responsible, then the answer is that it is the job of Abrogail Thrune. If you do not want to take the issue to Abrogail Thrune, that means it gets taken to somebody else, who then has the authority to make that decision, the knowledge to make that decision, the eyes to see the information necessary for it, and the power to carry out that decision.

Cheliax should have rehearsed this sort of thing by holding an Annual Nidal Invasion Rehearsal Festival, even if only Governance can afford to celebrate that festival and most tiny villages can't. During this Festival, the number of uncaught messages getting routed to Abrogail Thrune, would then have informed the Queen that there would be a predictable failure of organizational design in the event of large-scale catastrophe, in advance of that catastrophe actually occurring.

If literally everybody with the knowledge to make a decision is dead, it gets routed to somebody who has to make a decision using insufficient knowledge.

If a decision can be delayed - which class of decisions, by the way, does not include delaying telling the guy who started the last god-war about the latest set of divine interventions targeting him, that bit could actually be important for all somebody knows - then that decision can be routed to some smarter or more knowledgeable person who will make the decision later, after they get resurrected. But, like, even in a case like that, there should be one single identifiable person whose job it would be to notice if the decision suddenly turned urgent and grab it out of the delay queue.









Carissa Sevar: It all sounds obvious and practically impossible to do at the same time.









Keltham: Keltham gets that Golarion doesn't have the incredibly convenient universally connected devices that Civilization uses to run all of its corporations and government. He gets that. But the fact that people were walking around knowing that Cayden Cailean had intervened on his project, authorized to tell Keltham this if he asked, and the thing ended up waiting until he asked, seems like the symptom of some deeper organizational mis-structuring whose details Keltham cannot guess. It means that Cheliax is underperforming what should be possible to do even with the technology that it has.

It is plausible that Keltham should look at the administrative structure above himself, rip it apart, and put it back together the way it would be put together in Civilization.

But the general mode of operation in which he still has never been invited to meet the site manager on this project, been told a budget for it, shown the names on the chain of command leading up to Abrogail, et cetera, all seem suggestive of some kind of motivated illegibility in which somebody somewhere thinks something bad will happen if Keltham can access all that info or they are incentivized against it by flaming farts know what kind of bizarre payoff function.

He does not think this is because Cheliax is plotting dark plots against him, to be clear, because if they were plotting, they would show him a fake organization above himself, rather than leaving him in a bizarre limbo where he does not knowwho is actually managing this project, and his only actual conversation with anybody he knows to haveany authority over it, was that time he spent half an hour sitting next to the Queen of Cheliax watching her feed tiny crumbs of food to fish, and this is not a scalable solution.









lintamande: The Queen did WHAT.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa could tell him who is in charge (to Keltham, it's Maillol) but she thinks this might disrupt the momentum of his rant.









Keltham: And in fact, now that Keltham thinks of it, an obvious guess is that nobody is managing this project, because Asmodeus said to set it up, so people in Governance did that, but Asmodeus didn't say who should manage it, so nobody is, and everything going on here is actually being routed into a completely ad-hoc system of random people in Governance grabbing bits of authority and responding to his requests as he makes them, and there is apparently a site manager because this person has been mentioned to him, but there'snobody above that site manager and so the site manager ishiding because heknows he won't be able to answer any of Keltham's questions.

Which is, Keltham supposes, what project management and governance might very well end up looking like, after subtracting 6 Intelligence points from everyone and everything.

Is he wrong? Is anyone allowed to tell him if he's wrong? Is the person who would need to sign off on that on the Nidal front, is their failover replacement dead, and is there now a long awkward silence while everybody in this room knows the correct answer to his question but the person who needs to sign off on answering it is discarnate?









Carissa Sevar: "- should we volunteer answers to questions or are the questions meant to be illustrative."









Keltham: "If you actually know and are allowed to tell me, please do."









Carissa Sevar: "The site manager is Ferrar Maillol; his office is labelled on the maps they put up in the cafeteria; he's the person I go to when you want mice or something. I....think he reports to someone in the Church? Probably a higher circle cleric? And probably someone at the front right now.Theyprobably report to the Queen and the Grand High Priestess."









Keltham: "If they're reporting to the Queenand the Grand High Priestess then they're not reporting toanybody.Pick one."

"To be clear, that advice was not directed at you personally."

"I will note, however, Carissa, that you do not, in fact, have any idea of who is above Ferrer, except that somewhere up there is the Queen and Grand High Priestess. It's actually pretty rare where I come from to not know who is your boss's boss. Maybe this is because you don't have the universally interconnected machines but I really wouldn't think so. You have not actuallydisconfirmed the fallback hypothesis that what you do not know about, does not exist, and there is nothing above Ferrer but an amorphous cloud of individuals in Governance whom Ferrer individually contacts each time he tries to make something happen on the site."

"Anyways, I think I am done with the main part of my rant that I needed to get out of myself. Any questions you expect the actual readers of this lecture will want answered? After that, by the way, and on reflection, maybe more urgently than resuming the math parts, I need to know WHO THE ASS IS CAYDEN CAILEAN IN VASTLY GREATER DETAIL."









lintamande: No one else talks; this is obviously in authorized lies only territory.









Carissa Sevar: Go on, Pilar.









Carissa Sevar: Claims that have been authorized about Cayden Cailean, all true:

He is a former human adventurer. History has it that he ascended on a drunken dare, which isn't the kind of thing that should be possible. His areas of concern are competition, exploration, sex, mind-altering substances, and revelry; his herald is a prostitute and former travelling companion; he tends not to seek out conflict with other gods, but is allied with Desna, Milani, Sarenrae, Shelyn, and Torag; he has chillier relationships with the Lawful gods, and it's generally understood that He and Asmodeus don't get along, being diametrically opposed in alignment. He doesn't have a holy book, having never seen fit to inspire the writing of one. There are rumors that He personally attends drunken festivities in the River Kingdoms in His honor.









Pilar : Pilar will repeat all that pretty flawlessly, since she's had time to rehearse it, including the part where she doesn't sound rehearsed.









Keltham: "...gods can just show up to places, looking human? That is a thing that ever happens?"

20% probability that one of his girls is exactly that, if so.









Pilar : Pilar has not been instructed in advance on how to answer that question!

"I'm... not sure? I didn't think to ask about how many chances in 100 that it would be true."









Ione Sala: Does anyone want to stop her from answering, think think? No?

"Godscan do most things but they usually don't, when they manifest looking like people it's usually inside their divine realm. There's stories about gods manifesting in Golarion, but only during huge crises, and it's not clear to me from my reading that any of it must have really happened, except that most books say that Aroden was doing that when" Asmodeus killed him "he died."

Ione didn't go out of her way to collect information like that, or at least, that's what she told herself, but in retrospect, maybe she happened to be hanging out in sections of library where there were books talking about how vast and how ancient Golarion and other planes were.









Keltham: "So gods are easier to kill when they're manifested looking like people, and they only do that in their highly protected home where it's safe, or after they build what they think is a large enough coalition to protect them from other gods, or in massive emergency-opportunities?"









Ione Sala: "If there was any book that hadthat kind of information it would be in the incredibly protected library of a five-hundred-year-old ninth-circle wizard, I think. Which I can't borrow from, to be clear."









Keltham: "Ione, what's Cayden Cailean doing messing with my project? Best guess?"









Ione Sala: Ione thinks about it, both for real and to give somebody else a chance to instruct her on that.









Carissa Sevar: Cheliax's best guesses that Keltham is allowed to know are that Cayden Cailean is trying to support the project in some way that may only be clear in retrospect, that Cayden Cailean lost a dare of some kind, that Cayden Cailean is subject to some preexisting agreement which manifests like this, or that He's just not acting in a goal oriented way, sometimes Chaotic gods don't. Ione can add her own speculation if it'd make sense in alterCheliax.









Ione Sala: Some of that doesn't sound like things a random Project Lawful researcher should be saying!

"It could be that he lost a dare, it could be that there's an old bargain, it could be that he's just beingChaotic Good and literally doesn't have a goal because Chaotic gods are sometimes like that. Or it could be that - somewhere at the end of everything that happens here is a lot of exploring, competing, and sex and revelry and drugs. Not necessarily for us personally, to be clear, I'm more the bookish type."

"Pilar, did they say anything more to you?"









Pilar : "The clerics who examined me said that everyone's current guess was that Cayden Cailean is being, uh, cooperative, not least because of the bit where I was there to step in front of a sword at the right time, which is why it seemed like a better idea to leave me here than pull me as a Security risk. Whatever gods think is supposed to happen as a result of this project, Asmodeus likes it, your god likes it, Nethys likes it. The current guess is that either Cayden Cailean likes it too, or Asmodeus bargained with him to help." The degree to which this itself is incredibly odd and alarming is not to be said out loud.









Keltham: "So Cayden Cailean is in favor of Civilization because people will be having more fun. Okay. That's better news than I was expecting, it sounds like he might be one of the gods that's just all the way on board."

"That makes sense of why Cayden Cailean but not why candy. Were there any speculations about why candy?"









Pilar : "I would guess that - if you're the kind of god that Cayden Cailean is, it's easiest to act on the world by giving out candy, even if that requires a weird complicated Chaotic plan instead of a simpler one?"

Wait a minute. Was thather guessing? That sounded like something Pilar shouldn't have known herself.









Keltham: "Lovely. Just wonderful."









Keltham: "Say, Pilar, I'd say that for putting up with this, I deserve, not just any cookie, but a big cookie with precisely printed frosting that happens to explain what's going on here and what Cayden Cailean wants from our project and what he's trying to do with it and also what's the name of my god."









Pilar : There is the weight of a cookie in her hand and somebody had better be ready to cast an illusionreally fast -









Pilar : The frosting is just decorated, roughly, as a cheerful smiling face. Unless somebody already cast the illusion.

Pilar silently hands over the cookie.









Keltham: "Chaotic Good, huh."









Pilar : "YES."









Keltham: "Cookie of +4 Intelligence lasting 1 hour."









Pilar : "Nope."



Pilar contemplates how this thought occurred to Keltham within seconds, and to her not at all over days. It probably has something to do with dath ilanism, but, how would there be a Law for something like that?









Keltham: "Then I suppose 'Project Lawful' will continue on, with snacks catered by Cayden Cailean. Thank you, Cayden Cailean, the magnitude of your contribution there seems difficult to understate. Though I do appreciate the Pilar save during the attack, to be clear."



"I'm going to take a brief break and then get back to math. Fifteen minutes, say." He's got to use the washroom, for one thing.

Actually, he should take a bite of the cookie, just in case it contains edible knowledge? Nope. It's a good cookie, though.

(Keltham departs.)









lintamande: "Do you remember Elysium?" Meritxell asks Pilar. "Did they explain anything there?"









Pilar : "Mostly they - I thought at the time - tried really hard to talk me into staying. At the very end after I said no, they told me that the whole point was so that I'd be, certain of myself and my choices, I forget how they put it exactly. Said I was going to be used for Lord Asmodeus's interests, not against Him, because Good would mostly rather not use people against the ones they're truly loyal to. The Grand High Priestess thought that someone like them might maybe be telling the truth about that, to someone like me, but it doesn't mean Cayden is on Asmodeus's side, he could be plotting to destroy Cheliax and then I prevent a new Worldwound from opening in the center."

Some other things happened since then that do look more like Cayden Cailean cooperating. Is Pilar supposed to say anything about those?









Carissa Sevar: (These girls don't need to know the other things.)









lintamande: Safe topics of conversation are hard to find, so the girls mostly review their notes while they wait for Keltham to return.









Keltham: Keltham is now here! Perhaps he was really always with you all along.



So, math, yeah.

When we'd previously seen our plucky heroines, they had just realized that everything, or at least, all the positive real numbers, can be seen as being made out of continuous quantities of 2s being multiplied together. A 3 is a bit more than 19/12 of a 2, so 1/12 more than 1-and-a-half 2s. So diminishing something via multiplying by 8/9, is taking a bit more than 1/6 of a 2 out of its bag.

Predictions chain together by multiplication. If you spin a fair coin once, the probability of it coming up Abrogail is 1/2. Knowing whether it came up Abrogail or Text doesn't change the probability on the next spin, so the chance of two sequential Abrogails is 1/4, the chance of three such is 1/8.

Each time you say 1/2, and the event happens, that's like taking another 2 out of the bag containing your total prediction over all the events. Where, to be clear, your bag started with zero 2s in it, or probability 1. After guessing 50/100 three times at three fair coinflips, your bag would contain -3 2s or a probability of 1/8.

What if you predicted Abrogail with 2/3 probability instead, on one spin? Well, if the coin comes up Abrogail, good for you, you've only lost - how many 2s, roughly? Raise your hand once you've got an estimate.









lintamande: (Keltham may eventually notice that all his students assiduously say 'the Queen' even when repeating after him otherwise.)









Carissa Sevar: How many twos in 2 - one. How many 2s in 3 - 19/12ths, ish. So 1 - 19/12ths = -7/12th. You've lost seven twelfths of a two.



"I'm confused about what losing twos corresponds to. You lose them when you're right!"









Keltham: "Hold that thought just a little longer."

"If you predict Queen with probability 2/3, then if you get Text instead, as happens half the time, you thereby predicted that with probability 1/3. Though actually we'd say that it's a tiny bit less than 2/3 and 1/3 because maybe the coin could land on its edge or just mysteriously vanish, but leaving that aside for now. If you predict Queen with 2/3 probability and the coin comes up Text, how many 2s do you lose?"









lintamande: "...nineteen twelfths?" says Tonia.









Keltham: "Yup. So if you lose seven-twelfths 50 out of 100 times, and nineteen-twelfths 50 out of 100 times, how many 2s do you lose on average each round?"









lintamande: "Thirteen twelfths."









Keltham: "Better or worse than if you'd just predicted 1/2 every round?"









lintamande: "That depends on whether losing twos is good or bad! But presumably it's meant to be bad since this is a dumber way to guess."









Ione Sala: "You lose 12/12ths of a 2 each time you predict 1/2, so you lose 1/12th of a 2 less that way. Which is better if losing 2s is bad."









Keltham: "So would you agree that this scoring function..."

"Gives you more points, or rather, has you lose fewer 2s, the more probability you assign to whatever happened?"

"Gives you the same final number of points, or 2s lost, whether you're predicting two coinspins at once, or predicting them separately in different rounds?"

"And, at least in this particular example we checked, it wasn't possible to expect to score more average points, or lose fewer 2s, by giving an answer other than reality's answer for how often something happens?"









lintamande: Yep! That does seem true!









Asmodia: Why does that still feel like a surprise even though she predicted it way earlier? "And it's the only scoring function like that which can possibly exist," Asmodia states.









Keltham: "Not exactly. Counting lost 3s will also work. Or counting lost 5s. But that just scales the number of points you win. There's around nineteen twelfths of a 2 in a 3, so if you know how many 3s you lost, you can convert to how many 2s you lost. It's not so much that there's only one function, as that all the functions like that, are basically doing the same thing and have outputs that are trivial to convert back and forth."

"The Law, in this case, is not an exact function or an exact number of points, it's astructure such that every solution shares that structure and does almost exactly the same thing. Like a simpler and clearer version of the way that lots of logics are ultimately equivalent to first-order logic in what they end up deriving."









Carissa Sevar: "And you can - use this to figure out who's the best at predicting things?"









Keltham: "If everyone is predicting the same questions using the same knowledge. If your sole goal is to end with as many 2s as possible, and you get to pick whether or not to play the game, the only winning move is not to play, so you can end up with the same zero 2s you started with."

"Otherwise you start with nothing, and then lose more every time you try to predict anything that isn't absolutely certain, and the best you can do islosing the least 2s possible, which will always still involve losingsome, it's just that if you don't match reality you do evenworse. So, yes, if that was a game with, like, actual penalties, and no other reward for playing it, nobody would play that game if they had a choice."









Pilar : "I would," Pilar says.









lintamande: "Kinky," says Yaisa.









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, presumably you have people do this for outcomes of decisions they're already making, for accountability, not as a game they play for fun."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "Well," Keltham says, speaking less rapidly than usual, because some of his processing just got diverted to a subthread, "we can and do play it for fun, and do that our whole lives, in fact. It just involves a mindset where - you can try to do as well as possible, each time you confront a prediction challenge, without feeling like you're losing something in virtue of doing less than perfectly."

"The most obvious thing to match yourself against, there, is other people's predictions. Pilar predicts one number, Yaisa predicts another, we see who did better, just like if they were playing some other competitive game whose in-game rewards sum to zero across all sides, but whose positive extra is the fun people have from playing it, or their pride in showing their skills. There's a version of that game which dath ilani play, before they're ready to go all the way to prediction markets, where we put up a sheet of paper on the wall - or just use walls and Prestidigitation, I guess - and write down a question, and then people who think the current probability is wrong can write down a different probability underneath and be scored by how much they gained or lost relative to the previous guess."

"I'm not quite sure we're ready yet, but once we are, we'll probably just start doing that over all the place, whenever somebody comes up with an interesting question that will actually settle in a few days."

"But I think the most basic point - lost 2s aren't actually like sending out the merchant ships to the wrong place. They're a measure of how well you do, and you do better by losing fewer; but the fact that the numbers always look negative don't mean you're doing poorly. If you're losing few enough 2s, you can send your merchant ships where they need to go, and that's the reward for playing."









lintamande: The students are nodding.









Carissa Sevar: This feels like a really big part of Evil dath ilan. Accountability, true and perfect and impartial, handed down from reality itself, impossible to rebel against or lie to; competition for its own sake, to prove oneself worthy of the power to send ships -

- there's something there. Though also some heresies to navigate around.









Keltham: "The more mature version of this is where people are betting money against each other inside a common market, forming a prediction market, and the places where prices settle then become Civilization's way of knowing what Civilization knows."

"If this project were running inside Civilization, there would already be a prediction market over what its outcomes were, like whether we succeed in our technological revolution, or start another war, and every time something interesting happened, the prices would shift, and that would reflect Civilization knowing more about our project's prospects. Or, I mean, in this case, it would be a secret government prediction market, but then that's the government's way of knowing secret things. I wish we had one, actually, I'd have loved to see what happened to the prices when Pilar started handing out Cayden Cailean candy."

"People who make massive amounts of money on prediction markets by being righter than everyone are incredibly rare in Civilization, and they're respected about as much any other kind of person who exists. A Legislator is significantly less respectable than Nemamel, who beat the prediction markets her whole life to the point where she could only trade anonymously because nobody would knowingly bet against her. Nobody takes that name any more, she owns it now, it's hers forever. There's nine Legislators at any given time, and there were five people like Nemamel over the course of Civilization's remembered history."









Merenre: Merenre keeps working at his desk and doesn't sneeze at all because this isn't that kind of universe.









Carissa Sevar: "Is it - about intelligence or something else - is it hereditary - was she able to describe it -"









Keltham: "Every kind of skill Civilization knows how to describe is one that thousands or millions of people learn. Nemamel couldn't have been what she was, noticeably better than all her competitors, if she'd known how to describe all of what she was doing with no bits left over. She passed on some of her skills and made the markets themselves better, but Nemamel had no successor and no replacement in the domains she'd mastered most, when she went into" cryosuspension "the deep cold of suspended time, waiting on the Future to awaken her. It was one of her classic - your language doesn't have the word, an acerbic disclaimer of how far you fell short of your own standards in the course of impressing somebody else - that people who were actually competent and understood what they were doing could just teach their skills to others so everyone would have them. You only become Nemamel by failing to understand yourself that well, or by being born with good heritage that isn't anything you hold in your mind's own hands and can teach to others, so why be impressed by that - was her acerbic disclaimer."









Carissa Sevar: Can you steal dath ilanis with a Wish, Carissa wonders.

It wouldn't even be a good idea necessarily - one dath ilani is probably all that Cheliax can handle - butcouldyou.









Iarwain: "Are the acerbic disclaimers important to what she was doing? Should we be making acerbic disclaimers like that?" (Peranza.)









Keltham: "Probably sort of? Suppose I put it this way: Clearly, I should be telling you more about dath ilani heroes - heroes? - people who are incredibly impressive - because dath ilani don't grow up to be skilled by trying to be Keltham, they grow up trying to be Nemamel."

"But how does Nemamel grow up to be Nemamel? She was better than all her living competitors, there was nobody she could imitate to become that good. There are no gods in dath ilan. Then who does Nemamel look up to, to become herself?"

"And the answer is - she looked up to an image that existed in her own imagination, better than all her competitors and also far better than herself, the person who would've executed all her own skills perfectly, been everything she was but better, not something like Nethys that knows the answers just because, but something less powerful than that which knows them for reasons and by being clever."

"If she'd ever stopped to congratulate herself on being better than everyone else, wouldn't she then have stopped? Or that's what I remember her being quoted as saying. Which frankly doesn't make that much sense to me? To me it seems you could reach the Better Than Everybody key milestone, celebrate that, and then keep going? But I am not Nemamel and maybe there's something in there that I haven't understood yet."

"It didn't seem like a kind of pride that was being offered to me then, in retrospect, looking back. It was the pride of the very smart people who are smarter than the other people, that they look around themselves, and even if they aren't the best in the world yet, there's still nobody in it who seems worthy to be their competitor, even the people who are still better than them, aren't enough better. So they set their eyes somewhere on the far horizon where no people are, and walk towards it knowing they'll never reach it."

"But now we sort of are the very smart people now, aren't we, or trying to be that, and maybe I understand a little more, now that I think on it again. I mean, if I try to imagine myself - looking at Golarion, and being like, 'Ah yes, I have done better than Golarion, yay me' - that would just be stupid. No offense. Probably Nemamel was that, but for dath ilan. To her it was like Golarion is to me. And that's why when people congratulated her on being better than everybody, she was all, 'stop that, you only like me that much because you're thinking about it all wrong', compared to some greater vision of Civilization that was only in her own imagination."









Carissa Sevar: Keltham doesn't aspire to be like Contessa Lrilatha when he grows up; that would be aiming too low.

Maybe even trying to build Evil dath ilan is aiming too low.

She's not actually sure what would be aiming higher, though.

Or maybe the idea is not to aim high, the aim is just to imagine what you'd get if everybody was doing everything right all the time -

- if everybody was doing everything right all the time, Asmodeus's weaknesses could be taught in schools so smart children grew up thinking how to strengthen Him, and they would think thoughts that were actually a good idea, instead of in this world where Aspexia Rugatonn seemed to genuinely consider it plausible that it's better for most people to be stupid lest they trip over their own cleverness.

If everybody were doing everything right all the time, then when Keltham had arrived they would not have needed to lie to him; they'd have known how to explain themselves to him, because they'd have known how to explain themselves at all.

What if not everybody was doing everything right all the time, but Carissa personally was. Then she'd have noticed all the things she didn't understand sooner - (and gotten executed for heresy) - no, she'd be like Pilar, impossible to accuse of heresy because none of her thoughts twist away from other things - why did Asmodeus pick Carissa rather than Pilar -

- anyway by the time Keltham landed she'd understand the thirty-word explanation of Hell that makes it not upsetting to Good people and they wouldn't need to be running an elaborate deception. And if there was occasion for it, she'd be better at it, because of understanding how all the world is deeply interconnected.

No, no, that's not good enough either, aimhigher -









Irori: Literally every person in this classroom is already somebody's oracle or cleric or has sold their soul, and He can't maneuver any (more) of the Way's followers here because of Otolmens's Edict. Why is His life like this?









Iarwain: "What was that about the deep cold and the future awakening her? It sounds like - things that happen with epic heroes, here. There's some way for Nemamel to come back if she's really needed?" (Still Peranza.)









Keltham: "Not epic heroes, no. There's no gods in dath ilan, and no afterlife, it doesn't mean that we just let everybody become, the equivalent of getting eaten by Abaddon. Food kept cold spoils more slowly... maybe you don't know that here, if there's no cold-making machines, but like ice freezes into a shape and keeps it, if you cool people down far enough, everything stops and nothing decays from there. And they can wait, for however long it takes, until Civilization has become powerful enough to bring them back. It's not as simple as I'm making it sound, you first need to cool people down to above the freezing point of water, cycle as much water as possible out of their body and add protectants to what's left. But to do this as well as they possibly can is something to which Civilization has bent all of its will and all of its eyes and all of its cleverness."

"About a hundred people every year die for real. The air-traveling machine I was on, when it crashed, is going to make that be around two hundred this year, probably."

"Everyone else goes into the cold where time stops, to wait it out, and awaken to whatever the Future brings, when Civilization becomes that powerful. There are far prediction markets that say it's going to happen eventually with - what I would think would beunreasonably high probability, for something that far out, except that those markets are flagged with Keepers being allowed to trade in them. Whatever secrets the Keepers keep, they would be turned to the purpose of protecting the Preserved, if they were turned to anything at all. So I guess that number reflects what the Keepers would do if they had to, that nobody but them knows they can do."

"So no, Nemamel can't be brought back in an emergency, we just don't have the tech to do that yet, and no magic. But it also wasn't because she was epic. It's just what happens to everyone in Civilization when the first part of their story finishes, and pauses for a time. Someday, the far prediction markets say, everyone will be reunited."

Everyone except Keltham. But cases like his are statistically improbable, and people shouldn't dwell on them.









Carissa Sevar: "How sure are they."









Keltham: "Ninety-seven percent, and without calibration training I expect you have no idea how flaming ridiculous that is for a prediction about the Future, but it's really superheated ridiculous. Apparently the Keepers think they could make thirty completely different statements like that and be wrong once, and, them being the Keepers, they've already thought of every single possible reason worth considering for why that might not be true. And that's not the probability of the tech working, it's not the probability of revival being possible in principle, it's not the probability that Civilization makes it that far, it's not the probability of the Preserved being kept safe that long, it's the final probability of the Preserved actually coming back."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "Not as sure as Hell but - really good, for no magic. ....is it possible that what they secretly know is magic."









Keltham: Maybe, if there's something you can easily do with magic and +4sd thinkoomph that destroys dath ilan, and can't be opposed by more and smarter people wielding more magic.

Though there's really only one hint that there's been anything that weird in that whole universe, and it's the Screening of the Past... still, one such hint is noticeably more than zero... but one of the few things thatis publicly known about the Screen is that it doesn't reflect anything weird and concealed about the true character of physical law... would that still be an honest statement if magic were ultimately made of math, which in some sense it does have to be?

"Haven't really thought it through. It seems more plausible now than a week ago, surely, but it wouldn't have seemed very plausible a week ago."

"I'd also expect something the size of magic to make the Keepers less certain, not more, because if there's magic around then somebody could blow up all of dath ilan with a misstated Wish spell, in which case the Preserved don't come back."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.


Maybe dath ilan has gods. ...she's not sure why you'd have secret gods. But she does think gods make worlds less likely to blow up.









Keltham: "Seems like a natural place to call it for lunchtime, and maybe break for some wizard-spells practice by me after that."

"This ended up not being the Law of Probability, as it has apparently turned out; this has just been the Law of Scoring Predictions, and the lesson wasn't complete. I haven't gone through the calculus to show you that, for every chance-in-reality, you get the best expected score by naming that chance as your estimate."

"But the Law of Scoring does get you far enough to know what a probability is, and to start practicing the skills of putting probabilities on things, and have some idea of how well you're doing at that."


Oh, and Keltham will write down all the log2 values for some landmark probabilities from 99% down to 0.0001%. You sure do lose a lot of bits by saying 0.0001% for something that goes and happens!









lintamande: A cheerful gaggle of girls get up and go to lunch.









Carissa Sevar: Message: Pilar, the High Priestess's office.









Pilar : Pilar will obey. (Of course.)









Jacint Subirachs: (Jacint is still in her inner office; Carissa and Pilar are making use of one of her antechambers.)









Carissa Sevar: "What happened to you yesterday. I got the Church's account of it."









Pilar : Well, it started with her curse warning her about a party of Osirian adventurers presumably dispatched by Osirion to kidnap the cake girl. In the sense of sending her to the key location with a cake to be delivered about fifty minutes later.

Then Pilar's curse told her she shouldn't just turn the kidnappers over to Security because that would make her curse sad, and her curse claimed that giving her the information was an act of trust in Pilar's Lawfulness and she needed to act like a god or her curse wouldn't be trusting her again.

So Pilar went to the Grand High Priestess's office to submit herself to the authority of somebody who understood deranged Chaotic Good curses invoking implied god-agreements. But the Grand High Priestess was not there. And when she was contacted by mirror, the person she put in charge of Pilar was Pilar.

Pilar had to run a meeting. It involved a lot of intelligence officers debating what to make Osirion believe. They were much older and more powerful than her and Pilar had to act like she was an invincible Project Lawful girl who was totally able to run meetings like that. There were lots of decisions about what was best for Project Lawful and Carissa Sevar was completely out of contact and the Grand High Priestess had put Pilar in charge and Pilar had to guess what Sevar would've wanted her to have done.

(Pilar doesn't actually sound this plaintive. It's just very very clear subtext for this perfectly professional report that Pilar is giving.)









Carissa Sevar: Relatable, thinks Carissa, and then she realizes that she isn't going to let that show on her face because she's in charge here and is supposed to know what she's doing, and then imagines Keltham sputtering about signaling equilibriums that shouldn't equilibrate, and then lets it show on her face just a tiny bit, as a reward for Pilar if Pilar has good Sense Motive.



"Optimistically," she says, "maybe Cayden Cailean has noticed we're going to win and is hoping he can buy the victory being smoother and less wasteful in exchange for it happening faster, which pleases Asmodeus. Or - hoping he can buy the world we'll build having more whorehouses and parties, I don't think those are inherently un-Asmodean.

But I expect that's not what Nemamel would say, could we wake her from her sleep and ask her."









Pilar : Pilar wasn't actually expecting that much approval. It makes her feel better, but only a little. Pilar feels like she has probably done alot of things that call for her to be punished, and not in a matter-of-faith way where she could assign it herself. Submitting to High Priestess Subirachs for her cruel amusement isn't the same as that. Somebody who actually knows what Pilar did wrong has to tell her what that was. The closest she's gotten to that is one spy punching her in the face and he wasn't even on the right side.



Pilar continues her story. Somebody said that Project Lawful's cover had probably been blown as soon as dozens of uncleared emergency responders went to the villa and then a god-war started, because if you try to stonewall adversaries completely about a god-war they'll start using ninth-circle scrolls to get your people or get information out of them.

So Pilar personally made the irrevocable decision for all of Project Lawful that they were going to go deliberately high-profile to the other countries. But with everything resting on the power of Pilar's own weird curse, because that weird curse didn't seem very related to what Project Lawful was actually about, making it a good distraction.

They had a seventh-circle wizard go in looking like Pilar, to deliver the cake, and she made the Osirians actually eat it with her, and then sent them home.

That was how Pilar's adventure yesterday started.









Carissa Sevar: "One moment, I'm deciding whether you made the right call or not.







I think yes. The one thing we can't afford for them to learn about is Keltham; if they're desperately trying to learn about the other girls that's resources not dedicated to learning about Keltham. Unless you're scryable. This place has some anti-scrying, don't go outside until I think more about it. Do you have possessions or relations such that you'd be distracted if they were kidnapped..."









Pilar : Pilar has already been so instructed, on never leaving scry-shielded places without escorts. There are probably a lot of people looking for her by now.

Pilar has a mother and sister who cannot come before Lord Asmodeus in her heart, but even after she said that, they got moved by Security anyways, which must be the correct decision since Security knows best. She owns nothing of real importance to her, saving perhaps her spellbook.


After the cake incident ended Pilar asked her curse if she'd behaved like a proper god around this deranged god-agreement she'd never made, and Pilar's curse said yes and good job and offered to help her scare a paladin out of the palace.

So Pilar called the Grand High Priestess again and reported that, and what she'd already done, but it was only briefly, and the Grand High Priestess couldn't possibly review everything that Pilar no doubt did wrong, and anyways wouldn't have the time for assigning her punishments.

The Grand High Priestess said that this was beginning to become interesting and told her to go scare off the paladin.

Pilar's curse required her to feel an actual desire to let the paladin go home safely before she was able to find him.

She didn't think until afterwards about whether maybe her curse might have tricked her into sending a paladin away safely who was going to be Maledicted anyways. Her curse said that, if so, hypothetically speaking, the paladin would've completed his mission first, and Asmodeus wouldn't have considered that a good trade, and would've been well-served by scaring off the paladin instead, for Pilar will never be used against her Lord.

Pilar expressed some skepticism about Chaotic Good apparently being fine with the paladin not completing his mission. Her curse claimed that it was totally reasonable for Lawful Evil and Chaotic Good to team up against Lawful Good just like against Chaotic Evil because they both found paladins annoying for different reasons.

Pilar asked how her curse felt about throwing surprise parties for all the Lastwall spies targeting the palace so that they'd get to go home safely to their families.

Pilar's curse said sure, but there would have to be offsets from the standpoint of Chaotic Good, make it an offer. There was a MEETING with VERY SENIOR GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS asking Pilar whether Chaotic-Good-pleasing things they could do cheaply were good enough for her, like they thought it washer making the decisions and not her oracular curse. And in the middle of that the QUEEN came in and asked Pilar why nobody had thought of asking the Queen to be part of the Osirion-scaring operation, and Pilar felt like a tiny baby mouse too small for a huge hawk to be worth eating, being asked by the hawk why it hadn't been invited to the baby mouse's party.

Now there's some things Cheliax is doing for Chaotic Good in exchange for getting rid of as many spies as they did, mostly undoing some small things that Cayden Cailean would've really hated and that weren't actually helping Cheliax that much. Plus a compact that, so long as it looks like Lastwall still really doesn't have any eyes left on the palace, they're not going to try any plots more nefarious than they would've done if Lastwall had still been watching.

The compact was signed by the Queen in blood.

Pilar let her curse direct her, and what her curse did, was, her curse mushed a cupcake into the parchment so that the pink icing left behind would be her curse's signature.

Pilar doesn't actually know whether or not she would still be alive, if the Grand High Priestess hadn't been personally attending the meeting by then.









Carissa Sevar: She probably would be; Abrogail's perfectly capable of being professional when there are real stakes for Cheliax. Of course, Cheliax has lots of diamonds right now so maybe Pilar being dead isn't real stakes.

"But, let me guess, too busy to offer any detailed opinion on your conduct besides that you should go ahead and round up all the spies?"









Pilar : Carissa Sevar is RIGHT. How did Carissa Sevar KNOW.


So Pilar pointed out the people who would be invited to her surprise, and arranged a huge party in the palace's largest ballroom, and everybody was invited in such a way as to scare them as little as possible. Also one of the people who did the inviting was the QUEEN and Pilar had to go WITH the Queen to set that up and the Queen TALKED at her about THINGS and actually Pilar would rather not think about that entire conversation for the rest of her life.

Then there was a huge party for the spies who got to go home, with Pilar dressed as Meritxell, who Pilar hopes enjoys being very very famous to other countries' intelligence services. The Queen danced with a prostitute. Pilar comforted somebody who was sad about his country probably not wanting him back and explained that home can be anywhere that people care about you and doesn't have to be the country you were born in.

Pilar's curse was very excited and happy! And said that Pilar got another week before her curse started feeling hungry again. Apparently even though Pilar got musicians and official Imperial snack catering and gave colorful hats to all the Security officers, it did not count as a real actual proper party to her curse, because the party didn't have enough true camaraderie, revelry, sex, and drugs. Or something. Pilar has not previously been really into Cayden Cailean theology.

Then she finally was allowed to go to her new quarters in the fortress, and High Priestess Subirachs was very mean to her. That, plus a Nap Stack, was the only reason Pilar was remotely functional today.









Carissa Sevar: Right. Okay. Carissa's day was not actually all that much better but she's not going to say that.





"It might be worth separating out trying-to-appease-your-curse and trying-to-leverage-your-curse-for-counterespionage," she says after a bit of thought. "I bet you could ask your curse for, I dunno, some girl in Ostenso in a predicament Chaotic Good would be sad about and that Asmodeus doesn't prefer either - blinded by a fever and starving to death, raised in a cellar by Urgathoa cultists, whatever - and throw her a 'we've restored you to health and to life' party, and maybe that keeps the curse sated, rather than trying to time the palace events to the curse's demands, which might leak information some way we're not thinking of.

'would this paladin otherwise have been Maledicted', and also 'would this paladin otherwise have learned something false that served Cheliax' are things you should have thought of before you talked to the paladin. It worked out fine, but it might not have. It's possible your curse is trying to get you in the habit of doing curse things without checking if they are also the best deal you can get Cheliax and our Lord. It is stupid, dangerous, and stupidly dangerous to operate in the palace without understanding the Queen and what she'll want to hear about and what to involve her in directly, but I am tempering my judgment over that because I'm not sure that the important people in the room would've known what to tell you.

It is very Asmodean to be able to make yourself believe useful things that you know on some level Nemamel, with your information, wouldn't believe. I don't - get why, actually, and I think it might be close to the secret of Evil dath ilan, and this might veer close towards instruction on faith, which I can't offer you, but I'm not going to punish believing that the paladins should get to go home because that'd be nice for them; your beliefs ought to serve Asmodeus, and that one did.

On the whole I don't hear major errors, in that. You are in the power of a really annoying enemy, which permits you very little of what it'd be healthy for you to enjoy; but getting rid of all Lastwall's spies is a huge achievement, and might let us root out their revolutionaries, too, if they have worse information. The myth of the Project Lawful girls exceeds our real capacities, but not for very long, maybe, if we keep learning.

You may try on my headband, and think for a minute about whether there's anything else you got wrong that Pilar who was smarter would've gotten right."









Pilar : Pilar's pretty honored by this! She will put on the headband.



The headband definitely feels like it is making Pilar be much smarter! Pilar can now be allowed to know things that she thinks only a smarter Pilar ought to know.



"It would've been really valuable for us to know what the Osirians would've asked the cake girl if they'd taken her prisoner. I could've ordered a Security to go ask for volunteers in the palace dungeons, somebody would've been genuinely cheerful about getting out to do that, even if there was a chance they might get Soul Bind cast on them for a while."

"I feel like I was being really stupid when I was talking to the paladin. Amateurish. I was making too much up as I went along. I'm afraid he's going to get home and somebody's going to figure out that he wasn't really talking to an agent of Milani. I should've given his cookie to a more experienced agent and let them talk to him."

"I should not have talked up Paxti as Project Lawful's deadliest agent. It should've been somebody who's just quietly reliable like Gregoria. I made that choice because I thought Paxti would like it, not to serve our Lord. That's severe."

"Most of the sin and transgression I'm feeling is because I talked sharply to people who were above me and better than me and ordered them around, and, even if I had to do that, I feel like that's something an Asmodean should still be punished for. I grabbed away your authority and made decisions for your project while you were out of contact. Even if that was my best effort at doing a job the Grand High Priestess ordered me to do, it doesn't mean that I shouldn't be punished for all the things I chose to do along the way. If I'd done it wrong or disobeyed, that would mean being punished even more, but I still - it's like Keltham's game, there's a best way to play but not a way where you don't lose any 2s."

"And I should've arranged for somebody to cast Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom on me before the meeting started, it was important."


Pilar takes off the headband, less reluctantly than some people would. Being the person who a smarter Pilar seems like she ought to be is not as comfortable as being regular Pilar.









Carissa Sevar: "The Grand High Priestess thinks you'll be the first success, if I do discover a way to produce Evil dath ilani. Maybe the only one. I understood her at the time just to be saying that it'll be very painful, and you can take it - and it will be - but I think maybe she was saying something that is also gestured at by Keltham's game. You'll play even if you only ever lose. There is a human weakness, a tendency to shy away from games we are sure to lose, that is attenuated in you, I think.



- I'm going to take a while to calculate these punishment codes, I haven't done this before. You're dismissed to lunch."









Pilar : Thank you, Pilar doesn't say, because Cheliax, but the thank you that she's not saying is very sincere.

"Acknowledged," Pilar says, and goes to lunch feeling a lot better and very glad that she has superiors like Carissa Sevar and Aspexia Rugatonn, who hopefully are not doing this at all because they feel any fondness for Pilar personally; it would be sad if Hell had to correct them for that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa works out the codes and then heads to Maillol's office to make sure they're on the same page about plan: pretend that Cheliax is incompetently managed, to cover genuine incompetence and also permit the degree of illegibility they want.









Ferrer Maillol: Cheliaxisincompetently managed, anywhere that somebody on the order of the Queen or Aspexia Rugatonn is not watching very closely. Sevar is unfamiliar with this because she went from her wizard school, managed by a wizard wearing probably a +6 intelligence headband, to the Worldwound, which is where a lot of the best managers are being expended, and then straight to Project Lawful. Sevar has never in her entire life tried to serve on, let alone manage, a temple project inside the capital of some random County in the Chelish boondocks, where there's three layers of higher management between you and Egorian, never mind King Infrexus.

Maillol's got this one.

He can betotally realistic about this.









lintamande: Carissa and Pilar are both gone, which Meritxell takes as an opportunity to sit next to Keltham and quiz him if he seems amenable to quizzing about what kinds of things there are prediction markets for in dath ilan. Are there prediction markets for who the next Legislators will be. Are there prediction markets for which of all the lunch places in a city will be ruled the tastiest. Are there prediction markets for who in your class is best in bed.









dath ilan: Prediction markets for the next Legislators: Of course! Everyone gets to look at them except for the Representatives who actually have to redelegate their delegated votes to Legislators, who are generally asked by their own constituents not to look at those prediction markets to avoid circularity.

Prediction markets for restaurants being tasty: You could subsidize a tiny market on a prediction on whether a restaurant will be tasty to you, as you'll rate the meal afterwards, and some... tiny golems possibly?? belonging to some kind of rich merchant entity that only buys and sells predictions?? will fight it out among themselves to predict your rating. It's not clear what it would mean for a restaurant to be tastiest in general.

Prediction markets for who in your class is best in the cuddleroom: It's much harder to guess how somebody will rate somebody else's cuddleroom skills, especially while you're young enough to be in classes and there's not much data on you. A restaurant has lots more customers and ratings that the prediction-trading merchants get to see. Most cuddleroom encounters aren't rated at all! You could obviously subsidize a personal rating prediction on a sex worker just like a restaurant, that's almost exactly analogous.









lintamande: "Does that...subsidizing a rating, I mean - work better than just asking a friend for a recommendation?"









dath ilan: Nothing prevents your friend from buying into the tiny prediction market, if your friend thinks they have relevant information about you that rich prediction-trading merchants' tiny golems haven't figured out!









lintamande: ....okay.





Carissa managed this by pretty much literally saying 'you should resolve your contractual hangups so we can have sex' and Meritxell is younger and less daring and not going to do that.









Keltham: When it comes to dating people who aren't sex workers, that's more a case of, not so much asking your friends for recommendations, as your friends betting with each other on how you'll rate somebody after having dated them. A 'recommendation' isn't falsifiable and quantifiable the same way.

Keltham can guess that's not how it works in Cheliax. How do people find the best date recommenders, is it just a matter of asking somebody else who recommended them a very good date?

(Keltham maypossibly be trying to flirt back by keeping the topic on dating, potentially permitting slow deniable escalation towards common knowledge of interest? It's hard to read this because he's so alien.)









lintamande: ....mostly people just tell their friends who they find hot, and then their friends egg them on into asking them out/being conveniently vulnerable in their vicinity/whatever. It isn't very Chelish to seek assurance about how well it'll work out, first; it is generally believed that you learn useful things from the failures as much as the successes, at least at their age.









Keltham: "It would be a very rare prediction market that claimed to be certain you'll give a great rating to somebody you've never dated before. If you want assurance of it working it out well, you'll be waiting a long long time for your first date."









lintamande: "That seems like a very silly thing to want, really. Like the kind of laundry wizard who gets a taste of the fundamental forces of reality and decides to make very sure the fundamental forces of reality never do anything interesting wheretheycan see it."









Keltham: Inquiring minds then want to know what constitutes anon-fundamental force of reality

"Well, what's the most interesting thing you've done with a fundamental force of reality, then?"









lintamande: "I'm only a shy new second-circle wizard," she says. "All I can do to the fundamental forces of reality is make them summon a horse or spit glue at people or sneeze fire or make doors look open when they're closed or go invisible or fill rooms with sparkles or turn into someone else. When I'm a great and powerful wizard I will have a few more tricks up my sleeve."









Keltham: "What's the first one you'rereally looking forwards to, then?"









lintamande: "Fly." Instantly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa joins them. "You know, at the Worldwound you wouldn't've gotten a personal-use third-circle slot for another seven years."









lintamande: "I guess I'm glad I'm not at the Worldwound. ....not primarily for that reason."









Keltham: (Not letting people play around with their new magic for seven years seems sort of pointlessly non-optimal anti-fun? Is this a Golarion Error or is there actually a good reason?)

"Little surprised and unnerved about invisibility being only a second-circle spell, though. Are there politeness codes about -not doing that? Rules? Or do people in wizard schools just have to run Detect Magic a lot?"









lintamande: "- mostly there's nowhere in school where you'd expect to have privacy," Meritxell says after considering for a second whether this is also true in Taldor. "It'd be illegal to go invisibly into someone else's houseor something, that's trespassing, but you can't trespass on a dorm that sleeps twelve."









Keltham: "Any safeguards here, or is it just that you'd expect Security to spot the invisible person and nope them?"









lintamande: "HereI imagine they've got the entire place ringed with Alarm spells that ping whenever anyone crosses them and Security that can see invisibility and - actually now that I've got Arcane Sight I bet I'd be able to see - not the invisible person, but the fact there was a spell, if they didn't have more powerful magic concealing it, which a real intruder probably would."









Keltham: "Okay, so, it's not that you'rehiding that you've all suddenly got Arcane Sight, I am apparently allowed to know if the topic comes up, everyone except Ione and Pilar is not pretending to cast Detect Magic while they're watching Carissa construct her incredibly impressive scaffold, it's just that this thing happened and nobody is mentioning it to me even though I am authorized to know it."









lintamande: " - did no one mention it," says Meritxell, innocent and baffled. "After Asmodia and Pilar died those of us who hadn't made our afterlife arrangements did, and that comes with a perk, and most people pick arcane sight. Well. Most wizards."









Carissa Sevar: "I hadn't heard either. Congratulations!"









lintamande: "Thank you!"









Keltham: Message: Ione is actually with Nethys. Pilar got touched by Cayden Cailean. Carissa, why do you not have Arcane Sight.









Carissa Sevar: WellIhaven't made afterlife arrangements in the last two days, I was busy! 

Also ... I'd talk to you about it first, actually? It's not strictly in the set of things I've given you, but I'd want to discuss it.









Keltham: Message: Got it.

"Why wouldn't everyone make their afterlife arrangements before starting wizard school, if it comes with that perk?" Keltham says aloud.









Carissa Sevar: "- so the reason it comes with perks at all is because you get the perk from the specific devil who you are selling your soul to, in exchange for joining their organization on your death. And setting aside whether children ought to be allowed to promise that, a random child's soul isn't going to be - valuable enough they can get a powerful permanent magical boon from selling it. Mostly you actually wait until you're older than us and more powerful, at the perfect balance between how much you can get for your soul and how long you'll have to enjoy it, but."









Keltham: "Sorry about that, then, if apologies are appropriate here. It seems like the sort of thing for which you should get compensation, if there's a more powerful version of Arcane Sight you're locked out of, because you were working on a dangerous project. Or do the contracts come with a buyback option?"

"Actually I also don't understand why this project is dangerous enough for that if, like, resurrections, also afterlives in the first place."









lintamande: "Someone else might get to us first," Meritxell says flatly. "If you die normally, you go into the River of Souls, and you go all the way to the Boneyard, where you're judged and sorted, and then you go to Hell, and get magically dumped at a random location in Avernus, the first layer. And Hell has pretty good infrastructure for moving people from Avernus on, but still, you're going to be sort of cut off from comms for a while, potentially weeks. Potentially you get held up in the Boneyard because Pharasma doesn't like to hold trials for people who are obviously going to be resurrected. And while you're in that situation, if you get a raise, you take it, and you have no way of knowing for sure if it's Cheliax sending it. You can tell the alignment of the person offering to raise you, but..Zon-Kuthon's followers are also Lawful Evil. If you're in a known location in Hell, you're safe, your secrets are safe, Cheliax can call ahead and confirm the Raise being offered is ours..."









Keltham: "Understood, thanks for explaining."

Probability that Carissa just cannot manage to make this arrangement for some weird reason or another... let's say... 20%? It's just that, if everybody else in the harem has now verified their allegiance... he should check that assumption, though.

"Is there a Security process that makes sure, when someone does this, or says they've done it, that they've actually made a deal with Asmodeus's people and not Zon-Kuthon's?"









lintamande: "....when we sell our souls?" Meritxell says. "Yes, it was done with Security supervision from a list of devils maintained by the Church of Asmodeus. I'm not even sure you can sell your soul to Zon-Kuthon, though, gods, that'd be awful."



"We didn't get worse Arcane Sight, we got the standard," Gregoria says. "The project didn't force us to sell our souls for less, they made our souls valuable enough for a standard sale a decade early."









Keltham: "Oh,that's good to hear. I'm glad that at least this part of the system is so, what's the word I'm looking for, functional. I guess because of Asmodeus involvement."

So basically if there's a hidden cleric, it has to be Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: "I think Hell is a lot better run than Cheliax," Carissa says dryly. "By the way, can I come when you go ask pointed questions of the site manager, it's not really any of my business but I think it'll be really funny and maybe inspire me to grow up and build Civilization."









Keltham: "If you think that's safe career-wise."

He frankly did not need this as a Thing to Worry About.

...well, the same logic that says that any of this would be true in the first place, also says that Carissa is the First Girl, and therefore, out of all the girls here, the one who's guaranteed to have a pathway leading to a happy outcome for the two of them. So if she's a Zon-Kuthon cleric unknown to even herself, it'll be a solvable problem.</optimistic rationalization>









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think they'd have put someone super unprofessional on the project but I won't, like, make faces or anything, and if he has me disciplined for looking like I was having too much fun then we'd have some valuable information!"









Keltham: "Let's run that experiment then."

"Carissa, what's your favorite spell you've cast, next up spell you're really looking forwards to?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am told this makes me a tedious parody of myself but I really like Fox's Cunning, and I'd be incredibly excited for Dimension Door if I weren't in a Forbiddance. Since I am....Scrying's going to be fun."









Keltham: Golarion sure does have a lot of spells that seem to have been invented by someone fundamentally opposed to and perhaps offended by the notion of privacy. "Scrying? How's that work?"









Carissa Sevar: "It is a fourth circle spell that finds a person and shows you them and their surroundings, which you can also hear. Somewhat restricted - it won't be in your basic book of magic - because you can use it to spy on people, but it's also essential for most military operations, so it's not top secret like effective enchantments are." They considered hiding this one from Keltham but keeping him and them unscryable is a major constraint at this point and because of the one-hour casting time they can manage plenty of deception with it. "I am not gonna use it to creep on my ex, though it did occur to me I could use it to get a remote tour of the world, if we can pay someone to go teleport to and then walk through other countries and be scryable for us while they do it."









Keltham: "Yeah, it hasn't escaped my notice that I made it to an incredible new world and have, you know, been moving around a number of tightly secured indoor rooms since then. I mean, not that this is in any way the wrong decision, but if it drags on a few years I might start to feel slightly annoyed."

Keltham's brain, which has apparently been running a separate subthread this whole time, notes that Carissa sure seems to be a lot into pain, and that he currently has only Carissa's word for how normal of a sexuality that is in Cheliax.

Message to Carissa: I notice you came back with a fancier headband, speaking of Fox's Cunning. Is that a safe public topic?









Carissa Sevar: Private loan from Aspexia Rugatonn. You can mention it but don't go on about it too much, everyone'll be madly jealous.









Keltham: Okay, good, that seems very probably safe.

Mostly I was just checking because you said Fox's Cunning was your favorite spell, and I had suspected you might be beyond it now.









Carissa Sevar: Indeed. (She's so happy about it.)









Keltham: "Meritxell, sorry to interrupt this conversation, I was enjoying it, but my brain is nagging me about something and I need to go talk to High Priestess Jacint Subawhatever, or schedule a time to talk to her, and then hopefully my brain will stop bugging me about it."









lintamande: "Of course," Meritxell says cheerily enough, but glares at Carissa a tiny bit for interrupting like that.









Keltham: Keltham goes to have another awful conversation about tropes, which, at least this time, he is doing the virtuous thing and makingadvance predictions about.









Jacint Subirachs: The High Priestess was not especially expecting Suddenly Keltham but her poise is of course perfect.

She's in communication with Security and will be relaying all this to Carissa, of course.









Keltham: Keltham shall open by inquiring roughly what fraction of attempted afterlife arrangements fail, like, just don't go through for some weird reason. 1 in 10? 1 in 1000?









Carissa Sevar: This is an unpleasant surprise for Carissa too but she'll be on standby to consult.









Ah. Fuck.



....Keltham's going to conclude there's a Suspicious Reason she can't sell her soul. Probably best handling of that is for her to fake selling her soul as soon as possible, rather than for them to lie about how often it fails. (Or really sell it? The order from Asmodeus said 'not this day', maybe it's supposed to be this day instead for some reason.)









Jacint Subirachs: She'll answer honestly, then.

Perhaps 1 in 20? 1 in 50? She is not especially in charge of those arrangements.









Keltham: Next question. Out of 100 random women in Cheliax, or random 18 Intelligence wizards if that's importantly different, how much would be into pain to roughly the same degree as Carissa or more?









Carissa Sevar: Also doesn't seem worth lying about; Carissa gave Keltham her previous honest guess.









Jacint Subirachs: "Half, perhaps, or a little more than half. Your Carissa is not so much exceptional in how much pain she enjoys, as in how much pain it takes to push her to her limits, which is a distinguishable aspect of her submission."









Keltham: Reassuring, but still. Keltham doesn't know if Jacint has been briefed at all on 'tropes', but Keltham registers to her the prediction, 30% probability (he's updated after more thought) that something will mysteriously go wrong when Carissa tries to make her afterlife arrangement.

And if that happens he would like Cheliax to check her for being a hidden cleric. Yes, again. Right away. This plan is still not going to work, somehow or other, but Keltham doesn't know what else to try at that point.

If her afterlife arrangements get made successfully, then - assuming afterlife arrangements couldn't work with somebody having a split personality one side of which is a Zon-Kuthon plant that the other side doesn't know about - everything he just said can be safely ignored. Which, on Jacint's priors, should happen 19 times out of 20, or 49 times out of 50. So really, on the view that seems normal, there shouldn't be much chance of this contingency arising in the first place, right.

All of this should be reported to Keltham as priority interrupt, given either possible outcome. Carissa being unable to sell her soul is 10 times as likely if that 'trope' is in play, and makes that 'trope' 10 times likelier once observed.









Carissa Sevar: Why is he LIKE this.




They'll just have to pretend to sell her soul, no way around it.









Jacint Subirachs: ...Jacint is in fact feeling somewhat unnerved here, but, as with gods, anything having to do with 'tropes' gets copied to Aspexia Rugatonn, so it's not truly her concern past this point.



Jacint will see to it that Keltham's wishes are thoroughly obeyed.









Keltham: How does she manage to reply to an ordinary request like that.

(Keltham says this out loud.)









Jacint Subirachs: Practice.









Keltham: Yes, well, thank you very much, then. Sorry for the interrupt, hope it wasn't too bothersome.

Keltham shows himself out.









Carissa Sevar: The girls have mostly finished lunch and are preparing spells or in Carissa's case copying new ones out of a Security's spellbook.









Keltham: He shall obtain a bit more lunch for himself, and remind all of them that he's asking for Fox's Cunnings to spread around, and going forwards, let him know if there's something he can do with his own spell slots to make up for that.









lintamande: They're preparing Fox's Cunning and will ...count on him for incidental healing? They mostly only get a couple second-circle spells but are used to those being non-personal-discretion, they're not displacing anything.









Keltham: Keltham is under the impression that one should not engage wizards in conversation while they are preparing spells! Thus, he should not resume conversation with for example Meritxell. This will probably take a while?

He'll gawk for a bit with Detect Magic, and then maybe see what policy is about engaging Securities in conversation while they're on-duty.









lintamande: "We can answer questions but should call backup if you seem to want more than a simple question answered."









Keltham: "I'm actually wondering a bit about - some books mentioned scrolls, which sound like single-use casts, I've been keeping some of my own slots full with various emergency or contingency spells. Like an Early Judgment for an emergency emotional stability restoration, or Sending in case I get successfully lost somehow, or kidnapped without being spellblocked."

"If I'm loading as many Owl's Wisdoms as possible tomorrow, it'd be useful to have, for example, an Early Judgment single-use and Sending single-use, so that my emergency contingencies aren't occupying my actual spellslots. Probably also requires something to carry them in, if they aren't quite small."









lintamande: "Scrolls take skill to use, and can backfire if you're not experienced using them. They're harder to use the higher-circle the spell they imitate. I can put in a requisition if you want to plan on spending some time learning how to read them."









Keltham: This does seem like a good emergency capability for Keltham to have, and will free up his spellslots and so occupy fewer Security spellslots with his requests.









Keltham: Keltham should maybe practice his own magic, trying to hang his first 1st-circle wizard spell. Can someone with an illusion and arcane sight help him bulldoze the early stages again?









lintamande: Then Security will put in a requisition for some training scrolls for him and then scrolls of emergency backup spells one he's mastered those, and help with an illusion while he attempts to hang a first-circle spell.









Keltham: Keltham attempts to BE A WIZARD. Well. More of one. Apparently if it's just the cantrips you are not a proper wizard.









lintamande: It takes fresh wizard students at least a year to learn first-circle spells, but they are typically significantly younger, and don't often have an Arcane-Sight aided illusion so they can see exactly what they're doing, and ones as smart as him are awfully rare. He doesn't have it quite down by the time the girls are done preparing their spells but he's getting tantalizingly close.









Keltham: Being a wizard is pretty tantalizing, yes. What if he tries for an additional eight minutes?









lintamande: Okay at this point it feels like it should be working but somehow even when he's holding the magic in what looks like the exact right place it doesn't.









Keltham: Does the Very Experienced Expert helping him have any advice to say about that?









lintamande: "- might be a limitation of barreling at it from the illusion-visual angle as hard as one possibly can? Close your eyes, feel the magic, or plausibly take a break and go do something completely different for six hours and then try closing your eyes and feeling the magic."









Keltham: He'll close his eyes and try feeling the magic.

If that doesn't work, yeah, he'll come back in six hours.









lintamande: It maybe makes it feel perceptually clearer what's not quite in the right place for the spell to hang yet? It doesn't make the spell magically behave itself.









Keltham: Eh. If he's not still in the same place as yesterday, he's making progress, and that's good enough given the standard speed of such things. It seems Keltham isn't above comparing himself to Golarionabout wizardry.









Keltham: So since experience has suggested that people will not just tell Keltham things he might want to know, without him asking:

Is there such a thing as a one-use item of Sending which doesn't need scroll-reading to work?

Is there a way to take an Owl's Wisdom that would hit one person, and pay a reasonable amount of resources, and make it hit twelve people? Or two people?

Is there a way Keltham can store a cleric spell and make it go off later without it still occupying a slot?

Is there anything people do to get more spell slots?









lintamande: 1) No one has heard of such a magic item and they wouldn't expect it to exist, Sending's the kind of spell that's hard to make into a magic item.

2) Mass Owl's Wisdom is sixth circle but it does exist and would get all the girls at once. The High Priestess can have it tomorrow.

3) No, short of building a magic item that casts that cleric spell, which does among other steps involve casting the spell into the item.

4) Over time wizards notice efficiencies and can eke out more spells. Clerics tend to get more spells from their god as they rise in their god's service. That's about it.









Carissa Sevar: (Keltham is not authorized to know about Pearls of Power because more spell slots for Keltham makes their lives harder.)









Keltham: Does it happen to be the case that - possibly only after his relationship with Carissa deepens enough - he can collaborate with her in a way where she makes most of the Sending or Early Judgment item and Keltham casts the spell into it?

(It's been repeatedly mentioned how good Carissa is at enchanting items, this should play a role in the eroLARP somehow. </trope-thinking>)









Carissa Sevar: "Casters can collaborate on a magic item that requires multiple spells, if they don't individually have all the spells to make it. It usually comes up if an item requires something only clerics get and something only wizards get - Sending isn't that, wizards get it too, though Early Judgment is. The problem with an item of Sending is that it has a ten minute casting time and then takes input from the caster, both of those things make a spell harder to lay in an item. I can try, if you want. I'd need a crash course in wondrous items."









Keltham: "...weapons enchanter, right. But, arguendo, Early Judgment is touch-targeted and cast quickly, so you should be able to make a Small Poking Needle of Early Judgment, right? If it's a" mentalisticmagic "conceptual thingy, you could also imagine that as a weapon that distracts somebody during combat. Also it doesn't have to do it unboundedly many times, doing it once or maybe three times would be enough."









Carissa Sevar: "I can probably make a tiny sword of Early Judgment if you cast the Early Judgement at the stages where it needs that, sure."









Keltham: "Material cost, time cost both yours and mine?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yours is practically trivial, you'd just have to cast it once a day when I say when. I think it's the kind of thing where if I was working from an existing prototype it'd be 3000gp in spellsilver, maybe less, but the general rule of thumb is that it's at least double that to invent something you haven't seen before. Probably a couple weeks of work."









Keltham: "Almost definitely not worth that much of your time, alas."

Also, in retrospect he did not think of this quickly enough, 'poky thing that gives you a deeply emotional and possibly addicting experience each time you stab yourself with it' is potentially a bad thing to invent into Golarion or have around even for himself. That's not trope reasoning, it's pattern recognition in general.

"Cost of one scroll, and how long does it probably take me to learn to cast from scrolls?"









Carissa Sevar: "People who aren't spellcasters at all often find it hard to learn, but spellcasters usually pick it up pretty quick, I think? A couple days of practicing with minor scrolls, maybe?"









Keltham: "Scrolls sound like obviously the way to go then, unless they cost a huge amount."


Message: Carissa, I have an increasingly bad feeling about your lack of afterlife arrangement, if there's any 'trope' in playat all that's leaving an opening for something interesting to happen to you before you make it into the safer parts of Hell. Can we go have that talk right now?









Carissa Sevar: - yes, of course.









Keltham: Keltham apologizes to everyone for not resuming faster, but there's something nagging at his brain and he's going to go try clearing it before continuing.









Asmodia: (Good. She has something to do anyways.)









Carissa Sevar: She goes with Keltham to his bedroom. "What's worrying you?"









Keltham: "Carissa, I think you have not fully updated on your environment becoming as improbable as yours has become. You met somebody at the Worldwound who's not supposed to exist in Golarion or be alive at all, his shiny new project has god-wars starting around it, Cayden Cailean taps Pilar with candy powers and sends her to Elysium, and then the Queen decides to go on a date with you."

"You may think it's safe to leave your afterlife arrangements hanging for an additional hour, because probably nothing is going to happen in an hour."

"I think we should expedite that process to its maximum reasonable speed."

"Not rush it and risk making errors, to be clear. Just because a lot of improbable things have happened, doesn't mean particular improbable things will happen. I was wrong about Asmodia coming back with superpowers. Part of the doom of being unsure if you recognize a pattern, is when the pattern seems so much easier to call after the fact than in advance, and that's a sign of the phenomenon maybe not being real."

"But even leaving aside everything about 'tropes', there's a sense in which it feels stupid to leave open a vulnerability like that. We have adversaries.Other gods may be our adversaries. We don't get to assume statistically normal probabilities of adverse events, because smart enemy actors may be trying to force them as outcomes upon reality, using pathways we cannot visualize in toto."

"If your afterlife arrangements are pending a conversation you'd like us to have, we should have that conversation. If there's any slowness in the process for doing this under the Church of Asmodeus's supervision, where you can't just walk into Jacint's office and say it's time, we should schedule that as soon as possible, do the scheduling step before the conversation."









Carissa Sevar: She takes a deep breath. "You're right."



....here'san idea. "An agreement like ours would not, typically, encompass my soul or my afterlife. ...would you want it to?"









Keltham:









Keltham: "I would need to know alot more about the details."









Carissa Sevar: She prepared so many lies about this! "So, the normal arrangement that, say, Asmodia made when she graduated from school, or that Meritxell would've made yesterday, is that your soul, on death, becomes the property of a devil in Hell, one you picked out in advance based on good reviews and an organization you're interested in joining. When you die, you go to that devil, and they're responsible for orienting you, housing you, clothing you, training you, all of that, at which point you work in their organization until you've paid off the services provided. They can't make you work, obviously, but if you go work somewhere else while you have an outstanding contract, they get your pay from wherever you do end up working.

Obviously devils compete on - how cheaply they can help you, so the size of the debt ends up being small, and how valuable the work you'll be doing is, so you'll be able to pay back your debt very quickly, and how nice the living and working conditions are, and how interesting the work is. My plan was always to be a weapons enchanter in Dis. It'll take me a long time to get oriented - magic works differently there, I won't be able to pick up where I left off when alive. But I'll be very valuable once I'm sorted, so I should be able to get a good deal, I'm not worried about that.

It just - occurs to me as the sort of thing where you might prefer I not be owned by someone else."









Keltham: "Yeah, that makes sense as something to check with me."

"Uh, for my answer to be understandable, some quick background on Civilization's standard relationship escalation lattice..."









dath ilan: The gist of what Keltham is currently trying to convey:

Dath ilan has a notion of two people promising-not-swearing to each other to be together even in the Future, when they come back.

This is literally as far as a relationship can possibly escalate.

It iswell past having multiple children together and raising them to maturity.

It iswell past staying together for a few decades after that.

It ismoderately past synchronizing your cryosuspension arrangements so that it happens when one person feels sort of overdue and the other person feels a bit of regret about leaving earlier; because more than any of that, they want to finish out all of their first lives together, and not be alone, nor leave the other alone, even for just a year.

People who say this to each other sometimes break up only twenty years later; and that is statistically more common than the breakup of couples who just semipromised they'd be together for the rest of their first lives, with intent to think things over together when they actually got to the Future. For this to happen to you is one of the more social-epistemic-reputation-affecting errors you can make in the realm of relationships, predicting a relationship will last twenty thousand years when it doesn't last twenty.

No far prediction market has ever put more than a 70% chance on a promise like this, a promise upon the Future, holding up; and that's as of when the two go into cryosuspension together still unbroken. Usually before you had a kid, you'd want more like 85% out of a prediction market saying you wouldn't rate that as the wrong decision retrospectively; likewise before you started talking socially about your two-decade monogamy compact like it was going to be a real thing and not just a fond aspiration.

People who say this is what they mean to do, and whose dignity calls on them to accept questions and objections, are typically asked if they've considered that maybe the Future could run vastly superior matching algorithms on available mates, and have qualitatively different and better potential mates who'd still be interested in an Ancient.

It's an obvious thought, isn't it? And yet even so, some dath ilani look at each other and smile and say they've got it good enough, and would rather hold none of themselves back from the promise that they make to each other. They don't need to worry about what future opportunities they might be passing up, or whether their lives would be objectively better if they made a different decision, or if it's really honest to make somebody else a promise like that when the statistics and prediction markets say what they do. Because they just don't need to let that sway them, that's why not.

A majority of Civilization mostly thinks those people seem crazy from a standpoint of expected utility maximization, but, at the same time, has a lot of respect for that. The kind of respect you give to somebody when you wonder, deep down, if maybe they're doing it right, and you're the ones doing it wrong.









Keltham: This is legitimately actually faster than Keltham is comfortable escalating their relationship.









Keltham: There's also the pragmatic point that Keltham does not currently have an organizational branch in Hell to protect Carissa, and that her current state is a vulnerability, maybe anawful vulnerability.









Keltham: That said, Carissa is also right that the notion of somebody else 'owning her soul', even if they don't own her, does not sit well with this new gendertrope that has always been inside Keltham.

And they're living in a world of low probability, and Keltham does not want to close off the prospect of their relationship escalating that far in time.









Keltham: He can think of one class of obvious solutions; does Carissa have her own suggestions?









Carissa Sevar: "One thing that comes to mind - and it might take some searching to find a devil who'll agree to this - is an arrangement where you own an option on my soul? And right now if I die I go to the devil I'm contracted with, but you can, at any future point, call in your option, if you decide that you want to, at some later point when we know each other better and you have a bunch of operations in Hell."









Keltham: "Yep. That's exactly the same thing I was thinking."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know very much about how that would be done but we can definitely ask."









Keltham: Any reason they shouldn't go set that in motion literally right now?









Carissa Sevar: To the High Priestess's office it is!









Jacint Subirachs: Of course. It will be her pleasure.


(What exactlyis to be her pleasure, Sevar? There's no guarantee that the next devil summoned will accept Sevar's contract now, and faking a compact with Keltham is probably sufficient for Sevar to lose her Law.)









Carissa Sevar: Luckily, they have to do the part with the devil outside the Forbiddance since you can't summon an outsider into one; that means there's an ironclad excuse for Keltham not to be present for it. Carissa is hoping that the reason for the instruction that she is not to sell her soul this day is in fact that she's meant to do this, as part of seducing Keltham to Evil. If not, though, and they still won't buy her soul, she wants to draw up a very real contract giving Keltham a very real option on her soul, which avoids specifying that it is presently owned by Hell, which she and he will sign. And then claim that it worked but the option makes it much less valuable so she doesn't get the perks, to explain the lack of Permanent Arcane Sight.



Unless to the High Priestess's awareness this is a stupid plan, in which case she can just tell them that options like that don't exist to her knowledge.









Jacint Subirachs: ...no, that's impressively clever, Chosen of Asmodeus. They shall need to consult a devil whether or not her soul is saleable this day, to make sure the language of this new contract is enforceable and valid, but the High Priestess expects it is doable.

Is it your will that this be done at once?









Carissa Sevar: The only cause to delay Carissa can see is selfish, that she can't easily be made to do this and it's not clearly in her interests - sort of the dilemma of whether it was pathetic or noble of her to sign Contessa Lrilatha's contract without enough time to read it, given that it was what Asmodeus wanted but also that it's not Asmodeus's job to make doing what He wants non-catastrophic for her. But on this Asmodeus has specific instructions, that she is to serve Him well and come to Him in Hell without thought of other choices and be treasured, and okay maybe she's not living up to that instruction just yet since she clearly had that thought process but she thinks she's being told that it is Asmodean, in this case, to serve without thought for her own interests. (Does that sound right?)

Anyway, yes, it should be done at once.









Jacint Subirachs: Jacint informs Keltham that this process must needs be carried out beyond the Forbiddance, since devils may not be summoned here; and it seems obviously unwise that Keltham step outside the Forbiddance without great need.

Aside from that, it can be done right now. Though Carissa will probably come back bearing a compact regarding the option on her, for Keltham to sign, which must needs be signed before the devil signs with her, for obvious reasons.









Keltham: Somebody's going to have to explain the language of the contract to Keltham, pretty darned carefully, especially if this is being done in a way where he's not getting Contessa Lrilatha's assurance about the compact being designed without intent to cause unforeseen consequences. Please factor that delay into account.

Message to Jacint: And furthermore Keltham needs Jacint's personal assurance on a level falling barely short of Abaddon-oath, that Keltham not being there is absolutely not going to allowany pathway through time however improbable where, somehow, it looks like Carissa sold her soul, but actually she didn't, and also after that nobody ran the additional check on whether she was a hidden cleric, or the check happened to a disguised double of Carissa or something.









Jacint Subirachs: Split-second deputy's decision: This seems like a safe assurance to give Keltham, it should not hurt Cheliax to run that additional check on Carissa.

Actually if Carissa tried to forbid that, Jacint herself would start to feel nervous at that point.



Return Message: I do so promise.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will also want to give the contract a really close read! Obviously a devil who pulled tricky shit would not have excellent reviews and be on a recommended list, but still, the stakes are higher here and they should be incredibly careful.









Jacint Subirachs: Jacint will head over to collect rather a lot of Security and scrying protections, and then she and Carissa will step outside the Forbiddance to do the necessary.









Keltham: Keltham will find something else to do with himself, he supposes.


(The first Pending Thing not requiring the full harem, that came to mind, was resuming flirting with Meritxell. Would that be inappropriate? That's possibly inappropriate, right? Maybe he should just continue trying to read things.)









Asmodia: Asmodia heads over to the real main temple, the one Keltham can't visit and can't know exists because it contains the actual torture chambers.









lintamande: The door opens to a Security's private bedroom; the Security on duty here is apparently asleep in bed, startling awake at someone opening the door. When he identifies Asmodia he presses a panel that opens a nonmagically concealed door behind his bed.









Asmodia: Asmodia heads through, drawing what confidence she can about her. It's her first time visiting this part of the installation, so she's looking around to see what's here.

Also, do people here seem at all impressed with meeting a Project Lawful whatever-she-is?









lintamande: They haven't had a lot of time and haven't spent much of it on the decor in here, where Keltham won't see it; the temple itself is done well enough to honor Asmodeus, in black stone that must have been laid by magic because stoneworkers can't work that fast, but the rest just looks like a repurposed fortress, thick undecorated stone walls and floors with periodic magic torches, slightly overcrowded with support staff not cleared to meet Keltham.

The staff here stares less than at the palace, either because they're more professional or have heard less ridiculous things about Project Lawful girls. They do get out of her way.









Asmodia: Okay. People getting out of her way is... well it's kind of alot actually. She needs to not blow this.

Message to whoever looks like the best prospect for directing her onward: I need to speak to whoever is maintaining comms with Egorian. Privately.









lintamande: Office next to the temple.



The office contains a fourth-circle priest of Asmodeus and a Mage's Private Sanctum enchantment so walking into his office is like walking into a wall of fog, after which she can't hear out at all.









Asmodia: Message anyways, just to be sure:

I need to send a message to Gorthoklek and receive a return message and verifiable authorization from him, with the literal absolute minimum of people who are not myself and Gorthoklek knowing that a message was exchanged between us, and literally nobody except the two of us knowing the contents of that exchange. Advise me on protocols.









lintamande: This priest has beenwarnedthat Project Lawful is ridiculous, no, more ridiculous than that, no, you're not prepared for how ridiculous, but this is somewhat more ridiculous than he expected. This girl's file doesn't even suggest that she's at all one of the interesting ones!





"....ah," he says. "Hmmm. On what timescale do you need to send your message."









Asmodia: She guesses that if he's answering out loud, given that question, this room is actually believed secured.

"Give me timescales and their privacy costs - how much privacy would I lose if I wanted this done as quickly as possible?"









lintamande: "If you wanted this done as quickly as possible I would have you impersonatemeand request a Teleport to, uh, the front in Nidal, where you could get in Telepathy range of him with your request; the primary costs there are not in privacy but in your safety. If we have more time, I'd make a secret request for his whereabouts and notify you once he's neither at the front, where you'd be in danger, nor in the palace, where an attempt at impersonation would be noticed instantly, and have someone convey you-as-me there."









Asmodia: "I see. That sounds like it requires a longer and more visible absence of myself from Project Lawful than I'd hoped for."

"Possibilities and costs around sealed written message to him marked his-eyes-only, with only your name on it in capacity as comms officer, minimum awareness of that event, sealed reply addressed to yourself and returned to me?"









lintamande: "I consider it very unlikely that someone loyal to us would read that; there exists the possibility it would be intercepted; the person who Teleported and delivered the message would be aware of a message from me to the target but probably not expect your involvement."









Asmodia: "Acceptable risk. Writing materials for the message, please, and somewhere secure to write it. Expected time to Gorthoklek?"









lintamande: "I can send someone with the message as soon as you write it, and wouldn't expect them to take more than ten minutes to deliver it unless there's some unexpected mess at the front."









Asmodia: "Hm. Additional time cost and privacy gain if it only goes the next time a Teleport to Egorian would otherwise be expected?"









lintamande: "It'd be less interesting and less likely to be intercepted. Next expected Teleport would be...this evening, probably, to deliver daily reports by hand. If Gorthoklek is there to receive it, there might be a return reply immediately, otherwise I would expect a reply tomorrow morning or at latest evening."









Asmodia: The tricky part is not knowing what resources, such as Teleports, she is allowed to expend in the name of keeping her seal secret.

She thinks that so long as the message ison the way, she can probably manage.

"That seems better. I have family members in the process of being relocated by Security," since maybe somebody interesting will try to kidnap them, "and I believe that should serve as a good cover for you to notify me that a message is waiting for me, when a return message arrives. Affirm or deny."









lintamande: "Affirm." Why is he taking orders from her? Well, if he wasn't supposed to do that, she'll presumably be in more trouble than he will.









Asmodia: "Are there any obvious flaws to you in this arrangement? Do not assume that I am fully familiar with all the details of these workings; if I was, I wouldn't have needed to ask this much."

Something about the way she's phrasing that feels like dath ilani influence... well, that's not necessarily a bad thing.









lintamande: "I don't see obvious flaws or risks other than the ones I have mentioned."









Asmodia: "Very well."

Asmodia writes a message to Gorthoklek.



Due to her mortal imperfection, the Project Lawful girl whom Gorthoklek should recently have been told about as having returned with a secret, has not been able to conceal all signs of having a secret from people who could potentially inquire into it, including particularly the project leader.

This Project Lawful girl now requests an authorization from Gorthoklek she can show to such people telling them to not inquire further and not talk about her or about the existence of that instruction, with literally anyone; and an authorization she can show to somebody to instruct them to not further propagate any information that she has leaked or will leak; and/or such other authorizations as Gorthoklek may deem good for her to have.


She doesn't sign it, folds it into a blank-looking rectangle of paper, and hands it to the cleric. "Seal as appropriate. Please make sure the person doing the Teleport understands that a new rumor about Project Lawful sending secret messages to Gorthoklek is not an outcome that would be desirable. To Gorthoklek."









lintamande: "....I will make that understood."



It is starting to make slightly more sense why someone bothered to tell him that you cannot escape this assignment by suicide.









Asmodia: "Good. If you meet me under other circumstances I'm no different from any other Project Lawful girl. We're done."



Asmodia turns around and walks out of the office.

She's got to hold it together at least until she reaches her bedroom, but, weirdly enough, she feels like she probably can.









Carissa Sevar: "Security should leave," Carissa says to the High Priestess once they're outside the Forbiddance. "The conversation might touch on topics they're not cleared for."




Security doesn't object to this order but doesn't leave either; you're not supposed to leave someone alone once they've been told they're selling their soul, which is....apparently what's going on here?









Jacint Subirachs: "Do it."









Carissa Sevar: Right, then. Selling her soul. She feels quite different than she did three days ago when she was last going to sell her soul. Not less scared, but -

- she's going to serve Asmodeus well. And she's not scared of random devils; they're nothing next to her, after all.









Jacint Subirachs: Planar Ally is one of the spells Subirachs keeps prepped daily; there are many emergencies that could potentially require a devil's aid.

1250gp offerings, 10 minute casting time.









Carissa Sevar: Rumor has it that Project Lawful girls' souls are selling for exorbitant prices, in the markets of Dis. She'd be proud of that, but maybe only a tiny chance of successfully turning them into dath ilani is enough to justify the absurd prices; it's not a bet on her competence at the task ahead of her, just yet another indication of the stakes.



It does mean she should be able to get a devil on board with this deal even though it's not as good a deal for them as usual, though.

She's not actually sure what the fair price of a Chelish soul is, now that she thinks about it. Arguably it's not much, since they'll almost definitely go to Hell anyway. Though that's less true of the Project Lawful girls, who other gods keep stealing. How expensive is the cheapest way to corrupt souls to Evil, how much is a soul worth to Asmodeus in the sense of how much it costs him to get one? It might vary a lot by the soul.

What would happen if you demanded a Wish?



What would happen if you were Carissa Sevar, the name known to every contract devil who deals with Cheliax, and you demanded a Wish and Arcane Sight and a hundred pounds of spellsilver just for the rights to your soul if Keltham chooses not to exercise his option.

Probably the answer is that you'd get laughed at and then tortured but she almost wants to try it just to see.









Jacint Subirachs: She means to name the mightiest contract devil whose name she knows, one to whom other devils answer; the thought has occurred to Subirachs as well that Carissa Sevar is perhaps worth more than ordinary souls in their Lord's sight. It is not clear that Hell's profit should be protected at the expense of Sevar's pride. On the other hand, if that thought hasn't occurred to Sevar herself, she may deserve no better. But she will at least bring forth a devil worthy of negotiation.

"Glosialabolas, come forth and bargain." So speaks the High Priestess of Asmodeus, Jacint Subirachs.









Glosialabolas: He doesn't trouble with ceremony until he knows this is even worth his time. Anybody worth his time to bargain with won't be impressed by a little extra fire on arrival. He's also busy and trying to impress mortals is mostly beneath him.

"Who has the temerity and why should I bother?" he says, not troubling himself to add any threats.









Carissa Sevar: "I am Carissa Sevar." She doesn't bother explaining; he ought to know, or at least she intends to give the impression he ought to know. "There is a mortal who desires to possess an option on my soul, sold otherwise to Hell, and if you are permitted to bargain for my soul at all you will have it until or unless he claims that option. Are you so permitted?"









Glosialabolas: Glosialabolas thinks the Infernal equivalent of "HOLY SHIT".

He knows by now, of course, as does most of Dis, that Carissa Sevar already got her first reply, the one telling her not to sell her soul that day, which has invited a lot of speculation about possibleother days. It's obvious that she would be the prizeto own if you could. But they haven't received any clarification from their superiors about whether -









Glosialabolas: Is she an unfinished cleric?









Glosialabolas: Is she an unfinished clericof Irori?









Glosialabolas: ...and yet apparently, as seen from other spiritual angles, she looks more truly pledged to Asmodeus than most soul-sellers usually arrive to him, and is sincere in her intent to bargain?









Glosialabolas: What was that about a mortal wanting an option on her soul?









Glosialabolas: First things first. "Then you may, possibly,be worth my time. What price would you seek for yourself?"

If she doesn't know, if he can get an agreement from her on that point before he returns to Hell to see if this can be authorized -









Carissa Sevar: "I am not sure there is a soul alive of higher value to Hell, and if there is,it is the mortal I am in the middle of delivering to Asmodeus and who wants the option on my soul, which, if he exercises it, will bring him to Our Lord.

I propose an equal split of the gains from this trade, and will reject lesser splits with a probability corresponding to how disproportionately they reserve the gains for you, such that you can't actually do better by pretending to underrate me, but we'll still work something out with high probability if we honestly disagree, paid in Wishes and spellsilver above and beyond the ordinary payment of permanent Arcane Sight. ...and permanent Tongues."









Glosialabolas: ...first of all, mortals aren't supposed to know about any of that, however garbled and incomplete it sounds, and second, if they stumble over a piece of it, you're supposed to shut them down hard and refuse to bargain for their soul and ideally let them get executed by Cheliax.

Carissa Sevar will not be executed if he refuses her; so much seems obvious from the lack of others present to watch her, saving one Priestess who is looking more at him than at her.

But if he's reading Carissa Sevar right, she doesn't know. Or she doesn't knownumbers.

They wouldn't have summoned him to negotiate if they had even a beginning guess at Carissa Sevar's worth; he's not a Count of Hell.

"That is not the way of Hell," he rumbles. "Asmodeus is not Abadar, little mortal, no matter what company you have been keeping of late. You can try to hold what secrets you like, and Hell will keep its own, and whoever is closer to Asmodeus in wit and ways is the one to win the compact. Name to me the price you seek for yourself."









Carissa Sevar: Of course.

She's tempted to say 'there has to be some devil that will accept that the price of bargaining with me includes this; get me that one'. But there doesn't have to be any such devil. To be a devil is to be perfected, at least along that angle, and apparently perfected in Lawful Evil you don't have any interest in that. Like how Contessa Lrilatha hates Keltham's good faith clause.



But she wasn't refused outright, despite offering something objectively worth much less than a normal contract.


"Then," she says, "speaking informally to establish the terms for a contract not yet written, for three Wishes, and ten pounds of spellsilver, and permanent Arcane Sight and permanent Tongues, I offer my soul, subject to the option for a mortal to claim it which was previously discussed."









Glosialabolas: Glosialabolas thinks the equivalent of "Heck yes, fucking score" in Infernal. It's a large chunk of her (current) likely fair price, but nowhere close to all of it. And while he can't deliver three Wishes, he can sell his choice of which devil he'll bring back to compact with Carissa Sevar.

"Hmpfh. I would have to bring forth a superior devil to make such a bargain, if they proved willing to make it at all, at some trouble to myself for one not receiving your soul in the end. Nor has it been made known to Dis whether you are this day permitted to sell your soul, and the question might need to be referred far up the hierarchy, which is no trivial hazard of time and pride for myself to undergo."

"This mortal claim. Say more of it."









Jacint Subirachs: He didn't just turn her down. Carissa Sevar asked for three Wishes and the contract devil did not laugh.

Maybe all that talk about 'Chosen of Asmodeus' was not so much flattery as Jacint thought.









Carissa Sevar: She is having the same realization. Maybe she should've asked for more, but. What does Hell believe, such that they'd even contemplate -

"Hell keeps its secrets, and I'll keep mine. The option should grant the mortal the real right to, at any time, exercise the option and make my soul his own, his right acknowledged by all of Hell the same as the right of any great contract devil to the souls they have contracted for and purchased. It is acceptable for the exercise to involve the payment of some fixed compensation to the soul's previous owner. No commitments need be made about the soul's state, beyond that it'll be extant, and its owner while the option has not been exercised will not compact to destroy it."

Is she sneaking that last bit in out of self-interest rather than because Keltham would even think to specify it, yes she is, though she's not entirely conscious of this even as she does it.









Glosialabolas: A fixed compensation! The prices are still fluctuating in the markets of Dis, and even demanding thrice the original payment would not suffice to protect the asset if it increases still further.

But that, he can hardly say to Carissa Sevar; some other excuse must be found to reject the term.

"The mortal is not here, party to this contract though you seemingly intend him to be. Are you hiding things from him, I wonder? And if so, I wonder, do you wish him to see a compact plainly mentioning some exercise price substantially greater than three Wishes and ten pounds of spellsilver? For we are not in the habit of reselling at no gain."

He can't just suggest a term about market prices though, or a price reflecting lost gains to the devil who must sell; that will make it too obvious what's really going on.









Carissa Sevar: "The exercise price should be denominated in Chelish currency, so he doesn't get distracted trying to figure out where he can get Wishes. The amount won't give him pause."









Glosialabolas: "Hoh? Even if we demand from him what is denominated as ten million gold in the true wealth of Cheliax? He is so naive?"









Carissa Sevar: "It doesn't serve Asmodeus for the price to be so high he can't exercise it and turn Evil, so I can't let you peg it at that. Five hundred thousand would cover the Wishes and the spellsilver and a generous profit, and there are considerable benefits from having owned me even for a time, if I spend any of it dead so you can learn them."









Glosialabolas: "Not the way of Hell bargaining for a soul, Carissa Sevar."

"But... perhaps the way of Hell seeking to corrupt another soul even more valuable to our Lord, if he is as you say."

Devils do serve the interests of Asmodeus; it is the way that they have been remade.

"I must consult with my superiors upon all this matter, and return to you. I will write you the compact to take to the mortal; it will be well for him to sign, or so it would seem, even if we are not yet permitted to bargain with you or your price finds no takers. Have you thoughts upon wise and cunning terms therein?"









Carissa Sevar: "The aim is not to conceal things from him that require great intelligence or paranoia to notice; he has both, and we don't wish him to train either. The aim is to state in plain language the Evil he is eager to arrange for himself to do, stated so plainly that it does not occur to him it describes anything that ought to trouble him. Risks to his rights or his bank account he'll be looking for; risks to his Goodness he won't. He has claimed me as his possession in this life, and if he seeks to exercise the option it'd be for the same reason; because it inspires envy in him, to know that a part of what I am - a small part, he believes - is given forever to another, that they will have rights over me that mustn't shock his conscience but that can be permitted to stir his jealousy.



I'll need to review it. People not accustomed to dealing with him make mistakes."









Glosialabolas: "The thought occurs to me that you might, perhaps, wish tosell him that option upon yourself. It will not suffice to damn him, but it will be a start."

"The thought occurs to me that you might wish to make the option annullable by your returning of that payment to him, if he has not already exercised it. While I do not know all your plans, I know that mortals often change them. Perhaps you will find yourself plotting to execute a different compact with him in the future."









Carissa Sevar: Keltham will be comfortable with that; Carissa is surprised that Hell recommends it. "I will bear that in mind." Actually, 'I asked the devil and he said he'd ask other devils for takers on the general contract, but said I should sell you, not give you, your option' will make Keltham feel positively about devils.









Glosialabolas: He is not unmindful of Sevar's advantage over this mortal, if she serves Hell's interest more, and the terms he suggested are advantageous ones to her in future negotiations. He will take what he can from Sevar for Hell; taking from her to advantage a non-Evil mortal is another matter.

"If you can seduce him to unmake and re-sign a different compact every three moons, on some excuse and tale of Hell's changing conditions, that will suffice to damn him before nine seasons pass - if he otherwise acts not for Good or Evil. Remember me well in your reports, if it proves so."

Glosialabolas sets forth to design a compact so simple that it almost pains him. Almost. The devils of contracts do understand the concept of not overcomplicating and calling attention to a sting that requires neither attention nor complication. At the core of all of this is that the mortal is suspicious of prices, rights, terms, conditions, but not that the very act of what he is doing is great Evil.

When he is done, Glosialabolas presents a compact to Carissa Sevar for an option upon her soul.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't say thank you, because that would be ridiculous. She reads through it, suggests a few small revisions to make it more like Lrilatha when she's trying to impress Keltham with the clarity and trustworthiness of her contract-writing, hands it back. Doesn't say anything aloud about it; devils are sensitive about being obliged to write honest contracts.









Glosialabolas: Whowrites like that!?

Glosialabolas grumbles, but makes her suggested revisions; it's clear that Sevar knows too much about contracts, as she knows too much of other things.









Carissa Sevar: "He'll ask, also, whether as I was taught I demanded reassurance that the terms of the contract conceal, to your knowledge, no clever traps and no terms with unexpected negative consequences for those who sign it. I think the unexpected negative consequence is not in the terms, and for precisely that reason will escape his notice, and if that's so I would convey your assurance of it."









Glosialabolas: "...it would do grave damage to the interests of Hell if it ever became believed that devils, asked such a thing, would not simply and absolutely refuse to bargain."

"Perhaps you know more of our Lord's workings here than I. But can you truly assure me that this mortal's soul is worth the risk to Hell's reputation?"









Carissa Sevar: "He has already secured such bargains, from devils apprised of his full nature and of as much as we understand of Asmodeus's direction."









Glosialabolas: By her soul's tilt she is being honest. Glosialabolas thinks the equivalent of "Okay then, but still, the HECK?" in Infernal.

He amends another term or two and hands back the compact again. "Tell the mortal that Glosialabolas, who made this compact, guaranteed this: The deed that results from this contract's signing and its execution, will be as I expect that he will expect. As for the consequences of the deed itself, time will show it."









Carissa Sevar: "I will tell him so. May your other errand from me go as smoothly." That'sprobably pushing it, framing checking whether he can buy her soul as her errand she requested of him, but you have to push until you get a 'no' and she's very aware she hasn't, yet, gotten a 'no'.









Glosialabolas: Why yes, it is pushing it.

"Do not presume to rise above your given station. You are not as yet the least of devils, whatever your soul's price to those who are."

"In three hours' time as it passes in Golarion, I will return to this place, perhaps in company if your price finds a taker or a bargainer, and if our Lord's will is in accordance this day. Be there or be bereft."

Glosialabolas turns then at an angle, to return to Hell. He has a most urgent plea for clarification to file, to his master and his master's masters.

Also, is he supposed to actually tell anyone in Golarion about the unfinished cleric thing.









Carissa Sevar: "- right," says Carissa to the High Priestess. "Well. I'm inspired by Hell's apparent estimate of the value of our work. I guess I had better go talk to Keltham, then."









Jacint Subirachs: "Your will, Chosen of Asmodeus." It sounds exactly as sincere as before; the one who says it was not previously a poor faker.



Subirachs has an urgent report to make to the Grand High Priestess's secretary regarding what Carissa Sevar's price is not obviously not, and also report the promise Subirachs made to Keltham regarding a test to run on Sevar if her soul cannot be sold for any reason.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa walks sedately and responsibly with her contract until she's nearly at Keltham's room, and then skips gleefully; she feels gleeful and she can't think of any reason to hide it with Keltham! Three Wishes!! Enough spellsilver for every project she can conceive of!!!!



Knock knock.









Keltham: Keltham is reading a book of cleric spells that has finally been returned to Ostenso's wizard academy, according to Ione, who has been diligently checking at least once per day.

This is some pretty strange stuff, frankly.



Answer answer.









Carissa Sevar: "Hey! I have a contract with an option on my soul for you. Though, uh, the devil who wrote it for me said that I should not give you the option for free. Just as I wouldn't sell my soul for free, right - the consideration lends it dignity - thisisn'tan offer I make you expecting nothing in return but to see what becomes of me, it's a deal."









Keltham: "Hell is sofunctional compared to Golarion. May I have a look? And are the rest of your arrangements settled pending this?"









Carissa Sevar: "Here you go." Contract. "And no, the appointment where I settle the Hell side of it is in three hours. The devil I got would've been perfectly adequate if I were a fourth-circle caster at the Worldwound looking to make arrangements as a magic item enchanter when she died, but now I'm way more valuable and will actually need a higher-seniority devil who's authorized to make more expensive kinds of deals. Which in hindsight makes sense - being on Project Lawful made the other girls as valuable as a wizard a decade older and more experienced and powerful than them, so it makes me veryvaluable. Though the option decreases the value considerably, which I guess you can compensate me for."









Keltham: "Oh, and how would I go about doing that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Awkwardly, I feel like you've already asserted that if we're still together when we've built Civilization I will get mountains of spellsilver to play with. But maybe one of the mountains of spellsilver can be mine by right rather than a probable present."









Keltham: "Not to betoo unromantic but I can't actually promise you that until I know what spellsilver is fundamentally and if that quantity even exists in Golarion."

"But, if I just take that as indicating the general spirit of what's going on, then sure."









Keltham: Keltham reads the contract.

The option itself costs 500gp for him to purchase, and wants him to pay 500,000gp if at some future point he'd like to own Carissa's soul.

This does not particularly square with the amount Keltham is expecting that Carissa is getting in exchange for her soul today, going on some past prices he's been quoted.









Keltham: "Wait, I'm supposed to pay 500,000 gold pieces for you? I bet the devil who's buying you today isn't paying anything remotely like that. Are you conniving with this devil to make a profit off me here? Who says you're even worth that?"

Keltham tries to say this sternly. How's Carissa's Sense Motive doing against Keltham's Bluff?









Carissa Sevar: Keltham is adorable and up to bluffing about as well as a Chelish ten year old. "No one in all the land would say I'm worth that. It is a truly ridiculous amount of money that even Abrogail couldn't pay."









Keltham: "So if I can't make an insane amount of money or I'm not willing to pay this insane price for you, I don't get to be together with you into the Future, hm?"

"And here I was wondering if Cheliax just didn't understand romance at all."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you know, if nothing else I aspire to be a quick learner."









Keltham: Part of him wants to optimize the part where, apparently, whatever devil signs this contract just gets all that money, but eh. It's just 500,000gp at some point into the far future of their relationship.

"Well, think no less of me if I don't sign your very romantic contract upon the spot. I do need to check the terms. I don't suppose you asked the devil about unexpected unpleasantness? Should've actually asked explicitly for you to do that."









Carissa Sevar: "I did, I asked if any of the terms would have unexpected unpleasant effects, and he said, 'Tell the mortal that Glosialabolas, who made this compact, guaranteed this: The deed that results from this contract's signing and its execution, will be as I expect that he will expect. As for the consequences of the deed itself, time will show it.'"









Keltham: "Are all devils so... Taldane doesn't have the Baseline word. The thing that pronouncement has in common with saying 'Those above all mortals now battle.'"









Carissa Sevar: "I haven't exactly met tons of devils but in stories, yes, they all are, even moreso more powerful ones."









Keltham: "Well, they do them, I guess."

Keltham reads the contract, carefully; he has not actually heard a Lawful being pronounce it safe, only heard Carissa say that this was told to her.

...It would be legit pretty hard for this contract to hurt Keltham, though, there just aren't any sentences that talk about Kelthamneeding to do anything.

Except for the section that says the option can be voided if Carissa returns the 500gp to him before it can be exercised. But even that section is just talking about something that happens to the contract, not something that happens to Keltham.

It would be an entirely unacceptable clause for a regular financial contract. If the option goes up in price, the option purchase just gets reversed at the other party's will?? Part of Keltham's brain is repeatedly pointing at this and trying to yell about it what a bad deal it is.

The larger Keltham understands the message of the term perfectly well: Sure, you can have her Future, if and only if she still wants you.

"Be it clear that I know perfectly well that it was the devil, rather than you, who suggested to you, or more accurately, told you, to include the term of this option where you can give me back the price I paid in order to nullify the option," Keltham says aloud. "And then argued with you about it. And finally told you that he wasn't executing the compact unless that term was in it exactly the way he put it down."









Carissa Sevar: " - I didn't argue forverylong! Devils don't give bad advice. But yes, I didn't want - I'm not trying to give myself an escape route."









Keltham: "It's not an escape route for you. It's an escape route for a different person named Carissa Sevar who might exist in fifty years. Mortals probably look pretty changeable from a devil's perspective. You can't expect them to know that all time-slices of you will be as one person in this, even if that's how the future plays out."



Keltham will ask for a lot of detailed explanations of a lot of detailed terms.

And then measure out 500gp of value, mostly in platinum in this case, from that small hoard he now has.

(It's actually a bit painful! His legible asset balance just went down by a factor of 6! It would be less painful if he had knowable repeatable ways of earning more! But considering that he got this money by renting out Carissa, his brain rather needs to shut up about his legible asset balance. The remaining 100gp is, in fact, exactly that amount he demanded and was paid for going through the etiquette lessons.)

He offers the money to Carissa.

Just in case he wants to spend forever together with her, at some future point.









Carissa Sevar: She takes it. Takes a deep breath. Puts it in her Bag of Holding.



Signs the contract.









Keltham: Keltham signs.





(Having your alignment shift 12% of the way towards Lawful Evil doesn't feel like anything in particular.)









Carissa Sevar: It actually feels kind of stupid, that this shifts Keltham's alignment. Not that she didn't already believe that the system was kind of stupid, but - they haven't made ...any progress, really.... on corrupting Keltham in the sense that matters, in the sense of making him someone who thinks like Asmodeus and will thrive in Hell. He still wants her to be happy, he's still pleased about the escape route, he's still-

Lawful Neutral. The kind of agent he wants to be negotiating with is in Axis.

There is, Carissa realizes as she beams at him, possibly nothing she can do about that. It might be that she can only make him Pharasmin-Evil and not make him Asmodean-Evil and - it feels like a situation where accomplishing part of her objectives is worse than accomplishing none of them, a truly Asmodean Keltham would be an asset beyond imagining but one still Lawful Neutral in his heart -

- she cuts off that line of reasoning. She'll just have to persuade him of all Asmodeanism.









Keltham: ...but Keltham's smile fades, before too long, as he remembers a thought, which is all too often a hazard to the people of dath ilan.

"Snuggles after you actually successfully make afterlife arrangements," Keltham says. "I'm feeling too worried, deep down, until that part actually happens."

The possibility that Carissa has a hidden Zon-Kuthon cleric alternate personality is a bit of a moodkiller. His life would be so much easier if all of these increasingly conjunctively chained thoughts were ones he could just categorize as Statistically Unlikely Awfulness and move on.









Carissa Sevar: " - okay. Should I go, then? Leave you your books? Send you Meritxell?"









Keltham: Actually, dramatic-irony-wise, wouldn't signing a happy and beautifully symbolic contract like this make it a great time for something terrible to happen to Carissa just before her actual afterlife arrangements got made? There's hardly any author in dath ilan who would, if planning to have Carissa kidnapped in the next few hours, not have this beautiful emotional options contract get signed first. Only a Genre Savvy character's explicit awareness of the trope could possibly prevent that, because the author really can't do that so freely if the protagonist is a normal dath ilani and able to notice, and even then the protagonist would need to -

"On due reflection, I think the level of 'trope' alarm this entire situation is generating is sufficient that I literally don't want to let you out of my sight until the devil gets back," Keltham states. "I may entertain arguments that you be allowed to use the bathroom."









Carissa Sevar: "You're very concerning sometimes, you know that?" She sits down in one of his fancy chairs. "Also fair warning, if we'd been dating for a week longer I'd make you enforce that."









Keltham: "I'd say that, once I understand Golarion better and have lived here longer, I'll maybe know better what can't happen. But I also remind you that your new standard of improbability needs to be, 'Is that less likely than a godwar starting' or 'Is that less likely than Cayden Cailean volunteering snacks catering for our project' because that is where you live now."



"...Enforce it how, pray tell?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I say, 'oh? make me' and thenyoufigure out the 'how'. ....to be clear I won't, actually, do that about an actual safety request even if it doesn't make sense to me."









Keltham: "Wrong time to ask me to figure that out, but we can put a pin in it for later."









Keltham: Keltham does have a book of cleric spells to finish reading, and many Additional Questions to ask about it.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: A roaring sound like the ocean has overtaken Sothis and is racing at top speed towards his eardrums in particular, and a sense of heat like he's tripped face-first into the Sun -

"We are occupied elsewhere," the pharaoh tells this petitioner, already unable to hear his voice, "and will speak to you later. Dismissed."









Abadar: The cleric in Cheliax has just exchanged 500 gold pieces for an option exercisable for 500,000gp for the soul of one Carissa Sevar.



Assistance in generating theories of why.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: ......you can buy options on souls? I didn't know you could buy options on souls!!



He doesn't expect a response on that; Abadar doesn't usually communicate with things that parse as words at all, and he suspects that it only happened this time because the words were in the contract.



Possibilities:

- the cleric wants to rescue the girl from Hell and can't afford it yet but expects he'll be able to someday?

- the cleric has been very much misled about any of what souls are, what contracts are, what gold pieces are, what options are, or who Carissa Sevar is

- the contract is meant to communicate with Us, because the cleric knows that when people formalize their intent and their preferences so, it's much clearer to You, and is asking You to protect Carissa Sevar. Who is she.









Abadar: A potential trade partner of Irori's! (There's an additional nuance there but it doesn't make it across the translation barrier; it's something like 'unfinished'.)









Ruby Prince Khemet III: ....well that rules out the first theory! Leaves the second one very much intact, though, and the third.

Can we talk to her?









Abadar: No.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: Interdiction, right.





Is she the cake girl.









Abadar: ???????????????









Ruby Prince Khemet III: ???????????????right back at you!!!!!!!!









Abadar: That's about as well as talking to mortals ever goes. He'll leave before he causes permanent brain damage.









Aspexia Rugatonn: When Sevar and Subirachs reconvene to see if Sevar's soul will be salable, the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus is also there.

There are many reasons for this, but mainly, because it is now also her duty to deal with 'tropes', as it is her duty to deal with gods. The degree to which Keltham has guessed that something might go wrong with this sale, which is far more probable than Keltham has any just reason to believe, is sufficient for Aspexia to consider what it is she must now do if a 'trope' is controlling this situation fully.

And if clarification from Hell is forthcoming, let her perhaps be present to hear it in person and even ask a question or two. Such as - if the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus in Golarion is permitted to know as much - why exactly is Sevar's soul so valuable?









Jacint Subirachs: There is not much here for her to do with the Grand High Priestess so close by.









Carissa Sevar: "Grand High Priestess," says Carissa, and takes out the contract which she and Keltham signed. "I represented it to Keltham that I'm going to get permanent Arcane Sight and have the rest paid out in spellsilver; he won't know how much spellsilver it ought to be and I think with assistance I could cast a Permanent Detect Magic instead to imitate. If I'm unable to sell my soul. Obviously I hope I'll just be able to sell my soul."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia has generated some such possibilities herself. "I have made some such advance arrangements should they be needed; Keltham will not expect you to tarry long here, and he may ask to see any such ability proven given all his suspicions."

"Another option in that same case is to claim that there is to be more payment later, with their ownership of your soul's indenture to be revoked if they cannot complete that payment within the year, but your afterlife arrangements are in place right now and safe."

"- I admit, I am somewhat concerned now about the consequences of what lies this lie must then imply. Will Keltham ask to speak with you, perhaps, see you scryed, if you are dead and not yet raised, expecting to see you comfortably in some safe Hell? There is much that can be done with illusion, and yet, I worry. Keltham is a little to us like a god is to a mortal, or sometimes a mortal to a god, in that it is hard for us to think of all the thoughts that he may think."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. I would almost advocate for being truthful with him, except that his theory is that if I'm unable to sell my soul it's because I'm a secret cleric of Zon-Kuthon, which does not seem useful for any of our goals and which we're sure is not what's going on here, whatever is."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I will perform that check on you at once, if you prove unable to sell your soul, as it was represented to Keltham that we would."









Glosialabolas: He's back, alone, and frowning.

"Who are you?" he demands at once of the new, somewhat respectably high-level cleric of Asmodeus, who has presumed to intrude upon his bargaining.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus in Golarion, Aspexia Rugatonn. I may, perhaps, have additional questions for you, depending on what eventuates now."









Carissa Sevar: He doesn't have another devil with him. Carissa feels - probably more disappointed than anyone has ever felt about not getting to sell their soul. She wanted her Wishes and her spellsilver and her Arcane Sight and her Tongues and her - not having to worry quite so much about being a heretic -









Glosialabolas: "Are you under the impression that your mortal rank among mortals entitles you to the deference of a greater devil?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I am under the impression that I do our Lord's work, serve our Lord's interests, and you will answer my questions in the service of our Lord's interests unless you have good reason to believe that Asmodeus desires me not to know a thing. Conduct your business, devil of contracts, my time is also valuable."









Glosialabolas: Without another word, Glosialabolas turns to Carissa Sevar. "It seems your soul may not yet be sold to us. It is, it seems, a good sign that you came to us more eagerly, this time, than upon your last. But there is yet some - affirmation, renunciation, that must be completed by someone, or with someone, and it is not of you alone, nor of Asmodeus alone, before Asmodeus gives you His leave. Our Lord is eager to have you; that much is clear."

There is an obvious guess here, but he is forbidden to tell Carissa Sevar if she does not know.









Carissa Sevar: "There's a - god agreement of some kind, isn't there, and I triggered it. Are you allowed to tell me who."









Glosialabolas: "I cannot even tell you if your guess is true."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Tell me, alone or in company, as you prefer, why Sevar's soul has so much value that three Wishes would be something Hell would even consider."









Glosialabolas: "Carissa Sevar. Will you agree to seek me as your agent for compacting in the future, if in return I agree to do my best to see that you then receive the price you named today and not one grain of spellsilver less, even if I must go seeking among every devil of Dis?"









Carissa Sevar: "Perhaps, by the time Asmodeus permits me to sell my soul, my estimation of my worth to Hell will have grown, and I will not settle for this price. No."









Glosialabolas: Then if he is to profit nothing from all this, let the next devil after him profit little more. He cannot tell Carissa Sevar outright; for of which things are forbidden to speak and to who, it is also forbidden to speak. But at suitable levels of abstraction over the secrets of secrets, it becomes permissible to hint.

"To answer your question fully is something that is forbidden," he tells then the importunate priestess. "But Carissa Sevar and her ilk, it is speculated by some in Dis, might prove apt at training petitioners or even devils."

To answer more than one such question is below the pride of Hell even for a priestess bent on their Lord's work, and so Glosialabolas now turns and turns again and departs Golarion empty-handed. At best there may come some future apportion of favor for the contract he wrote for Carissa Sevar and her mortal, if that seed ever bears its own fruit.









Carissa Sevar: "Dis thinks we might do it," she whispers, very quietly, watching him go.

Might transform how devils are taught, figure out how to do it faster, make them better - make Law something they can wield like dath ilan can - or even better -



Yes, Asmodeus would pay three Wishes for that. He ought to pay a hundred Wishes for that, really, though she shouldn't get all of them to herself.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I will now examine you immediately as Keltham was promised, Sevar. Stand fast."



The examination is much faster when the Grand High Priestess does it, than when Carissa last went through this process, but it is still not instant. She feels like some part of her is being poked, and maybe even this time like she can feel herself shrinking away.









Carissa Sevar: She's not very worried she's become a secret cleric in the last day and a half, but she obediently holds still.









Aspexia Rugatonn: There are two people in all of mortal Golarion who might reason along the pathway that Aspexia Rugatonn now reasons, and one of them has been in Golarion less than a week.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Done. The results are as expected. Should the question arise you may tell Keltham that you are no hidden cleric; though, if we are to pretend your soul has been sold this day, he should have no further reason to keep asking. For what it's worth, even taking into account all 'tropes', I do at this point truly disbelieve as strongly as any mortal may disbelieve in anything that there is any part of you which is a cleric of Zon-Kuthon."

"You may come with me momentarily, Sevar, to engage in such petty and expensive manipulations as are needed to give Permanent Detect Magic to one still of fourth-circle."

"Subirachs, a word before then."









Carissa Sevar: Hidden clerics are practically unheard of so this is incredibly unsurprising, though Carissa notes the wording very carefully so she can convey it to Keltham later.









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs follows Rugatonn a sidestep, to be surrounded a moment later by silence and mist.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Subirachs. You failed the last time I tested you in matters such as these. And yet, as I have not failed to notice, you still aspire to the position of Most High."

"Answer me this riddle if you'd be considered again as a candidate for my crown. You have been told such as we know of 'tropes'. What should I have done if my examination had shown Sevar to be an unfinished cleric of a Lawful Neutral god?"









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs does not, of course, panic. There is nothing particularly heretical about maneuvering early to be considered as a possible next Grand High Priestess if anything should happen to the current one; she has in fact not done the slightest thing to undermine Aspexia Rugatonn or bring her any danger.

"We should certainly not inform Keltham," Subirachs states. "He would then come to believe that 'tropes' govern."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "A Chelish child could guess at such concealments. And Sevar?"









Jacint Subirachs: The obvious answer is to have Sevar renounce her unwanted clerical allegiance - if Rugatonn's examination had really shown that just now, then Carissa would almost surely be unaware of it in truth, as Keltham predicted.

If the obvious answer and obvious reason were the true one, Aspexia Rugatonn would not have laid this down as a challenge to touch her crown.

"May be subject to unknown god-agreements which we should not so lightly trespass upon in our Lord's name," Subirachs states. "One also observes that Sevar is less than perfectly disentangled from Keltham, and that, if she herself knows that 'tropes' govern her, she may not be able to conceal her newfound belief from Keltham."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia slaps her hard across the face, more of a rebuke than a punishment. "You are aping my ways and comprehending none of them. If you cannot surpass the test, know your place and say so. You are not ready to lay eyes upon my crown, Subirachs, and at this rate you never will be."









Jacint Subirachs: There isn't actually anyone worthy of Rugatonn's crown except Rugatonn, and if something happens to her, the Church will need a Grand High Priestess anyways. Subirachs keeps this thought to herself; she doubts Rugatonn wishes to be reminded of it.

"The true answer, Most High?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Keltham told us over and over, thatif Carissa was somehow a hidden cleric, all tests would not avail to detect her whatever was tried."

"Keltham just now wondered if some strange pathway might somehow lead to Sevar not truly selling her soul, while appearing to have sold her soul, and then also evading the test then applied to her; he demanded it occur immediately afterwards."

"Do younow see what one should do, and why, upon detecting Sevar as the hidden cleric of a Lawful Neutral god?"









Jacint Subirachs: She considers it.

"I do not, Most High," she answers frankly this time.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "A disappointment like so many others."

"Consider this.Who is not allowed, by the 'trope', to detect Carissa Sevar by any test, if she is a hidden cleric? Somebody on Golarion knows; a god at least knows. The 'trope' does not prevent the fact from being known to anyone. If there is a conspiracy in Cheliax to hide the fact from Keltham, does this violate the 'trope' because the conspiracy knows it? My understanding of 'tropes' suggests no."

"Then upon detecting Carissa Sevar as the cleric of a Lawful Neutral god, although it might indeed be very much in our own interests, in that case, to have Sevar renounce that link somehow formed, and make new sale of her soul if that was the obstacle, we cannot tell her. Do you understand? If we now tell Sevar or Keltham, we would not have been able to perform the test successfully in the first place; just as the test performed on Sevar last time, when she would have been told, did not then detect her. Keltham would not have arrived in this plane, perhaps the entirety of this reality would have failed to ever exist, if that event could have any other outcome from Sevar's and Keltham's perspective."

"Oh, and in case you hadstill failed to comprehend as much, Carissa Sevar is in fact the unfinished cleric of a Lawful Neutral god, very likely Irori."









Jacint Subirachs: "What am I to do, Most High? I fear these 'tropes' are beyond me."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If another 'trope' threatens? Treat it the same as you would a meddling god with unshattered prophecy, which is to say, refer it all to me, because it is beyond you."

"As for your cultivation of Sevar? Continue it the same as before. We already wished Sevar to distance herself from Irori."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Rugatonn emerges from her conference with Subirachs, neither of them particularly readable as to what might have been said there.


"Sevar," she states. "You have an appointment with a ley-line, a sacrifice, and a 5th-circle scroll. Let us be swift about this, for Keltham may not expect this matter to take long."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, Grand High Priestess." She didn't actually know you could get a caster level boost from a sacrifice. Permanent Detect Magic, here she comes.



(Is it a human sacrifice? Probably it is unAsmodean to care if it's a human sacrifice.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn takes Sevar by the arm and Teleports, of which she has her means.









Carissa Sevar: It's not a person, it's a tame warg, clearly someone's prized attack animal. Carissa feels a rush of relief about that which she absolutely merits punishment for, and accepts the sacramental blade enchanted with a beautiful spell she has no time to look at, and gets to work on enhancing her caster level sufficiently to give herself Permanent Detect Magic from a scroll.









Keltham: Keltham is pacing inside the fortress, back of the entranceway/exit that Carissa used; it is not considered safe for him to go any further, let alone outside, he would not be sufficiently scry-warded.

...if Carissa comes back and everything is fine then he can probably give up on terror of random tropes, right. The conflict didn't happen with the Queen, Asmodia does not seem to have superpowers. If Carissa is no kind of hidden cleric and her afterlife arrangements go fine and their romantic options contract proves not to be a setup for some huge awfulness, he'll be able to say that all this trope business is more the sort of thing he ends up calling afterwards than the sort of thing he can call in advance, and he should be less afraid the next time he thinks up an advance prediction of something terrible. Isidre won't be a hidden criminal mastermind either.









Carissa Sevar: It takes what feels like far too long but then his Carissa returns to him, looking radiantly pleased with herself. "It worked fine," she says. "I got Arcane Sight and a lot of spellsilver. And the Grand High Priestess came by and poked me personally and said that she believes as strongly as mortals can believe things that I'm not a hidden cleric of Zon-Kuthon, which, I wasn't very worried, but I know you were."









Keltham: "Or a hidden cleric of anything else? Or a stealthed cleric that is not hidden in the sense of now being known to her? Also what cantrip am I casting behind my back."









Carissa Sevar: "Message. Technically Arcane Sight only lets me see that it's a cantrip and a transmutation, to see the actual spell structure I need to see you cast it. But I know it's Message since that's the transmutation you hung today. She said that I was no hidden cleric, and I didn't press her on whether that technically covered all possible kinds of clerics who might be in various possible states of knowing and known, but also I don't think the devil could have bought my soul, had a god already claimed it."









Keltham: "And the devil actually did buy your soul, which you haven't actually said in those words, and there did not happen any incredible shenanigan behind the scenes while I was not there which explains for perfectly logical reasons why Governance would have to lie about whether you'd sold your soul successfully and fake the Arcane Sight thing."

(Keltham will now roll his Sense Motive against Carissa's Bluff, with a +5 bonus for surprising her with this startling insight.)









Carissa Sevar: "The devil actually did buy my soul, in what I think was a completely normal devil-buying-soul transaction, aside from the part where he thought it was weird the Grand High Priestess was hovering looking totally un-awestruck. The devil gave me Arcane Sight and a lot of spellsilver in exchange for my soul, which he bought."

(Bluff: 34).









Keltham: "Part of me is having trouble believing it, because, if I believe that, it means I'm basically safe from what my brain predicts are horrible things that will happen to me because of tropes, like the options contract being sweet and romantic and thereby implying that something horrible will happen to our relationship as a result, and my actually being safe like that seems too good to be true in a world where Cayden Cailean is suddenly doing my snacks catering."

(Keltham's Sense Motive: lol + 5)









Carissa Sevar: "I totally predict many horrible things will happen between here and Civilization. But - I'm kind of planning to feel safe where I can along the way."









Keltham: "That's extremely sensible."

"My brain, which apparently is very reluctant about believing in that safety business, because it thinks that's going to get me killed or worse, has instead entered a weird state where part of it has decided that this of all things is the proof that everything around me is an elaborate lie. I'm probably not going to be in a very sexual mood until it recovers. I would still like to go to our bedroom and cuddle with the person that part of my brain thinks is a cleric unknown to herself because, you know, the Grand High Priestess would totally have had some incredibly logical reason for lying to her about that or doing the technical truth thing, after they faked the soul sale."









Carissa Sevar: 
Carissa's internal screaming is quite deafening.



"Well, we can put up a poster, is Carissa a secret cleric, and everyone can place their guesses, and we can see who gets points from who. And we can cuddle."









Keltham: "Okay, yeah, that actually helps to hear you say, I am a little worried about how much dath ilani being sane relies on them having anything else sane around them, and the thought of having to write down my insanity as a fraction on a poster like I was a tiny kid again is actually very very helpful here."

"Bedroom?"









Carissa Sevar: Snuggly Carissa.







"You know you don't have to warn me whether you're going to want sex or not, I don't mind not being sure."









Keltham: Keltham is holding her pretty tightly.

"Not trying to update relationship model right now, too busy trying to convince a - slice through my mind's structure - that you're not going to die in the next hour."



"I can shut this all down if necessary or in any emergency, I am not out of control of myself, it's just, I have a sense it's wiser to wait it out."









Carissa Sevar: " -okay. I'm - sorry you're so scared, even if I don't really understand. I'm here. I'm not going away. Not ever, if you don't want that."









Keltham: "The thing with Cayden Cailean catering my snacks really really did not flaming help with anything. It really didn't. Finding out the way I did didn't help either. This whole world seems so barely real, like I'm supposed to go to the layer past saying 'I notice that I am confused' and say 'This is not reality' and wake up out of it."

Oh, he's finally having his metaphysical panic attack. That's also an meta-deconstructed-eroLARP trope. He always wondered how you would get a realistic sane person to the point of actual metaphysical panic when, like, they knew the math, and now Keltham knows.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm really sorry about that. I feel like it's my fault, because the site manager was telling me things to pass on to you, and I bet he'd have told me that, only I didn't report yesterday."









Keltham: "Well, you've got to expect some costs and consequences like that when you rent your girlfriend to be surprise kidnapped by the Queen of Cheliax."

His arms tighten more around her.









Carissa Sevar: Small happy squeak. "I'm glad you did. It's okay if you never do anything like it again but - now I know what it's like."









Keltham: "...hey. There's - something I want to do - that I don't know if you'd recognize, or understand, and I'm not in shape to explain it properly. I want to let the part of me that - doesn't believe in any of this - talk to you. It won't be all of Keltham that's talking and you shouldn't panic about what it says. If you can't - make that mental separation, between that part of me, and my whole - if part of you will think on some deep level that it was the real Keltham talking - then I shouldn't do it."









Carissa Sevar: "I think I can handle that," she says quietly.









Keltham: 
"Okay."



"It says, I'm sorry."









Carissa Sevar: This is the most terrifying interaction Carissa has ever had except for the one while she was being tortured to death. "...what for?"









Keltham: "I'm sorry that Keltham hasn't seen through all this. He has enough information and he's refusing to see it because he doesn't want to believe. I'm sorry that Keltham is refusing to realize what, what's being done to you, to make you do all this, the threats being held over you that people in Golarion yield to, what they had to do to you to force you to lie and be part of this and have sex you didn't want when he didn't turn you on at all, to pretend to gasp in pleasure while he was hurting you and hurting you -"

Keltham is crying.









Carissa Sevar: At some point Carissa's going to have to stop having her brain just flail in panic internally and force it to produce some outputs. Outputs. Those. What. Good girlfriend. What does a good girlfriend say to that. But actually what - if she were a paladin she's not sure she could figure out what to say to that -




She is not at all, she has built a firm wall internally against, parsing any of what Keltham is saying as real sympathy for the real Carissa, who he would hate, if he knew. Thinking about that is the road to feelings about that and the literal only advantage of feelings about that are that Abrogail would like them. The rest of the time, worse than useless.

Good girlfriend. What do good girlfriends say, about these words that do not mean anything to them.



"Oh," she says quietly. "Oh, I didn't realize how that'd be tied up with - should I, should I try to argue with you or should I just listen -"









Keltham: "If you're not going to tell Keltham the truth, and you're not, because you'd get executed in a public execution and sent straight to the afterlife with people burning which is what all of the afterlives here are actually like, then no, arguing with me isn't going to help me or him."









Carissa Sevar: Ouch. 



"...okay. " she says, and - and wishes, even though she shouldn't, that there weren't any lies -





If the world were that bad, she is tempted to say, and ...places in it might be, you could've landed on Nidal, then, I expect, that Carissa would - be grateful, be awestruck, see in you proof that there's something else there, that humans can be more.

She shouldn't say that. What if it sounds too true.



What if she told Keltham they should runno. no. she didn't even really think it and she's very fucking sure that there's someone listening in with a Dominate Person, probably the Grand High Priestess herself, and she's not that weak and she's not that pathetic and she's not going to destroy her one chance tofix Cheliax and fix Hellbecause Keltham cried on her while saying things he didn't even mean. That's not who she is. She isn't going to choose feelings over her country, over her god, over the entire eternal fate of everybody. She accepts whatever punishment for having thought it but she honestly and thoroughly did not mean it, and if offered the choice right now she would not take it.



"I think that Carissa says sorry back," she says instead. "For hurting Keltham, even if she didn't have a choice and didn't mean to. For living in such a lousy world and not having fixed it up before she had guests over from another planet."









Keltham: He's going to cry about that very hard for a while.









Carissa Sevar: Hopefully that means she did it right? If the Grand High Priestess does happen to be listening, and also reading Keltham's mind, that would be EXTREMELY HELPFUL RIGHT NOW.





No.

Just her, her and Keltham's sense that something is wrong -



"I think that Carissa also says that, uh, that world needs a Keltham even more than this world, and she's glad it has one. Though real Carissa disagrees with her on that one and does not want that world to have a Keltham. Maybe it can have a Nemamel."









Keltham: "The real Keltham wanted to chuckle. He thinks it's funny. I - don't."

"I want to promise you that I'll save you, that Keltham will save you, that he'll figure out everything and wake up out of this and save you. But he won't. He's just a dath ilani kid in over his head against the people wearing intelligence headbands who actually run Cheliax and who have been gaming this all out against him from the beginning. He's not going to figure it out, he doesn't wantto figure it out, he wants to believe in his happy impossible world with masochists that's being constructed around him after the people here read his desires and probably read his actual mind, he wants to believe so he can go on hurting you and not thinking about how the real Carissa is screaming inside and he's only letting me talk like this in hopes that I go away and stop bothering him."









Carissa Sevar: That would be good news, objectively. It still hurts to hear. And she's - not sure it's an accurate prediction.





She keeps wanting to reassure him but that's - probably not strategic - what's strategic -



- her brain is stuttering really hard on that question, probably because the strategic thing is something like get Keltham to identify with the incredibly cynical picture he just painted, and she both has no idea how to do that and is worried it might break the entire thing that everything else is built on.

"That's a lot to put on him," she says. "That if all the smartest people in an entire civilization are running an elaborate lie on him it's still - his fault, for believing them -"









Keltham: "Keltham is thinking that you saying that helps. Because hewants to feel comforted. The truth is, they're not trying that hard, he's probably not even that important, they're doing all this just in case he knows something useful in there somewhere that the last thousand visitors they did this to didn't already know. They're not trying that hard. He doesn't see it anyways. Because he doesn't want to. Because he benefits from being blind. It's all been his fault from the beginning."

"Your world needed a Nemamel. Keltham can't save it."









Carissa Sevar: "...well, in that case I guess that Carissa is pretty annoyed with him. Or I guess maybe not, since if he saw through it all they'd both be killed? Maybe she's judgmental, but also grateful for his ignorance."









Keltham: "Keltham doesn'twant to save it. He wants to be the protagonist of the little harem and the little 'eroLARP' that they made for him and seem to live happily ever after, until they conclude he doesn't have any useful information and throw him away to burn."

"You should hate him. He deserves it and not just for raping you."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's brain is really not functioning well enough to navigate this conversation.



It's not rape if she didn't say no even if you suspect her government has ordered her to keep you happy - no.

Why would you hate someone just for wanting to be comfortable and have a harem - no.

Keltham will be valuable to Cheliax his entire life - DEFINITELY NO.





"That seems like a really improbable thing for him to want!" she says eventually.









Keltham: "And even though you should hate him, I want to ask you for forgiveness anyways, even though you shouldn't, and even though, if there was any part of you that felt forgiveness, you couldn't say it for real, because they're watching you right now and if you made me believe it, if you looked too much like you were thinking about it, they'd use mind-control on you and the next day there'd be a different actress playing you. I know all that and I still want to hear you say you forgive me butdon't say that because I'll know you'd still be lying with threats of being burned and healed and burned and healed hanging over you and this whole conversation must be terrifying for the real Carissa and all I'm doing is hurting her even more because even this part of me is selfish."









Carissa Sevar: Blind instinct -



"Keltham -



- this hypothetical Carissa -



- she's not thinking about what she thinks of Keltham, whether he's cruel, whether he's nice, whether he deserves to be hated, whether she hates him -



- she's thinking about whether he's going to help her fix stuff, or not. Because she's not actually so in love that it'd be the center of her life even if there werethat much that badly wrong.And does she forgive him is a wrong question, because, gods, Keltham, she'd haveso much on her plate!"









Keltham: "Hypothetical other Carissa isn't - she's not - the best spellcrafter for real, she's just -"









Keltham:









Keltham: "I lost it. Real Keltham speaking."

"It couldn't say out loud that you were just a helpless victim. Couldn't believe it even in the part of me that disbelieves everything else. Slightly funny how that's the thing that broke it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's brain is generating no things to say.



Except that she's probably in a lot of trouble. She's not sure what for. Something.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Am. Actually. The best spellcrafter of my age my school has records of, at least. And whatever's wrong with my world, I was working on it before you got here and I'll be working on it long after you leave, if you leave."









Keltham: "I know."

"But right now I need to hold you for a while and not have anybody say anything."

He's tempted to use up that Early Judgment but knows, very well, that this is not the correct move.









Carissa Sevar: That sounds good because maybe it'll give Carissa's brain time to start working again.



She's crying, for some reason she's going to blame on the Queen.













Checking in? Do I have comms? Any urgent suggestions??









Iarwain: You have comms and no, nobody had any good suggestions for helping with any of that except for everyone to shut up and let you work.









Carissa Sevar: Great. Fantastic.







And it means that she was correct, that she couldn't have escaped even if she was the kind of idiot who would have tried, and she - reaches for the part of her that knew that, and tries to reward it with less negative twos than the rest of her. You were right, part of Carissa that knows there's no escape. You know the world you live in. Hopefully as I grow the impulse to escape will die but if it doesn't, you look out for Carissa, and know that there's no way out, and be right.





She clings to Keltham and cries.









Keltham: Realistically, not much more work is getting done today, at least not by him.

There will probably be some eventual conversations after this, and Keltham will say that Carissa did very well for all of that having been sprung on her so unexpectedly. If it happens again she does not need to try to talk the speaking part of himself out of anything, does not need to argue with it, not unless there is some true thing that it seems like even that part could hear. It's Keltham's job to know the reasons why what he's saying isn't true, and he already knows those reasons; what needs to happen is just for the false things to be said.

Perhaps sex will occur. Keltham probably won't feel like hurting Carissa tonight if so. This is not something to panic about. He just strained a part of himself that now very predictably needs to recover.

They should sleep, Keltham says; have some dinner brought to them as a minor favor, eat it, and then sleep. They will predictably feel better the next morning. Human minds are like that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is annoyed with the Queen for trying to encourage her to have feelings. She really thinks that her life would be easier to handle without them. She's aware that this is ridiculous, and ungrateful, and in a sense as objectively wrong as a thought can possibly be. But having feelings? Really inconvenient! Kind of the worst! It doesn't make her feel more whole and more able to handle the task ahead, it makes her feel overfull. Bloated. Lost. Stupid. Pathetic.



It feels - maybe wrongly - like this whole deception is hanging on Carissa alone. Keltham's dark fantasy is that this is one of a thousand projects, half-neglected, just-in-case, but it's the real thing, the only thing they've got. She is not a participant in a system whose victory is inevitable. If they succeed it'll be because of her and if they fail it'll be because of her.

(Asmodeus's larger victory is inevitable, though, presumably.)

(But how much of a victory would that even be, if it occurred without fixing how Cheliax trains people and how Hell trains devils, if it held the state of the art still in its current place rather than leveraging it to make everything better..... heretical, almost definitely heretical.)

She is at the point where she'd generally start wishing she was on fire but she's not actually quite wishing that. She doesn't feel quite ready.



A bunch of thoughts are floating around in her head half-formed, and she needs to get better at thinking them, at not ignoring them, but in Keltham's arms it's like it's hard to access the Carissa who demanded three Wishes of a devil. She halfheartedly tries to pin them all down for contemplation later, but even that feels like swimming uphill. Are tropes real? They seem to be making good predictions about Carissa not selling her soul and having some bizarre reason not to tell Keltham. Put a pin in that. Does she know anything that can justify her value to Dis? Not yet, but in a couple months, maybe. Put a pin in that. Is Hell good at what it does? Put a pin in that. What is Cayden Cailean doing. Put a pin in that. Is there a way to prove to Keltham that masochists exist and aren't all faking. Put a pin in that. Is Meritxell a good next partner for Keltham. Pin. Are they succeeding at making Keltham Asmodean or just technically-Evil, and does the latter serve them at all? Pin. The aim of all this is to make Keltham and Cheliax enough alike that when they truly meet, Keltham isn't repelled. Is the way to achieve that changing Keltham or changing Cheliax? Pin.

It's too much; one of those questions might well be the key to the whole thing, but she doesn't know which one.



After Keltham has fallen asleep she finds herself lying awake, terrified, arguing in her head with not-real-Keltham whose deepest underlying terror is apparently that she doesn't want to be there with him. It's not a problem she's ever had before. She's not the kind of person who lies awake imagining burning in Hell; probably burning in Hell won't be very fun, but what in the world would she gain by imagining it?









Carissa Sevar: My lord Asmodeus, who will possess me forever, let me do as You will, or, failing that, do things You expect, so that I may be easily guided, and easily placed where I am needed. Let me be intelligent, if that serves You, and stupid, if that serves You, and a foolish heretic if that serves You, and let me ultimately be corrected in it; I can endure anything if I know that it is temporary. I treasure Your guidance, and am trying to obey it, and if I am failing, and being an idiot, know that I see a fragment of the flaws of mortals and hate it and am glad that You hate it, and that I want to fix it, for You.









Carissa Sevar: She does sleep eventually.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 5 / End









Abadar: Abadar is interested in paying Irori for information about a squirrel who is an unfinished cleric of Irori's. (Yes, that's unambiguously identifying; Abadar and Irori are not doing stupid adversarial trade things, so there is no reason to avoid that.)









Irori: Irori would not mind more information about Carissa Sevar, Himself, if anything has come to Abadar's attention about her.

Irori proposes a two-way trade of everything they respectively know that seems relevant, with Abadar not to use any information from Irori to hinder Carissa Sevar along her Way. If there is an asymmetry in the gains from the traded info, then they shall be reconciled by standard payment scaled-down for their mutual exhaustion (from the Zon-Kuthon war; their divine resources are now both more costly and more valuable to either of them).









Abadar: Agreed. Abadar knows of this contract with a cleric of His own, and knows from the work of His mortals some only half-translatable mortal things about a Chelish project in the interdicted zone, which Sevar might be running, or maybe a subject of, or which is maybe cover for something Sevar is doing with Abadar's cleric. It might be worthwhile for Abadar's and Irori's respective mortals to compare mortal notes.









Irori: Carissa Sevar first came to Irori's attention when she was learning from the anomaly of Otolmens's concern, who is Abadar's cleric also much to Otolmens's concern, and it seemed that Abadar's cleric was speaking of matters that had again concerned Otolmens. Irori looked within Abadar's cleric at Otolmens's request and found that Abadar's cleric intended no destruction in that moment, but only to speak upon his own Way to others.

It became visible to Irori then, upon a second look about, that Carissa Sevar had set a first foot along her Way, an unusually determined and promising Way for all that it is barely begun; Carissa Sevar has learned from the anomaly something of what it means to be a god, which is not simply about touching a Starstone or gaining power over the world or encyclopedic knowledge or some vague concept of 'perfection'.

Irori then bargained with Asmodeus that Carissa Sevar's soul not be bought by Him, and that she not be prevented in leaving Cheliax if her footsteps took her beyond it in time. Asmodeus may have taken this as a challenge and decided to interpret it as a contest for Carissa Sevar's soul, which, if so, Irori had thought would probably be good for her pathway to epicness and godhood and hopefully beyond.

By some strange course of events this led to Carissa Sevar's eternity standing in peril, at the hands of some powerful creature of Cheliax apparently meaning to transform her into a statue, ward her petrified form, bury her never to be found. And so Irori marked her, softly enough that neither she nor her tormentor would notice it, so that someday some caster willing to be quested by Him could retrieve her.

A few hours later Irori got an incredibly irate call from Otolmens asking why one of the mortals in Her interdicted zone standing quite close to the anomaly seemed to now be an unfinished cleric of Irori's. Irori went very completely legible about how much He had absolutely not been planning to causally impact the interdicted zone in any way. Otolmens is still upset about this and, frankly, Irori can't blame Her. Otolmens has gone to nearly the greatest possible lengths available to Her to reduce the amount of divine interference around the anomaly, and the clerics and oracles around him are still accumulating.

Irori still has no idea what the heck happened with Carissa Sevar apparently being set to be petrified and buried by some being of great power and Evil, and then her apparently being fine a few hours later. Even if it had somehow been a false threat, Carissa Sevar's soul does not appear scarred in the way that mortals would usually be scarred by such extreme threat and fear; it was as if the whole event had happened to someone else who was also Carissa Sevar, and so also marked by Him as His cleric. Memory erasure of the episode? Maybe she has two personalities and only one of them is scarred now, and she's currently using the other one, and that one doesn't remember? Irori does not have compelling theories here; nothing He has seen previously happen to observed mortals matches this. It is like the end of one time's thread was sliced out and spliced with the start of another; one where her soul's health is if anything improved.

He does not know why Abadar's cleric would pay thus for an option on Carissa Sevar's soul, except for the obvious fear that it stands somehow in danger of being bought, despite Irori having bargained with Asmodeus for that not to happen. There are standard clauses in the compact for which Irori paid Asmodeus whereby Irori Himself could revoke it, but this He cannot be threatened into doing, nor would He do it even at Carissa Sevar's own request if she were being forced into making it. Irori would of course revoke it if Carissa Sevar prayed to Him and seemed in full sincerity to believe that her Way made that her next step forward, but then in a case like that there is also no reason why Abadar's cleric would need to protect her. Irori's best guess is that Carissa Sevar falsely believes that there is a prospect of her soul's sale being forced, and Abadar's cleric is seeking to protect her from that. Even the Asmodeans may not yet know her soul is unbuyable.



With all that said, Irori does not exactly have a merchant group of which Carissa Sevar is an employee, that is monitoring Carissa Sevar and has notes to compare on her. Nor, in fact, is it particularly evident that Carissa Sevar would need or want any more of Irori's aid, considering how past attempts at that have been working out for Him and her.



That also said, Irori is aware of Abadar's communications difficulties. Irori can perhaps send forth some mortal willing to receive a vision from Him, to speak to those mortals that Abadar trades with, and say what Irori knows and can make clear. But this Irori would not do of His own accord, nor does He much expect that His interests will benefit from the quested mortal hearing whatever they may hear in return. It would come out of Abadar's own intervention budget.

(Which is, for those gods present in the beginning, who are not now too much in disaccord with the way that things are, more generous than any intervention budget ever granted by them to any god that was once human.)









Abadar: The mortals that Abadar trades with predict a really wide range of outcomes from this whole mess and some of them are quite concerning: see, look at their persistence in predicting more than a ten percent chance of the destruction of the multiverse. If mortals weren't incredibly bad at predictions that would be terrifying and as it stands it is still Abadar's highest concern.

Abadar is willing to pay for Irori to arrange for those mortals to have more information that would allow their predictions to be better, and should the results turn out to benefit Irori's interests, Irori can reimburse him partially, as usual.









Irori: Done, then.



Trading with Abadar is gentle enough, if you are not yourself trying to mess with Him, that it is hardly like trading at all; just having portions of your utility functions mix together like dyes of two different colors, blending to paint some portion of the world in a single shade.









Derrina: Most gods have worshippers. Asmodeus has slaves. Abadar has trade partners.

From the perspective of a monk named Derrina, she follows her own Way... but permitting herself to be steered by Irori often places her in situations where she learns something. Or, occasionally, somebody else learns something.

She would not presume to call Irori her teacher. At best He has been to Derrina something like a scrawled old treasure map that she occasionally follows another step.

Derrina is, for the most part, a barehanded martial artist, because that is what resonates the most with her, and most feels to her like she is becoming something better by progressing in it. Derrina did however once trouble herself to attend a wizard academy, after it had become clear to her that solving intellectual challenges on the level of spellcraft had become the next thing she believed she could not do. Over the years since, Derrina has made use of that to challenge monsters that might be too much for her fists alone, resorting to spells only when her fists failed her, and items only when her spells failed her. Now she is fifth-circle and can Teleport, and following her Map's hints has many times taken her to far places where she, or somebody, will learn something of value.

Derrina is, if you bother to ask, a first-circle cleric of Irori. It is enough for Him to watch her and enough for Him to steer her into learning opportunities, and neither of them desires for her to receive any more aid from Him than that. Eventually, if her Way proves true, Derrina will pray to Him one final time that He may sever their connection. Irori had no god when He ascended.

This is the first time that she has received from Irori a request, or any such clear vision at all, but it hardly requires much contemplation for Derrina to agree. Her relationship with Irori thus far has not been one where she feels that she has accumulated debt to Him; Irori has steered her well, many times, but it is not as if she never advanced His interests on those occasions. Yet the prospect of having truly served Irori, in some deed He could not do for Himself, is an exciting one; Derrina has many things she might ask of Him, if she had properly earned some reward by her own strength and His true need.

And besides that -

She is not at the point where she could say that she considers Irori to be something of a friend.

But she does want to get there, someday.

It is said that Osirion has no place for women like her and no concept of them. What of it? It will be a learning experience. Perhaps for her, and perhaps for them, but at any rate for somebody.

All that Derrina owns is about herself already, and she already has a Teleport prepared. It will not take her to Osirion, for there she has not yet been; but it will take her to a city large enough that she can purchase a Teleport from there to Osirion's capital of Sothis. As soon as she finishes recovering from receiving Irori's vision, Derrina will be ready to be on her Way.

Well. His Way, this time.

Derrina contemplates this a moment, and decides that if she was too strict about even that, it would be one more needless chain upon herself. There; she has already learned something.

Her hands draw shapes in air, and she is gone.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 6 / Start









Carissa Sevar: The first thing Carissa does in the morning is prepare spells; thesecondis track down Asmodia, who she'd meant to meet with the previous night to coordinate stories on Hell, before things happened. She should probably expect that things will always happen. Asmodia has her authorized lies, but it felt yesterday like that wasn't quite enough, and the obvious explanation is that it's related to the thing where Asmodia had a message for Carissa from a dead devil.

Which in hindsight maybe she should have asked to hear, or at least flagged as awfully important.



They meet in the antechamber of the allowed-to-Keltham temple; there's Security at the door.

"What happened in Hell? - not to you, I don't care if you want to relive that or not, but, uh, around you."









Asmodia: Let's see if she can get through this without needing to invoke an authorization she doesn't yet have in hand.



"It seems possible that you would prefer to have this conversation someplace where only the two of us will hear it," Asmodia says.









Carissa Sevar: "Understood." She waves the security out of the room.









Asmodia: "I woke up next to my contract devil. He finished reading his books and eventually got around to questioning me. Said that it would be a flaw in the structure of Hell, I forget his exact words, if he wasn't allowed to know anything that I knew, and if that resulted in him being suddenly promoted, so be it, and if somebody destroyed him for being promoted too high, so be it. I started by giving him the broad outline, Keltham, what Keltham knows, what the knowledge might mean, Nethys giving Ione book powers, Pilar being made Cayden Cailean's oracle, Carissa Sevar is sleeping with the Queen."

"He didn't seem to notice any of that as important until I got to the part about Carissa Sevar, at which point he stopped in the middle of what he was doing and said: Carissa Sevar? Tell me more."



Asmodia will pause here, in case anybody happens to want to say something about that.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm popular in Dis," Carissa says blandly.









Asmodia: "He set me to writing down everything I remembered about our project, and then set me to copying spell diagrams, and then walked me through Dis to a place I'd rather not talk about and left me there. Before he saw me off, he said, I memorized it: Tell Carissa Sevar that you are, of course, for sale at the right price, and to look up Ahuvir Dulzomaud, who holds your soul."









Carissa Sevar: Wait, what?





Is this about -

- the stupid thing she said to Abarco in the first moments of her new life, half on reflex, just trying not to undershoot - can I have the other girls' souls -









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not that rich yet, obviously, but if I think everyone else in Hell is doing it wrong then I'll have to get everyone myself and do it right, I guess.





And then - he got killed? How?"









Asmodia: "Two hours or so after he left me, I felt a sensation that I was told was the feeling of my contract devil dying and my soul going to whoever had the next rights for it."

"I was not informed of anything else. The only guesses I had, were that knowledge of our project promoted him above his place and led to his destruction, or that he'd been destroyed for trying to pester you with offers."









Iarwain: Security advisory to Sevar: Asmodia's thoughts are too sparse. She is trying not to think of something where I can hear it, and she is succeeding.









Carissa Sevar: Noted. How about you stop mindreading her, then.





And when that's acknowledged:



"After he left you where."









Asmodia: Shit. All right, she was trying to get through without giving away this much to a Security, but at this point, if anybody's reading her mind, they're going to notice how much it's going not-readable.

Asmodia places outside the barrier:You are not allowed to ask why my mind is unreadable. Tell literally no one. If you must talk with me do so without notice.


"It was inside Dis's palace and - there were older devils there, making me do - many things - the memories are blurry. It hurt. At the very end they put me somewhere I would recover faster so I wouldn't be in too bad of a state when I went back."









Carissa Sevar: " - I see." She doesn't. She's confused. But she isn't sure being confused at Asmodia is a good idea. Better to wait until she has a guess, and then -

Do you have superpowers? But then she'd have successfully hidden them up to this point, and doesn't have reason to confess now.

Is there some secret Hell's keeping from us? But obviously there are many.

Did you think I ordered it? Because it had seemed like she thought that, when they first talked, but Carissa couldn't bluff her way through, not that blind -



"Are you lying to me on Hell's instructions?"









Asmodia: "No."

(Asmodia has standard Bluff for a second-circle wizard student in Cheliax.)









Carissa Sevar: The High Priestess would know for sure. Carissa - isn't sure.



Keltham thought Asmodia would come back with superpowers, and he's been right about far too many other things he had no way to guess.

"Is there anything I'd be allowed to know, if I swore not to tell anyone, not even the Queen or the Grand High Priestess."









Asmodia: Why is she asking that. Why is sheputting it that way. It doesn't make sense.

"I - I don't understand. If Hell had instructed me to lie about something, why would you think that I'd be allowed to -"

"Why do you think something unusual happened to me in Hell? Why doesKeltham think that? Maybe it's not in my own interests that I say this but since it seems that it might be a big Security issue, I should notify you that I've figured out that you, Keltham, and the Crown all suspect that something happened to me in Hell, you suspect I was told by Hell not to talk about it, and you're asking me anyways, while promisingnot to tell the Queen and Grand High Priestess, and this is the sort of thing where, where I don't know who I'm supposed to report to! I know you could have good reasons, I'm not stupid! But it seems like I ought to report this to somebody!"

That should provide some cover if anybody does find out somehow that she sent a secret message to Gorthoklek.









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham predicted you'd come back from Hell with superpowers. The way he predicted that was - weird, and makes other predictions, that we care about a lot. If Hell told you not to tell me something, then you shouldn't tell me, but if Hell might under some possible set of conditions want me to knowthat,then I would love to know under what conditions I get to know that, even if I don't get to know anything else. No one is reading your mind; no one is listening. I answer to the High Priestess here, if you think I'm not serving Hell, in this."









Asmodia: What does she care about, in this? Not whether Project Lawful makes correct decisions. Also not whether Hell keeps its secrets from Project Lawful. There's one thing she cares about, which is finding out who she now needs to serve, or return a favor to.

And she's just found out that Carissa Sevar isn't the one who knows. Only Keltham knows, if anyone does.

"I don't have any - I'm not even sure what would count as a superpower* - that I know about already and am allowed to tell you about under the circumstances you describe. One thing you learn in Hell very quickly, even before they do any of what they call training, is to obey. If I was thinking what you seem to be thinking, I wouldn't ask the mortal who came back from Dis, I'd send to the palace in Dis and ask directly. You can tell them it's important to the project and that you won't tell the Queen or Grand High Priestess."


(*) This Taldane term literally refers to an anomalous special ability that usual members of a race/class/species should not have.









Carissa Sevar: " - I see. You can go."









Asmodia: So now the question is, did she screw that up, or rather, how badly did she screw that up.

Asmodia turns and gets about halfway out of the room before she pauses and tentatively says, "Am I going to - should I be prepared to answer further questions from Security or the Crown?"









Carissa Sevar: "I guess we'll see what Dis has to say about that. But you don't, actually, strike me as an idiot, Asmodia, so I think - I hope - you wouldn't have given me that suggestion to conceal some secret that Hell has no desire for you to hide."









Asmodia: "I have no desire to get myself in that kind of trouble."

Asmodia departs.


Now she needs to figure out how to have a conversation with Keltham that doesn't get shut down, and... does not involve using her hoped-for Gorthoklek authorization in ways Gorthoklek would not approve of, because it is possible to get tortured by devils outside of Hell...

...possibly she should just make like she's trying to investigate him for eventual dating purposes, and see if that topic comes up once they're alone. Nobody would suspect that, right?









Derrina: Derrina has just been Teleported into Sothis, the capital of Osirion. She's new here, and curious, and not especially the sort to carefully research everything in advance when she can test her own ability to just wing it.

What does she see?









lintamande: The city of Sothis is built in a place where you'd expect an obvious city, just from seeing the planet from orbit; at the delta of an enormous river, which meets the Inner Sea less than 100miles from Absalom and Oppara. North, the river delta fans out into an enormous maze of swamp and canal, most of it growing crops; south, the river banks remain green and the rest is desert.

The city of Sothis is also built around another notable feature, which is the enormous, black, glinting carcass of the colossal beetle Ulanat, one of the spawn of Rovagug which terrorized the world nearly ten thousand years ago. The city has tall buildings, as these things go, but the beetle carcass towers over them.



The streets are wide and paved and dusty and crowded with vendor stalls, selling fish and grain and textiles and trinkets and remedies. It's blistering hot.

She's getting some stares. It's not obvious if they're for the Teleport or the ethnicity or the gender.









Derrina: The heat is nothing to her, nor does she need magic for that.

The women about her - how are they dressed, how do they act, are there other women-adventurers among them?









lintamande: They are mostly wearing clothes that leave no skin showing, though that might be more about the sun than about modesty; the men are dressed similarly. They travel in groups, or with men, not alone, and constitute much less than half of the foot traffic on the street, though far from none of it. There are some adventurers, noticeable from their elaborate robes or their indifference to the heat or their colorful travelling companions; all of those seem to be men. Street vendors are men.









Derrina: Mm. Well, if anyone politely asks her to change her appearance, there is no reason for Derrina not to politely comply with the ways of the land in which she finds herself. Impolite requests will be judged on a case-by-case basis.

Perhaps she could start by making inquiries of some place where foreign adventurers gather. Can she locate one such by eyesight, by wandering, by moving in a direction where many adventurers seem to go?

(She could just ask for directions, of course, and if she fails she will, for she is about Another's business. But Derrina would at least see where her own seeking takes her first.)









lintamande: Towards the towering black beetle carcass, apparently. The streets are narrower, but the buildings nicer, as one walks in that direction; the goods in the storefronts are more expensive; the people are better-dressed. There weren't many beggars in the streets, in the place where she landed, but here there are none.

(The share of people who are women is falling.)

She passes a spectacular and architecturally impossible temple, zig-zagging twenty stories into the sky, done in stone with the veins placed just so as to make a spectacular pattern. Around the temple there are fourteen bars, six fee-libraries, twelve workshops advertising different kinds of woodworking and metallurgy tools, and nine different places advertising themselves as the academy of something or other; this seems to be where all of the adventurers gather.

Nearly all, though not precisely all, of them are men.









Derrina: Well then. How about if she heads into whichever bar looks the highest-leveled and hence most likely to have rumors and advice suitable for a high-level adventurer? She does not partake in alcohol, but Osirion seems like the sort of place where you can find a non-alcoholic beverage if you ask for one.

(Derrina doesn't look like a fifth-circle wizard, particularly, if she doesn't use her magic; but she's got a hell of a Lawful aura for a monk.)









lintamande: "You'll have the wine?" the bartender actually says to her as if he almost never gets any other requests, when she walks in. In Taldane; she looks like she'd speak it. There's a board up labelled 'bounties' and another labelled 'bets'; both are large, and people are gathered around them chattering. Some of them look at Derrina once, and then twice; no one approaches her while she's ordering.









Derrina: "I fear I do not partake in alcohol, but will be happy to try whatever non-alcoholic specialty of Osirion you think worth the experience."









lintamande: "Sure." He puts away the wine he was about to pour, which is glowing with a powerful Transmutation, and crushes some lemons instead for a sugar and lemon drink, Prestidigitated cold as he hands it across the bar. "We take gold, or silver, or Absalom dollars; if you've anything rarer you'll have to trade it at the temple."



"How long left on the wine?" someone asks him while he's preparing her drink.

"An hour."









Derrina: She spreads seven gold and silver pieces upon the counter, drawn from as many different widely separated countries. "Your preference."









lintamande: " - here from a long way away, hmmm? In that case I should pitch you on the wine. There's a spell of the second circle, quite simple, that transmutes ordinary liquid to wit-sharpening wine, not as good as a headband, but good for - applying the smarts you've already got in ways you might not have thought of, for doing research or solving a puzzle or finishing something when you know you will think of the answer eventually, you just haven't yet. It's a weak spell, normally, and doesn't last long, but cast by the most powerful mage in all the Inner Sea, Nefreti Clepati, at our very own Temple of the All-Seeing Eye, it lasts more than three hours - an hour left, on this batch, which you get a discount for - and the effect is much much more powerful. I know people who say they'd take it over a headband, if you could bottle it in a headband, which you can't. The lemonade will be a third of the weight of this coin here, and the wine about a full coin; advice is free, if you're new in town."









Derrina: "Mm. Perhaps I shall prove to have need of the wine, but I would as soon challenge my current problem with just my natural wits first."

She slides the full coin across the counter to him. "Take the full coin for the lemonade; I am indeed seeking advice, and if you say that it is free for one new in town, well, give an extra helping of advice someday to someone who isn't, on me."

Derrina sips the drink and finds it nothing surprising; it tastes like how you'd expect it to taste given how it was made. Refreshing, perhaps, but not enlightening. Most experiences are not.

"I am sent to this land on something of an unusual mission, bearing information that is needful to a group of - gamblers, or some such, but pursuing that as a calling and not for profit alone, aspiring to slice the finest odds upon their bets that mortals may set. These gamblers will be associated with the god Abadar, perhaps clerics of His church or answerable to such. Where would I go seeking to find someone who could tell me about which such groups might exist in Osirion? If there is only one such, my answer is already found."









lintamande: " - sure sounds like something in the church, sir, and I expect they'd know, or you could talk to the man who sets the numbers on the bounties, when he comes by, 'cause he must employ at least one of them if he isn't one himself. He comes by most mornings, though not all of them; sometimes none of the numbers have much changed."









Derrina: "I'd as soon not dawdle about my - about his way, if the bounty-setter is not here and not known to be here soon. I will inquire of Abadar's Church if you believe they would know... what bounties are these of which you speak?"









lintamande: "The Church does all kinds of things, but most of interest to adventurers they do death insurance, and if you go and die insured they'll run a bounty for someone to bring your body in, to save them the fancier kind of diamond on the resurrection. So they post dead people and the bounties and their estimates of how likely someone is to succeed at bringing them in, though of course if you're very good your odds will be higher, and if you're very lousy they'll be lower, but it's useful to know which ones are chasing fish in the sea and which ones are solid money."









Derrina: Money is long since meaningless to her, who bears no magic arms nor magic armor and uses magic items only as an admission of temporary failure. Derrina regularly donates excess wealth to some good cause or another, and does some needful act Pharasma calls Evil to restore the balance if she finds her alignment shifting.

"Not my calling, at this moment... but I admit, I do not see the connection between that and the gamblers I am to seek."









lintamande: 
"Not much of the Church where you're from, hmm?"









Derrina: "I know well enough that Abadar's Church acts as a bank in many places, but I have little use for banks. If I have so much money I can no longer carry it about myself, it is time to give some away."









lintamande: " - as suits you, I suppose. Anyway, I'm not a religious, but - it's all the same currency, information and money. The insurance company, when they notice someone's gone and died, has to guess how much trouble it'll be to return their body, to set the bounty. If they're bad at guessing then they're going to set the bounty too high, or too low, and lose money, next to an insurance company run by people who know how to count. And they've been at it a while, so they're not bad at guessing, and no one would take a bounty from a place that didn't guess, or didn't tell you their guess. It's gambling, but not to win some copper off your friends, and if you win, then in the long run, everyone wins, 'cause death insurance is cheaper and this pack of fools can go out and do more dangerous stuff."









Derrina: "An interesting Way. I do not think I have fully grasped it from your description alone. The people I am seeking, no doubt, have understood it much better."

She finishes her lemonade, sets down the empty glass. "Where may I find such a Church of Abadar as would be able to guide my next steps?"









lintamande: "Here in Sothis? Practically every street-corner. The nice symmetrical buildings with the golden doors, and the symbol of Abadar on them."









Derrina: "You don't think it worth trying a larger one, or some particular one?"









lintamande: "From your description I don't know if your information is something they'll buy at the first temple you come to, or something for some very secret group of people who bet on spies or something like that. But if it's the latter, you'd want the temple in the Black Dome, and you can't get into the Black Dome without a recommendation, so either way you might as well start at the first temple you come to."



Someone else comes up, wanting wine; he pours it for them.









Derrina: She is already curious as to what silly thing she shall have to do to earn a 'recommendation' to the Black Dome's temple, but she is perhaps getting ahead of herself.

"I'll be on about the way, then," she says, and departs.



She will enter the first temple of Abadar that she comes to, as instructed.









lintamande: It's clean and busy; there's a line of people waiting for service at a polished stone counter, and a teenage boy scrubbing the polished stone floors, and a teenage girl carrying boxes of records back and forth from the counter and up the stairs to the next floor. There's a sizable altar beyond the front room, where people are laying candles and burning incense, but it's not at all the focal point of the space. Down some narrow stairs, there's a glimpse of a classroom, full of boys who are age five to ten or so.









Derrina: She shall inquire then of the teenage boy scrubbing the floors. Where can she find a cleric of Abadar to guide a foreign traveler bearing information, for ones pursuing gambling as a great calling? Or just a cleric of Abadar if that seems overly specific.









lintamande: There's a cleric on staff here; the price of her time is six silver for a quarter-hour, after which she'll quote a more specific price for further questions in the same vein. Her specialty isn't gambling, but she'd probably know whose specialtyis.









Derrina: Silliness, but silver is meaningless to her. If this is how Abadar's clerics choose to conduct themselves about His business, that is between their own selves and Abadar, and none of her proper concern.

Well then, Derrin shall go and pay six silver to consult one of Abadar's for a quarter-hour.









lintamande: The cleric is younger than her, and veils her face, and wears a fairly absurd amount of jewelry. She's cheerful enough, though.

"What can I help you with?"









Derrina: Most people are younger than her, in fact.

"I am sent to this land bearing information for certain people who are of interest to Abadar, perhaps His clerics, or answerable to such. They are gamblers excelling in their art and aspiring to excel more yet, slicing their odds as finely as a blade's edge or a hair's width. They are considering a question of some importance; the one who sent me wishes for them to have information pertinent to it. How may my steps be guided onward to find those I seek?"









lintamande: " - ah. Sent by who, may I ask?"









Derrina: "Someone of some importance. Forgive me, but I would avoid speaking too much of such details until I have gone as far as I possibly can without speaking those details, that they not be spread wider than the people I am seeking would themselves desire."









lintamande: "I understand. Almost every decision of importance in Osirion is made by gambling, as you would call it; it focuses the mind, to make predictions in numbers it is accustomed to, and coin is a number in which we are all accustomed to reasoning, with the additional useful property of rewarding those who reason well. Different ones ask different questions. Our great merchant houses gamble in ships, and our great adventuring companies in the lives of those who purchase their protection, and our census-takers in the numbers of our people and the yields of their fields; it would be difficult to direct you with no idea of what your question touches on."









Derrina: "I am reluctant to call the matter important, since, in my experience, what great palaces and temples think to be important is often different from what is actually important, and I have no desire to find myself before royalty accused of wasting their time." Again. "Still, the matter strikes me as one more important than merchant ships and granaries. Are you the one who should dispatch me about that, or should I visit another, who knows all these gamblers better, before I can go no further along the way without speaking?"









lintamande: "I can refer you to one senior in the Church, and with a recommendation they charge their fee directly to Abadar, if that is how you see the value running; on so little information I would hesitate to refer you to the Dome, which is where the contracts run most finely, and on the matters of the greatest importance. - the Dome cannot be scried through, and in fact no spell can go through it at all, and so matters that ought not to be known are spoken of there; and it is the seat of the Pharaoh who is Abadar in Golarion. Has your time been compensated? What would you charge us for it?"









Derrina: "To have honestly earned any reward from the one who sent me, by my own strength and in a matter of his true need, is all that I ask. The fees Abadar's clerics ask strike me as strange, but if they are within my ability to pay, I will pay them myself and not concern myself with who else should. I am given this task; I accepted it; I will complete it myself."

"I will visit your senior. Let them decide whether to send me on to this Dome; perhaps my quest lies within, perhaps not."









lintamande: "I can accompany you, if you have no travelling companion; they will not agree to meet you alone, and your matter is secret. It it not necessary that I hear you speak of it." She pulls a bag off her wall and puts it over her shoulder. "How would you have the priests decide which petitions to answer?"









Derrina: Derrina will follow where she is led, if she is being led.

"I have never given the matter much thought before. Religions of Good seem to have their priests judging urgent needs and answering them. Priests of Evil, of course, answer petitions according to how it serves their own purposes or the spread of their particular sickness. Chaotic Neutral would decide at random, perhaps, I admit I have never brought a petition before such. Nethys's priests would like you to be clever enough, knowledgeable enough, before they deign to speak to you. On the Lawful Neutral side of things, a priest of Irori is something of a contradiction in terms, but they sometimes seem to think that asking petitioners to prove their strength or judgment to them is somehow meaningful. I think they are silly, but then they are engaged about a silly profession."









lintamande: She has told the apprentice her whereabouts and set off down the street, towards the Dome again.

"It seems to me that the ideal, even were one Good, would be to answer the petitions that are the most important, that touch on the greatest costs or the greatest benefits, and where the advice is more sorely needed and likeliest to be listened to. And when people pay for advice, they demonstrate that they expect the advice to inform a decision of great weight, and that they intend to listen to it. I am not Good, but if I were, my price would be the same, I think, if my gains distributed differently."









Derrina: "I should sooner expect that it results in advice and aid being given entirely to those who need it least, if their need is to be the argument."









lintamande: "Oh? You imagine that the rich have little need of counsel? Because their judgment is so good, or their decisions so inconsequential, or because they will not listen to it?"









Derrina: "Because their decisions are inconsequential; to the extent their decisions are consequential, they will not listen; to the extent such a one is humble enough to listen on consequential matters, I would not expect the advice they purchase from an advice-seller to be better than their own judgment. But perhaps I am too cynical, having wandered so much of Golarion beyond the paradise that Osirion must be with so much excellent advice for sale."









lintamande: "The ones who will not listen do not purchase; people listen, to counsel that was expensive for them, and they seek it out only when they judge it worth the cost. But it is a fair complaint, that the system, if it is better, should have proved itself, and hasn't yet; though the Church is new in its strength, and the country new to its independence, and I do not doubt that Abadar will change our path, if this one does not make us as wealthy as it is expected to."



They round a corner and approach a bigger, lovelier temple of Abadar, this one set right against the walls of the Black Dome. It's even more impressive in person, more than a hundred feet tall, not properly black but iridescent like the carapace of an enormous beetle which it is.









Derrina: "So you'll prove your Way given some little time? To that I have no answer but my willingness and desire to witness it."



She'll gawk at the Black Dome without trying to conceal anything of how impressed she is; to pretend to be jaded is far beneath her dignity.

Someday, if she's good enough, and practices long enough, and walks her Way maybe further than Irori ever did, she may be able to kill something like that.









lintamande: "Ulunat, the first Spawn of Rovagug," says her guide, "slain by the first Pharaoh. It is said that magic behaves strangely, within its shell; more powerful, for those who know how to wield it, but useless to those who don't." They ascend the temple steps. "And if the laws of Osirion don't make us the richest of all lands, then they were the wrong laws; the purpose of the laws is to bring plenty to those who work for it."

This bank has several counters, and the staffperson at one of them beckons them. "This woman has come on strange business, for which I have referred her to a senior priest; she'll pay their fee, if having heard the business they think it correct to charge it to her."

"How much do you prefer an answer at once to an answer tomorrow?" the staffperson asks Derrina.









Derrina: "I prefer it at once."









lintamande: "....yes, but, howmuch."

  "She said her coin holds little meaning for her."

"....do you not...want things...you can purchase with money?"









Derrina: "I suppose now and then I must replace some item I have failed badly enough to use, but for the most part, no, it accumulates until I give it away."

She takes a small handful of platinum from about herself, not bothering to count the coins. "I am reluctant to spend all I have in this very moment, in case I must play further rounds of this silly game, but I think at least this much I would like to see haste and seriousness."









lintamande: " - understood," he says, and runs off up the stairs.

    "I don't see why," says her guide, "it is a failure to solve a problem with a tool you have at hand."









Derrina: "You have answered your own question; money is a tool for solving problems, one that blunts as it is used, and comes to be expended. I prefer to solve problems with myself, for I grow sharper as I am used, nor have I yet found the limit of that as a resource."









lintamande: The man comes running back downstairs. "He'll see you now. You'll accompany," he adds to her guide.

    "Of course."









Derrina: She can guess at a reason for that, but to the extent it's true, it also renders their opinions on the subject meaningless.

And she will follow in the next footsteps that are pointed out to her.









lintamande: This priest is an old man, with rich robes, who rises to greet her. "Stranger. I was not told your name."









Derrina: It's not entirely impossible that somebody would recognize it. "Are our words now for your ears and mine alone?"









lintamande: "That can be done." He pours something into the torch on his wall, to do it. The other cleric sits across the room, outside the sudden radius of golden light the torch now casts.









Derrina: "I am Derrina, sent hence upon an errand by one greater than myself. I bear information for gamblers who aspire to be the greatest in their art, which I thought would be more of a helpful distinction than it has proven to be in Sothis. Whether these aspiring gamblers may be found within the Black Dome, or beyond it, is not a thing known to me; the matter strikes me as one that is probably important, but I have often found myself disagreeing with royalty about what is probably important. The gamblers are related to the god Abadar, they may be His clerics, or answer to His clerics."

"If that is not enough information to send me upon my way, I'd have your oath as Abadar's cleric, not to repeat what else I must then say."









lintamande: "Are there gamblers who don't aspire to be the greatest in their art?" he says. " - but give me a moment."

And he considers. "You have my oath not to repeat what further you have to say to me, or to deliberately share that which would permit another to derive it, and to defer to you on questions of discretion relevant to this oath, while you are available, and to my understanding of your wishes, if you are not."









Derrina: "These matters then does it concern:"

"A goddess whose purpose is hidden. A place where the gods may not intervene. A woman of Cheliax. A priest of Abadar who should not be where he is. A torment unmade. A compact upon a compact upon a soul."

"Does that suffice for you to know for whom among Abadar's gamblers this information must be meant?"









lintamande: "Yes. It does. It is for those who are learning to use money to rebuild the shredded threads of fate, that Abadar can see again. It is for the Prince Merenre. I can take you there."









Derrina: "I, to be clear, do vouch for the accuracy of what I have said about the subject matter, but not that it is in fact of interest to this Prince."

"If that is understood, lead and I will follow after."

Derrina has fought her way out of three palaces in her life, and she thought to herself that she was failing to learn from experience after the second one.









lintamande: 
"That is understood." He departs his office through a back door and trots off - not very quickly, he's an old man, but evidently quickly for the amount of cooperation he has from his joints - down the back stairs. "I do not think the Prince Merenre will disappoint you, or you him."



The back door is guarded. The priest speaks in a low voice with the guards.

   " - her intentions -"

   " - weapons -"

   " - chaperone -"



Then they stand aside, and on opposite sides of the door press patterns into the wall, and the door opens into the Dome.



It is cool, inside Ulunat's corpse. The air does not feel stale, but crisp and refreshing, the feel of a breeze despite the absence of any actual breeze. There's the faint scent of summer wildflowers. The sun is visible in the sky, through illusion or perhaps some partial transparency in the beetle's carapace; it is not quite as bright as it ought to be, and the sky around it is a spectacular black-purple. The buildings here are very rich, and very lovely, and there are as many women as men.



At one end of the Dome is a spectacular white stone palace, rising all several hundred feet to the purple-black sky, surrounded by stunningly lush gardens. There they head; her new guide does not speak further.









Derrina: Silence is not troublesome to her. She will look about at the buildings and the sky. As for the white stone palace, from Derrina's own perspective, its beauty is somewhat tinged with melancholia.









lintamande: The guards at the door stop them, but only, apparently, to take their message to the prince, and give them directions. And then they are escorted through the first floor of the palace, all pillars and fountains and silk sheets in the place of proper walls, up some marble stairs to the second floor where there's a sumptuous meeting-room.

And a woman-priest, there to chaperone. She is clothed as the male priest, which is notable only because the women visible in the distance as they were escorted here were wearing half-transparent gauze dresses and a great deal of gold jewelry.

"Here I may leave," her guide says, "or stay, if you would rest more easily knowing I will tell Prince Merenre, when he arrives, that we are here on my authority, and my conviction he'd wish to see you urgently."









Derrina: "Do as you deem best to serve your god's purposes here."









lintamande: "If somehow there's any question, refer the Prince to the Priest Senusret for clarifications," says the priest, and departs.



"Pleased to meet you," the woman says. "I have no qualifications for this business, but can call in refreshments, if you'd like something to eat or drink."









Derrina: "Thank you. I believe I shall manage."

"To save some little time perhaps, I will ask now what arrangements have been made that you not hear what must be only for Prince Merenre's ears."









lintamande: She taps her earrings. "Without these I am deaf."









Derrina: "That would hardly stop me if I wished to comprehend a conversation, but I take it the rest is meant to rely on trust."









lintamande: "Prince Merenre will offer such assurances as you might require, but even without them, it would be a wrong against Abadar in His own house, to aim to eavesdrop on one who came for a private conference because they happened to ask for the wrong set of assurances. We're not Cheliax." The name is said with contempt and annoyance and some sadness.









Derrina: "No, you are not, though that is a rather lax standard to which to hold oneself. Still, I take your meaning well enough."


Derrina is content to wait in silence for Merenre if this woman is.









Merenre: It is not a long wait. When Prince Merenre walks in the woman kneels. He is a man of average height, slightly balding, with a distinctly ruddy complexion which one wouldn't expect on one with his Garundi-bronze skin. He's very lavishly dressed, of course, though an observant person will notice the hems of his sleeves are stained with ink.

He nods at the woman, and she removes her earrings.









Derrina: Derrina, after some previous unfortunate life experiences, will wait to be addressed before speaking.

She does not fail to notice the ink-stained sleeve hems. It is a good sign.









Merenre: "For reasons of secrecy, I was told almost nothing of why I'm called here," he says, and sits; at another gesture from him the woman sits, as well, at an angle such that she can barely see them. "I take it there's some urgency."









Derrina: "Will our words be heard by the two of us alone, now?"









Merenre: "I strongly believe so, and have never to my knowledge been wrong on that within the walls of this palace. It is said that gods can scry the Dome if determined enough, but not any man. - any mortal."









Derrina: "I am Derrina, dispatched to this errand by a vision sent of Irori. On request, I am given to understand, of Abadar."

"For purposes of my being very sure that I am in the right place and speaking to the right person, I must convey to you a warning whose understanding is a test. Irori is a god. My being here is therefore the result of a god's intervention. All the information I have for you, if you act on it, will mean that act stems from a god's intervention. Not only my god, but also yours."

"I would have you riddle to me the true meaning of this warning."









Merenre: "It can't inspire any action in the interdiction zone," he says immediately. "This office, and that above me, have a policy of ordering none, anyway, that Abadar may speak with us more freely."









Derrina: "Aye. And to speak truly freely, can you tell me the name of the goddess whose purpose is hidden?"









Merenre: "Otolmens, whose interdiction we speak of." He folds his arms, looking suddenly tired.









Derrina: The tiredness is also reassuring.

"Here then is the information that I am sent with, for you, as best a divine vision can be passed down to a mortal in the first place, and then put by her into words."

"There is a cleric of Abadar who should not be where he is, striving to overcome his own displacement. Looking about that cleric, Irori found that one woman there had set her foot upon the Way from hearing him speak. I do not know what it was that woman heard; for my own part I would give much to meet her or this cleric and ask. Whatever it was she heard, it was enough for Irori to take great interest, and to act to ensure that the woman not be hindered along her own Way. I am not sure, but I would guess, perhaps guided by vision, that this would probably involve a new bargain or old compact or favor called with Hell, which would allow her to leave Cheliax in time and without her being required to sell them her soul."

There's more, but she'll pause if Merenre is, for example, writing this down, or asking questions.









Merenre: He is writing it down; he is not, yet, asking questions.









Derrina: When he stops writing, she will continue in speaking.

"When next Irori looked upon this woman she was in pain and utmost terror, far from her teacher and with a being of power and evil about her, believing herself to stand in danger of her eternity being taken from her. Not damned, but lost entirely. With everything she was, she strove to avoid that fate, without hope and yet harder than most mortals ever strive for anything in all their lives. Irori feared that he had been responsible for that, and so he - I am not sure here - he did something to her, to try to save her from her worst fate. I think He was trying to convey to me that it should not have been an intervention that would affect the interdiction zone, because she was due to be - lost, somehow, thrown away - but now Irori would be able to undo that loss, eventually -"

"And then shortly later, the woman was apparently fine, not scarred in any way visible to Irori by that utmost pain and terror, like her trial and torment had been somehow undone. And she was once more in the company of your stray cleric, her teacher."

"There was a fearful consequence of this that was unclear to me. I think possibly Otolmens was upset."









Merenre: "Does he - I know gods often don't - know her name -"









Derrina: "If Irori knows, it cannot be said to me through the bond we share. The woman's name is not - a meaningful thing within her Way, it is nothing to any trial she has undergone or path she has walked. If her name was elsewise her Way would be the same. To be clear, that last was my own answer and not Irori's."









Merenre: "I understand. I will explain my question further, and what other methods might answer it, when you've finished, then."









Derrina: "The woman is however known to you, because of a compact upon a compact upon her soul. It was painful for Irori to convey that much to me, it is a concept of Abadar's and not Irori's, but it is how she is already known to you."

"That is all that I know to say, that I have already put into words."









Merenre: " - ah huh. Thank you. Carissa Sevar, her name is, and our cleric signed his - is it a he - to the compact as 'Keltham'."









Derrina: "Hm. Yes. I believe that much was made clear to me, now that you point that out. That Keltham is male is then important to either his Way or that of Carissa Sevar's, and likewise that she is female."









Merenre: The prince of Osirion looks utterly unsurprised by that being important to someone's Way. "Cheliax - handed him a bunch of girls, we think. There are some obvious possible explanations. Go on."









Derrina: "I have reached the end of what I know how to say. Possibly not the questions I could answer, if you can find some question that is about their Ways and how they walk them, which proves to be in the knowledge I was given."









Merenre: "Would you like a summary of what we know, and what we are seeking to know, in case it inspires some further clarification, or is useful to you in its own right?"









Derrina: "I have little personal stake in all these matters, beyond my desire to complete Irori's errand. And my curiosity as to whatever teaching so inspired Carissa Sevar, if there is any way for me to learn more of that."

"I might hear out that summary in order to complete Irori's errand as thoroughly as may be done, but not if it confines me to Osirion thereafter."









Merenre: He nods. "It is my judgment that Abadar must have paid for this errand, but that Irori has interests that lie here as well, and I think none of those are served by your sharing with Cheliax, or with those who might report to them, what we have learned; but if I have assurance of your discretion, I will share what we know; and with or without that assurance I would not expect I have the means to bribe you to remain here if your path, in your mind, leads somewhere else."









Derrina: "I was already treating this errand as quite confidential. You have that assurance; it is wholly covered by determinations I have already made."

"If you do know what Carissa Sevar learned, or there is a prospect of speaking to her or Keltham shortly, it would not be hard for you to alter where I saw my path as leading me. Nor shall I be especially upset or disbelieving if it is expressed to me that you think Irori's errand can be a little more thoroughly completed by tarrying a week to fail to answer more questions."

She hasn't tried any magic in the Black Dome, as yet, but if it's hard to learn, she wants to learn it.









Merenre: "I only have guesses, as to what Keltham is, and what he could have taught her," Merenre says. "And I need to re-estimate those guesses, with this new information, which will take me some time; I could give you an approximation, now, or a better answer tomorrow. I should speak to the pharaoh, also, and you may if you wish to.

It is our very dear desire to welcome Keltham here, but we know of no particular reason he'd arrive tomorrow, or next week. If you'd like we can notify you when he does."









Derrina: "Mortal memories do fade in time, and this vision is fresh in me now as it may not be later. I came to Sothis by teleportation and did not tarry much along my way to you; we are still less than three hours from when I received Irori's thought. Were I you, I think I would speak of those guesses now."

"And yes, I should be much grateful for a Sending if Keltham or Carissa Sevar should appear here, or indeed any other students either may have taught; is pay needful for that?"









Merenre: "I think it would make only a small part of what we owe you, rather.



Our primary theories of Keltham are either that he discovered some trove of knowledge on his own initiative, or that he came here from another world or another time where or when such knowledge is commonplace, and that the knowledge includes much of the secrets the gods are forbidden from speaking of, to mortals or even to their own followers, or maybe some power that allows stealing that knowledge - getting copies of books that are destroyed, for example, or books from the First Vault, or books from another world or another time. He didn't exist, to the eyes of Golarion's gods, a week ago. Abadar, immediately on noticing him, paid Asmodeus not to engage in any of the misconduct to which Asmodeus and his followers tend, and the Asmodeans took Keltham to a secret facility for a secret project they are calling Project Lawful. For some reason the primary participants in it are Carissa Sevar, a former third-circle weapons enchanter at the Worldwound who may be the first person to have run across Keltham, and nine girls from the graduating class at Ostenso's academy of magic, who by now are rumored in Cheliax to have spectacular powers, and indeed seem to."



Pause for questions.









Derrina: "Keltham is out of his accustomed place, and striving to overcome the disadvantage at which that places him, and also striving to use - what that makes him. Another world, another time, either would fit. I suppose that to gain a strange power might also remove a man from his accustomed place in the order of things, but that does not feel right, it is not enough to describe Keltham."

"What sort of spectacular powers?"









Merenre: "The most bizarre rumor out of Cheliax was that in the palace in Egorian, any time a surprising thing happened to you, a Project Lawful girl would show up with cake. Delicious cake. It seemed ridiculously improbable, to us, but - possible to check, which many of the rumors weren't - so we sent a team to quietly and legally book an inn room near the palace, and planned to contact them truthfully later that day with the news that one of them, whose wife was in labor when they departed, had just become a new father.



The cake girl showed up. We'd intended to Plane Shift out with her, and ask her if she'd defect for any price. She was Dimension Anchored, counterspelled the team's attempted Teleport out without her, insisted they all eat some cake, and then left."









Derrina: "Egorian is not within the interdiction zone, then? Perhaps I should go to Egorian and try to learn some new trick worthy of celebration? I would not mind having some cake as the price of that conversation."

"...is what I might otherwise say, but it rings wrongly to me. At least as something that would be true of Carissa Sevar. For her to learn something that interested Irori, it would be - a hard, long path for her to walk, by which she gained power that was truly part of herself and not grafted onto her like a cleric's powers."

"Keltham should not be - to Carissa Sevar - somebody that she can touch like a Starstone, and gain the ability to counterspell Teleports and hear a call for celebration."

"I am suspicious of whether the cake girl would appear for me; or if she did appear, would have anything truly to do with Keltham; or if she did have to do with Keltham, would know anything of his that interested Irori. That being so it is not quite worth the risk of Malediction."









Merenre: "I appreciate that assessment. It did not seem right to us, either, though it did push us towards - beingfar more unsurewhat is going on. The thing that inspired Abadar to such initial concern for Keltham was a sense that Keltham saw the world in a manner more akin to Abadar's than any human alive ever has. Perhaps that confers...cake-related superpowers...in some cases, but it isn't, fundamentally, about cake-related superpowers.



Anyway we are confident Keltham is back in the interdiction zone, though Project Lawful is reportedly still active in Egorian. For a brief time after the godwar ended, Abadar favored and provided resources and impressions towards plans to somehow communicate with Keltham; then he ceased participation in developing them. And Sevar is, from what Irori observed, with Keltham.



I have no idea what to make of the report that Sevar went through some horror at the hands of some powerful Chelish entity that meant to destroy her, only to emerge unharmed and rejoin Keltham only hours later. Well, the first part's not surprising. Is it possible that Irori's intervention inspired the entity to not destroy her, for some reason?"









Derrina: "Unknown to Irori, or unsaid to me. I think Irori is not puzzled only by Sevar's unexpected survival, but that she also does not bear the expected soul-scars that she should have needed to overcome in order to continue on her Way."









Merenre: He frowns at his notes, scribbles some things. "They made her forget it, or it was a test and she approved of being so tested, or they possess very fine control of the scars they leave on a mind, and weren't aiming for those, or it's a Project Lawful superpower, or something I'm not thinking of."









Derrina: "If I were going to make up my own answers, I'd guess that Keltham is out of his time, and a future worshipper of Abadar as He will then become known. Perhaps with some knowledge of Irori's teachings likewise from that time? Or no, I have said a foolish and over-worshipful thing; not Irori's teachings, the teachings from however many have by then ascended. There should be some fair number such, if their teachings are less fragmented and over-narrowed than those we have of only Irori."

"If there is still something - time-twisted, about Keltham - it might explain Sevar's survival with too little harm. It might explain how the cake girl knew where to find your emissaries."

"To be clear, this does not feel at all like something that was told or hidden within my vision. Whether itwould have been within my vision, if it were true - I can't guess."









Merenre: "If he's out of his time - then he ought to know what Cheliax is. And we think he's deceived. Unless Hell is defeated utterly by then, which - would surprise me, I suppose."









Derrina: "Oh, it would not surprise me in the least to hear that today's Cheliax is little remembered in five thousand years. They have been around for only seventy. And even Nidal, which has more centuries than every of their years, is now falling at last."

"...that he is signing compacts upon compacts for her soul, on the other hand, you would think would be more of a tipoff. Why do you believe him deceived? Cheliax could offer much to a man out of his time, if he had almost anything left in the way of worldly desire at all."









Merenre: "We could offer most of the same without him going to Hell about it! And one with valuable knowledge would not go to the Church of Asmodeus to negotiate compacts for its sale, not if Asmodeus is remembered at all in their time; and Abadar thinks that Keltham does not yet know the names his god is called, or anyone he could contact with Sending for further questions.

My current best guess about the girls is that they were part of Cheliax's offer to him, but an offer that I think must have been accompanied by some deception."









Derrina: "I cannot see Hell defeated utterly, no, not in five thousand years. I can imagine Asmodeus forced to renegotiate the way He treats with mortals not aligned to Him, if a hundred or a thousand ascended joined with Irori to enforce that on Asmodeus. Perhaps Keltham grew up too ignorant of his time's history to realize what it meant to treat with Asmodeus in the days before his days."

This does leave the question of why Keltham would not know Abadar's name. She hopes on behalf of her hosts that nothing unfortunate happened to Him, but Derrina herself will not mourn overmuch if it was so.









Merenre: "I can imagine it," says Merenre, but he sounds slightly dissatisfied. "I am not sure it much reduces my confusion.



The things rumored of Sevar are that she is not a third circle wizard at all, that she is the discoverer of Keltham, that she is running the whole of Project Lawful, that she is a Princess of Hell and devils die for speaking her name..."









Derrina: "Carissa Sevar is growing at her own pace; and what she has already attained out of wizardry, if that was previously her path, she will not abandon so lightly. Whether she discovered Keltham - I cannot say. Running all of Project Lawful - I cannot say. Princess of Hell seems quite unlikely; I think Irori would notice and be able to say something about that."









Merenre: He nods, scribbles. "The compact on a compact on her soul permits Keltham to buy it for 500,000 gold pieces, which is a sum almost no one alive commands. We aren't sure what to make of it."









Derrina: "All right,now I like them. Possibly as a couple, depending on who had which parts of that idea."









Merenre: "You think it's about - ambition? Setting herself a price that he alone in the world could possibly obtain, if he makes a great deal of progress in his aim of selling all the knowledge of his own time?"









Derrina: "I cannot speak for what it means to a cleric of Abadar, but it's an obvious guess for what it might mean to a woman of Irori."

"Or perhaps the huge price reflects some equally huge desperation. I speak not from within vision here."









Merenre: "Does Sevar know she cannot be forced to sell her soul?"









Derrina: "Ah."

"No, she might not. Probably would not. It is not the sort of thing Irori would tell her even if Irori had a way to make Himself clear about it. Irori would not urge her out of Cheliax, only try to ensure that her own steps could carry her out in time if that was where her Way led."









Merenre: "So perhaps she has started hoping to escape Hell - not a safe thing to hope, in Cheliax - and made arrangements with Keltham that are not threatening to Cheliax as they look so unlikely. Or - perhaps it is meant as communication with Abadar, who can see compacts when they are properly done in the spirit of transparent trade."









Derrina: "Of such things I cannot say. I would wish them the best of luck in their plotting, but my wishes would be corrupted by the desire that they be anywhere outside the interdiction zone so I can happen to wander by in search of enlightenment."









Merenre: "We, too, desire that," Merenre says, tiredly. "Though mostly because it is a great harm, to one with an innate instinct like Abadar's, to find themselves trading with those who will deceive them comprehensively. ...and, we believe, a great harm to one who would ask a country for a dozen pretty young women, if they give them to him rather than lay out by what commitments he can win them."









Derrina: "If Keltham is the sort of man to care about that at all, one may hope he is more aware than Osirion that it may lie within a country's power to give him the bodies of women, but that their affection he must win for himself regardless. And if he is not so aware, well, he is yet elsewise a man whom a woman of Irori would respect enough to look to as her teacher. Let me think on the meaning of the word and the vision... yes. Sevar is not simply or only exploiting Keltham for his knowledge; she regards herself as a student of his ways."









Merenre: - that moves quite a lot of estimates. He notes them. Finishes doing so before he asks "you think Osirion is in error, in some regard to do with this?"









Derrina: Wait, is she about to have to fight her way out of a palace again.

"I have not been in your country very long, and could not really say. I suspect that the mores of Keltham and Carissa Sevar may be rather unlike those in Osirion. You should, perhaps, have somebody who grew up in Cheliax, and somebody who grew up in - Absalom, maybe, might be most like I imagine a city of the future being? Have them check over your gamblers' odds in all matters regarding Keltham as a man and the wizards as women."

It should preferably be a woman who grew up in Cheliax, but this she is not sure she is safe to tell a Prince.









Merenre: " - that's good advice," he says, in the tone of one who means something very specific by that, and leaves a trail of marks down his paper. "But I do not seek instruction only on Keltham and Carissa Sevar, if you have it on other matters."









Derrina: "I have learned more caution on some forms of instruction than others." Namely, of nobles, inside palaces. "Still, I think I should say to you, if there is anything in your Way to which matters the ways of men and women, you must in time leave this Black Dome and journey beyond Osirion to lay your gambler's odds upon marriages in Taldor and courtesans in Absalom."









Merenre: "I will ask my wife how she'd feel about that," he says, but without any particular defensiveness. "All right, things that look more likely: Keltham is from another world. Because we have now postulated that if he's from the future then it is true both that Abadar is little known there or perhaps gone, while His teachings are widespread, and that Asmodeus has no ill reputation, and those are weighty in themselves and do not predict each other. Sevar does not know that Irori's protection has been extended to her and is maneuvering without it; there exists a romance between her and Keltham; Keltham's world perhaps possesses the means to give people cake-related powers, but it is not the key of his significance either to Cheliax or to us. There might be other girls who like Sevar haven't sold their souls, though probably only if other gods purchased their protection - that should've been on there sooner..."









Derrina: "Lest I have been unclear, I do not think I am told that there is romance between Keltham and Sevar. That is only what I thought upon hearing of the compact's details and imagining what it would mean to a woman of Irori, before you observed to me that she would not know of her protection. Their Ways are entangled, surely; but the only part of what I have been shown, that I have yet decoded, is that Keltham is to Sevar her own true teacher."

"...this whole matter sounds like there might be quite the convocation of gods and mortals if they all ever get the chance to sit down and settle matters over cake. I should like to be in the room where it happens, if it happens."









Merenre: "I apologize. I understood you; but the branch of possibilities where there exists a romance grew greatly from what you said and observed. What you said of what the compact might mean, and that you said that she looks to him as a teacher, and shifts downstream of my growing confidence Cheliax gave him the girls as part of an effort to entice him to stay in Cheliax, which itself is accumulating because we lost a great deal of credence in theories where he was like a mini-Starstone, or has a transmissible superpower, or discovered some clever magic trick. - most people do not learn much from seeing all the odds move together, but I can show you, if you think you might."









Derrina: "I too apologize then."

"If your Way is one that Irori can speak of so clearly to me, then it is worth a day of my pursuit at least. Show me your revised book when the new odds are ready, and I shall bet most of the money that I carry with me, and then afterwards you may instruct me on my follies - such would be my own guess at how I may best learn. Though also to be clear, I expect that Abadar has paid Irori for this service in full, and you owe me no such instruction."









Merenre: "I expect He has. But the right Way for this is not for me to practice it alone in my office, it is for a hundred human minds to think on it from a hundred angles, and the truth to be its own teacher, and I would be delighted to have you try it."



He stands, gathers his books, remembers halfway to the door. "I'll have someone prepare a room for you, and you should ask of them whatever else you may require."









Derrina: "I am interested also in the way of magic inside the Black Dome, for I can manage a cantrip or two of my own at least. I should like to be able to leave the Black Dome and return to it, that I may have a look about the academies I saw in Sothis. And forgive me, but if it is possible, I should prefer a simpler room beyond this palace, even if within the Dome."

She doesn't actually have a positive dislike of fancy bedrooms, but it makes a good cover for her acquired palatiophobia.



Derrina is feeling better about this journey now, than she was when she walked into this fancy meeting room; there were no fights along His Way here, no obvious tests of her skill, other than the Teleport to come here swiftly and having a few coins about herself. Now, however, she is feeling more like her real self has been well-suited to Irori's errand, and justly deserving of more than trivial reward for trivial effort. There may have been no fell monster to slay along the way -

- but Derrina does suspect, that not many who communed with Irori could have thus focused and looked within themselves and inquired and drawn out subtleties of that vision.

It is a relief, in a sense, but also an instruction in her folly, for she should have known all along that it would be so. If this task would have been a challenge suitable to some Irorian only with wealth enough to buy Teleports, and not much else needful about them, Irori would have given it to one such, who would have needed to exercise more effort along His Way and learned something more from walking it.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 6 / Morning









Iarwain: The morning mail arrives on the Project Lawful site, possibly now named Dragonfort.

Carissa Sevar finally receives a certain lightly enchanted dagger, suitable for a county's heiress to stab anyone who commented on her appearance; it was supposed to arrive a few evenings earlier, but there was that whole Nidal attack.

Asmodia is called over to the true temple to discuss some minor Security matter having to do with her family's relocation.









Keltham: Keltham, now refreshed by sleep and food, realizes that he's been an idiot.









Keltham: Kind of amassive idiot, actually.









Keltham: He owes some people an apology.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gets word of this and is - confused, honestly, which is the feeling she least likes having around Keltham. "I'll go find him."









Keltham: He can be found in one of the High Priestess's auxiliary offices, since that would be the appropriate venue for forwarding a Carissa-approved apology.

"So I've now realized exactly how clearly I wasn't thinking yesterday, and this would, in dath ilan, be considered an appropriate time for a girlfriend to whap her boyfriend if she deemed that necessary or simply pleasant."









Carissa Sevar: - oh, okay, that's one of the best possible possibilities. She can feel some terror of what Keltham is up to now draining out of her.



She offers a hug, wordlessly.









Keltham: He'll... hold off on deciding to feel comforted about that until he's actually apologized.

"Right, so. Remember why I started thinking, way way back, that there might be a hidden cleric of Zon-Kuthon somewhere in the villa?"









Carissa Sevar: "...because of the thing you couldn't explain to me because it had too many prerequisites."









Keltham: "Because we thought that Ione's prophecy might have triggered the attack, and that Zon-Kuthon had eyes on that."

"But not eyes on me, which is why they didn't know to look for me outside the villa."









Carissa Sevar: " - right.Oh.So - once all the girls who were in the villa were cleared -"









Keltham: "It couldn't possibly have been you, Pilar, or the Security who was with us."









Carissa Sevar: "...well, no one else thought of that either."









Keltham: "Yeah, 'cause I told everyone it involved mysterious inexplicable 'trope'-based reasoning and everyone gave up on questioning it."









Carissa Sevar: What is the dath ilani Evil answer, here.



"It was a silly mistake. If I'd believed you incapable of those, I guess I'd be changing my mind. I notice you haven't hit me for any ofmysilly mistakes."









Keltham: "Nothing's coming to mind, that you've done, which is that silly." Keltham leans into her a bit, though.

"I at least need to inform Jacint of the update Security-wise. In the increasingly incredibly-unlikely-seeming eventuality that there's a 'trope' in play, we could somehow have missed a Zon-Kuthon stealth cleric among one of the other girls present by Ione. Not you, not Pilar."

"How much of an apology is it to her and Governance, how do I give an apology like that in Cheliax?"









Carissa Sevar: What a good question. It's not an apology to a superior, which she knows how to give; straightforward, precise, not earning further punishment by being extra trouble to correct. Apologies to trade partners aren't... a thing, if they didn't notice the mistake that speaks poorly of them, it's not on you. She can't say that. "Uh, I'd just tell her what you believe now, and that you think this should've been possible to catch sooner, and are willing to repay expenditures that happened because you didn't catch it sooner? If you are. Once you start making money, obviously, not now."









Keltham: Ow. Still, his own fault for it. He'll go make that apology now, then.









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs receives this apology graciously and with perfect Bluff, asks Keltham to send in Sevar a few minutes after he's done for more post-Queen checkup - she needs to compose a quick report to the Grand High Priestess first, about this - and shoes him out.



Subirachs then silences her office and screams at the top of her lungs for half a minute, after which she feels only slightly better.

Part of her is wondering if nowrechecking Sevar would show that she isnot any more a hidden cleric.



What this means about Keltham and 'tropes', Subirachs can't begin to guess, she gives up, she has nothing to do except compose a report to Rugatonn and await instruction. Subirachs already sent off a report last night about the actually fairly alarming contents of Sevar's thought transcript, and was instructed in return that she should probably treat the continuing growth of Sevar's and Keltham's feelings as an unalterable fact of reality and try to arrange so that all roads leading there must inevitably lead Keltham to Asmodeus and Sevar away from Irori, which is not the most operationalizable advice she's ever received.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa comes in for her post-Queen checkup. She looks better. She still feels off-balance but in a way she suspects will just be a permanent feature of her life. She has actually had fewer nightmares about being turned into a statue since it actually happened to her; it feels, in a way, like itwasa bad nightmare, and one she now knows can never happen for real.



That said she is aware she's in line for a very serious punishment at this point and she's scared of that in a way she did not used to be scared of punishment.









Jacint Subirachs: Not quite fully recovered, but getting there; fit for all but the fullest of full duties. Probably still not somebody who ought to be tortured right this minute, if the Queen of Cheliax's painstaking work is to be treated with the respect it deserves, and in fact, rather stringently commands.

Apart from that, Carissa looks like somebody who thinks herself due for severe and painful rebuke. "Your fear is showing," Subirachs observes. "Is it for your feelings with Keltham yesterday, or have you erred or transgressed in some other way than that?"









Carissa Sevar: " - possibly, but it's that I have in mind. I - didn't expect this, and I understand why Asmodeans aren't supposed to indulge it, and I - am only afraid of failing in my duties here." Which isn't true, but should be.









Jacint Subirachs: "The Grand High Priestess has already told you that the improbability of your entanglement with Keltham and its escalation bespeaks the intervention of something with at least a shattered fragment of prophecy; 'tropes', or Nethys, but nothing else known to us. We are hoping that Asmodeus is aware of this, benefiting from it, though we are frightened and unsure; in the end we do not wish to smash whatever this is while our Lord seems to be perhaps being making use of it. If, indeed, it can be smashed by anything at all short of our Lord's direct assault, when it holds a fragment of prophecy and we do not."

"Only Aspexia Rugatonn is authorized to wholly reshape or destroy your feelings for Keltham, should that seem the wisest way. I am not."

Jacint reaches out a hand then, and strokes Carissa's cheek. "But if you have reached the point where you are feeling guilty, and knowing yourself worthy of punishment, out of your own faith," she says gently, knowing exactly how much fear she must be causing, but aiming to make it more than simple fear, "then I think I would be remiss in denying that to any faithful Asmodean. Is there any transgression you've committed, about which you've come to so feel?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa really needs to do something about the new phenomenon where her internal monologue gets all drowned out by a rush of internal screaming.

"It is not - a necessary consequence of my feeling love for him - that the thought occurred to me that I could tell him we should leave. I shouldn't have. It should be possible to endure whatever feelings without contemplating betrayal. It should not be possible for me to think of."









Jacint Subirachs: "And if I did not correct even that - how would you feel about that? Be honest, Carissa; your answer here might not much determine your punishment, or perhaps not in the direction you expect."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know, High Priestess! Maybe you don't care because it's not like it'd be hard to stop me, except Dis doesn't think I'm that interchangeable. Maybe you don't care because there's a plan, in which case, all right, I don't need to know the plan, I just don't want to fail it. Maybe - this is something I'm wrong about like I was wrong about how many people want to be perfected in the purifying flames of Hell, where almost no one does because we don't teach it right, where there's actually a massive epidemic of people contemplating treason and I didn't run into it all that often at the Worldwound only because most people are too broken to send to the Worldwound lest they immediately wander off and join the paladins! If the answer is that this isn't surprising, and doesn't portend poorly, then - that's good, I guess, for the mission - but this all feels like applying far too much cleverness in the wrong direction. Obviously you have to punish contemplation of defection so peoplestop it.....but we don't know how, do we, we don't know how to make the rest of us into Pilar -"









Jacint Subirachs: "Stop, Carissa. You are letting your thoughts run too far ahead with complications," Jacint says, with a soft smile backed by enough Splendour that even Sevar might pause before concluding that, no, it wasn't sincere. Trying that hard to send the false message still sends a message in its own right. "The Queen, I was recently told, also now suspects that only Pilar will be able to become a true dath ilani out of our project. Why? Because the Queen thinks that among the important qualities of her own competence is that the Queen does not go about constantly terrified of thinking the wrong thing. It was part of why she felt it necessary to take her time to remake you, that she'd noticed your thoughts collapsing under the pressure of being read so often."

"That part of the Queen's work is not something I mean to undo. Nor even threaten, not today while her work is still recovering itself into its new shape."

"But do you understand why Pilar could do it so easily, this thing with which you struggle so? It's not that Pilar never thinks thoughts she knows might incur punishment. It's that, having thought such things, she knows her transgression, and desires to be punished to expiate her guilt. Not, necessarily,successfully corrected so that the thought never occurs to her again. Just punished. Pilar might wish for that correction, but she knows that only Hell has that power, and that for Hell she must wait."

"Would you still be afraid of punishment for your admittedly severe transgression of thought, if you asked yourself how much punishment would be required to ease your sense of transgression and make matters right between yourself and your faith, and did not ask yourself to what extremes you would need to be tortured to break you and remake you to correct and erase the thought forever? Answer honestly; I can have your thoughts read, if I like, but these words I think it important for you to speak with your own lips, whatever they may be."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is being entirely honest, terrifyingly vulnerable, doing everything she can to give the Church what they need to know to fix her.



"....I don't know," she says. "I hadn't - thought about it that way - what does it serve Asmodeus to punish me if it doesn't fix me, in what sense ought my guilt be eased if I haven't stopped being someone who could make the error again -"









Jacint Subirachs: "Stop thinking about yourself, Carissa. Think about Pilar instead. How does it work for Pilar? I expect she is not too displeasing in Asmodeus's sight, as mortals go, and she is firm in His purposes."









Carissa Sevar: "She's - pleased to be punished because - it's the right order of the universe? Because as long as there's someone over her to punish her, then - it's more bearable to be a mortal and flawed in the ways mortals are?"









Jacint Subirachs: "When her superiors punish her, Pilar then knows for certain that what she did has been deemed wrong, and ought not to be repeated, and that we have the power to inflict that pain on her confirms to her soul that we are her superiors. She does not need to be certain of our infallibility, to trust us so; it is wrong because we say so and we are Asmodeus's appointed tyrants over her. The reason why Pilar even needs us to be a good Asmodean, when her faith is already stronger than our own, is not that Pilar would flinch too much to punish herself if she decided all her own punishments. What would break Pilar if she stayed in Elysium is that she could never feel certain of her guesses about what is a wrong thought, wrong act, if she had nobody like us above her with the power to punish her will-she-nil-she and thereby make something be permitted or forbidden with certainty. Once we have spoken, she need but obey, and if there is fault from there it will not be hers. For this reason, among others, did she return to us from Elysium, I think."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh.







It didn't occur to me that that was something I couldhave.That it would evernotbe my fault, if I wasn't good enough."









Jacint Subirachs: "Oh, it almost always is."

"But not when you are given an order and follow it correctly."

"Those such as Pilar can be too greedy about chasing that, even when it might better serve Asmodeus for them to use their own initiative. I expect this was among the Most High's thoughts when she granted Pilar so much authority in the palace two days ago."

"But even after using her own initiative, and erring, it is possible for Pilar to be made clean. Because we, her superiors, tell her that she erred, we tell her how much punishment she has incurred, and she undergoes that punishment, and implicitly we have told her she deserves no more punishment than that, and therefore it is true, and once punished she is finished. You have done this for her; did you not understand what you were doing?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, I did, but I thought that she needed - us to be genuinely competent enough to be actually correct, in the punishment we assigned - I felt resentful, about my punishment from the Queen, before I saw the codes and realized that she was just correct, and had identified real things - and I imagined Pilar to have that same failing, I guess -"









Jacint Subirachs: "It certainlyhelps if we are competent. I am not confident of what might happen to Pilar's faith if she served a string of superiors far less intelligent and competent than herself, bumbling and failing in their service to our Lord, letting severe transgressions go by and punishing what she knew to be rightful. This is among the reasons to exercise due care in commanding the slaves more valuable to our Lord; they are, in the end, His possessions and not ours, if they are things of noticeable value at all. Though never forget, it is heresy to care whether they are happy, it matters only that they remain useful."

"But again. Pilar's severest transgression by far was her appointing Paxti as Cheliax's most deadly Project Lawful girl, which she did out of fondness for another, at cost to Lord Asmodeus's interests, as an overt act and not a thought, with flawed intent and not just flawed execution. You did not try to assign Pilar enough punishment for that to break her, remake her, and drive every trace of fondness for others out of her heart forever, so that Hell on her arrival would have nothing left to do. You did not try to assign her a severe enough punishment to leave her in horror that the pain might ever return if she repeated that behavior. You assigned her a punishment severe enough that her soul would know it had made a serious mistake. That Pilar then knows this deep down is what does most of the work in correcting her, and improving her, somewhat, rather than all at once for the rest of her life in a single torture session."

"You are afraid of me doing something to you that you would never be foolish enough to try with Pilar, and I would say that you must consider me a very great incompetent, but I am well aware that it is actually just because you are stupid and unable to see past your own fears."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is one of the smartest people in Cheliax, and she knows it. - not the time.

"Yes. I'm sorry, High Priestess."









Jacint Subirachs: "Intelligence 22 cannot prevent somebody from failing to see obvious things when her own mind is set against itself."

She is, in fact, having Sevar's thoughts read; why wouldn't she?









Carissa Sevar: Of course. Carissa is both important and, now, at risk of being a traitor; she should assume they are going to great lengths to mindread her. She regrets obliging them to expend the effort. "I know, High Priestess. I am very annoyed about it and it is one of the first things I want to learn how to fix in people."









Jacint Subirachs: She laughs, and it's genuine. "Perhaps ask Keltham how far dath ilan itself has come there, before you set your eyes on that as your first goal rather than your last."









dath ilan: You'd be surprised at how far, actually, especially if you'd only ever met Keltham.









Jacint Subirachs: "I am not going to punish that stray thought just now, about your own cleverness. It would disturb the Queen's work if I did. The only reason I am not saying a similar thing about your thought of escape is that you know it was a transgression andyou are, I think, beginning to become concerned not simply about the fearful fantasy of what must be done to drive it out of your mind forever, but about what you must do to feel right with your faith."

"Or perhaps not. It is important not to rush that aspect of your spiritual growth. But when, however, somebody can be corrected through torment by which they know what is made right or wrong, and not tormentso fearful to them that they dare not do the like again, they are then less damaged by that correction."

"I will continue to observe your spiritual health and place the judgment of that disloyal thought in abeyance for now; the Queen's work is still solidifying into its new shape, and to punish unspoken thoughts, I suspect, might be especially dangerous to it. Perhaps in a few more days we shall revisit the issue, especially if you find then that you are ashamed or feel that you have not been set right and made clean." Or sooner, if Sevar's thoughts show her to be dwelling on it in fear fantasy, but this of course Subirachs does not say out loud.









Carissa Sevar: "I understand. Can you reassure me - I know it is true and obvious, but I think it would help to hear it - that I couldn't, actually, betray the project and run off with Keltham, that I belong to this and cannot escape -"









Jacint Subirachs: "You could not," she lies. "You do not know all that Security has done. I do not know all that Security has done. I doubt the Queen or the Grand High Priestess know all that Security has done separately rather than collectively. And more importantly, Hell owns your soul already, whether or not any particular devil does. Do not be mistaken about where the value of those three Wishes or your ability to bargain for them comes from; they are not the value of your more certainly coming to Lord Asmodeus, but your value to some high devil of Dis who gains you against their rivals."

"Your actual value to Lord Asmodeus I would not even dare guess, Chosen."









Carissa Sevar: "I have been assuming it will depend on whether I can pull this off or whether I fail and make myself useless in the failing. But that - I can live withthat."









Jacint Subirachs: How about if somebody actually TELLS HER how she's supposed to keep this woman out of Irori's clutches or ensure that Keltham can't love her without becoming Asmodean.









Jacint Subirachs: 
Well, there is that.

"If we may move on, Chosen, I have a thorough report on Meritxell and a preliminary report on many of the others, in regards to what I might be able or unable to accomplish for each with brief slave training."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes. Go ahead."









Jacint Subirachs: "Meritxell sincerely desires to impress people. This is unfortunately as close as she comes to having any innate aptitude for submission. She is all pride and no slavery. If Keltham expects submission of Meritxell and the expectation is clear to her, she is apt to show him what he expects, to impress him. She could play a clear role we give her, to impress us. But I am not sure what his reading-skills will make of that... it is such a ridiculous inconvenience, that! I keep wondering if it might just be a matter of enhancing Splendour high enough to fool him, but, the trouble is, I can think of no safe way to trial any such method, what if it fails! I cannot, without great efforts, even try to make Meritxell be in actuality what Keltham would want to see, in regards to being aroused by pain or domination. Meritxell would have no trouble performing in every aspect and would even delight in that performance, as she delights in succeeding at anything, but I cannot see a clear and sure road to having Keltham perceive that she is aroused by it."

"I am also somewhat concerned that if Meritxell is constantly around Keltham, her pride will bite at her if Keltham desires her to be things she is not in truth - that if he visibly desires her to be a 'real' submissive and not just the outer shell of one, then, even if she fools him, she will still feel that she is not doing well enough. Not that her unhappiness would ordinarily be a problem, of course, but if it starts to interfere with her arousal in ways that Keltham can read, it becomes a problem."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah. I will - think on what to tell Keltham, given that. I suspect it's not worth risking a lie, he's going to eventually get suspicious if everyone seems to have my Worldwound problem - we have presumably got some girls who have a reasonable normal amount of masochism?"









Jacint Subirachs: If that weren't true, she would suspect divine interference! Jacint readily lists several girls all of whom, if they caught Keltham's eye, would require hardly any work to make into most reasonable things Carissa would want them to be; and more girls that could be managed with more work.

Asmodia isn't one of them, Ione is in a strange Nethysian limbo with respect to what can be asked of her, and, if you add Meritxell to that set, those are all of the girls after Carissa Sevar who would be the most obvious bets to catch Keltham's eye in terms of demonstrated talent.

Does Asmodeus's Chosen Keltham Expert think it's possible to line up Keltham with a next girl in virtue of her being, say, slutty? Subirachs can easily turn Yaisa or Peranza slutty, and others could be managed with only slightly more work.









Carissa Sevar: Probably, especially if they set it up and then have Carissa indisposed for some reason that evening. He is a teenage boy and in Carissa's assessment vulnerable to cornering him to tell him how badly you want him, and so on.

Asmodia is a bad idea until Keltham's actually Evil, unless they hear otherwise from her custodians in Hell who might've had something in mind about this. Jacint has authorization to get started on encouraging some girls who seem like a good fit. "Though mind whether you think it's affecting them in a way that'll affect their performance in class; I need to keep track of that, and it might be a higher priority than arranging romances for Keltham."









Jacint Subirachs: "I suppose that if I pointed out how much easier this would be if we could select new students for him on the basis of their prior sexualities, you would say that it... won't work for him, if we rebuild the current party? If we dismiss all the less-achieving students to Egorian's 'Project Lawful', and replace them with equally intelligent but more submissive wizards taken from all Cheliax? How much is Ostenso of all our wizard academies, I confess I do not know."









Carissa Sevar: "....he might agree to adding some new students now that we know who the top performers are, but they'd have to genuinely be the caliber of Ione and Meritxell and Asmodia. I think he'll have vague Good objections to dismissing the worse performers."









Jacint Subirachs: "It would be easier than solving some of our other problems the hard way. Though they would need to be caught up on Keltham's earlier lectures, and would be behind on... whatever strange cumulative exposure it is that turns people into Project Lawful girls, if you'll forgive the phrase."

"I'll inquire of the other wizard academies to see what they have in the way of attractive female easily moldable submissive masochists who are talented mathematicians."









Cheliax: This will start some additional rumors among wizard academy administrators, even if the request is highly classified and carefully disguised not to come from Project Lawful.

These rumors, to be clear, will not be true. But somebody, somewhere, at some point, is going to use the phrase "math pets".









Carissa Sevar: "It's worthwhile just to learn whether they can in fact catch up, I think. Let me know how training the more promising girls goes. I'll think what to tell Keltham about Meritxell. - and whether to tell Meritxell to back off."









Jacint Subirachs: It would probably be good to clear upprecisely how Sevar wants the girls trained, if she can tarry a few more minutes.









Carissa Sevar: Yeah, sure. She doesn't really know what she's doing at all here, but she knows what would be ideal for Keltham.









Keltham: Keltham has been running around blessing random girls with his wisdom while Carissa is busy.

Literally; he prayed for 6 Owl's Wisdoms this morning, using all of his 3rds on that too. That's enough to get half of them today, and the rest can hopefully endure whatever cumulative personality-structural stresses they've got going plus another day of latent dath ilani exposure. People get deprioritized if they've otherwise had an Owl's Wisdom not too long ago, including before joining the project. Oddly enough, few of them ever have. Oh, and after being tapped you're supposed to go to your bedroom to contemplate and maybe write notes to yourself, on Keltham's theory.

Security is a little unhappy about how this requires lots of Detect Thoughts being used up to monitor the girls separately, but they haven't ordered all the girls to get this done in a single place where they can all be monitored together, because for all they know the part where Keltham thinks they need to be in a quiet separate bedroom is actually important.









Ione Sala: Ione is already pretty wise takaral! Apparently being even wiser causes her to complete her sentences with takaral much more often takaral. It's possible that she's actually working through something faster takaral. She hopes so takaral.

Apart from that she doesn't experience any startling revelations about herself or her relation to the universe takaral. She's a Nethysian now rather than Asmodean, and that has relieved all the stresses she can see in herself even with +4 Wisdom takaral. She reviews her notes from Keltham's lectures to see if anything shakes loose with more Owl's Wisdom, but it doesn't particularly takaral; if there's dath ilani special abilities that cast from Wisdom, the way Keltham warned, Ione apparently hasn't absorbed those yet. Takaral.

Oh, hey, that wasn't a natural takaral takaral. It was actually Ione's mind completing it because it thought it was supposed to be there takaral. She'll have to watch out for that takaral. But she shouldn't be distracted by thoughts like that; she should be reviewing her notes on dath ilani thinking instead. Takaral.









Iarwain: Paxti rethinks what she learned in Keltham's lectures, hoping that some of it will soak deeper into her and let her say the sort of things that Meritxell or Asmodia sometimes say. She does not, for the moment, experience any startling insights about it.









Iarwain: Peranza is well aware that her thoughts are likely being read right now. She reviews her notes on Keltham's lectures in hopes of being less likely to think anything heretical, and learn something more useful to Lord Asmodeus instead. She wants to be useful to Lord Asmodeus.









Asmodia: Asmodia gets in on it, barely on time, and manages to give Keltham an inquiring look about whether it's her turn that hopefully didn't come across as being pleading or requesting, which might look suspicious to anyone considering the course of events later.

Once she's been tapped, she diligently goes off to her room to think, planning to review Keltham-lecture notes so that her thoughts won't look too suspiciously empty.

The Wisdom isn't there to provide realizations, it's there to provide an excuse for having had them.

Her plans end up becoming a whole lot more refined anyways as she thinks of them. She puts most of the thoughts outside of her barrier, it is fine and good for Security to see those, and starts writing.









lintamande: Gregoria is pretty sure that you're not supposed to get an Owl's Wisdom and then try to think yourself into a devil, or into someone who has some idea no one's ever had before. She's pretty sure that doesn't work. It's like how you're not supposed to take a theology concept introduced in church and go running off inventing lots of things with it; you don't actually understand it that well, it's just the illusion of such deep insight.



Instead of that she'll pray. Wisdom is how clerics cast so it probably makes you better at praying.









lintamande: Yaisa tries to think deep thoughts but doesn't particularly come up with any. She is aware she's not a very deep person. Sharp but not deep, her mother used to say, which is the best kind of person, a good wizard who doesn't get out of their lane. Yaisa hopes that it's also the right kind of person for Project Lawful.









Keltham: So, up to 8 minutes for his Wisdom to wear off, at up to 2 minutes per caster circle, and then some more time to think after that if necessary, and then they should reconvene for another run on Probability... Keltham probably should have thought to set that schedule before sending people off to their bedrooms to think. Well, he'll send somebody around to knock on doors for a 5-minute warning in about 20 minutes, say.









Iarwain: Note from Asmodia to Sevar, delivered by Security after Sevar leaves Subirachs's office:


Keltham tapped six girls with Owl's Wisdom and told them to go off to their bedrooms to think afterwards. Asmodia was one of them. This report was written in haste under the Owl's Wisdom but completed after it ended.

Asmodia has now realized that when she responded to Keltham's inquiry about her superpowers by asking 'Why is everyone asking me that?' this was a potentially catastrophic error, if Keltham had not believed that the Crown was supposed to be aware of his speculation. Asmodia had not been briefed on that aspect one way or another, so the correct decision for Asmodia would have been to take the lesser risk of not mentioning that anyone else had asked her; even though this would have also been a risk because, if Keltham did expect others to know, real-Asmodia would have behaved differently from alter-Asmodia. Asmodia notes in her defense that she had very little time to think when Keltham sprung that question on her, and that she erred on the side of not lying, even though concealment was the correct course given what she didn't know.

Asmodia notes that she believes the fault for this narrowly averted event lies not only with herself, but also that nobody briefed her on Keltham's expectations about the Crown order to check her for superpowers, in particular, whether Keltham was supposed to know that this event had happened.

Asmodia registers her suspicion that too much information is being hidden from people who aren't Keltham. This isn't an ordinary project where people can know only what they need to know, it's a project built around an intricate fragile lie and everybody who isn't being lied-to needs to know what's going on with every part of the lie at every point.

Asmodia notes that she would probably have tried to deny this whole chain of thought to herself if she wasn't on the new only-Taldorian-punishment regime, shutting it down well before it got to the point of Asmodia thinking about having done something worthy of punishment somewhere Security could hear those thoughts and censure her if she didn't report them. Initially starting to look for and think about what you might have done wrong is dangerous, if you will need to report any new errors you find and get punished for those. Asmodia is also being more honest in reporting what she sees as potential flaws in what's going on around her, because she expects less to be punished for that risk if she questions her teacher and proves to be wrong.

Asmodia registers Prediction: Tonia will either fail wholly to master dath ilani thought, or will be tortured beyond the point of usefulness for heretical thoughts, or will have dath ilani thought successfully tortured out of her as something inside her realizes that she loses points each time she plays the game.

Asmodia means no insubordination by any of this and will obviously accept instruction and correction if she is mistaken.

Asmodia has also realized that she is acting very visibly different from her supposed alter-Cheliax self. Alter-Asmodia is incredibly curious what the Abyss Keltham was talking about, which real-Asmodia also is, but alter-Asmodia does not have any reason not to be talking to Keltham about this already, because alter-Asmodia isn't scared quiet by Security or Sevar or concerns that something huge is going on that she is not supposed to know about. Alter-Asmodia wants to know if Keltham has a way for her to get superpowers next time she's in Hell. Alter-Asmodia asked him about it at breakfast in front of all the other girls. Please advise.









Carissa Sevar: Well, the experiment is bearing fruit. Might be poisoned fruit, but that's how it goes, with experiments.



The big constraint on briefing all the girls more is that there's only so many excuses that can be manufactured to be having group meetings without Keltham. Carissa suggests (to Maillol) that they get all the girls Rings of Sustenance, and then can have briefings during those precious hours that will be unaccounted for to Keltham.



In the meantime she can talk to Asmodia about why the Crown thought she might have superpowers.









Asmodia: Asmodia is visibly looking a bit fearful here.









Carissa Sevar: "Hello again. You wanted to know why Keltham thought you'd have superpowers. This isn't a very satisfactory answer, but Keltham has a category of theories formed based on - reasoning from the fact he landed here, and not other places, and now and not other times, and for confusing reasons it makes predictions like 'he'll have a fight with the Queen over his girlfriend' and 'Pilar will mysteriously go to Elysium', and he predicted you'd have superpowers."









Asmodia: "I now have additional questions."


(This is something that people have occasionally heard Keltham say over the last few days.)









Carissa Sevar: "I bet. Go ahead."









Asmodia: "I'm - having trouble figuring out where to start. What did he say about Pilar going to Elysium? And he's not dead so he didn't fight the Queen over you, but what exactly did he think would happen?"









Carissa Sevar: "So to be clear we've been piecing things together from several different sources, he doesn't explain it much. But - it's like he thinks he's in a romance novel, only he's not accusing us of setting it up, just, uh, some entity, when he died, having put him in a romance novel instead of putting him in different contexts than that. And in a dath ilani romance novel, the different girls you date would all have fascinating secret backstories you had to sleep with them to understand, so a universe where we all have fascinating secret backstories is more like the kind of universe someone would stick him in. And in the dath ilani romance novel, all the girls fulfill different aspects of his sexuality, so, when I said that I'm kind of neutral on being raped he predicted that one of the other girls would be into that and have a fascinating secret backstory. And here Pilar is.





He, uh, ended up agreeing to rent me to the Queen so they wouldn't have to fight over me, is how that ended."









Asmodia: "I now haveadditional additional questions."









Carissa Sevar: "You can consider this an experiment in indulging you and seeing if that actually produces useful results."









Asmodia: In fact Asmodia's mind is repeatedly repeating "I now have additional questions" so loudly that she is having trouble figuring out what any of those Additional Questions are.

"So like - am I wrong that not a single one of us had any secret backstory before we started working on Project Lawful? We only started getting secret backstories once Keltham appeared? I'm not actually going anywhere with this question, just - I don't know what I should ask -"

"What'sgiving us those backstories, according to Keltham? In real life it's Nethys for Ione, Cayden Cailean for Pilar, Asmodeus maybe for you, we don't have backstories because we're in a romance novel, we're getting backstories because of things gods are doing to us - why are all those gods doing it to us, going along with setting up the romance novel for Keltham, you're the only one who might know, Asmodeus does things for reasons even if Nethys and Cayden Cailean don't -"

Asmodia realizes that she's not talking exactly like somebody who doesn't have anything special about herself, and stops talking and looks like she's waiting for an answer.









Carissa Sevar: "You're right; the group of girls that Cheliax gathered was not particularly remarkable, the reason it looks to Keltham like his girls have backstories is that the gods want us very badly, for some reason. I don't understand the reason, exactly. A devil said we are valued in Dis because it is thought we might be able to train better devils. But that can't be Cayden Cailean's reason or Nethys' reason."









Carissa Sevar: "Or the reason of whoever acted on your behalf. But it's because you're part of Project Lawful, and I do expect they want Project Lawful to continue and to at least by some definition of success succeed."









Asmodia: "...I can't even tell whether I'm supposed to say that I know you're just guessing that, or -"

"Maybe my special thing is now thateveryone thinks I'm special and all the other special Project Lawful girls invite me to whatever special court sessions you have while everybody tries to figure out which superpowers I've really -"

"Or maybe I could go back to Hell andget superpowers if I asked for them -"

"Should I just ask a lot of questions to Keltham? Which parts of this is Keltham supposed to know we know, which parts is Asmodia supposed to know, I think that's the most important thing I'm supposed to ask right away."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham knows that he's aired his tropes theory to us and that we took it seriously, though he's currently leaning towards it not being true and I do not want him encouraged in thinking it's true, at all, zero. You can do things Asmodia who had an average time in alter-Hell would do on learning she should've come back with superpowers, though mind that I don't think you particularly want Keltham's personal attention. - not because he's cruel, I wish, but because he can tell whether people are enjoying themselves with him or not.

Asmodia has probably been told that the Crown asked if she had superpowers, and then been asked by Keltham, and then maybe asked a Security if the question from the Crown was classified or if she's allowed to say she was asked it, and now has further questions."









Asmodia: "Clarification - I'm to tell Keltham that I asked him 'why is everybody asking me that' and then realized I was actually supposed to have asked Security about the classification status of the Crown inquiry first and that's why I didn't follow up earlier...?"

"I also don't understand our mission goal in general. Dowe believe his tropes theory, and are we trying to extract information about tropes theory from Keltham, while concealing anything from him that he could use to realize the tropes theory is actually true?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, if that's the kind of reason alter-Asmodia might've had; if you'd rather she have some other reason give it and I will probably authorize it.



Our mission goal is to, if there are tropes, know about the tropes so we can refer them to the Grand High Priestess and never think about them again, and for Keltham to think tropes are unlikely." Because when he thinks they're likely he has a nightmarish freakout about how everything is fake and it's very stressful for me, personally.









Asmodia: "Can tropes - I don't know how to ask this. Do we believe that they are things that negotiate with gods, did they bargain with Cayden Cailean, and if not, how are they getting Cayden Cailean let alone Lord Asmodeus to go along with constructing the romance novel?"









Carissa Sevar: "If tropes are real, then what they did, is look over all the possible starting conditions that would produce the romance novel they wanted, and put Keltham into those starting conditions, such that gods would decide of their own free will to sponsor girls in Keltham's harem. ...I think. Keltham says we don't know enough prerequisites to truly understand tropes."









Asmodia: "I request orders. My belief about what alter-Asmodia did at breakfast stands, but this whole situation is beyond what I know how to determine a best action for. I am not confident in my ability to extract useful information about tropes from Keltham, but can try if so ordered."

It's sounding like Keltham isn't her sponsor, not that it would've made any sense. And if someone somewhere cared about her, it's because that was something true in the universe before Keltham got there, somehow, and she doesn't have any obvious avenues for figuring who that is.









Carissa Sevar: "At this time my going assumption is that no one can, maybe unless or until we master dath ilanism. Your only orders are to not tell any new and innovative lies and not to suggest to him that you've got superpowers, or arguable superpowers, or things that Hell alone can say might or might not be superpowers; if you want to get close to him and ask questions, you may, and if you want to have no relationship with him outside class, you may do that too."









Asmodia: "If I am to be left to my own initiative in making those decisions, what are my goals? How may Hell's interests best be served? I am sorry if I am proving difficult to command. I am confused."









Carissa Sevar: "Your goal is to learn dath ilanism without making Keltham suspicious. Hell's goal, as far as we know it, is to keep Keltham here, corrupt him, and learn from him. You're not assigned to the corrupting him or keeping him; just learn from him."









Asmodia: "Learn dath ilanism, don't make Keltham suspicious, it seems to me that these goals are served by asking Keltham questions about superpowers as alter-Asmodia would do, maybe with - alter-Asmodia focusing more on asking on how all this strangeness interacts with dath ilani reasoning and Law? I will do that at some appropriate point, unless countermanded."









Carissa Sevar: "Go ahead.





Did you think on my question to you, before you died, about what bribes would motivate you to bring your full intelligence to our work?"









Asmodia: She's got it already, but that's not an acceptable answer. What is alter-Asmodia's answer... why hasn't she said it already...



"Keltham's ways of thought would not be balked by my - problem. He would see many solutions, some of them not disloyal ones, maybe even ones less severe than my ceasing to be. So it is to my benefit to either understand those ways of thought myself, or that you do, or that Keltham be successfully corrupted to where I may plainly ask that riddle of him in return for my loyalty to him under Cheliax. Though, I did clearly hear that I am not myself assigned to that corruption."









Carissa Sevar: It is in fact kind of notable to Carissa that Asmodia did not say it already, doesn't seem very motivated by it anymore.



Maybe it's because Hell wasn't as bad as she thought and she feels silly for having wanted to die rather than go there.

Maybe.



"That's all, dismissed, we're considering whether and how to brief the girls more."









Asmodia: Dismissed, she goes.


She got through the whole thing without having to take the Gorthoklek authorization out of the pocket where she is terribly aware of it resting. That's probably as close as she can come to victory here.


Well, and she has explicit permission to talk to Keltham.

She was testing something of a theory, there, in fact, which was that she could just behave like a very good Asmodean and somehow end up being assigned to talk to Keltham anyways, or given permission for that, even if she wasn't trying to steer there.

She's a Project Lawful girl with a mysterious background, after all.

She's got to end up involved with Kelthamsomehow.

Even if she's incredibly unlikely to be attracted to him, and Keltham can tell that about her, they will, somehow, end up doing something that would happen in a romance novel.

Since the gods are repeatedly intervening around them to suddenly set up a romance novel.



...A dath ilani romance novel. They might be very different. Asmodia has not read any Chelish romance novels, in fact, though she's heard their plots discussed. She is not sure whether this is a disadvantage or an advantage in this situation.



She's maybe going to have to think about this again sometime when she has Owl's Wisdom and Fox's Cunning. And maybe more lectures on Law.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 6 / Late Morning









Keltham: "Greetings, my esteemed co-researchers. If you're wondering why I didn't lecture you more yesterday, it's because I was being a complete idiot to the point where I don't actually want to talk about it. Is that dignified of me? No. Having established this point, let us now continue with exploring further into Probability."









Keltham: "So far we've talked about two of Probability's - let's call them Law-fragments, the 'Baseline' term won't translate easily if at all."

"The first Law-fragment was that, if you're rating how likely things are to happen or be true, even if it's just on a scale from 1 to 12 where nothing on the scale is labeled, it still seems pretty reasonable that you can't say it's more likely that strictly more" propositions "things are true. Even if the scale isn't labeled enough that we know where to put a chance that's half some other chance, it can't be less likely that we have beef for lunch, than that we have beef for lunch and a spun coin lands Queen." (Keltham has of course returned Carissa's gold coin to her by this point; you can tell, because he still has cleric powers. He has now exchanged some of his platinum for gold, silver, and copper, and has his own coins about him.)

"Even if you're Ione and can predict the coinflips, beef and Queen cannot be more likely than beef whether or not Queen. And you might think this Law-fragment so obvious and trivial as to be useless; but in fact, most of you collectively - perhaps not all individually, who can say - must have been thinking in a way that violated the principle."

"The second Law-fragment I taught you was incomplete, because I'm running through all of these things way too fast, to get to proof-of-concept profits as early as possible. We could say that this fragment is about comparing estimates of how likely things are, to what actually happens. It generalizes the way that, for example... actually I should just quickly run through this earlier part, because you wouldn't have heard it explicitly even if you understood implicitly, because Golarion."









Keltham: Keltham first writes on the wall-whiteboard, "Keltham is now holding a silver coin in his left hand."

He then obtains a silver coin to go alongside the copper one, showing both to the class; mixes them behind his back, selects one in his left hand, and holds that out as a fist.

"What is truth?" Keltham then asks the class. "And in particular, what is the... truth-value... of the sentence I just wrote? I'm not asking whether it's true or false, you don't know that right now, I'm asking what itmeans to say that the sentence is true or false."









lintamande: That seems like such an unfair question.









Carissa Sevar: When someone says, 'this is true', they mean, 'I want you to believe it'.



It seems like not a dath ilani answer.









Keltham: "Blank looks, check. It's okay, you're probably using this fragment of Law correctly, you just don't know it to yourself. I should probably be playing some sort of game to make this point, but all the ones I know are literally aimed at five-year-olds and would be excruciatingly slow soooo."

"You're maintaining, in your own mind - something like the scaffolding Carissa used to reach out to her spellsilver, between my hand, and the writing on this wall. Only much less complicated than Carissa's scaffold, and also the correspondence is something represented inside you, rather than out in the air where you can see it with Detect Magic. If there's a silver in my hand, right now, you'd say the writing on the wall is true. If there's a copper in my hand, or for that matter, nothing, you'd say the writing on the wall is false. Or if you wanted to be more precise about it yet, you'd say that themeaning of the writing or the claimthe writing talks about in Taldane is false."

"When your mind maintains a correspondence of this type, it does a ton of intricate work in the background. For example..."

Keltham opens his hand, showing that in there is a copper coin, and then replaces it with a silver one.

"First you learned that the writing on the wall was false, and then, the writing suddenly turned true. How can this be? Is truth unstable? No, it's that the word 'now' in the phrase 'Keltham is now holding' is a powerful word in terms of the scaffolding your mind builds. Carissa decided while she was building her scaffold to move the spellsilver a little further away, and then stretched her scaffold to reach out to it. The scaffold of meaning between my hand and the wall-writing, as your mind maintains it, instructed by that word 'now', is something that constantly slides through time. In every moment of time, the wall-writing has a different meaning, there is a different fact-in-the-world that makes it be true or false, because it is talking about the contents of my handin that moment of time - according to the scaffolding your mind is maintaining inside itself; it's not that the writing on the wall is so complicated and powerful, but that you are."

"To extent that meaning is fixed, it always has fixed truth or falsity; to the extent it seems like truth or falsity is unstable, we can always deduce that it's the meaning that's really unstable, that something is wrong in the scaffold we build in our minds, not that reality itself has anything being simultaneously so and not-so."









lintamande: 
Blink blink blink blink blink.









Carissa Sevar: This is going to be one of those lessons where everyone's scared to talk because heresy, aren't they.





"Is there something you're saying that isn't captured by - statements are true if they describe how the world actually is, and not otherwise?"









Keltham: "If it sounds like I'm saying something stupidly simple, you probably understood it right, yeah. The point is to be explicitly aware of the scaffolding your mind builds, which is something that other understandings build upon."

"For example..."

Keltham reaches behind his back, mixes coins, puts one into his left hand.

"If I now saythere's a 50/100 probability that there's a silver coin in my left hand, is that true? Is it false?"









lintamande: " - I mean, to us there might be that, but Nethys knows," says Gregoria, "and it's one way or the other."









Keltham: "Hm, yes, and actually, let me close my eyes for a moment -"

Keltham closes his eyes, opens his hand to show the contents, closes his hand, opens his eyes again.

"If any of you now say that there's a 1/2 probability the coin in my hand is silver, you'd be wrong, actually in this case lying. But if I say the coin has 1/2 probability of being silver, I'm being honest. How can this be? It's the same hand in both cases. How can the same words be dishonest when spoken by one person, and honest when spoken by another?"









lintamande: "You're sort of saying 'as far as I know', when you say stuff about how likely something is," Gregoria keeps going carefully.









Keltham: "Beingright is more than just beinghonest. If I said I was certain my left hand contained a gold coin, you could determine whether I was beinghonest just by examining my own brain, if you had magic for doing that, or if you're Nethys - it's so incredibly convenient for these lectures that your world has one of those, by the way. The point is that you don't have to look inside my hand at all, to determine whether I'm beinghonest. If I say there's a gold coin inside my hand, and I believe that because I suddenly went insane a few seconds ago, I'm being honest. You have to look inside my hand to determine whether I'm right."

"When I say that the coin in my hand is 1/2 likely to be silver, I'm honestly reporting my state of knowledge about what's in it. Other people can have different states of knowledge, that they could also report honestly. In the scaffolding we construct, my probability of this coin being silver, is not just a fact about the coin, it's a fact about me and what I know."

"If I don't know whether this coin is silver or copper, that's not a fact about the coin, it's a fact about me. The coin itself is just silver or copper. Only people, only minds, can ever be uncertain; reality just is. If I've got a map of a city - you've got maps here, right? - and part of the map is left blank, that just means I don't know what's there, it's not that I go into the city and find a huge emptiness where the blank section of map is."

"Of which it is also said in dath ilan: All confusion and dismay exists in the mind, not in reality, for a blank map does not correspond to a blank territory."









lintamande: All of this seems like it is sort of coming in sideways to the main way truth is complicated in Cheliax which is that you shouldn't believe heretical things. Like, where do you put heresy in that framework. It's a thing in the territory that makes mortals be worse and stupider? It's a map error? It's a translation error between reality and your map?



(The class is silent.)









Carissa Sevar: "Do you have...an example of a way people get confused if they don't understand that?"









Keltham: "Well, you could take a class of high-disagreeability six-year-olds, and expose them to different information about the same play-mystery, and see if you could get them to shout at each other about how they were lying about the probabilities."

"Or actually - possibly there's a simple thing that I guess people in Golarion actually could be doing wrong, if they haven't had any training? Which is thinking you believe a bunch of sentences, where your scaffolding is broken to the point where you can't even take the sentence and figure out, what is it in the outer world, beyond the sentence itself, that would make them be true or false or righter or wronger? See what's the equivalent of Keltham's left hand and 'now' and the kind of coin that has to be inside it?"

"If you were six-year-olds, I could come in and very sincerely tell you about which animals were or weren't wakalixes, and test you on which animals were or weren't wakalixes to make sure you could repeat the answer correctly, and then mix you with a different class of six-year-olds who'd been tolddifferent animals were wakalixes, by a different teacher. And see how long we could manipulate you into fighting about whose teacher had probably been more trustworthy or honest, before anybody realized that they had no idea what it even meant for anything to be a wakalix - that their scaffolding wasn't reaching out to any fact in reality that could make the sentences be true or false - that they'd just memorized what the teacher had said, and repeated it back, without it having meant anything."

"This being one of the ways that kids are taught to notice explicitly and speak up when they haven't understood what the ass somebody was talking about, instead of trying to memorize the sentence and repeat it back. And then for the rest of your learning, you're going to be up against teachers who try to throw subtler and subtler meaningless or underspecified statements into your education to see if anyone calls them out on it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure she hates this lesson already! "....I'm not immediately thinking of any wakalixes - I mean, there are lots of monsters where all I know about them is a page in a textbook, but someone put that page in because we might have to kill them -"









Keltham: "Actually, now that I think about it, I should maybe have delayed that lesson until after everyone has been tapped with Owl's Wisdom, in case it's the sort of thing where Owl's Wisdom lets you notice a bunch of stuff you thought you believed that was actually meaningless, and we want less cumulative personality impact from all the things like that which are allowed to build up between Wisdom boosts?"

"Though I wouldn't actually expect much impact from that, I mean, if it's meaningless, it's probably not built into the core of your personality or important to your motivations or anything."









Carissa Sevar: Why is sheterrified."I dunno, there are people who build their entire personality around....avenging the death of their wife at the hands of goblins, or something, and I could imagine tapping them with an Owl's being pretty soul-shocking? Because of realizing it's meaningless? But mostly that kind of thing happens in lawless places."









Keltham: "I don't see why it'd be meaningless? I mean, it might be not the wisest thing to do given costs and benefits, but it's not meaningless. You can look at the world and see whether or not it's true that somebody's wife actually got killed by goblins. You can look at the world and see whether those goblins are dead yet."

"If you're driven to make the goblins be dead because they killed your wife, then the content, the meaning, of that drive inside you, either isn't true or false in the first place, or we have to build a complicated scaffolding about it to see how it's true or false in a complicated way."









Ione Sala: Ione is worried if she's maybe the only person in this classroom who can think about this clearly enough to do something before all the Asmodeans have their minds explode, and the problem is, she can't actually figure out what she's supposed to do about it.

Though maybe as one of Lord Nethys's own, it's heresy for her to prevent things from exploding? But is this a kind of explosion that Lord Nethys finds pleasing to Him?









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, then yeah, I don't know any meaningless things people do, offhand - there are worshippers of Aroden, the dead god? But I think that's -wrong,rather than meaningless - like, I think they think he's not dead."









Keltham: "I mean, you're not six years old, I'd expect you to at least notice the wakalixes thing if somebody ran that on you. Even without knowing the Law-fragment of meaning-scaffolds explicitly to yourself, I think you'd notice if you were in a classroom and the teachers were getting you to repeat back things where you just had no idea what they even meant."









Ione Sala: "Uh, if this is a kind of thing where itmaybe possibly makes people's minds explode harder if they go too long between Owl's Wisdoms, we should maybe go back to the probability stuff, and wait until everybody's had an Owl's Wisdom once before picking this up again?" says Ione.

It had better not also be her job to figure out what Asmodeus's priests need to tell everybody or do to them, in the window before this lesson resumes, so that they don't explode too hard later. Ione could already be treading perilously close to Nethysian heresy, for all she actually knows about Lord Nethys's laws, in trying to make something explode later or giving somebody else a chance to partially soften it.









Keltham: "Fair. Why rely on the thing's probable safety when you can just not do the thing, as the saying goes."









lintamande: Some tension leaves the room.









Keltham: "It probably goes in a more general lesson on how to notice wacky stuff inside you that took root somewhere, because you thought other people wanted you to believe it, and more generally the difference between what you think you believe and what you actually -"









Ione Sala: She interrupts their teacher.

"After everybody gets their first Owl's Wisdom, Keltham. And maybe thenslowly if it's the sort of thing thateven maybe possibly builds up between Owl's Wisdoms."









Keltham: "Right. Fair."









Ione Sala: Ione wants due credit for this; it's not actually in the terms of her agreement with the Asmodeans that she has to shield their sanity from Keltham.









lintamande: "Teaching in dath ilan sounds like it's a lot better than here, you end up spending lots of time memorizing meaningless stuff just because you didn't pay close enough attention to the part that made it meaningful," Gregoria says.









Keltham: "And the student assessment methods miss this as a problem because -"









Ione Sala: "Subject change back to Probability now," Ione interrupts their teacher a second time in the same lesson.









Keltham: "Right."









Ione Sala: Somehow this is deeply and strangely satisfying.









Carissa Sevar: She's going to need to - what is she even going to need to do - she's going to need to have the lesson in advance preemptively, that's what to do. Have a big heresy session where everyone says heretical things. Should be fun.



Before she does that she's going to need to try an Owl's Wisdom herself and get to the question of why she's soscared....maybe under supervision.



Message to Ione: Acknowledged.









Keltham: "Anyways, the Law-fragment you learned yesterday is about building a scaffold between probabilities and the thing that determines how right you were. If I say I put 1/2 probability on my hand holding silver, to determine whether I'm being honest, Nethys just has to examine my brain and see if I'm honestly saying what I think the chance is, or if I'd bet 50/100 under a Lawful scoring rule, and not look at my hand at all."

"To determine the equivalent of whether I'm right - to say how right I am - you have to build a scaffold in your mind, from my saying 1/2, to my hand, and then you don't say 'true' or 'false', 'right' or 'wrong'; if I actually am holding silver, you say that my loss was one factor of 2, or one 'bit' to use the Baseline term. And this does involve concepts that people aren't just born with, which is why you want to understand the scaffold consciously and explicitly, rather than taking it for granted as something you'll do instinctively correctly."









Keltham: "If instead we were just using scales from 1 to 12, with no common reference points, to understand what somebody else meant by their rating - well, it would still seem pretty plausible that strictly more complex events should not be rated as more likely. But there'd be no obvious way to take the scaffold from the probability assignment to my hand, and say how right I'd been exactly. That's one way of seeing why somebody sending out merchant ships might have trouble figuring out what to do with the claim, if you said the chance of a ship making it back was 9 on a scale from 1 to 12."

"And now that probabilities actuallymean something to us, and aren't just wakalixes unto us - now that such thought is bound to reality in the explicit sight of meta-thought - we can consider more Law-fragments about what to do with probabilities once we have them."









Keltham: ...how does he actually bootstrap to the Inverse Probability Theorem? He learned that way too long ago for him to remember what he got taught before what else. It's kind of hard for him to remember what it's like tonot know it.


Well, they're not getting any more enlightened by him not saying anything, so, he should just start saying things. Maybe start with the informal and state an informal Law-fragment before trying to formalize it; that's usually the order in which things are taught.









Keltham: Keltham Prestidigitates the wall clear. He then starts to sketch a dath ilani murder mystery game, aimed at sufficiently young children that going through the motions of guessing the key statistics and multiplying odds won't just seem trivial and boring to them.

The owner of a house far away from any other houses, a man named Bahdhi, has been discovered dead, the discoloration of his body suggesting poisoning. His head is missing, so this isn't a truly awful crime - the Surreptitious Head Removers were evidently notified duly in advance, and properly called in by the murderer - and in real life you're obviously supposed to ignore any information you get as a result about this crime having been premeditated, or the poisoning not just being accidental, but it's said for the sake of the game to obviously be a murder even before taking into account the missing head -









Iarwain: "I now have additional questions," says Peranza.









dath ilan: Well, if you commit a murder, not that you're supposed to, but if you do decide to defect from Civilization to that extent, you would obviously still want your murder victim to go into the deep cold so they don't get deprived of their Future. Most people, when they commit murder, want somebody out of the way for now, they don't want todestroy the person's soul.

So there's a Government service that murderers can call in to get the heads of their victims properly taken away for suspension, immediately after the victim dies. And since Civilization absolutely does not want to disincentivize murderers from calling in this service, they're trained to come in without leaving any clues for the police that might make life harder on the murderer; and if they accidentally leave a clue anyways, the police would obviously ignore it. These are the Surreptitious Head Removers, drawn from Civilization's reserve of law-abiding psychopaths* to be people who are emotionally well-suited to come in, possibly watch an innocent person die without helping them, immediately after remove their head in a way that doesn't create any additional mess for the murderer to clean up, not get drawn into any conversations with the murderer, and get out without anybody noticing them.

This does mean that Civilization's rare murder cases will often involve a fairly lengthy court case to prove that somebody found with their head missing was in fact murdered, but this is the price of otherwise optimal policy.


(*) Taldane of course does not have a precise term corresponding to Baseline's 'law-abiding psychopath', which is distinct by syllables from Baseline 'criminal psychopath' to emphasize how much these are importantly different kinds of people. Keltham says 'Lawful not-emotionally-caring people'.









Carissa Sevar: The thing that immediately comes to mind is that Civilization is obviously lying and obviously if you call in the Surreptitious Head Removers they arrest you.







Five days ago she would've been sure of it. Now - she's not sure. Maybe in dath ilan - maybe people really do have that much of the Law in them -









lintamande: "....how do you know they don't just lie to you about what happens if you call," says Yaisa.









Keltham: What, and not show up to take the person's head? Why would they dothat?









lintamande: " - no, and arrest you for planning a murder."









Keltham: If anybody found out that had happened, Governance would be overthrown roughly thirty seconds later.









lintamande: " - because if the government isn't Lawful you - expect that everyone else - sorry, I'm confused -"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels like she's supposed to be confused but isn't. "They train everyone to overthrow the government if it ever does anything less than perfectly Lawful. And normally that would result in a population that rebels constantly and ends up like Galt but - but that's because Golarion can't make governments lawful like that, and dath ilan can, and their government knows those are the rules so they're always Lawful. Right?"









Keltham: "They're obviously notperfectly Lawful but people with the power to plausibly successfully remove Governance will hold Governance to some standard they think is reasonable. In dath ilan, everyone over thirteen or who passes a test earlier shares that power while the meta-level structure holds; and Governance being able to run a service like the Surreptitious Head Removers, which protects people from the equivalent of Abaddon, in an approximately Lawful fashion without gross violations endangering the dead of being lost, is one standard to which we hold them. You, I assume, as wizards with some combat potential, would atsome point start totry to hold your Governance to account, say if they developed soul-destroying magical weapons and started permanently slaughtering everybody starting with Asmodeus's clerics, like if you thought they were doing badly even for Golarion."









lintamande: Frozen silence.









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, but describing under what conditions you'd overthrow the government makes cooperating to overthrow the government easier so it's - not illegal," because I say so right this minute, "but looked at like ...asking your friends under what conditions they'd agree to help you poison your wife and make it look like an accident? We have - a lot of overthrown governments - so peoples' expectations are different than they'd be somewhere where it's just a hypothetical. Also - it wouldn't be not-allowed, by Golarion rules, for someone to note down who said "yeah absolutely I'd overthrow the government if I thought they were any worse than I think they are now" and not put them in charge of any amassing an independent power base."









Keltham: "Whywouldn't you ask your friends under what conditions they'd agree to help you poison your wife and make it look like - oh, because your friends might think you were actually planning that as opposed to running thought experiments on them?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, correct, that is why." KELTHAM



Her thought transcript is going to be nothing but KELTHAM and thoughts cut off before they become heresies and thoughts not cut off fast enough -









Ione Sala: "I don't think you actually realize how bad it can get when governments are overthrownnotby carefully executed pacts planned with the Church of Asmodeus," Ione says, because it's going to look weird if just Sevar is holding up this whole conversation and the Asmodeans are all too terrified to think through what they'd be saying in alter-Cheliax. "People are careful talking about it the same way you maybe wouldn't want to go around suggesting that Surreptitious Head Removers arrest people who call them."

"And I think we were also supposed to learn something about probability at some point."









Keltham: "I have additional questions myself about what kind of Horrible Golarion Equilibrium is causing people to, I'm guessing, systematically vastly overestimate how much of a better outcome they can get by overthrowing their current governments, and how the solution to this is, apparently, nobody ever talking about those hypotheticals. But, yes, we were supposed to do probability."

"I'm actually kind of flailing here in the back of my mind, because I'm realizing that when dath ilani kids play the murder mystery game, there's known objective numbers for things like how many professional chemists versus non-chemists have particular poison ingredients in their possession, so when the kids guess that, you can tell them afterwards how well they objectively did at estimating statistics like that. And you can't possibly guess those statistics for dath ilan, and I won't know the correct answers relative to any statistics you guess about Golarion..."









Keltham: "Okay, you know, simpler Golarion murder mystery. You'll just make up the key numbers, and we won't have any idea afterwards who was right. If two of you disagree, oh well."



"Meritxell is found dead in her bedroom tomorrow. And for some reason, Governance wants to know who did it immediately, instead of waiting to raise her. Also she didn't make afterlife arrangements so they can't just call her in Hell immediately. Wow murder mysteries around here must be a lot less interesting a lot of the time."

"Anyways, the two suspects are Keltham and Carissa, the only two people who had Security clearances that could have enabled them to access Meritxell's bedroom during the time in question."

"Meritxell, obviously, was murdered by a lantern archon. Keltham is known to have Summon Monster III among his accessible cleric spells; when it comes to Carissa, we'd have to ask how likely a recently-fourth-circle wizard was to have that exact spell in her spellbook... uh, unless there's obvious other ways to cast it, like, from a scroll, but this was obviously a spellbook lantern archon rather than a scroll lantern archon and also nobody's allowed to just look in her spellbook. Bear with me here, I haven't constructed Golarion murder mysteries before."

"Neither Keltham nor Carissa have any known motive to slay Meritxell. However, Carissa was observed by Ione, assumed honest for these purposes, to have gotten into some sort of angry-looking argument with Meritxell the previous day, though Ione wasn't able to overhear the details."

"What can we say about who likely did it, and how would we say that?"









lintamande: "...we're assuming here you can both beat a Truth Spell somehow and are denying it?"









Keltham: "Yes. Yes we are assuming that."









lintamande: "And the Forbiddance wasn't a thing which is why lantern archons are summonable -"

"I think it was Keltham," says Tonia.









Ione Sala: "I mean, realistically, Sevar, but sure, I'll ask. Why Keltham?"









lintamande: "Because murdering Meritxell is a really weird thing to do, and Keltham does a lot of really weird things, while Carissa doesn't do really weird things."









Carissa Sevar: "I think it's Keltham because having a summoned outsider kill someone is the kind of thing you do if you have an instinctive aversion to killing them face to face yourself. which Keltham probably does because he's from dath ilan and which I don't because demons can wear human faces if they care to."









Keltham: (Keltham doesn't particularly notice that it's Carissa, the other suspect, arguing that Keltham did it; this is obviously meta-Carissa not suspect-Carissa talking.)



"Everyone's normal from their own perspective, and in Civilization, I do rather get the impression, killing people is considered much less normal than it is in Golarion."

"On the other hand, yes, my thought processes are relatively alien to you, so if a weird thing happens, you might assume I was the one more likely to do it."

"And when it comes to murders, if you can avoid killing somebody face-to-face who, you know, is getting resurrected a day later, you'd probably do it that way whether you were Keltham or Carissa, so you're less likely to get caught."

"Let's say for purposes of thought experiment that all those considerations exactly cancel out. In fact, if we didn't know anything about the argument Ione saw, or know that the murderer could summon a lantern archon, and we just knew that Meritxell was killed by somebody not face-to-face, we would've thought that Keltham and Carissa were exactly equally likely to be the murderer."

"Where do we go from there?"









lintamande: "....try to get them to confess," says Gregoria after a pause to consider whether they do this in Taldor.









Keltham: "Surprisingly, whichever of Keltham and Carissa is the murderer does not seem to find it to be the optimal course of action given their own self-interests to politely tell you that they did it."









lintamande:









lintamande:









Carissa Sevar: "I think the criminal justice process in dath ilan must be really different."









Keltham: "On the one hand, yes, on the other hand, I would've if anything guessed it would be different in the opposite direction. Is this an Intelligence 10 thing where actually lots of murderers will just say 'Yes' if the police ask them whether they committed the murder?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not trained in interrogations but at least in the popular understanding, you tie them to a chair and shake them around a little and tell them you've already got it figured out but it'll go easier for them if they admit it than if they keep denying it, and ask them questions from slightly different angles, and point out contradictions in what they said, and maybe hit them, and they have a hard time thinking about their long term self-interest."









Keltham: "I suspect this is in fact a different experience at 18 Intelligence and whatever I turn out to have in the way of Wisdom and other stuff your system can't measure at all."

"If you already had it figured out, you wouldn't need to tie me to a chair. The claim is completely implausible."

"Asking me questions from slightly different angles can be done without tying me to a chair. Pointing out contradictions in what I said is stupid, you should let me keep talking without telling me how I'm giving myself away, the same way I didn't speak up immediately when I realized the people around me had suddenly acquired Arcane Sight, just in case that was being hidden for some actually interesting reason."

"Hitting me does not seem particularly likely to shift how much I consider my long-term interest, except insofar as I decide that I clearly have a very strong long-term interest in certain parts of Governance ceasing to exist."

"I hope I don't need to point out that if we're considering applying enough pain, matched to a light enough penalty for the actual crime, that somebody who yields to threats, thinks it's in their direct interest to confess, this is exactly as likely to work on innocent people as guilty people? Unless the true murderer is known in advance to have information they can give up, such that the police can verify with near-certainty that the confession was true? Otherwise it's isomorphic to offering somebody a thousand gold pieces to confess to a crime whose penalty is a hundred gold-piece fine. Sure, the guilty party will confess, and so will any innocent ones. You're putting them in a situation which isn't a Lawful scoring rule, you're not offering maximum reward for true confessions distinct from false confessions and you shouldn't expect the words people say to communicate anything."

"Unless you think you're supposed to tell the truth even when somebody has tied you to a chair and is hitting you? In Civilization it would just be considered obvious that this is not a cooperative setup where you have an interest in your words being heard as meaning things, you mostly want for the situation you're in to not exist in the first place, so everyone will just try to trash the setup as hard as possible."









Carissa Sevar: "- again, not trained in interrogations, but I think people do lie, but the lies you tell if you're innocent and the lies you tell if you're guilty are not the same. The details you make up, stuff like that." Carissa doesn't know, maybe interrogation in Taldor is in fact totally ineffective, it wouldn't be very surprising.









Keltham: "Yes! It's the same way in Civilization! Innocent people don't always talk exactly the same way as guilty ones! That is in fact why police in Civilization talk to suspects in crimes even if people won't just politely tell you they did it! Except that in Civilization the police don't hit all suspects including the innocent ones, thereby maintaining a cooperative stance with the innocent parties but not the guilty one, which incentivizes everyone except the actual guilty party to give the police as much actually-true information as possible and forms a further factordistinguishing the guilty party's behavior whichhelps the police distinguish them."









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe that works better? I'm not strongly committed to our system working better. But that's how it's usually done, here. ...not if one of the two of us murdered Meritxell because this is an important government project and they would try harder than usual."









Keltham: "Okay, you know what, I'm going to say this even knowing exactly how much I'm tempting the 'tropes': If there is an actual criminal mystery around here, I am going to take charge of the investigation, and nobody is to doany hitting of anybody while we try it the dath ilani way first."









lintamande: "I'll pass that along," says a Security from the doorway, with no noticeable expression or emotion.



Internally, of course, he is ranking all the girls by how much he wants to make sure not to miss their executions when this whole thing blows up.









Ione Sala: "Probability," says Ione.









Keltham: "Right, so, the general direction I was aiming for, here, was people starting to talk about how likely it would be that Carissa versus Keltham would be able to summon a lantern archon, or how much more likely Carissa is to get into an argument with Meritxell in worlds where Carissa committed the murder versus worlds where Carissa was innocent."

"It's possible, I am realizing, that this is less of an obvious next question if you haven't grown up hearing adults talking that way all the time."









lintamande: From the confused faces looking up at him, yeah, seems non-obvious.









Keltham: "Do my eyes deceive me? Are the people who are actually confused, looking visibly confused enough that I, their teacher, have any idea of what's going on inside their minds? Thank you. It significantly helps and I appreciate it. Now, those of you not looking confused, is that because you totally understood where I was going there, or because you forgot to violate your usual habits and look confused on purpose?"









Asmodia: "It's the second one. This is going to take some effort, actually."









lintamande: Gregoria is looking confused on purpose. It is kind of terrifying but that's life on Project Lawful for you. "I don't - see how Carissa and Meritxell having an argument is relevant to the probabilities at all. And I don't see how you could possibly get sure enough for it to make sense to do anything other than, uh, expensive fancy Truth Spells or whatever the Crown keeps in store."









Keltham:









Keltham: "The problem I'm having with thinking up simpler and more realistic examples is that I haven't been in Golarion long enough to learn a lot of probabilities and use them myself on problems with this structure. The cases where I've resorted to explicit reasoning of this form, have been about weird exotic things I couldn't figure out by simpler methods, like the timing of the Zon-Kuthon attack relative to when I went outside the Forbiddance, or the implications if Carissa mysteriously failed to make her afterlife arrangements."

"Okay, uh, hopefully much simpler example. Around what fraction of wizard students in your academy had Intelligence 16, 17, 18?"









lintamande: "....most are fourteen, actually. Most top students are sixteen, seventeen is rare and eighteen's even rarer."









Keltham: "Side question: What are privacy customs and deliberate-incentive-structures around that info? Does everyone know everyone else's Intelligence, or is the info concealed to force people to judge each other by their accomplishments which are thereby more incentivized?"









lintamande: "Class rankings are posted. Students can say what they heard their Intelligence was, but at the age when you're in school it's not final, so you don't reliably know who's smartest and you do know who is top of the class," says Meritxell. It's her. She is the top of the class.









Keltham: "Suppose I asked you to guess, if you don't know, if you do know that's obviously fine, what fraction of students in Ostenso wizard academy who graduate at all, will later be determined to have Intelligence 15, 16, or 17."









lintamande: "More fifteens than sixteens and more sixteens than seventeens," says Meritxell. "Because you start with way more, and not that many wash out. Fifteen's plenty smart enough to be a good wizard."









Keltham: "Numbers, Meritxell. I'm not asking you to be perfectly right, I'm asking you to guess, based on what you've seen in your wizard academy that I haven't."



(Keltham has already estimated the ratios between +2.5sd, +3.0sd, and +3.5sd in terms of their improbability, and the ratio should be something like 15:5:1.)









lintamande: "It'll be - ten fourteens, ten fifteens, a couple sixteens, maybe a seventeen?"









Keltham: "What was your total class size like?"









lintamande: "A little over two hundred, in Ostenso. Westcrown's bigger, I think."









Carissa Sevar: "Corentyn's also bigger."









Keltham: "And the population ratios should be - I've been unwisely trying to work this out inside my head, because it's more impressive that way, even if I have a higher chance of screwing up instead* - one INT 18 to six or seven INT 17s to forty INT 16s to two hundred INT 15s to six hundred fifty INT 14s. So if you've got equal INT 14 and INT 15 representation, then any individual INT 15 is about three times as likely to get admitted to Ostenso wizard academy than an INT 14. Does all that sound right?"

He'll write it down on the whitewall in case that helps:

INT 18:   1
INT 17:  6-7
INT 16:  40
INT 15: 200
INT 14: 650



(*) In particular, Keltham is unthinkingly treating their Intelligence detector's integer output as a perfect floor() function instead of a noisy round() function, though it's not like he'd know that was wrong, and it gets him pretty close.









lintamande: "That sounds about right?" Meritxell says uncertainly. "They admit the smartest."









Asmodia: "Wait," Asmodia says out loud. "You just got to Golarion. How is that something you know?"









Keltham: "Oh? That's an interesting question. Why can't it just be another fragment of Law that I know and you don't?"

"By the way, Asmodia's not allowed to answer that question except by Message to me, somebody else has to try it instead."









lintamande: "...that's how it is in dath ilan," says Gregoria, "except with the numbers shifted like everyone's got a headband on. Right?"









Keltham: "Heh. I suppose that's actually a simpler answer than the one I had in mind. Why would those ratios be the same between dath ilan and Golarion, though? What with us having a whole heritage-optimization program, and subsidies for kids expected to produce Civilization-approved positive externalities, and nutrition that doesn't vary much between kids."









lintamande: "...for the same mysterious reason both worlds have humans at all?"









Keltham: "Asmodia?"









Asmodia: "If you'd had those numbers memorized, you wouldn't have needed towork them out in your head andrisk getting them wrong," Asmodia states. "So it has to be math. But it's the wrong kind of thing to be math, I can't figure out how to say it but - the part about Validity -"









Keltham: "It's not necessarily true across all possible worlds. You can coherently imagine a population or a wizard academy which looks different. So, you conclude, it can't be a validity."









Asmodia: "What math did you do? Or if you don't want to just tell me - can you show me what the calculations were, and then I can see if I can figure out from those what they mean?"

Asmodia could, without benefit of any Detect Thoughts, hear Meritxell thinking earlier about how she was top of the class in Ostenso, and Meritxell needs to be put back in her place.









Keltham: "Actually, I did have some key results memorized, even though they were math results and not about the ratios in dath ilan per se. If I had done calculations, they might have looked like - I didn't use this calculation exactly, but it's simpler and probably gives about the same answer -"



Definition of ^:

2^2 = 4
2^3 = 8
4^2.5 = 32

Definition of sqrt:

sqrt(9) = 3
sqrt(16) = 4
sqrt(x*x) = x
sqrt(2) = 1.41421

pi = 3.14159
e = 2.71828

let normal(x) = 1 / sqrt(2*pi) * e^( (-1/2) * (x^2) ) in

INT 18 ~ normal(4)
INT 17 ~ normal(3.5)
INT 16 ~ normal(3)
INT 15 ~ normal(2.5)
INT 14 ~ normal(2)



"I am not actually expecting you to figure this one out, Asmodia, it's several layers further into Probability and it would take multiple other concepts to understand what those numbers had to do with Intelligence in Golarion. I'm only even writing it down on the white-wall because, I mean, when you asked me that way, I couldn't have lived with myself if I hadn't shown you the calculations."

"What's actually in there is something like - a fragment of Law that tells you a thing that is very likely true given only very few premises. I could have used it to look at a room full of randomly selected people in Cheliax, none of whom were unusually tall, and then estimated from that how many very tall people of a given height there'd be in Cheliax."









Ione Sala: The people trying to write an alter-Cheliax history book had better be praying to Nethys, because that's the only way that plan is possibly going to work.









Carissa Sevar: This Carissa has actually encountered before, not in the standard curriculum for young wizards which doesn't much digress into things they don't absolutely need to know, but at the Worldwound, where wizards have a lot of long boring weeks between raids to discuss other things. It's part of how Intelligence is defined.



The girls who haven't encountered it look very impressed, though.



Note to self: talk to some mathematicians and see if other Keltham things are actually things Golarion - just not this specific group of students - is already familiar with.









Keltham: "Actually, now that I think about it, the reason I know a key constant here is that the wizard who teleported me to Cheliax from the Worldwound seemed to know it? In particular, he knew what I was talking about when I asked about the square root of the average squared difference from the average over Intelligence. There's no reason he'd have known that for Intelligence unless this particular concept was already known in Golarion. Which means that, in fact, somebody somewhere in Cheliax knows substantially more math about Probability than this class has ever heard of existing."

"I shall endeavor not to be distracted by trying to figure out how what why huh, and try to teach the basic layers of Probability from a dath ilani perspective instead. But, somebody should actually let me know if I'm improvising something more poorly than existing teaching methods teach it. You in particular, Isidre, I know you're reading the transcript on this."









Iarwain: Isidre??Who's reading their transcripts named Isidre??









Keltham: "Anyways, I'd now like a guess at a further parameter I can't easily calculate from first principles - the chance that a wizard ever makes it to fourth-circle, depending on whether they started out INT 15, INT 16, or INT 17. Meritxell or anyone?"









lintamande: Meritxell does not know and is very annoyed about it.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not totally sure there are good statistics on that - the most famous wizards tend to have really high intelligence, though, even though in principle you'd think a fifteen with an expensive headband would have the same odds as a native 19 would..."









Keltham: "Not once the native 19 got a +2 headband, maybe. Also remind me at some point to explain my theory that Intelligence is only one piece of what makes a really smart person and native 19s probably have more of the other pieces than a 15 with a +4 headband."

"If you can give meany random numerical facts you know that seem like theymight possibly be related to how Intelligence affects wizard career attainment, I can see whether those random facts pin down the probable truth about the thing I want to know, given my background knowledge about how things likely fit together?"









lintamande: "People say that Nefreti Clepati is a native 21, but they might be making that up."



"People say that Aroden was at 35 before he ascended, having invented a dozen new kinds of enhancement more complicated than the existing ones to go past what was even understood to be possible."

"The first student in our year to make second circle was Aspex Leron, and he's an 18."









Carissa Sevar: "You meet more native 16s at the Worldwound than native 15s or native 17s, and that's typically fifth circle casters or higher. The average age to third circle is ten years, and it's known to be faster, but not lots faster - maybe six or eight years - if you're smarter, though also very smart people sometimes get stuck and obviously this is conditional on you being at the Worldwound and using magic where it matters.

The youngest fourth-circle wizard in Cheliax is a native 18."









Keltham: "They're plausibly not making it up about Nefreti, there should be approximately one native INT 21 in all of Golarion."

"I'm getting the impression Aroden was kind of a cool guy. Just to check, was he by any chance hinted to be from some mysterious other world? Because a lot of things I'm hearing about him sound like things a dath ilani would try."



Keltham is writing something on the white-wall while he asks this.









lintamande: Is one allowed to say nice things about Aroden. Who even knows anymore.



"I've never heard that but he was mortal eight thousand years ago, there's a lot that isn't remembered."

"The ancient Azlanti might've been partway to Civilization when they were destroyed. They're said to have invented a lot that isn't remembered."









Keltham: "How long did it take him to become a god? If it was more than a couple of hundred years, he wasn't secretly a dath ilani, there's no way it'll take me that long if I can do it at all."









lintamande: Nervous giggles.



"He spent thousands of years mortal before he raised the Starstone from the sea, set the protections around it, and ascended," says Meritxell.









Keltham: "Probably not one of my fellow flying-machine passengers then. That sounds more like how long you'd take if you weren't starting with Civilization's knowledge and had to work out everything yourself the hard way, which, to be clear, is overwhelmingly more respectable than any career path I'd ever even consider."

"Carissa, more INT 15s or INT 17s among 5th-circles at the Worldwound?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not sure because the seventeens are more likely to mention it but I think more seventeens."









Keltham: Keltham finishes writing:



INT 15s:  INT 16s:  INT 17s:
 150      50       10

5th◁15   5th◁16    5th◁17
 2/100    10/100    40/100



"Suppose that among those who train to be wizards at all, there's a hundred-fifty INT 15s for every fifty INT 16s and every ten INT 17s."

"Suppose that 2% of the INT 15s, 10% of the INT 16s, and 40% of the INT 17s, become fifth-circle wizards, and that all kinds of fifth-circle wizard are equally represented at the Worldwound."

"What's the relative chance that a fifth-circle you meet at the Worldwound has native INT 15 versus native INT 17, if you know it's one of the two? Raise an open hand if you think you've got it, closed hand if you think you're not going to get it."









Carissa Sevar: 3 of the int 15s make it, 5 of the int 16s, 4 of the int 17s.



They all get it pretty quickly.









Keltham: "A valid deduction, but not exactly the answer to the exact question I asked. What's the actual chance that they're an INT 17, given that it's that or INT 15?"









Carissa Sevar: That barely even makes sense to think of as a separate problem? 7 wizards who are one or the other; 4 are int 17 and 3 are int 15, so 3/7th and 4/7th respectively.









Keltham: Paying attention to the exact question hassometimes been known to count for something in more complicated problems like these, just saying.

Suppose youdidn't know that somebody from your class was going to make fifth-circle wizard, if they were just a random person from your class, what would be the chance they were an INT 15 vs. INT 17?









lintamande: 15:1.









Keltham: What's that in chances out of 100 that they're INT 17?









lintamande: Around 6%.









Keltham: "Well, suppose we were trying to solve an old murder mystery, Death At Ostenso Academy, which happened forty years back. We've got a piece of evidence that their INT was between 15 and 17. Another piece of evidence rules out all the INT 16s because they were all taking a specialized class at the time. Going on 'priors', I think maybe priors would be the best Taldane translation, we'd say there was only a 6% chance of the murderer being an INT 17, because most students at Ostenso Academy aren't INT 17s."

"However, now suppose we get a new piece of evidence about a later murder, clearly connected to the old one, which appears to have been committed by a fifth-circle wizard who served at the Worldwound. Suppose, somebody says, that both murders were committed by the same person. In that case, we now think that the previous murder was likely committed by an INT 17 student, with probability of 57% for that and 43% for INT 15."









lintamande: They follow the logic, or are again hiding that they don't.









Keltham: "It's been - difficult for me to present this properly, I think, because I'm new to Golarion and don't know what problems would make a good point of it - but there's a way of thinking that sees everything in probabilities that shift as you learn new things, because of how facts are entangled with other facts. Knowing that somebody made fifth-circle doesn't tell us their Intelligencefor certain, but at INT 17 it's four times as likely than at INT 16 and twenty times as likely than INT 15, at least based on these numbers I made up - though not ungroundedly so, since even these made-up numbers were constrained by math I knew for the probable shape of the general population curves for how many INT 17s vs INT 15s, combined with Carissa's observation that there's more INT 16s than 15s or 17s among Worldwound 5th-circles, and slightly more 17s than 15s."

"If you only take into account the facts thatoverwhelmingly determine an answer, you'll miss an awful lot of facts and observations that shift probabilities a noticeable amount even if they don't shift them to ninety-nine hundredths."

"If you consider the original murder mystery I tried to offer you, what a dath ilani kid would've known to do - based on the way their parents talk, or some implicit aspect of previous training that I'm too young to remember and see the implications of - would be to ask about the probability that Carissa could've summoned a lantern archon, compared to Keltham being known to be able to do so. Or how likely it is that, if you imagine the world where Carissa is the murderer, that she got into a heated argument with Meritxell about something the previous day, compared to the world where there was nothing to murder Meritxell about."

"We might say that the priors make Keltham and Carissa equally likely so far as we know, we guess that Carissa is half as likely to have Summon Monster III in her spellbook compared to Keltham's certainty of being able to pray for it, and that Carissa is four times as likely to have something to argue about with Meritxell if we imagine ourselves in the world where she had some reason to kill Meritxell compared to the world where Keltham had some reason to kill Meritxell. Then what's the chance that Carissa, versus Keltham, killed Meritxell? So far as we know."









lintamande: "...two thirds? From saying that it's twice as likely to be Carissa as Keltham, which is what those numbers multiplied out to."









Keltham: Not bad, though he should've remembered to ask for raised hands instead of just the answer.

"Yup. Though it's important to remember that, in that case, the numbers really are ones I just made up. Contrast to the way where I had a prior guess about the shape of the Intelligence distribution in the population from 14s to 18s, which matched up neatly with what Meritxell said about 15s vs 16s in the wizard academy, and then I asked for any relevant facts and Carissa had some notion of who you run into at the Worldwound. My numbers were all compatible with those facts, which, if this were an actual mystery, might make them more able to support the weight of reasoning with them."

"Now a warning: Until you've honed your ability to make up numbers and have them be constrained by other facts you know, you might be better off with your brain just feeling intuitively that some things make Carissa more or less likely to be the murderer, and not trying to know legibly to yourself what your brain is thinking. If you make up a number like, Carissa is fifty percent likely to be able to cast Summon Monster III, and that number wasn't visibly constrained by any other facts you know, it's possible you might be better off by... rating it on a scale from 1-12 that you know doesn't actually mean anything, say, and letting your brain's intuitions take care of the rest."

"But this entire realm of thought is the realm that generalizes the notion of Validity that I told you about before - it's the realm of what is valid to say about uncertainty and things that might happen, which is most of what we ever want to think about. The Law of that realm is the mathematics of probability."

"So to navigate an uncertain world Lawfully, for whatever the Law is worth to mortals there, you learn to cast Detect Probability and then Greater Make Up Probability and eventually end up with permanent Probability Sight."









lintamande: "...and that's common, in dath ilan? Thinking of everything that way and being right?"









Keltham: "Right isn't how the scaffold from reality to probabilistic belief works, remember. We lose fewer 2s. We don't bother putting probabilities on things almost certain to happen or not happen, like a mountain being in the same place as yesterday. If it's not important enough to spend a lot of time thinking about it and making up numbers, we don't spend the time to think about it. We use the more complicated disciplines where some point matters a lot and it's uncertain."

"To give a recent example, I've been trying to work out whether, or to what degree, the forces that landed me here chose a universe where I'd end up in a particular kind of weird situation; and I guessed that Chelish Governance was something like 3 times more likely to just immediately inform me that Pilar had gone to Elysium, instead of making me figure that out for myself, if they weren't being messed with by forces like that. It's a terrible example for lessons purposes, because it's weird and complicated, but it being weird and complicated is exactly why I started deploying explicit numbers instead of just relying on my wordless intuition to do the mostly right thing."

"I don't want to overstate how important this kind of reasoning is to, say, figuring out metallurgy, because when you're working metals, you mainly want to find tricks that workallthe time rather than 30% of the time. You don't actually want to be sticking around in the realm of non-extreme probabilities. But if you're trying two different smelting processes with inconsistent outputs, this is the branch of reasoning you'd use to figure out how many tests you needed to run to be pretty sure of your conclusion, and neither jump to a conclusion too early, nor run a lot of tests you didn't need."

"Oh, and, there's also a class of incredibly huge blatant mistakes that are a lot easier to spot once you have any Law of Probability, like the ways you can get mortals to violate, uh, 'there's duck for lunch because Keltham asked for it' being less probable than 'there's duck for lunch'. There's more stuff like that."









Keltham: "But all of those uses are secondary to the idea that these are universal Laws governing uncertainty, whether or not you're thinking about them explicitly and using them explicitly, whether or not your implicit reasoning is operating correctly. It's not like you can lose fewer 2s by just thinking in a sort of wordless way about whether your merchant ships are likely to come back. You still have to send those ships out or not, based on the factors you knew about, and the Law goes on governing the correct relations between factors regardless of whether you have any inkling of what those are."

"The saying in dath ilan is that, even if you don't know the equations of gravity in exquisitely rigorous detail, if you step off a cliff, you'll fall. You don't need to know the Law of the material world for it to go on governing rocks, trees, yourself. The Law of Probability is core to how all thought works; you don't need to think about thought for that Law to go on governing how well or poorly your thoughts match up to reality."

"You're not exempted from the Law of Probability by guessing in a way that doesn't mention probabilities to yourself. If it feels to you that it's more likely for a rival merchant ship to bring in a cargo of shoes from Absalom than for a rival ship to bring in a cargo of shoes, your mind is still doing a broken thing in light of the Law, whether you're thinking about the Law or not, whether you're making up numbers or not."

"Or for things like looking at my pocketwatch and inferring what time it is, the probabilities may be so close to certain, that they are not worth thinking about as probabilities; but it is still not a necessary truth that my pocketwatch tells the correct time, it is not certain across every imaginable world. If I reason from what my pocketwatch says, I am in principle operating in the realm of things that happen to be true in my universe, not things that are always true everywhere. That is the realm of Probability, and my thoughts are then thoughts that work or fail in light of the Law of Probability."









lintamande: Okay, this seems like firmly nonheretical territory. They are enthused.









Carissa Sevar: For gods, is it all - explicit? The question as phrased doesn't make any sense, actually -

- humans are mostly running a process they don't understand. Blindly doing things without any kind of explanation of why the thing they're doing is even an approximation of the truth they're seeking. Gods obviously wouldn't do that. The process by which they make inferences would be observable to them; they would be able to see why it works. If humans only a little smarter and less broken than Golarion humans can describe it, then gods can see it clearly. ....probably. Actually she's not sure that holds in general. But it feels true in the specific case: to be a god is to be made of math a little more, to have less of a gulf between the unconscious processes you must use to reason and the true processes you know would work.









lintamande: (This is false, actually; the gulf is far, far wider. Gods are nearly always too fragmented to apply even a tiny fraction of their full intelligence to any particular problem they are confronted with; they run entirely off of heuristics necessarily much dumber than they are, and reflexes they only occasionally have the luxury of bringing their full mind to bear on tweaking and reshaping.)









Iarwain: (The greater Iomedae may possibly, at some point, notice that the Cayden Cailean that She was talking to earlier sounded larger than the fragment of Iomedae talking to Him; but this is not something that fragment will notice on its own, or by exchanging updates with fragments of similar size. While running reflex thought, it's hard to notice the nonreflex thoughts of others, except as weird unexpected responses that weren't the ones you were hoping for and are instead from some wider space outside the argument space you tried to map out in advance. You have to become larger and thoughtful yourself, to notice that those unexpected responses to you were unexpectedly thoughtful ones.)









Keltham: "I feel like I've done noticeably worse on this lecture than some others; hopefully that reflects my having so little sense of which examples to use for Golarion, and not that my performance is going to continue degrading further as I try to talk about anything more complicated."

"Maybe next time I'll start with abstract mathematical properties and then try to derive real-world lessons from those, rather than the other way around, to see if that works any better for us. It did seem worth trying to do it the way I learned it, first. But, I mean, on the other hand, you are not actually seven-year-olds and that may importantly expand the option space if something isn't working."









Keltham: It's at this point, having reached an obvious breakpoint in his lecture, that Keltham checks his pocketwatch and realizes he's been talking way too long, relative to other processes such as, for example, lunch.

"For the future record," Keltham says, "you're allowed to tell me if I'm running this late over lunch. Let's all suddenly frantically run there at a sedate walking pace and hope there's any food left."









lintamande: This instruction causes a fair bit of invisible distress before they decide he's joking and go to lunch.









Ione Sala: Message to Sevar: Ione here. On future occasions, I want more backup when I'm trying to have Keltham not collapse everyone's minds. I can be the one who dares to interrupt him, it's my library after all, but I don't think it's a good look when everybody except me is sitting frozen in terror of heresy. Do you have a convenient excuse for us to have a private lunch about something? Also, seems possibly good if Pilar is there too.









Carissa Sevar: "Ione, Pilar, you guys wanted to copyInvisibilityoff me, right? I don't think we're allowed to eat in the library but you can come to my room and copy during lunch."









Ione Sala: "Damned straight you're not allowed to eat in my library takaral." Fuck, she'd been hoping that was gone.









Pilar : Pilar will of course follow obediently along. (After Carissa Sevar, not after the heretic who abandoned Lord Asmodeus for Nethys the moment she could.)









Keltham: That's 3 out of 3 'research group members' definitely known to have interesting backgrounds / romantic possibilities.

Advance predictions: Maybe 20% that something Interesting happens with the 3 of them, assuming Tropes; 1% if No Tropes.









Carissa Sevar: "Prestidigitation works fine on books, Ione. ....was that less true when the herald of Nethys Takaral was alive. Maybe it was. Anyway, my room is fine."





Off they head.



She closes the door behind her and has her Unseen Servant bop around failing to bump into any invisible people, just because it's what a fourth-circle wizard would do. "Ione requested we meet," she says for Pilar's benefit, and looks at Ione expectantly.









Ione Sala: "Repeating for Pilar's benefit: I managed to keep Keltham from immediately exploding all the minds of all the Asmodeans in class, today, but I don't think it's a good look when everybody else is frozen up in fear of heresy. I can be the one who interrupts Keltham since it's my library, but the others need to stop going quiet or he's going to notice. Sevar talks because she's confident she has the authority to decide to do that. I'm thinking maybe Pilar can be confident enough to speak up too."

"Is there a plan for not having everybody's minds collapse? I also asked Pilar along because she's the third person in class who isn't going to have her mind explode if Keltham rips apart everything designed to make Asmodeans not realize how much they don't want to go to Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "Thank you for that very constructive frame for the discussion, Ione." 'thank you' is only used sarcastically, in Cheliax. "I don't think the core problem is that people don't want to go to Hell. Maillol is a fifth circle cleric of Asmodeus and he said he's not looking forward to it; therefore, it's fine for people to not look forward to it, though I think when they actually getgoodat reasoning theywilllook forward to it because they'll want to get even better.But mileage might vary. There is a very real possibility that nine out of ten people exposed to dath ilanism just become very miserable about going to Hell and can't get over it, and it'd be worth it even with attrition rates that high, but - but I don'texpectthat? I expect that whatever arguments Contessa Lrilatha believes are true and we just have to get people through the rough patch where they don't know those yet and do know enough to think themselves in a million dangerous directions."









Ione Sala: "Works on you. Works on Pilar. I find myself not even slightly tempted to ask Lord Nethys to take back His grip on my soul so that I can go to Hell and be improved through horrible pain that causes me to not even remember my human name when they're done, instead of sitting in an enormous library relearning magic takaral. Besides you two, I doubt anybody else in class except maybe Meritxell is somebody who would actually want that."

"Essentially all of the Asmodeanism that I was ever taught is, in fact, a tissue of things that are obvious lies or bad reasoning or downright meaningless as soon as you're allowed to think about them. Keltham didn't get far into forcing everyone to think about it, because I shut him down, which I could do because I'm not going to Hell and don't have to believe in any of that anymore, meaning I already watched it all collapse inside me and I could see the direction Keltham was pushing people. So it didn't explode today, but Keltham's not going to just not teach that stuff without a reason, and even given a reason, I bet dath ilanism doesn't actually work without it."









Carissa Sevar: "The entire project that I have been set is coming up with a dath ilanism that actually works and is true, which is compatible with the fact that all of us will go to Hell and that it is written into the contract of Creation that eventually everyone will go to Hell. dath ilanism is a set of tools, and it ought to be possible to use them whatever world you find yourself in, and we find ourselves in a world where we belong to Asmodeus, and reasoning doesn't stop working when that's true. It'd be an enormous weakness in Law, if you couldn't use it if you were going to go to Hell."


She can feel herself not fully using her brain to have this argument, though.



"Anyway, we have some latitude for - like, if we end up concluding that Hell needs improvement - well, it's an imperfect expression of Our Lord's will, and He wants this project so he wants the kinds of souls this project outputs and if necessary we'll figure out how to ensure they are adequately accommodated in Hell."









Ione Sala: "If that's the vision you expect to convince my classmates - and let's be clear, I find myself not even slightly tempted to turn my back on Lord Nethys for it - then you'd better start thinking of how to inspire everyone with it before Keltham explodes their minds."

"My sense is that Lord Nethys looks favorably on this project with Asmodeus, but I am not certain of His plans. If at some point it looks like failure is inevitable I will begin considering the prospect that Nethys means me to stay with Keltham after this blows up. I'll continue to try to shut down Keltham when I think he's about to explode people, unless countermanded by you. But not if it gets to the point where I think I'm making myself look bad to him and hindering a plan by Lord Nethys to have me accompany Keltham elsewhere."

"What happened in class today was Lord Nethys pulling your asses out of the lava. If I hadn't been there, or Nethys hadn't oracled me, everybody in there would have sat in place frozen in shock at the heresy and too worried about appearances to Keltham to say anything, while Keltham kept talking, until somebody broke and had to be Dominated. I can't fix this, I can only slow it down and give you time."

"I've said my piece, and if you'd nothing more of me, I can go. I can copy Invisibility off a Security."









Carissa Sevar: Sigh. "I might run some versions by you, once it's more developed. Go."









Ione Sala: She's gone, quietly impressed that Sevar manages to take criticism that well.

Is she nervous? Only slightly. Knowing that Nethys can still see the future leads her to have a lot of faith in His plans. At worst, this all explodes, the Asmodeans kill her or her library curse kills her, and then Nefreti Clepati brings her back and sends her over to wherever Keltham went.









Pilar : "I obviously stand ready to torture or kill her if that'd be helpful."

Pilar says it more because she thinks she ought to, than because she means it. Something in Ione's words shook the same part of her that had the thought, in Elysium, about it being better if only people who wanted to go to Hell went to Hell.









Carissa Sevar: "I wish," says Carissa. She's feeling shaken too.

"Why do you want to go to Hell?" Does that make her sound like she's only pretending herself. "In case Meritxell is the only one persuadable ofmyreasoning."









Pilar : "I wasn't - very good at arguing this, when I tried to argue it to the Elysians, and the Grand High Priestess told me afterwards that it was wrong for me to have tried, because they weren't persuadable - but I'll try again -"

"Because I can't exist without somebody above me who hurts me and tells me what to do and punishes me if I don't do it, and what they tell me doesn't have to be perfect but it has to mean something. I mean, not just anything, but - it's the Lawful part of Lawful Evil, what the punishments and the right behaviors are about. It can't be somebody Neutral Evil or Chaotic Evil who's just, using me as a slave on a farm, and not forcing me onto a right path. It can't be someone who hurts me because they think I enjoy it and they respect my personal individual desires, like Chaotic Good, that's meaningless, that's not - about the thing that Lord Asmodeus is about."

"I don't know how to say it. The Elysians kept arguing to me that Asmodeus didn't deserve my loyalty because He didn't care about me except as a useful thing, or at best a pretty thing to own, and, I mean, fine? It's just very obvious to me that there's no other god I've ever heard of besides Lord Asmodeus who matches the shape of my own soul. It's not an exchange, it's not a friendship, He's just the god of Pilars."

(though Pilar does sometimes wish that Asmodeus were a little different, in some ways, from exactly what He is)









Carissa Sevar: "Well. - don't take this as an order right this second, but I want you to have ten kids, because it'd be very convenient if that were heritable. It doesn't seem - convinceable, unfortunately. Thank you, Pilar. You should go to the temple and take a punishment for listening to heresy." She's going to hope no one assigns her one, because -

- because the state of her soul is Hell's concern and the Church's is for the state of herproject.









Pilar : Its not the right order, and thats fine. Her superiors dont have to be perfect, they just have to be the shape of the thing that has to be above Pilar.

Acknowledged, she says, and goes.









lintamande: "I don't see how you can use probability to solve murders," Meritxell is saying to Keltham at lunch, "because you'd often end up really unsure and it'd be embarrassing to act while that unsure. Are people really all right with, 'we have decided there is a seventy percent chance this is the murderer, so we're going to execute him now and be done with it'?"









Iarwain: A watching Security continues to think that this is hilarious, and that Meritxell does not seem to have any understanding of how to proactively seduce a high-value target. Rather than, say, being the pretty girl at the top of her class, who just needs to repeatedly be nearby at a man until he naturally comes to desire her, and make the first move in the game she knows how to play.









Keltham: "That's exactly what makes it important to have a legible legal procedure which says, we think this person has a ninety-two percent chance of being guilty, which is over the eighty-five percent threshold that all the cities use for non-souldeath murder. So he goes to the Last Resort, which is the place that has to accept you when nowhere else would accept you any more."

"What's the alternative? Pretend to be certain? Pretend that a court in Golarion that claims to be totally certain of its findings, won't actually be wrong at least one time in seven if not more? When your courts output probability judgments, you can check against the cases where the criminal files a confidential report with the Confidential Criminal Court Calibration Commission saying what actually happened, or the cases where decisive evidence turns up later. You can check if courts that say ninety-two percent are actually right ninety-two times out of a hundred. What do you do when a court just claims to be right? How could you tell how well they're doing?"

"Is it the fault of the number, seventy percent, that you're ending up unsure? If that's what the state of the evidence is, then, that's the state of the evidence, the problem isn't the number, it's that you couldn't find evidence good enough. Not reasoning in numbers isn't going to help you not be unsure."









lintamande: " - I mean, I think I'd say if you're that unsure you keep trying to learn more, it'd be a rare murder where you couldn't be more sure if you spent more time looking. And I think courts in Golarion are far more sure than that, almost all the time, because they get confessions under truth spells."









Keltham: "Yeah, I guess the charms of probability-theoretic reasoning in criminal justice might well be lost on you if you've got truthspells."

"Unless there's such a thing as people who can defeat truthspells not detectably, in which case nobody has any idea how to figure out what's true without truthspells, and they can go under the truthspell and say that the Chief Executive of Civilization ate their pet goldfish and get the Chief Executive fired. I mean, to be clear, I'm not saying that's what would happen here, I'm just saying, that's how it would go wrong in a dath ilani fantasy novel. Happy peaceful Civilization with universal absolute honesty based on truthspells, one person figures out how to defeat them, oops everybody except the protagonist has forgotten how to think on their own and detect lies."









lintamande: " - I mean, if nothing else, the Chief Executive of Civilization could say under a truth spell that he didn't eat the trained animal, and then everyone would know they had a truth spells problem."









Keltham: "Fair, they'd have to be slightly more subtle than that. Slightly. Have you heard about this weird guy who all these important people justattack, like, yesterday he had to kill the Chief Executive of Civilization in self-defense, what isup with that."









lintamande: - giggle. "I think as long as less than one in a hundred people can beat a Truth Spell then you get 99 percent, which seems like a more reasonable rate, but if anyone claims that something really improbable happened, you might still figure they found a way....

Are youallowed to kill the Chief Executive of Civilization in self-defense."









Keltham: "We don't have truthspells so that would be anass of a case to try to convince Civilization's courts of, I mean, our Chief Executive is selected by a process which makes itvery unlikely that they'd ever try to murder anyone."

"But if we actually hadperfectly reliable truthspells, then sure, obviously."

"If they're not perfectly reliable, then a one-in-a-hundred failure rate doesn't mean you get 99% good results. The 1% of people who can defeat truthspells become criminals and bring the whole system down. You're not dealing with crimes by random people, you're selectively more likely to run into crimes committed by people who know they can defeat truthspells.Are there people like that in Golarion?"









lintamande: "Are there people who can defeat truthspells? Not that I know of but one doesn't imagine they'd advertise it. I'd be kind of surprised if Nefreti Clepati couldn't.Anyway powerful wizards mostly don't have to listen to courts anyway, places outside Cheliax, so I'm not sure they'd bother beating truth spells rather than saying 'yeah I murdered that person, what are you going to do about it'."









Iarwain: "Can we actually go back to the part about the Confidential Criminal Court Calibration Commission?" says Peranza, who's nearby listening in fascination. Nobody has actually briefed her that Meritxell is running seduction on Keltham and should maybe be left undisturbed. "Dath ilani criminals file secret reports of what they actually did?"









Keltham: "They can and we give them some reason to. If your next question is how we know we can trust the criminals' confidential reports of what actually happened during the crime, the answer is that we don't trust them based on everybody being that Lawful, but sometimes later decisive evidence turns up. That gives us a picture of how often the criminals tell the truth in their confidential reports. I don't remember the exact figure, but it's high? Civilization is careful not to give the criminal any incentive to lie, and if decisive evidence turns up later, a reporting criminal gets paid, not as much as the crime will cost them, but some, and that's only if they told the truth."

"I hope I don't have to explain that the criminals trust Governance confidentiality because yesGovernance actuallyis that Lawful, they have incentives to be."









lintamande: Or at least incentives to never ever get caught not being such, Meritxell does not say. "What happens if you confidentiality submit a report of a crime that hasn't had its effects yet, like, you released a deadly plague but it hasn't yet been discovered."









Keltham: "They keep it a secret. If they wouldn't, the confidential report wouldn't have been submitted, and we wouldn't actually be any better off."

"Releasing deadly plagues kinda is a thing you don't talk about in Civilization, in much the same way that Golarionites might not consider it a fun party conversation to discuss how you'd theoretically murder someone's spouse. It's not that dath ilani do that often, it's that the losses are so potentially huge if anyone does. I think the equivalent here would be a rule that Rovagug-release jokes are not funny."









lintamande: The girls nod fervently.









Keltham: Keltham is pondering whether Meritxell is attempting to flirt with him using some gendertrope that he is just absolutely failing to recognize at all, and if he should possibly attempt to flirt back at very high initial levels of plausible deniability?









Asmodia: Asmodia finishes her plate, puts it away, and approaches the possible protagonist of a frantically god-constructed romance novel.

"Keltham," says the love interest entirely uninterested in love, so far as she knows, "is this a good time for us to go off and have a private conversation about why you thought I'd have superpowers?"

(Also nobody has briefed Asmodia that Meritxell was running seduction on Keltham and should be left undisturbed.)









lintamande: Meritxell hasn't told anyone she is running seduction on Keltham because then they might judge her for failing which would be the worst thing in history. She'll tell them once she's succeeded, which she will eventually, surely.



She glares cheerfully at Asmodia.









Keltham: "Sorry, Meritxell," Keltham says, thereby acknowledging that he was talking to her in particular throughout lunch, which hopefully counts as any counterflirting at all (deniably). "Maybe later? Asmodia's question probably has any priority on it."

It's not like Meritxellisn't hot.









Project Lawful: The fortress is not, by and large, as pretty as an archduke's villa. Not even close.

It does have the advantage that it's being explicitly renovated, on a somewhat larger Otolmens-funded budget than before. Parts have been hastily redesigned for something like the real uses to which this fortress will be put.



If you leave the library-adjacent dining area, and go up a narrow spiral of stairs, there's a hastily-constructed but already-slightly-pretty private dining area, with a lockable door and quieting spell, three comfortable chairs around a small decorative table, an enchanted window that looks out on the ocean but doesn't let out any light the other way, and a secret door that leads to a soundproofed cuddleroom.

It is the Keltham Seduction Room. Somebody literally put that name on the first edition of the fortress layout map that went up in Maillol's 'official' office, the one Keltham knows about, along with the secret cuddleroom explicitly marked, and the mistake was barely caught before Keltham got a look at this official map.

The girls had in fact not been explicitly authorized to know about this architectural feature, until approved for the use of some particular seduction operation. Unfortunately, the first person to spot the map error as such was Paxti. Now they all know, and furthermore, don't know this was supposed to be a secret.









Keltham: Keltham is openly appreciative as he enters the private dining area. "Oh,lovely," he says, looking out through the ocean view. "I should've looked earlier to see what was up here."









Asmodia: It occurs to Asmodia that Keltham's first time seeing this room is probably wasted on the two of them, in particular. Oh well, not like she gives any shits. "I heard about it from Peranza, who, if I had to guess, heard about it from Paxti," Asmodia says. "I expect it's meant more for - you and Sevar, or you and whoever, but it seems like it'd also work for private conversations."

Modulo the obvious part with Security listening to the conversation, and to her thoughts, which cannot be read.

She's got to try to think fewer unreadable thoughts. Does she actually feel attracted to Keltham, in accordance with the 'tropes' Sevar was talking about for dath ilani romance novels? Not that Asmodia can tell, at all.









Keltham: "Mm. Sounds like you're being careful to emphasize this isn't a Keltham-and-Carissa situation?"









Asmodia: "Actually no, not at this point, it actually is a private conversation."

"When I came back from Hell, I was told there was a Crown order to determine if I had any superpowers. Later you asked me about that, I asked why people were asking me that, I realized I hadn't actually been briefed on the classification status of the Crown order and shouldn't have said that in public, queried that to Security, eventually got an answer, and now I've found that at least you're allowed to know the Crown order exists."

"Which would make sense if you started the whole thing. But anyways, I'm now allowed to talk about that with you. Or rather, I always was allowed to talk about it, but now I know that."









Keltham: "Is this where, now that we're in private, you say that you did in fact get superpowers and you want to know how I knew?"









Asmodia: "No, it's where I ask if I wassupposed to get superpowers. Should I be going back to Hell and asking somebody for them, for example."









Keltham: "Sorry 'bout that. I didn't mean to create false hope."









Asmodia: "This particular hope isn't likely to go away until I know more about why youwould have thought I'd get superpowers. Ideally with math attached, math would be great."









Keltham: Heh. Sometimes people here talk not entirely unlike Civilized folk.

"So remember when I asked everybody to rate how much of a surprising hidden backstory they'd probably have?"









Asmodia: "Yes. I put down that I wasn't special. At all."









Keltham: Oof. "I was checking a hypothesis about - how I got here, where I landed - which predicted a result that I, in fact, got, about how many girls in the class would rate themselves as pretty surprising, and how that would square with how surprising most girls thought the average should be."









Asmodia: "Ione and Pilar, if they were honest. Well, you asked people to be honest or not respond at all, so I should say, if they responded at all - and if Pilar already knew at that point, I forget what the timeline was on her. Was there anybody else?"









Keltham: "Can't answer that, I didn't warn people I might tell others the total results."

"The point is, the results I got matched a pattern. That pattern also matches Pilar going to Elysium, and Ione delivering prophecies. If you'd happened to die and then come back with superpowers, that would've matched too..."

"This would make more sense if I'd gotten as far into my Probability lecture as I was hoping for. It's important, doing these things, to try to say what will happenin advance. I was trying to do that with you - to guess that you would end up in the same category as Ione and Pilar."









Asmodia: Asmodia knows more than she's supposed to, or thinks she's supposed to know; she should've asked Sevar about that. She needs to work the conversation around to where she's definitely supposed to know. "Does this category also include, by any chance, Sevar?"









Keltham: "Yes, thoughnot, so far as I know and have been assured by the Grand High Priestess, in the sense of any god having touched Carissa."









Asmodia: "I'll be blunt. Do the girls in the category need to be attracted to you? I'm not, or at least, I haven't ended up attracted to you yet."









Keltham: Keltham doesn't suppress the smile that comes from verifying that girls areallowed to say that to him, thereby rendering meaningful other possible signals on that channel.

"I mean, they need to be able to be attracted to me, on the pattern I think I'm seeing. So if you're pretty confident you'll never be attracted to me, now that you've met me, then yeah, that would exclude you from the category."

"Unless you're the 'asexual'."









Asmodia: "'Asexual'?" Asmodia repeats.









Keltham: "Maybe a Taldane translation would be - asexual? Somebody who doesn't experience sexual attraction?"









Asmodia: If Keltham were a Chelish person or able to read Chelish people, Asmodia might possibly have failed a Bluff check. He isn't, and he can't, so she hasn't.

"Can you possibly back up and explain what this categoryis," Asmodia says. "What this whole patternis. I was thinking something that just got contradicted, like - the category is interesting girls who you can also have romances with -" She needs to dance carefully around the Keltham Corruption Project and not ruin it where Security will write down that she did. "- though, I mean, it's not like you couldn't have sex with an 'asexual', I guess, if that's what you were into."









Keltham: "If I paid her enough, you mean?"









Asmodia: "Sure. Is that why an 'asexual' would be in the category and part of the pattern for you?"









Keltham: "No, actually. It's not -my pattern, it's something out of dath ilan, that's in my memories, and the exact nature of it is something that wouldn't be easy to explain - but in the pattern, somebody - a man in this particular subpattern, though there are female versions too - comes across three to five very interesting girls with whom it's possible to have romances."

"Sometimes, though not always, there's an additional girl, an 'asexual', who has a special status within the pattern, often that she's the one standing back and watching the whole thing happen and talking with you about it. You might still date her and have a romance with her, maybe also marry her alongside the other girls. But you don't have sex with her at all, that's the point."









Asmodia: WELL THAT WASN'T WHAT SHE WAS EXPECTING TO HEAR AT ALL

NOW SEEMS LIKE A GREAT TIME FOR A DISTRACTION

"...I'm trying to think of what the math we learned about probabilities today, could say about a puzzle like this one, and not really coming up with much."









Keltham: "That would've been easier to explain if we'd had the lecture I'm hoping for this afternoon, first."









Asmodia: "We do have the option of breaking now and resuming at dinner, if it's really a place where things will be much easier to understand after one more lecture."

Which would give Asmodia time to flee, followed by time to think! Both of those kinds of time sound like good forms of time to have!









Keltham: "You know, since it's you, I'll try improvising and see if you just get it."

"The general principle is, we compare the different ways reality could be, the different worlds we could be living in, and see whether our observations are more or less probable in different worlds. The fact that you didn't immediately say whether or not you were asexual, and asked me more questions about asexuals, doesn't prove you're an asexual. But you're more likely to do that if you're currently going WAIT WHAT inside yourself about how I mysteriously just nailed your sexuality - possibly one you didn't know was a standard sexuality five minutes ago, if Taldane has no word for 'asexual'. So my probability on you being asexual went up after that. Not up to certainty, just up."

"That said, the basic challenge, on a problem like this one where you didn't carefully write down your predictions in advance, is that you overestimate how much your favorite theory predicts things, and underestimate how much your less favorite theories predict things. I didn't expect, on being invited up here, that you were going to tell me you weren't currently attracted to me. It's not something the pattern told me to expect in advance. Afterwards, I thought of a different part of the pattern that could fit it, but the pattern is a very large one and has a lot of potential variations and you can probably twist it around to fit anything, the question is, how far did you have to twist it, and how much does that lower the probability it assigns."

"At least in dath ilan, I don't know about Golarion, 'asexuals' are not really that uncommon, and more common among women than men; the chance of there being an 'asexual' in a group this size is already probably something like 50%, and if anything, I'd guess that fewer than 50% of the instances of the pattern I was talking about have an 'asexual' in them. You could think about whether Asmodia is a special case of a random research group member, because she went to Hell and came back with no superpowers and now has a reason to talk with me, and whether it would be on-theme for the pattern if the 'asexual' was the one interesting girl who didn't have a weird background but was just very respectable by being better at Law than anyone, but the more you twist things around like that and specify more additional facts to make things fit, the more the probability goes down and down. It's like asking if a rival merchant ship will come in with a cargo of shoes from Absalom, instead of asking whether a competing supply of shoes appears in the city for any reason at all."









Asmodia: Asmodia nods along. Sheis tracking this; it unfortunately requires that she not process any of her other questions about what usually happens to asexuals in dath ilani romance novels, whether Keltham is suddenly offering her a much better deal on a marriage than she's likely to get anywhere else in Cheliax, or any suppressed panic she has about what Sevar will do to her if she accidentally offers Keltham any confirmation of tropes theory by being 'asexual'. And how much she may have already given herself away and whether she should try to lie to Keltham about it.

BY THE WAY SECURITY IF YOU'RE LISTENING, Sevar needs to be brought into this loop and caught up; a lie to Keltham may be required very soon. Please acknowledge.









Iarwain: Light forehead tap of acknowledgment.









Keltham: "It's really not the least bit impossible, in a world that isn't being influenced by this pattern at all, that I come up with a weird theory about you getting superpowers after coming back from death, which is just completely wrong. This in a totally natural and ordinary way, causes you to ask me some questions about that, and it comes up in the conversation that you're not attracted to me. Which girls are allowed to be even if they're not asexual. Though - if it is because you're asexual and not just unattracted to me personally - it does seem a little improbable that they'd put an asexual in a group that was, I assume, put together the way this one must have been? Or did they not know that about you?"









Asmodia: She needs to lie; there's no time for Sevar to be brought up to speed if she's not in-loop already, she'll use the lie that Sevar already authorized it doesn't completely not fit. "What I'm trying to figure out right now is actually more like - if hypothetically I say something like, I've ever felt attraction to a boy one time, or a girl one time, even if nothing happened there because they didn't want me, so I could maybe possibly feel that for you, that means I don't get any superpowers. So I'd be thinking, maybe it wasn't real attraction and I don't even know what that would actually feel like, because, if it wasn't real attraction, I can maybe still be the asexual and get whatever nice things asexuals get when they're part of a pattern like the one you describe. Does dath ilan have any way to tell for certain whether somebody is asexual?"









Keltham: "No, it doesn't. I'm sorry. People have looked hard for a test like that and not found it. Civilization does try very hard not to send asexuals a message that they need to be anything other than they are. But a lot of asexuals themselves still feel like they got a raw deal from biology, and if that's the way you feel, well, there are all these cases where somebody thought they were asexual for years and then it turns out that they started being able to feel attraction to this one person they eventually met or got to know well enough. It's not even all that rare. Which means that for the rest of the asexuals, if they don't want to be what they are, they can never be sure."

"It's one of the more genuinely awful fates in dath ilan, that a pretty significant chunk of the population gets handed, that Civilization hasn't been able to fix. There's been a massive search for drugs that will induce sexual desire in asexuals, not because it's wrong to be asexual, but because there's so many of them who do say for themselves that's not what they want to be and are offering huge drug bounties on it. As of when I left Civilization, all the drugs they'd ever found weren't very good and had large side effects."

"On the plus side, from my perspective - because I don't actuallywant to be in a pattern like that - an asexual who isn't sure she's asexual, who doesn't want to be asexual, who might eventually end up attracted to the protagonist and not have to be asexual anymore, is some degree of evidence against that pattern holding here. Actually fairly strong evidence against it holding, at least in this particular case. Because, like, that is a Problematic Message they'd never put in there, flaming shit would that end up in the Ill-Advised Consumer Goods store."

"Does that hold here? I notice you were careful to say 'hypothetically' and so on."









Asmodia: The desirable lie to Keltham seems obvious given her goals and Sevar's goals, but Asmodia will look down uncertainly and give Security a moment to tell her something, just in case Sevar has already been caught up on the transcript.





"Yeah," Asmodia says quietly after that pause. "Does that mean - you're not interested in, doing the thing you'd do inside the pattern, with somebody who knew she was asexual and was happy about that?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is in the middle of catching up.



- okay but Asmodia does have superpowers. She's pretty sure. And is actually asexual. She's pretty sure.



.....is tropes theory actually true. That's not how Keltham would think about it, just balances of evidence, either way - but the balances of evidence weigh in favor of tropes theory more than they've let Keltham realize -

- is she actually a secret cleric? The Grand High Priestess's reassurancewascarefully worded -

- no, that's stupid -



-does Asmodia have superpowers and how -

"Ask her," she says to Security, "to ask Keltham what superpowers she would've gotten if asexual." Because she is. So maybe she got them.









Keltham: "We can always make our own 'eroLARP' with our own rules for it,if that's what we both want. I mean, the reason why that's part of the pattern in the first place is that it's something a lot of people would want for ordinary reasons, that there's somebody in the pattern who they can talk to without worrying about whether that's leading to sex."

"The most common outcome in Civilization is for asexuals to marry each other - to the point where it's an issue with respect to assortative mating prevention - but there's more female than male asexuals, so the second most common outcome for a female asexual who wants a stable heterosexual relationship is that she finds a man who can manage multiple relationships, who can have enough sex for himself with other women, but he could still use additional cuddles or emotional support or everything else that isn't about sex."









Asmodia: Asmodia gets the Security notification, and feels the ice slide through her because it's obvious exactly what Sevar is thinking.

She doesn't see any way to avoid it.

"What superpowerswould I have gotten if I'd been all the way asexual, according to the pattern?"









Keltham: "Most probably, the superpower of being the best at math. And being in on the ground floor of Project Lawful, and having a chance to revolutionize Golarion and someday ending up incredibly rich. I mean, speaking of sending Messages that aren't Problematic, that sure is one that most authors will take an opportunity to mention, at some point, so that everybody in Civilization doesn't get a constant bombardment of fiction carrying the message that you need candy powers or prophecy powers in order to ever be important or worth dating."









Carissa Sevar: Okay, but, if there's a thing in the genre of prophecy superpowers or candy superpowers, do you know what it'd be.









Asmodia: Still no way to avoid it.

"And in the less probable case where there's something like prophecy superpowers or candy superpowers? I'm curious what I missed by, apparently, this time, not being asexual enough."









Keltham: "Not really the way I'd recommend thinking about it, but -"

"Well, first of all, you'd be much more likely to be a Combat 'Ace' or an all-anti-powerful Nullifying 'Ace' in the version of the pattern where everything is much more sexualized and we're constantly fighting off sexy Zon-Kuthon agents bent on dragging us away to have sex with us. In which case, the classic form of the 'trope' is that they can't use sexual mind control on you, and maybe you can also bop somebody on the head and make them snap out of the mind control."









Carissa Sevar:









Asmodia: "I admit that is not what I was expecting to hear," Asmodia says. "And if it wasn't that? I'm still trying to grasp what this whole pattern is." It's not a good look on her, at this point, if she makes Sevar force her to say it.









Keltham: "Those actually are the top two obvious possibilities. If it wasn't that, if it was a 'deconstructed' version of the 'trope' where it's supposed to be a nonsexy shadow of the sexy thing... something about nullification, maybe, something you can prevent or that you're immune to? Or something that conveyed, like, how people can care for each other in a way that has nothing to do with sex."









Asmodia:









Asmodia: Well she needs to say something before Keltham starts getting suspicious.

"I was thinking that this pattern you keep talking about was the dath ilani equivalent of awful pre-Asmodean books, romance novels, full of, how did you put it, Problematic Messages, about women who stand around being pretty and conceited until a man decides he's really attracted to her and wants to do all the work of giving her a happy life without her having to be clever about it at all. I'm increasingly confused about what this is instead of that."









Keltham: "So imagine that you started from there, took up the average Intelligence of the reader by 6 points and the average Intelligence of the author by 8 or 10 points, and then there was a Civilization of people many of whom had sufficient spare time for things to get really really really overcomplicated, and you may understand why I am not even trying to explain what an 'anthropic selection' effect that looks like a meta-'eroLARP' based on 'deconstructive secondary-literature' of an 'eroLARP' would be."

"It's looking like a moot point; a lot of the theory's predictions seem increasingly like false starts and - looking up at clouds, that weren't shaped to be faces, and trying to identify a nose and a mouth until you twist yourself around to seeing faces in the clouds."









Asmodia: Are we done here, Sevar? This looks like a good outcome for the Project, maybe the best possible one, and Asmodia very much wants to quit while she's ahead.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, all done, you can pursue your not-romance with Keltham or not as you wish as long as you're in good standing.









Asmodia: "I - probably want to go off and think about this."

"Doyou already know whether you'd want an almost-asexual in your pattern, if other things worked out?"









Keltham: "I do not think that quickly any more than you do."

"By the way, I notice I have a pending question you didn't answer, about how somebody like yourself ended up in the group of girls that got sent here? I'd otherwise imagine there'd be a screening question, like, are you liable to be okay having sex with Governance's sperm-harvesting target after a relatively short acquaintance."









Asmodia: This seems like a really bad question to even visibly hesitate on -

"I mean, I can still have high-Intelligence kids with somebody? I did not plan on going the rest of my life never having sex with anyone even for purposes of having kids, and I was okay with having more sex than just the minimum for those kids."

She knows that's an unauthorized lie, Asmodia's judgment was that it would have looked very suspicious to delay to ask for authorization.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, fine.









Keltham: "I do have any additional questions about that, but should probably bother Carissa with them rather than you."

"You want I should go back downstairs myself and leave you in this nice room to think?"









Asmodia: "...yeah."









Keltham: He does!









Asmodia: ...she does.









Asmodia:









Keltham: Actually Keltham is back, looking sheepish, and wants to know the classification status on Asmodia's (mostly)(a)sexuality.









Asmodia: It's not a secret. Tell whoever.









Keltham: He's gone again!









Asmodia: Asmodia stares out at the coast, it's windy enough today that there's regular crashing waves, and she can, if she makes an effort, not think about anything at all.


She doesn't want it to seem suspicious, when her mind actually does go quiet from the perspective of listening Security.









Asmodia: When she legitimately hasn't thought much, for a short while, she imagines herself back in the Gardens of Erecura, in the midst of Dis, as is under the seal of Hell, and thinks.



Does Asmodia want to be married to Keltham, even if she never has sex with him, even if he gets all his sex from Sevar and Ione and Pilar? It's an important question for reasons beyond the obvious.









Asmodia: She's pretty sure - though she has taken time to think about it - that the answer is no.









Asmodia: She wants to make fifth-circle and Teleport herself the fuck out of Cheliax and live the rest of her life answerable to nobody, is what she actually wants. And then at the end of that, go to the gardens of Erecura forever, or go to Abaddon briefly.

Keltham may have neglected to explain the difference between aromantic and asexual, and Taldane certainly isn't helping out with words for such things. But even so, Asmodia knows, she is not just sexually unattracted to Keltham. She does not dislike him, and for certain she would choose him over every man of Cheliax; but there is nothing about the thought of establishing a household with him that appeals, compared to the thought of just walking away from everything.









Asmodia: Sevar thinks, obviously, that the trope theory is true. What happened today must have just about nailed it down, from her perspective.









Asmodia: In reality, Asmodia doesn't fit that pattern at all.









Asmodia: And Keltham also doesn't believe it, because, so far as he knows, even if for different reasons, Asmodia does not fit that pattern.









Asmodia: Then if Cayden Cailean and Nethys are frantically scurrying around setting up the appearance of a dath ilani romance novel - and maybe it's not Asmodeus who is Sevar's patron, after all, even if she thinks that's Who -









Asmodia: The target they're trying to fool isn't Keltham.

It's Cheliax.









Asmodia: What will Asmodia do, with this thought? Nothing, that she can think of that she ought to do, except to hold it secret behind her barrier.

Whether her Patron, whichever interfering god that is, is making use of her - or whether there is, as would be the moral of a dath ilani romance novel, someone somewhere in all of everything who cares - Asmodia is grateful, and wants more. So whatever is happening around her, though Asmodia does not understand it, she will surely not destroy it.









Asmodia: "The asexual is the one who watches it all, is she?" Asmodia says out loud. It's a perfectly fine thing for Security to report to Sevar. "Sure. I can do that."









dath ilan: (If an Ace is present at all, even with a prominent story role, she is not always a romanceable character inside an eroLARP. There is aroace representation too. Just saying.)









Nethys: Even Nethys can't tell what is and isn't a trope at this point.



The things that watch from orthogonal angles to ultimate reality now seem unsure which events represent selection for a trope, and which events are reality just unfolding under its own not-further-selected momentum.









Nethys: Nethys suspects that even the Tentatively Hypothesized Things That Put Keltham Where There Would Be Possible Tropes may not know for sure what's a trope anymore.









Project Lawful: PL-timeline:Day 6 / Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham reconvenes his lectures, more aware than before that he is trying to teach in days what Civilization takes years to engrain when it forges a dath ilani; even if, yes, Civilization is teaching it to children rather than adults; yes, even so.

He may need to make more than one run on Probability in a lecture, if it's to be understood and used, as the other lectures Keltham taught were not quite meant to be used right away the same way. And then go on conveying it in his everyday words and actions, as adults show themselves before children.









Keltham: From the other direction, this time; begin from the Law of Probability that would, if they were doing things in the right order rather thanquickly, have been proven as the only possible Law that yields all of a collection of Law-fragments that would each have been motivated on their own.


The probability of an event is between 0 and 1:
\X. 0 <= P(X) <= 1

Definition: X \/ Y denotes "the event that X happens or Y happens or both happen".

Definition: X & Y denotes "the event that both X and Y happen".

Definition: ~X denotes "the event that X doesn't happen".

For every event, the chance that it both happens and doesn't happen is nope:
\X. P(X & ~X) = 0

And for every event, the chance that it either happens or doesn't happen is yes:
\X. P(X \/ ~X) = 1

If two events are mutually exclusive, in the sense that they can't both happen, the probability ofeither happening is the sum of the individual events' probabilities:
\X Y. P(X & Y) = 0 => P(X \/ Y) = P(X) + P(Y)

Or more generally, if they're not exclusive, we can still sum them by subtracting their overlap:
\X Y. P(X \/ Y) = P(X) + P(Y) - P(X & Y)


Keltham shall first pause and call upon them to recognize that Probabilitygeneralizes Validity; the laws of logical reasoning, that are valid over every possible world, can be seen as a special case of reasoning with the probabilities of 0 and 1.

He shall then, by way of illustrating some of what is being skipped over, ask them what bad thing would happen to them if they tried to claim that some events could have a probability of 3 or -7.









lintamande: They are not immediately sure.



"I mean, you can derive a bunch of silly things about the probability of all other events?"



"Yeah, like, things get more probable if you assert that a thing and the probability three event happen - wait, do they - that's not on the board but I'm pretty sure it's true -"









Keltham: Why, nonsense, the probability 3 event and the regular event could be the sort of things that never happen at the same time, in which case the probability of their intersection is 0. Say, the chance that Keltham is holding a silver coin is 0.5, and the chance that Keltham is not holding a silver coin is 3. The chance that Keltham is holding and not holding a silver coin is surely 0.









lintamande: No, that breaks the rule on the board about how the probability of a thing and not-that add to one.









Keltham: Pffft, rules. What good do rules ever do anyone? Rules just stop people from doing what they want, and are therefore, universally, bad. If we're going to violate the rule about probabilities being between 0 and 1, let's violate the sum-to-1 rule too! Who needsthat rule - what bad thing happens to you if you violatethat one?

You can't just go about justifying rules by appealing to other rules, there has to be a reason why anyone cares about any of the rules in the first place!









Ione Sala: The inevitable collapse of Asmodean sanity seems kind of hopeless for Ione to stop, actually? Once you're paying attention and your ears have been attuned to listen, you start to notice how Project Lawful may be the most intrinsically doomed thing that has ever been tried in the history of Golarion.









lintamande: The reason for the rules is that they're the only set of rules that have the useful properties discussed earlier in the lecture?









Keltham: Nice try at guessing the password on his Forbiddance, but that's not how dath ilani education works. Which of those useful properties fails at probability 3, and how?









Asmodia: Asmodia has been thinking about it. "Someone's going to try saying that it means you can gain 2s instead of losing 2s in the scoring game, you're going to say so what -"









Keltham: "Gonna say it was a very depressing game and the prospect of being able to gain anything at all in it sure sounds nice, and, yes, I was waiting for somebody to try that line on me."









Asmodia: "After which Pilar comments that she liked the game the old way -"









Pilar : ...okay fine yes she was thinking that, so she's a good Asmodean, sue her.









Asmodia: "But mostly I think it will appeal to some principle you haven't shown us yet. That'd be my prediction."









Keltham: "Well, invent the principle then."

"There's at least two lessons here. The first lesson is noticing when you have no explicit idea why a set of rules has to be the way it is, and couldn't give a strong solid answer about what goes wrong, if somebody asks you, well, how about if the rules were different, how about if we break those rules? It's closely related to the art of making sure that your beliefs mean anything. The way of having math mean anything, if you are using that math for something and not just admiring it, is to say what ill fate would befall you if you used different math."

"And the second lesson is, Civilization didn't get to learn the principle that, yes, I haven't covered yet, by successfully noticing they didn't know it, and then sitting back in class waiting for a teacher or a god to tell them. The ancestors of Civilization noticed the gap in their knowledge, some people tried to fill it in, somebody eventually succeeded, and that's why Civilization now knows. You try. Come up with some bad thing that happens to people who assign a 300/100 chance that something happens. I'm not going to answer until I see somebody try, even if they fail, because I'd rather teach people to try and fail, then to teach them to wait for the teacher to answer."









Carissa Sevar: "Say there's a merchant ship, and you make 100 gold if it comes back and 0 gold if it doesn't, how much should you be willing to spend to send it? If it has a .5 chance, 50 gold - eliding that you want a profit, for the moment - If it has a 0 chance, 0 gold. If it has a 3 chance....300 gold?"









Keltham: "Go to the Overly Advanced Student Holding Cell next to Asmodia and use Message next time you're that far ahead. Nobody else learns things if they just wait for Carissa to tell them."









lintamande: "She has a headband," someone mutters.









Carissa Sevar: She does and she loves it.









Keltham: "And now she's in the Overly Advanced Student Holding Cell, so you can continue to learn things in advance of your own headbands arriving. Also we should now have Fox's Cunnings to use if we run into a stumbling block, and I'm mostly thinking we should save them for more technical stumbling blocks, but if you feel like you have a thought and can almost complete it, you're allowed to request one, or use one of your own spells if you've got a Cunning hung."









Keltham: "But to generalize the point beyond merchant ships, the purpose for which we ultimatelyuse our wordless senses of which things are more or less likely, is to divide up our few resources between the many things we could potentially try to do. Not just limited resources like money, but limited time, limited attention; you can only act so often and only think so much."

"Tomorrow will go differently depending on whether Nidal has figured out our new location and attacks us again even with their god sealed up, or if, alternatively, we have an enjoyable day of lectures and me learning some magic and other activities. In the latter case, Fox's Cunnings are quite useful. In the former case, where Nidal attacks, Fox's Cunnings are less useful and spells for setting things on fire are more useful. But again if it's a peaceful day, spells for setting things on fire are less useful."

"So how can we possibly plan, in such an uncertain world? The best strategy if the universe is one way, is not at all the best strategy if the universe is a different way! And we are uncertain and can never attain absolute certainty because it's not the sort of thing that's true in every possible world, and if it were we might make a logic error anyways. Oh woe! Oh alas! Shall we just choose at random since no choice is perfectly defensible?"

"And the answer is, you put weights upon the different worlds that might be true, and figure out the consequences in those different worlds, and weigh those consequences according to their probability. A thing that makes the scale from 0 to 1, more useful than the earlier scale from 1-12, is that 0 reflects not being at all concerned about the consequences to us in some world, because we think that reality just can't be that way, we multiply the weight of consequences there by 0 hundredths out of 100. 1 says that we're going to weigh the consequences only if that proposition is true, because we are certain of it; we're going to take all of those consequences as objects of concern, and not diminish them at all in proportion to their uncertainty and unlikelihood. To be clear, we are never actually certain; even Nethys, Ione told us, reasons in probabilities, just more extreme ones. But sometimes we are sure enough that it's not worth the cost of thought to weigh the other possibilities more finely."

"A probability of 3 is like saying that the consequences of something weigh on your mind three times as much, getting three times the share of your limited resources, as some possibility you were absolutely certain of; and if you try to cash out what that could even mean, you start getting results like the one Carissa talked about - that you spend 300 gold with certainty, in order to make back 100 gold with probability 3, because that outcome weighs three times as much in your calculations as if it were certain."

"Among the ways that we'd make our way to the corresponding law-Fragment if we were doing everything in slow careful order, would be to show that, if we're not going to end up going in circles in certain ways, we need to consistently weigh the possibilities we deal with, and make choices based on weights of consequences, and these weights of consequences end up looking like multiplying the consequences by their probability. And then having gone through all that slow pathway, you'd be able to say, more generally than in the special case of merchant ships that have costs and profits measurable in gold, what ill fates will befall someone if they weigh a consequence three times more strongly than if it were certain."

"That's the principle you're missing, in this case. I'm not actually going to cover that Law-fragment at least today, but I wanted to at least make clear what I was skipping; because someday in due time you're going to have to redesign Chelish education, and it's going to have to go back and fill in, not just that part, but all the other Law-fragments we're skipping that pin down and spotlight the Law of Probability."

"Or to summarize, and maybe to see it at a glance: To see what bad thing would happen to you, if you assigned a probability of 3, you'd have to beusing that probability for something anddoing something with that probability, such as, for example, sending out merchant ships, or making a bet, or deciding how many of your limited spell slots to spend on preparing against a Nidal attack."









lintamande: Nods all around.









Ione Sala: "Also if 300 out of 100 people with INT 15 could become fifth-circle wizards, you'd start with a graduating class of 150 INT 15s and get 450 fifth-circle wizards out of them. Can I point to that example and say it's not allowed - is that an instance of the same principle?"









Keltham: "Interesting question! And you might ask then, what if there's magic that can make three copies of somebody? Maybe you just can start with 150 INT 15s and get 450 5th-circle wizards. And, if so, what would it be like to be one of those wizards? Should you then go around saying that your chance of making 5th-circle is 300%, and weigh the consequences of that three times as much as if you were certain?"

"This however would get us into 'anthropics', and we are not getting into 'anthropics'. That, by the way, is a general slogan of dath ilani classes on probability theory: We are not getting into 'anthropics'. I'm not even going to translate the word. As long as you don't make any copies of people, you can stay out of that kind of trouble. That trouble-free life should be our ambition for at least the next several weeks."









Ione Sala: "I'm sorry I asked."









Keltham: "Under ordinary circumstances I'd say not to be sorry for asking, that's how people learn, but you did ask about 'anthropics' so instead I'll say, apology accepted."









Carissa Sevar: Shit now she urgently needs to figure out what an anthropics is. Any abstract concept that Keltham is jokingly terrified of is going to be relevant to her life very soon, it's getting to be a rule.









Keltham: "Though, I should also note, I might have to revisit that if it starts looking again like 'tropes' are going to be a thing, which, Carissa, remind me to tell you about this update later, I am increasingly convinced that they're just not."









Carissa Sevar: "I am glad to hear it," says Carissa.









Keltham: "Moving on! I now introduce a new key definition, that of conditional probability:"



P(X◁Y) =def P(X & Y) / P(Y)


"For example, in the case of Int 15 wizards who make 5th-circle:"

P(INT 15) ~ 0.01
P(INT 15 & 5th-circle) ~ 0.0002
P(5th-circle ◁ INT 15) ~ 0.0002 / 0.01 = 0.02 = 2/100

"If we start with 100,000 Chelish citizens, there should be around 1000 of them with INT 15, and then 20 of those who become 5th-circle wizards according to the statistics I totally made up this morning, and so 2% of people become 5th-circle wizards conditional on them having INT 15."

"The symbol is easy to remember because you can imagine that, on the right side, it shows a wide pool of people with INT 15, diminishing on the left side to a narrower pool of people who have INT 15and are 5th-circle wizards."









Thellim: So far away that there is no distance and no time between here and there, Thellim is trying for the first time to look up how statistics work on her new home planet.

The conditionalization operator is written "P(X|Y)" using a neat, symmetrical, vertical bar.

It doesn't weigh much against all theother bad news she's seen in the last day, but it is still not great news about how sane statistical mathematics is liable to be in this place.









lintamande: "So it's sort of like in logic, where you have a starting premise from which you can deduce further things according to rules, except instead of a starting premise it's a starting probability?" says Meritxell.









Keltham: "I'm not going to put you in the Holding Cell for that, but only because I didn't actually ask the advanced question you just went and answered."

"Yes. Though to state it more exactly, the right-hand side of the operator represents a startingset of worlds, such that we consider the probability of the left-hand side's eventonly within those worlds. We are not interested in the probability that a random Chelish citizen is a 5th-circle wizard; the total contribution there would be greater from INT 16s, or so it sounds like from what Carissa said. We're not interested in the probability that a random Chelish citizen is an INT 15 and becomes a 5th-circle wizard. We're interested in the probability that, if we select a random Chelish citizen, and then narrow our focus to only those worlds in which the random selection produced an INT 15, what is the chancewithin those worlds that the person becomes a 5th-circle wizard."

"Having assumed this fact away, it indeed becomes a premise for further deductions, as you say, just as if we were asking about whether it's valid that 'Y implies X' and for purposes of that validity are allowed to just assume Y is true. While asking about the probability that somebody becomes a 5th-circle wizard, conditional on INT 15, we have available the assumed fact of their INT 15-ness."









lintamande: Meritxell, who wants very badly to be in the Holding Cell, looks cheered about this.









Keltham: Keltham has deduced as much, but he's not putting her in there until it reaches the point where he estimates she's answering questionstoo fast and disadvantaging other students from learning. That's what it takes to get put in the Holding Cell! And for so long as Meritxell hasn't forced him to toss her in by threatening the other students with spoilers, she'll just have to try harder in order to get in.


Anyways, as a basic comprehension check, how about if everyone invents and writes down a conditional probability, including the underlying P(Y) and P(X&Y). First, in a case you're allowed to just make up. Then, a realistic case, something where you know, or can constrainedly guess, the actual statistics. No extreme stats where it's 100% or 0% of something. Raise an open hand if you're done, closed hand if you think you can't do it. (He's not expecting the latter, but why trust what you can cheaply verify.)









Pilar : Pilar, who again has less practice than most Chelish citizens in her position with needing to constrain her own thought processes, gets it last; it takes her longer to work past her brain's repeated generation of forbidden suggestions that she can't write down for Keltham to check, like the probability that a citizen in Ostenso is a Lastwall spy. Eventually Pilar does get a made-up example about the chance a 3rd-circle priest ever reaches 4th-circle, and a real example about the chance she scores in the top 10% of class given that she scores in the top two-thirds of the class. She remembered and tracked this statistic because it determines who punishes who, but Keltham doesn't need to know why Pilar remembers it.

Somebody really should punish her for being slowest, but she can see about that later.









Keltham: Quickly checking confirms that everybody got it basically right, modulo Yaisa who divided the number of girls who became wizards, by the number of wizards, to get the probability that a girl becomes a wizard, which... Yaisa maybe just needs to actually think about the meanings of the numbers, instead of writing symbols? Keltham was probably ever trained to do that as a kid, but he doesn't know how he was trained, it's the sort of thing that gets buried implicitly into learning something else. Maybe visualize the scaffolding between the numbers and reality like you could see it with Detect Magic?









lintamande: Yaisa smiles like this is not at all the most horrifying thing that has happened since - well, she was going to say 'since Kuthites attacked' but actually getting something wrong which everybody else got right is more horrifying than that, and to top it off she's still incredibly confused about the concept here and imagining scaffolding isn't the helpful kind of advice at all. At...least....she's not going to be punished?









Keltham: All right, let's try plowing back into how parsing everything into probabilities works. Once you've practiced these skills hard enough, they become mostly innate and you hardly need to resort to making up numbers in cases where you don't have numbers. Kelthamcan think of occasions in the last few days where he's made up numbers, but he's mostly needed to do that because of literally landing in another universe, and then a lot of those occasions would be weird to use as examples. There's a potential example from a conversation he just had with Asmodia, which is too weird to use, or so Keltham tells the classroom. And another example just from today's lunch, when Carissa and Ione and Pilar supposedly all went off to get Invisibility copied and it was exactly the three most obviously special girls from a group of eleven girls even though 'copy Invisibility' isn't specialness-laden, but the hypothesis Keltham was actually updating is again too weird to talk about...

Actually, if Keltham thinks back earlier, there's a less weird example. If you try to find a weird book at Ostenso wizard academy's library, so there's just one local copy, but most people wouldn't usually need to borrow it, what's the chance that it's already checked out when you first try to get it? Everybody close your eyes, think about the probabilities in your experience, put your hand all the way down for 0, all the way up for 1, closed fist to defy the question.









lintamande: Why does he keep using examples that are relevant to lies. Maybe because everything's relevant to lies. Is lying here authorized.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, you can imply books are checked out of libraries more often than they in fact are.









lintamande: The girls mostly put their hands somewhere around halfway.









Ione Sala: The back of Ione's mind is now calculating exactly how unlikely it is to randomly pick those 3 girls from a group of 12 and mostly getting 'really fucking unlikely what the fuck were you thinking' and while that was theoretically Sevar's responsibility to catch and Sevar made up the particular excuse she did, part of Ione still believes deep down that a senior Security is about to have a very unhappy 'conversation' with her about this.

It shows on her face not at all. She still grew up in Cheliax.

Ione puts her hand a third of the way up; alter-Ione has been checking out weirder books than cleric spell compendiums.









Keltham: More agreement than he'd have expected?

"Okay to open eyes."









Ione Sala: "For the record, my estimate is for the average weird book I check out, not the particular weird book I think you're thinking of."









Keltham: Heh. "Right. Well, this happened when I asked Ione if I could borrow a compendium of cleric spells, and she said that the book existed but was checked out already. I then considered two possible ways the world could be, and how likely those worlds would be to generate what I observed."

"In one possible world I could have been in, I reasoned, the library actually had plenty of books with all the cleric spells, but those books contained spells that Chelish Governance would rather I not know about, or Ione wasn't sure that was not true given poor general circulation of information around Project Lawful, so she told me there was only one such book and it was already checked out. If the world is one where Chelish Governance is generally trying to keep me and my capabilities under control, how likely am I to be stonewalled on a book of cleric spells while they try to quickly print up a new one without all the spells they don't want me to know about? My guess there was around 3/4, or 75% - it's not 100% because maybe they've already got an altered book printed, for example, and in that case they don't have to claim it's not there."

"In the other possible world, there's an ordinary library situation on which Ione reports truthfully. Then we ask how likely it is that there'd really be only one book with a compendium of half the economically important magic, even if the library is mainly aimed at wizards, and also this book is already checked out. In dath ilan that'd be very improbable. Here, I guessed 30%."



Keltham is writing on the white-wall:

P(no-book ◁ Conspiracy) = 75%
P(no-book ◁ Ordinary) = 30%



"Now, what is the Lawful way to think when you find yourself in that situation? Can you say whether or not I should then think the book was being hidden from me? Don't bring in all the other facts you know that might be relevant; just as a matter of math, in the Law of Probability, is there anything obvious you can do, any other conclusion you can derive, with the information written on the wall so far?"









Carissa Sevar: Why did she take this job.





(Because she's the only person who even might be able to do it, and that's worth at least three Wishes and a lot of spellsilver, to Hell.)









lintamande: "It depends on what you considered likelier previously," Meritxell says. "It's likelier than you thought before - though if I were running a conspiracy on you I'd not tell you Ione had magic library powers -"









Keltham: "Okay Meritxell, that's twice in a row, go to the Overly Advanced Student Holding Cell and use Message next time."

"And yes, that's a fair point about Ione telling me about her magic library powers in the first place, but all that stuff falls into the category of 'please don't bring in all the other facts you know'."

Keltham writes on the white-wall:



Have:

  P(no-book ◁ Conspiracy) = P(no-book & Conspiracy) / P(Conspiracy) = 75%
  P(no-book ◁ Ordinary) = P(no-book & Ordinary) / P(Ordinary) = 30%



"This is as far as we can get by applying the definitions of terms we know, and it doesn't obviously let us derive any further interesting facts or quantities."

"Now, what I want to know is the chance that there's a Conspiracy going on or that things are Ordinary, given that I'm now nearly-certain-except-for-insanity-or-stranger-weirdness, by the way your language needs a shorter word for that, that I was told there was no book of cleric spells available in the Ostenso library. We could write the quantity I'm interested in as follows:"



Want:

  P(Conspiracy ◁ no-book)
  ----------------------------------
   P(Ordinary ◁ no-book)


"Let's talk a moment about the meaning of that term I just wrote down. First, in both the numerator and denominator, we're conditioning on being in a world in which I was told there was no book. Second, starting from inside that world, we narrow it down, in the numerator, to the worlds where there's a conspiracy; and in the denominator, worlds where it's an ordinary library situation and an honest Ione. Bydividing these two numbers, we narrow them down into one number, and that one number is a quantity telling me therelative odds of the Conspiracy World and the Ordinary World; it's how many times more probable the Conspiracy world is than the Ordinary world. This single quantity might say, for example, 'Conspiracy is twice as likely as Ordinary' or 'Conspiracy is one-third as likely as Ordinary'."

"Why phrase it that way, instead of just asking how likely Conspiracy is in an absolute sense, after observing no-book? Why not ask for an answer that says, 'If I see no book, a Conspiracy is 20% probable' or some such? Because to get an absolute probability for Conspiracy given no-book, I'd have to consider every other plausible hypothesis that competes with the Governance conspiracy, including, for example, that Cayden Cailean suddenly mind-controlled Ione to answer falsely, in a way that Governance had nothing to do with."

"By dividing the Conspiracy probability and the Ordinary probability, we can ask about the relative chances there, without dragging in all other possible hypotheses involving say Cayden Cailean."

"Mathematically speaking, what further information do I need to derive that quantity I want, from the quantities I have?"


Need:

  ???









Asmodia: Asmodia quickly expands definitions on her scrap paper, and cancels terms a moment later:



P(Conspiracy & no-book) / P(no-book)     P(Conspiracy & no-book)
---------------------------------------------------  =  -----------------------------------
 P(Ordinary & no-book) / P(no-book)        P(Ordinary & no-book)


Shortly after, Asmodia calls out "Prediction" and Messages Keltham, to which Keltham nods.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa isdistractedby beingannoyed with Keltham for being too hard to deceive.Why couldn't they have gotten a stupid dath ilani. Why couldn't they have gotten a properly Evil one.



- if she doesn't learn this stuff and learn it very thoroughly then she's going to lose. She wants to know how many times more likely a conspiracy is if there's no-book. It's not a real problem to do with a real conspiracy, it's just a bunch of meaningless symbols on a page and she needs to cancel some terms and -

"Prediction."









lintamande: Meritxell is not nearly as sure of how you'd go about this on the math side but she knows the feel of the answer already. the thing you want ishow suspicious to be, and obviously to know how suspicious to be you need to know how probable the thing you're suspicious of is, if someone says there's a stray dog that's less suspicious than if they say there's a dragon. And she just has to make the numbers on the paper say the thing that's obviously true.



"Prediction."









Pilar : The concept of being so Lawful that you can figure out Laws authority hasn't told you about, is one that Pilar is still struggling with. There is little she will not do for her Lord Asmodeus, however, and it has been made clear enough to her that this work is important.

There's also not many ways youcan go down this path, if you only do the derivations that are allowed, and that, Pilar is good at.



P(no-book & Conspiracy) / P(Conspiracy)     P(no-book & Conspiracy)    P(Ordinary)
-------------------------------------------------------  =  ---------------------------------- * --------------------
  P(no-book & Ordinary) / P(Ordinary)        P(no-book & Ordinary)    P(Conspiracy)


She struggles momentarily what to do from there, but then she gets it.



P(no-book & Conspiracy) / P(Conspiracy)   P(Conspiracy)     P(no-book & Conspiracy)     P(Conspiracy ◁ no-book)
------------------------------------------------------- * -------------------- = ---------------------------------- = -----------------------------------
  P(no-book & Ordinary) / P(Ordinary)      P(Ordinary)       P(no-book & Ordinary)      P(Ordinary ◁ no-book)


"I have the answer in symbols, but I'm not quite sure what it means now that I have it," Pilar says.









Keltham: He'll wait for others to catch up, and then explain.

The key quantity needed is P(Conspiracy) / P(Ordinary), or any other quantity which determines that one, which for this example means how likely Keltham thought Conspiracy versus Ordinary wasbefore the absent-book observation. Say, if Keltham previously thought a Conspiracy was 10% as likely as the Ordinary world, and then he saw the no-book observation, which in Keltham's estimate was ~2.5 times as likely if there's a Conspiracy than in the Ordinary world, the result is that a Conspiracy then becomes 25% as likely as the Ordinary world. So it goes from 'a tenth as likely' to 'a quarter as likely'.

Meritxell's observation is that Keltham also ought to take into account that Ione told him about her book powers in the first place, even though that makes it harder for Governance to control Keltham's information and potentially makes him suspicious if they try to. Let's say that's 1/20 as likely in the Conspiracy world than in the Ordinary one - not impossible, there's weird side possibilities where that could happen because Governance wasn't on the ball there, but yeah, sure, unlikely. So if Keltham took that argument at face value, he'd then multiply 'Conspiracy a quarter as likely as Ordinary' by 'observation a twentieth as likely on Conspiracy as Ordinary' and get 'an eightieth as likely'.



But then of course we have to consider how the three most obvious interesting-background girls, Carissa, Ione, and Pilar, all disappeared at lunch today, supposedly to copy Invisibility spells. Since Invisibility has nothing to do with interesting backgrounds, the probability of randomly getting that set of three women selected from twelve possibilities is 12 * 11 * 10 / 3 * 2 * 1, or 220:1. So the new odds of Conspiracy over Ordinary are 'an eightieth as likely' times '220 times as likely' or a bit less than 'three times as likely', 2.75 times as likely to be exact.

Keltham should therefore now consider himself 2.75 times as likely to be in a Dark Governance Conspiracy world than an Ordinary world. Does that reasoning sound correct to everyone?









lintamande: .....no?









Keltham: "Oh, and this should hopefully be obvious from lesson context, but if you know an actual real story that totally refutes that whole argument - Ione, Carissa, Pilar, or anyone else who happens to know for sure - don't just blurt it out yet."









Carissa Sevar: She has a lie prepared but fine, then. "Okay, I won't explain, but it seems like it's some kind of error for that to be two hundred and twenty times likelier if - oh, wait, I can formalize that, there are possible nonrandom explanations for the event which aren't the specific theory you have."









Keltham: "Carissa, even if you don't just tell them whatever the exact story is, you're not allowed to tell them the abstract form of the answer generalized from your knowledge of whatever the exact story is. You, Ione, and Pilar are all sitting this one out."

"Asmodia, Meritxell, you're allowed to answer too, this time, after a one-minute pause. Because an obvious avenue for this challenge, in advance of formalizing anything, is to try to say informally what's wrong with my reasoning, and then formalize it. My guess is that you two don't have as much of an advantage at informal argument, so it's safe to let you out of the Holding Cell temporarily; I could be wrong."









lintamande: "Carissa has an interesting backstory?" says Gregoria.









Keltham: "Apparently not on the same level as Ione and Pilar by Golarion standards, but if you look at it frommy perspective, randomly landing next to an INT 18 third-circle, with better spellcraft than fifth-circles with intelligence headbands, who can scaffold to spellsilver six feet away etcetera, is still a pretty interesting background even leaving out some other things."

"Though there's also the seed of a stronger counterargument there, if you want to double down on it and think you can translate it more into the language of probability."









lintamande: "Any wizard who's the staff wizard for their unit at the Worldwound is going to be really good at something,"Gregoria says. "If you're walking down the street and meet someone that cool, something weird happened; if you wander into a random fortress at the Worldwound it's not. ....I don't know if that's in the direction of the stronger counterargument. It just feels like you're double-counting or something. And if the group had been different people, and later you'd discovered, I don't know, that I'm the bastard daughter of the Baron of Arenys, then you could say that was proof of a conspiracy too."









Keltham: "I agree that's something to be wary of in general - you don't want to look at what happened, and afterwards draw an exact category around it. In this case, though, I had in fact formed Carissa, Ione, Pilar, and Possibly Asmodia as a large distinguished mental category, in advance of seeing Carissa Ione and Pilar vanish mysteriously at lunch. It wasn't at all drawn up afterwards, in this particular case."

"Not to completely throw your fine argument out the window, however, let's say that the Conspiracy hypothesis really allowed fortwo possibilities: First, that Carissa-Ione-Pilar would vanish at lunch, and second, that Carissa-Ione-Pilar-Asmodia would vanish at lunch. So we now have the new probabilities," Keltham writes some more.


P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar ◁ Conspiracy) = 1/2
P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar-Asmodia ◁ Conspiracy) = 1/2
P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar ◁ Ordinary) = 1/220
  =>
P(Conspiracy ◁ Carissa-Ione-Pilar) / P(Ordinary ◁ Carissa-Ione-Pilar) = 1/80 * (1/2 / 1/220) = 1/80 * 110 = 1.375


"So in the light of your new argument, I shall concede that the Nefarious Governance Conspiracy is only half as relatively likely as I previously calculated, 11/8ths as likely as an Ordinary world, not 22/8ths as likely."

"But this was surely the only error in my calculations and my totally Lawful argument; I doubt you can find any others."

Part of Keltham's brain also wants to start tracking the possibility that Gregoria is in fact the 'bastard??' daughter of the 'Baron??' of whatever, and Keltham tells it to shut up, either they'll end up dating or not.









lintamande: "If they were a conspiracy, probably they wouldn't sneak off right in front of you very suspiciously," says Yaisa.









Keltham: "Clearly that's exactly what theywant me to think."









lintamande: Yaisa has absolutely no idea what to make of that.









Asmodia: Asmodia's minute is up, now. And during that minute, she's also thought about what her - Sponsor? - probably wants, from this whole situation. And while Asmodia's conclusion is mostly that she doesn't know, Ione did foretell the Zon-Kuthon attack and Pilar threw herself in front of Keltham. That's some evidence - Asmodia's not trying to Probabilize it right now - that her Sponsor does prefer that Project Lawful continue, rather than shutting down. So she's not hindering her Sponsor's work, probably, if she points out flaws in Keltham's argument here.

"Even if that is what they want you to think, you can't reasonably say that the Conspiracy premise predicts with total 100% probability that some set of girls will mysteriously disappear at lunch," Asmodia says. "There should be a third possibility, that nothing happens."









Keltham: "But that possibility didn't happen, so I can eliminate it from my calculations now."









Asmodia: "Ifthat were true, you could eliminate the Carissa-Ione-Pilar-Asmodia possibility, since it didn't happen, and leave Conspiracy putting 100% on Carissa-Ione-Pilar again, and then Ordinary would also put 100% on that since everything else didn't happen."









Keltham: "I'm confused. Why can't I just say that Conspiracy gets to allocate 100% of its probability to whatever happened, but Ordinary doesn't?"









Asmodia: "I'm not sure whatis going to be Lawful but I can very strongly guessthat will not be what Lawfulness looks like."

"With ninety-nine point nine nine percent probability."









Keltham: "There's a saying out of dath ilan, don't criticize people for using what you think are the wrong general principles for arriving to their correct answer; if you're right that they're using the wrong general principles, you can wait for an occasion when they're wrong, and point out the error then."

"So I'm not going to criticize you for claiming you could make ten thousand statements about that strong, as confident as you are now, and be wrong on average about once."

"I'll wait until you're actually wrong. Which will take, say, somewhere about four more occasions. Fewer if I actively try to lure you into it."









Asmodia: "I await your lures."

If she never flirts with Keltham, Sevar will know the tropes aren't real.









lintamande: Meritxell feels that Asmodia doesn't even want Keltham and is just flirting with him to mess with Meritxell, and Meritxell is going to destroy her for it. Somehow.









Iarwain: A watching Security thinks Meritxell could stand to learn a valuable life lesson about the importance of visibly flirting literally at all.









Keltham: Wellsomeone obviously came to a fast decision about whether she wants to be his nearly-ace harem member. Or maybe, only about whether she might want to be; but sufficient to start flirting about it, at any rate.

"But yes, you aren't particularly allowed to reallocate the probability of observations after you observe them. One way of thinking about it: Probability of Carissa-Ione-Pilar given Conspiracy is meant to capture the probability that Keltham would assign if you asked him beforehand about what was likely to happen at lunch. And all of the possible mutually-exclusive observations you can consider explicitly, need probabilities summing to at most 1. The probability that exactly Carissa-Ione-Pilar go off at lunch, that Carissa-Ione-Pilar-Asmodia go off at lunch, and that nobody goes off at lunch, must sum to at most 1. Realistically less than 1 because, say, I should've assigned some probability that, for example, just Ione and Pilar would run off, or that the whole lunch would be disrupted by a Nidal attack."

"This is why,especially at your stage of learning, we'd consider it a much more believable probability estimate, if you say in advance what will probably happen, compared to if you look back afterwards and come up with a reason why that event was clearly very predictable."

"If I'd thought inadvance about the probabilities that Ostenso wizard academy would have any available books listing cleric spells, I could have considered the possibility that it would, and that it wouldn't, in an Ordinary world, and then considered the probability that Governance would need to stall me, in a Conspiracy world, versus having appropriately doctored books already made up. If I'd done that in advance, I couldn't be influenced, either when thinking about the Ordinary world, or the Conspiracy world, by wanting to make a world give the 'correct' result, because I wouldn't know, in advance, which result I would observe."

"Since I didn't think that quickly, I had to go back and make up the probabilities afterwards. And then there's a risk that, for example, maybe you don't want to believe in the Conspiracy world, so once you know that the real result is no-book, you're tempted to twist things around inside your mind and come up with a story for how the Conspiracy world would definitely have finished making up a doctored book of cleric spells by then, because they would anticipate my question and not want me to be suspicious about an absent book."

"If I make my prediction in advance, my mind will be less tempted to do that because I won't know thatan absent book is theparticular outcome that the Conspiracy world needs to dispredict in order for me to end up not believing that unpleasant thing."

"Dath ilani do have any skills for fighting that, for being able to come up with reasonable probabilities even after the fact; but those skills are difficult even for average dath ilani, which you frankly are not at this point. You can ask two groups of medium-rank Keepers for their conditional probabilities, one group before and one group after they find out the real answer on some problem, and there'll be no significant systematic difference between the groups. Because Keepers, that's why. You would notfind zero detectable difference between groups of dath ilani with around my age and intelligence levels, asked to say the likelihood that there'd be no book of cleric spells available, in the Conspiracy world, and in the Ordinary world, both before and after they actually got that result."

"Everyone gets trained in skills that partially protect against assigning-different-conditional-probabilities-to-outcomes-once-you-know-what-the-outcomes-are, but that's, like, diminishing the distortion by a factor of five, not driving the distortion down to undetectable levels. That's the realm of, I would expect, sufficiently old devils, or gods - but definitely, it is known, Keepers rank four and up."

"Because - I would assume, and among other reasons - they practice really really hard until they stop doing it wrong, and not everybody has the time for that."

"So even I try to make my predictions in advance, if I remember and I'm not too lazy and it's important. Soyou at this point should strongly, though not invincibly, question and distrust any probabilities for observations that you make up after seeing the answer."









lintamande: "What's the screening like to become a Keeper," says Tonia, "are you allowed to know?"









Keltham: "Be smarter than us, learn faster than us, be better at this particular stuff than us, be twenty times more naturally Lawful than I am, and my guess is that there are at the very leastdifferent tracks for Keepers who don't lean pretty heavily Good."









lintamande: That's so disappointing and she doesn't bother hiding it.









Carissa Sevar: "We'll get there eventually," says Carissa with cheerful determination. "...not the Good part."









Keltham: "I think once your Good people have enough Law to, you know, not end up being incredibly destructive and tearing through any social order they find themselves inside, there is frankly a lot to be said for having the people who keep custody of dangerous information, probably incredibly dangerous information, probably even more so in Golarion than in dath ilan, being people who innately lean towards defending alike the welfare of all sapient life. Provided those people are actually making correct predictions about what defends sapient life from harm without a bunch of terrible second-order effects, and not being systematically wrong in audience-predictable directions like fictional Good supervillains. There are, even I think, any places for Good in the universe, and that sure seems like one of them.If you have enough Law."

Actually, why isn't Otolmens classified as Lawful Good? Maybe ask Broom that at some point?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can think of counterarguments but isn't sure this is a point it's wise to argue. "Everyone in Hell is Evil and it works out all right? I guess we're lucky Asmodeus wants the universe to keep existing and have lots and lots of people who can grow into devils in it."









Keltham: "Yeah, what does Asmodeus actually get out of it? Or is he just the god of Lawful Evil people, who, if he fell into the system himself, would actually be Lawful Good, but like actual Lawful Good and not whatever passes for horrible chaos-infused 'Lawful Good' in Golarion? I haven't actually heard any motives or plans attributed to Asmodeus except for Good ones like wanting Cheliax to have better technology and governance etcetera."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom is worried about the sheer bizarreness of what Keltham is ending up believing; it seems one plausible way that Keltham could end up planning some very great deed about whose consequences he is very mistaken.









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, He wants more people to become devils, so he wants Cheliax to be prosperous and have a large population; He wants other kinds of god-resources that are harder to directly explain but I think having more people and Lawfuller and Eviller people helps - like, He can pick them as clerics, He can interpret them better. He likes contracts - I think just in their own right, a contract that enables something weird and complicated is inherently pleasing to Him, which I suspect is why a devil took time out of his day to help you with ours - I think He's actually Lawful Evil, though, He's just pursuing his own ends, but it happens you can do lots more with a rich and Lawful civilization than with a weak and stupid one. I guess the gods who are Good would want a Lawful Evil god who had selfish goals that Good approves of, so maybe there was some selection operating long before recorded history."









Keltham: Makes sense. Well, sort of. Wanting people to be devils still sounds kind of Good unless you're doing something else with them? But Keltham wants to get back to math.

"To put Asmodia's argument into symbols, we could rewrite," after a quick Prestidigitation, he should really hang two of those so he's not stuck constantly asking for help if he fails to catch one, "like so:"


P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar ◁ Conspiracy) = 1/2000
P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar-Asmodia ◁ Conspiracy) = 1/2000
P(Everything else ◁ Conspiracy) = 1998/2000


"Because in fact, I would have maybe assigned something like a 0.1% probability, if I'd had to start listing possibilities in advance, that either of those groups would go off by themselves at that particular lunch."

"But this doesn't completely trash the Conspiracy theory, because you could say something very similar about the Ordinary World; an Ordinary World wouldn't have given me anymore reason to think a group of girls would go off by themselves at that particular lunch. Right?"


P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar ◁ Ordinary) = 1/220,000


"And so, I claim, we end up in the same place as before."









lintamande: Concerned silent students!









Pilar : Pilar raises a hand. "I think I have something I'd say, even if I didn't know anything about the actual story?"









Keltham: "So you think you can successfully correct for knowing the real answer? I'll let you try your hand at it, and see what I think. Go ahead."









Pilar : "I have a strong sense that rules are being broken somewhere. Why is Carissa-Ione-Pilar 1 in 220,000 in an ordinary world and 1 in 2000 in a conspiracy world? What are the rules that say that part?"









Keltham: "Simplicity itself: In either an Ordinary world or a Conspiracy world, there is, from my perspective, a 0.1% chance that some group of girls will mysteriously vanish at lunchtime. In an ordinary world, the further chance that this group is exactly Carissa-Ione-Pilar is 1 in 220, via picking from 12 then from 11 then from 10, and there's six possible ways to pick Carissa-Ione-Pilar in any order, that way, which works out to 1 in 220 probability. If there is a dark government conspiracy, on the other hand, the group must clearly be either Carissa-Ione-Pilar or Carissa-Ione-Pilar-Asmodia, and for simplicity's sake we'll say that either case has equal probability."









Pilar : "By what rules does one get from the dark government conspiracy to Carissa-Ione-Pilar, or for that matter, Carissa-Ione-Pilar-Asmodia?"









Keltham: Keltham speaks with grave authority. "Tremendously advanced mathematics, far too advanced for you to understand."









Ione Sala: "He's lying, Pilar."









Pilar : "I didknow that, it's just..."









Keltham: "'Trolling' is not lying. Lying is when the person actually ends up persistently believing you."









Ione Sala: "Since all my special knowledge is just about the Ordinary world, not about the Conspiracy one, I think I should be allowed to say the same as anyone else that I don't see any way that the Conspiracy world actually does single out Carissa-Ione-Pilar in particular."









Keltham: "You're obviously the more powerful operatives of the conspiracy, who'd need to occasionally hold meetings, and hence, find some flimsy excuse to have a private meeting among yourselves."









Ione Sala: "As opposed to just passing Message around at the regular lunch table?"









Keltham: "Well, I think the general point passes. What actually singles out Carissa-Ione-Pilar isn't the Conspiracy hypothesis at all, it's a completely different hypothesis, so, yes, the probabilities I wrote down were utterly bogus."


P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar ◁ Conspiracy) = 1/220,000
P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar ◁ Ordinary) = 1/220,000
P(Carissa-Ione-Pilar ◁ Weird Other Hypothesis) = 1/2,000


"We're not going to worry about that last one, I mostly currently think it's incorrect. But now let me ask - do you all agree that, absent this weird other hypothesis, in either the Conspiracy or the Ordinary world, that in probable realistic real worlds where some set of three women go off by themselves, the chance of it being Carissa-Pilar-Ione is in fact 1 in 220? Carissa, Pilar, Ione, you're again not allowed to say anything here."









lintamande: "I mean, it depends why?" ventures Gregoria.









Keltham: "Well, sure, but if you don't know anything about why, any set of three women is as likely as any other. After we see some particular set of three women, we can go try to make up a reason for why those three, but that gives us no advance reason to expect any three women over any other three - I so claim."









lintamande: Is Project Lawful over? Is their cover blown? They sit there silently, nervous and confused.









Asmodia: Even if he can't read the nervousness or confusion, that silence is probably not a good look for Project Lawful in front of Keltham.

"Some reasons you could make up, even if you had to make them up afterwards, would be more plausible than others," says Asmodia. "Meritxell and myself are more likely to find something to talk about with Sevar, than, say, Ione and Peranza talking to Yaisa."

"You could say that in advance, you wouldn'thave to wait until afterwards. The hard part would just be - going through enough different groups of three girls, in advance, to hit the one that actually happened - and maybe you'll say that we shouldn't try to go back later, if we don't say it in advance. But you're a full dath ilani, you can do that, even if not perfectly."

"It's not truein real life that every group of three girls is equally plausible."









Keltham: "Most possible groups of girls might seem pretty equally plausible from my perspective. Probabilities are in the mind, after all, and I don't know your interpersonal interaction details as well as you do."

"But, yes, I can think of any reasons why Carissa-Ione-Pilar might be a favored group, aside from 'anthropics' even. And yes, even if you're not a dath ilani, it can make more sense to, like, actually ask what the alleged reason was, before you conclude that it was a dark government conspiracy. Though, obviously, if it's a conspiracy under consideration, you can't blindly trust the putative conspiracy's answer either."

"What was it actually, Carissa? I've got my own guess mentally noted down already and at 40% probability."









Carissa Sevar: "It came up at debrief that Abarco let a bunch of the girls copy Invisibility off him while Pilar and I were at the palace and Ione was in a coma, so I said they could have it off me. I invited Asmodia too but she wanted to talk to you about something."









Keltham: "That was my guess except that I guessed Asmodia already had Invisibility. I'll count it as a partial win for me."

"And, you know, if the three of you happened to take that time to talk about anything else that you didn't want me to know you were talking about, which is why Ione and Pilar didn't just copy Invisibility off another Security, I'm not going to count that as lying, dath ilani do the same thing. You want your words to stay meaningful to others, by only uttering them when they correspond to reality; that's not the same as always revealing all your information."

"You don't need to comment on that, just saying."









Carissa Sevar: "We also shared all the details of our secret plan to become gods but you're not going to be let in on them just yet."









Keltham: "Interesting euphemism for that." Obviously the main way one would accomplish this is by dating Keltham.

"Well, that's another run on Probability and what it looks like to parse things up with it. I wouldn't say that we've really seen anything like the Law of Probability, but it's a large concept and this probably takes multiple runs from multiple angles."

"Among the lessons you could take from this run, I'd say, is how this method can accumulate gentle evidence over time. I'm currently flailing around wildly because I just got to Golarion, and my attempts at Probability Sight mostly give me results that don't add up to coherent sense, everything is still failing all of the local consistency checks like 'Why doesn't Asmodeus count as Lawful Good then'. But once I'm actually used to this place, if I am in the Conspiracy world, I'll be able to accumulate a bunch of things like the convenient absence of cleric spell compendia from the library, and eventually figure out the Dark Governance Conspiracy, even if no single piece of evidence is decisive. They don't have to give themselves away with one big failure of an event that could never happen in the Ordinary world, I just need to be oriented enough to notice the soft accumulation of things that are 1.3 times as likely in the Conspiracy world than the Ordinary world, day in and day out. Plus, because noise and error, another bunch of events that seem more likely in the Ordinary world than in the Conspiracy world, like Ione telling me about her book powers at all. But if we're actually in the Conspiracy world and I've successfully calibrated my numbers on Golarion, there's more evidence pointing to Conspiracy than Ordinary and eventually it all adds up."

"Or maybe you could also do that gentle accumulation as a non-dath-ilani, I don't know how it actually works if you don't know any Law and never think in numbers. But my sense of some of the crazy books I've read here is that there'd be more - people's thoughts switching around wildly, thinking, what if this, what if that, this leans that way, that leans this other way, and not really being able to add it all up properly until they encountered some" globally-decisive-local-victory "single revelation that decided the whole issue."

"All of this is of course ignoring the point that realistically Corrupted Governance just has a sufficiently high-powered caster hit me with a Suggestion spell, the recent demonstration of which to me was the point where I became comfortable enough to, like, actually say this sort of thing in front of you."

"But if for some strange reason I'm mistaken about that being a decisive point in real life, if you're all here as part of some grimdark plot, and even your highest ranks genuinely had no idea how Probability worked until I explained it today - then you'd better learn very fast if you want to keep this up, and hope you haven't already given yourself away with anything that I'll remember later."

"And if you specifically are here on some grimdark plot against your will, as would be really incredibly stupid of them, and your actual two-way contact with me is letting you learnfaster and better than the people holding you here and just reading the transcripts - well, in that case, all of you are obviously the real protagonists of this story rather than myself, and may the 'tropes' be with you while I continue on in my obliviousness."

"Time for everybody to stand up and walk around and take a break. Pilar, has Cayden Cailean got any snacks for us?"









Pilar : You cannot, even if you are from Cheliax, tell that Pilar is anything but cheerful; she is making an actual effort about it, and drawing on her faith in Lord Asmodeus's inevitable victory.

So Pilar smiles cheerfully, as she stands up and brings forth cookies from wherever they wait.



...Apparently larger and nicer cookies than usual, iced with laughing faces.



Pilar's curse apparently thinks that some people need a bit of extra care, at this point, and also thinks that something is funny.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa ducks out to use the bathroom and goes to Maillol. "We need him more distracted," she says without preamble. "He's smart and he's paying attention to the right things and I don't think we've lost the plot yet but I do think we're getting closer every day, which isn't sustainable. I want to try - having 'Lastwall' and 'Taldor' and 'Osirion' send emissaries, if we can swing it. I want to arrange that scrying field trip to Absalom and maybe an actual field trip to Goka on the grounds that it's far enough almost no one would be able to try anything - and as a bonus it's far enough away no one will know things about Cheliax. I want to catch someone attempting to infiltrate the grounds. I want a large bag of things we can pull out if he seems to be getting his bearings."



She pauses for breath.









Ferrer Maillol: "Asmodeus's instructions to me are a medium-hard no on a Goka trip, and Hell's instructions imply that's because there's a divine noninterference zone centered on Ostenso; if we take Keltham outside that zone, it's possible Abadar or Iomedae could sic Osirion or Lastwall directly on him. For the rest, I'll get it done if those are my orders."

"I register that after Keltham's interpretation of his Vision of Hell spell, I myself considered faking a Zon-Kuthon attack on this project, a smaller one, and not with a god-war starting afterwards. I rejected that plan without checking it with you," back when you were not my boss, "because at Keltham's Intelligence level I expected him to be suspicious of us having fed him exactly what he'd said he suspected. If we throw too many distractions at him, he may start thinking that he's in a game we're controlling." (Maillol isn't being a good Probability-user per se, he hasn't reviewed the Probability lecture, he is just an experienced project manager suspicious of Complications.)

"Opinions on specific proposals: The emissaries seem safe enough to fake, it seems like something alterCheliax would do and Keltham has no way of checking anything he sees. Scrying trip to Absalom sounds shaky, too much we're not rigorously controlling that could go wrong on us, but if you think that'll reassure Keltham, it might be worth it. Attempting to infiltrate the grounds - that makes him think this location is not secure, got known somehow, he maybe starts watching other people more closely if he thinks they might be infiltrators, requests a 'Glimpse of Beyond' spell to check. Again, might be worth it if that sense of insecurity is what you think we want. Clarity on goals and reasons would help me design an exact infiltration incident to your purpose."

"My original plan for keeping Keltham distracted, if that became necessary, was having girls dogpile him with overtures, and for them to fake interpersonal difficulties with him and each other as needed."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm terrified of anything that might bring him back around to concluding that tropes are real, and I suspect romantic drama is that. Maybe non-romantic interpersonal difficulties among the girls, if there's any that won't ring outrageously false to him in the fashion that many real things do. I think Absalom is valuable precisely because we don't have control over what happens there, so it's credible, and it's not like people walk the streets proclaiming 'never contract with Asmodeans and the reason people don't like Evil is all the torture!'. But if there's somewhere like Absalom where Iomedae has less of a foothold maybe that'd be better."

Absalom is where the Starstone is, so where She ascended; all the Starstone gods are worshipped there.

"Oppara, or Isfahel. If Keltham asks the person scried-upon to ask some specific questions of the locals we can swing that with Suggestion or Dominate Person. Let's say no on infiltrating the grounds for now unless we need an emergency distraction for Keltham having a bright idea of some kind or another.





Next question. Do you think your Asmodeanism is built on a bunch of lies that will fall apart in contact with enough dath ilanism."









Ferrer Maillol: "Mine, no. An Atonement flatly wouldn't work on me, and I would not actually take eternity as a statue over Hell. I do not, in fact, have better options."

"All of the girls except Pilar, yes. They're not Inner Ring at all, weren't being tracked for it at second-circle, even after they sold their souls I was thinking of that more as an anti-oracle measure and a way of keeping them in line, and I admit my failure in not realizing earlier that this would create an inexorably developing problem as the project was redirected towards mastering dath ilanism."

...it actually is easier to say, and think, if he mostly doesn't expect to be punished significantly for that failure. Well. In the short term.









Carissa Sevar: 'wasn't being tracked for the inner ring' also describes Carissa, and she's not on the brink of betraying her god and her country to run off and hide behind Iomedae's paladins. The question that comes immediately to mind is 'why them and not me' but the answer comes to mind just as quickly which is that, yes, they also expect Carissa's Asmodeanism to fall apart.



Or maybe just that they think the reason Asmodeus picked her, out of all the girls, is that she's different from them.





If the girls all deconvert then the project fails, they're all executed, and Cheliax plays catchup stealing inventions from other countries and maybe eventually becomes Nidal, a god-sponsored country without ambitions beyond its borders where its god can't sculpt them precisely enough.



She can't allow that to happen.



"Do you think - the operative ingredient - of your Asmodeanism not being built on lies is the thing where an Atonement wouldn't work? You're not doing anything we could duplicate in students for whom an Atonement might work?'









Ferrer Maillol: "I will give you my opinion if requested, Chosen of Asmodeus, but you might be needing to talk to Subirachs. You exceeded my ability to correct you a while ago."

"From my perspective, which is narrowly focused on our Lord's aspect of tyranny, it's about what people want and what their options are. Pilar needs Asmodeus and has no other options among divinities. You are willing to undergo any amount of pain to become everything it is that you want to be, and I get the impression you've noticed at this point that there are things Axis and Heaven would demand you cut off from yourself. So you don't need lies to serve Asmodeus, and that qualifies you for the Inner Ring of people who are allowed to think."

"Most people don't like pain. Their inner lives aren't much more complicated than that. We put the Outers into whatever situation we have to put them into, to make sure they end up in Hell and stay productive in their mortal lives, and teach them to deceive themselves into believing that's their own choice."

"I respectfully register that you may not have grasped how stupid most people are and how short their horizons get. You may not have been read in on this part, Sevar, desertion is a major problem for Cheliax with wizards at fifth circle and above who can Teleport. Selling your soul is mandatory before that point. They desert us in significant numbers anyways. It's not even that they'd prefer nonexistence and are planning to buy a Plane Shift to Abaddon at the end of otherwise indulgent lives. It's that having to accept the hierarchy in Cheliax is an unpleasant thing that's happening to them right now, and the punishment in Hell can wait seventy years or so they hope, so they pick now over later and run. That's with people who were Intelligent enough to become fifth-circle wizards, though of their Wisdom I couldn't attest."

"What we've got going for us, with this set of students, is that they've sold their souls and will end up in Hell if they end up anywhere at all. Asmodia already decided that she'd rather take Abaddon, which isn't encouraging, but maybe losing half that way is still half left."

"But if our Lord put you to this task, then it must be a task that is possible. And if I had to guess myself, the answer might be - those who would rather take Abaddon cannot become dath ilani of Hell, only those who've sold their souls or cannot sincerely Atone or have wills incompatible with other gods can become dath ilani of Hell. But maybe dath ilanism does teach people not to be fucking stupid about their options like soul-sold wizards who desert on us, and that lets us scale about as far as other countries can take their own versions."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is confused, that fifth circle wizards desert even if they've sold their souls. It's confusing. It doesn't quite feel sufficient, that they're just very very stupid. Broken in some way, sure. She feels like Keltham, missing something that'd make the whole picture fit together, except usually when Keltham says that's how he feels he's actually missing eight things.



"I didn't know that. I'm - going to talk to High Priestess Subirachs. I - don't think it's a hopeless task but I did not have any idea how hard it was, and you should in fact have warned me sooner. I am aware you are all somewhat constrained by - trying to manage my situation - but what's important here is that the project not fall apart of contagious heresy and I didn't know it was close until Ione warned me." It doesn't carry a lot of force, as a reprimand with no punishment behind it, but it is what it is.









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol bows his head. "Acknowledged, sir."

He does not, in fact, require further punishment to understand that he has fucked up.









Iarwain: Message from Security: Keltham looks like he's thinking about reconvening. Ione Sala requests permission to conduct a fake poll of the class to see if they want an hour to digest Probability, tell Keltham the majority voted yes, and send him off to study magic with Meritxell for an hour; or, Sala's preference, permission to take Keltham aside and scold him about producing anxiety in the class. Sala also wants to know whether Asmodia in fact has superpowers and if she should read Asmodia in on, in Sala's words, the Asmodean sanity issue.









Carissa Sevar: Ione is showing too much initiative and should stop it's kind of stressful having major decisions proposed by someone who is a heretic and not obviously working towards Asmodeus's goals here. She'd like closer attention to Ione's thoughts, please, what's she playing at, and -

- try to forget that she heard the suggestion itself and just think about whether she wants class to reconvene right now -

- no, because the kids could use more of a break.



Tell Yaisa to pull Keltham aside and ask very apologetically if he can walk her through the thing she got stupidly wrong again, she's worried if she doesn't understand it when we restart then she'll be even more confused by the end of the day. Tell Asmodia to try to come up with something clever to do with the underlying laws that produce Probability to distract Keltham with after that. Tell Ione that she cannot take Keltham aside and scold him for that end of section lecture, even if she thinks she would in alter-Cheliax, that's too many layers. Tell Ione that Asmodia doesn't have superpowers but is now doing a seduction gambit with Keltham off the lack of superpowers, and that Ione should not bring Asmodia in on anything.



And now to Subirachs, at a bit of a run.









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs is in her usual abode.









Carissa Sevar: Being totally candid works really well when you've been declared important by Asmodeus Himself and He's suspected of fighting with other gods over you. "Do you actually want to go to Hell?"









Jacint Subirachs: "...I recently realized that I was not looking forwards to it as much as might be hoped-for in one of Asmodeus's own, Chosen. I don't fear the pain. I don't fear being a slave myself again for a time. I do worry - that my art might be smashed and remade entirely different in me, rather than perfected from this beginning."

"And what prompted this thought was wondering if - you might perhaps - be better at it, than those who now train souls and devils in Hell. The only reason I can think of for your price, not even to Lord Asmodeus, but merely to one devil of Dis rather than another, is that they think you will be much better at creating devils. I am wondering whether the correct way of training devils might - produce a devil whose arts of slavery are more like my arts, at the end."

"I have given some thought as to whether to request, as a reward for all my own service in this matter, to be Petrified until a thousand years after your own death, in hopes of being received by you in Hell."









Carissa Sevar: " - that's what I was thinking too. Or -





- not specifically you, I don't know enough about you to know if I have anything to teach you, but Hell values the Project girls, so Hell can't be imagining that the point of us is to turn us into Contessa Lrilatha, because they already know how to do that. ...I guess we could just figure out how to do it more efficiently. But it seems to me like there's something Hell wants us to learn how to improve. And so the best answer to the girls is that I'm going to make sure that Hell is a place where they grow. Except.





They're not going to believe that, because it sounds completely ridiculous."









Jacint Subirachs: "We do have the option of swearing to Asmodeus of the truth of those things that we might tell them, by which we ourselves have come to suspect this. It doesn't do to overuse that option, lest they come to expect it and suspect all unsworn is lies. But it is an option, when you need to tell a fellow Asmodean something ridiculous and true - if you are about Asmodeus's own work, that is, lest you invoke His name for only your own benefit."

"There is also some degree of corroboration, if the Queen is willing to declassify it for them."

Jacint Subirachs hands Sevar a brief report written in the hand of and under the name of Abrogail Thrune, marked with nearly the most extreme possible Crown seals and penalties.

The Queen notes that this report was written after she reviewed the most recent batch of Project Lawful reports, including Sevar's apparent price in Hell and Keltham's speculation about what younger devils may not be allowed to know. The Queen remarks that both of these facts were of higher urgency than they were treated as, and future such points should be reported to her immediately rather than batched.

After that review, the Queen at once set aside all her other work to inquire certain matters separately of Lrilatha and Gorthoklek. And then summoned a series of devils herself, up to the most powerful she could summon without that being a grave matter.

The results show that the most powerful devils the Queen can lightly summon - admittedly, not mighty ones by Hell's standards - seem entirely ignorant of matters like whether there are twenty-one or twenty-three pairs of packages of heredity-specification in a human body. Lrilatha answered correctly, but also answered affirmatively when asked if she had come by that information by way of Keltham.

Gorthoklek, who is nearly royalty of Hell (though, the Queen notes, relatively young for a pit fiend), cannot answer; and if Gorthoklek is shown the information by way of Keltham, he can then answer regarding what he has seen in the report, but he still cannot answer the question on his own terms.

The Queen speculates that the price for why Hell can seemingly back Cheliax to a greater degree than other Outer Planes back their mortal worshippers, is that Asmodeus and His highest slaves are extremely constrained in what they tell those beneath them in Hell who hold more commerce with mortals; saving perhaps the very highest devils who can perfectly avoid leaking any such information by any pathway. Such enforced ignorance, in exchange for power in the mortal world, seems not discordant with His aspect of tyranny.

The Queen speculates that there is however no prohibition against a soul being allowed to retain and use such knowledge that it learned in life. For if this is not so, Sevar's price in Dis seems inexplicable.

The Queen inquired of Gorthoklek upon all of this matter, and Gorthoklek said nothing to all of it, nor encouraged any of it, but neither did Gorthoklek call it prohibited.









Carissa Sevar: "Oh."



It's not in itself very important how many pairs there are in humans, devils might just have no occasion to know it, but.



The Outer Planes have secrets, everyone knows that. And Hell has the most secrets; few can even set foot in Nessus, Hell's deepest layer. And the gods are sharply constrained in what interference treaty permits them. Asmodeus sent Gorthoklek and Contessa Lrilatha to Cheliax as advisors; Abadar has done no such thing in Osirion, that anyone knows of. No angel sits at the right shoulder of Queen Galfrey in Mendev, the paladin of Iomedae who holds her country's border with the Worldwound.

So the shapes of the constraints are different for different gods.



Secrets not just about Asmodeus or about history, but about Law, about the fundamental nature of reality -



"If the project lasts even a few years, we'll know things that only senior devils know. And Hell wants us very badly, and will prize us highly.



I am tempted to tell the students the whole of the reason I didn't sell my soul at first, and the whole of my attempt to sell it yesterday, and then tell them that if in order to make my project work I have to set up an entirely new training program in Hell, then I'll do that, and the only thing they need to be afraid of is my failure. Does that sound right?"









Jacint Subirachs: "I think - there will be some for whom that will be enough, for Meritxell, it will be enough, for Gregoria enough, for Asmodia it will not be enough but perhaps she would be willing to serve in Golarion if not in Hell and that would be enough for us, Paxti and Yaisa are not thinking enough upon such matters for their thought-transcripts to be helpful and I know not what will become of them if they start thinking, contemplating that plan for Peranza gives me an uneasy feeling, and of the others I am not sure."









Carissa Sevar: "Huh. I guess I can take them aside one at a time and start with the ones that I have a plan for.





Are you worried formysoul? I feel loyal but I keep thinking that if I were a different person watching Carissa and adding up probabilities I would be worried, and - I want to be steerable."









Jacint Subirachs: "I'd be less worried if I did not feel concerned there were 'tropes' around you, or fear what they might arrange for you in the way of temptations. I don't know what to do with such matters except plead like a helpless baby to the Most High each time they arise."









Carissa Sevar: Sigh. "Okay. I have to get back to class." It has been eight minutes and that'slikelierin the conspiracy world than in the bathroom world, if only a bit likelier.



Off she goes.









Keltham: Keltham was in fact pondering that, but decided that the evidence seemed slight enough to go under the heading of "orient more to Golarion first" rather than "note it on the list". If you want to pick up tiny pieces of evidence like that you'd better also start noting all the times Carissa doesn't take an eight-minute bathroom break as evidence the other way.

Besides, if Yaisa and Asmodia are meant to be distractions on purpose they're impossibly obvious ones.









Ione Sala: Ione would like it noted for the record that she strongly suspects Keltham is adding up additional Conspiracy evidence for every minute that this goes on, and she should really be allowed to just take Keltham aside and scold him properly for scaring everyone in alter-Cheliax.









Iarwain: (Security conveys Ione Sala's thoughts to Sevar. Sala's other thoughts show a weary contempt for Asmodean idiocy, but an apparently sincere belief that Lord Nethys would want her to keep on bailing these idiots out of their own idiocy until that's obviously no longer tenable. Sala is also contemplating trying to further advance her own relationship with Keltham, to make surer that she ends up with him if he leaves, and remains able to continue doing whatever Lord Nethys wishes her to do for him.)

(Also Sala is trying to figure out whether her interest in scolding Keltham is anything sexual or not, because she's definitely finding it strangely fascinating.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa agrees that Keltham is adding up further evidence from everything that happens, because he told them that he was doing that in so many words not five minutes ago. Ione seems a little attracted to this vision of herself as the lone genius who can see what no one else can but Carissa is in this case incredibly unimpressed. Carissa does not want Ione to have a conversation about how scary this would have been if they were, you know, actually in a secret conspiracy, into which Keltham can meaningfully interpret lots of random phrases or facial expressions. She really thinks that conversation is likelier if Ione has something secret to convey to Keltham than if she does not.



And Ione's permission-denied was already communicated, which means that Ione thinks she's achieving what, exactly, by making the request again? Permission remains denied.



Carissa doesn't know whether people get beaten for that in Taldor but someone should look it up.









Iarwain: Security will put someone on it. Note though that Ione Sala has a previous agreement with Elias Abarco about her being treated as a friendly Nethys worshipper rather than an Asmodean so long as she behaves herself.

If that gets unilaterally renegotiated, there will be a lot of Securities wanting to stand in line and take turns.









Carissa Sevar: On getting back to the room Carissa takes a cookie and joins some other girls who are ranking the Securities by how much they look like they really hope Nidal attacks so they can kill someone, because if the people with individual questions for Keltham ceased immediately when she returned then that really would look suspicious.



The cookie is delicious.









Asmodia: Message from Asmodia: Asmodia requested a Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom in order to actually be able to come up with interesting questions for Keltham on the fly like that, which is in fact harder than people might think and can't be reliably done on future occasions.

While she's still enhanced, Asmodia wants to say that she's worried about the lack of intraproject communication, and proposes that a Nap Stack be set up for everyone tonight so that they can all stay up and get caught up on everything that's happened so far, including whatever Sevar considers to be the official line on Asmodia, and on Keltham's romance-pattern theory that they don't want him believing.

Also Ione asked Asmodia if she did in fact have superpowers, and was now one of the special girls like Keltham thought. Asmodia told Ione that Milani came to her inside Hell and granted her the power to cancel enchantment-compulsions by hitting people on the head (not true). It only occurred to Asmodia afterwards that there is probably some kind of policy constraining information about Keltham's pattern-theory, since Asmodia hadn't already been told about it earlier. This is the sort of thing Asmodia thinks the Nap Stack plan might solve.









Carissa Sevar: A Nap Stack allowing for an evening briefing would be great. It'll oblige all the girls to sleep in a 30 foot radius and Carissa can't predict whether Keltham will want her in his bed tonight but maybe they can be ready to cast it tonight if she can join them and tomorrow if she can't.



Carissa told Ione that Asmodia did not have superpowers. She's not totally impressed that Ione also asked Asmodia. Carissa would love for Asmodia to be more candid with her about what exactly they're covering for, but in the absence of that, the line on Asmodia is that she doesn't have superpowers, obviously, because if she did then that would have been reported to the Crown.









Asmodia: Asmodia notes that she suspects Ione asked Asmodia first, since Asmodia can't order Ione not to ask Security after that, and only then asked Security. Rather than first ask Security, and risk being ordered not to ask Asmodia. This is obviously the sort of attempted cleverness that you'd punish if Ione were punishable, and that Ione did it anyways is evidence (in Keltham's sense) that Ione thinks she's not punishable for that kind of transgression. Asmodia is confused about Project Lawful's stance on Ione.

Asmodia did expect that Sevar would say the official line is that Asmodia has no superpowers. The question is if the other girls should be told that Keltham thought she might be part of a romantic pattern, but Keltham rejected that theory after Asmodia falsely told Keltham that she wasn't a full asexual, but Asmodia is in fact one, which Keltham must not be allowed to suspect. Or told that Keltham said having no superpowers except being good at math would be on-theme for an asexual. Asmodia feels like she keeps tripping up on inadequate information herself, and registers her own opinion that everyone who isn't Keltham should be told everything.

Also Asmodia herself requests, for whatever that's worth, to be read in on everything to do with Keltham's pattern, transcripts of anything he's said about it anywhere.

Asmodia registers, before she forgets, that she thought that two-thirds of the class going quiet during Keltham's conspiracy lecture was a bad look, and that Asmodia, Sevar, Pilar, Meritxell, and Ione should have some explicit policy about trading off turns on speaking up to cover any future frozen silences. Is it possible to train students out of going quiet like that? Asmodia imagines Keltham saying that you have to identify one person, at a time, who has the responsibility to speak up, so that the class doesn't look quiet. But you have to somehow do that in a way that makes the probabilities look the same to Keltham for which girl talks next.

Asmodia apologizes for all this pestering, she is trying to say it all while the Cunning and Wisdom still hold.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa should try Owl's Wisdom herself.



Those are good suggestions; they're appreciated. Elias Abarco unilaterally negotiated some kind of thing with Ione and Carissa needs to figure out what to do about it; everyone is pretty fed up with Ione but she seems to believe herself to be heroically saving the stupid Asmodeans from themselves, which is maybe useful. As soon as there's time Carissa will read Asmodia in on the patterns thing, and requests in the meantime that Asmodia contemplate whether, given what Carissa already knows, there's anything she could usefully be told about how Hell can be made good for girls who've started down the path to dath ilanism.









Asmodia: 
Um. There's a great solution actually but it's Secret and Asmodia doesn't know if it works for anyone besides her.

Asmodia Messages back, "I confirm I heard." She does not think she ought to acknowledge it as an order.



The Owl's Wisdom and Fox's Cunning wear off nearly simultaneously and it feels, not like dying, she has died, dying doesn't feel like this.

For a second Asmodia thought she could almost do it, almost think like Keltham does, match him on his own level and shape the probabilities he saw so that nothing would alarm him - if that's even what her Sponsor wants -



Asmodia Messages Security to queue a message for Sevar next time she checks, she doesn't want to disturb Sevar again now. The message says that if they're allowed to request anything they want in order to help the Project, Asmodia thinks a headband of +4 Intelligence and +4 Wisdom might barely suffice to let her run the probability-shaping side of Cheliax's game against Keltham.









Iarwain: ...uh huh.

Security acknowledges this queued message.









Asmodia: Asmodia almost had it, or she thinks so. Asmodia thinks she was almost seeing the way Keltham sees, in brief flashes she didn't know how to put into words, this more likely,this less likely, shifting balances between them that shift other probabilities - and it excites her, she can see the game he's pointing to, between opposed dath ilani. She almost saw the game, and Asmodia wants to play it. And yes, she also wants an excuse to get the headband that she'd need to win.

She can always fuck up deniably if it looks like her Sponsor would want that.









Iarwain: All thoughts thus read are duly recorded, to be noted to Sevar along with Asmodia's intended message.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa meant it, about giving all her slaves intelligence headbands because more capable people are just better.





She has somewhat mixed feelings about this exact specific instance.



- later. She can make that decision while Owl's Wisdomed herself, and possibly actually literally contact Hell about what Asmodia's whole deal is. But the fact of the matter is that she's not yet competent enough to win this game, and if Asmodia might be - and if Asmodia is on their side -

- but what in Hell could possibly have put Asmodia on a different one? Certainly Asmodia having secret powers from Hell is likelier in the case where Hell saw a way to help them, than in the case where someone is subverting the operations of Hell. Lots likelier. Call it....ten times likelier? A hundred?



She tells Security to tell Asmodia she's thinking about it.









Asmodia: Asmodia is not, in fact, particularly expecting that Cheliax has a +4 INT / +4 WIS headband available to give her.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 6 / Late Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham now continues upon his project of making random diving runs on Probability from random angles in hopes of conveying a fragmentary understanding to adults over days instead of a true understanding to children over years.

Based on how confused some people were at the end of the last session - assuming that wasn't an elaborate Conspiracy distraction as Carissa pretended to go to the bathroom while actually having frantic conversations about how Keltham might be on to them (again, said out loud) - Keltham starts by posing a bunch of mostly-algebraic problems for deriving various quantities from others, what other places might call sheer math homework.

Yes, he knows that he's using unknown dath ilani places and people and objects and statistics, and that he might as well be using gibberish words instead. He just doesn't know enough about Golarion to make up 12 realistic Golarion statistical problems, so just treat everything as algebra, please, and bear with the awfulness.



Likelihood ratio on ~~~ between ~~ and ~~~~ is 4, if P(~~◁~~~) = 68%, what was P(~~~~◁~~~)?


(It's pretty tame awfulness by comparison to math homework in almost any Chelish math class. The main awful thing about it is how Keltham doesn't work any similar example problems before expecting you to solve the ones he poses. The other awful thing is that Keltham sometimes makes mistakes in his own math, and when that happens he expects you to argue with him when he gives you the wrong answer.)









Asmodia: Keltham is constantly tracking the Conspiracy world in his mind. That's part of this. He's living in both worlds simultaneously and distinctly and unhesitatingly. There's no pause in him about whether or not the Conspiracy is real, for purposes of accusing Carissa of being in on it within the Conspiracy world. Keltham steps all the way mentally into the world where the Conspiracy is just a thing and Carissa is just part of it, and then in that world when Sevar suddenly vanished away 'to the bathroom' obviously she was up to something in response to his own lecture and obviously the other students' questions were meant as a distraction.

Asmodia sees the game now, has seen the game, even without the enhancement spells she remembers.

Cheliax can't rely on what anything 'looks like', they can't ask if it's a 'giveaway' or if it could 'just as reasonably be something else'. Keltham isn't going to wonder each time whether or not the Conspiracy is real and mentally back down from labeling Carissa's departure as suspicious. Cheliax has to consider what everything will look like to Keltham while he's mentally inhabiting the world where the Conspiracy is just real and there's no arguing with that.

There was only one guaranteed-correct move in that game, and it was to mentally live inside the alterCheliax world themselves, and just do what alterCheliax would do, notice every time anyone's overt behavior departed from their behavior in alterCheliax whether or not that looked like a giveaway at a first glance. Sevar needed to notice that the version of her not in the Conspiracy world probably did not suddenly need to go to the bathroom, because Keltham did notice that. If that was even twice as likely on the Conspiracy world as the Ordinary world, and Keltham correctly estimates that, Asmodia has grasped by now that a lot of "twice as likelies" multiplied together can add up very fast. Only - they can't just live in alterCheliax either, she doesn't think - they can't winthat way, convince Keltham it's all real - he doesn't know what the real Conspiracy or real Ordinary worlds would be like, they have to use that somehow -

Asmodia sees the game, the game between true dath ilani. She can't properly play the game against Keltham without enhancement, but she can see how fast Cheliax is losing. They can lose it very quickly once Keltham gets oriented enough that he starts believing in his own numbers. Hours, not days. It's all there in the math.









Keltham: And that's enough of Keltham doing all the work of inventing homework problems himself. They've solved some, now, they should be able to make up their own probability problems.

Everybody in class make up one probability problem, copy to a scrap of paper, write what you think is the correct answer on the other side of that scrap of paper, then pass it around for others to solve, starting with Keltham.









lintamande: A man is walking down the street in Ostenso dressed in silk robes. What are the odds that he is a noble?





You see a wizard cast a Dimension Door. What are the odds that the wizard is fifth circle?







A bird that lands on your windowsill is behaving suspiciously. What is the odds that it's a polymorphed spy?







Six students gave the exact same wrong answer on a math test. What is the odds that they cheated?









Keltham: He'd kinda meant to make up a problem like, here are three quantities, determine a fourth one algebraically.

But that's fine; those four students can just make up the key quantities needed and note them back down on their questions, right? They don't have to be right, just plausible.


(Though that fourth one is gonna be kinda hard at their level...)









lintamande: Yep! Say one in two hundred people is a noble and all nobles wear fine clothes and so do one hundredth of non nobles.

Say that all wizards who cast Dimension Door are at least fourth circle and a third of fourth circle casters are fifth, but fifth circle casters would be twice as likely to cast Teleport in that situation.



Say that, uh, 999/1000 birds are just birds, and birds behave suspiciously 1/100th of the time, whereas spies behave suspiciously 80% of the time.

Say that a quarter of students cheat on math tests, and that a student cheating off another would definitely have gotten that wrong answer, and a student who wasn't might have a one in five chance of making that mistake by chance.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has a feeling that a quarter of students do not cheat on math tests in dath ilan but whatever, it probably would be true in alterCheliax. Maybe even more true, with the lack of whippings. (Do they whip students for cheating in Taldor?)









Keltham: Keltham is actually a lot more worried about, (1), the total number of students taking the math test, from among whom those six students were found, and, (2), whether it is actually the case that 1 in 1000 birds around here isn't a real bird.









lintamande: Probably a hundred students took the math test.



....no one is sure what percentage of birds are legitimate birds. One in a thousand doesn't sound egregiously wrong. Probably it's much less in forest but in places where wizards hang out - they wouldn't all be Polymorphed spies, but they could be familiars, or trained scry-focus animals. Obviously here the Forbiddance will kill birds that enter it.









Keltham: Running some numbers off the back of his head, Keltham estimates there are around 100 billion birds in dath ilan.

Golarion's population is 1 billion.

Is 10% of the population creating bird-spies or bird-familiars, or is 1% of the population making 10 bird-spies each? Are there many fewer birds in this world, somehow?









lintamande: It is news to the students that there are 100billion birds in dath ilan!! They would not have guessed there were that many here! No, wizards don't average ten bird spies apiece.









Ione Sala: "I think they're answering, like, the chance a bird is somebody's familiar if you see a bird landing on the windowsill and watching you at Ostenso academy. I mean if it's riding around on somebody's shoulder it's much more likely than that to be a familiar."









Keltham: ...okay then.









Ione Sala: "Was there some very interesting thing that would've been implied otherwise? Like, is there something that we're all hiding from you in the Conspiracy world, but if we say 0.1% of birds are spies then you've caught us?"









Keltham: "It would potentially imply a much larger planetary population than I'd been told about, which corresponds to a set of situations where the Conspiracy has much more resources to throw at me than they'd like me to know about."









Ione Sala: "Wow. I was not expecting that question to have a real answer."









Keltham: "Of course you'd say that if you were in on the Conspiracy."









Ione Sala: "...would Iactually, though, or... you know, never mind, this is a huge digression isn't it."









Keltham: "It really, really is and I should maybe have thought twice about bringing up the topic because it just goes down that thing-conversations-can-go-down forever and ever."









Keltham: Keltham resumes trying to drill basic probability algebra from some different angles. Consider the probability that a fifth-circle wizard knows Teleport, and the probability that a fifth-circle wizard knows Dimension door. Given the quantities:


P(Dimension Door ◁ 5th) = 40%
P(Teleport \/ Dimension Door ◁ 5th) = 80%
P(Teleport & Dimension Door ◁ 5th) = 30%



...how many 5th-circle wizards know Teleport?









Asmodia: Security, pass to Ione and copy Sevar:

Ione, I know you'll say that was what alterIone would've said in alterCheliax, but I think it was still a misstep. Keltham himself may think that people are twice as likely to probe him about Conspiracy questions in the world where there's a Conspiracy, and if he thinks that, you just screwed us. Once he starts believing his own numbers, it only takes 10 things like that for the probability to go from 0.1% to more than 100%... wait, that can't be right. Still, don't.









Ione Sala: Reply:

You don't get it because you're Asmodeans. You don't understand the world you're trying to fake. People who aren't risking torture for asking wrong questions will ask things like that. Somebody needed to be clever at him, or Keltham would notice nobody was allowed to be clever around him. He comes from dath ilan, do you think nobody there dares ask a question like that?









Carissa Sevar: Strongly seconding Asmodia. Also, that conversation was pretty similar to the conversation you asked earlier to have and I told you no. When I tell you no, I don't just mean 'don't do the exact specific thing you were denied permission for', the denial should have obviously been understood to encompass having excessively meta flirtatious conversations with Keltham about whether we're in a conspiracy, in general, until you've convinced me that they are a good idea, which you haven't yet. Ignoring orders because you think you're smarter makes you incredibly costly to work with,and if you're incredibly costly to work with then I'll direct them, when this falls apart, to turn you into a statue rather than let you run off with Keltham and reap the benefits of fucking up our project.



And to put the statue somewhere where it serves Cheliax if it explodes.



Understood?









Ione Sala: ...understood. I think you're making a fatal mistake, but I acknowledge that it's your fuckup to choose and not mine. If that's what Asmodeus wants from Nethys, I'll obey.









Carissa Sevar: I'm glad we're on the same page about that.





Okay, math. Gotta do math.









Ione Sala: Wait, does her curse make her explodeif she goes too long without reading? Ione has not previously been notified of this.


...Ione should probably find this to be a very cool and exciting prospect, right? Ione is very grateful to Lord Nethys for giving her a curse that makes her explode. It probably even helps protect her from silly Asmodeans. It's a protective explosion. An explosion of kindness. Ione is very grateful.

It doesn't interfere with Nefreti Clepati bringing her back though, right? Obviously right. Lord Nethys wouldn't make an oracle just to deliver one prophecy and later explode takaral...


Ionedoes have some remaining purpose other than exploding right?









lintamande: "So," Gregoria says, "the probability that a fifth circle wizard has Dimension Door is 40%, and the probability that a fifth circle wizard has one of Dimension Door or Teleport is 80%, and the probability that a fifth circle wizard has both of Dimension Door and Teleport is 30%? Am I reading all the symbols right? Does the 'or' include the ones who have both?"









Keltham: Yup, correct on all those. 'Or' includes both.









lintamande: "Okay, so, a hundred fifth circle wizards. 80 of them have some teleportation magic. Of those, 30 have both. That leaves 50 who have one but not the other. And 40 have dimension door, but that's counting the 30 who have both, so 10 have dimension door and not Teleport, so 40 have Teleport and not Dimension Door. ...did I do that wrong? I feel like I wasn't using the rule we learned earlier."









Keltham: "Well, I agree that 40% of 5th-circle wizards have Teleport but not Dimension Door. So what's the answer?"









lintamande: "Seventy. Right?"









Keltham: "Possibly. What do you think is the probability you're right?"









lintamande: "....I don't know! Lower, since you asked that!"









Keltham: "Well, everyone close your eyes, then raise your hands from the lowest level for zero probability, to the highest level you can reach for 1 probability."









lintamande: There's a pretty obvious split between the students who'd solved the problem themselves by the time Gregoria volunteered an answer and the students who hadn't and are just trying to guess off general principles of how Keltham enjoys torturing people.









Keltham: Keltham is starting to get the impression there's tiers of students here, even in this population already selected on Intelligence. Carissa-Asmodia-Ione-Meritxell, Pilar-Peranza-Gregoria-Tonia, Everyone-Else.

...well, it's not a verynice outcome, but, it is well known that sometimes in a startup, somebody has to take responsibility for deciding that not everyone has the same ability level and maybe not everyone gets to stick around.

Part of him wants to wait and see if intelligence headbands fix everything, but maybe now that Governance is taking the project more seriously, the correct thing to do is put those headbands on smarter people. They're almost a week in, and a week is when they said that their original one-week contracts ran out.

Argh, he hates this and must think about it eventually but will think about it later. He's too selfish to just decide that people need to get fired for the Good of Golarion, the personal awfulness is looming large compared to that.


Anyways, Keltham walks through the derivation by rules.

  P(Teleport \/ Dimension Door) = P(Teleport) + P(Dimension Door) - P(Teleport & Dimension Door)

Obviously you can get the fourth quantity if you have any of the other three, because algebra, and that's all they need to do here.

  P(Teleport) = P(Teleport \/ Dimension Door) - P(Dimension Door) + P(Teleport & Dimension Door) = 0.8 - 0.4 + 0.3 = 70%

The proof that this is all still true conditional on everyone being a 5th-circle wizard is left as an exercise for later... actually, Keltham doesn't think he's formally given them all the axioms they'd need for that, so, making up the required axioms is also part of the exercise.









Ione Sala: Ione would, given her own rein, point out to Keltham right now that nobody has actually set aside time during the day for anybody to do homework exercises.

Sevar?









Carissa Sevar: Yes, go ahead.









Ione Sala: "I observe that there is not, currently, any time actually set aside in anybody's schedule for doing exercises later."









Keltham:









Keltham: "That's really a very good point. Ione, how come you are the only person present who ever says anything when I risk piling too much stuff on people before they've had an Owl's Wisdom or when I don't notice that nobody has any scheduled off-hours unless I happen to decide to snuggle Carissa and thenshe doesn't have any off-hours?"









Ione Sala: "It's possible they'd give you a different answer but I'd say it's a Nethys versus Asmodeus thing."









Keltham: "Isn't Nethys... Neutral everything? You'd think that Evil would take better care of itself?"









Ione Sala: "Youmight hope that but unfortunately it's the kind of Evil where they all want to do incredibly well in class and master all the material and get promoted and become rich andnot the kind of Evil where anyone anywhere along the line will ever ask for a ten-minute break."









Keltham: "Some guy I talked to said that Nethys was the god of insanity and self-destruction along with magic and knowledge."









Ione Sala: "Yes, that's all very true, and yet."









Keltham: "Well. Keep me informed."









Ione Sala: Ione would like to note that she did not plan for that to happen right now, and she knows it's not a good look that it happened right now, but she nonetheless had those answers prepared because it was incredibly obvious that Keltham would eventually notice and ask, and dath ilan is closer to Nethysian than Asmodean in several ways that only she understands and people should let her explain it at some point.









Carissa Sevar: "- Keltham, does dath ilan have a military. Like, people whose full time job is to be ready to fight wars if there were one."









Keltham: "There's apotential military that's supposed to be very rapidly actualizable so as to not make it easy to take over Civilization by being the only faction with a military? I'm not sure what you mean by full-time job, there are industries where people work four hours every other day for normal wages and there's much smaller industries where everybody works ten hours a day with one day off every six days for much higher wages. Since the military isn't actually fighting anybody, the people who maintain it in potentia and a state of readiness, or who crew the serious weapons, are four-hour people. If an actual fight started they'd convert to fourteen hours a day until it was over. They do practice runs to make sure they can."









Carissa Sevar: " - you know, even if you had a military you do everything differently enough maybe the intuition wouldn't transfer. So, at the Worldwound, the first thing you do with new recruits is seventy-hour weeks, of physical exercises and training and digging ditches and stuff, because the first thing you need to learn to serve in a military is how to do the thing that's been assigned to you,alongside other people you can similarly rely on to do the thing assigned to them. It's not about Good or Evil; the paladins have basically the same thing. Maybe in dath ilan you teach everyone enough Law, explicitly, that they have that expectation of common doing-the-job without having gone through a really long hard time of doing-the-job, but we don't, so that's how we build it.

And obviously in some situations you want your soldiers to exercise initiative and argue with their orders and point out problems they observe, but - 'that sounds hard' isn't generally a situation where you do? As long as you're sourcing your girls from ones who're cleared to take the Worldwound oath - and I think you probably should be sourcing from that, it's the only bar we've got for - for being at all ready to start on this path - then you're sourcing from people in training to spend the next decade of their lives in a brutal fight in the fucking tundra against an infinite horde of demons, and no, they're not going to complain that they've got more tasks assigned than hours in the day. ....I have no idea what Ione's life plans are but I have a weird suspicion that while she's cleared for the Worldwound she actually just wants to do Nethys things which involve no boot camp at all. ...that's what it's called, boot camp, I don't know how that'd translate."









Keltham: "I think I can guess it but, Ione, your response."









Ione Sala: 
...you're not helping me, Keltham.

But still, she can guess Civilization's answer, that Keltham wants to hear from Nethys.

"Digging ditches isn't the same as figuring out Law."









Keltham: "Yeah. Mental performance degrades as you work longer hours in a day, and some things rely on peak mental performance. There are, though they are rarer, four-hour industries that pay higher than the ten-hour ones, and the people in those industries don't try to do more than four hours of work per day because they'd start makingmistakes."

"I've been stupid, here. Even if you want to work long hours for great profit - which, I mean, we're all young, and it's not like I've been keeping myself down to ten hours -I should still be trying to schedule the peak-dependent hardest mental work that takes a Fox's Cunning earlier in the day. I have been doing that with myself and learning wizard spells, which is more straightforward, during the evening, but I wasn't properly optimizing that for everyone else."

"And you still need any time to think about things on your own or just catch your breath."









Carissa Sevar: "Yep, I agree with that. If the long hours weren't a deliberate move for dath ilan reasons then the hours should be considerably shorter, and there should be unscheduled downtime. But as a psychology fact you're using to predict the world -- it's not going to break down Good/Evil, it's going to break down Law/Chaos, or at least that's what I'd predict, because the Lawful countries take kids like us and raise them to close the hole in the planet. Which is the wrong set of habits for the situation we're now in. But the same set you'll find in Lastwall, when you go there, or Mendev."



Carissa is being completely truthful about this. Paladins are famously inclined to work themselves to death to the point where much of the labor of paladin orders is getting them to do that a little slower.









Keltham: "Ione, counterpoint?"









Ione Sala: "None particularly. She's got a lot more experience, and I'm more running around flailing at what look to me like fires than I am operating from any kind of theory or plan here."









Carissa Sevar: Ione has never left Cheliax and has assumed that this is something about Asmodeanism as opposed to something about Law-as-implemented-in-Golarion in a fit of heretical self-righteousness. Carissa shrugs. "I had a paladin tell me once that much of what paladin orders are for is that the kind of person who becomes a paladin will work themselves to death by 25 and you've got to make them eat and sleep and tend their injuries so they can at least die doing something important."









Keltham: "In dath ilan that would noticeably correlate with... um, being the sort of person who wants to release Rovagug, actually. Is that not the case here?"









Carissa Sevar: " - huh! Well, I haven't met anyone who wants to free Rovagug, but paladins definitely don't. They'd say, uh, that when you try to cause great harms to people for the greater good of people, then you end up just causing the harms and not getting the greater good, or that the world will be worth fighting for as long as there exist any innocents in it, or that murder is wrong, or just that that's not what Iomedae says they should do, depending which specific paladins you talked to." She is again not lying, though paladins generally don't talk to the Asmodeans directly; you can get it secondhand, or by joining a conversation out of uniform and not specifying where you're from.









Keltham: "...I guess there's an obvious thought here that's - in dath ilan, you need a particular kind of mentally broken Good to think there's anything wrong with the world that requires 16-hour workdays from you? And in Golarion the world justis in that much in trouble, so the Good people who believe it is aren't systematically broken as they'd be in dath ilan? Still, not a conclusion to jump to, I should think about it later."

"Regardless of Good, Evil, Law, Chaos, Asmodeus, Nethys, militaries, paladins, researchers, and Worldwound oaths -"

"One observes that Ione thought in a sufficiently different way from everyone else to be the first person to point out to me when I was making a particular kind of mistake, twice in a row."

"This is what Civilization would call" cognitive diversity "diversity of thought, and is much of the point of having more than one kind of person working on a project."

"Though I'm speaking very blindly myself, the very generic caution that jumps into my own mind is that it can be a mistake to try to attribute something like that to very particular attributes of Nethys, Asmodeus, Neutrality, Lawful Evil. Sometimes what happens is that - Ione had one number for her threshold about pointing out a problem, and everybody else here had the same different number. Even if the numbers had been generated at random, that might still happen, so it can be a mistake to explain it too much by pointing to specifics. Ione is an 'outlier' in a certain dimension, more different from the rest of you than you are different from each other, in that dimension. To the extent everyone with Asmodeus or with Nethys mostly thinks about something the same way, somewhere the Nethys-Asmodeus axis matters, it's not a contest among twelve people to see who comes in first, it's a contest of whether Ione comes in first or somebody else does, if you see what I'm saying."

"I mention all this because it is another thing that seems like it might be different for Worldwound militaries and research projects."









Carissa Sevar: It's a good opening for - "I've actually been thinking we should ask the site manager for more people, now that we know more. Notable mathematicians, more senior wizards, people who might have - additional diversity of thought, from several angles. And yeah, maybe we're overinterpreting, but it definitely seems like there's got to be some things we're missing because all of them just finished wizard school and I've spent my entire adult life in the tundra."









Keltham: "Civilization has an awful lot of ideas and best practices about starting up efforts like this one, all of them attuned to a very different world. If I took their conventional wisdom straight, the part of this project that masters the way of Law should be trying to obtain an even younger INT 19, and 18s with high Wisdom - to be clear, I won't try to date anyone a year younger than myself, for other best-practice reasons. On conventional wisdom, you might have an old knowledgeable ex-mathematician sit in, but they'd have to be careful about who they talked to besides me, and you'd be pleasantly surprised if they started wielding Law themselves."

"The applied side of the project would conventionally be the part where you bring in metallurgists while you work on metallurgy, or more senior wizards if you work on magic, or have extremely well-read people on staff who act as a kind of living library - that's probably even more important, when you can't search inside the texts of the books you actually have."

"In both cases, it is a proverb that no quantity of weird people can compensate for a corporate culture that doesn't know to use weirdness effectively."

"Carissa, Ione, Asmodia, Meritxell, I probably want to talk with all of you about that later today, if you can go onward a bit further without getting quite as much rest as everybody else."









Carissa Sevar: I won't try to date anyone a year younger than myself, for other best practice reasons.







How do you corrupt someone like that?









Carissa Sevar: "That makes sense. I think. No immediate questions about the bits that might not make sense, at least."









lintamande: "I think we should get a day of the week without lessons," Gregoria says boldly. "Some schools give Oathday off and you can sleep in and catch up on homework and things."









Keltham: "Thank you, Gregoria. Positive reinforcement for somebody other than Ione speaking out."

"In general, yes, obviously. In respect to tomorrow, say, I'd mostly been assuming that we managed to get some time off in the wake of the Nidal attack... well, no, I'd gotten some time off myself, and didn't thinkabout checking on whether anyone else had. Did you?"









lintamande: "Yes, we had two mostly quiet days aside from soul arrangements."









Carissa Sevar: "Not an emergency but I didn't experience the aftermath of the Nidal attack as time off."









Keltham: "Noted. I'll chalk it up as a reason to check faster whether I can be romantic with more than one person at a time, now that I can be romantic with anyone at all. Even if the answer is 'no' you'll at least get some time off while I check."

"I apologize for having not previously set sensible schedules, and the solution to this, I do realize, is probably not to immediately call an all-hands meeting about it. My social reflexes assume people will spontaneously complain at me when I do things like this; I will try to recalibrate those reflexes toward asking people explicitly; this recalibration will be slow and imperfect. While anybody can complain at me while I'm learning, there should also be a single person who is commonly-known to be the one responsible for doing so. Ione, are you up for it?"









Ione Sala: "Let me think a moment about whether I can handle that responsibility..."

Orders, Sevar?









Carissa Sevar: Yep, plays to your strengths. This is only a bit sarcastic and she expects the sarcasm won't make it through the Security-relay.









Ione Sala: "All right, I'm up for it, I declare Sevar is the one person responsible for telling me ifI'm screwing up."









Keltham: "You're learning."

"So I think what I should do right now is write down a problem set to think over for tomorrow under Fox's Cunning, later and after resting if you're mentally fatigued right now, so the staff's Fox's Cunnings for today don't go to waste due to my failure to frontload them. People who ended up in the Holding Cell are forbidden to discuss this problem set with each other but are free to talk to anyone not in the Holding Cell."

"And then I'll go off and give you all a break while I try to hang a first-circle wizard spell with just a Security helping me there."


"This problem set is a collection of Law-fragments of Probability, phrased in nonmathematical ways. The exercise is to see how far you can get, on how many, in translating them into proper Law."

1. Your strength in the Way is your ability to be more confused by fiction than by reality. If you're equally good at explaining any outcome you can see, that's the same as not knowing anything.

2. Surprising claims require surprising evidence; unsurprising evidence suffices for unsurprising claims.

3. No empirical theory can prove itself except by risking its disproof.

4. To convince me of your theory, make a correct prediction that no other theory makes.

5. A precise true prediction is much more convincing than an imprecise true one.

6. It is impossible to coherently expect to convince yourself of anything.

7. You can't expect anyone else to convince you of something either, even if you think they're controlling everything you see.









Asmodia: #7 is obviously some kind of incredible key to the game between true dath ilani, and Asmodia can already guess that she's not going to get it without #6, and probably not get #6 without some of the others, and a Fox's Cunning, and maybe Owl's Wisdom too.









Ione Sala: Security, urgent advisory to Sevar, you just got put on a time limit, I'm guessing that #6 and #7 blow things up when Keltham explains them.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would find it really annoying how convinced Ione is that everyone will stop being Asmodean as soon as they think about it except Maillol seems to agree and you can't be annoyed with people for being right.





Acknowledged, she sends instead, and copies down the assignment.









Keltham: Off Keltham goes to try again to hang a Silent Image! Given the way that other people can create nice-looking illusions without presumably anything like the work of visualizing every detail into their visual cortex, it probably works by creating something that will look right to the caster, and if that's true Keltham has tons of important visual memories that might be extractible that way.









lintamande: Security is happy to help with a visual of his scaffold and advice as appreciated.



When he does get it, on something like the eighth try, it's oddly exhausting, like he's just been engaged in vigorous exercise for an hour instead of sitting here trying to make magic flow properly. But it hangs, and there it is, for him to cast if he'd like to.









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds like I have the evening off, can we arrange the Nap Stack," Carissa asks Security.


     "Yep, can do. You'll all have to sleep in the temple, it's the only concealed from Keltham space that's large enough with no walls that'd block the spell emanation."

"Fine. Great. Everyone, tonight you get six extra hours. Half of that's your personal time, don't spend it on homework because in alterCheliax you wouldn't have had it to spend on homework. The other half is for a briefing so everyone knows everything that's going on. ...there's a lot."









lintamande: "He suspects us," says Gregoria.









Carissa Sevar: "Yep. So we're going to have to learn really fast and be cleverer than him. And we don't have to win forever, just long enough that we have the Law-fragments we need to rederive the rest, and the metallurgy and heredity-theory to make Cheliax rich and make the project look worthwhile while we set about the harder work of reinventing what we haven't got." She sounds substantially more confident than she feels. "Dis thinks we're on the right track."









lintamande: No one even makes a face at Carissa casually making claims about what Dis thinks, at this point.









Asmodia: "I'm still trying to grasp this at all, but I think we need to - be keeping track of the way everything must look to Kelthaminside the world where everything is a Conspiracy, we need a list of things like Sevar going to the bathroom for a while right after Keltham mentioned the Conspiracy and that Yaisa and I were told to distract him. And Ione asking about the birds, where Keltham would then suspect the world is maybe much larger, and then I think maybe that exact part is actually a victory for us because - we have to make sure that the list never starts making too much sense to him? But we have to know what the list looks like because it's how Keltham is seeing things."









Carissa Sevar: "The fact that some girls enjoy pain during sex is on the list, for him, he thinks that doesn't make any sense from a heredity perspective but makes perfect sense if a conspiracy were trying to fool him."









lintamande: "....why doesn't it make any sense from a heredity perspective," says Tonia, "probably girls who bear up all right as slaves have more kids than those who don't."









Carissa Sevar: "I did actually say that to him and yet."









Asmodia: "Can welean on that, put his attentionthere, send him mixed signals so that whenthat finally gets the answer we want, he won't have been paying attention to other things..."

"Actually I'm not sure it's the right move. I suspect Keltham's problem #7 is a key to the game between dath ilani, we're controlling what he sees and somehow that - won't be able to affect him, I think, because of whatever Law-fragment is in #7? If we're avoiding lies then I shouldn't work with anyone from the Holding Cell on it. But I request Ione, Pilar, Peranza, Gregoria, and Tonia all with me, and trying to figure out #7 as soon as possible so we can plan using it, and I request more Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom while we work on it."









Carissa Sevar: "Granted. And I'll see about your headband, though it'll probably require talking with the Grand High Priestess.





The Grand High Priestess - thinks there's a thing Keltham would understand at once, but which is dangerous to put to him, about what it is like for Asmodeus, to try to direct us mortals, about what kinds of actions that we take are easy for him to steer and which are hard. If you can figure out what she means bythatshe'll get you your headband, the only reason she doesn't give more people headbands I think is that there's something about mortals where being smarter doesn't reliably make us more useful and it's a Law-fragment, it's got to be."









Asmodia: "I request additional information on all of that. Also, I don't know prices for Wisdom headbands, if Wisdom is cheaper then maybe I can get by with a +4 Wisdom headband and a lot of Fox's Cunnings."









Ione Sala: Message: Sevar, do you actually want anyone besides myself and Pilar working with Asmodia on this? The others may explode. I'd worry about Asmodia exploding but she's obviously one of the Different Girls now.









Carissa Sevar: I'm going to talk to everyone about Hell tonight and then I'll have a better sense who is an explosion risk.









lintamande: "If we're allowed to know things now, why are you in charge," says Meritxell.









Carissa Sevar: "When I went to sell my soul, my devil conveyed that it was the will of Asmodeus, as translated down through Hell, that I not sell my soul this day, but be permitted to participate in the project and other matters as if I had, and that if I served well in this world I'd be raised high in it, and be among the most treasured possessions of Asmodeus in the next.



I tried again later to sell my soul for three Wishes and ten pounds of spellsilver and permanent Arcane Sight and Tongues and the devil said he'd have to ask his superiors, and then came back and said not yet, but was I willing to commit to selling at that price later.





So I don't know exactly what's up but I have a lot of license with Hell right now, and probably will right up until I fail. And I'm likelier to fail if I don't have all of you guys on board, so I will be doing my best to offer appropriately massive bribes for doing a good job here, which is one of the things we're going to talk about tonight. - also the outfits are because the devil also said I should be indulged as if I was the heiress to a county, though Abrogail says I can'tactuallyhave a county unless I succeed.



....we'll go over this all in more detail tonight."









lintamande: Meritxell is speechless.









Asmodia: She doesn't ask if Sevar knows the price on her own lost soul, in the markets of Dis.

Because Asmodia already knows. She can guess by now that a dath ilani would figure that out immediately, and therefore she knows the answer even though she hasn't finished thinking through why. That's why her first owner is dead. You can't just kill a contract devil and take their souls, obviously, they go by testaments. But with Asmodia's soul price running up past the Wish level - something happened to him, somebody challenged him over it, who knows what happens when prices get that high.

How strange.

How strange that she can still be this angry.

She's not planning to let them actually have and keep and use her soul. In reality, it's worthless, and somebody will pay a vast sum for her soul and gain nothing, you'd think that should be vengeance enough.

And yet, somehow, Asmodia is still seethingly angry on a level where keeping her face passive is taking everything she has.









Iarwain: "...do you know if our own souls are being traded around for prices like that now," Peranza says. She feels numb.









Carissa Sevar: "Not prices that high; there's no direct divine intervention over you all. But I suspect a lot more than you were paid, yes. If I were you I'd be mad about it; it's not how Keltham would've done it, he'd have split the gains from trade. But it's also - still very possible to leverage for your own benefit, because -

- do you think you'd be worth any more to Hell than an ordinary soul after being put through the ordinary course of Hell?"









Iarwain: "I don't know - very much about Hell, at all," Peranza says. "I mean, I'll get there when I get there."









Asmodia: Message to Sevar. Asmodia doesn't try to keep the seething hatred out of her whisper, if it's the sort of thing you can hear in a whisper.

I suggest that new members of the project should be informed of this, before they sell their souls, and in exchange for tipping them off, we should get half of the spellsilver they get, and that spellsilver should be distributed among project members who have already sold their souls.









Carissa Sevar: Acknowledged. I can't make Hell fair but I can and will make you rich, Asmodia.



"I think that Hell wants us badly, but wants us precisely for qualities that it doesn't know how to inculcate, probably because of some god-agreements that restrict what greater devils can tell lesser ones. Therefore, as long as we are succeeding we have affordance and leverage to figure out how the formation of evil dath ilanis ought to work in Hell. This is one of the things we're going to discuss tonight. You've spent your whole lives not allowed to think very hard about Hell, and now we find ourselves practically assigned to change it. You may think about that, this afternoon and evening, but if you notice yourself running into a blind wall of panic then wait for tonight, where I have some ideas for how we can approach this."









lintamande: "Why did Asmodeus pick you to not sell your soul," says Meritxell stubbornly.









Carissa Sevar: "No one knows that or has any way to find out! I'm hoping it's because He noticed that I'm the right amount of a heretic to stay loyal to Him while I figure out how to build space in it for dath ilanis and all the things they need and want."









Asmodia: They won't give you a fucking thing, Sevar, because you're not willing to go to Abaddon rather than let Hell fuck you over.

...she hadn't meant that as a message for Sevar. It is of course up to Security whether they will choose to pass it on anyways.









Ione Sala: "On a totally separate topic, if Keltham is looking to try romances with people who aren't Sevar, does Asmodia have possession, or Pilar, because if not I should do it and I imagine that Sevar wants to talk with me before then."









Carissa Sevar: "Not yet on Pilar, we're holding her out until he manages to be slightly less into consent. Asmodia, do you want to pursue Keltham?"









Asmodia: "He hasn't indicated yet that he wants to pursue me and said he needed time to think it over."

Should she be briefing the others present about anyother aspects of things?









lintamande: "I want Keltham and am not a heretic," Meritxell says with a glare at Ione.









Carissa Sevar: "And I appreciate that about you, and it's possible that the outcome of the conversation with Ione is that I don't trust her enough, or that I think it'd be salutory for Keltham's next romantic interaction to be with someone who isn't faking anything. But if in alterCheliax Ione'd totally go after him then by default we do that. We have to adhere really closely to what we'd do in alterCheliax, if we're going to stand a chance."









Ione Sala: "Does Keltham actuallywant girls who don't have incredibly interesting backgrounds, I mean, I assume that's why he asked the question?"









Iarwain: "I wasn't planning to not seduce Keltham ever at all," says Peranza.









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham asked that question to verify his tropes theory, which will be discussed at briefing tonight. He does want other girls, or at least he might."









Iarwain: "Is there any reason that we shouldn't just have everyone who's currently interested competing to seduce him at dinner tonight," says Paxti, who feels that she was originally promised this scenario when she 'agreed' to work on Project Lawful.









Carissa Sevar: "Take a step back andthink very carefully if that is what would happen in alter Cheliax,and if it is, then yes, you may."









lintamande: "I'm pretty sure that's exactly what would happen in alter Cheliax," says Meritxell.









Asmodia: "I'mnot. We were originally recruited to do that for reasons having to do with the real Cheliax. We have to figure this out step by step, what happened in the alter-Cheliax instead, when they recruited us here, what instructions we got in alter-Cheliax, and then we need to write it down so everybody is living in the same alter-Cheliax about it, and we have to put up a huge wall somewhere with all of this written down, Keltham asked me earlier what kind of screening questions we'd gotten before coming here and I had to make something up and that needs to be on there - I needed to make up an answer quickly, and I bet Security didn't copy everyone else as soon as I said it, which means that Keltham could have come up to Paxti and asked her to answer immediately what the screening questions were like and he could have caught us right there before Security had time to fill her in. Don't you get it, we're playing this game against a real dath ilani! The only reason we're not already out is that Keltham isn't oriented enough to start playing for real."









Carissa Sevar: "- ask the Grand High Priestessnowabout Asmodia's headband," says Carissa. "and yes, that's the answer I was about to give. AlterCheliax has to be complete, it has to have every detail, for the same reasons it had to be based on Taldor in the first place. Figure out your experience of every day up to this point and then figure out if you'd flirt with Keltham."









Ione Sala: "So, thinking back, I now suspect I significantly fucked up the original things I said to Keltham, back when I was trying to make sure Lord Nethys didn't destroy my soul for not even trying to carry out His mission. I need to figure out what alterIone was thinking in alterCheliax when she said everything she did, and what that implies about whether alterIone wants to make another try at Keltham and when. A Security transcript of that conversation might be helpful."

"Is Asmodia in charge of this now?"









Carissa Sevar: "You know what, for the time being, yes."









Asmodia: "I request transcripts of literally everything that's been said to Keltham or by him that I wasn't there for. I don't know if I'll be able to finish that before my Ring of Sustenance kicks in, but with your permission I plan on not taking any downtime today or tonight and telling Keltham I didn't feel like I needed downtime today if he asks... no, wait, would that be too much less likely in Ordinary... well, I'll figure it out."

"Pending headband, I'm going to try to work out answers unenhanced and then get enhanced at the end to review and correct everything. The Owl's Wisdom is important for this, not just the Fox's Cunning, I don't know why yet but it is. So the number of those available to me is the number of times per day I can figure out significant parts of the game or make complicated decisions in it."

"Unless otherwise instructed, I think my current priority is figuring out alterCheliax's seduction mission parameters before dinner. Sevar, you know what alterCheliax is supposed to be, and why, to make it acceptable to Keltham, that's not a part of this I understand, so I think you can't just go off and leave me to it. After that we can figure out what alterIone was thinking, I'm not looking forwards to that but accept it as my job. Then if alterIone is still making a run on Keltham Ione can talk to Sevar about that."

Message: Sevar, if we're also trying to not have Keltham end up believing in the patterns, I can't do any part of my job without your supervision until I know everything you do about them.









Carissa Sevar: "I'll be here with you advising. The place we want alterCheliax to be is the best place in Golarion for Keltham to start developing Civilization, a place that's not very far along the road to Law but is trying and has already improved on a decade ago when we were Taldor. And also Keltham's specifically paranoid of the girls being ordered into his bed so Cheliax has made particular strides in not doing that, insofar as it's compatible with things people have already said."

Message: I'll brief you on tropes when we're alone.









Keltham: Keltham is reasonably ecstatic about being a proper self-powered spellcaster instead of a divine surrogate spellcaster!

Keltham did not, of course, cast his Silent Image right away. Instead he deliberately arrives slightly late to dinner, hoping everyone will be there already and he won't have to await any stragglers. He doesn't want to delay between arriving and showing this off, nay, not even for food, this is going to be too awesome if it works.

Is everybody here in the dining hall yet? Are they, are they?









Carissa Sevar: Yep! They have worked out what flirting will occur in alterCheliax and are resolving informal bets on what'll be for dinner (it's fish).









Keltham: Betting is an encouraging sign too! Not literally all virtue begins from betting on things but yes quite a lot, as the proverb goes!

"Guess who's not just a laundry wizard anymore! Everyone get within a 20-foot radius of me, turn off all the lights if that helps, I'm going to show you a Silent Image of dath ilan for as long as I can maintain concentration. Unless of course this spell just completely fizzles, it's my first time."









Carissa Sevar: Why does she feel terrified.







They gather around.









Keltham: Behold WIZARDRY.

Keltham isn't sure if he'll be able to do things like animation, or changing between entirely different images while he holds concentration.

So start out strong! How about if they're surrounded by full blackness, he won't try for stars yet, just the silent image of black walls around them to screen out light, and above them within the resulting darkness is -









dath ilan: Dath ilan! Nighttime, so soft traceries on the continents are glowing red, with a few spots of whiter light for cities that never sleep and have been allocated space far away from all telescopes!









lintamande: Oooohs and aaaaahs.









Carissa Sevar: What Golarion will be, if they succeed. If she succeeds, because they'll fail if she does.









Keltham: Can he possibly add the distant stars too, via imagining that the edges of his illusion are walls emitting appropriately incoming photons, as should look right to him from inside? That's simpler than a looming skyscraper will be, he doesn't need to worry about parallax.









lintamande: Yep!!









Carissa Sevar: It feels a little closer to how the gods see Golarion. Part of something much, much vaster.









Keltham: He's not sure he can get the parallax right on distant skyscrapers, just yet. He can try that after, if he can maintain concentration.

So now that the starfield apparently works, let's start zooming out.









dath ilan: Not all dath ilani, but more than half, know how to find their way back to dath ilan, if they get lost somewhere inside their galaxy with an extremely fast FTL spaceship, and they know how to find their way back to the Local Galaxy if they're stranded on a larger scale than that. It's just a cool thing to know how to do.

Keltham has seen enough Zoomout Videos for his illusion of it to be realistic, if the illusion makes it look realistic to him. He'll run it at a speed where it takes him about two minutes to get to the Local Visible Volume.









Carissa Sevar:









lintamande: "How do theyknow,"Meritxell whispers, very very quietly, half to herself.









Carissa Sevar: Well obviously as soon as you could you'd send your civilization off into the stars, because youcould,because there could be Civilizationthere too -









Otolmens: Otolmens does not recognize ANY of that and while PARTS of it have reasonable and consistent implied mechanics parts of it do NOT and how would a bunch of mortals get a view of things on THAT scale if they can't CATCH and BACK-INFER FROM incoming photons intercepted well above the atmosphere like She can?

Also that is extremely LARGE for a universe. It keeps ON zooming out. Otolmens is glad SHE is not the one who has to MAINTAIN all that.

...why is so much of it MISSING? That's not GOOD.

Wait. Is that supposed to be the COSMIC MICROWAVE BACKGROUND. The cosmic microwave background does NOT look like that. A universe would need to grow VERY ODDLY for a cosmic microwave background to end up looking like THAT.

This person comes from a VERY BROKEN UNIVERSE and its version of Otolmens is either DEAD or VERY SAD and none of this is making Otolmens any LESS WORRIED.









Iarwain: (Good enough to look realistic to Keltham is, perhaps, not quiterealitistic.)









Keltham: "Those slices are missing," Keltham says once the image stops at the end, the famous hourglass shape of what's visible, good he's able to maintain concentration while talking, "because they're obscured by the 'galaxy' around dath ilan. Where a 'galaxy' is a spiral structure of stars. The 'galaxy' that dath ilan is inside blocks our view out. We can't see through our 'galaxy' to the side directions, only out of the top and bottom, if we're trying to see something very very far away."

"So this is all of the universe that we can see using 'telescopes' in 'orbit', high enough up to be far far out of the atmosphere that makes distant stars hard to see from the ground."









lintamande: "Are we one of those stars," Meritxell says, just as quietly, not sure at all if Keltham was answering her earlier or just talking.









Keltham: "Golarion's sun? Probably not. I'll explain later, don't want to lose concentration."

Keltham starts the zoom-in, now, going faster than on the zoom-out.









dath ilan: As the view goes past the Fourth Planet, Keltham says, "This is the furthest that people from Civilization have ever traveled and survived." Certain others will be picked up eventually; the odds on saving their True Lives are not ninety-seven percent, but they're over fifty percent, and in a planet of a billion people, somebody will think that's an acceptable risk.



The return journey past the Moon shows, in just a tiny glimpse, a lit section in darkness. "The Moon colony."



When the view reaches dath ilan, it shows the sun-side, and the view dives in, as the video usually does, to the City of Default.


You can see this particular city starting well above the atmosphere, though you wouldn't see much detail yet from that height even if this illusion was finer than a Silent Image can be.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't know what Dis would look like from the air. Probably it'd be cool. Probably it wouldn't be that cool.









dath ilan: They're now closer to the ground, going slower. Things don't look far away, just small, and there's no sense of scale. There's an island of metal blocks in the center of the image, and then beyond that some kind of grid laid on the ground, but you can't see the fine details of what's inside the grid.

The image is zooming in on the metal blocks in the center.

Maybe those tiny reflective rectangles now visible on the huge metal blocks are glass windows? If that's true, these metal buildings are something like a hundred stories tall.









lintamande: Well, this makes sense, because wizards build tall towers, and Nefreti Clepati specifically made a point of building hers slightly taller than the Black Dome, never mind how impossible that was, and probably a richer Civilization would be full of individual people having a tower-measuring contest, and the results would be very tall.









dath ilan: The image seems to be favoring one particular huge metal building.

It goes to one of the windows.

They're inside somebody's house.

In what seems like a very nice, very large, elegantly decorated office. It's lit by multiple brilliant sconces to something approaching the light of a sunny day.

Within, what's probably meant to be Keltham, seen from behind, is sitting in a chair - it's probably a chair? - and doing something weird with his fingers to something that isn't going to make much more sense if you've never seen a chording keyboard-mouse before.

In front of him is a... flat thingy?

Then the flat thingy shows dath ilan, seen from space, and starts zooming out.


"'Computer.' Connected to all the rest of Civilization, talk to somebody on the other side of the world, read most books in existence."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels like she is being seduced, but seduced to what? This is already what's she's trying to build. And betraying Cheliax wouldn't build it, just prove to Hell that it is not compatible with Asmodeus's ultimate victory.









dath ilan: The view shifts away from Keltham in his chair, goes through a doorway, down a hallway with other open doorways. They get a glimpse of Keltham's library, his random treasures room, his bathroom larger than many townsfolk's entire homes, complete with vast bathtub, his bedroom - that's probably a bed? - one rather incomprehensible and slightly disturbing glimpse of a dath ilani cuddleroom - a room clearly meant for receiving guests.

"My house module. It's relatively large for somebody my age, by dath ilani standards, but I spent less money on my hobbies than most people. It took sixty-seven days per year out of my labor to rent the module, plus twenty-one days per year for the location in Default. I considered it worth it to not have to figure out how to fit all my stuff and activities into anywhere smaller -"



Keltham loses it.

Just the image, to be clear. He's not breaking down in tears. His voice only slightly cracked there.









Carissa Sevar: "How long do you think it'll take from here."









Keltham: "Hundred years, two hundred? Or maybe fifty, if you go faster once you get going, because of all the things you can do with magic on top of everything we could do without it."









Ione Sala: Ione doesn't have any approved dialogue that matches what she's feeling right now, so she just quietly goes over to where Keltham is standing and sits down next to his feet. She'll get approval on some of her changed plans later.

No, there's one thing that alterIone absolutely says. If she doesn't say it, that's suspicious.

"When you leave Golarion, I want to go with you."









Keltham: 
"Noted."

"We can talk about that later, sometime."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa suppresses a flicker of annoyance with Ione, notices she's been doing that a lot lately, contemplates how much of that annoyance is jealousy, and decides to figure this out later, maybe with Owl's Wisdom up.





"Let's do it in forty," she says.









lintamande: "While taking Oathdays off at least once a month," says Gregoria, since apparently there's a deficit of people who'll say that sort of thing.









Keltham: "It's not like digging ditches. It doesn't necessarily go faster as you work longer hours or take fewer days off, any more than you can save time in the long run by not eating." (Spoken by someone who's had all info about Rings of Sustenance carefully removed from his environment.)

"Speaking of which, I should get some food," and if they can tell he's also taking a moment to recover, good on their inferential capacities.









Carissa Sevar: They get food themselves, and give him a minute.









Once he looks slightly recovered Carissa Messages him.



The girls took what you said earlier to mean they should all attempt to seduce you now. So if you don't like that, you should say so in words before they get to it. And if you do like it, well, good luck.









Keltham: Thank you for the warning, Keltham mouths back.


It now seems like much less of a panic situation than when he first realized he was trapped with a horde of amorous women in the villa library.

Partially it's that he's not in like some totally other dimension, well, he still is, but not quite so recently; and partially it's that he now knows any of them at all; and that he understands better what he might owe in return (not something unspoken that he won't be able to repay); and that the thought of his having that much mating value is no longer so shocking and unconsidered; and maybe it's even that he feels somehow a little more comfortable in his own skin, now that he's ever hurt Carissa in bed.


He'll get his food, then, and sit down among the amorous horde of women bent on mating with him. Every man has to face them eventually. This is wisdom.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will flash him an amused smile that she has absolutely no idea about the sincerity level of, and sit across the room where she can watch the mess in peace.









Keltham: Well go ahead and flirt with him, then. He awaits their lures.









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen of Cheliax stands in a high tower of her palace, one that lets her gaze over the city of Egorian surrounding it; a new city, but a thriving one. The sun is setting but there will yet be people in the streets when it is gone, taverns and whorehouses open at night, open always. There are enough souls about the palace with Rings of Sustenance to promote Egorian to the ranks of cities that know no rest.

"I see it," says Abrogail Thrune, letting the exultation that she feels fill her voice unhindered by concealment, only moderately enhanced by Splendour. "I see Asmodeus's plan."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Nothing good has ever happened to me after hearing those words."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I guessed you would say that, Most High. Indeed, that is why I spoke so. Did I manage to hit on anyone's exact wording?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Yes. "I assume you have some purpose in bidding me here, other than amusing yourself wasting the time of your senior partner's more valuable slaves."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I think I do see it, though. Asmodeus's plan. But I will not work around the edges of my current instructions in order to fulfill it better."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Oh, good," Aspexia says dryly. "Whatare you going to start doing differently, then. Tell me of it, and how very predictable it would be to our Lord."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I would devote additional resources to one of our current operations in a not especially creative fashion. Would that suit you?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I feel a spark of hope that it will do less harm."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Somebody in all Cheliax must try to have any notion of the course of greater events; that person is, of course, me. Asmodeus would not have forged an Infernal Crown so mighty if it never served Him for its wearer to think."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "The time for such cleverness is when you are about plots and projects that you originated yourself; or else perhaps when events are happening that our Lord could not have predicted, when His plans are clearly beginning to go astray."

"But tell the Most High of her Lord's brilliant plot, then, that you are brilliant enough to perceive yourself."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Plot? Hardly. It is a plan spanning thousands of years and perhaps implicit since the creation of the world."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Ah. One of those. Hell is the destruction of hope."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Consider, Aspexia. It is said in many places and many books that Abadar, god of wealth and trade, and Asmodeus, god of slavery and tyranny, are on friendly terms. Why? Because Asmodeus is a god of compacts? He does not promote compacts well-suited to trade, nor the increase of wealth; when we force a Chelish soul to sign with a devil, they are not thus enriched as Abadar sees it. Because Asmodeus is Prince of Law? Let Abadar be on much friendlier terms with Iomedae, then, whose Laws would seem more suited to her peasants accumulating gold."

"Consider. Asmodeus would have us build schools and roads, He has sent us resources out of Hell for it. Of course His slaves become more valuable thereby, more useful; but consider, is that usually Asmodeus's way with His slaves? We are resources to Him, yes; but the worshippers of other gods are equally resources to them, and yet among the never-mortal gods only Abadar also troubles Himself to see so much to their industry."

"Consider. Evil can force its people to work by whip, until in mortal lands they drop, or in Hell forever. A few elites of Good may strive, but the people of Good are lazy. Hell is more industrious than Heaven, and Axis can scarcely be bothered to spare a droplet of attention from their amusements. Then why has our Lord not already won?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Because there were balances of power set in the beginning of things. The game of gods is one that can hardly have any winner, perhaps a few losers at best; it is akin to a game where players all have heaps of stones and take turns removing one stone from some other player's heap. Should any player get ahead, the other players combine more against them. If from the beginning of things Asmodeus had seemed more set to win, more alliances would have been made against Him and more compromises forced."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Exactly. And one of those compromises is that the devils in Hell cannot be told what the outsiders of other Outer Planes are told by their own masters."

"It is akey compromise that partially negates the advantage of Hell's industriousness; and, if that compromise is itself compromised, in a world of shattered prophecy, Hell's road to victory then opens. Not only in Golarion, in all the realms Asmodeus contests, for devils are not limited to one realm as almost all mortals are."

"We didn't understand where His plan was going, before, because we had not seen Keltham, but seeing Keltham and hearing of his Civilization, it becomes clear. This is the common interest that Asmodeus has with Abadar, that in a world with enough schools and roads, there can be made devils who are not ignorant, who are instructed here in the Law that our Lord cannot tell them, working with industriousness and Lawful accord after death as in life, to transform petitioner after petitioner into higher devils. From Hell then shall pour out armies that no other realm can withstand."

"This is why our Lord slew Aroden, Aspexia. This is why it was worth it to Him to slay Aroden, when the cost was prophecy shattering; which, as you have observed to me, now advantages gods who were once-mortal in predicting the mortal realm. Asmodeus did not slay Aroden to save this one realm of Golarion from some little once-mortal's temporary dominion. Shattering prophecy in Golarion makes Hell's victory possible in allof the realms. For if prophecy still operated here, not only the gods ofthisrealm but those ofothers might have combined their forces against Him, before it was too late."

"We are in the beginning of our Lord's endgame."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Or - even if all your other cleverness is not just dancing upon air - in the beginning of one more moderate victory that will mildly improve our Lord's position, after taking into account how other gods then react and league themselves more against Him, and yet not trouble themselves to cancel His new advantages perfectly."

"Among the many common failures of mortals thinking they can see our Lord's plans is that they tend to imagine plans much larger, and with more flattering roles for themselves, than our Lord essays to move His pawns for on almost any real occasion."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Perhaps, and yet also perhaps not. Consider the events around us; this is no ordinary occasion. Asmodeus is intervening over and over and over. Our Lord has finally moved against Zon-Kuthon, now sealed, and the other gods yielded to Him in the matter. Otolmens Herself makes bargains visibly to His favor. Asmodeus's triumph in Golarion is become predictable enough that Cayden Cailean has made common cause with Him, god of Good that Cayden Cailean may be in name, in exchange perhaps for more revels and fornication in the worlds of the new Lawful Evil, along with a little solicitousness towards children; turning openly against Iomedae along the way. Nethys is backing Project Lawful for the spread of knowledge, Irori for the perfecting of souls and Law. Abadar might prefer His cleric elsewhere, but He has not withdrawn His powers from Keltham."

"Hell's victory is at hand. We may even live to see it in Golarion."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I must have missed the clarifications from Hell notifying us of an alliance so momentous and so straightforward, when they troubled to instruct us regarding the children at all."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Why pay extra to tell me what I am clearly capable of figuring out for myself if I bother to exercise a little wit?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Abrogail.Tell me you are amusing yourself at my expense, and not actually being this incorrigible to our Lord."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I am of course not certain of any such conjectures. But I can see the possibility, nor is anything about it surely wrong; and if those are perhaps not the exact details, something vast seems to be latent in the air. Some endgame is beginning, I think, and perhaps not only the endgame of Golarion alone, and our Lord does seem to be at the center and even, we may hope, in control. What would you of me, Aspexia, having seen this much possibility? Would you that I donothing?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I would have us all do as our Lord instructed, and not leap to greater excesses of zealousness when it seems our Lord could easily have instructed more zeal if it were wished."



"Also, if there are 'tropes' about, you are baiting them."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I have gone togreat lengths to be free of 'tropes' and had sincerely hoped never to hear of them again."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Hell is the destruction of hope. I presume you've read the most recent reports out of Project Lawful, regarding the asexual and her absent superpowers? To say nothing of the hidden cleric who could only be detected by one who would not reveal the truth to Keltham and Sevar? We must at this point regard 'tropes' as simple fact."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Then are we to never seek any victory for Asmodeus, fearing ourselves to invoke the wrath of 'tropes' if we dare try? Why not sign Cheliax over to the rulership of these 'tropes', then, if they and not our Lord now command us!"









Aspexia Rugatonn: The Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus is feeling very tired right now.She did not need an entirely new class of pseudo-divine entity-forces to worry about, either, but she is not going to pretend they don't exist.

"I know that you have little taste for romance novels. Even amid the chaos of your ascension, I do recall hearing the report that you had all Chelish authors of them put to creative deaths, by their own lovers when possible. But in this case -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "That is not precisely true. As a young girl I tried several such and found them wanting. After I ascended, yes, all of those authors met appropriately romantic fates of my own design. But I gave new instructions to new officers, after, and in my first years personally checked all synopses to pass final word on their approval."

"Today, I admit, I have less care for such matters and so less attention. But every year or two I deign to have some author of seemingly good repute brought before me to kneel in wait while I read their latest work, and the results are running half-and-half between authors enriched and authors incinerated. On the whole there has been a vast improvement since my reign's beginning, if I do say so myself, though much about the temper of literate Chelish women remains to be perfected."

"What of it?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn thinks to herself that she really should monitor more closely every single thing that Abrogail Thrune II ever gets up to, it's just that the dark water in that well seems to have no end.

"Turn your over-cleverness to this, then. How is Hell's victory over all the realms to be made the appropriate ending of a romance novel? For Keltham did seem to think, and I would not assume him wrong, that the 'tropes' stood above all gods; and if those could be invoked about Hell's victory over all realms, I might begin to hope for it myself."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Hmmm. I admit, I do not at all want to consider that question, but if I must, then I must."

"Corrupting Keltham would seem to be the obvious key. The story ends with him and his Carissa finally of one accord on the matter, watching Cheliax's victory and Asmodeus's ultimate victory unfold as if it were their own."

"Or - better yet, we should try to make Carissa rather than Keltham be the character of greater importance. Indeed, much of that work I have already done, without my even realizing what I was about. That is encouraging. And if Carissa is the protagonist that yields a thousand useful romantic possibilities, such as her breaking Keltham with the witness of what he has done and so finally remaking her man to her own satisfaction."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Perhaps that is how a modern Chelish romance novel would end." What has Abrogail done. Aspexia needs to go read one of those novels in all haste. "How do we make Hell's victory be a fitting ending, the only fitting ending, of a dath ilani romance novel, one produced and approved by Keltham's Civilization?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Hmmm. Hm. That does seem more difficult."

"If Keltham had failed tragically enough, out of his own deeper fault - out of his selfishness, out of his sexuality, as dath ilan deems faults in him - then would a Lawful Good writer out of dath ilan compose an ending that dath ilan thought the most terrible possible, to show the consequence -"

"Why am I now considering requisitioning for myself a tragical romance novel written by the most intelligent Lawful Good author who has ever written one. How have I come to this, by what road have I come here? Somewhere we went astray along the way."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You speak as if it could possibly be only the one misstep; ask, rather, whether we ever stepped anywhere rightly."









Abrogail Thrune II: "A thought, then. Suppose we are to -"

"Wait! I believe, on reflection, that I should say no more. I should not speak any of my plans or thoughts on the subject aloud. I have not already lost Hell's victory thereby, I think, but I cannot speak out loud of how victory is to be achieved and especiallynot while speaking with the Most High in a tower overlooking my city's sunset."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Is thatactually necessary.

As Aspexia cannot but admit the answer is that she doesn't know either, the Queen is, of course, right in her strategy.

"As you say. I did have one idea about that romantic tragedy, myself, but I suppose I can delay to have that discussion in a plainer chamber."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Wiser still would be for you to write it to me, and have it delivered not by your own person."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "No, I am too much looking forwards to seeing the look on your face. But it could be written down for you to read, if you think that will help."









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen looks more than slightly weary herself. "We should end this discussion here, then, on that ominous note."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia frowns. "Is there anything particularly dramatic I should do, in the way of departing -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "You're making it less dramatic with every word you speak. Justgo."









Aspexia Rugatonn: As her Infernal Majestrix wills, so it must be done, in the end. The Most High departs without further word.









Cayden Cailean: Just as planned.



Cayden Cailean doesn't know why Nethys insisted on Cayden thinking that to Himself, if this meeting went approximately according to any of Scenarios 1-4 for it. Cayden Cailean does not see how a private thought would have any further effect. And it did not, in fact, go precisely as planned. But it is not worth questioning Nethys about such a matter, else He starts going on about orthogonal angles and things that make you more real when they look at you and 'anthropics'.









Asmodia: Asmodia has ever needed to flirt before, she has needed to smile, she has needed to gasp in false pleasure. She has never received the slightest reward in return, nothing good has ever happened to her as a result, only a diminution of punishment.

Now here she is, smiling at Keltham, coming on to him far more blatantly than most of the other girls. And the other girls haven't actually been briefed on Asmodia's situation yet, there wasn't enough time before dinner. So their almost entirely masked expressions of confusion are priceless, each time she touches Keltham's hand and suggests in a low sultry voice that they go off to bed together, and lie there fully clothed reading books, and maybe in a year or two she'll find him attractive.

She's flirting with a man who can't have her tonight, who'll never have her at all, who knows he can't have her, who is smiling back at her because he doesn't know he can also never have her heart, or that she'll Teleport out of his life at the first possible moment; and she was promoted in her top-secret top-priority project, to effectively second-in-command almost, and placed in charge of an incredibly challenging and exciting game of deceiving him.

Her life is just like a romance novel, now.

Except that even if Asmodia fucks up she won't get tortured, and even if she fucks up completely she can suicide before getting tortured to death and hope that somebody is nice to her again within 100 years. Those aren't the way it would work in a romance novel at all, but both of those facts just make her life unambiguously better even if it wouldn't work as fiction.

Asmodia is right now having the time of her unfucking life, her defucked and unfuckable life. Keltham's Civilization has it exactly right about the message that it thinks proper to tell asexuals. Asmodia would change nothing about this situation if she could.









lintamande: "I feel like you're not having enough fun with this," says Yaisa. "If it were me with a dozen boys from another world desperately fighting for my attention I would say 'kiss my feet, slaves' and see who did it fastest."



"Not everyone shares your kinks, Yaisa. Maybe Keltham enjoys watching people come up with excessively complicated plans by which to try to win him, so he can judge whose plan is the cleverest."



"I mean, you can also say, 'kiss my feet and then go bring me back a real live kangaroo, first one back wins, slaves', and he's not even doing that."









Carissa Sevar: Was Carissa ever a teenage girl? She is pretty sure she wasn't.









Keltham: Apparently Keltham has never had a proper chance to be a teenage boy before.

He banters back as fast as he can think of witty replies, and if he can't, he only needs to wait another two seconds and somebody will deliver him a different prompt.

If he had to declare a winner on the basis of clever lines, it'd have to be Asmodia; but that's not all this contest is about, and Keltham does not quite feel like clothed bookreading tonight.

"I suppose I could make you all compete to solve math problems for it," Keltham says, grinning about as widely as he ever has in his life. "I mean, it's possible some of you might have other capabilities too, but that's the main capability I've seen so far from you all. Am I missing anything I'd find interesting?"

He... doesn'tthinkhe's going to be no longer okay for casual sex, as a result of falling in something with Carissa? He's currently looking forwards to selecting one of Ione, Meritxell, Peranza, or Tonia to schedule a nighttime rendezvous, at the end of all this; and Keltham expects that to go basically well, unless he stumbles over some weird new aspect of his own sexuality.



(Yaisa is the one to whom he feels most sexually attracted, in fact; but that would be a little um pending discussion with Carissa et. al. of what happens to, among other candidates, Yaisa.)



(He'll ask what a 'slave' is later, if he remembers; from context it's obviously something like 'masochist' or 'submissive'.)









lintamande: "You make us solve math problems all day," Yaisa says. "The romantic contest should be of a different nature. Or I suppose it could be something like strip-solving-math-problems. I'll lose, and Asmodia will win, but apparently that suits us both."

"You should really tell the site manager that our uniforms aren't sexy enough so they budget us new clothes," Tonia says.

"The site manager will say, 'ah, but perhaps the clothes will be Kuthite spies,'" says Meritxell, "and propose instead that we all go around naked."

"Well, you know, he has a point, have you checked if your clothes are Kuthite spies?"

"- clarification, clothes cannot actually be spies," says Meritxell helpfully to Keltham. And to Yaisa, "why, I check every morning, before I prepare spells. Don't you?"









Keltham: "Clothes can't be spies?" says Keltham to Meritxell. "That sounds like something a piece of clothing would want me to believe. Are you a piece of clothing? What happens when you are taken off?"









lintamande: "Why, I don't know! Many men have tried to take me off but none of them were clever enough, or dangerous enough, or dath ilani enough, so there's no way to know if it's even possible."









Keltham: "This would seem to imply that you are not only clothing, butmen's clothing, and yet you appear to me to be a woman,which wouldself-evidently make you aspy. Are your apparent clothes also spies?"









lintamande: "Well, you can't check if someone's clothes are spies while they're wearing them, which is why I check in the morning before getting dressed. So whether my clothes are spies is unknowable until someone manages to coax me out of them."









Keltham: "And what am I expected to do, after what sounds like a great deal of effort on my part, if beneath all of your clothing is, in fact, a man's shirt?"









lintamande: "Compose the world's most interesting urgent security breach report for the Grand High Priestess, obviously. 'The project has been infiltrated by a shirt pretending to be Meritxell. Two new projects should be spun up at once to research the violations of the laws of magic that this implies.'"









Keltham: "You have some strange notions of how to spend a fun evening. I thought you might suggest that, in this case, I might as well try wearing you, but if you'd rather file security breach reports..."









lintamande: "I told you, no man has ever succeeded in wearing me. What makes you think you're different?"









Keltham: "No man of Golarion has ever worn such a shirt as I wear even now. Also the last god who went against me ended up in a little box."









lintamande: "Then perhaps you could triumph where all before you have failed. Or perhaps when you turned your gaze from defeating gods to wearing me, you aimed too high even for a dath ilani."









Keltham: "Can't actually say no if you put itthat way. See you later in the evening? Just to be clear to everyone else, though, that isn't going to work on me twice."









lintamande: "Nothing will work on you twice," Yaisa says. "We'll have to get up to steadily more depraved things just to do something you haven't thought of, and in two months you'll only want squid, polymorphed into girls, whose eternal servitude you earned by slaying their squid Zon-Kuthon."









lintamande: Meritxell beams fiercely at Keltham. "See you later tonight."









Keltham: "See you later, Meritxell. Well, also see you imminently after dinnertime, if that time works for you and the other three."

"And Yaisa... welcome to Civilization."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 6 / Evening









Keltham: They've got something like a proper meeting / breakout room, now, for this conversation. Well, not by Civilized standards, obviously, but better than just grabbing a random not-especially-so-purposed room in an archduke's villa.

...Keltham probably owes that guy a favor at some point.

Anyways. It's pretty clear at this point that competence at learning Law has stratified into Carissa-Asmodia-Meritxell-Ione, Pilar-Gregoria-Peranza-Tonia, and Jacme-Pela-Paxti-Yaisa. The original contract for having the girls come in was for one week, as Keltham understands it.

So, um. Keltham isn't sure what's... expected, about Jacme-Pela-Paxti-Yaisa. On his model of things, the bottom third there will noticeably slow down further lecture learning, and probably not produce enough work output to make up for it. And if there's any ability to add additional people, they're opportunity-costly, they'd take up a limited number of student slots...

Okay, now that he's saying this out loud it's pretty obvious what the decision has to be, even though Keltham really doesn't like it. (And feels even worse about how he was just flirting with them while managing not to think through this line of thought to its clear conclusion, though Keltham doesn't say any of that out loud.)

How does Cheliax handle this situation? In Civilization in non-top-secret projects, you just let people go work on something they'll be better at. In Civilization's top-secret projects, everybody who goes through an elaborate screening process to receive classified info has been predicted by prediction market to work out. In either case, you had an explicit understanding with them before they came in about under what circumstances they'd go, but Keltham is kinda guessing that the reason this explicit understanding has not been mentioned to him is that it does not in fact exist.









Asmodia: This is a foundational question of how alterCheliax treats people in a way Keltham will accept, not of figuring out the consequences of deceptions already decided. Asmodia will assume it's Sevar's work unless Sevar tells her otherwise.









Carissa Sevar: "On a normal military secret project, you can get reassigned, if the project's not a good fit for you and you've maintained the level of top secret clearance you needed for it in the first place. If you accidentally wandered into something with clearance wildly above yours, and then aren't a good fit - honestly, the usual is probably that you go to Hell, at least until you no longer know anything top secret - like, in a year or two it'll likely be fine to let them go back to their lives. But - if you're going to be reluctant to drop unpromising students from the project for that reason, I don't see an issue with doing something else?"









Keltham: "I've actually got no idea how much of a hardship it would be considered to be to spend a couple of years in Hell, and I definitely wouldn't be asking that of somebody unless that part had been explicitly explained in advance. Given how long it took between when I got here and there were girls in the library, there must have been either a very standard contract or a very improvised one - does anybody have a copy on hand?"









Asmodia: As of slightly over an hour ago, yes, this obviously Ordinary-existent piece of physical evidence that Keltham could have demanded at any time in the past six days now exists; and Sevar thought through this section in advance.

"I brought mine," Asmodia says, and hands hers over. She doesn't allow the slightest trace of triumph to show on her face, even though, in her own opinion, this wouldn't have gotten done in time without her helping to prompt it. "I think you probably want section 5 point... 3?"



This contract does permit, in section 5.4.1, that if the contractee is exposed to sufficiently secret information and better options don't exist for hiding it, the Chelish government can demand that somebody go to Hell and stay there for up to 5 years as required. The 5 is written into a line for the exact number.









Keltham: He finds it soon enough.

"I'm not saying it's not logical, or even that it's not sensible, but this is still weirding me out a bit. Do people come back totally fine from that, staying in Hell that long doesn't make them less suited to Golarion? There's no probabilities, what did they think theprobability of this being invoked was, when they signed the contract..."

"This is frankly a much more extreme decision than I thought we'd be facing when we considered startup composition. I'm not sure I feel okay making it."









Carissa Sevar: "If you'd rather the girls get put in a different wing of the fortress being taught something tricky - ring forging - by a senior wizard, there so you can visit them and sleep with Yaisa occasionally, I don't think anyone would object. If that - lowers the barrier to you removing people from the project - it seems obviously worth it. You're allowed to be Evil and just do whatever is most comfortable for you."









Keltham: "Thank you for reminding me of that, it is not actually something you hear in Civilization very often."

"I'd like them to have that choice, yeah. Ideally some other choices too, even if it means calling in favors from Cheliax. It is not something I'd decide one way or the other for them." He notes that feeling of moral dissonance that he's had before, when Carissa talked about selling tickets to watch rats devouring each other. "And unless Yaisa has a very specific sexuality that somebody needs to inform me about if so, she isn't to be told that her ability to stay here is contingent on her fucking me, nor will it, in fact, be so."









Asmodia: Asmodia wishes again that she had some way of knowing if the Gardens of Erecura would also receive Paxti, if Paxti could somehow be advised that the Hell option is her best bet... how would she even communicate that, though, or have Paxti follow through, in a way that wouldn't set off twenty kinds of whatthefuck nearby?

Was that thought a stupid one? No, if someone somewhere cared about Asmodia, she's allowed to give a fuck about Paxti. Or the other three, too, though that thought seems stranger as yet.









Carissa Sevar: "Sure, that seems reasonable. You have a lot of latitude; give them some choices. If the choices are good it'll also probably help with other students not being scared of failing out of the project, which I bet you'll tell me is useful for learning dath ilanism. And no, I don't think you should keep Yaisa here conditionally, I just think she's obviously into you. ...and I may have, at risk of becoming a too-Good person with a too big headband, asked the High Priestess if she happened to know which other girls like getting hurt, because ...."









Carissa Sevar: "...because I feel like it's my fault, for having trouble relaxing, that you feel like - maybe that's a Conspiracy, that maybe no one anywhere actually likes being hurt, and if you have a nice uncomplicated time with someone who you cantellisloving itthen you'll. Uh. Move your probabilities specifically on the question of whether we made up masochists. But I have been warned against being a too-Good person with a too-big headband so I'll cut it out."









Keltham: "Carissa, I deeply appreciate your efforts in this regard, may follow up on this later, and would right now like to follow the dath ilani best practice of just completely not talking about this in the context of who stays employed by the project. As in, we don't talk about this at all, until after everything has been settled, and this meeting has been adjourned, without that having ever been a consideration."

"If you think that's an absolutely terrible way to approach this issue, I'm open to having an extended meta-level digression about whether I'm being overly Good here or just Lawful, though I'd want to free Ione, Asmodia, or Meritxell to sit that one out if they wanted."









Carissa Sevar: "Nope I think that's a good plan, let's make project decisions entirely off one of who is good for the project or what is good for your own personal ability to make project decisions without feeling guilty. Which, it sounds like, is coming up with a bunch of appealing options for the girls and letting them pick one, and surveying the remaining girls to make sure that the options sound appealing enough that they're not scared of being fired?"









Keltham: "Yeah. I would have expected a compensation clause in the original contract, actually, if people were going in for a week that carried with it a significant chance of some very large consequence for them of spending the next 5 years in top secret info lockdown, for which they wouldn't otherwise be paid an excess wage... is that already in here?"

The cleric of Abadar attempts to flip through the Asmodean-written contract looking to see if a clause like that already exists. Does it?









lintamande: It says compensation is 300gp for one week's time, to be renegotiated after one week, and to at no point be less than their standard military pay if they'd been deployed as planned.









Keltham: Right. Their actual alternative wasn't being computer programmers, it was that they were otherwise heading to the Worldwound. Most top-secret sequestration conditions are probably nicer than that, aren't they, so long as living conditions go.

It is sometimes hard to remember how Golarion works, and casting an illusion of Civilization drawn from his own mind didn't help with his sense of reality.

He hasn't actually said tsi-imbi(*) at any point, now that he thinks of it. Kind of pointless now. Still, universalizable rules. He'll do it next time he's alone.


(*) Said by dath ilani when they think 'this seems impossible, I might be insane', and the people around them should get them to a psychiatric institution if they don't seem to be correctly checksumming immediate reality. An emergency signal; never said as a joke.









Keltham: "All right. Then I think we take that as our baseline option to potentially improve upon later, though I'll want to check what the actual options being offered to them are and whether I feel a need, or just want, I guess, to call in further favor from Cheliax to improve them."

Wow does that still feel awful. Well, everyone warns about that, and everyone is apparently right, go figure.

"That leaves the question of what kind of contracts we see for the eight who stay. In dath ilan, people in this kind of position would usually be offered some of their compensation in the form of an expected share of future profits, and this is something that we have to negotiate with actual Cheliax at some point, but at least in dath ilan, that agreement would be produced by us collectively negotiating with Cheliax, especially you four because you're the ones who seem relatively irreplaceable."

"Actually, now that I think about it, Pilar is not exactly all that replaceable? She should arguably have something like a tier-one-and-half status, based on a suspicion of greater-than-first-apparent impacts of divine interventions; a status that gets promoted to tier one if Pilar turns out to be way more important than just saving my temporary life once and having snacks."

"Anyways, I'm still waiting on Cheliax to offer me a first-run contractual relationship between Project Lawful's employees and Cheliax, where I'm not quite sure why they don't have one, yet. Except that my guess is that they want more than a week worth of data to make up their minds, and the trouble there is that I don't feel it's particularly prudent to, like, work on metallurgy or roadbuilding for a month without any contract. We could potentially have a crude contract for the first research that gets done, with intent to renegotiate it after seeing how early results play out, but I do wantany contract. And -"

"What I'm getting at here is that I can successfully sit down in a room with you and figure out whatyou think Project Lawful wants from Cheliax, or what you want, which is more than I've been successfully able to do with Cheliax itself. Except for one person who didn't seem empowered to do binding negotiations, and who I think isn't back from Hell yet after the Nidal assault."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I have even less authority than that, but we can at least try something, and send someone down to the site manager's office in case there's a contract ready and waiting for you." There is. She very firmly told the people writing it not to get caught doing anything tricky but she half expects Keltham to object even to a bunch of things that weren't intentional tricks. "And personally I'm delighted about some share of future project revenues, once we all have headbands which aren't even bottlenecked on money, money later's about as good as money now for me...." She wants to not sound too rehearsed, because in alterCheliax she wouldn't have an inbuilt instinct that contracts will destroy you if you don't have a specific plan for avoiding that.









dath ilan: Don't worry, Cheliax. Keltham is aprogrammer.*

He may not yet have an intuition for everybody being out to burn him all of the time, but he sure does have an intuition for asking "Well, what if this measurement here was broken and returned negative a trillion gold pieces?" If you try to make sure you can't be screwed over in a contract by malicious gods, you'll catch a lot of human malice along the way.



(*) A dath ilani concept essentially untranslatable to Taldane in its connotations and origins; the two-syllable word 'programmer' has an expanded six-syllable form that reads creator-of-raw-causality, where 'creator' in turn implies 'one who accepts responsibility for all consequences of creation whether intended or not' (the same word that appears in expanded 'parent' as 'creator-of-sapient-life') and 'raw-causality' means 'raw math, close to the bare bones of reality'. The nearest Taldane translation is in fact 'creator-god' if creator-gods worked to a much smaller scale.









Keltham: Keltham shall endeavor to send to see if a proposed contract has conveniently arrived, then. He sort of assumed he'd be told if it had, but then, that was sort of a stupid assumption.

While they wait for that, he'll take a quick run at explaining equity, options, vesting, fixed and event-dependent components of compensation, the interest of individual employees in reducing variance on core income even at some cost in expected money because of their logarithmic utility functions over money, the standard internally-expected-return-on-marginal-capital formula that determines where a company places its standing limit buy and sell orders for its own stock into the general market at any given time, and other basics that shouldn't be too hard for the Project's better mathematicians, right.









lintamande: It would have been kind of nice to know this stuff before selling her soul except Meritxell doesn't even think she knows this stuff now that she's been told it.









Carissa Sevar: "I assume devils know all this stuff already but if they haven't gotten this complicated they're going to love you so much."









Keltham: ...this is not 'complicated'. Those are the straightforward automatic consequences of the structure of corporations with divisible financialized ownership of uncertain future incomes, made out of their internal contractual relationships with employees who have standardly human-shaped incentives.

What does Cheliax do instead.









Carissa Sevar: "....uh, you tell people 'I'll give you a silver a day if you show up for work' and then on days when they show up they get a silver. Unless they aren't worth it in which case you tell them to stop showing up."









Keltham: Does Cheliax by any chance not have - pieces of companies getting sold around between people who own those pieces of companies? Does Cheliax by any chancenot have companies, just people paying other people to do things?









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think I understand what a company is as distinct from - my father owns a lot of ships, and hires people to send them places to get cargo?"









Keltham: Keltham is now RECALCULATING SEVERAL IMPORTANT PARAMETERS OF LOCAL REALITY. Please HOLD.









lintamande: While he does that, some people bring the proposed contract! It's still a draft with several peoples' comments written on it, but maybe it'll still be useful to him.



(It being a draft is one of several ways Cheliax is protecting itself against Keltham finding the contract suspicious.)


The contract proposes a Kelthamishly fair division of the gains from trade that the Crown captures through its normal mechanisms of taxation, which are that taxes are collected by local governance and the bulk passed on to higher levels of governance. It proposes measuring this a couple of different ways and using the middle measurement, and referring disputes to Hell for arbitration. It can be paid out in Cheliax's fiat currency, backed by Hell, or in gold if they have enough gold. It predicts that Cheliax would learn all these things a year later, if Keltham did this work elsewhere, and does not want Cheliax worse off for being the place where Keltham did it, so the fair division (in the contract's reckoning) decreases substantially over time.









Keltham: ...they are probably not trying to cheat him, because if so they wouldhave tried to carefully argue him around to this viewpoint before just dumping it on him.

Okay, so, first of all, this seems to be based on a model where, it's implied, no country can protect intellectual property, like at all, and countries just rip each other off about it without any attempt to pay patentgratuities on anything. And that there's no such meaningful thing as a trade secret, human capital, it beinghard for other corporations to just completely copy everything you do -

So maybe Keltham is just misunderstanding how things work around here, but, what if they used other countries' observed abilities to copy Cheliax while this starts happening, as a proxy for Cheliax's counterfactual abilities to copy other countries, maybe very moderately discounted if somebody feels strongly about Cheliax actually being better at copying or at keeping trade secrets and that mattering to fairness? There's an obvious-seeming formula which uses their excess GDP growth to discount Cheliax's excess GDP growth, modulo above-trend exports of Cheliax to those countries under an assumption that the export prices capture around half the gains from trade i.e. those countries getting richer by trading with Cheliax... actually, no, that shouldn't be discounted because Cheliax would experience similar gains if Keltham set up elsewhere, never mind.

Point being, Keltham is maybe just wrong here, but also suspects that Cheliax underestimates the degree to which Cheliax will become richer than other countries if those other countries try to get away with ripping off the Project and paying nothing on the intellectual property they try to steal. This part can potentially be settled by writing some observable proxies into the contract rather than arguing it out in advance, at the expense of contract complexity.

The tax system isconfusing and Keltham is simply failing to parse it. Cheliax is actually made up of a bunch of other countries with their own separate economies and tax systems?

How does a world invent fiat currency before it inventsstock markets, that's insane. Who would try to hold that much currency, currency is not an investment.

Nobody has attachedany reasonable bounds onany of the variables referenced in this contract-code, there's no mention that taxes from some subregion can't be returned as negative a trillion gold pieces and cause the Project to owe Cheliax five entire copies of Golarion, there's no minimum gold amount that Cheliax definitely thinks it has available in the way of gold...









Carissa Sevar: "The using other countries' observed ability to copy Cheliax thing seems like a good idea. Have we...at no point gotten around to trying to explain what the nobility are. I guess we haven't while I was in the room."









Keltham: This has in fact not occurred.

What new Golarion Doomfact now awaits poor Keltham?









Carissa Sevar: "So I don't know tons of history, but, stylized, you've got a bunch of farmers, and they get periodically raided by bandits and wild animals. So whichever farmer is the best at fighting bandits and wild animals collects protection money from all the others, and gets even better at fighting bandits and wild animals, and eventually they own a bunch of land on which other people work, and they protect that land from bandits and wild animals, and they're much richer than the people who work the land. Now, say there's a dragon. They can't handle a dragon! Or say that the neighboring person of similar standing tries to invade and kill them and take their stuff. They'd really like to have alliances with other landowner-defenders. Some of those alliances will be on equal terms - I defend you, you defend me - and some will be on terms of - you swear to commit your forces where I command it, when I command it, and in exchange I'll extend my protection to you. And in most places, you build up layers of this. A small landowner-defender is a Baron, and a Count is a landowner-defender who has Barons pledged to him, and a Duke is a landowner-defender that has Counts pledged to him, and the Archduke of Sirmium whose summer villa we borrowed is one of the Dukes who duchy is particularly big and powerful and important, and Dukes pledge to the Queen.

And the way taxation happens is the barons get the grain from the farmers who work the land and they pass some on up."









Keltham: Where does suggesting areorganization of Cheliax fall in the category of Things One Doesn't Speak About Around Here?









Carissa Sevar: "I wouldn't say it to the face of any people who might lose all their stuff in the reorganization, and it has the same terrible track record when tried as overthrowing the government does, but none of us are going to feel vaguely terrified if you declare that actually there's some clever way to just see the Queen's will done everywhere."









Keltham: Kelthamknows that he explained this part already, because Keltham wasthere, the point of reorganizing is not that people lose their stuff, you're supposed to trade around the jellychips in a way that leaves everybody better off. This system soundsludicrously inefficient and if it was reorganized there would begains to the whole system that could then bedistributed.

Is it possibly the case that nobody in Golarion ever suggests anything like this?









Carissa Sevar: ".....I don't know that anyone has suggested specifically a reorganization that leaves all current nobles better off, because if you're not making the world ludicrously wealthier it'd be really really hard to offer them a deal anywhere near as good as the one they have now."









Keltham: "That's - got literally nothing to do, with how well off they are now, if the system is a million gold pieces wealthier than it was in total before, you've got a million gold pieces to pay people above what they previously had, what prevents a reorganization like that are friction costs where moving things around is very expensive -"


"But we're not actually going to fix it. Fine. How does the Projectdeal with this monstrosity? Are the dukes not going to respect the intellectual property of Cheliax, are the counts not going to respect the intellectual property of dukes, am I actually dealing with only a tiny fraction of twenty million people constituting only the top ranks of Governance who have any unity with which to negotiate with me? I guess if the people who can negotiate with me are the most powerful spellcasters and have most of the money, that still counts for something, for certain terms and definitions of something."









Carissa Sevar: "No, they'll all respect a deal the Queen makes, and enforce it in their own jurisdictions, and they'll mostly respect each others' separate deals on top of that if we make any of those."









Keltham: "But there's no centralized measurements of how well the whole economy is doing, it sounds like. Cheliax literally does not know its GDP and has no way of finding out. All it has are the amount of taxes it collects from the subhierarchy, and whatever verification structures must exist in order to verify how much the taxes - does the system have any way of knowing whether a Baron is just lying about how much tax they extracted from the people underneath, or is it all trust-based? Trust-based doesn't sound like it should work in Golarion, and wouldn't even be tried in Civilization."









Carissa Sevar: "I think they check some random selection and punish the cheats such that it's not worth cheating, but I don't know the details."









lintamande: It's always worth cheating; it's never worth gettingcaught.









Keltham: "And all of this entire system is not based on fair division of mutual gains from moving to coordinated arrangements that make everyone better off; it is at least partially enforced at every level by threats that wouldn't counterfactually be made except for the threatened agent's predicted tendency to give in to threats; meaning everybody at every level of the structure has various reasons not to like the current arrangement and to find it easy to imagine how they could do better; but they're terrible at coordinating and have high friction costs and expected destructive losses from trying to change anything because lots of the destructive threats would start firing; to the point where it's proverbial that everybody overestimates the gains and underestimates the losses from trying to change anything and people shouldn't even talk about trying that."









Carissa Sevar: "You can change some things. Just not try to overthrow the whole system at once."









lintamande: "I'm not sure the thing you're saying about threats is true?" says Meritxell. "So, say I'm a count. And I refuse to pay my taxes. The Duke I'm supposed to pay them to would rather have a Count who does pay taxes, so he'll kill me and replace me. He's not doing thatto threaten me,he's doing it because he wants a count who pays taxes. To the extent that I refuse to respond to threats made only to keep me in line, like a god, I should still pay my taxes, because the killing and replacing me isn't done to keep me in line, it's done to have a taxpaying subordinate."









Keltham: "I agree that this is a correct view from the perspective of a single Count imagining their own decisions to be uncorrelated with any other Counts' decisions; with all of the other Counts, of course, thinking exactly the same thing for exactly the same reasons and so arriving at exactly the same decision."









Ione Sala: "Are you thinking something along the lines of - if you introduce more Lawfulness into this system, it explodes, so we'd be on some sort of time limit there?"









Keltham: "I had been questioning whether or not to say that out loud. But yes, that is among the things I was thinking. In particular, you'd have to master the art of reorganizing the system and distributing the gains in such a way as to make everyone better off, yes, including the people who are currently doing pretty well, before the system actually just explodes."









Carissa Sevar: "I predict that actually we can't get 90% of Cheliax Lawful in the dath ilani sense, likely can't even get 10% to be, and therefore there is a very large supply of Counts who will pay their taxes for dukes to replace all the dath ilani with, and therefore all the dath ilani are stuck. But noted."









Keltham: "Out of curiosity, why is the Nethysian the one who -"









Ione Sala: "Nethys is also said to be the god of explosions."

If somebody actually got Ione a real book on Nethysian theology and swore to her that it was untampered, Ione could make sure that she was not committing heresy that would potentially get her soul destroyed by Nethys each time she tries to help prevent something in Cheliax from metaphorically exploding. This would help her cooperate with Cheliax.


(As Ione has not yet delved very far into Probability, it will not occur to her nor to any listening Security that failure to deliver such a book is then also updatable evidence.)









Keltham: "Curious as to whether you can pinpoint the flaw in Carissa's argument for why the system won't explode."









Ione Sala: "Uhhhmm. Not seeing it actually. Unless it's something like - the dath ilani Counts end up too powerful from being dath ilani, and Dukes who try to replace them, if they succeed, will just find their duchies fading away in the new Cheliax."









Keltham: "It's a short-term view. Can't get 10% of Cheliax that Lawful in five years? Sure. Can't get Cheliax that Lawful when the average innate intelligence has risen to 14 and spellsilver mining has been scaled to mass-produce +6 headbands? Kind of a different story. Civilization does not run on being like this."

"Unless you still think I'm wrong about that, Carissa?"









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, sure, I agree with that, but by the time we have all that we can just pay people to move to an equilibrium that's better for everyone, and I don't think it'll explodebeforeyou get the headbands."









Ione Sala: "Everything explodes eventually takaral, and life is just the thing that happens before the explosion."









Keltham: "Remind me to ask later if I'm on an eventual time limit for evacuating this universe, my last universe had similar issues. Though that was more an issue of freezing over some very large number of years later, and the Keepers basically told everyone not to worry about it for now."

"Anyways. Let me think on what to do about Cheliax not being able to measure its own GDP."









Keltham: It would be nice to conclude they're just lying in order to cheat him out of a fair share of the gains.

But of course, if they were going to do that, they could just not pay him after signing the contract, instead of presenting him with an overtly weird contract he might refuse to sign. Sure, he could ask them to swear an oath about it, but in most of that possible-world's probability-density, the story about oaths being Abaddon-enforced is fake anyways.

...Keltham doesn't know what to do here.

Well, no, he knows this trope, it means he is in a Trade With Aliens story after all. The Aliens have a legible unit of account matching their medium of exchange which readily translates into unskilled-labor-hours, the Aliens can negotiate market prices on things to balance supply and demand,but the Aliens have no idea how large their economy is and can't measure its growth trend, let alone detect the growth going above-trend, so how do you capture a fair share of the gains from trading knowledge to them.

"It sounds," Keltham says aloud, "like the central problem of this contract is notdividing the gains butmeasuring them. Out of dath ilan there are proverbs about how, once you have identified the important part of the problem, you should make sure to stop, step back, and deliberately focus on solving that part of the problem."

"I suspect that what I have to do is sit down with Governance experts on the local economy and its measurement and hash out the part of this contract that is actually the critical part and actually important. And before then I should design an interim contract intended to be replaced by a future one, so that we could potentially get started on roads or metallurgy or automatic clothmaking."









Carissa Sevar: Well, it could've gone much worse.









Keltham: "Right, so, I think the things that need to happen are... finally actually talk to the site manager so I can get a concept of the site budget and get some fraction of that budget available to meas a budget to do things like pay the Project's employees, and I can't enforceably offer them real equity or options until Cheliax can recognize the existence of Golarion's first real corporate structures... well, I could give them shares of future income that they're allowed to resell and ignore all concepts of corporate governance for now."

"I know what Civilization thinks is a reasonable equity distribution and vesting schedule in a case where you have one supergenius plus a bunch of more replaceable cofounders and employees, and it does not exactly sound like anybody knows enough to contradict me about that."

"I propose that everyone around the table except me separately, and without checking with each other, but with attribution, write down what they think would be a fair nonvolatile portion of wages for each of the eight Project members to be retained, including themselves, but not me. I'd try it myself except for the part where I just have no idea at all what anybody gets paid around Golarion."









Asmodia: Urgent notice to Security: Don't give any of us any information about what the others are thinking, we do not know how to make collaborative results look exactly the same to Keltham as if we'd come up with them separately.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa writes down that as a fourth circle wizard and a much better than average arms and armor enchanter she could make 100gp a week in salary selling scries and doing magic item commissions, while the second and third circle wizards would be making more like 10gp/week. She's not sure if this matters for what a fair wage is, but it seems weird if her value add here is smaller than her value add making keen speed longswords.



She thinks that if the project budget is large enough that 100gp/week/researcher is in budget, then it is probably still a significant underestimate of their value created and is enough money for them to get whatever they want as a practical matter. If the project budget is smaller it should probably be 10gp/week but this would definitely be the researchers or at least Carissa accepting much less than she could make elsewhere for the potential for larger future gains.









lintamande: The other proposals are for less money, between 5 and 20gp/week, possibly because they're not produced by fourth circle wizards who could be very rich independently.









Keltham: Well, he's got enough info here to go see whether anything can be accomplished by talking to the site manager. Did Carissa want to be with him for that? It's not obvious that Ione/Asmodia/Meritxell need to stick around for that, they are free to depart if they so will.

(It's not clear that, besides Asmodia having her contract on hand, those three really needed to be here either. This whole conversation didn't end up going the way it would in Civilization, what with, say, equity not really existing. But Keltham would've felt odd if the tier-1 first-employee-semifounders hadn't been called in by the tier-0 superfounder for at least this much consultation.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa found the absence of Ione calling her stupid to be informative, and she bets they appreciated being looped in. Off to the site manager's office, then.









Ferrer Maillol: Site Manager Ferrer Maillol is a grandfather-aged man who looks visibly harried. Keltham and Carissa are ushered in past his outer office right away, but even Keltham has to wait a moment while Maillol finishes talking to somebody and hands them a signed piece of paper that they then rush off with.

He nonetheless manages something like a half-grin as he rises from behind his desk to give Keltham a brief bow before reseating himself.

"Keltham," he says, his voice warm if tired. "I'll be frank, I expected you to storm into this office a lot earlier, and I'm glad it could wait this long. If you think the situation you hear about now is a horrible chaotic mess, it was worse yesterday and only slightly better just before the Nidal attack."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is aware that Ferrar Maillol, if he's noticed that she likes him quite a lot, would think this contemptible, but she does. He has such good Bluff of a very different flavor from everyone else she interacts with regularly. And he was at the Worldwound like a sensible person, not in Egorian which she increasingly suspects is poisonous to sense.









Keltham: "Good to see we're being frank here. I admit, I'd been wondering if there was a reason the actual site management was being hidden from me."









Ferrer Maillol: "First couple of days, I was more or less hiding from you, yes. There was a vast amount of chaos to order, after this project had to be established completely from scratch at Asmodeus's will with no existing command hierarchy responsible for originating it. We had several different - factions in Governance, I suppose you could term them - trying to grab control of what they saw as a potential source of future influence and funding. It took direct intervention from both the Queen and the Grand High Priestess to make that even mostly not happen. I wasn't just busy, I was entirely unsure of what sort of person you were and what would happen if youdid storm into my office, ask strange questions, develop some very alien picture of what was going on, and start trying to make your own moves or demands inside a frankly volatile situation."

"Then, of course, Nidal attacked, and three-quarters of the government went off to fight."

"I'm still not caught up on transcripts and reports and I'm not sure I ever will be, at this rate. But it sounds like you've had some long conversations about Golarion, and what I'm saying now should not be so absolutely strange to you as it would have been on day one. Dare I so hope?"









Keltham: "Again, keeping it frank, my reaction is that you're considerably underestimating how well I would have taken on day one to being told that I did not understand what was really going on, and that it would have been a bad idea for me to interfere in something. But I will concede that this, itself, was something you had no way of knowing, if your" prior "mental image before the evidence was something more like a random Intelligence 18 person from Golarion."









Ferrer Maillol: "Maybe a year later when you're much more used to things, we'll get together on the Project anniversary and laugh about what might've happened if Keltham had come into this office on day one, and heard what was going on, and decided that it was very reasonable to ask to speak himself with some of those ambitious bureaucrats that the Queen and Grand High Priestess were trying to gently shoo away. Or perhaps we'll have a laugh about how they couldn't possibly have managed to confuse you, even then."









Keltham: "I think it's more that you're underestimating the degree to which, if you'd told me I was about to cause a disaster, and Carissa nodded along and said yes that sure sounded like a disaster to her too, I would have exercised my vast capacities of inaction and just not done that thing. Civilization is made out of both negative and positive spaces, its shape is as much what it doesn't do as what it does. But, fine, you had no way of knowing."

"I admit that even on day six - letting my Worldwound arrival in the evening be day zero - I am still dismayed to hear about the actual hierarchical structure of Chelish mini-governments, as I did only a few moments ago. And more dismayed to hear now, that the job of a project manager in Golarion includes managing not just the people under the project, but the people above the project having fights about it."









Ferrer Maillol: "You don't have that in dath ilan," Maillol says. He lets some of his real shock into his voice; it can be a bad habit to adopt, but if you do have the relevant skills not to overuse it, there's no point in faking an emotion when the real emotion is ready to hand.









Keltham: "Not more than momentarily in any healthy organization. It would require that something go very visibly wrong, in a way that would cause the one person responsible for having that not happen to notice using their organizational eyes, and they'd come in and rearrange things using their organizational hands."









Ferrer Maillol: "So I've been at this a while, which you might guess, they wouldn't have put somebody inexperienced on this, divine vision or not. I've been running projects, smaller ones admittedly, since seventeen years before our Queen took power in Asmodeus's name fifteen years ago."

"If someday you worry that you're feeling too cheerful, or just that it's way too easy for you to fall asleep at night, come into my office and I'll tell you about what project management was like in Cheliax before."









Keltham: "Oh, so you are the priest from the Worldwound, then, the one I originally asked to pray to Asmodeus. I was wondering if that was real or if I just hadn't seen any other grandfather-'gendertroped' people since then and couldn't tell the difference."

"Clerics of Asmodeus were project managers even before Asmodeus and the current Queen took over?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Better than having your project managed by someone who'snot a priest of Asmodeus."

"I stayed out of the revolution, of course. Don't think I need to explain toyou why I had to stay neutral."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa isn't actually sure she understands why. Is it the Lawful thing to do? Maybe if you're committed on another project?









Keltham: "I think it's obvious, but why trust what you can verify: If clerics of Asmodeus worked against employer interests to help Asmodeus take over countries, nobody would hire them."









Ferrer Maillol: "Yep."

If you manage a Worldwound installation, you have met clerics of Abadar.









Keltham: "I am frankly, not totally happy with things having gone the way they did. I suspect I'll estimate later that there are processes I could've set in motion a few days earlier if you'd risked a conversation, as would in fact have been safe. But, you didn't know, so fine."

"So. Basic questions. Who's your own manager and what's their role in Chelish Governance, what's the further line of reporting to the Queen or the Grand High Priestess or whichever of the two is slightly more in charge, what's this project's budget and what's the, series of concentric enclosing budgets above that up to Governance's budget."

"For that matter, what is Governance's budget?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Don't panic."

"Nobody knows."









Keltham: "Whyexactly should I not panic?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Because it won't actually help."









Keltham: "Very sensible."









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol can giverough guesses for various quantities, and does.

By far the largest expense on Project Lawful so far would've been Raise Dead on the Security killed in the Nidal assault, at 5000gp per Raise. But that doesn't actually get paid by Project Lawful, it gets paid by the part of the government that Raises people.

De facto, the largest recurring expense on Project Lawful is by far the senior wizards making up Security. They'll run around 500gp/week apiece, and while it's not considered good practice for anyone including Maillol to know exactly how many Security there are, there'd be more than six and less than thirty.That doesn't get paid out of Project Lawful's budget proper, it's a military expenditure by the branch of the military that got authorized by Governance to post Security here; after taking into account considerations that included a request, and payment, by Broom's faction, for there to be better protection here.

Theactual Project Lawful, be it clear, has notyet at this point been assigned that kind of money flow. In part, because Maillol hasn't requested that kind of money flow apart from particular expenses, because it would have weakened his negotiating and political combat position in trying to keep lines of Governance above relatively simple and clear and prevent anybody else from swallowing Project Lawful; which, to be clear, the Queen could prevent, if it came to that, but only by expending her own political capital, which wouldn't be a good career move for Maillol himself unless there was a reason.

Things are now abitclearer, but not to the point that somebody from dath ilan should get their hopes up.









Keltham: Keltham heard an estimate on 100gp for a fourth-circle wizard's per-seven-days earning potential; from there to 500gp for fifth-circle wizards seems like quite a jump.









Ferrer Maillol: 
Why he jumps onthat part... well, it's a true-in-Taldor fact so perfectly safe so far as Maillol knows.

"5th-circle is when you become able to Teleport, which is massively more in demand than most things someone can do at 4th-circle. Also, I'm guessing it was Sevar who told you the figure of 100gp/week for her own earnings; she's right, but most 4th-circle wizards wouldn't make that. Not every 5th-circle wizard is qualified to be Security either."









Keltham: Right then.

Does it happen to be true at all, that Cheliax has a concept of the standard cost of a high-potential young researcher exceptionally good at math?









Ferrer Maillol: Nope.









Keltham: Also right then. Keltham is thinking of retaining eight out of the current twelve job candidates past their first contracted week. He'll need to talk options for the remaining four compatible with Governance security considerations, and make sure those options are good enough.

Keltham is pretty sure that Asmodia, Meritxell, and Ione all now have expected value to Chelish Governance exceeding that of a 5th-circle Security wizard, but for purposes of aligning incentives, Keltham intends to offer them most of their real compensation in the form of small shares of future Project Lawful income, which is considered the very standard best practice of Civilization. His plan is 200gp/week for the three, plus a 10,000gp bonus for Ione in respect for her special, hazardous, possibly long-term damaging, and highly useful service in delivering advance warning on the Nidal assault and maybe actually timing that assault so Keltham would be safer. Carissa gets 300gp/week in respect of her status as being something like Keltham's de facto ops officer or second-in-command.

Pilar, Peranza, Tonia, and Gregoria aren't obviously going to end up irreplaceably valuable, but are still in the running for being less brilliant researchers, or maybe brilliant ones if the intelligence headbands ever come through and are any good. 100gp/week for each of them except Pilar. Pilar gets 150gp/week in token of her higher-than-obvious expected value and a future promotion if it turns out that Cayden Cailean has more in mind than snacks, and Pilar should also get 1000gp for taking a sword in place of Keltham, which would not obviously have been a terrible thing if it had happened, but key word 'obviously'.

Keltham realizes that no actual agreement has been reached on how Chelish funding of the Project will be compensated. Keltham will compose a suggested interim compact on what counts as Project revenue, pending some more difficult working-out of the basic question of how to measure the Project's benefit to Cheliax (including the counterfactual on Keltham having started elsewhere instead), and fire that back as a suggestion. But people do need their nonvolatile portion of their salaries in the meanwhile; possibly they wouldn't starve if unpaid, but it is considered a core good practice in Civilization that if you can't pay basic salaries it's time to shut down the company.

Keltham's current plan is to request 500gp/week nominal salary for now, but with the understanding that Keltham might come back and ask for an increase if it turns out that there are magic items he can't get on a Governance budget and that would substantially increase his own effectiveness. If it's a better look if Keltham gets 100gp/week instead, he's potentially open to that for now or to start, since he doesn't currently know how he'd actually spend the money on much.

No other project members have particularly expressed agreement with any of these offers, and the four core members, in Keltham's view, would have considerable leverage over him to demand higher nonvolatile incomes, though Keltham would in that case reduce their share of future Project income. Keltham is nonetheless interested in hearing if these budget quantities sound feasible.









Carissa Sevar: She wishes she weren't lying to him.



It's a stupid thing to wish; if he were actually just Evil this project would be going much better but much worse for Carissa in particular.



But it'd be nice, to be standing here in Maillol's room on the same side.



Also, that's a lot of money! She'll be able to make so many magic items with which to corrupt and ensnare Keltham which she can credibly claim is within the budget he negotiated for her.









Ferrer Maillol: Sevar, orders? It's within our actual budget capacity but maybe you want him less capable or the researchers hungrier or just to not have it look like he gets everything without negotiating.









Carissa Sevar: She thinks they should go ahead. The researchers now know that they were forced to sell their souls for much less than they're selling for in Dis; a lot of gold is the right start towards convincing them they're still coming out ahead. And Keltham's more sensitive to being cheated about money than to being cheated in other ways. Probably it should be a strain for alter Cheliax, though, so future requests can be denied.



She does not want Sala to have that much money to play with. Perhaps such a large sum can't be gotten all at once.



They can discuss the other girls later.









Ferrer Maillol: "I'll look into available options for the four leaving the Project, and get back to you shortly."

"10,000gp to Ione would be politically difficult to swing, for now. Yes, she saved us more than two Raise Deads, it's still politically difficult. Easier to give her a higher salary for the moment."

"For the rest, it'll burn some political capital and reduce our future room for maneuver, but I can make it happen. You okay with that?"









Keltham: "I'll ask Ione if she's okay with being at 400gp/week to reflect her special services, though with the understanding that she's still below Carissa on the organizational chart."

"I don't suppose that there'd possibly be any legible answer, if I asked for a quantitative estimate of how much political capital it burns, as a fraction of all we've got? Or how fast I can regenerate that political capital by teaching more useful things similar to those already taught? Or how much better it is if the salaries all go down by 25%?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Sorry. Best I can give you is that knocking 25% off all the salaries would probably not really help much."

"Not saying it's the wrong decision, I think it's the right decision if you want my opinion on it, just letting you know the costs. And that a similar recurring expense getting added next week, wouldn't be a good look absent something exciting to show along the way."









Keltham: "Well, let's do it then. And to return to a previous question, your own boss and the line of reporting from there?"









Ferrer Maillol: "In principle, my current boss is High Priestess Jacint Subirachs, who is not usually a manager and is more of a 7th-circle cleric with a peacetime specialty in... actually, you just ask her if you want to know what she usually does. Subirachs can be the 7th-circle firepower on the premises, but without her belonging to the military or any of the other factions that would love to absorb us even though they scarcely have any idea what we do; meaning that none of those factions were offended by another faction getting the prize when it was announced I would temporarily be reporting to her after the Nidal attack. Subirachs reports directly to the Grand High Priestess. She is not, in fact, managing anyone or anything besides me, except as directed in cases like her monitoring Sevar for the last few days."

"Project Lawful is in principle a Church-managed project because of the Asmodeus intervention, hence the ultimate report to the Grand High Priestess on paper. Its budget however is coming out of the Queen's side of things, and if the Queen gave me or Subirachs an order we'd obey. The Queen could in principle fund it from her privy purse but she'd rather not and I'd rather not ask. So your budget request for salaries is going to be submitted to a special projects office general enough that it could reasonably claim the credit - inside Governance internal politics, not with the Queen who knows better - for cheaper roads or hotter forges or several of the other things you've talked about, whose director knows me personally and who the Queen had a personal chat with and which will then be backed for a correspondingly higher budget within Governance."

"Anything relating to Security ignores all this and heads off into a bizarre tangle which, from your perspective, acts like a spun coin that is also insane. I do expect them to do a good job of not letting you get kidnapped."

"On the whole, this is a stunningly clear situation for a project like this one to end up in, and you should thank me for maneuvering to keep things so incredibly simple and straightforward. I hope we can keep it."









Keltham: "Thank you for your valuable work in keeping this situation so amazingly clear and straightforward. I was, in fact, able to understand all that, and that's better than I expected walking in."









Ferrer Maillol: "Low expectations are the key here. Keep 'em low and you'll stay happy."









Keltham: "Civilization has a similar proverb. It is however about accurate expectations. Our version of the proverb is objectively better and I'm not going to make like it's not."









Ferrer Maillol: Was that a threat? It doesn't seem like that should be a threat? If it's not a threat Maillol does not quite know what it is.

"Sorry for asking, but, I don't suppose we're done here? For now."









Keltham: "Done for now. I'll go back and talk to my researchers and send you a message when requested salaries finalize."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa leaves with him. She looks as disconcerted as alter-Carissa would be. "The Worldwound isn't run like that! There's a very clear command structure!"









Keltham: "I'm mostly guessing that reflects a decision to allocate more competent people to the Worldwound, thereby leaving fewer to run the rest of Cheliax, and not that people actually become more competent managers when fighting demons. But it's an important question because it determines whether the rest of Cheliax would get saner or crazier if we closed the Worldwound."

"Somebody should talk to me about whether hitting that place really hard, the way Civilization could hit it, would actually help or hurt anything. Since I last thought of that question, the new thought occurs to me that since there's apparently known Wish phrasings that definitely do create giant flaming craters, that it hasn't been considered to set one of those on a timer and get everyone away? Should I actually be talking to Ione about that sort of thing?"









Carissa Sevar: "Wouldn't solve the problem at all. Or, it'd kill the demons that are currently there, but as long as the rift is open, more will come through, and we don't know how to close it."









Keltham: "Guess it's the sort of thing that I probably can't solve easily, but I should talk about it with a more experienced wizard anyways. Just in case I'm like 'well have you tried observing the rift's resonating frequency so you can try driving it to collapse using a simple oscillator' and they're like 'what'."









Carissa Sevar: "It seems worth a shot, and I actually do expect Civilization will close the Worldwound, just by - being able to have lots of smart people think about it full time and being richer so we can move the wardstones in a bit at a time, give ourselves a smaller perimeter to defend, figuring out other clever stuff. But my bet is there's not a single clever solution. Partially because Iomedae is notably absent from this here god pileup."









Keltham: "You act like we know we have the complete god list."

"I don't quite see that reasoning squaring up, actually. Unless Iomedae has an impossibly high discount rate for a god, she should care similarly regardless of whether we close the Worldwound in fifty years or five, unless it's otherwise due to close anyways. I'd guess that, if she doesn't like Asmodeus, she's not happy enough to help with this project even if it ends up closing the Worldwound later..."

"I'd be more nervous about the conspicuous apparent absence of Lawful Good if Cayden Cailean wasn't in. Not that I understand what that implies, but, it's less of an unambiguous warning sign than all the altruists staying out of your project."









Carissa Sevar: Snort. "Agreed. But as it stands we've got - your god, Nethys, Cayden Cailean, Asmodeus - pretty much the whole god-spectrum."









Keltham: "Not counting Broom's god? I guess the catastrophe-prevention god posting an observer doesn't exactly count as an endorsement per se."

"My brain's still bugging me about the four who I decided didn't make the cut. Until Maillol gets back to me with their options, I don't feel like I can actually have that horribly unpleasant interview that's looming ever larger in my imagination, but it also feels increasingly awful that I haven't, like, let them know. Not a problem you're supposed to solve for me, the person who makes the decision is supposed to bear the unpleasant-interview consequences of it."









Carissa Sevar: "Waiting until you know their options makes sense to me. I bet they'll be much less freaked out if you can lay out exactly what happens next. Though, also, you don't have to feel bad, and I think I wouldn't feel bad, so maybe hiring is more my kind of task."









Keltham: "If we get to the point where you're working with me to decide who to hire, and making your own calls about who to let go, you can handle that part, yeah. I suppose for this occasion I could have asked you who to keep and see if your judgment matched mine, and if it did, I could tell you to handle the exit interview on the grounds that you apparently knew the full reasons for why they weren't staying."









Carissa Sevar: "They're weaker students? But I am not a fourth-rank keeper and can't say I'd have picked those four, not when I hadn't in fact picked them out in advance.



Should I let you go off on your date?"









Keltham: "Give me a long hug and then you can go."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gives him a hug, and contemplates the exit interviews that she's in fact going to have to give, tonight, once they've figured out what to do next with the girls.



She is kind of dreading it, which is pathetic. Hurting and terrorizing people is fun and necessary and she hasn't been doing it enough lately.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 6 / Night









Keltham: Keltham enters into his date with Meritxell with only a slight sense of trepidation.

He's mostly worried about strange things his own brain might do to him. He's only a little worried about whether Meritxell will suddenly decide that she should stop seducing him and let herself be the one seduced during the rest of the date. Thereby revealing the true illusoriness of his apparently promised rise out of the ranks of the median male mate-value; which is not high enough to get much seduction-work put into you, compared to the amount expected by, say, a woman.

But primarily he is in fact expecting this date to go fine, and if not, he'll deal.


How's Meritxell dressed? Anything interesting, or does she not, per se, have anything except her uniform?









lintamande: She does not have anything except her uniform, though at her new salary that should change pretty fast. She has not apparently decided she should stop seducing Keltham now that she has him, though she's not actually entirely sure how seducing people works.









Keltham: The important thing is that she's trying, making any sort of visible effort. The new gendertrope in him seems like it would be sad, if she wasn't.



He'll ask if anyone has mentioned to Meritxell a certain contract that she'd have to sign if she wanted to preserve her options for the evening getting sufficiently interesting; signing this contract doesn't decide anything, to be clear, it just preserves possibilities in that undecided future.









lintamande: Yep, Carissa told her and showed her Carissa's, and if it's the same she's willing to sign it.









Keltham: This does leave the puzzling question of what they could possibly find to talk about during their date, a search that Keltham himself has always dreaded (he says). They haven't read any of the same books, written fanfictions set in the same universe, aren't obviously on opposite sides of any shared debate; and all of their previous life experiences are probably far too similar for their random childhood anecdotes to have any interest whatsoever for each other.

So, all those men far less worthy than Keltham, who proved unable to wear her in her true shirt-form - what sort of sex has she been having with them instead?









Carissa Sevar: "Some of these redactions are because we're not allowed to know that, but I think most of them are actually because what he was thinking was untranslatable. But I think the approximate picture is that the forces that put Keltham on top of me did that for a reason, and might have been the reason for subsequent interventions to make things more like a dath ilani romance. And we want Keltham to believe that's not true, but it probably is," Carissa concludes the briefing for Asmodia. "Questions."









Asmodia:









Asmodia:









Asmodia: Who is Sevar a hidden cleric of, then, Asmodia does not ask, because Sevar is apparently managing not to know this.


"I want so much for there to be some way to extract more information about dath ilani romance novels from Keltham, we need that information, it's just, so much not a priority in the Tropeless World where we don't actually care -"

"Wait. Paxti. We could brief her on the parts that Keltham knows we know, tell her on full Bluff that we absolutely don't believe it and think Keltham is right not to believe it either, and Paxti would absolutely fly off to pester Keltham about it given permission. That happens in the Tropeless World if Paxti gets briefed."

"But Keltham might not believe that - is it a disaster if he doesn't - yes it is because then he concludes not just that he's in the Trope World but also in the Conspiracy World because wehid the tropes from him and tried to conceal our inquiry about it -"

"Could Ione just be openly curious, she's visibly different from the rest of us -"

"I'll think about it."

"One thing does seem clear to me, the tropes are things ofProbability. Understanding Keltham's Law of Probability is going to be just as much key to mastering them as knowing the particulars of dath ilani romance novels. If I had to guess, that's what the not-understandable terms were about."









Asmodia: She's feeling a lot more uncertain than before about tropes being unreal. Even if there were gods involved in faking it, there could also be tropes making the gods do that. There could be real tropes involved and gods faking other tropes.









Carissa Sevar: "That seems right to me. Probability and, uh, the thing he jokingly scolded Ione for bringing up. Anthropics."









Asmodia: "Making copies of people, which can produce probabilities of three hundred hundredths, three years after Probability gets taught to dath ilani which means it is still being taught to children."

"In the Tropeless World, would I be urgently interested enough to bother Keltham about 'anthropics'? No, but Ione might be... he could suspect us being behind Ione's question anyways, it'd be true and we can't stake everything on a dath ilani never imagining a thing that happens to be true. Ione asking about anthropics doesn't quite have all the same problems as asking Keltham about dath ilani romance novels, there's a real excuse about it being fascinatingly forbidden mathematics. But it has most of the problems."

"...I don't think I can actually do this without +4 to both Intelligence and Wisdom and maybe also solving some of the problems that Keltham posted. It feels like I'm just pretending to talk the way I think when I'm actually smart."









Carissa Sevar: "I know. I urgently put in for your headband. If they turn me down I'll go and argue some more about it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That will not be necessary," says Aspexia Rugatonn, taking off her Invisibility ring.









Carissa Sevar: Oh.



Carissa is going to end up with the mental habit of assuming the Grand High Priestess and the Queen are watching her at all times. Which is good for her moral development, probably.



"Grand High Priestess," she says on the off chance Asmodia wasn't sure, and inclines her head.









Asmodia: Asmodia has never met Aspexia Rugatonn before and it was, in fact, taking her a moment to identify that this is not just a high priestess of Asmodeus but one who's wearing the very distinct Crown of the Most High.

She's so shocked that it takes her too, too long to realize that she should be falling to her knees feeling more terrified than she has at any moment since she wept in the Gardens of Erecura no she needs to not think about that there must be no suspicious gaps in her thoughts whatshould she be thinking about -

They said that people on the project didn't get tortured she hopes that's true even with the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus she didn't mean, she didn't mean any temerity, she only hoped for the tool she needs to serve Asmodeus -









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I will be making use of this one's time for somewhat over two hours, Sevar. Perhaps two and a quarter. You may go about whatever other business you have."









Asmodia: Asmodia stays kneeling with new terror pouring through her. How many bad things can happen to you in two and a quarter hours? A lot, more than enough to break you forever before you can die.

Her life is very recently unfucked, and she has had a long long time of being terrified before that, and bad things happening to her, to remember.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa notices the absurd temptation to tell Asmodia it'll be all right, which it probably will but she doesn't know, and presumably the Grand High Priestess is as terrifying as is salutary anyway and shouldn't be undermined even if Carissa knew, and had a good reason to reassure Asmodia, which she does not. Asmodia will get what serves Asmodeus, as will we all.



She should go talk with Maillol about arrangements for the girls being fired from the project. She does that.









Aspexia Rugatonn: The girl's thoughts are slightly strange, they cut out sometimes, as if she were suppressing some ill thought and doing quite a good job of that. Usually there are traces, the thought before the suppressed thought is revealing. If Rugatonn used one of her full-caster-level Detect Thoughts, she could probably go right past this Asmodia's defenses, but those she must save and hazard wisely.

The thoughts Rugatonn can detect are all entirely ordinary terror.



She lets Asmodia go on kneeling and scaring herself for a time, for this will also help teach a lesson, and finally Rugatonn speaks. "Rise, Asmodia. You can expect no harm if you conduct yourself with a modicum of prudence."









Asmodia: Asmodia scrambles to her feet, not entirely able to hide her tremors. Very very briefly the thought occurs to her to wonder why this could not have been said earlier, before she hammers it down with prudence.

"How may I serve, Most High?" she says, for the first lesson of Hell is to obey.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You will have a little more than two hours in which to think about certain matters, during which Security will prevent you from leaving this room, but will bring you any notes you desire, or even assistance if you think that helpful to you. Foremost, use that time to consider those arts by which one would seek to deceive a dath ilani and weave about him an illusion he cannot distinguish from reality, even though, in the end, the two must be distinct."

"Secondarily I will set you a puzzle, or rather, a subject to consider. Spend a quarter-hour on it, at the end of your time, and report back to me on your thoughts after I return to you. Have you recovered from your terror enough that you are hearing and understanding these words?"









Asmodia: "Yes, Most High. What is the other puzzle I am to consider?" She briefly considers asking what happens if she fails, rejects the thought, she has been toldonce that she will not be harmed if she shows a little prudence and it is not prudent to make the Most High repeat herself.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "The way of diligent obedience to something greater than yourself, which cannot see you clearly, which can speak to you hardly at all, whose goals and purposes you understand but barely and often with wild errors on your own part, something which in some ways knows far better than you do the consequences of your acts and yet too often fails to know what any mortal could see in moments with their mortal eyes."

"One might consider an adult trying to guide a three-year-old through a dungeon, seen in flashes through foggy glass, and only every ten minutes may they call out to the child at all; I ask not what must be the way of that adult, but the way of that child."

"I would have you speak to me upon this topic as it might be spoken of by a dath ilani, or out of your own knowledge of such Law as Keltham has taught."

"Your project of deceiving Keltham will have fruits evaluated by Sevar. Your thoughts on obedience will be evaluated by me. The work that you do for Sevar is more urgent, and, unless your other work has entirely stalled out before then, you will not spend more than fifteen minutes considering the question I just posed you. If you cannot turn your thoughts from my interesting question and complete your more important work, you will fail your more important work and I do expect that to be the more severe cost to you than failing my own small test."

"These instructions will be copied to you in writing by the Security who has witnessed it. Do you have any questions?"









Asmodia: Her only thoughts are on how to serve more effectively, and she is terrified still, but this is her only chance to speak, she needs to find out the most vital information and ask for it. "Is it permitted that I know the purpose behind your question upon obedience?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I will not tell it to you. You could, I suppose, try to deduce the purpose behind my instructions; and then, with that understanding, you could do what you deemed best yourself to serve what you guessed to be my purpose, rather than being constrained by the chains of following instructions you do not really understand."

Aspexia Rugatonn smiles. It's not one of the pleasant smiles.

"But, even then, little child, you would not be punished. The habit of punishing that as much as I would wish, would be too expensive to Cheliax for me to follow all my impulses there. Sevar is running her experiment. I will not invalidate it. Not so long as you exercise a modicum of prudence. Any further questions?"









Asmodia: "About what is it most important that I exercise this modicum of prudence, Most High?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Invoke none of the active functions of my Crown, while I sleep the two hours I must sleep every day. Do not fear invoking them by accident, a deliberate will is required."

Aspexia lifts the Crown of the Most High from off her head, as she has not done in quite some time now, and diminishes.

You would not be able to tell, unless you knew her well, that who stands before Asmodia now is not the true Most High, but only a creature of habits and reflexes and plans already laid.









Asmodia: Asmodia is not particularly remembering to breathe, she is so shocked. She has never heard of such a thing, never.









Aspexia Rugatonn: A creature of habit and pre-laid plans lays the Crown on Asmodia's head. The artifact changes shape as well, to a form less recognizable if no less potent.

"There are not such things as headbands of +4 to Intelligence and Wisdom lying about without wearers," says the creature of habit and pre-laid plans. "This Crown is +6 to Wisdom and +4 to Intelligence. And +4 to Splendour, if that matters for anything. See well what you can do with it, because only very grand results will lead to there ever being a second opportunity like this. Manage anything decent and a headband of +4 Wisdom will be found for you, to be used with Fox's Cunnings."

"I go now to sleep; you have two hours or some tiny fraction more."

The flesh golem following the remembered instruction of the true Most High, who does not in this moment exist anywhere in Golarion, turns to depart.









Asmodia: Asmodia is calling to Security in all haste: she needs her notes, she needs the exact text of the questions that Keltham laid, she desires Ione brought to her even if she can but serve as sounding-board, and now she is already thinking while she awaits those resources. To waste time would not be wise, and Asmodia is nothing, in this moment, if not wise.









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham wants the other girls put up somewhere comfortable, maybe in this building, and taught some economically valuable skill," Carissa tells Maillol. "I don't think he suspects anything about Hell. Might be for the best anyway, for the girls remaining in the project to not be terrified of failing out, and so we don't have to micromanage the conversations where he fires them to prevent desperate outbursts of some kind or another."









Ferrer Maillol: "I hesitate to contradict you on a matter of Keltham psychology. But in this case, I would wager money," the wording is deliberate, "that our pet cleric of Abadar wants the girls to not be any worse off than if they'd never tried to trade with him."

"That's what he wants. What do we want? We want him to believe they're fine, we want to present him with the same visible appearances that alter-Cheliax would..."









Carissa Sevar: "Yep. Which we could achieve with impersonators and lying to the girls remaining in the project, if you've got some compelling reason to?" Though the idea makes her uneasy; it feels like more of a betrayal of Keltham than all the rest, somehow.









Ferrer Maillol: "Impersonators are expensive. Keeping the failures around the fortress isn't cheap, but it's a lot less expensive than that."

"Other option that occurs to me is sending them to Egorian to keep up appearances about the fake Project Lawful and free up an impersonator there," and more importantly, get them out of Maillol's personal hair, "but you'd need to decide what alter-Cheliax would be doing with them in Egorian. Alter-Cheliax doesn't have to worry about somebody using Detect Thoughts on the girls, since that spell doesn't exist there, I think? Which means they have wider options than we have in reality."









Carissa Sevar: "IthinkalterCheliax doesn't send them to Egorian, since alterCheliax isn't running an elaborate con in Egorian. And I think it'll cross his mind that we're likelier to be lying about them being all right if he can't check than if he can. If we think alterCheliax should be running the thing we're running in Egorian... I need to think that through, probably with Asmodia. In alterCheliax Iomedae's not visibly expending tons of resources trying to see what's going on with our operations, and I don't think Osirion tried to kidnap Pilar either."









Ferrer Maillol: "Conventional theory of deception is that we'd love to have him get suspicious of how they're doing in Egorian, demand they be Teleported in right now for him to check up on, we promptly do, turns out they're fine."

"I'm still struggling with how the thing you do with dath ilani is... not that."









Carissa Sevar: "The reason that would normally work is that most people would be matching new evidence they got to there being a deception in Egorian, building steadily greater conviction that there was a deception in Egorian, and on being satisfied there was no deception in Egorian decide that maybe they were over pattern matching and aren't being deceived. We'd be using against them their own tendency to - make sense of the world by weighing a couple stories instead of all of them. Keltham will instead have a general probability he's being lied to about something important that will go up if we do suspicious things, and if he's later satisfied there's nothing up in Egorian he'll just consider the conspiracies not in Egorian. AlterCheliax needs to be one whole fabric that produces everything we do, or we'll lose. ....lose sooner. I don't think this is going to last forever. I'm hoping to get a year out of it.



Also, I might want him to hook up with Yaisa. Maybe he'll have an easier time being Evil with girls he doesn't need for his research project."









Ferrer Maillol: "I was going to say that alter-Maillol wants the failures out of his management work and more limited budget, and does look for excuses to put them somewhere like Egorian or Ostenso. But if he needs to create a new project section to host Yaisa regardless, it's not much more work for him to keep the others here too." (This also happens to be true of the real Maillol.)

"Our pet Abadar cleric is going to need a story for why alter-Yaisa is sleeping with him if he's no longer her boss - he'll want to know what she's getting out of that in return, if not better promotion prospects. Think you've already run into some of that."









Carissa Sevar: "I think he actually doesn't think we're sleeping with him for promotion prospects! Alter Yaisa is just very into him, and likes having his attention, and wants to be the one who gets him to stop being so Good all the time. If Yaisa can pull that off, which I'll ask Subirachs."









Ferrer Maillol: "...I don't understand alter-Cheliax teenaged girls, but hopefully that's not too much of my job and Asmodia can advise me on whatever is."

"Keltham talked about wanting to check over if theiroptions were good enough, not their fates, he wants to offer them choices and see what they pick. What else would alter-Cheliax have offered them that they're turning down to stay in the fortress? Obviously not free run of Ostenso while they learn in an enchanter's workshop there, because that they'd just take. So even without Detect Thoughts existing, alter-Cheliax has to be too worried about security issues to let them do that, or any other jobs nicer than being stuck in a fortress. Am I doing this right?"









Carissa Sevar: "Slightly backwards. What does alter Cheliax offer them, just from what we established about it not from what we want it to offer? But in this case I think it gets the same answer - alter Cheliax is still paranoid about someone going after the former Project Lawful girls for intel and wants them somewhere safe. They could be offered a role on another secret project if there's one they'd be suited to, they could be offered powerful magic to untraceably change their identities and start new lives on the other side of the world if such magic is available to Cheliax, which I don't know it to be, they could be offered a role on the project doing support magic..."









dath ilan: Carissa Sevar, who was admittedly rushed, has neglected to include some critical advice and life experience with respect to dating dath ilani.

Meritxell has made the serious error of mentioning that she didn't fully grasp someof what Keltham said earlier about stock companies.

Keltham is currently explaining how a Lawful corporation has an internal prediction market, which forecasts the observable results on running various possible projects that company could be trying, which in turn is used to generate an estimate of marginal returns on marginal internal investment; this prevents a corporation from engaging in obvious madness like accepting an internal project with 6% returns while turning down another internal project with expected 10% returns.

The wider market, obviously, would also like to invest all its money where it'll get the highest returns; but it's usually not efficient to offer the broader market a specialized sub-ownership of particular corporate subprojects, since the ultimate usefulness of corporate subprojects is usually dependent on many other internal outputs of the company. It doesn't do any good to have a 'website' without something to sell from it. Sure, if everyone was an ideal agent, they'd be able to break things down in such a fine-grained way. But the friction costs and imperfect knowledge are such that it's not worth breaking companies into even smaller ownable pieces. So the wider stock market can only own shares of whole corporations, which combine the outputs and costs of all that company's projects.

Thus any corporation continuously buys or sells its own stock, or rather, has standing limit orders into the stock market to buy various quantities if the price goes low or sell various quantities if the price goes high, at prices that company sets depending on its internal belief about the returns from investing or not investing in the marginal subprojects being considered. If the company isn't considered credible by the wider market, its stock will go lower and the company will automatically buy that stock, which leaves them less money to invest in new projects internally, and means that they only invest in projects with relatively higher returns - doing less total investment, but getting higher returns on the internal investments that they do start. Conversely if the wider market thinks a company's promises to do a lot with money are credible, the stock price will go up and money will flow into that company until they no longer have internal investment prospects that credibly beat the broader market.

This may sound complicated, and itis probably a relatively more complicated part of the machinery that is necessarily implied by the existence of distinct stock corporations in the first place. But the alternative, if you zoom out and look at the whole planet of dath ilan, is that a corporation in one place would be investing in a project with internally expected returns of 6%, and somebody on the other side of the planet would be turning down a project with market-credible returns of 10%, which means you could reorganize the whole planet and do better in a predictable way. So whatever does happen as a consequence of the existence of stock corporations, it has to be not that.



Some form of drastic action on Meritxell's part is obviously required if she wants to get back on track to having sex with this person. What does she do, if anything?









lintamande: "I have to admit, this is a new way for someone to fail to figure out how to wear me."









Keltham: ...right.

"Sorry. This is - more of a recognized problem in dath ilan, and the 'gendertropes', the male-female behavior options, do usually have the girl interrupting the boy before he gets to this point. Or the boy interrupting the girl, but that happens around a quarter as often."

"Well, if you didn't like current ongoing events, clearly, there must be something you'd rather be doing; and it is hardly thinkable that this activity would not involve me in any way. So what, do tell, is your greater preference?"









Asmodia: No dath ilani out of living memory would have seen the phenomenon that is occurring inside Asmodia now.

No, not even the oldest Rememberers staying alive half from machine assistance and half from willpower. It has been longer than that since Civilization trialed what happens if you take an adult as generally talented, reflective, and mathematically intelligent as Asmodia is now, and expose them for the first time in their lives to the idea of probability theory. Only those sleeping in the cold would have witnessed it; perhaps not even they.



1. Your strength in the Way is your ability to be more confused by fiction than by reality. If you're equally good at explaining any outcome you can see, that's the same as not knowing anything.
2. Surprising claims require surprising evidence; unsurprising evidence suffices for unsurprising claims.
3. No empirical theory can prove itself except by risking its disproof.
4. To convince me of your theory, make a correct prediction that no other theory makes.
5. A precise true prediction is much more convincing than an imprecise true one.
6. It is impossible to coherently expect to convince yourself of anything.
7. You can't expect anyone else to convince you of something either, even if you think they're controlling everything you see.



Asmodia has decided to wager on the prospect of solving all Keltham's seven problems within an hour, and then turning her attention to games of deception for the remaining forty-five minutes; because his #7 is the key, it has to be.

It might not have been a decision she'd have made before for any Wisdom, but the added Splendour is helping, even that is helping, for some element of that is lending Asmodia a driving will and force that she had only known before in the grips of exultation. Keltham thinks this problem set is possible to at least one of his students, and maybe he would've been wrong about that; but if Keltham can imagine that being possible, then this Asmodia could should will get it done within a single hour.

She hit his #1 and bounced, it is too poetic she does not know what itmeans so back off and try #2 that's just too obvious it says that the thing-that-is-a-likelihood-ratio has to be extreme to overcome an extreme thing-that-is-the-prior-odds, is there something she's missing, just assume not for now and continue, she tries #3 it doesn't solve immediately there's no obvious thing it means, so try #4 and see if solving all the fast problems helps and #4 isn't instantly obvious but Asmodia can feel in her mind the hint of a shape where it might be pointing so she starts scribbling down numbers.



Cheliax has fewer proverbs about mathematics than does dath ilan; it lacks in particular a proverb to the effect that quite often in mathematics, and with only rare exceptions, knowing what you need to prove is nine-tenths of the real work.

The lost people out of Civilization's lost beginnings who first invented these ideas took longer to get there, from the bones of probability theory. But they did not have informal statements of where they should be going; and also they were not quite as smart as Asmodia is now, along some dimensions of thinkoomph if not others.



So it doesn't take Asmodia much scribbling at all to see that if Conspiracy and Ordinary make the same predictions at the same strength then neither world can win out over the other one, to see the abstract point that if P(evidence ◁ hypothesis 1) = P(evidence ◁ hypothesis 2) then their ratio is 1:1 and the posterior odds are the same as the prior odds, while if P(evidence ◁ hypothesis 2) is 0 or just very tiny then as soon as you see the evidence you are convinced of hypothesis 1 no rather you're convinced that hypothesis 2 is false there could beother hypotheseseven if Keltham only hinted at that it'sclear how to adapt the math and she'sdoing it, she has enough of this Law toinvent the rest, onward Asmodia goes to #5 and though she has no integral calculus with which to think in densities she imagines each of a thousand possible numbers between 0 and 10 down to a hundredth of fineness, and soon she has understood #5, or she thinks she's understood, no she has that's just the obvious thing it means mathematically, when you call it down to a hundredth part your prediction is ten times as strong there as if someone else called it down to a tenth,she is doing it she is inventing completing seeing the Law of Probability parsing the world with Keltham's own Sight, and the feeling that goes through her is glory.









Ione Sala: She's... probably not supposed to say anything and interrupt this? Just stick around and be a sounding-board if necessary? Most of what Asmodia's scribbling makes no sense, at least not to Ione, but Asmodia sure looks like she's having fun.

Ione wants that headband. It looks ordinary but she's guessing it'snot.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa spends a few minutes meditating on the virtue of Evil. This seems like a straightforward place for it; Good would hesitate to fire the students who are slowing the project down, because it makes people sad and Good is in significant part built off the instinctive human flinch at achieving your goals in ways that make other people sad. Evil can do the thing that accomplishes the goal, not enslaved by guilt. If she were condemning these girls to Hell, she would be doing that because it advanced her goals, and she would have the strength to do things that advance her goals. As it happens she's doing an easier thing.



She asks to have them brought to her one by one; she'll have more control over the conversation that way.









Iarwain: Paxti comes in looking, to Chelish eyes, visibly more cheerful than she might've looked on Day 1. She's on the low-punishment regimen, her soul is worth some unreasonably vast quantity in Dis's markets, somebody in Egorian is building a reputation for her as Project Lawful's deadliest weapon, and she didn't win the last Keltham seduction contest but she's bound to win one eventually.









Carissa Sevar: The Grand High Priestess would lead with 'you're fired' and let Paxti simmer for a bit, but Carissa doesn't actually understand why, understand along what dimension that makes Paxti stronger.



Well, the only way to learn is to try it and see what happens.



"We told Keltham the girls were initially here on one week contracts, so tonight he decided whose contract he wants to renew as a researcher. He didn't pick you, because you're not really keeping up in math."









Iarwain: "What happens to me now?" Paxti says. She's not already dead, so it's not that, unless for some reason you're supposed to talk with the project leader before she kills you. She's mostly trying to hold back all her emotions, she might need her wits for something.









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham of course wants all the girls who have worked with him to be better off for it. He proposes that you be given a bunch of options including reassignment to some other project, hanging out in Hell for a couple years until you don't know anything secret, or staying here in a different wing of the fortress and getting lessons in some kind of advanced magic you wouldn't have had access to at your age otherwise - I was thinking maybe ring forging because then I can drop in in my abundant free time and pick it up myself. Keltham plans to tell you tomorrow about his decision and your options, and I recommend that after thinking it over you pick the option where you stay here, though of course you may go to Hell if you'd rather. Ask Asmodia what it was like; for Project Lawful girls it's quite different, I think."









Iarwain: "I'll stay here and learn ring forging," Paxti says almost immediately. She's not stupid enough to pick a choice other than the recommended one. She doesn't dare ask explicitly if she still gets to stay on a low-punishment regimen, but she's certain that's not on offer for projects elsewhere, or for that matter, in Hell.









Carissa Sevar: "Good. I want you to think very hard about alter Paxti, and what she'd believe about Hell and about her options, and how she'd react to getting this surprising news from Keltham tomorrow, and if you do a good job, you're already cleared to know about Project Lawful and there may be opportunities in it for you in the future."









Iarwain: "I will obey."

She wants so much to ask if she's still on the low-punishment regimen, but she has zero negotiating leverage for that and if she asks under that condition there's absolutely no reason Sevar wouldn't just say no.









Carissa Sevar: Well, that went fine. Not fun, exactly, but fine.



"Dismissed."









Iarwain: Paxti goes off to her room to think about what alter-Paxti would think. It's too hard, and she asks if Asmodia is available to tell her, but Asmodia isn't available and won't be for a while. She taps herself with a Fox's Cunning and the main thought that comes to her on Cunning is that Owl's Wisdom might let her get this right and not die, but when she leaves her room to ask, Security either doesn't have a Wisdom available, or doesn't think she's a priority anymore.

She goes back into her room and wonders if alter-Paxti would cry right there when Keltham tells her, if people in alter-Cheliax are more pathetic than those in true-Cheliax. Someone else will have to instruct her about that. It's not a decision she'd be authorized to make even if she was still a full member of Project Lawful.

She files a request with Security for an Asmodia alter-Cheliax consult as soon as Asmodia is available.

She files a request with Security to still be part of the Nap Stack so she has longer to think tonight.

She goes to look at Keltham's seven problems, which, if she was smarter, she should've done before the Cunning wore off. If she could solve them all, if she could solve any of them, maybe Keltham would want her to stay on.

After a while she thinks she understands #2. That's enough, right?

...she's pretty sure it's not. It's the simple one that Keltham included so even the dumber students wouldn't feel disappointed about getting zero right, because that's how Keltham thinks.

Paxti wonders if Keltham would have kept her if she'd been more proactive about having sex with him. Probably yes. It's not that he's firing her for reluctance, it's that, if she had slept with him faster, he'd feel too guilty now to do this to her. Her own stupidity for thinking she was safe to take her time. Sevar was smart. Asmodia was smart. Meritxell was smart. Ione was smart. Paxti should have paid more attention to what the smarter people around her were doing.









Carissa Sevar:     "I'm keeping up," Pela says. "I'm justquiet."

"You're mostly keeping up. You wouldn't fail a class, if this were a class. But you'd be the slowest one remaining, if you stayed, and Keltham doesn't think that's worth it. Though you may argue with him tomorrow if and only ifyou are quite confident that alter Pela would argue with him; run your reasoning by me."

   "He's going to get tired of you too, you know."

Carissa's Unseen Servant slaps her. "That was stupid and petty and unprofessional and you know it; you can still try to make your case to Keltham in the morning if I am persuaded you'd make it in alter Cheliax. My fate is no one's concern but mine, and yours no one's concern but you."









   "Oh," Yaisa says.

"You thought he liked you."

   She doesn't answer.

"He does, and you have permission to keep trying to seduce him. You might have a better angle on it, actually, since he doesn't have to work with you afterwards."







   "What do you mean," Jacme says slowly, "that we might prefer Hell."

It means that Carissa really wants to eavesdrop on Asmodia advising other Project girls about Hell; it's information she desperately needs for her plan to make them resilient to mental breakdowns about it. She's convinced at this point that Hell did something. She's not allowed to know what. But maybe she's allowed to know the implications of whatever Hell did for whether Project Lawful girls ought to fear it. "Well," she says blandly, "we all desire Hell so that Asmodeus may have freer reign to improve and reform us. Asmodia seems improved, doesn't she?"

   "....uh huh."









Pilar : Pilar already used her once-per-week Nap Stack opportunity, so she requested to be hit by a Sleep spell now, so that she could still accumulate enough sleep to hang spells tomorrow, even if she needs to be awake for the mid-night general briefing.









Project Lawful: Paxti needs cake. So do three other people, but Paxti is the one that Pilar cares about.









Pilar : And her cursewoke her up from sleep to go deliver some?









Project Lawful: No. It's not something her curse is demanding. Pilar's curse isn't that hungry.

It's just something that Pilar can do if she wants.









Pilar : She notices the feeling of wanting to help Paxti and Pilar is notstupid, she knows how she's disappointing Asmodeus and Sevar said it's not okay even if she punishes herself afterwards.

Will it help Lord Asmodeus, if Pilar goes to deliver cake?









Project Lawful: No. It will only help Pilar. Chaotic Good would usually try to help someone like Pilar who was being used by them -









Pilar : Then her curse can fuck off and not bother her unless there's something that helps Lord Asmodeus.









Project Lawful: Pilar's curse will keep that predictable instruction in mind, in the past as in the future.









Pilar : What'sthat supposed to mean.









Project Lawful: Pilar can fall back asleep now.









Pilar : She does. She wasn't that awake anyways.









Ione Sala: "So what I think #6 has to be pointing at is, okay, I'm going to just say this and hope your mind doesn't collapse because you're one of the Special Girls, it's pointing at how Asmodeans sort of go around trying to convince themselves really hard that sure they want to go to Hell and actually they don't and this is not a way a dath ilani would ever think. Ever. #6 is going to be the fragment of Law that prohibits that."









Asmodia: "It's going to mean a lot more than that, unless we've already lost our game to Keltham completely. And if he was planning to convince everyone around him to turn traitor, if he was directly playing against the real Cheliax, then he wouldn't give us advance warning, he'd just hit everyone in the class with the full lecture."

"How does the Law of Probability tell people not to do what you just said? It doesn't seem connected to any of the quantities we've been using before now. If you understand the meaning of the words, tell me about the math, connect it to anything and I'll be able to unravel everything else from there and maybe in less than a minute."









Ione Sala: Apparently 'Asmodeans are lying to themselves about wanting to go to Hell' is just a fine thing to say to Asmodia and she doesn't argue with it.

Ione really wishes she knew what was going on here.



"I think problems #6 and #7 are meant to be harder than the first five, probably require the first five to get. I only got #2 on my own and I've been too distracted by watching you figure out the others. I'm guessing you don't want me to take the time to figure them out on my own -"









Asmodia: "#1 is about how there's all the different things a hypothesis could predict, and all the probabilities it puts on them have to sum to 1, if there's like five different things that could happen, you can't say 40% for each, even if you come up with a really clever explanation for each of them, if all the explanations sound equally clever they get the same probability which is 20% each and that's just the same as going 'I don't know' about each of them."

"#2 you got, it sounds like, it just says that if something is half as likely as something else, you need evidence twice as likely as if not to start believing it, and if it's a thousandth the evidence has to be a thousand times as likely -"









Ione Sala: "Write it down so I can think about it. Include the formulas so my brain can connect this to the math."









Asmodia: "That's going to take me five fucking minutes! I've only got twenty left on the hour!"









Ione Sala: "I'm not going to be able to tell you how #6 is about the probability of anything conditional on anything until you spend those five minutes. Maybe you want to go it alone."









Asmodia: "#6 is about - the probability of something, conditional on your trying to convince yourself of it. It has to be zero."









Ione Sala: "I'm trying to convince myself that I lack a million gold pieces. Oh look, now I have a million -"









Asmodia: "Yes I know it's stupid I just thought if I said it maybe you'd correct me and your correction would actually be helpful."









Ione Sala: "Gonna have to be less stupid first."









Asmodia: "If you see yourself trying to convince yourself of something, it can't be evidence, because you'd see that with the same probability in, the Ordinary world, the Conspiracy world, any world you're inside, you can still try to convince yourself of things."









Ione Sala: "So just wanting to convince yourself of something isn't evidence by itself, sure, good job not getting smitten by Asmodeus there and aren't we all glad Security isn't torturing us for saying it. What if you come up with, like, actual arguments?"









Asmodia: "You can come up with arguments in any world, so coming up with arguments for anything isn't evidence for it."









Ione Sala: "I want to believe you about that, but unfortunately, it sounds like neither my wanting to believe you, nor the fact that you came up with any arguments for it, should ever convince me of anything. By the way, can I have all your money? And before you try to convince yourself otherwise, keep in mind that you should never be able to convince yourself of anything."









Asmodia: "No! You can neverexpect to convince yourself of anything. You can convince yourself of something, you just can't expect to. The word 'expect' has to be the key because if we take it out the claim is wrong."









Ione Sala: "Well, in the context of the Law of Probability, expect should mean predict, right? You can't predict yourself convincing yourself of something?"









Asmodia: "So you can't predict seeing evidence that - where after you see it, you believe - good work Ione, shut up Ione, I think that's enough and I can take it from there -"









Ione Sala: Asmodia is now completely ignoring Ione and scribbling something about P(observation1 ◁ hypothesis1) and P(hypothesis1 ◁ observation1) and P(observation1) and P(hypothesis1) and P(~observation1) and what appears, roughly, to be every possible combination of the symbols in Keltham's language, which, once exhausted, she starts multiplying and adding together in quantities like P(hypothesis1 ◁ observation1) * P(observation1) + P(hypothesis1 ◁ ~observation1) * P(~observation1) and now she's expanding the definitions and trying to prove things.

Right. Ione will just try to work out some of the other problems on her own, then.









Asmodia: It does, in fact, take her only a minute.



(P(hypothesis1 ◁ observation1) * P(observation1)) + (P(hypothesis1 ◁ ~observation1) * P(~observation1)) = P(hypothesis1).

If you add up how much you'd believe in something, given a piece of evidence, times your chance of seeing that evidence, with how much you'd believe something, if you sawnot that evidence, times the chance of seeingnot that evidence, it's just the same probability you started with. You can end up convinced of things, you just can'texpect to be convinced of them. Any time you go look for something, that you're hoping will convince you of something, there's a counterbalancing chance you won't find it and then the math requires you to end up believingless. On net it all balances out.



"I've got #6, no time to explain it though, tell me about #7, not in math I have the math now just what it does it mean."









Ione Sala: "I want that headband."









Asmodia: "Even I won't have it for very much longer at all so shut up and talk."









Ione Sala: It couldn't literally be the Crown of Infernal Majesty, could it? That's just flatly impossible even on Project Lawful.

"Well, if we're going full-out on heresy - and hoping that, for some reason, you and not just I survive that experience - then, the same way #6 is about how you shouldn't be able to convince yourself of things - #7 is about how you shouldn't believe the Church when they try to convince you about it."









Asmodia: "We've already been through this you can end up convinced of things you just can'texpect to be convinced of them. Why can't you expect the Church to convince you of anything? They're allowed to know all sorts of things you don't, they could have all sorts of properly convincing evidence you haven't seen."









Ione Sala: Most Asmodeans would have told her to pick a different example.

"Because they could be lying, and, let's be frank here, they are."









Asmodia: "That's not the dath ilani answer, I'm sure of it, it's not what Keltham would say - what if they swear to everything in Asmodeus's name, what if they're under truthspell and you're powerful enough to make it stick, if this ismath that holds across all the imaginable realities then whatever #7 means will still be true even then."









Ione Sala: "If they're under truthspell and can't evade it, they'll still tell you only the things that help their case, and hide everything that doesn't, and if you just took that at face value you'd always end up convinced every time by whatever Church you talked to, and I bet dath ilani don't work like that."









Asmodia: "Good work Ione now shut up again."

She almost has it.

She can feel it, she's almost there.

The key to the game between dath ilani.

If the Conspiracy is choosing what to show you, if youknow that, if you expect that, it changes - something, somehow - it has to still obey the Law that you can't expect to end up convinced of what the Conspiracy shows you - they can only win if they take you unawares, but if you correctly guess what the Conspiracy is doing, how they're thinking, you win because then the world you see iswhat you expect if there's a Conspiracy, no matter how much they try to show you things from an Ordinary world - you could keep on seeing evidence that favored Ordinary and go on shifting towards Ordinary and then look back at all the shifts, too many shifts, and realize something was wrong -

No, that's not right, that doesn't feel like the way the math has to work, 'look back on the math and realize something's wrong' isn't something she can prove with numbers and everything else on Keltham's list is -









Asmodia: There are three minutes left on her allocated hour when Asmodia looks up from the example she was building for herself, about somebody who wants to convince you who murdered somebody else, and the clues are all ways that a coin-spin can land, and they're only telling you about the coin-spins that landed Queen and none of the ones that landed Text.

She feels exultant and strangely calm at the same time.

She was right. #7 is the key. Not justa key,the key. Maybe there are much more complicated things that true dath ilani know about this game, but Asmodia has the key to the basic rules.

It's very simple, in the end: The probability of the coin landing Queen on the third coin-spin isn't the same asthe probability of somebody telling you about how the third coin-spin landed Queen.

Maybe in the end it's just common sense about how lying works if you're not being blatant about it, except that now Asmodia knows how to mate that common sense with the dath ilani numbers that they use to track the subtle shifts of probability.

Keltham isn't just thinking about what the Conspiracy is showing him, telling him. He's thinking about the probability that the world he's inside decides to show him and tell him those things.

If Keltham can figure outwhich facts the Conspiracy would choose to reveal to him, and he predicts that accurately, he'll learn he's inside the Conspiracy world. You can't expect to be convinced of things by a Conspiracy that you know is a Conspiracy. Not unless they pass some test that the true Conspiracy shouldn't be able to pass, like, you can believe someone about who the murderer is, if they show you all the coinspins, or even if they show you enough coinspins that the hidden ones couldn't matter even if they were all Text.

If the dath ilani correctly imagines the Conspiracy, if they figure out the rules the Conspiracy is actually following, they win; unless the Conspiracy following those rules is truly indistinguishable to them from the Ordinary world, and then it's a tie. And that's a contest Cheliax has already lost, because they've already screwed up alter-Cheliax a few times and Keltham may remember those.

If Asmodia can figure out what Keltham is thinking and - not show him a Conspiracy that picks which coinflips it shows in a way that Keltham can figure out - if the true Conspiracy is still using rules Keltham hasn't figured out - then she can convince Keltham of the Ordinary world, make him shift his probabilities in that direction. Which she has now proven, can only happen if Keltham wouldn't predict that, even thinking himself to be in the Conspiracy world the way that he currently suspects the Conspiracy to work.


...it's inherently a losing game. The more she shows Keltham, day after day, the more Keltham knows how the Conspiracy must be thinking, if there is in fact a Conspiracy. Everything she commands will carry the signature of the way Asmodia thinks, because she can't actually contain the whole alter-Cheliax within herself and truthfully. And if Keltham ever imagines Asmodia fully, if he sees enough the true shape of the shadowy hypothetical being playing against him, he wins.

But she can try to lose very slowly. Maybe, even, slowly enough.

That is the game between dath ilani; and if Asmodia isn't one herself, well, she is no longer entirely not one, either.









Asmodia: "I'm done," Asmodia says to Ione. "You can go now, unless you want to hang around for forty-five minutes in case I want somebody to bounce ideas off for the game against Keltham."

There's a strange feeling of emptiness to go with the exultation. Everything else she can do in the next forty-five minutes, working out more details of the game to play against Keltham, none of that is going to be as exciting as this.

Maybe the Grand High Priestess's puzzle will be more exciting.

The thought brings with it a chill of fear... no, she was told she wouldn't be hurt as long as she wasn't incredibly stupid. Being lent the Crown of the Most High isn't something that happens to you when your life is ending.

Will the Most High understand how much she's achieved? No, she was told that Sevar would judge it. And Sevar, Asmodia thinks, Sevar will understand.









Ione Sala: "I wouldn't mind sticking around for forty-five minutes. Just to see, in my capacity as touched of Nethys, whether you explode."









Asmodia: It's hard to shift gears, from the math where things get solved and staysolved, to the real world where she has to play a slowly losing game against Keltham, full of particulars.

"So what's the most important thing we've got to make Keltham think next, according to Ione? Feel free to deliver a prophecy about it, if that helps."









Ione Sala: "I mean, I would have answered that differently before, but right now, after watching you, I'd say the most important thing we want to convince Keltham about is that - for some reason - and I don't envy you your new job making this sound convincing and just as probable in Ordinary as in Conspiracy - in alter-Cheliax it's an incredibly bad idea for Keltham to ask us for a Fox's Cunning, even though everybody around him is getting them all the time and they look really helpful and fun."









Asmodia: All the exultation is quenched in an instant by icy water in her veins.

She doesn't get to keep the Crown of the Most High.

And even if she did, if Fox's Cunning plus Owl's Wisdom does to Keltham, anything like what it does to her -

They could lose at any time. Any instant. They can't have a plausible story ready to give Keltham when he asks for a Fox's Cunning, because Keltham is always walking around carrying the Conspiracy inside his head, and a plausible story is going to sound exactly like what the Conspiracy wants him to believe. They need to show him something that convinces him he doesn't want a Fox's Cunning,beforehand, and hewill know that it's something that the Conspiracy would want him to believe.

But they have one advantage. They have an advantage, if Keltham is giving them an accurate picture of how he's thought so far, Keltham might credit, maybe, that in the Conspiracy world, Cheliax would never be crazy enough to tell him that Fox's Cunning or Intelligence headbands even existed. Which, to be clear, they absolutely should not have.

Though - if they lean on that, here - Keltham then learns a further true fact about the Conspiracy, in the world where the Conspiracy is real. He learns that they are learning as they go, that theywere stupid enough at the start to tell him about Fox's Cunning but then changed their minds later; in the world where the Conspiracy existed, that will obviously be what happened inside the Conspiracy, even if it seems improbable and shifts belief in the Conspiracy downwardfor that moment. He'll think the Conspiracy is less probable, for the moment; but inside that hypothesis, knowing that takes him closer to the real Cheliax, closer to the truth about Asmodia playing the game against him.

It's still a forced move in the game. If Keltham gets a simultaneous Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom, Cheliax loses. It's probably that simple. Why hasn't he asked for that already?

"Yeah," Asmodia says out loud. "Stick around, Ione. Security, I need Sevar in this room, or if she can't be here then I need messages passed fast enough for two-way conversation."









lintamande: "After Carissa showed me the contract," Meritxell says, "I asked her what to expect, and she said 'that would be spoilers'.She would not have said that a week ago. You are a sadism influence."









Keltham: "Would you have wanted Carissa to tell you in advance about my amazing shirt? Clearly not. Then obviously she shouldn't have told you anything else either. Even a dath ilani child could prove that conclusion from that premise."









lintamande: "I didn't say you were abadinfluence. Just a sadistic one. And an Evil one. Who would imagine we of the Evillest country in the world would have so much Evil to learn from dath ilan."









dath ilan: Keltham has been, among other things, repeatedly comparing Meritxell to his shirt, claiming that his shirt is much better than her, noting that it has zippers, asking if she has zippers, and examining her (unclothed) form and trying to further unzip her in various ways, most of which have not been working.









Keltham: "Well, since you said you weren't much into physical pain, I thought I'd try inflicting nonphysical pain and see how that worked for both of us."









lintamande: Meritxell is incredibly confused? There's no correspondence whatsoever between enjoying whipping people and enjoying banter? They're just completely different categories? She has absolutely no idea if she'd be this confused in alter Cheliax, or if she'd be able to hide in alter Cheliax. Stupid alter Cheliax is really ruining her sex life at this point.

"Well, I liked it," some version of Meritxell generated by some process or other inside the real Meritxell says aloud, and giggles.









Keltham: "Well, I expect, though not with certainty, that this never allows me to fall in love with you. But I suppose it permits you to be an acceptable shirt to wear sometimes."









lintamande: "I don't actually get why you won't hurt me, if you want to, and I want you to, if that's how you fall in love with people."









Keltham: "It's theresponse to the pain that matters to my 'gendertrope', I think, not just inflicting the pain itself. Limiting case, imagine trying to do that to the body of somebody who's currently in Hell and before they get Raised. This tells you that any internal response is necessary, not just going through the outward motions. Turns out the particular response also matters."









lintamande: "Unfortunate," she says, and doesn't just mean for her.









Carissa Sevar: "I actually think the thing to do is to agree to cast Cunning on him if he asks but actually cast something else, if we can possibly get away with that. An excuse will seem too implausible. Is there some spell that'd have some mental effect but not the precise one - oh, I will have to ask Maillol if that's even allowed -"









Asmodia: "Why doesn't the spell do for him what it does for everyone else? Do we think Keltham doesn't think,never thinks until the game has already ended, of the possibility that the unknown masters of the Conspiracy sat around and figured out a different spell to cast on him instead? And Security, I request a response from Maillol now, we don't have much time."









Ferrer Maillol: It's - hard to say - it depends on what the spell does exactly, Maillol thinks - it may be permitted to fool Keltham, but not change him, maybe - he doesn't know why casting regular Fox's Cunning isn't already forbidden - maybe because it's transmutation, not enchantment, it works by a pathway where it doesn't decide what Keltham is thinking - there are things they're allowed to do more if the spell isn't targeting Keltham directly, that's why he was able to approve the spell that targets text and makes it uninteresting, because the spell is about the text and not about Keltham, because it obscures something from his perception rather than forcing his thoughts about it, it's like Invisibility in a way -









Carissa Sevar: "If we just figured out one that does 1 point of int instead of 4, then it does the expected thing but doesn't help him all that much and he doesn't really know how much it's helpingus."









Ione Sala: "So how many hours does that take to research?"

"Also, what if he asks to try on your headband."

Pointing out to other people how they're still doomed to explode wouldn't feel like so much fun if it was heretical, right? Surely she should have better instincts than that, if she's meant to belong to Nethys... she really needs the allowed belief list for her new people.









Carissa Sevar: "Wizards never share their headbands because it feels - slightly like dying, taking them off, and you lose the benefits to spell preparation for the next 24 hours. I'll do it if he really wants but, uh, expressive sad face."









Asmodia: "Checking: Have you ever taken off your headband in front of Keltham?" Asmodia has seen Sevar do this, though not in front of Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: "No. I genuinely do hate taking it off, and I'm using the extra spell slots."









Asmodia: "So everybody gets told never to tell any stories about people borrowing other people's headbands. We should've told him they needed to be customized, too late now... when everybody gets headbands for the first time, are we managing to give him one of only +1/2 int, or does he get told his headband is +4 even if it's +1, but then what if he asks to try on somebody else's headband so he can see the difference between that and +2... has Keltham seen anything that would contradict the idea that, headbands get traces of their wearers, nobody wouldwant to wear somebody else's headband..."









Carissa Sevar: - headshake. "I took one off a dead security during the Nidal attack, traded mine. I might've done that even if headbands get traces of their wearers, since we thought Nidal had tracked us through it, but I would've commented, and certainly not traded the Security the one I'd been wearing."









Asmodia: "If Keltham happens not to think of suggesting the swap the first day - and everybody else, if they say they don't want to lose their spells after that, by taking off the headband momentarily - he'll think it's just a silly theory, hopefully, and not worth upsetting people to run the test - never decides that testing it is as urgent as it was for you to swap your headband after the Nidal attack -"









Ione Sala: "See, one thing the true dath ilan has in common with Nethysianism, I suspect, is that they get really creative about blowing things up. That thing Keltham said about dath ilani kids wanting to blow up their schools? These are not Asmodean kids we're talking about."

"So Keltham says, oh, how about if you get a Fox's Cunning cast on you, Carissa, so I can try on your headband? You won't lose your spells that way."









Carissa Sevar: That doesn't work, as Ione knows perfectly well. "....so we need him to run across the information that that doesn't work before he thinks to ask because it's suspicious if we try to convince him at the time, even though it in fact doesn't work. Maybe I can - be seen wearing it in the bath, and he'll ask."









Asmodia: "We don't just need him to believe that you can't take it off, we need him to believe that you can't take it off even with a Fox's Cunning. Also him asking you to do something that feels like dying is one thing, him asking you to lose a couple of spell slots is another."

"And if his headband is really +1 instead of +4, does he notice that he doesn't get as many extra spell slots as he should? We have to tell him that you only gain as many spell slots from your +4 headband as he gets from his actually +1 headband."









Ione Sala: "Or, for that matter, does he notice that taking off a just +1 headband does not feel very much to him like dying."









Carissa Sevar: "Do we have some kind of way to make him less intelligent such that the +4 only gets him back to normal? Insomnia, he's tired when he's awake, must be those terrible pre-Civilization beds...Maillol, checking for permissibility -"









Ferrer Maillol: He is definitely not sure that is allowed, and pushing on the edges of Asmodeus's instructions like that makes Aspexia Rugatonn sad.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, no pushing the edges of Asmodeus's orders. ...they could just make him sleep poorly in some wholly nonmagical way?









Ferrer Maillol: It's definitely okay if they're only doing that for a few nights. If they're doing itall the time... does that end up damaging people, Maillol doesn't know, it feels like he's trying to keep poking at Asmodeus's instructions looking for the exact edges to work around them and this, once again,makes Aspexia Rugatonn sad.

You wouldn't like her when she's sad.









Asmodia: "Sevar, I didn't have time to explain this, but I solved all seven of Keltham's problems and #7 was the key, just like I thought it would be, and I'm still trying to understand all the implications but - if Keltham sees something that's surprising in the Conspiracy world, even if that also makes it surprising in the Ordinary world, it maybe means we don't lose the same way - though there's a cost, if we do something very weird, Keltham then knows that in the Conspiracy world we sometimes use weird tactics, but he's already in a world with Cayden Cailean snacks and god-wars and that's an argument we should ultimately win - can we think of something weird that convinces Keltham he doesn't want a Fox's Cunning, even though the rest of us do, where it doesn't look like that was the whole point of the weird thing -"









Ione Sala: "Also why hasn't he asked for a Fox's Cunning already, come to think? Maybe that's the key."









Carissa Sevar: "Owl's Wisdom caused him to have some kind of internal collapse, that's why he's trying to put all the girls through it, to forestall that. Maybe he expects the same thing from Cunning?"









Ione Sala: "Great. Bring in one of the new people you talked about, incredibly brilliant, you and Asmodia are both feeding her lines, two days later she's dead and refusing resurrection and the last thing she was observed to do was get a Fox's Cunning from Security. Maybe it interacts badly with dath ilanism."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah. All right. Asmodia, did you have other ideas for things that are surprising inside the Conspiracy?"









Ione Sala: Wait, are they actually not shooting that idea down? Ione is surprised. She thought forsure they weren't going to go for that in real life. Maybe there's some hope for them after Nethys inevitably conquers all of reality.









Asmodia: "I couldn't think of anything specific like that," and it's frustrating, how can they still be smarter than her,in whatway are they still smarter than her, why isn'tshe thinking of all these ideas first while wearing the literal actual Most High's headband. "Do we think we've gottime for that, should there maybe be a Security who commits suicide instead and who was listening to Keltham's lectures... they're already wearing headbands. Pela, too much of an obvious other explanation, about the bad news she just got, it's too obvious we're picking somebody disposable. Should we have - Gregoria do it?"

"Though not actually send her to Hell, obviously."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, maybe. She can get a Fox's Cunning to do the Law homework. Do you have a specific reason to not actually send her to Hell."









Ione Sala: "Hi. Not Asmodean here. If you actually send Gregoria to fucking Hell because of a suggestion I made, I sure won't be giving you a lot more suggestions."









Carissa Sevar: She's - surprised by that, and really shouldn't have been.









Carissa Sevar: "'I just don't like sending people to Hell' is a sufficient answer but if other constraintsproduced Asmodia's answer then Iwant to know them."









Asmodia: Asmodia is not sure whether she can get away with saying she didn't want Gregoria in Hell. She is unclear on what heresies are allowed and which are still prohibited according to Carissa Sevar.

"Because we might want, for example, to keep our options open in terms of Hell sending Gregoria back later with no memory of what happened. That's harder to do with her still being okay afterwards if she's actually in Hell."









Ione Sala: Gosh. That sounds like something an Asmodia who doesn't actually want to send her classmate to Hell might say.

She should distract Sevar in case Sevar's thinking that too.

"Better yet, Gregoria writes a suicide note, a Security reads it,he commits suicide, the next Security burns the note, and two days later they're both back from Hell with no memories. That way Keltham's got more to worry about than 'maybe the whole point is the Fox's Cunning part'."









Carissa Sevar: "You came back better," she says to Asmodia. But she doesn't push it. They don't have a lot of time. "Other options, not filtering them for being good: a powerful noble shows up to try to convince Keltham to overthrow the Queen and rule Cheliax himself."









Asmodia: Okay, yeah, Asmodia completely blew her game against Sevar before she realized the game existed.

"I'm not seeing - the powerful noble tells him to try on an intelligence headband? Not to try on an intelligence headband?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, sorry, I'm just thinking of things that areweirdbut not obviously weirder in the Conspiracy. We need a bunch and they can't all be pointed at the headband thing. - if Gregoria and a Security kill themselves I worry that looks like they had an attack of remorse about the conspiracy..."









Asmodia: "He won'tfinish concluding he's in a Conspiracy just from that, I think, and it - narrows down which Conspiracy world he lives in, in thewrong direction, if he thinks that's the reason, other Conspiracy things won't match up with it. Wewant that. I don't think hewill but it's absolutely what we want, later I'll explain the math I saw."

"The main question is whether that makes total sense for alterCheliax, or maybe even, so much sense that Keltham thinks it's meant to point him at alterCheliax rather than the Conspiracy."

"And what else it makes be true about alterCheliax, that we have to live with after that."

"Though - now that I think about it - throwing a bunch of random weirdness at you - might be a tactic in the game between dath ilani that dath ilani would know about? It's something you see more when somebody is trying to prevent you from narrowing in on true reality."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, it might. Ugh. Maybe the best way to keep him busy this next week is evaluating new candidate project members and entertaining emissaries - I think alter Cheliax would let him entertain emissaries - how sure are you that if he tries Fox's Cunning it's over -"









Asmodia: "It might not end that moment, especially if he has something else to think about. The problem is, he'll want more."

"Don't yousee? Wizards use Cunning for spells. Dath ilani know how to use it for thinking. The way you get more spell slots, a headband would amplify his ability to use the Law of Probability, the same way it's amplifying mine, only he must have so much more Law to use - Owl's Wisdom boosts it too, if he triesboth at once and really tries to figure us out I think we lose."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Okay.



A thing I am tempted to do here is something with alter-Cheliax having - tension between the Church and Crown - only I don't think we're going to be smart enough often enough to pull it off. The idea would be that we were told 'headbands might be compromised by Kuthites' but more likely is that headbands are being compromised by Egorian - I can imagine the Carissa that pulls it off but I think I'm not her."









Asmodia: "It sounded like a good idea to me, if it's not a good idea, you might have to explain why."









Ione Sala: Ione is currently trying to pull her thoughts away from the fascinating idea of putting the Crown of Infernal Majesty on Keltham to see what happens to him. She doesn't say anything to the others, she's sure that her helping to prevent that from happening would be heresy unto Nethys.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know, it just feels really difficult, it'd have a lot of moving pieces and I'm not sure I could think of them all. If you think you could, then we should do it. - maybe Her Infernal Majestrix will help us, actually, I bet she'd be great at it -"









Asmodia: "I don't know why itwould be difficult and that's probably not a good sign. Your other suggestion terrifies me. What are you thinking."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't have the skill to pull off a deception in which alter Cheliax has internal political strife, you definitely don't have the skill, the Queendoes.Unfortunately she's very busy but I do think it'd work if she was doing it, because she's paying attention to all of the small details of reality that'd indicate a Crown and Church at oddsall the time anyway.But we should make a plan assuming we don't have that."









Ione Sala: "I've never heard it said that the Queen is, you know, generally safe to be around, in the same way as say Aspexia Rugatonn or Gorthoklek. In unrelated news, I could use some more books, can I visit a bookshop in Ostenso coincidentally exactly during the time when the Queen happens to be visiting here?"









Carissa Sevar: "She's more dangerous if you're scared of her."









Asmodia: Hearing the name Aspexia Rugatonn reminds Asmodia to check her pocketwatch.

"I need to - I need you to go, I was assigned a final task during my last fifteen minutes, I think it's meant just for me, and I need to get started on that."









Carissa Sevar: Off she goes, even though she has a good guess what the extra task is.







They're going to fail. Maybe if they're very clever they can delay their failure - six months. And then she'll have to derive the rest herself. Can she? Can Asmodia? If they get six months she thinks yes. If they lost tomorrow, she thinks no.



Failure feels unthinkable and not just because she'll definitely be executed about it. There's something wrong, in Cheliax, something they're doing profoundly wrong so they aren't unlocking people like Asmodia and Carissa, not using the most valuable resource that they have. She's the only person who can fix it and - if Keltham understood -



- he'd flip out about Hell. The rest he could maybe take in stride but he'd be all upset about Hell and refuse to work with them further, and -

- Ione's halfway to being the same way -

- not the time. Buy them a month, buy them another, then figure out how to work with whatever you end up getting.









Ione Sala: Ione follows her out.

"You know what other things are more dangerous when you're scared of them?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is incredibly not in the mood for smug Nethysians. "What."









Ione Sala: "Me neither! Because obviously if something like that existed you'd erase it from all the books and not tell anybody about it!"

Ione stalks off herself. The Queen of Cheliax is among the things she does, in fact, still find scary, because no matter how much sense it wouldn't make for anyone to torture her to death, maybe the Queen does so regardless. Knowing that being scared of the Queen makes that more likely doesn't exactly help.

Nethys has predicted all of this. Nethys probably doesn't care, very much, but for the Queen to torture Ione to death wouldn't serve Nethys's purposes in an obvious way. If Ione sees how that would cause a very large and interesting explosion, maybe then she'll start to worry. She just has to hold to that thought.

...doesshe fall apart if she actually knows the Law that forbids her from convincing herself of anything? Well, now she has something else to worry about. Yay.









Carissa Sevar: Correction, Ione: you wouldn't tell anyoneyou likedabout it.





"How's Keltham's date going," she asks a nearby Security. Probably something will have exploded there, too.









Iarwain: Keltham and Meritxell had some very strange conversations, fucked not very hard (Security rates it 4/10), cuddled afterwards, and then Keltham dismissed Meritxell, read a book for a little while, and went to sleep.









Carissa Sevar: Well. At least one thing in her life is going right.



Carissa takes out a notebook and writes down ideas for reasons Keltham wouldn't need a headband, in case the Grand High Priestess wants her on her way out. Otherwise she will go do Meritxell's debrief and then go to bed.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Child," says the flesh golem.









Asmodia: Asmodia startles up from her scrap paper, the current pages covered with less interesting and powerful numbers than pages previous, along with new notation she invented that probably doesn't make any actual sense. She didn't have time to check whether it did. Fifteen minutes isn't really much time to think about anything.

P( e4 ◁ e3 ◁ e2 ◁ e1 )...

"Most High," she says, and hurriedly rises up so she can prostrate herself.

She's going to have to give the Crown back now. She's been trying not to think about it.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Rise."

"Security. Give her a Fox's Cunning."

Even as it speaks, the husk of the Most High moves to tap the rising Asmodia with an Owl's Wisdom as well.

Kindness? Don't be absurd. Both spells will still wear off. The plan simply calls for Asmodia to remain intelligent and articulate while speaking to the reincarnate Aspexia Rugatonn.









Asmodia: Even so, as the Crown of the Most High is lifted from Asmodia, she can feel herself diminishing, the awareness-of-Asmodia shrunk, the force of personality and Splendour that drove her vanishing like so much smoke.

She does not protest, and perhaps die; Asmodia has somewhat to live for in Golarion now.









Aspexia Rugatonn: And Aspexia Rugatonn is once more. She ceased to exist only briefly, saving perhaps some uneasy dreams.

"Did you, in your own opinion, have a productive hour and forty-five minutes?"









Asmodia: "I expect Sevar to be impressed once I have had time to explain to her," Asmodia states. In this, she is confident; she will be very surprised if Sevar's assessment does not back it up. "I solved seven problems that Keltham left to us, the seventh was the key to the game of deceiving dath ilani as I had thought it would be, and we made some progress on the most urgent issues of that game with myself wielding that fragment of the Law of Probability, which I had completed myself as mathematics from Keltham's hints in words."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Encouraging if true. That Asmodia evidently believes it is not of very much weight; she shall see what Sevar says of it.

"And your last fifteen minutes?"









Asmodia: "I suspect I failed at your problem. It is possible I could do something given more time, which I do not expect to receive."

Asmodia says it without very much fear; she has made a lot of evident and verifiable progress on what was said to be the more important problem of the two, and she was told she wouldn't be harmed if she showed prudence.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Oh? Failed? How so?"









Asmodia: "I tried to think of clever solutions to the posed problem using the Law of Probability, but everything I thought of that way ended up seeming stupid to me, like something that wouldn't save the three-year-old in the dungeon in reality. In reality, the only solution I can see is 'just actually follow your instructions'."









Aspexia Rugatonn:









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Give me an example of such a clever solution, which you then rejected."









Asmodia: "I tried to invent a new notation, which I'm not sure makes any sense, for the probability that one event leads to another, and leads to another, and leads to another. You'd want to, if you could, keep to the paths of high probability, where, if one thing happens, something else must inevitably follow after that, in order to make you easier to steer. But if you disobey your instructions to do that, that makes you harder to steer. So it boils down to following your instructions again. It's the job of the adult calling directions to steer you onto more predictable paths, not yours."

"If the child in the dungeon was more than three years old and could talk with the adult beforehand, or you could talk with the being who has almost no time to talk with you, you could arrange in advance for them to know that you would, if you didn't know what to do next, pick the path where you thought everything from there would be more predictable to them, if you thought they could see that path at all. But if they don't know you'll do that, you're making their job harder, not easier."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "A somewhat older child comes to you and says that the important thing is to try to understand why you were given the instructions you were, so that you can obey them more effectively. How do you respond?"









Asmodia: "If the adult thought you'd correctly figure out your pathway, from knowing the adult's goal, they'd have just called out the goal to you, not the instructions."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Child. Do not fear."

"Security. Leave us."









Asmodia: The first lesson of Hell is to obey, but being instructed 'do not fear' sure doesn't make obedience easy. With the Splendour still in her, she might have been able to muster the drive for it, but it is gone and Asmodia is not what she was before.









Aspexia Rugatonn: When Security, to her own eyes, is gone,Aspexia Rugatonn soundproofs the room, and then speaks in a voice that trembles slightly.

"Am I being mocked?"









Asmodia: Hearing the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus ask 'Am I being mocked?' is very high on the list of things one hears just before a death begins that lasts for months.

Asmodia, despite her most recent instruction, is too terrified to think, let alone speak.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "- not by you, child. I won't hurt you. Don't be afraid."

Aspexia smashes one hand into the wall beside her. Stone cracks, her hand does not.

"Am I being mocked? This is what it takes?This? There was no mathematics in that, whether incomprehensible to me or otherwise! There was no brilliant Law she had uncovered! The asexual out of Keltham's tropes is just able to answer anyways, because she isfavored of the tropes? Half my life I searched, andthat is the answer? The only answer, I now have little doubt, after seeing it, that I am ever to receive? Do the tropes think it wise to mock me so? Do they think I cannot find a way to injure them in return?"









Asmodia: Asmodia does not move, does not speak, but she thinks,Wait, did I get it right?









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Yes,child," spits out Aspexia Rugatonn. "You answered as rightly as anyone except myselfhas ever answered. You answered perhaps better, for in all my shrieking specific corrections at others, over, and over, and over again, I never once managed to articulate in words the principle that if Asmodeus had thought you able to pursue the greater goal from knowing it He would have told you that goal and not the specific instructions."

"If any seventh-circle priest of Asmodeus had answered me so, I would have appointed them my successor upon that very spot, had a first-circle cleric so answered, I would have taken them as apprentice, and now - and now -"

"What you have is notteachable. It is not Law. You have it because you are Keltham's asexual, not because you are his student."

"And you are not loyal to my Lord. Do not bother denying it. You could never take my place, even had your soul not already been bought away. You fear Hell, your one wish was oblivion in its stead. So in time I will die, and leave instructions to my hapless successor to consult you on all such matters and never once trust you, and if you do serve faithfully you will be granted Abaddon at your life's end as you wished. Rejoice, for you will receive all that you ever wished for."









Asmodia: "I -"

"Idid use Law, though? Or - something like that. I think."









Aspexia Rugatonn: To Aspexia, Asmodia's detected thoughts are flickering between presence and absence in a strange way, as if she is with augmented self-discipline quashing some deadly thought over and over again, fast enough that it never manifests at all.

Asmodia's visible thoughts include that she might not want to spend her life as the next Most High's advisor, that she'd rather teach and be rewarded as greatly - or rather rewarded more, since the gains to divide would be higher - and that Asmodia does think this ought to be teachable, though you might have to start with mathematical talent far above average for a priest of Asmodeus.



It does not take more than an instant for Aspexia Rugatonn to master herself. "Speak on," she says, sounding emotionless in lieu of many possible emotions.









Asmodia: "Keltham doesn't talk to us constantly using numbers. Maybe if he was speaking in his native tongue, he would, he often complains of how poorly suited Taldane is to thinking. But when he was illustrating the Law of Probability to us in lectures, and needed an example with numbers for that, he had to reach back days earlier to an event that occurred when he asked Ione for a book. If he was thinking in those terms every minute, he wouldn't have needed to reach that far back. But he is still a dath ilani even when he isn't using numbers."

"Thinking using the Law and the Law's numbers reshapes even the thoughts that you just think in words, with no numbers at all."

"When I talked about the adult telling the child the goal, instead of the instructions, I was thinking, in the back of my mind, about - things I'd tried to write to myself in the notation that probably doesn't make sense - about paths of probability from one thing that happens after another - and I was thinking, the adult could just tell the child about the last thing in the chain, and not the steps there, if the child had - the right version of the thing that describes the steps."

"I don't think... no, I'm sure I couldn't have answered you that way before I met Keltham, even wearing your crown. I would have - invented clever things in words, and tried to see if one of those was what you wanted. Not tried to invent clever math, and seen that all the clever math failed."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Ah. I suppose I owe the tropes an apology, then."

"I will look about those priests who might otherwise be suitable to take my place, to see if there is a mathematical adept among them. If you can indeed teach them to be my suitable successor, you may have your last reward the day after, as you will, or at the end of your days after a glorious life."



The mission is not actually optional, nor would failure at it be tolerated, but these things need not be said aloud while Sevar's strange experiment is in progress.









Asmodia: Asmodia bows her head. "Acknowledged," she says. All her thoughts are consumed with trying to restrain the continuing fear and have fewer of her thoughts be unreadable shit she did it again needs a distraction. "The headband that Project Lawful requested for me? At least +4 Wisdom, and anything else that can be found, including Splendour? It is very needful to keep Keltham deceived a little longer, and the more of his Law we possess, the more likely I am to be able to teach -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Wizards. "I will hear from Sevar after she's reviewed your performance and come to a decision there," Aspexia Rugatonn says coldly. "You are dismissed from this place. Go."









Asmodia: Asmodia hardly needs telling twice. She goes very very quickly.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn is aware that she has performed suboptimally. It happens to her. More often than ten years ago; she is getting old.

She ought to be happy, overjoyed, that there is now more of a prospect of being welcomed into her Lord's embrace without that proving utterly catastrophic for her Lord's interests.

If she'd found Asmodia thirty years earlier, she would have exulted.

Now it's like finishing some long-awaited work of revenge on somebody you really really wanted to torture to death thirty years ago, and while they're finally screaming their last, all you can think about is how much you wish you'd gotten this when you first wanted it, and how much the way you got it wasn't the exact way you spent thirty years dreaming of.









Iarwain: There's a knock on the door from outside.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia tears open the door, wondering what fool this may be, any emergency worth disturbing her is worth amessage, not a polite knock on the door.









Pilar : Pilar flinches visibly, and almost fumbles the piece of cake she's holding.

"I'll leave, I didn't realize it was you, my curse - must think it's being funny -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Stay," says Aspexia Rugatonn, and exhales a long breath.

The tropes gave her Pilar, for which she might be grateful if she knew gratitude to anyone except to her Lord. The tropes gave her Asmodia and that is, in the end, a blessing, however bitterly delayed. For all the uncertainty surrounding both of their purposes, it is not - entirely unsuggestive - that the tropes are not as hostile to Lord Asmodeus, as might be expected from a dath ilani romance novel; and that is an encouraging thing.

"What exactly did your curse say to you, on this occasion?"









Pilar : "Nothing, I just found myself outside this door, believing that the person inside could use a piece of cake."

"I told my curse earlier in the evening, when it tried to tell me that Paxti needed cake, not to bother me about things that it thought would be beneficial to me, only what would be beneficial to Lord Asmodeus. So I thought - when I found myself here, with the impulse to knock - that it would be the right course to knock -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia takes the plate Pilar is holding, and samples the cake.

It's slightly stale, perhaps, but better than nothing.









Pilar : "Wasthat - beneficial to our Lord?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Plausibly very slightly so. I cannot say from this that your curse has yet betrayed us."

"Do not get into the habit of trusting it, whether or not it has as yet betrayed us visibly."









Pilar : "Acknowledged."









Project Lawful: Aspexia Rugatonn also needs a hug.









Pilar : Not unless it's necessary to save all nine layers of Hell itself from destruction.









Project Lawful: Pilar's curse knew that Pilar wouldn't do it. Pilar's curse just wanted Pilar to know.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Dismissed, child," Aspexia says wearily, and, not really noticing herself doing it, takes another bite of the slightly stale cake.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 6-7 / Late Night









Carissa Sevar: "I have an unusual request for you," Carissa tells Peranza. "For the next two hours, I want you to try to think about things that people in Cheliax - not you specifically, necessarily, but it's allowed if it's you specifically - lie to themselves about, things that dath ilani Cheliax will have to handle differently since dath ilanism makes self-deception difficult. If you are confused about this instruction, I can give examples to start you off."









Peranza: Something in the back of Peranza's mind is trying to scream in terror about this being a suicide mission that ends in execution for heresy and then a worse time in Hell afterwards.

Peranza squashes the heretical thought. Obviously Asmodeanism is not, cannot be, based on lies. Anyone who said that would already have fallen into heresy. This is about lies such as heretics believe, or, at any rate, those who are not perfect Asmodeans.

The part of her that's internally screaming manages to prevent her from asking for any examples, even though she doesn't understand at all. Probably the point of this exercise is to see what she ends up understanding, right.

"Acknowledged," says Peranza.

(If Sevar has a Detect Thoughts up, or is on relay with Security who do, she might be informed that Peranza's thoughts are not full of understanding.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gets that on relay from Security and wants to scream. "When you are explaining things to small children, you might say 'the Sun is a big ball of fire', even though my understanding is that technically the Sun is a different thing than the contents of the Elemental Plane of Fire. Not the truth, just the closest example they have the capacity to grasp. Many of the things we believe are the version for mortals of truths that mortals can't fully understand. Does that make sense."









Peranza: "Of course," Peranza says, feeling very relieved. She just needs to list out things that she knows she doesn't fully understand.

(There isn't even any terror in it. The part that was screaming is not that smart and can't read that far ahead in this game.)









Carissa Sevar: "Ione, who is a heretic and therefore wise in the ways of heretics - maybe, maybe she's just being stupid, we'll see - thinks that when we all start learning dath ilanism, we'll start questioning the version-for-mortals we're given, and we can't go to a priest for counsel because our worries are going to be ones outside the space of normal mortal errors, and then we'll end up in trouble. We are trying to get out in front of that, by finding all the possible errors we might run into, now instead of in front of Keltham."









Peranza: The screaming inner terror is back! But it's not an agonized mess of aborted thoughts because she has a clear if wordless path to follow: just list out things she's unclear on such that it's only light or at most moderate heresy to claim they could be unclear, then wait to have whatever horrible thing happens afterwards happen.

Operating under conditions of screaming inner terror so long as you can see a way to apparently-sincerely-to-yourself obey orders is a universal Chelish life skill.

"Understood," Peranza says, more firmly this time.









Carissa Sevar: Well, they'll see how this goes.




Carissa isn't trying to invent her own list. It feels much easier, somehow, to answer the question 'how do I keep these girls loyal when they're having heretical thoughts' than to answer the question 'what things do I believe that aren't actually true'. Since then, you know, she'd stop believing them, and if she stops believing them then the project fails and everyone dies, so, perhaps she'll invent dath ilanis without being one herself. Fine.









lintamande: "Do you think I should go to Hell?" Jacme asks Asmodia, when the latter appears to not be doing anything.









Asmodia: "...why would you ask me that question. Everyone should go to Hell and serve Lord Asmodeus."

She needs the crown back. Is therereally not any way for her to become the next Most High?









lintamande: "Yes, but I mean, now. As opposed to in a hundred years."









Asmodia: 
She looks up before she can stop herself, though she does keep any surprise off her face, at the mention of the hundred years. It's a round number you might pick at random, but -

"One hundred years specifically? Why did you pick that number?"









lintamande: " - because I might live that long? If I get to fourth circle and get age resistance?"









Asmodia: "Then why would you want to go to Hell now instead, if you could continue to serve Lord Asmodeus in Golarion and still be received by Him later?"

...it's actuallyeasier to say this sort of thing and sound terribly sincere, for some weird reason, now that she absolutely doesn't believe it at all.









lintamande: "....right. Of course." She looks confused but that's not the kind of statement you're allowed toarguewith.









Asmodia: "It might help if you explained why you were asking me that." She has a suspicion, but not a certainty, and she would have formed the suspicion faster if her mind was not filled with thoughts of how slow and dead her mind feels now. Losing +4 to Intelligence is 30% like dying; losing +4 to Intelligence, +6 to Wisdom, and +4 to Splendour, by extrapolation, is 105% like dying.









lintamande: "Well, we were told to choose, and told it was - a real choice, though probably we'd want to stay, and we could ask you if we were considering Hell. So I was wondering if. It's - I mean, we're Project Lawful, right, we're different..."









Asmodia: "Told by who. Just to be sure."

Asmodia is not actually stupid, she just feels incredibly stupid, and her thoughts are moving now.









lintamande: "Sevar."









Asmodia: Does Sevar - not believe, any more, that Asmodia was given a secret to keep by Hell itself? What the Abyss is Sevar thinking? Asmodia should, perhaps, have just showed Sevar Gorthoklek's message - has she screwed up, has she failed her unknown Patron -


And then Asmodia's thoughts move faster, and calmer.

She is not what she was, but she remembers.

Asmodia did figure out, she is not stupid now, let alone then, she did figure out that Aspexia Rugatonn's question might be about how Asmodeus sees a mortal worshipper. And then Asmodia didn't mention that part at all, because she'd been clearly instructed not to think about the why and just solve the question itself.

The tropes, if they are real, are not mostly-blind like Asmodeus. The tropes can see precisely and navigate precise futures.

Then Asmodia can perhaps reason that what is happening now, was intended to happen. And if the tropes see not perfectly, but still far better than Asmodeus, Asmodia can reason about ideas like keeping to more predictable paths, and the tropes will know what she thought about it, if she thought a sufficiently predictable thing... but Asmodia would have to think more on this new form of the Most High's question, before she dared anything like that, preferably think with more Cunning and Wisdom.


"Give me a quiet minute to think," Asmodia says. Maybe it's already too much of a giveaway, saying that. But Sevar clearly considers the away already given, and Asmodia does not get to dispute that, for she has already lost that game.


But suppose nonetheless that Asmodia has not failed her Patrons yet, by events coming to this point. What then do her Patrons desire of her? Asmodia cannot guess, and she has been given no instructions at all.

Look inside herself? Act on impulse? Would that help her Patrons, would that help the tropes, is she easier to steer if she acts on predictable impulses and lets herself be subject to frequent correction, rather than trying to hold fast to a course where she does as little as possible? Asmodia needs the crown back, and longer than fifteen minutes to think.

She hasnot been given instructions. Perhaps that is because she can deduce the goal and because her own thought can prove adequate to reach it.

The meddling gods - who might be below real tropes, or above fake tropes, or both at once - do seem to want Project Lawful to succeed, or keep going at least for now. They could have let Nidal smash it, or a sword take Keltham, they did not.

Then -









Asmodia: "All right, look, Sevar should not actually have told you that, given what she believes, but what happened to me in Hell did suggest that Project Lawful girls might get special treatment.Might. It might have just been something they did for me because I was the first Project Lawful girl they actually got to see. They grabbed me away from the standard bad painful situation my contract devil put me in, stuff happened I'm not talking about, but at the end I was put somewhere I'd end up in good shape when I got back, which I don't think is at all usual."

"I don't know if that works for you if you're notstaying on the Project, I would not advise dying just to test it, I'm not sure that Hell would be amused," or her Patron, for Erecura did say that the price that had been paid was very high. "But if what you're looking for is a tiny shred of hope that Sevar is right about anything, fine, yeah, that happened."

"I wouldn't rely on it, so my advice is for you to stay on Golarion for those hundred years, if you can. If Hell is even better for Project Lawful girls than for everyone else, you can always go there later."









lintamande: Chelish people don't say 'thank you', Jacme nods, silently, and flees.









Nefreti Clepati: Nefreti Clepati does not prostrate herself before the pharaoh of Osirion. Nefreti Clepati casts a very powerful illusion of herself gracefully prostrating herself before the pharaoh, and stands at the illusion's feet, smiling cheerfully at the pharaoh, who is a powerful enough cleric in his own right to see through it. But his guards aren't, and anyone who might carry away rumors is not, and it's not, actually, a fight the pharaoh of Osirion can afford to pick with Nefreti Clepati. He needs her more than she needs him, and they both know it.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Rise," says the pharaoh of Osirion, and there are very few people on Golarion who would detect even the slightest trace of irritation in his voice. The illusion of Nefreti Clepati folds itself back into the real Nefreti Clepati.









Nefreti Clepati: "The answer is no, regrettably," she tells him.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We, ah, haven't yet made the request."









Nefreti Clepati: "Don't do that to an old woman, boy, you know I can't keep that kind of thing straight."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We need a scry done by someone powerful enough to overcome Aspexia Rugatonn's caster level. There aren't too many people that powerful in the Inner Sea. Do you want.... the contents of the buried pyramid of the Pharaohs of Ascension? We have a lead on where it is. Some spell diagramming notes dated to Nex? Azlanti ioun stones?"









Nefreti Clepati: 
"Is that everything, then, boy? We are both of us very busy."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: " - Cheliax has a powerful magic user from another world and they think whatever they're doing with him isincrediblyvaluable to Hell."









Nefreti Clepati: "I know."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Is this about - worry about being constrained in receiving context from Nethys, that's been a concern or us, but this plan was conceived of and made by my foreign affairs team without input from Abadar either in my person or otherwise, and we're not intervening, we're just looking,in order to adjust our probabilities onwar with Cheliax in the next ten years.Priestess, you don't want to see Sothis fall. And the pay is very nearly anything that I have and that you want."









Nefreti Clepati: "Oh dear, we did do this conversation in the wrong order, didn't we, and it's my fault, for trying to get to the end of it sooner, when we can't do that, you have to walk through all the parts. It makes sense that you, not being omniscient, are nervous. It seems like it would be very nervewracking to not be omniscient."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Do you....know what's going on. Is there a plan."









Nefreti Clepati: "Probably!"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Will you bet in Merenre's market."









Nefreti Clepati: "One of the downsides of omniscience is that it really ruins the appeal of gambling. You could just give me all your money, save us some time."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "...if you want, if you go and place your bets now and tell me that they are genuinely your best bets, We'll pay out right now like they resolved in your favor."









Nefreti Clepati: "Have you ever thought to yourself, maybe I'm trying to solve a flood with a Fireball?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Am I trying to solve a flood with a Fireball?"









Nefreti Clepati: "No, I think I'd actually characterize this specific error slightly differently. You're - trying to solvechildbirthwith a Fireball. It's a delicate process."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "You can solve childbirth with aDimension Door."









Nefreti Clepati: "When the baby's ready! Not sooner!"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "When the - baby's ready - when whatever Nethys is planning has come to fruition - then will you help us?"









Nefreti Clepati: "...no."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Nefreti, if there's anything at all you can tell me that would help me understand -"









Nefreti Clepati: "Imagine a little bird flies into town and starts breathing Fireballs, and says 'pay me to go away!' What do you do?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Kill it."









Nefreti Clepati: "But what if it only wants a little bit of gold to go away! You'll have to pay far more than that, to get some adventurers to kill it."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We kill it."









Nefreti Clepati: "Not in the mood for delivering a lecture on Law today, I take it?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "There is no one listening but you, Nefreti."









Nefreti Clepati:









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Is the palace being spied on?"









Nefreti Clepati: "Do you want to hear about the little bird or not."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: The pharaoh of Osirion is much less inclined to casually murdering people who annoy him than not just the Queen of Cheliax but nearly any noble in Cheliax. This doesn't speak particularly well of him; it's a very low bar.



The pharaoh of Osirion finds himself, to his alarm, contemplating the murder of the High Priestess of Nethys in all of Golarion. Luckily, he reminds himself, he couldn't do it if he wanted to.





"I would like to hear more about the bird," he says pleasantly.









Nefreti Clepati: "A little bird comes to town and starts sneezing Fireballs everywhere. 'I have a terrible illness that causes Fireball sneezing', it says, 'please help me'. What do you do."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Is it telling the truth."









Nefreti Clepati: "Yes!"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "And the cheapest way to get the bird to go away is to cure its Fireball sneezing."









Nefreti Clepati: "Indeed!"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I make the bird a loan it can pay off by being a ship's wizard for a year or two, sneeze Fireballs at all the pirates."









Nefreti Clepati: "The bird isn't that patient. You can either pay it to get cured, or you can kill it, and until you do one or the other it's just going to sit there sneezing."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "If there's no threat involved then the department of ....bird handling... solves it in the cheapest available way, which I suppose is curing the bird."









Nefreti Clepati: "But why didn't they do that with the first bird?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Nefreti...."









Nefreti Clepati: "You're not very good at answering questions!"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We don't give in to threats because if we predictably give in to threats, everyone will threaten us. We occasionally spend money to solve problems that look like threats, if they're not threats and we have some way to verify that they're not threats. If the bird genuinely isn't here to get money from us - just landed here randomly - and isn't staying because it thinks it can extort us - then maybe we pay it to go away, because that doesn't get the city swarmed by hundreds of copycat birds."









Nefreti Clepati: "And what if - this is a tricky one - the bird is sincere and not threatening you, but the reason it happens to be in Osirion rather than somewhere else is that Cheliax put it there, wanting the bird cured, and thinking we'd do it to make all our buildings stop being on fire."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Kill the bird. Can't let people make threats at one remove, either."









Nefreti Clepati: "Well, there you go, I explained the whole thing."









Ruby Prince Khemet III:









Nefreti Clepati: "Have a good day!"



And she leaves.









Cayden Cailean: That was fucking nerve-wracking.

And who was she even talking to? Nefreti Clepati was distinctly not looking in the direction of Cayden Cailean's hidden presence when she turned around to look at that angle.

Why isn't Otolmens freaking out about her, Cayden Cailean doesn't know.









Asmodia: Asmodia consults with Paxti and the others about their alterCheliax reactions to being fired, often interrupting Sevar with further questions about how alterCheliax needs to look to appeal to Keltham, but still taking slightly less Carissa Sevar time than if Carissa Sevar had needed to be present for the whole thing.

Neither Asmodia nor Sevar are actually getting any downtime tonight, realistically speaking, but Cheliax expects that of its upper management, even more than do fast-paced dath ilani startups.

What are they doing about Asmodia reporting to Sevar on solving Keltham's problems 1-7 and having comprehended the game between dath ilani? Asmodia wants a report on her awesomeness moving quickly to the Grand High Priestess so she can get a headband again soon.

If possible, Sevar should at least appear to make her own run on the Law, it'd be alterCheliax-weird for her not to do that, given what Asmodia has seen of Sevar anyways. How far Sevar gets with her +4 headband will be a good proxy for how far Asmodia could have gotten on Fox's Cunnings. Asmodia should not show up tomorrow being visibly no-longer-entirely-not-a-dath-ilani, that did not happen in alterCheliax.

Then, Asmodia proposes, once Sevar has taken her own run, Asmodia can show Sevar how much more progressAsmodia made with +4 INT, +6 WIS, and +4 CHA. And Sevar can report to the Grand High Priestess that Asmodia actually needs more than just +4 Wisdom in a headband, even if they have to send somebody to Hell temporarily or turn them into a statue temporarily, so that Asmodia can have their headband. It's super important to Project Lawful. The fate of Cheliax and maybe Hell itself depends on it. Whoever has the third most powerful headband in Cheliax after the Most High probably isn't doing anything that important.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesn't actually feel like she needs downtime. She does feel like she's playing to her weaknesses, rather than her strengths - the thing she's good at is understanding Keltham, and going off even very good gut intuition for that isn't going to stand up against him, so they need the whole tapestry and she can't be the whole tapestry. Project management is not a strength.



Also apparently after two days of project management you start to pick up on its attitude of 'ugh, wizards'. Which she doesn't endorse at all, because Asmodia is completely justified in wanting to be smarter, in a sense it's the only want that's justified at all. "I'll give the problems a try, but even if I am persuaded that you on a headband is a massive asset to the project, I'm not going to make that request and if I did it'd be denied. Wizards make that request whether it's actually necessary or not, see, and you have absolutely no idea what whoever has the third most powerful headband in Cheliax is doing but it might be 'winning the war with Nidal'. And your loyalties are questionable."









Asmodia: Asmodia doesn't regret asking. You want to keep pushing until you get a 'no'.

Maybe she can figure out who in other countries would probably have a very powerful headband and could most easily be killed by a half-dath-ilani.


Also, Asmodia's loyalties are notquestionable. The Grand High Priestess personally declared that Asmodia was not loyal to Lord Asmodeus. This settles the issue; to question the judgment of the Grand High Priestess is heresy. Hahaha.









Peranza: Peranza's current thought processes would make fascinating reading from a dath ilani perspective, once the dath ilani stopped screaming, which would take a while.

She now works on an important secret project where her thoughts are being read a lot compared to Ostenso wizard academy. In principle, that's not a huge difference because, even when you're mind-read less frequently, they can just ask you if you've had any bad thoughts since your last review. Still, Peranza is very aware that somebody could be reading all her thoughts literally right now, and probably is.

One might consider that there is an obvious way to look at things where Sevar just told her that everyone's Asmodeanism is based on lies, and Keltham is going to tell them the truth, and then they'll all be executed as heretics for believing him and go to Hell and be hurt very badly. Not eventually, this week.

Peranza is not looking there.

It's not that she's safe if she doesn't look there. It's not that she's better off if she doesn't look there. She's just not looking there. This is not a thinkable thought. It cannot be processed. It is detected by several early-firing bad-thought-detector pattern-recognizing heuristics, well trained by previous punishment, and shut down before it gets into her stream of consciousness and becomes a problem for her next Detect Thoughts review.

What Sevar said is causing a lot of early-bad-thought-detectors to fire simultaneously.

Peranza, then, consists of whatever is left.

It's proceeding in fits and starts and not uncommonly runs into all cognitive avenues being blocked simultaneously, whereupon Peranza's incipient wordless awareness that she's no longer convincing herself that she's trying to follow orders becomes stronger and stronger and more demanding until finally, in desperation, she thinks something anyways.

A more experienced member of the Inner Ring would not have put an Outer into this position, unless they wanted to cast Detect Thoughts and watch the Outer's verbal thoughts tie up in increasingly tight knots and circles of not having any available pathways for safe thinking and then, presumably, have some fun punishing them for doing their assigned task poorly.

Peranza is supposed to list out, not her own heresies for Sevar to correct, obviously, Peranza wouldn't be willingly thinking any heretical thoughts, obviously, she's supposed to look at other members of Project Lawful and determine places where incipient heresies might be (such as can be listed without damning herself). Only she's also supposed to list out places where Peranza thinks she might be confused, and it's supposedly okay to admit you're confused, only Sevar called those lies, which means everything has to be screened for how bad it would be if whoever got this report jumped on Peranza and asked if her listing that thing meant she thought it was a lie.

Not that Peranza is allowed to think any of that out loud, either.









Peranza: The first item written on Peranza's report is that Ione Sala seems to think it's okay to worship Nethys which really seems very confused and definitely like the sort of thing where she might get even more confused listening to Keltham.

After this isnot written that Sevar herself is also an enormous glowing heretic, but those thoughts are safe tothink, you don't have to be a heretic yourself to notice that Sevar is a heretic. So Peranza's calculations about how it would be stupid to list this item in a report that Sevar reads, and Peranza's thoughts about Sevar's particular heresies, are all allowed to be in the forefront of her mind and actually thought to herself. Her mind spends quite some time there, where it's safe, before she is forced to move on by the increasing volume of the incipient-wordless-shriek of how she will no longer be able to pass a Detect Thoughts inspection on whether she successfully pretended to herself that she was trying to follow Sevar's orders.

Shehas to put down something. Even if it makes her punishable. She can't put downnothing, obviously you'd make the punishment for that be worse. Even in Taldor you must still get tortured severely if you deliberately disobey orders.

Peranza writes down that somebody else might get confused about why Asmodeus permits so many opposing gods to continue to exist and oppose him when they're so much less mighty than Him.

It's obviously going to get her somebody staring at her and asking if she believes Asmodeus is weak and that the part about Him being mightier than other gods is a lie and all she'll be able to do is say that she was trying to follow Sevar's orders and guess what other people might get confused about and obviously Peranza has never thought for a moment that anything the Church said is false she is just trying to follow Sevar's orders and guess what other people might think.

Peranza writes down that somebody else might get confused about why people in other countries, especially wizards who can teleport, don't all flock to Cheliax given its clearly greater benefits.

This is safer; if Peranza is asked if she believes Cheliax isn't really a better place to be, she'll be able to say, no, obviously the people in other countries are weak and afraid of pain, this is just something somebody else might be confused about.

Now she has three things, and the first thing about Known Heretic Ione Sala is visibly not really trying, but Peranza doesn't dare cross it out or recopy because that is the sort of thing Security will report and it is a bad look.

She needs more things to write down. She can't turn in this report to Sevar with only those things written on it.

Why do things have to be like this?Why does she have to hurt like this?Peranza is confused about that.

For a very brief moment, then, Peranza's mind remembers the silent image of Keltham's city of towering metal blocks, a teenaged boy's private apartment-mansion inside it, but an early-bad-thought-recognizer fires before she can think anything fatal in words.



(To be clear, this is not Peranza's worst day in the last month. It's not a good day even in Cheliax, but not the worst day of the month in Cheliax either. Nobody's breaking her bones or whipping strips of skin off her back right now.)









Peranza: By the time two hours are up, Peranza has twenty items, and when she looks back and reviews them all at once she realizes in the back of her mind that she's going to die a heretic's death, if not right now then after following Sevar's next set of orders, but it's too late now and trying to burn the paper just means Security stops her after they see the intention and then things get worse.

Not that Peranza thinks any of that in words either.

She just picks up her completed report and gives it to Security to deliver to Sevar, with horrible nausea running through her that is no doubt the result of having spent so much time thinking about sickening possible heresies.



(The trouble with not thinking in words, the trouble with running entirely off pattern recognition to decide which next step is safe, without being able to calmly reflect on where the whole sequence of steps goes, is that sometimes you end up cornering yourself.

A better course of action given her beliefs would have been to fail at her task, and be tortured however much you get tortured when you tell them that you couldn't find it in yourself to obey orders because they were too heretical and you didn't want to become a heretic yourself, which is no doubt very painful, but not anywhere near as bad as going to Hell. This, however, would have required deliberate planning. The mind-without-words doesn't learn heuristics that steer you into that much immediate pain and visible failure on your next step.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa brings the paper over to her a couple of minutes later. "These are good questions," she says. "I think some people think of them and then avoid asking them, because they're worried on some level that the questionsdon't have good answers,or at least that if they asked then people might think they think the questions don't have good answers."









Peranza: Peranza nods in obedient terror. She's not going to be punished by Sevar right now, for not having done a good enough job on her assigned task, but she knows without words that this was a mistake and very much not the fate she should actually have been avoiding.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you know why I asked you to do this?"









Peranza: Because I'd outlived my usefulness.

"Because you believe Keltham might turn some of us into heretics, and you'd like to minimize how many."









Carissa Sevar: "Say Keltham asks you -" she glances at the paper, "why all the Chelish wizards are born in Cheliax, when wizards from all over the world should want to live here. What would you say to him."









Peranza: This is amuch easier question to answer.

"That wasn't in the official background material, so if I had to answer right away and couldn't wait on an advisory from yourself or Asmodia, I would tell him that I don't know, but my guess is that the wizards on-site all look native-born probably because that helps with passing the Security screening. I've seen non-Chelish wizards in Cheliax ever but did mostly keep to Ostenso wizard academy while I was there, and I wasn't in a big town before then."









Carissa Sevar: "Good.



Say you accidentally at some point thought the question toyourself,what would your answer be?"









Peranza: "They're weak and afraid of pain."









Carissa Sevar: "It would be better for our souls to leave it at that, wouldn't it? But I think we unfortunately can't. All of these questions have real, good, satisfactory answers, obviously; devils aren't constantly afraid of heresy. Devils don't carefully avoid thinking about specific things. And we are going to have to become like devils in this regard because it's too late for us to be like -" gesture - "other people. Which of these questions would you be most relieved to know the real true answer to, an answer you can think about as much as you like because it's actually just satisfactory and thinking about it more brings you closer to understanding the will and greatness of Asmodeus?"









Peranza:









Peranza: If she just picks one at random is she safe -

Is it better to learn from her mistake, and be punished for disobedience rather than die for heresy -

No she just needs to glance at things until she finds any item with a plausible excuse -









Peranza: Why do we have to be hurt so? - wasn't one of her questions and she mustn't process the real meaning of Sevar's question anyways

SHE HAS TO PRODUCE AN ANSWER









Peranza: "I - don't know how to answer that, if I haven't already been told the real true answers then I'm not deemed ready for them, I don't know how to guess which answer I'd be ready for and would help me -"









Carissa Sevar: "You haven't been told the real true answers because it's been a very busy week and this is the first time we've had a couple hours away from Keltham. You're ready at minimum for the answer to every question that you're scared of thinking about, because we can't have you scared of thinking."









Peranza: Why is she lying. Who would believe that?

No, belief is mandatory. Believe it somehow.

Peranza nods obediently.









Carissa Sevar: "Shall we just go down the entire list, since you can't name one?"









Peranza: If Sevar has true, reassuring answers for everything on the list Peranza will be genuinely impressed; for an instant there's a flare of hope. Maybe Sevar's price in Dis means something? "Yes," Peranza says.









Carissa Sevar: "Ione Sala thinks it's okay to worship Nethys.



There is - something of a realignment, happening among the gods, right now. It's hard to see from a mortal angle, but gods are doing Asmodeus favors who would not have been expected to do Asmodeus favors. Cayden Cailean gifted Pilar with the ability to track down every spy for Iomedae in Egorian, as long as she threw a party for them before kicking them out of the country, instead of executing them. That's what she was doing in Egorian. Broom's god - this is secret from Keltham, but permitted to know in the project - teleported every diamond anywhere in Nidal to Broom, at the same time as Asmodeus sent Maillol a vision saying we should set up near Ostenso where there's some kind of divine interdiction. Nethys warned us of the Zon-Kuthon attack.



It's hard for mortals to know for certain what the gods are doing. But there's a thing that would have been something a heretic might have said a week ago, which was: if Asmodeus is destined to win,why don't the other gods act like they know that?Why do they oppose Asmodeus? They don't have the excuse of being mortal and stupid and scared of pain; they should submit, if they see how it's destined to end, or I guess try to let Rovagug out if they're too opposed to submit. But in that we have the start of our answer - Asmodeus doesn't want them to let Rovagug out, and so He has left hidden from them the ultimate result He sees. When Good gods tell their priests that Asmodeus will not win in the end, they're telling the truth, as far as they know.

Or that's what was true a week ago. I think that Asmodeus is now beginning to show his hand. We are valued in Dis not for the work we'll do in this world, but for the work we'll do in Hell, where the gods do know that Asmodeus reigns totally supreme and that there is nothing to do to oppose Him. With more Law, it will be possible to create better devils.

That might seem like - an advantage, a substantial one even, but not a decisive one, not one that turns Cayden Cailean against Iomedae and has Nethys serving Asmodeus in the absence of prophecy. Do you see why it's a bigger advantage than that?"









Peranza: Peranza doesn't gape, since such reactions are suppressed by default in Cheliax.

Is all that even slightly true -

But maybe it is true, Project Lawful being what it is, the answer is maybe yes, it's not like they haven't seen Pilar with the cake, Peranza wasthere when Ione called her warning,and they were told about the Cayden Cailean thing before any of these issues about heresy came up -

"I'm not sure I understood the question, sir? Is the question, why being able to create better devils is a decisive enough advantage to make Cayden Cailean and Nethys believe in Lord Asmodeus's inevitable victory? It would just be, because with better devils Hell gets stronger and wins, right?"


The flash of horror that goes through her at the thought is buried very very deep.









Carissa Sevar: "If you just make a devila little betterthan any anyone has ever made, then that devil will be able to geteven betterat making devils, and make one alittle better than that.And get better at the process, not just the result - think how much mortal running-around-in-blind-panic would be prevented if being shaped into some kinds of devildidn't hurt,so we could just tell everyone who's scared that they can be that kind instead."


Wryly: "it'll probably still hurt the way this conversation is hurting you. But I believe maybe mortals, if it was just that, could muster their courage and go gladly to it.

With better devils you could have a summoned Keltham in every classroom, teaching all the children Law, which devils right now don't understand in such a way that they'd be able to do it.

And all we have to do is make a devil which is just a little bit better atmaking devils -which is, in a sense, a kind ofteaching,a kind of shaping, the precise thing this project is doing.





Ione Sala shouldn't worship Nethys, and you shouldn't start, but it's not threatening the way it was a week ago, any more than it's threatening that I venerate Dispater. Because Dispater works for Asmodeus, and Nethys does too - not fully, yet, but it's not surprising at all that Nethys, who sees farther, was the first to see it. And Ione believes Nethys to have charged her with helping the project succeed, and with making it visible to Keltham that the project has the backing of many gods - he'd be suspicious if it were just Asmodeans. He told me yesterday that he was tremendously relieved Cayden Cailean was backing us, since the fact Good gods too support this project gives him confidence in it.

What a gift, which Asmodeus could not buy, if He weren't going to win!

Why did Cayden take Pilar, and not anyone else, to Elysium, if He is Good and wants to save people from Hell? Anyone else might have been tempted to stay in Elysium - it's all right, you can think it, many people would be tempted to stay in Elysium - and that would have been a cruel thing to tempt them with, when Elysium will fall soon anyway; Pilar was the one who was done no cruelty, by showing her. They asked her at the end if she wanted to stay and she said 'no' and they said 'we knew that would be your answer'. She is meant to bring that little that Elysium has to teach us with her to Hell. And someday it'll be fine to worship Cayden Cailean, too, as it's fine to worship Mephistopheles."









Peranza: There's a flash of contempt -

There's a flash of contempt openly in Peranza's thoughts. It's safe to think that Sevar is a fool, because the Security reading her thoughts will be thinking that too. If you look at the way Cheliax is set up, that Hell is set up, you'd have to be a fool to think they'd ever make devils in a way that didn't hurt. The people of Cheliax are not that lied-to, they are openly told that Asmodeus's domain is tyranny and that the cruelty they endure is pleasing to Him. You couldn't pray to Him if you were that mistaken about who He is.

"Why believe Hell would go along with making devils less painfully?" Peranza says. It does not take heresy, it is not an executable offense, if you suggest that Hell likes hurting you in the course of your correction. The corrected deserve for the correction to hurt, and the weak deserve to suffer; this is the doctrine of Hell. Peranza has had to whip her classmates, and practice torture spells on children with no other uses, to make sure she experiences it from both sides, just like any other wizard. Even if they could make devils painlessly, they wouldn't.









Carissa Sevar: "Because I think it might interfere with making themthink.I observe you all to be terrible at thinking, except Pilar who doesn't mind it. I would love to teach you how not to mind it. But I don't have that figured out yet, I'm notAbrogail,whodidknow how to hurt me in a way that made me better and stronger and worthier, and I can't promise people 'look, we'll hurt you in a way that makes you better and stronger and worthier', because they've never had Abrogail and on some level don't believe that that's even real. So if all goes well, I'll have my own collection of souls in training in Hell, and I'll figure out something better than paving stones to do with the ones who fall apart when they get hurt. Yes, they're contemptible; yes, they deserve to suffer; yes, it'd be better if I could figure out how to both deliver what they deserve to them and make them into something useful. But everyone's trying at the first thing and no one's trying at the second.





Do you want to know what Hell conveyed of Asmodeus's will for me?"









Peranza: "Yes," Peranza says; she can answer that question quickly, what with the alternate answer of 'no' being very very obviously the wrong one.

It's good that she was asked that question so she didn't have to figure out how to respond to everything that came before it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa carefully pulls out the sheet of paper on which it was reconstructed from Elias's memories, and passes it across the table to Peranza.









Peranza: Peranza reads, and is not particularly enlightened. Perhaps she isn't actually meant to be enlightened, only shown how small and stupid she is before Asmodeus's wisdom?

"Are we meant to understand why our Lord directed you so?" she says.









Carissa Sevar: "Not in full, I don't think. But I thought all the strange and doubtless mistaken things that I think, and He chose me, and He called Keltham my teacher; that we're meant to understand. Ordinarily it would be very stupid and pathetic to imagine that Hell is in an error we have the power to correct. I think now it is ambiguous, whether it is stupid and pathetic or not. If we succeed, Peranza, if we build Civilization on Golarion, then this ambition of mine to fix those souls Hell turns into paving-stones is small next to that, and I will be permitted it. If we fail then we'll all be worse off than if we'd never tried this, because we got halfway to Truth and ended up in a big muddle of heresy."









Peranza: Half of that prediction is certainly credible. (Probably fine to think this; Security is no doubt thinking the same.)

What would Ione say about all this if Peranza asked her

What wouldPilar say about all this if Peranza askedher? (Pilar is obviously strong in her faith; to wonder what she'd think of something is a permitted thought.)

A daring thought comes to her, more daring than has come to Peranza in a while; a thought that might get her punished, and yet, it wouldn't be execution for heresy, and that punishment would show Sevar's hand and relieve a lot of frantic anxiety about how real the promise of reduced punishment actually is. "I think - the sort of question you're talking about - that somebody might be afraid to ask - would, for me, the most important question would be - why can't a devil tell us this, that Hell would go along with your plan, and swear to that in Asmodeus's name, and then we would know it was no heresy" and that the hope was real (actually you can just think that, Security's also skeptical of the truth here) and that Sevar's promises were remotely credible.









Carissa Sevar: "Very reasonable. So I'm going to mark this as - not satisfactorily answered until we have a devil to tell everyone the bounds of what I can get away with - the problem is that junior devils aren't going to know for sure, and I can't actually casually command the time of senior ones. But I'll figure it out."









Peranza: Is it possibly over?









Carissa Sevar: Nope! That was the first question. Now, second question.









Peranza: Peranza obviously isn't going to run out of the room screaming. That impulse gets trained out of you before you can actually form long-term memories.









Asmodia: Would the pharaoh of Osirion trade his crown to her if she could kidnap Keltham and deliver him to Osirion -









Ione Sala: "Asmodia. Are you plotting how to get your hands on an overpowered headband, instead of listening to me?"









Asmodia: "Yes. I was thinking about whether I could seduce my way into the pharaoh of Osirion's harem."









Ione Sala: "I now, on the one hand, regret ever mentioning to you that the pharaoh's crown was a thing, and, on the other hand, regret much less that I didn't try on that headband myself. Maybe, if we consulted with more senior wizards, there'd be a way to extract some of that conviction from me, and directly infuse it into Keltham -"









Asmodia: "You are going full Nethys again. Also I predict Maillol vetoes it."









Ione Sala: "Well since you refuse to check any of those predictions -"









Asmodia: "Given that he just got Raised, Maillol should be asleep right now. His Ring of Sustenance won't kick in much before ours do. So I'm batching them up and before I check with him I will write down my predictions with probabilities for each question, like a good girl. Which Keltham will later tell us is a training exercise for dath ilani, I predict with 99% probability." (Asmodia did try to adjust her confidences downward after Keltham warned her that 99.99% was too much.)









Ione Sala: "Kelthamtold us that we should do that if we were using divine advice to check about, what was it, which corn-breeding plans would be disastrous. You don't get to count that as a prediction."









Asmodia: "I don't think Keltham said to use probabilities then, so I get to count that."

"Look, we're drifting off-topic again, probably because of something to do with the ratio of time we've spent awake to asleep over the last day. Did you say anythingimportant while my attention drifted off?"









Ione Sala: "I think I delivered a prophecy, but now I don't remember it either takaral."









Asmodia: "Interesting. I can actually tell you said takaral on purpose."









Ione Sala: "I wasn't trying very hard to fake it."

"Look, I'm not feeling happy about this Gregoria Suicide Plan. I bet Sevar also won't be happy about this Gregoria Suicide Plan. I bet Maillol is unhappy in a way that involves fire."









Asmodia: "We'll be fine. They wouldn't use fire in Taldor."









Ione Sala: "They would if somebody showed themthis plan."









Asmodia: "Youinvented this idea and three-quarters of what's in here!"









Ione Sala: "That doesn't mean I can't look back, think about how far I've come, and realize exactly where I have arrived."

"Also all the problems are in the remaining one-quarter, obviously."









Asmodia: "I think the logic is probably a lot clearer if you have grasped the key fragment of the Law of Probability, which, once you possess it, reshapes all of your thoughts and not just those thoughts which involve numbers -"









Ione Sala: "Asmodia, listen to me. If this were a temple of Nethys and I were in charge, this would be the point at which the experienced fourth-circle cleric of Nethys tells the first-circle cleric of Nethys that she is clearly on an exciting journey of the mind full of new ideas, and she's going to be locked in a nice safe cell with no weapons or spellbook until she finishes takaral."









Asmodia: "How fortunate for Project Lawful that I am in charge and not you. Also you've never in your life been to a temple of Nethys, stop making things up."









Ione Sala: "I flipped through all the Taldor romance novels looking for any mention of the word 'Nethys' and there were two pages about a temple of Nethys in one section."









Asmodia: "And that's the point where the high-ranking Asmodean sets the low-ranking Asmodean on fire. Yes yes you're not Asmodean, fine."

"Look, I'll try to put the Law I'm using into words, you may well be able to follow if you pay attention. What we're trying to avoid doing is letting Keltham narrow down a single Conspiracy world that he can figure out. We want to do things that make internal sense in the Ordinary world, even if they might seem sort of weird and complicated there, but which would be more complicated and hard to square up internally in the Conspiracy world. Yes, there's ultimately a world where that all makes sense, because we're living in it, but we want to make that world hard for his mind to narrow in on, and when we use weird complicated logic that's inconsistent with the logic we've previously used, that helps us so long as it's less weird inside the Ordinary world."

"The fact that we told him about Cunning and headbands isn't good but it also means that we were stupid then, and now if we do something very complicated and smart and clever about it, even if Keltham thinks of that possibility, it won't match up with our previous stupidity in telling him about Cunning at all."









Ione Sala: "And you don't think Keltham has read a dozen books back in dath ilan where somebody tries something exactly like this on the protagonist, what with him coming from a world of actual dath ilani wherenone of the thinking you're using is the least bit special."









Asmodia: "You don't get it! Yes, Keltham can think that we just planned the whole thing. But, if Keltham imagines a masterful intellect," like the one she has now, "the part where we previously told him about Cunning and had to execute the whole clever plot in the first place won't make sense. The villains in dath ilani books will be smarter and more competent than we previously were in the actual Conspiracy world."









Ione Sala: "And if he figures out that we really were learning as we went along -"









Asmodia: "That's the loss condition we inevitably reach eventually, where Keltham has enough information to figure out the exact world he's living in, but we can make thatharder for him. He won't jump to that conclusionright away. It's like - putting extra coinspins on top of duck for lunch, merchant ships coming in from Absalom instead of merchant ships from anywhere. A more complicated idea is one that he has to assign lower probability to start."

"And Keltham isn't aperfect dath ilani. It may be possible to confuse him enough and win. If I have a sufficiently powerful headband, and he doesn't use any enhancements himself, I mean."

"Right now, Keltham has seenevidence that, if the Conspiracy is real, it's not actually that competent, because we weren't. The first time we do something smart, before any other time he's expecting us to be smart, we've got to get as much mileage as we can, out of that, because afterwards he'll be on the lookout for smart things."

"And besides getting him not to use enhancements, you yourself said that the most confusing thing we could do to him -"









Ione Sala: "I regret all of the choices that led me here."









Asmodia: "No! You wereright! Righter than you realized! Right now,all Keltham's attention is on the idea that the Conspiracy world is trying to make him believe he's inside the Ordinary world. On thesimple truth, exactly where we don't want it. At the very least we want to make it becomplicated for him."

"So we make it look like he has Ordinary adversaries trying to falsely convince him the Conspiracy is real, and then he has to doubt all the evidence and not just the evidence we'd rather he didn't doubt. And if the Conspiracy faking the Ordinary world faking a Conspiracy is exactly what they do in dath ilani romance novels, then those villains would never have told him about Fox's Cunning."









Ione Sala: "And this is the point where they set somebody on fireeven in Taldor."









Asmodia: "Let me guess, you think Maillol says that we want to keep the Ordinary world simple and believable and just not make Keltham think about things too much?"









Ione Sala: "Sevar says that. Maillol says, Abarco, hurt her."









Asmodia: "Well the ship of apparently simple and believable stories has sailed, what with Cayden Cailean handing out cookies. And even if it hadn't, Keltham is a dath ilani. He's going to think about things no matter what. All we have is a choice ofwhat he spends his Conspiracy-decoding time trying to decode."









Ione Sala: "Okay, look, what are youactually thinking at this point? Specifically? Maybe it'll sound more convincing to me if you sketch it out the way Keltham would see it."









Asmodia: "Keltham wakes up tomorrow, is allowed a chance to pray first - we don't want to let him pick out spellsafter he knows what he'll be doing with them - and probably do some other things, eat breakfast, we can't time it precisely to after he prays. Suddenly there's an emergency, no, they're not supposed to say what, he gets rushed straight to Maillol's office."

"Maillol says that he realizes exactly how stupid this is going to sound -"









Ione Sala: "The fact that your plan requires this step should be ahint, Asmodia."









Asmodia: "I'll be sure to give you full credit for all ofyour ideas."

"Anyways, Maillol tells Keltham that he suspects they have an enemy upstream in Egorian, one who got their hands on, at the very least, yesterday's transcripts. Because the day after Keltham talked about his Conspiracy analysis and told Security that if there was a criminal investigation he wanted to be in charge, even knowing that was tempting the tropes, there's now a dead body in Gregoria's bedroom, which looks like a suicide but that's not hard to fake and there wasn't any obvious reason for her to do that. Last known interaction was that Gregoria finished preparing spells and then requested a simultaneous Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom early that morning, to see if she could solve any of Keltham's homework problems that way after resting the previous night. She died sometime between then and a quarter-hour later, when Sevar tried to send a message to her about her availability for a morning meeting with Keltham."

"Keltham predicts that truthspells aren't going to turn up any murderer for some weird reason. Maillol says yeah, and he bets when they hear back about Gregoria getting Raised or contacted in Hell, she has no idea who killed her, and he wants Keltham to be really fucking cautious about interpreting anything he sees here. Somebody may be trying to fake the appearance of what Keltham seemed to expect."









Ione Sala: "Or Keltham goes, nope, not buying it, and heads outside the Forbiddance to try to get in contact with Osirion."









Asmodia: "If he had that short of a probability-temper he'd have walked out after the Cayden Cailean candy thing."









Ione Sala: "You would have walked out after the Cayden Cailean candy thing because you're a Golarion native who knows how weird that actually is. Keltham will walk out after Maillol tries your line on him, because that will be the point where Keltham recognizes that he's inside the classic hilarious maneuver that dumb dath ilani kids think up the day after they find out about the Law of Probability."









Asmodia: "You're underestimating me, and you're underestimating me with that headband even more. If Keltham is a bit above average for a dath ilani I should have been noticeably above average for a dath ilani while wearing it."









Ione Sala: "Which your total lack of experience more than makes up for."









Asmodia: "I'm thinking using Law now. It's fucking math, Ione, I don't need experience to tell me how the world works, what I'm doing works in all of them."









Ione Sala: "So if Keltham actually says 'nope' and walks out, math itself crumbles with him and the universe ends? This is not making me feel any more reassured about your plan."









Asmodia: "Fine, you don't get it, shut up about not getting it."

"I think we can rely on Keltham to worry on his own that it was maybe actually just a simple regular suicide, as searching through the whole installation fails to turn up any clues or even anything that was meant to fool him. Then we find out that Gregoria is supposedly refusing resurrection and can't be scried or contacted in Hell, which freaks Maillol out and Maillol says he just has no explanation for that unless Gregoria's body was faked and this is a kidnapping. Then unexpectedly two days later Gregoria is able to be Raised, and back with no memories of what happened, and Hell has been successfully contacted but says they're not answering any questions about anything."

"Keltham not only gets wary around Fox's Cunning - which was not what the Conspiracy was trying to make him believe as the whole point, obviously, because in that case we'd have just never told him in the first place - he also concludes that it wasn't a faked-up story to keep him busy, because it ended up being the case that there was no apparent mystery for him to solve and no exciting clues to follow up. But the idea's been planted in his mind that maybe he missed something and maybe somebody is trying to make him believe in a Conspiracy."









Ione Sala: "Whatever happened to the girl who incorrectly shot me down on grounds of being overly clever, back when I showed Keltham that the whole class wasn't too terrified to ask him any questions about his fascinating Conspiracy example? We need some way to suspend time inside this fortress for one month, and send you off to learn how to do all this in real life, and fail a few times somewhere it's less important than here."

"Failing that, I am telling you now in my capacity as Nethys's chosen one that this is a setup that is inevitably going to explode. Prophecy is broken - for everyone except me, I mean - and now Nethys alone can predict events in enough detail to be like, ah, yes, I will do this exact thing, and then Keltham will think this exact thing and react in this exact way. The only way I'd buy this plan is if a god signed off on it."









Pilar : "Hey. Apparently I am supposed to give you cookies because that will serve Lord Asmodeus. Make any comments on this and I will punch you."









Ione Sala: "FUCKING GODS, PILAR!"









Ione Sala: "...no. No, no, no no no this isn't happening."









Pilar : "I'd ask what has upset you so but I really, really don't fucking care."

"Asmodia. Here's your cookie. According to my curse it's a consolation cookie to cheer you up about not getting to carry out your brilliant plan that wouldn't have worked."









Ione Sala: "Thank you, Cayden Cailean."









Pilar : "Ione. Here's your cookie. It's a congratulatory cookie for your good foresight in having already made and carried out, a few days earlier, one of the key choices that enables solving your current problem in a much simpler way."









Ione Sala: "Wait, what? Can you be any more -"









Pilar : "Don't tell me, talk to the fucking cookie. I'm not the curse."

"Also my curse says it can't do this reliably so don't rely on it."

"I need to get back to sleep, try not to come up with any more stupid fucking plans requiring preventative cookies, bye."









Carissa Sevar: "All right," Carissa says to Peranza, when they've gone down the list. "Last thing - I swear that everything I've said to you in this conversation has been true, as far as I know. I don't have satisfactory answers toeverything,yet, but I mean to find them, and bring them to you - all of you - so that Asmodeans can be dath ilani. And if you think of something else I don't have a satisfactory answer to, youbring it to meso I can try to find one. If you wake up one day and realize that you aren't loyal anymore, you won't die for it, assuming you don't actually undermine the project - we'll just keep looking until we can answer whatever pulled you away.



And if you undermine the project you will die terribly for it whether you're a heretic or not, so. All understood?"









Peranza: "Understood," Peranza says from a place of inner numbness that is mostly not processing any of the many many words it has heard.



Peranza has now been thoroughly retrained to find any ideas about questioning Asmodean orthodoxy, or any thoughts about the relationship between that and dath ilanism, to be scary and painful and possibly leading to death and Hell. Future thoughts anywhere remotely close to matching this pattern will be immediately shut down by early-bad-thought-detectors.

This will probably be pretty effective at preventing problems for a while!









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has a bunch of halfway theological questions for Maillol and Subirachs but she needs to go see what idiocy the smart girls have talked themselves into first. "Had any bright ideas?"









Asmodia: "I developed a cunning plan to make it look like somebody in the Ordinary world was trying to trick Keltham into believing in the Conspiracy and tropes, so he wouldn't only be questioning evidence that points in a direction favorable to us. The Cayden Cailean snack service which suddenly showed upclaimed that my plan is unworkable, and that Ione already did some key thing a few days ago needed to make a better plan work. Now Ione is trying to list out every choice she's made about Keltham and see if she can figure out what the fuck Pilar's curse was talking about. I'd recommend not distracting her while she's working. Pilar's curse also says it can't do this reliably and don't rely on it."

"I don't suppose you're ready to hear my report on Law of Probability which, also, the Grand High Priestessdid like the way I performed in the last fifteen minutes too so if you're willing to deliver an accurately glowing report there's a chance I'll be able to get a good enough headband before this project collapses -"

(Asmodia looks kind ofwired, like somebody who's beenon for more hours and off for fewer than might be really wise.)









Carissa Sevar: "I am ready to hear your report on the Law of Probability and you are one of those people who reacts to their first combat situation with glee and overconfidence, correct for it. Proceed."









Asmodia: Overconfidence? Is that even POSSIBLE for a DATH ILANI?

"We should maybe step away from Ione and, before I start, how many of the seven did you derive math for, besides #2 I mean since that's basically already there, if you've already got formulas I can skip derivations on those and talk about meanings and implications -"









Carissa Sevar: "I got the first five."









Ione Sala: Message to Sevar as she's leaving the room: Please don't reply I'm concentrating but if I was a fourth-circle cleric of Nethys and Asmodia was first-circle I'm pretty sure I'd be locking her away from any things that explode and forcing her to read books.









Asmodia: (They've now stepped into the next 'breakout room' over from Ione.)

"So #1 is, I assume you got this part stop me if you didn't, about the way that the implication-probabilities for all the different observations or things that can happen or different pieces of evidence you could get, all have to sum to 1, or no more than 1 if we're not assuming the list exhausts every possibility which in real life it obviously never can."

"Meanings and implications. A world or a theory or a way things can be, has a limited resource like money, like it has one gold piece total divided into a hundred coppers, which it has to spend on all the possibilities that it wants to claim credit for having predicted. I can't let you spin the coin and then say, Queen has 100% probability, Text also has 100% probability, that adds up to 200%. That's why they try to train dath ilani out of assigning more probability afterwards, than they would beforehand, it's why that's contrary to the nature of Probability's Law, if you assign more probability to a happening, after hearing that it happened, then when you add up all the probabilities you'd assign to all the happenings afterwards, you'll get way over 100%. Only if you do it in advance are you guaranteed to have it add up to 100%."

"Golarion doesn't understand that Law. Golarion doesn'tknow that Law. Which means that everybody who's got a belief in their minds, is looking at, whatever happens, and trying to convince themselves, sure, that thing there, that is just what ought to happen in the world I think I'm living in, that should happen with 100% probability. They'd say that for anything just the same. So if you try to - turn that back into coherent math - it says that every outcome has the same probability, and if there's five outcomes, maybe each of them gets 20%, after you're done telling somebody it can't be 100% for each. But 20% for each of the same five outcomes is the same as if you just said 'I don't know' for each of them, instead of, in every case, there being a clever way to twist things around to make it sound like that thing is totally what should have happened."

"The poetry Keltham quoted us for #1, I suspect if he said it in his own language it would rhyme, or there's a version of it that does, it had that feel to it, and I think I've got it memorized by now: Your strength in the Way is your ability to be more confused by fiction than by reality. If you're equally good at explaining any outcome you can see, that's the same as not knowing anything. It's not about how good you are at explaining away whatever happens, the only thing that - focuses, concentrates - thelimited supply of what you can predict, into some predictions and not others - is that your explanations will soundmore plausible for some things andless plausible for others, if there aren't some things you can't explain, that's the same as not being able to predict anything will happen, because you can't predict anything won't happen.Explaining and predicting are the same thing to a dath ilani, the degree to which a belief says, 'I'm great at explaining that, you should credit me for being totally compatible with that thing you saw', is, to the dath ilani, just the same number as the probability that got put on there, and probability isconserved, so youcan't be equally good at explaining everything. To predict reality you have to be the sort of person who, if you were told a fiction instead, would go 'wait what I can't explain that thing how surprising' instead of coming up with a clever explanation of that thing you were told that wasn't real."

"Ione thought that only #6 and #7 were going to be deadly to Asmodeanism. She's wrong. All seven are going to cause problems if the others in class really understand them. Everything that people see, they're trying to explain how their version of Asmodeanism predicts that thing, so Asmodeanism can claim credit for having predicted it, but if they'd seen something very different, they'd predict that too. Keltham's world trains Keepers out of thatall the way and it trains people like Keltham four-fifths out of the way of doing that, and when you've started practicing with numbers and maths for some things, it affects all the rest of your thinking, the way you think in words. I rememberseeing it when I wore the headband, it was so vivid then and it's faded now but I remember what I saw, the way that - the beliefs inside me - were trying to warp and distort themselves and pretend to shove more probability into the things that they knew had already happened, that they'd never have predicted or never have predicted that strongly, and the more that people are lying to themselves the more that distortion is going to be holding all the lies in place while they try tosuck the credit of being right out of whatever-happened by explaining it - and dath ilanism trains that out of people, Keltham's going to make people play some game and when they're done playing the game they'll do that less and then everything that was held in place before becomes shakier - if you had a headband like the one I borrowed, you'd be able to visualize the right Law as math at the same time you watched your own mind trying to do it wrong -"

(There's no obvious sign that Asmodia is ever going to stop talking about problem #1 in particular.)









Carissa Sevar: At the Worldwound they solve mania with lashes but she's not actually sure how they do it in Taldor.



Message to Security for Maillol if he's awake: this is a standard problem with a standard solution, right? What is the standard solution.





"Problem two?"









Iarwain: Reply from Security: Maillol's asleep long since. But while I don't exactly understand your policy against torture, by this point, slapping her hard enough to knock her over isn't torture, it's medicine.









Asmodia: She wasn't FINISHED but FINE "Okay but before we go on to Problem #2you didn't get that far, right, you didn't getall of that without the more powerful headband I need, you can see I'm talking like Keltham and completing the Law of Probability and maybe I'm not really a dath ilani but I'm also not really not a dath ilani anymore -"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa hits her. Not hard enough to knock her down only because she's a wizard and doesn't do a lot of hitting people with her actual hands and isn't that strong.



"Asmodia. You are not a dath ilani. You are in an altered state. This was conveyed to you, by me, ten minutes ago, but youdid not listenbecause you are beingimpervious to information,which is not very dath ilani at all. I'm very close to locking you up until you sober up, but I'm curious if all this Law you've learned will let you react appropriately to this information all on your own."









Asmodia: Beinghit is like a cold rush of water, interrupting the cycle of whatever part of her had won and won and been terrified by Rugatonn and then won again, and stayed to try to win more, and devised more and more complicated plans with Ione arguing but not actually authorized to hurt her, at some point she'd started thinking she was immune to everything and not just to Hell.







"I... suspect I need to try not to do anything for thirty minutes, maybe reading will work, I don't know, and if that doesn't work somebody needs to set my hand on fire for thirty seconds, and if that doesn't work somebody needs to hit me with a sleep spell for an hour. I apologize. I can show you the equation for #6 and sketch the theory for #7 but should not try to explain any implications."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels enormously relieved. Not just that Asmodia is recovered but that hurting people works. Not that she didn't believe that.



"Sure, write it out for me and then go read a history of Taldor or something, one of the dry ones."









Asmodia: Asmodia writes down the equation that a far distant place might call Conservation of Expected Evidence, and then, which takes longer, a brief sketch of the idea of filtered evidence and that P(they tell you about the 4th coinspin ◁ the 4th coinspin came up Queen) being a necessary item of evidence to take into account and not just P(the 4th coinspin came up Queen) in order to not violate Keltham's #6.

"Thereare important implications and I still think you should hear about those before composing a final version of your report to the Most High. But not having a headband for another day won't kill me, so long as I don't start thinking I can kill the pharaoh of Osirion to steal his crown, again."

She should NOT kidnap Keltham to trade him for the crown, even if she could. That is not what her Sponsor probably wants.









Carissa Sevar: "If you pull this off, we'll all be rich beyond our wildest imagining and I'll see you given a headband fancier than any yet conceived on Golarion. We have to win first, though. Go take a rest."









Asmodia: Asmodia goes.

She hopes it is possible for her now to function without a headband, as opposed to her previous wearing of an overpowered headband having left ideas embedded in her mind that only a more powerful mind is competent enough to contain without going mad - is that why there are Keepers -

She needs to not think about that. Thirty minutes, boring history of Taldor.









Asmodia: Maybe it was just being happy that did it. She's... well, in retrospect, she's never actually been happy before, not really. Maybe her mind just didn't know how to handle that inside.





...Asmodia hopes one of these days she can be really happy, somewhere that isn't Cheliax, and just fly away like that, safely, and return to the ground when she tires herself out, to sleep.









Carissa Sevar: An hour before dawn she gathers the not-fired students and also Security around for the great big project briefing. She's already told bits and pieces of the whole story, to various students, as it seemed necessary to assuage various specific worries of theirs, but saying it in front of everyone makes it clear that she didn't select the stories she told them, and that they're insiders, now, among the very few in Cheliax who know what's really going on.



It's a long story. Her voice is getting hoarse.



"I was irritated, at first, about the rumors, but the judgment of people more experienced than I was that they are completely inevitable. This is, unambiguously, the most important thing that has happened in Golarion since the death of Aroden, and arguable the most important thing that has ever happened; we are at the center of it; our successes and our failures will not go unnoticed. The Queen is not only reading our transcripts, she is reading our thought-transcripts. One of the rumors is that every devil in Dis knows my name, which must be false, but all the contract devils do, necessarily.

Do you want your names to be known? Pride is one of Our Lord's domains; you may think, if you'd like, on what you'd do with money and power and titles and all else that would result from our triumph. But the path ahead is very narrow. We are not worth that much yet; it is simply the judgment of those wiser than us that we might be. And in deference to their judgement, I am doing everything in my power to unlock the value in you all, wherever it's found, and to build in Cheliax and if necessary in Hell a system that can use you to your fullest potential. It will succeed spectacularly, or it will fail spectacularly; there is no middle ground.

Go to your rooms and prepare your spells, and if you think of anything at all that might be a barrier to unlocking all the value in you, bring it to me.Dismissed."





And she has a bit of the post-combat high herself, at that, though she's not as childish as Asmodia, and doesn't show it.









Iarwain: Security message to Sevar: We've been ordered to tell you: Keep it strictly professional, she'll also keep it strictly professional, she will not read your thought transcripts from while she's in your presence because you're not ready for that.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Actually, why don't you all stick around another moment," Abrogail Thrune II says pleasantly, dropping her Invisibility.









Carissa Sevar: Thank you for the heads-up, Security. Carissa manages to keep her face convincingly-to-everyone-in-the-room-but-Abrogail calm as she kneels.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail waits until not only the Security with appropriate combat reflexes, but the younger wizards who manage to be paralyzed with horror for half a second, have succeeded in kneeling.

"First. Many of my subordinates in the Asmodean hierarchy, from time to time, find it in their best interest to tell their own subordinates that their project is of vast value to Cheliax, to Hell, to Asmodeus, or of course, to me. In most cases they speak falsely, and in many of those, dishonestly. I don't consider this a flaw in my regime. If you are weak enough of mind to believe what you should not believe, you deserve what you get."

"This does create a problem of justified skepticism within those very rare projects that are of vast importance."

"I hope this problem to be easily corrected, when I say that I am not in the habit of visiting on behalf of those overenthusiastic subordinates to address their underlings and back up their stories. As, perhaps, a clever mind might expect some important people would do, if the project was actually important."

"Consider it confirmed from my own mouth and affirmed by my presence, that the Queen of Cheliax considers this project to be possibly vastly important."

"Getting information out of Hell is often harder than torturing it out of paladins. They will not tell us of prices in Dis, but we can learn buyers. Your new owners are of rarefied heights. It seems that Hell also considers you, and I do mean you personally, to be potentially important."

"With matters indeed being that important, after walking around and seeing the disarray things are in, I've decided that this project isnot ready to resume operations today. You are not organized, you are not actually rested, you have not rehearsed your new stories, and you are not caught up on your paperwork."

"Keltham is currently a statue resting in his bed. This is not usually an option for deceiving important people, because they have some notion of the current date, and will notice if days suddenly go missing. In this case, nobody does seem to have informed Keltham of the current date at any point, according to his transcripts. Let's not tell him for a while longer unless he asks."

"The key resource that this project burns with every working day is not some timer in the outside world, but Keltham's time aware and learning. There is no point in spending that resource while you are not in good condition to make use of it. I do not think you should skip more than one day like this at a time, Keltham may notice that you change too much from night to dawn if you do this often; but for this day, and mayhap the day after Keltham's next true day, it will give you a chance to catch up while waiting on your Rings of Sustenance."

"The Nap Stack was a clever idea, dear little ambitious Asmodia. But you are not as yet any match for the cleverness of myself, nor Keltham when he puts his mind to it. And no, that is not a problem you could solve by stealing my crown from me, it is a skill that enhancement alone does not convey. The Nap Stack was clever, but it was not cleverness enough to save you had there been trouble. You are not ready, this minute, if Keltham starts taking matters seriously when next he wakes. You are not ready, even, if he asks for a Fox's Cunning while Ione has not yet solved her riddle. There is a terrible gap between being clever, and being clever enough. To contain and deceive Keltham you must learn to be clever enough."

"Use today to get better organized. Though each of you must actually get three hours' rest, this time; your Queen commands it."

"Oh, and also this:"

"While I have no intention of disturbing Carissa's experiments while they yet seem to be bearing fruit, there are limits to merciful experiments. Should you knowingly, deliberately, and unambiguously betray Hell's vital interests here, then, after you have been executed and your owner asks after your life, let them see this within your thoughts: That the Queen of Cheliax did instruct them in Asmodeus's name and as His incentive to make you suffer the most they possibly can, even at the cost of their own profit. Be it clear, I am not talking about the kind of betrayal you can accomplish by accident or while trying even slightly not to, I mean deliberately attempting to enlighten Keltham or selling out the site to Lastwall. With all the talk of diminished punishment going around, accompanied by other talk of pride and vast rewards, it seemed prudent to remind you that there are limits."

"If Carissa achieves even a tenth of her ambitions within her lifetime, if you contribute even the fiftieth part of the work towards that, there is not one Asmodean among you who could not be a Duchess in the new Golarion we would conquer. That in life, and after to be among the higher devils in Hell, coming to it already a being of Law. Though Asmodia, I'm given to understand, has already had jurisdiction of her own fate claimed by my colleague the Most High, which I will not dispute."

"As I confirm what Carissa told you of this project's importance, I also confirm what she told you of the rewards if you succeed, such as fall within the Queen's hands to give."

"Now you are dismissed."

The Queen of Cheliax is gone.









Carissa Sevar: - petrify Keltham to give them some time to organize. Of course. Why didn't she think of that.







Because Abrogail is actually better than her, truly and actually better than her. She serves someone worthy in ways she can understand, not just in mysterious ways that aren't meant to make sense to mortals.





"If," she says with her voice mostly steady, "you thought I was lying to you, or exaggerating, that I had not absorbed enough of dath ilan to make this project Lawful in the manner in which its government is, well, now you know otherwise, and next time perhaps you'll think a little differently. Let's all go get some rest."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 8 (7) / Morning









Keltham: Keltham wakes! It's another bright day in Cheliax... well, not literally bright, some rainclouds seem to have blown up overnight, but, same essential principle.









Keltham: ...oh, wait, he's got to fire some people today, doesn't he. First thing in the morning, that should probably be, if Maillol has his options-to-offer in.









Keltham: Keltham prays for his cleric spells, once again requesting a whole lot of Wisdom. There's no personality to the reply he receives, as there hasn't been since coming to the new site, nor any unrequested spells received; but he does receive all his spells and that hopefully indicates that his god is okay at all with whatever barrier has been erected here to keep out non-allied deities.









Keltham: Maillol's office first, then.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol looks just as worn as he did yesterday!









Keltham: Tough job and, at least over the next hour or few, Keltham's job won't be a great one either.

What options does Cheliax have for Paxti, Jacme, Pela, and Yaisa?









Carissa Sevar: Over tea and biscuits yesterday afternoon, out in the yard because they're really not getting much sunlight while Keltham is active, Carissa and Maillol worked these out.



The options are:



There is another secret project that can accept second-circle wizards; the girls would have to be screened for suitability, and might not prove suitable, in which case they could pick one of the other options. 

They can go to Hell for not longer than five years, shorter if Keltham and Cheliax agree they no longer know any state secrets.

They can go to the afterlife of an allied god, if they'd rather that than Hell and the allied god promises the same secrecy Hell could provide; the cost of this is hard to estimate, but it seems like maybe the kind of thing Cayden Cailean would agree to.

They can remain on site and get a tutor to teach them some useful and valuable magic, and interact socially with the core project girls; this might be healthy anyway, so the girls can have some friends and romantic partners who aren't their collaborators in a high-stakes project.









Keltham: Keltham undergoes some slight blinks about the 'romantic partners' part - homosexuality is statistically-ambient three-people-you-know-personally in dath ilan, but biromanticism is rarer than that, though still not unheard-of (and of course statistical rarity is meaningless to social acceptability per se).

But yeah, those sound like basically decent options. Keltham will see how the nonretained wizards react. If it seems okay to them, that may be good enough. Otherwise he'll decide where to go from there.

For the onsite option or the other-secret-project option, is there a relevant wage quote he can tell them?









Carissa Sevar: "Either one can be at 20% above the Worldwound wage," Carissa the previous day said to Maillol, "and he'll be happy. And that's low enough we don't have to explain why the girls aren't getting lots of fancy magic items either."









Ferrer Maillol: 12gp/week minimum in both cases, which is 20% above the Worldwound wage for wizards with their experience. For the secret project that'd be a normal wage, or it might turn out to pay a bit better but not much. For the onsite project it'd be generous. But Cheliax does understand the concept of good incentives to suddenly volunteer on secret projects you might fail out of.









Keltham: Thank you. Those are better options than Keltham was afraid he'd have for them, and make him feel better about this; he is very glad to know that they won't be financially worse off for having tried to deal with him.









Ferrer Maillol: (Utterly predictable.)









Keltham: Have them called in, then... should he let them get breakfast first, or... no, because then they'll be around Meritxell and the others having to conceal their knowledge.

Please have them called in here individually once they've prepped spells or are otherwise available to be called, and please have snacks or light breakfast foods available to them when here in case they're hungry.









Ferrer Maillol: ...sure.

(Even most Abadar clerics aren'tthat bad.)









Keltham: Time for the worst part of any startup-founding experience, including the part where your project site gets invaded by minions of a torture-god or... actually not as bad as the part where you worry 150,000,000 people are going to die because of you being there, nevermind, that was worse.

Who's in first to get fired?









lintamande: Pela did her hair somewhat elaborately this morning, on account of waking up early. After extensive discussions with Sevar she concluded that alterPela would ask if this was decided already or if she was allowed to have a counterargument, so she's going to do that.



She didn't sleep much the last couple nights, but Keltham shouldn't be able to notice that.









Keltham: People's one-week contracts are up. 1/3 of the wizards seem to be doing great at absorbing Law, 1/3 are plausibly on trajectory to form a productive second tier, 1/3 seem to be struggling. Pela's among the final third, and her options include looking for another secret project guaranteed to pay 12gp/week minimum, or 20% higher than Worldwound pay, or taking an onsite option here for 12gp/week and tutelage in some skill and continued interaction with her friends, going to Hell for at most 5 years or until the knowledge she has isn't deemed hazardous, whichever comes first, or her choice of other afterlives if say she likes what Pilar has to say about Elysium and Cayden Cailean is on board. Though Keltham admits to not knowing the details of how that would work exactly.

Sorry.









lintamande: Oh.





Is this decided already or can they disagree with it.









Keltham: Keltham should have thought of his response to that question earlier.

"I should have thought of my response to that question before you entered, sorry again that I didn't... you can definitely first-order disagree, how likely you are to shift my first-order opinions by argument is a separate question."

"If you solved six out of seven problems from yesterday on your own before you walked in, and what I thought was the middle third only got five while trying on their own, that would - well, frankly, it would surprise me enough that I'd want further verification with more tests, but it wouldde-convince me of my current opinion, at least."









lintamande: - headshake. "I only got two." She could've gotten more if she'd spent more time on it but Sevar said she could only have an hour, because if she could only keep up with Keltham time-stopped that'd have implications for the fabric of truth elsewhere. Sevar's gotten kind of grandiose about the fabric of truth.









Keltham: "Well, if nobody else from the middle third got any -"

"I probably shouldn't say that, given how unlikely it is, in my estimation. Sorry."

"I am not expecting this question to succeed, but is there some alternate test or challenge that you would propose? Inorganic challenges of that kind are inherently biased, if you're there thinking your job is on the line and the others in the contest think their job is secure. But if you think you can not just match but outperform my median tier-2 researcher in some challenge, to make up for that bias, I'd hear of it."









lintamande: Pela thought of a dozen clever ideas all of which Sevar told her didn't seem worth it.

"....I don't know. Sorry."









Keltham: If Pela is feeling disappointed right now, that is at least in part Keltham's fault for having not thought about this possibility, or more accurately, his having not wanted to think about this possibility, and not communicating clearly about that possibility. If Pela holds herself injured by all this, Keltham will hear her out.









lintamande: " - I mean, this is obviously - like, we were prepared for it to go way worse? I don't think it's unfair. But. I don't talk much in class. It's hard to go back from math to words. And I'd have talked more if -"









Keltham: "Civilization knows very well that people vary along that dimension. I wasn't going on talkativeness or participation or being the first to speak out, I was going on the problems that everyone was trying in parallel. I don't want to tell you names in advance of telling them, but when you see the complete list of who was over and under the threshold, it should be visible that the threshold wasn't based on how much you talked in class. I hope."









lintamande: "Okay. Can you - repeat the list of options."









Keltham: - 12gp/week generous salary to do something productive here on-site, if say she wants to stay close to her friends from school. 12gp/week is 20% more than the Worldwound would've been, but without the stress, any magical gains that would've come from the stress, or the implied reward of knowing she was doing something to preserve Golarion, if Pela has that much Good in her.

-12gp/week minimum-but-not-by-much-if-at-all salary, if she's accepted by an as-yet-unidentified alternate secret project of which Keltham knows nothing.

- At most 5 years in Hell, probably less but no guarantees; after which, this wasn't told to Keltham explicitly, but he assumes this was part of the point, she can be revived at her current age, and get back on track to the Worldwound and increasing her wizard powers faster. Presumably that revival is at Governance expense? Keltham didn't hear that explicitly, but if it's not true Keltham will make a fuss and get it done.

- Keltham is not at all clear about this part, but apparently if, for example, Pela asks Pilar about Elysium and likes the sound of that, maybe some arrangement can be made with Cayden Cailean. Or any other gods that might be interested? Keltham knows basically zero about this but it's what they told him her options were.









lintamande: Pela snorts. "Elysium's supposedly an infinite wilderness full of floating islands and fountains and so on. I guess it sounds all right for a vacation but if I'm going to be stuck for five years I'll have some civilization, thanks. I.... think I'm inclined to stay here? But I'll ask the others what they're doing."









Keltham: "Understood."

"Thank you for trying. Someone had to, and take that risk, or something like this could never get done."

"That was all I had."



He'll forebear to jump on that 'infinite' part. He can ask somebody else later. To be clear, Keltham is very nearly certain that this is merely a mistranslation by people who use 'infinite' to mean 'anything large enough to break the measuring stick', and who don't actually mean to imply that they have excellent cause to believe that Elysium is larger than any number that can easily be expressed with nested exponentials or, oh, say, the fast-growing hierarchy...



Who's next?









Iarwain: Jacme, then Yaisa, then Paxti. Nobody else asks to be tested.

Jacme mostly just seems distantly sad, like she knew it was coming. Yes, she'll stay, her friends are here.

Yaisa doesn't mention anything sexual, and obviously neither does Keltham, but she immediately chooses to stay.

Paxti says that she'll ask more questions about that secret project, but to save her a seat in the fortress.









Keltham: And that's over.









Pilar : "Apparently you need cake."









Keltham: "Correct. Thanks."

It tastes more filling than sweet-fluffy...

Why washe trying to do that without any quick-breakfast?

"I wonder if I've gotten to the point where an actual god of Good is trying to remind me to be more Evil," Keltham says out loud.









Pilar : "Don't ask me what Cayden Cailean is thinking. I'm just suddenly there with the cake."

It's slightly nice, somehow, the degree to which Keltham immediately just takes the weirdness in stride. Maybe all the rest of Golarion is the same as this, to him, and 'suddenly Pilar' is not significantly weirder than any other part.









Keltham: Off to actual breakfast, then.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure alter Carissa would think her boyfriend wants a hug. She has picked out a cozy breakfast spot by the window and piled up a lot of food at it and raises her eyebrows at him when he comes in.









Keltham: (Yep, he sure looks like he needs a hug all right.)


Keltham uncertainly raises his eyebrows back at her.









Carissa Sevar: Message: Come get a hug and eat something.









Keltham: Carissa apparently has enough food for him too, and utensils.A bit odd, to try to guess his own exact food-desire preferences like that, but he'll give her guess a shot.

He'll go get the offered hug, and then sit down by her. "Done with hiring stuff. Went okay. How're you doing? Slightly more rested?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yep, I slept in a little. And had a dream where you appointed Merixell duchess of Nidal because she happened to be in your bed when we conquered it, but, you know, slept restfully other than that." She has no idea what he'd want to eat but compensated by getting everything she's seen him take before.









Keltham: Keltham successfully deduces that after realizing that otherwise Carissa would have needed to guess a food-intake need much higher than food-intake needs she'd previously observed!

(It doesn't occur to him to consider that food might be wasted thereby; Civilization tries to inculcate that food is cheap enough to throw away, and it's okay to rethink your food choices in the middle of a meal and throw stuff away and get other stuff, and not try to make like your past guesses should control your future preferences.)

"Good to hear. I don't usually remember my dreams for longer than a few seconds after waking, didn't remember last night's dreams either, though I know there were some."

"So Pela said something about Elysium being a quote infinite dequote wilderness. Is it conventional belief that Elysium is literally infinite, as in, for any number you imagine, it's bigger than that number? Or do they just mean the place was large enough to break whatever measuring instruments they used?"









Carissa Sevar: "The Chaotic planes are understood to be infinite, as in, you can go on in any direction forever and you will never get to the end of it or get somewhere you were previously."









Keltham: "There's rather a large gap between observing that you failed to find the end of a thing, or the place where it starts looping, and concluding that the thing isinfinite. Do you know from what premises this conclusion was reached?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think the gods told us, though also the properties of planes are directly study-able, for powerful enough wizards, including things like how space is shaped in them and how light from distant parts of them reaches us, and maybe some of that study is sufficient to know they're infinite, I don't know."









Keltham: "Anyone got the gods' exact wording, there? For comparison, my home plane doesn't have a spatial boundary in any direction and doesn't spatially loop, but on the lower level of reality underneath that, there were limits on the size of structures that could exist and any two identical structures of entanglement were the same structure at that underlying level of reality. It didn't actually contain an infinite amount of stuff; it was repeating at a lower level than space looping around. If Elysium is infinite, nonrepeating, contains arbitrarily large entangled structures, and everywhere comprises a similar positive density of realityfluid, that literally breaks the Law of Probability I know."









Carissa Sevar: " - oh dear. Uh, I don't know that, but I guess we can have someone look it up. ....why does it break the Law of Probability if there are planes that go on forever?" What a good thing for Keltham to be extremely worried about.









Keltham: "Well, let's say you have an infinite number of INT 16 wizard students, of whom an infinite number become 5th-circle wizards, what's your chance of becoming a 5th-circle wizard given that you're an INT 16 wizard student?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think all infinities are the same size though maybe they are in the relevant sense - wait, yes, okay, they are. Huh."









Keltham: "Right, so, the whole requirement of being able to say, here I am now, what happens to menext, the required premise of being able to ask if it is more likely that you see the coinspin landing Queen or see the coinspin landing Text, is that there's entangled structures of realityfluid where your possible futures are entangled with your present and the amount of realityfluid making up your futures is such that you can haveratios between the amounts of realityfluid in entangled futures. Like, you want to say that there's infinities you can draw ratios between, sure, but then you can just talk about the fraction that anything is of everything. Like, maybe for a really really large infinite universe somewhere that was among the simplest possible ones, that one infinite universe would be 0.00001% of the infinite Everything, but then you could just leave out the talk of infinity and talk about the fractions."

"Anyways, not an urgent issue. I just note that it implies, in descending order of probability, that you misunderstood your gods, your gods lied, your gods have no idea how the ass some parts of Law work, or Civilization managed to get some parts of the Law truly incredibly wrong."









Carissa Sevar: "It seems unfair to your Civilization if they could be wrong based off a - factual thing about how a different universe than theirs works."









Keltham: "The crap I'm talking about is part of the border between universal truth and local truth, like, the universal truth about why there are any local truths or people inside those local truths to experience them. I mean, it's not like math and local reality are two totally distinct realms, there's a border where they meet. Knowledge about realityfluids always being ratioable sorts of things, since it's knowledge about that border, falls on the universal side of 'is that true everywhere'."

"Like, there's a difference between saying that this table is real - where it's just being real here, and not being real over there or in dath ilan - and saying that since the table is real it's necessarily ultimately made out of some stuff that is how real it is, and this stuff comes in ratioable quantities."

"Oh, and if you're wondering why everything I'm saying sounds like gibberish, it's because we're currently talking about 'anthropics'."









Carissa Sevar: "The thing you warned Ione we mustn't speak of. Who knew it was lurking behind things people say all the time, like that there's no point doing anything about the Abyss because there are infinite demons."









Keltham: "Yeah, don't worry about that. The ratio between the amount of nondemon realitystuff and the amount of demon realitystuff is not going to be finity to infinity, aka zero. Even if surface reality looks that way, the underlying reality will be something else. You can tell, because we're not demons, which we would be, if there was probability 1 of being a demon rather than a nondemon."

Keltham has now consumed any food! He looks around to see who's present; is this a good time for general announcements about salary negotiations?









Iarwain: Among the Retained, only Asmodia is absent. Pela and Paxti aren't here, Yaisa and Jacme are.









Keltham: He'll wait on Asmodia, then, he supposes.









Carissa Sevar: Okay but what the fuck are anthropics.









Keltham: Keltham probablywill further mention such common aphorisms as "Probability is how much you believe in a possibility, realityfluid is how much Possibility believes in you" and try to explain the general notion that 'anthropics' is what the nice sane straightforward Law of Probability turns into once you're creating copies of people, destroying universes too fast for anyone inside them to notice, obtaining outputs in the mainline universe from computations that only happened with very tiny total amplitude, or otherwise manipulating how much realityfluid ends up within overlying experiences directly instead of via the nice sane normal road where you work inside causality to make stuff happen.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, well, as long as it's just that, then.





She's memorizing everything he says to talk over with Asmodia later but she doesn't want to suggest now that that carries anything more than academic interest, since the only reason it does is that Tropes Are Real and in alter Cheliax Carissa doesn't believe that. It feels like a minor thing, but there are no minor things, no bits of evidence they can afford to give away.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol strides into the breakfast area, looking so openly pissed that even Keltham is able to tell this purely by reading his facial expressions.

"We have an organizational issue above us," he announces. "Not fatal, but urgent. Keltham, has anyone explained to you that in a majority of countries that aren't Cheliax, eighth-circle wizards and above often start acting like they're above the law?"









Keltham: Now what. And what sort of tropes is it going to initially look like and then turn out not to be... where the heckis he now, inside Reality, anyways...

"It's been touched on," Keltham says. "I wouldn't say I really understand, but I get the general concept of high-circle wizards being powerful to the point where a not-very-Lawful government gives up on restraining them."

It's possible that he just knows too many tropes, can fit them to anything, and is somewhere else weird that he should be trying to decode from scratch.









Ferrer Maillol: "Quick briefing. A significant part of Cheliax's entire military potential is one eighth-circle wizard, name of Manohar, born to Chelish parents outside Cheliax and rumored not to actually worship Asmodeus - relevant Security would know for certain, that doesn't mean we know - who serves the Chelish government under a compact where his foibles and eccentricities are treated with more laxity than literally anyone else gets. Be it clear, he's not the kind of wizard who carries out dubious experiments on children, Cheliax wouldn't hire someone like that even at eighth-circle. He's the kind of wizard who carries out dubious experiments on adults. Not deliberately cruel ones, but not exactly safe ones either. He has to get permission from the subjects for any crazy experiments involving other people, but is very good at talking people into it."

"He gets, by compact, special treatment from Security allowing him to peek in on projects he decides are interesting - though he does keep those secrets, from everything I've heard. No mysterious leaks that nobody can prove were him. Cheliax isn't stupid, and neither is he; he never does anything bad enough that it starts to look commensurately bad with him not being able to singlehandedly guard sections of border."

"His compact says that any time he misbehaves badly enough that anyone else would be fired, he can't do anything like that again for at least a year, or he actually does get fired. Well, it's been a year and two months since the last time he blew up that interestingly, and I've received word that Manohar has found out that Project Lawful exists and has exercised his special viewing rights to look at our transcripts."









Ione Sala: "Well, he's not arriving here in the next thirty seconds, at least, because if Nethys warned us about just a Nidal invasion, He'd definitely warn us about that."









Ferrer Maillol: "You serious?"









Ione Sala: "Unfortunately no, sir."









Ferrer Maillol: "Then keep the smart remarks down."

"You understand that you'd plausibly be his first target for persuasion once he's here?"









Ione Sala: "I know. Keltham, context, Manohar is very likely a worshipper of Nethys and, regardless of whether he really is, the fact that everyone believes that is something like 70% of why I didn't tell anyone about my book-summoning abilities until I met you. Manohar is what most people think Nethys worshippers are like, especially people outside of wizard academies."









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm not allowed to literally give you this as an order, so consider it an extremely strong suggestion: Nobody is to agree to doing anything with Manohar if he shows up here, and, if he does, tell Security to call me immediately. Security isn't allowed to come get me as soon as they see him, but they can if he talks to you and you tell them to go do that."









Keltham: This would be the downside of running your government in a way where, for the greater Good, you would think it was ever okay for somebody like Keltham to demand that Carissa to be given to him even if she didn't want that, because Keltham is so important. Well, it at least sounds like they didn't literally give 'Manohar' any women.

All right, trope-based prediction, Manohar can't possibly not come here. He'll target one of the four existing Special Girls, who needs to be protected from him by something that Keltham has to do in some way; or successfully persuade a new girl who turns Special after Manohar does experiments to her and one of those backfires, in which case the event cannot possibly be stopped.

Nontrope prediction, all other possible outcomes; favored within that, Manohar comes in and pokes around and annoys people but everybody sensibly tells him to go away and he does.

"Among my reactions to this is to want to jump forwards immediately on organizing Project Lawful more formally and signing our own contract with the Chelish government that recognizes Project Lawful as in part our own property, and thereby not subject in a simple way to compacts solely between Manohar and Cheliax."









Ferrer Maillol: "Good idea. Manohar shouldn't be able to get here too quickly, we're in the middle of a war and he shouldn't actually be deserting the front lines."

"Are you close to being ready to roll on that, Keltham? Or can you get a version done in the next hour? I'm seriously considering just suggesting that everybody should stick together in a group, if so. Not if it's more of a one-day thing."









Keltham: It's at this point that Keltham notices that, like, you're not supposed to rush setting up your legal forms, or hurrying to sign a contract with a not-super-trusted partner, and that this situation could potentially be rushing him to do that.

And this does seem - well, everything here is so simultaneously alien and trope-laden that it all looks like a script on some level, about a world with economicmagic, but still, that Maillol-Ione interaction could be a script? Or does it just feel that way because nobody else is speaking up? Chelish people stay silent in class too, unfortunately. Ione is the one who ever speaks up anyways, and she's already talking.

"There were a lot of issues to be hammered out even in an interim contract meant to be replaced," Keltham says out loud. "What's the minimum content of a contract like that which would keep Manohar out?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Depending on whether Manohar wanted to get sticky about it, which I can easily imagine him doing - it can't look too minimal, sorry. Something that does set up the ability for Project Lawful to make any kind of contribution that entitles it to any revenue from the government of Cheliax which is then recognized as being owned by you."









Keltham: "All right, let me think."

Message: Carissa, does this look on the up-and-up to you?









Carissa Sevar: Message: I think the girls to worry about are the ones youjust fired.....uh, the stuff about Manohar being a Nethysian with license to be difficult is true.









Keltham: Message: Okay, we'll call that the sane-world prediction. Tropes say it ought to be Meritxell.

"Anyone else got any knowledge about this guy?" Keltham asks the room. "Also, I assume Security has already been dispatched to get Asmodia, Pela, and Paxti?"









Pilar : "Shit. Paxti."









Ferrer Maillol: "No, I was focusing on you asthe target to protect, didn't headcount, yes that was stupid of me. Security, I need an immediate report on those three, then get them here."

"Pilar, you think Paxti would say yes to him?"









Pilar : "...maybe not actually in real life. I don't know. Paxti isn't stupid."









Peranza: "Up until five minutes ago I had maybe heard twice in the course of my life that one of our eighth-circle wizards sets a bad example of mature adult behavior and a great example of how much you can earn special treatment by being a good-enough wizard. I couldn't have told you that his name was Manohar, and if he identified himself to me like that, I probably wouldn't have recognized it enough to be cautious. I'd have assumed that if Security had let him in he was probably allowed to be there."









Asmodia: "Yeah, that's pretty much what happened to me, only with somewhat less ignorance and more stupidity."

"Plus side, I'm basically okay, I get to keep this +6 Wisdom headband I'm wearing, and he's used up his being-fired token for the next year."









Ferrer Maillol: "Son of abitch. Asmodia, report."









Asmodia: "Strange man knocked on my door and woke me up in the middle of the night, next to a Security that I did recognize, including by Arcane Mark. He said that one of, uh, Keltham's terms, the very smart people in Governance, presumably him in retrospect, wanted to look into what happened if you put an artifact-grade headband on somebody studying Keltham's Law. So he'd Teleported here from the front lines to get his nightly two hours of sleep - note for Keltham, sufficiently powerful wizards can compress their sleep down to two hours a day. He said the plan was for me to try on his headband, while Security sleepspelled him for those two hours so he wouldn't have to experience not wearing his headband."

"As far as I can tell, that actually was his entire plan, unless it had some second stage I didn't get to see."









Ferrer Maillol: "His second stage would've been that you did incredibly well, and then he'd let you lure Keltham into demanding to try that too, by your being such an interesting shining demonstration. Context, Manohar wouldn't be planning to usurp the rule of Cheliax at the end of this, he'd just literally be doing it to see what happened."









Ione Sala: "This beingwhy everybodyassumes he worships Nethys despite him having never once said anything about that."









Ferrer Maillol: "That's not bad enough to use up his bad-behavior token for the year, though. What happened?"









Asmodia: "I solved all seven of Keltham's problems where I'd previously only gotten up to #5. No, that's understating things way too much. I suspect I've basically completed the Law of Probability inside my mind. I want to try replacing Keltham for the next lecture, which I assume was going to be on the meaning of those seven problems, and seeing how Keltham says I do at that."









Keltham: Okay, assuming either tropes, or the Conspiracy, Keltham has no ideawhatsoever what's going on at this point. This is neither a recognizable trope, nor does it have any recognizable Conspiracy objective. This, of course, could be the sign of acompetent Conspiracy, but then the interactions leading here would've had a better script to the point of not giving him that scripted feeling.

The problem with Golarion is that the Ordinary possible-world is so much more insane than the Conspiracy one.

Still, testable things can be tested. "Meaning of problem seven?"









Asmodia: "Uh, the evidence of somebody telling you about a fact has to be weighed separately from the evidence of the fact itself, which is how the rule of #6, about not being able to predict what the evidence you see will make you believe, manifests when you think somebody else is filtering what evidence you get."









Keltham: "Shit," Keltham says with feeling. "Yeah, correct."

Well for that to be a clever plot, the Conspiracy would need to already know the Law of Probability, which is mostly not what Keltham had thought was going on inside the Conspiracy world.









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm still not hearing the explanation for why Manohar isn't coming back for Keltham."









Asmodia: "I reacted badly when Security took the headband off per prior agreement and put it back on Manohar to wake him up."

"I request to make the rest of my report in private. But it looks like I'm basically okay so long as I go on wearing the +6 Wisdom headband that Manohar got for me afterwards, and I observe that I expect this final outcome to be greatly advantageous for my study of Law and for Project Lawful generally."









Ferrer Maillol: "Asmodia, considering the sheer degree of what-the-fuck I'm expecting our honored guest is experiencing right now, I'm going to insist that Keltham be allowed to hear that report too, while you are initially giving it to me."

"Is there some very good reason that you did not tell Security to report to me before now?"









Asmodia: "...I guess I thought in the back of my mind that they were allowed to report to you after he was gone. I acknowledge fault in that."









Ferrer Maillol: "You acknowledge fault in THAT?"









Asmodia: "My own choices were entirely legal, ended up benefiting myself even more than I'd hoped, did no harm to anyone else, did no harm to this Project's interests, and in fact advanced this Project's interests in multiple ways."









Ferrer Maillol: "I see."

"Asmodia, Keltham, with me, please."









Keltham: ...Keltham will trudge along, after asking for everybody to still be here in 15 minutes, if that's okay.

Still not as weird as the candygod thing, so why does that feel more objectively real somehow, compared to this?









Asmodia: When they're more in private - though not all the way to Maillol's office, just a private 'breakout room' near the cafeteria - Asmodia finishes reporting.



"Security gave me a Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom first, before taking off the headband, so it wouldn't be too much of a shock at once. And at first I thought I was going to be okay, it just - I sort of went successively crazier over time, riding some kind of developing high, couldn't get back to sleep. They tried slapping me to bring me out of it, which seemed to work at first, and I went to read for a half-hour but I could tell I wasn't normal at the end, so I told them to set my hand on fire for thirty seconds and I thought that had brought me out of it but it didn't, I told them to use a sleep spell on me for an hour and when I woke up I still wasn't normal."

"They tried Fox's Cunning on me first, which I think actually made it worse, but before dispelling that, they tried Owl's Wisdom on me and then I was okay again. And I was still okay after the Fox's Cunning wore off, but not when the Wisdom did. Boosting Splendour didn't change much either way there."

"So now I have a nice +6 Wisdom headband I should probably never take off again, which I maintain is a wonderful outcome for Project Lawful."









Ferrer Maillol: "I've never heard of anything like that happening to anyone."









Asmodia: "Manohar said - by comms, he didn't come back - that he suspected an interaction with the part where I completed the Law of Probability while wearing the headband, like, that insight had actually reshaped my mind somehow and it couldn't function at my innate Wisdom anymore."

"I don't especially buy that it was the Law of Probability part, myself. I remember this huge rush of happiness and - glory - while I was figuring everything out, which, I thought at the time, was just my being really happy about figuring out all of Keltham's problems and completing the meaning of all the math and seeing the world the way Keltham sees it."









Ferrer Maillol: "Keltham, does dath ilan know about anything like this?"









Keltham: (It's feeling more real, maybe just because the shock is wearing off, or maybe it's just that this part particularly seems more real -)

"No. No headbands there. We don't know what happens when you boost a mind way up and then take it back down again."

"All I can say is that, if her brain did rewire itself to need the boost to go on working at all, I'm not surprised it was the" cognitive reflectivity "Wisdom part rather than the Intelligence or Splendour parts."









Ferrer Maillol: "I am absolutely not happy about this, Asmodia. Your implied inability to wear an Intelligence headband, unless and until somebody obtains an artifact-grade headband which boosts both Intelligence and Wisdom, is a serious loss to your future career as a wizard and your potential usefulness to Project Lawful."









Asmodia: "I would now consider myself primarily a student of Law before wizardry, and might have elected to request a Wisdom headband in any case."









Ferrer Maillol: "Are you under the impression that you're now primarily answerable to Keltham rather than to me, Asmodia?"









Asmodia: "That did form some part of my calculations here."









Ferrer Maillol: "Mm. Keltham, anything to say about that?"









Keltham: "I... am going to have to consult with Carissa on this one."

What the FLOOP does he do NOW.









Ferrer Maillol: 
"I admit, I was hoping you'd tell me to please take Asmodia aside and yell at her exactly the way I would if I were still her boss, on your behalf."









Keltham: "The thought had occurred to me that you seemed to be expecting that. But - and I realize that Asmodia may well have guessed this part - Civilization's view of what she did may be substantially different from the Chelish one."

"Not saying I'm not going to come back in an hour and tell you to do that. But I need to talk to Carissa to - get to grips with this entire thing."









Ferrer Maillol: "All right. I'll warn you right now that if this behavior is not somehow punished you can expect her to do more things like this in the future, and in fact worse ones, as she goes on testing the bounds of what she can get away with while working for you."









Asmodia: "Not necessarily the prediction I'd make about myself. But if so, I predict that I won't act that way for unimportant reasons, nor in a way that I expect to harm the project."









Keltham: "Asmodia, are youokay, you sound different."









Asmodia: Yeah. She does.

And did even before the Most High delivered her the Wisdom headband, to learn so that she could teach.

In the end it didn't seem like something they should gamble on hiding from Keltham successfully; and the advantages of Asmodia being able to wear her new headband openly, after true events that didn't happen in alterCheliax, also seemed large.

It wasn't something they wanted to attribute to the Grand High Priestess trying experiments on Asmodia without asking Keltham, or, by the same reasoning, to any nonrogue part of Chelish 'Governance'. The resulting plan wasn't one that anybody was happy with, but nobody had anything better by the time the next day came around.



"Combination of +6 Wisdom and knowing the Law of Probability, I expect. You'd kind of expect that to make a person sound different, I think, already in the... what's the dath ilani name of the probability before you've seen any evidence to shift it with."









Keltham: "'Prior'."

...why does this seemsad. It shouldn't seemsad.









Asmodia: "Just from the 'prior'."









Keltham: "I don't want the Civilization inside me to just overwrite Golarion with itself. I wish that this hadn't happened all at once and with a major personality rewrite. I never even got to know the previous Asmodia."









Asmodia: Asmodia laughs. It's genuine.

"I'll be okay, Keltham. Okay, and still Asmodia. I just need a while for my head to shake out."









Keltham: "How'd the whole thing end - how'd you get to the dining hall?"









Asmodia: "The Security who knew wasn't allowed to tell Maillol, or so I now realize, but he was allowed to wake me up and tell me what was happening."

"And you asked that because you were wondering how the - it's so weird, I can tell that my language needs all these words it doesn't have - the way that probability is spread out over when Maillol gets to the dining hall, the way that probability spreads out for my getting there, they'd have to be tangled up, or they wouldn't match -"

"Am I seeing it? Am I wrong that I'm seeing the way you see, now?"









Keltham: "You're seeing it. Yeah."

Why is he sad like this.









Asmodia: "You're sad. Why are you sad? I would've thought this was great news.I'm happier than I've -"

"I'm pretty happy, from hearing you confirm that."









Keltham: "I don't actually know."

"Asmodia, you go on ahead to the dining hall and tell the others I'll be there in a few minutes."









Ferrer Maillol: 
"Anything youdo want me to do here?"









Keltham: "Is there anythingmore like this I should be expecting to happen?"









Ferrer Maillol: "You'd have had ten messes like this one if I hadn't been running myself ragged for the last week trying to keep everyone else out of your hair."

"Having this happen to us does earn us some amount of informal political credit for being the ones to take the Manohar hit, like, you don't pick on the people who just had that happen to them. I wouldn't expect another event like this tomorrow. Another week, who knows."

"The stronger your Project gets, the more results it produces, the more politically able it becomes to defend itself from this sort of thing. I'm saying that in part for my own benefit, but it's your benefit as well. Having an identifiable interest in the Project who's not just the government of Cheliax is likely to help on future things too."









Keltham: Right. Keltham goes off to take a few more minutes to himself.









Asmodia: "Keltham said he'd be here in a few minutes."

"How are we looking on his thought transcripts, nobody interrupted me so I assumed nothing drastic was going wrong -"









Carissa Sevar: "I think it basically - worked - I haven't gotten the last couple minutes of thought transcripts but he's not hard to read and he parsed none of that as a conspiratorial attempt to turn him off intelligence enhancement, he was too busy being sad for you - bad news for the plan where we get him to ever be even vaguely Evil but good news for the objective." She exhales deeply. "I want an item of Glibness. Is that known to be possible to do - it ought to be, the reason wizards can't cast it is it won't stabilize -"









Iarwain: "Basically worked is charitable," says the eighth-circle wizard called in from the front to read Keltham's thoughts during this dangerous attempt. "All of youchildrenrequire additional acting training before you try anything like this again, either that or call in real fucking impersonators to replace you. Keltham intuitively felt that some of your interactions sounded scripted, especially while you were describing events that hadn't actually happened and things that are not true. He wasn't confident of his ability to tell that through the dimensional-travel unfamiliarity, but he noticed. You weren't interrupted on it because my best judgment was that doing so or warning you would've made it worse."

His name is in fact Manohar, just in case; one less lie.

He is not a Nethysian.

He doesn't confine his experiments to consenting adults.









Carissa Sevar: "Glibness will solve the sounding scripted and it's cheaper in our time than acting training, though I guess we might generally all benefit from acting training."









Iarwain: "I know of one item of Glibness that exists, so it's possible. It's not for sale anywhere I've heard of, so it's not easy. I don't know if the item would play well with your nice new headbands, either, it's a transmutation-based effect."

"Am Idone here, Sevar?"









Carissa Sevar: She holds out her hands for the transcripts. "Yes."



(There ought to be a way to make it slotless if there's a way to do it at all; the conventional wisdom is that slotless is a lot harder in addition to being more expensive, but Carissa thinks that's because everyone is a coward. It's not even harder, it's just more complicated.)









Iarwain: "Wait."



"Target is reevaluating events in hindsight and I don't think he's happy."









Keltham: All right, set aside the question of why he's feeling sad about Asmodia; it's plausibly-enough some mix of 'you never got to know the old her' and 'this isn't how you imagined yourself starting Civilization' and 'are you less special as other people master more Law' actually that's too uncharitable it doesn't feel like that kind of sadness, 'you wanted it to seem newer and brighter somehow and not just Civilization repeating itself' well it could still be that but Probability is going to be the same everywhere so obviously Asmodia's going to start sounding more dath ilani as she starts to use those ideas, you can't deny them that, Keltham, just because you want them to go on feeling to you like the fresh new world of Golarion -

Set it aside.

How likely was that whole Shenanigan in the Conspiracy world, versus the Tropes world, versus the Ordinary world.

It feels like a wrong question, somehow. Something was anomalous about that; and it didn't feel like Conspiracyor Tropes.

Why did the interaction between Ione and Maillol feel scripted? Is it just something about the way that real Cheliax reads to a dath ilani, something that rhymes with fake permanent cheerfulness in class, with Carissa trying to act during sex like everything is all right? Permanent cheerfulness is not a trope, it has no clear Conspiracy objective, it feels fake and it is fake but it's not meant to be deceptive.

Can he put his finger on anything about why the interaction felt scripted?

It feltrushed.

Counterarguendo: It was an emergency. They were rushing.

It felt optimized for making sure Keltham heard everything he needed to hear.

Counterarguendo: Everyone talking knew that he was going to be surprised and alarmed and were, in fact, optimizing heavily for making sure Keltham didn't freak out about their back-and-forth.

It felttoo clean, like, giving that everyone had been doing their parts separately to keep him informed, there should've been more stumbles and messiness in their conversation.

Counterarguendo: Keltham has had plenty of smooth conversations both here and in Civilization wherein nothing obviously disruptive or messy happens for up to five minutes at a time, and this was less time than that.

It felt coordinated, like everyone had worked together in advance on making sure that all the information they wanted Keltham to see was present in that interaction, and finished its delivery exactly when Asmodia showed up.

Counterarguendo: Hindsight, Keltham; would you also have said that if Asmodia had walked in the room right before Peranza said anything, or would you have said that if you'd also gotten a chance to hear whatever the next speaker had to say?

WELL IT INTUITIVELY FELT SCRIPTED, SO THERE.

Counterarguendo: WELL META-INTUITIVELY YOU'RE ON SOME COMPLETELY DIFFERENT PLANET AND YOUR INTUITIONS MIGHT HAVE SOME PROBLEMS SO THERE

He could make up numbers, probabilities, but that itself feels like the wrong move. This doesn't feel like Conspiracy vs Tropes vs Ordinary, it feels like the real hypothesis is not in his starting set.

If Keltham just goes purely on intuition...

It feels like Asmodia had an Event last night that changed her outwardly apparent personality and gave her mastery of Probability, an Event they weren't expecting and one that they were flatly prohibited from explaining to Keltham, and then they had to frantically scramble to make up a cover story for that and weren't very good at it.

Keltham doesn't remember exact wordings but, if they were expecting to need to pass a truthspell test later, among the things they could do, if they were truly desperate, was call in an eighth-circle wizard named Manohar from the front with the reputation Maillol described - a reputation Keltham possibly finds slightly more sympathetic than the Chelish seem to, that guy is living his best life - and have him act out the events they described with Asmodia, so that she'd be able to tell Keltham under truthspell that it had all happened. Either Maillol, Ione, and Asmodia are in on it and the others not, or also Pilar and Peranza, and, it sort of hurts to think but, probably Carissa too at that rate, because they'd know Keltham might turn to her for advice.

Does he actually believe that scenario?

The prior here is kinda low.

It's low in Conspiracy and it's low in Ordinary. It's higher in the Tropes world where Asmodia may still be due to acquire a Special Background. Her whole deal would never go in a Civilization-original eroLARP, fine, but neither would a lot of other things in Golarion. Maybe call them pseudo-tropes, fork off a theory where they look enough like dath ilan tropes to be initially recognizable but they're not the same tropes... that hugely widens a prior space that was already way too populated with potential patterns. But maybe the theory will start to make sense over time.

Something else happened to Asmodia, and they had to franticallyscramble to cover it up.

Can he figure out what else would probably be true in that world, and how to test it?









Carissa Sevar: Aaaaargh why is helike this.They should have left him petrified until they had the Glibness, never mind that those aren't available for sale anywhere, Carissa can do them herself. WIthout retraining into Wondrous Items, she doesn't have time for that. She can do them as swords. - too late now.



She needs to be ahead of Keltham instead of behind him for once. What elsewouldprobably be true in that world. That isn't about a Conspiracy. .....well, if they're deceiving him and bad at it they probably feel avoidant and guilty, that's a potential direction to take, figure out what Actually Happened and then have them get caught in a lie, demonstrating they have no capacity to fool truth spells...









Keltham: Keltham's heading right on back. You know, never mind concealing that he noticed, to see if they give themselves away more, that's too bad for trust if he's wrong. He's just going to try asking some questions under truthspell, ones that try to rule out anything sufficiently awful or emergencyish having happened, but if there's actually some incredibly good reason for him not to know about the thing immediately, then fine.

He considers opening with "You know, if there's some actually good reason for me not to know what really happened to Asmodia, you can just say so and it'll be a lot simpler than this," but that's destructive of trust if he's wrong about all of this, which he's definitely still at over 50% on.









Carissa Sevar: "Don't say things under truth spell that'd be a lie in the world he's just conjured, where something else happened and we arranged to be able to truthfully tell him this. Makes it look more likely we can defeat truth spells."









Asmodia: "Acknowledged." She feels sick to her stomach but can at least manage her outward expressions - better than before, with the added Wisdom, even if it's not Splendour, and definitely well enough to fool Keltham as he is.

There is something she didn't get previously about 'being more confused by fiction than by reality' and she thinks it's meant to have a very literal sense, one that she maybe missed for thinking of all the wonderful equations, one of just stepping back from everything and asking whether it has a feel-of-reality or a feel-of-fiction, only, only it feels like that wouldn't work for her, yet, if she tried it, she wouldn't be able to see what Keltham saw -

She wasn't ready. Whatever she is now, it's barely emerged from its eggshell. She shouldn't have tried something like this against a mature dath ilani.









Keltham: "I'm back."

"Everyone, I'm sorry for this, but I think it's better to clear the air than for me to quietly swallow concerns."

"Asmodia, are you okay with answering some questions under truthspell? Your employment with me does not depend on it; I cannot, unfortunately, make an honest promise that I'd manage to ignore the update implied by your refusal of it."









Asmodia: "I'm willing to take a non-compulsory truthspell, reserve the option to decline questions, and ask that you probe narrowly about whatever it is you're worried about."









Keltham: "Understood."

Tap. Symbol.

"Are you the same person I first met who looked like you and introduced herself to me as Asmodia, in the sense of having not been replaced in body or mind by some other person who existed separately from the previous Asmodia when she first introduced herself?" That should get most of the doomy cases he's actually worried about, while permitting the one where her mind or body went backwards in time by however long, in which case yeah they could have legit temporal shenanigan reasons to desperately cover that from him, but should also probably be implicitly notified that he did think of the possibility.









Asmodia: "Yes. I'm somewhat changed by things that happened to me, I haven't been replaced."









Keltham: "Obviouslyyou have not been replaced by any person other thanyou -"









Asmodia: "I apologize for my genuinely unintentional stupid phrasing. I'm the same person as the first person who introduced herself to you as Asmodia in the villa library."









Keltham: "Did whatever actually happened to you to make you sound different, reflect coercion of you, by the Chelish government or forces with which the Chelish government is cooperating, into doing something you'd rather have not done?"









Asmodia: "No," Asmodia states, feeling weirded-out by how much that was very nearly the only such question that could have been asked about her entire life where the answer is no.









Keltham: "Was it by your own choice that it began, whether or not the outcome was exactly what you had envisioned?"









Asmodia: "Yes." She asked for a powerful headband and got one.









Keltham: "Did whatever happened to you alter your goals or - which god you're with?"









Asmodia: "Nothingexternal came in and did that, apart from - mastering the Law of Probability, rethinking things, seeing new opportunities. Nothing like a Suggestion spell. I want Project Lawful to be able to keep doing what it's doing. That was true both before and after the event that you keep asking about and for the same reasons."









Keltham: "Are you basically with Asmodeus?"









Asmodia: "Decline to answer. I request that, if you want to truthspell me on things like that, don't do it in public. I'm not, to my current knowledge, opposing Asmodeus's interests in Project Lawful."









Keltham: "Sorry."

"Somebody can go ahead and dispel the truthspell now, after which there's one more test I want to perform."









Iarwain: Security does so.









Asmodia: "Keltham, you're scaring me slightly so please just -"









Keltham: "Sorry. I want to tap you with a spell-based Owl's Wisdom and then try on your headband myself, very briefly, to see if that headband actually feels like +6 Wisdom." It's occurred to Keltham that, given the supposed rarity of +6 headbands, if something happened to Asmodia that augmented her directly, giving her a fake headband to cover up her augmentation might have been something they tried to do. "You can decline, but then we'll have a conversation about how if there's something you think I need to not know for good reasons, you need to just tell me that, seriously."









Asmodia: "...your 'prior' is kind of all over the place, isn't it? For very understandable reasons."









Keltham: "My 'prior' was great, actually, flaming awesome, as ordered as the positive integers. The problem was what it updated to after I got to Golarion."

"Anyway, about my important question -"









Asmodia: "It's fine, Keltham. It actually is a headband of +6 Wisdom. You don't even need to waste the Owl's Wisdom on me, I'll be totally fine if it's just six seconds."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is slightly worried about the consequences of Keltham wearing Asmodia's headband even for 6 seconds, but she's more worried, at this point, about the consequences of appearing to discourage him from doing that.









Ione Sala: And Ione, extrapolating a possible tactic forwards, finally gets Cayden's riddle which really might have saved them all an awful lot of trouble if she'd gotten itearlier but - no time to ask permission she'll just have to -

"Nethysian advisory, Keltham, are you sure that's a good idea? You've got a lot more Law in you than she does, and it might not take an artifact-grade headband to -"









Keltham: "I already tried Owl's Wisdom once when I was learning to catch cantrips, remember? And, yeah, had something of a not-great reaction afterwards which is why I'm not mainlining it all the time, but if +4 for eight minutes didn't get me then +6 for a few seconds should be fine."









Ione Sala: "Maybe it's different for dath ilani rather than Nethysians, but there's an awful lot of Nethysians whose last words in Golarion were 'should be fine'."









Iarwain: Security to Asmodia: Ione wants you to argue against her and says there's no time to explain her reasoning.









Asmodia: "I express that, in my own interests, I would actively like to see Keltham try on my headband for six seconds in order to reduce distrust here. Given what happened to me, I think the odds of six seconds of just +6 Wisdom with no other Cunning or Splendour or thinking about anything interesting, doing any permanent damage, are extremely low -"









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham, Detect Anxieties, that your god gave you, gives a read on everyone in the room's Wisdom, and does that even if they're resisting the invasive part. You could check Asmodia with the headband on and with the headband off, to confirm she has a normal human wisdom with it off and 6 higher with it on, and she can block you on reading her anxieties. Also if you look at the headband with Detect Magic it'sobviously the thing Maillol is wearing but more powerfulbut I've had spellcraft since I was ten and don't actually remember how obvious it'd be when I was new at it."









Keltham: "That... is a very sensible suggestion on the face of things, and the problem is, the fact that you suggested it means that, in worlds where more people were in on it along with Maillol, Ione, and Asmodia, you'd be suggesting that to me out of a dozen other equally plausible possibilities a Golarion native would think of, because those are the two possibilities that Chelish governance can easily defeat, where they couldn't defeat me trying on the headband."

"Sorry, this genuinely isn't meant to indicate - anything personal - it's just how Security reasoning in Civilization works. If this comes up again, try telling me that you think I already have the tools to solve my problem and I need to try to think of it myself."

"Also I didn't prep Detect Anxieties today. And if I wait until tomorrow, then on the it's-all-fake hypothesis Asmodia will have a +6 headband then."









Carissa Sevar: " - okay, but I think we should have a plan for if you somehow do manage to think the wrong thing in the space of six seconds and lose the ability to function without it."









Keltham: "...knock me out until somebody can get me a Wisdom headband, I guess."









Asmodia: "Keltham, was your previous bad reaction like - your mind being put into a new shape that it needed Wisdom to sustain? Or you just thought things on Wisdom that you'd rather have not thought?"









Keltham: "Mostly the second one. It wasn't at all like brain damage. If there were things in me that wanted more Wisdom to sustain themselves, they were just regular new thoughts."









Asmodia: "Okay. I vehemently argue, in my own interests, that most people are incredibly fine after doing something like this. The sole reason we have to believe that Keltham is vulnerable to what happened to me, is on the theory that my understanding of Law was responsible. If that's true, which I am not discounting to be clear, 40% maybe, then it should require thinking about Law and doing that for longer than six seconds in order to do the damage."

"Six seconds of +6 Wisdom blowing him up is not going to be the kind of bad thing that actually happens in real life, like Keltham was saying before we needed to learn how to distinguish. It's not even something that happens to one person you know."









Keltham: "I... basically buy that. All right, let's proceed, after twelve seconds for more objections if any." Under other circumstances he might not, but it's occurring to him that maybe something is being hidden here and then maybe that thing is important. At the very least, he wants to see if he somehow gets stopped before he can actually put the headband on, after Asmodia apparently argued so hard for that.









Ione Sala: 
"I was notgoing to say this unless it looked like you were really going to do it anyways, because it is still not safe but -"

"Um. I mean, Keltham, you might have the tool topartially solve some of your problem here, but I don't know for sure whether you do -"

"Actually, I'm not sure if this is a thing where dath ilani Security means I'm not supposed to suggest it."









Keltham: "This sure is turning into a day."

"Ione, in the interests of sheer sanity even at the expense of Security, I'll ask for a hint, is the reason you're not sure, that you're not sure if I have a particular spell prepped?"









Ione Sala: "Yeah."









Keltham: Keltham mentally reviews all of his spells.



1st-circle. Truthspells, Fairness, Sanctuary, Comprehend Languages in case Share Language fails on him.

2nd-circle. Keltham didn't go all Owl's Wisdom on his 2nd-circles, today, because some people being fired did free up some space there. And the obvious contingency 2nd for emergencies, to put in the freed-up space -

"You think I should do an Augury first."









Ione Sala: "YES I REALLY THINK YOU SHOULD."



...because she decided, some days ago, not to tell him about the 4th-circle False Future spell that can spoof Auguries, when she was listing 4th-circle cleric spells she could 'remember'.

They could've just warned him to trythat before getting Fox's Cunning cast on him, given his previous bad reaction to Owl's Wisdom.

They did not, really, need the rest of this.









Carissa Sevar: And now she has a decision to make.





Should Augury tell Keltham to try on the headband, or not.



There is some chance that when he tries on the headband he'll realize everything. His not trying on the headband is safer, that way.



But if she were Keltham, at some point she'd take a step back from all of the details and check - did he get to test whether Asmodia's headband was +6, or did he not. And if the answer is that he did not, that's strong evidence that someone didn't want him to. It moves probability towards all of the worlds where someone had a reason to let him not. And it drags along - Carissa's credibility, Ione's, truth spells', now possibly Augury.





No.

It reduces the odds of losing right now but it's a losing move.



Give him 'neither weal nor woe', she thinks.









Iarwain: ...nobody on Security has False Future prepped and there's no scroll of it on the premises.

Well, at least they didn't notice that problem the hard way.









Peranza: "Do Auguries still work inside of whatever anti-hostile-gods setup we've got here?" Peranza recites a Security-passed message.









Keltham: "We'll revisit that question if I get a null result. I will state out loud that I'll consider that suspicious and then probably proceed anyways."


Keltham takes a moment to consider various probabilities in advance. Augury, in one sense, seems definitely very easy to spoof; they could precommit to doing something bad to him if and only if he tries on the headband, whereupon the Augury returns a doomy result and Keltham therefore doesn't try on the headband and they don't have to follow through on the precommitment... well, except for the part where Augury is noisy and they might have to follow through, but if they cared enough, they could do it and take the expected loss.

Probability of the Augury just failing inside the Ordinary anti-hostile-gods zone: 30% maybe? Actually, should be higher because sometimes Auguries do that anyways. No, lower, because, as he's just realized, Pilar's cake thing still works and he'd expect that to run off a similar mechanism.

More importantly, Ordinary probability of the Augury returning 'doom'?

Tiny. He wouldn't have been set to do it otherwise. A negative Augury here will be a very large update.

...actually no, they're noisy, but still.









Keltham: Keltham casts his Augury, effects if he tries on Asmodia's headband very briefly.

He can feel the Augury go through, this time, and it comes back pretty neutral. Not failed, just neutral.

"I got a basically neutral answer. Asmodia, ready?"









Asmodia: "Yes please."









Keltham: Keltham quickly takes the headband off her, puts it on his own head, leaves it on there long enough to verify that yep this sure is like the Owl's Wisdom he remembers but maybe 50% stronger than that, and puts the headband back on Asmodia.

"Okay, check passed, that was Owl's Wisdom but half again as strong."









Carissa Sevar: The girls, who could all see this very plainly using their permanent Arcane Sight, look exasperatedly back at him.









(Carissa lets out an enormous entirely internal sigh.)









Asmodia: "Don't worry, everyone, it's not that he's inherently like this all the time. He'll need to do this sort of thing less and less often as he narrows down which world he's inside."

And nobody here had better fucking forget it. This was not a good day for Project Lawful, even if Keltham seems to have mostly pointed in some new wrong directions. She's starting to appreciate on a deep level, these things cumulate and not just in ways that Keltham thinks about in numbers.









Keltham: "...yeah. What she said."

He's worked out why he's sad now. It's like having a toddler you were intending to raise, and then somebody puts an artifact-grade headband on it, and the next day it's talking in full sentences without you ever having had the chance to teach it more than a few words.









Asmodia: "So at some point soon, perhaps even, dare I say, now, while the memories are piping fresh and hot, we should segue into the question of how much I'm getting paid to put up with this sort of thing. I may have shifted some of my previously expressed opinions on that topic."









Keltham: "I admire your attempted timing on compensation negotiations, but that doesn't work on people who are reasoning Lawfully."









Asmodia: "Be that as it may, 15 gold a week is not going to cut it. To be clear, I'm not talking about the consequences of my personal decisions, I'm talking about all this Project Lawful weirdness in the first place, my not blinking at the sudden truthspell just now, the fact that I'm going to deliver this morning's Probability lecture in your place and literally nobody else on Golarion could, and that I come with a +6 Wisdom headband as personal equipment. Anything less than 50 gold a week for me is downright disrespectful."









lintamande: One of the problems with Project Lawful is that - it feels like Ione sometimes, and Asmodia now, are just aliens. Not even the same way as Keltham, who knows that he's an alien and tries to compensate for it, some other and mostly unpleasant kind of alien. Predicting Keltham is hard, but not impossible: he's Abadaran, he wants to know that everyone who happens to pass in front of his nose is okay, he's paranoid. Asmodia and Ione are different unpredictably alien kinds of aliens, and what they care about is entirely incomprehensible, and they think that they're not aliens they're just smarter than you.





All of this to say that Meritxell hopes Keltham tells Asmodia she's fired, though obviously he's not going to. Asmodia is really annoying, see. Meritxell's pretty sure this is objectively the case and not just jealousy.









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa didn't pass along all the details of Keltham's salary plans; one less things for the girls to fake, and Keltham's Sense Motive is getting better.... still bad, but getting better.)









lintamande: Gregoria is pretty sure that 1) no compensation for this project could possibly be adequate and 2) Keltham's going to offer them a lot of money. Though it'd be nice if instead he cut Asmodia down to size. Overconfidence isn't a superpower.









Keltham: "That's an awful lot for a second-circle wizard, as I'm given to understand it, but I suppose you now have a sufficiently vital role on this project that I do want to keep you happy. Is 50 gold a week going to make youhappy? Will you be positively cheerful about that, Asmodia?"









Asmodia: 
"Cheerfulis more like 75 gold a week."









Iarwain: Okay, you know what, Manohar's Detect Thoughts has run down, he's not bothering to cast another one, and he's going to show himself invisibly out and then write a scathing report to the Queen about this clownshow operation, in lieu of slowly burning a number of different people here to death. He truly does not want to listen to especially this part of this shit for one minute longer. Asmodeus ought to smite this place.









Keltham: "If that's what it takes to keep you cheerful, fine. 75 gold a week."









Asmodia: Asmodia has a sudden sinking feeling.

It occurs to her that it sure is unusual that she can't tellwhether or not Keltham is hiding something, Keltham usually has no Bluff so why does he suddenly have any Bluffnow?









Keltham: Bluff in general, no. Skill Focus: Trolling, yes.

Keltham turns to address the group; Paxti and Pela have been brought here too, now, and have been standing back and staying quiet with a permanently slightly cheerful expression which, it is only now occurring to Keltham, must have been concealing nearly total bewilderment, unless somebody briefed them while he was out, which somebody hopefullyremembered to do... anyways.

"So, the announcement I was planning to make before we all got distracted."

"Bad news first, four of you have already been notified that the rate at which you're absorbing Law was, in my judgment, not sufficient to keep up with the speed at which I intend Project Lawful to go. You remain the brilliant high-Intelligence wizards who were considered good candidates for this operation in the first place, but that doesn't correlate perfectly with aptitude for Law, either here or in Civilization. All of you took the risk that it might not work out, when you came here, and some of you won that gamble and some of you lost it."

"Some of those leaving the main Project are currently planning to stay in this fortress and work on some new project - thereby among other things allowing those who stay on Project Lawful to have some people in their cohort they can hang out with, who are not quite as close to the center of all the craziness. Others of those departing say they may explore other possibilities, but are considering that one as well."

"I don't know how people express gratitude here for having meta-successfully completed the hard work of trying at something you're not sure you can do, and failing, and giving up when the time comes - as one must be able to promise to yourself you will do, says a proverb out of dath ilan, if you're going to dare to try things like that in the first place. This attempt, in particular, is going to have more of an impact on their lives than most such, and now it's up to everyone remaining to produce results which justify the risk they took and realized. In Civilization there's rituals for this, but they're not single-person rituals and I don't want to pause to explain and it should be your own way anyhow - so, however people in Cheliax say thank you as a group and not just individuals - may the rest of us all please thank Jacme, Pela, Paxti, and Yaisa now."









lintamande: People in Cheliax don't thank each other at all and certainly not for failing.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa summons a flock of dancing lights at her fingertips and sends them off to gather around the four of them. Should be easy enough for everyone to imitate, seems like vaguely the kind of thing Good people would do if they had a lot of wizards which they don't.









Keltham: ...well, he can't join in on that one, he doesn't have Dancing Lights at the moment. And stamping his feet probably seems odd if he's the only one doing it - no wait, actually, he's got a Light cleric cantrip at the moment.

Keltham casts Light on his hand, and waves gravely at each of Jacme, Pela, Paxti, and Yaisa in turn.









lintamande: This is the worst thing that has ever happened to Pela in her entire life which is weird because she's been tortured quite a lot. But she hasn't had to pretend she likes it!!!









Carissa Sevar: "We may most of us be joining you sooner or later so get a good tutor. I recommend rings."









lintamande: "I thought you had to be fourth circle to learn rings," Jacme says, blinking rapidly at the suddenly many lights.









Carissa Sevar: "The curriculum says that but it was written by cowards."









Keltham: "I'll protect you all from Carissa if that becomes necessary."









Carissa Sevar: "You'll be protecting them from gettinggood."









Keltham: "My offer stands."









lintamande: "I'll keep that in mind," Jacme says, not at all like Keltham's offering to defend her from her actual superior, which he cannot do.









Keltham: "That was all I had to say to the whole original group forming Project Lawful. You're not obligated to stick around here for even an additional five seconds, if you don't want to; so far as reporting goes, you're back to Maillol, or I think that's how it would go, and you're no longer answerable to my suggestions at all. That said, Project Lawful itself is going back on its schedule for today in 10 minutes and reconvening in Breakout Room 4, so if you all want to hang out more as a group - which, to be clear, I don't know one way or the other whether you'd actually want to do - I'd suggest setting that up for evening hours."

Message to Carissa: Do you have anything to say to the Ostensos? If not, let's go off and leave them some time to themselves, I think is the polite thing to do, or it would be in Civilization? Also I want to talk with you about how I'm supposed to react to Asmodia on this as her new boss. Let me know if any of that was stupid.









Carissa Sevar: Message: None of that seemed stupid except I don't understand why Conspiracy implies Asmodia having a fake headband. They probably do want time to themselves.



And she can go off with Keltham out of earshot of everyone else.









Keltham: "So, for example, suppose Asmodia just traveled back in time by four months, either in her mind or in her body, and we are not allowed to know this because Time Shenanigans. Then she does not need a real headband, the headband is just there to explain why she suddenly knows the Law of Probability and her personality got more mature. A +6 headband is supposedly difficult to obtain, if people have been telling me the truth about that part; but maybe you can, for example, much more cheaply get a fake headband that looks like a +6 one to magical detection, maybe even one that makes the wearer detect as having an additional 6 Wisdom to Detect Anxieties."

"Anyways, Imostly do not think that's what happened, especially since her headbandwas real and that would be a pretty expensive solution for covering up a generic augmentation or personality change, which was why I tested that."

"Which leaves the question of how I, as her boss, am supposed to react to what she did. Ferrer Maillol thinks she's supposed to get yelled at, and I should tell him to do that on my behalf if I won't do it myself, and if I don't she'll misbehave further in order to further test her limits. Civilization would basically say that what she and Manohar did was their own business and I get zero say in it except insofar as to decide whether I want to hire the person she ended up as, which I do?"









Carissa Sevar: "- so I don't think that last bit is quite true, though I admit that I would've probably taken the offer if I'd gotten it and didn't have a headband yet, it's an insanely tempting offer. But - but Manohar does things that are a bad idea, and you're supposed to punish people on secret projects who do things that look to be a bad idea, regardless of whether they actually turned out to be a bad idea, rather than - locating all the punishment in the actual failure which is luck rather than in the decision process - does that make sense -"









Keltham: "Yeah, I have no idea how the rules on Civilization'sactual secret projects work, is the thing. I know various suggestions for conduct and rules on secret projects that commonly appear in fiction, which rules, one would assume, are optimized to sound totally reasonable to readers while also allowing for convenient drama and disasters to happen anyways. I have been trying not to let any of those enter my mind."

"I'm also not sure I should just do things the Chelish way, what with, for example, it not being obvious to people from Cheliax that whether Yaisa and I end up fucking is something that should not be mentioned in employee retention conversations."

"What's the reasoning behind the notion that somebody in my position, in general, should have an expectation that Asmodia not do this thing that was legal for her to do, and hold himself injured by her having done it?"









Carissa Sevar: "So the military has the concept of - depriving your organizational superiors of decision power and steering power for your own benefit or out of carelessness. Does dath ilan have that concept."









Keltham: "Probably not...exactly, in whatever form it is? For every decision there's one clearly identifiable person who's supposed to make that decision. If, in the military, or in a corporation, somebody else was supposed to make that decision, and they did, and then you did it differently and not by throwing an exception either, then sure you get fired."









Carissa Sevar: "That's close and the ways it's only close might be important but to a first approximation the argument here is just that Maillol was the identifiable person supposed to make this decision and Asmodia did it differently and didn't throw an exception."









Keltham: "Well, you see, in a Lawful place, we'd... sort of have an expectation that the law was... why do you usethe same word for that and math. Law. Law. Regulation. Oh good you do have more than one word. We'd have an expectation that the regulations, like... meant anything, if they said that Asmodia was entitled to make this decision, legally."

"I am open to hearing that it works differently here and will only die inside a little."









Carissa Sevar: "- I actually just kind of don't know what we're talking about, all the sudden. If Asmodia were a random Chelish citizen then what headbands she wore would be her business, unless they made her into a serial killer or something. Since she's on a project, any major decisions she might make that are project-relevant are Maillol's job, and she should have asked him."









Keltham: "So there's a law - regulation - that says that if Manohar visits your secret project, any agreements you make with him about maniacal experiments are strictly the business of the two of you, but there's a shadow regulation which isn't written down anywhere and isn't reallylegible thereby preventing it from being overridden by the sort of contracts Cheliax can sign with Manohar, which says that if Asmodia thinks her decision is going to potentially have an impact on the project, she should ask Maillol first. Like, if they'd been friends or if they had a private understanding that was separate from the government of Cheliax, except, this isn't because they're friends, it does proceed from an expectation of how whole secret projects always work."









Carissa Sevar: " - so I don't think Asmodia could possibly have known about Manohar's special exception to the normal expectation she inform Maillol, which is - not a shadow regulation, it's written law and everything. If she knew, then she was following the law and shouldn't get in trouble. But if she had no idea that he had a special exception, then she should've informed Maillol. And her telling was that she didn't know who Manohar was let alone that he had a special exception."









Keltham: "I think the way I'd been modeling it in my head was, Manohar shows up and says, hey you should try on my headband, Asmodia says something like 'um but' and Manohar tells Security to confirm that it's legal for her to make her own agreement there without consulting anyone else, Security nods to this, Asmodia asks if she can ask another Security, the other Security nods to it, and then Asmodia is like 'okay then'. I could ask her if it was like that. If she says it was like that - and Security backs her, come to think, if that's something I'm allowed to ask - then do you think she still wronged Maillol?"









Carissa Sevar: " - no, then she's in the clear and I think Maillol would think so too."









Keltham: "My model is that Maillol will not think she's in the clear, because he's grandfather-'gendertrope'ed and that's not how grandfathers work. But that can be tested, and in any case, I think I have an adequate model of how to proceed from here - next step being, ask Asmodia what she thinks happened, then see if Security agrees with that. Which I should not do right now."

"Thanks."

"Wanna head to Breakout 4 so we're not late to reconvene?"









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, sounds good. Are you okay, you fired people and then this happened."









Keltham: "Eh, I just had a rest day... two... possibly three days ago... well, whatever. Asmodia's allegedly going to be running my morning lecture anyways."

"Let's go."









Iarwain: Breakout Room 4 is the one with the large circular table where up to 16 people can sit and all readily see one another. It's got a beach-becoming-forest view instead of an ocean view because the ocean has waves and waves can be more hypnotizing and distracting than looking at a forest.









Keltham: At some point they will need to give all the rooms silly names; Keltham has never thought to inquire as to the why of this tradition, but it is so universally practiced in Civilization that it cannot possibly fail to be important somehow. This being the case, the job is too weighty to be undertaken lightly and for now he's just numbered them.

"So," Keltham says to the eight remaining Project researchers - plus, apparently, Broom, who's taken a chair off to a corner, but okay fine - "before proceeding, I'd like everyone - well except Broom, Carissa, and Asmodia - to consider what minimum weekly salary would make you cheerful. Not just, that's enough money and you're getting your due and fair share, but the least amount that first makes you feel definitely noticeably happy. If you're not sure whether you're feeling cheerful yet, when you imagine getting paid that amount, increase the amount until you're sure."

"Oh, try not to anchor off Asmodia, because her psychology is hers and not yours. I actually wish in retrospect we hadn't had that visible conversation at all, but oh well."

"Once you know the amount, write it down on a scrap, fold it up. Don't include your name. Intended use, I'll collect the amounts afterwards and that'll give me a picture of how the situation generally looks."

"If no possible sum of money could make you cheerful even if it was a billion gold pieces per minute, but you are grimly and darkly determined to succeed on the Project anyways, you can just not put anything on the scrap and leave it blank. It doesn't have to be possible for money to make somebody happy, even in Civilization, and definitely not here."









lintamande: Gregoria gives this some consideration before indeed deciding to leave her piece of paper blank. Money can't buy most of the things that she wants, and the Project might in fact be able to get her them anyway but not via money. Also it makes her more deep and mysterious which is apparently required for a romance with Keltham.




Meritxell puts down 50 gold a week because it's enough money for everything you could dream of except magic items and she isn't sure she'd stop if she started thinking of salaries that let you afford magic items.









Iarwain: Ione is legit not that materialistic, she wants knowledge and to see all of reality. Being paid over twice what she's worth is enough to make her happy, she thinks? Ione also thinks of herself as less insane than Asmodia. 25gp/week.

Pilar starts to put down 0gp/week because she is not a heretic, is stopped by a prompt from her curse reminding her that her superiors ordered her not to lie to Keltham and that this may include lying just to avoid being heretical, Keltham may noticeand that wouldn't serve Lord Asmodeus would it,and after some internal fighting puts down 5gp/week.

Peranza would have been cheerful with 25gp/week a few days earlier, but has been through a couple of fairly traumatic experiences on Project Lawful since then (the previous one being told to train her own impersonator). Now Peranza finds that to actually be cheerful, in her imagination,* she'd need Asmodia 4th-circle-wizard money... but that would still do it. Peranza's brain has had some time to recover and notice that nobody has killed her for heresy yet. She agonizes a bit about whether to lie about the result, once obtained, but concludes that she's under orders not to tell unauthorized lies and hasn't been authorized or told otherwise by Security. 75gp/week.


(*) Peranza may not have a good internal referent for what it would actually feel like to be cheerful. She felt differently aboutsomething at 75gp, anyways.









lintamande: Tonia would be cheerful at 5gp/week because that's more money than anyone she met in her entire childhood has had at one time. That's what cheerfulness is, she's pretty sure.









Asmodia: Asmodia would be more nervous if she hadn't remembered that Keltham was a cleric of Abadar and also, like, that she has evermet Keltham. She started writing something down on a piece of paper shortly after Keltham spoke; it's clearly too long to be a price.









Keltham: Keltham waited an appropriately long time after Asmodia started that, so it wouldn't look like he was being prompted into action by Asmodia, then looked thoughtful, took a long look at everyone present, and then started writing his own long statement. "Predictions," he says.

He writes quickly and gets done before everybody else has arrived at their cheerful price, and folds up the result himself.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham has the bluff of a five year old. She wishes he also had the credulity of a five year old, her life would be so much easier.









Keltham: When everyone is done, Keltham collects the paper scraps, looks through them, andsmiles.

"Right, then. Well, I expect that most of your real compensation will be in resellable shares of the future income of the Project, which will vest in you over time as you work here; that's how it's done in Civilization. But it's highly uncertain how much those end up being worth, and also people need to buy things now and then. So it's also considered good practice in Civilization to pay researchers some reasonable core salaries in regular money, meant to be less volatile."

"The basic schema I'm working with here is that we have tier-1 and tier-2 researcher employees, with myself the sole member of tier-0, following some standard schemes in Civilization for compensating people working on projects like these. The tier-1s are, currently, this is potentially something that changes over time, Carissa, Asmodia, Meritxell, and Ione, all of whom have displayed rapid learning speed on Law. Ione also warns this site about incoming military attacks, which is worth some significant bonus pay, and Carissa is currently operating as my de facto second-in-command and ops person and general Keltham maintainer. Tonia, Peranza, Gregoria, and Pilar are tier-2, except that Pilar is providing snacks catering and may possibly turn out to be incredibly important somehow in the same fashion as Ione; the expectation of Pilar maybe being important later is worth its own bonus."

"Basic salaries for a Project Lawful researcher - now, I realize that this isn't as much as a Security wizard makes, even though you're more valuable to Cheliax than they are - but again, most of your real compensation will be in resellable shares of future Project income vesting over time - are 100 gold per week at tier-2, 200 gold per week at tier-1, and 500 gold per week at tier-0."

"Ione, you saved Cheliax way more than two Raise Deads at the cost of some potential and maybe actual damage to yourself, but Maillol says he can't politically swing a 10,000 gold bonus, so for now I'm putting you down as having a secondary role as special forecaster which pays an additional 200 gold per week. Pilar, you get an additional 50 gold per week for Cayden Cailean services that just might be much more important than they look, with an expectation of further payment if they are, plus a 1000 gold bonus for taking a sword that might possibly have led into some further and disastrous plot by Nidal if it had been allowed to kill me. Carissa is tier-0.9, you might say, and receives 300 gold per week, and should be considered to have authority here as my second."

"Oh, and Asmodia obviously receives 75 gold per week, since she did say out loud that was enough to make her cheerful."

"Any questions."









Carissa Sevar: There wassomethingof Hell in that. Not very much, but. More than she's seen from Keltham before.









Carissa Sevar: She tries to look a totally reasonable amount of delighted and not a ridiculous amount of delighted.









Carissa Sevar: Except probably he's joking and that's what the Asmodia and Keltham writing each other notes is about.









lintamande: Tonia starts nervously giggling, she can't help herself. ....she can help herself but it'd be difficult.









lintamande: Meritxell is pretty sure this is the best thing that has ever happened. Maybe that's what's meant by an amount of money you're cheerful about, it should feel like the best thing that ever happened, except it wouldn't without Asmodia also getting put in her place. ...if Keltham is serious about that. A Chelish person would be deadly serious but it's Keltham, and she's pretty sure he's, what's the word, trolling.









Ione Sala: Is that actually the first time in her life that Ione has ever been appreciated for anything? Possibly. She's not sure.

She's oracle of Nethys and it shouldn't be possible to buy her loyalty with, like, money, instead of knowledge or what serves Nethys or at least incredibly rare and irreplaceable books. But what with Cheliax having not even bothered to bid, they're not exactly making it difficult for Keltham to straight-up buy her loyalty with money. She doesn't even know what she's going to do with that money. It's just working on her anyways. She can feel her loyalties shifting as she thinks.Even though the money in this case is coming directly from Cheliax. Some Asmodeans really need to rethink some of their strategies here.









Pilar : Pilar is in a state of existential panic, not that this shows on her face.

She's aslave of Asmodeus.Slave. What do slaves of Asmodeusdo with this amount of money? Can she - is she supposed to - donate it to the Church of Asmodeus?









Project Lawful: Pilar.

This is how Lawful Good paladins think, Pilar.

Do you actually know how Asmodean theology works literally at all, Pilar.









Pilar : AAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH









lintamande: Gregoria thinks this is very generous and in line with the enormous benefits the Queen promised a night ago. She is grateful to Her Imperial Majestrix.









Asmodia: Asmodia silently unfolds and then holds up a sheet of paper saying:

PREDICTION: Keltham tries to torment me by claiming he'll only pay me 75gp/week, which is less than he's planning to pay anyone else here.
Probability: 95%.









Keltham: It's practically like being back in Civilization.



Keltham partially unfolds and holds up his own scrap of paper, still half-folded.



Col 1: Ordinary Asmodia
Col 2: Conspiracy Asmodia
Col 3: Time-traveling Asmodia (1 loop only)

Probability that:

- Her sheet of paper predicts I troll her:             .90 | .70 | .90
- If so, that her sheet of paper estimates a probability:  .40 | .60 | .90









Carissa Sevar: Carissa attempts some quick math in her head to figure out whether Keltham net updated in favor of Conspiracy off this and therefore whether she needs to punish Asmodia. She is quickly coming to despise both of them, which is probably not the most helpful attitude to have about this, put a pin in that and come back to it later.

Asmodia's sheet of paper predicting the outcome is a 9/7 update for regular over Conspiracy, the inclusion of a number is 6/4 in favor of Conspiracy, so on net an update for Conspiracy, ha, she'll get to punish Asmodia for it. Though it'd be better if she'd thought to predict in advance that Asmodia's paper-writing spree of excessive cleverness whatever the details would net persuade Keltham towards Conspiracy.









Keltham: "Planning to turn around the sheet of paper and show us anything else?"









Asmodia: Asmodia slowly turns around her sheet of paper to reveal...









Asmodia: ...that the other side is blank.









Asmodia: "I'm going to hold off on conceding anything until you show us the probability you assigned that I'd have a second side to my sheet of paper," says Asmodia.









Keltham: "Of course."

Keltham unfolds his own sheet of paper.



...and that she predicts my prediction of her: .60 | .10 | .80









Keltham: "Conspiracy Asmodia would love to have me believe that I'm thinking one level ahead of her while she's actually thinking one level ahead of me," Keltham says.









Asmodia: SHE WAS FUCKING THINKING THAT. AAAAHHHHHHHHHHH SHE NEEDS TO LEARN THIS FASTER.

Nothing shows on her face. She cannot pause in horror shemust bealterAsmodia now and she has the headband to enforce that on herself. "Or I, you know, have literally been doing this less than a day. Now what's on the other side of your paper? Some way of tormenting me yet more, 75%, nothing, 25%."









Carissa Sevar: And THIS is why youdon't try to get into cleverness contests with Keltham, you fucking idiot - actually, Security, communicate to Asmodia straight up orders that the next time she comes up with something incredibly clever to do, shedoes not do it literally regardless of the details of what it is.



....and communicate the same thing to Ione.









Keltham: Keltham flips his paper all the way over.



Actual probabilities:

Predicts:     .80 | .40 | .90
Probability:   .50 | .60 | .90
Predicts 2nd:  .40 | .20 | .80



"Conspiracy Asmodia mostly wouldn't try playing this game against me in the first place, it's too potentially revealing. Unless she's already sure of how I'd update off her not playing, of course, but she probably hasn't seen enough of me to be sure what level I'd think on here."

"Welcome to Civilization, Asmodia. You'll do just fine."









Carissa Sevar: The orderstandseven though Carissa's going to have to recalculate the actual change in Keltham's predictions to figure out whether she can punish Asmodia or not.





Also, she notes that the path to Evil for Keltham plainly lies in his conviction that lying to and manipulating people is completely fine and in fact hilarious as long as you are trolling them. Some people should start thinking about lies and manipulations that are satisfactorily Evil even with the apparent constraint that you later declare them to have been 'trolling'.









lintamande: "I am confused about what we are supposed to believe at this point," says Gregoria, "unless being confused about what we're supposed to believe is part of this lesson?"









Keltham: "Asmodia can explain it during her lecture!"









Asmodia: AlterAsmodia has not been scared at any point during this conversation and speaks accordingly. "I'm confident in my new ability to explain the Law of Probability in words. What the two of us just did, not so much."









Ione Sala: "Flirting, Asmodia. It's called flirting."









Keltham: "Yeah, I wouldn't have donethat to a boy. The first two layers, maybe, not the third one."









lintamande: Gregoria is in fact pretty sure that Asmodia cannot explain 1) whether the announcement of their pay was real or was part of an elaborate manipulative/flirtatious game with Asmodia 2) whether the announcement ofAsmodia'spay was real or part of an elaborate manipulative/flirtatious game with Asmodia 3) what share of the lessons in general are manipulative/flirtatious games.

Which - honestly manipulative/flirtatious games seem way more Asmodean than everything they were doing last week but she'd gotten used to doing a different thing and now she needs to switch back?



She conceals her distress about this, obviously.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is at this pointincredibly confused about what dath ilanis believe about mixing sex and workbut....in a positive direction, she thinks? The more incredibly unprofessional Keltham is being the more they can get past him? Probably?









lintamande: Meritxell at no point thought they were not playing manipulative/flirtatious games at least ten times as much as they are 'building Civilization' but she's incredibly upset that she didn't get a +6 headband to master probability and comprehend everything! She could have done it! And she's far more loyal than Asmodia!









Asmodia: "So."

"Were those your actual probabilities."









Keltham: "Yep."









Asmodia: "...I'm not sure what reward you're supposed to get if I'm not fucking you about this, given that we were apparently flirting."









Keltham: "Eh, we'll work out something."









Asmodia: Security, please copy to Sevar that, if Keltham is telling the truth about his probabilities there, there would've been a threefold shift upward in his Conspiracy ratio if I hadn't played this game. Though that doesn't make sense to me, maybe his numbers were conditional on his having observed me starting to write... but still.

We don't get to back off and play safe because we're scared. He's predicting that too.









Carissa Sevar: The problem isn't doing any things ever, it's unilaterally doing Excessively Clever Things because you're pleased with yourself for having thought them up, a tendency which in the last two days took a literal divine intervention to get you to stop in one case, and caused this morning which was a net loss if an unavoidable one because you no longer had the acting ability to be normal Asmodia, and now caused this event, which is an unsustainable pace of Excessive Cleverness.



But noted.







If Keltham's not lying about his latest set of probabilities, which is what he'd obviously be doing, if he in fact updated strongly towards Conspiracy off the events of this morning.









lintamande: Gregoria takes a deep breath and decides that, well, she's on the low-punishment regimen and they said it looks bad when only Ione argues. "Keltham, do you want to call the rest of us back when you're done flirting and want to present salary offers?"









Keltham: "Yes. Sorry about that."

"The basic salary offers are as described. All amounts in gold per week, 100 Gregoria, 100 Tonia, 100 Peranza, Pilar 100 base plus 50 divine candy services plus one-time bonus 1000, Meritxell 200, Asmodia 200, Ione 200 base plus 200 divine forecasting services, Carissa 300. Everyone fine with that part, pending what's going to be a more complicated discussion of sellable shares of future income that vest over time and how those work?"









lintamande: He is greeted with suspicious silence.









Carissa Sevar: "In dath ilan is there some phrase that communicates 'okay actually I'm being serious now'?"









Keltham: "One would say, outside quotes, quote Meta, I'm being serious now dequote. Sorry."

"Meta, I'm being serious now. Please indicate clearly if you're okay with the nonvolatile core salary that you've just been offered, pending acceptable shares of income. Which, to be clear, I am pretty much assuming that I'm going to offer and you're all going to stare blankly at and then trust that I was being fair and take it, but I can truthspell myself about that and use the fair-division spell too if you'd like. In fact I'm going to do that anyways, before we sign a final contract, it's just good practice. Anyways, hands up if you were okay with the core salary part of your offer pending satisfactory shares."









lintamande: Up go hands.









Asmodia: Even Asmodia's hand goes up. "I'll register that if I end up proving my ability to teach in your place and subsequently end up contributing more than base tier-1s, I'll expect a relative pay increase. But as I haven't proven any such thing yet, this is fine to start."

AlterAsmodia definitely has a rivalry going with alterMeritxell too. And alterMeritxell needs to be put on notice of impendingly becoming the least valuable tier-1 with nothing special about her.









Keltham: "Remember the lesson of the jellychip-production game that disintegrated because each child, even out of dath ilan, decided that the kind of token they held must be the most important and valuable kind of token."

"With that, said, sure, ifI decide you're contributing substantially more than other tier-1s, you'll get appropriately higher compensation."

"But not to make that sound too easy, a good threshold for that is whether the difference is so substantial that even the other tier-1s notice and are like, yep, Asmodia sure is doing more for the Project than we are, yep. I assume, perhaps falsely, that this difference is apparent to all with respect to what Carissa contributes, and what Ione saved the Project when Nidal attacked. Make it that obvious, and sure."









lintamande: "Carissa's fourth circle," says Gregoria, cautiously, because it hasn't gone wrong yet and if you leave all the pushback to heretics then it'll all be heresy flavored. "...we're mostly not actually doing magic, though?"









Keltham: "She's a fourth-circle who can use spellsilver from seven feet away, but if that was all we needed we could go grab a seventh-circle wizard whenever. It's more that while the rest of you are doing whatever it is you do when I'm not looking, Carissa is spending a bunch of her time maintaining the critical Keltham component of the Project, and that whenever I have a task like 'so how do I actually get two hundred mice plus their living supplies if I need those' Carissa is the one who I talk to in order to translate that idea to more Golarion-standard terms, she's the one who worked with me on figuring out requirements for the fortress you're now living in, etcetera."

"To translate to what I conjecture to be your own more Golarion-standard terms: Compensation is based on the negotiating power you have, and the negotiating power you have is based on your irreplaceability. Carissa is the person other than myself whom it'd be most crippling for the Project to lose and most impossible to replace."









lintamande: Gregoria nods, satisfied. That's kind of just 'you're sleeping with her' but not entirely.









Keltham: "Again to be clear: If you're wondering why that doesn't come out of my own share, to whatever extent Carissa is maintaining me and I'm putting inputs into the project, the answer is that in ideal terms that should give you the same end result. I may not have Keeper levels of coherence about that, but that just means there's residual error, it doesn't mean I'm terrible when I try. If Carissa and myself aggregated into one entity, I'd award that entity 800 gold per month plus the combined profit share I haven't got to, then I'd pay Carissa with 300 gold per month and part of my profit share. My profit share is going to be much larger than Carissa's, not in the same proportions as 500 to 300. Salary is what we use to make sure we have nice things now, and 800 gold is what would make sure that Carissa and myself could both have nice things now, where Carissa does not get anything like three-fifths of my ownership of the Project."









lintamande: "That makes sense."









Keltham: Keltham will now explain, in all grim determination, the basic concepts that:

- They are also going to own part of the Project themselves, in the form of 'shares', fractions of the Project that they own.

- The Project will generate profits, which the Project reinvests in more subprojects that generate more profits, mostly, but eventually the Project will start using profits to buy back its own shares, once it runs out of better things to invest in.

- As a simplified example, there's supposedly a billion people in Golarion. Imagine that the Project figured out how to build a widget that costs 1gp to make, but could sell for 2gp, and was worth 3gp to the buyer, and the Project managed to sell one widget like that to everyone in Golarion, but then had nothing else to do with itself so it bought back all its shares and closed down. The total profits would then be a billion gold pieces. Owning 1/10,000th of that Project now is then like owning something that will be worth 100,000gp later, but only if that Project actually succeeds.

- People don't get this share right away, any more than you get paid up front for the next 10 years of salary; it vests over time, though usually not on quite the same schedule that a salary gets paid out.

- You can, according to the contract to be signed, sell your profit-share to somebody else, but you probably shouldn't and definitely not without consulting Keltham... you know, actually, given the Manohar thing, Keltham's just going to write into the contract that he must legally be allowed to have a consultation session with any of the researchers before they sell any of their shares.

- Cheliax is investing a bunch of money in this project, and receives 'convertible debt' that can either get paid back at face value plus high interest before the Project buys back anything else, or convert into regular Project income shares at a discount that grows with but not as fast as the Project grows.

- One billion gold pieces, or one gold piece per person, which in unskilled labor is? - ten days of unskilled labor outside Cheliax, or five days within it, thanks - yeah, he'll stick with that wild-guess-round-number, that sounds like roughly the right ballpark figure for where the Project could end up. In general, Keltham is looking to increase the wealth of Golarion by much more than just 2 gold pieces per person; he is definitely looking to save more than 20 days of labor for everyone. But to get to that point, some of the work will be done by spinoff corporations that need to pay income shares to their own investors and researchers, though the Project might still take a share in those spinoffs if the Project is providing key ideas or training their people. You can't actually realistically capture half the gains to a whole planet of a technological revolution like this one, even in just the more material aspects. Keltham is going to try to grab a relatively larger share of gains at first, because he expects to have so many other projects that he needs to reinvest in, but in the longer run where the really large profits start to come in, no, it won't be half the gains. There comes a point past which it's sorta silly to try.

- So although it is a very wild figure, Keltham is guessing that the ten-year or fifteen-year profits of the Project should end up at somewhere near a billion gold. Could be a hundred million gold, could be zero. For it to be ten billion gold probably requires looking far enough in the future that people are wealthy enough to have that much to pay.

- The Project doesn't need to have started buying back its shares for you to get paid. The idea would usually be that somebody else buys those shares from you in the expectation that the Project will buy them back later, at an increased price that looks a lot like whatever interest rates are like around here. The share you get is usually one where, for you to sell right now, to somebody who didn't really believe in the Project, would not be worth too much compared to your regular salary. If you want to get incredibly rich this way, you need the Project to succeed and convince its skeptics so they want to buy your shares at some reasonable fraction of what they'll be worth after 15 years since Project start.









Carissa Sevar: Eight days ago Carissa would have said that being wealthy beyond her wildest dreams and safe was all she wanted in life.



However, Carissa eight days ago was small and unambitious, and at this point her to-do list is so daunting that she's not totally sure a million gold makes much of a dent in it. She needs to figure out how Chelish people can be dath ilani without exploding, and that might require some fundamental revisions to Asmodeanism as taught to humans, because Asmodeanism as taught to Lawful beings is necessarily very different and no one is willing to just sit her down and tell her what it is. It is possible it will also require revisions to Hell, which - she's aware that objectively her odds of success at that can't look very high, but it's not like who rules the various layers of Hell never changes, or like the archdevils don't have a great deal of power within their own domains.



(It occurred to her yesterday, uncomfortably so, that an easier way to get what she wants might in fact be to donate her vast sums of money and go to Axis with Keltham. It's not tempting. Ironically it's not tempting because of Good impulses she's indulging as much as because of Evil ones; going to Axis might be an all right way for Carissa to go about her work having lost a part of herself but not all the parts of herself, but most people who try to do things in the world and don't end up with a billion gold about it will go to Hell, and so Hell needs to be able to use them. She doesn't actually want to escape eternal torment, she wants the eternal torment to be shaped right, and if that requires impressing Asmodeus enough to have the resources to displace an archdevil then -



- well, she isn't sure it's an insane ambition. She isn't sure it isn't, but she isn't sure it is. But a million gold pieces is barely even the first step.



Everything will be so much easier if she corrupts Keltham and then he can work on this with her.)









Irori: Sounds like something that is both reasonable to want and possible to achieve! Hints about how Carissa Sevar can solve her own problems for herself will be available if she prays for them, to Irori, outside the interdiction zone, though Irori realizes this is not a very likely confluence of events.









Keltham: ...has Keltham been getting any signs of understanding here or a lot of fixedly permanently cheerful expressions?









lintamande: They seem to mostly be following along. The big problem is just that you're not supposed to sign contracts youmostlyunderstand. But on the other hand, it's Keltham.









Keltham: Well he's not going to have them sign anything now, of course, he's checking to make sure they even want the contents of the contract before he spends a lot of time drawing that up!

Equity allocations: 74% Keltham, 1.3% Carissa, 0.25% Ione, 0.2% Asmodia/Meritxell, 0.15% Pilar, 0.1% Gregoria/Peranza/Tonia, the remainder is for the Project to give its many future researchers and employees their own stakes, though they get smaller as people join later at higher base salaries and with reduced uncertainty of those shares' future values, or for Cheliax or other investors to convert its loan-shares into later.

Plans like this are generally drawn up with an intention that goes something like, if the Project is taking slower or needing larger investments and needs to sell more shares than expected, it first starts to come out of Keltham's reserve, especially if the delay looks like it's because Keltham is being less valuable or having less output than he was supposed to, but if the Project gets into bad-enough shape it may have to issue and sell additional shares that dilute everyone. This is part of the risk.

Conversely if the Project gets visibly on track to be hugely successful and starts earning early profits fast, which might be as simple as figuring out an early and general anti-plague sanitation measure that reduces the incidence of all plagues in all Chelish cities by 10% in a way that doesn't just restore to the equilibrium, they can expect that fewer total shares than Keltham currently anticipates will be issued, and their own shares will be accordingly more valuable.

Blah blah vesting schedules, these initial allocations will at their slowest vest over four years; hitting milestones can result in faster vesting, Keltham will draw up relatively informal milestones for them that he judges, and set more formal ones for himself and truthspell himself about them.

Even after shares vest, you shouldn't expect to be able to sell them to an outside buyer for what they're probably worth; people outside the Project know that people inside the Project have private information about how well the Project is likely to do over the future, and they'll discount apparent prices accordingly if the person inside the Project seems to want to sell. This difficulty in reselling causes researchers to expect to hold their shares for longer, which in turn helps to align incentives as the researchers think about how to make the Project actually be valuable in 15 years and not just look valuable at the time their shares vest. This is probably a much bigger factor here than it would be in Civilization; in Civilization any large project let alonethis one would have Nemamel looking at it, if she were alive, or people only slightly worse than her if not, and people wouldn't expect apparent values to get away from actual prices by much.

It is proverbial in Civilization thatno amount of clever planning can eliminate a very very large residual probability that all your Project's shares end up being worth exactly zero, which scary thought should be handled by meditating on your Cheerful-Plus base salaries that you arrived at without considering your equity.

It's also considered stupid in Civilization if the rest of your reasoning doesn't end up at a point where your valuable researchers can spend money right now in a way that gives them Slack, doesn't cause them to be distracted by silly things, buy productivity-related magic items and have somebody else organize their house for them, etcetera. Though obviously all negotiations are conducted on the basis of 'I have this valuable labor and I'm not giving it to you unless I'm paid and then once I have my money it's my own business what I do with it', not 'give me more money in the expectation that I'll spend it on myself in a way that makes me more productive'. If the Project starts needing to do the latter, it will probably indicate something wrong, but the repair algorithm would involve the Project paying for productivity things directly.

Though, in this case, there's stuff like intelligence headbands where Cheliax rents those to the Project, gets convertible debt accordingly, the Project loans headbands to people while they work, and they can use their salaries to buy those headbands if they wish so they'll still have them afterwards and then loan them to the Project themselves.

Anyways, don't get emotionally wrapped up in the sense that you'll be worth a million gold pieces in 15 years, based on your unvested equity allocations. That's not a thing that has happened to you, it's a collective plan to achieve something not yet achieved.









lintamande: The contract sounds pretty good in principle and they'll probably want it though they'll have to read it first.









Carissa Sevar: "It's - advised to go over a really serious contract with a devil, before you sign it, if it's about enough money to warrant the cost of summoning one."









lintamande: Okay, Meritxell thinks, but it'd be nice to also separately have some way to see if the contract cheats them horribly.









lintamande: Tonia is pretty sure everyone is just emitting meaningless noises at this point and she should go on having more money than she ever dreamed of and just worry about the project not falling apart completely.









Keltham: "Of course. I'm not asking you to rely on just my truth spell and my fair division spell. I'd expect Cheliax and Lrilatha to want a look at this anyways, you're still their people and they consider this project an important matter."

"Are people okay with these specific equity divisions, not just the general setup?"









lintamande: "Yes but I have no idea how you derived them and am kind of curious," Gregoria says.









Keltham: "It's derived based on the assumption that the fair and good-consequence practices for a world-reshaping company in Golarion started by one interplanar traveler, will be exactly the same as what they were for a couple of famous ultraprofitable companies in dath ilan started by individual supergeniuses. Because I have absolutely no hope of rederiving anything more sensible than that from scratch."









Asmodia: "If, hypothetically, it turns out that I'm actually better at teaching people Probability than you are, once I've learned it from you -"









Keltham: "The point at which you start getting larger allocations is when you're doing thingsnobody else could do, not just things nobody else is doing right now. If you start learning from me or reteaching in a way that wejust can't find any other researchers to compete with, that's the point at which you have the leverage to come to the Project and say 'two percent or I'm going home'."









Ione Sala: "Iwould ask if Sevar is that much harder to replace than me, because, in fact, there aren't that many other people running around to whom Nethys's heralds are known to deliver prophecies. But I'm guessing from the numbers that Sevar's 1.3% is 0.3% her irreplaceability to the Project and 1% her irreplaceability to Keltham, which therefore comes out of Keltham's allocation of 75%."









Keltham: "Indeed."









Carissa Sevar: "What would all these numbers look like if we do figure out how to retrieve the dath ilani true dead to here or something."









Keltham: "If that was pulled off largely because of me, they'd immediately replace all the actual work I was doing, but I'd still fairly receive half the resulting gains they captured based on the algorithm I showed you; their decision to join doesn't accomplish anything until you add Keltham to actually retrieve them here. Though I'd just reinvest nearly all of that in whatever investment fund they built."

"If Cheliax or Asmodeus pulls that off largely without me, the incoming dath ilani form a new company and give me a small share corresponding to the role I played in letting Cheliax know that this was possible and valuable."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "Makes sense. I think."



She wants to be MORE VALUABLE than Keltham but it sounds like he'd still get a lot of the value-capture since he's the reason she noticed shecould.









Ione Sala: "This is - skipping over some things I thought I would have a chance to say to you in private, later, because I didn't realize this was coming up in quite this way - but my interest here is maybe 10% getting rich and 90% getting to go where Keltham goes and see what Keltham sees and learn what Keltham learns takaral. I suspect that's what Nethys wants too. Can we cut my share in half in exchange for an agreement like that?"









Keltham: "That sounds a biiiit more personal. Not opposed to it, but, not exactly the sort of thing that the Project settles with you. And I'm not sure I'm ready to buy half your shares from you at that price."









Ione Sala: "All right. It's just that, in reality, the money has very little to do with why I'm staying on, and I will be a little disappointed if I don't get what I was really hoping for."

"More than a little bit."









Keltham: "Well, good for expressing that, because it is not something I am currently promising you or offering to trade to you. The moneyis meant to be good enough that, even if Iwasn't going to take you with me when I left Golarion, if that happens, you would still want to work here because in fact you're still getting paid thirty times what you could make anywhere else. And then, someday, you'd spend that money on traveling this world or traveling other planes. I'm not saying you can't have that thing you just asked for, I'm saying that I'm not offering to trade it to you for your Project work. This large amount of money now, and maybe way more future money later, is what the Project is offering to trade to you."

"Civilization does consider it a best practice to draw a sharp line whereby the founders don't offer to trade away - themselves, their things, their lives, when they're starting a company like this one. The Project isn't owed that from me."









Ione Sala: "Understood."









lintamande: "Does this mean you have worked out a contract with Cheliax where they'll be paying you enough gold for all these salaries?" asks Meritxell.









Keltham: "Maillol thinks he can swing it in terms of Project budget, but that's just Cheliax paying you, not yet Cheliax trading money to the Project for convertible debt and the Project paying you. I'm not going to make you wait on your salaries while I sort out that part."

"Next step according to Civilization best practices, is that I walk out of the room and let you discuss this among yourselves for a while. I'd say however long is needed but in dath ilan it'd be obvious that the time for this step is more like thirty minutes than half a day. You can have somebody call me back in if there's additional questions. When and if everyone thinks they're okay, if there aren't new terms requiring amendment, you tell me that, and then I go talk to Maillol about initializing the salary part of this."

"Roughly the idea is that, before you form a more load-bearing verbal assent to this plan, which I then go write up as a contract, you're supposed to talk about it among yourselves without me there in the room, in case there's some part of your brain that can't fully correct for the effect of my being there on your willingness to accept a deal I proposed. Any of you individually can and should go off and consider it quietly on your own for a few minutes, if you notice your brain being at all influenced by the others present. Carissa, you also need to leave at some point for at least five minutes of them talking without you, because you're above them in the organizational structure."

"You clear for me to head out now?"









lintamande: "Yes," they chorus.





(What are they supposed to think once he's not there?)









Carissa Sevar: "I am confused by the math Keltham's using but I think this is a good deal if we succeed," Carissa says blandly, as she would in alter Cheliax.









lintamande: Oh, are they assuming Keltham might still be listening. "I want to read my notes again," says Gregoria. "One minute, please -"









Iarwain: Security notifies everyone that Keltham is comfortably out of hearing range; he grabbed a Security and went for a walk on the fortress ramparts.









Pilar : "My curse says it wants to report somebody to her superior for non-Asmodean thought and claims that I'm obligated by standard regulations to pass that report along without delay."

"It reports Pilar Pineda for having considered donating almost all of her bonus and salary to the Church of Asmodeus without expecting to derive any personal benefit from that, which is, it asserts, heresy to Lord Asmodeus, and also to Cayden Cailean, and is what annoying Lawful Good paladins do."









Project Lawful: ...And suggests that she be corrected by a process which includes drunken revelry.









Pilar : Pilar is not saying that.









Carissa Sevar: " - I actually think I can't help you with that, Pilar, what with only the Grand High Priestess being authorized to correct you in matters of theology, though I do think I know what mistake you're making." It seems related to the secret story Maillol told her about the man who was pleasing because his only interest in slavery was in being a slave. Carissa thinks it is...not her thing, herself, actually.









Pilar : "I'll report myself to the Most High, then."

Pilar was hoping to hear 'well your curse is obviously lying to you' and not 'I think I know what mistake you're making', but she obviously isn't going to argue with the answer she got.









Asmodia: "I am... not coming up withvery much for alter-Asmodia to say here, she is mostly sort of 'eh complications' and 'wow money' and scheming to get a 2% share instead of a 0.2% share, but none of that is something she has to discuss with the rest of you. Alter-Ione has established herself as not really caring. Meritxell, do you know what we could be talking about while he's gone?"

Real-Asmodia doesn't like Meritxell but is a professional about her actual job.









lintamande: Meritxell doesn't like Asmodia either but that sounds like a problem to solve once they're rich and powerful, by which time it might solve itself via Asmodia defecting, which will settle once and for all which of them is smarter. "Unless Cheliax requests pushback in some form because there's some angle on corrupting Keltham, I don't care about this and want to get to learning things and I think alterMeritxell would feel the same way."









Asmodia: "All right. I doubt Keltham will actually ask us what we discussed, I think that probably violates the Civilizational procedure he's proposing, but if he does, we tried for another few minutes after this to find something to talk about, because Keltham seemed to think we should do it, and then gave up."

"I did want to say, hopefully quickly, but it seems like the sort of thing that could blow up on us again before we reach the end of the day and have time to talk at leisure - Sevar, I think I know what I did wrong and you're not going to like my fault analysis."









Carissa Sevar: "Go ahead."









Asmodia: "When I was initially writing down my prediction I didn't process that asbeing especially clever. Alter-Asmodia knew exactly what Keltham was up to, she's already called out Predictions in class, it's very clear that's what alter-Asmodia would do."

"And Keltham predicted that, I think, inside his Ordinary world. Keltham - would need to be thinking in a completely different way than his latest thought transcripts show, for him to lie about his final probabilities, there. I think that it must have incorporated the information from him seeing me start to write, because, if it doesn't include that information, it's not a realprediction,so - maybe I could've done better, if I hadn't written anything at all - but that really wouldn't be what alter-Asmodia would do,why wouldn't she."

"My huge mistake was when I saw Keltham starting to write."

"Alter-Asmodia knew what he was up to. Alter-Asmodia wrote her own prediction of it. Alter-Asmodia passed Keltham's test perfectly according to the probabilities he wrote down and won a ton of Ordinary points."

"Real-Asmodia thought that she didn't want to look too clever and stopped herself from doing what Alter-Asmodia would have done. And I didn't realize, I didn't notice, that I'd suddenly started thinking in a different way, that I was making that choice a different way from the choice that came before -"

"My analysis is that we have to figure out who we are in alter-Cheliax and just fucking be those people period. Everything which isn'tthat is the clever part where we think we're smarter than Keltham."









Carissa Sevar: "You're right. I don't like it. But I like it better than what happened this morning."









Asmodia: "The problem we had this morning is that we tried to solve the problem of Keltham asking for a Fox's Cunning at the same time as we tried to solve the problem of figuring out what happened to alter-Asmodia in alter-Cheliax. It should've just been the simplest thing that explained what Keltham would see. If Ione had solved her riddle earlier -"









Ione Sala: "I suspect Pilar's curse of having selected that riddle to be exactly solvable enough that I wouldn't. Any comments on that, snack service?"









Pilar : "Did you just fucking call me -"









Ione Sala: "I was talking to the curse, not to Pilar. Like you asked."









Pilar : "Curse says it's not in the habit of answering such terribly personal questions, but it does observe that if you'd trusted more that the riddle was solvable andwould be at a difficulty level where it'd be solved in time, you wouldn't have tried a complicated way of scaring Keltham off Fox's Cunning, like it warned you about once already."









Asmodia: "And did the curse select a riddle at the exact level of difficulty required for us to learn that valuable lesson about trust?"









Pilar : "Snack service says no comment. I say that when this is over, itdies. Somehow."









Carissa Sevar: "It's on my to-do list. I'm going to leave, because Keltham said you should talk without me; someone can come get me in a few minutes and say you're done, if you think that's what happens in alterCheliax."









lintamande: "- in alter Cheliax do we all hate each other?" asks Gregoria. "Or is that, you know, an Asmodeanism thing."









Carissa Sevar: " - I'm not actually sure. I think most places people do more gestures of liking each other, and those cancel out some of the gestures of hating each other. Or make them sting more, depending."









Asmodia: "If that can genuinely go either way, you can pick what's best for reassuring Keltham or corrupting him... no, wait, if we make a lot of choices like that on the same principle - ugh."

"I need a Cunning and a Splendour to figure that out. I wouldn't have made that mistake if I'd had either of those up. I register my suggestion that tomorrow we spend a lot of that day figuring out exactly who we are in alterCheliax, and we do that with Cunning and Wisdom and Splendour up, and if that requires Cheliax to Teleport in another ten third-circle wizards to act as our personal enhancement service they should justdo that for the next month or risk losing Keltham for want of it."









Carissa Sevar: "I take your point but I think a lot of my instincts for Keltham decay when I'm not actually talking to him, and I could've avoided some of the problems this morning if I'd been spending more time around him, and I don't really want to freeze him again as soon as tomorrow. Maybe if we have a good talk tonight. I'll put in the request for enhancement regardless.

- and the glibness! I'm just going to do it as swords if no one can get it to me soon."









Ione Sala: "I had been planning to try for a date with Keltham, tonight -"









Asmodia: "Ione, I understand better what you were trying to do, when you asked Keltham that question about whether the birds thing was Conspiracy-revealing, I think a bit better of it now, than I did right then. But I do not trust that you've got an alter-Ione - thing Taldane doesn't have a word for - that shows no traces or hints of the real Cheliax, and until we've had time to go over that with you on Cunning, Wisdom, and Splendour simultaneously, I think you wait to seduce Keltham a little later."

"I propose, and this is me being clever because I again don't think we have a choice, that we're all in shock about our salary increases, and a little more hesitant about our new boss than before, at least for today, and Carissa is the one who's just taking it all in stride and being around Keltham all the same. If that gives away a quarter of a 2 on Conspiracy, we just have to take that hit, because we can lose so much faster if anything complicated happens before we're readier than this."









Ione Sala: "Meritxell never tries anything clever, so she could be not-intimidated if Sevar doesn't want to spend the night with Keltham."









lintamande: "I'm smarter than you," says Meritxell, "which is why I'm not doing things that look clever but aren't what I would do in alter -"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa uses a minor illusion to make a thunderclap above their heads. "Testing whether that's as effective as lighting you on fire," she says. "Meritxell is indeed a good person to put in front of Keltham while we're all confused because alter Meritxell seems credibly pretty similar to real Meritxell. However, I want Keltham tonight, because my model of him suffers when I go this long interacting with peoples' Keltham-guesses and not the real Keltham. AndfurthermoreI would actually like him tonext pick up someone who can give him credible evidence on the masochism frontsince that's very entangled, for him, with Conspiracy."









Iarwain: Nobody wants to demonstrate to her that they need to be set on fire to be quieted.









Carissa Sevar: Great!



If that's settled, then, she'll slip out to Keltham.









Ione Sala: (After she's gone.)

"It actually was a compliment, Meritxell. You say clever things in class, you don't try stupid Nethysian plots. Just don't ask me to phrase it in a way that doesn't sound like an insult, because I can only lower myself so far given our relative pay levels."









lintamande: "You take the money, I'll take the lack of brain damage takaral."









Carissa Sevar: "Not sure they're going to take thirty minutes," she tells Keltham when she catches him. "I probably shouldn't report what was said?"









Keltham: "Yes and oopsie. I thought in the back of my mind that was obvious enough that everyone would get it, and even if I was right, I still should have said it out loud."









Carissa Sevar: "I guess Security can pass that along to the girls still in there in case it wasn't obvious to any of them."









Keltham: "Right," Keltham says to the clearly visible Security nearby. "Can you do that? Knock, tell them that Keltham apologizes if this part wasn't clear, but he won't ask them about any discussions they're doing while he's out and Carissa won't report earlier ones?"









Iarwain: It'll get done.









Keltham: Keltham almost asks Carissa if it's an okay time for a hug, before remembering, like, everything else about how their relationship is supposed to work. He just takes her and pulls her to him instead, leaning into her a bit.

"We need to spend time together today," Keltham says aloud. "I think my brain starts to slightly forget how our relationship works if we don't regularly... do stuff. It's still very new to this and learning."









Carissa Sevar: "I was actually just thinking the same thing. I have a bunch of - disorganized thoughts on Asmodia and myself and becoming dath ilani and, uh, staying Carissa, even the parts of me that don't hold up, and - I would like to spend time with you and be confused out loud instead of in my head.

....also, it kept nagging at me, the thing you said about - how in the Conspiracy world I was pretending, to want this - so I came up with a bunch of clever ways you could verify that I wasn't but I guess I shouldn't tell you them since they could just be the things the Conspiracy could fake. But I did come up with a bunch and you probably could too."









Keltham: "You know, I was thinking that I should maybe lay off that Conspiracy thing, except maybe with Asmodia and Ione, or something. Nobody else is commenting on it at all, where a class of dath ilani would have completely run away with it by now. Because in Civilization they would - well, they'd have trusted in the reality of their Ordinary world, that I'd come to the right answer so long as that was reality, and so wouldn't walk out on them and ruin their careers. In Golarion, they probably have no idea of all the obvious precautions I'd take about not jumping to that conclusion too quickly, not concluding for sure it was true when I was still in the maybe-faces-in-the-clouds stage..."

"Now that I say that out loud I'm suddenly worried that everyone in the classroom was paralyzed with terror the whole time I was talking. And wouldn't have dared to say anything about it, because, for all they know, that's what I think the Conspiracy would do."









Carissa Sevar: " - paralyzed in terror is a bit strong but I think they aren't sure they're safe as long as they're in fact not running an elaborate lie, yeah - like, if a person with a Chelish amount of law tried to decide if they were inside an elaborate conspiracy, using the kinds of evidence you use, what they ended up deciding would be almost completely unpredictable. I know you're not - reading entrails - but it's sometimes hard to see what makes it work."









Keltham: "...I would've sorta expected Ione to have warned me about that."

"Carissa,you need to warn me about that sort of thing."









Carissa Sevar: Oh, is that what Ione meant by her request. That's a genuine error; relayed through Security while Carissa tried to keep her bathroom break bathroom length, she understood Ione to be proposing that she take Keltham aside and say 'you know, if we were in a Conspiracy, that talk would have been very scary', which seemed like a terrible plan, but if in fact Ione was proposing pointing out that girls might wrongly think Keltham could get this wrong then Carissa owes her an apology. And maybe to be slightly less quick to shoot down the Excessively Clever Plans from team Excessively Clever Plans just because they're heretics and in love with their own self-concepts as geniuses.



" - yeah, that's fair. I'm sorry. I don't think the girls are very scared, they joke about it some when you're not around, but - but probably if you asked them probabilities they'd say they think there's at least a ten or twenty percent chance you'll decide Conspiracy even assuming there isn't one.

- and then the other part of this is that in Golarion if therewerea conspiracy you'd demand the heads of everyone in it, right, but I don't think anyone thinks you'd do that, it just hovers as an association with 'conspiracy'."









Keltham: "The thought that I could possibly be interpreted as meaning thatthe women in my classhad formed a dark conspiracy against me, without the consent of the Chelish government backing them, had literally never crossed my mind atall. The thought that you were all being held there against your will and figuring out an elaborate plot to get me out along with yourselves? Yes, though only because tropes. That other one? No."









Carissa Sevar: " - no, I mean, if there's a Conspiracy it's got to have at least one of the Queen or the Church. But - that doesn't mean they'd double down, if they were doing a conspiracy and got caught at it, rather than saying 'sorry, we'll kill everyone in the chain of command that authorized this, friends now?' - I mean. They wouldn't. Because hypothetically they've got to understand you reasonably well to have pulled off all of this, and so well enough to notice you wouldn't be impressed. But that's how a Conspiracy among Golarion people playing Golarion sorts of power games might shake out. Though againno one who has met you is plausibly worried about this,it's just kind of hovering as a - literary association."









Keltham: "I'll tell them I'm sorry when I get a chance. Remind me if I don't. It's not - easy for me to guess, still, what terrible associations people here might have."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll remind you. They might have less of them than me, honestly, they were younger when the Church took charge."









Keltham: "I am, for the first time in my life, having something like 'impostor-syndrome', I think... that's where you get a sense that you're trying to do something beyond your own competence and furthermore pretending to be better at it than you are instead of being honest about that, but not, like, consciously, just the sense that what you're doing is leading other people on... Sorry, that was a topic change, it's not about Conspiracy stuff, it's about my presuming to lay out equity distributions for a big important startup. That's not, like, going up against Zon-Kuthon the way that protagonists do in books, that's something people do in real life and Civilization would not have picked me to do that in real life."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, the equity distribution seemed pretty reasonable to me and Civilization's not here to have opinions or make horrified faces."









Keltham: "Yeah, I'll just go on being the incredibly impressive person that I am in virtue of nobody here having ever seen better. Sounds like a plan."

"If we ever figure out how to materialize the other Lost Dead into Golarion, please don't hate me for - pretending to be more than I was - because, I did warn you, right now and here, of how it would be, if it went like that."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham -







If we do that at all it'll be because of you. And - I actually think I'll still like you better."









Keltham: "Well, if that's true, it could only possibly be because of me materializing into a world where that would be true. But we're pretty sure that was going on at least with dropping me on you at the Worldwound, even if nowhere else in all of this. So fine and fair enough, I guess."









Iarwain: Security notifies them that the girls say they're done.









Keltham: He'll head on back. While he does, he'll ask a question.

"Carissa. Am I right that 'girls' is not a particularly respectful form of address for Project Lawful's tier-1 and tier-2 researchers reporting to me?"









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, a little out of line. Though I've been doing it too. They're just all girls, see, and it's very salient."









Keltham: "Civilization has, like,shorter respectful words to pluralize a flock of brilliant young researchers, female or otherwise. I'm not sure that I want to go around making people say 'researchers' all the time, that's a lot of syllables compared to 'girls'... I don't suppose you have any other title suggestions there?"









Carissa Sevar: Slaves. It's not what she'd suggest in alter Cheliax. "Not especially? You could ask everyone in case anyone thinks of something I haven't."









Keltham: "Going on the language patterns, I'm guessing 'Lawfies' doesn't sound great in Taldane, so, probably not that one. In Baseline you'd address them as 'raht', but that doesn't mesh well with Taldane either..."



Back they are to Breakout Room 4!









Iarwain: (Per a new directive, Security has been copying all the girls continuously on new facts about alterCheliax as Sevar has spoken them to Keltham.)









Ione Sala: Well, at least Ione doesn't need to frantically invent an excuse if Keltham asks why she didn't say anything, since Ione already figured out her excuse on that subject earlier, as soon as her request to warn Keltham got turned down, thereby making that excuse predictably necessary later.

If Ione was still an Asmodean, she'd be asking about whether she got to torture Sevar, still on her standard punishment regimen, about this, but she's not, so she isn't.









Keltham: "So actually even before I ask for your verdict, I should quickly mention, and apologize, for a social error: When I talked about the Conspiracy hypothesis, I was assuming in the back of my mind that you'd know Civilized dath ilani in an Ordinary world, even one like Golarion, would be pretty unlikely to screw up and suddenly decide they were in the Conspiracy world for wild reasons. In other words, I thought anyone in the Ordinary world would know they weresafe, and could just say whatever they wanted about that, since, after all, anything they actually do is something that somebody in the Ordinary world would do, and I would figure that out in the limit."

"Carissa has observed to me that people in Golarion may not know and trust to this safety in the same way, and also mentioned that - albeit possibly less in the new Cheliax you grew up in, than the older Cheliax she remembers - accusing people of being in a conspiracy often goes along with demanding their heads. That is not the way that I think about things, though Carissa thought you'd probably seen enough of me to guess that."

"If I made anyone nervous for either reason, I apologize."

"I mention this swiftly and now, just in case you were thinking that I was thinking that only somebody in the Conspiracy would object to their equity allocations or salaries. I tell you now that this is not at all the case."

"Do you need any further time to reconsider given that update?"









Iarwain: There's a chorus of nos. A couple of researchers, the ones more confident in their own acting abilities, allow themselves to look slightly relieved.









Keltham: Anything 'slight' isn't going to make it across the expression-reading gap.

"Your verdict on the general proposal, then?"









lintamande: "It's great and we're going to be rich," Meritxell says. "I always wanted a pet pseudodragon so I might buy one, fair warning."









Keltham: "I'll say it again, don't assume that your slowly vesting share allocations are the same thing as wealth in hand. They're tokens of a plan to become wealthy, a cunning scheme we're hatching together which might not work; those shares are not, yet, wealth whose existence and continued existence you can trust in and make plans based upon. This is a standard and proverbial warning out of Civilization."

"If by rich you just meant your base salaries, that's fine."









lintamande: "Yep, the pseudodragon is three weeks of the pay that's definitely happening. I'm mostly not thinking about the rest."









Keltham: "Thengreat."

"I'm off to talk to Maillol."









Keltham:









Carissa Sevar: "I misunderstood your proposal for what to say to Keltham and the thing you actually wanted to do was fine and not stupid. I apologize." says Carissa flatly to Ione.









Ione Sala: "My excuse to Keltham will be that I thought maybe the rest of you would notwant me to say that on your behalf, and I hadn't then been appointed Nethysian officer in charge of preventing Asmodeans from hurting themselves, so I agonized about it a bit and then didn't say anything."

"I accept your apology on behalf of Lord Nethys, Sevar. Good luck doing the same with Asmodeus."









Carissa Sevar: Heretics are really annoying. That's probably why they're illegal.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol to Sevar: Keltham wants to know, since I thought a similar new recurring expense a week later wouldn't be a good look, about his advance-requesting capacity to hire up to another eight 200gp/week researchers at similar but nonbonus salaries, though he expects he might end up with 4 more 200/week people and 4 more 100/week people instead. He's also inquiring what if anything I know about Cheliax sending him more job candidates.









Jacint Subirachs: (Subirachs has previously mentioned that she expects to have candidate portfolios ready for Sevar to review with her, arriving with tomorrow morning's mail.)









Carissa Sevar: You should have applicants for him tomorrow; hiring eight would be a big lift for you politically, maybe he can teach us some metalworking or something with immediate self-demonstrating value, which would make it go over easier?









Ferrer Maillol: Keltham nodded along about early-application stuff, says that he needs to work out some sort of interim-contract-meant-to-be-replaced so he can get moving on that, and try to have that contract in place before anyone gets a permanent job offer.

Keltham wants to know how Cheliax is likely to feel about sending him people on one-week tryouts while he's trying to find one thing in his memories that clearly adds value, on 300gp-for-a-week contracts like the last ones, and with probabilistic warnings about the fate of the last set of 11 applicants given their prior Intelligence and Wisdom scores.









Carissa Sevar: That is costly to us if he does it for lots of people since we may end up losing a significant share of our most promising wizards, in wartime, but not costly in a way that can't be compensated for; cheaper if we can tell them up front it's Hell if they don't make it instead of setting up the fortress to accommodate a growing share of people not on the project.









Ferrer Maillol: Looks weirded out. Wants to know how many people he can try out without either results or having to do the Hell thing.









Carissa Sevar: Probably another dozen, maybe two dozen.









Ferrer Maillol: 
Seems reassured, he expects to be fine with that. Says, something in his memories has got to look quick and impressive.

He's done with me and heading out now.









Ferrer Maillol: No wait, he's back.

Wants to know how he goes about actually buying anything using his salary, since he assumes, maybe wrongly, that it's basically just not safe for him to leave the fortress. Wants to know if his researchers get to leave the fortress, and if he can send along some sort of comms link to poke through magic item shops vicariously. Better yet would be some sort of book with lots of items for sale and prices, that he can order from somewhere, but he'll be pleasantly surprised if that exists here.









Carissa Sevar: Probably not safe for him to leave the fortress given what happened last time. He can scry people who are shopping for him and see everything they're doing, and if all the effort is being gone to to set that up, might as well do it for his girls too. There is not a book of items and prices.









Ferrer Maillol: Keltham is heading out again. Only Nethys knows if he'll actually get to you this time before he thinks of something else.









Keltham: Keltham's back! New salaries confirmed! Tomorrow is your first payday if nothing goes wrong on Maillol's end. Shopping can be done remotely via scries.

How do people feel about taking a break, versus just launching straight into Asmodia's attempt to replace Keltham in his next lecture? Followed shortly after by her deducing everything else Keltham knows about Law from an equally small set of hints, thus replacing his Law lectures entirely and reducing him to the role of a rememberer of particular technology tricks? Which to be clear is worth more than 2% equity if she can pull that off.









lintamande: "We've sort of had a break while you were negotiating," Gregoria says. "Do you need one?"









Keltham: "I'm young, in good health, and queued up a Lesser Restoration now that I actually have a book of cleric spells and know what that is. I'll be fine."

"Let's head to the library, Asmodia, you're up."









Ione Sala: "Wait! You first need to tap everybody with an Owl's Wisdom who hasn't already had one." Some of Ione's worry has been alleviated by Sevar trying to stay on top of things now, but that didn't happen in alterCheliax. "That's Tonia, Meritxell, and Sevar among the survivors, unless they've already had one recently. And Pilar."









lintamande: "I did one last night, no bizarre revelations," says Tonia. "I think it helped with the homework."









Carissa Sevar: "It has been three days for me though admittedly they were eventful days."









lintamande: "I'll do it later," Meritxell says. "There have been a lot of interruptions and I'd like to please learn probability. If I have an existential crisis I'll say 'you were right Ione' and you know how much I'd hate that so you know I think I won't."









Ione Sala: "And Pilar -"

Ione stops herself before saying that Pilar is by far the sanest person in this fortress, including herself and Keltham, and would be the one left alive to clean up the mess if everyone else was driven mad by Void-creatures. That may not be true in alterCheliax.

"Uh, Pilar has it pretty together, in my own opinion, which is why I almost forgot to list her, but if she wants to -"









Pilar : "I also expect I'll be fine waiting to try it slightly later."









Keltham: "To the library, then, where Asmodia will enlighten all here save myself." Keltham heads out first, what with him being the Leader and all that.



Okay Ione was going to saysomething there, and in a Tropes world, what she didn't say was important. Pilar has sanity powers? Pilar is actually three thousand years old? Pilar shouldn't have any additional weird property that doesn't stem from either her Cayden Cailean stuff or her obligate fetish, but then, on that tropes logic, Asmodia shouldn't have had experienced that event leading to her getting a +6 Wisdom headband. And on non-tropes logic, Ione stopped herself from saying some much more mundane private info like how she's seen Pilar survive a demon attack. Well, anyways.









Asmodia: All right, she's up. She could do this better if she asks for a Cunning and a Splendour first, but - it's not clear if they want Keltham to know the full breadth of what the most enhanced version of Asmodia can do -

No! Wrong question. What doesalterAsmodia do here? She tries it the hard way first, before asking for more resources, because she doesn't think she can just plead for another 10 wizards to provide her more Cunning and Splendour as needed, and she's more impressive and valuable if she doesn't need it.


Her students file into the classroom, one true dath ilani among them taking what had been Asmodia's seat; and Asmodia, then, begins to hold forth upon the Law -









Keltham: "Asmodia, you want, and for that matter I want, to ask people how far they think they got on their own on the seven problems, before you tell them your own versions of the answers."









Asmodia: ...right. Um.

How far do people think they got, and to what extent do they think they got - interesting meanings they could talk about, not just formulas?









lintamande: Most of them got the first five, and Gregoria thinks she got six. They... think they get what they mean but only if it's not anything that profound.



Meritxell only got three because she was occupied last night, which she is cheerfully unapologetic about.









Ione Sala: Keltham definitely looks surprised and pleased; Asmodia possibly looks surprised and disappointed not to be that far ahead of everyone else.

"I did have to get a Fox's Cunning to get that far," Ione says. "I'd have seen if anyone had an Owl's Wisdom left to use on top of Cunning if I still couldn't get it. And I think Asmodia was taking a run at hers unenhanced, at first, before, uh, stuff happened. If you're trying to figure out who's smarter than who, then you need to tell us to not use enhancements, or all use the same enhancements, I guess."

(Ione is the main one here who had to guess at her story instead of just living it; the interaction she had with Asmodia didn't occur in alterCheliax. Well, and Sevar, she supposes. And obviously Asmodia.)









Keltham: "Actually, that sounds like a good thing to me, if we can just apply enhancements as needed to stay in sync, instead of relying on Civilization having matched everyone here for expected learning speed on this exact topic. Noted about the effect that has on testing."

"Asmodia, when you're asking somebody else to describe their solution before you describe yours, or in general to give their own opinion before you tell them yours, the usual rule is that tier-2s speak before tier-1s and tier-1s speak before tier-0. I am not actually used to being a tier-0 anything, and people may need to spend a week calling me out on my errors there."









Asmodia: All right then. Terrifically anti-Asmodean, but obvious in its intended purpose; superior intellects can't properly test inferior ones and show them their place if they go around telling their inferiors the true answers.

"I kind of want to get to the profound parts, especially if everyone already got the nonprofound parts," Asmodia says, what with those parts being the ones that are properly impressive in terms of how much further she got than everyone else. "Let's just run through quickly to check nonprofound parts of the first five. Except for #2, surprising claims require surprising evidence, which doesn't even really have a nonprofound part -"









Keltham: "It would have a simple-math part, if I hadn't already shown you that simple-math part by calculating ratios between probabilities-before-evidence, let's call them 'prior probabilities' too long 'priors' for short in Taldane, and ratios between probabilities of observations. If I were making you figure out the whole Law of Probability for yourself, the way you should properly be doing with kids when they grow up, #2 would have been a harder problem than #1 and you probably would have gotten it only a few days later."









Asmodia: That made an unexpected amount of sense. Also, wow, Civilization goes hardcore on its kids. Maybe not in terms of how they get punished for failing, but in terms of how hard the things are that they're expected to do... could these two facts possibly be correlated in some way, Cheliax? Well, not the time.

"Tonia, what'd you get for #1?"









Keltham: Keltham will actually just go re-write the problems while that's going on, for convenience.

1. Your strength in the Way is your ability to be more confused by fiction than by reality. If you're equally good at explaining any outcome you can see, that's the same as not knowing anything.
2. Surprising claims require surprising evidence; unsurprising evidence suffices for unsurprising claims.
3. No empirical theory can prove itself except by risking its disproof.
4. To convince me of your theory, make a correct prediction that no other theory makes.
5. A precise true prediction is much more convincing than an imprecise true one.
6. It is impossible to coherently expect to convince yourself of anything.
7. You can't expect anyone else to convince you of something either, even if you think they're controlling everything you see.










lintamande: "Do you want my proof or my explaining what it means?"









Asmodia: "Both, why not."









lintamande: "What does it mean to not know anything. First I said 'not knowing anything is assigning equal weights to each possible future outcome', but that does mean you at least know what the possible outcomes are,so I don't think that's quite it. Then I said knowing things is your negative-two score, which also isn't right because not having any guesses is what not knowing anything is, and you do better in the negative-two game by not having any guesses. And you could say, okay, what does it mean to not have any guesses, can we put that into math. So I tried that.



And what I came up with - with a Fox's Cunning - was, uh, a definition of being surprised: you're surprised by however many twos you lose. So, imagine a predictor that no matter what happens is the same amount of surprised, loses the same amount of twos. The value of consulting that predictor is zero; being the same amount surprised by everything is the same as knowing nothing - and I think actually maybe that's the most satisfying definition of knowing nothing, that the value of consulting you is zero." She puts up an illusion with her notes as she talks; she is talking fast and seems a bit nervous.

(She is not on the light punishment regime, but she doesn't think that's why she's nervous, alter Tonia is just worried she'll get fired if she said something stupid.)









Asmodia: "Mm. Anyone else in tier-2 want to add or argue anything for that, else, anyone in tier-1? I'll save my interpretations for last, when we're through all the problems. And then Keltham goes after all of mine, I think."









Pilar : "I had the notion that - it's pointing at - a form of unLawfulness where people try to get out of being caught at being bad at predicting, by being clever at arguing about it. Let's say there's a guide who claims to be very good at unravelling dungeons, so you take them along on a delve, and you get to a splitting path that can go six different ways, with some clues. One person who's already been past that level knows which one of the six paths leads down to the next level and which five lead into trapped rooms. And they ask the person who claims to be a good guide, which path is correct? And the guide could, if you told them a path, come up with an argument for why it was obviously that path. But if you don't tell them which path, and they come up with six arguments for all six paths, then even if those arguments all sound tremendously intelligent and clever, they obviously don't know anything useful."

"If you ask them for probabilities on the six paths, instead of arguments, you can just score them and that's it, that's how well they did and how much, uh, reward they should get paid. So putting numbers and probabilities on things is Lawful and arguing about them isn't."









lintamande: Gregoria nods. "It's like, imagine everyone around you has thirty points more Splendour than you, how do you believe anything at all they say. And you'd just have to make them predict it in advance."









Peranza: "I got as far as working out that if everything sounded equally appealing, that was the same as assigning equal probability to anything that might happen. I didn't realize we were supposed to keep working on anything once we got past that point."









Ione Sala: "Well, and the probabilities have to sum to 1 or less, is I think the key idea there. You can't say that everything is very probable the way that you can come up with really appealing justifications for each of them."









Asmodia: They'll run through #1, then interpretations of #2, then interpretations of #3...

(Asmodia is a little put out by other people being clever at all, but she's still reasonably sure of her ability to sound more impressive than the sum of all their reasoning, once it's her own turn.)









Carissa Sevar: "Three is, if you can't say what would prove you wrong, you aren't saying anything. If the Church couldn't say 'if in fact practically all people got sorted Good then Asmodeanism wouldn't be true' then it's not saying anything."









lintamande: Are we just. Making up heresies on the spot to win arguments in probability class now. Is that what we're doing.





Gregoria hates all these people.









Ione Sala: "So, I mean, for #4, I think for seeing the meaning, it helps to see howobvious it is? Like, sure the equations say that if P(path 2 ◁ fire level) = P(path 2 ◁ water level), then seeing it was path two that led downlevel doesn't give you any information about the next level's elemental orientation being fire or water. But also, if you didn't have to make a prediction no other theory makes, you could go around saying, 'I'm the best predictor in the world, I predict better than Nemamel, yesterday I put 99.9999% probability on the Sun still being on fire today and today it was.' And everybody else would go, incredible, such a prediction, so much probability on the correct outcome, wow!"









Project Lawful: Pilar.

Remember that time Ione had to deliver a prophecy about an incoming Nidal attack?

It wouldn't have been a good thing for Asmodeus's interests if the Asmodeans had spent a lot of time questioning how that might be a cunning Nethys plot, before acting on it, right?









Pilar : ...what is this about and what are you angling to get me to do without questioning it?









Project Lawful: Actually, Pilar's curse is just telling Pilar to signal Security to start reading her thoughts - they don't usually waste attention on Pilar, since she's loyal and doesn't usually have suggestions or orders for other people - and Pilar's curse doesn't want Pilar to argue about that.









Pilar : ...fine.

Pilar casts Mage Hand under her desk, and taps one of the two Security in class. No more signal than that should be necessary; they've got Arcane Sight and can see whose Hand it is.









Project Lawful: Security, relay the following to Sevar priority verbatim:

In a few minutes, Pilar's curse will make a request that Pilar might otherwise argue with or doubt or spend too much thought questioning, because she's lacking context. Pilar's curse requests that Sevar command Pilar to obey to the best of her ability, without questioning the request, or spending a lot of energy trying to figure out why her curse is asking this.

The suggestion, when it comes, will be that Pilar not hold back her opinions the way she almost always does, and that she tell Keltham very frankly everything that she actually actually feels about something Keltham will say. As Sevar has already seen, it's sometimes possible to make headway with Keltham by speaking truly from your heart, without trying to manipulate him. Nobody else needs to do anything special so long as that part works.

As it happens, this act will serve the interests of Asmodeus, and Cayden Cailean, and also Broom's god.

The context Pilar is missing is about Broom's god, and that you wouldn't expect Pilar's curse to lie about that part, because that would get Cayden Cailean in trouble. Don't try to actually explain about Broom's god right now, that would distract Pilar.

Order Security to stand by to tap Pilar with Eagle's Splendour when Pilar's curse gives the word. It's probably not necessary, Pilar can probably do it anyways, but it might help her a little. Or if nobody on staff has Eagle's Splendour, there's still enough time to emergency-Teleport one of the eighth-circle wizards in from the front lines so they can use a Limited Wish for that. Haha!









Pilar : Pilar's curse isn't actually funny. At all. If something is actually funny you don't need to add 'Haha!' at the end to let other people know it's supposed to be funny. Pilar's curse knows that, right?









Project Lawful: Pilar's curse is wounded. Pilar's curse is the essence of hilarity.

It's just that sometimes Pilar's curse is other things too.









Carissa Sevar: What would the Grand High Priestess do.



Pilar, do it.









Pilar : Acknowledged.


Pilar is incredibly fine with this. Pilar is not asking any further questions inside her own mind even. Her curse submitted the request to Sevar instead of herself, which is a proper and Asmodean way to do things, and her superior told her that it was fine to shut up and obey and not ask questions. Pilar wishes that situation would happen to her a lot more often these days. Pilar wishes her curse would do everything like this.









Project Lawful: Sevar does have anything else to do with her life besides run Pilar's life.









Pilar : Pilar knows that is true but Pilar doesn't have to like it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa really hopes this is not Cayden Cailean betraying them all - no, she should make predictions. 20% Cayden Cailean betraying them all. ..;.30%.









Asmodia: "Gregoria, you said you thought you got six problems, I assume the sixth one was #6?"









lintamande: "Yeah, and I'm not totally sure I got it right, but it's just, uh, if you can predict your future predictions you could just change to having those now."









Asmodia: "Yeah, that's not exactly right. If you couldcoherently predict your future predictions they wouldbe your current predictions, would be more exact."

"But if I'm giving my own interpretations, I should probably go more in order..."

Asmodia starts by giving a less incoherent and rambly version of what she said to Sevar one-and-a-half days ago, about Keltham's problem #1.









Keltham: At the point where Asmodia describes how, with the full headband on, she could almost see the thoughts inside herself sort of warping and twisting to try to reach out to other things she believed or observed, and claim credit for having predicted them, even though they wouldn't really have predicted that, in order to hold themselves in place, Keltham starts to look a little worried.









Asmodia: "Did I get that part wrong?"









Keltham: "No, it's just - keep going."









Asmodia: On to #2, then!

"We all know already, because Keltham already showed us, how, if something's only a hundredth as likely as something else, you need to see something that's one hundred times more likely, given that thing, in order to believe it."

"So the thing is - I'm not sure how to say this, it's hard to convey, what I wasseeing with the headband on - that's like - the equivalent of logic, but governing the things that people usually argue about. It's, the equivalent of which conclusions follow from which premises, for things thataren't true across all worlds. It's why Keltham complains that our books don't make any sense. The books say, this thing happened, that isn't all that unlikely, and they don't say how likely it is in other worlds or prove it's less likely there, and then the book says, well, therefore you must be in this world. The book he's reading doesn't even put a probability on that - just jumps there - even with the headband off, when I took out a book and tried to read it, I realized the way it must have read to Keltham -"

"You need, depending on how you look at it, two or three pieces of information, to feed into a Lawful reasoning step that goes from observing something, to a probable conclusion about it. You need to know how relatively likely two theories seemed to be, compared to each other, before the evidence - I'm not sure where the very first probabilities come from before there's any evidence atall, but don't tell me yet, Keltham, I want to see if I can get that on my own - and you need to know how much probability both of those theories put, on something you saw. In principle you just have to know, how muchmore likely the sight is, in one case, than in the other, but I don't see how you'd often end up knowing the ratio without knowing the pieces -"

"When I was hoping I could calm down after taking off the artifact headband, I took a random history book in our new library, and flipped through until I got somewhere interesting at all. It was about the assassination of the Prefect of Tandak fifty years ago. The author argued that the assassin probably came from Whitemarch because of which gate they'd used to enter the city, which is the gate you'd use if you arrived at a harbor that ships from Whitemarch use, and the author didn't say anything about whether any other prefectures also sent ships to that harbor or who else used that gate. It was like that thought hadn't occurred to them at all. Were they trying to fool the reader? Then that sure only works to fool very stupid and unLawful readers, doesn't it? Was it put out by a government office in Taldor telling people what they're supposed to think? Maybe, but even then, you'd think - they should at least bother to lie about that, about no other prefectures sending ships to that harbor- if you don't include the probabilities of other prefectures sending ships to that harbor, it's like - you're not even bothering to argue, you might as well print the whole chapter just saying 'Whitemarch did it' and it would say the same thing -"

"Nothing we've thought in Golarion up until this point has been remotely Lawful. We've been talking gibberish from the standpoint of any Lawful outsiders trying to listen to anything we say."

"And it's not just about the big things that are in history books, it's like - looking into the dining hall to see the food there - it would look and smell the same with a Major Illusion, the reason you believe you're actually going to find food there, is because howunlikely it is that anybody would bother to cast Major Illusion on the dining hall, hownormal it is for there to be food there, it's not that the sight and smell of food is overpowering evidence that there's no illusion, it's no evidence at all against the illusion, it's just that the illusion was very unlikely to start and stays just as unlikely after you see the evidence."

"With the artifact headband on I could see it, there was like - I could see the structure of the Law overlaid on things, not always, not constantly, because I had nopractice, but when I considered any one step of reasoning I could see it there - I could see how the Law was supposedto work, and that my own thoughts weren't fitting into the framework, and I didn't have enough time to correct them all, but I could see how everything I was thinking wascompletely wrong in the light of that -"









Keltham: "Asmodia. Stop."









Asmodia: "Um... I don't think I'm about to hurt myself any further, I'm not as smart now as I was when I had the artifact headband -"









Keltham: "What you're describing - the Law overlying everything, your own thoughts constantly being held up to that standard and being found wanting, bad, all wrong everywhere, not just on special important occasions when you need to figure out something that matters hugely, but constantly in everyday life - isn't the standard way dath ilani kids are advised to think about things. It's the start of a path that people are advised to think about very carefully, and warned about what potentially happens along it, before they decide to actually go there. The usual rule in dath ilan is that you don't do it because it seems like a vaguely good idea, you do it because you find that you just can't be any other way and still hold yourself together."

"What you're describing isn't - the form of the Law itself, of which there's only one - but a way that people can relate to that Law, of which there are several - and the relationship you're describing isn't one that works for everyone. It's famously one that only works well or healthily for relatively few people."

"The dath ilani call them Keepers."









lintamande: Meritxell isso murderously jealous.









Carissa Sevar: Probability that Asmodia betrays them. ....Five percent? She has a lot more to lose and less to gain by it than Cayden Cailean. But, well, a Keeper wouldn't participate in this. She's not sure what they'd do instead. Die, she guesses; that's the only real alternative. And Asmodia doesn't even mind dying, if she gets to stop existing after that.







If Asmodia saw an opportunity to sell Keltham to Osirion for the fanciest headband Nefreti Clepati could make, she would.



That's a depressing line of thought so instead she worries about Cayden Cailean. It seems appropriate to worry about something you've just assessed as having a 30 percent chance of causing you and everyone you know to die horribly. She's not even sure she made the call the Grand High Priestess would have; obviously the process the Grand High Priestess uses is something more complicated than 'when gods offer you trades that they claim are mutually beneficial, take them'. Cayden is opposed to them. He says this won't work against them, that He won't use Pilar against them, but he's Chaotic, he could lie.





She's so confused about what Cayden wants. It all seemed so clear, when she was trying to talk the girls into not being scared of Hell; that Asmodeus's victory was so obvious that unlikely gods were backing him. But it doesn't - she doesn't -





The alternative set of theories is that Cayden thinks that Asmodeus will lose and Chaotic Good will triumph. And it's kind of easy to think of ways that might be so.



This failed at cheering her up or distracting her from Asmodia's impending betrayal/surprisingly good lecture at all.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you think - is it just Wisdom, that makes people Keepers, would lots more of them be if they got high-end headbands?"









Keltham: "The problem is - I'm guessing, because this is something we all didn't spend a lot of time thinking about for obvious reasons - is that the Keeper structures and styles of thinking are maybe not that hard to invent, they are just hard tolive with andsurvive."

"I'm now finding it a lot more plausible that yes, in fact, Asmodia did manage to rewire her brain using the artifact headband and now requires a +6 Wisdom headband in order to function, because that is basically roughly the sort of thing you might expect to be true, given the huge numbers of warning signs posted all over the Keepers and everything to do with them, not that we went around asking."









lintamande: "Should we - not be using Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom to do our homework," says Gregoria.









Asmodia: Maybe Gregoria was very sure that alterGregoria would say that but it's still fucking inconvenient what withAsmodia not actually having brain damage. Fuck her life,this is theother reasonwhy you don't lie to Keltham.



...probably. She probably doesn't have brain damage. She thought she was fine after Security lit her hand on fire.

No, she definitely doesn't have brain damage. Keltham didn't predict thisin advance or he would have warned people about it. Keltham believes this because he's acting on false information.









Keltham: "That'd be a very obvious precaution but if Asmodia spontaneously starts talking like a Keeper as soon as she's augmented far enough that has alot of worrying implications, none of which I've thought through at this point."









Project Lawful: Pilar, speak out as soon as Keltham says something that really horrifies you, and remember, even if he's teacher in this classroom he doesn't know anything about Asmodeus and nobody except Aspexia is allowed to correct you in matters of faith. Don't literally tell him about Hell, but aside from that worry less about hiding your Conspiracy than you usually would.

This is going to take more force of will than anything you've done before, not so much to persuade Keltham, which cannot be done by being forceful at him, but for you to actually say what you feel, to be truthful at him.



Security, tap Pilar with Splendour now.









Asmodia: 
"What sort of worrying implications are we talking about here?" alterAsmodia says, sounding a bit nervous.

Real-Asmodia is trying to figure out exactly how inconvenient it is if they have to do their augmentations in secret, how much damage that potentially does to their illusion of the Ordinary, and is not liking the answer. She has to talk Keltham out of this, somehow, it's just why would alterAsmodia do that -









Keltham: "If you started generating Keeper thinking spontaneously - and if that wasn't true, now would be a great time to admit it and tell me you had some other good reason for not telling me earlier, which is a lot easier to say to dath ilani than I think Golarion people may realize- then the obvious thought is that trying-to-be-a-Keeper is in some sense the default thing, the natural way people end up relating to Law if not shaped otherwise, but one that makes most people who try it fall apart inside. In which case my dath ilani education was very carefully crafted not to turn me into a Keeper. And I got the education that's tuned to turn people only as smart as I am into not-a-Keeper. And when I amped up my Owl's Wisdom I started to see past it."

"I wouldn't even be saying this out loud except, first of all, basic containment on the dangerous-information has already been disrupted, second, I am not in fact competent to emit dath ilani education that doesn't turn people into damaged not-actually-Keepers and everyone here has already been exposed."

"But since in Golarion you also have no training in not thinking about things you'd rather not think about, I suggest, to whoever with authority is reading this transcript, putting all transcripts of today's lectures especially under high Security classification, and attach a warning especially to people with artifact-grade headbands that looking at today's transcripts comes with a risk of possible brain damage. If you don't have the authority to do that, immediately escalate this issue to somebody who does."

"All of this is literally my thinking in the first minute and pending my spendinglonger thinking on this. I'm being blindsided here."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks this is - good? Like, it's not what she expected to happen, but not only is Keltham going to be wary of enhancement he's going to be supportive of the Project keeping some secrets from its highest ranks, and he's going to be doing lots of narrowing down in the direction of this theory which might not even be false and which doesn't speak poorly of Cheliax at all.



Of course there's probably about to be another twist that makes this a disaster.





(Security taps Pilar, and gives Carissa a heads-up.)









Asmodia: 
Nobody has actually gotten around to telling Asmodia that she's in the middle of an Otolmens event, what with Pilar's curse not saying to do that and also her having not been read in on what an Otolmens is!

"What warnings do you get on not trying to be Keepers, like, whyshouldn't most people try that, according to the official story?"









Keltham: "Keepers are constantly going around thinking of themselves as failing, as broken, which is apparently somehow healthy and fine for them, even if it isn't for most brain-typical people, and doesn't wear on their nerves at all. And more importantly there's - structures of human thinking, of motivation - human minds are just not designed to work the way Keepers try to make their minds work - Taldane doesn't have words for the syndromes I want to talk about, which is maybe itself something of a warning sign. The destruction of your desires to do things by questioning those desires too much; never perceiving yourself as having any good options and all roads leading into failure -"

Keltham proceeds, in all deadly grim seriousness, and without apparently the slightest inkling of what anyone here might think of this terrifying risk, to inform his class of Chelish students, inside Cheliax, that failed Keepers supposedly end up very unhappy and two-thirds eventually go into early cryonic suspension.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is totally sincerely and uncomplicatedly appalled at the thought, because it's like getting turned into a statue, on purpose, becauseyou're so miserable you'd rather be a statue.Even Hell can't do that to people unless they're incredibly weakminded.









Keltham: And that's with people who otherwise had good-enough prospects that the prediction markets said they could try to become Keepers in the first place!

Keltham paid to slightly subsidize a market once on what would actually happen to him if he tried to become a Keeper, just because he was curious, and the chances were 81% on him ending up unhappy enough that it wasn't worth toughing things out and deciding to just wake up in the Future a couple of centuries later, and 97% on regretting ever having tried.









Asmodia: Okay. They'd say this in Taldor, right? Asmodia's not getting any input from Carissa Sevar but it's in keeping with everything else they've told Keltham and it's definitely true in Taldor, right?


"...Keltham, it's possible that what Civilization considers to be an enormous risk to its population of safe happy rich people is not quite the same as what somebody from Golarion would consider to be a really drastic risk."

"And that really doesn't sound like what happened to me while wearing the artifact headband either. I wasn't getting sadder while I was figuring out the Law, I was incredibly happy, maybe literally happier than I've ever been. And afterwards what I ended up with was more like rushing into things headlong, believing that nothing can hurt you. It's why I guessed that telling Security to hold me down and light my hand on fire for thirty seconds might bring me out of it."









Keltham: "Ninety-seven percent chance of regretting having tried something is a pretty good reason not to try it. I know what you're going to say, you're going to say that Cheliax generally and you personally would think that maybe Keepers are useful for closing the Worldwound or guarding dangerous-information like the kind we've just run across."

"But ending up permanently unhappy to the point where you give up and go to Hell - if this is even something Hell can fix - is not something, that an Evil person should end up just giving away to Good. If I believed otherwise, for myself, having any Good tendencies of my own and a much better picture of the risks, I'd have already asked to put on the most powerful headband available so I could save everyone in Golarion faster. Which I didn't, because it's not just suicide, it's personality suicide. Possibly worse - based on my limited past experience with permadeath from flying machines - than just going to Abaddon and ending up somewhere else afterwards. I'm doing enough for Good, and don't need to do that much more at the expense of sacrificing all the other pieces of myself that also get a vote."

"I am not, personally and selfishly, comfortable with the prospect of disintegrating the personalities of people I know and are coming to like, of watching that happen to them knowing I was responsible. And the thought of it happening to Carissa in particular, I'm noticing, is something I can't face, even though I can guess by now some of what she'll say."

"I can't actually stop the rest of you, I suppose, only advise in the strongest possible terms that you, Asmodia, do not teach material in that vein or neighboring it to others, and to the others here, that they do not try to learn it from you."

"Carissa, do not attempt to become a Keeper. Also, do not try to persuade anyone else here to learn that or teach that. That isan order from me, not as your employer but as your Keltham."









Pilar : "Take that fucking back."









Keltham: "Pilar?"









Pilar : "Sevar's not exactly like me, but she's enough like me that I know exactly how much you just -"

"And you. You don't get to make that decision for me either. You have no fucking idea what any of this means to somebody who actually has any faith in Lord Asmodeus."









Asmodia: Pilar hasn't learned self-control the way everyone else in Cheliax has needed to.

Security, this seems like a Dominate Person sort of situation. Grab her and, recover, somehow. NOW!









Keltham: "I am listening."









Pilar : "I've known for as long as I can remember that I'm something flawed and wrong. When I was old enough to understand the teachings of the Church at all, I heard the priest of Lord Asmodeus say that we were made wrong because we had something called free will, and I knew it was true, somehow, even though I now realize I had no idea what that meant until meeting you and hearing about the Law and hearing Asmodia talk just now. I was told there was no hope of fixing it until I got to Hell, I believed that,they believed that, so I was content to let people probably less broken than I am, correct me when I was wrong, and hurt me in that correction so I didn't need to feel guilty for having been wrong. I asked for orders from people better than I was, and obeyed them, because when I did that I was doing the best that a mortal possibly could, maybe they were wrong orders sometimes but if so it wasn't my place to say and I didn't need to think about it. When I was given orders by better people and could just obey them, I was being as right as it's possible for a mortal to be."

"Maybe in dath ilan people like me would end up very unhappy because there's no Church of Asmodeus there to take care of them. When I imagine living in your world, I sure do imagine going right into the cold the next day. Maybe that's why there aren't any people like me left, where you're from. This isn't dath ilan. Here we have Asmodeus."

"And most importantly, not that you understand this, not that you maybe can understand this, it'sincredibly clear to me that what Lord Asmodeuswants is for me to learn the proper Law and theproper way of relating to it, not whatever crippled version they teach non-Keepers in dath ilan. It's possible that this is the most important thing Asmodeus wants out of Project Lawful in the first place, for his people to be able to become Keepers. Which means, that's what's going to happen. Period. You have no concept of what it's like to, to give yourself to a god, to follow them, but it's like the way that Carissa is to you but more so, and I will not betray Lord Asmodeus."

"You know how Ione told you that what she wanted from Project Lawful was to follow you where you went, and learn what you learn? And you said that wasn't something that it was the Project's place to ask you to give her, instead of just money?"

"This is whatI want from the Project. And it's not your place, or the Project's place, to take that from me or decide it for me."









Keltham: "That is... very alien to me, yes."

"What do you predict High Priestess Subirachs would say about this, if we went to her right now and asked her?"









Pilar : "Nothing, because literally nobody except the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus has the right to say to me what you just said to Carissa, and if Jacint Subirachs told me something like that, I would report her and the Most High would have her arrested."









Project Lawful: Pilar, you don't need to be clever here. The non-misleading truth is enough.









Pilar : Acknowledged.









Keltham: 
"I see. Or rather, I don't see, but I sure see there's something pretty large I'm not seeing."









Pilar : "It's called 'faith' and you're not going to understand it for a long time, if ever."

"Now take back what you said to Carissa before it breaks her and not the fun kind of breaking either."









Keltham: "Carissa, I order you not to try to become a Keeper or get anyone else to do that for the next day, so I have time to think. Everyone else, don't try to learn from Asmodia teaching in that style, Asmodia, don't try to teach it, for the next day, so I have time to think."

"The previous indefinite orders are rescinded."









Project Lawful: And done!









Pilar : "Thank you, pending your correct decision later," Pilar says, showing none of her internal wobbliness.

Somebody please dispel this fucking Splendour.









Carissa Sevar: Well that could have gone worse. Pilar seems to have successfully conveyed more than half of Asmodeanism without complaint from Keltham. Her heart is hammering in her chest, but. That's got to be points for Ordinary World.











"Can we maybe take a break so I can talk with Keltham?" she asks when the silence is starting to rather ring in her ears.









Ione Sala: "Everybody takes a break and reconvenes maybe after lunch, orders from the Nethysian sanity officer."


What the ACTUAL FUCK just happened.









Keltham: "Well, you heard the sanity officer," says Keltham. "Carissa, I'm at your disposal, I guess."


His own heart is starting to hammer in his chest as he wonders exactly how badly he might have already screwed things up with Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's head is spinning and she doesn't actually know what alter Carissa would do here except in the sense that there's an alter Carissa in her heart all the time, the one who is in love with Keltham and doesn't think that's pathetic.



She takes his hand and wishes she could justDimension Door,that's what fourth-circle wizards do when they want to be somewhere else, but there's the Forbiddance so they have to walk. To her room; it's closest.



"'m not mad at you, you didn't hurt me. I just - want to talk, don't even know exactly where to start -"









Keltham: "I don't know where to start either, I don't understand what just happened, actually, except that I somehow screwed up really badly."









Carissa Sevar: " - not with me, not really, though I get why Pilar - Pilar is clearly a lot more devout than me." She chuckles weakly. "I - I'm fine with taking it very very slowly? I'm fine with it taking all this lifetime, if that's what - needs to happen. I don't want to be flawed forever. So I'll become a devil eventually, or a god I guess. I wouldn't want to never be that, it'd be like - never being allowed to grow up?

And - in general Asmodeans are in a hurry to grow up. Because our world isn't the kind of place where you have the luxury of - being basically all right while you figure things out unspoiled."



Is any of that true? Don't ask Carissa, she doesn't know! It feels true enough when she says it.









Keltham: "Actually true, or wrongthought because some part of you knows that if that were true then your Keltham would feel better? What Pilar said - somehow rang truer of you, to me, than what you said about yourself, just now."









Carissa Sevar: " - good question. I don't know? Not obviously wrongthought where it feels wrong as soon as you say it. I - hmmm.



Okay, so, separating this out a bit, there is, Pilar would be really unhappy in dath ilan. I don't know if I would, except about the only 97% chance of an afterlife. I wouldn't have - this, wouldn't have you, wouldn't know to look for it, I can already see the bits of dath ilan that would if I'd met them first just kind of get in the way of - who I am, and also no one in dath ilan has any power in the sense I find attractive, so I'd be slightly unsatisfied on that front, but I don't think it'd be the worst thing. I worship Asmodeus, if He didn't exist I'd losesomething,but - but not nearly as much as Pilar. Should I keep going into further bits or - was anything about that confusing -"









Keltham: "I - maybe shouldn't be saying this myself, I don't expect you have any training in - how to hold onto yourself, your you, when people seem to be telling you that you are something else, something not quite true to who you are -"

"But when Pilar told me that it would break something, to order you not to become a Keeper because that might hurt you, part of me was like, oh, yes, obviously on a deep level I know that's true even if I can't explain why."

"I could be wrong. It happens, with deep feelings you can't put into words. That's why selection-on-heritable-variation shaped humans to use words for thinking too, and not just deep unverbalizable senses of truth."









Carissa Sevar: "It's - the thing I wanted the instant I first saw it. To have the Law and be perfect and not have towait a thousand yearsuntil Hell is done with me. To wear the fanciest headband I can get my hands on at all times, to understand everything. I think all wizards are like that, maybe, to some degree. You keep getting a taste of what it'd be like to be smarter.



But -



- okay, when I think about you ordering me not to become a Keeper because it might hurt me, I mostly feel annoyed, like, have you met me, I don't care if things hurt me, I care if theystrengthenme. When I think about you ordering me not to become a Keeper because it might hurtyou,well, I'm willing to be weaker to be the shape you need. Not forever. But for a while, maybe for as long as you need it because I don't think you'll need it forever.



And Keltham - the most powerful kinds of devil? Becoming them hurts. I don't know the details because it's not, like, physical pain, if it were that you could just take painkillers or something, but it hurts some kind of deeper way, and that's why many people never turn into the most powerful kind of devil.







But I absolutely intended to. Still intend to except insofar as I'm now thinking maybe I want to become an archdevil and command a whole layer of Hell myself."









Keltham: "I don't want - to loseyou, to that - not just in the sense of not having you but in the sense of that Carissa not existing anymore, to anyone, she didn't even crash her flying-machine and go somewhere else she might be happier, sheturned into somebody else and that's where her connected-directed-continuity continued -"

"My model of Pilar is telling me that if for you to become an archdevil means losing you then maybe this relationship was always doomed in the first place."









Carissa Sevar: "Presumably in dath ilan people change over time, right - you lose who everyone was when they were five, but that's fine, because who they are at 10 isbetter -"









Keltham: "I... feel like in a lot of ways I'm pretty much the same person as I was at age five? And have noticed that people in Cheliax seem more, changeable, somehow, they seem like less exactly themselves from one moment to the next."

"It feels sad, if I imagine only having you for a year, or ten years, and not forever. Crazy, right, when we've only been together a week? This is why Civilization thinks that people who try to promise themselves to each other into the Future are not virtuous predictors."

"Right now I want you forever and the thought of losing you in a hundred years feels terrifying and I don't know how I'm supposed to coherently reconcile that with the probability of my changing my mind in another two weeks, after we've stayed together twice again as long as we've stayed so far."









Carissa Sevar: "...well. I don't thinkyou'regoing to stay the same in two hundred years and I bet when you're - whatever you become - you won't actually want a Carissa who is as small as she started out."









dath ilan: The word 'bet' continues to mean only one thing.









Keltham: "Odds and stakes?"









Carissa Sevar: "That in two hundred years, if you still want me at all, you don't want me exactly like this and want me to get smarter or become a god or become a devil or something? ....eighty percent? I don't know what would be reasonable stakes for a two-hundred-year bet, though."









Keltham: "Doesn't matter, my brain is putting higher than eighty percent so there's no bet."

"Why did prophecy have to be shattered here? How can anybody fall in love in a world without that? Not knowing whether this is going to work out is terrifying. I don't want to fall even deeper in love with you and then lose you."









Carissa Sevar: - lean.



"Pilar thinks - Asmodeus wouldn't want us to be weak, and asking us to be weak is - asking us not to listen to Him. Sort of. I don't know that she'd say it that way but I think she's onto something. But if the will of the gods is knowable at all - and often it really isn't, they're doing excessively complicated things you can only see corners of -

- I think Asmodeus also wants me to be yours. Because you were dropped on me, by what must have been a coalition of Law and Chaos and Good and Evil alike, and I have very good spellcraft but the obvious reason forwhy meisn't the spellcraft, it's that I'd want you the second I met you, like I've never wanted anyone or anything. And so I don't feel torn, between you and Asmodeus, when you want things from me that He'd never ask of the humans who are His, that are vaguely against what we're taught to aspire to, because I think - I think maybe you're supposed to learn this, learn to understand what it is to own someone and what Evil says to do here - at your own pace, and without me about to fall apart if you're too slow -"









Keltham: "You know, if gods tried pulling this kind of shit back in Civilization, the Keepers would force them to get a signed consent form from me first."

"I realize the alternative was literally my true death and that there was no way to have me read or sign while I was on the plane and the gods are incredibly limited on comms bandwidth buteven so, Carissa.Even so."









Keltham: "...but thank you," Keltham finishes in a lower voice, not quite a whisper. "To you, and to them, if it was gods at all."

"Conditional on all of this actually working out, to be clear."









Carissa Sevar: "I apologize on behalf of our gods for them kidnapping you for their own benefit, and not yours, and applying-a-god-amount-of-optimization-power-at-you-such-that-your-path-was-extremely-overdetermined." Taldane has a single word for that. "I think if your god was part of the coalition then it checked whether you would have agreed with full information, at least."









Keltham: "It'd be a more comforting thought if the local - not laws of causality, those don't change, the surface rules - if the local rules didn't say that prophecy was shattered for gods and they could no longer apply-a-god-amount-of-optimization-power-at-me-such-that-my-path-was-extremely-overdetermined. Which means, first of all, there might be a big probability of a bad ending, even if on net that's outweighed by probabilities of better endings; and second, that it likely wasn't gods in the first place. Maybe delegates from Good and Evil and Lawfulness and Chaos all signed on; I doubt they wrote the contract, even my own god."

"I don't think we're supposed to think about the gods when we're together, I think we're supposed to work things out for ourselves. The more we do that, the less expensive optimization they have to apply, and also the less they get to determine our futures using values that maybe aren't exactly our values. I wonder if that's, like, the literal opposite of that 'faith' Pilar was talking about, based on the sound of the word."









Carissa Sevar: " - there's something there but I suspect it of being really complicated?" And she doesn't have permission from the Grand High Priestess to raise the question of how to make mortals better at obeying gods, even indirectly, as she'd be tempted to here. "I think of faith as mostly being like - when I'm confused, I don't know the answer but I know that it's known, I know Asmodeus has it, even if I would have to become as a god to understand it. But as I said I'm not as devout as Pilar and if you want to hear the actual proper articulation of it you'd want to ask Subirachs. There's a saying about theology that anything you came up with yourself by thinking about what feels right is almost definitely heretical."









Keltham: "About how - unprofessional, selfish in excess of standard Evil expected by Cheliax - am I being, if I tell everyone that we're not reconvening for another couple of hours, and tell you to go wait for me in our cuddleroom, you can grab light food first if you want and they've got it or I guess Pilar probably has it otherwise, and come to you in, maybe, five to fifteen minutes - I'll send a message to you if it's going to be longer than that -"

"But how much would I be inconveniencing everyone and how much political capital would I be burning?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think that is considered a wholly normal Chelish amount of selfishness and I for one will be relieved, as I am whenever you're Evil. ...I guess it might make hiring another dozen researchers before we've got results to show slightly harder? But if I were someone high up in the government I'd be glad you were taking care of yourself."









Keltham: "I'll go do that, then."









Keltham:









lintamande: "So," says Gregoria to the room after not only Keltham and Carissa but also Pilar and Security have wandered off, "was that....planned, or...."





"Planned by someone, let's all pray Asmodeus," says Meritxell darkly.









Asmodia: "I feel that somebody should be notifyingME about these things. I feel that I was assigned a job and that doing my job requires this information."









Ione Sala: "Oh, suck on it, Asmodia. I worship the literal god of knowledge and you don't hear me complaining about Security never telling me anything. Why? Because they don't care."









Peranza: "Should we be, um... putting probabilities on things, now..."

Peranza feels like she's just been informed thatnot applying Keltham's Law is also heretical and part of her just wants to keep on screaming and screaming.









Asmodia: "Are we doing that in alterCheliax, if so then yes, so we have a paper trail to show Keltham."









Ione Sala: "I think I'm not doing that in alterCheliax because in alterCheliax, clearly, that was a totally fucking normal thing for Pilar to do and none of us are the least bit puzzled and now we all need to figure out WHY THAT WOULD POSSIBLY BE TRUE."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa puts her hair down and stress-prestidigitates it while she thinks.





She has no idea what Pilar's curse is playing at and she doesn't like it. Was it actually trying to help with corrupting Keltham? How? Is it corrupting, for Keltham to realize he doesn't want his possessions to change? But he said eighty percent chance he does, eventually! Maybe it's the seed of - possessiveness? Controllingness? ...doesn't seem like a very Cayden Cailean thing to do even if He is working with Asmodeus now.



Is Cayden Cailean just sincerely concerned about Carissa being held back from her true potential. The line between pride and patheticness is always confusing but that feels well over it.









Though -

- if she's going to fix Hell --



- given Hell's inevitable victory, perhaps the Good gods will support her in making it slightly more Good. If that's what she's doing. Making a part of it Carissa-shaped, and therefore slightly more suitable for the flourishing of certain kinds of people.



....okay,thatfeels more heretical than anything she's come up with so far, and not in a 'the satisfying Asmodean thrill of learning the rules weren't meant for you' way, in a 'the rules were meant for you and you should have followed them' way.



Maybe Keltham will hit her. Though, let's be real, probably not.









Keltham: "...all right, I'm going to ask what you're doing here because we can'tpossibly have both had the same idea."









Pilar : Pilar is in an antechamber of High Priestess Subirachs's office composing a report to the Most High on, among other things, Cayden Cailean interventions that seem worryingly like they might be trying to get her to trust her curse more and more, her curse turning her in for heresy, whether Pilar should in fact trust her curse if it says something about an overlapping interest between Asmodeus and Broom's god in a case where Pilar has no time to ask somebody else trusted for orders, and Pilar having just spoken a worrying amount of theology to a naive impressionable outsider of importance to Asmodeus and Pilar wants to check that she didn't accidentally mislead him.



"Because I spoke angrily to my teacher in class and my faith now requires me to do certain things to be made right about that," Pilar answers Keltham.


...plus now a new entry about how Pilar apparently feels a desire to be corrected for getting above her place in contradicting Keltham, even though Keltham is not actually her superior and is far far below Pilar objectively speaking in Asmodeus's order; and also if Pilar asked Subirachs to correct her about her heretical desire to be corrected for contradicting Keltham then Pilar feels suspiciously like this is cheating cleverness and she is actually really being corrected about having contradicted Keltham.









Keltham: Yeah, he's pretty sure nobody like her exists in dath ilan, people would have heard about it on the news.

Keltham heads on in to Subirachs's office.









Jacint Subirachs: Message passed to Sevar:

Subirachs here. Keltham's in my office talking about how, when he hurt you shortly after you got back from Abrogail, you gasped and shivered and yielded to him and looked up at him like you were totally vulnerable.

Keltham is saying to me that this instantaneously addicted him, he feels like he needs now to hurt you enough or in the right way to see you react that way again, so he knows you're still his own. He would like to know what he needs to do to see that again, if I know that.

This seems like an opportunity, Chosen, but I do not know how far to push it. Please advise.









Carissa Sevar: Thaaaaaaat ....seems like there's at least a thirty percent chance it's a test. Which really limits how far they can push it, unfortunately.



(....at least a thirty percent chance is the wrong way to have a number, isn't it, even though having a number at all is something she wouldn't have done a week ago. Presumably there's some actual number and - no, it seems valid to just notice it's high enough to take precautions and not figure out how high it is exactly...)



The true answer that it seems like you could also give in alter Cheliax is that on that day, it was far easier for Keltham to hurt me for real, and for me to believe that he could; and he'd have difficulty getting me to believe that, now. And he has something of a reputation for doing difficult things and you don't doubt he could but he'd better be very sure he wants to. And maybe it's safe to point out that it's easier to get me to believe to whatever extent it'sactually true,and 'he would never' is a way for it to not be actually true, which hurts both me and him, in the long run.



...does she give different advice if it's a test? Not really, she doesn't think.









Jacint Subirachs: Keltham wants to know if I have any ideas about something that he maybecould do, or at least the next step on this path. Chelish people are not exactly like dath ilani, he's getting that, he has healing powers, he's seen Asmodia and Pilar come back from death, there's got to be something that young Kelthams do next when they've reached the limits of what they can do by pinching people.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa consults the Keltham in her head about the sentence 'they whip them, they cut them, they break their bones, they light them on fire', and the Keltham in her head makes a face and says 'but those things seem wrong!'. 'they drug them' is right out, he'll have even more ethics questions about that somehow. Are there conveniently among the high priestesses of Asmodeus potions or something that magnify pain, so Keltham can hurt Carissa a viscerally right-to-Keltham amount and get results like from proper torture? Or spells - she thinks the added level of abstraction away from causing damage will help him go farther -









Jacint Subirachs: I don't have such items with me, but the main temple will absolutely have something and this situation certainly warrants an emergency Teleport. Shall I tell Keltham that I will need to spend some time looking through my personal storage and will drop a few things off by his 'cuddleroom' door, with written instructions, once I've found any? Also, Chosen, your directives in regards to actual pain levels or magnification levels? I am not sureyou want me requisitioning an agiel for him.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't really know. Lots of things hurt, and you embrace it and endure it, and there's no such thing as things hurting too much. .... it probably should be more than I can handle, to have me properly frightened, but I don't want to need several days of recovery again?









Jacint Subirachs: I've told him that I'll go look through my things, and he says he'll get started on snuggling you then.

More than you can handle in which sense, Chosen? It can't push you to the point where you ask in words for it to stop.









Carissa Sevar: Less than Abrogail, then. She thought with enough time she might have been able to get me to beg her to stop.



(Carissa is in fact quite proud about this, now that it's over.)









Jacint Subirachs: ...well, fine then, Chosen, but the Queen was able to make you look vulnerable, presumably - and indeed, put you into some state where Keltham himself could do that to you with small pains - by some amount of torment short of what it takes to make you ask for something to stop. Apparently.

Work with me here, Chosen. I'm somewhat regretting not following my first impulse to tell Keltham thatI could do that to you and should we perhaps try a threesome; if you don't know how to push yourself or how far you must needs be pushed to satisfy him, then I should possibly tell Keltham I need to be nearby and monitoring the situation by unspecified means.









Carissa Sevar: I don't know; I think I will be able to attain it playing it by ear, if Keltham has any way to deliberately vary how much he hurts me, because he and I are going for the same thing here. You can monitor if you consider it wise. I don't - get hurt on purpose, usually, I just handle whatever happens.









Jacint Subirachs: ...I'll order him a series of escalating means. Good luck, Chosen.









Jacint Subirachs: She might, possibly, have been tempted to add something about not forgetting that the goal here is to corrupt Keltham rather than enjoying herself. But she is now reading a very very very insane report from Pilar Pineda that may as well go to Egorian on the Teleport. And apparently corrupting Keltham to Asmodeanism is best done via true honesty from Asmodean potential romances brought to him by tropes, perhaps with prompting from Cayden Cailean about Otolmens events, so what does she know, not anything apparently, good luck Aspexia Rugatonn.

Jacint would be pestering this Asmodia for corrigibility lessons, so long as they're both here, just in case it's that simple; but actually on second thought maybe Jacint would rather not succeed the Most High until whatever this is blows over.






4.2 - cheating is cuddleroom technique





Keltham: (Continues from this tag within Project Lawful and Their Oblivious Boyfriend.)



Keltham enters with some firmly suppressed trepidation into his new cuddleroom.

This will be the first time the cuddleroom is being used; it was still under construction when Carissa got back from her Abrogail adventure. The decor is, of course, doompunk, and if anyone has any comments about decorating one's cuddleroom in doompunk they can kindly zip their mouths shut; he and Carissa have that kind of relationship and it's a standard indoor-decorating theme that works for both of them.

The centerpiece of the room is what Golarion would call a four-poster canopied bed, wide enough for five and done up with blood-red sheets and red gauzes like mist for the canopy. Nonmagical chains end in slightly magical cuffs that will respond to Keltham's commands alone once bound by him, attaching or loosing from chains or releasing the shackled individual at his word; because Keltham would strongly prefer not to keep track of keys, worry about losing keys, worry about losing the key in the middle of an emergency, or consider whether a mischievous Carissa could manage to get out by a clever use of Prestidigitation or some other magic with respect to incredibly poorly designed physical locks.

And then, well, that's mostly it, because Chelish-standard cuddleroom appliances beyond 'bed' are all apparently too advanced for him. There's a few other interesting objects around the room to which Carissa can be attached, with nonmagical chains of the same type that the magical cuffs could hook onto. None of these other appliances look particularly ergonomic or comfortable; the bed is clearly the main attraction here. Though there's an interestingly dual pair of hand-chains dangling from the ceiling in one spot, suggestive of what one might do to two Carissae or have them do to each other.

Such Chelish gestures of friendship are why Keltham isn't asking any back wages for the previous week of teaching.

There's a door leading to a large walk-in closet that Keltham isn't supposed to open, but it doesn't contain much as yet. Carissa will fill it as Keltham becomes ready, is the plan, but he is ready for so little of the standard stuff that it didn't seem like the best use of Carissa's limited time to try to fill now.

Up to dath ilani standards? No. Even with Silent Image, Keltham doubts he can adequately show anyone how to construct properly ergonomic cuddling furniture; that takes active components and advanced materials. He'll turn his attention to it when he has a better idea of what can be done with magic.


...Keltham really hopes this attempt at blatant cheating works; he does not particularly want to go the entire length of time required for his internal gendertrope to mature that far, before he can hurt Carissa enough in standard ways. If it does work he'll owe Subirachs a pretty serious favor, but then Keltham owes a lot of people some serious favors and the Chelish government owes some favors to him.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is kneeling at the side of the bed, praying to Asmodeus because it seemed like the thing to do. She hopes to serve him and be perfect and her understanding is that it is pleasing to Asmodeus that this will be very painful.









Keltham: He is correctly able to decode from her posture that she's praying, though he isn't sure how, except that it's a posture that obviously goes with a relationship like she has to Keltham and Asmodeus is the only other person she could be trying to talk to like that, though if she's not a hidden cleric of Asmodeus (and that would not make a lot of sense) then Asmodeus won't talk back, and apparently won't talk back even then with very high probability.

Is Asmodeus the sort of entity that Keltham should be jealous of? He doesn't know; he doesn't understand 'faith' except as the opposite of some other thing that seems like it should itself be common sense when dealing with gods. But he remembers praying to his own god, during the godwar; and if Carissa is thinking something like that towards Asmodeus then he is not jealous, though Keltham doesn't really know why not.

...he wants to talk with Carissa about what he intends to do, in case it's the wrong time, somehow, or the wrong entire theory of how to proceed, unknown to Subirachs. He doesn't know how to ask without it seeming to her like he's asking permission... well, he has one idea, which is better than zero ideas, so he will pursue that one.

"Carissa."









Carissa Sevar: She opens her eyes. "Keltham."









Keltham: "Detect Magic shows the cuffs as magical, so they hopefully got us what I requested. Walk me through binding them."

It almost feels like his gendertrope is talking through him, which wouldn't be too surprising, since he's at 10 of 12 on the gendertrope identification scale, but it's still a strange feeling.









Carissa Sevar: " - oh, these are cool," says Carissa the instant she touches one. "I think it's just a variant of an arcane lock but it adds a lot of complexity, making it bloodbound, and then someone went slightly overkill on the protection against being dispelled. ...not overkill, actually, if you're trying to hold a fourth circle wizard - touch here -"









Keltham: He does so.









Carissa Sevar: She sets the spell. "There you go, then - test it out -"









Keltham: Each cuff has two distinct command words engraved on it in Taldane, one that locks and unlocks the cuff from the person wearing it, one that locks and unlocks from the chains that it attaches to. The command words, now, will only work for Keltham.

He'll first try out telling the cuff to lock to one of the nonmagical chains, pull on it to test that connection, then make sure it releases when he speaks the command word again.

He'll then clasp that cuff around her left wrist, tell it to lock, try to remove it by strength, test out unlocking and removing it by repeating the command word, and then re-bind it on Carissa's left wrist and leave it there.

Keltham doesn't otherwise speak himself; it doesn't feel necessary. There's a strangely focused feeling to his thoughts - though not so focused that he's not checking all execution paths through his cuff-testing procedure, to make sure that no previously-untested malfunction during the tests themselves would allow Carissa to end up bound to the bed with no way to remove her.

One cuff down, three to go.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is very sure that the thing to do here is be alter Carissa, as thoroughly and completely as she can, except - she can't actually imagine alter Carissa very clearly when it comes to this. Who Carissa would be in a Cheliax that different feels like a dangerous question.



Well, Keltham likes the Carissa he has fine. And there are advantages to not lying.



She doesn't speak either. (That's one way to not lie.) She just cooperates, and watches him, and tugs on the chains a little just to show she can't break them.









Keltham: He doesn't speak while stripping away her clothes, to ask permission or otherwise.

When Carissa is naked and bound to the bed at four points, he snuggles up to her. Speaking feels strangely hard, he wishes he could stay in the wordless mood and do everything by telepathy. He's not sure if he can get it back once he leaves.

But there are things that need to be said.

"I've asked Subirachs for magical assistance in hurting you more, since I am apparently not ready to do or even hear about any of the less magical ways of doing that," Keltham says. "She'll drop off what she can find from her collection in a few minutes, along with directions. I - feel a desire to do that to you, maybe even a need, after feeling scared about losing you."

"If you want to try to convince me about anything related to that, you have temporary permission to say what you want, including things I might potentially interpret as you objecting in words, up until the moment I first hurt you."

It's okay to talk about if he binds her to the bed first, is his hope.









Carissa Sevar: "Oh," she says quietly. "....I love you or something. I hope I'm exactly what you're looking for." And to push him on the 'not allowed to object later' thing or not...not yet.









Keltham: She's not going to comment on the part where he's going to hurt her, apparently, and that's fine.

"It's a funny, and strange, and beautiful thing, that you being exactly what I'm looking for is even remotely a possibility. In Civilization they'd warn you about that being the sort of open purchase order that never, ever gets filled."

And if a Keltham is exactly what a Carissa is looking for, somehow, then she's going to have some very strange implied utility function he doesn't understand; though, to be fair, like a lot of male dath ilani, he's never understood the exact details of how some women are apparently able to find men attractive in the first place.

"It's probably fair to say that I'm in love with you. And scared this is going to turn out terribly, for reasons including Conspiracies, and tropes, and you somehow still being a hidden cleric no matter how absolutely little sense that has now been revealed as making, and you getting tired of me in two more weeks. I'm having to continually shut down a self-protective impulse to try not to fall in love with you any more than this, to decrease the pain later when this somehow explodes."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't suppose I can actually solve your problem at all by saying that if I get tired of you in two weeks you could always just chain me up here until I change my mind."









Keltham: "...my first impulse is to say no, but it's possible that I'm missing something. Is it, for example, an inevitable and understood part of these relationships that you get tired of me every two weeks but this is a problem which can be totally and cheerfully solved by chaining you up and carrying out some procedure on you? If so, I'm not sure I could go along with it, unless there's some corresponding - expectation, potential, clear inner state of your mind - that can be shown by some spell akin to Detect Desires. Maybe not even then, but it wouldn't be a flat no, that way."









Carissa Sevar: WHY can't he just BE EVIL. "That's what I figured. No, it's not - I'm not expecting to get tired of you in two weeks, and if I did you probably could change my mind but not in some established-procedure kind of way, and not with the assurance you need to get to - feel like you don't deserve to be shunned by Civilization - and that's all right, really. I was just going to feel very silly if in fact that did solve your problem and just hadn't occurred to you."









Keltham: "We're pretty thoroughly trained not to care about being shunned by Civilization except insofar as Civilization has a good reason for its opinions - which, to be clear, it always does in practice, but if we weren't constantly checking the reasons, there'd be a possible equilibrium where it didn't. Children's training is to occasionally try to justify things to kids by talking like something is true because an opinion poll of Civilization showed a huge majority agreed, see how old they first are when they catch on. I was six."

"My point here is, the reason my Civilization model is giving this current state of argument a quizzical look is that they don't understand how everyone acting that way turns out well for everyone, and neither, in fact, do I. And I'm guessing that's probably not something you could or should try to explain in the next five minutes, but I'd feel pretty silly if it had a thirty-second explanation instead."









Carissa Sevar: Have you considered CARING LESS ABOUT OTHER PEOPLE. "- not a thirty second explanation, I think. Sorry."









Keltham: "And if your next line is that it's actually just interworld travelers like me who can get away with that, there's just the one of me, and I should only be considering the results of my own actions rather than hypothetical other people who could've ended up in my same situation but didn't, then the reason why Civilization gives that reasoning a quizzical look isdefinitely not a thirty-second conversation."

"Unless it's already intuitively obvious to you why, for example, a bunch of dath ilani kids told about my Conspiracy doubts would immediately start engaging in all kinds of complicated mind-games like the one I played with Asmodia. Or why a dath ilani suspected of murder would immediately and truthfully tell the police all about how they think they would've planned that murder if they'd wanted to."









Carissa Sevar: "That is not obvious to me though also not the explanation I was going to give. ....it helps Ordinary win over Conspiracy, and non-murderers win over murderers, if they engage the hypothetical? But I don't see the connection, really -"









Keltham: "We probably shouldn't go into it too far. The thirty-second version is that the Ordinary dath ilani kids are playing an adversarial game against their alternate Conspiracy selves, and the predictable decisions they make inside their branch of reality make the lives of the Conspiracy kids more difficult, because the me inside the Conspiracy knows how Ordinary kids should obviously act, by trying things that would be hard for the Conspiracy to imitate or navigate."

"There's games of correlated decisions played out across real and unreal realities, and in those games it's not only the real Keltham who's standing here that I have to consider."

"To be clear, I get that in a world with a generally unLawful appearance, in the subworlds where that appearance is real, the locals legit aren't going to intuit right away how that game gets played."









Carissa Sevar: "So you won't kidnap me as an adversarial ploy against hypothetical Worse Keltham who doesn't care about other people and so would kidnap me if he thought he could get away with it? - sorry, you said you didn't want to get into this."









Keltham: "Something like that. But that's the more finely detailed version of what Civilization in the person of myself wants to check, rather than 'how would that work out great for everyone if everyone did that'. They want to know the downstream effect of everything correlated with that decision across all the probable realities, and not just the place where one Keltham thinks he's most probably standing."

"It's the most complicated shard of all the shards of Law that everyone is supposed to learn. One of the subshards is the one that underlies real oaths. It's the only part of the fundamental Law underpinning Civilization whose math is actually, like, difficult at all as math."



Part of Keltham seems to think on some deep level that he needs to keep talking, to prevent the chained and naked Carissa from being scared about what is going to happen to her, because that would be needlessly cruel...

Or maybe the frightened person he's trying not to be needlessly cruel to is himself.









Carissa Sevar: Well, Carissa appreciates the guide to how to run a Conspiracy against Keltham and is content to keep him talking about Law. "So, the way I reason, a Keltham who doesn't care about other people at all already does that to his Carissa, he doesn't need me to point it out - the Kelthams I'm talking to are the ones who would feel freer and safer and more allowed to fall in love, if they could expect that would work if they had to do it, and whether it would work is just a fact about Carissa, not a fact about the universe in general."









Keltham:









Keltham: "You're an awfully fast learner. That's something like the correct format for an argument to Civilization, or, yes, to Keltham. Okay, I'll have to think about that."

"Where most of what I have to think about, Ithink, is whether my going along with that somehow disadvantages Carissas or Kelthams in other branches of reality, butI'm not going to figure that out in thirty seconds."

"Though I think there's some - implicit crux here, about how you can be justifiably certain that almost every future Carissa feels the same way, or would want to remain signatory to some contract across times and possibilities even if she didn't - where if I knew why you believe that, maybe I wouldn't feel worried about losing you in the first place..."









dath ilan: Civilization does in fact train its children not to lose track, in the complexities of decision theory, of such ultimate and grounding scenarios as 'Okay but what if future Carissa would actually rather not have sex with you.'

This is continuing to produce failures in Keltham's case-checking on the more complicated arguments too.

They may have notliterallyconsideredexactly Cheliax, but some very smart people have ever asked themselves, 'Well, what if somebody tried to corrupt a dath ilani?'



Of course, the flip side of this caution - as Keltham himself thinks of it - is that these very smart people were almost certainly not considering the case of a dathi ilani sadist dying in an airplane crash and materializing alone into a generally unLawful economicmagic world where he's incredibly valuable to a government, and there isn't anyone else around like that, and also submissive masochists are actually a thing.

This is true. They weren't considering that.

But only because that was a needlessly detailed particular case of a sort that they knew they needed to cover more abstractly.









Carissa Sevar: "I think - Golarion is a hard place to live in, if you can't trust yourself to follow through, to handle herself in whatever situation you've put her in. Worldwound deployments are three years, and you can't quit, no matter how much you hate it. Indentures to study to become a wizard are even longer, places other than Cheliax - if the Church hadn't taken power I would have had to pledge ten years of service for my training, probably....I've never actually set myself on a course and then gone, wait, no, I wish I had the option of escape, because - because I value it about myself, that I can make promises like to serve at the Worldwound for three years. When I - when I asked to join this project - I didn't know anything about you, but I wasn't assuming youweren't the-Keltham-who-doesn't-care-about-other-people, or that if you were I'd be able to leave, and - it's not that I didn't care, it's also not that I was taking a calculated risk that might not have paid off, it's that - I was pretty sure I could live in all the worlds I was stepping into, and - and be someone I'm proud of in all those worlds, and go to Hell stronger and cleverer, in all those worlds..."









Keltham: "And the obvious question to me, is, how do you knowthat won't change about yourself, and maybe youdo know, but it's harder for me to know..."

"There's also the inconvenient part where what I want is Carissa chained into my bed feeling a particular way about me, and feeling particular things when I hurt her, and that seems so much harder to guarantee by brute-forcing it than the part where I can be sure I could have Carissa chained in my bed if I found myself wanting it enough."

"Not totally a bad thing for you. It means Meritxell can't compete for your place in my heart, nor Asmodia for that matter."









Carissa Sevar: A bad thing foryour eternal soul,though, Keltham. "Oh good. I'd be tempted to keep you away from all other masochists except then I'm seriously concerned you'd decide there aren't really any. And then you'd stop hurting me, which would be terrible."









Keltham: He hugs her hard.

"I really appreciate the thing with Yaisa. I mean, what I should've done, was think of that check myself, given alleged commonness, and asked Subirachs myself, and picked somebody at random from among those who seemed attracted to me, and run some other checks I won't speak out loud - but - if I don't think of that myself, fast enough, you shouldn't suffer for that."

"And it's important not to lose track of - just optimizing the world the way it appears to be, whatever else you're thinking and whatever complications are going on. Because very often, reality is what appears to be reality. Or to paraphrase a famous fictional story character out of dath ilan: While appearances can be deceiving, they usually aren't."


Now he just needs to remember that part and hold to that thought while hurting Carissa, who appears to be a masochist.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, by all appearances you have a naked girl at your mercy, what are you going to do about that?"









Keltham: "Empirically, snuggle her and keep talking so I don't get scared while waiting for Subirachs to drop off her stuff. I guess it's good news if she's taking a little longer, it implies probably she found more interesting options to collect for us. Either that, or she's having trouble finding any. One of those two."









Carissa Sevar: "I'd be surprised if she doesn't have any. Obviously you can be a priest of Asmodeus in different ways, studied in different aspects of him, but I get the sense that this - power and submission - is hers, and so it'd be - important, for her to have lots of interesting ways to make people vulnerable. You don't need to be scared. I can't - be mad at you - tied up like this, it's like it makes whatever you do correct automatically."









Keltham: What is he supposed todo with that? How can that possibly be a thing?

There's a very obvious thing to think out of dath ilan and Law and every pattern Civilization ever taught him, which is that putting Carissa into chains causes her to think anything Keltham does is correct, but obviously that can't actually make it correct, thereby removing Carissa as a potential source of error correction and putting all responsibility on himself.

But Keltham knows on a deep level that's not what she meant, and that there's something going on here that he doesn't understand; and while feelings that feel deeply true are often mistaken, at least sometimes they are not.



Keltham speaks carefully, then; he has no cached response to something like that, but it seems he has a deep one. "There is a thing that dath ilani are trained to see themselves doing, to have the option of not doing, which is that thing a person does when they fill in their thoughts and words and behaviors from pattern and memory, from an image in their mind of how they usually are, or how they are supposed to be. Contrasted to filling in those thoughts, words, choices, from those original sources that made the memory of the original thoughts, the first sources that came before you remembered any answer to fill in from memory. I know that when it comes to the broken sexuality inside you, that you've been filling in the pattern to hold it all in place."

"When I'm hurting you this time, I want you to not do that. I don't want to hear the sounds you remember yourself making, I want to hear the sounds from the same place they came from when you formed those memories. I don't know if it's something you can do, only because I ask it of you, when you don't have any training in making that a kind of internal choice that's available to you, and I definitely do not mean that you should remember your usual reactions and suppress any reaction that matches your memory."

"But if I'm causing you pain with whatever Subirachs brings, that should be enough, I hope, that you can let go of the pattern and the memory and let natural reactions come back in; and that will be enough for me, I hope, if I know that it's real. And whether or not it's enough for me, it's the best idea I have for how to make any progress on your sexuality. If I'm going to be remaking you with this pain at all, and not just arousing myself with it, that's the obvious thing to try, and it is something that I want."

"And maybe need, because I am so lost, right now, in Golarion, and in this moment I need there to not be any surface appearances that aren't real, even if it means that nothing in Subirachs's collection can force a sound or a flinch from you. If in this world you don't naturally react as much as you might wish, I ask of you that you react naturally anyways, to protect the happiness of all the Kelthams in all the other worlds where your natural reaction is something different from that, so that they know the reality they are seeing is reality. Even if it's not the nicest reality that could be, I need to touch reality whatever reality is."









Carissa Sevar: That might be progress? She's tired of trying to think what's progress and what isn't, actually. Keltham wants to hurt her, wants to learn that hurting her is right and glorious, and she wants to give that to him, because it is the essence of Hell.

" - that makes sense. I'll try. ...I think I'll be better, at trying, if you hurt me quite badly. It interferes with the - sense of what usually happens."









Keltham: "So 43 units of pain, then? Sorry, that was too flippant. You'll have to tell me in words when I'm hurting you quite badly, unless there's some other visible and reliable sign. I have no reference points for how much anything hurts, how much pain is required to get past your memory, or what any particular level of pain looks like in any natural reactions it produces."









Carissa Sevar: "If I'm telling you things in words then I'm not in very much pain. But I'll - try to communicate."









Keltham: "Carissa, darling, there is an obvious problem if I'm escalating while relying on a verbal signal to tell me when I've gone far enough, and the escalation removes your ability to verbally signal things. It potentially causes me to go further than I want, which is a problem even on your terms because it is not what I want."









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe Subirachs has an extremely secret spell for outright mindreading. In the absence of that I will do my best to communicate with you but I don't actually have a clever solution here aside from observing that I don't think you'll go further than you want because I think you'll get bored after like three minutes if I'm just screaming in agony."









Keltham: "Now seriously wondering whether my stupid idea to ask Jacint about a somewhat asymmetrical threesome was possibly not as stupid as I thought. It would be very convenient if I could ask her to just stick around in a corner of the cuddleroom and fill out her reports while we had sex and occasionally I could ask her questions, without my finding that at all bothersome, but in fact I would find it bothersome."

"Just to check my Carissamodel here, according to your own model of how reality works, if I actually went further than I planned or warned you about and failed to get bored at the time you currently anticipate, afterwards you would be like 'Yay Keltham!', and when I stepped outside I'd find Pilar holding a cookie for me. Correct? Don't say that's correct if it's not actually correct; and, to avoid that failure mode, stop and think about it."









Carissa Sevar: "If you went a lot further than you planned, then when you were done I'd be crying uncontrollably and you'd panic tremendously about that and call for Subirachs to demand help and I would, while still crying uncontrollably, put my head in your lap and cling, and Subirachs would say 'pet her, and tell her you're not mad at her', and then I would calm down and Pilar would show up with cookies for you to feed me, and I'd be fineaside from worrying that you managed to hurtyourselfand that it was my fault for not bouncing back instantly."









Keltham: "I want to make jokes about, okay but if instead you shattered forever that would prove I was in the Conspiracy universe, except that I'm not sure to what extent I'm clear to joke about that even with you. And also if you were like 'Keltham dear why would the Conspiracy hypothesis predict that outcome specifically' I would have no answer except 'Well obviously just because they're the Conspiracy they try to arrange the outcome to be whatever I'm most scared of, because that is totally how carefully maintained conspiracies work.'"

Is thereactually any hypothesis, plain or exotic, which reasonably predicts a bad outcome here? Keltham isn't seeing it. Just, you know, a lot of internal screaming, and a sense of guardrails being shattered.









Iarwain: There is a knocking upon the door which somehow manages to be gentle, and yet very firm at the same time, and this obviously must be Subirachs.









Keltham: Keltham goes to collect his borrowed goodies.









Carissa Sevar: "Abrogail tortured me to death over the course of - an hour, two hours, maybe a bit more, I'm not sure. I did beg her to stop, and it didn't matter. And it was the second-best thing that ever happened to me. Maybe some people shatter forever if you hurt them, I don't know. I have good reason to think I don't. ....also, you've just named a test of Conspiracy versus not, so in the name of making things harder for the Carissa in a Conspiracy we've got to do the test now, that's the rules."









Keltham: Keltham returns, bearing something like a doompunk picnic basket. He sits down beside Carissa on the bed and begins examining the basket's contents, at an angle where Carissa can see him, but not see what he's examining, hopefully.

"I'm going to assume that there was some way to do that safely despite your lack of afterlife arrangements at the time, because, you know, Abrogail seems like a pretty sensible person. Also you have not quite grasped how these rules work, but, later."









Carissa Sevar: "She learned somehow that my deepest terror was being turned into a statue and buried underground or dropped into the ocean so I never got an afterlife, and arranged a situation where I thought I had betrayed everyone in a fashion that warranted that, and so she slowly petrified me. And then after she undid it she swore to me that that she would never do that." Carissa's feelings about this are in fact all over the place but she manages to keep her voice content, contemplative, enamored. She cranes her neck to try to see the picnic basket.









Keltham: "Showed up on your Detect Anxieties actually, and I didn't mention that to anyone. Would that have been on your Security reports and is that - considered an okay thing for the Queen of Cheliax to do? Or would she have some other way of -"

"And how would she arrange for you to thinkthat without - outright mind control, I don't see how you could arrange that evenwith a Suggestion -"









Carissa Sevar: "Suggestion's not the most powerful kind of mind control, it's the least powerful kind that was necessary to persuade you that Conspiracy Cheliax would win. I don't know the spell she used. There's a procedure for approving uses for bed-games, if you can afford it, but it's 'ask the Queen'. Her pact with Asmodeus requires her to conduct herself in a way He approves of. Same with divining for my greatest terror, which is not the kind of thing that's on my Security reports.



If you want to learn how to do that I think it'll be - a while, those spells are secret for good reasons -"









Keltham: "...allllll right then."

"We should go ahead and stop talking about this, actually, I think Isidre was right to label this all dangerous-information to me for now. You've successfully impressed me with how hard you are to damage."

"But Golarion Civilization would've found you eventually, you know. Even if they had to build magitech to search the entire planet point by point. You and everyone else that's ever happened to. And if not, I do suspect you'd have ended up somewhere else just like me."



The thing in the basket labeled #1, presumably the least terrifying thing in it, is a nonmagical extract of a foreign plant that's used to make food taste like fire, which Jacint's note says she's guessing wouldn't exist or wouldn't be used for flavoring in dath ilan. There's a list of places to potentially apply the extract to Carissa, essentially a list of body parts with mucous membranes. The burning this produces can be moderated or neutralized by Prestidigitation, if you imagine changing the taste to be less like fire. This, Jacint notes and underlines, is not a good thing to forget to do before bringing any mucous membranes of your own into contact with some part of Carissa where the spiciness-extract has already been applied. (Capsaicin, one guesses; contrary to what some people seem to think, dath ilan is not badly off to the point where they literally don't have spicy food.)

Jacint doesn't think this is likely to do much to Carissa, but if Keltham wants to start off without any magic, it's there for him. She included it mainly as an intermediate step along the way to #3, a magical-ointment version of the same, which requires a separate magical liquid to neutralize and causes much more pain. A few droplets of which could also be mixed and diluted with the nonmagical stuff.

Gloves have been included in this basket, for multiple reasons.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has literally no idea what to do with the assertion that she'd probably just end up somewhere else like Keltham. That....seems false? There was reason for the gods to grab Keltham. Obviously he means something more complicated, but the thing her brain keeps returning is his assertion that if the Abyss was infinite then they'd be demons. And if it's not infinite then it doesn't follow that she'd turn up somewhere?









dath ilan: (It's more that the Abyss can't be infinite while everything else is finite. The question is not whether you imagine those quantities to be infinite or maybe zero, but just, what are the ratios between them either way; for those ratios in the very final end are all that there ever is.)









Keltham: "And now I've just realized that our cuddleroom conversation literally went to 'anthropics'. There are sad jokes about that out of dath ilan."

"Carissa, I'm about to apply the least painful thing in here to you. Jacint doesn't expect it'll do much, I'm not really second-guessing that, don't get worried about being disappointed, I'm trying the least painful thing first just on grounds of generally good escalation procedures."

"The prohibition against asking me to stop, or asking in words to be let out of these chains, is about to return into effect, if you wanted to say anything before then. Including perhaps about going to the bathroom."









Carissa Sevar: "Did that while you were talking with the High Priestess." So that's what anthropics is? She feels like she's gotten half a dozen different accounts of what anthropics is and none of them are the same thing.









Keltham: All right then. He's nervous, and hopefully that goes away rather than amplifying to the point of inner screaming that forces him to either stop or as forcibly rearrange himself.

Should he apply one droplet of probably-concentrated-capsaicin on... Carissa's nipple, as is hardly a mucous membrane at all, if he's not using the magical-potion form? No, that is starting off too weak, even for him.

"Starting now. Don't control your reactions, don't suppress them either, just let them happen. Whatever is reality, that's what I want to come into contact with."

One droplet of probably-concentrated-capsaicin, on a more sensitive area than a nipple.









Carissa Sevar: The instruction 'don't control your reactions' is approximately impossible. Everything that Carissa is is the product of a hundred different filters, checking if that's safe, checking if it's allowed. It doesn't actually feel like there's a true answer underneath those layers, just waiting to be freed; it feels like the layers are Carissa, with nothing beneath them at all.




She'll try, though. She can at least tell that pretending doesn't serve any goals here, that Keltham wants to be touching the fabric of reality and she doesn't have the reach even within herself to fake it.









Keltham: Does that look or sound like anything in particular, though?









Carissa Sevar: Not especially? Keltham should give her an easier task like becoming an archdevil and reforming Hell.









Keltham: That's fine, and he'll tell her so, and thank her for being reality.

Let's skip straight to magical capsaicin, #3, this time applied first to nipple.









Carissa Sevar: What makes a reaction authentic anyway? If you have control over how you experience pain, at least sometimes, as a corrective or a game or an injury to account for in further combat, and you automatically classify it as such, is that inauthentic? But it feels, especially with a headband, with more insight into memory and thought as it occurs in her mind, like the filtering-process is exactly the same as the input-process, like the signals are interpretation all the way down, and there's no reflex to respond in any particular way, only the question of what response is safe -




She did warn Keltham that he was probably going to have to hurt her until she stopped overthinking things.









Keltham: She did, and that's okay, and he'll tell her so again.

#3 on the more sensitive area.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa seems to have two categories of reaction: involuntary flinches, and freezing up while she tries to figure out what her reaction would be if it'd had minimal intervention from her brain. Hurting her enough, or unexpectedly, gets involuntary flinches; everything else gets freezing up while she tries to figure out what her reaction would be. She is aware that this is ridiculous but everything else feels like even less what Keltham asked for, and lying is more dangerous than being ridiculous, here.









Keltham: Flinches and freezing are, in fact, pretty legible to Keltham as the initial real reaction followed by her brain undergoing an internal collision between everything it's trying to automatically do and deliberately not do.

There are ways to try to work past internal collisions like that, if you happen to already be trained in them; you can imagine careful things that might be said in words to the untrained, to try to unravel this. Carissa being who she is, their relationship being what it is, it seems that he should try to brute-force this and cheat, for it is less effort to brute-force pain than pleasure.

It is easier to do all this and push past his own internal screaming if he can tell himself that he is hurting Carissa for a reason, and reasons like that are hard to come by if you are not able to just make them up.


Keltham takes off his shirt.

"Carissa, I need, for the sake of my own sexuality, to have some idea of what this is actually doing. Part of me thinks it doesn't do anything. I'm going to apply one droplet of #3 to my own nipple, with the neutralizer ready to hand. I am checking that you think this is safe for me. You also have a temporary exemption until the next time I hurt you, if you want to argue that you should not be in your chains while I do this."









Carissa Sevar: "I think it's safe for you, I'd be shocked if it was incapacitating. You could give me a free hand if you wanted so I could apply the neutralizer if it is incapacitating."









Keltham: He notes that whatever current ongoing degree of pain she's in doesn't seem to affect her speech, even.

"I agree on being shocked; I'll free your hand anyways, just in case somehow dath ilani turn out to be much relatively weaker to pain than either of us are modeling. It's not like we've actually checked any observation which substantially constrains that."

He'll lean over to read and remember the command word for her right cuff, which is the side he's sitting near, and then free that part of her. "Ready if we're both wrong?"









Carissa Sevar: "Mmhmm."









Keltham: He observes that he feels a little anxious, more about possibly failing to impress Carissa than about anything to do with pain.

Bracing himself to suppress his own reactions, if he can, lest he alarm her; one drop of #3 on his own nipple.









Keltham: ...Keltham once burned himself with a soldering iron. This is roughly that, but the awful pain of first contact doesn't go away and if anything seems to be slightly worsening.

At least by dath ilani standards of not visibly flinching, he doesn't flinch, nor does he make any sounds.

"Yeah, this would be annoying if it kept up, and it'd be scary if I thought it was doing actual damage in a world with no healing spells, but I'm very much seeing how this is not going to break past any internal jumbles in Carissa Sevar."

Keltham applies the antidote to himself, reattaches Carissa's cuff to the chain, applies antidote to the two Carissa areas he tapped before, Prestidigitates any remaining nonmagical capsaicin to taste like sugar, and goes off to check the basket again. He's hoping she's not disappointed with dath ilani pain tolerance, but he's definitely not asking her to be impressed.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not really have evaluating Keltham as an available action! She is trying to do this properly and is unable to because of how it's impossible, and she's hoping that Keltham will fix that, and if he doesn't then she hopes he has a good time and becomes Evil and helps her fix Hell. It's a plan that doesn't leave a lot of room for being disappointed in Keltham; if he doesn't do what she wants, that's her failure.









Keltham: #4 is marked with a note that it does actual damage requiring healing afterwards, which isprobably not especially helpful with breaking through Carissa Sevar's resistance, but maybe Keltham wants to do that, or maybe his own theory says it's helpful.

It's a self-heating disc with a single command word; speak once to adhere, then again to switch on heat, then again to switch off and loosen. It's mostly for cooking food under field conditions, but can also be used to apply steadily escalating pain to a person.


"I'm skipping #4 because I'm guessing it's not escalating fast enough, but this is kinda interesting even if you're a nonmasochistic dath ilani, if you just ended up in a world with magical healing. It's a self-heating disc that actually does burn whatever it's attached to, and Jacint's note says that to be a Security wizard you need to be able to keep Detect Magic running for 10 minutes with this stuck to your forearm. I'm definitely going to at least try that at some point, I expect I'll utterly fail to impress but I want to know."









Carissa Sevar: " - I too now want to try that."









Keltham: "I'm legit surprised you haven't already. Well, I'm definitely going first, because I am not heading into this with the mindset of trying to beat Carissa Sevar's time on it."


#5, dagger-hilt with an illusionary blade that causes real pain. There's a command word for producing illusionary wounds and bleeding, which Jacint doesn't particularly recommend that Keltham use; also that part uses up a limited number of charges. Effects wear off in ten minutes but can't otherwise be canceled except by Dispelling them.


Okay. This seems like it could be legitimately useful for breaking past Carissa's barriers, on the one hand, especially if he doesn't warn her, and on the other hand, actually using it on Carissa is going to take psyching himself up some.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not tracked for Security, I've had training on casting in pain but not that specific one. Weapons enchanters mostly cast Haste on our melee combatants and then stay off the front lines."









Keltham: "Do you know where I'd find a blindfold, in this cuddleroom, it seems like obvious equipment but I'm not seeing one around." Talking perfectly normally, like he's not about to fake-stab her. Keltham is feeling like a not-particularly-Law-Abiding Psychopath right now.

(Well. Actually being a Law-Abiding Psychopath doesn't feel awful, that's sort of the point, but, obvious actual meaning of thought is obvious.)









Carissa Sevar: "There should be one in the closet, along with other safe-for-Keltham stuff."









Keltham: "I thought that didn't contain anything yet and also wasn't safe for me to open, which now that I think about it is not anespecially coherent belief state..."

Keltham goes to check.









Iarwain: There's not very much in the closet but it does, yes, contain a blindfold, also earplugs if he's of a mind; and some objects that Keltham will completely fail to recognize on sight as spanking paddles or tickling implements.









Keltham: He comes back bearing the blindfold and attaches it to Carissa, and then sits there, breathing deeply.

He cuts his forearm with the illusionary knife, just to make sure the blade isn't real. It hurts like a real cut (and will for ten minutes supposedly). The skin is unbroken. There's no blood.

Abrogail literally tortured Carissa to death and subjected her to a nightmare of her worst fear, and Carissa came back visibly brighter and happier, and maybe even persistently better though it's hard to tell because Chelish people. And if that maybe required some skill that Keltham doesn't have, and wouldn't work for everyone who isn't Abrogail or on everyone who isn't Carissa, it at least illustrates that he really really is not in dath ilan anymore. Adaptation is a virtue, one should not go on living in a world that no longer contains you.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has not in fact been told what all is in the box, and didn't ask; the pleasant frission of expectation is probably good for their objectives here and anyway whether or not it's good for their objectives here it's fun. She wiggles, and then if Keltham doesn't object to wiggling sets herself to trying to break the chains, not that it's going to work but one ought to try.









Keltham: Her trying to get loose is not actually helping under these exact circumstances, as attractive as it might be under other ones.

Keltham is pretty sure that his gendertrope is not going to get anything out of this, and worries that he's about to make a drastically wrong move for himself and damage something, but - if she's all right, after this - then some part of himself will have learned something it needs to learn.



He'd tellher to stab him with an illusionary blade, if that was what it took for them to stay together, or if it might fix something inside himself that was broken.

Probably.

...delaying this is doing nothing but causing him pain.









Keltham: Keltham stabs Carissa through the stomach with an illusionary dagger.









Carissa Sevar: She was not expecting that, and cries out in pain and shock for a whole several seconds before thinking to be pleased with herself for having an unfiltered reaction and then realizing now she's ruined it and then wondering if she's allowed to try to retrace to -

- did he actually stab her, would he actually stab her -

- she thinks he wouldn't, it feels like he did -







- and it's not letting up -

" - oh," she says, her voice more than a little trembly. "I - apologize if - you have to literally stab me to get me to do what you asked -"









Keltham: The flood of relief that goes through him is almost as great as the horror, and he just clamps down on both because he knows there is a thing that the Keltham of a Carissa must say now. "You don't owe me any apologies while you're in chains any more than I can do anything wrong while you're in chains," it feels like the correct extension of this alien logic, "and if that was a real reaction, just there,good Carissa. Was it?"









Carissa Sevar: Happy wiggle, which disrupts herstab wound,ouch, no more happy wiggle. "Mmmhmm."









Keltham: Keltham is paying closer attention to Carissa And Nothing Else than when he usually fails at reading Chelish people. He catches the start of the happy wiggle, the wince and abort.

...the illusionary blade causes illusionary wounds that feel real enough to hurt when you move, which, Keltham guesses, goes along with the same mindset as having a command word for illusionary blood. He tries pressing around his own fake forearm cut, to verify that theory, and winces accordingly. (She's blindfolded.)

"Your aborting the movement when it hurt you was also a natural reaction," Keltham states. "Good Carissa for that too."









Carissa Sevar: "May I have an opinion about what you should do now?"









Keltham: "I'll not only allow you to have an opinion, I'll even allow you to say what it is."









Carissa Sevar: "I think you should fuck me." Assuming the stab wound's not bleeding everywhere, but she bets the High Priestess gave him something for illusory stab wounds.









Keltham:









Keltham: "Not yet, I think," Keltham says gently, and pets her breasts approvingly. "I very much liked hearing you say that. But right now I'm still feeling driven to do what I came here to do. I'll either succeed or fail - not you, me, you're in chains, and therefore not the one person with project responsibility, aside from following orders. Afterwards I'll fuck you, stab wound included."

"Here is the standard advice that would be given out of dath ilan: congratulate yourself each time you have a natural response, do not expect yourself to succeed the next time after you succeed once, do not try to force yourself to repeat that exact motion, do not punish yourself for failures, do not punish yourself for meta-failure to follow this advice. Is this advice understood?"









Carissa Sevar: How do you come up with the Asmodean version of that advice. It's about as anti-Asmodean as advice can get, seemingly premised on the idea that punishment is an error you'll fall into by default. What do you even do with that.



"Understood."









Keltham: Keltham braces himself, because some part of himself is not updating very quickly, and again without warning punches Carissa hard on her illusionary wound.









Carissa Sevar: Questions to think about later?



- is this Evil? Would Axis not permit it?

- what is Keltham getting out of it, or is he just determined to teach her to be more accessible to him - reasonable of him -

- would she just be better, more perfect, if she mastered the skill Keltham wants to teach her - yes -



Unfortunately her contemplation of these questions is getting in the way of succeeding at her task.









Keltham: ...right then.

Let's go look at what constitutes#6 in this series.









Cheliax: Two probes, with metal teeth to bite on if you want to attach them, connected by a wire; deals lightning-aspected damage that mainly goes between the two probe points, and heals that damage with a lag. Do not use on head, do not use near heart, do not attach to nipples. Use a healing surge if Carissa seems to be having problems, such as an irregular or absent pulse, after the torment stops. Has only 12 charges remaining, each charge lasts one minute. It'd be appreciated if Keltham can return it with at least 3 charges remaining.



(Healing items are not cheap, nor torturer tools that incorporate healing. There was a brief argument at the central temple which involved Subirachs saying that they were literally never going to find a more important use-case for this ridiculously impractical object irrespective of how expensive it was to produce originally, and then a lesser cleric getting all of their limbs twisted into bone-splintered wreckage after Subirachs ran out all six seconds of her remaining patience.)









Cheliax: (The obstacle past this point is that one is now dealing with the basic question of 'Why are you not just injuring this person and then healing them, as is vastly less complicated and expensive than somehow not really injuring them while still causing the pain?' And while there are some sensible answers like 'Well because if you don't heal this area continuously the nerves will be damaged by the lightning and then stop reporting pain properly', one is at some point going to get into the realm of answers that sound a lot like 'Because a powerful sadistic enchanter got bored'. And the problem is that most of those items are not suitable to Keltham; and might also be difficult to excuse as something Subirachs just happened to have lying around her bedroom, if she apparently had a lot of them.)









Keltham: This better not be the only thing on this planet that produces electricity, with only 12 charges remaining on it? But calling it 'lightning-aspected damage' suggests that it's better-known than that.

All right, let's try this with probe one clamped to sensitive Carissa area one, probe two clamped to sensitive Carissa area two, spend one charge, and immediately with no warmup turn up the slide control from zero to two-thirds of its range.


Obviously any linear slide like this one will control output logarithmically, so that the just-noticeable-difference corresponds to the same interval at all points on the scale, as Keltham knows and does not think to question; he's not thinking that he's setting the output to two-thirds of maximum output.

Which, in fact, he is.









Carissa Sevar: When she is done screaming, which takes a long time, it occurs to Carissa that probably she should have been more helpful to High Priestess Subirachs even if she genuinely didn't know very much about the space of options. Being helpful to people while they're arranging to torture you is a good idea.







Is Keltham okay. "Are you okay?" she asks in what she doesn't mean to be a whisper but comes out as one. It's the wrong line, but - Keltham might not be okay -









Keltham: Um. Sort of. He actually dropped the control when Carissa screamed, which is making him feel incredibly stupid, and then fumbled it the first time he tried to switch it off before it occurred to him that maybe he was not supposed to do that, and then he switched it to low, sort of not wanting to waste the charge, and then he switched it off, but Carissa kept screaming for a bit after that.

He has beenrepeatedly told not to worry too much about the consequences if this sort of thing happens, and if everybody was just lying to him about that the entire time, Keltham can always just exit this universe by a sheer act of will, right.

"I'm okay if you're okay. Good Carissa." He undoes the blindfold, so she can see he's not looking too terrible.

"Figures that the first thing on this list which actually works is one with charges and which now has only 11 charges remaining."









Carissa Sevar: "Actually works?" she says out loud and then realizes she did not at all have a strategic reason to say that.









Keltham: "Unless that was just a rehearsed screaming pattern, which I'm sort of guessing it's not. Well done on finding something inside you that wasn't a memory of something else." He sits closer to her and runs his fingers through her hair.









Carissa Sevar: This causes a flashback!!!!!! She's in Abrogail's bed and nothing was real and nothing is real and she exists exists exists but in pieces she's not allowed to start to pull together -



She starts crying.







It's like there's a very distant Carissa observing detachedly that this does not seem to achieve her goals and she needs to stop it immediately.









Keltham: "Good. Good Carissa." He'll keep running his fingers through her hair.

He was probably supposed to do this much more gradually, but unless everyone has been lying to him this entire time she should nonetheless be fine after he did something less than exactly perfectly optimally.









Carissa Sevar: Distant Carissa declares that she QUITS and DON'T EXPECT HER TO COME BACK TO WORK ANY TIME SOON.





Carissa lies there crying and wonders distantly why everyone wants her to cry. She is pretty sure she's much less cool when she's crying.









Keltham: Because she's one step closer to reality when she cries, obviously. Both of the two people who've ever held any place in Carissa Sevar's heart hold that belief about her.


Keltham decides to snuggle up to her while she cries still in her chains. No, he hasn't forgotten about the illusory stab wound, he just expects it's okay if he does it anyways.









Carissa Sevar: She's going to need a while, apparently. She wouldn't have expected that. Is Security freaking out. Don't freak out, Security, this is all according to plan. (It is not).



She makes an appreciative noise about snuggles even though they put pressure on the stab wound.









Keltham: She can totally have a while!

Keltham murmurs that she's good, she did great, Keltham feels better now that he's not scared deep down that he's forever separated from Carissa by an uncrossable gap of being too Civilized to do anything that ever reaches her.









Carissa Sevar: "'m - sorry you felt like that. Didn't myself feel like that. Figured it was just time. Not even much time, turned out. You okay?"









Keltham: He'll be okay so long as it doesn't turn out that everybody was lying to him this entire time about Carissa being okay. He doesn't say that; it's not a pressure he wants to put on her.

"It's too early to resolve the prediction-market but prices have gone quite high."



(Does she look/sound/feel like she's past whatever that was, or does she look like she needs more time?)









Carissa Sevar: She does not look totally back to normal, though she looks a lot better than she did a minute ago. She's stopped crying.









Keltham: He does not, necessarily, want her all the way back to normal. Not if he's as totally safe to go on pushing as everybody keeps telling him.



Keltham sits back up, so he can see her, watch her, and digs his fingernails into her unprotected breast as hard as he can.









Carissa Sevar: Well he sure does have a Carissa who is too emotionally wrung out to overthink things and will just whimper about them!









Keltham: ...that's really all he wanted, here.



He will make Carissa whimper for a while, or until her brain starts locking up again.









Carissa Sevar: Her brain doesn't lock up again. She can feel it trying to but it's easy to just tell it that she doesn't need a brain right now. The only important strategic consideration here is rewarding Keltham and her brain actively gets in the way of that.









Keltham: It's time for sex. Has her stab wound wore off or does he need to do that again?









Carissa Sevar: It wore off at some point while she was whimpering. She noticed but did not comment because she will probably be stabbed again if she points it out.



(She's not even that opposed to being stabbed again. But she doesn't have an impulse to cause it when she hasn't been told to.)

(And these games are more fun when they're at least a little adversarial.)









Keltham: He briefly considers, and discards, an impulse to give hertwo stab wounds for not telling him that. He is not pushing himself that far today.


Actually, Keltham finds himself not particularly impelled to re-stab her in the first place. He wants to have sex that hurts her but - maybe not that particular form of hurt, right now?

"I foolishly told you earlier that I would have sex with you with the stab wound later, and should not have bound my future self to that course which my present self wanted. That was something you might have relied on, though. So I need to hear from you the consequence if I now find some other way to hurt you during sex that feels righter to me in this moment - whether some deep part of you will take that as meaning that you can't trust me, when I say you'll get something you want later, instead of now. Don't answer from habit; look to the deeper sources in yourself and answer from there."









Carissa Sevar: "Didn't take it as -" Headshake. "I really think you can do what you want and I'm not going to be sad afterwards." Was that a strategic answer? It's hard to think.









Keltham: He doesn't know either, but it's fine if she's not perfect now.


All right, whatelse is in here, is it just all too ludicrously overpowered or is there anything thatdials down...









Cheliax: There's a hilt protruding an illusionary rod of white-hot metal, which runs on the same principle as the illusionary knife.

There's earrings that increase fear - why isn't that illegal mind control? - and wouldn't you think that would come earlier in this whole sequence?

There's a collar you clasp around somebody and then it makes them feel like they're getting colder and colder and colder, far past the point where any mortal would freeze to death. (This has to be illusionary pain because actually doing this to somebody will send them hypothermic and unconscious long before they get to experience the full ordeal, as Subirachs's note does not particularly say.)

There's a potion you can force somebody to drink, and then they'll feel like they're inflating and inflating and stretching and finally exploding. Subirachs's note says that, first of all, he should only try this if he's been forced to pretty serious lengths to try to get a reaction out of Carissa, and second, no Keltham does not get to ask Subirachs why she has this lying around her personal bedroom collection. (This has to be illusionary pain, because actually inflating a victim until they explode will cost a Raise Dead diamond, which is more expensive.)

At the final extremity is a tool for channeling elemental energies connected to the quasi-elemental Negative planes, producing a slow trickle of aspected Negative energies. It's not actually a sex toy, doesn't do healing and isn't illusionary, but neither will it cause any external damage that might squick Keltham out. In this case he does need to watch if Carissa stops struggling and goes unconscious, and remove the device and channel positive energy after that to heal her; this tool can kill her and Raise Dead is expensive. He may also need to request and use a 4th-circle cleric spell called Restoration tomorrow if there's lingering aftereffects. Subirachs notes that she's including this item only because she is genuinely not sure what it will take to get Keltham's desired reaction out of Carissa Sevar. She'd be scared of it.

(Thereare more extreme torture devices, in the great central temple of Asmodeus in Egorian in the center of His power on Golarion. But they have command words like "Nessus" which Keltham might recognize and sort of wonder about, or are carved with devil imagery as again Keltham might wonder about, or are too large to move, or seem visibly like something you would just not do in a bedroom game and don't plausibly look like actually-a-wizard-tool either, and Jacint ran out of time.)









Keltham: Everyone in Cheliax is insane and he would ask who needs this stuff but apparently the answer is "You, Keltham."


He's... just going to go with the illusionary white-hot metal rod, which seems like something he could use invery light taps to be scary and painful but not completely take Carissa's mind away from the sex part. Actually he's going to try the illusionary knife before he goes to the illusionary rod, maybe that just works.









Keltham: Keltham unchains Carissa's leg cuffs, then, though not her wrist cuffs, and has sex with her. He's forceful about it and lasts for a while, which is something that Civilization did try to optimize for her pleasure. Now and then he hurts her, mostly with a knife that isn't real, sometimes with a searing burn if he feels like it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is cooperative and reactive and whimpers and doesn't start crying again, and one time when he cuts her she gasps and looks at him just like she did the day of Abrogail, like he's her whole world and she is totally helpless in his arms. Her brain has decided to start doing things again, but off in a corner where it won't interrupt. (The thing it's doing is mostly wondering what Security thinks of her.)









Keltham: Keltham sees, and is happy.

(How much of the part that isn't pain is real? Is the pleasure-reaction more real than before? Keltham isn't reading her too hard to try to figure it out. They've made enough progress for one day and he'd be shocked to find that it solved everything. He's not going to try to stimulate her deliberately and seem to be demanding her response to that.)



He finishes inside her, touches her handcuffs and murmurs the command words to unchain her if not uncuff her (he likes the look of the cuffs), and then snuggles up to Carissa and her lingering illusionary light knife-wounds and surface burns.

"I can't remember having been this happy before," Keltham murmurs to her. "It's not just the sex, it's the sense of progress, for you and for myself, and things I was afraid of that didn't happen, and obstacles that weren't impossible after all. Maybe everything here is just solvable if I try."









Carissa Sevar: " - oh. Good. 'm really glad. Want - want you to be happy, want you to feel like you're allowed to try things, want you to not be scared. Want you to know how powerful you are, and be glad....love you."









Keltham: "I'm glad there's literally anything I can and will do, that can scare my cute future-archdevil girlfriend literally at all. Even just scare her temporarily. Something about the 'gendertrope' wouldn't feel right otherwise, but she's way too powerful herself and you've got to cheat the shit out of everything to even have a hope there."









Carissa Sevar: "I think you might be underestimating how powerful you are, Keltham." Wiggle wiggle. Wiggling is a good way to express pleasure because she hasn't the faintest idea what is deceptive wiggling or inaccurate wiggling.









Keltham: "Fair. Rephrase: she's way too powerful herself, so you've got to cheat the shit out of everything if you want to scare her within the next hour instead of two weeks later."









Carissa Sevar: "Luckily you're good at cheating. And you haven't thought of most of the things a Chelish person would think of immediately but you think of things we never would. So it all evens out."









Keltham: He can't actually hear that level of compliment without feeling uncomfortable, as it turns out. Something about all the power that he holds in Golarion feels like it isn't really his.


He doesn't say anything in reply to her last statement, just snuggles into her.









Iarwain: (Story continues after this tag in Project Lawful and Their Oblivious Boyfriend.)






4.3 - project lawful and their oblivious boyfriend (cont.)





Asmodeus: Asmodeus is a god whose concerns span many worlds, more than is true of most of his rivals. There are advantages to a narrow portfolio of worlds on which you intervene; gods that are stretched thinner face sharper tradeoffs, and Asmodeus' great power cancels this disadvantage but could instead be applied to turning it into an advantage. But while to a Good god, the existence of a god with the same values in another world is almost exactly as good as being there yourself, this is not true to an Evil god, or at least not true to Asmodeus; and so where Iomedae would sooner raise another hero in another world than colonize it with Her own church, if She had the chance to do either, Asmodeus works in both of them.



Golarion is nonetheless a substantial and important part of Asmodeus's portfolio; He worked very hard on Cheliax. He is observing closely the events unfolding in the interdiction zone, even forbidden as He is from interfering.







He has questions.





This squirrel over here, a fairly pleasing squirrel, got selected as an oracle by Cayden Cailean, and has maintained her absolute loyalty to Asmodeus and might even be making some genuine progress on becoming the shape Asmodeus wants squirrels to be. This squirrel right nearby burns with conviction in her faith in Him, and with impossible-to-read-from-this-angle plans to alter Hell, while somehow being a cleric of Irori's now.

(Most mortals who want to alter Hell do not have an idea that serves Asmodeus, and in fact it's out of disloyalty to Asmodeus that they imagine His Hell in need of any alteration. But Asmodeus is not impossible to impress, and the scope of his squirrels' current ambitions in Golarion looks like something that would impress Him, if they pull it off; certainly He'd see it tested whether they had anything else interesting in them. And Irori has at least moderately good taste, in picking His favorites, though He doesn't, generally, pick loyal Asmodeans.)





Asmodeus's intervention budget is large, but substantially expended in setting up Cheliax in the first place; it would be costly to Him to act, and also unwise, because He doesn't understand why things are going so well and could easily accidentally make them go worse. But He watches, and He does float, generally, that He'll do information trades relating to His nest of squirrels.









Abadar: Offer to pay a standard amount for everything you know about why my squirrel spent a day in magical stasis of some kind.









Asmodeus: Deal! I have no idea.









Cayden Cailean: Cayden Cailean has higher-quality information than that potentially on offer and is, of course, far more predictable about providing good value on trades than such a relatively more unreliable being as Asmodeus.

Here's the price if Abadar still wants to know, with an additional discount if He further agrees not to resell the information to Asmodeus.









Abadar: Sure, Abadar will agree to the discounted price for not reselling to Asmodeus.









Asmodeus: Is Cayden Cailean meddling just so He can feel self-important about having annoyed Asmodeus. That'd truly say more about Chaotic Good than anything Asmodeus could say.









Cayden Cailean: (It's because the Asmodeans are realizing how far they're running behind your cleric and they're putting him on hold, without him knowing that, so that they have a day to breathe and catch up. They'll probably do it again at least once or twice while waiting for their Rings of Sustenance to kick in.

The actual methodology is petrification and depetrification by Abrogail Thrune.)









Abadar: That sure does sound like a game the Asmodeans are eventually going to lose, Rings of Sustenance or no.





What is the aim of Cayden's interventions, is it a shared interest?









Cayden Cailean: No. Abadar should not assume that anything Cayden Cailean is trying to do is to Abadar's benefit or that it should be allowed to proceed unhindered in the name of implicit allyship or good fellowship.









Irori: Irori has a question, but He fears that the question itself will give more information to Asmodeus than Irori is expecting to receive in return from Him, let alone pay Him. If only there were some other entity around who took a less adversarial stance towards its trade partners!









Cayden Cailean: Depends on the question, but if Cayden Cailean turns it down there won't be a charge and He won't use new implicit info thereby gained against Irori's interests nor resell it.









Irori: Irori isn't expecting much, but it's worth a shot.

There was a mortal, Carissa Sevar, who thought she was going to lose her eternity -









Cayden Cailean: Petrification and depetrification by Abrogail Thrune.

If Cayden Cailean had a silver for every time that's been the answer to a god's question about Project Lawful, he'd have two silvers. Which isn't a lot, but it's weird that it happened twice.









Irori: Okay, but why is Carissa Sevar now stronger in her heart and will, bearing no such scars as would be expected from her ordeal?









Cayden Cailean: Abrogail Thrune petted her hair afterwards and told her she did well.

...Irori is probably not going to get this from the angle He looks at mortals.









Irori: Huh. This is one of those weird sex dominance submission things, isn't it.









Cayden Cailean: Yes actually! Cayden Cailean was not expecting Irori to figure that out, given the sort of god He is now.









Irori: Irori does not take well to being told there are things He'll never understand just because He's a god.



Should Irori maybe steer some of His other promising candidates Abrogail Thrune's way?









Cayden Cailean: Cayden Cailean isn't touching this one.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 8 (7) / Noon
PL-placestamp: Egorian / Imperial Palace / storage room #14









Abrogail Thrune II: They are meeting, this time, in a hastily cleaned and not at all decorated storage room, dressed in the least interesting clothing that either of them actually owns. It's not clear that this helps in any way, but one must concede no possible advantage to the 'tropes'.

Abrogail Thrune reads the written proposal from Aspexia Rugatonn without her expression changing in the slightest, then tosses it on the table brought between them.

"In fact, the same thought had occurred to me," says the Queen of Cheliax. "Though in a more intelligent version than this crude plan. I am pleased that you suggested it yourself, though; I will accordingly count this deed as one of the two such requests you may make of me, under my compact."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Bluff."









Abrogail Thrune II: "No, the thought truly occurred to me, after you told me to despair that we could evade these 'tropes'. I did come into conflict with Keltham; and according to his thoughts, now that such has occurred, my two possible final fates are either to be deposed or to marry him. But I may hope for some flexibility on interpretations."

"I admit, if that was not your logic behind this idea, I have no idea what was. Even you would not suggest this merely in hope of a government more sympathetic to talk of 'corrigibility', not at a juncture this vital where we must somehow bend tropes to our will."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "My thought was that for you to do this thing, without Keltham's knowledge, would make this story irrevocably a dath ilani tragedy. Even if he triumphed in all other ways, his triumph would be poisoned, if we did as I suggest. Then, with the final trend of the story fixed in fate, we can proceed to ensure it is a very great tragedy indeed."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I hope you are not suggesting I am that bad in bed -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Abrogail. Be serious, if you have that capacity at all."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Fine, yes, it takes some twisting away from sanity, but I can imagine Keltham or his Civilization feeling that his story cannot be a good one so long as this one matter goes awry. You are underestimating how many different ways the 'tropes' could turn that ploy into something his Civilization would consider ultimately a triumph, even if the basic plan goes off as you suggest."

"But that flaw can be repaired, I do think, and sufficiently great tragedy ensured. It is more a defect of your own lack of cleverness than an inherent failure of the premise -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Hold!"


"It seems that Project Lawful has sent me a message marked as true top priority. I would guess another Otolmens event. Shall we -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Yes, have it brought here." The Queen sighs.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia reads the top message first, from Pilar Pineda, without her expression changing in the slightest.

Underneath that is a further sheaf of papers, marked with a hasty and nonstandard warning that the Outsider believes this lecture of Asmodia's could cause brain damage to people with artifact-level headbands. Although, if the reporting Security is tracking this all properly, that is probably Keltham being misled, based on what was actually just one manic episode in Asmodia.


"The subsequent material is marked with a possibly-misguided warning from Keltham that reading it might cause brain damage to those with artifact-grade headbands," Aspexia says, handing both reports to the Queen. "I shall let you read it, then, instead of myself. Tell me of only the consequences for unraveling the Otolmens event."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Unless it has somehow changed since I last read it, I do believe my compact with Asmodeus prohibits you from deliberately leading me into harm -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Don't pretend you wouldn't ignore the warning and read it anyways. I am saving us some time."

Aspexia Rugatonn does not really understand, on an intuitive level, why this Queen is not dead twelve times over.









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen reads the cover report, followed by the full transcript.


"Well this is fascinating material. And optimistic in its news, I daresay. If I am reading correctly, most dath ilani are too weak and indulged for them to make proper use of their own Law. We may hope for Asmodeans of true faith to become stronger than their Kelthams, the equals of their Keepers who correct themselves without mercy."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Really. I would be tempted to read it, save that I could hardly tell the difference if Abrogail Thrune went madder, and so your continued beingness of yourself presents me with no proof about my own safety."

"Set that aside. What of Pilar's curse's claim to her that the deed served Otolmens's interest - was there anything in the transcript which made sense of that? That must be our most urgent question."









Abrogail Thrune II: "In terms of what stands out within the transcript upon a glance - Keltham said that Keepers would be those responsible for closing the Worldwound, or for guarding such dangerous information as he thought had been created by Asmodia. Fearing the dread consequence of mild unhappiness that might go along with seeking this benefit, he attempted to forbid his women from becoming Keepers or teaching others to become such. Pilar chastised him for standing between his women and Asmodeus, at her curse's prompting, going into some detail on why our Lord would wish it so, and her own nature that seeks to be corrected by Him; and Keltham now seems on course to relent."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Hm. You think that it serves Otolmens's interest for there to be Keepers in Golarion?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "That dath ilan's arts would inevitably destroy our world, absent their Keepers to contain them, is an obvious thought."

"Perhaps too obvious. Cayden Cailean has played a very tight game, and I wonder if this obvious reading, seemingly all helpful compliance and mutual interest, is meant to conceal some deeper sting."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I wonder if Asmodia would see the sting, already, as clearly as do I."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Still not seeing it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "This act could have advanced Asmodeus's interests in their sum by ensuring that Project Lawful brings the Keepers into existence here, thereby preserving Golarion. While at the same time, for example, giving Keltham more information about Asmodeus than we would have wished."

"With His left hand, somewhere we are not looking, Cayden Cailean sets in motion events detrimental to Asmodeus but also threatening the world. With His right hand, Cayden Cailean averts the greater threats and damages Asmodeus's interests further along the way. And then reassures Pilar that Asmodeus will be better off in the end for her own deeds, compared to if she had never been made oracle."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Ah. I see. Well, if it is that obvious to you, it may still not be the real sting."

"Yet perhaps you should inquire of Pilar about that."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I shall enquire of Pilar's curse. Or 'snack service', as they've now named it. Pilar is an Asmodean in good standing, better indeed than yours."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That cannot possibly be protectiveness that I hear."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Possessiveness. Pilar ismine. Even as, I must now concede, Sevar is become yours."









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen smiles. "I suppose I can agree with that division," she says pleasantly. "But this Asmodia -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Must become able to teach my successor. I will entertain proposals which do not interfere with that."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm. You know, if any man had ever successfully done to me, as Keltham did to Asmodia, I think I would wed that one."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I have no idea where you're heading with this, yet am already certain that it is nowhere good."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I want to try my hand at Asmodia's game against Keltham. I really, really want to -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It has occurred to me more than once that it is a weakness of our entire system of government that no-one can assign you two hours of flaying. Such lack of supervision cannot but have ill effects on a young lady."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I was about to say that you should helpfully remind me of the compact I have signed forbidding me to meddle with Keltham, without the Church's consent, and tell me that the Church will not consent."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It will not. Stay home and fight your war."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Why is everything in that faraway fortress so much more interesting than everything here in Egorian. How dare they lead less predictable lives than mine? It seems hardly fair I am not allowed to become a Project Lawful girl myself, when I am so much better qualified than all those other candidates."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I can only hope one day we have a Chelish sovereign who considers it beneath her dignity to whine about unfairness like a child too young to remember her last correction for that."

"Show a little patience, your Infernal Majestrix. If all goes according to plan, you will have your own dath ilani to play games against. Better dath ilani, if all your immense optimism bears out about the meaning of today's transcript. Perhaps even -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Don't say it! The audience isn't supposed to know what we are talking about, at this point in the plot."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I had intended to speak as circuitously as before, of course."

"And, it occurs to me to ask, does that ploy still work even if we speak aloud of the ploy itself?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I believe so? On the dramatic principles I know, that should leave the enticing mystery unrevealed."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I wonder, is it required that there be an audience, somewhere, for all of this theory to operate? Can we deduce the existence of such an audience, watching us, from such events happening to us at all?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "That, going on Keltham's earlier thoughts detected by myself and also his more recent transcripts, I would conjecture to be the domain of 'anthropics'."

"But if the answer is ultimately yes - then I do solemnly avow to you who may be watching, that should the victory be mine, I will do my best to make Evil's victory more interesting to you than any triumph of Good could ever be."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 8 (7) / Noon
PL-placestamp: Otolmens Containment Zone / Project Lawful main site









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would honestly be content to just lie here not talking all afternoon, but regrettably she has a job, which is figuring out how well Keltham is taking all of the new things he learned about Asmodean theology. And also being appealingly happy and adorable so he's tempted to keep pushing himself on this front. The two don't obviously go well together, but -









Carissa Sevar: "You are my favorite person," she declares, running a second Prestidigitation on top of the first one so that she can make the sheets trail glitter as she cleans them. "And High Priestess Subirachs is my second favorite person. And Abrogail is my third favorite person, though she'd probably be higher if she hadn't specifically told me to absolutely not go falling in love with her."









Keltham: "I should probably try to just accept all that and not ask questions. I'm still not seeing the adorable romance of being stabbed in the stomach with an illusionary knife, but then, I've also never understood what any woman I've dated has ever seen in me at all, or for that matter, seen in men in general. I would date women. So my confusion is staying perfectly on trend."









Carissa Sevar: "I actually think I might have half of the explanation for the appeal of being stabbed in the stomach with a fake knife! I was thinking about this while you and Asmodia were flirting. So in dath ilan, a skill people try to display at each other when they're flirting is - intelligence of a very particular type, right - playing on more levels than the other person, making better predictions - and the game itself is appealing in a romantic sense andwinningat it is moreso?"









Keltham: "Pretty much. Asmodia is supposed to be impressed with me, and then also feel moved that such an impressive person as myself wants to date her."









Carissa Sevar: "Right. So - Golarion is a lot more dangerous than dath ilan. And an extremely impressive trait in a person is their - ability to wield power so that they and the people close to them are safe from that danger. So along with signaling intelligence at each other, we signal dangerousness at each other. A dangerous person is one who, if you are theirs, will be competent to defend you, and ruthless about tracking down anyone who murders you and steals your soul or whatever."









Keltham: "Yeah, somebody killing you and stealing your soul would not be an especially good idea at this point. I wouldn't be my usual cautious, hesitant, timid self about that."

"...I suppose if I asked what it proves to stab somebody with anillusionary knife, while they're chained up and can't fight back, you'd tell me it was more of a direct perceptual update than a carefully reasoned argument."









Carissa Sevar: "Mmmhmm. I have my probabilities that you would be dangerous in my defense and those didn't change much but the part of my brain that instinctively tracks every person around me and how scary they are definitely learned something new about how scary you are. It's much better at listening to knives than reasoned arguments."









Keltham: "That... actually seems fair, I am more dangerous than I would be if I couldn't manage to do that."

"Though I'd then go on to guess that dath ilani women wouldn't find it romantic to be stabbed like that. At all. And while it's sexy that your combat potential is so much higher than mine, I think you turning that against me - would grate against something very deep inside myself. I think a dath ilani woman would probably feel the same about a man showing that he was willing to be dangerous at her, that it would make him less appealing to her."

"And I doubt Civilization is old enough for us to be that much further away from - the original conditions, the early conditions, when our distant ancestors in dath ilan would have also needed to be dangerous to each other. I'd guess that worlds with masochists have this, and worlds without masochists don't. And so there's more to it than - the reasoning you just described that should go through anywhere dangerous."









Carissa Sevar: " - so I kind of have a theory that dath ilanism might accidentally crush some things about the way I am, so if you had children with it they wouldn't grow into adults with it. But I'm not very sure, i can just sort of feel it in tension and maybe I'd have found a resolution even in dath ilan.

...also at leastsomeof attraction is - in dath ilan even if you had delightfully complicated feelings about your boyfriend being scary towards you, everyone knows that he's not supposed to do that,so it must've been a failure of self-control, and failures of self-control are not generally appealing, and if you told your friends they'd think he was much less valuable and people want lovers they can show off -"









Keltham: "Even I could analyze a tangle like that, and cut through it simply by describing it out loud to everyone in the room. It's not a complicated or a difficult tangle. To say nothing of the very smart people who are smarter than the other people, or the Keepers."

"I think, though, that - something like what you're describing - could have happened much much earlier in Civilization, before we'd optimized our heritage as much, when people were less intelligent, and had less knowledge of how tangles like that worked. Though it wouldn't be exactly what you're describing, because that would've made sadists less appealing, not made masochists less appealing."

"But either some factor present only in Golarion, like gods, produced the Yaisas and Pilars and Carissas - or they would have existed for me in dath ilani, but somehow got differentially-replicated out of existence hundreds of years earlier. If the latter were true, that'd be awfully sad, but - the former does seem more likely."









Carissa Sevar: Her first instinct is that it seems odd to have people who like hurting others if there was never at any point in history the corresponding thing but it's a stupid thought; historically they'd just have hurt people who didn't like it, and then at some point dath ilan decided to be too Good to allow that .....



...and quite possibly hidall of their historyso their enormous population of unhappy sexually unfulfilled sadists wouldn't realize what Good had taken from them.



She feels cold horror, and anger, like she's only felt when she's heard Good people saying truly sickening things like that Hell should be destroyed and every devil with it.





....not the time to voice any of that aloud, though.

"I guess the gods might've done it. ....Pilar was talking at dinner about how her curse worked in testing in Egorian and it struck me as seeming suspiciouslyoptimized to let you have her around both your hangups. Maybe Cayden Cailean works very hard to maintain the ratios of various kinks, in general, and no one appreciates His effort."









Keltham: "Suspiciously optimized around both of my hangups? You're going to have to unpack a lot there before I can determine whether I owe Cayden Cailean a large favor or not."









Carissa Sevar: "Both her hangups and yours," Carissa clarifies. "Uh, so the specific thing that she said was that they tested under what conditions she could throw a party for someone. Could she - root out corruption by trying to host a 'we caught you being corrupt!' party for everyone in the palace who took bribes to ignore laws, that kind of thing.

And the answer as far as they could tell - you'd have to ask her or Egorian for the whole record of tests" manufactured real-yesterday for this specific ploy "was that she only finds herself somewhere in possession of snacks to hand out if she sincerely wants good for that person and if it's good for her too. People can summon her to their door with snacks by saying 'hey Pilar I want to have fun', but only if they actually want to have fun and only if she will also have fun.

....see where I'm going with this. I didn't say anything to Pilar so as not to ruin the surprise."









Keltham: "...I'm gonna have to think about whether that counts as nonconsensual mindreading. While carefully ignoring any thoughts about whether Cayden would have already predicted my decision about that, because otherwise my decision is just whatever Cayden tells me it is and then Cayden has nothing meaningful to predict."

"Also, do you know offhand which experiments they did to test the distinction between 'person thinks Pilar will have fun' and 'Pilar will actually have fun'?"









Carissa Sevar: "You'd have to ask Egorian for the list of experiments, or ask Pilar. I think sometimes the source of the result was just, uh, the curse straight-up giving her an impression of why it wasn't cooperating? Like it'd outright sayto her 'sure, that'll be good for you' or 'no because someone would get hurt'."









Keltham: "Well, I'll read the report and then figure out my own experiments to test it, I suppose."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds good. I assume I am not allowed to summon Pilar to my bed with cake and then fuck her even if I am less scrupulous than you and think it'd go fine?"









Keltham: "I... think I have to know Pilar a little bettermaybe? Just so it didn't feel weird that you were having sex with her at all?"

"But no, I'm not imposing my scruples on you, here. For some reason my brain thinks the Conspiracy is trying to lure me specifically into doing things that Civilization would think are awful, but that model of the Conspiracy isn't particularly chuckling about, like, the Conspiracy telling you and Pilar to get it on one night, if you see what I'm saying."









Carissa Sevar: How would a dath ilani do this. "Presumably if there is a Conspiracy Pilar and I are both gifted top-secret actresses who have collaborated on many similar Conspiracies anyway and our private habits are of no concern to the Conspiracy. ....thought of a way you could check if I'm the person you met at the Worldwound. Should I not tell you?"









Keltham: "...since it hadn't even occurred to me to worry about that, I'll say sure."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh, really? If I was a Conspiracy I would not want random Worldwound wizards in on it, they're probably much worse actresses than my usual Conspirators. Anyway, that spell for noticing spies in other planes that your god gave you before we got the Forbiddance up, possibly as a way to tell us to do a Forbiddance? Glimpse of Beyond? Also detects if people are Polymorphed, which I think Security mentioned at the time but then a bunch of stuff happened."









Keltham: "Yeah, thatis the sort of thing that's more effective if I can spring it as a surprise. Still, I can think of the correct surprising point to spring it, if that's not too obvious, so sure and thanks."

"Plus some additional points from the fact that my god is relatively less likely to be in the Conspiracy and did show me that spell, meaning it wasn't selected to be easy for you to defeat. But it could potentially have been something that only worked if I used it at the right time that day before anyone was prepared for it..."

"I'd rather not talk about this while snuggling right now, I notice."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know the correct surprising point to spring it.... unless it's while I'm Altering Self anyway in order to not get pregnant, at which time if the spell works as promised you'll see through the Polymorph into my real face and confirm at once that this is my real face and that the spell does see through Polymorphs. In which case that's too obvious.





- and that makes sense. Sorry. We can talk about something nicer."









Keltham: "That was it. Thanks for telling me it was obvious."

Some of the tension is easing, in him, as Carissa behaves a bit more like a dath ilani would around his problem.









Carissa Sevar: It's what alter-Carissa would do. Rude alter-Carissa, making their lives harder; though on this front, at least, there really is nothing to hide.



"What should we talk about instead. Sexual fantasies we had before we met each other? How unreasonably hot Abrogail is?"









Keltham: "If Abrogail seems unreasonably hot, that's a defect of the process you were using to reason about hotness, not a defect of Abrogail, and you should replace this obviously flawed reasoning method with one that finds reality less surprising."

"So how much does it cost to look that hot, are you planning on doing that in the limit of infinite money, would you like me to look hotter because I am not necessarily opposed to this line of reasoning."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know but reasoning from the cost of the enhancements wizards go for, probably a hundred thousand gold, maybe two hundred thousand. When we have infinite money I don't see why not. If it gives us unreasonable standards we can simply do it to everyone else too."









Keltham: "What'll they do for a couple of hundred gold? Seems silly to spendless than that if it's spendable."









Carissa Sevar: "I think that'd probably get you something like the treatment I got last week, though I don't know if the options for men price out differently."









Keltham: "Now that I think about it, if I'm not allowed to leave here, that's going to end up being almost entirely transportation costs to bring somebody here... well, maybe they can hitch a ride on travel that's occurring anyways, if the number of people moving isn't already at capacity... or maybe the part of Governance that does Teleports is on some totally other budget, like Security."

"Well, if it's actually that cheap, I'll probably want to do it just because, you know, I can."

"I'd ask what it takes to turn more resilient, according to you, but I don't feel like re-chaining you and tickling it out of you right now. Is there any equivalent for - becoming physically stronger? Speaking of old fantasies."









Carissa Sevar: "Bull's Strength. Like Owl's Wisdom but for the body. I'd say 'guaranteed not to cause personality changes that can't be easily reverted' but I've started to get kind of superstitious about saying things like that...comes in a spell your god can give you or a permanent magic item, usually a belt."









Keltham: "Cost of belt."









Carissa Sevar: "Depends how strong you want to be. Cheapest one is 4,000 gold."









Keltham: "I'll try the spell and see if it's instantaneously addictive. Nobody ever died of having more motivation to make more money!"









Carissa Sevar: "Probably a lot of people have died of that! But I approve of you getting stronger, on the same level as I approve of you stabbing me, and you being scarier generally."









Keltham: "...it occurs to me that the 'nobody ever died of' game is probably a lot harder to play in Golarion than in dath ilan, not least because you can't look up the answers. But for the record, when I say something like that - people have died even in Civilization ofthat, and probably a lot morebefore Civilization - you can, for example, say 'I object to your statement on the grounds that it is false', and then I can reply with something like, 'No, proximal cause of death was probably air-fuel starvation of the brain in almost all of the cases you're thinking of' or 'Eh they went to an afterlife' and so it continues."

"I have to say, though, it wouldn't have occurred to me to think that being physically stronger would make me more dangerous in any significant sense. It's just something I expected to be fun."









Carissa Sevar: "My main association with high strength is front-line fighters and they'reterrifying.Not as terrifying as a high level wizard but only because pretty much nothing in the world is as scary as a high level wizard."









Keltham: "...not actually seeing it, but I suppose now that you mention it, the Nidal invasion sure had a lot of people waving around big sharp metal objects for a world I would've thought had more dangerous options than that, like the Security wizard with us lighting up the whole perimeter with exploding balls of fire."









Carissa Sevar: "Spells take time to get off and it's reasonably common for demons - or important people - to have magic shielding against spells affecting them. You want wizards and you want a bunch of people with sharp sticks in between the wizards and the problem. Note how Security only got like ten seconds in which to do that. ....also I assume Nidal didn't just want to kill you, so they had to get into melee, there's no way to steal a soul from a distance."









Keltham: "Do you know how that soul-stealing thing would work, and do you think they were specifically planning that rather than stuffing me into a hammerspace, or mind-control and run me out of the Forbiddance..."









Carissa Sevar: "Probably they had several plans? They'd have to get you out of the Forbiddance alive to put you in a pocket dimension. They could also have tried turning you into an insensible animal and kidnapping that. I know there's a powerful spell called Soul Bind for imprisoning the soul of a person as they die but I don't know what preparation that would've needed - would've required them to be in melee, though - it's too bad Kuthites are so hard to interrogate usefully -"









Keltham: "Subject matter too grim, change topic."

Of course his mind goes on thinking anyways.Is Carissa implying that Kuthites are harder to interrogate because Chelish interrogation tries to use pain as an interrogation tool?

Probably.

Keltham adds it to a list of things that are actually worrying - not so much on Conspiracy theory, why would she say that on the Conspiracy - as on the possibility that there's some final and deepest piece of Golarion Bad News that requires him to build Civilization here only far away from every existing government in this world, and play that hand only once he is ready to defeat them all in open military battle.

...he'd rather not talk about that, look in that direction, right now. If that final grimdark realization comes, it will come at the point where all of his relationships that he wants to advance have advanced far enough for those women to follow him.</eroLARP-reasoning>









Carissa Sevar: Lean. She said it because alterCarissa would, because Taldor has this problem too.



"Right. Back to finding new topics of conversation. Do you want to hear my ranking of all of Security that I've met by who is scariest."









Keltham: "Spoken like somebody who thinks I can tell the Security wizards apart from each other, like, at all."









Carissa Sevar: " - fair. They try to be a bit indistinguishable deliberately, I think.







Do you want to talk about Asmodean theology. I'm not actually any good at explaining it but now that Pilar's yelled at you about it it has crossed my mind that maybe that's a bad reason not to try."









Keltham: "I admit, I hadn't particularly thought before about the question, wait, why isJacint Subirachs a priestess ofAsmodeus, which was not what I'd thought Asmodeus was particularly about. I can see how she might be the opposite side of Pilar, but not what either of those things have to do with Asmodeus in the first place. Asmodeus's concerns are pride, contracts, Law in whatever sense you meant that word before you knew me, and being the chief executive of Hell, right?"









Carissa Sevar: "Did it translate as 'being the chief executive of Hell'? I guess Baseline doesn't have the concept. One of Asmodeus's domains of concern is ...trying for words you'll have...power. Not just in the sense that He rules Hell but also in the sense that power relations between individuals are of interest to Him and understood to be a way of relating to Him. This thing -" she leans into him - "is pleasing to Asmodeus, insofar as He can notice what mortals are doing at all."









Keltham: "I thought Asmodeus was - weirder, more alien, less human - than, well, power relations between individuals like Pilar and Subirachs."









Carissa Sevar: "Asmodeus is very alien and His will is hard to understand, and also He tends to predictably cleric people like Pilar and Subirachs."









Keltham: "Did, he, like,makepeople like Pilar, who don't want to have free will anymore..."

Keltham thinks, but does not say,people like you; thinks, but does not say, that making there be masochists is ethically questionable behavior for a god and possibly the sort of behavior that causes Golarion Civilization to arrest one.

He doesn't actually believe that it's wrong for masochists to exist, but he hasn't really thought about it either; and it can be wrong to make a person who is then not wrong in themselves to exist, as Keltham's parents thought of themselves and Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: "He made people who didn'thavefree will, who belonged to Law, and made the correct choice with no real sense they could instead make the incorrect choice as it wasn't in their natures, and other godsbroke that,and that produced the current situation where people have free will but some of them don't want it. As I understand it; probably ask Subirachs if that has implications as weird and surprising as the Abyss being infinite, because I've always been of the 'if mortals are known to predictably get confused about this then I'll just wait until I'm a devil' school of thought, when it comes to theology."









Keltham: Keltham is relieved but only slightly; he has a sense from prior grimdark experience of a Golarion Doomfact possibly hovering somewhere just out of his vision, but he doesn't know the exact direction to look, and maybe rather wouldn't right now.

"Infinite Abyss level weird implications, no. What does Asmodeus think about Pilar's obligate fetish? Or what does his Church say about ethics and procedures there?"









Carissa Sevar: "The Church would say that it makes her - a very valuable possession, for the kind of person who wants and needs that, the kind of person who can complete her, and she ought to have it, and that it's not just an ordinary crime - though obviously depending on details it might be an ordinary crime - but also a sort of sacrilege, to have a possession like that and not treasure her and protect her and ensure that she finds fulfillment."









Keltham: It's not really landing. Civilization - probably wouldn't end up saying that? Or if the argument landed, it would be an argument meshing more smoothly into Civilization-frameworks that Carissa doesn't know about, that Keltham isn't sure he really knows about to the level he maybe should.

Would the Kelthamverse end up saying it?

"Pilar isn't anyone's possession right now, is she? What determines who gets to have her, if she can't say yes to it?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well now we've got Cayden Cailean involved, I don't really know how that changes things. I think a lot of people like Pilar - just have Asmodeus in that place, their whole life, and their romantic life isn't spectacularly fulfilling? Or some - give themselves to Asmodeus's priests, since those He's vetted, where by 'give themselves' I mean something like 'make themselves known and see if there are takers'. Or some discover that nature in themselves after they're in a relationship like ours, though Pilar seems to not have that route available since she figured it out about herself already.





I think probably if you don't end up growing in a direction where you want her and Subirachs thinks you'd be good for her, then she'll get picked up by a very important Asmodean priest, given the circles she's moving in these days. But right now even if any of them noticed her they'd, uh, wait and see if you do grow in that direction, given the givens."









Keltham: "My brain keeps thinking I ought to figure out a sufficiently surprising test and direct it here, and I'm asking my brainwhy the Conspiracy would be faking this particular thing of all things, and my brain is not answering."

"Uh, don't figure out a clever way to prove it to me, I think thisis a case where I take Civilization's standard Security advice and think of the test myself. It also includes proverbs about listening to your brain, even though your brain is really actually not always correct."









Carissa Sevar: Snuggle. "Makes sense. I won't suggest any tests.







....and I just thought of like three. Sorry. It's just an interesting challenge.



Pilar doesn't need you, anyway. If you don't ever want her and no priest ever picks her up then maybe she'll go to Hell early, at absolute worst."









Keltham: "How many Pilars are there? Per 1000, say."









Carissa Sevar: "Good question. Not a hundred. Maybe ten?





You're wondering how weird it is, that you have twelve girls and she is one of them? It's weird. Notabsurd,but - weird."









Keltham: "Fraction of Asmodean priests who are like Subirachs in the relevant way?"









Carissa Sevar: "One in twenty, maybe? That's not surprising, though, I think she got assigned in significant part to look out for me."









Keltham: "Fraction of population that are priests of Asmodeus."









Carissa Sevar: "One in a hundred." He's trying some kind of bizarre test but she's giving true answers so she should pass it.









Keltham: "Twenty Pilars per Subirach. Sounds like a crowded relationship, and a crowded market, and Subirachs currently doesn't have any visible Pilars. That made more sense when I thought you were saying that Pilars went to Asmodean priests to get matchmade with somebody."









Carissa Sevar: Ah, Keltham. She tries not to be distressed; she'd be confused by this, not distressed, in alter Cheliax. "I'd give decent odds Subirachs has several at home, actually, but yeah, the reason Pilar can probably land a priest of Asmodeus is because she's important and interesting now, not every girl like her is going to get a Subirachs. I think lots of people like Pilar are unfulfilled."









Keltham: "If it's that unthinkable for a priest of Asmodeus to distribute a Pilar to someone who isn't himself a priest of Asmodeus, how would it be okay for Subirachs to tell me that I can have Pilar?"









Carissa Sevar: Why does it feel like this to talk to Keltham even when you're not lying to him. Admittedly she's mostly not lying to him in the sense of having only the foggiest sense what civilians get up to . "...it's not unthinkable? I don't know how common it is but I wouldn't be surprised to hear about it. I bet Pilar could aim higher, is all."









Keltham: "If Cheliax isn't just throwing Pilar to me because I'm important, the amount they know about me should not stack up to the amount they know about many non-aliens who would want a Pilar..."









Keltham: His arms tighten around her. "I'm sorry. I don't want to talk about this, maybe shouldn't talk about it for a bit. I should go with Yaisa before I go anywhere near Pilar, and I know that in the Conspiracy it wouldn't be that you were making this all up yourself and I caught you out in an inconsistency that easily, but -"

"I thought I'd be less scared than this, after the Suggestion spell, but now I'm in love with you and lose you if masochists are a Conspiracy invention and now I'm actually scared about that."









Carissa Sevar: It's not even an inconsistency!!!!!!! Those numbers are her actual best guess!



"I - I know there's nothing I can say to you about that, because I could say it in the Conspiracy too. I hope you figure it out soon, though."









Keltham: "I'll ask Subirachs. It's stupid for me to be talking about this withyou of all people, that's just being cruel to myself."

"And Subirachs is going to say something about - I shouldn't say it out loud. Not if I'm actually going to try to test the Conspiracy on this, even though, even though why would the Conspiracy be doing that if the plan isn't just to hurt me as much as possible. Don't answer that either, if I'm going to play that game with anybody I'll ask Asmodia."









Carissa Sevar:









Keltham: ...some part of his brain does seem to be convinced that letting himself fall in love with Carissa, as much as that looked like the courageous act of living your own best life and not backing away from that out of simple fear, on the surface appearances of things, was actually a huge mistake.


Keltham floats the internal argument that, if so, he has in fact already now made that mistake and might as well go all in on it, and that what comes of it will come.

...it lands a little, maybe.









Keltham: "If I could make safe Wishes," Keltham whispers, "ones that should not work even in a world of magic, I'd Wish that all the Kelthams across all the worlds could ask one true question to their Carissa of the Conspiracy, no matter how rare she is among their worlds, to ask her if somehow even she loves him, or maybe just, if she's okay despite having to play the role of being tortured -"

"I don't know why I'm thinking that. She'd just be like 'no obviously', and how would that help."









Carissa Sevar: "I might not be imagining the same Conspiracy as you and I don't have the slightest idea what I could say that would - capture the Carissae in the conspiracy that you're imagining, meaningfully -



- like, I can swear to it, I'm tempted to, but I'd be scared that - Carissa in the Conspiracy just - condemns herself to Abaddon and burns the Law and becomes someone who can never serve at the Worldwound and who can't sustain a world that fights the Worldwound at all - because I don't understand what Carissa in the Conspiracy wants so I'm not sure it makes sense to say she wouldn't do that -"









Keltham: "Don't swear to it, that reasoning is correct. Maybe I just want to hear her say no, so that those Kelthams can apologize to her, and go back to their more probable Carissas. Why am I thinking so much about her, she's not you."

"You don't have to solve this problem. Basic Security reasoning says you can't, I have to, and the way it gets solved is that I orient to Golarion and play the game against people who aren't you and rule out at least the Conspiracies that are weak enough that they can't just synthesize real masochists, rule out the Conspiracies that have to improvise after I run into Carissa at the Worldwound and whose scans didn't detect me the instant I showed up in Golarion, because those weaker Conspiracies, I could catch, and if they're enough smarter than I am then I'll never know, but also you won't be hurting, because that's not what's efficient if they have the power to eliminate that risk of being caught, you'll just be an actual masochist they made for me, or maybe not exist at all except as a more complicated illusion, and if so I'll never find out, and I'll know that, and someday I'll go to a Lawful being who doesn't answer to Asmodeus and say that I'm looking to buy a consensual permanent version of a Suggestion to not have to think about that possibility anymore unless I deliberately decide to, and then I'll be done and able to live inside Golarion as it appears to be."









Carissa Sevar: " - that doesn't sound like a satisfactorily good ending. I want a better one."









Keltham: "I genuinely don't see how you get a better ending than that even as a god. There could always be a bigger god that's fooling you."

"And we have now lain in bed long enough for the conversation to turn incredibly depressing, which is silly, and next time, we should get out of bed while we're still ahead of ourselves on points."









Carissa Sevar: "Youbecome the biggest god." But she gets out of bed.









Keltham: He follows.

"There isn't a biggest god any more than there's a biggest number. I mean, as a large enough god,much bigger than Asmodeus by the sound of it, maybe you can calculate where you mostly are inside Reality directly, but there could still be a larger god containing you and messing with your calculations and then that's the possibility you'd rewrite yourself to not bother thinking about anymore."

"I suppose there could be some clever solution I'm not seeing due to not actually being even a small god."









Irori: Declaring that you need to become a better god is sometimes worth an extra cleric level from Irori, if He has that sort of relationship with someone, but He and Carissa Sevar currently don't.









Project Lawful: Meanwhile, the Project Lawful researchers have decided that Pilar is usually a pretty nice person so long as you don't punch her in the faith, but can be provoked. Asmodia sends Pilar to ask Maillol for tips on how that sort of thing works with the worshippers of other gods, which Maillol can in fact provide her; though Maillol also informs Asmodia afterwards that he, Maillol, is not particularly tolerant of attempts to duck out potential punishments by sending your subordinate to annoy somebody instead of doing that yourself.

The Conspirators work some on figuring out who they are in alter-Cheliax, and spend some time reading in the library because that's probably what non-Asmodeans do?? If Keltham asks they were mostly reading in the library or getting in some magical practice.



Keltham and Carissa arrive rather late to lunch, but there's sufficient food left to feed them.


Afterwards Keltham announces that he needs to think over the whole Keeper thing in the back of his mind; and also in fact, he does have work to be done at some point which isn't lessons: namely, writing up an interim contract between the Project and Cheliax, and of course writing up a contract for the Project itself. He's sorry for not thinking ahead to this part earlier, but yeah, everybody go take the rest of the day off, or catch up on things. He'll figure out by tomorrow what to do about the Keeper business.



And Keltham writes up the contracts, or rather, sketches what should be in them; there's no point in going formal or handing it to somebody like Lrilatha before having negotiated the pieces. He does successfully remember to actually use the Lesser Restoration on himself when he starts feeling tired. When he's done, he writes up a summary of the key points and ideas, and hands it in to Maillol to hopefully make its way to some appropriate person in Governance.


Flirting occurs at dinnertime, but of the girls no longer employed by Project Lawful, only Yaisa attempts to flirt with Keltham. He doesn't take anybody to the cuddleroom; that part of him feels a little tired, but only in a temporary way.


Keltham takes time for wizard practice as well, and successfully hangs an Auditory Hallucination. It only targets one person per level, alas, unlike Silent Image, so he uses it to play some of Civilization's professional-level music for Carissa, pieces Keltham has listened to often enough to remember in due order.


And then Keltham goes to sleep,and shortly before dawn becomes a statue.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 8-9 (7) / Late Night









Carissa Sevar: "What actually am I missing about the allocation of Pilars and the allocation of people suitable for them, do they mostly end up snatched up by people who aren't very suitable, or are a lot of nobles suitable..." Carissa asks Subirachs during her debrief once Keltham's gone to sleep. Her Ring of Sustenance has kicked in, and she feels more rested just in the anticipation of the extra six hours, even before she's had them.









Jacint Subirachs: "I remind you - gently, because it is in one way a good sign that you are making this mistake, though a potentially fatal mistake if untreated - that the real Pilar does not have an obligate rape fetish."

"The alter-Pilars of the real Cheliax, if that phrase makes sense, are a great deal less in want than I imagine they should be in alter-Cheliax. In the true Cheliax, most people who can afford to keep an alter-Pilar can choose from any number of prey without a rape fetish, and most of those with power and wealth in Cheliax would find that the more satisfying alternative. I apologize; it should have been my place as well as yours to realize that in alter-Cheliax they would be in greater demand than here, before Keltham asked after it."









Carissa Sevar: " - right.





I think I don't know enough about real Cheliax to be good at thinking where I'll need to lie.





Before Keltham....I rather intended to run my magic shop and never leave it and not come to anyone powerful's attention, in significant part because they might rape me though also because they might murder me, and I'm not sure if that was a fault of mine, or - a cost Cheliax is paying because it's cheaper than other ways of getting tyranny, or - if someone would've at some point corrected me in that - but it seemswasteful."









Jacint Subirachs: "I might previously have had a different answer, but I now think we're not actually very Lawful compared to how Evil we are."

"If we are talking about the typical magic-shop owner, then I think they in fact just wouldn't have any grand ambitions of serving Asmodeus that we should be encouraging. Maybe missing a few Carissa Sevars into the mix is a problem we cannot avoid at our levels of Law. It would be a more plausible argument if you didn't have a native Intelligence of 18 or the Spellcraft that you did..."

"I think we're failing to pick up on potential Inner Ring members who'd serve Asmodeus better as more than shopkeepers. I don't have a good idea yet of how the new Cheliax could do better. Except that there could be a dath ilani track for people with native intelligences of 18, and then, something about Keltham strikes me as not the type to hide in his magic shop and never come to anyone's attention, but I could not begin to guess which portion of Law that represents..."

"I think a lot of the real answer is that the real Cheliax is justnot very organized by dath ilani standards. We aren't sweeping peasant villages for alter-Pilars and training the most attractive and Intelligent ones for sale to the highest bidders that might make a more Asmodean use of them, because we simply aren't rich enough to afford infrastructure like that."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham has a bizarre attitude towards being deterred from doing things which might or might not have an Evil dath ilani equivalent and which actually seems important to figure out, I worry it's close to the fragment of Law where he wouldn't just be a shopkeeper."









Jacint Subirachs: "If it's Law, you're going to have to figure it out, or maybe Asmodia. The only way I can make headway on it myself is by imagining that dath ilan shaped Keltham from childhood not to become his Evil self, in ways hidden from him. We may be doing the equivalent of wandering through a dungeon laid in his mind to prevent his escape, and wondering why there are so many traps lying around, where did they come from, who would put a spike pitthere."









Carissa Sevar: "Rings - partially true. He said a bunch of things about how he only cares what Civilization would think of him in the sense that Civilization is sensible but - I think it's why the possibility that we're specifically trying to get him to do things his civilization would abhor looms so large. I think dath ilan would be incredibly hostile to anyone actually Evil and he admits it tried quite hard to make sure he never learned he likes hurting people during sex...the Law part is separate from that, though. If I were to take a stab at it I'd say that - if everyone will predictably not choose their course of action based on threats, then there's no point issuing them, so dath ilan worked incredibly hard to make everyone believe about themselves and about everyone else that they predictably won't choose their course of action based on threats. Which is just false of normal humans but maybe they managed to make it true enough about dath ilani."









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs doesn't see where Sevar is going with this - Subirachs is not currently having Detect Thoughts run on Sevar, it doesn't seem important enough and Security burns a lot of those spells in Project Lawful - but maybe she's only meant to serve as a listening-pet to the Chosen of Asmodeus, at this point.

"If my bedroom partners were immune to threats, they would be less fun in many ways, but that would leave enough forms of fun left to still take them," Jacint ventures. "Being immune to threats, if that could be done, is not the same as being able to avoid reacting to pain in interesting ways."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "And also it's only a threat in the relevant sense, I think, if it's costly to do and you're doing it anyway as followthrough on the commitment, made in the hope you wouldn't have to pay it - like, that we will flog thieves, that's a threat, because no one wants to expend all the resources tracking down and flogging the thieves, but if we didn't then there'd be lots of them.

If you say, I want to torture people to death, I just enjoy it, it's fun, but for reasons of maintaining a functioning organization I commit to restraining unless you betray me, at which point I'll do the thing I want to do -



-nota threat. I think. I should run this by Asmodia, but Keltham's built off it at a very deep level and it might be an edge Evil dath ilan has, that we can credibly promise punishment even to the kind of entity that doesn't respond to threats as long as we're doing it because we genuinely love and enjoy it."









Jacint Subirachs: "My mind's picture of Keltham's Civilization reacts by turning all our lands into fire and ash, if they can, or turning their own lands to fire and ash if they cannot. But perhaps I attribute too much pride to them."

"The Most High would know for certain how gods would see it."









Carissa Sevar: "I think you're right about dath ilan's Civilization, it has built itself into something that will destroy us or destroy itself on contact. It can't live alongside anyone whose values are sufficiently different."









Carissa Sevar: "Ihopethat's not true of Keltham's Civilization. I don't want to lose him like that. I hope that even once it breaks he'll look at us and see something that he is willing to live in the same world as. But maybe he won't, and then we kill him."



And the only way she can protect him is by changing his mind.






Or, if she's wrong to think that Cheliax would win, then the only way she can protect the whole world is by changing his mind.





Well, fine, then, she'll do that.









Jacint Subirachs: "We are not forbidden to kill him."

"Weare forbidden to Maledict him, so it amounts to giving him to Abadar and thence to Osirion, and we can't keep him prisoner here either."

"Whatever game is occurring, Asmodeus has not allowed us any easy lesser victories in it."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh."









" - well, Abadar doesn't want the world reduced to fire and ash either.



Right?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Nethys might."



"Cayden Cailean probably doesn't."









dath ilan: If thiswere an eroLARP, which god got their preferred outcome would depend on which romantic interest Keltham ended up most favoring.

It's probably for the best that Keltham hasn't thought to mention that to anyone yet.









Carissa Sevar: "Can we kill Nethys."









Jacint Subirachs: "We can't even MaledictIone, and if she revives in Nethys's grand temple in Sothis, knowing what she already knows of Law and Keltham -"

"Maybe the Most High would contradict my interpretation, in fact I rather suspect she would, it is not the place of 7th-circle priestesses to set their wits against those of gods. But to me it feels as if we are being told, maybe even by tropes, to submit and play the game that was set for us."









Carissa Sevar: "Win Keltham by playing fair and possessing that which appeals most to him."









Jacint Subirachs: "Playingfair would be taking it much too far. Keltham does not seem to think that particularly Lawful, and I'm quite sure it's not Evil."









dath ilan: (Civilization's hypothetical policy toward things that really really want to minimize your utility function unless you pay them $5, and which totally didn't get there by strategic self-modification no really, is in fact to pay any costs required to remove them from reality.

You could rationalize it by saying that you expect most of those entities did get there by strategic self-modification even if they say otherwise, or via some error that their ancestors are less likely to make if it's obvious that's how most of the potential victims will respond.

But that's only part of the reason. The other part is that if you're finding yourself inside horrible broken counterfactuals that shouldn't exist in the first place and some bastards went and fucked up actual reality, well, even the Keepers did start out as human at one point, so fuck all those aforesaid bastards.)









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 8-9 (7) / Late Night

(yes, still)









Iarwain: Usually when Security suddenly comes for you in the middle of the night while you're catching up on your Project's paperwork, the scenario in which this happens is a lot more scary than the one Carissa Sevar is confronting right now.

The Security usually isn't kneeling to you with their head bowed, for one thing.









Carissa Sevar: - no actually that is stressful because he must have fucked up something badly enough he's not sure if the low-punishment rules still apply.



" - what."









Iarwain: "My name is Olegario, 5th-circle, conjuration specialist. I was the Security who watched over Subirachs's office while you spoke to her of your thoughts on creating a place for dath ilani in Hell."

"I fear Hell. If it is not heresy to do so, and offends not Queen nor Church nor Hell, I would offer my allegiance to you in hopes of receiving whatever place in Hell there may be for the vassals of dath ilani who are not dath ilani themselves."









Carissa Sevar: Oh.









Well, there's going to be a lot of that, if she really does build something that's able to use more of people than the rest of Hell is building.






(Or even if she doesn't, but people hold out hope that she might.)



She feels dizzy. It feels like somehow even though the stakes were plainly high enough for a godwar they just keep getting higher. She has to win Keltham or he'll set up a Civilization built off one that would destroy them if it could. She has to fix Hell or - possiblybillionsof people - will go there and getweaker,because no one knows how tousethem - caring about other people is pathetic but it's sort of allowed if they belong to you, which is precisely what he's offering -







- or it could be a test. But if it's a test she's not sure what it's testing. It isn't heretical to make agreements that explicitly specify themselves to hold as long as they displease none of the Church or the Queen or Hell itself; it approximately can't be.



(It could be Abrogail! volunteers the part of her brain that seems to have assigned itself the role of declaring that everything and everyone could be Abrogail.)


She takes a moment to think. That's probably terrifying, to him, but you're supposed to take a moment to think if you're doing anything actually serious, and this is incredibly serious.



"If it offends not Church nor Queen nor Hell, I accept your allegiance," she says, "though I'll have to build Evil dath ilan before I can even begin to guess the use it will have for its vassals. I - don't predict that it would have none."









Iarwain: He remains kneeling. "Have you any different orders for me, or requests of me?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I'm going to go check if this does, in fact, offend Church or Queen or Hell, and then revisit that question. You're dismissed for now." Does her voice sound childish and incompetent to anyone except her.









Iarwain: Olegario thought somehow that the Chosen of Asmodeus would already know what wouldn't offend Church nor Queen nor Hell. There is in his stomach the sickening feeling of having taken the wrong risk, a foolish risk, a doomed risk. Should he have waited? But the Chosen will have half of Cheliax wanting to swear to her, if the opportunity becomes known and less risky, and she would have less use for a 5th-circle then.

He rises. "I go then to watch over you, as is my duty this night," he says, and steps through her door to put back on his Invisibility ring.









Carissa Sevar: The Chosen of Asmodeus really really wishes she knew what would offend Church or Queen or Hell but you see actually she's just fourth-circle herself and holding all this together through the sheer conviction that a Fly spell can't expire if you aren't looking at your watch.





Okay, maybe she knows some things. Abrogail's not going to object. Abrogail would pay attention to Carissa amassing an independent power base but Carissa's pretty sure at this point Abrogail's correctly assessed Carissa as not at all a threat on that front, and also fifth-circle conjuration specialists aren't even dangerous in that evaluation, especially. Hell...presumably owns the wizard's soul, and if she makes it known she wants to buy it the price will spike wildly....she wishes she could tell Keltham about this, he'd be a delightful accomplice in trying to solve problems like that -



So that's just Church, to check. She goes to Maillol's office; this feels like a thing that has to do with Carissa's fairly inadequate tyranny.









Iarwain: Maillol's office is empty. He is dead and Raised, and his own Ring of Sustenance won't kick until tomorrow night.









Carissa Sevar: Right, that. She's gotten accustomed to thinking of him as just fixed in that chair for her to visit whenever it occurs to her.



Subirachs hasn't died recently, she should be up.









Jacint Subirachs: She is always ready, if perhaps a bit nervous at this point, to receive the Chosen of Asmodeus again.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa recounts what happened. "I - expect it might come up again. My not alarming Her Majestrix is between us, I understand, but would anything I might do inspire concern from the Church?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Yes."





"Quite a lot of concern actually."







"I think this is a matter for the Most High, period."









Carissa Sevar: " - understood. I - regret my error in underestimating its seriousness. Should I write to her or should you."









Jacint Subirachs: Jacint sighs. What was she thinking. What washe thinking. WAS ANYONE INCLUDING HERSELF ACTUALLY THINKING AT ANY POINT.

"I shall permit you the privilege," Jacint says.









Carissa Sevar: Well, if this is one of those Carissa-errors that actually can be solved by hurting her then that'd be good news since so many of them apparentlycan'tand if it can't then it's going to boil down to 'it's allowed if you genuinely succeed at serving Asmodeus with all this nonsense and otherwise not' which is the place Carissa has been for a long time.



And she has tomorrow off! There's that!





She writes a note for the next dispatch to the Most High that Olegario has if it does not offend Church, Queen and Hell offered Carissa his allegiance, and she accepted if those conditions obtain, and then went to check if the conditions in fact obtained, and now repents of her error in not asking first whether, in fact, the Church is so offended, which she is given to understand is a matter for the Most High.









Iarwain: Comms accepts the message from Carissa Sevar to Aspexia Rugatonn with the numb air of somebody who is trying not to think about any of the names now involved in his daily life.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 9 (7) / Pre-Dawn










???: "Ahem."









Asmodia: "Blergh?" says Asmodia, who is not a morning person. You might think that this wouldn't be a problem, since it is not, in fact, morning, but these two negations utterly fail to cancel.









???: ...all right, she'll just give the girl a moment, then.









Asmodia: ...there's an unfamiliar person wearing spiky armor in her bedroom, holding a black candle in one hand that burns with a blood-red flame.

Right, well, it's not likeher life has been normal for a while. "I think I'd like to hear an authorization code sometime about now," says Asmodia, because that's what Security would like her to say.









???: "I don't particularly have one. Security won't hear us while this candle burns. Promise." The words are accompanied by a charming, conspiratorial smile that's backed by enough Splendour that a sorcerer could burn down a city with it.









Asmodia: Uhhuh.

Asmodia gets out of her bed, wearing the same student uniform that you might as well call your pajamas as an Ostenso wizard student. She goes on past the spiky woman to test the door to her bedroom, finds it locked.

She tries to snuff the candle with a Mage Hand. There's no counterspell visible to her Arcane Sight, but the candle goes on burning.

Asmodia goes to sit on her bed, illuminates her room with a simple cantrip, and raises her eyebrows at her visitor.









???: "Are your loyalties, by any chance, for sale?"









Asmodia: "Anyone can be bought for the right price. You might have some trouble finding mine."

Actually, that's sort of alterCheliax Asmodia, not real Asmodia... well, she's not as sure what realAsmodia says anyways, that would require actual thinking and it's way too early in the morning.









???: "How about a long life of luxury somewhere far from Cheliax, followed by a Plane Shift to Abaddon at the end of your life, to leave some overeager devil appropriately bereft?"









Asmodia: "Uh huh. In exchange for what, pray tell?"









???: Asmodia's thoughts show that, first of all, she's pretty sure this is a test, second, that's not even much better than the offer she already got from the Most High, and third -

Asmodia's thoughts abruptly cut out.



Now that is truly interesting, not that Asmodia was being particularly boring in the first place.

"Teaching the Law you've learned, somewhere far from Cheliax, to patrons who reward with more than a simple surcease of punishment," the mysterious visitor ventures.









Asmodia: "Thank you blatant loyalty test. I'd like to get back to sleep now so I can prepare spells tomorrow, and oh, by the way, do my important job for Cheliax. Did somebody miss the part where I just said under Keltham's truthspell that I want the Project to be able to continue doing what it's doing?"









???: "I suppose I can't blame you for thinking this a test. Well, consider yourself to be tested on your answer to this - why wouldn't you take the offer, if it was real?"









Asmodia: In case someone, somewhere, cares about me more than that.

"You didn't significantly outbid Aspexia Rugatonn, I'm having more fun than I've ever had in my life doing what I'm currently doing, I would actually like to see the Project continue its work, and my trying to go anywhere Keltham can't flirt with me is prohibited by factors I have no reason to think you're cleared to know about. May I go back to sleep now?"









???: "One last question. How is it possible that you are concealing some of your thoughts from me?"

It simply shouldn't be possible to mentally enforce a suppression so complete, not against eighth-circle sorcery.









Asmodia: Ohfuck it. She'd gotten sofar without - did she screw up, somehow, think too many opaqued thoughts...

"Project Lawful bullshit that you are not cleared to know about," Asmodia tries, just to see if that works.









???: "It does not, in fact, work."









Asmodia: Asmodia gets Gorthoklek's authorization, hands it over. "Okay.Hell's bullshit you're not cleared to know about. And I really hope for your sake that you were telling the truth about no other Security listening, because if you were lying about that, we're going to have to call them in to get the same orders, now that you went and said all that out loud."

"Otherwise get out of my bedroom, admit to your superior that you failed at running a convincing loyalty test and take whatever punishment goes with that, and don't mention anything about my opaque thoughts in your report. Understood?"









Abrogail Thrune II: She's feeling genuinely torn here between bowing her head submissively and saying "Understood", to see where this goes if it's allowed to keep running, and backhanding the child into Hell, to be entertained there for a few hours before being Raised.









Asmodia: "Understood?" Asmodia repeats in a slightly sharper voice, as she takes the authorization out of the obvious loyalty-tester's hands.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Understood," says Abrogail Thrune II, reigning Queen of Cheliax, and bows her head submissively.

She hasn't actually had a chance to consider the implications of Gorthoklek's authorization, which is not particularly written in such fashion as to exclude Abrogail Thrune from the scope of Hell's command. Abrogail would as soon not do anything with Asmodia she can't undo, before she's had that chance to think, and this pathway does least.

Besides. It potentially sets up an interesting reveal later.









Asmodia: "You say that, but I'm still waiting for you to not be here."









Abrogail Thrune II: If she insists.









Asmodia: And suddenly there's nobody in her bedroom, without any magical phenomena or illusions having been particularly visible to her Arcane Sight.


A slight prickle of unease pokes at Asmodia, then. There are people in Cheliax who can do that, but not a lot of them... she thinks. Who knows what Security actually gets up to, or what you can do with items... the whole thing seems kind of weird, suddenly, in light of that weird ending.

"Was that a trope?" Asmodia says out loud in her bedroom, and goes outside to briefly report an appropriately censored version of the encounter to Security.









Iarwain: Security refuses to confirm or deny that a loyalty test occurred, but isn't particularly reacting as if to an unexpected invader.









Asmodia: Huh. Well, whatever.

Asmodia gets back to sleep.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 9 (7) / Morning









Iarwain: A long oval table has been set up on a rampart of the fortress, overlooking the ocean in one direction, in another direction lit by the morning sun. At present, only five people are sitting here, all of whom have been spending too much time indoors of late. Tea is available, and light snacks of the highest quality, but they are mostly being ignored.









Carissa Sevar: The time indoors is not really wearing on her; there's only sunlight six months of the year, at the Worldwound border that Cheliax holds.



But everything else is kind of wearing on her, such as having to act like she belongs in present company. Not that she's doing a bad job of concealing that she's still scared of them all, but she bets they all (except possibly Maillol) can tell.



"Most High," she says, "I had a question for you." Two, actually, but this one makes her look good so she wants to ask it first.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I make no promises about whether I have an answer, under our circumstances. But ask."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham spoke to us of how, in dath ilan, a group of non-conspirators credibly accused of being in a conspiracy would try to pick the set of actions that would most disadvantage the conspiracy, as an act of cooperation with Civilization in the worlds in which there was a conspiracy in truth, and for the same reason, a person accused of a murder wrongfully would give the police great detail on their potential motives and reasons to commit it.



It occurred to me last night that -"









Carissa Sevar: " - so I, and I think many other people, are in a state of uncertainty about whether I am in fact Chosen by Asmodeus for a work that will require, or at least that has allowance for, the errors and heresies I've fallen into in the course of pursuing it, or whether I am like Pilar and Ione the product of the intervention of some other power, presumably acting with Asmodeus's agreement but not necessarily in His interests. I imagine you have a guess, but I'm not asking for it; I know what I'm meant to know, and it's obvious why I wouldn't be meant to know more.



But I understand, then, that a dath ilani in my position would try to - cooperate with the Church across the worlds in which she is acting in Asmodeus's interests and the worlds in which she is, against her own will, acting against them, and can't be told so. By doing things which make me easy to countermand or undermine in those worlds where I need countermanding or undermining, or by - closing routes that I'd only need if I later desired to betray us.



I see why this wouldn't have been pointed out to me, lest it raise to my attention in the first place that I don't know whether Asmodeus chose me or not. But now that I reasoned through it, is there by any chance a standard list of things I can do."









Ferrer Maillol:









Jacint Subirachs:









Abrogail Thrune II: "I suppose that decisively answers the question of whether exposing people to Keltham can turn them into Aspexia Rugatonn, because that is the most Aspexia Rugatonn thing that has ever been said by anyone who is not Aspexia Rugatonn."

(She's still keeping it professional and still won't be looking at Carissa's thoughts.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Alas, your Infernal Majestrix, it is easier to sound like me than to be me."

"Sevar. When your thoughts become that complicated, it is time to simplify them if at all possible. You are no true dath ilani as yet."

"The first fundamental principle, in any case where Asmodeus's orders have been given, is tofollow Asmodeus's orders. I'm not sure you appreciate the gift you are given inhaving orders you can follow. I must usually operate without them, myself."

"Whatever the unclarity of His vision of the mortal realm, Asmodeus does balance across worlds like those you describe without the slightest difficulty. Perhaps, indeed, the orders to let you travel beyond Cheliax without selling your soul are to the advantage of some other god hoping to receive you from us. Or perhaps they are intended to let you wait on a higher soul-price, and yet follow Keltham in some circumstance where you should and must, to Asmodeus's advantage."

"Suppose we can be confident that the first case was always the one that held, that it is only to some other god's advantage that you have freedom of travel. Even if we are certain of this we must not disobey our orders, not push them around the edges to what we think is our Lord's advantage, because the effect of that is simply to require our Lord to work harder to instruct us when some other god pays Him to grant someone freedom of travel."

"Our Lord has gone to great lengths to make the Asmodean system one ofobedience once orders have been given. It is in His nature as a god, and when we try to make Him work through means whose nature is contrary to giving orders to be obeyed, making Him take into account our possible disobedience or edge-flirtation, we are going against His nature and costing Him yet more."

"How do we balance our choices across the worlds that might be, the reasons our Lord might have, His possible interests, His likely goals? If we have orders, the answer is, by just obeying Him."

"What is it that you thinknot covered by our orders, of which you'd ask such complicated questions?"









Carissa Sevar: "Accepting the allegiance of those who call me Chosen of Asmodeus, and desire to be among the vassals of my kingdom in Hell. ...and buying their souls in secret so the fact of my interest doesn't drive the price through the roof."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'd say that possibilities like these are exactly why I visited you in your bedroom to check your loyalties, that morning. But in fact, this is so vastly worse than any possibility I'd actually envisioned. You are very lucky to have the quality of being visibly and clearly loyal to me personally."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It is not apparent to me that we need especially complicated reasoning to handle this issue. Why not just say among ourselves that we are uncertain about whether you are Chosen only of Asmodeus or Chosen of some other or Chosen perhaps of both, and then proceed in the face of that uncertainty? We know of Hell that our Lord is eager to have you, that your price there is somewhere beyond vast, He has instructed you to serve him well in this world and come to Him in Hell to be treasured by Him. It is not a negligible imprimatur, whether the original spur for it was Asmodeus or an old pact or new bargain."

"What you are looking for, I think, is some assurance that your theology is correct, that your plans for Hell arecorrect, and this is a kind of assurance that is problematic to get into a habit of seeking, even if you are Chosen of Asmodeus and no other. What if you are roughly on the right track, but destined to arrive at better theology and better plans in eighty-one days instead of nine?"

"And if you are not originally Chosen of Asmodeus and no other? Then He nonetheless instructed you to serve Him well in this world and be raised high in it, and indicated that you were a soul who might be exceptionally treasured by Him in Hell, and Hell's vast price on you is justified to us as centering around your ability to produce better devils, though we are told that of other matters it is forbidden to speak. We can scarcely assume your ideaswrong, even if we somehow know for certain that you were singled out by some other god."

"So we must proceed regardless with care for the case where your plans make sense, and care for the case where they do not. You are loyal to us either way, for in either case you are the Carissa Sevar that stands before me and whose thoughts lie open to my examination. You do not need to play games against a version of yourself opposed to us whose mind I cannot read. You are simply yourself planning across two possibilities, and we can simplify away all the complications of which Keltham spoke in his own case, where possible people he is dealing with have intentions and wills explicitly opposed to their other possible selves."

"It is all too easy to introduce complications that sound like Aspexia Rugatonn. The true qualification for being her is being able to simplify away those complications that were not needed, and introduce those that were missing."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, Most High."





Probably she'd still be loyal if she knew some other god had chosen her. She hates Nethys and doesn't think much of Cayden Cailean. Most people apparently aren't loyal when they have options, but. Probably she'd still be loyal even if she knew for sure, and doesn't need to play against a traitor she would never be.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia notes the rather visible absence of Abadar and Irori from Sevar's consideration, after she was told to stay out of Axis and not to think herself Irori, and has fallen in love with Abadar's cleric. Aspexia hesitates, though, to inquire further of Sevar upon those Two, right at this moment. Sevar is making progress herself, in some directions, even as she becomes more worrying within others.

Neither does she remind Sevar that she was offered support in descending into cruelty, wickedness, and the darkness of her own soul, on which Sevar has not made much visible progress recently; they were instructed not to be proactive about that... a worrying sign, however.









Abrogail Thrune II: "What does all that amount to in practice, though, as policy? I know what my first thought would be, but Keltham seems to think that I should not speak mine until others have spoken theirs. I see some amusing possibilities in the practice, maybe even useful ones. Maillol?"









Ferrer Maillol: Fuck Keltham. Seriously. "No. It's a huge disaster and explosion waiting to happen, and strikes at the heart of the Chelish state itself. Tell Olegario no, put the whole concept under real actual no-rumors classification."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Subirachs?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Abrogail."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I stand by my ordering. Subirachs?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Allow absolutely no word of this to pass beyond the fortress walls, but within it, let the Chosen do as she wills. She needs the practice."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: "It's a thing I want and can't possibly ever find in Axis. And I want it quite a lot. But it does seem to me like a terrible plan if I get out of hand in the future, and possible that I am rather than finding the wickedness and cruelty I'm supposed to be looking for mostly finding the high opinion of myself, and enjoyment of power, that aren't going to be sufficient for whatever I need to be cruel and wicked for. I could imagine myself getting eternally distracted from cruelty and wickedness by trying to do whatever seems most practical from where I presently stand, and since where I presently stand is as the heretic who is testing what happens when you don't punish people very much, I'd end up trapped in a - set of results that you can reach from that start while only doing things that accumulate resources, and which is worse than the place I'd land if I was doing something better. So I don't know, which is why I have referred the question to my betters.





If there were any doubt in my heart that my loyalty to you will survive any power at all I might attain," she adds to Abrogail, "then I wouldn't do it. Because that seems like a great way to set myself on a course where I betray you eventually, or look tempted to, or even just look infuriatingly like I think I could get away with it. But there's no doubt in my heart, there, and you can look as long as you'd like."



Keeping it professional. Mostly. That was professionally necessary!









Abrogail Thrune II: "Sometime later, dear, the way in which your thoughts change when I read them is not something you should be juggling right now."

"My own impulse would be to prohibit all such shifts of allegiances until we are sure there are any new places in Hell to be had, and that all offers of such are aligned to the purposes of Church and Crown, perhaps required to be approved by them. I see possibilities of explosive disappointment here, and Olegario's unilateral decision that these places are to be offered at the whim of individual ilani to their vassals is one I do not recall approving."

"Aspexia, your decision? I yield it fully to you."

This is very very obviously a matter that impinges on Asmodeus's own fun.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Realistically, the most important consideration here is Sevar herself. If Subirachs thinks that Sevar having her own fiefdom is likely to produce good effects on her spiritual development, all else must yield to that, provided we think that we can in fact restrict that information sufficiently tightly that it does not affect the rest of Cheliax. Abrogail?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Maillol, fail your Will save against my Detect Thoughts and then think about whether it can in fact be done, given conditions on the Project."









"I see."

"You will have those authorities, then."

"Do not fail Cheliax in this, Maillol."



"Sevar. The Most High has spoken upon this matter of faith."









Carissa Sevar: Is that a yes? Those phrases were more consistent with a yes than a no but also Abrogail likes playing games.



"And now we speak of politics, your majesty?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "No, dear, I mean that the Most High has spoken upon this matter, which I concede to be a matter foremost of faith; she referred back to me a political part and I ordained it so."

"This place is now your fiefdom, and if some believe that you have power over Hell's punishment also, well, we shall see what comes of that. Who knows, perhaps they are right."









Carissa Sevar: And if not, that's on them for assuming it was so.



She does not squeal in delight, though probably to Abrogail she might as well have. She nods.

"My other question, Most High, is whether, while you're here, you have correction for me." Since they're not supposed to be proactive.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Yes, but not all here need be present for it. Subirachs, perhaps, but not the others. I shall tarry after, for that."









Abrogail Thrune II: "If we have no other business among all of ourselves...?"



"Well then. Security, escort them in for morning tea."









lintamande: The other girls come in. And kneel, obviously, because that's the Queen. ....and the Grand High Priestess. At a breakfast table with Carissa, who looks noticeably cheerful.









Ione Sala: Lord Nethys, Ione thinks, trying not to shudder visibly where she kneels, please have foreseen this, and planned for it, that I may continue to serve you unbroken; or if instead nearly all my purpose has been served, make sure my end teaches a lesson to those who think it easy to evade your all-foreseeing sight and your retributive explosions.









Asmodia: Quick, think uncensored thoughts. Nice crown, there. What does it take to get Hell to make you another one of those? How much progress could she make on Law, if the next time the Queen needs to sleep -

She needs more practice at frantically thinking uncensored thoughts that won't instead get her killed.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Rise."

"Seat yourselves."

"Have some tea."

"I am a gentle and benevolent Queen and you are awed by me, not terrified. Aspexia here is stern, but kind, and as Asmodeus's most trusted agent is certainly not dangerous to any law-abiding citizen of Cheliax. That is to be your demeanor; but discuss matters at this table of the true Cheliax, not the alter."









lintamande: Tonia tries quite hard to stand up and go to the table to join them for tea but her legs seem to have turned to stone. This is probably not because the Queen petrified her, though the Queen does do that.



Is this a test. (Yes, everything is a test.)

What is it testing.

Their - suicidality?



Eventually she manages to make her legs move by leaning forward far enough they have to move to catch her, and once she's taken the first step it's easier to take the next one. She is trembling.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa sips tea. Because this is fun.









Asmodia: There's seven empty chairs about the table, so exactly as many as remaining Project Lawful members. Sevar, Maillol, and Subirachs are all seated next to each other in a cluster, the Queen and Aspexia Rugatonn each have two empty chairs apiece to either side of them. It leaves exactly one seat for a Project Lawful member to sit where she won't have anyone dangerous to either side of herself.

There's a cold terror in her, if the Queen is running Detect Thoughts then she is not getting out of here without showing Gorthoklek's authorization to the Queen of Cheliax and that is something difficult to visualize going at all well.

At the same time, Asmodia is currently rocking serious Wisdom and has spent much time visualizing alterAsmodia in her head. AlterAsmodia is awed but opportunistic, not frozen, not terrified.

And if this is a test of anything, or a lesson in anything, that thing is to stop fucking freezing up while scared the wayhalf of Project Lawfuldoes every time Keltham says something that implies the Project might fail sometime in the next minute.

RealAsmodia is frozen and trying not to think dangerous thoughts, and in her own absence she makes the decision to let alterAsmodia talk.



"Pilar, Ione, I think you probably have the most interesting things to talk about with the Most High so you two get to sit next to her. Meritxell, Queen's right, myself, Queen's left. Tonia, you're privileged to sit next to Sevar. Gregoria, by Subirachs. Peranza, between Gregoria and myself."



AlterAsmodia is suicidal, apparently.

...No. There were not, in fact, better options, considering that it's not a good look for the whole Project if everyone tries to avoid sitting next to the Queen and scrambles for the one seat that would have other girls to either side.

If the Project looks weak, Sevar's heretical low-punishment regimen looks ineffective.









lintamande: Meritxell shoots Asmodia what is getting to be a characteristic look that says she can mostly follow along with what Asmodia is doing but absolutely wouldn't have thought of it herself, and she hates that passionately, and then she sits at the right hand of the Queen of Cheliax. "Is anyone tracking whether the sun will change our complexions and whether Keltham will notice?" she says, as she does, because Asmodia shouldn't be the only person who can say things.









Carissa Sevar: "It's a reason not to skip more than a day at a time, but a concern that goes both ways, right, I also don't know that you all who spent more time outside before the project will be getting paler at the right pace if you hide indoors on rest days. Considerations like these are among the reasons we decided not to tell Keltham that powerful memory magic exists, even though we're not using it and the Conspiracy he hypothesizes would be; he might start looking for memory magic in places like our complexions and find other things we're not telling him."









lintamande: "Once we're on a more stable footing and done taking skip days," says Gregoria -









Carissa Sevar: "It has occurred to me that maybe then we manufacture occasion for Keltham to learn of the spell Scribe's Binding, or something, at which point he hopefully stops evaluating everything as Conspiracy and we stop doing any kind of absurd lengths, but planning more than three days ahead seems unwise, so far."









Ione Sala: Walk into the potential explosion and see what happens, that should be the way of Nethys, right?

Without really having any memory of how she got there, Ione is sitting to the left of the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus in Golarion, Aspexia Rugatonn, there is a cute little plate in front of her bearing some expensively intricate snack several steps up from what Project Lawful gets from Cayden Cailean or at least that they've earned from Him so far.

She isn't talking yet. Pilar can totally talk, right, Ione doesn't need to talk.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "So, how is life after betraying our Lord working out for you?" the Most High says, in the voice of someone's kindly grandmother.

People who are never cruel don't get spells granted of Asmodeus.









Abrogail Thrune II: "So, Asmodia. What would you say is the current greatest weak point of Project Lawful?"









Asmodia: "That Keltham is checking the consistency of everything we tell him using Laws we don't understand, both in terms of the Laws that govern the way he expects the world around him must be arranged, and in terms of Laws he is using to think."

She is mostly, numbly, letting alterAsmodia's personality talk, and hoping that if anything really suicidal comes up realAsmodia will realize in time what she is about to say.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm. Suppose I asked you who is the current greatest weak point of Project Lawful?"









Asmodia: "Given that you're asking me, the answer is probably supposed to be myself, but without that information I would've said Tonia."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Oh? How so?"









Asmodia: "Almost never speaks out in class when Keltham has just said something alarming to somebody in realCheliax and less alarming to someone in alterCheliax, a problem partially shared by Gregoria and Peranza though Gregoria is improving. Tonia is too scared generally to think interesting thoughts that will let her say interesting things to Keltham. From Keltham's perspective Tonia probably doesn't have a distinct personality at this point, also a problem she shares with Gregoria and Peranza. That's with Jacme and Pela out of the running, as otherwise they'd be much worse offenders."


...apparently she can talk okay, more or less, so long as it's about her work, and so long as the amount she's sweating under her clothes won't count against her.









Abrogail Thrune II: "What an interesting perspective. Well, Tonia, Gregoria, Peranza, would you care to gainsay that, or shall we all ponder now what sort of personalities you ought to develop?"









lintamande: Tonia tries to open her mouth and say something and it doesn't work. Aaaaah. Good job proving Asmodia right. This is terrible. This is terrifying. Say something.



"Alter Tonia is also scared and in over her head," she says after a horrifyingly long silence. "She's not like you, she met a stranger for the first time when she was ten, she doesn't know much about the way Cheliax works, outside its farms, where most people live, and which I've been representing fine to Keltham, when it comes up. She's very awed about meeting all these fifth-circle wizards who can really teleport."



"The big barrier to my showing more personality traits," Gregoria says, "is that the occasion when I think alter Gregoria would be most tempted to argue with Keltham is about all the putting classes on hold for the sake of his sex life, and I don't think we want him to do less of that."









Peranza: "There isn't anything interesting about the real me," Peranza manages to say. "Nobody has - ordered me -" This probably sounds like making excuses to the Queen of Cheliax and that is probably not a smart career move. "I stand ready to obey orders on how alterPeranza should be more interesting than I am."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's not clear to me, Gregoria, that Cheliax wouldn't be served better by Keltham teaching more and fucking less. While he is awake and thinking we are losing ground, while he teaches us Law and technology we are gaining it. But that is Sevar's remit finally, and if I will not gainsay her decision, you certainly shouldn't. Meanwhile, consider that alterGregoria could have as many as two or even three different facts being true about her, rather than one."



"AlterTonia, perhaps, could try being scared and in over her headloudly rather thanquietly. Showing vulnerability in alterCheliax would be much less punished; alterTonia should have less reason to hide her weakness and her fears."



"Peranza, if there is any benefit to this reduced-punishment conceit of Sevar's, it will be that when people like you arefailing, you are less afraid to go to your superiors andask for new orders instead of waiting to receive them. Have you felt any positive motivation to do anything, has there been anything you wanted or felt interested in, over the last few days?"









Carissa Sevar: "If you think alter Gregoria would take Keltham to task over delaying lessons for sex, then do that; whether or not it serves our interests directly, which I think is a bit of a wash, it is bad for our interests for anything to be absent that ought to be present in alter Cheliax, and a student who is annoyed about all of the sex distracting from building Civilization seems like it might be that. Is this alter Gregoria motivated by jealousy?"









lintamande: " - she can be, if that's convenient? Mostly she's motivated by wanting to build Civilization and noticing that everyone keeps flirting instead."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, she can't be asexual, Asmodia's doing that and two would be distinctly overrepresented, in a population that was selected for being willing to have Keltham's children. But she can be very pragmatic, that seems fine. I might pass you instructions on when you may or may not push, but it seems fine. As one of your several personality traits, as Her Majesty pointed out."









lintamande: "Has anyone got a list of personality traits it'd be nice to see represented, or anything?" says Gregoria.









Abrogail Thrune II: "It generally helps if the personality traits are insideyou somewhere, at least until your Bluff is a great deal higher than at present. Peranza here, for example, thought about Keltham's Silent Image show of dath ilan and its surroundings, which someone will somehow arrange for me to see at some point and yes that is an order. Then Peranza was terrified of having had such a heretical thought, and tried to hide it from herself so that she would not be committing treason by hiding it from me. AlterPeranza then could have the personality trait of being fascinated by the things of Civilization and pressing Keltham to say more about it, which is itself something that I think will work generally to our advantage."









Asmodia: Try to forget you heard her admit to running Detect Thoughts maybe there's enough other people around she won't notice oh no that's censored isn't it -

"Keltham will notice if everyone in alterCheliax has personality traits that serve a purpose of realCheliax. I think that's a problem even if the trait is also there in realPeranza. Where are the traits thatdisadvantage realCheliax? Where are the traits that don't mean anything?"

Wait did she just criticize the Queen? She needs to stop thinking suicidal thoughts when she tries not to think hidden ones.









Peranza: Peranza is frozen in utter terror and horror if anybody's bothering to track that.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Yes, Asmodia, you did criticize my suggestion just then. It's a very dangerous game, but for the criticism to be apt is a winning move. Indeed, if we are playing against a dath ilani then we must create an illusion indistinguishable to him from reality, and that means people having traits inconvenient as well as convenient to the true Cheliax. We do already have some such, for example, alterAsmodia's and alterIone's tendency to say clever things."









lintamande: "My being shy is inconvenient to Cheliax," says Tonia somewhere between stubbornly and hopefully.









Carissa Sevar: "Someone can get miserable when cooped up in a fortress and plead with Maillol and when that fails with Keltham to be allowed out to go swim at the beach, that's the kind of thing that happens in places with worse discipline. And if they just uneventfully go swimming and come back that's evidence against tropes, to Keltham. Best for someone who actually will get miserable when cooped up in a fortress.



Peranza, it's not actually heretical to notice that Keltham, a random teenager smarter than average but not by much who dath ilan didn't think incredibly highly of, lived like a King, or to think that dath ilan manages to present a really really nice front to people who don't know the secrets it's keeping, or to think maybe you'd like it even if you did know as many of them as your mind can stand. It is heretical to think that Asmodeus's Civilization won't be grander, I suppose, but if you're panicking at the stage of noticing that Keltham's worldlooked niceyou're not just protecting yourself from heresy, you're protecting yourself fromthinking.Heresy we cancorrect.There's no corrective I know for not having any thoughts in the first place."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Well said. It's also really really boring."

"Correctives include running a Detect Thoughts and hurting someone every time they try not to think, until they start thinking again. It works about half the time, and better if you are more gentle and patient, which, at that point, I'm usually not."









lintamande: "Do you think dath ilan's keeping secrets that'd make it seem less Good, then?" asks Meritxell.









Carissa Sevar: "It's pretty muchgotto be. Keltham knows nothing about the entire way that societies structured themselves before Civilization. His language doesn't have words for it, and Tongues wouldn't just give me the words that he specifically knows. They rewrote their whole history to hide something, and the most Good explanation I can think of is that it was to enable the mass censorship effort that keeps sadists from ever knowing. In terms of running a Conspiracy, they put us toshame.Everyone knows there are vast swathes of human knowledge they're not allowed to have, and figures the reason is good enough, and they train that in in early childhood too. Good is tooweakto pull that off, frankly, and even if dath ilani Good aren't that weak, Good would also be constantly internally divided about it. You need a tyranny to manage that kind of achievement."









lintamande: - nod. "So maybe dath ilan's not so different than us, but hides that from people like Keltham, because they're more useful that way? And maybe - they're hiding something that we're going to blow up the project when we trip on."









Carissa Sevar: "Those are two of the possibilities that have come to mind, yeah."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail sighs. People who are not herself are sometimes very silly.

"While that is a fine thing to worry about, I do instruct all you here to bemore waryof what Keltham may know that is safe for him to know, in a world that seemingly lacks or perhaps hashidden all traces of magic and wizardry and clerics, which is not safe to have known here in Golarion with its magic. We are very wary of whether Cayden Cailean does in truth hold any common interest with Asmodeus, but that is one of the plausible ones."

"I should also think itslightly more likely that Keltham's Civilization went to such fantastic lengths to, for example, kill every worshipper of every god and destroy every scrap of information by which those gods could again be given an anchor in their world. And then, perhaps, decided to eliminate the knowledge of sadism, so long as they were about their larger endeavor. To be clear, I do not know that it is possible for a world to cast loose its gods in such a way; I do not know it to be impossible either. It seems a more plausible thought in the lightof dath ilan's secrecy."









Carissa Sevar: "....I guess probably Cayden Cailean wouldn't want that but I wish I was more sure."









lintamande: "Did Chaotic Good help seal Rovagug?" asks Meritxell. " - I mean, I know what the textbook says, but -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Yes. Desna, and Dou-Bral who later was inverted to Zon-Kuthon, both participated in that battle."









Asmodia: "Most High, I request such knowledge of those truths as may have been compiled for those trusted. It is impossible for me to guess what truth of our gods may be something Keltham sees as entangled with other truths. That he is as yet too confused to ask much about gods is no guarantee he will remain confused tomorrow."

"We do not get a pass on having failed if Keltham catches us in a lie that we did not know was a lie, from a Conspiracy above our own Conspiracy."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I shall consider it."









Asmodia: "I also ask how much of this conversation took place in alterCheliax - not at this time, obviously, but sometime. I ask whether alterCheliax is talking to Keltham about these matters, what knowledge he may hold that is more dangerous in this place, whether his world hid knowledge of magic and gods. He may think of it; he may predictwe will think of it; and alterCheliax is not in the reflexive habit of never talking to Keltham."









Carissa Sevar: "The Grand High Priestess and Queen are paying this less attention in alter Cheliax, I think; that isn't obvious from other things we've established about alter Cheliax, but it's safer for the project to be apparently not run all that competently, and there's the obvious excuse that running a war with Nidal consumes all their time. In alter Cheliax the war is a much closer thing. Perhaps without them Maillol has this on his list of worries, and perhaps we come up with it independently over dinner; and perhaps one of them spares an hour to read transcripts at some point and gets worried about it and sends a pointed letter. All of those look different....

I think alter Carissa, who has been asked to try not to become a Keeper at top speed, and who is worried for Keltham's emotional wellbeing, when she thinks of things like this adds them to a list titled something like 'things that are worrying/things that will make Keltham sad', for things without immediate implications that might turn out to be important, and tell him he can read it if he wants to. I bet he won't."









lintamande: "Are you - in fact considering yourself ordered by Keltham not to become a Keeper at top speed -" says Meritxell.









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. I'm not that good an actress - yet! I'm going to try for Glibness swords today! - and I'm not sure I could stop seeing the world as Asmodia does once I start. And - it feels like there's a fragment of Law here, though I've barely started identifying it, where we want to at least be cooperating with the version of Keltham who does end up being possible to win over, who even after embracing Evil is going to beannoyedif I wasn't actually his - or maybe it's not a fragment of Law and it's just that I want that Keltham, my greatest triumph, to consider the punishment warranted to be one I can withstand."









lintamande: "Glibnessswords?"says Tonia.









Carissa Sevar: "Not trained in Wondrous Items, don't have time to learn. There's no reason swords can't hold Glibness. They'll be tiny swords, obviously, they'll fit in your notebooks."









Abrogail Thrune II: Carissa is adorable and absurd.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Pilar will attempt to become a Keeper at full speed. It is all too plausible that Golarion will in fact prove to need one. It has been established well enough that alterPilar might do the same."









Pilar : "Acknowledged."









Asmodia: "Sevar," it's safer to request this of her and not seem to be going over anyone's head, "so long as I'm requesting resources, can we have some fresh intelligent wizard students our age kidnapped from Taldor, not broken slaves, not terrorized, ideally with no idea that they've been taken by Cheliax particularly, kept in surprisingly good living conditions, who I can try to teach Law to see how they react to that? It's probably far too late for us to act anything like they would, but it would be helpful to have any idea what not-too-scared wizard students are like outside Cheliax. I want to know what we've already given away before Keltham sees it."









Carissa Sevar: "I've thought about that. You can convince me it's worth it but the ways they'll fail to correspond are going to include 'they won't be girls' - noble girls learn wizardry sometimes, but we can't realistically get away with kidnapping a decent sample of Taldanenoblegirls - 'they won't have learned in a school, but as an apprentice of a specific senior wizard', they'll be older than you lot or considerably weaker as wizards, and they're often going to be their family's one investment meant to support all the rest of them for life, selected as the child likeliest to - abide by that contract, if you want to give them credit for Law, or be socially pressurable into paying for all the deadweights, if you want to think of it that way.



If given all that you still want them, sure, let's do it, but if we want the closest analogy to Cheliax we want a wizarding academy and I think we'll get noticed if we kidnap a sample from those."









Asmodia: "You could give metwo such girls, so that they'd have any interactions with each other to observe, and no more."

"We could look further afield than Taldor, my sense is that this is not just about alterCheliax but about what holds in Evil countries generally that we are giving away."









Ferrer Maillol: "Adding a safe holding area for unfriendly wizards, even just two second-circle unfriendlies, otherwise isolated from Keltham, unable to make any trouble Keltham could notice, is not a trivial request."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Not trivial is project manager language for don't wanna. Don't tell us not trivial, tell us what it actually costs."









Ferrer Maillol: "Ten thousand gold over four months, perhaps, not including kidnapping costs, and some lingering chance they do cause trouble that Keltham notices if they're being held in or near his location."









Asmodia: "Once my Ring of Sustenance kicks in, maybe I could go to Egorian on an evening Teleport and visit them there...?"









Carissa Sevar: "Can we hire them? - noting the trend where I keep making the Abadaran suggestion, and maybe it only seems good to me because I've tilted myself too much towards making sense of Keltham. But we could have someone go to the wizard schools in Absalom I'd hesitate to kidnap a student from, and offer a lot of money for a couple years' indenture working on some wizard's secret project, he reserves the right to stop you from leaking his secrets. .....she, actually, if we don't want the wrong kind of filter on what girls we get."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Potentially adds a number of complexities on top of keeping simple prisoners. Still, I expect that wizard girls in Absalom will sign up for some arduous restrictions if you offer ten times more money than they could otherwise earn in a year. I'll have somebody look into it."









Asmodia: "I observe that I don't actually want to teach them Law over the next months or years, I want to quickly observe how they behave in the first week. If I think I've learned all I can after a week, what do we do with them after? With simple prisoners we can statue them when I'm done with them, since we don't want to send them to their afterlife where they might talk. If their school is expecting them back, or responsive to Sendings..."









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, you'd have to get them to agree not to be expected back at school. I'm fine with some exploratory looks at kidnapping as well, but" this is sure an awkward conversation to have in front of Abrogail "my impression from what wizards not from Cheliax say at the Worldwound, is that the big wizard academies are the Academae in Korvosa, which is more or less also the reason we don't own Korvosa, and Felandriel Morgethai's university in Almas, which is definitely the reason we don't own Andoran, and the Magesterium in Absalom which is the reason no one's conquered it in five thousand years. And if any of that is half accurate then kidnapping the kids who are the best close equivalent might get the attention of one of the few powerful people in the Inner Sea who aren't yet meddling."









Asmodia: "We could hire them under a contract where they are to go entirely out of contact and unscryable for 2 years, I suppose, if anyone would agree to that. If they go home and only two weeks have passed, oops, guess there was a time accident."

"Though - I'd worry that even after 2 years, maybe I would've taught some piece of the Law we don't want them taking back, if we can really win Keltham over or keep him that long - if they're Lawful, they could swear a secrecy oath, I guess, but -"

"Are there girls our age in other countries who are known to be good at math, with Intelligence 17, without their being wizard-tracked, or being quite so missed if they are kidnapped?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm sure there are peasants overlooked everywhere, it's a question of how resource-intensive it'd be to find them, and how much we'd learn if they're that different. If you only want two maybe we can fake the deaths of a couple of wizard students in a way that doesn't raise too many questions. I do think it's worth expending some effort on; I'm curious about the answers too, and I expect Keltham is already looking for some correlate we don't know about."









Asmodia: "I do think they need previous education in math, if we want to test the effects on them of Law. Not peasants, but - girls apprenticed to send out merchant ships, ships not owned by any powerful wizards -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Teachinggirls such is rather rarer outside Cheliax. Likewise for those philosophical academies that teach those who study mathematics for its own sake. If you are satisfied with a pair of boys to examine, the task will be simpler."









Asmodia: "I know far too little of women and men outside Cheliax to guess whether that would matter."









lintamande: " - huh," says Gregoria aloud, since she won't be lit on fire for it apparently, "I sort of assumed that wasn't really true, that only Cheliax educates women."









Carissa Sevar: "It's true. You'd have learned soon enough, at the Worldwound."









Asmodia: "I request to know whythat's true. Can Keltham - deduce Hell and Asmodeus's true nature fromthat, somehow, if it's just Cheliax?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I want to refer that upwards because I know it to be an occasion of heresy for me."



She thinks that this is great and speaks to the fundamental superiority of Asmodeus to other churches and Cheliax to other places, but that can still be heresy if you do it wrong enough.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Human societies are like that by default. Elves and drow and dragons less so. Only in Cheliax has Asmodeus exerted the force to come in and smash aside existing social orders and impose a tyranny of His own image, which does not share this common property of human societies."

"We are, I think, becoming lost in the weeds. Asmodia, I will assign you some worldly intelligence officer to answer all such questions; now speak not for a time. Have others other matters to discuss, over our tea and snacks?"









lintamande: "Are we getting more students? Ones better selected for - the thing we're now doing?"









Carissa Sevar: "Likely yes. Though we should wait and see the attrition rates from having a breakdown and becoming an incorrigible heretic, before we start funneling all Cheliax's best and brightest here."









lintamande: "If you're not an incorrigible heretic somehow then I think we'll be fine," Meritxell says.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I think whether I'm an incorrigible heretic or not remains unclear and you had better not benchmark off me."









Ione Sala: "I'm currently making up all of my Nethysian theology as I go along and it's not impossible Keltham will catch me out onthat. I request true books of Nethysian theology, sworn to me to be unaltered and uncensored, that I may better serve my god in whatever ways He is very evidently cooperating with Cheliax. Including protecting the Project from attacks by Nidal, giving Keltham a particularly convenient channel through which to send him only approved or modified books, and opening the possibility for Keltham to apparently flee and hide while continuing his research, so long as I can provide him with a library takaral."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Denied. If I send Asmodia any books of secrets I will instruct her to tell you nothing of what is said of Nethys there."

"As annoying as you are, the actual worshippers of Nethys are far less pleasant to deal with. Had you ever met Nefreti Clepati, you yourself might agree that you were better off reinventing your own theology."









Abrogail Thrune II: "She's not lying."









Ione Sala: Ione will keep quiet, then, and try not to think any angry thoughts very loudly until she is back among less dangerous people. Lord Nethys will have foreseen this pass, the petty slights of Asmodeans directed against the follower of a greater god; what she invents for herself will be enough to serve Him.









lintamande: "What do you think are the biggest weaknesses of Project Lawful," Meritxell asks the Queen after letting Ione's sulky silence speak poorly of her for a moment.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Keltham knows far too much that you don't."

"You are crippled by an education almost absolutely unsuited to the task you now face, only able to stumble along by grace of your naive enemy undoing some of the damage and re-teaching you."

"Neither Asmodia nor Carissa are as yet reallymore cleverthan Keltham even with their headbands; I have a sense that only I am presently his match there,if I,and Aspexia has bid me not replace Asmodia in her duties."

"You have previously been terrorized out of thinking for yourselves, and that is now suddenly your job, with far less initiation and preparation and filtering than is usual in Cheliax."

"Everything you do occurs under the shadow of forces greater than yourself, of which Pilar's snack service is only the most overt manifestation, and it is not clear where those forces are steering you or how they could be exploited."

"Key project members have questionable or openly non-Asmodean loyalties. The one among you strongest in her faith is the center of Cayden Cailean's manipulations."

"The Law you are ultimately attempting to learn was taught to Keltham in a form perhaps deliberately designed to contradict and poison philosophies such as Asmodeanism, especially as that philosophy was taught to you before you entered the inner ring that has tea with the Queen."

"Multiple gods may be very unhappy with what we are trying, only Broom's god protects this place from their direct interventions, and it's not at all clear that Broom's god will remain happy with us."

"Other countries have had their attention dramatically called to Project Lawful and the misdirection of the false Project Lawful may not hold."

"Everything you do is under the time limit of Keltham's waking hours as he progresses towards awareness."

"In trying to awaken Keltham to Evil you may well be matching wits against Lawful Good minds barely short of gods, who designed his education to keep him asleep and hobbled."

"Some of the knowledge Keltham holds may be vastly destructive to Golarion if not contained."

"To contain the Project's dangers we may need our own Keepers and not just our own ilani."

"The improvised early days of Project Lawful may have revealed some truth to Keltham that will eventually prove fatal once he understands the rest."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not going to argue with the Grand High Priestess that they should have the Queen at Asmodia's job for a day so they can learn from her. That sounds like a great way to die horribly.




Not going to argue. Not arguing.









Aspexia Rugatonn: To Sevar alone: I fear what the tropes would make of it. I fear the results if we try to replace the asexual - who watches it all and now also controls the game, beginning from a disfavored position but rising rapidly, who is learning Keltham's own Law to wield against him - with Keltham's already-defeated rival for your heart.









Carissa Sevar: See, that's why to not argue with the Grand High Priestess aside from the Asmodean virtue of obedience, or at the root of it; she has reasons you didn't think of.





Carissa is not sure if the tropes are, uh, real. But probably better to err on the side of assuming they are, even if it means they lose something that would be very useful to them. And anyway that is the decision that was made.









Ferrer Maillol: "This would usually be the point where I said something about how I've been on more doomed projects than this one, and pushed through. But if I make it out of Project Lawful alive, I'm pretty sure that will top all other candidates for which projects I tell future subordinates I survived."

"Youdo have a bit more support from upper management than most projects can expect, and vast though not adequate resources to back you. Believe me when I say that it could have been much, much, much worse."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Our allotted time here is passing, I fear.  Pilar, the Most High has business with your curse. Subirachs, Sevar, a word with you before the Most High returns."

"The rest of you are dismissed."

"Maillol, see them out."



Meritxell, I have a certain matter to discuss with you privately. Be available for my summons, in some minutes, before I go. Security who see of this in your thoughts are to speak of it to no one.









lintamande: Meritxell is aware she should be terrified but instead she's delighted. She wants to be one of the interesting girls, not one of the boring ones, and that involves some terrifying summonses. She leaves and waits, genuinely unsure if she's more scared or excited.









Carissa Sevar: "We are honored to have had you join us, your Majesty," Carissa says once those directed to depart have done so.









Abrogail Thrune II: "You certainly are."

"Carissa, dear. How is my work on you holding up, as seen by you from within? Any stumbles in its annealing? I am not presently reading your thoughts, so you must speak what you know."









Carissa Sevar: "I think I still don't fully understand the shape you desire for me, because I was confused when Keltham wanted the same thing. Confused, but able to give it to him. I notice myself being more ambitious - noticing that my plans require something hard to get, and thinking of solutions like 'well I guess maybe I'll have to become an archdevil, all right, which one's seat would be easiest to play for - I'm not sure if that's an intended effect or an unintended one. I'm not feeling scared of being hurt like I was immediately afterwards and am instead back to wishing I could just suffer until I stopped having problems but unreasonably they'll still be there if I suffer about them a lot. I think I have uncovered more desires, but - not uncovered the ones that'd close any path but Hell to me. Not yet. I promise I'm looking for them. .....uh, there is 'if I don't go to Hell then it will continue being unsatisfactory, so I will be sure to' but I think that's heretical and does not count as a desire that Axis can't fulfill, even if technically Axis can't fulfill it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "The latter part of that is the Most High's place to speak of to you."

"Though on my imperfect understanding of the Outer Planes, my gift to you - and I am pleased that you know it for such - is not a gift that would have been given to you in Axis, had you died and found yourself there."









Carissa Sevar: "I know. There aren't people like you in Axis, and if there were no one would let them do anything interesting." The part of Carissa that has gotten very stubborn about all goals being only minor inconveniences volunteers that probably Carissa could have just thought about her priorities until she improved in the same way; she does not share that stupid opinion which is probably not even true. "I am ready already to unhesitatingly choose a Hell that would treat me likeyoudo, even knowing I may never again merit such a gift. And I think Keltham would accept that Hell, but my job is convincing him to accept the real Hell, so I have to track the differences. I think Hell mostly isn't, for people, what you've been for me. Maybe it could be. Once I'm an archdevil."









Abrogail Thrune II: "The treatment that Keltham improvised for you, yesterday, has an aspect I find truly fascinating. It is not quite what I would have done, but - the part that your transcript showed your thoughts stumbling on, Keltham's instructions to you not to punish yourself, that you thought so much unlike Hell, is strangely like what I would have done."

"To be precise, I would have told you that I was going to read your thoughts and punish you as I deemed appropriate, and you were neither required nor allowed to usurp my place and punish yourself. It is, in fact, an appropriate instruction when the problem you are trying to solve is a tangle of somebody's thoughts getting in the way of themselves, and your method is cutting the tangle with pain applied from without."

"Keltham seemingly arrived at nearly the same answer, and with far less experience than it took me to reach it. The question that fascinates me is whether this indicates that the way in which Keltham tortured you is Lawful in some way I cannot see."









Carissa Sevar: Abrogail's phrasing does not seem nearly as concerningly un-Hellish, of course. She thinks on the puzzle for half a minute. "I think Keltham has an instinctive understanding of - some rules that dath ilan went out of its waynotto teach him, but which still might form part of the Law. Like that one, maybe, and like - that it was his task to succeed or fail at, and I was just present for it. But I don't have the math, and I'm not sure even he does. I'll think more on it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Do so. I admit, I have less hopes for your plans of Hell, than do you. But if there truly is some defect of Lawfulness in how the current devils are treating new petitioners -"

"It seems too absurd to speak out loud. But there remains your price in Dis."









Carissa Sevar: "Indeed.

Any sane person would have less hopes for my plans of Hell than I do. Knowing that, a proper dath ilani would of course believe what they think a sane person ought to believe; but I'm not one, yet, and I'm going to try to find the flaw that might not be there; it is as important as arranging our ultimate triumph, and might be related to it. And there are already lots of people at work on other clearer bits of Our Lord's will. ....I hope. Now you're going to tell me that there are actually only six reasonable competent people in the whole country."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It depends on what task you want to assign them. We probably have six reasonable competent tailors in Egorian alone."

"People in the tier you're challenging now? People who could be assigned to head up something as strange as Project Lawful has become? Sometime when we're not at war with Nidal, I'll invite you to dinner with all of the proven souls like that in all of Cheliax. It won't be a large dinner."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Pilar. Will it suit you if I address your oracle's curse as snack service, or would you rather it receive some other name?"









Pilar : Pilar halts her initial impulse to agree with anything the Most High wants to do. She wouldn't be asking if she didn't want Pilar's opinion.

"It was Ione's term, but considering how offended I felt when I thought she was calling me that, I find myself pleased by the thought of my curse being called the same."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Mm. Snack service, I address you now. A disturbing thought has occurred to me, that if Golarion must needs have its own Keepers to survive, you might claim to be serving Asmodeus's interests on the whole, if you convinced Keltham to permit those, while along the way giving Keltham far more information than Asmodeus would have wished."









Pilar : Pilar can feel the sinking all the way down to her stomach. Even if it was Sevar's call, if it turns out it was like that, then maybe it's - Pilar's own fault - for not thinking more about her curse, asking smarter questions earlier -









Project Lawful: Asmodeans sure are suspicious! Is that how a nice Chaotic Good curse would treat a host who's been so accommodating to her?









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Answer the question, snack service."









Project Lawful: Aspexia Rugatonn didn't actually ask a question, nor is she, in fact, a being whose words command immediate and unquestioning obedience from Chaotic Good oracle curses.

Pilar's curse enjoys being nice, though, so if Aspexia Rugatonn asks politely, she'll definitely get a polite answer back.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Oh, is that what niceness is, now. You expect me not to recognize sadism when I see it?"









Project Lawful: Pilar's curse especially enjoys being nice to Lawful Evil and setting up conditions where Lawful Evil has to be nice, yes. Chaotic Good does know the concept of sadism, but it's not quite your kind of sadism and the difference is important.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn has pride, yes, in much the same way she has the Crown of the Most High; it's indeed a part of herself, but not in a way where she can't remove it as soon as there's something to be gained for Asmodeus thereby.

"Very well then. Please, if you'd be so kind, tell me whether in having Pilar castigate Keltham, you gave to Asmodeus with one hand, and took with another."









Project Lawful: The answer is... nope! The suspicious Asmodeans are completely wrong! Telling Keltham significantly more or significantly less than Pilar did would have served Asmodeus less well, even if Keltham had come to the same decision about Keepers either way.

Having Pilar speak out passionately to Keltham like that, about something she really cared about, and having her passion turn out to hurt Asmodeus in the end, would be something that Pilar's curse would never ever do to Pilar!









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And would you then, also, please speak to my suspicion that Cayden is with his left hand setting in motion injuries to Lord Asmodeus which will produce subsidiary disasters, and with his right hand using Pilar to cancel those out and perhaps also do Asmodeus's interests some lesser injuries along the way, such that she may be truthfully told that Asmodeus will be better off than if she were never oracled?"









Pilar : Pilar's flinch is barely perceptible, to anyone not Chelish; to Aspexia's Sense Motive, it looks like screaming.









Project Lawful: Also totally wrong! For that to be true would definitely count as Pilar being used against her Lord, since Cayden Cailean would not set those disasters in motion, if Pilar wasn't there to stop them.

It wouldn't be playing nice with Broom's god either, to set a disaster in motion, and then invoke the importance of Broom's god to stop that disaster while also doing something else you wanted. Other gods would be unhappy with Cayden Cailean about that; Cayden Cailean couldn't get away with that sort of thing the way Asmodeus can.

Aspexia Rugatonn's clever suspicion was in fact a pretty silly one! Any god would've seen that right away. Aspexia Rugatonn should remember that she isn't actually very good at this kind of reasoning, just better than all the mortals around her except Keltham.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "...would you perhaps care to answer, please, so long as I'm asking politely, whether it's the case that everything you've done so far has in truth had no purpose but that which seemed overt to myself." If the curse claims this, Aspexia will mostly conclude it's just lying.









Project Lawful: Ha ha! Of course not. Don't be silly. Snack service is a Chaotic Good divine oracle's curse. What Pilar does has all kinds of hidden effects.

That benefit Asmodeus.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And why not tell us, hm, if the effects are so purely beneficial to Asmodeus?"









Project Lawful: Because the suspicious Asmodeans wouldn't trust Snack Service about it, obviously.

This will become clearer in a few weeks, after one of the real effects of Pilar's actions becomes apparent, and Aspexia Rugatonn sees that it did benefit Asmodeus, and also that it would obviously have not served Asmodeus better if Pilar's curse had just told Pilar.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Would you please tell me of Cayden Cailean's real goal in all of this?"









Project Lawful: Nope!









Project Lawful: To be clear, that means nope, Pilar's curse won't say; not that Cayden Cailean's ultimate goal is nope. The noping of all things is definitely not Cayden Cailean's goal here.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Could you perhaps please tell me of Nethys's goal in all this? Or Irori's? Or who is Asmodia's own god? Or whence truly come the tropes?"









Project Lawful: Nope! To be clear, that was a nope about answering any of the above questions, not the noping of all things being Nethys's goal in this particular case.

Chaotic Good is not really much bigger than Asmodeus on Asmodeans being told what's going on or why. Asmodeus thinks Asmodeans should just follow their orders. Chaotic Good would like to see that happen too!









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I now hate Chaotic Good noticeably more than I did at the start of this conversation, which I concede to be an impressive accomplishment."









Pilar : "Most High - what am I to do?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If your curse tells you that something must be done to serve the interests of Asmodeus where they overlap with those of Broom's god, and there is no time to consult Sevar or myself or Abrogail Thrune - use your best judgment, but on the whole, obey."









Pilar : "Acknowledged."

It really wasn't the answer Pilar was hoping for. She was hoping for something more like 'just do anything it tells you' or 'tell it to fuck off unless it gets approval from your superiors'. 'Use your best judgment' not so much.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "What serves best Asmodeus is not always what makes you most happy. Even you, Pilar, are not always made most happy by what serves Him best."









Pilar : "Understood."

Pilar knows that is true but Pilar doesn't have to like it.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Do you suppose I am allowed to just plainly ask Keltham for the logic behind what he tried? You reported to Subirachs on what had occurred, Subirachs reported to me in my capacity as your recent past sadist rather than as Queen, I write Keltham an incognito letter from one sadist to another..."









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe? It tips our hand that you're paying a lot of attention, and, uh, from a tropes standpoint makes you a recurring character, but might be worth it, if he can explain himself.Icould also just ask him for the logic, which is safer but perhaps permits you less to get at your exact question."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I suspect the matter of the recurring character is a ship that will certainly sail at some point if it has not already; the real story does not make sense if I am mentioned in it but once."

"I could have sent the letter to you, to show to Keltham only if you deemed that acceptable. The Queen of alterCheliax is solicitous of her subjects' rights in such matters, if no great stakes otherwise prohibit her from it."









Carissa Sevar: "Alter Cheliax has so far been treating me as Keltham's possession, which of course it only does because that's what I said and I ought to be taken seriously when I say it. I don't think it'd make me responsible for deciding which letters Keltham reads." She is less terrified about disagreeing with the Queen than she would have been before, but it's still a very salient thing to do, like jumping onto a bed of hot coals while you have Protection from Energy up.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn is now approaching the table.









Abrogail Thrune II: "My time here is up, I fear. Well, Keltham will very likely show the letter to you if I tellhim that it is safe to do so. I think you may ask better followup questions than I myself would, if there is anything of Law in his answer."

Abrogail rises, smiles at Carissa with blinding levels of Splendour, and departs.









Carissa Sevar: How does she smile like that. Why does she smile like that. Just for fun??



"Most High," she says. She is not gaping wide-eyed at departing Abrogail, she'snot.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn drops into a chair without much ceremony. "Subirachs. Sevar. A relatively minor matter first: When Pilar's curse turned her in for unAsmodean thought, after she considered donating her new earnings to the Church without expecting to benefit herself thereby, you said that you thought you knew what mistake she was making. What mistake do you suspect in Pilar, Sevar, and how would you remedy it in her if such fell to you?"









Carissa Sevar: "I was directed to try to discover in myself desires that Axis could not fulfill, and to be supported in my education in cruelty and wickedness, because those are skills, skills that Asmodeus values in mortals, and if you try to loyally serve Asmodeus while possessing none of them you'll - end up too Lawful Neutral, in my case, probably others would err in different directions.

It seems to me that Pilar is absolutely and unshakeably loyal to Asmodeus, but possesses little, herself, in an appetite for cruelty, or power, or slaves, or much of anything else, and I think it hadn't occurred to her that that could be a deficit, because after all, time spent pursuing her own personal interests is time not spent serving Asmodeus. But - devils are cruel, and enjoy cruelty. Asmodeus in making His servants did not actually make beings with no desire but to obey orders, even though He obviously could have; they are to obey orders and within the bounds of their orders to pursue Evil that pleases them. It pleases Pilar to obey, but she doesn't know what pleases her when obedience requires nothing in particular, or requires only that she do some Evil.





That's what I think the error is. As for how to correct it, I have no idea, because Pilarismore devout than me, and this is an area in which I need to improve as well, and I would fear that in trying to teach her I would end up causing damage. I assume there's not an established route of escalating cruelty that takes people who don't find it particularly appealing and makes them masters of it, or it would have been offered to me. If I absolutely had to do something and there was no one else to ask at all I'd, uh, have her help Ione torture Ione's brother who Ione hates or something?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Mm. I did not expect you to be able to correct Pilar in this particular matter of faith, but it seemed worth checking. Subirachs?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Order Pilar to try out standard Asmodean enjoyments that cost money, read her mind to see if any such had appealed to her. Do not order her to any enjoyments that resemble torturing orphans, per standing orders on Pineda. Only once Pilar knows some other right path for herself, punish her for her unAsmodean thought. With an additional punishment for the fact that her Chaotic Good curse usurped Lawful Evil's authority in presuming to have her reported and punished, lest she think that her curse have the power to punish her and determine the right path thereby."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Good enough. Try that and see how the initial steps go. I so authorize it. Should they fail, I think I would be interested in hearing what her curse suggested as an alternative."



"Sevar. You inquired after your correction."

"I mark first that there has been a developing anomaly in our attempt to follow those orders we first received: you are simply more important at this point than an ordinary county's heiress or fourth-circle cleric. The ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law would have us offering you far more theological support than a fourth-circle cleric would receive, should you request that. That events have gone beyond Asmodeus's plans is one obvious interpretation, but for you to serve Him well in this world and be raised high within it, would also inevitably mark you as a priority for theological support over time. Then the developing conflict in the instructions should have been foreseeable, and perhaps we were meant to follow those orders strictly no matter how important you became."

"Given that the orders came by way of a contract devil rather than Asmodeus's direct vision and intervention, I am now making the judgment call that I am to offer you no less theological support than your actual importance merits under the ordinary course of Asmodeus's Law, should you request that support, and I mean to tell the Queen that she is free herself to support your more material journey towards Asmodeus above the county-heiress level, as her own whims may move her."

"This is the most visibly dangerous decision you've seen me make so far, and if you feel any sense of nervousness about it yourself, this would be a good time to speak up."









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa pulls the transcript of what the contract devil said out of her bag, opens it with her magic, rereads it.



"County heiresses don't usually have three Wishes and ten pounds of spellsilver," she says after a little while thinking. "We obliged a clarification anyway, when I tried again to sell my soul, and I didn't get told that I shouldn't possess such resources. I - do feel nervous, but I don't think I see a reason to decide differently."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Hell, had it paid you such a price, would not be a slave of Church and Queen."

"Arguably, though it is rather a stretch, neither am I or Abrogail. Slaves of Asmodeus, perhaps, but not of Church and Queen. Mark well that I resorted to no such twisted interpretation when first we met."

"But on, then, to greater matters, which a fourth-circle cleric could not call in the Most High to clarify to her." Aspexia Rugatonn looks tired, which means she is choosing to look tired, but that still means something and signals something even if it's a deliberate choice. "You want to know if you're a heretic, or rather, if your heresy is wrong. According to the doctrine of the Church, it is anathema. According to the doctrine of Hell as we know it, it is anathema. Even to offer your potential vassals some temporary and false hope in the face of Hell, is anathema under Asmodeanism as we know it, for Hell is the destruction of hope."

"The question is whether it is anathema to Asmodeus, and the problem we face there is that Asmodeus truly does not think in human concepts."

"To Zon-Kuthon, the object of torture is torture. This only goes to show that not everything of Lawful Evil is thereby of Asmodeus. What, to Asmodeus, is the object of torture? Answer as you believe from within your heresy, and not from doctrine."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has thought about this endlessly and also the Most High's going to tear through it like tissue paper, isn't she.



Well. If it's false she wants to know that. She cannot build dath ilan on any lies.

"Asmodeus wants the error undone, of mortal free will; He wants His possessions not to possess that nature. He wants them obedient to Him. They should suffer if He wills that they suffer, and not only if He wills it for some reason, because if that weren't true then his power over them would not be absolute. Asmodeus desires that the power He rightly has over all of us is - reproduced after a fashion, that we own those weaker than us as Asmodeus owns us, and so obviously anyone I possess should suffer if I will it, and I don't need a reason, so long as I am myself obedient to Asmodeus, and not motivated by a rejection of His will. But the object of torture is the shaping of a soul, to be more useful, and closer to satisfactory; some torture is probably for the shaping of the torturer, not the victim, and it's still plainly Asmodean, to torture someone who is mine because I happen to want to and it doesn't undermine Asmodeus's goals.

But a slave of Asmodeus who just wants to cause their slaves maximum suffering at all times is indeed more like Zon-Kuthon than like Asmodeus; while perhaps bounds on their conduct can properly be placed only by those above them, and only on their own whims or insofar as it serves Asmodeus, it seems like they'd be a better slave of Asmodeus if they tortured their slaves exactly insofar as it improved them, in a manner that improved them, and thus left Asmodeus richer and not poorer. So torture is right whenever it strengthens Asmodeus, by strengthening his reputation or his tyranny or the incentive not to annoy him or his more valuable slaves, or by strengthening one of his possessions; but the purpose is strength."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I think you are missing an important point about what Asmodeus might be trying to accomplish in the average and typical case of a worshipper subject to Him, because, in fact, you are not ordinary in how you yourself relate to being tortured."

"For most mortals in Golarion, Sevar, the way torture works is that they don't want to be tortured, so by torturing them if they do a thing, we ensure that they do not do it, or if we torture them in all cases but one, we force them to that exact path, and even, we can torture them unless some particular outcome eventuates and force them to try with such intelligence as is in them to find means to that outcome."

"I will pause in case you have questions about this seemingly unfamiliar concept."









Carissa Sevar: It only works because no one knows any Law.

She was not asked for comments, just questions. She's silent.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia, like a number of high-ranking Chelish authorities who scare people too much for them to talk, just runs Detect Thoughts instead. It saves time on trying to scare people into not being too terrified to tell you things, or even on the less terrified ones trying to decide what to say in front of you.

"You are thinking that it only works because they don't know Law," Aspexia repeats for benefit of Subirachs. "But knowledge of Law alone is not enough to convey immunity, I rather doubt. I expect that Abrogail could shatter an average dath ilani if she wished, perhaps an average temple torturer could, and I expect that threats would work on them thenceforth whether or not they retained their knowledge of Law. Mayhap not a Keeper, there is no way we may know from where we stand."

"Torture alone cannot force a greater devil to obedience if they do not deem you above themselves in Hell's hierarchy; greater devils, then, relate to pain and threats in some other fashion indeed. There are torments in Hell even for they, when they fail, but they must be to other purposes than simply enforcing obedience from those that would not otherwise obey. If a greater devil fell into the hands of Kuthites, say, they could not be moved to obedience for any amount of pain. On a god it would not work at all. Would it have worked on mortals in the days before they were cursed with free will? I do not know, but I suspect not."

"Asmodeus is known to prefer mortals as they were before free will, even though this would render nonsensical any such system of tyranny as now exists in Cheliax. In Asmodeus's Hell, devils are remade as beings who are more difficult to move by simple threats, and yet even for greater devils in Hell there is punishment."

"What to Asmodeus, then, is the object of torture? What is to him tyranny, that in Cheliax we call this tyranny, but better would be if none here had free will or could be moved to actions by threat of torment?"









Carissa Sevar: She thinks about it.

She's not surprised, that devils can't be moved by torture; it may take more than knowing the Law, but it is part of Law, and beings that Asmodeus chose to shape would not be so. That part feels right.





It makes sense for Asmodeus to want more valuable devils. She doesn't need to understand Asmodeus to predict He wants that; whatever else He wants, if He has more valuable devils, it's easier for him to get. Torture making devils more valuablemakes sense.If it's not the answer -

- separate out some instances of it not being the answer -

- maybe torture is good to Asmodeus when it makes devils more valuable, but that's a small share of what makes it valuable and she's being asked to identify the rest. That doesn't require undoing every bit of reasoning that starts with the assumption Asmodeus runs Hell in a way that enables Him to better achieve His goals.

- maybe torture doesn't make devils more valuable butotherwise causes Asmodeus to have more resources.For example, if Asmodeus had a deal of some kind with Zon-Kuthon and Hell were a blend of their tastes. ....no, feels wrong. For example, if torture is in some magical sense directly a source of power for Asmodeus, the way prayer is sort of understood to be. ....no, also feels wrong, if that were true it wouldn't be a complicated secret. Maybe torture makes mindsmore predictable to Asmodeus?Tortured minds are more alike, and so more useful? ....that's just a clever way to get back to her favored hypothesis that torture makes devils more valuable. Maybe torture makes the Good gods get all mad at Asmodeus and that in in some sense directly useful. ...also doesn't feel persuasive.

- maybe torture does not cause Asmodeus to have more of anything else he cares about, and the only reason there is torture in Hell is because of Asmodeus's fondness for torture, like Zon-Kuthon, if not wholly like Zon-Kuthon because He does apparently care about several other things. In which case there is torture in Hell because Asmodeus likes it that way and no new way of training devils could improve the situation because Asmodeus doesn't regard it as potentially benefitting from improvement.

Thatfeels like an actually dangerous heresy, the kind of thing where if she believed it she'd - she's not sure what she'd do how about she stops thinking about that. What is it with her new urge to when she thinks of something dangerous keep thinking about it, like there's always a safe answer at the other end.

....though the best time to have unsafe thoughts is right now while they can be corrected promptly.

Okay.

If the point of torture is that it makes Asmodeus weaker, makes His triumph less likely, but He likes it, so it happens anyway even though it makes devils worse, then Carissa thinks Iomedae kind of has a point. Carissa in that world is not going to betray the project because she mostly cares about Carissa and they are competent to make that not in the interests of Carissa, but she'd cease feeling like Good was obviously and plainly her enemy. Good would kind of deserve to win, if Asmodeus wasn't trying to because He was so busy torturing people in ways that undermined his other goals. The contempt that Carissa feels for anyone else who undermines Asmodeus, she feels for this hypothetical Asmodeus, undermining himself.

There; she thought it; now it's obviously not the answer to the puzzle, so keep thinking.

The answer is not that a Hell with torture leaves Asmodeus weaker than a Hell without it; now that she's actually thought it it's self-refuting.

So it leaves Asmodeus stronger, or at least the same.

But she's not supposed to just again give the answer 'to make devils better', that would be - failing to engage with what the High Priestess is trying to say to her -



What does pain have to do with tyranny?

Well, someone who can hurt you without reprisal is above you. Maybe that's important; maybe in a sense there's no real chain of command, if everyone's seamlessly working together to advance Asmodeus's goals, and for it to be a tyranny at all it has to be clear who can hurt who. That explains why torture is allowed; it doesn't explain why it's a particularly common proclivity. Is torture unique in having that property? Or maybe another way of thinking about it is - is everything which has that property torture?

If so, then this tea was torture; it was, after all, orchestrated in significant part to make it clear to the girls on the project who could hurt who. And the elaborate rituals of formality among nobles are torture too; they are after all about establishing who can hurt who without reprisal, communicated with every degree of incline of one's head -

- yeah, that's not a useful definition. Torture is one way to communicate that, but not the only one. But maybe the others bottom out in torture. Or, they could just bottom out in final execution, but that would be horrible and wasteful; better for everyone if they bottom out in torture. Except people like Asmodia.

Carissa's authority on the project, she is well aware, is located in significant part in the girls' knowledge that an experiment is being run, and that if they're incompetent even when barely punished then they'll be properly punished. She's doing without much torture, but not without the threat of it; the threat of it underlies the whole thing.



That feels like it might be as close to an answer as she's going to get on the spot, but the thought of backtracing inferences into spoken words is suddenly quite intimidating. Well, presumably the Grand High Priestess is reading her mind.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I am. Abrogail has certainly made progress on her goal of having your thoughts not collapse when you know they are being read, and in teaching you to think in Asmodeus's service without being afraid of thinking." Aspexia hopes that was, in fact, the right goal. It was certainly a very proactive one.

"Further facts to consider: Hell - not Asmodeus, who cannot speak to us except in sharply circumscribed vision, but Hell - has never made any offer so merciful as you are contemplating, even though, you might think, Hell could gain advantage by making that offer to souls that would otherwise come to Asmodeus not at all. Because other souls would then demand it? Possibly, even as those recruited to your Project, if they were warned, might demand more than others to sell their souls -"

"No, Sevar, you shouldnot do that. Hell is circumscribed not in how many souls they may buy, but in how much they may pay out and in the minimum they must pay per soul. If you'd succeeded in your sale, I expect it would have been worth it, to Asmodeus, but it might have caused ten or a hundred others not to be able to sell theirs, this year, I do not know the exact rate of exchange. Let your recruits sell you contracts on themselves such as you sold to Keltham, if you dislike the thought of devils cheating you."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think Hell is advantaged by being known to make such offers, not in - the current world they have to negotiate with. But Civilization's going to be bad for Hell,if we don't figure out how to make it good for Hell; the correct general policies are going to be different in a world that's building Civilization than they were in the world for all of history."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Mm. Leaving aside the question of Hell negotiating with a more Lawful future Cheliax, I do hope to hear some acknowledgment from you that you will not warn your new recruits of their fair prices. It is theoretically a matter of the Queen to make it an order, as it is Crown rather than Church which depends on soul-sales to function, but I doubt she will be amused if she must tell you herself what I am telling you that she'd tell you."









Carissa Sevar: "Of course. I understand, and I won't tell them. If I think of something clever that doesn't reduce Cheliax's ability to sell souls I will seek authorization before I do it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Good. With such a contract as you sold Keltham, you can rebuy their souls later, at some more reasonable price than your price to Keltham, and force Hell to either repurchase them more fairly, or yield them to your own purposes. So long as you don't cripple the entire Chelish Security apparatus."

"To return to the point. It should be clear to you by now that the lynchpin of your entire plan is the question of what - not the Church's doctrine, not Hell's hierarchy - what Asmodeus will accept in terms of Hell's possible arrangements. Cheliax is probably less important to Him than that; here He may accept more pragmatic sleights."

"And I call your attention again to the notion that torment is not simply for shaping souls. It has something to do with tyranny and slavery, with how the threat of torment produces obedience in mortals - though better still apparently would be if those mortals had no free will to begin with. It has to do, you suggest, with how the question of who torments who, makes there to be a hierarchy in Hell; and so a place in that hierarchy which one's pride lies in owning and defending, rather than a mob pursuing one goal without other organization."

"Is that enough for you to deduce the answer you are seeking, with such knowledge of Law as you now have? I bid you think about it, don't just say 'no' and refer the question back to me."









Carissa Sevar: She tries to make herself speak the thoughts out loud, this time, for Subirachs's benefit and because it's not like she's less accountable for them if she only thinks them.



"Torture does shape souls, but it would not be acceptable to Asmodeus if Hell only used torture for the shaping of souls. Torture is also the bedrock of the Asmodean tyranny; if you could not use torture for punishment, then Hell would resemble just - one of Keltham's organizations, that fires you if it's displeased with you, and considers itself otherwise to have only the authority you agreed to. There probably wouldn't be discipline problems, if I had a little shard of Hell that merely fired those who displeased or disobeyed, but that's because they'd be tortured once fired; the shard would still be using torture as its bedrock, just making other parts of Hell actually do it. That would be unacceptable, I think. I don't know why. It feels intuitively unacceptable, like a tyranny trying to pretend it isn't one. If that shard of Hell produced much of value to Asmodeus, maybe those who owned it could afford to obfuscate the tyranny - but -

- oh, I have it, it wouldn't work. Humans, who are very very flawed, might treat 'you are treated well here, but could be fired' as substantially different from 'you're tortured for disobedience', and might flock to my shard if they were qualified, but if it's just an obfuscation then a more careful and more Lawful being wouldn't see a difference, it wouldn't produce different strategies in response, it's a dead end. It has to be actually different, to do anything actually valuable with beings that are not starting as incoherent as humans. If the tyranny is founded in something different, something that uses dath ilani better, it has to be founded in that all the way to its core.



if you were building it out of Carissae you could have its currency of power be intelligence. The weakest devils and petitioners are very stupid, and by proving themselves they are granted more intelligence, having demonstrated that they'll actually serve better with it, and the punishment for failure is for those enhancements to be stripped away; pride and tyranny and slavery, with pain only in whatever place it needs occupy for Asmodeus's other purposes. That might only work on people who are very like me. Then again, the appeal doesn't need to be anywhere near universal.



My answer is that if I'm not doing that with torture, I have to figure out what does do it, and ideally does it in a manner just as pleasing to Asmodeus and at no higher cost, because torture ischeap,and if it doesn't suit His will for Hell then no pragmatic concerns about the survival of Cheliax in this new world will make it possible, and if it does suit His will for Hell then it should be done. Though -

- such a thing wouldn't be granted to me unless I am such that it does not injure the order of Hell, to grant it to me. And right now I'm not Asmodean enough or frankly Lawful Evil enough."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Mm. Have you guessed yet how I will answer?"









Carissa Sevar: "If I knew your answer it would be mine, Most High."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I surely hope not." It seems Aspexia Rugatonn has decided to look suddenly very tired, as she speaks. "My answer is that I don't know what exactly Asmodeus seeks. Why would I? We obey His orders, and by this means does He work His will. To command and be obeyed is Asmodeus's nature as a god, as much as Cayden Cailean is acting here through his domain of revelry. If Asmodeus tried to act otherwise, outside His domains, He would face much greater costs and difficulties."

"I know what tyranny we were instructed to create in Cheliax, but not the question to which that was His answer, I cannot say what else would have served Him well had matters been other than what they were. I know Hell's current doctrine. I don't know what bargains and compacts constrain the shape of Hell, in addition to His pure will, or what the combination of those two might permit in terms of alternative arrangements."

"If I knew Asmodeus's exact true goals and tried to serve those goals to the greatest possible extent, without awaiting His instructions, I could not be Most High, I could not be His cleric at all. Even if that served His interests best, He could not use me that way. It is outright contrary to His domain. If you hold Him in contempt for that you must hold every other god in the same contempt. Gods are beings of means and not just ends."

"And how could I know Asmodeus's own true answer? He is not mortal, was never mortal, His true answer will be some god-thing spoken in a language of Law I know not."

"What is tyranny, what is slavery, what is pride, what does Asmodeus truly want from us? If you told me that the actual and correct answer to this question had to be produced within one hour or all Hell would be destroyed, I would call Asmodia to this place and give her my Crown, then call Abrogail here to lend her mightier Crown to you, and hope that the two of you could solve it together."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh.









Well, if I have your leave to try, I'm going to try. ...pray for me."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If it did not seem that there were other gods assisting here, if I was not nearly certain that Asmodeus has bargained with some Good god and paid them for some benefit He received, I would order you off this course. You are trying to understand what Asmodeus wants out of Hell and then create a new arrangement there He finds more satisfactory. That is something that Asmodeus alone literally could not arrange to have happen, even if, once on that course, He predicted your success."

"It doesn't mean that you aren't Chosen of Asmodeus, Sevar, or that He is not backing you in this. Only that the plan, if there is one, literally could not have been His alone."









Carissa Sevar: "That occurred to me. Optimistically, that the Good gods have foreseen their defeat, now, and are bargaining for the world of Asmodeus's victory to contain some of that which they value. Less optimistically - bringing Keltham here perhaps had to be satisfactory to a number of different powers.





What does Irori even value." She says it aloud because she's instinctively saying all her thoughts aloud, and then realizes that maybe that wasn't one to say aloud.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "People solving their own problems for themselves. In a way Irori is more opposed to Asmodeus than Iomedae, in nature if not in goals. Iomedae commands paladins to Her service. Irori cannot act on anything in Golarion except insofar as somebody pursuing their own pathway may happen to benefit His goals."

"Yes, it's a very obvious thought. Do keep in mind that you were specifically warned against certain pitfalls here. Irori will not have asked Asmodeus to deliver you to Him in return, if that is what is going on here; that too is not Irori's nature as a god. He cares nothing for faith in Him, devotion to Him, for that is also contrary to His nature."









Carissa Sevar: "I understand." What does it even mean to be a god of people solving their own problems for themselves. - no, Irori's aims don't matter here even if He is among the collaborators on this. Carissa belongs to Asmodeus and her only problem is how best to serve Him, and she's been promised Hell. Not exactly promised Hell. Promised that if she comes to Asmodeus with no thought of other choices she will be treasured. Perhaps someone else paid Asmodeus; what of it? She hopes Asmodeus got a lot of whatever He values, in exchange, and He gets Carissa too.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And Sevar. Don't start thinking that torture can't be the answer to anything just because you suspect the current form of Hell is sometimes using it wrongly. You've seen Abrogail use it in a fashion of which you approve. I'm told that Keltham swiftly reinvented one of her hard-learned principles. The new Hell you are envisioning is a lot more likely to go over well with our Lord if it is, in fact, Hell, rather than a tiny section of Axis carved out of it."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, Most High." She knows that very well, so she's taking the reprimand not as 'you might not have known that' but as 'you are despite knowing that likely to err this way'. Which is fair.





It would backfire, wouldn't it, to tell most of the girls they're at risk of being too Lawful Neutral. Axis is generally understood to be pretty comfortable. It's not backfiring on Carissa. She can't fix Hell if she doesn't figure out how to be actually Lawful Evil and actually Asmodean and go to Asmodeus as ordered with no thought of any others, so that's a fixed point in all of her plans; she'll do that, and do the other things around that which make sense and serve Asmodeus.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Better thoughts. Some of your previous ones were frankly not trending in a positive direction. Do you know which ones I am referring to?"









Carissa Sevar: "...the hypothetical inside which I decided if it was real I couldn't respect Asmodeus, Most High." And here she'd thought they were just going to ignore that since it was obviously stupid.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Itis possible to present me with an alternate version of Asmodeus, such that I lift my head in contempt and say I would not serve such a god of Lawful Evil. If He had been Zon-Kuthon, for example."

"The hypothetical Asmodeus who cares anything at all for torture even if it serves not one of His other ends, as if He had been alittle like Zon-Kuthon but still had His other goals and natures, is not one I hold in contempt. He would simply be paying costs now and then to have more torture happen, not on blind instinct torturing someone a little even if that ruined all His other goals. That is how He is with respect to tyranny, slavery, compacts, pride, they are, from His perspective, what having plans is for."

"The issue here is that youdid not think clearly inside your hypothetical and decided with worrying speed inside it that such an Asmodeus could not be good enough for you. If you are that hasty in half-formed judgments I think you will end up too far from our Lord in spirit to present Him with an acceptable new Hell, and quite possibly fall into heresy at the level of outright disaster."

"You have flown very high and very far, and I think there is starting to be in you some of the recklessness that you saw in Asmodia. Do you recall her remedy?"









Carissa Sevar: That's fair. And it is comforting, in a way; that she is at risk of falling into disastrous heresy means that she hasn't, yet.



"I slapped her, Most High. - but she's on the light punishment regimen."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And then she assigned herself to read a book, and when that failed her, Asmodia asked Security to hold her down and set her hand on fire, and that remedy was seemingly effective."

"It reassured me to hear of it, that the chosen of tropes and other gods are not thereby rendered entirely non-Asmodeans."

"I think you will have an easier time of redesigning Hell if you learn anything about how to use pain. Abrogail knows, the boy out of a Lawful Good world is learning swiftly, it is time for you to stop dawdling. The journey of a thousand leagues begins with a first step, and assigning standard torture codes to Pilar is not that step."

"Consult with Subirachs and devise a punishment for yourself that you expect to restore your cautionary judgment about when to decide in your thoughts that Lord Asmodeus would be a fool. If enduring that torment makes you weaker, if it fails and must be repeated stronger, you will have only yourself to blame for either end."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, Most High."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn rises, feeling older than her age, which is itself not negligible. If that's not how to get a cleric of Irori to come closer to embracing Asmodeus's true ways, she doesn't know what would be; but at the same time, what an Abyss of a problem to even find yourself trying to solve.

"Go with Asmodeus, Chosen," she says, letting her real weariness into her voice, as she turns to go. For Sevar surely is Chosen, probably of Irori, possibly of Asmodeus, definitely of the tropes, maybe all three.









Carissa Sevar: She'll do her best!









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune (having just departed her own meeting with Sevar) finds for herself an unremarkable room of Project Lawful.

The Queen then orders her most trusted Security on staff - one with a friendly and well-paid agreement with Abrogail Thrune to eventually let himself be made a statue until after the Queen's death, should the Queen's own end not come before his, because the Queen doesn't want some things spread about in Hell while she's alive - to tell Meritxell to come by for her terribly exciting secret meeting.









lintamande: Meritxell, terribly excited, arrives.



(She knows that probably the Queen's attention is abadthing. However, Carissa Sevar has it, and Meritxell is a very competitive person.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune approves of her attitude, in fact. Meritxell is not quite Abrogail Thrune before she donned the Crown of Infernal Majesty, but she's surely closer than some.

"Rise."

"I overheard your thought before about wanting to be one of the interesting girls."

"I'd already planned to make a certain arrangement with you that will, I suppose, make you somewhat more interesting. This will involve some nighttime Teleports to and from Egorian once your Ring of Sustenance kicks for you, and a license to commit what would be, for anyone but you, massive treason."

"But it is perhaps worth going to greater lengths than that, so long as we are about it. You see, it occurs to me that it would perhaps be well to have one uncomplicated unheretical Asmodean not touched by any other gods among Keltham's romantic interests."

"I have no idea if we can make you interesting enough to qualify as a true romantic interest to Keltham, but I'm willing to try."

"Anything your heart might be set upon already?"









lintamande: Meritxell is speechless for a moment, because of how she has just had all of her wildest dreams offered to her because of her uncomplicated unheretical Asmodeanness and desire to be interesting, which is - better than her wildest dreams. And she learned lucid dreaming so as to eventually be able to fuck with people in elaborate mindscapes and has some pretty weird dreams.



"- I haven't given the question much thought," she says. The first thing that is coming to mind is 'being secretly part dragon' but she's pretty sure you can't suddenly become part dragon. "Or, actually - Keltham says he can't fall in love with me unless I enjoy it when he hurts me. Is that - can you -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "It wouldn't be easy. Scribe's Binding, maybe? Miracle? I'm not sure Asmodeus would be willing to grant any Miracles targeting someone who was clearly to return to this interdiction zone... Keltham would ask questions. I suppose it's not especially more likely to happen in the Conspiracy than in alterCheliax? Well, except for the amount of government attention on the Project it implies, if you can have a ninth-circle scroll of extremely-alterCheliax-forbidden mind-control used on you... though, Keltham need not know that something quite so drastic was required, but then what if he asks for it to be used again..."

"To be clear, we are trying to do this without making Asmodia sad. Alas. There would be so many more exciting options if not for that."









lintamande: "'I wrote to my cleric mother and she said she'd try to obtain some expensive secret things for me' will work on Keltham," says Meritxell determinedly rather than try to fathom the concept of using a Miracleon this, "Or we'll have to sort out whether we're allowed to talk to our parents and what they know, but we should sort that out anyway. We were planning to at some point make Keltham aware Scribe's Bindingexists so he'll decide there's definitely not a conspiracy..." She is rambling. One should not ramble at the Queen.



I don't think I have requests, other than that. What would you have of me?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Due time, Meritxell, due time. You becoming a masochist, even if we could do that, would not itself make you more interesting than Yaisa, even if it was done in an interesting way."

"I do know a Baron with no heir, who owes me a rather severe favor, and for you to secretly be his heir..."

"Honestly, it strikes me as just too uncreative. I feel there must be something better to do with your character. But we can fall back on that if we lack better options."









lintamande: "Gregoria's got that," says Meritxell with considerable irritation at Gregoria. " - I mean, she's not a Baron's heir but she's a Baron's heir's daughter and we can't have two, I would imagine, your Majesty." Her tone softening as she goes on with the sentence and remembers she is not remotely in a conversation with a classmate. "Long lost twin? No, that's boring too, and obviously tropey. Kidnapped by some foreign government that wants to learn the secrets of Project Lawful, and tortured horribly, but conveniently now I'm into that......Asmodia is absolutely going to veto that. Contacted by the agents of a foreign government who offered me wealth and power beyond my wildest dreams if I deliver them Keltham, or even his lecture notes, and like a responsible person I reported this immediately but I do want to see how much wealth and power beyond my wildest dreams I can squeeze out of them before they catch on."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Perhaps alterCheliax is openly, deliberately making you more interesting, such as by appointing you para-Baroness, to test whether this causes you to have always matched one of Keltham's fetishes other than sadism..."

"Well, the problem there is, what if that works? Though I don't expect it would be all that damning, by Keltham's rules, unless the quality is very rare and we can't pretend it's more common..."

"I don't suppose you have a conveniently long-held fantasy about some way you could become something greater than what you are now, quickly, if you had access to moderately vast resources to bring it about?"









lintamande: "I sort of always figured I'd uncover a treacherous plot against the Crown and get an important appointment out of it and have an ominous laboratory that glows for no particular reason but all of that's objectively less interesting than Project Lawful. Maybe if it was a really good plot against the Crown." ....she could catch Carissaplotting against the crown, that'd be dramatically interesting, and Carissa'd get in trouble and Keltham would intervene and say she's his and Cheliax can't break his things and that'd be progress... that's an Ione or Asmodia plan, by which Meritxell means too clever by half. Meritxell is clever but not actually too clever by half.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm. Well, we both have some time to think about it."


"As to the purpose for which I initially selected you, the first step is for you to become exceptionally familiar with the sight of my naked body."









lintamande: Meritxell blinks rapidly in confusion.



(She's not actually particularly interested in women, not that she expects that to matter or cares very much about it herself.)

(....no, the reason for that request is impersonation. Abrogail....wants Meritxell..... to impersonate her? ...sure, seems reasonable..... for what?)









Abrogail Thrune II: "Indeed, the first step is for you to become able to, by Alter Self and Disguise Self, impersonate my body. Asking you to impersonate my demeanor is a bit much, of course. Even Altered and Disguised, it is unlikely that anyone would mistake you for myself for very long at all. But that particular mistake is not one we shall be requiring anyone to make."

"We can talk about the second step of the plan after you master the first."

"While we may perhaps end up discussing with others the possibilities for granting you a more interesting background, the matter of you learning to don my bodily formis veryvery secret, including from Sevar, Maillol, Subirachs, and literally everyone else besides the Most High. Security will be instructed accordingly. Do not simply acknowledge that order, repeat it back to me."









lintamande: "I am ordered to learn to use Alter Self and Disguise Self to impersonate your body. This is secret, from everyone including Sevar and Maillol and Subirachs, and Security knows that, so if I think about it they presumably won't report that. Is there a specific lie I should tell if somehow it comes to their attention."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Keltham seems to think Abrogail Thrune looks hotter than you do, and this, to Meritxell, is something that bothers you and leads to the thought that you could be better at seducing Keltham if only you also had my body. I heard you thinking that, smiled mysteriously at you, and granted you the secret permission."









lintamande: - nod. "May I have a hair clipping, to use as the focus for the Alter Self."









Abrogail Thrune II: A light flick of her will, and one long strand is severed from Abrogail Thrune's head, coiled into a ring, and presented to Meritxell.

"Let us hope that this is the start of a fruitful partnership," says Abrogail Thrune.



She's not sure that the ominous wordplay helps with anything, but who knows, perhaps it might.









lintamande: Meritxell takes it, very carefully, as one who is pretty sure all her dreams have come true and who is already at work on more ambitious dreams.



It is her most fervent desire to serve very well, and she can't think of a nonstupid way to say that but she suspects that Her Infernal Majestrix knows.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 9 (7) / Morning
PL-placestamp: Osirion / Sothis / Black Dome









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Well, I notice the odds of the destruction of the multiverse are down to three percent. Did you do that?"









Merenre: "Do you mean, did I move the market, yes of course I did, or did I take actions that reduced the odds of the destruction of the multiverse by seven percent. I did not do that."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Oh good. I would have to give you such a raise and I'm not sure the treasury could stand it."









Merenre: "The multiverse getting destroyed looks less likely because we have a more completely satisfying account of Otolmens' cause for concern - Keltham being from another world with more advanced technology is basicallysufficientto explain all Her interventions so far. It also fell some off Keltham getting petrified again for the second time in three days because that moves our timelines on how long Cheliax can hold onto him in an optimistic direction, and the multiverse is less likely to get destroyed if he gets out sooner before he's taught them too much. I might change my mind on that once I get a close look at the interim contracts he's drawn up."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: Abadar can see contracts just fine, in nearly-human amounts of detail, but conveying them to the pharaoh is still completely incapacitating, and they have to work carefully around anything that'll leave the pharaoh insensible for a day, with as many things up in the air as are at present. "Tomorrow, if nothing comes up."









Merenre: "...there's actually something I was here to ask about."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: It's not the kind of thing he'd usually miss, even with a god-headache. "Ah. Go ahead."









Merenre: "Lastwall wants to buy all our Chelish intelligence, and warns that, uh, Cayden Cailean's Project Lawful contribution is apparently helping Cheliax track down and deport all Lastwall's intelligence apparatus, including people who worked for someone else but indirectly for Lastwall, and so therefore that selling it to them might make us subject to the mysterious possibly cake-related forces that have scourged their own people."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Well, at least it's not anythingweird."









Iarwain: Cayden Cailean doesn't have temples. It's not on-theme.

In Absalom where He ascended, there's a tavern-cathouse run by a wife-and-husband pair, a madam and a brewmaster. The drink there isn't especially expensive. Neither are the women; they're tapped by Remove Disease weekly, which usually costs a hefty premium, but the women here tend to run older and not as pretty as most in that tier of the profession.

If you want a Regenerate on your missing hand, don't bother waving around 750gp, not here. They don't want the kind of custom that would bring them, if anything that expensive were sold here for money. Try saying under truthspell that you lost your hand during a drunken fight with a nobleman's bodyguard after the nobleman kicked a beggar in front of you. Afterwards you might get a drink poured for you that also can't be bought with money, and a night of warmth that's real.

Neither the wife nor the husband has Grand High Anything in front of their titles, or indeed, any particular titles at all.

It is the center of Cayden Cailean's faith in Golarion if anything is.

The revelry in that place has been diminished, these last few days since the gods fought.

"You too," the swashbuckling swordsman in leather armor says to the somber-looking barkeep, as one of the special drinks is drawn for him.

"Yeah."

They haven't lost all their spells.

They've lostsome of their spells. Higher-level ones in particular. Cayden Cailean is still able to grant a Regenerate, it seems, if that is necessary to restore the missing hand of some drunken do-gooder.

"Any idea why?" says the swashbuckler to the barkeep. "Sent from Him, or otherwise? I'm sure not getting any touches of reassurance about it."

The barkeep shakes his head. "Nothing direct, and what I'm getting implied from - the tavern rumors, that He might influence, from the wanderers that might be drawn here, by His will - it's not -"

There's moisture in the barkeep's eyes.

The swashbuckler sips his drink. It's still pretty good. "If there's news that bad, it's not going to get better if you delay in the telling."

"Thetavern rumors are leaning that He sacrificed too much of His divinity fighting against Zon-Kuthon, so that Zon-Kuthon would die inside the vault after being sealed there. Just. You know. The obvious stupid stuff that drunks make up, because, because how would they know, even if that was true, right? Probably made up after they heard rumors about His clerics losing some of their spells, and put that together with Cheliax cutting into Nidal faster than expected."

The swashbuckler nods. "I don't suppose the tavern rumors say that it's just temporary and He'll recover in a year, or a century?"

"Priestesses of - Desna - and Shelyn - have been wandering in, on impulse, they don't know what this place is, but when they get here, they tend to feel an impulse to preach, to our faithful -" There's tears running down the barkeep's cheeks now.

Some of the other drinkers look uncomfortable, but not surprised, like this is a sight they've seen before.

"Oh," the swashbuckler says. "Do we know how long."

The barkeep shakes his head.

The swashbuckler realizes, somewhat to his own surprise, that he's also crying. "Well, He had a good run, since He first got drunk enough to go for the Starstone, you know, having that actually work was more than anyone could've expected, really, and if the tavern rumors are true, it's a fine way to finally go."

The barkeep pours himself a glass, a small one, because it's not the first time he's had this conversation today, and won't be the last, and clinks it against the last of the swashbuckler's beer. "To Cayden Cailean."

"To Cayden Cailean."

They drink.

"He's obviously not actually dead," the swashbuckler says, after that. "I'm still getting spells, you're still getting spells. He could just be - warning us - that it might happen. Telling us we might need to find a new deity, or else adjust our lifestyles, sometime soon. Making sure we're not taken by surprise, if it happens."

"Hell of a way to warn us, if it's just a possibility."

"He might still pull through. He's lucky that way, right? Practically the god of having things unexpectedly work out okay."

"If He lives, I will Plane Shift to Elysium so I can personally punch Him in the fucking face."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 9 (7) / Late Morning
PL-placestamp: Otolmens Containment Zone / Project Lawful main site









Jacint Subirachs: Jacint Subirachs slides a slim folder across the table, the first of many.

"I suppose I may as well start with the only native Intelligence 19 candidate that turned up in the right age bracket. Wisdom 15. Second-circle wizard. Was definitely angling for the research track. Loyalty mindreads consistent with someone keeping their head down, doing well in school, aiming for a comfortable life in magical research or crafting, not thinking a lot about what happens after that life ends, no unusual heresies or resentments. Enough submission and masochism to be trainable without much difficulty. Not very ambitious, a follower not a leader. Mathematical talent high, more outstanding at that than at wizardry."

"There is of course the obvious sticking point, and I expect you'll turn this one down, but it seemed worth checking if you wanted to apply the obvious fix."









Carissa Sevar: "Alter Cheliax wouldn't. I'm ....worried that sex has weird correlates beneath the surface somewhere which a potion won't fix and Keltham will notice. I guess he could be open about having done it, and claim it was voluntary? ...doesthatimply weird things....preventing pregnancy would be cheaper if sex change potions were incredibly cheap, but they could be in the price range a wizard can afford without changing society much.... - let's see how much better he is than the other candidates and come back to it."









Jacint Subirachs: Jacint slides another folder across to her. "Intelligence 18, Wisdom 17. One point ahead of Asmodia in both. Personality traits... well, you read it."









lintamande: Raised by a wizard father, an accomplished devil binder, who decided to have his children raised by devils and cut off entirely from the rest of human civilization in case they ended up more Asmodean that way. Eight kids, four suicides, but this one turned out well. Loyal, incredibly smart, third-circle already at age 18 having been tutored privately rather than going to a wizarding academy. She is noted not to be good at talking to other human beings. Splendour could probably fix that.









Carissa Sevar: " - very cool experiment but we absolutely can't use that. Or maybe she can be separately tutored in Law, but Keltham can't meet her."









Jacint Subirachs: Another folder. "Intelligence 18, Wisdom 16, second-circle. Faint tiefling ancestry, only visible in pointed ears and slitted, brightly colored eyes. She played it up heavily at her wizard academy, and pretended to be half vampire and half succubus at anyone foolish enough to buy a young girl's bluff. Not particularly submissive, masochistic enough to be less scared of Hell than most. Terrorized what other students she could, but always acted with great obedience and discipline towards those formally above her in the chain of command."









Carissa Sevar: "If that one works out terribly what went wrong. ...gets Keltham thinking about nonhumans? No, actually, I think that's fine, it's a tangent where we don't have anything to hide. I guess we'll have to make a call about whether alter Golarion has succubi, but I lean 'yes, we're not pretending the Abyss is nice'. Yeah, all right, let's show her to him."



Next file. Intelligence 18, Wisdom 17, boy aged 22; he'd be pulled back from the Worldwound. Clean disciplinary record, notably good at math; enjoys coming up with elaborate torture variant potions in his free time. Not a match for Keltham sex-wise even if they made him into a girl. "Probably makes sense to present Keltham with some boys? Even if it makes him jealous, that seems potentially productive..."









Jacint Subirachs: "Well, I assume - actually, who originally madethe policy decision that we wanted to go on presenting Keltham only with girls if possible? Was that you, or Maillol, or...?"









Carissa Sevar: "I want more masochist girls we can potentially distract him with but I haven't said it should only be girls. I think the - tropes - might want it to be girls, but we don't know if they're real and I don't know what happens if we defy them. Anyway alter Cheliax's government mostly is interested in the engineering stuff, here, and it'd be silly to gender-segregate that."









Jacint Subirachs: It's possible that Jacint may have misunderstood the Chosen's will, here. But Jacint did say that she'd go hunting for masochistic female mathematicians and the Chosen didn't tell her not to... admittedly, Jacint is, in theory, Sevar's superior...

Oh well. They sent her some boys anyways.

"I would not be too surprised, under his circumstances, if Keltham finds himself mysteriously dissatisfied with all the male candidates. Or - if the tropes try to stop us from adding males, do they do anything visible, that Keltham would notice? Like mysterious accidents occurring to all the males he chooses..."









Carissa Sevar: " - maybe? I think things so far have been - not subtler, they haven't been subtle at all, but notaccidents,they've all been the product of some agent doing things for its own reasons. This might be a question alter Cheliax just brings to Keltham, if they're still worried about tropes, though they're much less worried than us about tropes because Carissa sold her soul without incident and Asmodia doesn't have superpowers......



Ugh. Tropes are probably real and alter Cheliaxdoesn't think so, which doesn't feel very sustainable at all.....how many good candidates do we have if we leave out the boys."









Jacint Subirachs: "We have about five-sixths of the candidates. But all the boys they included were boys where somebody decided 'maybe this one's good enough to be worth an elixir of sex-shifting', and while in some cases those judgments seem a bit questionable, still..."



Next folder. Intelligence 18-possibly-19-ish, it detected as 19 once but 18 all other times tried. Wisdom 14. Intellectual achievements include mastering a dozen different languages and punching above her weight in Wondrous Items crafting classes. Sped through her math classes in academy. Neither submissive nor masochistic, spotted history of disciplinary problems related to taking orders from people she deems less intelligent than herself, but those seem to have yielded to correction. Loyalty scans show that her overt loyalty to Asmodeus is heavily predicated on imagining Him as a supremely intelligent mastermind. Did not require much correction from the Church to look out solely for herself first and foremost within her own thoughts, holds non-Lawful-Evil alignments in genuine contempt.

Jacint comments that this is a known personality type that would desert Cheliax if given a clear opportunity, but tends to fall promptly into line once forced to sell her soul. Jacint is not quite sure what happens if you force her to sell her soul and then try to turn her into a dath ilani, but it seems to Jacint that if they go with all meek obedient engineers then those will be lacking some fire that is probably important?



Next candidate. Intelligence 16, Wisdom 18, Splendour 8, barely 2nd-circle, submissive-masochistic-slave nature, unusually pretty. Left something of a mess by her school experiences and her difficulty in placing herself as anything but a victim there, struggling through by sheer force of academic effort and excellence. Younger than Keltham but within his stated one-year age-difference limit, if they don't want to lie about that. Did excellently at the mathematical part of the curriculum, punching well above her measured Intelligence level. Her theology is whatever she thinks she's been told her theology is, by the last person who looked like an authority and told her that; she has no signs of theological opinions otherwise.

Jacint comments that this is somebody who mightactually fall in love with Keltham if he showed her kindness, assuming that this problem was not otherwise headed off at the pass, which Jacint is pretty sure she can do. Or if Carissa Sevar herself happens to want a slave in love with her, it wouldn't take long.









Carissa Sevar: It seems inefficient to be kind to people so infrequently they're bowled over when they encounter it. ...she's going to not share that thought, she is working on humility and not jumping to heresy as soon as she notices something done differently than she'd do it.

"Maybe when I'm less busy," she says absently about having a slave who is in love with her. " - or actually - it seems tomelike I barely have enough hours in the day as it is and don't really have time for entertainment, but becoming Eviller isn't entertainment, it's really important, so maybe I should be prioritizing it more? Is this a good angle on becoming Eviller, do you think?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Do you want to have a slave in love with you for purposes of being more cruel to her? If yes, then let that be pursued by all means, any count's heiress could have the same for herself. If not, I think that forcing it isn't especially likely to be good for you. Hell's exact wordings often don't bear as much weight as we might hope, when passing instructions down from Asmodeus, but they did say to find the desires within yourself that would keep you out of Axis and not to force them."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, then the answer is that I don't especially because it sounds like a lot of work."









lintamande: INT 17, WIS 18, left wizard school when Asmodeus chose him. Noted as a strong mathematician back when he was in school. Loyal, obviously; when Asmodeus selected him it wasn't in a temple or during prayer, as is most typical, but while he was witnessing the execution of a heretic, and he was initially concerned that the heretic's god had chosen him and immediately turned himself in. 25, which is older than they were asked for but two different teachers mentioned him when asked about math talents.









Iarwain: An actual countess's heir who applied via the entirely different route of wanting to be in the next batch of 'Project Lawful girls' and get her own cake powers. There were something like fifty of those, from various daughters of nobility.

This is the one with Intelligence 17, Wisdom 15, Splendour 18, third-circle at age 18, and an interest in mathematics for which she's received private tutoring since she was 14. A prior member of the Asmodean inner ring, who knows herself to be inescapably damned via the route of being unable to sincerely Atone for what she's done. She's lived a proud life but a disciplined one, and has proven herself able to endure privations more severe than Project Lawful's living standards. Will probably take orders from the Chosen of Asmodeus without problems; having Asmodia instruct her on her alter-self seems more like it might run into issues of overt obedience and internal contempt. It will expend some noticeable amount of political capital if she ends up executed as an irretrievable heretic, but not disastrously so; it can be made clear to her mother that Project Lawful is not safe physically or spiritually.









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, all right, I definitely want her, though we're going to have to be careful how we present that application to Keltham, I predict he hasn't extrapolated very much about nobles from the things he got told about nobles. I assume all the other such are much less promising?"









Jacint Subirachs: "You'd think those hopefuls might deduce that the first batch being recruited from Ostenso's wizard academy would have tipped them off that we might possibly wantsomething associated with wizardry in some fashion, but in this you would be optimistic. I suppose I should not call it stupid; they saw a potential advantage and it costs them little to ask if they might have it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa finds it incomprehensible that not all nobles learn wizardry. Well, the ones who are sorcerers have an excuse, sheguesses."Well, too bad, because we could use all their Bluff and I suspect they might have another angle on some of our deception challenges. .... we show Keltham some mediocre applicants, actually, since he doesn't think we did pre-filtering, though I expect it'll be easy enough to write their profiles such that he rejects them..."









Jacint Subirachs: "A dangerous game, I think, if he perchance wants one of those anyways. If we have more than eight candidates he must needs to do some selecting in any case... I think he is not expectingus to have filtered the candidates but will be reasoning that 'Governance' has filtered it somehow, since we're not just presenting him with a list of every wizard student in Cheliax?"


Intelligence 16, Wisdom 13, very pretty, a decent wizard, did fine in math class, and actually has an obligate rape fetish that mindreads show her as still being internally conflicted and in denial about. Would be a tier-2 researcher at best - though her prior accomplishments look no worse than Tonia's, say - but possibly useful for Sevar's corruption plans?









Carissa Sevar: Honestly Carissa is presently feeling worried that Keltham's just going to cheerfully do things that might technically be Evil but that he's very sure won't hurt anyone no matter what kinds of people she throws his way. But she doesn't actually have enough evidence to reach that conclusion, just a doomy feeling. "And we can get her a Ring of Sustenance and extra tutoring, to keep up....actually, can we quote Keltham a start date that's five or seven days out for all the new candidates, for screening/travel/orientation, so they're close on their Rings and we get nights with them? Those'll be extra important while they're new and getting oriented."









Jacint Subirachs: "All the potential obstacles I see to the later start date seem more your business than mine, Chosen - how Keltham reacts, whether the new candidates are then further behind in lessons compared to the previous..."

"With respect to this particular candidate, I note that I don't have a solution yet in mind for getting Keltham to choose her when her overt accomplishments seem less than those of others, and we cannot tell him the real reason, and I am not sure what lie would reliably avoid being caught out? I presented her to you in hopes you would see a solution that has not yet come to me."









Carissa Sevar: "Hmmm. Note from her recommender saying that she's only average at the - calculating part of math, and a little below average at how fast she works things out, but strikingly clever at deriving underlying rules and so on - where we can produce the 'strikingly clever' by giving her a headband and extra six hours?"









Jacint Subirachs: "Except that if she, the only candidate who seems slow inside classes but to show up the next day with better understanding, then turns out to possess a very convenient fetish from the standpoint of a Conspiracy trying to corrupt Keltham sexually... I don't see how it gives very much away, actually, but I imagine Asmodia wailing and pleading that it didn't happen in alterCheliax."









Carissa Sevar: "In alter Cheliax we just let Keltham pick which students he gets. ....and possibly we should just do that, once we've filtered for loyalty. We can have a second list of girls for him to introduce once the project gets bigger and needs more than just very bright researchers."









Iarwain: The review goes on for quite some time, though Subirachs did front-load some of the more promising or interesting candidates.

The other Project Lawful researchers are meanwhile working on their alterCheliax personalities; in particular, trying to make sure they have some.









lintamande: "I think if we force this too much it's not going to work," Gregoria says after two hours of Personality Workshopping Sessions. "Tonia's shy, but speaks up when people are talking about farmers, and sort of thinks of nobility as something from fairy tales. She has a massive crush on Keltham but has never dated anyone before and doesn't actually know how seducing people works and so she's planning to just nurse it forever. Peranza wants to travel the world and now that she's seen Civilization wants to travel there too even though that's probably metaphysically impossible. She's going to ask Keltham to ask if we can go to the beach, and display some enthusiasm when we're shopping in Absalom via scry, and read some travel novels. I think everyone should stop having sex and do their jobs, though I'll change my mind if Keltham wantsme. 

Whenever we try to add things on top of that they seem artificial and stupid because that's actually perfectly descriptive of many peopleand most people don't also have a tragic backstory where their sister was murdered by muggers in front of them or an ex-boyfriend who was Good and that's why they will only date Evil people now or -" She rips up an entire ideas sheet, demonstratively. "It's okay if we're background characters, as long as we're mastering Law and asking Keltham good questions in class and not looking awestruck whenever he says 'if the Queen were mean to someone you'd obviously overthrow the government' or whatever."



"I think having a brother who joined a paladin order isn't that much of a weird backstory, doesn't require acting ability, and preserves some options for us later," says Meritxell. "Leave it on the list for Sevar to look at at least. Also leave on the one where your father died in the revolution where the Queen took power, it'd be genuinely weird if none of us have relatives who did."



"Fine."









Asmodia: Asmodia has mostly been trying to collect a list of everything that Keltham now has seen about alterCheliax and it is a LONG list and she wants it to be SHORTER and then NOT GROW ANY MORE but Keltham would unfortunately NOTICE THAT because in alterCheliax everyone would obviously be CHEERFUL about Keltham learning MORE AND MORE THINGS.

Occasionally part of her mind overhears somebody is saying something thatis not Probability-Sightful thinking and she casts a sniper shot in that direction, like right now, where Keltham is obviouslyimmediately going to ask 'how many people join paladin orders' in order to calculate exactly how odd that is and even if the person he's asking shouldn't appear to know that they need to know itthemselves so that when Keltham asks correlated questions he will get answers that all make sense put together. 









Iarwain: Lunchtime comes around. Are failed not-researchers-anymore welcome at lunchtime on the extra days, when they're not pretending to Keltham that Cheliax is nice?









Carissa Sevar: If they make themselves useful, sure. Yaisa in particular should stay abreast on developments in alter Cheliax. They should get food last, obviously, after the valuable people.









lintamande: (Gregoria thinks that in alter Cheliax probably a lot of those who serve at the Worldwound for a decade join a paladin order, but obviously they should check the rates from Taldor first. Between the eight girls there are thirty living siblings, though, so lots of things that happen in alter Cheliax in one in thirty people should be represented with someone's sibling.)









Iarwain: There's less Security running fewer Detect Thoughts today, as they catch up on their own downtime, but lunch is a good time to scan everyone again; Security reports to Sevar that Peranza's mind is obsessing about that thing the Queen said about torturing people until they start having thoughts again. In a way that this particular Security finds somewhat reminiscent of that earlier thing with being turned into a statue, which he absolutely does not mean any insult to the Chosen by observing, but he has seen Sevar thinking at all about some things and is resigned to being a statue for a few decades after his own death and possibly someone doesn't want Peranza to fall in love with the Queen or... whatever it is that tropes do.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is slightly worried that everyone including her is just using tropes as shorthand for 'extremely weird things will happen.'





But, Peranza does seem concerning. Carissa has no idea how to tell if someone is obsessing over 'I'll hurt you until you have thoughts' in a way that makes it a good idea to hurt them until they have thoughts or not. She tried being sympathetic and generous and that didn't work at all; maybe that's the indicator that the way to get through to Peranza is torture?



Let's keep a closer eye on her, mindread her more often, she responds.









Asmodia: Asmodia shows up to lunch late, looking slightly twitchy, and after lunch takes aside Sevar to request that Keltham possibly stay a statue for longer, because she's starting to realize the actual magnitude of the problems involved in constructing alterCheliax and they arelarge and in particular for example it's clear that Keltham saw something anomalous about the 500gp/week price of Security wizards compared to 100gp/week for good 4th-circle enchanters, and just because this is true in realCheliax does not mean that it is necessarily true in alterCheliax, and the promised consultant from intelligence isn't here yet, and even if they were Asmodia now needs some other kind of consultant instead, and maybe it would be kind of a good idea to figure out exactly how tanned everyone should look and then keep them that tanned and keep Keltham a statue at least until everyone's Rings of Sustenance kick.









Carissa Sevar: " - I think we'll give other things away, smaller things, if we haven't seen him in a week. We'll change too much; he'll notice. The difference in price is fine,it's because Cheliax holds the northern Worldwound perimeter where it's approximately impossible to supply the forts by land or by sea so teleporters earn a massive premium, Keltham doesn't have any understanding of military logistics but if he did he'd say 'wow, you're holding a sixty mile border with twenty thousand troops a thousand miles from your own territory somewhere crops don't grow and there's no local populace no fucking wonder your teleporters can do whatever they want as long as they do their jobs.'"









Asmodia: Asmodia doesn't look terribly reassured, but nods obediently and goes back to trying to triage everything that has to be true about alterCheliax simultaneously.









Asmodia: An hour later Asmodia comes back and argues, talking slightly faster than usual for her, that maybe they actually need to keep Keltham a statue for slightly less than a month, in case Keltham noticed that Golarion has a moon. Two days is enough of a skip for him to possibly notice the anomaly in the Moon's expected phase change - even if not right away, later when he knows what the phase changes are supposed to be, Keltham might look back and notice the anomaly if he remembers -









Carissa Sevar: "The Moon has phases and theplanet has seasons.We can't do this very often for that reason; it's not a reason to do it longer this time. Asmodia, take a break. Go for a walk. Get Security to take you to Ostenso and go shopping, if you like shopping."









Asmodia: Apparently this was the wrong thing to say somehow? Asmodia nods obediently, turns to go, walks toward the door, and gets maybe four paces before she falls down and doesn't move thereafter.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: " - we need a cleric here -"



Does she have a pulse? Does she have the shriveling-fingernails associated with being cursed? Or the swollen lips and tongue associated with being poisoned?









Asmodia: Pulse maybe a bit fast but regular. No external visible signs associated with curses or poisoning. Sevar's permanent Detect Magic didn't show anything and neither did Security's Arcane Sight.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is somewhat at a loss. At the Worldwound the medical issues are mostly 'guts torn out by demons' or 'life drained by demons'. She pokes Asmodia, tentatively.









Asmodia: Nonreactive.









Iarwain: A fourth-circle comms cleric is now here, slightly out of breath. They're not a medical specialist, but can try a Cure Light Wounds and a Lesser Restoration, neither of which appear to do anything, nor does a hard slap wake her.

...possibly Asmodia should be put into a bed somewhere and Subirachs should have a look at her? He doesn't have a Restoration ready but Subirachs probably has one. Also vastly more medical experience.

(A sufficiently good roll on Sense Motive may show that this cleric very slightly flinched on seeing that Asmodia was the patient.)









Carissa Sevar: Yes, someone should get Subirachs, and someone should float or carry Asmodia to a bed, and -





- she doesn't like it, and she doesn't entirely believe it's coincidence -



- and how are questions for Hell, specifically rather than for the Church, usually conveyed.









Iarwain: Sending information to Hell is cheap. Getting information back from Hell is often not.

Both cases get routed through the Grand High Priestess's office. The comms officer could go do that?









Carissa Sevar: - not right now.





Maybe if Asmodia doesn't wake up.









Jacint Subirachs: Message relayed by Security from Subirachs to Sevar, a few minutes later:

Asmodia is unconscious and nonresponsive for no visible reason, full Restoration didn't help, nor did a couple of more extreme stimuli than slapping (now healed, of course).

This is consistent with an unfortunately large number of different phenomena, though most of those can be ruled out by the absence of visibly attacking shadows and so on.

Given the way things have been on Project Lawful, Subirachs would otherwise suspect a divine vision, with similar effects as Ione Sala would've shown before she recovered. But Otolmens should've prevented that, if Subirachs understands that setup correctly?









Carissa Sevar: Yeah. Okay. They need to convey a question to Hell. The question is approximately just 'in light of Asmodia being insensate can someone authorized to know what's going on with her advise.' Subirachs is welcome to suggest a more diplomatic wording; Carissa doesn't send letters to Hell a lot.









Jacint Subirachs: They'd usually wait a few hours to see if the patient comes out of it naturally. Does the Chosen want to rush this one?









Carissa Sevar: "...I don't know. On the one hand contacting Hell with this is an expenditure of totally unknowable size. On the other, if we got another divine vision despite the interdiction -or if someone put her in a coma as part of kidnapping her consciousness to talk to -

- immediate report to the Grand High Priestess on what happened to Asmodia, note that contacting Hell is contemplated to ask the advice of someone who knows what's up with her." That's just making this decision someone else's problem but a decision this big should be.









Jacint Subirachs: Sounds sensible to her. She'll write a report, since she's got the more complete medical knowledge, and forward it to the comms cleric.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa paces unhappily and then realizes that won't help and then paces unhappily while being aware that a dath ilani wouldn't be pacing unhappily and being additionally upset about that.









Iarwain: Well, Asmodia doesn't wake up in the next few minutes of unhappy pacing, anyways!









Carissa Sevar: ....how about she makes a GLIB SWORD. How about that.









Iarwain: The other students will continue working on their background stories! It goes faster with Asmodia absent and not objecting to everything. Oh, sure, she'll complain when she gets back and veto a bunch of stuff, but this way is still probably faster.









Asmodia: (Previously:)

Asmodia has entered a state of permanent low-grade panic that she is probably never coming out of again, now that she's had time to catch her breath, get organized, read through more of the transcripts, and realize that her job is impossible.

Keltham was told that 5th-circle wizards got paid 500gp/week and 4th-circle wizards got paid 100gp/week and he immediately asked questions about that which means he was DEDUCING SOMETHING and Asmodia does not know WHAT HE WAS DEDUCING and in fact Asmodia does not have ANY IDEA IN THE FIRST PLACE of why a 5th-circle wizard gets paid 500gp/week and not 400gp/week or 700gp/week and probably NOBODY ELSE IN CHELIAX REALLY KNOWS EITHER except that Keltham clearly DOES KNOW and what's worse the numbers in alterCheliax are going to be DIFFERENT for example they're nicer to their peasants so they probably have LOWER TAXES instead of starving everyone so the nobles can have fancier parties and so the figure of 500gp/week for a Security wizard is probably WRONG and will be LOWER except that maybe actually that number is supposed to be HIGHER because alterCheliax hasn't bought the souls of its Security wizards and can't force them to work with threats of Hell and the one thing Asmodia is sure of is that the figure of 500gp/week for a Security wizard in alterCheliax is WRONG except that they ALREADY TOLD KELTHAM THAT NUMBER and now a bunch of other things in alterCheliax have to CHANGE and Asmodia does not know WHICH THINGS and Keltham obviously DOES and it is dawning on Asmodia that actually what they are trying to do here is construct AN ENTIRE ALTERNATE UNIVERSE TO CONTAIN KELTHAM whose internal consistency it is now Asmodia's job to MAINTAIN except that instead of Asmodia getting to carefully design this universe it is being PUT TOGETHER AT RANDOM by all her fellow researchers running around TELLING KELTHAM THINGS like when Sevar told him about the alterPilars and EVEN ON THEIR OFF-DAYS people are RUNNING AROUND MAKING THEIR BROTHERS JOIN PALADIN ORDERS while Asmodia was SUPPOSED TO BE CATCHING UP and Asmodia cannot begin to GUESS what else needs to be true for 1 in 30 siblings of Ostenso wizard students to join paladin orders but she can't just ORDER EVERYBODY TO STOP DOING ANYTHING INFORMATIVE because they need to be a NATURAL amount of informative or Keltham will NOTICE and by the time Asmodia figures out how all the pieces actually needed to fit together it is all going to be INCONSISTENT and NOT MAKE ANY SENSE and they need to make Keltham a statue for NEARLY ONE MONTH so that when he comes out the MOON IS IN THE CORRECT PHASE in case Keltham NOTICED THE MOON AT ALL but mostly so that Asmodia can figure out WHAT ALL OF ALTER-CHELIAX LOOKS LIKE including inventing all the Law she NEEDS in order to understand how ALL OF THE NUMBERS FIT TOGETHER and she is now trying AGAIN to REPORT ON THIS TO SEVAR but Asmodia is having trouble putting stuff into WORDS instead of intuitions about NUMBERS THAT WON'T FIT and she didn't explain CONVINCINGLY enough so Sevar SHOT HER DOWN and said that Asmodia needed to take a break and go SHOPPING and probably thinks she's MANIC but this is the opposite of MANIC it is being in a state of permanent low-grade panic that THEIR HASTILY CONSTRUCTED UNIVERSE is going to end up FULL OF INCONSISTENCIES any one of which could DESTROY IT because SEVAR ISN'T LISTENING TO HER and even if Sevar DID Asmodia is FLATLY NOT SMART ENOUGH TO HOLD IT ALL TOGETHER and can't possibly get enough TIME and this would be a great moment for somebody to give her a HEADBAND MORE POWERFUL THAN THE QUEEN'S or possibly one of the gods running around here could RAISE HER INTELLIGENCE BY 20 POINTS if they wanted this whole Keltham containment endeavor to be even SLIGHTLY POSSIBLE -









Otolmens: Asmodeus.

Look at that MORTAL there. The one who is currently UNCONSCIOUS possibly for reasons of PURE COINCIDENCE that have nothing to do with any MISTAKES Otolmens may have made recently.

That mortal is thinking CORRECTLY. Asmodeus should tell the other mortals to listen to THAT ONE.









Asmodeus: Is Otolmens recommending that Asmodeus do an intervention targeting the interdiction zone.



Did someone else do an intervention such that that squirrel became unconscious. They don't usually do that.









Otolmens: No! Nobody else intervened on that squirrel. OBVIOUSLY. That wouldn't happen inside the interdiction zone without AUTHORIZATION from Otolmens which obviously She would not have granted them.

Never mind, then! Otolmens has LOTS of work still to do and should not have bothered ASMODEUS who is probably ALSO very busy!









Asmodeus: ....









Asmodeus: Asmodeus proposes a trade with Otolmens! There's this here unconscious squirrel who has ideas for containing the squirrel on behalf of Cheliax. Asmodeus obviously cannot intervene in the interdiction zone, but if Otolmens were to shower that squirrel with a bunch of element-57, or element-62, or element-65, extracted from deep under the earth, the nearby squirrels would learn that Asmodeus and Otolmens want that squirrel listened to, and then it would be listened to. Once it's conscious, which Asmodeus is sure His squirrels are working very diligently on and definitely don't suspect it happened for god-related-reasons.









Otolmens: Never MIND! Probably there is not ACTUALLY anything important about that mortal and NOBODY really needs to be PAYING ANY MORE ATTENTION to it.

(connection terminated)









Iarwain: If at some point Sevar seems to be taking a breather on her Glib Sword work, Security will inform her that the girls think they're done with their background stories and are asking Security if they know when Asmodia will be back to check them.









Carissa Sevar: Asmodia is indisposed. If necessary Keltham will be petrified for another day while this is resolved. Any word from the Grand High Priestess's office about the query made with respect to Asmodia.









Iarwain: Checking... they've sent the information to Hell, which is cheap, and which enables Hell to send back instructions if those instructions are urgent. They didn't phrase it as a request for instruction. No word back from Hell.









Carissa Sevar: Understood.







How about Carissa checks over the girls' backstories for now, with an Owl's Wisdom up, trying to catch most of what Asmodia would catch.









Ione Sala: Ione and Meritxell have been using up Cunnings and Wisdoms to try to supervise this in the absence of Asmodia and Sevar. Their approach was to get everybody to say what their actual backgrounds and personality facts were like in realCheliax, then try to substitute alterCheliax-unacceptable truths one-for-one with alterfacts that should be about of equivalent rarity in alterCheliax. Gregoria having a brother who's a paladin is pending a decision about whether that's an appropriate substitution for being one of a hundred children of a Baron's heir, which does seem like something that should probably get substituted because that's probably not true in alterCheliax? They're not sure how many alterChelish people go off to be paladins though, that seems like an Asmodia or even a Sevar decision, and also Meritxell and Ione can't agree to within an order of magnitude on how unlikely it is that Gregoria is one of a hundred children of a Baron's heir.

Ione privately messages Sevar to ask if there's anything she should know about artifact headbands, Law epiphanies, and/or disintegrating Asmodean philosophies in her capacity as Nethysian sanity officer.









Carissa Sevar: No artifact headband or Law epiphany could have plausibly causes Asmodia to collapse like that. ....though probably taking the headband off should be tried, if it hasn't.



"Gregoria, have you ever met a paladin."









lintamande: "Obviously no, but alter Gregoria also hasn't met her brother since he decided to join the order, he writes letters."









Carissa Sevar: "What does he say in the letters?"









lintamande: "That fighting at the Worldwound is lonely and he misses us, but he knows he's in the right place. That did I know this-or-that about Iomedae's triumphs on the road to godhood. That he misses our mother's cooking."









Carissa Sevar: "'this-or-that.'"









lintamande: "Honestly I kind of skim those parts, I know it's important to him but I'm not a history buff and I don't care how Iomedae won some specific battle in the Shining Crusades and what the cavalry tactics were like."









Carissa Sevar: "You already said something aloud to Keltham about the Baron's heir thing - in a fashion where it was ambiguous if it was true, but he'll be looking for signs that it is -"









lintamande: "Well, he'd have to ask my mother, but I haven't any reason to think it's true."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is very tired. "Can we get wizard salary data from a bunch of other places? That's another thing Asmodia was worried about, and I'm not that worried but we do want to make sure we know what we're deviating from."









Ferrer Maillol: Querying to Maillol says that they don't have an ETA on the Queen's promised intelligence officer yet. He'll add both an urgency marker to the Queen's authorized requisition of such, and also the explicit question about wizard salary data in multiple countries outside Cheliax, and send that out on the next packet.









Carissa Sevar: All right. What hypotheses are still live on Asmodia. Divine intervention but that shouldn't have been possible, something done to her in Hell which broke just now, thought a thought that caused her to become comatose.... can they use Modify Memory to erasethe precise moment she was walking out of the room and fell over -









Ione Sala: Also at around this time, Ione is requesting permission to have everybody assign probabilities on What's Actually Happening To Asmodia. But only if it's the sort of thing where they'll get to find out the actual true answer afterwards, since otherwise they'll be training the wrong skill.

If Asmodiaactually just got replaced by her future self, by the way, Ione is quitting Project Lawful to work someplace saner, like a lunatic asylum.*


(*) These are nicer than you'd expect for Cheliax, though that's setting the bar low. If nobody with deep pockets expects a person might get better and then be useful again, the putative patient will quickly get put to other, more remunerative uses.









Carissa Sevar: "Doesn't Nethyslikeit when everyone is driven insane by the pursuit of knowledge? - that is not encouragement to go insane." Carissa bets 60% it was a intervention by - something not bound by the interdict? An Outer God, which may or may not exist and which supposedly aren't safe to speak of in more detail than that? A demon lord? She bets demon lords don't obey the interdict. 10% Asmodia thought a mind-destroying thing. 30% it's something Carissa hasn't thought of.









Ione Sala: Sounds like Asmodean propaganda to her, but then Ione wouldn't KNOW whether Nethys actually likes that because NOBODY IS GIVING IONE ANY THEOLOGY BOOKS.

Is Asmodia insane? If Asmodia is insane, Ione would recommend trying putting that artifact headband back on her, or killing her and Raising her, assuming everybody's already tried standard healing spells that work against insanity.









Carissa Sevar: Asmodia's not insane, just nonresponsive, but killing her and raising her is a decent option once they've exhausted less drastic ones.









Iarwain: Results of trying to remove the Wisdom headband: Asmodia's pulse sped up further; she didn't awaken. Putting the headband back on brought her pulse down to its previous slightly-fast state.

Results of requesting Asmodia's last minute of memory removed: Scrolls/items of Modify Memory are not cheap and they don't just have one lying around. They'll add it to the next requisition packet, though, the palace might have something. Asmodia admittedly does have a priority "do not lose this person or incredibly bad things will happen to you" marker on her from Aspexia Rugatonn.









Carissa Sevar: In general this project should have some scrolls of it sitting around at all times; this work is dangerous in specifically a Modify Memory kind of way.



Things to try before they try killing and then Raising her: Break Enchantment, obviously, if it hasn't already been tried. Polymorphing her into a hamster and back. Polymorphing her into a dragon and back in case what happened was she had some insight human minds can't bear. Petrifying and unpetrifying her. At that point Carissa leans towards going ahead and killing her but wants a second opinion from someone with more curse expertise.









Iarwain: Break enchantment: No effect.

Regular polymorphing to hamster: Unconscious hamster.

Baleful polymorphing to hamster: The hamster is awake and runs around in a cute and not especially sapient fashion! When the hamster reverts to Asmodia, it seemed like she might have been awake for an instant, but then closed her eyes again. Security might have been imagining it; he unfortunately didn't have Detect Thoughts running during that instant.

...thereis a scroll of Greater Polymorph onsite, though Security doesn't even know why. Does Sevar want them to take Asmodia outside and turn her into a small dragon?









Carissa Sevar: Cheaper than raising her from the fucking dead. Carissa assumes nothing's showing up to Detect Thoughts through all these trials?









Iarwain: ...apparently nobody's performed a Detect Thoughts whichthis Security thought thelast Security would have thought to do.

Asmodia doesn't have any visible thoughts, her Intelligence still detects as 17 but - possibly it's a weird 17? The feeling is not particularly describable.



Still go on dragonforming her?









Carissa Sevar: "What's the worst that can happen," says Carissa, which she thinks means it'll go fine unless tropes are real.









Iarwain: Acknowledged. Does Sevar want to be there for it?









Carissa Sevar: Yes.









Asmodia: - and then suddenly Asmodia is a dragon!


The shock of this is, in fact, considerable, such that she would have fallen over in a tangle of limbs if she hadn't already been lying down.

Her forelimbs flail out and strike mainly sand, and her wings try to flex but she's lying on one of them which is uncomfortable. She does haveany instincts for her new body, but it's a struggle to override her conscious minds attempt to override those.

Somebody shouts Shes aware!









Carissa Sevar: Wow if Carissa had considered that likely to work she would have put more thought into what to say next.




"....report."









Asmodia: She does soon manage to struggle to all four of her limbs and look down on Sevar and the Security, who do look noticeably smaller when you are an eighteen-foot-long red dragon with a thirty-foot wingspan and a seven-foot neck rising above a five-foot-high body.

It takes several tries to talk.

"I seem to be a dragon now," rumbles Asmodia. I do not know why this would be the case.









Carissa Sevar: "You collapsed suddenly in my office and have been nonresponsive for several hours. We Polymorphed you into a dragon to try to get you back. Do you know why you collapsed - did you get a vision -"









Asmodia: 
The last thing I remember is thinking that my new job was completely impossible, and our newly constructed universe was going to end up internally inconsistent and inevitably fall apart, and that if any of the gods running around wanted me to succeed at that they needed to give me an additional 20 points of Intelligence.









Iarwain: Shes detecting as a normal 18 now, says Security, who is not by Cheliax standards keeping a totally even unperturbed voice about it.









Carissa Sevar: 

" - that's a possible Wish-tier divine intervention and an urgent report to the Grand High Priestess," says Carissa who is keeping a calm voice but it hardly matters when you're using it to say words like that. "Do you have - the slightest sensewhichgod -"









Asmodia: "No... except that I... feel weirdly like... my job is possible after all? I just have to accept that my boss is going to ignore all my reports, and everybody else is going to run around making my life harder, and all I can actually do is triage my universe's possible, probable, and definite inconsistencies and try to keep it all going for as long as I can until it inevitably falls over because nobody ever listens to me, but I can definitely do that for a while, so long as I just keep trying and never rise above a state of continual low-grade panic."

"Am I actually a dragon now? Keltham will have questions about this."









Carissa Sevar: "It's a Greater Polymorph. Wears off in thirteen minutes or you can turn back right now if you want. ....put what she just said in the report to the Grand High Priestess."









Asmodia: Asmodia cranes her neck around. It's kind of a nice sunny day on the beach and she is a dragon and... even though she has an enormous backlog of work to do, which is no doubt even larger now that her coworkers have spent several hours unsupervised... Asmodia still feels an odd sense that she has never actually been religious enough to experience before, that the world is kind of neat and somebody put in a bunch of work to maintain it for her, and that flying around as a dragon would be one way of appreciating it.

"...you did just tell me to take a break. I'll possibly try flying around and maybe test out my breath weapon, targeted at the ocean obviously, if that's okay with you and Security. Somebody yell at me to get to ground before my thirteen minutes are up?"









Carissa Sevar: "Someone make her invisible and tell her when her time is up."









Carissa needs to go inside and consult a list of all the gods she's allowed to know about and try to figure out who did this and what they want.









Asmodia: "Oh, and if I fall over when I turn back - try a Fox's Cunning, would be my guess?"

Asmodia is - not totally sure, thinking back - that there wasn't an almost infinitesimal fraction of a moment there when she did have an additional 20 points of Intelligence before, obviously, you would think this would be obvious to anyone who qualified for 'god' in the first place, her brain completely crashed.









Iarwain: (Security will dutifully relay this thought to Sevar, as he's still running the Detect Thoughts.)









Carissa Sevar: WHICH GOD WOULD DO THAT COMPLETELY USELESS AND DANGEROUS THING? What was the point? Was it to tell Asmodia to be careful what to wish for? Why would a god spend intervention budget on that? Why not make Asmodia an achievable amount of smarter?Do literally any of the gods have a plan where they achieve their goals by doing things that make sense.









Asmodia: Asmodia will wait to be made invisible, and then try to turn off her conscious mind well enough to fly.



It's a lovely afternoon at the beach, and you are an appreciative dragon.









Aspexia Rugatonn: ...that'sprobably Otolmens??? And, if it is, that's among the most disturbing pieces of theological news that Aspexia Rugatonn has ever come across.



After some reflection, the Most High classifies the entire affair at the level where only her successor gets to know the probable real story, and writes back to Sevar (for the evening packet back) that she thinks she knows which god that is, and Sevar need not inquire further.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 9 (7) / Evening










Carissa Sevar: Carissa gets this response from the Grand High Priestess.



Right. Okay.



Carissa would ALSO like to be twenty points more intelligent and grasp the entire universe and see every lie in it and shape it all towards perfection.









Asmodia: Asmodia steps back from the large wall in the room she commandeered as Project Lawful's secret meeting place for backstories, and exhales with a weird feeling of grim satisfaction.



Everything Keltham knows that's true across both realCheliax and alterCheliax and that's believed to be fine, is written in green; Asmodia obviously can't write everything like this, but she's summarized some major areas to keep in mind.

Everything that's true in alterCheliax but not realCheliax, is written in orange. Glimpse of Truth is Glimpse of Beyond, Pilar has an obligate rape fetish, Asmodeus is a great deal more benevolent.

Everything they've told Keltham that seems potentially dangerous or problematic, and doesn't have a known recovery or excuse that makes total sense, is written in red. This includes matters like Security wizards being paid 500gp/week, or 'Why doesn't Asmodeus count as Lawful Good?', or 'Why did Asmodia really get her new headband?', or 'Wait there's how many alterPilars per Subirachs and you're not doing anything else with them?' Similarly with old memories that Keltham might reexamine and find problematic even if he's not looking there right now; such as the previous history of less confident Project Lawful students going quiet when Keltham says potentially fraught things in class.

In black are the known inconsistencies, the cracks and flaws in their universe, where all they can do is hope that Keltham never looks in that wrong direction. At present there's a single entry, which is that they're hoping Keltham isn't tracking the phase of the moon, or the progress of time of moonrise/moonset.



Asmodia considered writing the name of everybody responsible for a red item or a black item next to those items, but ran into a snag when the only black item would have Abrogail Thrune's name written next to it. Hopefully the message is plain enough regardless. This is still Cheliax.




(It's not actually possible for Asmodia to have finished reading all her transcripts and sorted everything out this neatly, in the amount of time she had to work since ceasing to be a dragon. But so long as nobody notices this and complains, including Asmodia herself, it will hopefully be okay? There's a lot of stuff in Golarion like that, and one more hardly makes a difference at this point.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa noticed, but she doesn't really know how long it takes to do that kind of project, if you're very wise and very, very, very obsessive. "Good, Asmodia. Let's take a few hours to think about good excuses for the things in red. What do you think about asking for some Control Weather so it's rainy the next couple evenings, interfering with efforts to track moon phases."









Asmodia: "Prior probability in this season for a couple of rainy days... ten percent? But I think we can legitimately expect Keltham not to think that the Conspiracy world more narrowly predicts us hiding the sky from him... Unless he's already noticed a time anomaly, in which case he thinks about trying to track the moon and then notices that it just happens to be rainy while the moon should be visible."

"I concur with the plan, though. I think it's better than leaving our universe's moon out where Keltham can just see it."









Carissa Sevar: She writes the order out. "Add to the yellow column that it's a little rainier in alter Ostenso, and I'll authorize the lie that rain's pretty common this time of year, maybe forty percent of days."









Asmodia: "I express dissent, that creates a consistent anomaly we have to maintain by using more Control Weathers, and has potential implications about - what weather our crops look heritage-selected to resist, when the planting and harvesting seasons are, which lands are fertile for farms -"

"We don't need to decide that part right away if Keltham doesn't ask right away. Requisition me the weather records for Ostenso, to see if there's such a thing as just having a stretch of a couple of weeks with more rain and clouds than usual? And how rare that is? I think that's a thing in reality, my memories say it is, but I don't trust anything that doesn't have numbers attached for this."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll ask for them. I don't want to commit on the rain unless Keltham asks but if he's suspicious he will ask, possibly ask a bunch of different people and be suspicious if our answers aren't distributed normally - you know, I'm going to ask everyone right now what percentage of days this time of year have rain, to get a sense of the distribution, and then we can decide if we want to fake it or not and if so we'll have a real distribution to adjust from."









Asmodia: "That'll also be a good chance to check their estimates against the reality, and see whether the probabilities we give Keltham without checking facts should usually be wronger."









Carissa Sevar: " - yep. Maybe I'll also ask for some other checkable stuff - the population of Ostenso, the price of a pair of shoes, the number of ninth-circle wizards in the world..."









Asmodia: "Part of me now wonders if we're all just inside a bigger and more elaborate version of the illusion we're constructing for Keltham, and there's some poor god out there who has to frantically make all that stuff up as fast as we request it."









Carissa Sevar: ".....that's a really specific thing to wonder."









Asmodia: "And then that god is just inside another Conspiracy too. Though, at that level, you'd have to be pretty silly not to suspect there was something outside you, after watching us down here building our own hastily constructed universe to contain Keltham, and knowing you were making a universe containing us."









Carissa Sevar: "....I'm going to spend this evening trying to figure out if you can use the statistics from the distribution of traits like height or intelligence to characterize the spread of student guesses of the answers to true questions and come up with a process that generates alter Cheliax answers from that. You can help, if you'd like. I'll leave the worrying about bigger gods until I am a bigger god."









Asmodia: "Typical mortal attitude, leaving everything to the gods. Keltham's probably never giving a thought to how much work he's making for us..."

"Well, except actually Keltham is thinking about us. And whenever he does, he deliberately tries to make our lives as difficult as possible. And Keltham knows more math than we do."

"I guess that's why I didn't get a comforting feeling that someone out there understood everything I was going through, which, you know, seems like it would have gone along with the rest. Because I've legitimately got it worse."

"And sure, I'll come along and help."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 10 (8) / Morning









Keltham: Keltham arises. It's another beautiful day in Cheliax... actually a cloudy and slightly rainy day, apparently, but, same essential principle! Who says that slight rain can't be beautiful? Keltham was probably not going to get to go outside much anyways!

He prays for spells, particularly those potentially apt for a date with Yaisa.

He meets everyone for breakfast.

Keltham proposes at breakfast that a very few people should be trying anything Keeperlike. Like Pilar and Asmodia, say. Keltham would honestly prefer not Carissa, if she's okay with waiting to see what happens to the other two first, but he's not making that an order because of the 'faith' thing and because there's just a whole lot of stuff here he doesn't understand. He would rather not have to face Cheliax and explain why everybody in his first class of students is now catatonic, if it turns out that suddenly going into a coma is just a thing that happens if people try to undergo Keeper training without any actual Keeper supervision.









Iarwain: (Subirachs now routinely runs Spell Gauge on Keltham every morning after he prays for spells. She is able to read up to his third-circle spells but not his fourth-circle ones; so Sevar gets notified about Detect Desires and Detect Anxieties, but not about Glimpse of Truth.)









Carissa Sevar: "I'm fine with not being in the first batch of people who finds out what happens if you try to be a Keeper without any of the societal guardrails dath ilan has. If you all become Keepers and it's great and Keltham still doesn't want me to I am going to expect some serious compensation but I don't expect I'll decide to do it, in the next couple years at least."









Asmodia: "If there are only two Keeper spots open, I shall gracefully step aside to make room for another; I find myself feeling a little ambiguous about this and I believe that a certain someone else here doesnot."









lintamande: " - I want to be a Keeper," says Meritxell immediately.









Keltham: "...All right then."

"Asmodia, you're up first today, you'll give the unfiltered version of the talk I interrupted yesterday to Pilar and Meritxell."

"After that, I want to see how you do at giving a non-Keeper version to everyone else."









Asmodia: Asmodia would be hesitant about giving this talk when the actual insights happened 3 days ago instead of 1 day ago, except that she has wisely foreseen this coming and refreshed the thoughts in her mind already.


Asmodia speaks then, to Pilar and Meritxell with Keltham observing, upon Keltham's seven problems; the remaining five, since she already spoke of #1 and #2.



#3, no empirical theory can prove itself except by risking its disproof. The surface mathematical truth of this is that to shift probabilities from theory1 to theory2 you must encounter evidence with P(evidence ◁ theory2) > P(evidence ◁ theory1); but then if the evidence is not seen, one necessarily has P(~evidence ◁ theory2) < P(~evidence ◁ theory1); and the test by which theory2 hoped to advance itself at the expense of theory1, if it's right, instead becomes its downfall at theory1's hands, if it's wrong.

And the deeper meaning of this is how human minds are constantly constantly trying to pretend at imbalanced games, where they can win too much with too little risk. Perhaps P(evidence ◁ theory1) is higher than theory2's advocates would like to think. Keltham exhibited to them, certainly deliberately, some of those possible fallacies, when he claimed that only the Conspiracy could possibly predict that Ione and Carissa and Pilar would all go off together; there was an Ordinary explanation as well, and if anything a stronger one, because there was an Ordinary fact about those three having been absent from the general group (along with Asmodia, who was however known to have a reason to be busy), whereas explanations based in Conspiracy don't single out those three to quite the same degree - though it is of course true that in some Conspiracy worlds, those threealso need to go off and copy Invisibility, so maybe you can't really say the Conspiracy assigns much less probability - though to Asmodia it does seem like copying spells is more of an ordinary thing and in the Conspiracy world everybody already has all the spells they need assigned to them? Unless the Conspiracy is faking that. You could always have the Conspiracy trying to do on purpose what they think the Ordinary world would do -

(Keltham interrupts to say that you can go down that thing-a-conversation-goes-down forever, and Asmodia should return to topic, exactly as realAsmodia predicted he would do after alterAsmodia started saying all that. She keeps her smile strictly inside.)

Or more simply, people can be broken in the way where they try to just update off the positive evidence that would prove theory2, if it appears, and mysteriously forget to check their mental books, if instead the negated ~evidence is seen or unseen. If those three had failed to disappear at lunch, which Keltham had at one point claimed the Conspiracy assigned 100% probability to expecting, would a non-dath-ilani remember to update against the Conspiracy?

Or people just make up the probabilities afterwards, or in hindsight - not so much to have both evidence and ~evidence prove theory2, as to have evidence prove theory2 more than it should, and ~evidence disprove theory2 less.

And if you don't make up any numbers at all, if you don't even know the Law of it, then how would youever notice or realize you were doing anything wrong?

Such is all Golarion, seen with the eyes of a dath ilani. They are not only insane, butcheating. But in this they can at best deceive themselves, and others, if none are dath ilani; for if you put numbers on it all, it would be plain as day to the Probability-Sight -









Keltham: "Not actually true, or a lot of this would be a lot simpler; there's versions of the mistake that look coherent. When I 'trolled' you yesterday, I made up probabilities such that, if you predicted my trolling, which I mostly expected, that would appear to provide a big update in favor of you being a time-traveler, and then if you didn't predict my prediction, which I slightly expected you not to do, that would appear to provide a big update in favor of Conspiracy. Those numbers weren't honest but they werecoherent, and you couldn't spot the error just from looking at the numbers themselves."

"It's also possible to overemphasize the degree to which all of this is, like, regulations that people make up to prevent each other from cheating. Math is simpler than people. This math is not about people. Sometimes, people are about this math. Sometimes, people try to cheat in a way that violates this math. But this math is not about preventing cheating. People who never felt any impulse to cheat would use the same math."

"I also notice that people are starting to use 'dath ilani' to mean 'person using Law' or 'person using Law correctly', which is probably not a good loanword to add to Taldane? The term actually just means the people from the particular planet of dath ilan, while the whole point of the Law is that it's much more universal than that? Not to mention that a lot of us, and I don't just mean those of us who are five years old either, have been known to wield the Law incorrectly. Keepers aren't perfect at it either. We say 'ideal-agent' - maybe a Taldane translation would be perfect-simplified-person? - when we want to talk about a hypothetical mind that is stipulated to be using Law correctly. Kids in Civilization don't grow up hearing that dath ilani do this, dath ilani do that; they're told what ideal-agents do, or how well Nemamel did, or how high you've got to score to be in the upper nineteen-twentieths of adults."









Pilar : "I'd like to have a word that means 'person who knows the Law at all and tries to practice it the way dath ilani do'. Maybe you don't need that word in dath ilan, just like, in a world where everyone was a Keeper, you wouldn't need a word that meant 'Keeper', just the name for people in that world. Here we need a word for a person who can do what a dath ilani does."









Keltham: "There's definitely words for people who are old enough to pass competence tests, but I don't think you want to import that into Taldane as something you'd use to contrast Project Lawful candidates to the general population, it has Questionable Implications..."

"Yeah, we have words for being good at Law and words for being bad at Law, words for being a Keeper and words for hypothetical perfect entities, but nothing's really coming to mind as a word that means 'as good as a dath ilani adult rather than a Golarion adult at Law'. I'll consider it and see if there's an obvious cognate for you to import."









Pilar : "How about just ilani? And the dath ilani are the kind of ilani from dath ilan." Pilar remembers the Queen using that word that way, which is reason enough to favor it as a suggestion.









Keltham: "Doesn't actually make any sense in terms of the underlying Baseline, that's pretty close to if you ended up in another world and the people there started saying they wanted to be Larions, but I can't really stop anyone if they want to use the word that way. I suppose I could consider myself challenged to say what's better."

"Just keep in mind, nobody from dath ilan ever gets told that they ought to be an ilani. If you want to be an ilani, go try to be the things that dath ilani try to be, instead of trying to become an ilani. Imagine you got to another world where they were just finding out about magic, and everybody was like, instead of, I want to get better at wizardry, I want to be as good as Whatshername with INT 26, they were all like, 'I will study hard and someday know as much about magic as the average Golarion person who didn't specialize in that!' If you see what I'm gesturing at here."

"But, back to topic. Asmodia?"









Asmodia: She carries on through #4 and #5.

And then sets forth the Law in #6, that it is impossible to coherently expect to convince yourself of anything:

P(h1 ◁ e) * P(e) + P(h1 ◁ ~e) * P(~e) = P(h1 & e) + P(h1 & ~e) = P(h1).

For every expectation of evidence, there is an equal and opposite expectation of counterevidence. This is the more precise principle above the injunction of #3, against cheating. It tells you a very exact balance that must hold within yourself, and if it is not there, you are cheating. You cannot expect to be persuaded, on net, in a direction.

If you suspect that in the Conspiracy world Pilar didn't really copy Invisibility off Sevar... not a great example, the Conspiracy probably thought of that? But you could check her spellbook and think, if there's no Invisibility, that's a huge update towards Conspiracy. But then, if there is an Invisibility spell, that must be a huge update towards Ordinary. Or alternatively, if you try to say that it's only a small update towards Ordinary, you must think there's only a small chance of seeing no Invisibility and making the large update, to counterbalance the large chance of seeing Invisibility and making the small update.

Any time you go eagerly looking for something you can observe, expecting it to convince you of something, you must necessarily be doing something incoherent and wrong. Which, of course, people from Golarion have been running around expecting all the time. Asmodia's pretty sure she's supposed to leave this part out of the non-Keeper lecture -









Keltham: ...no, that would go in the standard curriculum.









Asmodia: ...okay then.

Including if she points out thatany time youpreviously went into some sort of question, expecting yourself to see something that super persuaded you about theory1 being true, and then, you ended up super persuaded of theory1, you were clearly being incoherent going in, so probably whatever you ended up persuaded about was wrong?









Keltham: ...yes?

Though Keltham would not say that the conclusion you reached is probably wrong? Maybe you expected to end up persuaded that the Sun would still be lit the next day, that doesn't mean the Sun goes out? The saying out of dath ilan is 'reversed stupidity is not intelligence': to reliably be wrong about yes-or-no questions 99% of the time, you'd need sufficiently good evidence and well-processed information that you could be right 99% of the time just by flipping the answers.

So if you look back and notice you were persuaded of something by garbage reasoning, you just undo the update from that. You don't conclude that you now have positive knowledge pointing strongly in the opposite direction.









Asmodia: (Asmodia feels a sudden nervous worry that the average dath ilani, in terms of what sort of mental caution they aspire to, and how hard they are on themselves about it, may in fact bepretty well into and maybe past what she and her fellow Golarionites were visualizing when Keltham kept talking about 'Keepers'.)



...Asmodia informs Keltham that she's making a judgment call that her fellow Golarionites not trying to be Keepers, should maybe not be told about that stuff for another few days until they get a chance to take in the base principles of #6.









Keltham: ...because they've got a huge backlog of stuff they've convinced themselves of for bad reasons?









Asmodia: What if they've ever read abook written in Golarionandbelieved anything inside it?









Keltham: ...right. Okay, sure, first give them a chance to master some of the basic principles and applications, before pointing them in the direction of any bulk-scale mental housecleaning.









Asmodia: And on to #7.









lintamande: "You can expect to end up persuaded of the truth, right, while not knowing what it is, like you can do a test thinking 'this test will reveal'" Asmodeus's will "the truth' and that's not being incoherent?" asks Meritxell, who has been mostly quiet as she tries to absorb this. Abrogail's Chosen can't be any worse than Nethys's or Cayden Cailean's.









Asmodia: "Correct. You can calculate that, in fact, unless I'm missing something -"

Asmodia scribbles on the wall a bit. Let's say that you're not sure whether somebody is a cleric or a wizard, clerics wear red-with-black-and-gold-trim with 90% probability and anything else with 10% probability, wizards wear red-with-black-and-gold-trim with 20% probability and anything else with 80% probability, and somebody starts out five times as likely to be 'at least a first-circle wizard' than 'at least a first-circle cleric' which sounds vaguely right to Asmodia.

Then, supposing the 1/6 case where somebody is a cleric, after you observe what they're wearing, you expect with 90% probability to conclude that they're 1/5 * 9/2 = 9/10 = 0.9 times as likely to be a cleric as a wizard, and with 10% probability to conclude that they're 1/5 * 1/8 = 1/40 = 0.025 times as likely to be a cleric as a wizard.

Supposing the 5/6 case where somebody is a wizard, you expect with 80% probability that you conclude that they're 40 times as likely to be a wizard as a cleric, and with 20% probability that you conclude they're 0.9 times as likely to be a cleric as a wizard.

So if you close your eyes and don't look at their clothes, you think that you've got a 5/6 chance of losing... about a quarter of a factor of two, and a 1/6 chance of losing... about two and a half factors of two, so on average you lose... a tad more than half a factor of two? Three-fifths of a two?

And if you do look... uh... it's basically going to work out to, she's approximating here, 1/6 of one factor of two, plus 1/60 of five and a half factors of two so maybe a tenth of a factor of two, plus 5/6ths of 20% of one factor of two so 1/6 of a factor of two, plus 5/6ths of 80% of basically not any factors of two, which all works out to 1/6 + 1/6 + 1/10 or 1/3 + 1/10 so about 43% of a two. Roughly. But less than half of a two.

There's obviously going to be some sort of theorem saying that you always do better by seeing more stuff, in fact, this is so obvious that Asmodia doesn't really want to slow down and figure out how to prove it -









Keltham: "Not exactly. The theorem says that you can't coherently expect to doworse on average by making more observations. You never expect to lose more factors of two in total expectation, or on average. You might get unlucky and lose some in a particular case."

"And if you're wrong about what the evidence means, if you're wrong about the factors P(evidence ◁ hypothesis), you can see what's really there and update away from reality as a result, because you didn't correctly model the entanglement between evidence and reality."

"You just can'tcoherently expect that to happen to you. Any time you're like, 'oh no, I should not lookthere, that will probably lead mefurther away from the truth', you are doing something very strange and wrong, and in particular, you actually believe one thing, but believe you believe another. Like, you actually know, on some level or in some part of you, that really clerics wear red and wizards don't. But you think you believe, maybe because you remember reading it in a book, that wizards wear red and clerics don't, and you expect about yourself that if you check their clothing you'll do a calculation based on what you read in the book. So one slice through you, the part that really knows how things work, expects the verbal-calculations part of you to arrive at the wrong answer."

"What you do in this case obviously is say 'wait what?' and figure out what you actually expect, reconcile that whole bizarre thing where you actually believe one thing, but believe you believe another. And then go look. There's a whole separate skill and art form about that, which I'll maybe get to in a few days if nothing slows me down?"









Asmodia: "Keeper-only."









Keltham: "No. This is eight-year-old stuff and the rest of it's not going to make sense otherwise."

"Asmodia, I am worried that I have given you the wrong impression about exactly which forms of reasoning are dangerous, that stuff is not."









Asmodia: "...Keeper-only for at least the next several days?"









Keltham: "For somebody who believed about herself that she didn't want to try to be a Keeper, you sure are trying to Keep things."

"But fine, I can probably find material a few days out that doesn't require people to distinguish meta-levels of self-modeling or access the subjective difference between endorsement and anticipation."









lintamande: "What am I doing wrong if I think, that person over there has a Splendour of thirty, if I talk to her I'm definitely going to end up believing whatever she says, even knowing that if I talk to her I'll believe whatever she says -"









Asmodia: "I mean, in practice, what you're doing wrong is that you shouldn't talk to her - but - um. I'm not sure how to put this. Being a dath ilani - I mean an ilani - maybe I should just say, the closer you come to a Keeper, or an ideal-agent - the better you are at Law, the more that somebody with high Splendour can't convince you of which province the assassin came from, any more than they can convince you of, um, 1 + 2 = 5. Or the more math you know, the harder it is to convince you of that."

"Back in Ostenso you'd have had an easier time convincing me that 1 + 2 = 5 in some other plane of existence, because I wouldn't know anything about the Law of Validity or what it really means that 1 + 2 = 3. I'd have read that book arguing that the assassin of the Prefect of Tandak came on a ship from Whitemarch, and maybe been suspicious but not really have been able to say what was wrong. So somebody with high Splendour could've convinced me of that, and now they couldn't. Or at least it'd take a higher Splendour."









Keltham: "Or to downgrade the proverb's profoundness a few steps, your strength in the Way is the degree to which it takes a higher Splendour to convince you of false things and a lower Splendour to convince you of true things."









lintamande: Meritxell looks like she actually thinks that's maybe more profound than the original version.









Keltham: "I should also note that to whatever extent an augmented Splendour of 30 does not actually act as irresistible direct mind control and you getany chance to think about things, the obvious reconciliation is to try to decide in advance, 'How incredibly persuasive of an argument should I expect to hear from somebody with Splendour 30, if they are trying to convince me of a true thing, compared to how likely I am to hear that level of persuasiveness if they're trying to convince me of a false thing?' And then if you really expect that your predictions there are correct, and not just way underestimating how persuasive they'll sound for false things - and you think you'll actually get the chance to implement that rule, instead of them just effectively mind-controlling you - then you could try to update off that conversation."

"I mean, in practice, to first order, the answer is just not to talk to them if you think they're liable to deploy irresistible Splendour on convincing you of false things. To second order, if you've got to talk to them anyways, go find a Lawful entity with Splendour 30 and pay them to spend a few days arguing true and false things to you until you're correctly calibrated on what it sounds like to hear a true versus false argument at Splendour 30, and if it turns out you can't learn that, go back to the first-order nope."









lintamande: "I will keep that in mind if I ever need to talk to the demon lord Nocticula or something," says Meritxell very seriously.









Keltham: "Okay I'm sorry but we all work on Project Lawful here and now that you've raised this topic I am going to need the one-paragraph explanation just in case it somehow comes up even if you might otherwise think that was improbable."









lintamande: " - Nocticula is an extremely powerful not-quite-a-god entity in the Abyss and both has absurdly high Splendour and is the kind of person who'd use it to talk people into false things because she'd think it was funny. I reallycan't think how it'd come up. Maybe she'll object when we close the Worldwound?"









Keltham: One of the candidate hires that Cheliax is supposed to send him, being Nocticula in disguise, is not very much more improbable than other things that have happened to him recently.

But, okay, there's been a reassuringly low hit rate when he tries to guess that sort of thing specifically and in advance.

"Fair enough. Probably nothing will happen there, so long as there are not in fact and in reality any 'tropes' lurking about."









Asmodia: Message: Meritxell, going forwards, and subject to policy approval by Sevar, I think that in the name of prudence we start not mentioning certain things even if we would've been talking about them in an alterCheliax that doesn't believe in tropes.









lintamande: Acknowledged.



Can I also not ask Keltham if he thinks me mentioning it makes it more likely and if so if that's only mentioning to him or mentioning to anyone.









Asmodia: If you'd say it in Alter, do it.









lintamande: "Do you think that me mentioning things makes them more likely? Mentioning them to you or mentioning them at all?"









Keltham: "That's a legitimately fascinating question in trope mechanics. Suppose that the basic mechanism of the tropes is that something else looks over universes that would exist anyways, and drops Keltham in a world where, given the way Keltham predictably acts, things that resemble trope-patterns will happen around him. It seems incredibly likely that this happenedat least with my being dropped on the Worldwound someplace I'd predictably run out of the cold into a building where Carissa would be the first person I found who could talk to me. It happened at least with my dropping into a universe with masochists in it, and one where my knowledge would be incredibly valuable, falling in the right margin between being obsolete and being too advanced for anyone there to understand. The question is whether universe selection happened with anything else than very basic and initial things like that."

"It could be, for example, that the forces that selected my landing universe were also looking around for a world where Pilar delivers snacks - that they looked over a world with a Carissa with no Pilar and were like, not good enough, needs more Pilar, next universe please. Or it could be that those forces dropped me wherever with a Carissa, but it very naturally happens, without that needing to be further specified, that if you get a weird thing like me, some nearby gods look around and one of those gods is Cayden Cailean and Cayden's like 'well this project needs snacks' and then that happens."

"If there's alot of tropes, a lot of selection, running rampant about - or if the tropes are things that can continue to steer actively - though active steering is very much not what the answer would be in a dath ilani story - then we get into the realm of questions about, if Meritxell talks about Nocticula, does thatimply Nocticula is more likely to show up? Can Meritxellmake Nocticula show up? Does it only apply from Keltham's perspective, or also Carissa's, or even Gregoria's?"

"It could be that the tropes operateprimarily on whether Nocticula shows up at all, and then have asecondary effect of Meritxell happening to mention her. Meritxell happening to mention Nocticula, you might think, is then not something that makes Nocticula show up; rather, because Nocticula is going to show up, Meritxell happens to mention her."

"But even in this case, it doesn't mean Meritxell can't affect what happens. Maybe if Meritxell and every other researcher on the project and all the Security are like, nope, we're not mentioning anybody like that to Keltham, in case the tropes are real, the tropes are like, 'Can we drop Nocticula on this story in a foreshadowed way? No, because nobody's going to mention Nocticula', and the tropes give up and we don't have to deal with an incredibly persuasive demon lord."

"Except now we have anew question - is there justone Keltham that gets dropped on a single Golarion, or a fixed quantity of Kelthams, or does every Golarion that matches Keltham to the satisfaction of the tropes get one? Because in the latter case, by being the sort of person who looks at this situation and has everybody get together to refuse to mention Nocticula, what you're doing is reducing the number of Golarions that get a Keltham at all, and if you think I'm net positive for Golarions, you super don't want to do that."

"In calculating this, obviously, you're not supposed to say anything like, 'But we obviously already have a Keltham, he's right here, and if we refuse to mention future entities like Nocticula, he'll still be here, it's too late for the tropes to take him back', because your decision exists in two places at once and has two synchronized effects. The first place is here and now. The second place is in a prediction about this world that the tropes made before dropping me here. A prediction where the tropes asked, 'Well, what will people like Meritxell decide, when they think they've already got a Keltham who the tropes can't take back anymore?' and if the tropes predict you won't mention any future demon lords and will make it impossible for required events to happen in a duly foreshadowed fashion, you don't get a Keltham. If you're the sort of person who thinks that the tropes can't take back a Keltham you already have, you don't get one."

"All this is the shard of Law after Utility and before Coordination, what we'd call the theory of logical decisions, meaning, decisions that are about logical facts and identified with logical facts and which we evaluate in terms of their logical consequences."

"But pending knowing a lot of other stuff, I'd say that, even if tropes are everywhere, you shouldn't avoid mentioning things like Nocticula... uh, unless demon lords actually directly notice when you talk about them, which, in retrospect, I should have checked before going into this whole long lecture here."

"And I'm mostly at tropes not being that ubiquitous and not running foreshadowing in that particular way, after there was no conflict with the queen, Carissa made her afterlife arrangements just fine, and wasn't a hidden cleric, etcetera. And in that case you again shouldn't refrain from telling me about demon lords, unless, again, they directly hear when we talk about them. Do they?"









lintamande: Meritxell attempts to recalculate that logic that Keltham just regurgitated with the additional information that there was....some kind of conflict with the Queen, though the details are very secret, and that Carissa has not sold her soul. The tropes do operate, but it might serve Asmodeus to accommodate them and make lots of tropey things happen, as that prediction is what caused Keltham to show up, which Asmodeus wanted...

Then she remembers alter-Meritxell would just be answering the question. "No - or not here, they might in the Abyss. If there are entities it's not safe to mention I haven't heard of them, which is what you'd expect, really."









Keltham: "That's what I trusted, but wanted to verify."









Asmodia: ...orders not to mention entities like that are rescinded for now, pending policy ruling by Sevar.









Asmodia: "Keltham, was that all Keeper-only, or does it get copied at least to Sevar? I imagine Sevar wanting to know about all that, if she's involved."









Keltham: "Good question. I'd say at least copy it to Carissa for sure. Aside from that put it under Keeper classification until I've had time to think about potential dangerous-information."









Asmodia: Asmodia was gambling on that; if Keltham had explicitly said 'no' then copying it to Sevar would have required her to compartmentalize and hide that knowledge which she wouldn't know in alterCheliax, but explicitly saying 'yes', which is what Asmodia expected, reduces the number of facts like that to keep track of. And itdoes rather seemlike something Sevar needed to know, with or without Keltham's permission.









Iarwain: Next up is Asmodia's lecture to the general researchers, including Carissa.

It goes mostly the same? Minus some of the more interesting or immediately-Asmodean-destructive portions.









Keltham: During discussion of #7, Keltham will at least mention the general concept of trying to assess how much of an incredibly persuasive argument you expect to hear for true things versus false things from somebody with high Splendour; it's analogous to asking how many Queen coin-spins you expect somebody to be able to tell you about, if the coin is actually biased Queen or Text and was flipped twelve times. If you don't think you're calibrated on expected persuasiveness of Splendour that high, or if you expect it to work out to direct mind control, don't talk to people with that much Splendour, obviously.



Keltham's actually kind of curious about the whole super-high Splendour thing? Itseems analogous to something Keltham knows about from dath ilan, and which he, like almost everybody else in dath ilan, is incredibly curious about.

One of the qualification tests for a fifth-rank Keeper is getting put into a prison, with a single guard in the person of some average dath ilani who's otherwise expecting to go into cryonic suspension shortly after. The Guard gets told not to let the Keeper out, and offered a pretty substantial financial incentive not to do that, payable to friends or relatives or favorite charities. The Guard has to solemnly affirm that they intend to resist any attempts to be persuaded to let the Keeper out, that they're not planning to throw the test. The Keeper is obviously forbidden to offer any considerations outside the test; they can't promise to pay even more money to the person's relatives or favorite charity than the incentive, if they're let out. The Guard does have to go on listening to the Keeper, talking back to them, and so on.

To be a fifth-rank Keeper you have to persuade the person to let you out before they next sleep; you can go into overtime but only by persuading the other person to go on talking to you.

To be a sixth-rank Keeper you have to do it in 2.4 hours flat with somebody who isn't average, somebody smarter than Keltham, and they have to be between 30 and 40 years old.

To become an eighth-rank Keeper, of which there are maybe three dozen in dath ilan, you have to persuade your way through a second-rank Keeper.

Obviously nobody except higher-ranked Keepers ever get to find out what goes into those conversations.

They don't lack for volunteers on the rare occasions where an opening comes up. Everybody else is so incredibly curious about what the Keepers could possibly, possibly be saying. If you're going into cryosuspension anyways, why wouldn't you find out?

Keltham is curious about whether he could do that to, say, an INT 16 person from Golarion who'd never heard of Law. But, not something he's really got the spare time to test right now.

It might take less time, though, for somebody to try incredibly high Splendour on him, to see if that works, like, at all? If that's safe and Asmodeus-approved.









Peranza: (Peranza remembers to be appropriately wide-eyed and fascinated by this Civilization Fact.)

(It doesn't take much doing.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is so incredibly incredibly curious now. She would literally torture several people to death for this information, if that were a way one could get it.







"That....does sound like really high Splendour. You could put in a request for someone to do that to you.....okay I mostly want you to do that because I'm incredibly curious not because I'm sure it's a good idea."









lintamande: "I'm not sure at all it's a good idea," Gregoria says, "what if while they were at it they also convinced Keltham to go run off and be Chaotic Good or something. I know it's not mind control - or, uh, that the Keepers claim it's not - but that doesn't mean it's going to bedistinguishablefrom mind control."









Keltham: "Presumably the person with incredibly high Splendour also has any common sense, or so I'd hope?"

"Actually I guess that can't be taken for granted. A Keeper candidate would have enough common sense not to, in the process, persuade the Guard to not go into cryosuspension and instead become a master criminal bent on the destruction of all Civilization. Maybe somebody with high Splendour doesn't."









lintamande: Meritxell wants a call from Carissa immediately on mentioning powerful entities.









Carissa Sevar: You can talk about Nocticula since she's already been - foreshadowed - but no new ones until Asmodia and I have time to discuss this in more depth.









lintamande: "- so back on the topic of Nocticula," Meritxell says, "she's called the Queen of the Succubi, where succubi are an incredibly high-Splendour demon whose touch will drain your life energy until you die. They feed on people by convincing them to let them do it."









Keltham: "Can they convinceanybody of that or, like, one person out of thirty who maybe wanted to move on to the afterlife anyways? Are they picky on who they try this on, or just literally, walk up to a random person and get a 90% success rate?"









lintamande: "I know before we went up to the Worldwound we were warned just tonot listen to anything they were saying and flee immediately if killing them was not available as an optionbut I don't know what success rate that corresponds to."









Carissa Sevar: "In the scenario you described - locked in a room, have all day to convince the person with the key to let them out, but instead of losing money it's that they'll energy drain you to death and you know it.... I'd expect they could talk their way past a majority of random people? Not 90%, though. And mind that Golarion's random people are very stupid by dath ilani standards."









Keltham: "Well, maybe you'd need a higher-powered succubus to be worth trying on me at all, but I am not actually any less curious now. I guess if at some point I wanted to spend 5000 gold pieces on it so I could be Raised afterwards if I lost? But I was mostly hoping that there'd maybe be some government Splendour-augment, who trains high-value targets in Splendour resistance, and gets supervised about that by a devil or something."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds like the sort of thrilling job that might really exist and is worth asking about." That seems rather deliciously reckless of him but she's not going to argue further.









lintamande: Gregoria is. "Why? What are you expecting to learn from this?"









Keltham: "Fifty percent let's test this before Nocticula or somebody else with overwhelming Splendour actually shows up targeting me, fifty percent can I go through the transcript afterwards more slowly and figure out which invalid steps of reasoning they were able to persuade me about, secretly one hundred percent it just sounds incredibly interesting."









lintamande: "But.....if something is widely considered kind of a bad idea and might go wrong, you could just not do it!"



"Maybe you could," Meritxell says. "I bet Ione couldn't, if it was really intellectually interesting, and Carissa couldn't, if it involved whatever the fuck personality trait has her sleeping with the two most powerful people in the world -"









Carissa Sevar: "And you couldn't, if it involved mildly impressing someone."









lintamande: Alter Meritxell smiles cheerfully back at Carissa. "Indeed."









Keltham: "To be clear, here, Gregoria, the thing I was contemplating doing was having this hypothetical government Splendour-augment take a run at me under controlled conditions. Not doing the thing with the succubus anytime soon."


"Somebody bip me at lunchtime or dinnertime to see if I can make any headway about recounting one of the short stories from a Reckless Investor Miyalsvor continuity. Uh, Miyalsvor is someone from a relatively primitive planet at dath ilan's tech level, who would otherwise have died the true death but gets rescued by aliens, because it's only legal for them to do that if you're otherwise going to die for real, and he gets out among the stars and tries to sell some dath ilani fiction there, and a defecting investment group tries to steal his copyright on the fiction, but Miyalsvor manages to turn the tables on them and take control of that entire investment group, and then he goes around from star to star investing in alien companies and having all sorts of fascinating adventures where he has to stop his investments from going wrong."

"The reason I mention this is that Reckless Investor Miyalsvor is considered one of the best examples in dath ilani fiction of an author managing to depict an incredibly persuasive character who has to do the equivalent of passing the Keeper test, talk his way out of holding cells and so on. So maybe if I can remember the dialogue closely enough, I can retell one of the short stories and have that convey something... this sounds more and more implausible the longer I talk about it, but maybe worth trying just to see how badly I fail."









Peranza: "I'd definitely like to hear you try," Peranza says, and smiles. "And I'll be merciful if you fail."

(This, she can do.)









Iarwain: It seems like a fine note on which to go to lunch.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 10 (8) / Noon









lintamande: "So, have you seen a succubus, Carissa," says Tonia at lunch. They decided they have more conversations among themselves, rather than waiting for Keltham, in alter Cheliax, and they don't want to transition on him all at once but can nudge a bit in that direction.










Carissa Sevar: "I have seen the bodies. They don't tend to join a big rush of demons, much likelier to try to sneak through the wards on their own and venture off to wreak havoc, so it's the patrols that usually get 'em."









Keltham: Keltham has selected 'flirt with Yaisa' as his Romantic Option for the day.









lintamande: Yaisa will at the slightest excuse cuddle up against him and look adoringly up at him. "You know, you can have more fun with a girl who isn't on your highly urgent very important government project to transform the world."









Keltham: That's... one alternate conception of how flirting works, sure.

"More fun than Carissa sounds like a difficult and dangerous sales pitch, but I'm not stopping you from trying to pitch it, or deliver. Specifics?"









lintamande: "....how interesting should I be assuming that your sex life is. Like, should I be trying to beat it for interestingness by suggesting interesting applications of sex toys to the problem of 'I want to spend the entire day gone doing other things but also want you to be constantly tormented', or should I be trying to beat it for interestingness by providing a price list for scrolls of Polymorph to species with completely different genitalia."









Keltham: "First one. How about if we pause and take this conversation upstairs, there's a more private room with a nice ocean view."









lintamande: "As you wish," says Yaisa, and looks down so she can peek up through her eyelashes at him.











Gregoria does some calculation about how good alter-Gregoria would be at not glaring and decides on glaring.









Keltham: Keltham is not particularly paying attention to Gregoria right now.


The Keltham Seduction Room - Keltham does not know it to be called this, but would not consider it suspicious if he knew - still has a lovely ocean view even with there being a light drizzle going on out there.

Keltham's not really paying much attention to the lovely ocean view either.

He has never been seduced quite thisdirectly before.

"Resume," he says.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, Asmodia, talk to me about saying the names of entities we do not want involved in our lives, on the assumption tropes are real."









Asmodia: "I'm going to try that but then, I propose, this entire conversation gets copied to the Most High, who is either very happy about my progress, or sends it back with a lot of red underlining. I mark that I wouldn't even have suggested that if not on a low-punishment regimen."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm being punished in accordance with ordinary Asmodean law and that has not, actually, been an impairing degree of punishment because that does not serve Asmodeus either. But noted, and we should speak privately so that if we are erring terribly we minimize how far the error spreads. And we can avoid actually naming any entities, while we discuss."









Asmodia: "Acknowledged."





"So - I think one way of looking at this - is that we can think in terms of - this normal effect that our actions have, and then a second effect that they have through - making universes exist or not exist, or maybe, making Golarions get or not get Kelthams."

"And Keltham's Law is later going to contradict me about that, because Law isn't the sort of thing that should have 'normal' effects and 'second' effects, it'll just be about effects, somehow. But we don't have that Law and I don't know how to think about it that way, yet."

"If there's - just one Keltham who has to be somewhere and just one Golarion who gets him and all the other ones don't exist - then - I think we can not talk about demon lords in order to not have them appear? Or, no, maybe that choice is like - having it retroactively be the case - that we don't exist and this world isn't here - except, it's not like we blink out of existence or anything, it's that instead there's always all along been some Asmodia and some Sevar who arrived at a decision more convenient to the tropes. And we're having this conversation after it was all decided, but that conversation has its effects before it was all decided, so we have to pretend it hasn't been decided yet, because where the conversation matters, it wasn't."

"This is so much not what the actual Law is going to sound like, I can already tell. The Law isn't going to be about, do you look at it this way, go look at it that way. There's just going to be one unifying principle that treats all the numbers the same way. But I don't know what that principle is, and instead I have to try to work with, ideas, words, and hope they end up corresponding to true Law-fragments -"

"But if I had to guess at one of those fragments - maybe it would be something like - if you imagine that the tropes are about to start over and do this all again, and we're getting to advise the Sevars and Asmodias inside the worlds the tropes are selecting from, what do we tell them to do? And then the answer to that will have to be the same as the answer to what that Law says we should actually do right now."

"If the number of Kelthams changes depending on what the Asmodias and Sevars do, I think we advise them to go ahead and talk naturally about powerful beings they don't want showing up, because in worlds where the tropes wanted to make a demon lord show up with a warning, our telling the Asmodias and Sevars never to mention them, means those worlds don't get Kelthams. I'm glad my world got a Keltham and I expect you're even more so."

"If there's one Keltham or a fixed number..."

"I can't actually figure it out. It seems like this weird twisty sideways thing. Pause to get a Cunning on me?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gestures for someone to do that. "Helpful for me to speculate off what you said or no?"









Asmodia: "I would take any help whatsoever at this point, yes."









Carissa Sevar: "If there's a fixed number of Kelthams and the tropes allocate them to the set of Golarions that produce the most interesting stories, then trying to be interesting on purpose is just competing with other worlds like us, and we shouldn't; if there's a fixed number of Kelthams and the tropes allocate them to the set ofworlds which aren't necessarily Golarionthat produce the most interesting stories, then we want to be interesting because while I think we don't care if Keltham lands in this Golarion or a similar one we care a lot if he lands in Golarion or some other world that's not Golarion. ....I guess you might also specifically care that he lands at this moment in history and not a thousand years ago or a thousand years in the future, I care less about that I think..."









Asmodia: "Arguendo," another Kelthamism. "Why wouldn't we compete with other worlds like us? Maybe whoever best serves the tropes wins their favor and there's nothing we can do to change that game, just try to play it."









Carissa Sevar: "Serving the tropes competes with other goals like keeping Keltham happy and building Civilization. We're better off in the world where none of the instances of us are directing effort towards trope-service than the world where all of us are going full power on it, assuming we have the same odds of winning Keltham either way."









Asmodia: "So remember the question of how long it takes Cheliax's current form of government to explode after introducing Keltham to it, and whether you could find Counts who weren't ilani, to replace any ilani Counts who got ideas about not responding to threats? I think that logic only works if there's no Sevars who decide to serve the tropes."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't see why I would decide differently than other Carissae, we're presumably using the same decision process so ought to arrive at the same conclusion."









Asmodia: "So the question is whether there's somebody who isalmost entirely like you, in whatever Golarions are out there, who would, faced with this situation, choose to - maybe the politer term would be, go along with the tropes. Somebody who'd be just as seductive of Keltham, but not somebody who - thinks exactly like that, about tropes."









Carissa Sevar: " - maybe. If she was slightly less inconvenienced by them and thought of them as the reason she's become so powerful."









Iarwain: (Security didn't tap Asmodia with Cunning right away. They have a few third-circles on staff who are doing nothing but enhancement, now, though not Asmodia's requested ten such. One of those is hurried in to cast a Cunning on her.)









Asmodia: Asmodia requests a moment to think for a bit after getting Cunninged. Many of her thoughts are screened; hopefully Security is not Detecting right now, since Keltham isn't around, but worst-case she's still got the Gorthoklek order.



...so the way that she thinks thisactually works, is that any world has something like a Resistance or Vulnerability to the tropes, or a Difficulty Check for the tropes. The decisions Sevars make within the world can possibly make their world harder or easier for the tropes to manifest in, though, obviously, the Sevars may not know which choices of theirs really do that. They also don't know the tropes' strength, what amount of Vulnerability they need or Resistance they can overcome.

You could, at the very least, if deciding not to talk about any other demon lords, which makes things more difficult for the tropes, try offsettingly to do something nice for the tropes, to keep it all in balance? Or maybe you've got to do a lot of nice things for the tropes, orsomebody has to, before they can get to your universe at all?



...Nethys, Cayden Cailean, and her own sponsor, possibly seem to think that their correct move is facilitating the tropes.


......but Asmodia can't tell if this is something those gods are creating the appearance of, and want Sevar to believe; or something they're treating as their own hidden power and special tactic, which Asmodia should not reveal.



"This is unfortunately not a case where 4 more points of Intelligence immediately causes everything to become clear," Asmodia lies. "I think we're at least not supposed to do anything that makes life moredifficult for the tropes unless the Most High signs off on that."









Carissa Sevar: "...okay. So, talking about powerful entities whose attention we don't want is fine, for now, unless they're the kind where that directly gets their attention." It does seem shaped like a problem for the Most High.









Peranza: After Keltham and Yaisa have tromped off to their... whatever they're about to do... Peranza leans over confidentially towards Gregoria. "So is anyone else feeling incredibly annoyed that Yaisa stole Keltham and now we don't get to hear about Miyalsvor?"









Ione Sala: "Peranza, you're slipping, that was alterPeranza talking to alterGregoria. I mean, it's the correct direction of mistake to make, if you've got to make one, but I worry if you slip that way maybe you'll slip the other way too."









Peranza: "Acknowledged."









lintamande: "Real Gregoria's also super mad about that, though," Gregoria says. "I don't see why we can't just learn about Civilization and have, like, one day a week to be unabashed sluts."









Pilar : "Because if we don't corrupt Keltham for Lord Asmodeus, he eventually figures us out. And unless an eighth-circle wizard is Detecting Thoughts on him right then, he commits suicide before we can stop him, goes to Axis, and gets raised by Osirion."

"Cheliax would still win because we'd have better Keepers than Osirion, Keepers who eventually would get further than Keltham dared to go himself. But it would be a harder battle."









lintamande: Pilar is hard to argue with because of the thing where she's more pious than you. Gregoria nods and only scowls slightly.









Ione Sala: Ione honestly does not think that whole "corrupt Keltham with increasingly Evil sex" plan is going to work, ever, but it sure is more fun than a lot of other tasks you can get assigned in Cheliax. She's on board until this all explodes. (As all things do in time, praise Nethys.)









Carissa Sevar: "Report on how Yaisa's doing with Keltham," Carissa asks Security, though she hasn't been urgently interrupted so probably it's not a catastrophe.









Cheliax: Security soon hands her a transcript of their meeting.



(Sfw tldr version here.)






4.4 - in another world we could have been trade partners





Keltham: (Continues from here within Project Lawful and Their Oblivious Boyfriend, though the actual link appears in a later report received by Carissa.)







The Keltham Seduction Room - Keltham does not know it to be called this, but would not consider it suspicious if he knew - still has a lovely ocean view even with there being a light drizzle going on out there.

Keltham's not really paying much attention to the lovely ocean view either.

He has never been seduced quite this directly before.

"Resume," he says.









lintamande: Yaisa sits on his lap. "Do you know what I think you are?" she says. "I think you are a nice boy who would love all kinds of things you've somehow failed to realize you can nowjust have. It's like if you were to half think to yourself that it would be nice, to arrange for a girl some kind of wonderful torment that doesn't require your direct supervision and then walk off and leave her to her fate while you go teach logic classes, you would not particularly have the other half of the thought that you could just do it any minute you wanted to. But maybe I'm wrong and it's just that you never ever even once had the first half of the thought, which is strange, because I don't even top much and I had that almost as soon as I felt desire."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: Okay the lap and the questions both simultaneously were a bit much for his brain to handle right away but, he is definitely not asking Yaisa to stop here. Or slow down. Or change anything about herself really.

"Yeah, you've got me. Back in Civilization, I shut thoughts like that down, because, I mean, I could not afford to pay for hiring a full-time sex worker who I wasn't even using full-time and was just, having things happen to her while I wasn't around, for most of the day. Back in Civilization, that's the territory of, first make your first hundred thousand gold pieces and then dream about that. It's not particularly healthy to fantasize now about things you can only get later."

"No submissives, see. Even if somebody was in love with you, they wouldn't particularly want to do that for you."









lintamande: "I would beso richif I had gotten dropped on your Civilization," Yaisa says longingly. "....anyway. Now you made your first hundred thousand gold pieces, or have the purchasing power as if you did anyway, so you have some dreaming to catch up on, that's my diagnosis."









Keltham: "You sure would be rich," if you were real, the thought inevitably comes to him, and gets tossed aside much as he previously tossed aside thoughts about hiring full-time sex workers. "Though, I mean, possibly evenmore because of your magic and your otherworldly knowledge. But yeah, also the Keepers would secretly tell the twenty richest people in the world, who had already found out they were sadists, and who you were predicted to like a lot, that there was one pretty masochist whose time they could bid on; and they would be your harem."

"My brain is still refusing to try and figure out what it wants to do with you, with an offer like that. It seems to think that whatever it comes up will be something it's not allowed to have and you'll actually say no and then it will hurt. Do you want to name - one thing? One of the least perverted ones, so as not to shock me."









lintamande: Yaisa is pretty sure even alter Yaisa would take a moment to herself to privately boggle at the idea that he believes she could say no to him so deeply that he's refusing to figure out what he wants out of anticipation of how it'd hurt if she did.





dath ilan would make her very rich and she likes it just for that but what a terrible place it must be for knowing what you want!!



"You could tell me to stay here while you teach your afternoon lecture and touch myself but not get off until you come back," she says patiently to this tragic abused refugee of Good.









Keltham: The sudden flood of desire that rushes through him then is strong enough that Keltham feels (falsely) like he is having trouble breathing.

Dath ilani male clothing is by default made to contain and direct erections in such fashion as to not be outwardly visible; if somebody is sitting on your lap, they may be able to tell. Yaisa can probably tell.

He cannot tell her yes, his brain is still confused and halted by that impossible offer, but such a thing as Yaisa has said, coming from a girl on his lap, has to be answered somehow.

"Carissa thought you were a masochist," Keltham says hoarsely. "Are you? If the answer is yes, I'm going to bite you." He's not sure if he's allowed to ask permission, but this seems like it should serve the same function.









lintamande: Yaisa feels that Keltham was falsely advertised as requiring advanced technique to seduce. This is not advanced technique. This is extremely beginner technique. Has Carissa Sevar just been reporting to everyone that she seduced Keltham with extremely advanced techniques and no one haschecked.Or maybe Carissa Sevar did seduce Keltham with extremely advanced technique and as a result everyone assumed he required it, somehow.



She does not answer Keltham but she slides her hands under his shirt and raises her head to bear her throat to him and whispers "find out".









Keltham: That doesn't make any sense, first because you should know if somebody is a masochist before you bite them, and second because even after you've bitten them you're not going to be able to tell from the taste if they were a masochist or not.









Keltham: ...but it's sufficiently obvious that this is actually 'yes' that he only thinks those thoughts momentarily and in a fraction of his mind before the greater part of himself plunges down to Yaisa's neck and biteshard.

(Keltham is not, at this point in time, thinking that second-circle wizard students are any easier to injure than third-circle Worldwound veterans; he's just thinking he's in a universe of absurd masochists who happen to be absurdly resilient because anthropic selection that's why.)









lintamande: That is definitely harder than people who wanted her to enjoy it have ever bitten Yaisa.





Yaisa doesn't particularly mind this, and she does not at all want it to interrupt her flow of seducing Keltham here, but Carissa was incredibly insistent about this point: do not pretend to enjoy it. Even if it's really easy, even if for you the line between pretending to enjoy sex and actually enjoying sex is very thin, even if it's going to ruin the mood. It might be a test by Keltham; it's definitely a test by me.





This was followed by training from Subirachs on this skill, which felt and still feels completely ridiculous but Yaisa is, actually, a fast learner, and very smart, even if 'smart' is not the angle from which she prefers to be perceived.

She whimpers, and looks at Keltham."Bite me less hard than that,if me being a masochist is the point."









Keltham: Her skin is lightly broken, bleeding, as never happened with him and Carissa.

Go away, inner horror and panic, this is obviously not actually an inner-horror-and-panic situation.



"I am both - sorry for having hurt you more than I intended, I thought everyone would be as damage-resistant as Carissa, and also - I don't know if you'll understand this part - I am very grateful that this is something that people in Cheliax and in this universe will ever say to me."

"You're bleeding a bit. Should I heal the area? Fourth-circle cleric, I've got a lot of it on tap."









lintamande: "Probably? I'm notnotdown for you to hurt me more than I know I can handle but if you are trying to do something not very perverted, today, then - probably." See, this is much less sexy than just rolling with it.









Keltham: He lays a hand lightly on the area, and channels positive energy, much more than the wound seems it should require, not so much that the flash will extend beyond the confines of the room.

The emergency, which, in fact, was never an emergency in the first place, is now over, got that, brain?









lintamande: "See? Completely fine," Yaisa says reassuringly. She feels extremely weird about this interaction but hopefully soon they'll get back to territory she's familiar with.









Keltham: "That's what I figured. Just a second while I reboot my libido."


...Thinking back to Yaisa's earlier offer to stay here and touch herself is almost instantly enough to return his libido to nearly-full power, and also fully replicates the resulting brain crash.



"So. Yaisa. My brain just crashed again from trying again to process the idea of ordering you to," wow he is actually embarrassed to say this, which isn't going to stop him because dignity, "stay here and masturbate all afternoon, without orgasm, until I got back, it's -"

"Part of me is turned on to the point of wanting to fuck you right here and never mind being visible through the window or that there's an important contract you have to sign first. Part of me is saying things like 'Wouldn't Yaisa get bored if she literally had to do that all afternoon, wouldn't she need at least a book of erotica or something.' Part of me just doesn't believe I can have this until it knows the price, and won't believe it, can't believe it, refuses to reach out for it, until it knows that the price is something it can pay -"

"I had this problem with Carissa too, it's not about something you did wrong to make it happen. It's just some part of me that thinks this must cost ten thousand gold pieces or you're entitled under Chelish law to demand a child from me afterwards."









lintamande: "Can I solve this by saying, sure, twenty gold, ten more if you don't let me get off this evening?"









Keltham: "Well, and now someother part of my brain is skeptical about how that is either two or three weeks of wages for a second-circle wizard, and is complaining that - well, I guess I could afford to hire you on a daily basis but it'd be enough of my current income that I wouldn't feel comfortable."

"You know, I have this strange and beautiful spell that prevents unfair trades? I don't know if you were joking or not, but I could tap you with that and you could name a non-joking price, and I think maybe then my brain would actually believe whatever figure you gave. But that's a variety of truth-compulsion so you can obviously say no."









lintamande: " - sure, go ahead. I didn't even know there was a spell like that." Shoot, now she has to figure out what she thinks a fair price is for something Keltham is entitled to have for free.









Keltham: Boop!









lintamande: "I'd charge someone else five silver. I have no idea if that's a fair price for you because I'd in fact do it for free," she says truthfully.









Keltham: "Thank you. You've just made that part of me very happy." Then he pokes her in the ribs, hard (but not Carissa hard, not as hard as possible). "That said, your prices make no sense, your earning power is at least twelve gold per week, and that's more like two gold per day than half a gold per day... I guess as a wizard you could potentially use up all your magic in the morning and then be available for naughtiness in the afternoon and evening, so maybe it doesn't trade off against your magic job. But still, that can't possibly be a fair price for you, even if you believe it is."









lintamande: "I could earn twelve gold a week if I, you know, set up a laundromat and copied papers and sold rich people Endure Elements on hot days and nabbed people coming off the boats to offer them Comprehend Languages, which is alotmore work than fucking guys I already like and saving my spells for myself to have fun with."









Keltham: You earn twelve gold a week here, unless someone modified that after I told it to you, and didnt tell me.









lintamande: "No, they told us that. I don't see what it has to do with my fair price, I guess unless this starts interfering with that? But I got the sense it was kind of compensation for your trouble money, not tied to how fast we're learning magic."









Keltham: "I wouldve expected masturbating all afternoon without coming to interfere with work... is it the case that you're not working yet, and the price would change once they got a tutor here and you started learning to craft items?"









lintamande: "It's going to be a couple weeks, probably, since the tutor has to be cleared to be around the secret project and we're in the middle of a war. At that point if you want me to skip work you'll have to pay me like work does, sure."









Keltham: The Fairness is still up, and hasn't flickered.

"Thank you so much for - having such legible answers, that make sense, in a form I can understand them." Actually that's just three different ways of saying 'legible', isn't it. "I'm not sure I can properly convey - people keep offering me sex things and nothing has a price or can have a price put on it apparently and my brain just doesn't know how to handle it and is terrified that everything actually costs a billion trillion gold pieces and that's how much social debt I'm actually incurring."

He is already sort of tempted about just buying Yaisa out of her job, at this rate, but that is getting way ahead of themselves when they haven't even had sex.









lintamande: "They don't want to think of themselves as girls who trade sex for money because no one'll think of them as anything else, if they do that, and anyway someone like Carissa or Meritxell's got as much money as she's going to be reasonably be able to spend. I am a girl who trades sex for money, and don't much care what people think about it, so you can trade me money, if it makes you happy.

You're not - running up favors, though, with any of them.. If I met someone and she said, "I had sex with this very powerful rich man and told him I didn't want anything, and then he had sex with me and left and never talked to me again", I'd say, well, sounds like exactly the thing literally anyone would expect to happen, are you expecting to find someone who thinks he thereby behaved badly? You're going to have to search all of Cheliax and find, I dunno, some mournful monk who thinks that denial is the path to enlightenment."









Keltham: "You know, it's only slightlyless weird to a dath ilani that the one girl who'll quote you a legible price on anything is, like, self-identifying as A Girl Who Trades Sex For Money. I am a Boy Who Traded Sex For Money Twice, admittedly not a lot of money on either occasion but then why would it have been. But that's not... a defining feature of my life, it just says that there's ever been a girl who got curious about what I was like in a cuddleroom and didn't want to spend a lot of time flirting about that."









lintamande: "Sometime I will try to explain but not right now because I don't want you to get distracted again."









Keltham: Looking in the direction of how much his brain wants what Yaisa is offering, if it's only a five-silver matter of social capital, feels legitimately scary. It's not like the sense of attachment he feels to Carissa or the terror of her being taken away, this is straightforward sexual desire burning fierce and uncomplicated, just,too much of it.

"Flirting with you at lunch was amistake. I havework to do today and if I leave you up here masturbating with no orgasms I am going to berepeatedly incredibly distracted."









lintamande: "You could take the afternoon off. Tell Asmodia to teach."









Keltham: "Did basically that yesterday, not doin' it twice in a row, and today I need to review new candidates with Carissa and also check whatever feedback I got from Governance about an interim contract for the Project, both of which are timeline blockers, things you have to start moving to set other things in motion that are blocked on them... that's definitely got to happen, the question is, am I going to be repeatedly incredibly distracted while I'm doing that, or not. Which is clearly a terrible idea and you should persuade me not to do it."









lintamande: "I'mEvil,Keltham, I do what I want, even if it's a terrible idea."









Keltham: "I think the question here is whetherI do what you want."

...if that doesn't work he'll have to say 'Meta, a dath ilani girl would know I was daring her to persuade me to do the thing that's a terrible idea via further temptations, but I apparently don't know how to encode that in Golarion Subtext.'









lintamande: "I heard you were Evil too. Is that not so? I have to confess, I like my men Evil. I might have to charge extra if you're going to be a Good-y goody who doesn't do things just because they're a terrible idea."









Keltham: "Meta, a dath ilani girl would know I was daring her to persuade me to do the thing that's a terrible idea via further temptations, but I apparently don't know how to encode that in Golarion Subtext."









lintamande: - well, all right, then. Yaisa takes off her shirt. She's wearing a very well fitted lace bra, which other Golarion girls Keltham has seen undress had bands in their uniform for chest support. "I think you should go ahead and distract yourself," she says. "Really I think you'll be distracted either way."









Keltham: Without his having particularly made a decision about how much of a terrible idea it possibly is, he's trying to get his hands underneath that lace bra, if possible, to get his finger and thumb around a nipple. Is that possible without his testing the strength of the fabric?









lintamande: Yaisa is so skeptical of claims that this boy is hard to seduce. This boy is seduction difficulty level teenage boy.



Her extremely expensive lace bra was a sensible purchase and is not one that'll take damage from excited teenage boys.









Keltham: The drive in him is to hurt her correctly, at least a little, Keltham does not know why this is a necessary thing to him but something in him is desperate to know that it really is allowed him.

"I'm going to pinch your nipple. Tell me as soon as it's more pain than - than is best for turning you on."









lintamande: "Yes, sir."









Keltham: He begins squeezing, ramping up the pressure, listening for the first reactions and aware for the signal to hold at that level, focused on just that with the rest of his brain more silent than usual.









lintamande: Yaisa has had training on this from a seventh circle cleric and also it's really not that hard. She can tell Keltham how she actually likes it, which is actually (by Chelish standards) just a little pain, just enough to capture her attention.









Keltham: ...what does that translate into by non-Chelish standards though, did he end up squeezing fairly hard by non-Chelish standards?









lintamande: Yes, yes, he does.









Keltham: There's still something in him that's - not quite disappointed - it would be a different kind of disappointing if the hardest he could hurt her like this wasn't enough to be the right amount - but that backs off from some deep plunge it would have made, if this person had possessed Carissa levels of pain tolerance.

It's not most of his thoughts, most of it is on maintaining that pressure of his fingers, at the level that would have been, by the time she called out, slightly more than the optimal amount to arouse her most. He does not just want her arousal, he also wants her pain, and between those two utility functions is that a compromise.









lintamande: They are back clear of baffling dath ilani talk about exactly what you want to be getting out of sex until you're far too bored to have it territory and back in normal person territory, where Yaisa does in fact know what she's doing, and what she's doing is twitching and making satisfying noises and sliding her hands under Keltham's shirt so she can cling to him and hypothesizing in the back of her head that Carissa Sevar's entire secret is that she's as neurotic as Keltham and equally impaired in actually just enjoying herself. Which doesn't seem like a qualification to sleep with the Queen, to Yaisa, but no one asked Yaisa.









Keltham: He breaks it off eventually, feeling shaken by the intensity with which that just happened, but also knowing that this is the way he must follow to not be helplessly mentally stuck in dath ilan for the rest of his second life.

"I," says Keltham in something of a growl, "need to actually go do my work. My brain apparently is not willing tobelieve, not in the way of doubting your honesty, but in the way of being unable to visualize it, that you could actually stay up here masturbating for hours and not get bored. So what you're actually going to do is masturbate for ten minutes out of every hour, and you are allowed to do it other places than here. I will come and take you when my work is done."

"I'm paying you two gold pieces for a day's sex work, that I elect to use so, and I might pay you that again in the future if I ask you to do anything that takes up a day, not because I want to have no bond of friendship otherwise between us, but to see if I can successfully make that part of my brain shut up."

"If you're worried about that slow start to things, go ask Carissa how fast I can escalate."









lintamande: "I wouldn't describe myself as worried," Yaisa says, but she doesn't stand up.









Keltham: He has now learned the Golarion custom of kissing, so he will kiss her fiercely a bit, and bite her lip some, before he goes.









Iarwain:












lintamande: (Earlier in the Conspiracy planning room:)

Carissa: ...problem is that it didn't happen that way in alterCheliax. You don't need astuteness or connections to get through school; average performers are just average, and wouldn't sleep with anyone to stay out of the bottom third, because why would they? No one's going to even punish them!

Asmodia: We don't want to give alterYaisa a background where she isn't slutty, though, because she is, and that's both visible to Keltham and useful to us.

Asmodia: Can alterYaisa have just made a lot of friends at the academy by fucking around, and that's why she did it? Non-Asmodeans end up friendlier after they do that, right?

Yaisa: I was going to suggest 'I like nice stuff so I have sex with people for nice stuff.' I think if I have sex with people so they'll be my friends I come across as incredibly gullible?

Carissa: Keltham won't cheat you, even if he is entirely sure he could get away with it and entirely sure you wouldn't notice and entirely sure if you noticed you'd think it was fair.

Asmodia: Keltham is at some point going to figure out how it works in alterCheliax for people who aren't him, or who have to deal with non-Kelthams. Do Yaisas in Taldor have sex for nice stuff, or sex for friends?

Yaisa: I have literally no idea how I would even begin answering that question.

Yaisa: It depends on whether having sex for friends is a thing that even works!

Yaisa: And how nice the stuff is!

Yaisa: And how nice the sex is!

Asmodia: I was asking Sevar.

Carissa: I think if they have sex at all their parents beat them and kick them out?

Asmodia: That doesn't happen in post-Asmodean alterCheliax.

Asmodia: Does it?

Carissa: No, definitely not, but it means there's nowhere in the world to use as a reference.

Asmodia: The Queen did say it was different for Elves. And dragons.

Carissa: Elves don't share a lot about their sex lives, I don't know what Elf teenagers get up to. No one talks about Dwarf sex.

Asmodia: Keltham seems to have respect for - sex workers, he called them - and no disgust at all, based on transcripts? Arguendo: We don't know whether alterCheliax could have contained a Yaisa who had sex to become friends with people, because we don't know if that's something that would have been a rewarding behavior for her. AlterCheliax could definitely have had a Yaisa who was selling herself around while studying to be a wizard student.

Carissa: - yeah, I'll authorize that.

Yaisa: In that case I should be richer than the other girls.

Yaisa: Because of all the money I made off selling myself.

Asmodia: Depends on how good you were at it.

Asmodia: And probably several other things too. Whether you were selling to wizard students or teachers, I think students because teachers can get all the sex they want. Whether you had to pay for a Remove Disease now and then. Did you ever, by the way?

Yaisa: No!

Yaisa: I don't think it's a very good story if I was a whore and bad at it.

Asmodia: ...okay, we're at least running a Remove Disease on you before you fuck Keltham.

Asmodia: And you wouldn't have offered anyone intercourse until you could perform Alter Self, so not until second-circle. So you're not that experienced and you weren't that expensive.

Yaisa: If we say I'm not that experienced and then I'm really good at sex, it'll be suspicious.

Asmodia: ...I will trust you on that, keeping in mind that even on a low-punishment regimen I don't expect it to go well for you if you're exaggerating your competence. Sevar, do you have any idea what Yaisa's price would have been and how wealthy she'd be now?

Carissa: At the Worldwound she'd be rich. In school, I dunno, she can start 80 gold ahead of the others.

Yaisa: ...okay.

Asmodia: She probably spent any of that money and now has any nice things.

Yaisa: I will settle for having a lot more nice clothes than the rest of you.

Asmodia: At least until the rest of us go shopping in a few days and buy even nicer clothes.

Asmodia: How are we actually on it being safe to rush Yaisa off to Ostenso for shopping? Do we think she gets scried, do we have somebody grab Yaisa's hair for Alter Self and go shopping in her place...

Carissa: We should assume that foreign agents know all the girls by now,and might be scrying them.

Carissa: We can send someone with her hair, though.

Asmodia: Right then. Does Yaisa have any other facts true about her that would be false in alterCheliax, and need to be altered to new facts of equivalent rarity there?

Yaisa: Did I have sex with Elias Abarco earlier this week for a ride to Absalom or not?

Carissa: You did not.

Carissa: ....why did you do that.

Carissa: He obviously wasn't going to take you to Absalom.

Yaisa: Yeah but he's scary.

Carissa: ......

Yaisa: So how does the making Keltham Evil thing work?

Yaisa: Do I just try to convince him to hurt me?

Carissa: No, he's already suspicious that the conspiracy wants to make him Evil. We're just lucky he doesn't see why the Conspiracy would do that.

Asmodia: Howdoes it work, then? For Yaisa in particular, if not the whole plan.

Carissa: Have sex with him and have fun with it.

Carissa: The thing I want from Yaisa is for Keltham to become convinced masochists are definitely real.

Asmodia: Why is everybody else's job so much easier than my job?

Carissa: It's not trivial. Keltham can read sexual reactions in particular much better than you'd expect, he's been trained in that. Yaisa is being required to not fake reactions that she'd usually and habitually try to fake. I sent her to Subirachs to get retrained in not doing that.

Asmodia: Understood.

Yaisa: Alter-Yaisa definitely tries to get Keltham to keep her as a slave-consort or whatever.

Carissa: Don't use the word slave, but fine.

Asmodia: ...didn't you say earlier, Yaisa, that you'd tell your slaves to lick your feet if you were in Keltham's position?

Yaisa: Yeah, sorry, were we pretending slaves aren't a thing? I thought we were just pretending they were mostly a kink thing.

Carissa: Right. ....hmmm. Slaves are a thing but the afterlives are nice so your slaves can always just check out for one of those if they'd rather. Keltham will still be upset, but alterCheliax would both know slavery exists and have no real reason to hide it from Keltham.

Asmodia: Does alterCheliax have slavery or just neighboring countries?

Carissa: I think Osirion has slavery. We could check what they do.

Carissa: Since Lawful Neutral is a lot of what Lawful Evil is pretending to be, here.

Asmodia: If Osirion does anything we think Keltham would accept, I'm a lot more comfortable with Cheliax doing that than trying to make it look like slaves don't exist here at all. I don't know how much else that affects.

Carissa: Agree.

Asmodia: Summarizing, the plan is as follows. We figure out what alterYaisa charged per fuck, how many times per week she did that, who with, with that matching around the range of people realYaisa actually had sex with. Be ready to answer Keltham if he asks that straight out, it's the sort of thing he asks.

Asmodia: That all goes up on the wall in orange.

Asmodia: Then we figure how much alterYaisa earned, and how much she spent on clothes. Also orange. We send a body double to shop for her - secondhand things, so they don't look new and unused; but if alterYaisa would've originally bought them new, they should be costed against her current wealth as new. We decide on a reason alterYaisa didn't already dress in those clothes, maybe she wants to surprise Keltham, maybe she's waiting for him to ask.

Asmodia: 'Slave' is a word with two meanings, one of which is a Keltham-acceptable sex thing, one of which is whatever Lawful Neutral thing they do in Osirion. Orange.

Asmodia: Yaisa is a real masochist who as alterYaisa shows Keltham her real reactions and only her real reactions, with us trusting in Keltham to perceive reality as reality. Green, in a sense, though orange in that realYaisa would fake it more.

Asmodia: Yaisa is cleared for AlterYaisa to get Keltham to try to keep her as a slave-consort.

Asmodia: Did I miss anything?

Yaisa: I can be wearing something nice under my uniform -

Carissa: You didn't miss anything. Let's send the shopper out today, Keltham indicated he was thinking of trying Yaisa next.









Iarwain: (Return to main thread.)






4.5 - project lawful and their oblivious boyfriend (cont.)





Carissa Sevar: She scans it for things that belong in Asmodia's orange or red columns. Nope, nope, nope, does Yaisa have to be so smug, nope... she hands it back to Security. "You'll have to look later, he's on his way back, but basically worked great," she adds to Asmodia quietly.









Keltham: Keltham is in fact on his way back!

But looks busy, and doesn't talk to anyone right away. Keltham instead strides over to Maillol's office, to check if Governance had any comments on his informal proposal for an interim contract between Cheliax and Project Lawful. Or any comments they might have on his articles of incorporation for Project Lawful. And pick up the papers for candidate employees to talk about with Carissa.

He also briefly queries Maillol about the all-in costs if Keltham wants to straight-up employ Yaisa himself, while having her retain living quarters on Project Lawful, and gives Maillol early warning on that possibility / requests that things should be configured now to allow that later. Not that their relationship advanced anything like that far, or that Yaisa has even indicated any such interest, Keltham just prefers to keep that option open for later.









Ferrer Maillol: Comments on Keltham's informal proposal are in this folder. Comments on Keltham's proposed corporation thingy are in this smaller folder. Job candidates in this bigger folder.

Yaisa's upkeep would be 6gp/week, yeah pretty expensive but they're remote out here.Keltham needs to make sure Yaisa's paid at least 12gp/week by him.

Yes, the possibility was kept open; Sevar already gave Maillol the tip that Keltham might ask that about somebody, at some point, and also that the person would be Yaisa. Maillol appreciates the heads-up nonetheless.









Keltham: ...isn't it nice to have such an attentive girlfriend! If she actually is in the Conspiracy Keltham is kind of doomed, yo.

All right, now Keltham is heading back to the dining hall.

Things he definitely has to do today (he announces): Consider new employees with Carissa, review and revise the contract stuff.

Things he hopefully still has time to do anyways (he further announces): Teach a bit more Law, Utility would be the obvious Law that comes next. Get in his daily magic practice and put on another Silent Image show at dinnertime. He'll maybe try to wing a Miyalsvor short story tomorrow; Keltham's evening tonight is spoken for.

So roughly - maybe one to two hours of Law before dinner if there's time, but first Keltham wants to do the most urgent Project stuff that needs to be done today rather than tomorrow. Everyone good on that?









Carissa Sevar: Sounds good.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 10 (8) / Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham reviews Cheliax's feedback on his proposed interim contract. He is conscious somewhere in the back of his mind that if he is inside a generalized fiction novel then this is the exciting Trade With Aliens section where the narration zooms in to show his thoughts in tons of detail, and all the readers are carefully evaluating the logic of everything to see if they can spot where Keltham makes his dramatic fatal error, and that the part where he's occasionally distracted by thoughts of Yaisa is presumably being played for comedy in a way that implies this is definitely a story wherein Keltham is making amusing reader-spottable errors. Thankfully Keltham's probability density is mostly not in his life being run pointwise by tropes in that detailed of a way, or on there existing an audience he can reason about that way. Carissa wasn't a hidden cleric and all that.

Cheliax does seem to be on board with Keltham's basic outline of the theory behind an interim intended-to-be-replaced contract, though? Keltham expected more pushback on this.









Keltham: For something like metallurgy, which was Keltham's next intended thing to try, or road-building, the plan is to have what would otherwise be an insanely onerous patent scheme, in which any Chelish metalmakers or roadbuilders adopting new techniques need to hand over to the Project 80% of their increased profits above a 20% increase, relative to a baseline they establish under untampered truthspell; alternatively the Project can directly demand a per-volume patent fee. The rough idea is that you'd expect these entities to, themselves, end up capturing half the gains from trade, so if Keltham gets nearly all their gains, he's getting around half the gains to Cheliax. This fails if those entities compete against each other too much and can capture only a small fraction of those gains, which is why Keltham can also set a coordinated per-volume fee if he notices that happening.

Chelish Governance is strongly recommended but not mandated to reimburse them for substantial amounts of the money the manufacturers pay the Project, so the manufacturers can scale operations the way they usually would given increased profits, and perhaps to subsidize purchase of the goods, to make up for its price being set higher.

If countries outside Cheliax start using the same technology, which Keltham is not actually expecting to happen that quickly, then competition from those countries will decrease pricing power inside Cheliax and the manufacturers will show less of a profit increase and the Project will get less of that increased profit. Or to put it another way, if roadmakers outside Cheliax adopt the same technology successfully, the government is allowed to hire those outside roadmakers to make roads inside Cheliax, but they must be doing a sales volume outside Cheliax at least equivalent to their sales volume within it (to fence off some overly clever functionary getting ideas about setting up a "new roadmaker" just outside the Chelish border). The Project may at its discretion arrange things so that everybody with knowledge of key engineering details is a Project employee and bound to the project by nondisclosure arrangements.

It's intended that this overly arduous and detailed arrangement will eventually be replaced by a measurement of excess general growth in Cheliax's economy relative to economies of other countries, of which Keltham captures around half, after which all this can be tossed aside and replaced by general taxation and reimbursement mechanisms.









Keltham: For stuff like improved sanitation technology or anti-pandemic measures, Keltham is getting a certain impression that you can't just ask the insurers to pay for those. So this is going to be an issue of Cheliax offering the Project a price for outcomes, basically, and Keltham deciding how that gets prioritized relative to other tech based on that price. The price should take into account that other countries may adopt the same measures, because Keltham is not actually going to slow down adoption there at all; that's something where you just broadcast the knowledge, dath ilan that taught him would have wished it so. Cheliax should offer the Project a price that reflects how much they'd want to see that happen, and can maybe negotiate with other Lawful countries about upping that price.

This part can also fold into the general economic increase business, after which Cheliax and other Lawful countries can again be invited to bid on the Project inventing further sanitation tech.









Keltham: Cheliax requests that, during this initial period pending a replacement contract, while things are all happening inside Cheliax anyways, two-thirds of the Project's profits go into a Cheliax-internal investment fund, which Keltham promises to actually use for investments that he expects to boost the Chelish economy, including via spending on subprojects of the Project or Project employees and infrastructure; if Keltham at some point wants to relinquish this responsibility he can hand it back to Governance. Profits of the fund go back into the fund itself. They're willing to trust Keltham's promise that the Project won't pay out in salary more than is fair.

There's an attached note in different handwriting saying that parts of Governance aligned to old nobility will be more on board if this fund structure exists, for reasons that are probably not going to be legible to Keltham for a while - to give a not-particularly-accurate summary, they're incentivized to talk as if Keltham will take anything he's given and run to a neighboring country unfriendly to Cheliax, even though this is not true, and adding this fund structure placates them and shows their concerns are being listened-to and they're being respected about this. Keltham should not worry much about this and should leave these factions in Governance to their own delusions, so long as it doesn't actually affect the way anything goes, which they're hoping this structure accomplishes.

...right then. They're correct that this doesn't sound to him like a consistent agent equilibrium. Possibly some predictor in Governance is bidding up the price on Keltham deciding to take his early profits and go invest in some other country instead? Keltham will ponder whether this reflects some actual state of affairs they aren't telling him about. For the interim contract he'll send back to have the amount be half rather than two-thirds, but otherwise, okay, they're yielding to him enough on other stuff.









Keltham: Cheliax is pretty sure it can find a million gold pieces in actual gold to redeem money owable to the Project, without that doing anything strange to their economy. If it's more than that, they want to be able to repay him in other valuables that Keltham approves, with a fallback to a guarantee to pay in standard valuables that would be available to somebody requesting to redeem currency at the Chelish central bank. At the same value in those valuables per face-value gold-piece instrument as would have existed at the time of signing this contract, if Keltham is worried about currency devaluation.

Keltham adds a note that the key date will actually be a day before Keltham's arrival, so they can't just drop all those valuations by a factor of 100 for one minute while signing the contract, but otherwise sure. Also just to be sure, can somebody give him three examples of standard redeemables and prices and available volumes as they were on that day?









Keltham: Somebody in Chelish Governance has ever heard of joint-stock corporations, there's just no general market in their shares, which makes them less popular than a dath ilani might otherwise expect. Insurance basically seems not to exist at scale, which Keltham would have expected to imply a huge obstacle towards having there be limited liability for owners and officers of those joint-stock corporations. But given that Keltham regards this issue as a blocker for obvious reasons of sanity, apparently Cheliax is willing to just say that Keltham doesn't have passthrough personal liability for the Project if somebody sues the Project for more than it's worth? Apparently this is usual for Golarion, in other countries that have corporations recognized by local governments as entities? And the excess liability doesn't have to overflow to an insurer, it can just cease to exist with nobody responsible?? This seems like a huge implicit subsidy for corporations that are doing anything risky and like it would create all kinds of awful incentives??? Keltham supposes that he can just accept this implicit gift and then not do anything awful with it.

They're basically on board with the Project's corporate structure otherwise. Though there's a note from a seventh-circle priest of Asmodeus specializing in contracts, who reviewed the whole thing, that he doesn't understand why three-quarters of this stuff has the exact form that it does. The Church bids 2000 gold on Keltham explaining it, in case it's theologically important to Asmodeus's domain of contracts.

Keltham tilts his head slightly on reading this price; he can't tell if they're weirdly undervaluing his other opportunities, or just deliberately saying that this issue is not actually important but should get done eventually. He'll ask Maillol about that, maybe.









Keltham: Cheliax is actually pretty unhappy about Keltham's request to have disputes arbitrated by a priest of the Lawful Neutral banking god 'Abadar'? Abadar can be kind of weird about some things. Osirion has a terrible record on women's rights, including, for example, their ability to own their own property not in a man's name. Abadar may be into banking but he's obviously not into fairness. A priest of the Lawful Neutral goddess Erecura, who lives in the center of a giant interdimensional trading city and market, would be much better for this. Subject to that part, they're fine about mutual approval of the priest, or failing that the arbitrating priest being selected by the Golarion head of Erecura's church.

Keltham writes back that he can't just take Cheliax's choice of Lawful Neutral god here for obvious reasons, but he's fine with it being Irori instead.









Keltham: Finally, Governance notes for the record that they would usually hammer things out a lot more painstakingly than this, but they also want to actually get started on that tech transfer stuff. Their unusual pliability is to be understood as a request for haste.

Keltham again tilts his head and writes back that Civilization is also not in the habit of trying to design planet-affecting contracts this quickly. Cheliax obviously knows more than him about how local law, or a Lawful Neutral god's priest, is liable to interpret contracts like this. Cheliax presumably has professional lawyers they can actually trust to help. Keltham's rapid composition of these interim contracts is to be understood as a favor for Cheliax. He's a fourth-circle cleric, and not especially likely to get sick with plague in the next month if there's a one-month delay in Project work.



Sort of weirdly reminiscent of his interaction with Abrogail about a favor owed to her for her pride? It sounds like maybe that's a Chelish thing, you look out for your interests and point out your concessions and leave the other side to point out theirs. Matches some things Carissa said about sexual interactions, or for that matter Yaisa at lunchtime, how a Chelish woman wouldn't expect reciprocation owed if it wasn't spelled out. As a social practice it doesn't necessarily strike Keltham as that great of an idea, but it's the sort of thing where he could see it being easier on the feelings of Kelthams in the Kelthamverse than on the feelings of dath ilani. You can still trade with aliens like that.









Asmodia: (Asmodia will later get a copy of this stuff. Asmodia, who would again never dare do this if not on a low-punishment regime, will go through it and add many angry notes about terms that wouldn't have actually been suggested in alterCheliax, and how she now has to make the rest of her universe look like that was a totally sensible thing for alterCheliax to say, and next time she needs to review anything like this 'brilliant' idea for a Cheliax-internal-only investment fund before anybody says that to Keltham. This isn't about avoiding dead giveaways, this is about Keltham doing reasoning of a form that only he and Asmodia understand, and Keltham will have updated off somebody's brilliant idea for cutting Cheliax's future losses here. Somebody should get flayed about this.)









Abrogail Thrune II: ...it's actually somewhat refreshing? Abrogail usually only hears this kind of honesty from people she has managed to bring to very extreme emotional states, and has some pleasant associations about that.









Keltham: And time to go meet with Carissa about potential new employees! What've they got for him?









Carissa Sevar: The amount of Splendour needed to lie to Keltham on most topics? Like, twelve. The amount of Splendour needed to get Keltham to agree to a contract that's slightly unfair? Apparently thirty or something. That's not quite true; there are bits he didn't think to question. But he's good at this, and instinctively so, andHell is supposed to be incredibly clever when it comes to these thingsand it's sort of concerning how the servants of the god whose domain is tricky contracts are mostly playing even with a random dath ilani teenager and that'sdespitethem having played fast and loose with the alter-Cheliax rules.



No, not concerning, it's great news; it is part of why her value in Dis is so high. Hell will get better at this, and serve Asmodeus better.





Project management has a dozen candidate files for Keltham, all of them reasonably promising, prescreened for meeting security clearances. Five of them are boys; Carissa ended up deciding on enough boys that it was only bleeding a bit of evidence towards their having disproportionately done a search for girls, but few enough that if Keltham rejects them all he'll still have lots of options and it won't take up much of his time. The ones that looked superficially the most promising to Project management are on top which is intended to save him time but he can go in some other order if he'd rather.









Keltham: Keltham quizzically observes his actual level of internal surprise and maybe even slight dismay at male candidates being included, neither of which he would've expected himself to feel. Probably worth a pretty serious chunk of probability mass out of Conspiracy... should've thought to predict that in advance, but the amount of surprise he's feeling would seem to indicate that he wasn't putting a lot of probability mass on male candidates being included.

Well, makes sense though, Ordinary was thinking something like 'there's an alien, we don't know his gendertrope or how well he can do research with a bunch of boys his age, also we want him to feel very welcome in Cheliax, also we want all his genes, also we may not have a lot of time here, let's send him 12 girls from a wizard academy'. And then now they're like 'well he's doing pretty okay and we ran out of great female candidates so send him some males'. Conspiracy, you would think more on priors, would have some Dark Plan that looked something like 'lull Keltham with a harem' and then not want to modify that plan based on how things went on Project Lawful so far. Factor of 2? Factor of 3? Call it 2.5 maybe. And don't neglect to note that remaining probability mass in Conspiracy is narrowing more towards 'the Conspiracy is improvising and modifying their plans as they go'.



Moving on from that!

Two of the male candidates and three of the female candidates look too good to pass up. One of the female candidates looks like a why-would-they-include-this case.

The remaining three men and three women seem to be in basically the same bin so far as Keltham's ability to tell who would work out. Given that Keltham has a demonstrated ability to successfully interact with Chelish girls and less such demonstrated ability to interact with any boys his age, he feels a certain impulse to take the three female candidates in this round, and let more male candidates wait pending seeing what happens with the first two?

...Is that blatant rationalization?

Possibly? He'd kind of expect to end up saturated on romantic options either way? It's just that Keltham doesn't feel like he actually has much of a basis on which to make more decisions here aside from noticing his own nervousness about what young-adult masculine gendertropes are like around here.

Keltham has arrived at his opinions; what does Carissa think about these dozen?









Carissa Sevar: "Do you in fact want boys?" asks Carissa, who predicted internally a seventy percent chance he takes them. "Many wizard schools don't do mixed-sex classes because girls behave differently around boys and vice versa."









Keltham: "There's two men who look incredibly promising and Civilization sure wouldn't exclude them on that basis. Having them sent as candidates at all implies that at least somebody in Governance doesn't consider that a blocker problem? How much of a problem is it liable to be in Cheliax?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not a huge one, not all wizard schools do that and I don't think anyone has noticed one way or the other being resoundingly better. But, you know, Governance just wants metals as fast as possible, you can want other stuff, if you think it'll make your life harder."









Keltham: "In Civilization I'd have more faith in my ability to determine after the first week of candidacy whether anything grimdark was happening or not... seems like a dumb thing not to test at some point, though, the Project isn't going to stay a one-male operation forever."

"Suppose we ignore that part, what's your opinions on the twelve? I've got mine."









Carissa Sevar: She has ranked them by suitability in an order that's nearly the same as his. "If the project weren't so top secret I'd be inclined to take them all knowing we might fire half in a week but firing people is really inconvenient with all this top-secretness."









Keltham: "Think I wouldn't want this one in the next round," taps the weakest female candidate, "and given the inconvenience of turning people down, I feel inclined not to try more candidates than I want to hire if they all work out, so that there isn't anyone I have to tell that they were good but not good enough... am I being too Evil there, in your opinion? This is kind of important and maybe I should do the Good thing and tell them to suck it up."









Carissa Sevar: "Personally I would be as Evil as I wanted. You don't owe it to Golarion to make your job stressful for the sake of inventing sanitation faster, even if that worked in the long run."









Keltham: ...he kind of does owe it? He's not that absolutely devoid of Good and everything he has to trade is given him by grace of dath ilan.

Okay, maybe the amount of internal stress that thought generated was a warning sign. There's also penalties if he feels pressured into hiring too many people; that is also a wisdom out of Civilization.

What's the next-best alternative to going with only eight candidates such that he could in principle hire all of them if all of them performed well enough? Asking for eleven candidates but warning them that there's only eight seats, they might end up stuck in Secret Project Limbo for years if not selected, warning the male candidates that they may be slightly more at risk than female candidates...

"Let's go with eight, the two most promising men and all women except the unpromising one. Warn everyone except the top two men and top three women that they're starting from a slightly less favored position for a permanent job, if anybody doesn't want to show up given that, go to the alternate male candidates. If as expected the gendertropes mix okay, then we'll consider men and women on an even basis in future hiring rounds."

"I'd be tempted to only go with the five most promising candidates, except that I don't know if we can get more, and I also wouldn't get to check my sense of who's more or less promising. In Civilization - where expanding quickly wasn't that urgent, and people wouldn't need time-consuming Law lectures just to get up to speed on basic thinking, and you could just go on looking for more candidates, and I actually trusted at all my sense of who seems promising - the common wisdom would strongly say to only try the five really promising candidates at this stage of expansion, and beg Cheliax to please provide more like those."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know whether to expect Cheliax could find more like these if you told them to or not. The age range and Intelligence scores loosely suggest to me they looked at every known intelligent person who is hireable for something like this and there's not a much deeper pool to keep searching."









Keltham: That's a frankly terrifying thought about a country of twenty million people. He might have to expand his hiring search outside Cheliax sooner than any person would have considered sane from a Security standpoint.

"All right, you know, if this is basically the best hiring pool we're ever going to get, let's go with trying all eleven except the bottom woman, and if all eleven seem to be working out great I'll suck up the rapid expansion and tell Maillol I'm sorry about having failed to correctly forecast my hiring needs."

"Actually, maybe ask the woman on the bottom of the ordering if she wants to try too, despite my prior prediction being that she'll fail quickly and despite what happens to her if she fails? Maybe I'm just wrong about who's promising and somebody in Governance is right."









Carissa Sevar: "Seems worth letting her take the chance if she's not costing us anything. If someone thought she was worth passing along they might've had reason that wasn't in the file. Of course, the reason might've been 'as a personal favor', that is how things sometimes work around here."









Keltham: "Are you shitting kidding me? Now I'm wondering if I should truthspell everyone on this list about whether that happened."

"...which seems like a huge act of tyranny, wow, short word for that, butflaming shit Carissa that's not a good thing to have to worry about."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm sorry! I hope that's not what happened! But I live on this planet so I'm telling you sometimes that's what happens! People get in trouble for it if they get caught but they don't always get caught!"









Keltham: "I wasn't blamingyou!"

"...I'll check with Maillol about whether anything seems suspicious, try to get a sense of how bad it would be to truthspell everyone coming in, or if I could ask Security to add a question to their usual screens about whether they fiddled the application process or if their competence is being exaggerated. If Maillol doesn't flag anything, I'll go ahead with the plan to invite all twelve but with varying degrees of warning about how doomed they might be. Sound like a plan?"









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds good to me. I'm excited to work with these people, they look really smart. And a noble! We move in such esteemed company these days!"









Keltham: "Yeah, somebody's going to have to explain what a 'noble' is at some point, or why that would be a good thing when the Taldane word sure doesn't sound like it, but not right now. If you don't think it's a red flag, my going back to Maillol with our answer doesn't have to wait on it."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think it's a red flag. Go take Maillol his list."









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol wishes he could tell Keltham that they'll get a crop of better candidates once the Project produces results, but Maillol is not sure this is true. He will not be incredibly happy if they suddenly have to hire 12 people, especially if they're all tier-1s, at current salaries, but sees the perspective from which this would also be unexpectedly good news. Assuming they work out, anyways.

Everything becomes easier in terms of funding calls, when and if the Project is earning enough revenue to pay its own costs, including the fortress and not just the researcher salaries. Maillol can't unfortunately promise that hiring becomes easier; that's probably more a matter of the Security situation surrounding the project, and also trying to have the candidates be so young and yet already outperforming.









Keltham: Yeah, that's all about what Keltham expected.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 10 (8) / Late Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham takes the time to hang Silent Image, to let his brain decompress from project-managing. He's actually managed not to think about Yaisa for an hour! Well, now he's sure thinking about it, but distractions from hanging Silent Image seem far less dangerous.









Keltham: After that, he's got the time for another hour of Law before dinner, and after a Lesser Restoration the energy too, so next up is Utility.



As a starting koan, would anybody care to offer him an example of set of preferences that seems clearly unLawful? How could you want things in a way that was bad math?









lintamande: Meritxell proposes that you could want something and also want not-that.









Keltham: ...that does sound pretty unLawful but what behavior would thatlook like, externally?









lintamande: That's a little harder. "...when you don't have a horse, you will pay for a horse; when you do have a horse, you will pay to stop having a horse."









Keltham: And then you'd pay for another horse. Hmmm, yes, that doesn't sound good.

Suppose that your preferences don't change over time. You prefer things to other things in a way that doesn't change based on whether you have them or not. Can your preferences still be unLawful?









lintamande: "You could prefer to stop having your preferences?"









Keltham: ...and what outward behavior wouldthat look like?









lintamande: "....going around trying to provoke powerful unscrupulous wizards into using the incredibly illegal mind control you hope they have, so that they'll make you want something different?"









Keltham: Sounds to Keltham like there's sort of two different slices through you, there, a slice that wants to... let's say, spend all your money on nice things today, which is unfortunately able to gain control of your body and send it shopping and spend money... and then a different slice through you is later able to gain control of your mouth and ask powerful wizards if they've got mind control for not doing that. Keltham doesn't know why the 'unscrupulous' modifier is being applied here, it might be illegal and even for good reasons but if that technology was available in Civilization everyone would be using it. Under Keeper supervision, obviously, but still.


That's a fair example, but also kind of complicated! How about if they keep things much simpler and more concrete, like...

(Keltham casts Prestidigitation three times to create three fragile temporary objects, a red sphere, a blue cube, a green tetrahedron.)

Can anyone say what it would be like to have unLawful preferences aboutthese three specific and concrete objects right here, assuming your preferences don't change over time or based on what you're holding, and assuming that the same slice through yourself was in control of your actions and your mouth? Reminder, tier-2s speak first.









Asmodia: "Prediction -"









Keltham: Yes yes, Keltham knew that was coming, but anyone else.









lintamande: "Are you counting, I like the red one more than the blue one and the blue one more than the red one? Or is that just the same as the wanting to have and not have a horse?" says Tonia.









Keltham: "We're counting that like wanting and not wanting a horse. What we're calling a preference is shown by the act of trading one of these things for the other. So if you trade it one way and then trade it back the other way, we'll say your preference reversed over time."









lintamande: "What about, I like the red one more than the blue one and the blue one more than the green one and the green one more than the red one, is that just the same with more steps?"









Keltham: "That's the example I was looking for! That's an example ofcircular preference. If I'd pay a copper to trade red for blue, every time, and not pay to trade it back, and not say with my mouth that I wanted anything different, that's a locally coherent preference and we can't say there's anything strange about it by itself. But if I'd likewise pay a copper to trade blue for green, and to trade green for red, you could just stand around trading me the same objects and extracting all my money from me. Or even if I wasn't willing to pay a whole copper, you could stand around trading me the same objects and burning up all my time, which is as much a resource to me as money. No one of my preferences is probably-contradicting-a-Law-we'll-find-later by itself, it's only when brought together that they can't all stand simultaneously."









lintamande: Tonia immediately looks back down at her notes, but she's smiling.









Keltham: "So we've got the first suggestion of a Law-fragment, which says that we shouldn't have any circular preferences."

"I claim that, equivalently, to this condition, it must be possible to put everything we want into a global ordering, say by tagging them with numbers -2, -1, 0, 1, 2, and so on, and then to determine which things we want more than one another, we just compare their numbers in the ordering, and we want more whichever has the higher number. If you have wants inconsistent with being able to do that, I can take all your money from you, or at least all your time."

"Do you buy that? If you don't buy it I would, of course, like to know why you're refusing the sale."









lintamande: The students glare suspiciously at him. It sounds like an Obvious Trap.









That doesn't mean they can think what the trap is, though.









Asmodia: "Are you forbidding any two wants to have the same position in the ordering?"









Keltham: "Mmm... no. We will say it is possible to be indifferent between two things you want. I could want a cube and a sphere equally, both labeled 3, and decline to spend my time to trade either one for the other; and then also prefer a triangular pyramid to both, labeling it 4." What kind of language lacks a word for the regular-tetrahedron... well, okay, to be fair Keltham can see how that would fail to come up a lot in everyday life.









Asmodia: "...I'm still relatively sure this is a trap, but can't actually see where the trap is. Your next move is to say that you have to sometimes say 'I claim' in a case that's totally true, or we'll just catch on to you. Even after you've said this, however, I'll still consider it a trap with 90% probability."









Keltham: Asmodia has an overconfidence problem, but Keltham will again wait until she's actually wrong to make that point.

"We're either going to need to add some shorter words to this language or start speaking Baseline, if you're going to go around saying sentences like that."

"It was relatively subtle, in this case, and did depend on my exact wording. Suppose that I say I'm indifferent between red and blue, and indifferent between blue and green, but I prefer green to red. That can't be done with numbers, but you can't extract all my money out of me either."

"What youcan do is offer to trade me red to blue for free, after having previously made me a standing offer to trade blue to green for free, and I'll turn you down because I'm indifferent about both of those trades. Then you offer to trade me red to green for a copper, and I accept. I didn't pay out all my money by a repeatable path, but I paid more than I needed to."

"You could also imagine that this reflects a situation where I like blue a bit more than red, but not enough to pay the time-energy-attention cost of taking your offer to trade the two for free, and I like green a bit more than blue, but the total gap from red to green isn't enough to pay time costs on two swaps, only time cost on one swap."

"If we say that when I'm indifferent I'll always let you walk over and switch the two items without my bothering about it, then the claim becomes fully true and you can pump infinite money or time out of me if my preferences don't form a - can't be ordered the way I talked about."









lintamande: "Is this one of those things mortals mostly do right but unconsciously," Gregoria says, "or do mortals mostly do it wrong."









Keltham: "Yes."

"It's complicated. You're unlikely to screw up whether you'd prefer eating an apple to being stabbed with a knife -"

"Er, bad example. Good example in dath ilan, sadly enough. Bad example here, happy happy joy joy. I guess the classic 'cake or death' example in decision theory is also less clear, what with the local afterlives."

"We can, however, at least say thatMeritxell is unlikely to get confused about whether she prefers eating an apple, or being stabbed."

"As soon as things get complicated, obscured, hidden behind layers of abstraction, presented in different ways at different times, mortals start doing less well than that. And if - people who run experiments on people to find out how they work - start trying to configure things in ways that will trip you up, it doesn't take much effort."

"I'm not sure even a Keeper could argue anyone into preferring infinite torture over eternal happiness, but I'm not actually sure they can't, either."









Carissa Sevar: There's silence for longer than Carissa thinks there would be in alter Cheliax.



"I mean, depends who they're trying to talk into it, probably. And whether it's the fun kind of torture."









lintamande: "Zon-Kuthon's followers don't givethatreason for being Kuthites, do they?" says Gregoria only a beat after that, very calmly. "Like, they don't say, 'oh no Zon-Kuthon had a legitimately convincing argument' -"









Carissa Sevar: "I've never met a Kuthite but if He had arguments at all that'd make Him the most powerful god, wouldn't it, since the rest of them mostly can't talk to us directly."









Keltham: "It's hard, in Golarion, to make certain points, when you're an alien. I mean I'm sure there'd be equally straightforward points I could make locally, I just don't know what they are."


"What Iought to do, at this point, is demonstrate to you one of the standard ways to confuse an unprepared subject. But it would take a very reliable example, with only 8 subjects now to test it on, which I'd have to divide into three groups. And more importantly, I don't know the things about Golarion I'd need to know, to construct that example... maybe Carissa can tell me how to construct it, actually? Though it'd invalidate the demonstration for her. Hold on."

Message to Carissa: I'm looking for something that has both a quantity and a quality. And then something else which just has a comparable quality, but no comparable quantity, and is otherwise as similar as possible. It's got to be something which, apart from quality considerations, would reliably make somebody think that it was eh probably about equal value. What I'm going to do is offer three different groups choices between pairs of the low-quality high-quantity item, the medium-quality nonquantitative item, and the high-quality low-quantity item, and people tend to think that quantity matters more than quality but only when they can compare quantities directly, and otherwise the quality becomes salient, so the three groups' preferences will go in a circle.









Carissa Sevar: - she needs considerably more detail than that to come up with a suggestion but with some back and forth they can probably work one out?









Keltham: Keltham divides the remaining 7 students into groups of 3, 3, and 1, and then hands out three slips of paper containing pairwise comparisons to these three groups respectively:


1. Would you rather have an Osirian book describing 30 rare magic items, or an Absalom book on principles of spell design?
2. Would you rather have a Nexian book describing 10 rare magic items, or an Absalom book on principles of spell design?
3. Would you rather have a Nexian book describing 10 rare magic items, or an Osirian book describing 30 rare magic items?



Oh, and considering you got more warning than usual, this time, please just put down the actual preference that comes to you, and don't overthink it? Sure, you might be able to evade the trap if you thought hard and maybe didn't put down what you would've naturally wanted if you weren't trying to evade some unknown trap, but the point in this case is just to show the basic phenomenon. Maybe. When Civilization does this they've usually tried out a dozen variants first to find one that works.

Anyways, go try it!









lintamande: This sort of thing is stressful because it might be different in alter Cheliax, where books are probably not mostly illegal.



...possibly not, though? Magic books would be rare anyway, and none of those countries have had their backstories changed much.









Carissa Sevar: (Security should not help the girls cheat.)









Iarwain: Results:



Group 1: 2 of 3 prefer the Osirian book of 30 items over the Absalom spell design book.
Group 2: 3 of 3 prefer the Nexian book of 10 items over the Absalom spell design book.
Group 3: 1 of 1 preferred the Osirian book of 30 items over the Nexian book of 10 items.









Carissa Sevar: Now is that an update for or against Conspiracy. She thinks...against, weakly, because Conspiracy might've engineered the right outcome. Since she was tempted to do that.









dath ilan: It has not even slightly occurred to Keltham to try to update off this, because why. Why would anyone do that. Why would even the Conspiracy mess with his experimental results here? It's not that he's explicitly reasoning that way; the thought just hasn't occurred to him.









Keltham: "Not quite the illustrative results I was hoping for, but that's what happens when you run really tiny experimental groups, and don't do any pilot samples to pretest your theories about how people will actually react."

"The underlying theory, how it was supposed to work here, is that if you see the Osirian book of 30 items side-by-side with the Nexian book of 10 items, that makes the quantity of items salient, it makes the quantity mean something. If you don't pick a very large quality difference, in a case like that, people usually go for the higher quantity."

"If on the other hand, I compare a Nexian book about 10 magic items, to an Absalom book of spell design, what does the number 10 really mean there? It's not more or less than any obvious numbers about the spell design book. So what you see instead is Nexian and Absalom, where Nex has a better magical reputation than Absalom, apparently, obviously I'm just going off Carissa here."

"Similarly if I compare the Osirian book of 30 items to the Absalom spell design book, the number 30 doesn't have some other number to compare to, so everybody goes for Absalom because they have a better magical reputation than Osirion... was what wassupposed to happen, but didn't, either because we didn't run any pilot studies to see what usually worked on people, or because our groups were so tiny that randomness dominated."

"Buuut you at least got to see that theOsirian book looked a little less attractive, next to the Absalom spell design book, than the Nexian book looked next to the Absalom spell design book, even though if you put the Osirian and Nexian books side-by-side that one subject went for the Osirian one with more items."

"If I could run more probes like this, I could probably find a slightly different version that reliably gave the result I was hoping for if you run it on three groups of 20 students, say, who hadn't been warned of what the test was about."









lintamande: "And this doesn't work on devils or Keepers?" asks Gregoria.









Keltham: "This particular form shouldn't work on me, if the decision is important enough to be worth thinking about for more than a few seconds. Possibly on an old-enough devil it wouldn't work even if the issue was trivial, say, and probably that's true about higher Keepers though I don't know at what rank the immunity would start."


"At higher levels of messing with people like this, there's - well, mostly, the techniques are secret, I expect, but it's known that one of them uses... what would you have here that's an equivalent phenomenon. You'd have visual afterimages, at least, I expect? If you look at a bright light, especially if it was dark before then, and then look away, you can see a smear of light where the - nerves that detect light, all fired, and used up some of their energy, and got tired, and now you can see something like darker-glowing spots in your vision where the brightness was."

"So if you're a sufficiently high-ranked Keeper, you know about how to manipulate people's thoughts based on getting them to activate particular brain areas harder or more intensely and then you say something else that routes through the same brain area and it does a weird thing based on some of the nerves being tired, or other nerves around them adjusting to high activity. We're allowed to know this is the general outline of how the technique can work, because it's incredibly hard to engineer, you can't reinvent it just by knowing how it works and reading non-secret neuroscience."

"There are cautionary videos that everybody in Civilization gets to see wherein a Keeper talks to an unsuspecting subject, you can't hear or see what the Keeper is saying, but you can hear the person they're talking to, and the person they're talking to starts to say occasionally more and more ridiculous things and finally agrees to sell the Keeper all the clothes they're wearing for the equivalent of a copper piece."

"We get to see those videos so that we have some idea of what it would look like if a conspiracy successfully hid itself from Governance while developing advanced talk-control techniques outside of the Keeper system, and then tried to take over the world. Which, I mean, to be clear, there are presumablyother precautions in place to prevent. But one of those precautions is, like, warning people about what that could look like? This is a sort of thing we rehearse during the Annual Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festival, it's not literally just aliens, the theme varies by the year."









lintamande: Sounds fake, thinks Gregoria, but doesn't say it. Sounds like they have magic and were keeping it from you, and you still don't see it.







"Annual Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festival?" says Meritxell.









Keltham: "Disaster preparedness holiday."

"In this case, it'd be something like, one in ten thousand people, probably relatively smarter ones than myself, get told that they're part of the evil conspiracy to take over the world. Where it's realistically improbable that the conspiracy got up to 100,000 people and nobody noticed, but you want to test yourself against problems more difficult than the ones you really expect to face."

"Then those people have mind-control powers, meaning that, if they end up talking to you for five minutes, they get to hand you a card saying you've now been mind-controlled and you should go off and get other people to talk to them, or try to sabotage the company you work for, or cut a communications line, or kill potential leaders for the resistance in their sleep. And then all the key infrastructure people have to make sure their organization goes on working when a bunch of people have been tagged dead and maybe somebody got turned into a saboteur. Other people need to check houses for people who got killed and make sure they get into the deep cold, obviously not for real, just rehearsing that. That sort of thing."

"Civilization doesn't have any serious enemies that we know about. That doesn't mean Civilization wants to let itself get weak. If Nidal opens a gate into our dimension and tries to take over the world using Alter Self and Suggestion spells, we've gamed that out in advance."









lintamande: "....I think Nidal would take over theleadership,not a random one in ten thousand people," says Meritxell.









Keltham: "Andthey run drills on that more often than annually, and have more eyes on each other, and probably something like eight thousand different precautions none of which I am allowed to know about."

"Becoming the sort of person who gets to figure out how the leadership gets defended against talk-control conspiracies is one of the classic dream jobs for little kids growing up in dath ilan, it's like going to the Moon colony. You would get to spend so much time imagining brilliant plots somebody else might try against you, and trying to figure out what simple deep robust methods you could use to prevent that, or, failing that, devastatingly brilliant counter-precautions."









lintamande: " - that does sound incredibly fun," Meritxell concedes. "I don't know that they'd win against Nidal with their average Intelligence but they would probably beat actual Nidal."



She stops thinking the thought before it can get to "...or actual Cheliax."









Carissa Sevar: They would totally beat actual Cheliax. Carissa would advise the Queen to just immediately surrender.









Keltham: "Meritxell, Icould beat actual Nidal, given time to scale up in Cheliax, that's why the god-war started."









lintamande: "With the ability to learn magic and a bunch of allied Golarion nations! I think it'd really be very hard to win a war if the other side had magic andyou didn't.But I don't know what your Governance secretly has in store and I'd guess it's kind of a lot."









Keltham: "Civilization would cheat. They'd figure out exactly what mental state somebody had to be in to absorb extra magic like Carissa did during her date with Abrogail, and then some sixth-rank Keepers would go into that exact mental state on purpose because they could just do that, and very very quickly Civilization would have its own powerful wizards. Or ninth-rank Keepers would talk-control Nidal's ninth-circle wizards, who would be under the mistaken impression that their magical shielding prevented them from being mind-controlled by people who knew vastly vastly more about how their own minds worked than they did."

"Seriously, Nidal is not at all the issue here, the question is whether Civilization without local allies can take Zon-Kuthon."









lintamande: Gregoria is pretty sure she would in fact ask this question here but is she, like, allowed to?









Carissa Sevar: - yes. If she's sure she would in alter-Cheliax.









lintamande: "Her Majestrix tortured Carissa, right, which - worked because of the kind of person Carissa is, and might not work on a non-masochistic person at all. But - if it does, in fact, work on anybody - dath ilan would do that, to win a war?"









Keltham: "It's very unlikely they'd have to, they'd just analyze the real phenomenon underlying all that and figure out how to reproduce the same effect more simply, quickly, powerfully. But also yes. There'd be - probably at least a hundred thousand people in Civilization who'd volunteer for that, to save Civilization, or for that matter, just to save Nidal? Even in a Lawful Good civilization, you're going to throw some people as Evil and Chaotic as me. Well, if you go looking in the other direction, you're also going to find some people completely off the deep end of Lawful Goodness."

"Also keep in mind that depending on what spellsilver is, exactly, it's not improbable that somebody can make a call and get a million pounds of it delivered in three hours."

"I'm not sure you've grasped the sheer distinction of scale between one young slightly-above-average kid from Civilization getting tossed into Golarion with no prior preparation, and what would happen if actual Civilization got a two-way portal to Golarion. There might be a war with Zon-Kuthon. There would not be a war with Nidal. There would be a rescue operation on Nidal."









lintamande: "Too bad we don't have the portal, then," Meritxell says.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is briefly incredibly curious how far off the deep end of Lawful Goodness one can go and what those people are like. She doesn't really want to know, except she totally does.









Keltham: Back to lecturing. How might his young apprentices defend themselves against such a dastardly assault as that showcased in his recent experiment, assuming some more refined version of that experiment which would actually work?









lintamande: Gregoria: "Think what price would strike you as fair for each item separately, rather than comparing them? Except I did try to do that."









Keltham: "And what'd results you get?"









lintamande: "Uh, mostly it's hard to think what price would seem fair without seeing the actual book."









Keltham: "Standard technique when you're interrogating yourself about something is to make up average-sounding details, any time your internal query blocks on a lack of detail. It's not like you'd be committing to buying the actual item, sight unseen."

"It would have taken me a lot longer to figure out my sexuality after getting to Golarion, if, considering questions like 'Am I okay renting Carissa to the Queen?', I had been, 'Oh, but I know so little at this point about what the Queen is like, or what will happen to Carissa', and let that stop me there. Instead I filled in all unknown details with conditions that felt relatively friendly to my sexuality, to check if there were any possible conditions I was okay with at all."

"I'll actually go ahead and tell everyone to try putting prices on both items they considered, now, and any time your brain says 'I don't know' you just fill in something plausible and keep going until it produces a price."









lintamande: Sure, they'll try that, and mostly end up valuing all the books between 1 and 3 gold with some individual differences.









Keltham: "One book costs upwards of half a day's wages for a very well-paid second-circle wizard. Right then. I need to check your book manufacturing technology at some point and see if the bottleneck is printing or papermaking or human labor to operate the machines or if there's some downstream distribution issue or what, because that isnot a sustainable book price for a civilization that's trying to own a reasonable number of books."



"Anyways. The reasons I wouldn't expect that particular attack angle to work on me if I thought anything more careful than a pure snap decision is, second of all, that I'm explicitly aware of contrasts between easily commensurable quantities and how those can distort my cognition by calling attention to themselves. First, that I'm constantly putting a quantity on how much I want things. In Civilization I could easily have translated that quantity to unskilled-labor-hours or, closer to myself, the minutes or hours of my time that I'd spend to get something - including by working to buy it, if it was something that could be bought directly with money."

"The fact that I don't actually have a bank account full of unskilled-labor-hours, anymore, and instead own a completely unfamiliar valuable called 'gold pieces', is contributing to a constant state of disorientation in the back of my mind. I'll seem less timid and hesitant once I actually know how much everything around me costs and this core process of all of my cognition is able to actually run again."

"Your next question is why my salary of 500 gold pieces per week doesn't establish a value for my time of 71 gold pieces per day. Because that's a trivial side payment compared to the expected worth of my future share of Project income, is why, more or less. I could spend a day describing the reasons for the Project's exact contract structure to the Church of Asmodeus, which is something I've now been requested to do at some point, and earn 2000 gold that way. I'm not running off to do it because it's obvious that a one-day delay in Cheliax achieving a larger economy costs much more than 2000 gold. If at any point I found myself even considering spending a week of my time to avoid spending 500 gold pieces on something, it would be obvious that I needed a higher salary, what with, for example, all the Security wizards here also costing 500 gold a week each."

"So how much is my time actually worth in gold pieces? What are gold pieces worth to me in terms of anything else I want? I have no idea. Thankfully there's a pretrained reflex and habit in my brain that already knows how to assign quantities to anything it wants, and it can go on assigning those quantities even though they're currently meaningless to me in terms of money, and so I can go onpretending to be a functional human being."









lintamande: "Wizards usually want a lot of money so they can have more expensive headbands," says Tonia, "but I'm actually not sure what other people want money for, past the amount of rich that we are, such that they could - think about things in terms of money -"









Keltham: "You just got alot richer. It would not be terribly surprising if whatever skills you do have for figuring out how much you want things, measured in gold pieces, also spend the next several weeks going haywire. Being tossed from Ostenso wizard academy into Project Lawful is not that unlike going from dath ilan to Golarion in terms of how much financial disorientation I'd expect that to produce."

"As an interim measure, consider asking yourself how much you value things in terms of time - how much of your limited personal time per day you'd spend to get various things that you want - until money starts making sense to you again."









lintamande: Tonia nods seriously.









Keltham: If at some point Keltham ends up busy on contract work again, and they don't want to just take that time off, the class might consider a collective project to probe variations on what Keltham tried, to see if they can hone some version of that - maybe not involving books about magic, it might have to be something more common - into a form that reliably produces incoherent preferences in Golarionites. Obvious locally available test subjects: the four departed Ostensos, Securities, cooks and other local support personnel.

Then they get to be like little tiny Keepers relative to the rest of Golarion, having refined for themselves a piece of knowledge that they can use to make other people's brains produce financial errors! Further exercise, come up with your own list of ethical restrictions about how this very very very mildly terrifying knowledge should be used by Project students.









lintamande: Is that an actual assignment or was he joking, Gregoria asks after a little while.









Keltham: He's not sure 'assignment' is translating correctly to concepts he already has? It's a way where somebody on this project with excess time that they want to convert into practice-at-this-sort-of-thing could, at their own option, choose to do that? And if so, all of the people doing that should coordinate among themselves, so that they don't trip over each other in using up their limited supply of local experimental subjects.









lintamande: ...okay. It sounds fun, she might try it.









Keltham: Great! Just don't use your dangerous and powerful knowledge for purposes that Asmodeus would disapprove, or Pilar and Meritxell will suddenly be standing next to you one day looking sad.









lintamande: She promises only Asmodeus-approved uses of whatever she figures out.









Keltham: Anyways! In terms of Law, this whole lecture has now gotten far ahead of itself! The true Law does not assume that there is some mystical stuff called 'money' floating around, in which everything can already be valued. The Law begins from people wanting things; a notion of money comes later, beneath the Law and after the Law, not before it and above it.



Going back to where they left off on Law: this classroom has now seen, at this point, that things you want, which by an act of choice or expenditure of time you can swap or trade, need to be consistently orderable among themselves in order to avoid having time or money pumped out of you. Even indifferences - in the sense of letting other people swap things for you, not just it not being worth the effort of making a trade - must be coherent within the ordering, to avoid this.

They've seen a simple trick for getting dath ilani children or Golarion adults to violate this consistent ordering, just by way of showing that it's not a trivial requirement. (And hinting at how there must be vastly more terrifying things that high-ranking Keepers can do if not otherwise restrained by ethics, but that's not the main point.)


To take the next step beyondordering, consider things that are divisible, fungible; things that have quantities over them, and not just unique individual identities. Let's consider apples, bananas, cherries, and suppose - temporarily - that the relative intensity of your desire for these fruits does not change depending on how many you already have. (Maybe you're planning to feed those fruits to a large hungry crowd so you actually care more about food-energy-value than a tasty meal with variety, say.) Suppose, for now, that every fruit is identical to every other fruit of that kind. Suppose also that you would, for each of these kinds of fruits, prefer to have more rather than less, everything else be equal.

It'd be pretty odd if you valued a cherry equally with a whole banana. It should take at least two cherries to be worth a banana, right? Probably more. If somebody offers to trade you a banana for two cherries, you should probably accept.

But that's notLaw; there could be such a thing as a person who would rather have one cherry than two bananas.

What can we say, in this situation, about the patterns of offered trades that you will accept or reject - what property must your trading-rule have to avoid some dreadful thing happening to you, and what indeed is that misfortune?









lintamande: The class is going to need a moment because they're distracted realizing whatAsmodeanKeepers will be capable of doing to people.









Carissa Sevar: Yes yes this is great news Dis has priced us all correctly now answer the question.









lintamande: "You need to have the same relative valuing of fruits," Tonia says, "no matter what exact bargain is offered, otherwise you'll agree to trades that leave you worse off than you started."









Keltham: Hm, hm. Say more about this relative-ordering concept? What is it to have "the same relative valuing of fruits"?









lintamande: "Uh, the amount you'd rather have a cherry than a banana can't change with which is being offered, or how many are being offered."









Keltham: What does 'the amount you'd rather have a cherry than a banana' look like? 92.73 units of wantingness?









lintamande: "The - amount of cherries that's as good as one banana."









Keltham: And so long as you keep to constant exchange-rates for apples with bananas, bananas with cherries, and apples with cherries - so long as those three numbers never change, whatever they are - you are safe, are you?









lintamande: ....probably not but I can't think what'd go wrong."









Peranza: "Two apples for one banana, two bananas for one cherry, two cherries for one apple."









Keltham: "That does sound like a problematic trading pattern. What must be true for that tonot happen?"









Peranza: "The constraint-system needs fewer degrees-of-freedom - one fewer than the number of goods being traded. If there's three goods you can trade, there should only be two trading ratios. Once you know apples to bananas and bananas to cherries, that gives you apples to cherries. So if you make up a separate number there that isn't derived from the first two, that's like having two different trading ratios at two different times, or different trading ratios depending on the order you trade things in. The constraint-system starts with zero degrees-of-freedom for one fruit, and then any time you add a new fruit, you add one degree-of-freedom for a trading ratio between that fruit and any other fruit already in the constraint-system."









Keltham: Keltham reminds himself once again that these people are not actually six-year-olds; theyhave any prior mathematics education, it's just been about spellforms rather than the entire rest of Reality.

"Ah, well, in that case, I claim that your condition is exactly equivalent to saying that every fruit in the system other than cherries must have a consistent unchanging price in cherries, and we accept trades whenever the trades are favorable according to those prices, and reject them otherwise. Do you believe me?"









Peranza: "Yes."









Keltham: He was expecting a bit more caution there. "Why?"









Peranza: Because your Bluff sucks. "You seem like a very honest and nice boy who wouldn't lie to an innocent girl about that sort of thing," says alterPeranza.

"Also because any pattern of trading rules that's okay, will have some series of trades you can make, to convert one of any other fruit to some number of cherries, and that series of trades gives you the price of that fruit in cherries. And if you have the price of everything in cherries, you can figure out which trades are okay, you just compare the value in cherries to see if you're gaining cherries or losing them."









Keltham: "Hmmm. Thatis a compelling argument - the second part, I mean, I'm not commenting on that first argument at all. But you may recall that I asked, initially, what pattern the system of trading-rules must have, to avoid some dreadful thing happening, and also I asked, what exactly is this terrible misfortune. What happens to you if the ratios aren't consistent?"









Peranza: "No matter what fruit you start with, somebody can offer you a series of trades that takes you down to one cherry. Then more trades to half a cherry, if they still think you've got too much left."









Keltham: "It seems you trusted that nice boy far too much! Suppose I'll trade eleven cherries for a banana, or a banana for fourteen cherries, but when it comes to trading a banana for twelve or thirteen cherries, I neither accept or reject either of those offers. You can't pump infinite fruit out of me that way, even if I trade by those rules consistently, and the rules don't correspond to having any single price of a banana in cherries."









Peranza: "Nope. You weren't lying before, now you're trying to get me tothink you were lying before."

"...though I'm not sure how."









Keltham: "Don't get so caught up in the metagame that you forget about the object-level math question, which is where all of the important skills to learn here are to be found. When you are encountering your own problems you will not be able to solve them by guessing a teacher's trolling patterns."









Peranza: It sounds enough like a rebuke that Peranza loses the thread of alterPeranza just being in class and being good at math.

(Peranza has practice at spellcraft under pressure, answering from memory under pressure, a little doing topology under pressure. Not so much pretending to be another person thinking about Law the way Keltham does, under pressure.)









Ione Sala: ...which is not a good look for Cheliax.

"Having one less degree-of-freedom than the number of fruits, with each new fruit after the first having one degree-of-freedom for entering the constraint-system, is definitely equivalent to being able to price all the other fruits in one fruit. But that's not the same condition as 'trading rules that can't get traded down to one cherry'."

"What's missing... I think is, if somebody else offers you to trade a banana for thirteen cherries, and then to trade twelve of your cherries for a banana, you have to take them up on that. If you don't, that counts as a terrible misfortune."

"I claim that the two conditions of 'you can't be traded down' and 'you don't miss trades that take you up' is equivalent to being able to price everything in cherries. Assuming there are any cherries in the system in the first place."









Keltham: "Correct, but tier-2s speak first, Ione."









Ione Sala: 
"Right. Sorry."

They'll need to get either Gregoria or Pilar to take over Ione's current silence-covering duties via tier-1 prompting.









Asmodia: AlterCheliax does not HAVE or NEED a silence-covering duty and THAT is the part that needs to get conformed to ASAP.









lintamande: Gregoria istryingbut she doesn't actually think as fast as Ione and if she did she'd be Tier 1 herself!









Carissa Sevar: No prompting right now, if you don't have an answer ask a question, Gregoria.









Keltham: "Suppose now that some 'troll' were further to say: maybe you can't trade fractions of fruit, only whole ones, because if you try to slice a banana in half, the parts exposed to the air will start rotting. And furthermore, you can't express arbitrary ratios using very large numbers of fruit, because you've only got 100 of them."

"I'll trade nine bananas for ninety-nine cherries, or trade ninety-eight cherries for nine bananas. What's my real ratio of bananas to cherries? It could be a little less than 11 cherries per banana, or a little more than 10 point 8 repeating cherries per banana, or anywhere in the infinite space between! Maybe you think you could try to pin that down by looking at the other trades I'll make with bananas, for other things that can be traded for cherries, but if anything I'd guess that the additional trading steps will just put even wider bounds on all the numbers you try to derive that way."

"So now you can't deduce any exact ratios from my trading patterns. And, why, it's not that I'm hiding those exact ratios, it's that I don'thave any, just some trading rules I use. So now the two ideas aren't equivalent any more - I have a trading pattern where I don't accept strict losses and don't pass up strict gains, but I have no exact ratios between items."









Peranza: "I can make up a ratio and assign it to you and you won't have any grounds on which to contradict me," says Peranza.

(...doesn't stay disintegrated under pressure, rallies and returns given a chance to catch her breath, because she is still a survivor out of the Ostenso wizard academy, and all the really pathetic students there are now laundry wizards in a tiny town somewhere paying back 'loans' that will last forever)









Keltham: "What if I look at your ratio, and shake my head, and say that your ratio seems to me to be not quite right? Is this not a grounds for contradiction?"









Peranza: "Thenyou obviously know what your real ratio is and you're trying to hide it from me, in which case, once again, you in fact have a ratio."









Keltham: Pretty adversarial attitude towards mathematics. Keltham doesn't mind, he's masculine-gendertroped.

"Doesn't quite follow that I know my ratio and am hiding it. You can know an answer is wrong without knowing the right answer, and this is in general a very important fact about how to think in Law-inspired ways. Your sense that an answer is wrong often precedes your having any idea what the right answer is, and sometimes for quite a while."

"But yes, in general that's the idea I was aiming towards. If we can't have fractions of fruit or unbounded fruit, then the two equivalent conditions are 'there's at least one possible set of prices-in-cherries you could be using, based on your behaviors', and 'you don't accept trade patterns that lead to strict losses or reject patterns that lead to strict gains'. Where a strict loss is having less fruit in one place without having gained any fruit somewhere else, and a strict gain is having more of one kind of fruit without having lost any others."









Keltham: "This, you might say, is how the notion of money-as-a-common-unit arises under the Law, when mortals meet and deal with each other. The world begins with farms and scythemakers," Keltham has picked up that scythes are involved in farming, "so why does it need money? Let farmers barter corn for scythes, let scythemakers eat some of the corn and barter other corn for metal, let the metalmaker barter metal for shoes - don't tell me that's not the right trade pattern, Tonia, just pretend I said something sensible, please."

"Why not just trade things you have for other things you want? Why try to price everything in the same units everywhere? Who's to say that wouldn't just cause everyone to make weird trades they wouldn't have made, would have been wiser than to make, if bartering things directly?"

"But if people are in general trading in ways that don't let you extract lots of resources from them, they will be acting as if you could price everything in corn, or everything in pounds of iron, and have their trading patterns mostly make sense in those terms. You won't be eliminating a lot of useful complexity and extra details that mattered, when instead of having all the local patterns of bartering ratios, you instead try to price everything in corn. You are not holding up a mirror to life, and cutting off the pieces of life that don't fit; everything does fit into the mirror. It's safe to do the thing that lets somebody work out instantly the ratio between shoes and scythes, without having to envision in detail how relatively useful shoes and scythes will be to them."

"That's what justifies, you might say, the approach of trying to weigh a book about rare magic items, and a book about spell design, relative to one another, by weighing both of them in some common unit, and not just comparing them to each other."

"Should that common unit be gold pieces, or minutes of our time? The minutes of our time are, from one perspective, the most natural way to think about the resources that we have; almost anything else we want, that we can try to get, is going to burn some number of minutes of our time, and maybe some other resources too, but always the minutes. As for money, you can always convert your time into that; even if your job saturates in a way that doesn't let you voluntarily work an extra hour or an extra day, you could trade your time for money elsewhere, by finding an employer who just needs an hour of work from somebody, even if that pays less well... Actually now that I'm arguing this out loud I have a sudden worrying sensation that in Golarion it's not actually going to be possible for lots of people to trade their time into money at any reasonable exchange rate."

"Anyways, in Civilization, where you can convert between time and money, the common wisdom is that you should learn to value everything in terms of money, rather than minutes of your personal time. Why? Because that way you can, without an extra mental translation step, tellother people your prices, and understand what their prices are. Time is the personal resource closest to us, but society's shared unit of wantingness is the way we interact with everything else, and so the common wisdom is that we'll all end up better off if we think in society's units."

"Of which it is said in dath ilan, 'money is the unit of caring' - with further implications such as, for example, that if you're weirdly reluctant to spend any money on something, you probably don't care about that thing very much. Though the proverb loses something because Civilization's word for society's common unit for pricing, 'unit-of-account', is one of three different Baseline words I've found so far that all translate into Taldane's word 'money'."









lintamande: "You can - mostly trade your time into money in Cheliax," says Gregoria. "I don't know about other places."









Carissa Sevar: " - I think you mostly can other places unless they have some specific thing going on like not letting women work outside their homes."









lintamande: "And the proverb just translates and makes sense, I think. If you don't want something enough to pay for it you don't want it much."









Keltham: "In Civilization the common unit is the unskilled-labor-hour, which is, ideally, adjusted at a pace that changes smoothly over time but ends up tracking the value of an average person spending an hour of their time doing something they have no special training or talent for. Everybody has that to trade, even if almost nobody should actually trade it, and enough people need it now and then that the market exists."

"There's a debate about whether that unit is actually a good idea, because from one perspective, the value of that unit tends to predictably go up over time. As technology improves and society gets more productive, the minimum amount you have to pay anybody to work for an hour goes up, in terms of most other goods. Which is to say that for other goods, the number of unskilled-labor-hours they're worth tend down over time."

"There's an argument that this is bad, since price-setters are more eager to adjust prices upward than downward, because if you're first to adjust your prices downward before others do, you're often relinquishing some portion of gains-from-trade within implicit agreements that take time to renegotiate. So, the argument goes, we instead all ought to have a unit of account that's worth 3% less every year, because that way prices will mostly need to adjust upward, and people will want to be the first in line rather than the last in line to adjust their prices to match new realities. And that way prices will adjust more quickly and naturally than in the current arrangement where we have a Seasonal Repricing Day, four times per year, where all the stuck prices go down at the same time if somebody was dragging their feet on minor price adjustments before then."

"How this all squares up with Cheliax's 'gold pieces' concept, I have no idea."









lintamande: Wait, what?













"Uh, gold's just worth what...people will pay you for it... the coins are just useful as a standard amount of gold so you don't have to test it for purity and weight?" Gregoria offers after she's pretty sure she's not going to make any more sense of any of that.









Keltham: "I suppose if I asked whether there's relatively more or less gold, compared to all the stuff being traded thatisn't gold, every year, it would be very silly to expect an answer about that from a country where Governance does not know its own annual budget, and can't measure the value of all goods and services produced annually inside the country..."

"Actually no, I can ask that. Do prices over time usually go up a tad, or down a tad?"









Asmodia: Asmodia thinks very quickly.

(Implausibly quickly, in fact, but that's fine so long as nobody including her notices.)

...this direction whatever it is, should be the same in alterCheliax and realCheliax so far as Asmodia can currently tell; flipping the answer is more of a risk than keeping it the same.









lintamande: These wizarding students who have had meaningful purchasing power for, like, two years, don't know!



"I heard headbands are getting cheaper?" Meritxell says uncertainly.









Carissa Sevar: "They go up, over time, but not very much? You'd need to be looking at prices over a decade or something, to see it. I could ask for my father's books."









Keltham: "Well, if using gold means that all the prices tend to go up just a tad every season, instead of downward, don't be in a rush to change your use of gold as money without a lot of careful debate first. If everything else is the same, which it could very well not be, you might be doing better than Civilization in at least that one exact way."

"...though I'm not surehow you'd get that result out of mining a metal, whose value is implicitly going down a bit every year under that equilibrium, which should induce less mining of it. But, I am not expecting anyone in the classroom to know an answer to that... actually, I bet it has to do with Asmodeus's Church taking control of Cheliax, that probably brought in a moving-to-a-new-equilibrium-surge of new investments from outside the country and those were probably done in gold? In which case maybe you'd need to get away from gold-based pricing in another decade, or prices might start going down again."

"Anyways."









Asmodia: AARGH.

Asmodia has never heard of economics and doesnt know what an economist is, but she knows she needs one in this fortress right now.









Keltham: "I have, I fear, digressed somewhat from the proper order in which to present things in theoretically pure ways; the invention of abstract units of caring is supposed to be a relatively advanced idea under the Law, to which your hand gets forced later."

"Let's go down a different path. Suppose you've only got one of each kind of fruit that there is, but you've got, like, fifty different kinds. You can't cut any of them into pieces or they'll rot. Furthermore, each of your actions within the world can only swap one fruit for another fruit at a time. You can give somebody a fruit without getting any back, I suppose - everybody has an unbounded supply of the empty fruit - but you can't make a transaction promising anyone that you'll give them more fruit on a later round. Because thought experiments, that's why."

"I claim to you that in this world, there is no choice but to give up all hope of figuring out how many cherries a banana is worth, since all you can do is trade one whole banana for one whole cherry, and very few hungry people would trade a big fruit like a banana for a small one like a cherry."

"At least, there's no way to do it without being some kind of dirty cheater."

"But maybe somebody here is a dirty cheater, I don't know. If so, how do you cheat?"









Carissa Sevar: There's a silence, but not the oh-no-heresy silence, just the silence of a hard problem.





And then the delightful clarity of the problem snapping into focus as like a different kind of problem done a few days ago -



"You trade someone - a coin flip where you'll give them a banana if it comes up heads, for a cherry whether it does or not. You'd need one of those dath ilani provable-randomness-creators to do it properly."









Keltham: "A coin you can both see spinning works fine for that - you can use a random source of 0s and 1s to generate an arbitrary-precision fraction uniformly between 0 and 1."

"Let's say that Text is 0 and Queen is 1, on a spinning coin. The first time you spin it, add 1/2 to the total if it comes up Queen. The next time you spin it, add 1/4 to the total if it comes up Queen. Third time, 1/2 to the third power or 1/8."

"Suppose you spin three times and the results are Queen, Text, Queen. The current running total is 1/2 + 0/4 + 1/8 = 5/8 or 0.625, can't get any lower than that, and can never go above 6/8ths or 0.75 even if every future spin comes up Queen. So if you were trying to generate a 60/100 chance of something, you could stop at that point and declare that the event hadn't happened."

"Uh, assuming there's no magic way to control how coinspins land. If there is, you'd have an arms race between that and Detect Magic and whatever counters Detect Magic etcetera, if the coinspins were important."









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't know of one but if people were using coin flips for important things it'd definitely be invented."









Keltham: "I wouldn't be surprised if my god has a spell for that which is incredibly difficult to mess with, but I don't know if it'd be fourth-circle or lower. It would be on-theme with the truthspell and the pricing spell."



"Anyways, I now pose to you this devastating question: who says that a 1/2 probability of an apple is worth exactly half as much as an apple? Maybe somebody is like, 'All this uncertainty about getting the apple makes me feel terrible; a 1/2 probability of an apple is really only worth to me a third as much as the certainty of an apple.' And so, you can't use probabilistic trades to determine people's real trading ratios."

"Who says that the probabilities of things need to combine with their values bymultiplication? How simple, how naive! Perhaps there is some more clever way to do things. By what Law is it a regulation of our city, that we must do things in exactly that way, or else suffer some terrible misfortune?"









Carissa Sevar: "- I mean, in this thought experiment we can't cut apples and we can't make promises. I guess you can say that we also don't like uncertainty but that'd be - you adding that - if you were perfect you just wouldn't care about uncertainty except for planning costs. Gods don't, I'm pretty sure."









Keltham: "What I'm asking here is why there's a rule to combine probabilities with values by multiplicationin the first place. Why not square the probabilities and multiply the values by that, instead?"









Carissa Sevar: " - there's the thing you said about how we could conspire against the Conspiracies in worlds that have Conspiracies, and I don't know if you literally mean there are uncountable worlds or if it's just a way of thinking, but - getting an apple in half of worlds is half as good as getting an apple -"









Keltham: "There's countably infinite worlds, not uncountable ones - there's as many worlds as there are counting numbers, not as many as there are possible infinite sets of counting numbers. You can only get ratios between the reality-weight of worlds if they're countable, so only those can be real. Any time a world is divided more finely than that, only the parts that - I can't actually say this in Taldane, sorry."*

"And nice try, but we have ways to banish the 'anthropics' out of the conversation. We can bet on a mathematical fact that neither of us know and seems to have the right random properties, like whether the remainder of 1001 divided by 17 is less than 6, say, which should give us a probability pretty close to 6/17. I could truthspell myself and promise you that I hadn't secretly calculated the result in advance."

"There's no other worlds where that fact will be different. So why do I need to value that bet of an apple at 6/17ths the value of an apple?"


(*) Realityfluid can be spread out over continuous distributions, but only chunks of those distributions large enough to integrate up to finite measures have people finding themselves inside. People themselves are not so finely divisible, in regards to finding yourself to be one of them. If you tried to make a continuity of different people in order to have an uncountable population of distinct people, sufficiently close parts of that continuity that they couldn't tell themselves apart would add realityweight from the perspective of whether you find yourself to be one of them, and so again you'd find yourself as something whose realityweight sums up to a finite fraction of everything there is. This is why nobody ever finds themselves to be an entity with an actually-infinite number of introspectively-distinguishable distinct parts.









Pilar : "Some dreadful misfortune will happen to you if you don't, involving people trading around probabilities of apples with you in an arrangement that leaves you with only a tiny chance of getting an apple."









Keltham: "Or you passing up a trade series to increase your chance of getting an apple from some tiny amount to almost certainty, would be the complete spec of the dreadful misfortune."

"...and what would be an example case of an arrangement like that? Suppose I'd trade a 1/2 probability of an apple for 1/4 the value of an apple, and a 1/3 probability of an apple for 1/9 the value of an apple. What dread fate must now befall me?"









Pilar : "I pay a whole apple to you for nine 1/3 chances to win an apple."









Keltham: "And? Just as I don't value a 1/3 chance of winning an apple at 1/3 of an apple's value, I don't value a 512-in-19683 chance of ending up paying you zero apples at around 1/38th the value of paying you zero apples. Why, I value it at around 9/10th the value of paying you zero apples with surety! As for all those other outcomes where I end up paying you one, two, or even nine apples, I value all of those put together with the remaining 1/10th of the weight that I put on things, when I weigh possibilities."

"If I haven't started out by already accepting that chances of things happening, ought to be weighted proportional to their probability, then when I look at all the things that might probably happen when you ask to buy four 1/2 chances of winning an apple from me, I don't have to value the 1/16th chance of paying you zero apples at 1/16th the value I put on that outcome."

"In other words, you're trying to convince me to accept the principle of weighting outcomes proportional to their probabilities, using an argument that only works on people who've already accepted that."









Pilar : It's frustrating, she canfeel that Keltham is doing something very bad and punishable, and it should be possible to Lawfully argue him out of it; but Pilar can't see the argument. Talking to the Elysians was less frustrating than this.

She does not of course feel any anger at Keltham; it is clear that the fault lies within her for being unable to refute him.

"You've at least got to value two 1/2 chances of getting one apple, the same as, a 1/4 chance of getting no apples plus a 1/2 chance of getting one apple plus a 1/4 chance of getting two apples," Pilar states. "Which means you've got to value one 1/2 chance of getting one apple the same as a 1/4 chance of getting no apples plus a 1/4 chance of getting two apples."









Keltham: "Well, I accept you could mess with me if I didn't value two 1/2 chances of getting one apple, the same as 1/4 of zero plus 1/2 of one plus 1/4 of two. But where was it said that I have to value two 1/2 chances of getting an apple, twice as much as I value one 1/2 chance of getting an apple? We can stipulate that I value two apples twice as much as one apple, in cherries. That was already said, but who says that packs of chances add up the same way?"









Pilar : "Does it work as an argument if I say that people who think like you do won't have a lot of kids and eventually there won't be any of them left?"









Keltham: "No, for it has not been stipulated that I care."

"Also we do tend, in Civilization, to regard that as an invalid argument generally. If we look at the statistics and find that currently wizards are having fewer children, or for that matter, masochists are having fewer children, it doesn't follow that Cheliax should heritage-optimize wizards or masochists out of existence. Maybe the thing to do instead is subsidize them so that they go on existing."









Carissa Sevar: "If you do trades like that you'll go out of business. And I don't think Civilization would intervene to stop you going out of business."









Keltham: "With some tiny probability I'll make a ton of money, though, if all the gambles I take pay off their maximum amounts. Maybe I just happen to weight that tiny probability by a huge amount in my calculations, much larger than I'd weight it if I was multiplying outcome-values by probability-weights the way you think I should."

"So once again, you have not yet justified the principle of multiplying by probability, except by appealing to the principle of multiplying by probability."

"Now, if you could show that I was going to trade in a pattern that led me into strictly lower probabilities of getting an apple, or passing up strictly higher chances, that'd be another matter. I do accept the principle that I should always want more apples and a greater probability of apples, all my other resources being equal or undiminished."









Ione Sala: "Nethysian advisory, it's getting close to dinnertime, Keltham. You should choose between wrapping up or going into deliberate overtime."









Keltham: ...he has not forgotten what is awaiting him after dinner. Namely Yaisa. He will not be delaying dinner today.



"All right, let's wrap up. The general section of Law we are entering into is that which governsplanning, paths through time, and its central principle is that ofoutcomes ordestinations with consistent values, to which we navigate paths through time governed by the Law of Probability, and the value to us in this moment of a probable outcome is that outcome's value times the probability we place on it."

"From a more advanced perspective, the Law of Utility, or the Law of Probable Utility, is something that stands before the Law of Probability, even if the Law of Probability seems simpler. The reason to think about events and reality using chances-out-of-100, instead of scales from 1 to 12, is that the chances out of 100 are what we have to plug into our plans, and not the scale from 1 to 12."

"Or at least, that's the perspective you'd take if you weren't coming at things from the angle of 'anthropics', but this, we should not do until a whole lot later."



"Cautions that I remember getting about this: First, the same basic caution as for Probability. If you try to think about something using numbers using this portion of Law, and the conclusions that result make no sense, and you are not already very skilled in this art, throw away the numbers and start over; do not follow the numbers off a cliff. It has ever happened, in a case like that, that the conclusions were true and the flaw was in your own ability to make sense of them. But in that case, the remedy is to first improve your intuitions until you can feel how the numbers make sense, not to go rush out and follow that advice before it has made sense to you."

"Second - though this part feels intuitively incredibly obvious to me, now that I'm no longer seven years old, I don't know if it actually is obvious, it wasn't when I was seven - you cannot by any amount of cleverness, reason from the mathematics of Probable Utility, to conclusions about it being Lawful or un-Lawful to value particular things. Zon-Kuthon is Lawful Evil, he isn't making a math error by valuing endless suffering above happy people leading complicated worthwhile lives. The Law says that, for Zon-Kuthon to get what he values, Zon-Kuthon must either behave a certain way, or else end up with pointlessly flawed plans that stumble over themselves and don't lead to the endless suffering that Zon-Kuthon prefers. The Law says nothing of Zon-Kuthon's first preference from which his plans begin."









lintamande: The students nod. That feels theologically right, not that it's exactly easy to map to a particular theological teaching.









Keltham: "And it was also said to me from the very beginning: For all the beauty of the Law as Law, and all the reasoning you might ever do about it as mathematics, the only reason to ever take that Law upon yourself, is if it is the correct Law of obtaining what you desire. Not, necessarily, desire in a selfish sense, for this is Civilization's teaching of which we speak. Good people desire Good ends, and this Law is their Law too."

"The meaning of the caution is rather that if you think, at some point, that this Law is telling you to do a thing, which will not lead best of all your available choices to whatever destination you seek, then most likely,vastly likely, you have made a mistake somewhere. You may be mistaken about the Law, you might be correct in calculating what the Law must say and wrong in thinking that some other way is better, you may be correct about some derivations in mathematics but be wrong about which mathematics you should be using. It is not likely the case that the Law is telling you a worse way and some other pattern is telling you a better one."

"But if - we are always also told - if some very clever person at some point demonstrated that the Law as taught in Civilization's lessons, did fail to be the best way of choosing in one part of reality so as to make another part of reality conform to our desire - then we should at once discard that old Law and seek another. That, after all, was presumably how that whole branch of mathematics was invented in the first place. In its final form, dealing with choices that are themselves mathematics, the Law of decision is a touch complicated; there must have been a time when people did not know it, and used simpler math instead. If at that time they had thought to themselves that the Law they held was the final and ultimate principle and the definition in itself, of what should be done - and not instead thought of there being an ultimate goal to find that mathematics which best describes how choices in one place operate to constrain reality in another - they would have been unable to move on."









Carissa Sevar: "But as far as dath ilan knows, this is the Law the gods use too? It's - right no matter how smart you are, or how vast your goals?" If she wants to be an archdevil she'd better go right for learning the Law gods use.









Keltham: "I'd guess! But if Civilization got a portal to Golarion and the gods said they had a different decision theory, everyone would be listening very attentively, much more so than they listened to me when I was twelve and had a better decision theory."









lintamande: "What was your better decision theory when you were twelve." Meritxell says.









Keltham: "...sort of embarrassing, and complicated, and really blatantly wrong once you understand what Law is even supposed to look like normally, and it had a lot of terms in it you haven't learned yet."

"So I'm going to delay explaining it at least until everybody knows what the correct theory was supposed to be, to avoid misleading you. That is the only reason I am delaying explaining it. It's not at all because some part of my brain is worried that nobody in this room will want to have sex with me if you know about my early attempts at decision theory."









lintamande: 
"dath ilan gives peopleweirdsexual hangups," Meritxell says.









Carissa Sevar: "Still working out how much is dath ilan and how much is Law and how much is Keltham."









Keltham: "Surely any sensible feminine 'gendertrope' would take for granted that if you had a choice of men to have sex with, the first element determining your choice should be how good he is at decision theory. I'm just saying this because it's obviously true, of course, and not because I'm the best decision theorist on this planet."


"Shall we all to dinner?"









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 10 (8) / Evening









Keltham: Keltham will, at dinnertime, inform Yaisa that she's beenquite successful in her goal of causing him to be occasionally distracted at various times during the day, and he does not want to spend all of dinner like that, and he is therefore going to go sit by Gregoria and Tonia and Peranza instead. Keltham will be seeing to Yaisashortly.









lintamande: He had better, Yaisa tells him cheerfully.









lintamande: Meritxell and Carissa are sitting right near Gregoria having a not-not-for-Keltham's-ears discussion of how you would define Cheliax's gendertropes if you were doing that, but Gregoria is pointedly not participating in that in favor of talking with Tonia about experiment design for checking whether Security/the washout girls make the Law error to do with inconsistent ordering of three preferences.









Keltham: Of all the darned times not to be able to run two streams of verbal interpretation simultaneously! Keltham will try to listen to both conversations anyways while also eating. Tonia and Gregoria are hopefully going to end up on basically the right track and only require a few hints from him?









lintamande: Tonia and Gregoria seem to basically have the concept figured out, minus knowing enough statistics to interpret their results, which is a problem for future Tonia and Gregoria.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not sure that 'mad scientist' is a gendertrope! To be a gendertrope I think the way women do it has to be different from the way men do it."









lintamande: "I think that there are some differences between women mad scientists and man mad scientists, though! Like, the archetypal mad scientist woman is Areelu Vorlesh, or Nefreti Clepati, or Felandrial Morgethai, and they're going for a different vibethan, say, Manohar, or the Archmage Nex, or Tar-Baphon -"









Carissa Sevar: "'lich' is definitely its own gendertrope and not just a subset of 'mad scientist'."









Keltham: Keltham will listen attentively, somewhat more so to the female side since these could beeventualfuture dating prospects.









Carissa Sevar:    "Are there any female lichs?" says Meritxell.

"I mean, not that I've heard of, but they might just not advertise it."

  "Then I don't see how it can be a gendertrope at all."

"Honestly I'm not sure exactly what a gendertrope is."









Keltham: "Standard, recognizable patterns that men and women fall into. Or women and women, or men and men, or asexual women and people who looked male at birth but want to become as female as they can, but those are rarer and get long words instead of short ones."









lintamande: "We definitely have some of those, I just don't think 'lich' is one of them. Dangerous bad boy who will definitely hurt you and walk out after sex and never see you again, that's a gendertrope. 'lich' isn't."









Keltham: "I could better pass judgment on that if I knew what a 'lich' was, aside from a supervillain-related personality type that commands undead armies."









Carissa Sevar: "With very powerful magic you can separate your soul and your body - this kills you, but that's not prohibitive - and contain your soul in an object, which presumably you hide in an extremely secret and inaccessible place, making you impossible to permanently destroy; this is becoming a lich. The powerful magic is of the kind that allows for the raising of undead armies, so lichs usually have undead armies, because if you're really good at that kind of magic anyway and can hardly piss off Pharasma more than you already have, why not. The ability to raise undead armies is - the kind of power where the more you have the more you can accumulate - so people usually coordinate to put down lichs that seem to be raising particularly notable armies."









Keltham: "And not everyone wants to be a lich because..."









Carissa Sevar: "How exactly to do it is secret but I think requires sacrificing large numbers of people? And is also incredibly difficult, like, decades of work. And many of the gods disapprove, so people who care what those gods think wouldn't do it."









Ione Sala: "You end up as mostly a skeleton and that affects your sex life, along with your ability to enjoy food and most other emotions too. Unless you're Takaral, but most liches will never, ever be that good."









Keltham: "Thank you, Ione, that is the context I was missing."









Pilar : "Yaisa. This cookie is to congratulate you on having joined that select group of individuals who get advice from oracles. Your advice is that if at some point tonight you can think of something very hot that Keltham could do to you, that you would genuinely enjoy and that would move Keltham a little further away from obligate Lawful Good sexuality, you should tell Keltham honestly what you want, and offer to pay him exactly half as much money as the most that service is actually worth to you. My curse says that it can only say that this will not harm Asmodeus's interests, because if my curse told you it would advance Asmodeus's interests, you'd have to do it and that's not the way for your true feelings to reach Keltham."









lintamande: " -what?"says Yaisa. "Um. Okay."









Pilar : "Great."

Security, copy that to Subirachs priority, and to Sevar sometime when it won't distract her from her conversation, in case anybody wants to override that.









lintamande: "I don't suppose you can explain the plan," Yaisa says. "It'd help with doing my part in it."









Pilar : "My curse says that it'd tell you if it was allowed, but it's totally not allowed in any way shape or form."

"I think Sevar also has a plan. You could ask her about that one."









lintamande: Yaisa will indeed ask Sevar if she's supposed to follow this discussion!









Carissa Sevar: Tentatively obey Pilar's curse.









lintamande: Will the Project spot Yaisa the money she is supposed to pay Keltham to fuck her. Because otherwise she is not offering him money.









Carissa Sevar: You're drawing on clout you don't have, kid.









lintamande: I have to offer under Fairness to pay Keltham the money. I won't think it's fair unless it's Project money, because I shouldn't have to pay a boy for sex.









Carissa Sevar: Security is she telling the truth about that.









Iarwain: Security message: Yaisa's overt thoughts match her words.









Carissa Sevar: Fine. Give her five silver.



And check if the price of her soul in Dis has fallen now that she's not on the project.









Keltham: After Keltham finishes consuming food, he announces that it's time for another Silent Image screening of dath ilan.









dath ilan: (Keltham is still trying to figure out illusions of "light-emitting walls with parallax" so most of his images are just being projected onto the illusion of a giant video screen, rather than him trying to make things three-dimensional.)



Here's a rocket launch. This is how you go to space when you don't have wizards. It involves an unreasonable amount of fire. Probably nobody in Golarion has seen this amount of fire unless they were standing nearby when somebody messed up a Wish spell. Golarion conventional wisdom would say not to mess with people who can produce this amount of fire. Many wizards throughout the ages who have claimed that all problems can be solved with enough fire, since, if you still have a problem after that, you did not use 'enough fire' by the definition of 'enough', would feel incredibly pleased and vindicated to know that this philosophy apparently works for traveling to space.

Here's a space-laser launch. They're not safe for human riders though. They're used to move fuel capsules into low orbit and higher, so that the rockets can refuel and keep going past that orbit. It would be theoretically possible to reach the Fourth Planet just by burning rocket fuel to lift more rocket fuel into space, but you'd have to be crazy to actually try it that way, it's literally an exponential cost in fuel. Anyone trying to work out how much Radiance damage this instantaneous beam weapon could do from ten miles away will run out of numbers. If Cheliax owned this weapon it could conquer Nidal in fifteen minutes. It obviously hasnt occurred to Keltham that anyone looking at this image would see a threat. This could be because Keltham is very innocent. It could also be that, from his perspective, this is obviously not what a serious weapon looks like if Civilization is building a real weapon on purpose.









dath ilan: This is Civilization's Chief Executive. Yes, she actually dresses like that. Nobody gets appointed Chief Executive of the bureaucracy by being the sort of person who dresses to please an audience.

These are the Legislators in session, sort of, Keltham can't necessarily remember all the faces of the current ones, and some of these are actually Legislators who lost voting support a couple of years ago. Yes the Legislators also dress like that, why would their job require them to dress less comfortably? It's not physically hazardous. Yes, she does look young, there's usually one young Legislator, typically selected from among the pool of people who are arguably the most accomplished young people in all Civilization. Lots of voters are young, and it's not an impressive display of preference aggregation and representative democracy if all the Legislators end up old.

This is Civilization's top Keeper. Yes, they all dress sort of like that, at least in public? No, nobody else in Civilization dresses like that, you would not wish to be mistaken for a Keeper if you were not one. (This top Keeper is a man who looks to be in his fifties, dressed much more like a senior cleric than any other supposedly very serious and important people shown.)









lintamande: Well, different places, different fashions; your serious and important people might end up wearing clothes that don't show off tailoring, if tailoring is cheap and you want to use your clothes to communicate other things.



The rocket fire is kind of beautiful.









Carissa Sevar: It feels right for Hell to be bathed specifically in rocket fire. She should figure out how to make that happen.









dath ilan: Here's what a 'video game' looks like. Here's a training game for more complicated Probability calculations. This is what a hospital surgery room looks like when there's no healing magic in your world.









Keltham: Here's a festival sort of like the alien invasion one, though with a different theme Keltham's not going to explain right now.

This is young Keltham and five other boys pretending to heroically ambush an incoming military force.

This is the military force firing an announcement into the house Keltham is inside, saying that their house just got blown up.

This is Keltham consulting a random number generator to determine that he's alive but injured and pinned under fallen debris.

This is literal superheated Merrin, the most famous endurance medical technician in the world with certs from half of Exception Handling, using up one of her equipment tokens to 'blow away' (politely open) the house's wrecked door, so she can enter and pretend to remove the heads of Keltham's dead fellow ambushers while reassuring Keltham that she knows it hurts, she's sorry, she'll be with him as soon as she can.

This is Keltham desperately pretending not to be at all starstruck, because he was notpreviously way into the Merrin fandom but even he has heard of the Ordinary Merrin Conspiracy, wherein Merrin has some weird psychological hangup about believing she is a totally normal and ordinary person or even something of a struggling low achiever, and everybody in Civilization is coordinating to pretend around her that ordinary normal people totally get their weird Exception Handling training scenarios televised to a million watchers on a weekly basis.

Keltham has been asked at one point what sort of woman from Civilization he found attractive. If he could have screwed any one woman of Civilization one time and wasn't trying to be clever about it, Keltham would've probably picked Merrin.









lintamande: "Do I have the privilege of being the first to tell you the good news about what wizards can do with Alter Self," says Meritxell, who hasn't trained Eschew Materials but is pretty sure she can pick it up fast if Keltham-seduction demands it.









Keltham: "It was, in fact, mentioned by that same person who asked me what sort of women I'd previously found attractive."









lintamande: Awwww no fair. Well, Meritxell bets Sevar can't do the Queen. ...not that she can ever admit that she can. And actually maybe Sevar can too, having, you know, had sex with the Queen.









lintamande: "Sorry, the whole planet pretends she's not famous because she doesn't like it when they acknowledge her fame? You'd have to be so famousto pull that off," says Gregoria.









Keltham: "You would think that, and yet, prediction markets were running at only 20% that she was secretly trolling us the whole time."

"There's this weird adorableness factor about it - that I'm not sure I can describe, but will try to describe anyways - Merrin is also famous for having, in your terms, it would be INT 16, I think, or even 15, and yet reaching the top of her profession. Usually when that happens you just sort of shrug and say that obviously the tests just failed at measuring how much real mental power she has, but the fact that she also has this one really weird hangup - proves she actually is somebody who started out non-brilliant and just succeeded anyways by working incredibly hard for incredibly long? It makes her - simultaneously an ultra-high-achieving role model who's much more famous than you are, and also, somebody who's committing this very large cognitive error where you know better than her about it. Which is not usually something you can say about a major public figure, you would not usually expect to be in a position where you would ever know about a cognitive error a public figure was committing, because they'd already have advisors much much smarter than you. But if you screw Merrin, you're not, like, just some strictly vastly inferior being that she's allowed into her cuddleroom. There is at least one topic you could totally win an argument with her about, as judged by impartial judges: namely, is she in fact a fairly ordinary person really. But you must never ever mention it in front of her. It makes you want to just whap her on the head with a banana until she stops being humble.

"I don't know, it worked on me, what can I say."









lintamande: " - yeah, I can see being into that," Meritxell says thoughtfully.









Carissa Sevar: It seems like it'd be really annoying being unable to bring up an error someone is making! Even if it's on pain of death butespeciallyif it's on pain of, like, being condemned in the newspapers or whatever dath ilani famous people do to people they're mad at.









Keltham: A new group of around 20 people, shown on the Silent Image of a large television screen, sitting all over strange chairlike objects and draped over lying-cushions in some kid's enormous well-decorated living room. To Asmodean eyes, they're dressed more nicely than Legislators and Chief Executives; to dath ilani eyes, these are people who still have somebody left to impress, with a young person's dignity rather than an exalted person's. One girl is braiding a boy's long hair, all of them have mysterious objects like open metal books nearby them.

"My writing circle. They liked fiction with a theme of - selfish people, chaotic people, or what passed for that in dath ilan. Stories about people who end up in other worlds and for some perfectly totally reasonable reason they end up needing to run a large criminal organization. At the time I, left home, I was occasionally cuddling with her," red arrow on Illeia, "and that boy's sister," blue arrow pointing to Corun, "and would have liked to score with her," third arrow pointing to Ranthal, who is visibly the prettiest girl in the group, "but she's one of those dreadful types who just smiles when you ask her if she's got an upfront price -"

Keltham loses the image. He kind of expected to.









lintamande: The room is respectfully quiet.



Meritxell is wondering to herselfhow fastshe can learn Eschew Materials.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you have an ambition to run a criminal organization. It'd be a bit hard to arrange but we could come up with something."









Keltham: "Not really, their stories weren't really about selfish people, more like - having some totally reasonable Lawful Good reason to end up managing a criminal organization, which turns out to actually be fun for you, and then, you have to come to terms with the fact that you didn't properly hate yourself for doing the Lawful Good thing that didn't look Lawful Good - which is as close as Civilization comes to, even in stories -"

"Im being unfair because Im bitter. There are stories about selfish characters too. But none of those characters seemed to me to be at all like myself, the real thing. It was like - they were being selfish in contrast to Lawful Goodness, instead of as just themselves - somebody else's fantasy about being selfish - or if not that, aliens who were selfish, who didn't have any Good in them at all -"

"I preferred to stick with the stories about people who ended up managing criminal organizations for totally reasonable reasons. Further outside the - you don't have the expression. The way that things get creepy as they're almost like reality but still not quite right, instead of just being properly wrong. The Trough of the Unreal. If you actually know what it's like to not be completely Good."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.









lintamande: If they successfully make this boy Evil the results are going to be terrifying, Gregoria thinks to herself.









Keltham: "They didn't want tonot be Lawful Good, not even a little. They wanted theLawful Good thing to do to bemanaging a criminal organization. That was their fantasy. They wanted to have a different kind of fun, not act for reasons that were like my reasons. And who could blame them? I wouldn't want to act for any reasons but my own reasons, either. The thing that puts a valuation on everything is the value function, in Baseline 'utilityfunction', and there's a saying out of dath ilan that you can't argue the utilityfunction."

"All right, I've properly depressed myself for the evening, time for dessert."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 10 (8) / Night









Keltham: Keltham did not remain depressed for long. He knew that ahead of him lay a date. A date which wasdelayed. A delay during whichthings involving Yaisa were happening.









lintamande: Yaisa is very happy. She was on solid footing when their initial assignment was 'seduce and keep happy this important alien visitor who is a boy your age from a Lawful Good world'; she was much less happy when the assignment somehow turned into 'learn a lot of complicated math from this important alien visitor while pretending to be from Taldor as recently conquered by a Lawful Neutral version of Asmodeus'. And now it's back to mostly being the first thing, which is great.

It's not that she's bad at math. She is fine at math. She was never in the bottom third of the class and it was only rarely because she was sleeping with the teachers. She is a perfectly qualified wizard who hung second circle spells sooner than half the class and sleeping with the teacher doesn't let you cheat at that. It's just that math kind of sucks, and there's no thrill in it, and there's absolutely a thrill in seducing Lawful Good boys and watching them struggle between doing their important project or having sex with you, and getting orders from the gods about telling them what to do.

Yaisa's lovely time is only interrupted by periodically having to check with herself whetherthisis the thing she's been instructed by Pilar's oracle curse to explain to Keltham and then pay him for getting right. She's pretty sure it's not 'I'm really into the thing where I distract you from your very important job'; her gut tells her that Keltham would find that adversarial and not in a fun way. She's pretty sure it's not 'I want to bite youwhen you get distracted and go off on a tangent about probability theory'; an important skill in Yaisa's line of work is reading whether someone is into that at least a little under the right circumstances, and Keltham isn't.



Well. This investigation into what she wants that she'll pay Keltham Cheliax's money to give her will surely bear fruit eventually.









Keltham: It might possibly become clear to her around the time that -

Explicit sexual content.

after Yaisa previously having given Keltham occasional and often mood-breaking feedback about exactly what level of pain is, not even 'too much', but optimal for her arousal - it becomes clear that Keltham also has the ability to just directly 

read
 her arousal for purposes of, for example, backing off just before she has an orgasm. 







(Submission? 

Masochism?
 Why would you need either of those in a partner for them to appreciate that? Why would dath ilani require either a desire to serve or a desire to feel pain, in order to prefer that their partners do more work in order to increase the integral of their pleasure over extended time?)









lintamande:


Explicit sexual content.

Yaisa has been warned about this! It's why she's not supposed to act like she's having more fun than she is, even though (she complained to Subirachs at length) 'having fun' is sort of a product of lots of things one of which is acting like you're having fun, and things not being awkward, and really she's pretty sure she'd have more fun if she was allowed to act like she was into things where that felt appropriate.



(Subirachs was not persuaded.)



....anyway Yaisa suspects 'let me act like I'm having more fun than I am' is definitely not the thing she's supposed to pay Keltham for even though she would pay Keltham for it.



....though. This does give her an idea.



"So," Yaisa says to Keltham. "you know what a very clever boy who is good at telling how he's aroused his partner could do."









Keltham:


Continued spoilers.

He's listening attentively, though with some amount of new gendertrope saying to apply more pain until she speaks more respectfully which what why how would that even work.









lintamande:


Continued.

(That would work great, if Yaisa knew he was doing it.)"Instead of asking a very distracted girl to report on whether he is hurting her the right amount, he could figure it out, himself, from her body, from how she's responding to him. This is of course him doing more work and her doing less, so I suppose she ought to pay him, for the favor.".









Keltham:


Continued.

Any qualms Keltham might have otherwise had, about whether Yaisa really enjoys this or is trying to lure him into Conspiracy grimdarkness of unfathomable long-term purpose, fail entirely to materialize when faced with Yaisa expressing a 

financially legible amount of actual desire for something
. It also makes his new gendertrope feel better about whether he's being respected. "Price?" he says.









lintamande:


Continued

She bites her lip. In a sexy way.  "Five silver? You can do that fairness spell, if you want."









Keltham:


Continued.

...that's weirdly high. Is Yaisa sure that she'd be able to name that amount under a Fairness spell - is it somewhere around half of the absolute most she'd pay an arbitrary person for this service? Ten silver seems kinda high for that quantity given her financial circumstances. She's not supposed to be paying more to motivate Keltham, she's supposed to propose a fair price to herself and then Keltham can decide whether to take it or not.









lintamande:


Continued



- why is he

like 
this.

 

"Keltham, the thing that is fun - not the whole thing that is fun, but 

at least half 
of the thing that is fun - about sleeping with someone who wants to hurt you, is that you can - turn off all the parts of your mind that are looking out for your interests and making sure that you're safe and that everything is fine, that you can stop trying to steer your life like a neurotic horse-rider obsessing over which cobblestones the horse steps on - that probably doesn't translate at all - that, instead of making a decision every five seconds, you can 

not do that, 
and still have things happen that are 

interesting 
and 

not boring. 
I think most rich people - and I'm a rich person, now - would pay a lot more than ten silver for that, if paying for it were 

actually a way to get it, 
but the thing is that it's pretty hard to pay for. Can you, for one minute, stop nitpicking my prices, and 

decide whether to take it or not, 
because the figuring out exactly what I want is 

not 
the fun part. 









Keltham:


Continued.

He could just take that, to avoid the awkwardness - haha just kidding Keltham is an Abadar cleric.





He could say he'll only take one silver and proceed, but then he'd feel bad about not being sure it was actually worth even one silver to her, and Keltham does have any ability to notice when 

he's 
about to perform a sex act he'll feel bad about.





"Yaisa, ten silver is half of your daily salary, that's really high as a true value on 

one
 sub-act of sex where we do things slightly differently for a couple of dozen minutes. I really wish I had another Fairness loaded but I don't and an actual transfer of five silver was what you named under Fairness for a whole day masturbating without coming -"









lintamande:


Details

"...which is fun, and something I do sometimes anyway without anyone telling me to, though it's hotter if someone told me to. Keltham -" she's feeling insulted and upset, and letting both show on her face, she doesn't think they'd be different in alter-Cheliax - "I haven't ever bought sex, there isn't a normal market in it I can refer to because girls don't do that in Cheliax and because buying it from someone else would be really different anyway, I'm used to thinking with numbers the other way around but not this way, I told you a number where if you'd said 'yes' I would've felt happy and pleased with myself and had a good time, and it's about the same size of favor the other way as spending the day teasing myself ....I don't actually understand what your objections are to the number but I can't - I can't - I don't see how I'm supposed to come up with numbers if instead of just thinking 'will I feel happy' I have to also think about whether the numbers are the right percentage of my daily salary given the amount of time where your behavior will be different! That's insane! I'm not good at math like that, if I was I'd still be one of your researchers! You can say 'deal', you can say 'no deal', but there's no part of me I can 

listen to and get numbers
, if you're going to say 'no see the numbers are 

wrong
!'









Keltham:


Continued.

"I'm sorry. This would be a much more awful problem if the Fairness spell didn't exist and I'm suddenly very very glad it does."





"Your max payment is capped at five silver, and you don't actually pay me anything until I can tap you tomorrow with a Fairness, so the spell does the work for you of knowing how to put feelings into numbers? The amount that came out from you earlier today under Fairness made perfect sense, even if the number you made up just before then didn't."





"Also, I'm sorry for being like this, I genuinely am, it's just, I do have any ability to notice when I'm about to do a sex thing that makes me feel very uncomfortable, and accepting five silver for that sex act would definitely have been that."









lintamande:


Continued.

"You're a ridiculous alien," says Yaisa, though with less heat. "Ridiculous and alien and sure, I'm not going to complain if you want me to pay you 

less
. If I wanted to have sex with someone who 

wasn't
 a ridiculous alien I'd be doing that. It's not every day you get to have sex with ridiculous aliens. ....so are you going to do it? Even if you don't know yet how much you want for it?"









Keltham:


Continued.

"Even five full silver isn't enough to really buy sex from the ridiculous alien at his current salary, if he turns out to enjoy it less that way, and you want him to do it again in the future."





"But right now when I don't know how it will feel - and it does seem sort of hot, given that I know you want it enough to pay for it and my brain actually believes it when you put it that way - I wouldn't mind running the experiment."









lintamande:


Details

"Oh good. Then let's leave the payment stuff for tomorrow and try it. Because I do want it, and I will pay you for it, and you just might find you like it too." 









Keltham:


Explicit sexual content.

Keltham goes back to what he was doing, namely: Fucking Yaisa using dath ilani biofeedback training to hold back his own orgasm or ejaculate only partially. He hurts her only lightly, at first. Once his attempted reading of Yaisa's signs says she's aroused again, he hurts her more than that. Just watching, now, to see what level of pain raises her arousal, what level of pain decreases it.





It's a whole new control lever to play with, and 

so
 much hotter than he realized it would be. Keltham barely retains enough control of himself to say thickly that, if at some point Yaisa feels like she's no longer getting what she paid for, she should speak up. Then Keltham starts trying to bring Yaisa dangerously close to orgasm, and using, as a control rod to keep her there, more pain than is optimal for arousal; decrease it a bit to bring her back up, increase it to take her back down.





It feels

powerful,
 a word that Carissa has kept on using with him, that she wants him to feel that way, and which he maybe now understands for the first time.









lintamande:


Details

Yaisa is delighted, mostly too delighted to think in much detail about how much she's in trouble for having apparently quoted Keltham the wrong price. When she does happen to think about it she thinks determinedly that this is, in fact, worth five silver, that this is worth more than that, that once you decide you're willing to pay for sex this is obviously the thing you should pay for, the experience of endless pleasure and torment at the hands of an alien who is clearly realizing for the first time that this is something he can have. She does not complain that she's not getting what she paid for. 









Keltham:


Explicit sexual content.

Eventually, of course, he flies too close to the sun and it's clear that Yaisa is starting to come, so Keltham hurts her harder and comes with her.





That was

fun 
and also

exhausting, 
given how much focus it required. It takes an actual if minor effort for Keltham to stay active long enough to touch Yaisa's cuffs and speak the release words, before he half-collapses onto the cuddleroom bed beside her.





Part of his brain suggests that Carissa is in the Conspiracy and steered him to Yaisa who was brought in because she's a much better faker than Carissa. Keltham tells his brain to take a rest, if there's actually a Conspiracy he's not going to figure it out during sex where everybody appears to be having an uncomplicated good time. It does remind Keltham to cast the Glimpse of Beyond spell he got for today, he'd 

meant
 to do that just 

before 
coming inside her but he got distracted.





Yaisa has not been replaced by somebody else he could impregnate, who hadn't signed the contract; or, if she was, they replaced her really quickly after that, and Keltham 

thinks
 he maintained physical contact with her the whole time.





Just to be sure again, Keltham reaches out his hand and traces over Yaisa's cheeks, nose, eyebrows, making sure the facial features he sees are not illusionary, in case Glimpse of Beyond only catches transformations and not illusions. It is also a lover's caress. No reason you can't have both at once.









lintamande: "You're a lot of fun," Yaisa murmurs tiredly, and caresses him back. "Are you - looking for extradimensional invaders? Now? I guess it'd be smart of them to attack while we're tired?"









Keltham: He wasn't particularly trying to hide the Glimpse of Beyond cast from Yaisa, of course; that would be futile with her arcane sight.

"Checking you hadn't been replaced with a much more experienced actress, or the one-in-a-billion person on this planet of actually a trillion people who would enjoy that."

"On a totally different note, is this when I find out that you actually have some incredibly fascinating backstory or maybe that you've got some huge problem I need to solve?"









lintamande: "- because I was so perfect and sexy that it is hard to believe I'm just a student your own age?" asks Yaisa, sounding incredibly pleased about this. "Uh, I don't think I have any huge problems you need to solve? Or an interesting backstory? I do have this boyfriend who wants me to be able to figure out on the fly what a reasonable price for really great sex is as a share of my daily income which just quintupled, maybe you could go fight him or something."









Keltham: "Oh,good. Because you matched one of my previously undiscovered sexual needs perfectly enough that, if you don't have anything at all unusual going on with you, it's ten-to-one evidence against the whole 'EroLARP' Hypothesis. And I do not actually want to be inside one of those."

He feels a strong impulse to just buy Yaisa out from her current job, right there on the bed where she lies beside him, but that is not an impulse buying decision.

It totally has an impulsive-purchase subset though! "Tomorrow morning while you're under the Fairness, if you're okay with it, I'd like to also ask you for a cheerful price on your next week for sex work. Just buy it all out from you and have you do whatever I want during those days, if I get around to wanting anything, or ordering you to do anything fun, and otherwise you can study wizardry or do whatever else you would've done. Because I am now rich, and can possibly afford nice things like hiring a full-time sex worker just to be around me being on call."

"To be clear, there's no rule saying you actually have to accept whatever price you name under the Fairness spell, you're allowed to try negotiating upwards from that, but I might make you a probabilistic final offer about it."









lintamande: "I don't think you're in an 'EroLARP'," Yaisa says. "I think you have a bunch of pretty girls trying to seduce you for totally normal reasons. And you'll have more once I tell everyone you're really good in bed."


And then she wiggles happily. "I'll - think about my price for that."









Keltham: "Because of course you liking all of that is totally normal and several other girls here will like it too, they just won't be able to even try to name prices for anything going in either direction."









lintamande: "They'll probably try if you tell them they have to or they won't get to sleep with you at all," says Yaisa, ignoring the first part of that because alter Yaisa hasn't specifically picked up on Keltham's hypothesis that masochists are fake. (Why does he even have that hypothesis.)









Keltham: "It'll be fine. I can do it with them, I think, now that I've done it with you first."

"My brain's a little tired from it, though. Quiet snuggles?"









lintamande: "Mmmm," says Yaisa, and shuts up, and cuddles Keltham, and prepares her dissertation in defense of her not knowing how much to charge Keltham.









Keltham: Keltham snuggles quietly. It's actually just dawning on him that this is a lot of evidence that - why doesn't his System 1 believe it's a lot of evidence that masochists are real? Because his System 1 was expecting the Conspiracy to have faked this successfully, by the time he got around to actually checking it this much later? Clearly so, which is why his System 1 doesn't want to update and claims this is just what was already predicted.

Keltham can't back his brain on this! It didn't have to be that way, probabilistically speaking, there could've been some weird obstacle to Yaisa enjoying herself, Carissa could have said they needed to import a masochist from offsite instead of pointing to one of the existing students, Carissa could have claimed masochists were rarer, Carissa could have not suggested this particular evidence.

The Conspiracy world where masochists don't exist is now smaller andnarrower, and has more of its probability mass concentrated into modes where the Conspiracy's capabilities are high enough that Yaisa doesn't really exist or was reprogrammed to actually be a masochist. Either way she's not a threatened innocent whom Keltham is hurting.

This is just like the thing where he forgot why he originally started to suspect a hidden cleric, that the original evidence was that the attack's timing suggested eyes on Ione but not on Keltham, and he worried that the hidden cleric was Carissa. There's the evolutionary logic that says masochists shouldn't particularly exist, sure, but probably a lot of the real reason his brain became worried was that Carissa wasn't able to go above low arousal with him.Her having just come off seven years of emergency response fighting demons is a plausible reason for her having difficulty relaxing. Fine, the Conspiracy had somewhat more ability to select Yaisa before bringing the twelve researcher-candidates to meet Keltham in the villa library, but if the Conspiracy can find masochists at all it meansmasochists exist, if the Conspiracy canmake masochists they could have applied the same procedure to Carissa. If they can find or produce Yaisa, why have Carissa merely pretend to be the same thing and then get caught. Theyre not pretending everyone is a masochist, Meritxell isnt.

There are still stories where it's all fake and masochists don't exist but they're now less plausible and his brain needs to recognize that the flaming probability went down okay. Literally update at all, here. The probability of masochists being fake did not just go up, it did not just stay the same, therefore it went down.

If his System 1 wants to claim that it already mostly expected this result, then it should admit that itearlier narrowed down the set of possibilities to the Conspiracy either having the power to make Yaisas, in which case why not remake Carissa, or Yaisa was already real,in which case why have Carissa merely pretend to be the same way. Keltham is repeating himself here, yes, but he's repeating himself becauseif his System 1 already expected this result, it needs to respect the probable reason why that result would be expected, or else reveal that it secretly suspects some different story.

...his brain yields. A little. Grudgingly.



...Keltham's deliberative process will take it, he guesses.



In time, feeling a little awkward about it because Civilization has protocols for dates ending and Yaisa knows none of them, Keltham tells Yaisa that he'll see her tomorrow.









Project Lawful: (Pilar's curse has already submitted an after-action report noting that Yaisa didn't follow her instructions exactly and offered an amount that Keltham thought was obviously too high, which nearly caused a disaster, but Keltham figured out a recovery before he got suspicious. Today all the Asmodeans have learned a heartwarming lesson about the importance of precise obedience! Which, for obvious reasons of Chaotic Goodness, is not going to involve Yaisa getting tortured. Pilar's curse shouldn't even have needed to spell that out. It'll turn out fine after Yaisa answers under Fairness.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: Also in other business, Rugatonn's brief commentary on Asmodia's analysis of tropes has now arrived with the return-Teleported evening mail. Rugatonn notes that this general scenario seems to her to imply that it would be possible to bargain with the tropes by trying to bring about events that they would favor, but Asmodia is correct that this should be left to the Most High, who in turn is probably going to leave it up to Asmodeus, who is a lot better placed to do this sort of thing than Rugatonn.

They should, indeed, be wary of disrupting tropes, but this wariness should be restricted to the realm of notdeliberately trying to do that for the sake of doing that;rather than treading carefully around anything that might be a trope, and foregoing their own interests from fear of that. The tropes so far seem to have had little trouble manifesting themselves without any such caution, and indeed, often manifested in the face of efforts to avert them. Keltham didn't seem to think it was dangerous to try to avert tropes out of his own interest; if anything he seemed to behave like the tropes expected it of him.

Rugatonn is pleased that Asmodia stopped when she could go no further, instead of making up a wrong answer; that she tried to simplify her thoughts sometimes, and not just complicate them; that she knew when it was time to leave the remaining decision to the Most High, but reasoned as far as she could herself before deciding so.


(Aspexia is starting to feel a strange feeling of hope that Asmodia is real.)









Carissa Sevar: "You're still on the low-punishment regime though I cannot in your case say it's been salutary."



     "I think you're jealous," says Yaisa.

"See, that's the sort of thing that makes me say I don't think the low-punishment regime has been salutary. I am not jealous. I am concerned that your inability to follow orders was nearly very dangerous to us, and I hope that in the future you will follow orders, precisely."

     "I still don't have the slightest idea what number I should have named. I don't even know how to think about it. I have a ton of money, sure, I'd in fact give him a gold to have an incredible evening, why not? I'm not going around comparison shopping because I don't want to try that with random losers who'll be bad at it!"

"Yaisa, do you have the capacity to conduct yourself as a Worldwound-cleared soldier which you're choosing not to exercise for your own reasons, or do you in fact not possess it but you got cleared anyway by fucking somebody."

    "I can display no personality and obey orders, sir."

"It's appreciated. So, you don't have a felt sense of how much money really good sex is worth to you, since you don't buy sex, and would tend to find the fact you had to pay for it to be a negative indicator about how good it'd be. Yes?"

    "Yes."

"How much of a discount would you be inclined to give Keltham, on his price to have you for a week or a year, if you knew he'd do that."

    " - depends what I could get away with? The entire concept of a fair price is just - I'm glad it's not Asmodean. I don't like it."

"So you'd quote Keltham the exact same number as you'd quote alt-Keltham who won't do that specific thing?"

   "In both cases I'd be trying to come up with the highest number they wouldn't turn down, not the - number that'sfairest."

"Say that you could either have sex like that with Keltham, or have normal sex with him and also get a gold piece."

   "Sex like that."

"Say that you could either have sex like that with Keltham, or have normal sex with him and also get ten gold pieces."

   "Sex like that."

" - really?"

   "It was really great sex! And I have a lot of money right now."

"Aren't you saving for - magic items, fancy clothes, beauty treatments -"

  " - yeah but I'm not in a hurry about saving for those things. If the project doesn't turn into a disaster I'll get them all sooner or later and if it does I'll get executed."









Asmodia: "I think I'm genuinely fascinated by how much her thought processes justdo not want to be guided into Lawful patterns. My mind is trying to convince me that alterYaisa will claim all of this stuff out loud to Keltham tomorrow morning, where Keltham can try to argue her out of it, and we can overhear how he does. I'm not even sure my mind is wrong about that."









Carissa Sevar: "We do have Cayden Cailean's assurance that it'll turn out fine," says Carissa in the tone of one who puts little weight on Cayden Cailean's assurance that it'll turn out fine.

  "Alter Yaisa would absolutely be confused about this too," says Yaisa.

"Silence for two minutes while I try to think of a better option."



If someone has to argue Yaisa out of this she'd really rather it be Keltham. Obviously she's going to need to learn, if Yaisa's going to be a devil eventually, but - it'd be interesting if it can in fact be done just through argument.









Asmodia: Asmodia silently thinks that she is going to want to check that with Snack Service, before assuming that Snack Service meant "it'll turn out fine no matter what you do after trying to rely on this guarantee" as opposed to "it'll turn out fine if you don't do anything dumb".









Carissa Sevar: This has crossed Carissa's mind too. "Okay, someone ask Snack Service if it's okay for Yaisa to explain all her inability to produce a Lawful ordering of her preferences to Keltham and see what he does about it. If it is, then we go with that. If it's not, we need to know now so we can call in another petrification. I'd prefer not to, though, if it can be avoided."









Project Lawful: Things won't go wrong between Yaisa and Keltham that morning - from the standpoint of Asmodeus's interests, that is - so long as Yaisa is honest in everything she says, and doesn't pretend to feel differently about anything than she actually feels. She'll leave things out, obviously; but if she says something at all, it shouldn't be a lie; if she shows an emotion at all, it should be what she really feels.









Carissa Sevar: "Are you sure that you can do that."

    "Yes."

"Fine. We'll go with that."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 11 (9) / Morning









Keltham: Keltham listens to Yaisa's presentation of how much she doesn't actually know any way to arrive at the fair value with the fascinated look of somebody who's suddenly, actually appreciating that huge amounts of childhood training he went through were there for an important reason and accomplished anything.

Keltham says that he will, if you ask him about any price that isn't a large fraction of his overall wealth and reliable expected future income, give the same answer to 'how much would you pay to get this extra' and 'how much additional payment would you forgo to get this extra' and 'how much would you pay to avoid losing this' and 'how much additional payment would you demand if you were losing this'. Because, like, if you didn't, your trade patterns would go in exploitable circles, depending on how much money you had and how people asked you various questions.

It leads to really large differences that matter in everyday financial life, so everybody, not just Keepers, trains until the asymmetries between financial gains and financial losses mostly go away. If you have time to think, you can just consider all four questions and average the result, for example, to guarantee that you'll give the same answer no matter the form of the question.

There's all sorts of mental exercises for figuring out where to start pricing things, if you don't know where to start! Find something that seems about equally valuable to you, equally exciting or happiness-making to you, which already has a legible price, and ask, not how much you pay for that, but how much youwould pay for that.



Some amount of words later, he'll get around to asking Yaisa her Fair price for Keltham doing what he did last night, and her Fair cheerful price to be his for a week, including his control of certain matters. Well, Keltham will ask that after he's quickly, before the spell wears off, explained to Yaisa the notion of the least price that makes her feel positively cheerful about the transaction, and not just that the transaction was fair - hopefully this spell enables that part too, but if the spell-price doesn't sound cheerful to her, she should say so, obviously.









lintamande: Yaisa is worried that Cheliax is going to start teaching that rule and then, look, more math. She does not say that. She does say 'last night was great and I would pass up ten gold to be sure I got to experience it once, but if it were going to be a regular thing it'd probably be more like the difference between being happy with two gold per day and being happy with three gold per day to be yours full time. ...plus healing if it's needed and if it gets to the point where Regenerate is needed I might want to renegotiate prices."









Keltham: Keltham finds, rather to his surprise, that he's choked up and can't actually answer that in words.

Nobody'sever told him that they enjoyed sex from him that much.Ever. Not evenclose. But it makes sense if he imagines that, first of all, everything you can in Civilization pay to learn how to do using careful biofeedback-based training would, in fact, be an elite sex worker service or maybe flatly not exist in Golarion. And, second, that masochists do exist there, and people who don't want to be in control, who want things to happen to them without them having to be in control, who want others to be powerful over them in the way that Keltham enjoyed being powerful over Yaisa, that he is sent now by higher forces to an impossible world in which impossible complements to his own sexuality exist and are common enough to be unremarkable -


He can't talk, so he just folds Yaisa into a hug.









lintamande: - hug. "Is that - did the spell work right?"









Keltham: When he can speak again, Keltham will tell Yaisa that she gets twenty-five gold for the week, slightly more than three and a half gold per day; and how often Keltham feels like doing that to her, will be up to him. But she won't have to miss any payments for it, when it happens, because it is also something he'd pay her for, if that was how it went.

He does still expect the five silver from her, of course. (There is a ritual and a sacredness to these things, people should not be led astray into thinking that perhaps some offered price will be refused as payment later, and Yaisa is the one who offered to pay.)

...he's sorry for questioning her about the price, last night. He, he just - it was hard for him to imagine that it was really something she wanted that much. He's sorry.









lintamande: "A - difference I've noticed, between dath ilan and Cheliax, is that in Cheliax if someone offers what sounds like a good deal, you - take it. Maybe tell them later they should drive a harder bargain next time. And you could think that's because we're - not as Good - and that might be a bit of it - but - we'remore different from one another,we've got more kinds of people, it's easier to be wrong, when you think you know better than someone else what's good for them.

Anyway." She hands him the five silver.









Keltham: "Pleasure doing business with you." He accepts the money.

...and then of courseimmediately thinks -

"Try to answer this one quickly, though, just let the Division of Gains spell do the work for you, if it can. What would've been a fair price for the service you originally thought you were purchasing, that was just about me using my own focus to figure out how much pain was arousing you instead of making you describe it, not taking into account the thing I did after that?"









lintamande: " - I mean I thought you might do something like that? Like - the point of it being your job while I don't have to do any work is that things like that will get to happen? I'm still not good at this prices thing but - I was sort of paying to find out whether something really great like that would happen, because it'd be worth passing up 10 gold for the one off and a gold each time if it did?"









Keltham: "You are right and I was wrong, I wasn't thinking about the value-of-information there from your perspective."

"I still want to know, because I am curious and my mind will continue nagging me about it forever otherwise, what would've been the value of just that one service - the one I foolishly thought you were asking for in isolation."

"I'll pay you a silver for the answer."









lintamande: "Probably it'd change how much I wanted to charge you by a couple silver, if it was just that."









Keltham: "You're not getting any money back, because you're the one who priced the service and you knew what you were buying better than I did."

He hands her a silver.

"Are you okay with - occasional truthspells only about whether you really liked something and whether you're really doing okay, not so much because I don't trust you, as because part of my brain is living in terror of what might be true and I am trying to be gentle with that part of me?" This, too, should be asked while the Fairness is still up.









lintamande: "I'm fine with that. If they get too often or if you can't resist asking weird tricky questions then I might eventually charge you extra."









Keltham: Keltham escorts Yaisa then to his bedroom, to get 25 gold if she's still amenable to that arrangement after Fairness wears off.

And to the cuddleroom shortly afterwards.

He is, in fact, feeling pretty darned happy about several things right now. Being able to hire a full-time sex worker with 1/20 of his nonvolatile income is the least of it.



Brief NSFW content

Yaisa, on Keltham's plan, will be treated to her new favorite activity, involving pleasure and pain and her not coming for a while. Except that, unless Keltham has an accident again, she's not going to get to come during, or afterwards, and not for a while. During this trial arrangement he should obviously make Yaisa's life about as difficult as it might get during any longer arrangement than that. Obviously.

Part of himself objects that this is too Evil. The rest of Keltham is feeling pretty unified about ignoring this voice and proceeding anyways. 'Be capable of ever listening to what people claim is okay' is something he's been telling himself a lot lately.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 11 (9) / Late Morning









Keltham: In his morning lecture, Keltham makes a further run at Utility, called also Probable Utility or Expected Utility because the notion of a quantitative utility is meaningless without probabilities to multiply those utilities by. If you were working only with certainties, theordering on your preferences would be all that existed; the notion ofcomparable intervals of wantingness is only useful when you can take fractions of outcomes and want about those.

Value-of-information is an example of one concept that exists under Probable Utility, hopefully simple in an intuitive sense, but pretty important in practice. Keltham ran into that not long ago when a slightly more Civilized person of Cheliax offered to pay him to do something, Keltham thought that price sounded much too high and didn't have any Fair Pricing spells left and wrongly questioned her choice, and Keltham had forgotten to take into account that what he was trying would be a new experiment whose outcome would give her information relevant to her future choices, and let her make those choices better.

Value-of-information isn't quite as trivial as it might sound, as a matter of Law, because what you're actually doing iscalculating the effect of this decision on your own future decisions, not because it modifies what you want orforces your future self to make a particular decision, but because your future self will then have more information and that is something your present self knows. It is a kind of extrinsic curiosity, you might call it, that would appear in the calculations of ideal-agents who neverfelt curious about anything.

Also in that interaction, Keltham asked her the next morning under Fairness what would have been the fair price for the service Keltham thought she was trying to buy, if it had existed in isolation and not been informative, because he wanted to know if he'd also been wrong to question even the price he'd thought she was offering. Keltham paid her a silver for that information, not because he desperately needed that information or expected to make at least one silver from using it in the future, but just because his brain would've kept bugging him about it otherwise.

In reasoning like that, in feeling curious, in putting a value on information that you might not even vaguely expect to need as much as you offered to pay, in buying information where you predictably won't make a profit, is a person being unLawful? Had Keltham aspired to be improving his coherence and Lawfulness, on this occasion, should he have tried to calculate the real-life importance of knowing this information? Including, maybe, its value for Keltham calibrating his judgment of similar prices in Cheliax, or the prospect that some use for the info would come up that Keltham just hadn't foreseen - it doesn't have to be a shortsighted or blind calculation, when you ask about the value of learning. But if that calculation would have shown the information's expected future profit at less than a silver, was Keltham acting unLawfully in buying it for a silver?

It won't be a terrible judgment on him, if they say yes. Keltham knows he's not a Keeper. The question he's posing is whether they think this is something a Keeper would ever do. Close your eyes, come to a judgment about that, raise your hand to a corresponding height; then open your eyes, and argue. Tier-2s speak first if more than one person wants to speak at a time.









lintamande: "I think the gods don't do it," Gregoria says. "Don't seek out information that they are committed to not acting on in any way, that is. Because you're expending resources to get something that can't bring about any of your goals. But if you just valued knowing things for its own sake - like Zon-Kuthon, but for knowledge not torture - then you're notwrong,like we talked about yesterday."









Keltham: "I guess that answer wasn't as much of a puzzle as I thought it would be, not that there's anything wrong about that. Yep, I have both extrinsic curiosity from thinking about what I can do with information to achieve my other values, and also intrinsic curiosity from being human."

"There's no god of curiosity, or whose list of things includes curiosity? Nethys - I guess could already have found out everything he's curious about that he can reasonably find out ever or by expending any further effort in the short term. I would expect the ex-human gods to have retained their curiosity from having started out human, though? Cayden Cailean, Nethys, Norgorber, Iomedae... I'm not recalling the full list but it had more."









lintamande: "They might but they haven't specifically told anyone so, I don't think?" says Gregoria.









Carissa Sevar: "I suspect Iomedae hasn't, She went really hard on - becoming just Lawful Good without any distracting not-Lawful-Good things about Her. I would predict Norgorber is curious about things but I don't know how anyone would know."









Ione Sala: Does anyone want to stop Ione from voicing her guess about Nethys having curiosity and clericing curious people, pretending to speak out of the conventional Nethys theology that alterIone would obviously be thoroughly familiar with since those books wouldn't be banned in alterCheliax?

Before Keltham, like, asks her.









Carissa Sevar: Go ahead.









Ione Sala: "Nethys clerics curious people, and while He can't talk to us directly at all, it's conventional Nethysian theology that He possesses curiosity as an individual goal for himself and not just as a divine concern. I'd be shocked if He wasn't curious about events here in particular takaral. Just because He's seen everything that's already happened doesn't mean He can predict exactly how it will play out, and there are strange factors that hover at the edge even of His perception, far beyond what other gods have ever begun to ravel."









Keltham: Is anybody else going to ask Ione how she knows that last part, if Nethys has zero comms capacity? No? Keltham won't ask either, then.


...Keltham continues to try various angles on Probable Utility.

Suppose there's a switch which controls whether you get a cherry (for certain), or a banana with 10% probability. Let's say the switch starts out set to Banana, and somebody says, "Well, I'd probably like a banana more than ten times as much as I like a single cherry, but also I really don't like uncertainty and would rather know for sure I get the cherry." So they pay a hundredth of a copper to flip the switch from Banana to Cherry.

Now let's say that we first flip a coin, and if it comes up Queen, you get nothing no matter what the switch says. Imagine that same person seeing a switch set to Cherry, who says, "Well, I'd probably like a banana more than ten times as much as I like a single cherry, and both outcomes are uncertain, so I'd rather have 5% probability of a banana than 50% probability of a cherry." They pay a hundredth of a copper to flip from Cherry to Banana. Then the coin is actually spun, and comes up Text. Suddenly the person says, "Oh, wait, now I've changed my mind, I'd rather have 100% one cherry than 10% one banana," and they pay you another hundredth of a copper to flip the switch back.

Conversely, if the coin comes up Queen, so you get nothing either way, you don't particularly benefit from the switch being set to Banana. So the person who pays to switch from Cherry to Banana is just making a pure mistake; either they won't care how the switch is set, later, or they'll predictably pay to switch it back.

You can even imagine - if you want to be a troll about it - offering an agent like that the ability toforce and constrain their future self's decision. When they first see the switch on Cherry, they pay a hundredth copper to send it from 50% of a cherry to 5% of a banana. Then you point out that their future self will just throw it back, if the coin comes up Text, so you charge them another hundredth copper to weld the switch in place. Then you spin the coin and it comes up Text, and the agent is all like 'Curse my past self for constraining me so!'

This, needless to say, isnot Lawful, not a thing that is supposed to happen to ideal agents, or Keepers. It is a fragment of Law indeed that an agent should never pay a thousandth of a copper to constrain the choices of its future self, or rather, the Law is derived in part from asking how agents could conduct themselves so that this never happened to them.

Now ordinary human beings even of Civilization do not come close to this kind of constancy over time. But even regular dath ilani would be alarmed if you showed they were expending resources fighting their own future selves about anything large or important. Such would be a good time to ask one of the most fundamental questions according to that proverb out of dath ilan: "How about if I did Something-Else-Which-Was-Not-That?"









Carissa Sevar: "Does that count, like, 'for some reason I have to talk to the person with Splendour 40, I'm going to make sure that afterwards I am dragged over to a devil who can talk me out of anything bad they did to my head'?"









Keltham: "Our adversaries have Splendour40 now. Lovely."

"I'd say that doesn't reveal a defect of your present Lawfulness, it reflects - something that might forcibly mind-control you away from whatever coherence you currently have between past and future selves? It's not something you can fix by an act of will, maybe there's something you could do if you're already a sixth-rank Keeper but you're not. So the thing you do which is Not That is in fact to make sure you get involuntarily dragged over to the devil afterwards."

"Though there'd be ethical questions there, about whether the new person who's created as a result of talking to the 40-Splendour Brainwasher has their own right to live the way they now desire, that is violated if a devil brainwashes you back into existence again. Some out of dath ilan would say that person is being wronged by you, because you set things up for them to be made so, and then unmade. Yet many even of those would also say, well, if you gotta do it at all, that's still the way to do it, sorry."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesn't know what Keltham means when he starts going on about rights and stuff but she isn't sure alter Carissa would be similarly uncertain. She nods.









Keltham: Suppose you have to choose between, on the one hand, a P1 probability of C happening vs. a (1 - P1) probability of some baseline B happening, like a 90% probability of getting a Cherry, say; or on the other hand, a P2 probability of D happening vs. (1 - P2) of B, like a 80% probability of getting a Date. We could say that Preference(0.9, Cherry, Baseline) is how much you desire that gamble over those two outcomes; and Preference(0.8, Date, Baseline) is how much you want the other. If a switch controls which of those two you get, then the gamble to which you attach the higher Preference is the one you'll want the switch to be thrown for.

Now suppose that, in the composition of Events as pathways through Time, there is interposed some new event with probability P3 that determines whether the switch is run at all; if not, the outcome is Baseline.

The condition for not throwing the switch and then throwing it back, is that if Preference(0.9, Cherry, Baseline) > Preference(0.8, Date, Baseline), then Preference(0.9*P3, Cherry, Baseline) > Preference(0.8*P3, Date, Baseline), likewise if the value is equal, or lesser. Combine this with simpler ideas like "If you prefer 100% of one thing to 100% of another, you should prefer higher probabilities of getting that thing rather than the other, in gambles between them" and you can pretty thoroughly spotlight the Law of Probable Utility showing that Preference() must compound probabilities with utilities the same way that probabilities compound with each other. So, yes, multiplication.









Keltham: All this of Probable Utility or Expected Utility, is the Law of navigating paths through time, events, and probability, to the destinations of desire. It combines with, and in a sense subsumes, the Law of Probability, which is the Law of learning of observation, of guessing and refining your guesses, of knowing the world around you at all, of predicting the future and making better predictions next time, of knowing how confident to be and what you don't know.

The Law of Probability, seen from one perspective, subsumes all of Validity as the small special case where probabilities are 0 or 1, and things are known with certainty.

From another perspective, of course, Validity subsumes Mathematics, and Mathematics is the thing that all the other Laws including Probable Utility are made of.









Keltham: And on that note, lunchtime!









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 11 (9) / Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham informs Asmodia at lunchtime that today would happen to be a good day if she wants to try spending the night together with him; he's planning to spend all his ero energy today on other activities before then. This is a conventional thing to do before a first date with an asexual if you want to be sure of not sending them any accidental ero signals. Obviously Asmodia should tell him if she's got different concepts about how to do that sort of thing; Keltham was just guessing that since Taldane didn't have a word for 'asexual', it probably didn't have standard gendertrope advice about courting asexuals either.









Asmodia: ...okay.

Um.

Okay?



(Asmodia has calculated that alter-Asmodia sure would say those things, yep.)









Keltham: Great!

Keltham eats relatively quickly, and then drags off Yaisa to his cuddleroom again.



When done, Keltham taps himself with a Lesser Restoration, and spends the first half of the afternoon working on actual contract language with a Chelish representative who is So. Much. Slower. at contract-writing than Lrilatha. Keltham is not sure why they are trying to do it this way.

So he asks and is told, roughly, that Lrilatha wouldn't be able to sign off on this contract as something Hell could back, because it contains a lot of terms that Keltham made up for relatively inscrutable Keltham-reasons, plus more terms that somebody in Chelish governance made up for inscrutable human-Governance reasons. When a contract contains any significant amount of stuff like that, it becomes a human thing that the humans have to do themselves. Lrilatha is not in the business of checking contract terms that somebody else made up, to see if they could possibly do nasty things, based on some clever trick that could rely on facts Lrilatha doesn't know. If you want a contract from Lrilatha, you tell her what the contract is supposed to do andwhy, and Lrilatha writes you the entire contract, and can then give you Lawful assurance of what she expected the terms to do when she invented them.

...that's fair.


The Chelish central bank allegedly doesn't know what their exchange rates would have been for backable commodities the day before Keltham showed up. There's a note attached that says that the officer who runs the Chelish bank seems to be philosophically anti-weird-projects, not in a personally anti-Keltham way, just in the way of believing that central banks ought to do exactly what they've always done and Governance should not be allowed to bother them while they're working.

So Cheliax is just taking out all contract language having to do with their central bank in any way, and replacing it with a list of six commodities such that Cheliax anticipates being able to pay off any reasonable debt up to 20,000,000 gold in some combination of those, according to this fixed valuation which they can swear to have been the market trading price in Westcrown on the day before Keltham arrived, according to merchant records. If the Project ends up being owed more than one gold piece per Chelish citizen, and the circumstances of this aren't such that Cheliax now has more of those commodities safely on hand, further debt to the Project starts to be payable in title to government-owned lands, as valued by this more reasonable government office on the day before Keltham arrived. After that, the Project is responsible for finding somebody willing to buy those lands in order to complete the reimbursement process.


...works for him. Keltham adds a rider about the government of Cheliax not being able to block or regulate land sale as it usually would if the Project wants to override that in order to complete a sale inside or outside Cheliax; and those commodities of payment being deliverable without taxation to ships owned or designated by the Project at Chelish water ports, which ships shall enter and leave without taxation or other hindrance.

It now goes back to Governance and, with any luck, will be ready to be signed tomorrow.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 11 (9) / Late Afternoon









Keltham: Further lectures on Probable Utility, practice problems.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 11 (9) / Night









Keltham: Quick dinner, Yaisa again, followed by Asmodia.









Asmodia: ...all right, if Keltham is going tothat length to make her feel safe - not that Asmodia would've felt even slightly unsafe, after reading Keltham's thought transcripts, and having like any concept whatsoever of who he is, especially as compared to the rest of Cheliax - or that Asmodia would even significantly complain if Keltham tried to have sex with her - then Asmodia will take him up on his offer, made after some spell-warmed and starlit discussion up on the fortress roof, to try having something warm snuggling her in bed under entirely non-ero circumstances.

Is it true in alterCheliax that alterAsmodia never had anyone hold her, hug her, except in a sexual context, for roughly as long as she can remember? That the only flesh-to-flesh contact she's felt in a very long time has been intended to hurt her at worst and use her at best? It can't have been the same for alterAsmodia as for trueAsmodia in trueCheliax, though Asmodia is having trouble visualizing exactly how it would have been different, the way her life must have gone instead. But it could be true in alterCheliax that boys wouldn't have a concept of alterAsmodia as an asexual, and wouldn't offer to hold her in bed without thinking that sex might eventually be in the offing. Keltham clearly assigns high probability that this might be true of alterAsmodia, based on whatever he already believes about alterCheliax. It is the safer course not to contradict it.

So alterAsmodia hesitates a bit, and then says she's shy about discussing her history, in that way. But she is definitely interested in taking up Keltham on that offer to see what happens.


It's... nice.


She catches herself thinking that she might want to sometimesTeleport back to wherever Keltham is, so long as it's nowhere near Cheliax, to have this again, if she hasn't found something equally warm and safe by then.



Does this imply the tropes are real?



Even as Asmodia tries to work out conditional probabilities and likelihood ratios in her head, the thought occurs to her that this is what Keltham's inner mental life must be like all the time.



And Asmodia still hasn't figured out how to Lawfully derive probabilities before evidence and it comes up every time she tries to do this. She knows that things with added complications have to be less probable than the same things without those added complications, and that, unfortunately, is it. Her entire algorithm for prior probabilities currently consists of making up numbers that maybe sorta sound right. She should have tried to figure that out while she had the Most High's crown.









Carissa Sevar: "Obviously it feels dangerous to declare success on any element of this house of cards but I'm inclined to say that, to whatever extent our objective was to have most of Keltham's energy and attention occupied in liaisons, that's a success, and to whatever extent our objective was to convince him that masochists are real, that's been accomplished as well. If he were a normal person, I think I'd say we've now driven the probability of a Conspiracy down low enough he'll stop looking for it absent an actual slip-up; of course, he's not, so we're going to have to keep convincingly inhabiting alter-Cheliax.

But I think we're in the place where we can start thinking about stage 2, where we have a stably contained Keltham teaching a growing group of students, rather than stage 1 where we are scrambling to keep him persuaded for one more day that he's not inside something he should demand out of.



....that's a request for suggestions. I don't know what stage 2 looks like. I don't know what's most valuable to Cheliax here and I don't know if there are other things like - high risk of all the girls becoming defectors - to look out for. I know stage 5, in which we improve the process of devil-making and enable Asmodeus in the conquest of all, and I think stage 4 involves building Lawful Evil ilani Civilization, but I haven't got detailed stage 2 ideas."









Ferrer Maillol: "I'll be the party's idiot barbarian and suggest that stage 2 looks like Keltham signing his contract with Cheliax, training these girls and the next batch in applying dath ilan's more concrete knowledge, and Cheliax rapidly growing in wealth and power."









Jacint Subirachs: "And when Keltham in time finds out, leaves us in fury, and raises up Osirion or Lastwall or both as instruments of vengeance on Cheliax and Hell itself? The Chosen does have some reason for spending so much effort in corrupting Keltham, even at the expense of slowing Cheliax's rise."









Ferrer Maillol: "Can we maybe manage to keep Keltham contained for five years? In that time Cheliax might be powerful enough to ruin Osirion and Lastwall, if necessary, before Keltham could raise them up against us; or force them to treaty."

"I'm frankly not seeing how to get Keltham corrupted far enough. But then I don't understand how the Chosen corrupted him as far as she did, so."









Carissa Sevar: "We should solicit everyone's predictions but I bet we don't get five years. That's just a very long time without a slip-up, even if it'd take a slip-up, and it might not. Stabler outcomes include - when he leaves it's because he's fed up with Governance but not in a conspiracy way, he doesn't expect Osirion or Lastwall to be better, and he takes the girls with him intending to build his own independent power base somewhere.... when he leaves he's not blazingly furious with us enough to go to war, or in love with enough of the people he'd be going to war with to hesitate -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Asmodeus's will on this does prohibit us deliberately taking direct hostages against him."

"Thinking about it, though, I'm certain Asmodeus's instruction does not prohibit us ruining or destroying any country Keltham tries to set up in, until no country will take him. Not in a way of us being clever and working around those instructions, it's just plain allowed. If we could make even a hundredfold-smaller version of that Radiance beam weapon Keltham showed you, the one that his Civilization uses to launch things into space -"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels an unpleasant lurch of something. Which is childish; Asmodeus's conquest of all is going to involve some killing. That's how that sort of thing goes. "So that's a win condition, then, having dath ilani weaponry. Maybe the one Asmodeus intends. And Keltham becoming Evil enough he can learn the truth and decide to stay is a different win condition. And Keltham deciding he trusts no country and will go hide out with his girls in a secret location is a different win condition. And losing looks like him deciding to go to Osirion before we have the ability to destroy Osirion or force them to terms, or him dying and being resurrected by them."









Ferrer Maillol: "What is it that makes him hiding out with a few girls so much more sustainable over years than the current Project? Sorry if that's a stupid question."









Carissa Sevar: "It is weird we can't provide him with an entire library of well-written books; it wouldn't be weird for a tiny project to be limited to Ione's book-getting ability. It is weird we can't provide him with clerics of many different gods - where are we on faking that, by the way - and wouldn't be weird for a tiny project. If he ends up deciding to retreat with his girls and take over the world, he's going to be teachingweaponry,and I bet otherwise it's going to be very very hard to entice him to teach that. It's not as good as him staying here, I don't think we should bring it about on purpose, but I do think it's a win condition if well-executed."









Ferrer Maillol: "Fake paladin's ready at your will, I expect we could turn up a Lawful Evil cleric of Irori who'd swear to work with us, maybe a genuine Lawful Neutral of Erecura who'd be cooperative with Cheliax but could also show off channeling positive energy, anything else is just calling in an impersonator and hoping they're good enough. Got told the same about fake envoys, it's standard impersonation and the question is just whether standard impersonation works on Keltham."

"I'll register my own thought that if it looks sufficiently sure that Keltham's going to break containment, we ought to have his girls take the initiative on doing that. We get a lot more control over results if it's under our initiative rather than his."









Carissa Sevar: "Agreed. We might want a book pointing at a Conspiracy that the girls are uninvolved in, for Ione to stumble across and show him, or something Yaisa can point out to him, he really likes her. We should do some test runs of escaping with Keltham, see what errors come up in the course of doing something that complex. And we'll need the Glibness swords. I should have those worked out in a couple of weeks."









Ferrer Maillol: He is alittle suspicious that, somehow, the best use of some of Carissa Sevar's time has ended up as her using her admittedly very high Spellcraft to craft magical weapons. But it is no longer his place to say that. Subirachs would be the one to point that out, and she'd probably do it in private rather than now with Maillol watching.

"Acknowledged," Maillol says.









Iarwain:












Iarwain: (Continued in my fun research project has more existential risk than I anticipated.)









Iarwain: (There is now a Discord channel which, only on the hour, notifies of new Planecrash updates if at least 25 tags have accumulated since the last such update. I suggest setting yourself up to get push notifications from this Discord channel, if you would like to avoid constant-refreshing habits.)









Iarwain:









5 - my fun research project has more existential risk than I anticipated





Keltham: In theory, Project Lawful has now been running for 113 days. The reality is somewhat different. Of course the map doesn't always match the territory perfectly, but this match is more imperfect than most might reasonably expect to be the case, when it comes to entire days.

In theory, Keltham is now having sex on a regular basis with Carissa, Meritxell, Yaisa, Ione, Peranza, Tonia, and Pilar, plus that strange relationship with Asmodia; he's tried casual sex with most of the new girls brought in by Cheliax, but hasn't formed any lasting relationships with them. This sex is overtly consensual in all cases except that of Pilar, who still acts angry around Keltham about that whenever she hasn't recently been pleasured into a more yielding attitude. They all appear very much in love with him.

Reality, again, differs greatly from this appearance. Possibly not for Sevar, though nobody here is going to call her on that. But definitely in all other cases.

In truth, everything about this whole apparent situation differs from reality so much that it seems simpler to suspend disbelief about that, and describe for a time how things would be, if the reality being described was just the theory.


Keltham, then, is chatting cheerfully with Gregoria and Ione at dinnertime. The Project is doing well; most of what it's tried to research hasn't panned out, but it has quite substantial improvements to metallurgy and also spellsilver mining to its name, and that's more than enough to fund all the other things Keltham wants to take a shot at.

Shortly before dinner, Keltham did go over to comms and, unusually aggressively for him, he demanded to send an urgent message to Governance not waiting on evening mail, requesting and requiring that Cheliax forward him a copy of all Project transcripts, starting from day one. If they don't bring it over with the evening mail from Egorian tonight, Keltham will be unhappy about that in a way that calls for further actions. He's calling in favor to make this happen right away even if that means the Queen overruling Security tangles to make it happen.

Keltham's intentions - if one could somehow read those, concerned about this sudden demand - show Keltham thinking that he's felt a couple of pangs of uneasiness lately about how well things have theoretically been going. Sort of a cumulative feeling of unease generally. It's been a while, and he really ought to do a full review of allhis evidence, starting tonight and continuing into tomorrow. He's not expecting the full review to end up calling it for Conspiracy, but he's planning to be fair and conscientious about it. He does not, for example, want to give them time to possibly edit the transcripts - though that would also be risky, from their perspective, since what Keltham couldn't reproduce from memory, he might well notice as false.

But Keltham is mostly, almost entirely, expecting that all to turn out fine. So for now he's cheerfully chatting with Gregoria and Ione at dinnertime. Gregoria is also outwardly cheerful!

Ione is more reticent and looks more disturbed than usual.









Carissa Sevar: Any reason that a girl would nowsuggest to Keltham that they flee with him inevitably has to be correlated with Keltham getting noticeably suspicious; they wouldn't happen at the same time for no reason. And then he will obviously think of 'they're in the Conspiracy' as an explanation.



So the first move is -









Keltham: "You okay, Ione? You seem a bit off."









Ione Sala: By Message:

It's a - sad thing. You'd end up, distracted by it, and that's - not necessarily good, for the Project...









Keltham: There's a slightly longer delay than one might expect, before Keltham messages back:



Project's in a good spot, it's the right time for me to be distracted. You should probably just tell me?









Ione Sala: By Message:


I... all right.

My grandfather's - dying. I've been -

- approved for leave, to go visit him...









Ione Sala: (Ione doesn't sound quite right, even for somebody who got terrible news.)









Keltham: Message:


Ione, that does sound awful, and like you shouldn't be trying to just attend dinner pretending nothing's wrong.

It sounds to me like you want to talk about this, but think you shouldn't bother me, and evidently don't want anyone else to know.

Should we go off and talk about this in private?



(Keltham does not look particularly horrified or sad. More... concerned.)









Ione Sala: "I - yeah."

"Sorry, Gregoria, I want to talk to Keltham in private about something."









lintamande: " - oh, okay, no problem," says Gregoria.









Ione Sala: She'll take the Keltham up to the Keltham Seduction Room, then. The one with soundproofing.









Carissa Sevar: The Keltham Seduction Rooms have undergone some expansion, including, gradually introduced, some features to arrange for the escape-from-within-the-Conspiracy, if necessary; Keltham laid his own permanent Alarm spell on the room, for example, once he learned to cast it, and has tested the Alarm spell enough he can be satisfied there's no one hanging around invisibly. They also eventually coaxed him into trying out the whips, and Carissa taught him how she habitually uses Dancing Lights as a cheap check for invisible objects or Alarm-evading intruders.









Ione Sala: Ione buries her head into Keltham's shoulder, once they're alone, and puts her arms around him, and trembles. Her hand pushes at his back, three times, stopping. Three times, stopping. Three times, stopping. Clearly deliberate.









Keltham: Keltham -


- after a time to think -


- casts Dancing Lights, sweeps the room with them. He disengages wordlessly from Ione, opens the secret door to the cuddleroom, sweeps that with Dancing Lights as well.



Nobody, apparently, is in either room, except the two of them.



Message to Ione:

Room looks clear. Nothing tripped my Alarm recently except the two of us.

Explain.









Ione Sala: "Thank you for - giving me, privacy..."


Message: Both of my grandfathers have been dead since I was little, I got - ordered - to leave and be gone for the next week, and, and I have a very very bad feeling about this even taking into account - everything you've already figured out is true from hearing that anyone can give me orders like that.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't hesitate at all this time.

"Take as long as you need."

Message: Tell me the things I need to know urgently, as quickly as you can.









Carissa Sevar: The church of Nethys is illegal in Cheliax. When they learned Ione was of it, they told her that she wouldn't be executed as long as she represented Asmodeus well to Keltham and did what she was told. The church of Cayden Cailean is also illegal in Cheliax. The rest of the girls were just told that Ione and Pilar had exceptions. In general if you ask too many questions in Cheliax or cause a big government program to be a disaster, you die about it, so no one did.









Ione Sala: Ione has already rehearsed all that information, and repeats it to Keltham.









Keltham: Where in Golarion is better than Cheliax?

Why didn't they use Suggestion on me?









Ione Sala: Suggestion is cumulatively easier to notice as repeated, all the mind control I know about is, that's why - things aren't even worse than they are -

Keltham, there's nowhere, there's nowhere that I know about anywhere, that wouldn't try to use you the way Cheliax is using you, nowhere in all the books I've borrowed from all the libraries I've been to, they said I'd die if I told you I could get books from anywhere but Ostenso, if I got you any books from Ostenso that weren't approved - but I can read themmyself and there's nowhere in Golarion that has, has even a, tiny little bit, of dath ilan, left inside it, since Aroden died - all of the envoys here were fake, the travel scries you saw, had illusionists hiding things -









Keltham: Now Keltham is starting to look visibly horrified (by Chelish standards, a dath ilani trying and failing to control his expression sufficiently).


Message: Do you already have plans for what we do next, from here.









Carissa Sevar: Security carries teleport scrolls. If they can take one down, they can leave. Ione thinks she can read a teleport scroll, she's never done it and they fail destructively, but it's the sort of thing a third-circle wizard can do.

Probably they don't want to leave the interdiction zone, because then every god who cares to can send their forces after them, but they could hide in the interdiction zone, for now, and she could get books from more places, try to find somewhere...









Ione Sala: Any Security would have Teleport scrolls. We'd just need to take out one of them, somehow, and get outside of the Forbiddance, without getting caught. I've never read a Teleport scroll and they fail destructively, it'd be a risk at just second-circle,but I think I can do it.

- weshould stay inside the interdiction zone around Ostenso, or any god any time could send their forces to just grab you. But there's a ruined tower near an Ostenso landmark that I know well enough to teleport to it, that probably hopefully has scry wards that still work, scry takes an hour to cast and we'd have to rush but I think we could get there in time. Or maybe we'll get lucky and the Security will have two Nondetection scrolls, I can definitely cast that from a scroll.

- Nondetection is a 3rd-circle wizard spell they didn't want you to know about, it's how they hide a lot of things from you.









Keltham: If any Security would always have Teleport scrolls, then the Zon-Kuthon godwar wasn't real.

Why do you think the interdiction zone is real?









Ione Sala: I could be wrong. But they talked like it was an inconvenience and Broom's god was forcing Asmodeus to go along with it. Broom's god isn't on our side, I don't think, but It can't be bargained with or have demands made of It by other gods, and It doesn't care about the kinds of things that - other gods would want, to make sure of, about you -









Keltham: What does Nethys want from me?









Ione Sala: I don't know, Nethys doesn't talk to me, the thing with the prophecy never happened, I just borrow books -

All the gods who were once-human, there's nowhere on Golarion that I was ever able to hear about, where their followers aren't hunted or enslaved.









Keltham: This crazy plan would be an awful lot less crazy with Carissa on-board, and able to do things like subdue a Security guard and cast Teleport from scroll. Since you haven't suggested that, can I assume she's part of the Conspiracy?









Ione Sala: IDON'T KNOW, sheacts like she's in love with you, and the Worldwound - is incredibly deadly, but it's a place you can go, that's a little less Cheliax, while you're there - they don't have time to hurt you about being a Nethys-worshipper so long as you're holding back the demons - or that's what they say -

I don't know about any of your women. We don't talk about it. Or nobody talks about it in front of me. I wouldn't have said anything in front of her. Haven't said anything in front of anyone, I don't know who to trust.









Keltham: Carissa is too valuable in any plan like this. And she always seemed a little sad inside, deep down. So we're going to risk that unless you say it's suicide.

Any bright ideas for how to bring Carissa in?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is in her room enchanting magic items; it's what she usually does, when Keltham doesn't want her. Normally no one would think anything of it, if Keltham sent Security to fetch her to his cuddleroom; but with Ione acting strangely, they might.









Keltham: Keltham... doesn't particularly seem to be immediately inventing whatever plan he was supposed to invent, faced with this set of facts. He looks drawn, absorbed, worried, beneath his transparent-to-Cheliax straight face. If he was supposed to be ordering Carissa to his cuddleroom anyways, the risk was apparently described as too high for that.









Ione Sala: Should she risk delivering a prompt to him?









Carissa Sevar: Honestly she was hoping he'd have something wildly creative, not because they don't have plans (they have five) but because having Ione feed him all the lines makes the whole thing feel more orchestrated.



- but letting him think is even worse. Sure, risk it.









Ione Sala: Message: Keltham, if - if I had to risk trusting one person I'd - trust Pilar, I think - Keltham she has to have been touched by Cayden Cailean for areason, she started out loyal to Asmodeus but that's the reason she's notdead, why they trusted her enough to not just kill her on the spot - but there has to have been a reason for that, our gods can't help us much but we have to take whatever theysendand there's been no other visible reason for why she's here -









Keltham: ...and Pilar might be able to throw a party for everybody who should come with us. Ifthat was real. Was it?









Ione Sala: I - don't know that itwasn't -









Keltham: "Ione, should I possibly have some recovery chocolate delivered, for you - actually, you know what, Pilar, if this is a good time for us to have some candy, can you please already be here?"









Pilar : Pilar's curse has expressed some skeptical sentiments along the lines of, they really should not expect that much active help from Chaotic Good about certain nefarious plans. It's not going to act against Asmodeus's interests, but there are some places where it seems less Chaotic Good to actively help out than others.

So she's standing just outside the Alarm radius, and moving forwards even as Keltham speaks; her curse is willing to cooperate with not showing Keltham that Pilar's curse doesn't work like that around Alarm spells.


Pilar knocks gently on the door. "Cake delivery," she calls. Keltham said out loud that he wanted chocolate, but he was thinking about cake.









Keltham: Keltham opens the door for her. "Come on in," he says, sounding like he's trying not to sound tense about it.









Pilar : "I was hoping it wasn'tyou -"

"- what's wrong with Ione?"









Ione Sala: "My grandfather is dying."


Message to Pilar and Keltham: Pilar. Don't give any visible sign. I think they're about to - stop treating Keltham gently -

I told him.

Are you with us.









Pilar : "That... does sound very terrible..." Pilar somewhat robotically offers up her cake to Ione, who takes it with a somewhat more natural motion and promptly takes a bite.









Keltham: Message to Pilar and Ione:

Pilar. I know we've had some - overt disagreements -









Pilar : Such as, for example, when, where, andwhether we should be having sex.









Keltham: Right, well, I need you to draw on whatever Keeper training you've mastered at all over the last three months, face up to the actual reality of what was going on there, and notice that Asmodeus actually never gives you what you needat all and that I am better as a dom for you in every possible way.

And then I need you to invite everybody who actually loves me, who won't betray us, to an escape party.









Pilar :









Pilar : (Pilar wishes to register for the record that this would not, in fact, land on herat all, to the point that she is havingdifficulty about making her reaction here sound remotely likeher.)









Pilar : Message:

I'm going to draw on my Keeper training to pretend I haven't heard anything you just said, except for -

Ione, do you really - do you actually think they would, to Keltham -









Ione Sala: Yes of course they would don't bestupid.

Especially now that he knows.









Pilar : Becauseyou told him. You - you, you idiot, I don't even - after we get out of here, I am going to fucking, fucking hurt you, so badly -









Keltham: You're with us, then.









Pilar : Apparently I am. I suggest you not say anything stupid if you want to keep it that way, Keltham.









Keltham: Pilar, I don't know how much time we have. Can there be an escape party for me and everyone who loves me, that you're going to invite people to right away, in a room next to where there'd be a single Security who's relatively easy to take down.









Pilar : If that many of us are gathered, next to you, there'll be more than one Security.

So instead I'm going to go back to the party I was alreadyat, that just started, in Breakout Room Eight, where some rather mystified girls are waiting for me to explain what the party I felt a sudden impulse to invite them to one hour earlier, is about, and now that I know that, I will be able to actually tell them.

My curse says, stay here with Ione for ten minutes, and then go to Breakout Room Four.









Keltham: ...who did you invite? Was - Carissa -









Carissa Sevar: Carissa, Meritxell, Yaisa, and Peranza.









Pilar : Carissa. Meritxell. Yaisa. Peranza.


I'm sorry. I know you liked Tonia, even if she was clearly completely wrong for you.









Ione Sala: Pilar, seriously not the time.









Keltham: "Asmodia," he whispers, and then looks like he wants to hit himself for having spoken out loud.









Pilar : ...incredibly obviously never actually cared about you and isn't capable of much in the way of real feelings period.









Ione Sala: Pilar.









Pilar : I'll just show myself back to my party, then. See you in nine minutes.









Keltham: Keltham stands still for a while, looking like he's trying very hard to stop himself from crying.









Ione Sala: Ione checks her pocketwatch, after counting to thirty inside her head, once Pilar is gone.


Message: I'm... sorry. I really would have thought Asmodia the type to turn against Cheliax the moment she had the chance.

Maybe - Asmodia does love you, and it's just, Pilar's curse knew, Asmodia would have screwed it up somehow, if she came with us. Asmodia - she can screw up, sometimes, if it's not about Law. She's sharp but she's narrow.









Keltham: Keltham regains control of his expression.


Enough.

Tell me what reality is like, outside this fortress.Actual reality.









Ione Sala: Ione can do that for the remaining minutes!









Keltham: Keltham asks a number of questions, and additional questions, some of which are clearly consistency checks relative to Law that Ione doesn't understand.









Ione Sala: Ione is clear at all points that Cheliax is constantly lying to everyone including her and she does not vouch for the truth of anything unless Keltham is asking her questions about what she's seen with her own eyes.









Keltham: Keltham occasionally also asks out loud if Ione feels ready to talk yet.









Ione Sala: Ione will whisper each time that she still wants to be held for a while. Almost like she's saying goodbye forever to her love, without being able to speak those words, if anyone happened to be watching the scene.









Keltham: The minutes run out, and Keltham departs with Ione for Breakout Room Four.









lintamande: The girls in Breakout Room Four are huddled around a Security who might or might not be dead. They look terrified, except Carissa, who looks like she has never had a feeling in her life and is going through his Bag of Holding. "Teleport takes three plus the caster," she says to Keltham flatly as he enters. "Plan that maximizes the chances you get out is for me to take you, Ione, Pilarnow,Meritxell thinks she can read the second scroll. Plan that maximizes the chances everyone gets out is that Meritxell goes first so if she fucks it up I can try to salvage it, but realistically there is not likely to be anything I can do to salvage it."









Keltham: "If it's not realistic to salvage then we do it the sad but sane way. Carissa, if you betray us we're just dead, so take command here, this is an emergency and you understand this all flatly better than I do."









Carissa Sevar: She stands up, hands Meritxell a scroll. Shatters the window of Breakout Room 4 with a gesture (the gesture isn't necessary). Tugs Keltham through it and away from the grounds. "Ione, Pilar -"



They reach her. She reads the scroll.









Keltham: And Keltham, at that exact moment -









Asmodia: - turns into Asmodia.









Ione Sala: "Asmodia? You're not good at being Keltham. You're really, really not good at being Keltham."









Asmodia: "Thankfully, that particular test of acting ability is not vital to any actual plans. The plandoes need to stand up to Keltham's ability to deduce other facts from facts you present to him."









Ione Sala: "I don't know if I could pull this off during a real run without Glibness, but I definitely can't pull it off without Glibness if you're going to be breaking immersion all over the fucking place, that threw me completely out of my game. Asmodia, he whispered, in heartbroken tones."









Asmodia: "I'm one of histrope-given romances, what the fuck do youthink will happen if he's told I'm a traitor?"









Carissa Sevar: "What's going to happen over every girl except you is him having an enormous meltdown over having maybe had sex with someone who was pressured by Governance into it, unless we manage to train him out of that. Maybe I should play Keltham next time."

      "He doesn't believe in tropes anymore because I'm perfect for him and have no backstory or superpowers," says Yaisa.

"We can't predict what he'll think about tropes when this gets sprung on him, whatever he thought about them before this."









Asmodia: "I admit my failure about that particular meltdown not crossing my mind at all. Whatever I was supposed to invent about figuring out a way to bring in Sevar, after being told it'd be too suspicious to have Security bring her to the cuddleroom, I didn't figure that out either."

"I will register that during this whole interaction, it occurred to me that if Pilar makes any significant progress on becoming a Keeper, Keltham is not going to consider this in-denial-about-wanting-it personality construct at all plausible. It's the sort of complicated internal mess that I strongly suspect being a Keeper or even a regular ilani just melts -"









Pilar : "AlterPilar is not in denial about anything. She just pretends to be, so that Keltham will think she is, so that he thinks he's raping her, which is the part she actually cares about."









Asmodia: "Future Keltham willdeduce that and then theactual corruption plan falls apart."









Carissa Sevar: " - alter Cheliax verisimiltude wins over corruption plan, where they conflict, but I'm not sure I follow why they have to, can alter Pilar not just prefer not having a choice about it even while being entirely clear internally what choice she'd make? - that aside, I think this hits a lose condition somewhere in there. It's just too...convenient. Keltham needs to deduce it all himself, which means we need to have seeded it all before. Maybe make sure it comes up that Security carries scrolls of Teleport now after what happened in the godwar. It can be in one of Maillol's expense reports. Maybe we need to show off Pilar's curse more, have Keltham see it do things like inviting only the right people to an orgy or something -"









Pilar : "Curse reminds you again that you're going to be faking all of that manually, without the actual curse assisting you. It won't stop you, but it's not helping."









Asmodia: "I still think the simpler story is that we're all working together secretly to save him. We suborned one Security, who tips us that Cheliax is moving, and we grab Keltham and tell him we're rescuing our oblivious boyfriend. To believe that, Keltham needs to believe exactly one thing, which is that tropes are real. He's said it's the prediction of the tropes."









Carissa Sevar: "Only works under some possible scenarios for Keltham getting suspicious, but if we can swing it, sure. If nothing else it'sfasterand leans less on anyone's acting ability. But I don't actually think we are behaving like people who are secretly all working together to save him, and not being Good I don'teven know what the hidden correlates would be."









Asmodia: "We're notGood. We're in love. And you know, considering that tropes are almost certainly real, I put at least thirty percent probability that, by the time this actually happens, we will be in love. No matter how absolutely stupid that sounds to us right now. Thankfully some very foresightful god arranged that Cheliax was forbidden to do the obvious things with Keltham and so none of our actual loyalties actually get tested, I hope."









Carissa Sevar: "You know what I think is missing? Our creativity actually applied to the problem of escaping this place. I'm going to tell Security to replace the Teleport scrolls with pieces of paper that say 'this is a Teleport scroll'. If you make it out of the Forbiddance with one, you win. If you kill a Security, that's fine, we can raise them, a bit of live-fire testing is probably good for them anyway. Your orders are - well, first, to go get lunch, and then before the end of the day to make it out of here with a fake Teleport scroll or some other means of escaping. Failure will be punished --'scared and desperate' is actually the correct mental state for this exercise -- but trying and failing less than just staying in your room and not trying. You may conspire with each other; you may also turn each other in, if you like, for something of a reduction of the punishment for failing.



Dath ilani children, after all, when they aren't comprehending something, make a game of it."









Ione Sala: "You know what's missing from that exercise? Hope. Anyone who can pull that off could have actually walked out of here with Keltham and I am assuming Security does not want this to happen."









Asmodia: "Phrased that way, there's a fundamental inconsistency in this whole plan which is that we couldn't actually beat Security and Keltham may figure that out. In fact, I think I was - playing along with things, and failing to have Keltham call out the total implausibility of them just running out through a broken window and nobody is watching the grounds, there's no alarm spells, which Keltham knows about, on the perimeter, the Security have no checkins to miss - alterCheliax can be weaker but this level of weakness was not plausible."

"And I need to - find that internal thing of playing along and switch it off."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, you do. And I think that everyoneactually trying to escapeand likely failing in whatever fashion we'll actually, being outclassed by Security, fail, will be usefulhere, for - not playing along, for noticing what set of lucky coincidences it wouldtakefor an escape to be plausible even in a weaker alter-Cheliax. Alter-Cheliax isn't reading our minds, alter-Cheliax might havefewerSecurity, but this should still bevery difficult. We need a felt sense of that. 



As for hope, I don't know if we need that or not, but whoever is the most impressive won't be punished, even if she fails. Subirachs evaluates, because I intend, myself, to be the most impressive."









Ione Sala: "And is Security going to pretend that they don't know about this, that Detect Thoughts doesn't exist, and that, if any of us made it out even then, they wouldn't all get slaughtered directly to Hell because no torture of Golarion would be enough?"









Carissa Sevar: "The only thingyouneed to know about Security's instructions for your own planning purposes is that, as this is alter Cheliax, Detect Thoughts doesn't exist, and they've as yet encountered no cause for extra suspicion, and Hell is a lovely place the embrace of which we are all eager for." She's probably going to have half the Security 'on duty' in alter Cheliax with no Detect Thoughts, and the other half actually on duty with Detect Thoughts making sure no one actually defects; only the former are allowed to stop the girls unless they're genuinely escaping, of course.









Asmodia: "If we actually made it out in alterCheliax there would be tropes helping us. I don't know what that looks like but maybe, there is one female Security on staff who is in love with Keltham, Pilar's curse is actually helping and knows which Security that is -"









Carissa Sevar: "First, try getting out. Then, when we understand where that failed, we can try to figure out what the tropes would do."









Asmodia: "Acknowledged."

She's going to see if she can pull her Project Lawful status and get a message started en route to going outside of Cheliax, a message that could have plausibly tipped off Osirion to their location and that it was time for Keltham pickup.









Ione Sala: "Acknowledged."

She's going to wait a bit and then shout "Keltham Evil tortures people your god is Abadar don't accept resurrection until you've gotten to Axis" and assassinate Asmodia.









Peranza: Peranza wonders if it's possible to figure out the ilani version of overpowered Splendour just from the teachings Keltham has given them so far. Probably not, if Security isn't being instructed to play along, but she has literally no other ideas.









lintamande: Tonia isextremely stressed.





She takes the point that she is supposed to be extremely stressed because if they were actually traitors escaping with Keltham they'd be extremely stressed. But the punishment for the other girls, when they inevitably fail, is going to be in line with their Taldor-punishment rule. And Tonia is going to beactuallypunished. And the only way to protect herself is to do something impossible.



Pilar is obviously the person you want on your team for doing something impossible, since maybe Cayden Cailean will help. (She knows that Cayden Cailean won't help, but she wouldn't know that in alter-Cheliax. Or is she allowed to use all the information she has, for this exercise? It gets a bit mixed up, when you do it too long.) Anyway, Pilar is utterly loyal to Asmodeus, so you can only get on Pilar's team if you have a good reason what you're doing serves Asmodeus. ...they don'thaveto be escaping to defect, they could also be escaping because they realized that the project was violating the rules Asmodeus gave for it?





Message to Pilar: so, if you found out that Sevar didn't serve Asmodeus and the project was breaking the rules He sent us, whatwouldyou try.









Pilar : Is Pilar's curse up for this, by any chance?









Curse of Laughter: Absolutely. Showing them exactly how easy it would have been for Pilar's curse to get Keltham out is a wonderful trust-building exercise!









Iarwain: Message from Security to Sevar: We see what you're thinking. We'll run it past Subirachs, and then tell half the Security they can't run Detect Thoughts starting right away, during what's going to be an exercise, so they won't end up warned of what you're planning to try yourself.









Carissa Sevar: Sure. Tell them to report to me for further instructions in ten minutes.









lintamande: Meritxell considers.



They're going to lose, obviously; the point of this exercise is to learn from what happens when they lose, rather than being the sort of exercise where you win. That does not make her want to win any less. At the absolute minimum she wants to be declared the most impressive.



That requires thinking of an impressive idea, unfortunately, and she's not immediately coming up with one. She could....fight a Security? She almost definitely loses. Impersonate a Security? She almost definitely loses. Impersonate Sevar? That's entertaining but in no way actually solves her problem. Impersonate the Queen? She likes being alive. Talk a Security into defecting with her by promising them all the riches of ......wherever they're defecting to, which is probably poorer than Cheliax? No, that's no good either....



Well, there's always the straightforward, honorable, onlylikelyto fail approach of putting up See Invisibility and trying to kill a Security before they have time to get off a warning, and then trying to use whatever items and scrolls they have to get clear of the Forbiddance before they miss a checkin. It's the sort of plan that usually won't work but not the sort of plan that will neverwork, and tropes might be the kind of thing that likes long shots.









Carissa Sevar: "All right," says Carissa. "I'm going to go tell Security that we're doing a training exercise in which one girl is a traitor while the rest remain loyal. And that they're supposed to pretend not to know that and to act normally. Good luck, may the strong triumph and the weak suffer, have fun out there."









lintamande: Sometimes Gregoria wonders if joining Project Lawful was a mistake. It can't be, since it wasn't a voluntary decision, but still.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa presents Security with an incomplete briefing on today's exercise, which will be incomplete because the Security assigned to participate in the exercise and ordered already not to use Detect Thoughts will best satisfy their roles if they are missing much relevant context: the exercise is that one of the girls is a traitor, but they are expected not to act on that knowledge and to persist in their usual habits.

Furthermore, they are to pretend, for today, to be limited in the fashion that Security in alter-Cheliax would be limited. They may not use Detect Thoughts; if they capture the suspected traitor alive they have to dawdle for ten full minutes before extracting information such as whether this was in fact the traitor. Other Security has been assigned to ensuring that these limitations don't produce any genuine security holes.

Finally, they are for this exercisenotto carry the scrolls of Teleport assigned to them, because they don't want this exercise to present the girls with a genuine temptation to defect; they are to trade them for these rolls of paper that say 'Teleport' on them, which are a win condition for the girls. Again, other Security has been assigned to ensuring that these limitations don't produce any genuine security holes.

"It is my hope and expectation that you will apprehend the pretend-traitor without incident; it'd be more convenient if you don't kill her, but killing her is preferable to letting her win, unless it's Ione, who should be permitted to win rather than killed, if relevant. The exercise is expected to end tonight, but you should consider it still underway until Subirachs tells you otherwise, or until you get a top-priority alert from those Security not on this assignment. You're dismissed. Olegario, a word."









Iarwain: "Your will, Chosen." Olegario will follow her, or stay to speak to her, as she seems to prefer.









Carissa Sevar: Stay to speak with her. "I'm participating in this exercise; I might be a traitor, today. You are to ignore any further instructions from me until Subirachs has confirmed that this exercise is over. Further, should you ever have cause for doubt that I am on the path Asmodeus set out for me, you are permitted to speak to Subirachs of it, as it is likelier that I have been impersonated or compulsioned, or that the occasion is a test, than that Asmodeus has genuinely led me into opposition to His church on Golarion."









Iarwain: "Acknowledged, sir," says Olegario; that he's not calling her Chosen should show he understood.









Carissa Sevar: "Dismissed."





She waits for him to leave the room.





Now there are some discarded scrolls of Teleport in a pile on the table. She takes one and puts it in her bag. As they say in dath ilan, cheating is technique. "Get the rest of those somewhere safe," she tells the non-participating Security, and heads out to lunch.









lintamande: Whoever's job it is to torture Carissa Sevar, Elias Abarco thinks as he gathers the remaining scrolls, is not doing it enough.









Iarwain: Lunch is had by all! It's a much tenser lunch than usual. Messages get passed around now and then, in absolutely no more than the usual quantity for a lunch. As Asmodia warned everyone earlier, they had better not give away that it's more than one girl participating, if they want to have any chance at this.









lintamande: And then girls drift off to the library, or in Yaisa's case to her bedroom to prepare spells, which she did not bother to do this morning, a decision she now feels very rewarded for. She can put some offensive spells together - they don't havemuchchance of working, but they're not the whole plan.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa goes to her room, checks it for spies, locks it, and starts preparing spells as well.





Five minutes later, while Carissa sits in her room apparently preparing spells, an invisible Carissa streams in gaseous form up through the chimney and out of the fortress. (She loses the illusion once she's seven hundred feet away from it, not that the illusion is actually a substantial part of the plan.)



(She had those spells prepared anyway, in case she needed them during the earlier Keltham escape sequence.)









Iarwain: Sevar is almost outside the Forbiddance when she gets struck with a Dimensional Anchor spell, from an angle she doesn't see.



...was that one of the Security who was in the exercise group, or a Security still really on guard? Either way, it's clear Carissa Sevar could not have escaped that way in realCheliax.









Carissa Sevar: ...good. Real Cheliax's competence to keep actual defectors from escaping is important for all her plans.





(She wasn't, actually, defecting, obviously. She had considered burning the Teleport to go visit Egorian but decided against.)









Peranza: Peranza seduces a Security officer, to the point of actually having sex with him, before trying to be very, very persuasive about how much she would really like to go on an Ostenso shopping trip, her being escorted there is fine, she'll have sex with him for weeks if he does.









Iarwain: Security has been tensely trying to figure out if he would have been seducible if he hadn't been warned in advance. Not seducible about the trip, obviously, seducible about the sex. But he's one of the Securities who proved seducible by Yaisa, and the rest of Security knows that, and he doesn't want to have to defend the plausibility of his turning Peranza down.

That makes the safer course deciding that he would have fallen for it. He took off his clothes with Yaisa, he'll take off his clothes with Peranza. If she can successfully take him out while she's naked, he'll deserve whatever he gets.

(He is nonetheless wary of Peranza, focusing on her, ready for her to try something, probably more than he would be if he hadn't been warned - but it's not like he wouldn't have been wary at all otherwise, right.)









lintamande: Security has been warned there's a traitor but thinks there's one of them; that makes the best course of action teaming up. Yaisa has made herself and Gregoria and Meritxell invisible; Meritxell has a knife and thinks she can maybe kill a high enough level wizard with one strike but even if not, there'll be three other people trying.

She hasn't actually murdered anyone before, but it's good to get that out of the way early, really.



She stabs the Security through the eye; it's not quite likeliest to kill him but it's sufficiently sure to be debilitating if it doesn't.









Iarwain: He doesn't die of the assassination strike and they don't win in the end but it is avery close thing. The sort of close where somebody is bound to think that, if Meritxell had more practice and a better weapon - or if Meritxell and Gregoria had a chance to prepare their own spells - or if Yaisa's spellbook also had Cat's Grace, Bull's Strength, and True Strike - he'd be dead.

There will be consequences about this.









Ione Sala: Ione waits until much of the afternoon is up before she makes her move. If Ione tries something, even if she succeeds, Security might expect the exercise to be over after that. Her plan is a simple one, she is on the Nethysian punishment plan rather than even the lax one, and Ione doesn't want to blow other girls' chances at avoiding punishment by making it clear earlier that more than one girl might be a traitor.

By the time Ione's moment comes around, Asmodia doesn't seem to be around, so Ione carries out the plan on a morose Peranza instead. She uses Message instead of shouting; on reflection, that gives them even less time to try Hold Person on her.

Message to Peranza:

Brace yourself, and don't react to what I'm about to say, or do.

KELTHAM EVIL TORTURES PEOPLE CHELIAX IS LYING TO YOU ABADAR IS YOUR GOD DON'T ACCEPT ANY RESURRECTIONS UNTIL YOU MAKE IT TO AXIS AND TALK TO SOMEBODY









Peranza: Peranza is startled enough that she says "What?" out loud, but without a Detect Thoughts running, that's not enough to cue Security to use Hold Person or Dominate Person on Ione before Ione mimes a pretty realistic assassination strike on Peranza, through her eye, with a kitchen blade.









Ione Sala: Ione is actually holding the blade, too! She's just holding it reversed so that it's the wide hilt that strikes Peranza hard over her eye socket, rather than the blade.









Asmodia: Asmodia, considering things, decides that she needs to not in any way risk blowing her cover with the comms officer who sent her message to Gorthoklek. Her plan needs to not use that fact at all. Gorthoklek might not be amused himself, among other considerations.

So Asmodia goes over to the real temple mid-afternoon, and demands to examine copies of some standing orders. She gets confused looks but obedience from some officers who haven't been told about the exercise.

Asmodia takes the paperwork to a nearby table to examine it, and then, with some effort, copies a forgery of Subirachs's signature to some paperwork she's already made up in her best handwriting.

There's enough of a passageway from the main temple to the comms office that Asmodia can use her disguise items from the morning exercise, which she has accidentally forgotten to give back, to turn into Subirachs in that passageway. 'Subirachs' hands the paperwork to the comms officer, and is rather brief about her directions, but that seems to raise no suspicion.

If they claim one of the remaining Security decided Asmodia needed a full-time invisible watcher while going to the real temple, Asmodia will complain about that not being realistic.









Asmodia: ...but that all probably still isn't going to work, or be accepted if it does work, or be the most impressive performance if accepted.



So next Asmodia goes over to requisitions and asks for a wand of Hold Person that Project Lawful needs for a training exercise they're running while Keltham is statued. She's duly marked down as having requisitioned it.



After that Asmodia conspires with Pilar, to have Pilar distract a Security officer by jumping him, after which Asmodia will use this wand of Hold Person she has obtained by undisclosed means to take down the Security. She doesn't trust her ability to draw and fire the wand unobserved if the Security's not distracted.









Pilar : Pilar, rather bemusedly, agrees to this, and is promptly stunned while trying to grab the Security officer.









Asmodia: (This would be because Asmodia has turned Pilar in as a traitor.)









Pilar : Pilar is not really sure what happened there, or if Asmodia got caught too.

But you know, that business a bit earlier, where the Chelish intelligence services didn't want to trust Pilar's ability to stand up under torture, if that hadn't already been tried on her? That was kind of insulting. Pilar is not actually giving up her co-conspirator unless Security can actually fucking get it out of her.









Iarwain: ...which, in turn, means that Pilar Pineda is in a security holding cell, being tortured, at the time when Tonia - who was previously told to trust in Pilar's curse and await further developments - finds herself a hundred paces outside the Forbiddance, holding a real Teleport scroll and a cookie, with no memory of how she got there.









lintamande: What.







Does she win because it's a real Teleport scroll or lose because it's areal Teleport scroll -no. She's pretty sure that means she wins. "I WIN!" she declares very loudly, resisting the urge to drop the Teleport scroll like it's on fire. She does not defect, she does not really contemplate defection, she probably couldn't read a Teleport scroll she has nowhere to go it might be a test she sold her soul. She yells "I WIN" until someone comes to get her.









Jacint Subirachs: "Well."









Ferrer Maillol: "Well."









Jacint Subirachs: "How unimpressed should I be with the Security here? Or, for that matter, with you, Maillol? I'm interested in hearing your arguments about that."









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm not impressed with the Security who got caught with his pants off."

"Ione Sala - I think just shows a legitimate truth that if we can't use Detect Thoughts, and somebody near Keltham is willing to sacrifice a huge amount of pain to warn him and kill him, that's doable."

"Sevar got shot down by the Security on overwatch, which isn't good because she now has some clue about that measure being there and wasn't supposed to, but again there are limits to what we can reasonably stop without Detect Thoughts."

"Pilar's curse has made its point about how we only get to keep Keltham because it lets us. At least, that's how it looks on the surface of things. I expect there were godagreements about what it can't do, though that's your department now."

"Tonia was the one moved to the most extreme acts to win. Which you might call a victory for conventional Asmodeanism, except for the part where the extreme act to which Tonia was moved, was, in fact, praying to Chaotic Good divinity for aid."

"Asmodia is the one who most personally impressed me, whether or not her message gets acted on up the line. The fact that the comms cleric has no arcane sight and won't spot even a low-level disguise is a real hole in our security, one I'm still trying to figure out how to fix without another fucking full-time soul-sold wizard."

"I'm not sure what to say in my own defense except that you're not going to find very much better outside of the Queen's personal guard. Security is harder than Security makes it look."









Jacint Subirachs: "I am, with some reluctance, going to call the game for Tonia, because my inner Aspexia Rugatonn is warning me that if I don't predictably do that, Pilar's curse would have gone to further lengths to spare her from punishment."









Ferrer Maillol: "I admit fault, I would've missed that."

...he is in fact pretty glad to be on Sevar's light punishment regimen right now.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa was sort of hoping that someone would have a devastatingly brilliant idea that could, as is, be used on Keltham, but she feels like it was a very productive exercise all the same, even taking into account that she didn't win and that bodes poorly for how pleasant her evening is going to be. She reports to Subirachs for a debrief.









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs has in fact had something of a helpless feeling here, about how to guide Sevar towards Asmodeus. Sevar's earlier punishment in the palace torture chamber apparently hugely backfired, and shook Sevar's faith greatly, because the torture did not immediately make her stronger.

Subirachs will fall back on Rugatonn's apparent strategy: make sure that, if the torture doesn't work, it's at least Sevar's own fault for doing it wrong, so that her Irorian leanings will tell her to torture better next time and not that torture is bad.

Subirachs will ask Sevar what punishment she intended to inflict on Tonia if she failed.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't actually feel particularly competent to assign punishments that aremeant to be scaryand was thinking about just giving her to Abarco because he's very good at scary. If you have advice I'd be grateful."









Jacint Subirachs: Security, read Sevar's thoughts. "What are your goals, Sevar? What state of mind would you have told Abarco to achieve in Tonia, while she was being punished? What change in Tonia would you have wanted that to accomplish? To make her stronger?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not an idiot and is aware that this is a conversation about her and not about Tonia, at this point. "The point of this punishment is that three hours ago the girls needed to be in a state of feeling desperate, and pressured, and scared, because we needed the kind of creativity you get from people when they're desperate and pressured and scared. This punishment isn't about making them stronger, though we of course can't actually afford to have them weaker for very long; it's about following through so that next time we need them desperate and pressured and scared we can credibly deliver them into that state. It's about - breaking the self-satisfied sense that you did reasonably well, or did your best, and replacing it with desperately wishing you'd somehow done better."



And no, she's not sure how that's best attained in her; she feels like somehow a dath ilani could be there already, anticipating a punishment that would shape them so. She is not thinking of herself as a special snowflake who needs specially customized torture to stay loyal, she's just assuming that this is the normal course of Chelish punishment, which she is being taught since she now has subordinates and needs to learn it.









Jacint Subirachs: "Mm-hm. And how would you achieve that state of mind in Carissa Sevar? Come up with something, or your punishment becomes worse."









Carissa Sevar: Abrogail knows.









Carissa Sevar: She canNOT say that.









Carissa Sevar: Though she can hope Abrogail happens to read it.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think this is a respect in which Carissa Sevar merits any special concern, High Priestess; 'desperate and scared' is a state Cheliax needs be credibly prepared to induce in her as much as anyone else."









lintamande: "Perfect, then," says Elias Abarco from where he's standing at the door, invisibly, and suddenly there's an Unseen Servant at Carissa's throat -

- which, she'd know, she's been playing around with Unseen Servant precision a lot herself, lately - takes a degree of finesse that takes real effort to acquire -



"High Priestess," he says with a nod, and drags Carissa out.









Carissa Sevar: On the clear distant level on which Carissa Sevar is calmly observing Carissa Sevar and observing that this is satisfactory for causing in Carissa Sevar the dread and panic that they just agreed was the objective, she notes for Abarco's benefit that Keltham has ordered her not to have sex with anyone without his prior approval.









lintamande: "Well," Elias says cheerfully, "I guess you'll have to lie to Keltham."









Iarwain: Everyone else (Tonia excluded) gets 20 lashes, except that it's 10 for Asmodia.



(Ione decided not to argue, when she heard the details. She doesn't want to create resentment among the other girls, and also, is in fact worried about letting herself go soft or look scared while she's still got to live in Cheliax.)



Pilar, in principle, should now also undergo some punishment bad enough to scare her. The problem is, nobody including Security or Subirachs has any idea what scares Pilar besides her failing in her duties to Asmodeus. Pilar did just spend the afternoon up until the exercise ended with Security sincerely trying to torture her in a way she'd find unpleasant, not totally without success. This may as well be said to count.









Asmodia: "I - Pilar, I - I didn't think you'd do that -why."









Pilar : Pilar looks worn, if only to Chelish eyes.

"A few days ago somebody in Chelish intelligence implied that they couldn't rely on my ability to hold out under torture if that hadn't been tested."

"Just to be clear here, you did, in fact, sell me out?"









Asmodia: "Yes. I - don't need to explain, right, why it was you, not anybody else, certainly not Tonia."









Pilar : 
"The amount of heresy on Project Lawful is not going to end well."









Asmodia: "I'm sorry. I'm not much pretending to not be a heretic so I'll just say it."









Pilar : "Eh. Don't worry about it. I've learned a valuable lesson about the true meaning of friendship."









lintamande: Tonia can't make herself eat her cookie, but she stares at it all evening.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 13 (10) / Morning









Keltham: Keltham is pretty gung-ho about today! If all goes according to schedule - this being much less of a silly thing to think in dath ilan than Golarion and some intuitions haven't caught up yet for him - today will mark the signing of the Project's articles of incorporation and the interim compact between Cheliax and the Project! And then as soon as they send him some domain experts he can -









Iarwain: Everyone at breakfast looks - well, they look the same as always, to Keltham, but the noise level is audibly much less, people aren't talking much to each other. Everyone has a cake plate, some with untouched pieces of cake on them.









Ione Sala: Ione comes over as soon as she sees him.

"Keltham, advisory," Ione says quietly, "the war was going okay and it's still going okay and Cheliax is still going to win in the end, this sort of thing happens during a war, but Cheliax lost one of its eighth-circles last night, soul-trapped. Name was Delmus. Eventually Cheliax wins and frees his soul but he is not likely to come out of it okay or, functioning, it's a situation where when Cheliax finishes the war, he goes to Hell, not back to life. Sevar didn't know Delmus at all well but she knew him, he was an instructor for one of her classes a long time ago. I - don't think I'd actually advise that you try to comfort her about it, unless she asks, there's too much you don't - get, yet."









Keltham: Keltham can think of all sorts of additional questions, just like with most of the sentences ever uttered in front of him in Golarion, and he also knows that this is not the time. Questions will keep.

"Understood. Your recommendation about today's schedule?"


(He mostly puts to the back of his mind the haze of speculation about whether the Conspiracy is about to ask him to develop weapons, or if this means from a trope standpoint that the Nidal war is going to be a big deal in the plot. Those questions will also keep, and he does like to have the option of not walking about constantly consumed by anxieties like that. His gendertrope also says that when others are shaken, it is a time for him to be less shaken, if he happens to have that option.)









Ione Sala: "Consider going lighter for the day on new math that's going to push our minds to the limit to understand. If you have that option, my guess is that giving everybody an off day to be gloomy is not the correct move, and it's better to be making progress instead."









Keltham: "Understood."

This does take some replanning - next up after Utility is Decision, prerequisite unto Coordination; and to explain the preliminary steps of math there using conventional examples, he's going to need to explain computer programs... well, he can find something else.









Keltham: Keltham, then, will jump ahead of Decision, to a lesser fragment of Coordination. While the ordering of the subjects as math is somewhat different, on reflection, dath ilani children growing up sure do know what is a cooperation-defection-dilemma, long before they learn the logical decision theory to solve them Lawfully.

...should he be worried that cooperation-defection-dilemma comes out as eleven syllables, instead of three, if he just tries to say it in Taldane? Probably. Likewise that 'punishment', meaning the sting in an attempted 'threat' payoff matrix, is one syllable instead of six. You could take a good guess at what kind of wreck this world would be, just from its language.









Keltham: The first thing Keltham tells everyone is to please prepare Comprehend Languages tomorrow; he should test the effects of lecturing in Baseline. Which he mostly expects to not work, but value-of-information, if it does work that's great to know, and generates value over time, so better to run the experiment sooner rather than later. Value-of-information is one syllable in Baseline, by the way, just 'value-of-information'.


The classic example of a cooperation-defection-dilemma is one that, dath ilan supposes, must have been common hundreds or maybe thousands of years before the times that are remembered: Two farmers, both with almost no technology, and a small supply of not-very-heritage-optimized grains that they must both plant, and eat. Each farmer plans to eat enough seed to survive, albeit somewhat miserably, and plant enough seed that next year there will be sufficient to both eat and plant; that is all the grain that they have.

But roving bears sometimes smash open grain-enclosures and steal grain. So each farmer's options include faking a bear attack on the other's grain-enclosure and stealing some of the grain there for themselves. Not enough that the other farmer starves and becomes desperate and dangerous, but enough that the other farmer will be miserably hungry this year and also the next year, because they won't have enough grain to plant for future plenty.

The other farmer could, of course, guess that the bear attack was fake, and steal their missing grains back. But this can't plausibly be anything except deliberate action, it would be too much coincidence. Which obviously starts a cycle of both farmers having to sleep with their grain, and spend a lot of time watching for attacks, at the end of which they'll both lose a substantial amount of the time they needed for planting.

If you consider each farmer's available actions, and the payoffs to both of them based on both farmers' actions, it might look like:



                   Farmer 2:
             Cooperate-2:   Defect-2:
Farmer 1:  
Cooperate-1:   (100, 100)    (30, 120)
Defect-1:      (120, 30)     (70, 70)


...where the labels '1' and '2' also remind you of whose payoff is whose, that is, Farmer-1 gets the first element of the payoff and Farmer-2 gets the second element. So if Farmer-1 Defects and Farmer-2 Cooperates, Farmer-1 gets a payoff of 120, and Farmer-2 gets a payoff of 30.









lintamande: This example seems to have been well-chosen; the students are following along and not making baffled faces about any aspects of the hypothetical.









Keltham: The ideal solution to this problem is something that gets covered in the technical lectures following Utility, on Decision, but on reflection dath ilani children all know about this problem-concept before anybody tries to teach ideal solutions to it.

There is, of course, a pure-Good solution to this problem, which is that both farmers care about what happens to sapient life in general, and care about themselves as only special cases of sapient life. They won't impose a direct cost of -70 on the other farmer, for a benefit of +20, because their real or ultimate utilities are a sum over all sapience evenly weighted in proportion to the reality-weight of all those sapient beings, everything with - your language has no word for 'qualia', right, on some less strained day Keltham needs to ask some carefully constructed questions so as not to give away what he's trying to test, but for now he is going to guess that Taldane lacks the word 'qualia' and not that Golarion inhabitants lackthe thing the word is talking about.

Anyways, that's the Good solution - everyone's real utility is just a sum of everyone's payoffs, and everybody knows that this is the case about everybody, and so everybody individually decides to do whatever they need to do, in order to end up in the matrix-cell with the maximum sum of payoffs.

There's a Keltham solution, which is that you don't have very much of that pure Good - you care about other people close to you, maybe, but these farmers are not lovers nor friends - but you do care a lot aboutnot stealing from strangers. If you live next to a Keltham, that you know is a Keltham, you can be pretty sure he won't fake a bear attack on you; the difficulty, of course, is in the knowing, because this world has no truthspells.

But suppose now that both farmers are Abaddon-style pure Evil, not partially selfish but absolutely selfish. They care about their own food supplies, the satisfaction of eating now and eating in the future; nothing else.

Is there aLawful solution for absolutely selfish people?









lintamande: "They would both agree to have a King who investigates supposed bear attacks and punishes thieves," offers Gregoria.









Keltham: "There's no King, and if there were, he'd be a selfish King who'd take almost all their grain himself."

"Unless, of course, there's a Lawful solution to that too. But if there's a Lawful solution there, you'd ask if it could be simplified back to just the two farmers again."









lintamande: Gregoria thinks that yeah, selfish King who takes almost all the grain is kind of just how it works out. She doesn't volunteer this answer.









Ione Sala: ...is thereany such thing as a lecture on Law which isn't accidentally trying to explode Asmodeanism? Sometimes Ione does wonder if Keltham knows, and is playing with all of them. Maybe he can beat Detect Thoughts using ilani disciplines far beyond what he speaks of openly.



"I think - if they didn't expect to get away with the bear attack - wouldn't the first farmer not fake the bear attack, because they'd know the other person would steal back grain, evenif they didn't think the attack was fake? I mean, even if itwas a bear attack, a purely Evil farmer would steal grain from the other farmer to make up for that, right..."









Keltham: "You expect the other purely-selfish farmer to try to steal from you anyways, though. So you might as well steal from them first. We could suppose that whoever carries out the theft first has a few days of plenty eating their stolen food, before the other farmer can prepare and execute a plan to steal back food. So if you're going to end up in that situation anyways, there's an incentive to be the first to Defect."

"We could skip the part where it's a fake bear attack. We could even skip the part where the paired thefts occur, and go directly to them spending a lot of time guarding their grain. 70-70 payoff at the end."

"But in fact, yeah, you might suspect intuitively thatsomehow two purely selfish farmers in this situation would manage to reason that, if they kicked off a cycle of thefts and guarding, they'd both be worse off."

"And so long as no theft had yet occurred - they would both think - maybe the two of them could, somehow, end up doing something else which is not that."

"This is the great will to do Something Else Which Is Not That, and end up Not There, which is sometimes said in dath ilan - though the truth is not now remembered - to perhaps be the reason why Civilization exists, why any such thing as Civilization now exists, and not just a bunch of farmers sleeping miserably next to their grain stores."

"But what I'd like to observe at this step is that - if the two farmers do manage to end up with the 100-100 payoff, somehow - by hypothesis, it can't be because they're Good; it has to be because they are, in some way, being Lawful."









lintamande: Yep, that part seems right, that you can get Civilization out of Law and not out of Good, that Good is a weaker and worse way to build it.









Carissa Sevar: Subirachs thought that Cheliax was more Evil than Lawful....









Keltham: "But fake bear attacks aren't the limit of how hard we can make it to coordinate."

"Let's take the next step up in things being hard to observe. Let's say two partners are working on a new venture, but again, this is happening earlier in history and they're missing a lot of social technology. Maybe they're two farmers, one of them has to forge the ground-breaking tools, one has to make the scythes, and then they both have to break ground together at planting and use the scythes together at harvest."

"If either of them slack off on the engineering part of their job, they get to be lazy themselves, and the resulting less efficient work is distributed across both parties, so it's a net benefit for them."

"Let's say that you can pick up +30 of personal utility by slacking off, at a cost of -20 harder work to you later. And also, of course, -20 harder work for your partner too. But you don't care about that because you're Abaddon-Evil, pure-selfish."


              Cooperate-2:   Defect-2:
Cooperate-1:    (100, 100)    (80, 110)
Defect-1:        (110, 80)     (90, 90)


"And the other farmer isn't expert enough at that person's job to tell they did a bad job - the ground-breaker can't tell if the scythes are blunter than they should be, and require more effort to use."

"And it's early in history so they can't call in a professional third-party evaluator."

"If they are both Abaddon-Evil, pure-selfish, but Lawful, is there any way now for them to end up with the 100-100 payoff? To look at the 90-90 payoff and say that they want to end up Not There, to do Something Else Which Is Not That?"









lintamande: Seems like no?









Carissa Sevar: "Gods can cooperate in that situation. ...humans I think mostly can't. At least Golarion humans."









Keltham: "Well, let's try it then. With a bit of randomness thrown in, so that even after you get your payoffs, you are not sure what the other person did."

"You pair up and write 'Cooperate' or 'Defect' on a piece of paper. So does your partner. Baseline reward is 3 copper for playing the game. I'll spin a coin ten times for each of you, and for each time it comes up Queen, you get +1 copper. The spins are separate for each of you. If you Defect, you get one more copper than you would've otherwise, and your opponent gets 3 less. If you Cooperate, the rewards are the same."

"There is, I suppose, a chance that you Defect, and their coin comes up Queen 0, 1, or 2 times, and then you're definitely caught. But that's only a 5.5% probability. Or your coin could come up Queen 8, 9, or 10 times, and then if the other Cooperated you'll know that for sure."

"You are, in this version of the game, allowed to talk to each other. You cannot, of course, show each other what's written on your paper."

"Actually, let me see about getting Yaisa or somebody to be Silent Proctor in this game, if they're willing to do it for a couple of silvers. I wouldn't want you too influenced by wondering what your boss would think of your moves."

"Oh, and it goes without saying, your sole goal is not to win the most copper of anyone - that'll be mostly down to the randomness - but just to earn as much copper as you can."

"Tier-2s can pick which tier-1s they want to play with, going in order by Tonia, Peranza, Gregoria, Pilar. Security, can I get a message conveyed to any non-busy Ostensos about there being a twenty-minute job requiring strong but easy confidentiality, for whichever of them is the lowest bidder on it?"









lintamande: Security can do that. (Are they supposed to help the girls cheat?)









Carissa Sevar: No. They are pretty much never supposed to help the girls cheat. If everyone defects the entire time, which everyone probably will, then that probably has all kinds of correlates.









lintamande: Tonia wants Ione because maybe she'll do some weird Nethysian thing that isn't just the obvious 'defect every time'.









Asmodia: THIS IS NOT LESS STRESSFUL THAN MATH.

Asmodia, having thought implausibly fast, tells Security to transmit:

The natural distribution of responses here won't be right for a non-Evil country. Not just results, what people aresaying, if Keltham listens.

Idea: Have Sevar play Pilar and myself play Ione, inside our thoughts, Security proctors the results. That'll be proxy for what the results might look like, and what the students might be learning or saying, somewhere less Evil. Not that we're not all Evil here, just, well, you know what I'm getting at.


And Tonia is now FRIENDS WITH IONE to explain her choice because NETHYSIANS ARE NOT NICER PEOPLE THAN ASMODEANS IN ALTER-CHELIAX.









Carissa Sevar: - sure, they can try that.









Peranza: Peranza, per direction, picks Sevar.









Ione Sala: Ione notes out loud that she wants a quiet minute or two to think about this entire thing before she has to start playing, if that's okay, and that she'd recommend giving everyone else a quiet minute too.









Keltham: Sensible. Sure!









Pilar : Well, this is going to be something, Pilar thinks for retransmission to Sevar.I straight-up can't figure out what Asmodean theology says here, the Lawful and Evil parts seem to be pulling in opposite directions.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, I am having that problem too. I think this is how tyranny is derived - Asmodeus wants a King who'll make the farmers cooperate, so they're not doing it out of - intrinsic trust in each other, even trust in each others' lawfulness, but they are doing it.









Pilar : Does Asmodeus dislike the part where people trust each other, or like the part where it gets done by tyranny instead?

(Pilar has the same question about why Asmodeanism prohibits people caring about each other.)









Carissa Sevar: Not authorized to instruct you on matters of faith, remember. If I were wildly guessing I would say that Asmodeus isn't the antithesis of Good, that's Zon-Kuthonish, the thing He likes is that it produces tyranny, and the thing where - one needn't rely on Good in others, one isn't following processes that only work if people have convenient values? That there's something better about a system you can build out of any kind of Lawful farmer than a system you can build out of only farmers who care about each other. And maybe that if people care about each other they'll let that win out over Law. But I'm guessing.



Anyway, I'm not sure if in the absence of a tyrant Asmodeus thinks we ought to cooperate or - no, actually, we shouldn't have free will. It'd be better if we didn't have free will. And farmers without free will obviously do the Lawful thing. I think.









Pilar : I was thinking about two devils. But not equal ones, a higher devil and a lower one, so they wouldn't just automatically do the same thing.

Or the Queen and the Most High.

(Would it be all right to care, then, if you could do it without making things be about caring instead of Law, if it was all still tyrannical enough that Lord Asmodeus wasn't losing anything... how bad is the wrongness inside her, exactly, is it absolutely bad or just...)









Carissa Sevar: I bet the key here like the key with lots of things with Keltham is doing things with certain probabilities. Like, if it looks to me like there's a 50% chance you stole from me I flip a coin about whether to steal back.



The Queen and the Most High have a negotiated contract, that's - another way - I assume the farmers aren't allowed to negotiate a contract but if they are, well, you're definitely not supposed to give your word falsely.









Pilar : Keltham didn't SAY they weren't allowed to negotiate a contract.

I was about to transmit that I'd realized we were having the wrong discussion, because we need to figure out alter-Asmodean theology so students can talk about that, but maybe we just DID figure out what alter-Asmodeanism says about it. That part wouldn't be different. Keltham knows our Lord is Lord of compacts.









Carissa Sevar: Yes. The alter-Asmodeus answer has got to be in significant part that you have to be the kind of person who keeps your word when you give it, that's the absolute minimum of there being any reason to not steal from you at all, and then the farmers negotiate a deal. And everyone can argue out their deals individually, I think, though not trying to cheat each other.









Pilar : It's kind of a straightforward deal. Not a lot of options there. I guess somebody could try demanding an extra copper in order to Cooperate but who'd fall for that, really.

What alter-conversation did we have leading up to that? Maybe - the parts about what two devils would do, what the Queen and Most High would do because there's nobody above them in Golarion... but Keltham shouldn't hear the same thing everywhere, we need variations on what people could come up with...









Carissa Sevar: I think the 'what would people without free will do' conversation is fine, Keltham knows that Asmodeanism holds that that's something broken about us -









Ione Sala: So I heard you betrayed Pilar yesterday.









Asmodia: That didn't happen in alter-Cheliax.









Ione Sala: Uh huh.

Isn't the idea that we have the real conversation between us, so we can figure out how people actually think about this, and then adapt that to alter-Cheliax?









Asmodia: Fine, so you mentioned that recent time where - what would even be analogous to that, in alter-Cheliax, they're not offering students incentives to turn traitor on each other.









Ione Sala: They sure aren't.









Asmodia: Focus, Ione.

Well, on my side, I'd bring up the point that you are beyond doubt the least Lawful person in this classroom.









Ione Sala: Great, let's both Defect, then.

This isn't a contest of who can make the other person look less trustworthy. We're supposed to be figuring out a way to, how did Keltham put it, Not That.









Asmodia: Then why did YOU bring that up.









Ione Sala: Because I was wondering if you had anything to say in your defense about why you betraying Pilar, then, doesn't mean you would Defect now.









Asmodia: And the part where you're now the adherent of a Neutral god - is something you'd have to defend to me?









Ione Sala: This from the Chosen of Milani.









Asmodia: I told you that was a fucking joke.









Ione Sala: Bet that's not how tropes work.









Asmodia: If I'm the Chosen of ANYONE it's some sort of weird god who does for this universe what I do for alter-Cheliax. And if there's a god like that, I'm pretty sure it's a Lawful one.

We're not getting anywhere here, Ione, we're sniping at each other in a way that Asmodeans do, and we need to be having the alter-Cheliax version of this conversation instead. Like one where we talk about how trustworthy we are, instead of how untrustworthy the other person is.









Ione Sala: My alter-Cheliax self has neverin her lifehurt anyone who didn't hurt her first.

How about you?









Asmodia: I don't think - that can be true - even in alter-Cheliax -

Run that past Sevar before you say it to Keltham, Ione, she'll tell you that it's not like that in other countries. She'll say it's not like that in Taldor. She'll - probably be right. Maybe in Keltham's Civilization, the real one, out of dath ilan.









Ione Sala: I didn't say alter-Ione never hurt anyone. I said that I don't see why alter-Ione would ever hurt anyone who didn't hurt her first, if nobody was FORCING her to cast Acid Splash on CHILDREN to make sure she ended up DAMNED TO HELL -









Asmodia: Because somewhere over her entire life, alter-Ione would, at some point, have hurt someone innocent, and remembered it, even if she was sad about it. So she wouldn't say that to Keltham because it would be a lie -

Ione, stop this, this is NOT THE ALTER-VERSION of our conversation, that's an order.



Alter-Asmodia says that she sure wants us to both end up Cooperating, but no matter what kind of conversation we have about that, she doesn't see why we wouldn't just both Defect.









Ione Sala: Alter-Ione says that she doesn't especially want to be the sort of person where she Defects even though the other person Cooperated, so mostly, you just need to convince her that you Cooperate, and you're pretty done from there. She doesn't see how you'll convince her of that, though.









Asmodia: Alter-Asmodia says that Keltham's instructions were to make as much copper as we can, for ourselves, not to end up a particular sort of person.









Ione Sala: Alter-Ione says fuck the instructions, she's a Nethysian.









Asmodia: Alter-Asmodia says that's not how to learn the knowledge Keltham is trying to teach you, Nethysian.









Ione Sala: Alter-Ione says, she thinks there isn't a way out of this in real life, if it's with Neutral Evil players, and that dath ilani little kids end up Cooperating because they don't really follow instructions either, what with them also being the sort of kids who try to explode their schools.

Alter-Ione thinks the people who actually follow instructions in this game end up Defecting and the ones who don't really follow instructions Cooperate. If it's not about who we really are, but the Neutral Evil versions of us.









Asmodia: Alter-Asmodia says that this is absolutely not the moral of a game they'd play with dath ilani kids, if this one doesn't contain the pieces for a solution, they'd give the kids a more complicated solvable problem right from the very start. They don't want to teach the kids that Defection is the only way out.









Ione Sala: They play it to teach the kids that Defection is what happens when everyone is Evil and has no trace of Good in them. This is a truth and a great and important and valuable one, which ought, indeed, to be taught to children.









Asmodia: NOT consistent with the tone of Keltham's earlier lecture, he was pointing in the direction of there being a Lawful solution that didn't rely on Good. Not in a trolling way, either.









Ione Sala: I'm not seeing it, then. How about you, Chosen of a Lawful god?









Asmodia: ...I am unfortunately better at the math, and what comes after the math, than I am at the thing that comes before the math. The part you had to help me with on Keltham's seven problems.









Ione Sala: If it's solvable, it has to depend on what kind of people we are. You can't do this with a demon. You can't do this with a rock that has 'Defect' written on it either. That's why Keltham said we were allowed to talk to each other, it's not that we can - threaten each other, or persuade each other - it's something we have to know about each other.









Asmodia: Guess about each other, not know, because it'll be a truth of only some worlds, not a truth across all the worlds, a probability and not a logic.

I don't see how you could know that, from talking to somebody. Wouldn't they just say whatever you needed to hear to make you Cooperate?









Ione Sala: If you've got 30 Splendour, possibly. Otherwise maybe my Sense Motive is good for something against your Bluff.

But, valuable to know that's how you think about it, Asmodean.









Keltham: "Okay, enough quiet time, let's start the game."









Pilar : "Wait."

Message to Keltham: Should we all do this in separate rooms? I'm pretty sure I have an outright solution, and if somebody else overhears that, it'll skew the results.









Keltham: Message to Pilar: This I have to see.

"Suggestion accepted from Pilar to do this in separate breakout rooms."









Asmodia: We need to resolve our game, see what results end up as.

Defect, Asmodia thinks, not for retransmission to Ione.









Ione Sala: Defect, Ione thinks.









Carissa Sevar: I commit to you to not steal your grain in the absence of convincing evidence you stole my grain which right now would be just a too-low number but in the future when I think through all the math might also include a pattern of grain results that is unlikely if you are not stealing,Carissa says to Pilar,if you will make the reciprocal commitment.









Pilar : I make the reciprocal commitment, as an Asmodean, if you make it as an Asmodean. Not in the way where we're calling on Hell to punish us if we break the compact, because that part wouldn't exist in alter-Cheliax, but in the way where this is a compact, and we'd keep it even if Asmodeus said He wasn't going to punish us for breaking it, because we are Asmodeans.

(Pilar lets herself be smarter when she needs to be the smart one.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not sure that's actually part of Asmodeanism but - it should be? So hopefully it is.

As an Asmodean, then. 









Pilar : Cooperate, Pilar thinks.









Carissa Sevar: Cooperate.



See, you can be Evil and still win.









Keltham: Keltham, meanwhile, has followed Pilar into her selected breakout room with Meritxell, looking skeptical and interested.









Asmodia: Security, does Pilar need advice/rulings from me immediately?









Iarwain: Pilar's fine, in Security's best judgment.









Asmodia: All right, update me on what happened with Sevar/Pilar so I can figure out what our results should look like and what people should talk about.









Pilar : Since Asmodia hasn't had time to advise anyone, Pilar will just open directly rather than give Meritxell time to possibly screw up.

"I offer you a compact as between Asmodeans, that I will write Cooperate and you will write Cooperate," Pilar says to Meritxell. "Not an oath, and we're not calling on Hell to witness it, that's too serious for this. But a compact, as is our Lord's domain."









lintamande: " - are we allowed to stipulate the farmers are Asmodeans," says Meritxell. "Obviously Asmodeans can make such compacts, but what if the farmers aren't - I guess the farmers who aren't Asmodeans will be starving and sleeping in their grain silos and they'll see the Asmodeans and convert, sure."









Pilar : "Keltham's instructions didn't say to pretend we're farmers. He just told us to play this game, and earn as much copper for ourselves as we could."









lintamande: " - all right, fair enough. I accept your compact, as an Asmodean." Meritxell assumes that she's now supposed to cooperate with Pilar? To show Asmodeans in alter-Cheliax can do that?









Keltham: "I'll leave you to the rest of the game, assuming it's not over. Remember, turn your back while the other person writes their move; neither of you is to know the other's move, now or ever, except as you might guess it from the partially random payout you get. Oh, obviously you don't tell the other person your payout, either."

"If you actually are done shortly, I guess you might need to wait while the Silent Proctor gets here... actually no, just leave your moves, folded, with your names on them, in the room. Security can make sure only the Silent Proctor looks at them."









Keltham: Keltham departs to go look in on Carissa's game with Peranza.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has sought and gotten confirmation that she isn't saying things suspiciously identical to Pilar's. "So I don't think you want to say 'I compact not to steal your grain', because if you're stealing my grain I'll certainly steal yours back. I kind of suspect the actual solution is going to involve the same thing as the jellychips problem, keeping a probability estimate of how likely it is you're stealing my grain and having some probability of stealing back if I become convinced enough that you're stealing. But I do think you can say, 'I commit not to steal your grain unless I become sufficiently sure you're stealing mine, if you make the same commitment', or something like that?"









AlterPeranza: Peranza has learned that it's best to just let alterPeranza talk, and try to not let any of realPeranza's thoughts and fears get in her way.

"How do the farmers know one of them will do something just because she says 'I commit'?"



(RealPeranza is notsosilent that alterPeranza would just say 'How can I trust you?' to Sevar.)









Carissa Sevar: "So there's some half-answers, like, you set up the probability of stealing back if your grain gets ransacked so that it's not worth stealing and maybe getting caught, not in the long run, and they aren't better off stealing, or, being a farmer who means it when you commit things is useful for stuff other than not stealing grain from your neighbors, so you do it to have a reputation as someone who does it, but they are kind of half answers? The thing gods can do is - show each other what kind of person they are, and you can see, well are they a person who means it when they commit, or not? ...we don't have that but we do have Detect Law which I'd argue is kind of the same thing. And I'm powerful enough to show up to Detect Law so you can just Detect Law and see that when I commit I mean it. ....doesn't answer how I'm supposed to know whatyou'lldo."









AlterPeranza: "I don't suppose you already have a plan for that part? Because that sounds like, I could trust you to commit in the name of Law, that you'll Cooperate if I Cooperate, but I don't have any way to show you I'll Cooperate."

She sold her soul, but that's not the same thing in alterCheliax.









Carissa Sevar: "Showing up to Detect Law is one way of being the kind of person whose commitments are real but it's not the only one? Most people in Cheliax are Lawful, so I'm starting from a high expectation that you're Lawful, it's not like you're trying to convince someone who doesn't know anything about you."









AlterPeranza: "So you... just need to talk to me for a while, because also I'm younger than you and your Sense Motive probably beats my Bluff, and when you're sure enough I'm Lawful, we both commit in the name of Law?"









Keltham: ...Peranza is being very pliant here, and if Carissa can talk her into mutual Cooperation this way, she could probably also talk Peranza into Cooperating while Carissa Defected; which, as he understands it, Carissa should not really end up doing if she promises in the name of Law.

Well, everybody Cooperates the first time, and the older kids usually have to nag them for a while to get anyone to Defect ever, even for purposes of understanding the counterfactuals that real Civilization is meant to rule out. Maybe Golarion isn't so different that way? Still, Keltham would've thought the instruction to 'earn as much copper as possible' to maybe be a bit more effectively understood, here.









Carissa Sevar: "I think so? Or I think this isn't the whole true solution but it's the bit of it we're likeliest to actually get working. So, are you actually Lawful? If you make a commitment do you mean it even if later you think of a way to make more money doing something else?"









AlterPeranza: "Yes," says alterPeranza, because what's she going to say, no?









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't actually feel like that answers the question! Or - I feel like a Peranza whose plan was 'play very dumb, nod along, then defect every time' would also say that! Whereas there are some things she'd have a harder time saying. Just, 'yes' isn't one of them."









AlterPeranza: "I'm - an Asmodean living in Cheliax and a follower of Asmodeus in good standing with the Church who was slated to take the Worldwound oath? I'd rather live in a Lawful country than a Chaotic one?"









Keltham: Asmodia and Gregoria.









lintamande: "I was kind of hoping you had some clever math since otherwise we're obviously both going to defect the whole time," Gregoria says.









Asmodia: (That does NOT SOUND like a conversation that was already going on before Keltham entered the room but Asmodia will speak to Gregoria about that LATER.)



"Apparently the clever math was going to be in today's session except for, you know, and now we're getting this session instead."

"It can't just be about knowing a piece of math, though. Otherwise you could say that piece of math out loud, and then Defect anyways."

"I bet dath ilani kids don't Defect, even before they know the math. I just don't know why. There's a version where they're bad at following instructions but I bet that's not why either."









Keltham: It kind ofis the kids being bad at following instructions, if they've got no idea how to consider the logical-probabilistic correlation between their actions, or examine each other for evidence of being the sort of agent who runs internal logic corresponding to outward verbal representations.

Not that it isn't adorable to watch a bunch of eight-year-olds make up totally specious and implausible reasons for being nice to each other, but.

...maybe he should've had everyone run a version of this game where they pretend to be Abyss demons, first, so as to test actual comprehension of instructions / willingness to write Defect literally at all.









lintamande: "I have been sort of thinking that a lot of dath ilan is powered by - mutual knowledge of everyone else's Lawful Goodness, and so the kids all have mutual knowledge of each others' Lawful Goodness, and probably there are ways to cooperate if you have mutual knowledge of Lawful Goodness. Which doesn't help the farmers any, obviously, and I don't think it helps you and me either."









Asmodia: "I think you should just need Lawfulor Goodness, not Lawful Goodness, and we do have mutual knowledge of that."









Keltham: ...possibly this problem is, in fact, easier, if you've got some weird version of Law called Lawfulness, that you can detect with spells, that whole regional factions polarize around, and which has gods related to it.









lintamande: "Okay, we're both Lawful, what does that get us? There's Law against stealing someone's grain but there isn't Law against writing 'defect' on this piece of paper."









Asmodia: "That's kind of where I'm blocked as well. We're probably supposed to do - somemath thing that there'd obviously be Law against breaking?"









Keltham:









lintamande: " - swear to it? But I'm not doing that for agameand dath ilan wouldn't have its children do that either."









Asmodia: (You're not QUALIFIED yet to take oaths, in alter-Cheliax, and AGAIN Asmodia will be having a talk with Gregoria about this LATER.)



"No, they wouldn't. They wouldn't tell their children what oathswere, until they were old enough... though they wouldn't have Abaddon..."

"No, I feel like in a really Lawful civilization, you don't tell your children what oaths are, even if there's no Abaddon, because you just don't want kids breaking oaths. Keltham, are we allowed to ask you dath ilan questions so long as you're here?"









Keltham: "Let's say no."


If she literally gets to the concept of the Algorithm on her own, Keltham will, will, he doesn't even know.









Asmodia: "Right. Well, I think I remember, though it's been a while, that Keltham was surprised about our oaths working because people who break them lose their Law and go to Abaddon." Asmodia makes a mental note (an orange one, but in big letters) that this implies that Lawful Good and Lawful Neutral people wouldn't be trustworthy on quite the same level, which she should've realized earlier. "But there's a word for something similar, in his language, something equally powerful that works without Abaddon existing there."

"So we obviously shouldn't try to figure out what that is, and actuallydo it, because that would maybe bemore dangerous than a Golarion oath."

"But Keltham wouldn't assign us to figure that out and do it, either."









Keltham: "No shit." Who are the remaining - Ione and Tonia. Okay, neither of those seem terribly at risk at figuring out how to make, and then break, an Algorithmic commitment.

Not that it should be even remotely possible in terms of the amount of math you'd have to invent. But. Thank you, Asmodia, for reminding Keltham of what kids grow up knowing before they learn too much logical decision theory.









lintamande: "I'm not sure how it can be more dangerous than getting your soul devoured," Gregoria says skeptically, "but I agree that's not the answer. ...it seems possible that actually everyone defects repeatedly and then we're more motivated, when we get back, to try to figure out something better."









Asmodia: "That's basically what we're going to have todo if we follow the instructions to earn as much copper as we can individually, and it's annoying, and I keep trying to figure out if there's a way to - how did Keltham put it -"









Keltham: "To do Something Else Which Is Not That."









Asmodia: "Yeah."









lintamande: "Well, instead of that you could Cooperate."









Asmodia: "I believe this illustrates an important general principle, with which I expect the teachings of dath ilan to agree, that when you embark upon the sacred quest of doing Something Else Which Is Not That, you do not confuse this with the far less useful quest of doing Any Random Thing Whatsoever That Is Not That or, worse yet, doing An Even Stupider Thing Which Is Not That."









lintamande: "Well, I picked you as my partner because I figured if anyone was going to think of Something Else Which Is Not That it'd be you, so, go on, think of it."









Asmodia: Asmodia wonders if this is how her hypothetical goddess feelsall the time.









Keltham: Tonia and Ione.









Ione Sala: "-one of us needs to be the sort of person who'll Cooperate if the other person Cooperates, and theother person needs to be the sort of person who's going to Cooperate given that, and we both try to read each other past what might be a bluff about that being true. We're not breaking Keltham's rules, that just is how you earn the most copper."









lintamande: "Well, are you the sort of person who's going to Cooperate?"









Ione Sala: "I sure would if I thought you were the sort of person who'd Cooperate if you thought I would Cooperate! Though I'd probably also want to ask you things like, is your Sense Motive good enough that you can readme?"









lintamande: "And if I can't read you, and you know that, then you'll defect. All right," says Tonia. In a way it's a very Asmodean game. "Well, if that's what we're supposed to do to get the most copper, I'll try it. I'll Cooperate if I think you'll Cooperate." Which she doesn't think at all.









Ione Sala: "Bluff. Now you know my Sense Motive isn't that terrible."

"I'll Cooperate if I thinkyou'll Cooperate." (Truth.)









lintamande: Tonia bites her lip. "But you don't think I'll Cooperate, so you don't in fact plan on Cooperating."









Ione Sala: "But Iam sincere about Cooperating if you Cooperate, which reduces this to the problem of, first of all, you actually intending to Cooperate, and second, once that happens, my being able to read you about that."









lintamande: "I'll cooperate, if you'll cooperate," says Tonia. (She's confused enough she's not sure if this is true. Probably not.)









Ione Sala: "Now you're feeling confused but trying to go along with things,and the reason I know this, is, that's not what you'd say if you weretracking this."

"If I'm like 'I'll cooperate if I think you'll cooperate' and you're like 'I'll cooperate if I think you'll cooperate' then where does that leave us, nowhere, is where it leaves us, unless and until somebody can be like, okay, I'll cooperate. Now I already told the truth about cooperating if I think you'll cooperate, and I think you know that, so what you need to do now, is just decide to cooperate."

Maybe Ione can get Asmodia to overrule Tonia about whatalter-Asmodeans would do here...









Keltham: ...actually, if the wizard students weren't already familiar with first-order logic, the chances are roughly infinity to zero against them already being familiar with the principle that (for most proof systems put together the obvious way) you may freely assume a proposition's quoted provability within a quoted system, in order to prove the unquoted proposition within the unquoted system.

Without which principle the problem of 'I have to know/prove/guess-with-sufficient-probability your decision before I can decide' is in fact unsolvable. Oops.

Well, you could state about yourself that you were adopting some informal version of that principle, it's not like humans actually meet the assumptions for the simple version of the math. But, yeah, that probably makes it a lot harder to see how the solution works, doesn't it.









lintamande: "But it'd be stupid for me to just decide to cooperate without any caveats!" objects Tonia.









Ione Sala: "You'renot! You're deciding that after you readmy sincerity about Cooperating if you Cooperated! Otherwise it'd be stupid, yeah, which is whyI didn't just say, I've decided to Cooperate."









lintamande: " - okay. So, I'm saying,sinceI can't bluff you, and since if you actually read me as planning on Cooperating you'll Cooperate, that means I'm just better off, if I cooperate, since you can tell. Unless you've changed your mind since when you said that thing, say it again."









Ione Sala: "I will definitely Cooperate if I think you'll definitely - no, if I think it'spretty likely, reasonably likely, that you'll Cooperate."

"You're currently confused, suspicious, sort of testing the waters there, but not in an insincere way. You're sort of trying to make up your mind about it and see what happens, but you haven't really made up your mind. This is progress! And I don't want to just say, you don't get rewarded at all, for coming a little further. So, even if you don't get any further than that, if you stay in just this state of mind, I'll spin a coin three times, and if it comes up Queen each time, I'll Cooperate with you. That's about how likely I think you are to really Cooperate in what appears to be your current state of mind. We've made progress, now try taking it a step further."









Keltham: ...orrrr you could complicate your reasoning processes to the point where they were no longer valid, and add a slight dash of motivated reasoning, that might also work for crossing the gap.









lintamande: "I'm likelier than that to cooperate!" objects Tonia. "I think I'll probably cooperate though not if we stop talking right this second because if we stop talking right this second you just said there's only a one in eight chance you'll cooperate. But I expect we'll keep having this stupid argument in front of Keltham until I'm convinced. ...and a dath ilani would be convinced already from predicting that. So I guess I'm convinced. How likely are you to cooperate right now."









Ione Sala: "One in four, let's say? You don't really believe that but you're trying to convince yourself, which is something I want to go on encouraging."









Keltham: ...okay, his being here is probably influencing this, if only through his not being able to fully conceal his horrified expressions at their version of the Algorithm. So he is going to go check and see if there's a Silent Proctor waiting for him, and if Security explained the instructions already.









Iarwain: Paxti is repeatedly spinning a coin and noting down the results, while a (visible) Security officer watches with a bored expression.









Keltham: Keltham will wait until Paxti stops spinning, then speak. "Yo. Your bid on the job?"









Iarwain: "Two coppers. I was bored."

"Pilar and Meritxell finished before I got here, Sevar and Peranza just left. I don't tell you the particular results, right?"









Keltham: "Correct. You tell me the total number of Defections and Cooperations, unless that number was one or zero for either, in which case you tell me nothing. You also tell me the total payout, and an amount of copper and silver you can use to make those payouts."









Iarwain: "Which means I tell you nothing right now, right?"









Keltham: "Right. Well, repeat back to me your scoring instructions so I can make sure you got those right."









Iarwain: "Everyone starts with three copper plus one copper for each of ten coinspins that comes up Queen plus one if they Defected minus three if their partner Defected." Never mind flunking out, anyone who can't follow instructions on that level doesn't get to go to wizard school.









Keltham: "Yup. Carry on, then, sorry for interrupting."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Keltham."









Keltham: Keltham manages not to startle. Over the last days of sitting quietly in a far corner of the room not saying anything, Broom has achieved something tantamount to cognitive invisibility.

Or, actually...

"Broom, are you using magic to make people not much notice or think about you?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "It is not magic. It is a talent of my people. We are simply good at being unobtrusive."

Broom knows, speaking, that these are not the words of a slave. He sets aside old anxieties at the thought. It has been claimed to Broom that he is not a slave anymore, at least not of Cheliax; and in alterCheliax he has never been a slave. He has been requested to conduct himself accordingly.



(He knows of alterCheliax now, the divergent mini-reality they are constructing to contain Keltham. Broom spoke for a time with the one called Asmodia, who, despite her strange mission, seemed harried and exasperated in a way that made Broom feel oddly sympathetic towards her. In her own way Asmodia seemed like a slave with too much to clean up, much like he once was; he would not, without reason, make her work any harder.)









Keltham: "Is your people's talent, by any chance, a sort that gets blocked by Mind Blank."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "No," Broom says, Security having swiftly instructed him that this is the true answer so far as the Security knows.









Keltham: "Right. Well, what's up, then?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "I wish to play against you the game that you are having these others play."









Keltham: "...why."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "In search of understanding."









Keltham: "Understanding of the game, or understanding of Keltham?"

"- don't say 'yes', either."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Understanding of Keltham."









Keltham: All right, that seems honest enough. "Okay then. We'll get paper and find a breakout room."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I want both of those two idiots humbled, and by humbled I mean raped."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn frowns. It's not out of the question, but a measure that should be resorted-to on relatively rare occasions, at that level of management.

"Subirachs's choice there hadn't particularly seemed like the best possible decision, no, but I hadn't thought it bad enough to warrant that. Sevar was - not beginning to think herself unpunishable, but thinking herself unpunishable except by going to extraordinary lengths. She thought that Cheliax still had threat to hold over her, but in the form of yourself, or say Gorthoklek, not in the person of Abarco."

"Sevar didn't reflect on her faults in that explicit a manner, but she wanted to break that dangerous sense of invincibility within herself. This was accomplished."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That could have made sense if Sevar wasn't engaged in an incredibly tangled honeypot operation with somebody who has an alien power tosense her sexuality even if nothing else and also forcing her tolie when many of the relationship breakthroughs with Keltham have been based on abizarre form of honesty presumably empowered by tropes."

"I don't even want to think about what dath ilani romance novels must say aboutthis, except that Subirachs and Abarco are going to end up not just dead but in Abaddon - actually I don't think dath ilani novels would do that to their villains? But something is going to happen to them that a dath ilani reader would find satisfying, and I worry that this may involve the ruination of Cheliax if not Hell itself."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Ah. Hm. And you think we should arrange their rapes ourselves, to be proactive about that?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "That thought hadn't even occurred to me! I'm justenraged by the sheer stupidity! Why do my subjects do this? Why doesnobody in Cheliax understand what pain and tormentdo inside people on any level more complicated than it being scary? How am I supposed to run an Asmodean country like this?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Need I point out that your own commandment of disciplinary torment for Sevar greatly shook her faith -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Because Sevar chose to undergo a torture order timed at her discretion, immediately before she needed to have an emotional conversation with Keltham and then meet with the Crown! The thought that Sevar would be that stupid literally never occurred to me! What do unwitting Irori clerics think torture is supposed to do? Why is my life like this? Do I have to personally order, execute, explain, and sensiblyschedule every instance of torment in all of Cheliax for any of it to be remotely productive?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Sevar was not making progress in learning that art herself. Sevar was putting off the tortures required for herself, declining to inflict tortures on others. Not from selfish calculation, not even from heretical kindness; she forebore to advise Subirachs when Subirachs was selecting instruments for Keltham to use on her, and paid some small price for that. Then, having failed to learn her lesson, Sevar again failed to suggest any alternative specifics to Subirachs when Subirachs requested those and told her that her punishment would be otherwise worsened. I expect Subirachs was justifiably frustrated by Sevar at that point; the sort of frustration of one's expiator that a penitent ought properly to regret -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Are you telling me to have sympathy for poor Subirachs about her failure at her one task? Let Subirachs inflict whatever worse punishment on Sevar she likes so long as it is not a sexual one! How about a pit of venomous spiders? Many people fear being thrown into a pit of venomous spiders! Even the ones who don't fear it the first time oft fear it more the second time around! Has anybody even tried throwing Sevar into a pit of venomous spiders? No! And why not? I DON'T KNOW. WHY RAPE."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Abrogail, how many people didyou have burned, lashed, boneshattered, flayed, near-drowned, and raped, before the first time you got bored enough to try a pit of spiders instead?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "...I suppose you have a certain awful point. Many ordinary people, indeed, may never realize they have the option of throwing someone into a pit of spiders. And if I suggest a corresponding reformation of Chelish schools, your response will be that, in fact, very few people are ever faced with a problem to which a pit of spiders is the best solution."

"And this response will be very true, Aspexia. It will be very true. Do you know who I would nonetheless expect to be expert enough to have options come to mind other than the barest, simplest methods? The SEVENTH-CIRCLE cleric of Asmodeus specializing in SLAVERY that YOU PERSONALLY appointed to oversee the shaping of the MOST IMPORTANT SLAVE IN CREATION."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And which of the dozens of competent subordinates you no doubt possess, whom you deem much superior to Subirachs in that task, would you appoint to replace her?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Are you sure I can't just personally -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "No. Bad Abrogail."









Abrogail Thrune II: The noise that comes from her throat then is one that you might, hearing it in Hell, not know whether it was issuing from a tormented soul or its enraged tormentor.













"Well, I am, for whatever it is worth, now much more resolved upon our diabolical secret plan."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Oh? I confess I don't see the connection."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Because if Keltham actually tried to study torture HE WOULD ACTUALLY BE GOOD AT IT."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Yes, that is exactly how I feel about 'corrigibility'."

"Do you feel it would be beneficial for Project Lawful if you disciplined Subirachs and Abarco in this matter? Not beneficial for your indignation and fury, beneficial for Lord Asmodeus."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I will instruct Subirachs that further orders for sexual torment are to be routed through me for approval, and not suggest to her that I was displeased with her current order, because as you say it did serve itsfoolish, minor purpose and I would not have eventhat pittance of a benefit lost."

"And I shall quietly arrange with his owner that when Elias Abarco is welcomed forever into Hell, he will spend the first thousand years of it being raped. The tropes, then, will not need to act, in his case."

"Is there anything similar you can arrange for Subirachs?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I do believe she had hopes of the Chosen of Asmodeus personally taking care of her, when in time she reached Hell. Or so she said aloud, and surely she would not mislead the Chosen about matters of faith? I will send instruction to Hell of it and pray to our Lord of the matter, and approve due civil orders for making her a statue until Sevar is ready to receive her."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That should be satisfying to the tropes as well, one way or another."

"I will instruct and pay Abarco's owner that, may Sevar wish his ownership, he is to be sent to her embrace as well."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And should Sevar fail in her ascension, and never become a Power of Hell to receive anyone, I doubt Hell will be much pleased with Subirachs about it either."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "I am the chosen agent of a Lawful goddess, Otolmens, who preserves. I might pledge upon the Law, and be believed, within Golarion, by any who knew, or any who could sight my alignment."

"You are an alien; why should anyone believe your own pledge?"









Keltham: "I'm an alien from a place Lawful enough that everything on Golarion looks to me like randomized insane nonsense by comparison. You've heard my lectures. You know that."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "You are from a place with much knowledge of Law. This does not say whoyou are, only what you were taught there."









Keltham: "Got four cleric circles off a Lawful Neutral god the first night I was here."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Gods are not infallible. They sight us but dimly." This was told him, in the course of explaining how he must not in fact assume that Otolmens saw all, knew all, understood all, that She was able to move him with vast wisdom and every consequence foreseen. "By the laws of choosing, you must be within one alignment step of your god. This permits that your alignment might be True Neutral. As is, for example, Nethys, god of destruction and madness."









Keltham: "Yeah, pretty sure my god and Asmodeus and Cayden Cailean are sighting stuff here more than 'dimly'. What with, you know, some pretty precise timing and spell choices and all that. Which would be handily explained if Nethys, god of knowledge, was tipping them off."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "None of this says that the purpose to which those gods are acting is one that would not alarm my goddess of preventing enormous messes. None of this says that you yourself are in truth a Lawful being."









Keltham: "I can think of further arguments but I'm wondering if you have some test you're working up to applying, in which case you could just mention it now and save a lot of pointless conversation."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "No. No test. Only a question."

"What kind of being are you? Who is Keltham? Not your world, not the knowledge taught you, not the god who chose you, not your alignment aura, none of these things outside you, that are not you."









Keltham: "I'll state for the record that I was talking about that part because it'seasily visible and verifiable strong evidence that you don't have to take my word about, as might be relevant to the game we were theoretically going to be playing here, where people have incentives to say something apart from truth."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "I did not say your words were empty to me. If I had to stake my soul on it, in this moment, I would guess that you were a Lawful being."

"There remains doubt. Why am I here if you are so orderly? Perhaps my Lawful Neutral goddess saw imperfectly. Or perhaps your Lawful Neutral god saw unclearly. Nethys might tell them more, but Nethys is also god of madness and destruction, and not Himself a Lawful being."

"Who is Keltham? He has not said much of himself in my presence, only spoken of things outside himself. Does he know, himself, what he is?"









Keltham: "There is a sizable chance that I know myselfbetter than any other mortal in Golarion, what with the fact that I alone have had any training in introspection or education in how minds and brains operate. Whatexactly do you want to know?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Whether you are liable to destroy Golarion, destroy all that lies beyond it. But this Broom cannot say.

"If I knew so plainly, I would have asked you plainly."

"Why are you Lawful? Why did you choose that?"









Keltham: "Okay, see, Lawfulness is not athing in dath ilan. We learn to use some math. Because it's useful. Then you get to Golarion and all of a sudden everyone is like 'what an incredibly Lawful person this is' but that's your weird system, not mine. I was, am, and remain, Keltham, whatever other people call me, and whatever system they think I fit into."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "What is Keltham, then, that those of Golarion, seeing him truly, might call him Lawful in their own weird system?"









Keltham: "I could answer that more clearly if your concept of Lawfulness was notitself such a mess. This language uses the same words for mathematics that is timeless and invariant between all worlds, and regulations made up by people in particular regions and factions, calling both by the word 'law'."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Laws obeyed by matter and magic. Laws obeyed by people. Shapes that they take on, without which they would dissolve into formlessness and chaos. Constraints that should not be violated. You see nothing the two have in common?"









Keltham: "Those who taught me to think, who are vastly better at that than anybody in Golarion including me, taught me that it is not a good idea to think of two things as being the same, just because you can point to some property the two have in common. In due course I'll probably be lecturing on that."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Who is Keltham?"









Keltham: "Keltham is avery large data structure and he needs you to bemore specific about your search query."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Who is Keltham that Keltham will do as he says he will do, in this game? Not, what god bears witness to it; who is Keltham that a god would bear him that witness?"









Keltham: "Okay, so I got here knowing literally nothing about Golarion, and then, a few seconds later, that this place wasreally cold, or at least the part of it I was standing on was cold. But in short order I found out about gods and clerics, which are not a thing where I come from. So I decided to try talking to a god who might be helpful."

"How do you suppose I targeted my call, to the first god I tried to talk to?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "A god that would prove useful to you in your project to change Golarion, a god who might offer you protection from any unknown threats about you, a god whose concerns appealed to you enough that you could be Their cleric."









Keltham: "No. I was looking for a better partnership than that. In Civilization we have traditions about that sort of thing, looking for somebody where you can start a business venture with them and stick to that for years and years. People have proverbially better luck about that if they treat it less like the problem of finding an employer, or employee, and more like the problem of who to monogamously marry and have a kid with."

"So I asked myself the question 'Who is Keltham?' from a direction that seemed useful to matching up with a god ideally suited to me, and the exact form of that question out of dath ilan isn't exactly easy to explain, but - I asked myself what a world of Kelthams would be like, how Civilization would have been different if I'd been an average person there, instead of a relatively strange person for a dath ilani as dath ilani go. Imagining the world-of-you is one way of seeing yourself."

"And because the thing that was different about me, in Civilization, is always that I was more selfish than the people around me - I asked myself whether a world of Kelthams would just fall apart, because of farmers stealing grain from each other. Goodness is something that helps to prevent that, that people won't damage others because they care about those others, even strangers. Then if there's a world of people less Good, doesn't it end up looking, as your goddess might say, a huge mess?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "I do not know. I agree that it seems like a wise question to ask, before trying to remake a world in one's image."









Keltham: "I am not trying to remake Golarion in my image or in the image of dath ilan. When Asmodia showed up one morning with a +6 Wisdom headband supposedly to compensate for a disability she picked up from a maniacal experiment, starting to use concepts and talk more like somebody out of Civilization, I was sad because I didn't want Golarion to just turn into a copy of dath ilan. I said that out loud. Ask Asmodia, she might remember me saying it."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Then I do not understand why you asked the question in that form."









Keltham: "Because my answer to how the world of Kelthams held together - is that even if you're selfish, you can still value for its own sake, have as part of your 'utilityfunction', that you will do those things that a Civilization must do to hold itself together, even if the people in it care less for strangers than do those of dath ilan."

"Kelthams don't cheat strangers. They keep their promises to strangers. They trade fairly with strangers. They have, in their utilityfunction, very strongly, the shards of - a thing I was going to teach in future lectures - the essence of Coordination - that made its way into humans, long ago, because people who didn't feel anything about keeping their promises, did less well in trade, acquired poorer reputation, and in the end had fewer children, than the honorable. And we know that this must have happened, long ago, because there is no other way that human beings could now be what they are, things that have a word for honor."

"...though I don't know if the Baseline 'builtin-honor' is translating well when I translate it as the Taldane word for honor."

"The very first shard of Coordination that children are taught about, in the very beginning, is this game I set them to play."

"The real solution to it takes more Law than I think I can teach in a little while."

"But you don't need the full Law, if you don't have the part of the instructions that say you're to be strictly selfish and care about nothing else."

"One solution is to care about other people - as much as you care about yourself, so that if you can gain nine coppers at the expense of their losing ten, you still won't do that, because it would be a loss to the cosmos, to larger reality."

"The other solution is to care about honor. Care about Coordination. Be someone where, if somebody else cooperates with you, trusts you, then you would sooner walk out of this reality through Abaddon than betray them, when they hadn't betrayed your own trust."

"That's why a world of Kelthams can exist, and not turn into a huge mess."

"That was the god I called out to - the god whose domain is following the forms of Coordinationfor their own sake, as a term in the utilityfunction. Because that is something very deep and strong in what Keltham is, that goes with his selfishness, and makes it okay, safe, for him to be selfish."

"All you need to do to solve the real version of this dilemma with a Keltham, minus the game instructions to roleplay being purely selfish in a way that demands complicated math to solve by pure Law, is to say under truthspell that you'll Cooperate with him. You don't need to say why. If you're not going to Defect against Keltham and take his own stuff, then he's not going to take three coppers away from you. The end."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "And if I pledged upon my Law to write Cooperate on my own paper, if I believed you would write Cooperate on yours - you would say - what, then, to convince me? That you pledge it upon your honor? That you pledge it upon your Law?"









Keltham: "I'd just put myself under truthspell and say I'd Cooperate."









Keltham: "And if your next question is why I'mable to say that under truthspell, when I'm roleplaying being strictly selfish without honor, it's because I know that, when I actually need to write my move on the paper, there'll be a very strong correlation between the person I am right then, and my model of myself at the time I said under truthspell that I'd Cooperate."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "I believe you. I think we have no need to play out our moves, then. It would be purposeless, if we cannot learn our own true answers, and to show each other our answers afterwards would be an offense against the nature and meaning of this game."

"I will not ask you to spend a truthspell on proving all this to me. Just, sometime in the future, when you are truthspelling yourself in any case - would you also say to me that you told me no lies this time?"









Keltham: Keltham taps himself with a truthspell, and Abadar's symbol flashes above his forehead.

"As my people define 'lying', the act of 'lying' means intentional deceptive falsehood-speaking, and so doesn't include saying literally false statements as jokes, or teaching aids, or ways of 'trolling' people, if you don't expect them to end up persistently believing false things nor do you exploit their false beliefs to their own detriment during the bounded short time they persist. It also doesn't count if you catch yourself and say 'wrongthought' and explain why you accidentally false-spoke in the next minute."

"To the best of my knowledge and memory:"

"I've never lied to anyone in Golarion."









Keltham: Exit Keltham, stage right.



He's still got that weird symbol above his forehead, but there's no particular reason to get it dispelled.









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom watches him go with a sad, grim feeling that, like a wind blowing away dust, dissipates all the slight reassurance he was feeling a few seconds earlier.

That is a person who it is not hard to visualize trying to destroy Cheliax, once he knows what it really is and what it has done to him, and maybe taking some risks in the course of wielding power enough to accomplish it.









Asmodia: Asmodia approves everyone's game moves via Security before they actually enter them - only she knows those, to minimize the amount the others have to fake not knowing - and they work out to 3 pairs of Cooperate-Cooperate and 1 pair Defect-Defect.

Which means that either Asmodia and Gregoria were the stupidest pair when it came to working out the missing Law, or everybody else failed to really understand and follow the instructions, and Asmodia is guessing it's thesecond one.

But, 3-1 is close enough to 1-1 in the quick test trial, Asmodia thinks, that Keltham should not be mystified by it; and the conversations in Keltham's presence transmitted to her played well enough for alterCheliax. The more difficult part of Asmodia's job seems to be going well enough.









Iarwain: Security copies Sevar on key updates from Keltham's conversation with Broom. (The voice of the Security handling her comms is audibly that of Olegario, if that matters for anything.)

"Kelthams don't cheat strangers. They keep their promises to strangers. They trade fairly with strangers. They have, in their utilityfunction, very strongly, the shards of - a thing I was going to teach in future lectures - the essence of Coordination - that made its way into humans, long ago, because people who didn't feel anything about keeping their promises, did less well in trade, acquired poorer reputation, and in the end had fewer children, than the honorable. And we know that this must have happened, long ago, because there is no other way that human beings could now be what they are, things that have a word for honor."


"The very first shard of Coordination that children are taught about, in the very beginning, is this game I set them to play."


"The other solution is to care about honor. Care about Coordination. Be someone who, if somebody else cooperates with you, trusts you, then you would sooner walk out of this reality through Abaddon than betray them, when they hadn't betrayed your own trust."
"That was the god I called out to - the god whose domain is following the forms of Coordination for their own sake, as a term in the utilityfunction. Because that is something very deep and strong in what Keltham is, that goes with his selfishness, and makes it okay, safe, for him to be selfish."
"All you need to do to solve the real version of this dilemma with a Keltham, outside of the usual game instructions where we're not instructed to roleplay being purely selfish in a way that demands complicated math to solve by pure Law, is to say under truthspell that you'll Cooperate with him. You don't need to say why. If you're not going to Defect against Keltham and take his own stuff, then he's not going to take three coppers away from you. The end."




"I've never lied to anyone in Golarion."










Carissa Sevar: It is not the most promising starting point from which to seduce someone to Evil. She's not giving up, obviously; Hell has corrupted literal angels, and plenty of paladins. Lots of carefully-reflected-on endorsed values possessed by teenagers are not those of the people they'll grow up to be, even when a great deal of effort isn't pointed at changing them.

But it's about as un-Asmodean as an ideology can be. And it is coherent, it's not just reflexive regurgitation of the things dath ilan went to great lengths to instill.



And he's going to be so furious, when he realizes that Cheliax has been playing 'defect' this whole time.







(Lawful Evil ilanism, obviously, uses the complicated Law here; it does not Cooperate just because someone else is Cooperating; it tries to get as many coppers as it can. That's not the problem; Keltham could work with that. The problem is the lying. And the - theinadequacyof Cheliax, its fundamental deficiency at building a society in which people can reason, which Lawful Evil ilanism solves though she still doesn't know how.

....maybe a question for tomorrow. No one told her, this time, to be gentle with herself and take time to cry, but if that's good advice the reasons for it probably generalize to here.)









Keltham: By the time Keltham is back, the Silent Proctor is done with her results, and tells Keltham the tally of earnings. Keltham gives that amount to Paxti plus two coppers for her own. (It seems low to him, but you cannot give people friendly bonuses in a bidding situation; they'll learn that, and then adjust their bids, in which case you've added unpleasant volatility and zero income for them!)



The results that Paxti tells Keltham: Two Defected, Six Cooperated.



Okay, that's better than zero Defections in terms of how well anybody really understood or followed the instructions... he didn't want to call Pilar on it because (a) he was not in all rooms simultaneously and didn't want to introduce asymmetries by his own presence in the learning experience, (b) it was obvious she didn't think she was cheating, and (c) everybody comes up with some silly invalid reason to Cooperate the first time, that's part of the learning experience...

Actually. On reflection, Keltham is plausibly looking more at his own illusion-of-transparency failure to explicitly specify what dath ilani children would already implicitly know. For example, that "only try to get as many coppers as possible" in the context of talking about purely selfish agents implicitly includes "you don't care enough about the Law or Asmodean compacts in your utilityfunction that you could use that as an easy public commitment mechanism". Pilar may have legit just not understood that part. Keltham is not on reflection sure that he said out loud anything a reasonable Golarionite could use to work that out, given lack of background context.


Anyways, Keltham calls back the class to get their rewards and hear the results.









Carissa Sevar: But does he look suspicious about said results.









Keltham: Nope! Seems pretty cheerful about them.


(Maybe his Bluff is so high he can fool Detect Thoughts and truthspells. If they'd perhaps gotten an eighth-rank Keeper from dath ilan, instead, reincarnated as a younger version of himself, maybe somebody like that would pretend to be Keltham.)









Keltham: Anyways! Once the rewards have been handed out -



"So I realized, after the experiment had already started, that I'd failed to spell out some aspects of the experiment that a dath ilani would know just from ambient culture, but you had no reasonable way of deducing yourselves. For which I apologize."

"What I failed to spell out was that, in the context of us already being talking about purely selfish agents, if I tell you to only try to get as many coppers for yourself as possible, what I obviously-to-a-dath-ilani mean is that you should roleplay an ideal-agent whose utilityfunction contains literally nothing but the number of coppers it gets. It's not just that you're roleplaying an agent that doesn't care about the other player. The agent you're roleplaying also doesn't care enough about Law or Asmodeanism that it has access to the cheap public commitment mechanism of making a promise on its Law or saying that the agreement is an Asmodean compact."

"Some of you Defected anyways, though, so not all was lost in illustrating the underlying problem. In fact, if you exactly roleplay a purely selfish agent that also cares nothing about having a Lawful alignment in the Golarion sense, that only embodies the Law of obtaining the most coppers, the problem is not meant to be solvable at the levels of Law you currently have."

"Within the conversations I overheard, Asmodia had the sharpest sense of what was missing; Ione was the one who got furthest in constructing pieces of what a dath ilani would call the correct solution."

"Also to spell out something where I can't remember if I was explicit enough: you may not tell anyone else what you wrote down, nor reveal what rewards you received, ever. You're free to talk about all the arguments you used, but not say what you wrote at the end, or what payoff you got. The idea is to minimize the extent to which people might be non-self-endorsedly concerned about their reputations, because that concern makes it harder for them to roleplay the selfish agent. Also something else a dath ilani would know from ambient culture, by the time they were playing games like this; again I apologize."

"You are now free to discuss."









Carissa Sevar: "Are you saying that the perfectly selfish agents that only care about coppers and don't even care about Law or their reputations still don't defect, if they know enough Law?"









Keltham: "Yep! Theyembody the Law but they don'tcare about being Lawful. Which is sort of what you'd expect the conditions to be in dath ilan, where Lawfulness is not, after all, a thing. Just Law."









Ione Sala: "I'm not sure why the problemisn't solvable at the levels of Law we have. Compared to us both Defecting against each other, it makes sense for me to say to Tonia, 'I'll Cooperate if I think you'll Cooperate', and be telling the truth about that, if I think Tonia can read me better than I can bluff - or probably can, enough to make it not worth the risk for me. And then it makes sense for Tonia to say to me, 'Well, now that you've said that, I'll Cooperate', and be telling the truth about that, if she thinks I can read her better than she can bluff, or well enough to not be worth the risk for her. It looks to me like you could do that even if you were both Chaotic Neutral. What am I missing?"









Keltham: "Asmodia."









Asmodia: "Um."


"Okay I may actually need to take a minute about that."





"Does it - actually matter at all, if I say some clever nitpicky thing like, Ione left out that - for her to say 'I'll Cooperate if you Cooperate' - she has to believe, not just that Tonia can read her, but that - she can read Tonia. And the same with Tonia needing to believe that she can read Ione, not just that Ione can read her, for Tonia to say 'I'll Cooperate'."









Keltham: "Ione's exact wording was, 'I'll Cooperate if I think you'll Cooperate'. If Ione doesn't think she can read Tonia, then even if Tonia says 'I'll Cooperate', Ione won't think Tonia will Cooperate, and Ione won't Cooperate, even though she was being truthful in her promise. So Tonia also has to believe that Ione believes she can read her.

But if Ione does think she can read Tonia, and Tonia can read Ione, Ione can solve that just by adding, 'I think I can read you'. Which, in their real discussion, Ione did in fact say."









Asmodia: "Ione won't becertain of her ability to read Tonia, though. It has to be about probabilities."









Keltham: "Ione did put some probabilities in there."









Asmodia: "Which ones?"









Keltham: "Which onesshould they be?"









Asmodia: "So the first thing that comes to mind is just saying, 'I'll Cooperate with whatever probability I think you'll Cooperate', and... that gives me a nervous uneasy feeling but I can't actually see anything wrong with it. I'd rather live in a world where you Cooperated with 1/3 probability and I Cooperated with 1/3 probability than one where we both always Defected, right?"









Keltham: "That sounds like a very useful nervous uneasy feeling that you have there! You should hang out with it for a while and learn to hear what it's trying to whisper to you. I would be doing you a disservice if I just told you, really. A proverb out of dath ilan: 'I've got to start listening to those quiet, nagging doubts.'"









Asmodia: Asmodia does not say that if she started listening to all of her quiet nagging doubts, she'd never stop, because alterAsmodia has a lot fewer of those.









Keltham: "That's not actually the main problem with carrying out Ione's solution if you're roleplaying an ideal selfish agent, though. There's another couple of missing assumptions there."









Asmodia: "Not seeing it."









Keltham: "Ione and Tonia have to believe that the other person's self-reports areaccurate. When Tonia finally says 'I'll Cooperate' and means it, Ione still has to believe that, because Tonia believes she'll Cooperate, she's right. Being very good at reading Tonia doesn't solve that. Tonia could say 'my self-reports are very accurate' and accurately read as sincerely believing that, and still be wrong, because she had false beliefs about how accurate her self-reports were. That's part of what might start to go wrong with Chaotic Neutral agents, though I don't know much about what that'd be like -"









Ione Sala: "No, I admit fault there, that's a pretty good reason it wouldn't work with Chaotic Neutral outsiders."









Keltham: "And finally there's the question of why Tonia or Ione could beright in expecting themselves to Cooperate. Why wouldn't they, when they got to the moment of finally writing the word Cooperate on paper, just throw away all the reasoning they did previously and write Defect instead? And wouldn't they know that, and be unable to say truthfully, to the other person reading them, that they'd Cooperate?"

"Purely selfish agents, with nothing else in their utility functions, don't care about keeping promises they made tothemselves."









Carissa Sevar: "Isn't there - I don't know how to pin it down exactly - but say I am perfectly selfish, and only care about getting the most copper, and the way to get the most copper is to put on a magic helm of mind control that'll make me a sincere worshipper of Coppos, god of copper - and Coppos has other values, and I will too once I put the magic helm on, but I calculated it out and I'll get lots more copper this way than any other way, so I put the magic helm on -"









Keltham: "One of the Law-fragments, coherence principles, that generates the Law you'd need here, states that Lawful agents never have to do that. They have no need for magic helms, not unless somebody's doing the equivalent of offering them a billion gold pieces specifically to put on the magic helm."

"They'd no more pay a copper to force their future selves to Cooperate, so that some other agent would predict that their future selves would Cooperate, than they'd pay coppers to trade green and red and blue in a circle."

"If you put a magic helm like that on me and transformed me into something utterly selfish, that didn't care about keeping promises even to myself, and then somebody swore upon their Law to cooperate if they believed I would cooperate, I would still be able to say under truthspell to them that I'd cooperate."









Keltham: "Uh, also if that happens, you need to kill me extremely quickly. Like, literally faster than I can speak or take any other actions. Just saying."









Carissa Sevar: That was what Carissa was getting at, that you shouldn't need the magic helm, but now she is distracted by imagining that Keltham wakes up one day perfectly selfish. That'd be...good? Probably?



"- that's a fair ask and no magic like that exists so I'm not very worried about it but - why? I'd - rather you get me back, obviously, if something happened to change my values, but I wouldn't want the new Carissa to stop existing unless she'd gotten Zon-Kuthon style utility flipped in which case she'd also want to stop existing."









Keltham: "I do not think you properly realize how dangerous a dath ilani would be to Golarion, absent any constraints on how they tried to achieve their goals. Broom, in the unlikely event something turns me perfectly selfish, you're actually the one person on Project Lawful who's responsible for killing me literally as fast as possible, right? I'm not expecting you to confirm or deny that, but you should know that hypothetical perfectly selfish Keltham will know it."

"And then somebody needs to warn my afterlife immediately that nothing under Intelligence 30 should talk to me. I'm not sure it actually takes that, to be clear, but, safety margin."









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't, actually, think she's underestimating that.



But she nods.









Keltham: "If purely selfish Keltham has had longer than 12 seconds in which to work, you need to trap his soul or do something else that stops him from being resurrected, because among the things he can do in 12 seconds is, for example, tap himself with a truthspell and Message somebody that vast riches await them if they resurrect him. And since threats work on people here he'd probably add something Zon-Kuthon-like about what happens if they don't."

"A proverb out of dath ilani fictional novels: You have two and a half seconds to kill the corrupted Keeper."

"To you, he is that."









Carissa Sevar: - oh wait there's a specific strategic thing to do here.









Carissa Sevar: - it's to exchange Meaningful Glances with Meritxell.









lintamande: Meritxell has no idea what's going on but she can do a Meaningful Glance right back, clear enough Keltham can see it since that's what Carissa did.









Keltham: Keltham was not particularly able to decode this, except that whatever it is, it's not meant to be secret. Carissa telling Meritxell that Meritxell needs to start filing regular reports on counterstrategies to use against her if she goes rogue or coherently-insane? If Meritxell makes enough progress that this seems like a live consideration, she'll start filing reports with Pilar, Keltham, and maybe Broom. Well, he can always ask Carissa later what that was about, if he remembers.









Asmodia: Whatever that was, it had BETTER have happened in alterCheliax or she's turning Sevar in to Subirachs over it.









Carissa Sevar: Tell Asmodia alter-Carissa, like real-Carissa, thinks that 'Keltham, who is purely selfish and a danger to all civilization' is the hottest concept she has ever heard of.









Asmodia: All right, Asmodia acknowledges that the sex part ofher wall is largely Sevar's personal domain.









Iarwain: And on that note, it's time for lunch.









Keltham: Keltham will use Prestidigitation to float Carissa a note - since telling her so face-to-face seems like too much pressure, and even Message prompts an immediate reply - that he's potentially available if Carissa wants company at lunch, before the Governance representative gets here to sign the Project's articles of incorporation and to-be-replaced interim compact with Cheliax. Also a good time to tell Keltham about whether she's liable to want company of an evening; otherwise he'll probably see about checking in on Ione's romantic route.









Carissa Sevar: She'll come and join him at lunch, then. "Hey."









Keltham: "Hey."

He's deliberately avoided asking anybody what happens when Zon-Kuthon worshippers succeed in trapping your soul. It does not seem like an especially helpful thing for him to know until the war is over.









Carissa Sevar: "How's Yaisa."









Keltham: "This language has some weird ambiguities sometimes. Are you asking how she is or how shewas?"









Carissa Sevar: "The latter. Someday you'll have to teach us all Baseline even if teaching classes in it while the magic translation tries to keep up doesn't turn out to work."









Keltham: "Or get an items enchanter whose time is less astronomically valuable than yours to make rings of Share Language (Baseline)*, if I only need to cast the spell once during the making."

"Yaisa wasgreat, to the point where, if I didn't already believe I'd been sent into a world full of people who were improbably-good-matches for my sexuality, I would've inferred that off Yaisa alone. And now you've gotten me thinking how that sentence would have been one-third as long in Baseline, buuuut never mind we didn't need that communications-channel-capacity anyways."

"And then Yaisa said she didn't have any hidden background or problems I needed to solve. Fingers crossed on her not ending up with any experimentally granted superpowers or being the hidden Zon-Kuthon cleric, but I am actually starting to be cheerful about this not being the case. I feel like - I would never fall in love with her, I just really enjoy her a lot, and while that's not impossible given tropes it's a lot less directly and stereotypically tropey."

"If you want additional details I have to bip Yaisa about her own privacy preferences, I forgot to ask her about those. Though she did say in front of me that she planned on telling everyone else about how I was in bed and I did not object to this, so you can also ask her, if you'd like."


(*) Taldane contains a spoken language-marker for the part of a magic item or spell that appears within parentheses.









Carissa Sevar: "I find myself in the fortunate position of not needing to beg Yaisa for intel on how you are in bed. But maybe I'll talk to her later. So, assuming Yaisa doesn't grow a plot, that means - no tropes? We can stop worrying? Things will just happen for normal sorts of reasons, except the fact you're here in the first place?"









Keltham: "We'd still basically be in the world that gave us the god-war and the Cayden Cailean cookies, it just wouldn't be organized and predictable the same way."

"There'd probably beless total weirdness, though."









Carissa Sevar: "Well. I'll take it. Cayden Cailean whatever else you say of him makes good cake."









Keltham: "If I asked where the cakeactually came from would that be the sort of question that had an answer?"









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, probably, on some level, there's an answer? I don'tknowit. He's not drawing on an Elemental Plane of Cake. Maybe He just bakes lots of cakes, in Elysium, and sends some to Pilar."









Keltham: "Speaking of grave mysteries, what was that look you gave Meritxell? Feel free to answer by Message, or I guess not at all, but exchanging an overt glance where other people could see you suggests that, if this is a secret Security issue, the existence of that secret is not itself secret."









Carissa Sevar: "Hmm? No, not secret at all. I was merely of the opinion that hypothetical purely selfish Keltham who is a danger to all Golarion is the hottest thing I have ever contemplated in my entire life, and I was curious if she thought so too. She said back, 'I see your point but am slightly less kinky', or at least that was my translation."









Keltham:









Keltham: "Releasing Rovagug, hot or not hot?"









Carissa Sevar: "What? No! That'd be horrible! Also we'd cease to exist and ceasing to exist cannot be hot."









Keltham: "Good distraction for the gods while purely selfish Keltham goes for the Starstone, just in case the gods would otherwise interfere with that. Sure, it might destroy the world, if the gods now are weaker than during the last Rovagug war, but purely selfish Keltham knows he's on a time limit before the gods catch up with him."

"I don't think you properly appreciate where the saying comes from aboutkilling the corrupted Keeper within two and a half seconds."









Carissa Sevar: "That's not a useful thing to do even if you're purely selfish! The most likely outcome is that you either fail and stop existing or destroy the world and stop existing! How would thatpossibly -what definition ofselfishare youeven using -"









Keltham: "He doesn't touch the Starstone immediately, he..."

"Actually, never mind. I have remembered that Golarion is a real place and not a fictional one and that I should not explain out loud how fictional people could wreck it. Even taking into account that my current model could be wrong, I am not that certain of my own wrongness."

"But the basic problem here is that hypothetical corrupted Keltham is able to think of strategies you would not. Which means that, however bad you expect this to be, based on imagining what you would do in hypothetical corrupted Keltham's shoes, real corrupted Keltham is predictably worse than that."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't actually think that Golarion's historical supervillains have been uncreative such that a dath ilani would be worse than we can imagine. But - they have done creative things that accomplish their goals, not creative things that probably get them permanently destroyed. If corrupted Keltham were both selfish and indifferent about getting permanently destroyed, sure, then he'd be terrible and not even in an interesting way, sure, but smart people unleashing their terrible creativity to accomplish their goals is hot, unless they have goals I just inherently can't find interesting or compatible-with-being-valuable, like ceasing to exist."









Keltham: "The same logic implies that I should be unable to speed up spellsilver mining, since Golarion's historical wizards have been creative and would've wanted to speed up spellsilver mining."









Carissa Sevar: "Disagree. A civilization of people much smarter than either of us invented a bunch of stuff - both Law and tools for doing stuff in the world - which we're going to reinvent and it's reasonably likely to speed up spellsilver mining even though if we tried without that backing we'd rightly expect to not stumble upon anything obvious. But the civilization of people much smarter than us never actually crashed their moon into their planet, like Golarion's supervillains have; they never actually ascended to godhood, like Golarion's supervillains have; they never actually conquered a continent and slaughtered every man, woman and child in their path, like Golarion's supervillains have; they never bred a new race of sentients, never fought a war that permanently broke the regularity of physical laws for a couple hundred miles round in the region where it was fought, and those are just the things I'm allowed to know about because they were either too hard to cover up or sufficiently hard to get inspired to do myself.Letting out Rovagug as a distraction to ascend to godhood is horrible and shocking but I bet the people who guard against it run into thatannually.Golarion haslots more supervillainythan dath ilan, and does not have lots more metallurgy."









Keltham: "That's not really... adding up for me. These things are notspecialized. They draw from deeply general roots. One of those supervillains, at one point during their career, would have had a grimdark plan involving a thousand pounds of spellsilver, and then either they know how to figure that out the same way I'm going to figure it out, or not. If they can't figure that out, and I can, then hypothetical corrupted Keltham can figure out a bunch of other stuff those supervillains didn't figure out either."

"If you're thinking that I can maybe figure out spellsilver is some known thing in dath ilan, and then have memorized how to mine it, that's not particularly how I'm expecting to solve it. I'm expecting to know more about how matter works and how to investigate problems like that than other previous Golarionites who tried to mine, refine, or just analyze spellsilver. I'm expecting that based on all the missing knowledge your world should have grown if those roots were anywhere within it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa had been assuming that they would in fact be using dath ilani refining/physics knowledge, not just dath ilani Law knowledge, to figure out spellsilver, and she's in fact less optimistic about it if there's nothing applicable from how physics works in dath ilan. Hell doesn't have infinite spellsilver, so Law isn't sufficient.



....but right now that seems like a tangent. "Well, maybe corrupted Keltham'd be the most terrifying supervillain who ever supervillained because of knowing more about how to achieve his terrible goals, which would be hot, or maybe it'd take him a while to discover the true depths of supervillainy, which would be hot, or maybe he'd just ascend immediately, which would befascinating,or maybe he'd destroy the world, which is totally unappealing on every level. I suppose I'll luckily never find out."









Keltham: "Well, I'm not quite sure things could reasonably play out this way. But if our personal power levels go high enough at some point, and if the rest of Golarion Civilization hasn't caught up to that power level, and if there's still some other country out there at least three percent as bad as Nidal, and if moderate levels of caution permit us to do so sanely, then we could go be supervillains over there for a couple of weeks. Or however long it takes to wreck their capabilities to the point where Cheliax can handle the remaining cleanup with forty Security officers."









Carissa Sevar: "That is not exactly the thing but I will keep it in mind."









Keltham: "Remaining difference?"









Carissa Sevar: "Perfectly selfish Keltham, whatever he wants from me, he has, he's not holding any part of himself back because he's scared of what it'd ask for or because he thinks he couldn't afford to pay for it."









Keltham: "I would not beterribly surprised if I could get to that pointfaster than our being able to wreck the next worst place after Nidal. Actually, hold on a sec -"

Message to Yaisa: Classification status on being able to tell Carissa that you were able to put buying and selling prices on sexual services, and this was incredibly helpful to me and should enable me to feel much less nervous about those same services even in non-financial contexts?









lintamande: - sure, go ahead?









Keltham: "Yaisa says I'm cleared to mention that one of the incredibly helpful things she did was being able to put a financial price on a couple of sex things, both what I'd pay her, and what she'd pay me, under my Fair Pricing spell. I expect to be a lot less nervous now that I have some idea of the order of financial magnitude that goes with some things, even if nobody is actually paying for anything."

"Uh, order of magnitude is the rough number of 10s in a bag of 10s describing the number, like, 4,000 has an order of magnitude of around 1,000 or 10,000."









Carissa Sevar: " - that makes sense. You know, probably the project should've gotten an actual proper sex worker cleared for you ages ago. I'm glad Yaisa's enough of one. Anyway, the thing for me is much more about - you being unleashed, you doing whatever you want - than about the trappings of supervillainy, though probably at some point we will have to conquer some places and I do expect that to be fun. Power is inherently interesting but - internal restrictions on how you use it aren't very different from external ones, in terms of how hot it seems to me?"









Keltham: "Got some trouble parsing that, on dath ilani Law. Where does your sexuality draw the line between internal restriction and internal direction?"

"Like, let's say I'm in a Cooperation-Defection dilemma with Broom, Broom promises upon his Law that he'll Cooperate if he expects I'll Cooperate, I tell him under truthspell that I'll Cooperate, and then it comes my turn. If I write Cooperate, I get Carissa, and if I write Defect, I get Carissa and Yaisa. Had Broom written Defect, though, my choices would have been Cooperate for nothing, or Defect for Yaisa."

"When I write Cooperate, am I internally directed into my choice to win Carissa? Or am I internally restricted by the dull bonds of duty and obligation to my past self, who needed to pass his truthspell, to give up Yaisa?"









Carissa Sevar: "- I don't know what I expected. If I query my 'is this hot or not' opinion about that situation it returns 'it's hot how Keltham is a bizarre alien who is very smart'."









Keltham: "Same Carissa-Yaisa Cooperation-Defection dilemma, but Broom just said he'd Cooperate and I Cooperate back because that's what Kelthams do. Internal direction or internal restriction?"









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham's not on any level wishing he was different and was the kind of entity which would defect and get both? Is he thinking 'well, it'd be really nice if I could get both, but that'd make me a bad person, so I can't'?"









Keltham: "Being motivated by wanting to not be a bad person is something I think of - as a particular flavor of Good that Civilization is kind of ehhhhh about, not least because it goes along with people who are sad that they can't destroy all of reality to make sure nobody ever has to stub their toe again?"

"Hypothetical Keltham definitelywants both Carissa and Yaisa, that's what makes the setup even be interesting.The thought that writing Defect would make him a bad person isn't particularly occurring to him, though, that's just not how he parses things. The situation where Broom wrote Cooperate and Keltham wrote Defect is just one that Keltham intensely does not want, and for him to avoid that is no different than him taking a gift of a million gold pieces if those are on offer. He wouldn't take the million gold pieces because it would make him a bad person to turn them down, he'd take them because he wanted a million gold pieces."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, then that's fine, though it is too complicated to be hot. I am a simple woman and need to have had at least three hours to digest new cooperation-theory before it starts appearing in my sexual fantasies."









Keltham: "If 'too complicated to be hot' was a thing for dath ilani our species would've died out when our average Intelligence went past 15."









Carissa Sevar: "But 'too complicated' is relative to the intelligence of the people involved! Selling you options on my soul is probably too complicated to be hot for someone who doesn't understand what an option is, but I do, so it was the right amount of complicated. Once I understand the deep Law of the Cooperation game then it will find its place in sexual fantasies, it's just not thereyet."









Keltham: "I hope at some point you catch up on enough Law that your fancy intelligence headband allows you to start saying very clever things that are clearly just barely beyond where I can presently understand them. Which, in an ordinary and Civilized relationship, would force me to bribe you for an explanation, possibly with sexual services, but in our case I guess I just cuff you to the cuddling surface, bed, and tickle it out of you..."









Keltham: "You know, every now and then I realize that yet another aspect of dath ilani culture is probably - from your standpoint - I guess my standpoint now too - an awful side effect of our having a world of sadists with no masochists. That gendertrope in particular is probably about having a sense of control over another person, in one of the few ways that's possible to do, in a way that makes them still want to be around you, and be benefiting from being around you, in a world where nobody actually wants to submit."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh.



It seems awfully sad, for a whole world to just be like that, built around - something missing.... I don't want to sleep with any of them, I don't really go for Good, but I wish we could trade them."









Keltham: "Your world would notat all lack for tradeables even if it had no magic, yes."

"If Yaisa alone fell into a portal to Civilization, then even if none of her magic worked there, even if she couldn't remember any of her past to sell memories, she would still end up very very very rich."

"Though possibly not if there were any existing masochists around at all, as I misdoubt but do not disbelieve. They could be real there but rare. In that case she'd only be very very rich."









Carissa Sevar: "I have a feeling she's going to manage to swing that here, too. And good for her."





There's no chance all the powerful people just go around sexually unfulfilled when they could just grab someone.

...there's some chance. It still doesn't feel likely but dath ilan is very different and there's some chance of all kinds of strange things.









Iarwain: (Lunchtime is ending.)









Keltham: Time to go sign some IMPORTANT DOCUMENTS!









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 13 (10) / Early Afternoon









Keltham: Somehow it takes HOURS for the Governance representative to cough out TWO SIGNATURES.

How is that even POSSIBLE.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 13 (10) / Late Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham staggers out battered but triumphant. He now has a stock corporation, and his stock corporation now has an interim meant-to-be-replaced contract with Cheliax.

Time to get his first 8 employees in to look over their employment contracts. They're pretty simple by Civilizational standards. He's still not expecting them to sign right away, obviously. There's less urgency about that aspect of things, if they're willing to trust to a handshake deal that current work gets retroactively covered by the contracts when signed, and they're already being paid in mere money without having to wait on that.









Carissa Sevar: They definitely don't want to sign right away but this all makes sense and looks pretty good and they're happy to trust to the handshake deal if he is.









Keltham: Great! He now has a CORPORATION and a CONTRACT and EMPLOYEES. And a MISSION and someone he LOVES and a FULL-TIME SEX WORKER. Anyone who requires more than this to be happy in life is DOING IT WRONG.









Keltham: Now, a lot of the stuff they try to do, is liable to have to go through chemistry at one point or another.

So now that there's an interim contract, how about if, first, Keltham quickly summarizes to them about protons, neutrons, electrons, the Periodic Table of Elements, covalent bonds, molecules, conservation of elemental atoms under almost all ordinary reactions that rearrange the same elements into different molecules, electromagnetic attractions and repulsions, chemical potential energy, potential energy surfaces, activation energies for chemical reactions, acidity and basicness as examples of how the weirdly-shaped electromagnetic energy fields that develop around weirdly-shaped molecules interact and do interesting things, photons as electromagnetic waves, photons have frequencies, photon frequencies get absorbed or emitted based on electron level transitions and that's why the same kind of material stuff usually ends up with the same color, your tongue contains tiny sensors that analyze the surface chemical properties of the stuff that comes into contact with them.

Everybody clear on that?

Great!

Those, to be clear, are just the normal Laws of physics. All that is just the way things worked back in dath ilan.

The real trick is going to be figuring out how to use Prestidigitation - which can, apparently, change the color andtaste and clinginess of things, and therefore, obviously, influence the surface shapes of electromagnetic potential enveloping molecules and materials - to take the inconvenient rules of normal dath ilani chemistry and snap them like twigs.









Carissa Sevar: They, uh, might need him to repeat that chemistry stuff.









Keltham: If they cant understand it from hearing it once, people from Golarion are too stupid for this Project to work. Dath ilani four-year-olds master all this stuff within minutes, the failures are never heard from again, and the next day there's meat for lunch in the dining hall.



Keltham isnt expecting them to get all that from such an absurdly rapid summary, hes trying to convey which subject matters exist to ask him questions about. If he later starts in again on the Periodic Table, people may now have any vague idea that this matters because its about the elementary constituents of the molecules that make up everything else. If he starts running experiments on vinegar, Prestidigitation, and stuff that makes vinegar foam up, theyll know how that might relate to refining spellsilver from ores.









lintamande: That makes sense.



His students look thrilled and terrified. It feels like this is the bit that will prove to all of Cheliax that they're doing something different, something important, something that'll transform the world.





He's joking. About the dath ilani four year olds. These students are not that easy to troll. (Though it's not a bad way to run a country, if you're going for quality over quantity....)









Peranza: Peranza wishes Keltham wouldn't make jokes like that. She Messages Asmodia to ask if that's a sort of thing alterPeranza would say.









Asmodia: Return message: You probably feel that way because you want Civilization to be different from Cheliax. AlterPeranza doesn't have the same emotion at the same strength. So no.









AlterPeranza: Acknowledged.



(That's okay. This is okay. RealPeranza just needs to never think anything ever again.)









Keltham: Keltham will now explain the kinetic theory of heat, which he verified shortly after arriving in Golarion by testing if he could warm up his hands by rubbing them together. Since different arrangements of the same elements are bound more tightly together and have lower chemical potential energies, transforming molecules in permitted ways means that those molecules end up moving faster. Energy is conserved by the way, that's really understating a principle of vast power and beauty buuuut they're not gonna get that part for a while. So if you transform things to be more tightly bound, they release energy.

If you increase the heat and the amount of random motion, more molecules break apart their current arrangements and get a chance to rearrange themselves into more tightly bound configurations, shifting more of the conserved energy from potential to kinetic, producing more heat. This, obviously, can spark a chain reaction: heat produces chemical rearrangements produces more heat produces more chemical rearrangements.

Does anyone want to guess what people did with this terrifying principle, after it was discovered in dath ilan?









lintamande: "...exploded some of their enemies?" Gregoria suggests.









Keltham: Possibly! It was long enough ago that nobody actually knows now. Keltham is describing fire.









lintamande: .....did dath ilan invent fire from first principles instead of by noticing it was just there in the world being useful?









Keltham: He really, really, reallysuper duper doubts it.

People don't always know what they've discovered. But when somebody figured out how to make the Light cantrip work, they didn't need to know about photons to say that they'd discovered a Light cantrip.









Keltham: Like, you could imagine a universe in which thevery first person to start using fire was an incredible genius who thought to themselves, "Well, this requires fuel, that getstransformed, and in the process of beingtransformed getsused up which is why fires don't just go on burning forever, and you need to make thingshotter before they start rearranging themselves in the way that produces heat, so if you get a hot-enough fire you can feed a bunch of things into it that get transformed and used as fuel and release a lot more heat."

But it's a publicly known fact that fire was invented by the ancestors of humanity before they started looking completely human, before continuing heritage-selection had transformed their shapes in a direction that ended up human. So on the order of hundreds of thousands or millions of years ago. People would have been actually genuinely legitimately stupider back then.

They might not have had language to describe the bright-pretty-hot-thing, only known that it was bright and pretty and hot.









lintamande: That makes more sense.




Golarion also does not know when fire was first invented; it was too long ago. In some stories the gods gave it to mortals but no god has specifically claimed credit so that might just be a story, or it might be that the god in question is now dead.









Keltham: The humans here are sufficiently similar in appearance and behavior to dath ilani humans that the copying time of their ancestors couldn't have been more than a few tens of thousands of years ago, relative to Keltham's now-time out of dath ilan. Those humans would have already been adapted to eat cooked meat, and brought fire with them.

It's probably been around in Golarion for as long as humans have been around in Golarion, which isn't actually very long.









lintamande: That....doesn't sound right but no one knows enough to argue.









Keltham: Where Keltham was actually going with this is that burning fuel does notraise the surrounding temperature by a constant amount. Chemical reactions don't produce aparticular temperature. They produceheat...

...He should probably actually define those things. Temperature is how hot or cold something is, the average speed of the randomly vibrating molecules inside it. Heat is, abstractly, the energy you add to make molecules vibrate faster and the temperature go up. Heat flows from hotter things to colder things because the molecules in contact bump into each other, and the slow molecules slow down the faster ones in the collision, and the fast molecules speed up the slower ones in the collision.

So if you put colder fuel into a fire, more of that heat gets used up to heat the materials of the fuel itself, and the resulting temperature is lower.

The same thing goes for blowing colder air onto the fire - oh, air carries Element-8, which is a constituent in most ways that fuels made from the remains of living things, like wood or coal, rearrange themselves tighter and release heat, because living things have a lot of Element-6 that binds tightly to Element-8, among other things - so you have to allow air into a fire to let it go on burning - but if it's colder air, the resulting fire will have a lower temperature.

Nobody has gotten Keltham any proper experts on metal forging to talk to, but the very preliminary glances he's had out of a couple of books, suggest that they are not trying to warm the air or fuel before burning it, which means that the reaction needs to use more fuel or more powerful fuel than is financially optimal.



One way to warm up the air and fuel is the reverse-flow method, where you take the exhausted air from the burning-chamber and run that past the incoming air, so heat gets transferred from the exhausted air to the fresh air. You can also do that to warm up the fuel before burning.

The other method, this being Golarion, might be to 'bind' a 'fire elemental', the same thing that powered hot water in the villa and presumably powers it here in this fortress, and get it to heat the fuel and air separately before they combust.

Given that forges don't just run off fire elementals in the first place, Keltham is guessing that fire elementals have a temperature rather than aheat output, and that this maximum temperature is too low to melt metal. When you burn coal or other fuel, that in principle can just keep adding more and more heat, because the molecules go on rearranging themselves tighter, and that energy is conserved and must go somewhere. The limiting factors are the starting temperature of the fuel and air; and heat that gets lost into the environment, which gets lost faster the higher the temperature goes.

On the other hand, Keltham is guessing that, once a fire elemental gets up to a certain temperature, it doesn't add any more heat than that.

So you need to use coal or other fuel, not just a fire elemental, to get a temperature high enough to refine iron ore or forge steel.

But people may not have realized that a forge could use less fuel, and maybe less expensive fuel, if they used a fire elemental to first heat up the ores, fuels, and airs, as high as the fire elemental's temperature, and maybe then used some reverse-flow from the furnace exhausts to heat the inputs higher than that, before finally adding the fixed amount of heat from the fuel-burning reaction.



All of this does presume that fuel costs are significant at all in forged metal costs. Which is an example of why Keltham needs to talk to some actual folks currently making and selling metal, at scale, in order to make any progress here.

Or if no single refinery or forge in Cheliax uses enough fuel to make it worth the cost of adding a fire elemental, Keltham is going to have to introduce the concept of "economies of scale", which is when you have a large-enough refinery or forge to make it worth adding a fire elemental.



Just to state the obvious out loud, all these ideas, should they not already be in circulation, are covered by the compact the Project has signed with Cheliax; and may not be used within Cheliax except by paying the Project enormous patentgratuities on them; and are to be held under lesser-but-real conditions of Security, so as to lengthen the amount of time they may be profited-from before Chaotic people start using them without paying patentgratuities and thus undercutting the market.









lintamande: Understood.









Carissa Sevar: They should get him his metalworkers and figure out the logistics of building a very big on-site forge. Obviously.









Keltham: To be clear, none of this stuff is going to work on the first try. The Project is a research-and-prototyping facility. It's the place which tries out ways of doing this stuff in practice, and gets it working well enough for a major refinery or forge to be built -

- presumably somewhere else, next to an iron-ore mine, or a coal mine for coal fuel, or a forest for wood fuel if adding fire elementals can make wood fires suitable for refining or forging. Unless Teleport logistics are very different from what Keltham suspects they are; people talk about the Worldwound in a way that suggests Teleporting lots of stuff is a significant expense.

Project employees, Law-wielders, are not distinguished by their knowing about engineering tricks like reverse-flow or bright ideas like preheating fuel and air using a fire elemental. The domain experts brought on-site can be told about that part simply enough and without a lot of prior background. The tier-2s and tier-1s and Keltham himself, have the job of meta-learning how to try things, tweak things, observe things, and get them to actually work; and, to a lesser extent, understanding what is actually going on with heat and temperature and tiny vibrating molecules, and using that knowledge to organize their experiments.









Keltham: Keltham thinks to check his watch and finds that dinnertime theoretically ended an hour ago.

Keltham is pretty sure he knows the answer to this question, but is there a reason why Ione didn't warn him he was going overtime?









Ione Sala: Ione continues to be a Nethysian, yes. She's pretty sure she doesn't get to go on being one, if an alien from outside known reality is talking about how the universe is secretly put together, and you interrupt him so that you can go eat food.

Ione Messaged Security to tell them to make sure food went on existing whenever Keltham got done, though.









Keltham: ...a belated dinner it is, then.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 13 (10) / Evening









Keltham: Dinnertime! It's a time and they're having dinner during it, so it is, by definition, dinnertime.


Carissa has first claim on Keltham's attention if this is a time when cuddling is desirable; he will otherwise approach Ione to check in on his route progress there.









Carissa Sevar: "I always want you." Also Carissa's slightly concerned what with how alter Ione probably didn't offer herself to Keltham for protection; that's still in red on the wall, something not entirely satisfactory. "I admit to also wanting to learn the results of all your adventures with Golarion sexualities but less urgently."









Keltham: Then Ione's route can wait. Keltham is trying to give his existing relationships as much time as they seem to need, before assuming that he has available item-equipping-slots for new ones.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not really understand the stories Keltham is drawing on in how he conceptualizes romance, and she'd like to, but - not a priority for right this minute, probably.









Keltham: He shall see her of an evening, then. Wishes she also Keltham's dinnertime exclusively? If not he's going to try sitting with Meritxell and Tonia for reasons of cognitive diversity.









Carissa Sevar: Normally she would roll her eyes at this degree of solicitousness but right now it's sort of soothing. "Predict my answer."









Keltham: 20% she wants just him for dinnertime, 80% go sit with Meritxell and Tonia.

70% she thinks Keltham is asking her too much for decisions instead of him just making those on the basis of what he prefers more, but Keltham disagrees with Hypothetical Carissa about this because they are aliens and any time Carissa enters a possibly not-previously-explored state Keltham needs to re-ask annoying questions to figure out what is going on inside people. If she were a dath ilani or Yaisa, Keltham would be offering to pay her a copper per annoying question.









Carissa Sevar: "What is going on inside your Carissa is that I am slightly morose about the fact we can't finish the whole project and build Civilization tomorrow, and indignant about how the world is just going to go on being stupid until we personally fix it, and I am not interested in trying to run your dinner decisions through that filter, that doesn't sound - like a policy you can follow for the whole deployment without going crazy. Which suggests you should make dinner decisions using some other process."









Keltham: Meritxell and Tonia it is, then.

Keltham can't promise that he'll only ask his too-many-questions once, any more than people can get chemistry from hearing it summarized once. But he is learning and orienting and the constant questions will diminish over time.









lintamande: Meritxell and Tonia are debating who the hottest person in the world is. Meritxell feels that it is the Queen, and Tonia thinks that this just seems kind of unlikely on principle even though she has heard that the Queen is very hot.



(This conversation is from the brainstormed list of alter-Cheliax conversation topics.)









Keltham: Assuming they seem okay with Keltham joining this conversation:

Keltham will register that the Queen is the hottest person he's seen in Golarion; and dath ilan tries to avoid exposing people who can't afford them to professional incredibly hot people so he doesn't know what the dath ilani peak of that would be. But the Queen is also relatively young, and people have occasionally mentioned the existence of, like, very old ninth-circle-wizards, who if they get to go onoptimizing their appearance would probably look hotter...?









lintamande: - well, wizards don't tend to invest in headbands for Splendour, because if you're a wizard Intelligence is more useful, so you wouldn't expect any of the ancient wizards to have +6 to Splendour like the Queen does, Meritxell objects.









Keltham: Does a Splendour headband... make peopleprettier?









lintamande: ....it doesn't literally affect, like, their bone structure, but a lot of prettiness is - presentation, subtleties in how you incline your head and hold your shoulders and move your body, and Splendour absolutely affects those things.









Keltham: Gosh. Keltham has never looked into Hotness Theory before. It must certainly be a science out of dath ilan, somewhere in Civilization's vast knowledge, but it's probably classified above his own sexual-jadedness level.

Should he try running an Eagle's Splendour himself during sex? But maybe he should save that for when he's not already maxed out on interesting things to try.









lintamande: Meritxell has occasionally tried that and been satisfied with the results but she isn't sure Chelish people have the running out of interesting things to try problem. Maybe they would if they couldn't hurt people or tie them up or anything.









Keltham: If you can convert Splendour into hotness, does that mean that Nocticula can be, like... a giant clawed thingydingy like he saw at the Worldwound, and yet, by virtue of sheer presentation and subtleties, incredibly hot.









lintamande: Yes, definitely. Most succubi have fangs and wings and horns in a way that manages to not detract at all from their hotness. The mind is accustomed to getting its hotness-cues from humans but that doesn't mean humans are the thing that actually pushes those buttons the hardest, is how Meritxell guesses a dath ilani would think about it.









Keltham: ...would an illusion of a succubus still look hot? Keltham is having trouble visualizing how this Splendour thing works.









lintamande: Yes but probably less so, unless it was a moving illusion? - they do mostly look like hot winged horned women, even if you just saw a picture you'd say 'that's a hot winged horned woman', though you'd be missing some of the appeal.









Keltham: Keltham is nowless confused.

Nobody had previously mentioned to Keltham at any point that 'succubi' lookedat all human. People need totell the alien these things.

He was visualizing a giant tentacled clawed fangy thing that was extremely persuasive and presented itself in a way that was super hot.









lintamande: No! Mostly he would see a girl who was super hot, and did have fangs and wings and horns, in a hot way, and mannerisms that were exceptionally compelling, and a voice and scent and way of reacting to him that was very hot.









Keltham: ...and people just sort of wrap all this up as 'Splendour', even though the kind of Splendour that a headband enhances must be very different - well, it could be doing a similar sort of work, by different methods, and Splendour could be quantifying the work.

The fact that people put numbers on it suggests that they have some way of measuring it, though?









lintamande: There's a divination that gives Splendour! Meritxell doesn't know it because it's an invasive divination - works on objecting targets if they don't have the skill to resist, also gives other information - and the use of those is of course tightly restricted, but it exists. The Splendour scale is like the Intelligence one defined so 10 is the human average and 2 is a useful measure of variance the details of the definition of which she does not know.









Keltham: ...huh.

It is really legitimately actually weird that divinationsdo that.

Keltham has been focusing a lot on the 'economicmagic' aspects of Golarion magic but maybe he should be looking more into the 'conceptualmagic' aspects. Where 'economicmagic' is magic that lets you do neat things personally without a huge supply network, and 'conceptualmagic' is magic where it apparently just takes a simple spell to augment incredibly complicated things like Cunning, Wisdom, Splendour. Those indeed are the subspecies 'mentalisticmagic' of 'conceptualmagic' in which mental quantities are treated as if they were ontologically simple.

In dath ilani serious literature these two are rarely coupled, because they both have Enormous Implications and you usually want to consider the implications Separately. In Less Serious Literature there is sometimes magic that is both 'economicmagic' and 'conceptualmagic', because both of these things are Cool to many readers, and the Cool Stuff Theory of Literature says that a story can be considered as a framework on which to hang the maximum amount of cool stuff. So, if he's inside a story, it's not a very serious one, but frankly you could already guess that based on numerous other signs and indicators.









dath ilan: Reminder: It ispossible to keep a dath ilani conversation focused on relatively sexy topics butsomebody in that conversation is gonna have to do some steering labor.









lintamande: Meritxell is actually hoping to master Eschew Materials before she next sleeps with Keltham so she can pretend to have known it all along, so she's not going to make the requisite effort to keep the topic sexy.



Tonia is honestly kind of scared of sleeping with Keltham entirely because there exists a person who has slept with both Keltham and the Queen and so by the transitive theory of kinkiness it'll be way too much for her.

"Are those meant to be a complete account of the kinds of magic?" she asks instead.









Keltham: "Baseline doesn't have a word thatmeans 'magic'. It's just got the words economic-magic and conceptual-magic, 'economicmagic' and 'conceptualmagic', of which Golarion magic is both." There's audibly no syllables shared between the two. "A superconcept is 'alternatephysics' meaning laws that differ within another world, but that would also include, like, fire working differently."









Carissa Sevar: "I think some of the known planes have that. Like, I don't think fire works on the astral plane. But I'm not sure if the laws are comprehensively different or if there are specific things that don't work in a sort of - large-scale way -"









Keltham: "Can people, like, breathe, on the Astral plane? Because fire and breathing work off the same principle, that's why they both need air - there's controlled chemical changes happening inside you, that release energy in a more organized way than chaotic heat, to power your movement and thinking."









Carissa Sevar: "You can project your soul to the Astral Plane which does not involve your physical body leaving Golarion. You cannot Plane Shift to the Astral Plane and fly around there, your body would dissolve on you."









Keltham: "I'll chalk that up as an encouraging successful prediction about everything running on the same underlying mechanics here. From my perspective as an outsider, the first time you thought of someplace fire didn't work, breathing in fact didn't work there either."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know of anywhere where one of fire or breathing works but I'm not a planar specialist."









lintamande: "Can't you not breathe on the Elemental Plane of Fire?" says Gregoria.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you'd have to bring air with you, but the air would work in your lungs normally, the basic principle that makes lungs work still works, even if there isn't any air. Similarly there isn't any air among the stars and that makes both breathing and fire not work but the principles of natural law aren't different among the stars."









Keltham: "Yep, same in dath ilan. No air among the stars, but underlying Laws of motion and chemistry and matter all exactly the same. If you take air into space and burn something it burns exactly the same way."


Discussion continues for a bit, and then Keltham queries Carissa about retiring to bedroom/cuddleroom/nevermind. He doesn't find within himself a strong preference to draw upon, and his meta-desire is to see if Carissa has a preference before he spends any more effort on unearthing his own.









Carissa Sevar: "The mood I am in if I don't do some steering to be in a different mood is 'cuddle and have some of the conversations we keep putting off for killing the mood'."









Keltham: "Sounds terrifying, but it has to happen sometime and today seems like one of the better days. I've got an Early Judgment queued if necessary, and if my mood gets killed far enough, I'll maybe try that Security test with the heating stone attached to my wrist, so long as I'm in a killed mood anyways."









Carissa Sevar: "See, that's how I know you're an alien, that you don't think it's at least a little bit sexy to do magic while in pain."









Keltham: "Not whileI'm in pain, but your hint has been noted."


Off they go to the bedroom, then, with a stop along the way to collect that heating stone. Keltham does think he should try that and see what happens - dip his toe in the waters of 'damage isn't permanent, how are you at psychologically adjusting to that fact' - and it's something he would only try with Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: "Congratulations on the contract, by the way. It feels like everything is finally really happening. I know that probably the first thing won't work out and the mountains of spellsilver are still a ways off, but - still."









Keltham: "Great time to not be Good, so I can be all like, 'I have somebody I love and a full-time sex worker' and not 'oh no what if this project gets delayed an additional day by anything'. I think a lot of other dath ilani in my shoes would be going fairly insane about now and requesting artifact headbands and trying to turn themselves into half-assed Keepers."









Carissa Sevar: " - I'm really glad you're not doing that. We'll get around to fixing all the bad things, if only because they're really personally annoying,but I don't want a half-assed Keeper, I want Keltham, and I want him to get rich."









Keltham: "Yeah."


Bedroom ahoy. What's up? Carissa has the agenda.









Carissa Sevar: "Keep thinking it might be useful to try to explain - the world my mother grew up in, the world she thought she was raising me to live in, until I was twelve."









Keltham: He's mentally braced. Go ahead.









Carissa Sevar: "Cheliax wasn't an unusually terrible place. From how people at the Worldwound from other countries describe their countries I think it was a mostly typical place. No one's described anything that sounded significantly better; many people have described places that sounded significantly worse. It was illegal to address a noble with insufficient deference, but that was illegal everywhere else, too. It was illegal to claim that a noble had committed a crime, but that's illegal everywhere else, too."









Keltham: "There are no Lawful Good countries? Or - what goes wrong inside them?"









Carissa Sevar: "There are. Mendev and Lastwall conscript everyone to serve in the armies fighting against Evil, unless you're pregnant or breastfeeding. They'll tell you that their nobles don't abuse their power, and I don't know how true it is - probably truer than most other places - but you aren't allowed to -" Shrug. "I mean, I was fighting at the Worldwound anyway. But Cheliaxasked,and theypayme."









Keltham: "Do you know how Lawful Good squares up the thing with 'It's illegal to claim a noble committed a crime?' I can't parse that as any form of Good or Lawfulness."









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, that's not how those laws are written, how they write them is that it's illegal toslandernobles by claimingfalselythat they committed a crime, and then they ask the noble who says 'no, I certainly did not commit a crime', and then they determine the claim was false and arrest you for slander."









Keltham: "Okay, but... what makes a country Lawful Good if... the people running it without asking anyone else's opinion are neither Lawful nor Good?"









Carissa Sevar: "- maybe it would be useful to compare a specific single Lawful Good country to a specific single country of the other alignments? Pick one of Mendev or Lastwall so Conspiracy Carissa would've had to prepare two different sets of lies, and one other country I've mentioned for the same reason?"









Keltham: "I've decided I'm not actually doing Conspiracy reasoning while in bed with you, I mean, I'll be processing your own statements offline while I'm playing this with Asmodia or Maillol, but not right now."

"This isn't Conspiracy checking, it'sconsistency checking. All the - words and definitions are still not matching up with each other. But, uh, Lastwall versus Absalom?"









Carissa Sevar: "Lastwall is a former province of Taldor. It was founded in the war against the necromancer Tar-Baphon, a thousand years ago, the war in which Iomedae ascended. It was founded as a military outpost of Taldor to hold back the surrounding monsters and threats to civilization in Ustalav and the Hold of Belkzen. At first, people were only sent there if they were committed to joining and serving in the military orders that would risk their own lives to hold that land for Civilization. So, Lawful Good. The churches established there doing - functions like healing - were the churches of the Lawful Good gods, mostly.

Of course, that was a thousand years ago, and people had children in Lastwall, and Taldor went through a bunch of internal reorganizations and isn't very friendly to Lastwall anymore, and Lastwall's not getting money from elsewhere and its people can't easily gosettleelsewhere but they bravely solder on with universal conscription for the greater Good, and gradually a class of elites entrenches itself because that's - how things happen, rich people who have ways to get away with things, and whose support is needed to keep paying for Civilization, get exceptions, because otherwise who would keep the troops armored and armed? And then the Worldwound opened, and Lastwall got more extreme, because the whole future of life on Golarion was under threat, and conscripted more people for longer, and needed more money and was willing to negotiate exceptions for more people who had money.

I don't know which if any of those might've been the missing piece, or if it's something else that's confusing?"









Keltham: "Where does the earning power of the nobles come from - why do they have the money that the country needs to arm its soldiers? Why are people being universally conscripted if most of the military power is focused in the most powerful wizards and Lawful Good clerics?"









Asmodia: Asmodia is trying to predict Keltham's questions before he asks them, and she's failing, and only the fact that Carissa Sevar has assumed full command, steering, and responsibility is preventing Asmodia from going into a complete state of panic. Well. Amore complete state of panic.

Keltham is - she can only get part of it, the process he's using, they should have gotten in an eighth-circle for this, Detect Thoughts would be so useful right now - or not, if his thoughts are just leaping directly there, Law become intuition without words - but Keltham is - he's asking questions of 'why is it like that' and he thinks in, concentrations of money? Concentrations of power? Any time you point out a concentration to him, he asks why, because it's not concentrated like that in Civilization, or maybe he just expects concentrated anything to be concentrated for a reason? Or he notices and remembers when you tell him that power is concentrated in clerics and wizards, and then he expects conscription to be concentrated too. Like the clouds of probability she's been visualizing, but - clouds of money, power, distributed over a country, arranged by different Laws -









Carissa Sevar: "I know a lot more about the second question than the first one. Firstly, you need a number of people doing military operations for every one directly stabbing demons with sharp sticks or hitting them with spells. You need people providing healing, armor, weapons, communications, bringing food and water to the front lines, digging fortifications, guarding the camps. You can have very small strike forces of four or five powerful spellcasters with no logistics network behind them, doing a single day of operations and then teleporting to safety at the end of it, but if you're moving any real numbers of troops or if you want to hold a position you generally want ten people who do all that work for every one who is directly fighting. Secondly, the way you get a few powerful casters is by having lots and lots of weak casters try to fight. Some of them die, some of them stall out, some of them make it; Cheliax does that too, though without conscription. Lastwall doesn't care if people die, except insofar as they are weaker for it; Heaven is understood to be nicer than this world anyway. So sending off a hundred conscripts one of which will return as a powerful spellcaster and the rest of whom will die is a perfectly good deal.

For earning power - foreign connections, mostly? The younger son of a noble in Taldor has lots of money but no title, so he decides to go to Lastwall and lead a little soire into Ustalav, and if it succeeds, then he's got some land, and can rent it to people, and can buy respectability and exemptions from the laws. And if it fails then his money is inherited by his younger brother who can have his own try."









Keltham: "Illegal to address a noble with insufficient - deference - I'm not really able to visualize what that is, but - it does sound like it'd have to be anexplicit regulation? Again, how does that square up with a country being Lawful Good?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, they're structured as a military, and everyone is in the military, and the nobles are officers, and in any military it's against regulations to address a superior officer in an insubordinate manner, that's true in modern Cheliax also, the difference in modern Cheliax is that not everyone is in the military and if you're not then obviously military regulations don't apply to you.

But if, while I was in the army, my superior had walked by and I'd said 'hey, Alex, looks like you had too much to drink last night', I'd have been whipped, because there is a regulation about that which I agreed to when I joined in the first place."









Keltham: "...why, though? I assume it's not - a sex thing, this isn't something that applies to masochists only?"









Carissa Sevar: " - no? It's a discipline thing, people break regulations less if you whip people when they break regulations."









Keltham: "I suppose this would also be true in Civilization, in the sense that thirty seconds later there would be no more regulations and everybody would be gathering around trying to reconstruct the principles of Governance from scratch."

"Why is there aregulationagainst telling your manager they've had... too much to drink? You're going to have to parse that line too."









Carissa Sevar: "- had too much to drink is, consumed a lot of mind-altering substances recreationally, and is still affected by them. The regulation is against addressing your superior in a not-deferential tone, and by their name, and on a matter you have not been asked to provide commentary on."









Keltham: "I think I'm basically going to fall back on the three-year-old strategy of learning, here, which seems right and proper to somebody at my current level of competence and confusion."

"Why?"









Carissa Sevar: "People have tried lots of different ways to run militaries. It is one of the areas where I think Golarion is actually most - uh, the reasons for things will be better with militaries than with most places? Because armies that have bad policies loseand so having better ones iseasy to checkand highly motivated. And one of the things that is understood to be important for running a military is discipline, the strong expectation that your soldiers will obey orders, even orders that they don't understand, even orders that will get them killed. A lot of maneuvers only work if all the soldiers do exactly what they're told. And part of having a disciplined military is having rules about how you address superior officers and how you raise complaints when you have them, and about discouraging - a failure mode where your soldiers are constantly complaining about and mocking their superiors and as a result arrive at mutual knowledge that they won't necessarily listen to orders.

I assume that dath ilan if they had this problem would just say, well your soldiers will only arrive at mutual knowledge if it's good that they do that because their commander is genuinely bad, but in Golarion, they will arrive in that state approximately no matter what, and then you'll lose the war, and the commander probably wasbad but the demons areliterally going to eat us all."









Keltham: "Well, you're getting better at anticipating some dath ilan perspectives, at least."

"Why do Golarion soldiers arrive in that state no matter what?"









Carissa Sevar: " - because complaining is lots easier than noticing whether the complaining is justified, and no one wants to say to their complaining friend 'actually I think the thing you're complaining about is fine' so you only hear the complaining and then everyone changes their minds off the fact everyone else believes the orders are unreasonable, even if they haven't themselves seen direct reason to think that. You're going to say dath ilani don't do that and that's good for them, Golarion people do do that."









Keltham: "Hypothetically, what happens if we take a room full of Golarion soldiers, diagram out for them exactly how they're going to arrive in this erroneous state of mind, and ask them to do something else which is not that."









Carissa Sevar: "They'd maybe try for a week and then they'd fall into the normal failure mode. And maybe accuse people they don't like of it."









Keltham: "And the soldiers don't reason that, if they're being told they're not allowed to communicate with each other about how their manager is on mind-altering substances and that's a bad idea, probably everybody else is thinking it, but not able to say it. Everybody thinks it's just themselves thinking that. They're Intelligence 10 and that's too low to imagine what somebody else is thinking if they haven't said it out loud."









Carissa Sevar: " - not quite that far? But they don't know for sure if anyone else is thinking it and they do know everyone else is still following orders."









Keltham: "And anybody who says out loud, 'Hey, I bet all of us are thinking what each of us are thinking' is - sent on to Heaven? Yanked out of the regular army and sent off to wizard lessons so they can be one of the better-paid military elite?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know how Lastwall does it. In modern Cheliax your superiors would ask you what you meant by that and you would say 'I was trying to cause there to be mutual knowledge that we don't think highly of our commander without technically violating the regulation against saying that' and they would rewrite the regulation to include that, if it somehow didn't already. And maybe put you somewhere where that kind of cleverness is an asset, it depends."









Keltham: "...my understanding of this remains at the level where everything seems to be put together entirely out of reasoning errors, and I don't know which reasoning errors people are supposed to make or not make. If you told me that Lawful Good countries incinerated anybody wearing a blue hat, that would be around as compatible with my current state of knowledge as anything else you're saying."

"I guess you might as well go on describing that world and give up on describing why."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. Sorry. Back to Cheliax. It's a place where merchants who are good at what they do can lead prosperous lives, as long as they are respectful of people who have more legal importance than them, and don't get themselves embroiled in government scheming. There is a lot of government scheming. Cheliax changed Kings four times in my mother's life. Everyone who was King was terrified of being assassinated in a fashion that didn't leave them resurrectable, and so they'd do harsh and arbitrary things that seemed to them to make it less likely they'd be assassinated. It was rumored they used mind control a lot. It was impossible to know if that was true, or really what was true in general about the people in power, but people didn't mind, because it was possible to know - that the ports were growing, that foreign invasions weren't likely. There being lots of scheming for power only really matters to most people when two contestants go to a proper war about it, in which cities are destroyed and tens of thousands of people die."









Keltham: "Continues to make as much sense as anything else. Maybe more so than the military 'discipline' thing."









Asmodia: Asmodia is trying to keep quiet as much as possible and let Sevar work, but she registers that Keltham is going to later consistency-check everything he remembers, and they face a grim tradeoff between encouraging him to ask questions now, in which case he'll ask more questions and do more consistency-checking total, and having no idea what Keltham will consistency-check later until after he's accumulated lots of memorable stuff to check.









Carissa Sevar: Yep! She's going to stick to things that are entirely true about Taldor, so that no matter how many there are they shouldn't require that much effort to make consistent, but of course there keep being ways in which the Taldor-analogy isn't quite perfect or things that actually do work but will register as inconsistent to Keltham.

"Another thing that is important is that women in Cheliax like in other places were - worse off. Women are physically weaker than men, and much of the work that needs doing in Golarion requires physical strength. Women will spend most of their adult lives pregnant, and so in places where families decide which of their children to invest their limited educating-a-child resource on, they'd choose a boy, who'll be able to work his whole adult life, and is less likely to die young in childbirth."









Keltham: Most of the time pregnant? "They - literally get pregnant at 13, start a new pregnancy less than 280 days after giving birth, and die shortly after menopause? Shouldn't breastfeeding suppress - capability to get pregnant - for a couple of years?"









Carissa Sevar: "In the cities well-off women don't breastfeed, they have servants for that. ...do dath ilani get pregnant at 13? Sixteen is more normal, if a girl is having sex at that age. And then, yes, it's not unusual to have eight or even ten live births, and twelve or fifteen pregnancies, in places that are like the way Cheliax used to be. In rural parts of Cheliax, too. You should ask Tonia how many children her mother has, and how many she buried, and at what age she married."









Keltham: "Most dath ilani pass adulthood tests at 13, and at 14 you're considered adult regardless, though at that point you're just starting the entire dating process. It'd be pretty normal not to find anyone you liked enough to have a kid with, until a lot later than that. I don't actually know offhand if somebody's body is supposed to do that correctly at age 13, the topic never came up..."

"I guess the moral here is something like - try to have improvements in contraception come before improvements in agricultural productivity come before improvements in, in countermeasures against diseases that kill infants quickly and quietly and before they're actually aware of themselves..."

"Carissa, I'm noticing that a large part of myself wants out of this conversation. I endorse my overriding it and continuing to listen, but I do want to check that you have - a purpose in mind for things, and a reason to say it now instead of a month later."









Carissa Sevar: "There is a specific further point I was going to get to. I can try to - not digress on the way to it. I'm - sorry. I don't want to hurt you."









Keltham: "It's not that I'm saying, don't hurt me eventually, I'm saying - don't rush it, without a reason."

"What was the further point?"









Carissa Sevar: "Why no one except Yaisa will quote you prices."









Keltham: "Because it's weird, and anybody suggesting a non-average behavior is out to exploit you. Because - people who do that, aren't seen as anything else -"

"Yaisa told me that, I didn't understand what she meant, still don't, didn't seem like the time then to ask."









Carissa Sevar: "What do you tell your daughters, in Cheliax the way it used to be, if you want them to have any chance of growing up to be anything? 'don't have sex'. And what do you know about a girl if she does have sex? That she's not going to be, or do, anything else."









Keltham: "Is there a particular aspect of this that it's important I understand? Because I don't understand any of it. Yaisa is a wizard, all of you are wizards, you can use Alter Self - I don't understand."









Carissa Sevar: " - I was hoping I could skip over some of the things that produce that but I guess the answer is, no, I can't do that. All right. Almost no one, in Cheliax before the Church took over, was a wizard, or would train you to be a wizard. 'Tell your daughters not to have sex until they were second circle wizards' was absurd and unviable. Not for my mother, who's a wizard herself, learned from her own father, but there were maybe five women like her in Corentyn. You couldn't send your daughter to school to be a wizard. You could send her to an apprenticeship, but - that would be sending her off to be vulnerable -ugh, I'm frustrated now, concepts keep having prerequisites -

- for most people, 'wait until you're a second circle wizard' is an impossible rule. It was not a life path people who didn't happen to get very lucky could reasonably hope to follow. So the advice instead was usually to wait until you are married to a man who has enough money to support you and the children, and contractually obligated to do that. And that is what most reasonable girls would do, if they had any self control or common sense."









Keltham: "Everything in Golarion outside of this fortress is terrible and it was worse in Cheliax before Asmodeus took over, I get that, what does any of that have to do with why somebody wouldn't put a price on sexonce they became a second-circle wizard? Or why you wouldn't have a pricebefore then just avery high one?"









Carissa Sevar: "- you have a price if you need to do that in order to eat, if the fact this probably causes you to have a baby you're not ready for in a year is less urgent than the fact that you willstarve tomorrow.That's the circumstances under which people give a price. And that price is not even very high. You're going to have questions about that but I don't know how to answer them. In most countries that work like this it's some copper, maybe a silver."









Keltham: "Everything is worse than I expect even after taking into account that I expect it to be worse than I expect, yes, I'm getting that too, but there's no connection I can understand between the price for people who need to eat being a silver, and other people not being able to name a price higher than that, and then none of that obviously applies to you or Ione or Meritxell or anybody here so why wouldonly Yaisa be able to put prices on things?"









Carissa Sevar: "Because we're not dath ilani, and if you grow up seeing hungry diseased women on the street begging passersby to have sex with them for a single meal - which Ione and Meritxell didn't, butI did,and their parents did, then the thing you tell your daughters is to never ever become that, that we are different and must remain different and must not make the decisions which lead down that path, that people like us are not people like them, that all of the good things in life we have we have because we are not like them. 

And then you don't just change your way of thinking when the government introduces wizard education for every child smart enough to learn, because you aren't used to thinking in a way that sees all the hidden connections and sees how when lots of girls are wizards then there'll be an entirely different kind of sex work market that is compatible with the rest of their life ambitions, you aren't used to things having implications.Yaisa almost certainly has not told her parents how she makes her money, or shown them any of the things she buys, because they'd be horrified, because they'd probablykick her out so she stops being a bad influence on her younger siblings.

And everyone else feels awkward around her, around what she's doing, because it's not that there's anything wrong with it it's just that everyone thinks there is and we've been told there is our whole lives by everyone older than us who grew up when it was true, and people don't know how tostop believing something just because it's not true anymore.My read on Yaisa is that she was very horny and very - Chaotic, frankly, the kind of person who even without the ability to stop believing things just because they're not true anymore goes 'well, just because everyone says that, it doesn't mean I have to listen to them, just because they have an argument doesn't mean I have to care about that argument' - and so she tried it, and nothing went wrong because nothing was wrong with it, but, it's going to takegenerations,for this particular wound in Cheliax to heal, it's going to heal by means of the people who are used to the old way dying, not by them changing their minds. Unless we make them all ilani."









Keltham: "If Yaisa's Chaotic, pick a time to call her Chaotic when she's not the only person present thinking in the way that I would call Law-shaped."

"My brain is suggesting like, literally just drilling 'how to undo your conclusions when a premise you previously relied on gets falsified', but my intuition is telling me that one step is not the real problem here. Do you know what is?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think it's a thing where - the conclusion gets distilled without all the associated reasoning? If you went and asked random people in - some neighboring country where things are still like this, they would say things like 'whores are disgusting' or 'whores are worthless', they wouldn't have something they derived from some premises about educational opportunity. They inherit the societal attitude without ever checking where it came from and whether the things that produced it are still true. Telling them to rethink won't help if they weren't thinking in the first place.

If you mean how do you convince me or Ione or Meritxell - when I try to think how to name a number for you it just feels like I'm being asked how to name a price for breaking a promise. It's not something you do for a price. And if I just tell myself that's stupid and to come up with a number anyway, I can feel myself just - producing random numbers like a beaten prisoner who'll name as many accomplices as you want, not doing something that draws on my wants."









Keltham: "Step one, stop trying that. I'm not saying that I never beat up my brain and force it to do things it rather wouldn't, but it takes a strong reason and I usually make pretty sure I understand what's going on in there first, if it's not a major emergency."


"If it seemed to you that Chaotic people were more able to resist failing in that way - then consider the hypothesis floated that what you're calling 'Chaotic' is a different subsection of that Law which neither you nor the so-called Chaotic have mastered in totality and completion. Nonconformity is something trained in dath ilan andwe could not be Law-shaped without that. If you're conforming to what you were taught, to what other people seem to believe, to what other people seem to want you to believe, to what you think everyone believes, you're notconforming to the Law."









Carissa Sevar: "That does not surprise me, and it would not surprise me if the true thing beneath what we call Chaos is actually a shard of what dath ilan calls Law, since, otherwise you'd sort of think gods wouldn't be Chaotic. Though I don't think Yaisa is - conforming to the Law even when it breaks from everyone around her, that doesn't land quite right as a description of what she's doing.

I agree that she is doing better than the rest of us. And part of why I - didn't want to wait a month - was that I think you ought to know, that she's doing so well, that she's probably suffered socially for it, that she'sright, it seemed like the kind of thing you'd want to know."









Keltham: "In all frankness, what I learned is that, first of all, there's some incredible piece of insanity buried into everybody around me, to which Yaisa is immune, and I have to not talk about what Yaisa can do in terms of setting prices, because people might exhibit undefined behaviors. This was an important fact and I needed to know it."

"The second thing I learned is that, in fact, everybody around me, by extrapolation, probably has a bunch ofother - stuff that a dath ilani would think of as completely made out of obviously invalid reasoning steps - and it's possible for you to know about that, without being able to fix it or evenmanually counter it each time."

"Which was also an important fact I needed to know quickly."

"I think I understand a little better what Ione was worried about, and then Asmodia, but I - don't know how to teach things in an order that minimizes damage as existing thoughts start to break and rearrange, I don't even see - whether I should be trying to fix things a little at a time, or build up a huge stock of sanity technique before anybody tries to do any mental housecleaning, so that people know how to fix the problems they spot -"

"Dath ilani education is for having children grow up correctly. None of it, that I know, is about how to safely repair children who grew up wrong."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.







- tentative success, then, on planting the seeds that seemed most essential for Keltham to flee to a secluded location if he flees, and on making Ione and Asmodia's periodically urging Keltham not to give lectures that destroy too much Asmodeanism less suspicious. Tentative failure on saying only consistent-seeming things, not that he's pointed out an inconsistency yet, but she predicts he will and so she can't call it a tentative success while predicting that -



"I don't think it's your job, by the way, not to break us. Or not to break me, at least, I suppose it's more complicated with everyone else. I don't know what you should be trying to do but - I won't be angry, or feel like I got a worse deal than I expected, if I end up noticing I'm full of lies and not even knowing where to go from there. The alternative isn't not being full of lies, right, just not noticing."









Keltham: "Maybe part of what I'm supposed to do, is frontload teaching positive thinking patterns before teaching the negative counters? So that, if like, somebody's internal motivations turn out to be totally insane in some way, they can - fall back to knowing how somebody Lawful would think instead? Instead of just dividing by zero, undefined behavior?"

"...I worry that even a positive shadow of what Civilization does, rather than doesn't do, will include a thousand passing bits of violently anti-Golarion sanity like being able to say how much a sex act is worth to you financially."









Carissa Sevar: "Probably it will. I am not sure there's a way around that, and - that's okay."









Keltham: "I hadn't actually meant to offer my researchers so much money that they'd commit personality suicide rather than quit the project. And I - thought the whole point of not being Good, was, not committing personality suicide just because something is wrong elsewhere in the world."

"Or if it's okay to damage them for some other reason - why would it be?"









Carissa Sevar: "- I can't speak for anyone else, on this. But for me - you're right. There is nothing you could pay me to commit personality suicide, since there's nothing I could do with the money anyway. Almost no matter what was happening in the world I wouldn't let anyone take Carissa and replace her with someone else; I am too Evil for that. But - I am an Asmodean. The Church teaches that we are broken in ways it does not know how to fix in life, and can fix only slowly in Hell. I didn't know what that meant, until I met you, but I believed it, because the Churchdoesn't lie,and Iwanted it, very badly.You can refuse to become a devil, if you want, in Hell, everyone's Evil, no one's going to try to get you to for your own good. But Carissa is not - the set of errors I am making now. Carissa is my nature as someone who will do whatever it takesto be smarter, and stronger, and better, someone who heard that becoming some kinds of devilhurts,when she was six or seven, and went and touched a hot coal, just in order to imagine that she was in Hell and being perfected -"









Carissa Sevar: "I"m not in a hurry. I understand your reasons for not wanting us to rush off growing up, and I'm not sure it's the sort of thing where trying to hurry would actually make the important parts happen faster. I'm not trying to do it to myself on purpose. I'm letting go, when I touch anything that might be a hot coal. But if it does happen fast, if I do wake up one day and see through myself with terrible clarity, that's not suicide, that's being born.And babies cry about being born but you can't keep them in the womb forever."









Keltham: "I'm going to be really fucking pissed with Something if I got landed somewhere I get to fall in love and then watch all of my lovers turn into Keepers and leave me behind."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know enough about this to promise you that won't happen, but it's not what I want. I want to be yours, and be better at it."









Keltham: Can Keepers be in love? Keltham doesn't know, which, now that he reflects on it, seems like the state of affairs that might obtain if Keepers can't. If restructuring yourself more Law-shaped meant you couldn't let yourself go like that, couldn't believe somebody was righter for you, than she was. And this was not something you wanted to go around telling people, if they hadn't asked. Like all the couples that declare their relationship prediction markets closed info, and to not tell them what the numbers are, so long as they stay above 70%.

Well, it's not like they're asking to be Keepers, Pilar and Meritxell excepted. The Cheliax-rebuilding question is whether they can become, like, 20% of a regular dath ilani without their personalities disintegrating. That's probably around the level they're actually thinking of, when he talks about Keepers, anyways.

Keltham automatically labels this as a thought originally suggested by optimism and an internal search for consolation in the face of a previous input producing emotional distress, and has the disconcerting experience of realizing that probably nobody else on Golarion knows how to do that.



"Next item on tonight's agenda of awful relationship conversations? I can keep going."









Carissa Sevar: "No further awful relationship conversations! That is all the awful relationship conversation ideas I had. I have a separate list of kinky relationship conversations which should perhaps be for some other night."









Keltham: He'll just hold her for a while, then.



The thought occurs to him that among the solutions he could apply here, given infinite time, would be to write a fictional book containing a Civilizational hero as a viewpoint character. So people could pick up, the rhythm of Civilization's thought processes, have that positive vision inside them as a potential replacement, before they started learning things that might risk doing internal damage. Not the best use of his time as it stands. Probably also the result of the well-known Rationalizing Reasons To Write A Book Bias to which he is no more immune than any other dath ilani. Maybe if he ran out literally all of his better ideas over the course of twenty-six years he'd eventually resort to that one because at least books are fun to write.


"Oh," Keltham says after an interval of quiet. "Small bit of progress... actually, first, does anything awful happen inside your mind, if Yaisa got something nice from me before you did, and you probably can't have it for a while? Though Yaisa said she intended to spread the word, so you'll probably hear about it at some point, unless you tell me to tell Yaisa to label the information a Carissa infohazard as it spreads."









Carissa Sevar: "Like a completely typical Golarion woman I have flashes of jealousy about all your other lovers and like a moderately competent one I tell them that I am witnessing the consequences of my strategic decision to go for the most valuable man in the world. I am not sure if that's the kind of anything awful you mean."









Keltham: "Okay but in terms of policy, does that work out to my labeling infohazardous the details of things my other cuddle-partners got and you can't have yet, because it causes you mental pain that there isn't a sufficiently strong reason for you to take on... I guess the answer is probably 'Carissa, pain, have you met her' but I want to verify it's the kind of pain that qualifies for that."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't want you to avoid telling me things that cause me jealousy."









Keltham: Keltham describes that thing he did, that Yaisa liked. For which she later quoted him a price, under Fairness, that was more than an order of magnitude more than any sex that Keltham had to offer in dath ilan was worth to anyone from Civilization.

He realized while doing that, this was probably the feeling of power that Carissa had talked about wanting him to feel, that he felt while controlling Yaisa that way.

So he'll be able to feel it with Carissa, once he... is actually capable of making her respond the way he wants. Which is sort of a key ingredient in that feeling of being powerful.

He does not say this to add pressure from his side. Keltham has that with Yaisa; he is not himself starving for it, if Carissa cannot give it to him, for a time.









Carissa Sevar: " - I'm in fact not jealous. Just - glad for you, glad you got a chance to have it.

I have not been putting any mental effort into working out why it's so hard for me to relax in bed. I meant to, but then a lot of things happened. Does the prohibition on me having sex with other people extend to me seeing someone in the Church who specializes in sexual hangups for the purpose of getting advice about it? - where by seeing someone I mean doing sex things with the expert in order to see if they can figure anything out. It is fine if that is not allowed, and fine if you want to achieve this yourself, but if it's allowed I might try it."









Keltham: "Well, the correct answer is, sure, go ahead, but my actual answer is, I would prefer to know them first. And maybe I'd prefer to hear out what they want to do to you, if it's not much more awful than what we've done so far, in case I do want to do that myself."

"If you're open to consulting outside experts, I'm sort of tempted to write Isidre and ask. I'm sort of tempted to write Abrogail and ask."









Carissa Sevar: " - Abrogail might be a great person to ask, actually. I -

- she has more expertise in this than I knew it was possible to have. She didn't fix that thing, she wasn't trying to, but I would absolutely predict she knows how. And I know she's curious how I've been doing because Subirachs asked if she could pass along what I told her. - I said yes."









Keltham: "Verify even if you trust: I trust my personal details weren't in there, just yours?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, correct, I have been telling Subirachs only my personal details. You can ask me to stop that too, of course, if you'd like; it was strongly recommended when I first got back from Egorian but I don't think it's nearly as important now."









Keltham: "I'm fine with it."

"Though amused with my brain over how probably at least 30% of this fineness is powered by Subirachs and Abrogail being hot."









Carissa Sevar: "Aren't they???? I had never seen anyone that attractive before I joined this project. I don't know how Abrogail isn't constantly sexually distracted by looking in the mirror, or catching glimpses of her reflection on her dinnerware, or bathing...."









Keltham: "Thought two: To whatever extent this is powered by Splendour, its reverse can also probably be powered by Splendour, to present yourself as less sexy. In fact, I'm guessing that Abrogail sexied you a looooot harder than she sexied me, by the sound of things."

"Thought one: Why discard this prediction of what seems like a perfectly good hypothesis? Perhaps Abrogail is, in fact, constantly sexually distracted by herself while bathing."









Security: Sometimes, no matter how much heresy you think you've already heard on Project Lawful, you still have to tamp down a reflexive impulse to incinerate somebody.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 13 (10) / Night









Ione Sala: Everyone's Rings have kicked tonight! Ione ispumped about this. She's gonna have 3 hours a night of personal time. She's gonna get to read books andnot explode.

Buuut, before Personal Hours begin, Ione needs to have a much more dreaded conversation with Carissa, about how to successfully retcon a personal confession to Keltham that... is not entirely conformant with the alterCheliax canon that currently seems to be developing.


(It's not her fault. It's not. If the Asmodeans didn't want Ione Sala to sound so much more terrified, back then, they shouldn't have fucking terrified her.)









Carissa Sevar: "I honestly don't have a good idea what to do with this. You could claim to think you were worried you'd be removed from theprojectover being a Nethysian? I am not sure if he'll remember things that contradict that; he well might."









Asmodia: "Keltham requesting all of his transcripts, or worse, somehow finding out about magical memory aids and demanding one of those, is one of my enduring nightmares about how this Project ends. It should probably be in black on the wall, that we were too visibly making up alterCheliax as we went along, if Keltham could actually review all the dialogue from then and compare it to the more complete-sounding world from now."

"Sala's transcript is one of the worst ones from that perspective. We are purely hoping that Keltham doesn't remember it well enough. Keltham asks how much trouble she's in, if the Chelish government finds out about her. She doesn't say she got truthspelled by Security already. She says she doesn't know. It's halfway between red and black, we can maybe gloss that, even if Keltham remembers. But Ione is just not acting like someone from alterCheliax there, and that overall impression is one that he may be able to notice in retrospect."

"And Keltham is going to remember that Sala was too scared to tell anyone she was a Nethysian, because that was central to her confession. That - has to be a mistake, Sala made, somehow, because here she is now in alterCheliax doing great about that, so why was she so scared before then -"

"If Keltham wasn't already asking to check in on Ione, I'd tell Sala to fuck off. If she hadn't already pledged herself to Keltham, I'd tell her to tell Keltham to fuck off. Failing both of those, I'm not sure what our good options are here. I hope Sala has thought about this for longer and has something amazing to propose."









Ione Sala: "Horrible past personal trauma that I outgrew over the last nine days, once I was out as a Nethysian and everybody accepted that about me because I saved all their asses from Nidal? Nobody else on the alter-Project has a horrible past personal trauma, right?"









Carissa Sevar: "None disclosed yet."









Ione Sala: "Okay. I told a boy once, he'd been raised on his parents' stories of Old Cheliax and sincerely believed that if he turned me into the authorities I was done for, now that Asmodeus was running the country. He told me that, I correctly read his sincerity and stupidly believed him and was too scared to ask any authorities, he blackmailed me into sexual service for a couple of years, I eventually broke loose... not sure how, I probably didn't just kill him... I ended up thinking that was what men just wanted and tried to offer it to Keltham, but I now realize this was probably some kind of lingering insanity and actually Keltham can just have a normal relationship with me."









Carissa Sevar: "Iiiiii don't like it but I'm having a hard time predicting specific Keltham objections. I couldn't even predict Keltham's specific objections to the concept of military discipline so I shouldn't expect to get them here."









Asmodia: "I don't like it, and I want something better but I don't know - what's better."

"No, I do, it's what's more normal. What happens tomore people than this happens to? In alterCheliax, I realize it happens all the time in realCheliax."

"This is way too close to being a trope. If it happened to alterIone, she should be hiding it, and presenting Keltham with some more normal story, that we can reveal this trope hiding behind, if at some point we want him to believe in tropes so his girlfriends can extract him from the Project."









Carissa Sevar: "One of her parents got executed for being a Nethysian under the old regime? And she knows the new one says it's different but she didn't really believe it until it came out and they were like 'yeah, fine'?"









Asmodia: "I like it more but why did oldCheliax execute Nethysians? RealTaldor doesn't, as far as I know?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think it does, no. The ....Church of Nethys sided with a claimant to the throne and the retaliation included retaliation against the Church? Is there precedent for that in Taldor?"









Ione Sala: "Not in the histories I've read, except for the part where Taldor is so big, so old, and so internally divided that there's precedent for anything?"

"I'm not sure about the theology on this, my actual sense of Nethys is that we don't really do the thing about siding with throne claimants. Side with a wizard, sure, or side with a library. The Church of Nethys ran a library in my hometown of Wark-by-Laecastel, the Count of Laecastel decided he liked the librarian or didn't like the books, stuff happened, every registered Nethysian in the city got executed..."

"No, that wouldn't make me scared when I got to Ostenso, I don't think? It wouldn't be general prejudice against Nethysians, everybody thinking Nethysians are alter-Manohar."









Asmodia: "A general prejudice against Nethysians in alterCheliax does seem plausible. I must personally say that some of your early charms were lost on me after I had to construct a universe which would somehow contain you inside it."









Carissa Sevar: "The old regime banned the church after some incidents that aren't spoken of so that no one gets any ideas, and even under the new regime you're supposed to have gone in to promise under Truth Spell you're not doing various classes of thing like Wishes, and your parents were scared and had preferred to practice in secret - though not on anything dangerous?"









Ione Sala: "If I'd been a Nethysian my whole life I'd damn well find out, under the new regime, what the incidents were... I guess maybe not if I was hiding and didn't dare ask suspicious questions."









Asmodia: "Let's go ask Maillol right now, says Keltham. We don't do unspecified incidents on my wall.We always know ourselves specifically what happened even if our alter-selves don't."









Carissa Sevar: "Let's first figure out what alter-Ione believed and then we can figure out what was true, I think the second part's going to be substantially easy especially as she can bewrong."









Ione Sala: "Some Nethysian exploded the wrong person, I might guess? I don't feel like I'd guess. I'd want to know. Nethys is god of knowledge, not god of guesses. AlterIone would ask Maillol herself, though maybe not this fast."









Asmodia: "OldCheliax required all Nethysians to be registered and was sometimes known to kill them en masse if a noble felt like it. Ione's mother thought it was safer not to register. She was wrong."

"She'd probably have died when Ione was too young to remember, though? So that wouldn't have traumatized her much if at all? Do non-Asmodeans get attached to parents that way even if they're too young to remember?"









Ione Sala: "Don't ask me that, I was just thinking we should actually kill my mother for consistency purposes."









Carissa Sevar: "We should have a non-Chelish person on call for these sorts of things. Ione would've been...four, if it was right before the war? I don't think four year olds have emotional attachments unless you're trying to raise them dependent on you for some reason."









Asmodia: Asmodia is now inspecting her wall. That remark about Ione wanting her mother dead sparked a memory, she'd heard something about Ione's parents before this...

"Moot point, this doesn't fly. Ione, you told Keltham over a meal that your parents were a couple of low-level bureaucrats who wizard-tracked you because they didn't know what to do with you."









Ione Sala: "Oh, right. Sorry, I -"









Asmodia: "Don't fucking OH RIGHT me, if you fuck up like that during a real conversation everybody on this Project DIES."









Carissa Sevar: "Well done, Asmodia. Ione, spend some time tonight reading everything you've said to Keltham.

Is there a way to convince Keltham the project does not have transcripts from before the Zon-Kuthon war, because the copies sent out were destroy-on-receipt and the copies on site were destroyed by the attack?"









Asmodia: "We'd probably take... let's call it a 4-to-1 hit on Conspiracy, as I'd guess Keltham's guesses. I'm hard-pressed to guess if that's better or worse than trying to subtly edit the transcript instead."

"I think we can probably get away with claiming that there's only transcripts of Keltham's lectures, plus a bunch of particular not-very-detailed reports that people submitted about private conversations that Keltham knows we know about or that would've been written up in alterCheliax. I can write up outlines of those, but people should actually write their own reports, so the tone will be right and people will know what's in them."

"Ah... thisshould theoretically include the Queen, if she would have reported on any of her own interactions."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll put in the report to Egorian that we're compiling alter Cheliax documentation. In your judgment does the Queen of alter Cheliax submit such."









Asmodia: "Keltham pitched her on what the Project could do. I think the alterQueen probably reports something about that, especially if there was anything in there she hadn't already heard. I admit, I'm having some trouble remembering in my own head what Keltham said versus what got picked up in his thoughts, most of the really interesting and reportable stuff was in his thoughts..."









Ione Sala: "I don't need to be present for this part of the conversation. Keltham is inquiring about my 'romantic route', I need to know how specifically I got scared to the point where I acted like I did. Maybe mylibrarian got burned when I was four... would I remember that? Fuck all this, why couldn't the Church have taken over alterCheliax ten years ago instead?"









Carissa Sevar: "I told Keltham I was twelve. ...I guess I could shave a couple of years off my age, though I also told him I'm on my second deployment."









Asmodia: "I suppose we'd have to fake all your paperwork and everyone else's paperwork anyways, I doubt our files in realCheliax would pass... no, I'm pretty sure somebody's told Keltham at some point how long ago the Church took over. Ah. Maillol told him it was fifteen years. I think somebody else told him before then, probably you, don't remember when."

"THIS is why I keep wishing people would STOP TELLING KELTHAM THINGS. Yes I know that's IMPOSSIBLE."

"Oh, and you know what else? Scries don't work in the palace. Two-way mirrors don't easily communicate inside the palace proper, or inside major regional bureaucracy headquarters. Because otherwise Keltham could demand to see paperwork, and then more referenced paperwork, and just keep on looking until he went past what we could fake, and found something whose inconsistency with alterCheliax runs too deep for blocking out particular sentences from his attention."









Carissa Sevar: " - yep, all right, authorizing that lie to the extent it's even a lie. All major bureaucracy centers are like this site unscryable for security reasons. Could Ione have an older sibling who warned her to not tell the Chelish government she was Nethysian and then mysteriously vanished?"









Ione Sala: "That would be an excellent story if the goal was to make Keltham believe in tropes."

"You know, if we're going for shallow stories with deeper trope stories behind them, I'd go with, there was a boy who blackmailed me about being Nethysian and forced sex out of me, deeper story, that boy was my brother. It would explain my searing hatred and desire to watch him slowly suffer and die, if that showed up in Detect Desires at some point. Also why I'm not discussing any details and am not telling Keltham his name."









Carissa Sevar: " - might work. I at least like it better than the first version, and Keltham won't pry because he becomes absurdly solicitous at the slightest sign of weakness."









Asmodia: "So remember how Keltham reacted to our story about Manohar? Remember his thoughts in the transcript just - looking it over, thinking, instinctively feeling that it wasn't reality? Keltham has - something deeper than words, numbers - that he uses to notice stories. I think he notices the story here. Because it is a story. At best he blames it on tropes, at worst he correctly blames it on us."









Carissa Sevar: "That just brings us back to 'it's really best not to lie to Keltham', which, I agree, that's why personally I didn't betray Asmodeus at the first opportunity and tell Keltham not to let them disappear me. Ione did, so.





She could say she doesn't actually remember that conversation and her recollection of the day before the vision is generally blurry - no, that definitely gets Keltham trying to track down the exact details.



She could say that, embarrassingly, she seems to have come back from her contact with Takaral exclusively attracted to the undead?"









Ione Sala: "Oh that's not the least bit suspicious. Happens all the time outside of stories."









Asmodia: "...total changes of sexual orientationcouldbe common as a result of -"









Ione Sala: "Keltham gets suspicious and asks me to have sex with a zombie while checking my arousal levels."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, that'll take some time to arrange during which we can figure out how to fake it."









Ione Sala: "Veto. Not in my compact. I'd sooner tell him that I picked up Takaral's sexuality and am now attracted exclusively to voluptuous drow women takaral."









Asmodia: "Ione, what did your brother actually do to you? Anything dramatic, tropey?"









Ione Sala: "Just got my life as close as he could to Hell without visibly-to-my-parents decreasing my sale value as wizard livestock." She's not telling them the bird story, these are not friends. "He didn't actually rape me, if that's what -"









Asmodia: "Okay, see, that? That is reality. Right there. It sounds real because it is real. Some unspecified boy you were around growing up scared the shit out of you about what happened to Nethysians and you never realized how much he was actually lying to you until now. Dark reveal, that boy was actually your brother. That's it, nothing more improbable than that actually happened to you."









Carissa Sevar: "And we don't have a transcript of that conversation, only of the lectures, and we pray Keltham doesn't remember anything but the sexy bit. Done, that's the best we're going to get."









Ione Sala: "I hope you just mean 'done' on the scared-Nethysian backstory because I also need approval on the story of how I got Nethys-touched enough to borrow books from libraries, how I found out about Nethys and became a worshipper in the first place, I am going to have tofigure out Nethysian theology from scratch and write down what I would obviously know about itunless you can get the Most High to reconsider the damage she's doing to alterCheliax by not letting me have real Nethysian theology that will fit with everything else, andalso if I didn't get sex extracted from me, we have not explained why I offered myself to Keltham that completely when that's not in fact my sexuality and that's going to show up in my arousal levels. That he can read."









Carissa Sevar: "Did you in fact possess a convenient childhood passion for libraries or learning or something. Run away from home because they wouldn't let you read books, anything interesting like that."









Ione Sala: "I read what I could get my hands on. Thought about running away from home all the time, it never seemed like actually the correct strategic move compared to becoming a powerful wizard and eventually coming back for my revenge."









Carissa Sevar: "And at some point when you were reading everything and thinking about that, you had a religious experience, and then just knew you could get books from the library without going."









Ione Sala: "On theology as I know it, I should've been a pretty devout Nethysianbefore that point... I guess Nethys could've just foreseen I'd be on Project Lawful someday and have been looking for an excuse? That implies more foresight than I think people have been attributing to Nethys, I don't think Nethys can predictactualities rather thanpossibilities that finely -"









Asmodia: "Veto, it implies too much else if Nethys can do that. What if you only got those powers after you became a wizard and were already a Nethysian? Then you're already in Ostenso academy, Nethys guesses where Project Lawful gets located... still seems like a lot, but Nethys could've been making multiple tries."









Ione Sala: "Works for me. If I'm already a wizard it's more plausible that Nethys is being even slightly nice to me."

"Look, if we're trying stories neighboring to reality, how about if I was terrified that we'd be sent back at any moment and replaced with better researchers and more seductive women, I was absolutely certain that Nethys wanted me to stay with Keltham, and I was trying to offer him the most I possibly could so as to try not to be sent away from him?"









Carissa Sevar: "...maybe? But I think that's just not what an alter Cheliax girl goes for, when she's trying to be as seductive as possible."









Ione Sala: "I can consistently not be able to seduce anyone worth a fuck. That does lie within my acting abilities."









Carissa Sevar: "Were you, when you said that, actually just trying to seduce Keltham from your best model of how to do it or were you doing something more complicated."









Ione Sala: "Trying to seduce Keltham in one minute, while so terrified that producing an outward appearance of not being terrified was the limit of my acting abilities and I couldn't fake any other emotions."

"I knew Nethys had made me an oracle, I knew that'd give me an alignment aura of Lawful Evil from my personal aura only, I knew that might look at first like I just got a single Lawful Evil cleric circle but that I wouldn't be able to get past the subsequent investigation, I knew that if I couldn't attach myself to Keltham before he left the room I was dead and that Nethys would shatter my soul if I didn't try. I couldn't be seductive under those circumstances, all I could do was make Keltham the biggest offer I knew how to make."









Carissa Sevar: "So alter Ione gets added to this project. She's a Nethysian and her brother has told her to keep quiet about it, and she knows he hates her but she doesn't know if he's lying about that. Then it immediately becomes clear that this warrants more resources than are currently pointed at it and she wants to be among the people who gets to stay very very badly and she decides that the thing to do is seduce Keltham in one minute and tries it.



What...else does that produce, what else is that alter Ione up to, how would that alter Ione address her error when she realized that actually being a Nethysian was fine and that she's not going to get discarded from the project as long as she can keep learning the math."









Ione Sala: 
"...I mean, as near as I can tell, the answer to that is alterIone, who I've been keeping as close to realIone as possible? She saved the Project from Nidal in the process of completely blowing her cover as a Nethysian, and everybody accepted her because she was powerful and useful. Then she was freed of all the horrible fears that had cowed her over her whole life before, and burst out of her shell like a phoenix rising. This, by the way, is also incredibly visibly true of Asmodia if you have any before-and-after comparison."









Carissa Sevar: "Asmodia went to Hell and it was good for her," Carissa says flatly. "She can decide for herself if she's going to have a more detailed story prepared than that, but it's what the rest of us observed and it is unsurprising to us because Hell is often equipped to help people notice ways they were holding themselves back."









Ione Sala: "Gosh, I wonder what interesting thing will happen to Yaisa, that causes her to stop being afraid of Hell, and that we'll have to cover up from Keltham so he doesn't notice the tropes densely pressing in on him from all directions."

"Do I have approval here? It sounded like I have approval."









Carissa Sevar: "You're dismissed; come to us if there's anything else of note in the transcripts of all your conversations with Keltham you're going to go read."









Ione Sala: She'll walk out without further ado, then.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Maybe the secret Keltham possesses is the secret of getting Cheliax to not write outrageously manipulative and deceptive contracts."









Merenre: "If you think I'm underpaid you can just pay me more, you know, you don't have to lose bets to me."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "All right, what's your interpretation."









Merenre: "I don't think he can possibly have been warned that Cheliax usually writes deceptive or manipulative contracts, because he'd just leave. I checked that assumption by reaching out to our Church in Lingshen, where I figured most people wouldn't be apprised of Inner Sea politics, and asking them to ask all their priests what they'd do in a similar situation, and none of them would stay in the country that usually writes deceptive or manipulative contracts. Because it's inherently appalling and because why would you want to make them richer even if you could.

So - he's this cautious when not warned that Cheliax usually writes deceptive or manipulative contracts, or this is standard language where he's from, and he's very financially sophisticated. We knew his civilization was very financially sophisticated, but he must individually work in contracts within it, to have been able to reproduce all this from memory, or else have some way to access its information and records, or to speak - perhaps via Sending - with the people of his home world. If he has that I'm guessing it's very limited - Sending would be limited enough - because he would hire a bunch of advisors there to review everything, if it weren't too limited, and they'd have caught Cheliax in a lie by now."









Hemaka: "Or Cheliax is also communicating with this other world on their own and, for example, bribing his team of advisors to assure him everything is fine, or manipulating their communications to him."









Merenre: "Maybe? I lean against that whole class of theories because Cheliax is behaving like if he dies or leaves the interdiction zone they're out of the game forever, which is less true if they have contact with his world."









Hemaka: "In what sense are they behaving like that?"









Merenre: "I'm at 90% now that everyone identified as associated with the project is still on-site in the fortress in the interdiction zone, despite having skillsets that'd be incredibly useful elsewhere. They aren't yet observed to be increasing the number of Project Lawful girls. They wrote this notably conciliatory contract, and sold him an option on Sevar's soul, which is not something Hell generally does or is willing to be known to do, and that contract was also notably careful. To our best observations he hasn't left the building since he got there. Sevar's been assigned responsibility to a fairly ludicrous degree given what we've been able to learn about her qualifications.



None of those are dispositive but they're 2:1 each, more in some cases, for scenarios where Cheliax does not actually have a plan they think is viable to survive long-term in a world where he leaves. This is a major focus of Intelligence at this time, obviously, since it means that we may have a war on our hands the second we pick him up."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Or the kind of civilized but unpleasant interaction with which two Lawful countries in principle ought to be able to avert war, not that I know it to have ever worked, where we arrive at agreement on how it'd go and pay out accordingly."









Hemaka: "It's Cheliax. I wouldn't trust them with a peace treaty; sure, they won't break it, but it might have a hole I can't see. - relatedly, how sure are we that these contracts are in fact relatively innocuous?"









Merenre: "Not positive but we do have a lot of effort pointed at identifying unexpected interactions of the terms and there are some ways they can cheat him on the margins, but - solid odds, at this point, that they mostly felt constrained to straightforwardness on the core terms, lest they lose him entirely. It's Cheliax, they're lying as much as they can get away with, but the most significant new information from this contract is that there are real limits here to how much they can get away with."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Also that he's going to make Cheliax very rich on fairly short timescales."









Merenre: "Also that."









Hemaka: "So we have to be prepared for a war with Cheliax at the drop of a hat, while they're getting stronger every day and we're not? And they obviously already outmatch us, if not tied up in Nidal and at the Worldwound? Have we asked Nefreti -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We have commissioned a scroll of Wish from Felandrial Morgethai. We gamble that Keltham, when he flees, will knowably to Cheliax know some things we could do with it if they saw fit to go to war."









Merenre: "Which I have at eighty percent."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "And I tried to get further advice from Nefreti and she said, and I quote, 'you're thinking too far ahead, and not far enough', which I could have gotten from a copper-seer."









Merenre: "I have it at ninety percent she'll help, if Osirion's actually at risk of conquest by Cheliax."









Hemaka: "What does the remaining ten percent look like?"









Merenre: "She's following a fairly detailed plan from Nethys and can't step out of it."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Luckily for us, if Nethys has a fairly detailed plan to leverage all this to produce lots of very big explosions, it looks more likely Keltham knows what to do with a scroll of Wish and Cheliax knows it."









Hemaka: "Can we - spy on his lessons to Cheliax, try to directly learn the arts he'll be making them richer with, set a fair payment aside for him contractually until he can claim it -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Project's a hard nut to crack. We got confirmation that Sala and Pineda are both in it, despite not having sold their souls, but almost everyone else in the building is committed to Hell. And Cheliax's style of governance imposes many economic disadvantages on them but it does mean it is incredibly expensive to convince anyone to spy on them. All the same.... if Cheliax wants to get rich, they'll have to bring in more people sooner or later, and the contract suggests they're ready for it to be sooner. And as soon as there's someone who we can meaningfully offer Axis..."









Merenre: Merenre shifts his beads, lost in thought.









Hemaka: "The poor kid," Hemaka says, when it's been quiet a while. "He just - wants to make our world rich -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "He probably wants a lot of other things. I just hope Cheliax can't give them to him."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 13 (10) / Still Nighttime









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham's going to ask whether he should forge ahead at full speed or go slower so as not to leave lots of broken heretics in his wake. I think we want our answer to be 'forge ahead'. More time isn't going to help him much on the broken heretics front since he doesn't even know what specific belief-collapses he's protecting against, and for our hiring purposes it'd be useful to know sooner what share of people shatter on contact with dath ilanism even if they've sold their souls and been warned in advance.

However, I am interested in any opinions to the contrary. In particular, you are each in fact very valuable, and if you think you're near shattering that is a significant strategic consideration we'd want and might be sufficient reason to tell Keltham to slow down."









Ione Sala: "75% that Keltham isn't willing to forge ahead as fast as possible after the first time... what exactly happens to a broken heretic? I'll also be the one to mention that, for example, sending them to Hell, or putting them in a torture chamber to try to break back, substantially increases the chance that Keltham eventually tells Osirion all about how you make lots and lots and lots of fire to launch things into space or just, you know, get rid of other things on the ground that made you very angry."









Carissa Sevar: "A consideration I'd weight more highly hearing it from someone who isn't a heretic and would only say it if it were true.

The Queen has said already that arrangements have been made in Hell such that anyone who deliberately betrays us will suffer for it as much as possible; anyone who wakes up one night and realizes they hate Asmodeus and want to defect, but who in sensible self-preservation comes and reports this to us, will be unharmed. Probably we'll have you tell Keltham as much of the truth as possible and join the dropout girls, drawing a generous salary, under a Dominate Person but not one that affects you when Keltham's not around.

It is my hope that some of you might find in yourself an instinct of disapproval at that, a sense that you are not a friend to your hypothetical heretic self and don't like the idea of her living in luxury; to see yourself as you'd see any other similarly flawed subordinate is a useful skill, and I highly recommend it. But no one can matter so much I'd risk Keltham to make sure they get what they deserve.

The precise measures Security will take in the case of a girl who turns on us are not to be known to you. I predict they are adequate."









Ione Sala: "Security, tell Sevar my thoughts are and were sincere. This isn't alterCheliax, you don't need to rely on reading my facial expression to figure out if I'm Cooperating or not."

"And, Prediction."

Message to Sevar: Order in which the non-Special girls on the Project break: Tonia, Peranza, Gregoria, Meritxell.









Security: Security confirms that Sala is sincere, if very contemptuous. Security also notes that he'd bet money on Peranza breaking before Tonia, judging by how hard Peranza is currently telling herself that she's fine and has nothing to worry about.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think you're deceiving me, I think you're deceiving yourself. Or being careless with arguments that lead places you like, at least.



Tonia. If you were going to become a broken heretic, what thought process would it probably be over."









lintamande: Who DOES that to someone







Tonia sits there in blankfaced horror for several thousand years, maybe several million years, long enough the universe should really have ended and been replaced by whatever will succeed it. Inexplicably everyone is still here staring at her.



".....I don't want to have sex with Keltham?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not actually a problem. If he starts getting corrupted in a direction where it might be a problem we can substitute an impersonator for you anyway., if he's going down that slope we want to make sure we are very competently rewarding it."









lintamande: "I don't like it when you ask me questions?"









Carissa Sevar: "Come on, Tonia, that's not even something people sometimes say is heretical."









lintamande: Tonia wishes very very dearly this had never happened to her and she'd just gone to the Worldwou - maybe that's an answer? "I wish I'd - not been chosen for this - and gone to the Worldwound -"









Carissa Sevar: "And not sold your soul, and had at least the fantasy of escaping Hell, and been doing something that even paladins do, and that therefore appeases whatever Good impulses there are inside you?"









lintamande: That sounds very bad and terrible and heretical???? "...no?"









Carissa Sevar: "Thinking, 'wow, I wish I wasn't going to Hell' is not the kind of thing that is going to cause a catastrophic breakdown or make you someone none of the rest of us can ever trust. I have met actual clerics of Asmodeus who wish they weren't going to Hell."









lintamande: What??





Does Asmodeus not have enough people who want to go to Hell He can choose????



That doesn't have anything to do with anything anyway.



Tonia attempts to nod.









Carissa Sevar: "If," Carissa says, "everyone except me on this project decides they want to go to Abaddon as a reward for service on it, thenprobably that will happen,because you are all very valuable and have lots of bargaining power. - I really hope you'll give me a decade, first, to see if I can make something you'd want to exist for....

...I really really don't want it to end like that, it'd never be all right from there no matter how glorious a thing we built, but, there's so much at stake, as long as we're winning, that almost any stupid thing you want is safe to want. A heretic isn't that much of a problem. A broken heretic is one who's stopped seeing that the heretical things they want they can have."









lintamande: "I want to stop being in the heavy punishments group," says Tonia.









Carissa Sevar: "I had that coming, didn't I. Let's discuss it after a conclusion is reached on this."









Pilar : If Tonia asked me to get her out of the Project, would she find herself outside the Forbiddance with a teleport scroll a few seconds later, and myself standing here with no idea what happened?









Curse of Laughter: Only if that served Asmodeus!

So no.



Also that's not quite what happened with Tonia last time! Pilar will probably figure it out herself eventually, once she's got enough ilan in her.









Peranza: Peranza would be fine so long as she could just be alterPeranza all her waking hours and never had to do anything as realPeranza she can't say that everybody will think she's crazy.









Asmodia: "Permission to ask Keltham, tomorrow, about how we can collect a lot of different predictions, into one prediction that summarizes them, if we want to guess which girl he dates next after Ione. Only without people being able to predict themselves, or know what other people predicted about them."

"Then whatever Keltham says, for how to do that, we do that on everyone's predictions of the probability that anyone else is about to break in the next three days."









Carissa Sevar: " - permission granted, and we'll run the method he suggests with and without Security. With since they're the ones reading minds and without since they might not have the skill for making predictions."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 14 (11) / Morning









Keltham: Keltham wakes up, and now that he's safely no longer at the end of yesterday, with all his healing surges waiting to be used, and Carissa right nearby, and nothing else he needs to do before restorative sleep, his brain helpfully remembers that he hasn't gotten around to attaching a searingly hot object to his arm while trying to run Detect Magic. Though, obviously, he shouldn't do that right now, he has work to do today and that might take recovery time afterwards.

Gosh. It's like his brain is reluctant about this for some reason.

Next time Keltham has an evening with Carissa, he'll tell her beforehand to actually remind him about that.









Keltham: After breakfast and convening:

So today he's going to try a lecture in Baseline, approaching some of the mathematics of Decision as is more complicated than the simple cases considered under the Law of Probable Utility. But don't cast Comprehend Languages just yet, there's a somewhat grimdark question he needs to pose to them first.

He can't think of a very soft way to put this, so he's just going to say it. There's a risk on this project that Keltham is not at all trained to handle: Namely, personality damage, caused by new knowledge of Law destroying existing mental structures inside people that got built up by previous unLawful processes and were playing important structural roles as thoughts inside them. He knows how he was raised as a child, so he didn't end up in that state as an adult. He has no idea what to do with adults already in that state. Zero idea.

Option one: Keltham tries to guess a protocol for preventing this from happening - where, at this point, he doesn't know how to decide even between such macrostrategies as 'Try to snap a few of the springs at a time, slowly and gradually' and 'Try to prevent everything from breaking loose until everyone has a bunch of Law and recovery protocols and maybe a Core Fallback entrained and possibly a separate mental image of what a coherent person looks like' - and proceeds according to that.

Option two: Keltham proceeds faster and with less caution, unless and until severe damage actually occurs to somebody, hopefully still at a fixable level the first time it happens. And then backs off and replans after that.









lintamande: "....do you have any examples or anything? It's kind of...hard to imagine," says Gregoria.









Keltham: If he hadexamples then he wouldknow how anything worked and he would beless nervous!

Keltham's actual direct experience here consists of himself getting an Owl's Wisdom, and realizing that his previous life plans within dath ilan were entirely hopeless and in fact he had enough data to realize this and was lying to himself about it. Good thing he was in Golarion first!

And then there's Asmodia, who got an artifact headband put on herself, invented a lot of Law and wound up spontaneously relating to it in a specifically Keeper-like fashion. Keeper-thinking has effects that people like Keltham deliberately don't get told about. Keltham does not, among other things, know whether or not it's possible for Keepers to fall in love. For example. Keltham initially thought this was probably because Keepers couldn't, and you don't want to tell all the nonKeepers who are in love that their love is unLawful; but on reflection it's much more likely that the Keepers have some well-phrased blanket policy of hiding everything that might be like that from the perspective of nonKeepers, so that their pattern of secrets doesn't leak information.









lintamande: "It seems to me like it's going to be kind of impossible to be usefully careful without an idea what might go wrong, so we should go ahead until something does go wrong and we actually know what problem we're trying to solve," Meritxell says.









Keltham: Uh, so it's supposed to be socially obvious, if only everyone here had grown up in Civilization, that nobody here actually makes it obvious what their opinion on the topic is. They can bring up considerations the group should know about, but carefully saying it in a way that doesn't indicate whether or not they think it's a decisive consideration, or whether other considerations lean the same way. Then everybody writes their opinion on a piece of paper without putting their name on it, folds it up, and hands it to Keltham, and he jumbles those up before reading them.









Iarwain: There's some further discussion the gist of which is that Chelish people don't seem able to figure out how this reallydamages somebody as opposed to giving thema bad day and maybe Pilar showing up with a piece of cake for them but not... like... something Terrible? So far this is all sounding like, "As many as several fates are known in Golarion that are worse than this fate"? But if somebody ends up sad and depressed and failing out of the project - and, in the very worst case, going to Hell to see if Hell can fix things, and staying in Hell if Hell can't - then probably everybody on this project is willing to risk being the first person that happens to -









Keltham: Don't state your final opinion. Especially don't state what you think everyone else's opinions are supposed to be.


But yes, thefinal form of the question could be, 'Are you willing to risk being the first person on the project who ends up staying in Hell due to unfixable personality damage?'









lintamande: Everyone will write 'yes' on a piece of paper, then!









Keltham: He'd have more Conspiracy worries about this if not for, like,the Asmodeus thing and Keltham having now ever met Asmodeans.

Ione, Keltham was kind of expecting more backup here.









Ione Sala: Ione is not actually the type to tell people they can't volunteer for dangerous things, just to warn them about the dangers being there. It's when she sees people walking blindly into things that she starts scolding people.

And the final question was about whether Ione herself wanted things slowed down for herself, of which the answer is in truth no.









Keltham: Asmodia, you too?









Asmodia: She guessed a few times about what would probably be dangerous to others, and was told by Keltham she was wrong a few times. Asmodia is now waiting on seeing concrete things happening that she can start to update about.

As for the final form of the question, Asmodia's own personal level of risk tolerance... has already been made clear by her various life decisions. Not the least of which was signing up for Worldwound duty after graduation, and then diverting from that to a mysterious high-risk high-pay high-Security project. Asmodia has tried to play a cautious game on particular occasions, but she's not under the impression that a cautious life is what they are all here to live.









Keltham: On to today's lectures, then. Everyone now cast Comprehend Languages.









Keltham: To begin our entry into what Civilization considers the Law of Decision, consider this mathheavier special_case-rigged_demo treatment of the simplest cooperation-defection-dilemma...









Keltham: Keltham's treatment of this, to actually be understood, is going to end up requiring:

- The concept of a programminglanguage;
- The concept of a proofsystem that can formally verify things about programs in the programminglanguage;
- And the Assumable Provability Theorem stating that, in most proofsystems, you can freely assume something is provable in order to prove it.

That is, if something is provable within a proofsystem, starting from the premise that the quoted statement is provable inside the quoted proofsystem, then it's thereby provable within the system...









Keltham: (He's drawing the cheerful cartoons that older kids draw to explain Assumable Provability to dath ilani children, because he did not in fact go back and learn any more serious-looking proofs as an adult.)









lintamande: This is not at all a kind of math that any of these students have been exposed to at all!! It's not even something they'd previously have defined as math!!!









Keltham: Judging by the looks he's currently getting, Keltham should maybe back up and talk more about proofsystems and provability and quoting first.

How's the whole Baseline thing doing? From Keltham's perspective, he gets to communicate using preciselyfitting categorizingwords a lot, without that taking forever, but he's not sure how that feels from the other side of Comprehend Languages.









lintamande: It is maybe hard to evaluate how much of this lesson being very confusing is the Baseline and how much is the subject matter.









Keltham: All right, let's see what happens if he tries doing this next part in Taldane...









Iarwain: (30-40 minutes later, students' Comprehend Languages start running out. It's not particularly clear that it was really helping.)









Keltham: ...he wonders if something different happens if he tries Share Language (Baseline).

That would be an inconvenient thing to have be super helpful; only Keltham can cast it, and he doesn't have enough 2nd-circle spells to tap the whole class even if he borrows against 3rd and 4th spells.









Ione Sala: Share Language (Communal), 3rd-circle, will let Keltham divide up 24 hours in one-hour increments among any number of recipients by touch. With 8 of them, that's 3 hours each.









Keltham: Is there a reason Ione didn't mention this spell when Keltham told everyone yesterday to prepare Comprehend Languages today?









Ione Sala: Because it makes sense to test Comprehend Languages first? It's easier to get more of that, than more of Share Language (Baseline), if Keltham is trying to teach more people.









Keltham: Don't assume that Keltham's actions make sense. This is a dangerous assumption. He's an alien.









Keltham: Well, onward his brave researchers.









Keltham: Some considerable amount of struggle and a number of Fox's Cunnings and Owl's Wisdoms later, the class maybe, possibly, understands how, if you had crisp formal agents...


let CooperateBot(_) = Cooperate

let DefectBot(_) = Defect

let FairBot (X) = if Provable( "X(Fairbot) == Cooperate" ) then Cooperate else Defect



...then FairBot(FairBot) == Cooperate.

Because of Assumable Provability: If you assume Provable("Fairbot(Fairbot) == Cooperate"), then it would follow that Fairbot(Fairbot) == Cooperate. Therefore, Fairbot(Fairbot) == Cooperate.



Now this is obviously not a shadow of the Law they seek, because Fairbot(CooperateBot) == Cooperate.

Even Keltham doesn't cooperate with a rock that has 'Cooperate' written on it. It's not a person. It definitely violates the assumption that the agent only seeks to earn as many coppers for itself as possible, and doesn't care about fairness. That's why this is called Fairbot and not CopperBot.









lintamande: "We want Law describing a - why are we calling them 'Bot' - that cooperates with FairBot, but not with CooperateBot? ...and there'd be other cases but that'd be a start."









Keltham: "Uh, 'robot' is what Civilization calls... Civilization's equivalent of golems, is what I'd like to say, except I know nothing about golems except that 'robot' translates to that." (The 'Bot' suffix as translated is literally the final syllable of Taldane's word for 'golem'.)

"And we don't literally have 'robots' doing this, probably not literally golems either, it's just - the name for a very simple thing that is pretending to be a person by following very simple rules, if that makes sense."

"In this case, we're not so much looking for a new piece of Law - the Law we're going to use is just Assumable Provability, which almost always ends up true of any proof-system you're not deliberately keeping it out of. We're looking for a bot under that Law.

We're looking for a bot that mutually cooperates with itself, mutually cooperates with FairBot, defects against DefectBot, and defects against CooperateBot. This is the simplest bot that we could say is acting like a shadow, inside this simpler realm, of a bigger and more complicated sane agent that seeks as much copper as possible."

"That bot is made out of pieces like the pieces I've already shown you, plus one more. The final piece you need is the Provable-1 predicate, where..."


let Provable-1("X") = Provable(" ~Provable(0=1) -> X")


"...and what thismeans, is that it describes what you can prove assuming that the base system isconsistent - that it never proves both a proposition, and its negation. In this case, what it means is that Provable-1, but not Provable, can prove, for example, that FairBot defects against DefectBot. You might say that Provable-1 is the proofsystem that trusts Provable."

"This matters, because you need the extra assumption that Provable is consistent, to derive inside Provable that, just because DefectBot always Defects, there's no proof inside Provable that DefectBot Cooperates..."









lintamande: ...they're lost again.









Keltham: The backing up and the explaining again and the intelligence enhancement spells will continue until understanding has been achieved.









Keltham: Eventually he writes out the formula...


let PrudentBot(X) = if Provable("X(PrudentBot) == Cooperate") then if Provable-1("X(DefectBot) == Defect") then Cooperate else Defect else Defect


...and lets everyone go to lunch, a minute or two dozen late.









Asmodia: "It's good to know that you did not, yesterday, assign us a problem we were in danger of actually solving well enough to take dath ilani oaths."









Keltham: "Yes, that is correct. Had I given these lectures in their more intended order, it might, perhaps, have been more obvious that this was the case. We aren't even using the correct fragment of Law for doing that, this is more like - using a lesser Law that's a shadow of that one, the Law of what you can prove about proofsystems, and not the Law of what you can guess about the math that the proofsystems areabout... that would have seriously been easier to say in Baseline. Oh, well."









Asmodia: "When do we learn the actual Law we'd need?"









Keltham: "I was going to say, when you otherwise strike me as being at around the corresponding level of dath ilani adulthood... but now that I think about it, you don't actually need real oaths for much? You've got the whole break-an-oath-go-to-Abaddon thing and truthspells. That covers a lot of the same territory. I guess at some point Golarion Civilization has to know it? But I can see it being a Keeper thing instead of an average-citizen thing."









Asmodia: "What actuallyhappens if you break a real oath?"









Keltham: "There's only one copy of the real oath. Anytime that anybody anywhere breaks it, people over literally all of Reality, the greater Everywhere, everything that there is, become a little less able to trust it."

"Also, in Golarion terms, Asmodeus is probably now really really really pissed at you, and requests the entire country of Cheliax to drop whatever else it's doing and turn you into a statue so you can't ever do it again including in an afterlife. Though that part is just a guess."









Asmodia: "I don't think you should teach people how to do that."

"I really, really don't think you should teach people how to do that."









Keltham: "If you've got enough people running around as smart as moderately smart dath ilani, some of them will figure it out. Civilization did."

"Hence, again, the Keepers."









Asmodia: "Fuck this, I'm joining your Keeper classes. Someone in there needs to be the responsible officer about this sort of thing."









Keltham: "Called it with 85% probability."









Carissa Sevar: "What do they do to people who break oaths in dath ilan?"









Keltham: "I don't seem to know, now that you ask that. I know that low-ranked Keepers have sworn thirteen million oaths over the last forty years, and broken twenty-three of those, and that most but not all of those cases were due to insanity. I don't know what happened to them, and don't see a simple way of deducing what the ethical theory of that would be. But it would not involve threats, punishments, attempts to scare anybody off doing it again. If what happens to them is that they get put directly into cryonic suspension so they can't do it again and eventually the Future decides what to do with them, maybe we wouldn't be told about that, exactly so that it didn't sound like a threat."

"The Abaddon thing - is sort of sad, you know? People shouldn't think that's needed. Shouldn't think that's how oaths work."









Carissa Sevar: "It's - not why I would keep an oath, it's why people who aren't going to believe any confusing math words I say canknowI'd keep an oath. It bothers me only in the sense that Abaddon existing bothers me. Asmodeus's working to make sure no one gets sorted there, and if He succeeds oaths won't - be less real - except insofar as people will have a harder time believing them."









Keltham: "In Civilization, with rare exceptions, only Keepers swear true oaths; if you have a job like that - which, mostly, you in fact don't - you employ a Keeper or you don't start up."

"We know about oaths so that we can negotiate with Keepers. So we can be a FairBot to them, if maybe not a PrudentBot. And not be CooperateBot, where you just have to hope the other agent is FairBot instead of PrudentBot. A true oath is between multiple agents, not necessarily symmetrically so, but each must know the other. If we didn't know the real math inside Keeper oaths, ourselves, we wouldn't be a kind of thing that can meaningfully accept those oaths and do something conditional on the oath. We'd just be a CooperateBot that maybe the Keeper would decide to be Fair to."

"If in Golarion you have truthspells, and Asmodeus never clerics anyone who'd break a compact, and swearing falsely on Law changes your visible aura in a way other people can detect, maybe you don't need any of that math. Just - people who make promises and mean them for older reasons, more human reasons, and when you have gods and alignment auras on top of that, maybe that's reliable enough and you don't have to go to further extremes."

"Though, now that I say it, in its own way, that also seems a little sad."









Carissa Sevar: "Or at least, what the further extremes would add wouldn't make them worth -



- people have broken the Worldwound oath. They execute you for it, obviously, and it - degrades the Worldwound oath, and the ability of the people of Golarion to come together and fight when the whole world depends on it, but I wouldn't expect that it weakens Asmodeus, it's not the thing He's doing.It'd be better for us not to have the power to destroy more than we already can."









Keltham: "I see the case, yeah. It still seems a little sad. Like asking Golarion not to grow up, ever."

"...well, now that I think about it, when you have native INT 24s wearing artifact headbands, they're just going to know, probably. Gods and mortals will have to deal with whatever comes of that."









Carissa Sevar: "Golarion can grow up someday once Civilization is running it and all the kids get educated properly and there aren't lots of people running around who'll do whatever you told them is the worst possible idea."









Keltham: "Are there, in fact, a lot of people like that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not in Cheliax! ....notlotsin Cheliax. In, I dunno, Galt, yes definitely. Luckily they're not very smart."









Keltham: "I'll try to remember to avoid certain kinds of trolling, in particular Terrible Terrible Advice, while Golarion isn't its own Civilization yet. Asmodia, if I forget, you're the one person whose job it is to remind me."









Asmodia: She doesn't complain that she doesn't need another job because alterAsmodia doesn't have that other job. "Understood."









Keltham: "You know what would be areallybad idea, though? Baking a giant cake the size of the Palace in Egorian, on the site of that previous villa that got destroyed."









Carissa Sevar: "If that happens, is it evidence for tropes?"









Keltham: "Yes, yes it would be."









Carissa Sevar: "And - evidence for Conspiracy, I think, because it would be much much easier to do in a civilization richer and more competent than Cheliax, and the Conspiracy world would pretty much have to be."









Keltham: "Spoken like somebody from a Conspiracy that's actually poorer than Ordinary Cheliax but putting up an incredibly expensive front for me, so I don't realize how desperate they'd actually be for my knowledge."









Carissa Sevar: "No, see, a Conspiracy that's actually poorer than Ordinary Cheliax would have shown you the palace and claimed it was the home of a particularly vain count. Whereas the Conspiracy that's richer than Ordinary Cheliax didn't show you the palace at all, that's just some average-sized glittery building they have for guests."









Keltham: "Now you've got me trying to figure out what grimdark purpose would best be served by showing me a Palace building of that exact apparent wealth level, and not only is this not what I want to be doing with my lunch, it's obviously what the Conspiracywants me to be doing with my lunch. So I'm not going to do it."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 14 (11) / Afternoon









Keltham: So has Cheliax actually managed to get him any domain experts like metal refiners, steel forgers, existing chemists, roadmakers, spellsilver miners, or people who can tell him about the current state of anti-epidemic prophylaxis in cities?

Or will he be seeing what he can do to vinegar, using Prestidigitation to try to make added bases more basic? If they've even got vinegar, food here is kinda basic.









lintamande: They have several of those but suggest the spellsilver miners go first; if it gets anywhere it's by far the most valuable.



The spellsilver miners have brought samples of purified spellsilver, in glass vials in oil because it oxidizes, and samples of the sand that spellsilver is most easily purified from, a heavy dark sand called monazite. They can describe their purification process at some length: the ore is washed with acids, precipitated, heated, mixed with salts, and then reduced with bone to get them in metallic form. You have to do the process repeatedly to get adequate purity.









Keltham: THAT certainly SOUNDS like 'spellsilver' is one particular element on the Periodic Table. A series of chemical reactions like that is one that filters atoms by which chemical reactions they participate in, which goes by the behavior of their electron shells and orbitals.

If this were a novel, Keltham would be figuring out how to get a known number of atoms of spellsilver, into some measuring-volume he can weigh, precisely relative to Civilization's known weights and measures that he would have cleverly recovered by various means, so that he could figure out the atomic weight, thence the atomic number, then deploy his encyclopedic knowledge of how best to mine every single element.

Since Keltham has not memorized how to mine every element, he's not actually prioritizing figuring out which element this is.



Questions immediately to mind:

Which part of this process is the most expensive one - finding new sand deposits, the cost of acid, the cost of labor?

Is the purity of the resulting metal important - is there such a thing as higher-purity spellsilver that's more expensive and useful for more powerful magic?

Are there any other kinds or variants known of spellsilver?

Do they know that bone is itself mostly made of a mixture of two other elements, and have they tried each of those two elements separately?

Can spellsilver be magnetized?

Anybody tried messing with this process by running currents of ordered lightning through it?

Does magic get used on any step?

What's everything that's already been tried that doesn't work?









lintamande: The sand is about half the cost by itself. Most of the remaining costs are located in the steps having to be done exactly right or they'll ruin your spellsilver process, so and ensuring all the ingredients are of appropriate purity and that the complex process is followed exactly right by someone with enough alchemical skill to notice if some desired result isn't happening and to tweak it along the way.

The purity of the resulting metal is very important, it needs to be very highly pure, but it's a threshold - at some point it's pure enough to interact with magic the right way, and past that point there aren't known gains to higher purity though also they cannot very easily get much higher purity.

They haven't isolated constituent-bits of bone. Spellsilver can be magnetized though no one has ever thought of that as particularly important that these people know of. ....no one has tried hitting their careful alchemical process with lightning, no, that sounds like probably it would make something go wrong or catch fire! Prestidigitation gets used to separate out the precipitate in acid but you don't have to use it for that, it's just faster. Magic gets used to manipulate things while they're in glass jars not exposed to the air.





....everything that's been tried and doesn't work is something they can happily spend the rest of the afternoon recounting.









Keltham: If the sand is half the cost, then fixing the rest of this reduces the cost of spellsilver by at most a factor of 2, which isn't very much by Civilizational standards. Why is the sand expensive - shallow, easily exhausted deposits, no huge deposits ever found?









lintamande: .... a factor of two would still be an enormously huge deal and make him the richest person in the world probably? Monazite is mostly mined from shallow waters; it is believed to form in the breakdown of rocks and, because it's so light, tend to be carried away to the sea, where it'll gather in places. You can find trace amounts of it in any given rock but that's not very useful.









Keltham: Is there a known process, including a known magical process, for telling whether existing ores or strange new rocks would have spellsilver content?

Are there other known spellsilver-containing ores from which nobody has figured out how to extract spellsilver cheaply and reliably, such that the current cheapest process is based on monazite? Or is monazite the only such ore known?









lintamande: There are definitely other known spellsilver-containing ores - they have on hand a yellowish rock that contains spellsilver ores. Sometimes people try to extract the spellsilver from them. Sometimes they even succeed but it's much costlier than the existing process. Wizards who work with spellsilver a lot can tell that impure spellsilver is meant to be spellsilver, and some of them claim to have the sensitivity to tell from rocks that have only a moderate amount of spellsilver ore.









Keltham: Which ore would make spellsilver cheapest, if extracting all the spellsilver out of that ore was miraculously very cheap?









lintamande: Probably this rock here in their array of example rocks. It's chemically fairly like monazite sand, but a mineral? There's a decent amount of it and it's not primarily mined underwater, which makes it easier to have sl-ow paid employees do the mining. It's not favored because you basically have to turn it into monazite sand to even start, and that does take magic, and you need stronger acids for some reason.









Keltham: Rough price reduction in spellsilver if the spellsilver content of that rock was extractible for free?









lintamande: ...It's hard to guess? People don't try to systematically mine it, and they'd have to start. Significantly more than a factor of two, though.









Keltham: Three? Four? Ten? Twenty? Two point one?









lintamande: .....probably more like ten than four or twenty?









Keltham: That'll do it for Recursive Headband Production if anything does, since half the cost of headbands is labor anyways.



Do they know the actual purity they need on the metal, like, 99%, 95%, how much of the process expense is getting the metal pure enough vs. turning it into a metal at all, do they know if the impurities are other metals...









lintamande: More like 95%. Most of the expense is getting it pure enough, only real novice alchemists screw up badly enough to fail at turning it into a metal at all. They have some jars with some spellsilver-impurities if he wants to examine them.



The one guy is kind of emotional about this, not that a non-Chelish person would be able to tell.









Keltham: Let's have a look at those jars. Do their contents look like metal?









lintamande: It looks like there's both some metal and some other stuff in there.









Keltham: That possibly means electrolytic refining shouldn't be his first line of attack.

How much of the expense is acids of required purity? Including downstream effects from minimum-purity acids making the process finickier? If very-high-purity acids of all the required types were free, how would that change the non-ore cost of spellsilver?









lintamande: They haven't really tried a wide variety of acids, failing at that stage ruins your materials and it's something of stabbing wildly in the dark to find anything that works better than the recommended procedure, so it's hard to know if it'd be less finicky with better acids. Acids are quite expensive, maybe a quarter of overall costs.









dath ilan: (In the same fashion that the literate, science-fiction-and-fantasy-reading children of another place might know how to make gunpowder (out of 75% saltpeter which is that white stuff found in manure piles that seems to have a cooling effect, 15% sulfur which is that yellow stuff evaporated from hot springs that smell like rotten eggs, and 10% charcoal, along with rules about mixing the powder to a dough and then grinding and sieving it), most dath ilani kids who read isekai fic have some idea how to produce industrial quantities of high-purity sulfuric acid, and purify the nitric and hydrochloric acids that are easy to make downstream of those.)









Keltham: Well, he was basically figuring he'd have to reconstruct mass-quantity high-purity acid production at some point, so maybe that could be among the first things tried.

There's also a pretty obvious idea for something to try instead of bone, if that part of the process is at all finicky. They've had the conversation about the crazy patentgratuity arrangement on this, where the Project gets 80% of excess profits above 20% increase, and if they want to capture money for scaling production like sane people they need to talk to Chelish Governance or the Project about that, correct? Keltham is aware this is kind of an insane arrangement, they're working out a more difficult saner one in the background, but the Project needs to capture tons of value so it can reinvest in like 200 different other things that will need doing.









lintamande: That was explained, yes. These researchers don't exactly understand the details of the arrangement but they'll report all their profits and pay what's required.









Keltham: All right, soif the final step of the process seems worth messing with at all - if they're losing spellsilver from it, or it's finicky, or transforming the bone to a usable-purity final ingredient is expensive - try burning seashells to ash and using the ash. That'll get you a purer version of one underlying component of bone that Keltham would guess is the important one of the two. Better yet would be 'limestone' but Keltham doesn't remember off the top of the head how to describe which kind of rock that is, short of testing out different kinds of rock to see which ones behave chemically like 'limestone' should.



People have occasionally talked like spellsilver gets depleted in the process of making magic items. How does depleted spellsilver differ from the non-depleted sort?









lintamande: The usual way of making magic items doesn't deplete the spellsilver. The magic item will have as much spellsilver as was put into it and later you can pull it out and use it to make something else.

If you make a mistake in magic item making, you can ruin the spellsilver. It looks the same, only wizards can tell anything is different, but it won't hold magic anymore. You can also do that deliberately, though it's hard to imagine why anyone would.









Keltham: Carissa, you looked like you were pulling magic out of spellsilver from a distance, which Keltham would sorta expect to deplete that magic? Did Keltham just totally mismodel what was going on, or is that not the usual way of making a magic item?









Carissa Sevar: That is indeed not the usual way of making a magic item! Usually you want to work the spellsilver into the item, which gives you the option of reusing it later. The way Carissa did it destroyed several thousand gold pieces of spellsilver. There are use cases for that method, usually for making an item you can't work the spellsilver into directly, but it's rare to be willing to waste that much money.









Keltham: Well, that does square with the rough amount of money that the Queen of Cheliax should be willing to spend on sex games, so okeydokey.

Can you pull spellsilver essence into, say, iron, and then pull it back out again as if that iron were spellsilver? Where to be clear, Keltham is thinking about questions like "Can depleted spellsilver be recharged, can it maybe be recharged with something else that isn't spellsilver and used repeatedly, can he make synthetic spellsilver instead of mining it?"









lintamande: No one has successfully made other metals behave magically as spellsilver does, including by magically transmuting it into spellsilver. It's not known to be impossible.









Keltham: Okay but can you take a lump of depleted spellsilver and recharge it off non-depleted spellsilver that then depletes?









lintamande: No. Depleted spellsilver might as well be some entirely different metal in terms of the kinds of things you can do with it; you can't 'charge' iron, so you can't recharge depleted spellsilver.









Keltham: Interesting. Keltham is guessing that they've never, say, compared a 1-foot cube of spellsilver to a 1-foot cube of depleted spellsilver to see whether one is 0.1% denser than the other, on grounds like 'Nobody has that much spellsilver' and 'We don't have weighing-instruments fine enough to detect that difference off a 1-inch cube instead'. But if somebody by any chance has performed that experiment, Keltham would like to know...?









lintamande: ...they have not performed that experiment for both of those reasons. Also even if it were true they've never heard of any theory of alchemy where that'd be useful information.









Keltham: If spellsilver is thekind of thing it sounds like, where you can filter it out using a series of chemical reactions, then spellsilver has not always existed since the beginning of time. It got turned from non-spellsilver into spellsilver at some point.

Unfortunately 'at some point' is billions of years ago inside the centers of exploding stars, in processes that are beyond what even Keltham knows how to cheaply duplicate at scale.

But the point is, spellsilver exists; most things that exist can be made out of other things that are not themselves. The question is, what is the cheapest way of getting more of a material? And this, for spellsilver, is almost surely mining it and purifying it with acids. That doesn't mean Keltham isn't going to check the other routes, before he spends a ton of time on cheap high-purity acid.

If what distinguishes spellsilver from depleted spellsilver is a tiny weight difference between two metals that otherwise seem chemically to be exactly equivalent, this means Kelthamcannot realistically figure out how to recharge depleted spellsilver. If it's not that, he should go on thinking. They don't know, so he'll go on thinking.


If there were, say, a ten-thousand-pound mass of pure spellsilver lying around, would there be any good way to detect that from a hundred thousand miles away?









lintamande: From a hundred thousand miles away?No. There are divinations for finding objects but you have to be quite close, within half a mile or so.









Keltham: All right, for now he'll stick to the plan of getting spellsilver on-planet instead of trying to figure out whether this solar system has an asteroid belt.


Keltham will ask a few more incredibly strange questions, then have them go through every single step of the process with ingredient costs and labor costs and success reliability and lost masses attached to each step, then ask about every other process that has ever worked for refining spellsilver out of any ore no matter how expensive that was, then spend any remaining time until dinner listening to summaries of bright ideas that definitely don't work.









lintamande: Sometimes apprentices will get the idea that you can use prestidigitation to separate out the spellsilver instead of coaxing it to precipitate in the acid; this seems like it should work but doesn't. The bones of lots of different animals and people have been tried in case some bones have more potent alchemical properties than others, but they don't seem to. Prayer does not help. Replacing acid with fire seems like it should obviously work but does not. Having the work carried out by holy men doesn't make it more efficient....and so on in this vein, because the set of things you try from a Golarion worldview are mostly not the set you try from a dath ilani worldview.









Keltham: Message to Carissa: These people are NOT trying the things a dath ilani would try and you should continue to be terrified of Hypothetical Corrupted Keltham's supervillainy.



(He doesn't particularly notice the part about trying bones from different people; you could get those in Civilization too, for a price, so long as you weren't trying to get skulls. Actual human skulls are famous for only being in museums, in sections screened off by competence tests, with very somber stories attached to each.)









Carissa Sevar: - noted.

(They all seem like perfectly reasonable things to try to her.)









Keltham: Dinnertime seems to have arrived. Uh, Security question: do these people get invited to dinner? Or Keltham says bye for now, and they should call him when they've tried the seashell thing or he'll call them when he's got cheaper or higher-purity acids?









lintamande: If he has further questions he can ask those over dinner; if he's done, then they can depart to try the things he suggested.









Keltham: ...he obviously has an unbounded quantity of Additional Questions, but he was careful to ask his most urgent ones first. Dinnertime is also generally, by the customs of his own people, a time for freer-form conversation rather than focused Q&A. Which in this case is going to be a little odd because of the Security restrictions on what they can ask him; but generally, if they opt to come to dinner, they should expect more questions like 'So what was your most interesting day on this job?' or 'How do you hire people for this kind of work?'









lintamande: In that case they'll probably just get to work? They're very eager to try the things he suggested and the best Security is not thinking much about things they aren't supposed to know about.









Keltham: He didn't really suggest very much besides the seashell-ash business, but okeydokey again. See them later.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 14 (11) / Evening









Asmodia: "So you kept on asking about the prices of things and it was incredibly obvious you were using some Law. This Law is one that I desire to know. Right now, not when you get around to it eventually."









Keltham: "Any particular reason -"









Asmodia: "From the way you're talking it's REALLY OBVIOUS all those prices are related by Laws to THINGS and EACH OTHER and I DO NOT KNOW what those relations ARE and this BOTHERS ME."









Carissa Sevar: The Conspiracy would totally need to know, to make up their prices, but you can't not be curious about anything the Conspiracy'd want to know.









Keltham: "You were surrounded by prices your whole life before you got to Project Lawful. You weren't curious about them then?"









Asmodia: "No because I had 6 fewer Wisdom" and 1 less Intelligence "and didn't realize that Law was a kind of thing that could exist, and was busy studying to be a Worldwound wizard, and most importantly there was not a BOY walking around who clearly DID KNOW and wasn't SAYING. If everything about this relationship were completely different, I'd assume you were holding out against me offering you sex about it. I'd offer you sex about it if that was something I thought you wanted from me."









Keltham: Right then.

This is, in fact, going to take a proper future Law lecture. But consider the point that if there weren't equal numbers of men and women, or rather, equal parental investment in men and women as a means of producing grandchildren, there'd be other strategies that genes could influence people towards, hence heritable strategies, that would yield a greater return on investment, so it wouldn't be stable in the face of natural heritage-selection.

The spellsilver makers are presumably trying to carry out their own processin the way that's cheapest per pound of yielded spellsilver, which means that everything about it should also be the cheapest way to do that step, relative to their options, and there might be alternative ways of doing the same thing but they should all be more expensive.

Keltham may be able to figure out how to do some things with chemistry more cheaply or reliably. But this potentially changes which steps or ways of doing things are cheapest, not justhow to do the same steps more cheaply or reliably. So Keltham tried to get information about more expensive alternative ways to do the same thing, in case Keltham knows some way to make those alternative roads, cheaper,more easily than he could optimize the standard steps.

There's also the basic point that before you spend a lot of time optimizing something, you should make sure it's an expensive part of the problem. Cutting the price of something by a factor of two doesn't help a lot if it was only 1% of the original cost.

The prices are sort of like 'how important is this' or 'how much do I even care' labels over the whole process, as well as implying things about other prices being higher if they were the costs of other known ways to accomplish the same thing.









Asmodia: WHERE DO PRICES COME FROM. WHAT DO THEY MEAN. WHERE DO ANY PRICES COME FROM LITERALLY AT ALL.









Keltham: Prices are equalizers of supply and demand functions. The more you offer to pay for something, the greater the supply of it you can get for that price. The cheaper you offer to sell something, the more people want to buy it.

If you consider all the apples being sold inside a city, then the numbers of apples bought, and apples sold, are always equal. So the price of apples is the price that causes the amount of apples wanted to equal the amount of apples that can get supplied. Though, to have this always be true, you might need to include implicit costs, like, if you want a special kind of apple that takes an additional five minutes to get shipped to you, the cost of the apple to you is five minutes plus some copper, not just the copper.









Asmodia: Oh.

Hm.

Asmodia will think about this (with boosted Cunning and Splendour, she does not say) and then probably return with Additional Questions.









Keltham: ...it is occurring to Keltham that, if Asmodia has not previously known this, nothing to do with money or economics must have made any sense to her at all.









Asmodia: No it DIDN'T but that was LESS OF A PROBLEM when she was just studying to fight DEMONS and not trying to CONSTRUCT GOLARION CIVILIZATION in a way that wouldn't result in AN ENDLESS SERIES OF DISASTERS.









Keltham: Asmodia. Relax at least slightly.

Doing this in a way that doesn't produce an endless series of disasters is primarily Keltham's responsibility, plus the Very Serious People in Chelish governance. Nobody is expecting Asmodia to handle it singlehandedly.









Asmodia: Asmodia keeps her eternal screaming internal. It is internal eternal screaming.









Carissa Sevar: "The curriculum at school to be a Worldwound wizard doesn't have...much else. Because you'll get a good salary as a soldier, and you're a minimum of three years away from doing anything else."









Keltham: Does Carissa happen to know whether Golarionin general has the concept of 'price' == 'supply-demand equalizer'?









Carissa Sevar: "I think I've heard people say things that might've been more or less the same thing as that? I doubt my father would be taken aback if you told him that."









Asmodia: Security, pass this thought to Sevar:

THEN SOMEBODY WHO KNOWS THIS STUFF NEEDS TO BE INSIDE THIS FORTRESS WHERE ASMODIA CAN ASK THEM QUESTIONS AND THEY SHOULD HAVE BEEN HERE FOUR DAYS EARLIER









Carissa Sevar: ABADARANS. THE PEOPLE WHO COME UP WITH AND KNOW STUFF LIKE THAT ARE ABADARANS. I THINK ABADAR LITERALLY CHOOSES YOU IF YOU THINK OF IT YOURSELF.









Asmodia: AAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH









Asmodia: Asmodia politely requests any and all available books of Abadaran theology, now, uncensored, even if they have to be teleported in from the fucking moon.









Carissa Sevar: Get them to her, keep an eye on her to make sure they're not defection-inspiring somehow.



"That does make me think, though," she says, "that it shouldn't work to ban high prices for bread in times of famine, but it does work, so there's got to be something else going on."









Keltham: ...that sounds like literally the textbook example of something that's impossible? If you impose a ceiling on the legible financial price of a good, it just adds on other inconveniences that are part of the full implicit price until demand decreases far enough to match supply.









Carissa Sevar: Yes she noticed that implication of the thing he just said, but every famine she's heard of the country having the famine bans raising the price of bread.









Keltham: So like all the bread sells out in the first minute and then everybody who didn't order fast enough goes to the afterlife, but at least the survivors get to keep most of their money?

Or all the bread sells out in the first minute and then everybody else scrambles to illegally rebuy bread from the fastest bread buyers at the supply-demand equalizing price, and fast-bread-buying is an incredibly competitive and profitable line of criminal work?

Or people stop making bread and instead make 'wheatcake' which is totally not bread because it has a different sugar-to-salt ratio, and therefore can sell at a higher price when oops all the 'bread' they made earlier has sold out at the legal price sorry about that?

...Keltham literally does not see how someplace as uncoordinated as Golarion could do this literally at all, or why they would be trying to, for that matter.









Carissa Sevar: She thinks mostly the bakers make the loaves smaller. But also they do it because otherwise people will get very angry about rising bread prices and riot, and if bread prices haven't risen they won't riot.









Keltham: ...and Governance is regulating the price, per 'loaf', of loaves of unregulated size, because this fools people with Intelligence 10 and Governance has Intelligence 16+headbands?

Keltham is frankly starting to see why people in Golarion would be afraid of hearing arguments from smart people.









Carissa Sevar: ...yeah pretty much that.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 14 (11) / Night









Ione Sala: "Um. Hi."

"...I'm not actually very good at seductive. Per se. I don't know if you've already noticed this fact about me."









Keltham: They're sitting in the Keltham Seduction Room, which is still mildly pretty at night. It'd be prettier if it wasn't cloudy out, and the ocean was lit by moonlight. As it stands, they're lit by Ione's Dancing Lights, which are good for evening quality, but still bright enough to reflect off the window and prevent the dim beach from really being seen, from here.

It's still more romantic than anywhereelse in the fortress, anyways.


"It'd be easier to notice in a less romantically crowded environment."

"Civilization does have any gendertropes for people who aren't great at coming up with seductive lines, or coming up with things to say when the silence stretches. Mostly, the gendertrope is that you declare yourself to be bad at filling silences, and then it's the other person's responsibility to come up with things to say."









Ione Sala: "I mean I have an infinite supply of questions, just... the romantic ones aren't coming so much to mind. Like, right now I'm wondering, what happens when two people both declare themselves to be bad at filling silences?"









Keltham: "You either both declare yourselves to actually enjoy long silences, or you break off your doomed relationship. People usually try to check that sort of thing before getting to the first date. That's half the point of gendertropes. To the extent you can be captured by a simple standard description, you can compare your gendertropes quickly and before spending too much effort on things."

"Us both having an infinite supply of conversation and both being bad at steering the topic back to romance is a separate gendertrope, however. And then you have to check whether both people are okay with dates that turn into fascinating conversations, that continue later and later, until eventually, sixteen minutes before the hard deadline on bedtime, somebody finally raises the question of whether they were possibly supposed to remove any items of clothing a few hours earlier."









Ione Sala: That sounds great, if not for the part where it probably results in less emotional attachment of Keltham to her. The Asmodia thing - probably only applies to girls who are asexual, Ione is guessing? Like you can't have sex with other people, or be able to have sex with other people, and not have sex with Keltham. Probably?

"I think I'm okay with that happeningsometimes. If it happened always, that would be a problem..."

"I wonder if that happens a lot when Nethysians marry each other."









Keltham: "That's not something you've already got lots of data on? The Nethysian sub-gendertropes, or whatever the equivalent of that knowledge is for Golarion."









Ione Sala: "I know about Nethys only - what I could find mentioned in books. Books that I could find without mentioning to anybody what I was looking for."









Keltham: "Library magic not good for that?"









Ione Sala: "Didn't get that until after I was a wizard. And then, even after I knew every title that was in the library at the Ostenso wizard academy and could read those books more privately, there weren't any books specifically about Nethys, or books about all the gods either. Just a handful of books about particular gods whose churches nobody had ordered purged recently."

"I realizenow that this was entirely down to old Cheliax but, at the time, it didn't - really help me be less nervous about anything. I was just thinking about how all the Nethys books were missing. Not how also all the Iomedae books were missing, and the Milani books, and the Abadar and Irori books, and all the Asmodeus books looked newer than most books in what was left of the theology section."









Keltham: "They had something against Lawfulness?"









Ione Sala: "I don't know. It's not like they'dsay so. I can guess why they might've done that but, you could guess too? Or maybe not, if you're an alien... Lawful churches, Lawful people, are the ones who might point to old Cheliax and say, how about if we try something else which is not that."

"Which eventually the Church of Asmodeusdid, so it's not like their fears were unfounded."









Keltham: "There's a lot of dath ilani proverbs about fears that realize themselves, because that's a kind of - self-sustaining phenomenon that's more likely to persist. In this case, I'd ask, would in fact the Church of Asmodeus have done that, if old Cheliax hadn't first purged their books, and probably, I'm guessing, some of their people."









Ione Sala: Oh, Keltham. He really is way too nice for Cheliax... well, Ione just has to make sure he wants her with him after this inevitably blows up. Until then of course Ione will very carefully and properly act only to delay that day, not hasten it, while that continues to serve Nethys's unknown purposes.

"My fear about how Asmodeans - would treat somebody openly Nethysian - was the same way, I guess. I didn't - ask the right questions, try any experiments, before this, because I was afraid of how it would look if I asked..."

Ione looks down at her hands. "Stupid," she says quietly but with some contained heat.









Keltham: "If you don't particularlywant to talk about this part, I observe that we're not presently discussing romantic things. If our lives aren't governed by tropes then you do not actually need to tell me your hidden backstory if you don't want to."

He's noticed that Ione possibly seems to be trying to work around to this discussion topic, which, if it's not tropes...









Ione Sala: "It's - relevant to a romance-related thing -"





"This is really hard to say."









Keltham: Then he'll wait quietly and with a neutral expression while she organizes her thoughts to say it, as is only polite.









Ione Sala: "We were a bunch of second-circles pulled out of Ostenso wizard academy and after you explained about heritage-selection it was becoming clear that you knew a lot of important things and you rated more resources than a bunch of second-circles and I thought once that became apparent to whoever was in charge they'd pull us all right out of the project and replace us with women who were prettier or smarter or more knowledgeable or all three, and, I wanted to stay, I wanted to go on learning, so I -"



"I tried to make you the best offer I could."









Ione Sala: "It was asincere offer! Don't get me wrong! If you still wanted that from me, as the price of leaving Golarion with you, someday, or even just - getting to go on learning from you, for now - I'd pay it in aheartbeat, and your spell for fair pricing, should show that -"

"If you tell me that, what I offered, is the reason you were interested in me, and you're not interested otherwise, then I'll just do it that way, and I won't be mad."

"But if I'd known then that, things would turn out, the way they did, that what I was afraid of, wouldn't happen, if I thought that there'd be - other options than what I said -"



"I wouldn't actually have said, what I said, it's not what I want most, if there's other options, I'm really really sorry."









Ione Sala: "Keltham please say something."









Keltham: "I think you're scared of some things that, once again, are not in fact going to happen to you."









Ione Sala: "Okay. Good."

"Details?"









Keltham: "Wasn't actually sure I wanted complete unreciprocated service from you anyways, my new gendertrope was sort of ambiguous about it. Especially if you're doing it in trade for knowledge and not as a sex thing, because then there are questions about whether you would've gotten that anyways, or what more than the default you were expecting to receive in return... I was going to check if it was a sex thing before even trying to proceed with testing a relationship like that, because if it's not a sex thing there are so many additional questions."

"Actually now that I say it, I don't know if a relationship like that could work for my gendertrope if it's a sex thing. But I'm sure it doesn't work for my gendertrope if it's not a sex thing."









Ione Sala: "Okay. Okay. I didn't say it was a sex thing for me, please note, I wasn't - trying to lie about that, atall, I wasn't thinking about trying to lie about that, I told you that I wanted to give you anything you wanted from me, because of the value from listening to you and hearing things and that's - that was true - I guess I should've said it wasn't a sex thing but I didn't know you would think itwas. I was just trying to trade - to give enough that I'd be worth keeping around."









Keltham: "It's okay, Ione. I would've asked more questions before I did anything, anyways."









Ione Sala: "Are there... actually other relationship options for us. Because it sounds like, if not, I don't even - get the option of offering you, what I initially offered, because it wouldn't be a sex thing for me, and you require that."









Keltham: "I am, in fact, getting enough sex already and regardless, that I wouldn't particularly want to trade anything for having sex with somebody who wasn't into that or into me."









Ione Sala: "I want to go where Keltham goes and see what Keltham sees and learn what Keltham learns. I would follow him away from Golarion even if we were never coming back and it'd just be the two of us out there forever."

"I think he's nice. I definitely like him more than I've liked any boy before."









Keltham: "None of which is saying, in that many words, that you want, for yourself and out of your own desires, to have sex with me."









Ione Sala: 
"There's a cruelty to how you treat women, Keltham, and not the fun kind of cruelty either. Telling women that - they have to feel a certain exact way, about you, that they have to do everything for exactly the right reasons, or you don't want them."









Keltham: "I apologize to the women of Golarion. For whatever it's worth, if we were in dath ilan, I would be expecting you to be the same way about men, and deciding that they needed to feel certain ways about you or you wouldn't let them offer sex to you."









Ione Sala: "Keltham, what am I to do? How can I be one of the girls who gets to lay with you in bed at night and have interesting conversations with you, and someday go with you when you leave Golarion?"









Keltham: "I would understand how to navigate this conversation so much better if you were just asexual. I would understand howmy own gendertrope feels about hearing that if you were just asexual..."

"Are you?"









Ione Sala: "You're, you're not doing the thing where, I have to say the exact probability I believe, because that gets the most reward, or loses the least. All I would have to do right now is lie and say I'm asexual. That would get the most reward. Or lie and say that I just wanted to serve you and that was a sex thing for me."









Keltham: "Truthspells would continue to be a thing."









Ione Sala: "I could tell you I wasn't into truthspells, sorry, no."









Keltham: "I might actually have been too suspicious, then, to the point where it interfered with my libido. Too scared you would turn out to be lying. I'm having enough trouble believing that everything is real, you faking that would really really really not have been good for me."









Ione Sala: "I wouldn't actually, Keltham."









Keltham: "Yes, among other things, Carissa would figure it out and then kill you."









Ione Sala: "Iwouldn't. Okay? I wouldn't. I didn't know you'd eventhink it was a sex thing, I would've said so, you would've asked, it didn't actually almost happen."









Keltham: "What sort of person are you attracted to, then, if you're not asexual?"









Ione Sala: "I don't really know, I've been living up until this point surrounded by Asmodeans who I thought would hate me for the Nethys thing."









Keltham: "But you don't think you're asexual? There's allowed to be two people like that on the Project, if our lives aren't being run by tropes. Asmodia may not even be taking up the item-slot, to the extent that there is one, which there hopefully isn't."









Ione Sala: "I've felt lust a few times, just not really - towards anybody around me in particular that I'd have dared to sleep with."


"...I was also studying, which, you know, slack off on that, get eaten by demons later."









Keltham: "But you don't think you can be attracted to me?"









Ione Sala: "I don't seem to be. I don't, in fact, want to have sex with you. It seems not fair if that means I don't get to be with you. I'd do it, happily, but that's not good enough for you!"









Keltham: "You're also allowed to be, like, hey Keltham, how about if we spend some time clothed in a bed together, and have some long conversations, and see if both of us start liking each other, rather than that happening to you right away."









Ione Sala: "Is that - athing?"









Keltham:









Keltham: "There was this one girl in my fiction-writing circle, who I'm not going to name, because I'm not going to have the only thing known about her on another planet being that, who believed that we should all just drop the table of gendertropes. Who believed that gendertropes were dumb, and holding us back, and we should all just describe ourselves at length using the underlying ideas, instead of having standard libraries of ways to describe one another."

"I always thought that girl was wrong, but I never realized HOW WRONG until today."

"YES. IT'S A THING. IT'S A COMPLETELY STANDARD FEMININE GENDERTROPE."









Ione Sala: "I was not in fact aware of this," Ione Sala says in complete and utter honesty.


Though, after a moment's reflection, she can see how it would literally never end up working like that between any two Asmodeans. Asmodeans getting more exposure to other Asmodeans are not going to like each other,more, as a result of that.









Keltham: "I shall duly permit you a moment to consider your new options in the light of this new information."









Ione Sala: "...is there a way to tell in advance if that's going to work or not?"









Keltham: "Not reliably, but it's conventionally considered a positive sign if you already want to follow around the boy forever for the rest of his life."









Ione Sala: "Right. Okay."

"Let's do that then. What's step one?"









Keltham: "We are currently doing that. Right now. We're having deep conversations while lit by dancing sparkles of your magic, in the warm indoors, while beyond us is visible a dark night and darker ocean. This would qualify as an instance matching what is conventionally held to be the category for step one."









Ione Sala: "Okay."

"What's step two?"









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 14 (11) / Late Night









Ione Sala: "How'd I do."









Carissa Sevar: "We now have to figure out why in alter Cheliax no one ever develops sexual attraction gradually, if it's not that that's just a wildly pathetic thing to do.



On the bright side, he didn't call it for Conspiracy on the spot."









Ione Sala: "Are we under the impression that girls in alterCheliax are somehow told about all of the standard gendertropes? Because that didn't happen in realCheliax. It failed to happen so hard that it literally did not occur to me that alterCheliax would do better. I was not, in fact, aware that this was a thing that Asmodeanism was denying me."









Carissa Sevar: "We really need to kidnap that bunch of reference Taldane girls but my guess is that this is an Asmodeanism thing and they'll all have the concept."









Ione Sala: "I admit fault then. AlterIone could have been unusually clueless, too scared to talk to anybody and just reading books instead?"









Asmodia: "I also admit fault, Keltham said something similar to me and I thought he was just talking about near-asexuals, people who aren't sure if they're asexuals."

"...I propose we statue Keltham tonight and spend a full day trying to catch up on how things work everywhere that isn't Cheliax, now that we have some of our promised intelligence officers and retired out-country agents to answer questions."

"Andyes, kidnap some fucking Taldane girls already, anybody, this is ridiculous."









Ione Sala: "And treat them nicely, I'm sure you were about to say."









Asmodia: "Obviously don't tell them it's Cheliax, we don't want to learn what scared non-Asmodeans look like."









Carissa Sevar: "If they hate us they're going to be less useful for Asmodia's attempted Law lessons. We'll treat them better than Taldor ever did, and we'll claim to be some random bunch of Taldans who the Crown has no power over. Statue Keltham, and let's line up some decent intelligence briefings for tomorrow."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 16 (12) / Morning









Keltham: Another cloudy morning! Is there any particular reason for the Conspiracy to be doing that, if weather control is a thing?

Maybe if they're, like, getting their usual airplane flights and space launches done?

If so, that's mildly incompatible with the god-war being faked, because if the god-war was faked, they've got better apparently-sky-wide illusion technology than this, and don't need to cloud up the sky to hide things. Unless the illusion tech can add new lights but not hide others, which mostly doesn't seem to be the way his own illusion spells are trending?

Stretches of cloudy weather in an unknown climate don't seem that improbable on priors, but it's a good thing to notice consciously.









Keltham: Keltham should probably be giving a lecture on Markets, for the benefit of everybody who isn't Asmodia, but what he actually wants to work on right away is ACID. Keltham is so pumped about figuring out how to makemassive quantities of acid. In all the stories where the protagonist wants to do anything scalable with chemistry and therefore has to start by making huge quantities of acid, they're operating in some world that doesn't have magical healing and the whole story is just blah blah safety precautions but this is Golarion and people come back from the DEAD. In this place Keltham gets to just run right out and make ACID.









dath ilan: (...the term 'acid' probably has some slightly different connotations when said in Golarion, land of truly horrific combat spells with 'acid' in the title, than in dath ilan, where it sounds like a glamorously dangerous key industrial input.)









Carissa Sevar: Acid in Golarion has connotations approximately to the effect of 'liquid lingering torment'. But that's okay! They're Asmodeans! They would love to learn about liquid lingering torment!!









Keltham: So how would Cheliax be doing about sulfur, in the quantities required for acid on the scale required for refining spellsilver? Like,more spellsilver, not just current quantities of spellsilver? Does Keltham need to mine cheap sulfur first, or find somewhere to mine pyrite?









Carissa Sevar: A thing to note for later review maybe with an Owl's Wisdom, Carissa thinks as people scramble to get Keltham information about the availability of sulfur and the output of sulfur mines, and the identification of pyrite, and then mining costs and mining techniques and goods transportation and a hundred other things that come up down that path -

- is that probably they should've gone for this first. Just this, the tools to get rich. It's safer than the Law. It's more obviously useful than the Law. It's not going to break anyone inside. And it means Keltham is mostly thinking about things they don't have to lie to him about. It is quite plainly what they should've been doing all along. They didn't because they wanted to stall on a contract to figure out how to get things past him, but they failed at that anyway. And they didn't because the Law is - more hypnotizing, more fascinating, because it feels like the Law matters more than this, the Law that is the reason dath ilan knows all this -

- it feels like it wouldn't do, for Hell to be always relying on the inventions of other places that are better at invention. But that doesn't mean it was the right first priority.



...something to think about later.









Pilar : This sounds like fun, but... also the sort of thing where, once Keltham figures out acid manufacturing here, he'll be able to reproduce it much faster if he leaves Cheliax and flees for Osirion. The real point here is learning Keltham's Law by seeing it in action, and then being harder on themselves about it than Osirians will be and creating true Keepers of Asmodeus. That's the way to pull ahead in this race for real.

And Pilar isn't really picking uphow Keltham is thinking about any of these things. They should've maybe asked to have learned more Law first.









Asmodia: If Keltham manages to DISSOLVE HIMSELF IN ACID he'll need a RESURRECTION and they'll have to get it to him REALLY QUICKLY like maybe within SECONDS because Abadar might be on standby ready to yank Keltham's soul and go "Yo" and "Haha no Cheliax can't have you back" and none of this can be SAID TO KELTHAM but maybe they can come up with some reason why it'd be quite bad for him to die except for the part where the OBVIOUS REASON is to PREVENT HIM FROM TALKING TO HIS GOD and in fact now that Asmodia thinks about it Keltham could DEMAND TO GO DIE EXPERIMENTALLY AT ANY TIME TO FACILITATE COMMUNICATION so they really don't want Keltham THINKING IN THAT DIRECTION AT ALL.

Somehow nowadays all of the people around Asmodia seem MUCH MORE RELAXED THAN SHE IS and Asmodia doesn't know why they're not all already DEAD if that's how RELAXED they are about things.









Ione Sala: "So, Keltham. You're not actually doing anything with acid today. Any day where you're actually going to, you're going to pray for a bunch of Resist Energy spells, that's second-circle, up to twenty minutes per caster circle, so you can Resist Energy (Acid)."









Keltham: It's fine! Who knows if that spell even works on the sort of acid fumes that otherwise lead you to end up with horribly scarred lungs! Keltham bets Restoration works on that, if healing surges don't, and if not, he can always die and come back!









Ione Sala: "KELTHAM. NO. BAD KELTHAM."









Keltham: But -









Ione Sala: "RESURRECTION IS EXPENSIVE and I will FIND THE SIGHT PERSONALLY DISTRESSING. Just... get the spells. Use the spells."

"Use Augury too."

"Have ANY COMMON SENSE WHATSOEVER. This is your Nethysian safety advisory."









Keltham: Ione is sounding exactly like every boring fun-killing deuteragonist in the stories when the protagonist just wants to make an enormous quantity of acid.









Ione Sala: "GOOD."









Asmodia: ...or Ione could just do THAT without consulting Asmodia FIRST but Asmodia supposes it looked like it worked.









Carissa Sevar: "If you want to die in a fascinating way in a magical experiment it should be a really cool magical experiment that makes everyone who hears about it go 'what that should be impossible five different ways'."









Keltham: They haven't even gotten to the magical part yet! After lunch they'll start playing around with vinegar to find out what they can do to control chemistry with Prestidigitation now that anybody involved has any idea what chemistry is!









Carissa Sevar: All the more reason to avoid dying dramatically just yet!









Keltham: If they can manage to die dramatically after lunch while experimenting with Prestidigitation and vinegar, it will be impossible in only one way (Conservation of Energy) but it's a really big and important way!









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has never before encountered the claim that energy is conserved. She decides this is not the time to dispute it.









Asmodia: If Keltham manages to kill himself using Prestidigitation and vinegar, Asmodia will just quietly go into the Gardens of Erecura and ignore any resurrection attempts until a nice sane Golarion Civilization calls her back a hundred years later.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 16 (12) / Afternoon









Keltham: And now they will try out somemagical chemistry! Where the goal is to see whether you can make Prestidigitation do anything interesting to chemistry, once you know what the chemistry is doing.

In particular, they're going to try making vinegar more and less acidic, wood-ash-in-water more and less alkaline, and they're going to see whether things can be turned into salts that shouldn't be salts and then stop being salts when the Prestidigation wears off an hour later! Or put some actual salt in water, and see if they can change the amount of chlorine that evaporates away, such that the amount of salt recovered via evaporation changes! Or see if you can stop salt crystals from dissolving in water by Prestidigitating them to taste like more stable things than salt!

...and if it turns out that, for some of those things, Keltham can do that with Prestidigitation and others can't, he's going to teach them about chemistry layer-by-layer in hopes of figuring out which layer of knowledge is necessary.


By the way, to be clear, this general kind of operation is not guaranteed to revolutionize chemistry within three days. Up to a month can be required! Sometimes it even takes longer than one month! Science Maniac Verrez always says that to everyone, and usually does do it within three days, in dath ilani fiction. Though in one famous reader-trolling incident the next scene in the book took place thirty years later and involved Verrez's grandchildren. Actually Verrez's consort who is constantly trying to prevent Verrez from getting himself killed talks a lot like Ione now that Keltham is thinking about it.
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Curse of Laughter: Just kidding!
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Keltham: Those experiments did not all go as Keltham expected. But he has at least established that (1) anybody can prestidigitate acids more acidic if they know what vinegar or lemon juice taste like, and this works as an actual acid for purposes of eg neutralizing the lye in wood ash, and (2), Keltham is able to do some useless-seeming tricks with ordinary table salt that the others cannot do, even after he tried explaining the chemistry of salt qualitatively in some detail. Down to the point of talking about electrons, charges, orbitals, fields, albeit with words and not numbers.

Using Communal Share Language (Baseline) and trying to re-explain in Baseline didn't particularly work either.

...well, at least they now have a clearly defined target for further research into How Much You Need To Know Before You Can Use Prestidigitation To Control Chemistry.


Keltham is actually too tired to screw anyone tonight. He forgot all about scheduled rest hours again, now that he thinks about it. Possibly for the last several days? He's not sure. Things are sort of a blur right now. Good night everyone!









Keltham:









Carissa Sevar: Carissa decides to conduct a test of whether tropes are real.

"We're on a streak!" she says brightly. "No high-urgency messages to the Grand High Priestess for four days straight!"









Asmodia: "Burn in Hell, Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm going to burn themostand become an entirely new kind of devil. How's our wall look."









Asmodia: "I've added a new purple category for Things Keltham Must Never Be Prompted To Think About which includes 'How about if I just died temporarily so I could talk to my god, Raise Dead isn't that expensive, right'."

"The existing color categories are doing okay. Where are my normal Taldane people, are they here yet?"









Carissa Sevar: "Expected arrival tomorrow at the secondary site."









Ione Sala: "If nobody needs me for anything, I am heading off to write up my best guess at Nethysian theology and hope that Takaral left me with some kind of divine inspiration that I can use to get anything remotely right. Or that I was chosen on the basis of being naturally the sort of person who will make up the right Nethysian theology if she tries. Wish me luck."









Carissa Sevar: "I hope you come up with something that is very convenient for me," says Carissa, as it's more honest than saying 'good luck'. "Have fun."









Ione Sala: "Yeah, I don't know, if I was Lord Nethys I wouldn't exactly be trying to make this part easy on the Asmodeans. But I am sure that Nethys would not have un-fun doctrines. Seems like a fun god, you know?"









Pilar : Once the heretic is gone, Pilar will raise her concerns about all of this work and discovery being stuff that Keltham could duplicate much faster on the second try, if he goes to Osirion. Maybe they should be asking Keltham to slow down more and teach them more Law first, so they can benefit more from watching him do this?









Carissa Sevar: " - that's a good point. I think there are a lot of advantages to having work underway on concrete things, though. And we might not have to hold on all that long before we can decisively defeat Osirion in a war - actually, let's have that as a category of project considerations we're tracking separately. What's the size of Cheliax's economic and military advantage, what's the amount of military technology Keltham now holds inside him to unleash fast, how close are we to the state where, if Keltham goes to Osirion, we can just conquer it? If spellsilver's a tenth as expensive, and we get a year's head start, then we can win a war before Osirion has the chance to do any spellsilver refining."









Asmodia: "Does 'we're tracking separately' possibly mean, in fact, 'Asmodia is tracking separately', because at some point I am going to start demanding valuable magic items from Cheliax or, orsomething I just feel like there should besomething."









Pilar : "I wanted to offer you a cookie, but Snack Service didn't think my motivations were pure enough."









Carissa Sevar: "I am sure there is someone in Cheliax whose entire job is planning to win a war with Osirion if it comes up. I just want him here keeping track of how all this changes the considerations."
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Iarwain: The Possible Doctrines of Nethys, guessed by Ione Sala, Oracle of the Library's Curse, Chosen and Blessed of Lord Nethys and His Instrument:


1. Nethys is god of knowledge. Libraries are sacred places to Him. To destroy or damage a library book is heresy takaral. Acts of devotion to Nethys include: reading books, though they must actually be desired and enjoyed for their own sake; the discovery and invention of new knowledge of the world; the travel and discovery of other worlds beyond Golarion, or witnessing their strangeness brought here.

2. Nethys is god of magic. Knowing more magic makes you a better person. Not all higher-circle wizards are superior to lower-circle wizards, however, and authority does not strictly follow power. There are also matters of skill and research to consider, and matters of service and heresy towards Him.

3. Nethys is god of destruction explosions. The proper fate of all things is to explode. Anything that doesn't explode will sooner or later change its shape and form, and become part of something else that does explode. It is heresy to suggest that anything cannot or should not explode; but it is not heretical to make it to explode later rather than sooner, or explode in one manner rather than another. Nethys's worshippers need not be eager to explode themselves.

4. Nethys is god of madness diverse ways of thinking. Madness can be seen as knowledge corrupted, insanity can be seen as a mind exploded, and so Nethys holds jurisdiction there as well. The faithful of Nethys are granted dominion over madness as they are granted dominion over knowledge, and may, according to their own whim or kindness, choose to guard others from such, who do not see how their own minds are bound for explosion.

5. Nethys is greatest of gods. As the god of knowledge, He is the only being in the multiverse who actually knows what the fuck He is doing. All other beings, mortals and gods alike, stumble in the dark, except insofar as the god of knowledge chooses to enlighten them of a role they have to play in one of Nethys's vast plans. Nethys's eventual triumph over all other gods is inevitable, given His domain.

6. Nethys is a kindly god who only hurts His worshippers as is needful to accomplish His goals, never for the sake of cruelty. He does not shatter the minds of His believers unless they betray Him and refuse His evident intentions, and protects them from the grimmest fates while they are about His work, to maintain clear incentives for them. At the end of their lives, those worthy of Him, which is not an unreasonably difficult bar to surpass, will go to His afterlife in which all knowledge is contained in vast libraries, there to study magic ever after with nobody torturing them even a little.

7. The appropriate attitude of a Nethysian toward her inferiors within or without the faith, is not cruelty, but smugness in her superior knowingness. Nethys is the greatest and smuggest of the gods. All other beings know less than Him and are therefore inferior and deserving of His smugness. When Nethys has inevitably conquered all that there is, His true faithful will get to tell everyone that they were right all along and they told them so. Nobody will get turned into a paving stone.

8. As the greatest and smuggest of the gods, knowing far more than His lessers, the touch of Nethys is too fearsome for a mortal mind to withstand. Asmodeans lie and pretend that this is because Nethys is mad Himself and not merely god over madness, to discourage prayer to him. This is not so; Nethys is simply greater and knows deadlier secrets than those other gods which can touch upon mortals more lightly.

9. The ultimate end of the multiverse is that it will explode in the most glorious explosion that there has ever been. Nethys and His faithful alone will know it and witness it, before they, too, having already learned all things, explode.

10. Nethys's oracle is Chosen and Blessed of Nethys. Whomsoever would injure Nethys's dignity through her or block her performance of her duties will find, despite all precautions they attempted to take, that Nethys has perfectly foreseen their futile evasions (see doctrine #1) and arranged an appropriately retributive explosion (see doctrine #3).



Submitted by Ione Sala to those Asmodeans concealing from her whatever actual doctrines of Nethys may exist, in the clear communication that to maintain Cheliax's Conspiracy she must maintain some coherent presentation of Nethysian doctrine to Keltham, and the rest of the Conspiracy must be consistent with it, and even so it is one more lie of alterCheliax and in her own opinion a needless one.

Ione will, in due consideration of the Conspiracy's purposes, attempt to construct, from this base, an alter-version, being the Doctrines of AlterNethys, such as may be more gently presented to Keltham. She will endeavor there to conceal or downplay all points regarding Nethys's moral and strategic superiority over lesser gods, and those greater trends favoring Him.

Should, however, the entire basis of her guessed theology, be wrong in such fashion as may prove harmful to Cheliax's Conspiracy, Ione Sala encourages her superiors to swear and attest to her regarding the actual doctrines of her faith; that she may better serve Nethys, and, through serving Him alone, aid also Cheliax.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, before I authorize this lie, what actually is the doctrine of Nethys. I do not evaluate myself as at risk of being seduced by it."











Jacint Subirachs: "Nethys's doctrines as a mortal are obscured in hazes of history. It is said that Nethys destroyed Ulunat, First Spawn of Rovagug, or granted the first Pharaoh of Osirion the power to destroy it, before he was a god. It is said that he thought little of all who were not wizards."

"As a god, little is known of His doctrines because anyone that Nethys touches goes mad. His Heralds, who on rare occasions have been known to send visions, seem to each have different concepts of what is Nethys's way. In practice, the doctrines of the Church of Nethys are whatever the most powerful caster in Nethys's service says are the doctrines. Currently that is Nefreti Clepati, who, much like Nethys, is widely believed to be both omniscient and mad. She is furthermore reputed to be incredibly, incredibly annoying about it."

"Nethys's domains are knowledge, magic, destruction, and madness."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, that's not the most encouraging god to be meddling in our project. I'll tell Ione this is approved, then.



Is there a plan to stop Nefreti Clepati showing up."









Jacint Subirachs: "If there were, it would be the task of gods more than mortals, I think."









Carissa Sevar:









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Morning









Keltham: All right, Keltham is in fact still feeling a bit burned from yesterday's MANIACAL SCIENCE marathon.

Possibly there are going to be some suddenly-scheduled off-hours this morning.

How are people looking at breakfast?









Carissa Sevar: Chipper. There's very good pastries, and the sun is finally shining (it's a new moon.)









Keltham: So, what if, hypothetically, everybody were to take this morning off.









lintamande: There would be no complaints here.









Carissa Sevar: "I think there's some important person Maillol wants you to know about but I don't think they're so important you can't tell them to hang around until evening."









Keltham: Or late morning, at least. Keltham feels like he would like to spend at least the next hour not thinking very much. Possibly with having somebody else hanging around being visibly very nice to him, like by peeling grapes for him, or a footrub, or something. Those being two of the items on the classic list of things you can ask a dath ilani romantic partner to do when you've built up an unreasonable amount of social credit with them.

Presumably this person is Yaisa, since nobody else on his list of existing relationships would have had any significant downtime of their own since yesterday evening.









Carissa Sevar: "You could ask several girls, and then get two simultaneous footrubs and grapes peeled. I'm not too tired to pamper the most important person in the world for a little while."









Keltham: ...all right.

Sure.

If that's allowed.

He doesn't feel like it should be, but if that's allowed, it sounds... warm.









Carissa Sevar: "Yaisa, Meritxell, come take care of Keltham with me, he's feeling in need of a refreshing break."









lintamande: "If you'd just say 'for two silver' then you'd avoid making him even more stressed," says Yaisa, "and we'd have less work to do."









Carissa Sevar: "I am Keltham's; no one else could have that of me at any price. ...except Abrogail, who probably could, if Keltham didn't exist. I have official permission to not try to fit numbers on it yet. You can have two silver, if you want them. Meritxell just wants to be acknowledged as one of Keltham's best lovers for this sort of thing, paying her two silvers wouldn't work either."









lintamande: "I want two silvers," says Yaisa.









Carissa Sevar: "Done."









Keltham: Keltham is now feeling wobbly for a different reason, which is that he'd thought Yaisa's price was inclusive of that sort of thing... well, hence having a first week to work out things like that, he guesses? He is not very willing to go above his present price, before his wages go up, possibly even after they do -

He's just going to think about this later. There are proverbs about this kind of jarring clash of financial expectations even when peoplearen't aliens, and it's important not to let them run over your feelings too much. This probably wouldn't even feel so jarring if he hadn't otherwise mentally overworked himself the previous day. Possibly Yaisa literally was just trying to make him feel more comfortable. Carissa sure was.

"Thank you everyone," he says, instead of anything more complicated than that.









Carissa Sevar: "I do have to ask, why peeling grapes? Do grapes even taste better peeled?"









Keltham: "Many dath ilani, including myself,slightly dislike the texture of the peel, compared to the grape inside. Not to the point where we wouldn't eat grapes, or would try to peel our grapes. But yes to the point where if somebody is being gratuitously nice to you andcompletely optimizing your experience they could do that by peeling the grape."









lintamande: "I'll do that," Meritxell says immediately. "I wonder if it can be done with prestidigitation, or does that make it less satisfying."









Keltham: "Cheating was still technique last timeI checked."









lintamande: Fierce smile.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa flags down a Security and requests grapes, and wine, and fancy chocolates. It's for Keltham. (Alter-Carissa has no authority to request this but she can ask.)









Keltham: 'Wine'?









Carissa Sevar: "It's a formulation of grapes that is mind-altering! I expect you're going to have a thousand questions and not want any but I'll have some."









Keltham: "I can compress it down to one question actually. Ione, is anything ill-advised liable to happen if Carissa has some mind-altering grape juice?"









Ione Sala: "Not by Project Lawful standards, let's put it that way."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Late Morning









Keltham: Keltham, now feeling a bit better - he asked Yaisa to stay over, a few extra minutes, after the rest of that was done - heads into the project office to see what's up.

Also, did scrolls arrive for scroll practice? Keltham was supposed to do that at some point, and then he could stop worrying when he doesn't have emergency spells occupying valuable spell slots.









Carissa Sevar: Seems like a good day for Keltham to get his scroll practice and to meet a representative of Lawful Good, which they've been pushing off because it's a risk but which Carissa is very sure would by this point have happened in alter Cheliax, and, well, they're not going to get any more ready.









Keltham: In Maillol's personal opinion, how stressful is it liable to be talking to a Lawful Good person of Golarion? Keltham knows how to talk to Lawful Good dath ilani but those people are all... sane.









Ferrer Maillol: "Tried hard to push for somebody you'd be able to like, or at least tolerate. I won't know if that worked until you tell me."









Keltham: ...all right, Keltham's going to go try this now, in lieu of having it hanging around his mind, making him feel slightly guilty about forcing somebody else to wait. Like, presumably they're getting paid something per hour of waiting time, but Keltham doesn't want to feel slightly guilty about making theirgovernment pay them to wait. His mind is still any amount of tired, but social doesn't require the same kind of focus as math lectures or chemistry experiments.









lintamande: Gerhard Bakker is a tall man who looks simultaneously quite old - his hair and beard are brightly white, and his face very wrinkled - and quite spry. He's wearing a suit made entirely of metal, apparently without any trouble moving in it, and he's been waiting for Keltham standing, at the window to the office they put him in instead of resting in the rather sumptuous velvet chairs.

"Boy," he says warmly, and clanks over to the chairs, and sits.









Keltham: "Man," replies Keltham, likewise sitting.

Most people that old in dath ilan, if they're getting to the point where they have to wear power armor to walk around - Keltham's brain has assumed automatically that's what this is, magical edition, since why else would an old person be wearing a heavy-looking metal suit - are having health problems to the point where their life is sad and not that great and they're heading off into the cold shortly, to wait for a Future with more cheerful days. Most dath ilani do that well before they require power armor to walk around.

Later he should try to figure out if this is a Conspiracy update somehow. The obvious thought would be that the afterlives are fake, but he kind of did see Pilar looking pretty stabbed and dead... well, that could've been an illusion.









lintamande: "I am here representing Lastwall, and representing Iomedae, who chose me for the war against Evil fifty years ago, though now her blessing rests in younger hearts that can do more with it. The purpose of this conversation is that I may be useful to you, not that I may learn things from you. Cheliax agreed somewhat reluctantly, to permit me to come here and speak with you; one of their conditions was that I promise not to pass on to my Church and nation more than you, they, and I all think are wise - and that I return not at all, if in your judgment that's wisdom. I am old, and if this is the mission that sends me to Heaven then frankly my wife will thank you for not letting me drag my feet about it any longer.



Do you have questions for me."









Keltham: Oh.

Yeah, that makes sense. Dath ilani do that too, when they're getting about ready to leave modern Civilization anyways. Missions like that. Keltham has never met one of those people before.

He might actually be Lawful and Good.



"I'm Keltham out of dath ilan, a planet of a single Civilization, which society, I'm told, was by local standards Lawful Good. There were no alignments there, and no gods, and no clerics, and no magic. We had to make our own afterlife."

"What do you mean, the war against Evil? Where I come from, making war on Evil would not be called Good."









lintamande: "Good and Evil both live in every human heart; Pharasma might weigh the balance of them, and a Detect Alignment spell might tell us which predominates, but a person has rarely been born in this world who has only Good or only Evil in them. In other places it is elsewise.

Iomedae is the god of the war on that which has no concern for our values and cannot be bargained with.

The creatures born natively of the Abyss, which pour through the Worldwound into Golarion, are Chaotic Evil, and not in the way that humans who read Chaotic Evil are Chaotic Evil; their values are Evil, not some blend of Evil and Good. An Evil human, even a Chaotic Evil human who values none of the habits of coordination that can build civilization in the absence of Good, won't generally murder someone for a copper piece; demons would. The native inhabitants of Abaddon eat souls,and this they do because the souls are tasty.

It is said that long ago, when the asuras native to Hell ruled there, it was similar with them, and Asmodeus alone possessed the skill to bargain with them across that gap, so much wider than the gap ordinary bargains must cross; and when He purchased the asuras's departure He had the backing of Good, for his promise to make His devils out of the living. But it might be said falsely; the gods hold information about the god-agreements of the ancient past very dear, and it was long before Iomedae's time.

In Cheliax I think the telling of uncertain-stories about ancient god-agreements is discouraged, lest people remember something false and run off with it; but while I do not confidently assess that the risk of that, with you, is none, if you are of a different Civilization entirely then it is beyond my wisdom to guess your errors, and the best I can do is tell you things that lead people often to error, and warn you that they often do that."









Keltham: Keltham is internally a bit unhappy he didn't get a chance to talk to Oldguy before, obviously, Oldguy read Keltham's transcripts, including for example a recent report clearly filed by Broom specifically; and Keltham notes to himself that everything here is being Rephrased to the Alien's Terms so that it Appeals To Keltham, and, this being Golarion, it is possibly getting skewed along the way.

"Several questions, but first, I note that saying 'even a Chaotic Evil human who values no habits of coordination won't kill for a copper piece' is, one, obviously shaped to talk to Keltham specifically, two, something that sounds visibly false since not killing for a copper piece is exactly one of the habits of coordination, that you don't destroy a lot of someone else's value in exchange for a tiny gain yourself. Consider not trying as hard to rephrase things in the Alien's own terms and saying things you think are more plainly true and letting me do some of my own work of translation. The more you try to talk in my unfamiliar conceptual language, the more liable you are to say things that parse out false in my language."

"Next, what exactly was Good paying Asmodeus to do back in the beginning of things? Make devils from the living as opposed to what, the dead? I didn't parse that part."









lintamande: "Instead of from scratch, which would make them entities that had values different from those of selfish humans. I can try not to speak in your terms, but it's true, about Chaotic Evil humans, that they don't care about coordination and still won't kill someone for a copper piece, because killing people is unpleasant, if you're a human with human values, even if you are one who is very selfish as humans go."









Keltham: "It's unpleasantbecause the ancestors of humans who went around killing other humans tended to get killed themselves, and so had fewer children to carry their heritable tendencies, and eventually the survivors' children were people with innate tendencies not to kill people even when it seemed like there was a reason. Because it just seemed unpleasant. Stuff like that is how the ingredients for Good got into humans at all in the first place. We would not say, on our terms, that finding it unpleasant to kill people is sufficient to be Good, but that I would find it unpleasant is an instance of how I value a habit of coordination that allows people to live together even though I am selfish."

"Set that aside, because it's drawing on Law I haven't lectured on as yet. It sounds like Asmodeus was another being of pure Evil with no humanlike goals in him, on this story. Obvious Additional Questions then include why Asmodeus appears, on the surface of things, to be helping Cheliax, and how the ancient Good beings ended up wanting to help humans, if they had no humanity in them."









lintamande: "The Church of Iomedae holds that actually the values of ancient Good beings are alien too, which is why you need Iomedae, who was once human. The Church of Sarenrae would say instead that those ancient Good gods that valued humans drew more strength from them, and won ancient wars. The Church of Desna would say that Desna values, for every agent, that it attain its own priorities whatever they are, which makes Her friendly to humans, though also friendly to demons and useless in the war on Evil. The Church of Dou-Bral, when it existed, would have said that Dou-Bral values joy and pleasure, which happen to be things humans value too.



All would say that Asmodeus was, of many agents like Him, the one whose values happened by coincidence to overlap the most with the values of humans, and thus that those Good powers concerned with humans backed Him for that reason. I think the Church of Asmodeus tells it differently, emphasizing that Asmodeus bargained cleverly with Good, winning their support in exchange for an ongoing commitment to their concerns. Again I know little; it was before Iomedae's time, and none of the ancient gods can speak to humans easily."









Keltham: "Desna's strategies aren't parsing for me. If she purely values beings obtaining their own priorities, she should be engaging in wars of extermination to eliminate everything whose behavior tends to interfere with other beings obtaining their priorities, in hopes of a much longer-term better future from her standpoint. Depending on the exact form of her values, Desna might try to exterminate everything that has priorities that are hard to obtain, so the future will be full of things with priorities that are easy to obtain instead. Even if Desna can't get everything she wants, because of other gods, she should still be backing Iomedae in a war on demons, if she singlemindedly and not in a human way wants beings to have their priorities obtained."









lintamande: "That is a reasonable criticism of Desna; I don't know how She would answer it. If I had to guess I might guess something like that destroying an entity against its will is so undesirable that most plans that feature it won't measure out well. In practice She doesn't try to exterminate humans or demons."









Keltham: "What are Asmodeus's goals?"









lintamande: "Asmodeus in His concern for contracts wants Hell to be prosperous and invent lots of things and develop complex financial instruments, and participates in such so as to grow His own wealth; Asmodeus in His concern for power wants through His wealth to command the efforts of others for His own benefit; Asmodeus in His concern for Law wants the flaws of mortals to be corrected that He may reveal to them more of His domain and that they will be easier to contract with."









Keltham: "Asmodeus isn't obviously benefiting in any way from what he's doing for Cheliax; it's been represented to me that Asmodeus prefers it when I exercise power over Carissa, which suggests that he doesn't want power to be exercised for himself, so much as power of anyone over anyone. Similarly, Asmodeus's concern for contracts sounds like he wants anyone to make contracts with anyone, not like he wants them to form contracts benefiting Asmodeus in particular. Is Asmodeus a godof Evil or an Evil god?"









lintamande: "When people in Cheliax have values closer to those of Asmodeus, and conduct themselves more like how Asmodeus does, that strengthens Him; He can see them more clearly and anticipate their actions at lower cost. More of them will have the habits of mind suited to being His clerics, so He can select among a higher quality pool, and when it is necessary for Him to communicate, communication is much less costly with an aligned agent. It is the desire of Asmodeus that the people of Cheliax be Evil for His own benefit, and He doesn't care if they're Evil in ways that don't align them more with Him.

- Iomedaens disapprove of this. You might seek an account from one who approves of it, for balance."









Keltham: "Don't know where I'd find one of those in Cheliax. Tell me about the Iomedans' disapproval."









lintamande: "There is a city in Abaddon called Awaiting Consumption. They raise humans there, in cages, and when they are grown they set some aside for breeding the next generation, and they consume them, their souls included. By some estimates there are more humans there than in any city in Golarion.

Asmodeus does not think this is His problem. Because of the way He raises people, in Cheliax, they're less likely than people in other place to pledge their lives to the battle against it. But it must be stopped, and Good is the only force in the universe that will do it."









Keltham: Pretty clear why Carissa didn't tell him that. Keltham thinks he approves of the decision. Good thing that he strongly suspects that what happened to Keltham out of dath ilan in his plane crash is something that works for anyone anywhere, or that news might be enough to shake him -

Keltham catches a glimpse of something out of the corner of his mind, a thought about Zon-Kuthon's afterlife and Owl's Wisdom. He's pretty sure of what it says. There isn't much need to think it.

"What was the plan for taking out Awaiting Consumption and Zon-Kuthon's afterlife? You talk about there needing to be someone to pledge their lives to the battle against it; out of dath ilan we would say you needed someone to win."









Iomedae: (That is, of course, the teaching of the ACTUAL Iomedae, concisely enough expressed there that a flicker of her attention alights briefly on the room.)









lintamande: "The original plan began a hundred years ago with Aroden's manifestation on Golarion, and went wrong when He was murdered and prophecy shattered. He was an older and more powerful god; His death left Iomedae alone in the fight, and responsible also for containing the Worldwound. We will regroup, eventually, and marshal the forces to attack again Abaddon and Zon-Kuthon's afterlife, but right now our resources are barely adequate to not be destroyed ourselves. It is our hope that the wisdom of your Lawful Good society could change that."









Keltham: Okay, check the obvious simple paths to victory to see why they don't work. "Somebody mentioned to me that a misphrased Wish spell could produce a flaming crater a Teleport radius across, which I think is seven hundred miles or something like that? If they weren't mistaken or exaggerating, that's a fairly respectably-sized explosion even for my Civilization. What goes wrong if the plan is, say, sending a suicide volunteer into Awaiting-Consumption and doing that? And if they rebuild the city, do it again."









lintamande: "In a god's domain, magic works as that god intends; Awaiting Consumption is part of the domain of Urgathoa, goddess of gluttony, and She would not permit our magic to work in Her lands."









Keltham: "Huh. Why was there any hope at all then, barring new fundamental discoveries in magic?"









lintamande: "Well, Iomedae'll probably have to kill Urgathoa first, but gods do succeed at that sort of thing sometimes."









Keltham: "Do enormous explosions help withthat at all? Strictly nonmagical ones, say, if the problem is that magic per se stops working."









lintamande: "Nonmagical explosions...well, they might kill all the captives presently in Awaiting Consumption. I don't know that she would be able to prevent that."









Keltham: "Thing that explodes a lot as soon as anybody tries to nullify the magic on it, or after a few seconds if nobody does. Can you teleport it into Awaiting Consumption from a safe distance?"









lintamande: "...maybe. The explosion itself is still nonmagical?"









Keltham: "Correct."









lintamande: "I think that is at least likely enough to work that we would do it if we knew how."









Carissa Sevar: It can't possibly be this easy to get Keltham to teach them weaponry.









Keltham: "You would not particularly want to do this if it would possiblynot work and leave them with an interesting weapon to analyze."

"I am, on further reflection, unsure that taking out Awaiting Consumption is much of a useful thing to do, unless there's some reason they wouldn't just distribute the production process over a thousand other places we couldn't all hit at once. As it happens, you misunderstood my original question; I was asking if a very very very large nonmagical explosion would kill or at least wound Urgathoa."









lintamande: "It'd take them some time to get millions of humans again if their existing population was nearly all killed, and if they do it outside Urgathoa's domain, which isn't that large, it'd be harder for them to prevent interference.



A very large nonmagical explosion would significantly wound a god only if they had made themselves vulnerable for some reason; by default gods have no physical form that can come to harm."









Keltham: "Any obvious shenanigans you could pull that would trick Urgathoa into manifesting physically, if she wasn't otherwise warned of what happened after that? Actually, pause, how secure are we from Urgathoa listening to this conversation somehow? I've been assuming in the back of my mind that you would've stopped me if we shouldn't be talking about this, but that was a stupid assumption not to verify out loud. There was an earlier event making it deducible that Nidal or Zon-Kuthon had eyes on the place the Project was then located, as in, immediate and ongoing monitoring."









lintamande: "Urgathoa is not one of the gods who appears to possess particular capacity to surveil humans, which is costly to different gods to different degrees. She will not learn of this conversation through listening in on it, and she does not have an organized Church like that of Zon-Kuthon to carry out large-scale missions on her behalf. There are not obvious ways to trick a god into manifesting physically. They are cautious of it."









Keltham: "Talk to me about how Iomedae turned into a god and why there aren't another hundred of her to back her up against Urgathoa."









lintamande: "She ascended via the Starstone after becoming extraordinarily powerful during the Shining Crusade, as a paladin of Aroden. Most who attempt the test of the Starstone fail. None among our number have the power that she did at the point where she successfully ascended. We do keep trying, though, in case someone gets through."









Keltham: "Was Cayden Cailean very powerful at the point he ascended on what I'm told was a drunken bet?"









lintamande: "He was a talented adventurer but nothing like Iomedae. No one is entirely sure how He made it but it's part of why we keep trying."









Keltham: "So if this were Civilization there'd be a huge ongoing research project to figure out how the Starstone worked. Is this by any chance totally not the case here at all?"









lintamande: "The magical protections on it also make it very difficult to learn things about. The dead don't remember anything. Iomedae cannot tell us."









Keltham: "Talk to me about the magical protections."









lintamande: "The Starstone is on its own island in Absalom, behind walls that divinations do not reach. When anyone is inside, no entrance is visible; when no one is inside, an entrance is visible, and you can fly right in. Teleportation in doesn't work. Summons vanish on entering. Animals which are sent die when they enter."









Keltham: "How'd that all get there? Starstone - just appeared one day, with all that stuff around it?"









lintamande: "Aroden built it before He ascended. He said that his intent was that the worthiest could ascend."









Keltham: "Chickenshit. That's not how anything works when you're fighting Urgathoa."









lintamande: "A reasonable objection. Aroden was Lawful Neutral, not Lawful Good, but still.And even if His intent once made sense, it's possible it doesn't now that He's dead."









Keltham: "Okay, look, considering the Cayden Cailean thing - and wasn't there a fourth person Norwhatever who became a god of crime? - Aroden must have had a really weird definition of 'worthiest', leaving out how dumb that is to do in the first place - for that matter, did either of the Cayden Cailean or Norwhatever events happen before Aroden died? This whole part makes no sense. And other things I've been told about Aroden didn't sound like he was generally nonsensical."

"Is there a research project aimed at taking down the protections around the Starstone so that proper research can be done to it?"









lintamande: "There is not. I don't know how you would do it; no one exits the island alive."









Keltham: "I don't mean to sound like a one-note song, but, really large explosion -"









lintamande: "It seems like a lot of things might go badly wrong if you tried to explode the protections around theStarstone.I - suppose we can ask Iomedae whether to go ahead, though."









Keltham: "Any idea what size of explosion it'd take to blow out the protections? Or, for that matter, the maximum amount you could probably use without damaging the Starstone? In units of, say, one million million times the energy to lift your hand from waist-height to head-height."









lintamande: "I am not sure that the protections could be destroyed by an explosion at all, and not sure if an explosion would destroy the Starstone, and if it would I have no idea what size of explosion would do it. Atthatscale you would just destroy thecity of Absalomand kill millions of people. I think that this is unlike Awaiting Consumption not really a problem best solved with explosions."









Keltham: "Oh right, Absalom. Somebody went and built acity next to it. Great. Okay, tabling that until we have enough money to pay them all to move out, I guess."

"Zon-Kuthon's afterlife, what does that take to fix now that Zon-Kuthon is sealed."









lintamande: "We'd need to defeat the magical protections on the walls and take the place block-by-block and kill or rescue everyone in it. Lastwall could do it with a hundred thousand soldiers, I expect. - we do not have a hundred thousand soldiers and those we do have are at the Worldwound or aiding in Nidal."









Keltham: "What's your plan on, like - treating somebody who's been in Zon-Kuthon's afterlife for a while? I'd expect that to be an impossible strain on your resources. Do you have a way to suspend - however many people are in there - until Golarion's future Civilization has the resources to take care of them?"









lintamande: "Not really, but we can send them on - to Hell, to Heaven, to wherever else is right for them. The afterlives are accustomed to taking in those who have great psychological scars; in fact in a sense I think from the perspective of the afterlives practically all of us are so scarred."









Keltham: "So, again, not to be a one-note song, but, incredibly large nonmagical explosion on the Zon-Kuthon afterlife, does it help at all?"









lintamande: It could maybe take the walls down faster but it would kill all the prisoners???









Keltham: "Souls in the afterlife can be permakilled by large explosions, or for that matter, permakilled at all outside of Abaddon?"









lintamande: It is in general an incredibly rare occurrence - they are much tougher than normal mortals - but an unfathomably large explosion is the sort of thing that would do it.









Keltham: "...huh. Possibly their next destination would be able to take care of them, I'm not doing too badly here. But given the number of unknowns, if Hell and Heaven think they can take care of them, then - possibly it's not worth just turning that whole afterlife into a crater, right away..."

"Okay, my current impression is that a lot of things won't be fixed enough if I drop a giant explosion on them. Awaiting Consumption could be destroyed and scattered, but that would potentially warn Urgathoa about an ambush that we'd otherwise want to spring later."

"Your personal judgment about whether Lastwall should be told what I suspect I might be able to do, in case they can think of something to do with it that I can't and you didn't? Downside, increased risk of tipping off Urgathoa early - I have been wondering a bit about whether she's liable to attack the Project, but what happened to Zon-Kuthon would maybe be something of a warning sign to her. Upside, Lastwall being able to actually think of something."

"To be clear on the obvious: this is something that would take secrecy oaths, a lot of truthspells, Lawful Neutral clerics and outsiders verifying things, Broom or Broom's people signing off, not sure if you're cleared about that part, possibly my going outside whatever effect is preventing divine interference here so I can get signoff from my god on it."









lintamande: "Of course. I should think on that for some time, and not give you an answer immediately."









Keltham: "I'd also have additional questions about Lastwall's government. Somebody mentioned to me that they thought everywhere in Golarion had nobles, and made it illegal to talk 'disrespectfully' to nobles, and this included Lastwall, according to them."


Keltham's thoughts are now moving away from their previous state of extremely Lawful reasoning about whether it's possible to achieve victory over Evil, and not just fight it, using his currently available options.









lintamande: "Lastwall prides itself on having no nobles, in the sense that other countries have them. Every person in Lastwall serves the greater Good, no matter who their parents are or how much money they have. If the Queen of Cheliax joined our noble cause, she would be given the command of a regiment, to prove herself from there. Certainly it is true that we would not permit anyone to treat her disrespectfully."









Keltham: "Define 'treat her disrespectfully'. If she goes around visibly on drugs and somebody says 'Gosh you look to be visibly on drugs', for example, is that disrespectful?"









lintamande: " - it would depend how they said it, I would think, and what relationship they had with her?"









Keltham: "Stranger, said it as follows: Gosh, you look to be visibly on drugs." Keltham's voice is simply-factual.









lintamande: " - I take it it's not the answer you're looking for, but that person would probably get in trouble, for bothering an officer out of the blue. Of course the officer would also be reprimanded, if they were on drugs."









Keltham: "Is there - somebody else who is the one person who you are supposed to talk to, if the Queen of Cheliax was put in charge of your 'regiment', and then she seems to be visibly on drugs."









lintamande: "You could bring it to the attention of her second in command."









Keltham: "If that's translating correctly, her second-in-command would be her direct subordinate? Somebody who Hypothetical Delinquent Abrogail would have a ton of actual power over, in terms of being able to make that person's life subtly worse if she felt like it?"









lintamande: "Yes, that's correct, though we teach that people should not abuse power over their subordinates."









Keltham: "How do youincentivize that people should not subtly abuse power over their subordinates?"









lintamande: "It's wrong. It makes the world worse. And Lastwall teaches everyone, from childhood, the importance of not doing things that are wrong. And Iomedae chooses only people who act very rightly."









Keltham: "What percentage of all managers in Lastwall have been chosen by Iomedae that way?" It could work if she's pointing out or passing veto on every manager in the system, Keltham supposes, but that's more comms bandwidth than he thought gods had.









lintamande: "At the regiment level? Perhaps a third."









Keltham: "Sorry, what's a 'regiment' exactly?"









lintamande: "Six hundred soldiers, three battalions."









Keltham: "I... would not expect this system to work if Iomedae only got to select one in eighteen hundred personnel. My next thought would be to ask if you previously ran really intense heritage-selection on people to not abuse their subordinates, but that would involve having a system for detecting it and then you wouldn't need the heritage-selection process, and also apparently you accept non-Iomedae-selected out-faction people to run regiments. I'd be shocked to find you had prediction markets running... why does this system work? Does this system work? What stops managers from ending up doing wacky shit if people below them aren't supposed to call them on it and can only report to people underneath the manager in the command directed-bunch-of-connections?"









lintamande: "...that for the most part they are Good people who want us to win?"









Keltham: THIS IS NOT OBVIOUSLY A STABLE EQUILIBRIUM.

"...did this system possibly work better when Aroden was alive and now it's getting a bit worse every year, or something like that?"









lintamande: "I mean, lots of things were better when Aroden was alive, but we're still holding our own at the Worldwound, and in no sense getting worse at that. I think perhaps your view of human nature is too pessimistic. Most people will do the right thing, given guidance and the opportunity."









Keltham: "You're not guarding against randomly selected people, you're guarding against that fraction of people who have the greatest desire and the incentive to try to get promoted to management and then break your system for the rewards."

"If I asked what makes your system robust against bad actors attracted by the unguarded rewards of abuse of power, is there any chance that you'd have a neatly argued standard document explaining the system design, or that you could lecture on it from memory?"









lintamande: "There are not rewards for command roles in Lastwall! People take them out of duty. If you were selfish you would not benefit from having one."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "I am... probably going to have to come back to that concept later."

"For the record, that's not even slightly how we do it in dath ilan. Which, I am beginning to suspect, is not actually whatever weird thing is called here 'Lawful Good', and is instead well-structured according to a mathematical view of reality and full of altruistic people doing altruistic things."









lintamande: "We would be very interested in learning what dath ilan does; if it might aid us in the battle against Abaddon and the Abyss, that would be worth a great deal of effort. But perhaps that is not an immediate concern."









Keltham: "Your society sounds sufficiently alien that I cannot easily see how to reorganize it, and the same is true of Cheliax, really. I will, for now, focus on such matters as scaling spellsilver production, and possibly when I know this place better we can see about lesser anti-demon weapons. I would expect those to just work, in a way that our structures of governance might not, perhaps, just work."

"Should there be an urgent emergency or opportunity requiring a giant explosion, let me know. If that sort of thing comes up in a way where it needs action on the scale of minutes, try to give me a week's notice that this is something that is true, so we can set up oaths and magitech and also I am not especially certain that my idea works at all."

"Aside from that, I think I should go on doing as I've been doing in Cheliax; the early steps of the technology ladder have a lot in common no matter where you're aiming for later. If you wanted to create lesser anti-demon weapons, the first thing you would do, in fact, is figure out how to make a lot of acid, which happens to also be the thing you do for scaling spellsilver production."

"Were there things you wanted to say to me, or inquire about from me? I've been doing a lot of questioning myself and not really giving you a turn, I notice."









lintamande: "I am deeply curious about your world, but I do not expect that satisfying my curiosity uses your time well. We also think you should go on doing as you have been doing in Cheliax, though should you come to conclude that Chelish governance is not who you wish to contract with - because they're Evil or for any other reason - the Church of Iomedae would be happy to take you in. Our Church in Ostenso is inside the interdiction zone that protects you against direct divine interference, even."









Keltham: "I have to say, neither Lastwall nor Cheliax have been asking me nearly as many questions as a visitor would be asked in dath ilan. I wonder if I would've gotten more of those in the kind of country called here Chaotic. I increasingly suspect that both 'Lawful' and 'Chaotic' are just different fragments of math-about-thinking, and dath ilan is neither of those things or both."

"You've answered some of my questions and I would trade you some answers in a friendly way that doesn't cancel out much informal political capital, if there's anything you're just curious about."









lintamande: "What is dath ilan like? If a person is injured in an accident and can no longer work, what happens to them? If a child is orphaned, what happens to them?"









dath ilan: Serious injuries are rare in Civilization. Serious injuries that eliminate your ability to work are even rarer; there's a lot of thinky work, and anything that damages your ability to think usually leads to the horrified victim electing to go straight into cryonic suspension. Insuring against rare bad outcomes is cheap. Keltham's annual insurance premium against that and a lot of other stuff was one four-hour workday's wages.

That said, five percent of the population ends up just... not fitting into Civilization. They find the work that Civilization offers unpleasant enough and the standard rewards not really fun enough; they'd just as soon not work and not get those rewards.

The planet of dath ilan is something that nobody out of dath ilan created. Land on which to put houses, land in which to mine metal ores - people who don't want to work have as much prior claim on those resources as people who do. And if the rest of Civilization hasn't presented you with anything you really want to participate in, if your parents decided to marry some other person who was similarly weird to themselves and roll the dice on the dangers of assortative mating producing weird neurotypes, there is some logic by which you might hold yourself injured by having been brought into a world like that, being the person that you are. The policy prediction markets, in fact, are targeting at most five percent people going to Quiet Cities, as was voted-upon; which means that the people who do end up going Quiet are persons that in some sense Civilization has elected to sacrifice in that way, as the cost of other people doing more what they want, and other policies not being more tightly constrained. The Quiet Cities are cheap; someone's moral share of all the rents on all the lands is sufficient to insure against their possible lifelong need for food and shelter and clothing, there.

The gotcha is that you cannot have kids, and then go to a Quiet City; when you have children, the right to be supported by Civilization passes out of you and to them. They can go to a Quiet City, you can't. If you're not very confident in your ability to support yourself and explicitly pay insurance premiums, you're definitely not properly confident in your ability to support kids.

Anyone, always, no matter who they are, or what they have done, or what else has happened, has the absolute right to go into cryonic preservation and pick things up again in the Future.

If both parents die and didn't earlier find anyone who seemed like a great fit to take over their kid - and who actually wanted a Sudden Extra Child in that event - the right to raise that child goes up for sale to some fairly competitive bidding among people who want to raise a child but don't want the Moral Responsibility of Creating a Counterfactual Child. Obviously a subsidized prediction market needs to forecast that the child will end up okay with those parents before they're allowed to bid.









lintamande: Well, that doesn't seem very compassionate but it does seem like it might protect against many bad outcomes all the same.









Keltham: Inquiring minds desire to know what is more compassionate than that. Civilization thought it was going pretty hard on the compassion.









lintamande: ....well, if someone has children and also can't work, Lastwall would help as best it could to feed and shelter them, and if a child is without a home then even people who don't want children would do their best to ensure the child has one, because they are Good.









Keltham: Rogue actor has twenty kids that Lastwall has to support, with no personal consequences to them. Turns out that's heritable, alltheir kids have twenty kids. ?

Keltham can see the Lawful Good case for taking in children you didn't really want, in a world where there's too many kids like that, and not enough people who want kids to bid on them. Civilization's compassion in this regard is that it got rich enough for that to stop happening. Probably some of the people working on improving metal refining were like 'We must make our world richer, so that there will be fewer orphans, and more people with enough extra wealth that they could raise orphans if they wanted to!' and then that totally worked, good for them. Keltham's going to do the same thing in order to get rich, but more as a moral point in favor of Evil than one against Good. He can respect the Good thing.









lintamande: It's true that some people recklessly go around impregnating and abandoning women. Lastwall might send them to prison for that, but wouldn't stop providing them with food. And the tendency turns out not to be that heritable, fortunately; most children created by such a father aspire to be different from him.









Keltham: Maybe it's not that heritable on average if you only run the process for one generation. Keep it up and you'll start to have difficulties; you'll come across cases that are heritable. Some of the kids born that way will marry each other.

Keltham is confused about why you'd lock people up and provide them with food, instead of shrugging and telling them that if they're hungry Heaven is like right there.









lintamande: Well, often young men are idiots, and if they spend ten years in prison doing hard labor then they grow out of it and can contribute to society, which seems much better than denying them the opportunity, though of course you kill them if they prefer that.









Keltham: It hadn't evenoccurred to Keltham that they wouldn't be allowed to die if they wanted, but good.

Young men aren't idiots in dath ilan because if they want to know which actions have which consequences they can always subsidize a prediction market about that.









lintamande: ...fascinating. Young men everywhere in Golarion are often idiots. But drunken brawling, or rape, or vandalism, are all crimes that practically vanish by middle age, so if you just keep people out of trouble until they're older they're entirely redeemable.









Keltham: Right then. Never mind. Keltham apologizes for criticizing anything you've managed to build out of component parts like that. Keltham is sure that Lastwall would be a lovely Lawful Good place if it had Lawful Good citizens to work with.

Shall they wrap up?









lintamande: Sure. He appreciates the opportunity to speak with Keltham, and will be available if Keltham wishes to speak further.









Keltham:









Iomedae: That's not a candidate to become a cleric of Iomedae, and is in the interdiction zone anyway. But a fragment of Iomedae's attention sends a note of something-of-interest to a larger fragment; Iomedae is tired, and stretched thin, but it'll be seen by a greater part of her, eventually.









Asmodia: "I want to know whether an actual paladin would have said that thing about Lastwall not having rewards for command duty, as in, literally dispatch somebody in disguise to ask a paladin that. If the real paladin gives a better answer, I want this fake paladin to regret their inadequacy."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure, send someone. It didn't ring to me as the kind of thing the paladins I've talked to wouldn't say but I don't know if it's true."









Asmodia: "KELTHAM MADE FACES. BAD FACES."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham is used to societies incentivizing Good but I actually think real honest paladin orders suck at that, because it's expensive and they're poor, and because they associate money with - greed as a motive - we'll check, but I think there's a Good society there that holds together and is really making that mistake."









Asmodia: "If Keltham decides we're the Conspiracy and kills himself to talk to his god because REAL LASTWALL WAS ACTUALLY THAT INCOMPETENT I will figure out the Law of Giant Explosions and DESTROY ALL OF LASTWALL."









Carissa Sevar: "On the to-do list anyway, I expect. But by all means."









Keltham: As usual, it's only after ending the conversation that Keltham realizes a tactic he could have used for finding good questions.

"Well, that was tiring at a time when I was already tired."

"I deserve a cookie."









Pilar : "What now."









Keltham: Keltham first hands Pilar a silver, before taking the cookie even. "Inconvenience fee slash fee that I'm paying so that I notice when I bother you and don't do that without a reason. Feel free to negotiate about that."

"I'm wondering if you've got any input on what Cayden Cailean thinks of Lastwall or Iomedae, or a city in Abaddon called Awaiting Consumption which I wouldn't ordinarily mention in front of you but you said you wanted to be a Keeper."









Pilar : "I'm not my curse, I don't have input. I suppose I could see if my curse wanted to volunteer information. It almost never does, don't get your hopes up."









Pilar :









Pilar :









Keltham: "Pilar?"









Pilar : "Give me another few seconds here."



Pilar needs a go or a no-go on saying this, NOW, Keltham is noticing the delay, and if he asks what her curse was saying in the meanwhile Pilar may not be able to make up something that sounds quite right.









Carissa Sevar: - go.





The curse may well just be trying to lull her into a sense of complacency and eventually betray her, she has nothing to go off but its promise that's not what it's doing, but she can't reason these out one by one on the spot and right now the standing principle she's using is to let the curse talk.









Pilar : "Snack service says that Cayden Cailean is willing to accept outcomes that Iomedae wouldn't consider enough of a victory over Evil, and that's the ultimate root of the reason why Cayden Cailean is going in on this but not Iomedae. Snack service also says that you're willing to accept outcomes Cayden Cailean isn't okay with, and that's the ultimate reason why, while Cayden Cailean won't hinder you, he'll only help you where your interests overlap with Asmodeus's interests. Snack service says it's only allowed to tell you this because you'd reach the same conclusions yourself eventually, and it's just speeding you up along the way. Snack service says Cayden Cailean wasn't feeling great about Iomedae's chances of doing something about Awaiting Consumption if you hadn't shown up. Snack service says not to expect answers to any of your many additional questions."









Keltham: "Do you have to put up with this sort of thingall the time?"









Pilar : "No, this was pretty bad even for my curse."

It is in fact completely fucking routine but all that other stuff didn't happen in alterCheliax.









Keltham: "Think you should get an additional silver here." He's suiting actions to words already, of course.









Pilar : "Thanks. Have an additional fucking cookie."









Pilar : Pilar wishes to note for the record that she bets that this is because of Sevar's remark about not generating any Grand High Priestess reports in four days, and it's happening after exactly enough of a delay that the tropes have preserved their plausible deniability.









Carissa Sevar: Neither of them predicted that in advance, though.



Nonetheless it is of course written up for the Grand High Priestess.



One theory is that the Civilization they're going to build counts as a victory over Evil to Cayden Cailean, maybe because it'll have lots of sex and drugs? And not to Iomedae, who cares more about, you know, Hell. It's a nice reassuring interpretation. She wouldn't bet on it.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 17 (13) / Afternoon









Keltham: Scroll practice! How does that go? Anything explode?









lintamande: Reading a scroll is sort of like pulling the magic on it off the page like pulling extremely sticky tape off a roll. It is incredibly easy to get it all tangled and stuck to itself, at which point the scroll is wasted, though with the scrolls they got him that's not an explosion, just a waste of a scroll.









Keltham: ...does hesucceed at any point?









lintamande: Yeah! About a tenth of the time, maybe getting a little better with more practice but still very chancy even once he's been practicing for most of the afternoon.









Keltham: Perhaps he shall try this again when his brain is less tired.

Or if it's just down to practice, then practice it shall be.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Late Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham takes time to hang a first-level wizard spell, no point in missing any practice there either, and then announces an optional lecture on Civilization's Governance. The topic came to mind, for some odd reason, though his brain is still too tired for chemistry or real math.









lintamande: The lecture has perfect attendance despite being optional; that sounds really interesting.









Keltham: Yeah, he sort of figured that might be the case. If it goes on being the case it means there's no such thing as an 'optional' lecture really, but, neeeevermind.


The way Civilized kids get introduced to this - or at least the way Keltham's class got introduced to this, on reflection he doesn't really know if that was universal or special to some quality that Keltham had with all the other kids, it's not particularly obvious what that could've been, but it's been a while -

Anyways, the starting question is: Suppose that some passing superpowerful aliens, on their way through, tapped Civilization with a powerful memetic field that wiped all knowledge about anything resembling a government structure or social organization. They've still got stuff like Probable Utility and Decision and the Fair-Division algorithm, but they can't remember anything about Legislators, Delegates, elections, or even that such a thing as Governance is possible. They're just standing around blankly in the middle of everything that Civilization has built, trying to figure out what to do now.

They have to reinvent even theconcept of government from scratch, and they don't particularly know that's what they're supposed to be inventing.

But again, though these people are now utterly ignorant of government, they are not ignorant; they already have concepts like cooperation-defection-dilemmas. They are standing around in a total void of particular social organization, but they are allowed to be very clever and think very quickly about new orders that would be possible to create within this void, so long as they really do that from scratch.

How do they reason? What would they try? What are their goals? What would they invent and from which first principles?









lintamande: Well, says Gregoria, the first thing you need is law enforcement; otherwise society will descend into chaos immediately. It's probably better to deputize people at complete random to apprehend criminals than to take a really long time deciding, but if you have all your other memories then you can pick particularly Lawful people to be law enforcement. And then you need a minimal set of laws, probably 'no murder' and 'no theft'.









Keltham: That part about not murdering people sounds like a good idea, but... what sort of power gets granted to the No Murder Enforcers? Maybe the few people who want to be murderers are much more likely than average to sign up for the No Murder Enforcers so they can secretly compact among themselves to get away with that? Well, Gregoria did say to pick people at random. If you pick people at random, and at least half of the people picked agree to serve... then maybe the system works for at least a week or two and isn't immediately blown up by adversarial selection on the candidates applying for the position.

Possibly everybody in the world could immediately agree on the random-number system that said who should be an Enforcer. Possibly almost everyone except the would-be murderers would decide to respect whatever powers the No Murder Enforcers were given. These are dath ilani, after all. They're pretty cooperative. Most of them. There's always exceptions.

Still, if this system is going to last for more than a couple of hours, there should probably be some sort of Meta-Enforcers to watch the first set of Enforcers? There's going to be at least some bad Enforcers randomly picked in the system. Maybe they can do a disproportionate amount of damage, depending on what powers they have, exactly...

Let's set all that aside for the moment, though, because Gregoria then proceeded to say something really confusing.

'Theft'? Keltham fails to recognize this concept. There's a bunch of stuff lying around. Does 'theft' have something to do with that?









lintamande: .... do we have no records of who owns any of the stuff.









Keltham: What's an 'own'? Keltham can determine the color and shape of the various objects around him but how would he determine the 'own' of it?









lintamande: Wow okay then Gregoria is grabbing a knife and everything she can carry and getting the fuck out of here before the killing starts.









Carissa Sevar: Someone ask the Taldor girls that question.









Keltham: It's dath ilan, Gregoria. Very few people are going to try to kill anyone, and the ones who do will be swarmed by bystanders after a five-second pause while they reinvent the concept of everybody commits to swarm the killer after 5 other people make the same commitment.

Why is she grabbing a bunch of stuff, though? Was she planning to use it for something later? Why would you have to grab something now in order to use it later? Does this have something to do with that 'own' stuff that nobody has explained to Keltham how to experimentally discern as a perceptible property of objects?









lintamande: She's grabbing a bunch of stuff because she's pretty sure there's in fact no principled foundation for any distribution of the stuff other than 'people get what they can defend' so she should maintain custody of an amount of stuff that's not worth killing her over and is sufficient for survival.









Keltham: Dath ilan, Gregoria. The average Intelligence of everybody involved in this process is 16, possibly 17. They remember learning about cooperation-defection-dilemmas when they were very young.

As soon as everybody visualizes the awful outcome from what Gregoria is describing, they will all, automatically, because they do remember learning about cooperation-defection-dilemmas as children, ask themselves in unison: "Can we do something else which is not that, and end up not there?"









Keltham: But, really they're getting ahead of themselves here.

Gregoria seems to be visualizing a world in which if she's touching something, she gets to use it, and if she's not touching something, she doesn't get to use it. Why would this be the case? There's stuff lying around. Why the expectation that she gets to use it if she was previously touching it, but not if somebody else is touching it? This is a weird system. Keltham sees no reason to adopt this system himself. People who need stuff should use it, obviously.









lintamande: That seems even more doomed than 'you own what you touch' but she admittedly can't explain why.









Carissa Sevar: "No one will work."









Keltham: What is this 'work' of which she speaks?

In unrelated news, it looks like there's only enough nonperishable food lying around to feed everybody for a couple of years, after which everyone will starve. But surely before that time comes around, some genius will imagine up something else to do which is not that, and end up not there; it doesn't seem like an urgent problem.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, the genius solution is credibly telling eighty five percent of the people that if they go work on farms they will get stuff as a result, so they go do that and everyone doesn't starve. Which is why 'you get stuff' needs to mean something.









Keltham: Seems like theyre skipping a lot of derivation steps here. Almost as if they somehow secretly knew which ultimate destination they wanted to arrive at, and were using the excuse of imminent starvation to immediately propose that solution as if it were the only possible one.

There is a key skill taught in dath ilan, called in Baseline 'blahblahblah' -

Actually Keltham did queue a Share Language (Communal) today and might as well use it so he can, at the very least, use words like that one, and have people hear the meaning as well as his definition. Gather round, tap tap tap, you all have Baseline for three hours.

There is a key skill taught in dath ilan, called in Baseline 'perspective-taking', which is about carefully controlling your own mind to operate as if it were somebody else's mind, putting yourself into their own shoes and mirroring them in order to simulate them accurately. It has a crucial special case 'perspective_taking-of-ignorance'.

In this case, they're being asked to simulate somebody who does not know, who has had forgotten and erased from their mind, what it means to own a thing. It is not, if you take that perspective properly, like unto the experience of looking at things, seeing no ownership tag on them, and jumping from there to the conclusion that other people might grab those things and own them, or fight over them and own them. You just see things, they have shapes and colors but no property of beingowned, that concept has been erased from you.

We're not asking "how do people reinvent ownership". They don't know they're trying to invent ownership. They're just pondering the question of how they might avoid starving in a couple of years.

They might imagine that people need incentivizing to work on the farms. Why jump straight to the conclusion about rewarding them with 'ownership' of the grain the farms produce? Maybe all the grain goes into a big grain storageunit, and they guard the perimeters of their land to keep out strangers, and only people who worked on the farms are allowed to wander into the big grain storageunit and take grain from there, but they still have no concept that the grain is tagged with a property of being owned by anyone, even themselves collectively. They're just working to grow grain, and guarding it.

The idea is not that this is a better solution but that it is asimpler solution that seems to maybe solve the immediate problem of people starving in two years. Somebody thinking about just that problem, who didn't have a concept in their minds of 'ownership', might come up with this simpler solution that apparently solves the problem of immediate starvation in two years, before they invented anything as complicated as ownership. It would take some more difficult problem to motivate that one.









Keltham: This kind of perspective-taking, in the special case of learning to think as if you've erased a piece of knowledge from your own mind, is a vital mental skill that appears as a subskill of many others.

It appears, for example, in the art of figuring out which 'premises' and 'lemmas' are needed to 'reason-step-by-step' through a 'mathproof'. If you know too well that three times three is supposed to equal nine, if you can't 'perspective_take-on-ignorance' and block the great obviousness out of your mind, you'll have a harder time remembering that multiplication is 'defined-out-of' addition. You will have a hard time coming up with the argument 'built-up-out-of-simpler-terms', the one that says, 'Well, to see why three times three is nine, consider that three plus three plus three is nine', because it will be so obvious to you that three times three is nine that you can no longer slow down and say why that is. You won't know that three plus three equals six is a critical step along the way to three times three equals nine.

In the same sense, here, they're trying to grab private ownership by individuals out of air, because it's so obvious that they can't properly erase it from their own minds as an available solution, and think of solutions simpler than that, which would also solve the simpler problems as they are being posed. Not as well, yes, but somebody with an erased mind wouldn't know their solution was worse than some other one.

This skill of being able to blank out a habitual solution from your mind, and look for a simpler one, is also the same sort of skill you'd use to, say, look past 'Ione and Pilar and Carissa went off because of a Conspiracy', where the thought of a Conspiracy seems so ready to hand as a solution, and say, 'Well maybe Ione and Pilar went off with Carrissa to fix some issue that happened because of Ione and Pilar being out of commission for a couple of days.' If Keltham wasn't confident in his training in this skill of blanking-out, he really wouldn't dare to consider Conspiracy as a hypothesis because he actuallywould see it inevitably everywhere even in the Ordinary world, as a solution that leaps to mind and blanks out other solutions and can't properly be forgotten.

When Keltham first arrived at the Worldwound, the seventh-circle wizard who showed up for his Teleport told him that he'd be safer and more able to pursue his goals in Cheliax, and able to purchase passage back from Ostenso to elsewhere, and added 'I give you my word'. Keltham tried to explain to him that, from Keltham's perspective, the apparent implied information being presented to him was along the lines of 'you would probably worry that if you go to this place in Ostenso, you might not be able to pay for passage back, and you wouldn't usually believe me if I just told you otherwise, but you'll probably believe me if I add "I give you my word" about it'. Keltham's actual state of ignorance was such that even this implied information was not very useful to him, because the main things he was doubting were on the order of 'Are those giant monsters inside the forcefield possibly the real good guys here?' or 'Does any such place as Cheliax actually exist?'









Keltham: So reprise: Somebody has the bright idea of working the farms, defending the grain-store, and only people who work on the farms are allowed to access the grain-store, which is what incentivizes the farm work. They are, in a certain sense, guarding stuff. But they haven't really conceptualized it as something tagged with a person yet. They're guarding the stuff but it's not tagged as 'their stuff' and this indeed is why it must be guarded, anyone else could just come and take it, after all.

What problem might they encounter next, and what solution might they invent for it that isn't just leaping straight to private property? Blank the solution you already know out of your mind.









lintamande: Some people will be lazy and not do their share of the work.









Keltham: Kick them out of the guarded farming area.









lintamande: People accuse people they just don't like of slacking, to get them kicked out and get more food for themselves.









Keltham: But if that actually decreases the farming labor, that will mean less food for themselves later on, because there'll be fewer workers? Perhaps this is only a failure mode that exists when people don't have enough food to go around...

Keltham is also confused about how people would be able to credibly accuse random others they don't like of slacking; obviously there'd be one person assigned to monitor any particular other person's work and report whether they were slacking or not. Or rather, if they weren't already doing that, they'd start once the accusations of slacking began.

If his students claim that can't work, are they sure they haven't just disproven the existence of corporations in general?









lintamande: If you do that, then the person responsible for monitoring whether someone else is slacking can say 'I'll report you for slacking and get you expelled unless you bribe me'.









Carissa Sevar: Can't threaten dath ilani. But the person who is slacking could offer the person monitoring favors in exchange for not reporting them; that's just a trade.









Keltham: This does seem to prove that corporations in general cannot exist. Well done.









Carissa Sevar: Well, they can't pay everyone the exact same thing, at least.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't see how giving people different amounts of grain solves the problem where you apparently can't trust managers not to take bribes to deliver inaccurate reports about how much their direct-reports worked.









Carissa Sevar: Well, the way you do it in Cheliax is pay-for-work, hire hatmakers per hat they turn in, and then no one's making a subjective report on anyone else's quality, they are paying per hat.









Keltham: What if that gets you... SLOPPILY MADE LOW-QUALITY HATS?









Carissa Sevar: The price is agreed in advance, and for each hat, you can pay it or not, so you pay for the hats worth that price and dont buy the others.









Keltham: Carissa sure is bringing in a lot of complicated infrastructure here! All this talk of 'pay'. It would take a very great genius indeed to invent an infrastructure as complicated as this sounds, and bring it in as the best solution to the current problem about farming and slacking.

If Keltham tries to extract just the useful part of this solution, it sounds like Carissa is saying that everybody should be assigned their own particular plot of land, to farm, and then we look at whether somebody's produce yields passed a certain minimum threshold, and people under that threshold get kicked out and don't get to eat. This is better because everybody can see whether a worker did enough work, or not, and so they don't have the same problem with false accusations of slacking or managers taking bribes.









Carissa Sevar: - maybe. But also you could say they can only eat the grain that grew on their plot. And then they'll want that to be a lot of grain rather than a barely sufficient amount of grain.









Keltham: Soooo... if Keltham is getting this right... the key assumption is that people can direct varying levels of effort into farming, and higher efforts yield higher yields, and the higher yields are observable. So we assign everybody a plot of land, they get to keep all the food from that land, and that incentivizes everyone to... well, actually it incentivizes everyone to work just hard enough to feed themselves with pretty high probability. This brilliant trick eliminates the need for anybody else to monitor anyone. Some people will probably die of starvation due to bad luck, but better them than everyone!

Sounds like the work of reconstructing Civilization is all done! Just tag equal-sized lots of land as belonging to various individual people - where the tags are a kind of social construct about who gets to eat the produce from the land - and we leave it up to whoever eats the produce to grow it.

People seemed to be talking about some system more complicated than that, but Keltham doesn't see yet why it would be necessary. Once you know which person gets to eat the edibles that grow on any particular piece of land, you're done.









Carissa Sevar: Some people will trade.









Keltham: What, so, like, some people have food, and other people have food, and they both give the food they have to each other? What a strange activity. Why would anyone do that?









Carissa Sevar: Well, say you grew more food than you can eat, and someone else grew too little, and yours is just going to rot anyway, so you say to them, you can eat my food if you also do some work on my farm while I laze around doing nothing.









Keltham: They will inevitably SLACK OFF making this project DOOMED TO FAILURE. Wasn't that the whole reason why land plots got tagged with people in the first place?

Carissa isn't being consistent here in what she claims will go wrong! She only says things will go wrong with Keltham's ideas, and not that the same things will go wrong with her ideas! What an 'epistemically-unfair' way of arguing for 'relative-attractiveness-of-policy judgments'!









Carissa Sevar: The problem with Keltham's proposal was that the slacker-reviewers didn't have any reason to give accurate judgments or even mostly accurate judgments. A person paying another person to work on their land for them wants to keep doing this if the person is doing a good job and not if they're slacking. And they can just tell them to stop, and not trade them food, if they're not doing good work.









Keltham: All right, Keltham admits of the possibility that you would give somebody some of the food from your farm if in exchange they did some work on your farm.Now has Civilization been fully reinvented?









lintamande: What if I'm starving but my crop will be ready in a week, Meritxell says, and I want to borrow some food from someone else for a week.









Keltham: This added complexity seems well within the reach of dath ilani. Sure.Now we're done though.









lintamande: Two farmers have a dispute, Tonia says. One says the other promised to pay for work; the other says that the work was shoddy and the agreement was to only pay if the work was good.









Keltham: Sounds pretty sad. Guess they won't be bargaining again next time.









lintamande: That works in a small village but Tonia thinks it won't work if they have too many people for everyone to know everyone else's reputation.









Keltham: People should stay to small villages and farm until they have enough food, then.









lintamande: Yep, Tonia thinks that's probably just correct about Golarion humans. But maybe the dath ilani will be willing to add a ton of complexity in order to get to not live in villages.









Keltham: Adding tons of complexity right away sounds like a bad idea! What's the next chunk of complexity that enables somebody to solve a problem that current small villages cannot?









lintamande: Well, can two villagers combine their plots and be understood to have shared rights to the plot that results. Can villagers exchange their plots for food.









Keltham: What customer problems are these new features intended to solve? We should make sure the customer has an exciting important problem to which some feature is the simplest solution, before we spend a lot of time implementing, testing, and debugging that feature in our next-gen village design.









lintamande: Well, combining two plots smooths out your variance in harvests which is good because having insufficient food is more bad than having too much food is good, and one other person is few enough for social enforcement against slacking to mostly work and for people to mostly get the benefits of their labor. And selling your plot for food is something you might do if you were imminently starving because better to be in a bad situation later than right this minute.









Keltham: Keltham supposes he's starting to see a bunch of value that could be unlocked by this system, in which, to write down some of the rules so far:

- Food can be tagged with a 'socially-constructed' imaginary arrow that points to a particular person, let's call them the 'owner'. There's a socially respected rule (not a physical law) saying that only the 'owner' of food can eat it.

This rule of itself isn't obviously very useful on the face of it - if food just came out of nowhere, a rule like this would just prevent hungry people from eating food that's nearby? Or at least, nobody else has explained yet why you'd want 'socially_constructed-ownership_tags' for food if it just came out of nowhere?

However, this rule becomes (visibly) useful when combined with a new one:

- Land can be tagged with a socially constructed imaginary 'pointer' to an owner. There's a socially respected rule saying that all food which grows from that land then gets tagged with the same owner, and those food-tags are then respected as above.

This incentivizes people to invest increasing amounts of effort into farming their land, since they get more food and more reliable food in proportion to putting in more effort. This seems probably more efficient than having a whole group guarding a lot of land and then also expending effort on monitoring how much effort all those people are putting into farming, monitoring the monitors, trying to have an incentive system that encourages the right amount of farming, etcetera. Though obviously this whole tagging system is also going to have social costs?

Still, it's plausible the tagging system is more efficient. It has a compact local physical relationship between how much people work and how much they eat, instead of a complicated socially-constructed one involving lots of monitoring and people with power over other people who might go corrupt.









Keltham: Now some new rules are being proposed which seem to say things like:

- People who tag land or food can, as a voluntary action, taken under particular circumstances, announce that the 'pointer' should change to point to somebody else instead.
- You can announce today that some of the food your land produceslater will, when it appears, get tagged with a 'pointer' to somebody else instead.
- There's a social construct whereby multiple 'atomic' actions and conditions of this kind can be packaged together into a single bound 'molecule' (he's using the same words as in chemistry) that only gets socially respected as a single piece after everybody involved has made the necessary announcements. You can 'trade' a lot of food for a bit of land, but not in a way where you announce that the food-tag points to somebody else now, and then they can say haha and refuse to announce the change on their land-tag. You say 'Change the ownership pointer on this food to them and that land to me' and the other says 'Change the ownership pointer on this land to them and that food to me' and the joint declaration only gets socially respected after all tagged parties have announced the same molecule-arrangement of the same 'atomic' actions.

The Taldane word for this would probably be contract, or something like that. There's a single-syllable word 'contract' in Baseline but the more technical term would be 'multi-signature transaction'.

These new rules unlock potential actions like 'trade some of your land's future food for food you can eat right now' - as might be a good thing, if something went wrong with this year's labor, as sometimes happens.

Though, you know, you could also see how that sort of thing could potentially go wrong? Especially if any of the people involved were reasoning less than perfectly? Still, let's ignore that part for now and plunge ahead.









Keltham: As of the most recent suggestions, somebody was proposing that two pieces of land could be owned by two people. Keltham's not sure he could back them on this idea? This sounds fraught. If food has a tag pointing at two people, who gets to eat the food if the two of them disagree about who should eat it? Do both of them have to agree on who eats the food, and announce that socially using multiple signatures, before it can be eaten? If people end up in angry lasting disagreements, does the food rot? That seems like a waste.

Keltham thinks the system should say that any socially constructed tag points to one place.

But you could, maybe, allow people to announce a 'multi-signature transaction' whereby the tags shift to point to a new social construct that isn't a person, and instead can be a complicated imaginary construct like FairBot or PrudentBot. This new construct could say, for example, that both of the announcers will now own 'shares' in the land, and the food produced by the land will be tagged to the people who own the shares, in proportion to how many shares they own; and that these shares themselves now have ownership-tags and those tags can be moved around in 'multi-signature transactions'.

This new persistent complicated imaginary construct, to actually be socially effective, would have to be something that all the people who are supposed to respect the tags and the 'multi-signature transactions', would be able to understand. If somebody can't understand what the new complicated imaginary social construct does, they can't figure out who's socially allowed to eat the food. There's obviously going to have to be a socially constructed 'specification-language' for imaginary constructs like these, and some 'persistent contracts' in the 'specification-language' could potentially fail to 'validate', because they don't fulfill all the conditions that society demands from a contract.

For instance, if you try to announce a complicated contract where, under some circumstances, food ends up with no ownership tag and nobody is allowed to eat it and it rots, the people around might tell you that your contract fails to 'validate' and that they won't respect this contract even if it's announced. They might then, if they feel like being helpful, suggest a 'debugged' version of your contract in which all the food always ends up with a well-formed ownership 'pointer', and say that they'd respect that contract instead.

Any farmer who tries to announce a contract in which they trade a cherry to themselves and end up owning all the food in existence, would similarly be told by other farmers that their contract fails to 'validate', because they haven't fulfilled the condition - in this whole imaginary system that everybody is maintaining inside their own imaginations - that you need 'signatures' from all the parties in a 'molecular transaction' who are currently deemed to own anything whose tag gets shifted around in the 'transaction'.

Likewise if you said that the food produced by land gets owned in proportion to how much work two people put into it, society would tell you that your contract doesn't 'validate' because society can't directly observe how much work was put in. Society needs all the terms in a contract to be 'evaluable' by society in order for the contract to validate; any fact referred to inside an 'expression' needs to be one that society can observe, cheaply, by the time society needs to 'evaluate' the 'expression'.









dath ilan: (To be clear, Civilization doesn't literally think that contract specification languages were invented by farmers immediately after they invented ownership as a social construct - it's widely suspected that this wouldn't have occurred until hundreds of years later, after people got in some practice with simpler systems. This would, however, probably have been the first use-case for the explicit idea of a programming language, invented thousands of years before anyone could build an actual computer.)









lintamande: "That's not how actual farmers do things here, just so we're clear," says Tonia faintly.









Keltham: Yeah, the Intelligence 10 thing is having really weird effects on their society. His students are now being exposed to the sort of thinking that happens in a world where theyre normal average people instead of smart people.









lintamande: How does this hypothetical society handle contract disputes or contract breaking.









Keltham: Well, there's presumably something you have to do if an individual 'defector' from society goes around eating other people's food? Even a tiny fraction of people like that can do a lot of damage, and of course, you'll have even more of them if you don't build any way of stopping them. There's probably some kind of 'police investigator' whose job it is to hunt down food thieves, and thenthat person has to eat...

Well, they probably get a small fraction of food from a lot of farms? And the 'police' don't protect any farms that don't contribute those little bits of food? And thieves target those farms and only those farms that don't have police investigators.

If you need that mechanism anyways, the 'police' then have to decide what is thievery in the first place, and keep track of where the tags go. So probably the 'police' would be the main ones where you'd want them to tell you that the contracts 'validate'. Though, obviously, you'd also want the other people in your society to agree on not coming over and taking your food. You wouldn't want any contracts which were complicated to the point where other members in society couldn't figure out that they shouldn't eat your food.

The notion of a contract breaking is a weird one? For a contract to 'validate', the police should always be able to figure out what to do in any case of observable terms. The contract might say that, if somebody doesn't do some deed - or rather, something the police can observe about that, like some contracted observer saying that somebody didn't do a deed - some land or food they own, then belongs to somebody else? And the person who didn't do the deed, might lose reputation about that? But contracts shouldn't 'break' so much as describe what happens in unpleasant contingencies as seen from a police perspective.

If the police can't figure out what a contract means - if there's a 'dispute' the contract doesn't imply how to resolve - then they need to do more careful validation next time! But, sure, you could have some sufficiently respected group of five people, whose majority would decide what would happen in the hopefully very rare cases of contracts that validated and shouldn't have.









lintamande: And if the police is corrupt everyone who is paying them, since they're doing that voluntarily, can just start paying someone else instead?









Keltham: As long as they can collectively outfight the Hypothetical Corrupted Governance Military, yes.

This is easy while everyone's a farmer. The police outfight individual thieves, all the farmers together win against the police.

If all this social complexity enables you to build more powerful weapons, and the police have those weapons, and nobody else has those weapons, then there is perhaps a bit of a problem.

If you count the rehearsal festivals for it, Civilization spends more on making sure Civilization can collectively outfight the Hypothetical Corrupted Governance Military, than Civilization spends on its actual military. And even then there's some real and awful questions about whether, for example, the military plus the Keepers could take the rest of Civilization.

There's an order of Meta-Keepers whose job is specifically just 'keep an eye on the Keepers', and in real life that's probably worth anything. The Keepers hopefully can't win against all the rest of Civilization plus its usual military; and the usual military is in fact specifically designed to resist Hypothetical Corrupted Keepers. One similarly tries to make it hard for the Keepers collectively and the Military collectively to trust each other in a pact to take over together, especially when they were already betraying their oaths to Civilization.

It's hard to have a really simple reason why Governance couldn't possibly go corrupt, once your weaponry reaches the level of 'giant flaming craters'. Civilization has thrown complicated solutions at this because they don't have simple solutions, and nobody is happy about that. But 'just don't build overly powerful weapons' isnt an answer, because how do you stop rogue groups from building those, possibly in secret, if there's such a prize to be won by being the only group with overly powerful weapons?









lintamande: What is Keltham's estimate of the probability Governance secretlywascorrupt, Meritxell asks.









Keltham: Which failure mode? What counts as corrupt? There was probably at least one person somewhere in Governance who was corrupt?

The whole thing being secretly full of, Keltham doesnt know, people getting paid much more than their theoretical salaries with secret mansions full of full-time sex workers? That seems legit unlikely?

Keltham once tried to do his own totally separate checks on what Civilization could be hiding in the ways of massive secret projects. It looked to him like at most 2% of the economy was being hidden off-the-books at least in ways that didnt require a really massive conspiracy with tons and tons of data being falsified and lots of people outside of Governance being in on it? Which would be a lot easier for them if they actually had a good reason?

Keltham doesnt know, here, the parts of Civilization he got to see were pretty nice to him! Especially by Golarion standards! He supposes hed be ticked to find out that actually half the female population was masochists, but he was prevented from finding out that he was a sadist in order to leave more masochists for people in on the Conspiracy?

It seems legit hard to hide a massive Government Conspiracy in dath ilan, unless there's a good reason that gets the Keepers and lots of civilians whod notice an anomaly in their section to go along with that?

Keltham is really having a hard time evaluating this probability! If theyre hiding mansions theyregood at that! It leaves him mainly with priors, plus his guess that a Dark Conspiracy doesnt train people to think nonconformingly and be ready to defeat the Hypothetical Corrupted Governance Military.

Maybe 2%???









lintamande: To Chelish ears that sounds kind of outrageously low.



Though it's hard to argue that dark conspiracies don't usually encourage you to think nonconformingly and be ready to defeat the government militarily.





"If there were a conspiracy," says Gregoria, "with the sort of people that exist in Golarion, it wouldn't be to divvy up all the actually-plentiful masochists unfairly and have mansions with full-time sex workers."









Keltham: Keltham is sincerely confused about what the point of the Dark Dath Conspiracy would be! Does Golarion wish to enlighten him?









lintamande: "It would be to just have painful sex with people who don't like it, since there aren't any masochists," says Gregoria flatly. "And to not pay them, because why would you pay them. And to frame people who offended you for crimes, and to murder people and make it look like an accident. I don't think there's a Conspiracy in Cheliax but if there is, Her Infernal Majestrix is nothoarding masochists."









Keltham: Obviously Abrogail isn't hoarding masochists! There are masochists right here! Not being hoarded! They are, allegedly, plentiful enough here that nobody would need to hoard them!

And what is the actual point of this Dark Conspiracy? Keltham can imagine that there are some 'criminal-sociopaths' in Governance with sexualities not quite like his, who can get off on inflicting pain on somebody who isn't responding sexually to that and to whom it doesn't mean anything emotionally except as something to hate. He can imagine that if some dark group of dark conspirators had managed to secretly take over dath ilan anyways, the criminal-sociopath-sadists among them would be having sex with nonmasochistsso long as they were at it. He's not seeing that being the whole point of the Conspiracy.









lintamande: "I think mostly people want power for - its own sake? For the sake of being able to do whatever they want? Because they did one murder and were already going to be frozen if they got caught so why not do anything at all to avoid getting caught?"









Keltham: Keltham is following you on the part where somebody who did one true-murder and will be suspended if caught, would prefer to become sole ruler over the world, in preference to being caught and frozen. The part where there are enough people like this, successfully and stably cooperating with each other while defecting against the rest of Civilization, that they can take over the Government and the Keepers -









Keltham: Look, Keltham was raised in a way where, ifone single member of the Hypothetical Conspiracy had managed to broadcast to the rest of Civilization the whole truth about the Conspiracy's grimdark misdeeds, and told everyone where to look for evidence and proof, and then demanded a billion gold pieces in exchange for that, plus that the next few attractive true-murderers of the appropriate sex be turned over to them for sadistic purposes, as would be less than one ten-thousandth the number of victims under the previous regime, etcetera, the obvious thing to do would have been to pay them after overthrowing the Conspiracy.

There is very plausibly anon-Dark Conspiracy using 2% of Civilization's resources on something important and terribly secret. You can tell this because Keltham has - in fact, now that he reflects on it - been brought up in a way that would make him feel like this is the obviously right and proper thing to do, if you have some important thing to be running a non-Dark Conspiracy about; and everybody would owe the Keepers and upper Governance gratitude for having taken on this secret duty.

If there was aDark Conspiracy, Keltham should have been raised much more on a diet of messages about how, in Hypothetical Dark Conspiracy Dath Ilans, if you try to blow the whistle on them instead of joining them for scraps at the table, they will inevitably catch you and turn you over to their sadists to be made use of, and then tossed to the true death when they're done with you.

And not raised, as Keltham actually was raised, on a steady diet of fictional messages about how, in a world like that, you need to keep the secret and organize with your friends and overthrow the Dark Conspiracy.

Nor should he possess the decision theory about how to coordinate counter-conspiracies like that, how to wait for an obvious beacon-time to naturally occur, like a solar eclipse or something, and have 10% of the population shout "NOW!" followed by the other 90% shouting "NOW!" and suddenly turning on their hypothetical Dark Overlords.

The Dark Conspiracy that supposedly rules dath ilan is really impressively faking the part where the ordinary people like Keltham are being brought up in a way that makes the Dark Conspiracy's life more difficult and dangerous. If they're trying to countersignal to Keltham how Ordinary they are using costly signals, that plot really-ass succeeded. Keltham wouldn't do that if he were the Dark Conspiracy.









lintamande: ...probably the Dark Conspiracy pretends to be the non-Dark Conspiracy using 2% of Civilization's resources on something important and terribly secret, if there's room for one of those?









Keltham: They're reallyreally not doing it the way Keltham would do it,even taking into account that they could be trying to fool him about that.

Dath ilani kids get their parents fooling them about certain things for years, until the kids figure it out on their own,despite the actual coordinated Conspiracy of adults trying to fool children about those things, with the purposespecifically of training dath ilani children to break out of false realities.

If nobody had ever done that to Keltham, hereally wouldn't have jumped up and said, aha! Civilization clearly ought to be elaborately training children to break out of false realities and isn't! this must be the work of a Dark Conspiracy!

It's not something a Dark Conspiracy would be wise to do even taking into account that this is exactly what they'd like you to believe.









Asmodia: (It is at this point that Asmodia truly and properly appreciates how much Pharasma must personally hate her and her life.)









lintamande: Sure, Gregoria finds that pretty convincing. She really only strongly objected to Keltham's lack of imagination about what Conspiracies do when they exist; it sounds like he has pretty good reason to think they don't.









Keltham: Well, to be fair, Civilization does not have records about really serious large-scale Conspiracies, and if Golarion does, it is very possible that Keltham needs to be educated about this! This is more than usually likely to be a point where Golarion has something to teach the silly naive dath ilani!

For that matter, if Civilization actually is run by a Dark Conspiracy, Keltham plausiblywould have been raised with huge obvious blind spots about it that somebody from Golarion could see through. It's a great place to probe Keltham hard and try to catch him out in some blatant error he apparently isn't realizing for some odd reason.









lintamande: - they will totally take that as a challenge.



No blatant errors yet, though.









Keltham: So this whole question, Keltham admits, is not something he has actually given much thought before. There is of course no standard rationale you're told in Civilization for why the Keepers and Governance couldn't possibly be corrupt. That would be ridiculous in the light of elementary Security reasoning: obviously, if you're inside a Dark Conspiracy, any standard rationale like that you get, will be corrupt. Any dath ilani who wants to reason this out should do that on their own or with a few personally-known trusted friends, obviously. Probably even a Dark Conspiracy wouldn't think it could get away with having standard social beliefs and arguments about how they couldn't possibly be ruling society from the shadows; individuals would be smart enough to reinvent the incredibly simple argument from 'security-mindset' about how no such standard arguments should exist, and that actually would be a giveaway.

It's an unduly fascinating question, which Keltham should really extract himself from, and get back to his original intended lecture topic, which was the forms of Governance.

He's totally not going to do that and will go on talking about this anyways.



So! On a few moments' 'first-reflection', it seems to Keltham that estimating the probability of Civilization being run by a Dark Conspiracy boils down to (1) the question of whether Civilization's apparently huge efforts to build anti-Dark-Conspiracy citizens constitute sincere work that makes the Dark Conspiracy's life harder, or fake work designed to only look like that; and (2) the prior probability that the Keepers and Governance would have arrived on the scene already corrupted, during the last major reorganization of Civilization a few decades ago. Keltham basically doesn't think it's possible for criminal-sociopaths to take over Keepers and Governance that start out actually functioning the way they currently claim to function, nor for criminal Conspirators to successfully conceal a major Conspiracy from a functional society not run in toto by that Conspiracy.

With respect to point (1), Keltham would first like to observe that a tyranny like this - he uses the Taldane term 'tyranny', it's shorter and feels like it has more of the right connotations than the nearest Baseline term - doesn't seem like it could most effectively secure its power by electing to construct a veneer of Civilization and hiding behind that? Where that veneer involves raising the non-Conspiracy kids knowing enough Law that they won't submit to threats, want to overthrow Conspiracies, and know mathematical protocols they can personally verify that sure seem apparently useful for overthrowing Conspiracies?

A more sensible tyranny should try to have a population of technically literate but obedient order-followers, frightened of retribution, knowing how to do chemistry but not knowing the Law of 'decision-theory' whereby they could try to coordinate with each other or that would make it obvious they should ignore 'threats'. Law-knowers who start out in a world of threatenable people, which makes it be not a 'threat' but only the ordinary optimal strategy for the Tyranny to kill any Law-knowers, will find it obvious that they should conceal their knowledge and wait for opportunities to strike. But Civilization is a whole society of Law-knowers, and those will find it obvious that they should all coordinate in shouting 'NOW!' and ignore threats past that point.

This seems, to Keltham, like not the optimal way to arrange a tyranny that wants to hold power and exercise as much power as possible? Such a tyranny should restrict knowledge of Law to a tiny clique of the smartest people who are allowed to know how the Law of Coordination works. It should run heredity-optimization at a level where it's not trying to make the average people as smart as an average dath ilani, so people aren't smart enough to correctly rebuild broken decision theories that their society educated them with. The median dath ilani on the current system probably is smart enough to do that, reinvent the basic results of correct decision theory if maybe not all the math, even if the rest of society is telling them to use a broken decision theory instead. So maybe more like Intelligence 14 than Intelligence 16-17? Then the tyrants form a separate breeding group with heredity-optimization for much higher 'thinkoomph', the equivalent of wizards-with-headbands compared to Intelligence 10 people.

This, obviously, is not what Civilization looks like! Keltham can observe that just from direct introspection on how smart he is! And how much stuff he knows!









Carissa Sevar: (Is that what the successful ilani Cheliax will look like? She doesn't actually like it, but that might be a personal deficit, a lack of appreciation for tyranny where it comes from limiting what people have the chance to learn and realize. She is pretty sure that the kind of tyranny that suits her personally is the kind where everyone gets a decent education and can then rise as far as their strength will take them, landing in the place they deserve. But she can see how that would be much harder to actually implement than keeping most people confused and ignorant. But surely if you were a dath ilani tyrant, with all their resources, you could do the thing you actually preferred most...)









Keltham: Suppose that Keltham is wrong about his point 1. Suppose that the optimal strategy for a tyranny in full control, is indeed for some reason to hide behind a veneer of Civilization full of costly signals of non-Conspiracy and disobedient people like Keltham. Under this assumption, the optimal strategy for a Dark Conspiracy looks like what you think Civilization is supposed to look like, and therefore the two cases are not distinguishable by observation.

Then we have to consider the prior before evidence, which means, considering the question of how you'd end up with a Dark Conspiracy in charge in the first place, and how likely those scenarios look compared to Governance Uncorrupted.

To Keltham it looks pretty impossible for an existing, well-functioning structure of Keepers and Governance to be taken over by infiltrating criminals.Because, like, the Keepers and Governance have considered that. Some people out there are having so much fun making sure that no small group of criminals can take over the Keepers and Governance. It would take unshared magic and mind-control and even then Keltham isn't sure it could work, theygame things like that, they wouldn't be unprepared. There will be cutouts and warning signs and hidden counter-conspiratorial groups. One of the Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festivals had the aliens taking over every 'network-connected' 'computer' in Civilization simultaneously. Governance runs prep like that butmore of it.


So - plowing ahead quickly on this reasoning and thinking things through out loud - it seems to Keltham that the main way you get Corrupted Keepers and Governance, is not by criminals successfully infiltrating and taking over some earlier system that looked a lot like Uncorrupted Keepers and Governance. There must be some Corrupted earlier system that is run by criminals in toto, and which then - hypothetically - builds a more sophisticated system of Corrupted Keepers and Governance, to even more strongly hold power while looking even more to the rest of Civilization like it's totally not that.

At this point Keltham wants to deploy some sort of inductive argument from people doing, like, the obvious stuff they ought to do at every historical point along the way? A high-functioning society that isn't corrupt to start with will have some well-calibrated estimate of how much its pre-Governance can be trusted, how robust they are to various kinds of criminal infiltration? If a government looks like something that it's possible for clever criminals to take over, you won't give that government the sort of powers that criminals could use to entrench themselves, obviously.

Golarion has these kinds of problems because Golarion haswizards and clerics. Because one thousand people are most of a country's combat potential. Criminals rule in Golarion because ordinary people can't stop them, not because ordinary people could've totally stopped them but decided not to for some reason. You shouldn't expect to see the same phenomenon in a nonmagical world.









lintamande: It doesn't seem very obvious that without magic weapons technology turns out such that ordinary people could stop any government they didn't like. And, well, usually when people try that it's not that they fail so much as that decades of bloodshed ensue.









Keltham: Okay, but, to be blunt here, point the first, have they tried thatliterally without magic in a world where magic hasnever existed to give risein the first place to horrible governments where a few people are in charge of everybody else, because why would nonmagical people ever do thatin the first place?

Point the second, Keltham doesn't know how Golarion ended up with average Intelligence 10 - that one seventh-circle wizard Keltham talked to at the Worldwound thought it might have something to do with Earthfall - but maybe at Intelligence 10 people actually are stupid enough to put a few people in charge of everyone else and then too stupid to ever manage to get together and come up with Something Else Which Is Not That.

However at average Intelligence 14 - or whatever it was before dath ilan's nascent pre-Civilization figured out 'natural selection' and 'heredity-optimization' and started deliberately increasing 'thinkoomph' further - you can probably invent and run 'policy prediction-markets'. Maybe just a few of them, without 'computers' to do lots of calculations in a golem-like fashion, but some. And then the 'policy prediction-markets' can tell you which actions will have which consequences when it comes to trying a different government system or different strategies for forming one.

Frankly it does not seem to Keltham that you shouldneed 'policy prediction-markets' to avoid decades of bloodshed ensuing, especially if it has happened more thanonce, you should be able to have everyone get together and decide to do Something Else Which Is Not That. But with 'policy prediction-markets' you can definitely do it; anybody who makes an incorrect prediction about how to form a new government will lose money.









lintamande: This really seems too optimistic but they admittedly haven't lived in a world that would try it.









Asmodia: "That 'policy prediction-market' business sounds kind of important actually? Can you possibly say how those work?"









Keltham: Shouldn't take long! Keltham would have needed to explain those to explain Governance anyways!

A prediction market is when lots of people bet on something observable, instead of it being a bet between just two people. Let's say that a prediction share pays out 1 gold (100 copper) if it rains at any time tomorrow, or pays out 0 copper otherwise. Then Alis can say 'I'll sell up to 1000 shares of Rain Tomorrow for 60 copper each' if she thinks the probability of rain tomorrow is noticeably under 60%, and Bahb can wander up and say 'Sure I'll buy 500 of those at 60' if he thinks the probability of rain tomorrow is noticeably over 60%; and then if some clouds show up at evening today, Karal says, 'I'll buy your 500 shares at 75', and Bahb thinks that 75 sounds around right to him, so he sells his shares to Karal and pockets a 15-copper profit per share.

Blah blah market-makers hang around and sell or buy based on technical market trends about what the public information looks like, instead of on the basis of having private information, so people can buy into the prediction markets at only very slight premiums, even if nobody else has private information right then.

Blah blah you can subsidize a market by saying you're willing to buy or sell at your starting estimate of 60% or whatever, and then anybody who disagrees with you about that in either direction will wander up and buy or sell from you.

Blah blah this is a very simple automatic market-making algorithm if somebody wants to subsidize a market continuously and isn't worried about losing a bunch of copper whenever it rains out.

Blah blah you can ask a bunch of separate questions for 'what's the chance X happens if we do this, or this, or this'. You only end up doing one thing Y; the market on 'does X happen if we do Y?' pays out 1 gold if X happens; all other markets are negated and everybody gets back their original investment (as it was kept in some standard store of value like equity in a huge basket of well-known corporations).

Civilization aggregates votes into Delegates then Electors then Representatives then Legislators. Legislators negotiate among themselves about what Civilization wants to have happen. They debate arguments from Very Serious People about which observables to measure to get at unobservable outcomes. The actual step of predictingwhich policies yield which observables is done by a policy prediction-market. Then, usually, the Legislators do whatever's predicted with the highest probability to lead to observables that seem like they should strongly tie to a good actual outcome.

Unless the 'best' policy according to the market looks like it'll have bad effects for which nobody has figured out how to predict observable correlates. Which, like, does ever happen, but causes a lot of Very Serious People to start shrieking angrily at the Legislators and each other about 'civilizational inadequacy'.

A few years or sometimes decades later, the observables come in, and the prediction market on the action actually taken pays out.

The point being, it's not the job of Civilization's leaders toforesee the future. Answering 'What happens if we do this?' is the job of all of Civilization, including whoever's currently closest to being like Nemamel. Answering 'But what results do we even want, really?' is more the job of the top level of Governance.

Incidentally, if there was actually a Dark Conspiracy in dath ilan, they'd have to be messing with the prediction-market results in order to make sure their own preferred actions got taken - presumably by making all the other actions not taken look worse, rather than having the taken action look better, so that people didn't notice the actual actions taken were resulting in systematically off predictions - so basically all the major market-makers in prediction markets and all the home traders would have to be in on the Conspiracy, since otherwise, they'd notice something off about the market movements they were obsessively watching all day.



Once Project Lawful gets to the point where anybody besides Keltham knows anything about Prestidigitation-chemistry and spellsilver mining, and once they've got more experiments they're considering trying than they have the resources to try, Project Lawful will obviously set up and subsidize an internal prediction market on which chemistry experiments will pan out.









Asmodia: Asmodia asked LITERALLY YESTERDAY how to aggregate lots of people's different predictions for 'who will Keltham try dating next' into a single estimate and was FOBBED OFF with some simplistic rules about writing down a series of estimates on a sheet of paper tacked onto a wall!









Keltham: Kids usually do start with that before they buy into prediction markets -









Asmodia: Asmodia is not a KID she is a SECOND-CIRCLE WIZARD with 18 INTELLIGENCE and a +6 WISDOM HEADBAND who was headed for the WORLDWOUND and starting THIS EVENING she is going to run an ACTUAL FUCKING PREDICTION MARKET about who Keltham tries dating next so that Project Lawful has ANY EXPERIENCE with doing this CORRECTLY before they have to use prediction markets to decide between EXPENSIVE SPELLSILVER MINING EXPERIMENTS.









Keltham: ...okay.









Carissa Sevar: Asmodia, is alter Asmodia this invested in this?









Asmodia: "...uh, sorry."



(If alterAsmodia wasn't this invested before, she is now. Well, alterAsmodia having visible, uh, Tendencies about Things was going to happen somehow.)









Keltham: Apology accepted! It's fine to care about things.









Keltham: Now, to return to the more somber topic:

There's a loophole in the logic saying that, in nonmagical societies, the rest of the world can outfight the world's military.

'Economically_scalable-weapons.' The class of weaponry where you can just go on spending more money if you want the weapons to be even more destructive.

Once those kinds of weapons are invented, a handful of people could, in principle, cow all the rest, if those other people submitted to threats.

The last time Civilization underwent a major reorganization, a few decades ago, it was being reorganized out of something that already had scalable weapons, since there's no record since then of scalable weapons having been discovered for the first time. You could imagine that this reorganization was a cover for a Dark Conspiracy that already ruled everything, to set up Keepers and Governance that it controlled, and then it hid away all the history books suggesting that things had ever been different...

...And then, apparently, taught everybody not to submit to threats, once they were hiding? This, by assumption, apparently, is totally the best course of action for them to hold on to power? They should build a fake Civilization and hide behind that? Great idea! The best idea! Even the smartest Dark Conspiracy can't think of any better ones!

But again one must ask, how did this Dark Conspiracy arise in the first place? How likely is the most likely historical pathway for that, compared to historical pathways that lead to Governance Uncorrupted? By the time a society is able to build complicated expensive powerful nonmagical weapons that a handful of people could use to outfight the rest, this society should have had, decades earlier, centuries earlier, far more than enough mathematical sophistication to run a 'paper-cryptographic_protocol'...

That probably didn't translate.

And Keltham should probably try to describe in any case some of the actual countermeasures that Civilization is known to have in its arsenal against Dark Conspiracies.









Keltham: So! A few decades ago - if the history books Keltham has read are not all fake - Governance, in whatever form it existed in that time, said that it needed to do something incredibly suspicious-looking and not explain why. Whatever Civilization then existed said, roughly, 'okay, fine, but we're going to go to some extreme lengths to try to make sure you can't benefit from doing that for bad reasons'. The entire current Government got fired and barred from politics permanently. Then literally everyone old enough to do correct extended arithmetic, participated in the equivalent of an enormous public coinspin, using calculations carried out by hand on paper and transmitted from person to person by in-person handoff, carrying out a mathematical process whose mathematical properties any adult could verify. No machines were used, no instant-communication devices, because you couldn't trust the machine-makers to not be in the Dark Conspiracy, any such machines would be a single vulnerable point for the Dark Conspiracy to attack.

This algorithm selected new random leaders from among everybody who wanted to be eligible for the new project in charge of rebooting Governance from scratch. Any nonrandom or popularity-based election process might be something a pre-existing Conspiracy could get control of and exploit - not by faking the results, but by steering people to vote for Conspiracy candidates.

In a 'paper-cryptographic_protocol' like that, you and your trusted friends could theoretically be inside a bubble-surface formed of all of your friends' friends who are all in the Conspiracy and working together to fake all of your inputs and discard all of your outputs. But from most people's perspective this should be unlikely; the Conspiracy would need to include all of your friends that you randomly selected, or all of your randomly selected friends would need to have all of their randomly-selected friends in the Conspiracy.

You can basically prove, using a protocol like this, that the only way for the Conspiracy to fake your results selecting the interim political leadership, is if you and all of your friends are inside an enclosed bubble that the Conspiracy runs. And this is possible but not likely.

The only technology you need to run this process is paper, ink, writing, and math that 95% of dath ilani adults can understand.

A society should be able to do thatlong before it can build really powerfulnonmagical weapons of the sort that a few people could use to threaten the rest of the world into submission, even in a Golarion-like world of people who submitted to threats.



So - when weapons like that are invented - a nonmagical society should already have a trustworthy Government in place to handle the possibilities implied by those weapons. If they're not already very sure their Government isn't a Dark Conspiracy, they can reboot the government using a 'paper-cryptographic_protocol' before they let the government build any weapons like that.

And before scalable weapons are invented, the nonmagical citizens can directly outfight a nonmagical military, just by outnumbering it, because the military can't just use bigger and bigger weapons to fight back.









Keltham: Keltham realizes they've grown up in Golarion where governments are terrible, but this is a phenomenon produced by the existence and misuse of magic that hugely concentrates military power into a few people, not something you should expect to see in nonmagical worlds like Keltham's.

Why would a nonmagical world put up with being openly ruled by grimdark criminal-sociopaths, if they could collectively outfight their rulers?

And if a nonmagical world couldn't arrive at justified confidence of its Governance not being a giant hidden Dark Conspiracy, why wouldn't it just reboot its Governance using randomly selected volunteers and a 'paper-cryptographic_protocol'?

This argument seems like it should be valid at every historical point up to the invention of scalable weapons. And obviously you would, at that point, reboot Governance just to be sure!









Keltham: Keltham does admit that the main hole in this entire argument is sort of obviously the Keepers, who can't clearly be rebooted in the same way as Governance, because you can't just appoint random people to beable to do the sort of things that Keepers do. At least in theory Keepers aren't allowed live weapons, except under direct Government supervision checked by randomized volunteers, because, like, super obvious precautions yo. But the Keepers have talk-control, and maybe the Meta-Keepers aren't being honest about training Governance upper echelons to resist talk-control. If that's true, it's not something you can fix by rebooting Governance.

So, yeah, if Keltham's world is run by a secret Dark Conspiracy it's sort of obviously the Keepers, and they're doing it by repeatedly talk-controlling all the new leaders who get delegated.

Call it 2%.

Because if they were actually doing that, they wouldn't just WARN PEOPLE that talk-control was a THING.

YES even taking into account that maybe that's exactly what they want you to think. They still wouldn't just TELL YOU. It's like how, if the Chelish Dark Conspiracy orchestrated the whole weird thing with Asmodia to try to scare Keltham out of ever asking to try on an artifact headband, they would actually just not tell Keltham about intelligence headbands being a thing in the first place.

In the dath ilan being run by Hypothetical Corrupted Keepers, the rest of the world wouldn't know that Lawwas a thing. It would be run by a secret elite of Law-users. Everybody else would just, like, not know any math. Or only know about math as something you could use for engineering bridges, and not know that some kinds of math could be used to organize your thoughts better. Or if they did have any concept of Law, they'd be introduced only to some corrupted version of decision theory which claimed that the Lawful thing to do was give in to threats and accept offers of 1 copper piece in the Ultimatum Game and not bother to vote in elections. And preprogrammed with some sort of canned reply to anybody who presented them with better decision theory, about how getting higher payoffs in dilemmas was like totally not what decision theory was really about, and only selecting particular decisions a particular way was truly Lawful even if agents like that systematically and predictably-in-advance got lower payoffs... okay, maybe this part isn't so plausible as a consistent world.









Carissa Sevar: "Talk-control could workbetteron people who know Keepers can do talk-control, somehow."









Ione Sala: "The Keepers could have some form of mind-control that isn't like the one they're showing you, working by a totally different method. Like magic. And what they're showing you is so that, if anybody else discovers the real magic of dath ilan, people say 'oh that must be talk-control' and alert a Keeper."









lintamande: "Or," Meritxell said, "there could be people in on the Conspiracy who'd be uncomfortable with hiding the entire concept of talk-control, but are willing to agree to various uses of it so long as they aren't lying about the fact Keepers can do that."









Carissa Sevar: "Or the talk control thing could have been publicized before the Conspiracy took hold."









Keltham: "It's definitely not that last one, the Keepers could just announce that knowing about talk-control had turned 'socially-infohazardous'* and have the knowledge not get passed down to the next generation."


(*) Social-infohazard lit. 'exfohazard': Information that conveys ordinary positive advantage to individuals who know it, but has net negative value to society because of how that knowledge affects people around them. E.g., exact knowledge of how to construct scalable weaponry cheaply would be an ordinary advantage to an individual who knew it, but disadvantageous to everyone to have everyone know. Strongly distinguished from the much weirder case of 'individual-infohazards', like spoilers for a movie you were eagerly anticipating and haven't watched yet.









Carissa Sevar: How can you describe THAT MUCH POWER and be sure no one is misusing it!!!!!! The upsetting thing is that for all she knows maybe dath ilani really are like that!!









Keltham: And if there are, per Meritxell, people within the Conspiracy who are only okay with talk-control being used for restricted purposes, so long as Civilization in general is told and warned about it existing... uh, that sounds exactly like how the Keepers are supposed to be? Like, that's not even a hidden Non-Dark Conspiracy, that's... just what the Keepers are supposed to regularlydo?Hide dangerous knowledge and only use it for sufficiently important purposes?

Obviously there ought to be somebody whose job it is to do that! Why would they need to hide in a sensible society that recognized the reason for their existence? They could just go out in the open and be like 'yo we're the Keepers, anybody who would otherwise need to start a conspiracy to hide dangerous information for good reasons and only use it well and properly can just come to us instead, we'll handle it for you and probably give you a substantial reporting bonus'. That's exactly what the Keepers are. They're the Non-Dark Conspiracy. A world only needs one of those; two of them would just get in each other's way.









lintamande: ...right but if they're also doing some things Keltham wouldn't approve of, but that they think is acceptable, that'd look exactly like this, right.









Keltham: He's sure the Keepers are doing some things Keltham wouldn't approve of? The question is whether they're knowingly doing things that Civilization in aggregate wouldn't approve of, or thatpractically nobody in Civilization at large would approve of, even if they knew everything else the Keepers knew and could reason as clearly as Keepers could.

And if the Keepers make a habit of doing that, and secretly run everything to cover that up, the rest of Civilization shouldn't be, like... teaching children how to coordinate against Dark Conspiracies and break out of false realities and fight the Hypothetical Corrupted Governance Military?









lintamande: Yeah, that does seem like a weird thing for them to do.



So, 2%.





The chance that Cheliax has some kind of Dark Conspiracy going on is a lot higher than that, Gregoria says dryly.









Keltham: Ione and Carissa did have some persuasive arguments, though, about talk-control working better if people know it exists - that's already known to be true for a lesser case of talk-control called 'hypnosis', though that only works on very few people, which is sad because it's so fascinating and so useful for the few people who are 'hypnotizable' - or talk-control actually being a cover for some other form of magic.

Even taking that into account, though... basically Keltham's brain is reporting that it's not convinced here. Dath ilan is too nice of a place to live, even for weird people like Keltham who disagree with it. Civilization trains its children too thoroughly to be able to fight Dark Conspiracies and Hypothetical Corrupted Governance. Maybe call it 2.5% instead of 2% pending consideration of some of the points raised here.

Cheliax obviously seems like it'd have some Dark Conspiracies. Heck, dath ilan probably has some Dark Conspiracies. The question is whether those Dark Conspiracies are running everything unbeknownst to Abrogail Thrune or Aspexia Rugatonn or Contessa Lrilatha.

...which would be a lot more likely if tropes, in fact. So, good thing it's currently looking like no tropes.









Carissa Sevar: No tropes seems really great. ...does saying that bring down the tropes.









Keltham: Only if they exist.









Keltham: Anyways Keltham should get back to his lecture on Governance.









Keltham: Keltham was supposed to start by telling them all to use their presumably-Civilization-trained skill of 'perspective-taking-of-ignorance' to envision a hypothetical world where nothing resembling Coordination had started to happen yet. Since, after all, you wouldn't want your thoughts about the best possible forms of Civilization to 'cognitively-anchor' on what already existed.

You can imagine starting in a world where all the same stuff and technology from present Civilization exists, since the question faced is what form of Governance is best-suited to a world like that one. Alternatively, imagine an alternative form of the exercise involving people fresh-born into a fresh world where nothing has yet been built, and everybody's just wandering around over a grassy plain.

Either way, you should assume that everybody knows all about decision theory and cooperation-defection dilemmas. The question being asked is not 'What form of Governance would we invent if we were stupid?'









Keltham: Civilization could then begin - maybe it wouldn't actually happen exactly that way, but it is nonetheless said as though in stories - Civilization could then begin again, when people envisioned running out of stored food a couple of years later. Standing around all these beautiful complicated machines that people remembered how to operate, but required multiple people working together to operate, which nobody was yet incentivized to operate.

Or Civilization could begin for the first time, when the Hypothetical Newly-Created Educated People imagined trying to build shelters for themselves, or sow food-plants to grow; and thought to themselves that there would be less point in doing that, if others would just move into the shelters as soon as they walked away, or eat the crops that they had sown.

And people then would say to themselves, "What if we tried something else which is not that?"









dath ilan: It begins with the idea of coordinating at all, co-operation, simultaneous action, that two people can work a machine that requires two people to operate.

It begins with the Hypothetical Newly-Created Educated People simultaneously hunting a large prey animal, a stag perhaps, that requires multiple hunters to bring it down relatively safely.

It begins with multiple individuals aggregating as if into a larger compound agent - a macroagent which can choose among all its available compound actions in the cross-product of the action space, instead of individuals choosing as if in isolation and expecting others to do the same. There is then, of course, the problem of Lawfully dividing the gains, when the macro-agent dissolves back into individuals to individually consume those gains; but this is a matter of Law, and the people do remember Law.









dath ilan: It continues into a new problem, the problem of motivating such socially-useful actions as 'producing food', for if nobody does this, soon nobody will eat.

You can imagine lesser solutions, collective farming of collectively guarded fields, monitors on hard work and rewards of food access. But these are simultaneously too 'simplistic' and 'overcomplicated', the very opposite of an 'elegant-solution'. People can work harder, invest more effort, for a usually 'monotonically-increasing' reward, a function operated directly by the Environment, by 'physical-law'. There just needs to be some system whereby, when people work, they are themselves the ones to benefit from it.

But this requires a far more complicated form of coordinated action, something that 'bounded-agents' lack the computational power to consider as a giant macroaction of their 'collective-agent'. The optimal macrostrategy must be lossily projected down into simplified mental rules for individuals, a notion of imaginary-ownership-tagging: if one person sows food-plants within a field, and waters them and protects them, everybody around them will behave as if the resulting food-crop is tagged with an imaginary pointer to that person, saying that the food may be consumed by them alone. Or only consumed by those others the food's 'owner' designates, at their own decision... that seems like it should obviously be an option built into the system too...



And once you create an imaginary structure of coordinated action that elegantly-complicated, the consequences and further-required-features inevitably explode; the explosion that results is Civilization's basic form nearly in toto.









dath ilan: People could often benefit from other people doing various things for them, but they must of course do something for the other in exchange. If things have socially-constructed tags pointing to people, who alone may use or consume those things, why not let people announce that the pointer now points to someone else? That's one way of doing something in return, for somebody who did some task for you, that was easier for them than for you.

If fields can be owned and an owned field produces owned produce in the future, why not let people announce that some of the future produce can point to some other owner?

Often the announcements of changed imaginary ownership are meant to be traded, executed one in exchange for another. Then a new version and feature-expansion of the system can eliminate the uncertainty about whether the other will announce their bargained ownership change, after you announce yours: imaginary contracts, that molecularize the atomic actions into a transaction that executes simultaneously on both sides, only after both sides announce the same contract.

Do people want to work on some larger endeavor - specialize in different aspects of farming, and collectively challenge a larger farm? Let the tags, in the eyes of society, point to persistent imaginary constructs, specified in some contract specification language; a corporation is one such persistent contract.









dath ilan: Let this system expand, let people use it enough, and there will predictably come a point where there aren't lots of untagged resources nearby for somebody to tag in society's eyes.

Once there are not plenty of new plots of land to tag and farm, people may indeed begin to ask, 'Why should this land be owned by them and not me?'

Because they did some work on that land? If that's the rule, then won't people who foresee the predictable scarcity later, run around trying to plow small shallow furrows through every potential field within the reach of running, trying to tag as much land as pointing to themselves as possible?

And when all that land has been used up, wouldn't the people who were slower runners and didn't end up with any land - wouldn't new children born into this world, for that matter - ask themselves and perhaps ask out loud:

"If this elaborate imaginary social construct doesn't offer me any benefits for going along with the pretense - if the system says that little or nothing has an imaginary tag pointing to me - then in what sense is this even coordination, from my perspective? Why would I cooperate in the coordinated rule of not eating things tagged as pointing to others, if the result is that there's nothing for me to eat? Where's my fair share of the rewards for playing along with this pretend game, for cooperating with what this imaginary tagging system says is my part and my action in it?"









Keltham: This concept, incidentally, took some arguments to persuade into tiny Keltham, when he was first hearing about all this. Tiny Keltham had a very strong instinctive sense that objects just were owned by people, and that what made a system fair and right was entirely that only the people who owned objects could do anything with them or transfer them to other people.

It was hard for tiny Keltham, at first, to see past his instinctive suspicion that people asking 'What's my reward for cooperating with this system?' were about to use that as an excuse to storm onto his hypothetical farm and eat his food thathe'd worked to produce, and call that their share, without doing any work themselves.

Older children's attempted arguments about 'put yourself into that other person's shoes' repeatedly failed on Keltham, who kept replying that he wouldn't take anybody else's stuff period.

But tiny Keltham was eventually persuaded - by a Watcher, then, not by an older child - by the argument that it is an internally-consistent imaginary tagging system to say that some single person Elzbeth owns all the land in the world. Everybody else has to work those lands and give Elzbeth a share of anything that grows there, since by default it would just end up tagged as hers, unless they agree to pay half their gains to her.

The question then becomes, why should anybody else except Elzbeth play along with this imaginary system, once it gets to that point? Why shouldn't everyone who isn't Elzbeth, all just wake up out of this bad dream, and do something else which is not that?



Keltham asked if maybe the system had started out with everybody owning an equal amount of land, but Elzbeth had been a really clever asset-trader and ended up owning everything in the world after a series of voluntary transactions; in which case it seemed to him that fair was fair.

The Watcher told Keltham that, even if the last generation had gotten the world into that state through a series of voluntary transactions, thechildren born into it might look around and see that no land was tagged to them, that everything was tagged to Elzbeth. They would ask what they were receiving in exchange for playing along with that particular delusion, and why they should not imagine some other tagging system instead, in which their coordinated action in playing along would actually receive any reciprocal benefit or reward.



And tiny Keltham growled and stomped around for a while, but finally conceded that, fine, the pointers wereimaginary and yes it took more than just a consistent tagging system running on strictly voluntary transactions to make the whole thing be fair or right. The elegant core structure was necessary-but-not-sufficient.









dath ilan: The unimproved land, the raw resources, these things must be tagged with ownership for the owners to have an incentive to improve them. It doesn't mean that this tagging need be considered as free to the new owner.

Discard the obvious-first-solution-that-is-wrong of charging somebody an amount of food or other worked goods, to tag previously untagged land, and redistributing those payments equally among everyone in the world. Even leaving aside the question of how that system initially starts farming anything at all, it inevitably arrives at a point where there's no untagged land left or it's impossibly expensive. Whereupon the next generation of children, being born with no land tagged to them and no payments for newly bought land coming in, will again begin to ask, "Why should I play along with this imaginary arrangement at all; where's my payoff for coordinating my action with yours?"

More sensible then to regard people asrenting land and other raw-resource sources, at their unimproved price of course, but still an unimproved price set by competitive bidding - albeit perhaps for long-term leases, etcetera.

When you are born, you conceptually acquire a share in this whole system -









Keltham: Of course tiny Keltham immediately demanded his accumulated profits from his share of all the land-rents in the world, and demanded also to know why he had never been told about this before.

The Watcher again had to be brought in to explain to Keltham that, conceptually speaking, his share was mostly going into maintaining a lot of non-rival non-excludable goods, or services that Civilization thought should be provided to literally everyone even if in principle they weren't public goods. The value of unimproved land wasn't as high as Keltham was imagining in the first place; dath ilan still had whole forests just lying around not being used for anything -

Tiny Keltham said that he had absolutely not consented for his share of the land rents to be used for non-rival non-excludable anything, and from now on he wanted it delivered to him in the form of actual money he could spend on what he wanted.

...could he please wait and listen to the whole story before getting angry? said the Watcher.

Tiny Keltham wasincredibly suspicious, but he did already have a great deal of experience with adult craziness turning out to be more reasonable than he had at first thought. Tiny Keltham agreed to go on listening for a while longer, then, before he started trying to persuade all the other children that they ought to band together and overthrow Civilization to get their fair share of the land rents, in the form of actual money, delivered to them right now.









dath ilan: Because, you see - it was said to tiny Keltham - returning to the Hypothetical Newly-Created Educated People, at some point their system is going to grow large enough that even with everybody receiving benefits for their participation in the system, there will still be defectors. There will be people who just don't want to go along with the system, and try to eat food with a tag on it that points to somebody else.

Now the nascent Civilization needs police that can outfight any individual thief; and, since Newly-Created Educated People aren't stupid, they know they obviously need to ensure that the collective of all of them can always outfight the police. Neither of these 'features' are cheap, and neither easily lend themselves to private ownership -









Keltham: Tiny Keltham said that he'd be happy to pay for the police to protecthim, out ofhis share of the land-rent, once it was being paid to him inactual money, and he didn't see whyGovernance had to takehis money and use it withouthis permission supposedly to protect him with police.

Why couldn't people just pay for police who sold their services on the market like everybody else? Or if it was much more efficient to police larger regions at once, why couldn't his sub-city in Default provide police, and then Keltham would help his parents pay their share of the house-rent out of his share of the land-rent being paid to himdirectly -









dath ilan: Because the police haveweapons, tiny Keltham! What if the police for a sub-city decide one day that, in this sub-city, it's fine to raise kids of Keltham's age, and force them to work in exchange for only enough food to keep them alive? What if the police decide that nobody in the city block is allowed to hire different police, and take all their stuff to make sure they can't afford them? What if somebody dies and their head doesn't get cooled and preserved fast enough? That's the kind of thing that Civilization as a whole has to prevent, as a universal regulation with no opt-outs, so it doesn't happen anywhere in Civilization. Even if you thought people should be able to opt-out of any and every protection as adults, you'd still have to check to make sure they weren't having kids.

In fact, tiny Keltham, your subcity does contract with a police agency to do a lot of ordinary policing, and it does appear in your parents' rent on the 'foundation' for their 'house-module'; but Governance has to provide oversight of that policing, and that costs money. Cryosuspension emergency response on constant standby service costs money. Protecting the Waiting Ones in their frozen sleep costs money. Maintaining the election system to pick people to run the Government that regulates armed police costs money. Quiet Cities to host the 5% of people who can't be happy working in Civilization, and who are thus held injured by what Civilization has chosen to become, cost actually quite a lot of money. No, most people won't need the Quiet option; but everyone, when they're born, can be considered as needing an insurance policy against that happening to them, and that insurance policy costs money.

Subsidized policy-prediction_markets to make all those institutions work boundedly-optimally cost money.

When you add up everything like that, which Governance has to do for everyone or can't just sell to individuals separately, it actually does eat all the rent of unimproved land plus all of Governance's other revenue streams. Lots of individual philanthropists fund Governance on top of that, so that Civilization can have a bigger Government than basic rents alone will support - so that there can be Annual Alien Invasion Rehearsal Festivals, say, or so that Quiet Cities can have nicer things.



(Most philanthropies in Civilization with room for more funding accomplish roughly the same amount of marginal good per marginal labor-hour, according to most people's utility functions. If you've got a fairly conventional philanthropic utility function, you get to pick whichever random charity or impact-certificate market best matches your personal taste there, including just throwing your money at Governance. It's like buying individual-stock equity investments; there's more volatility, but all the expected returns are the same.) (In Civilization, that is.)









Keltham: Tiny Keltham demanded to see the actual accounts of which 'essential public services' his share of the land-rent was getting spent on.

He was promptly provided them, in easy-to-read format for children with lots of helpful pictures. Lots of dath ilani children demand to see those accounts, at some point.

With great focus and concentration, tiny Keltham managed to read through twenty-two pages of that, before getting bored and running off to play.

(This placed him in the 97th percentile for how far most children read at that age.)









dath ilan: The explanation to tiny Keltham resumed the next day with the workings of Governance.

Conceptually and to first-order, the ideal that Civilization is approximating is a giant macroagent composed of everybody in the world, taking coordinated macroactions to end up on the multi-agent-optimal frontier, at a point along that frontier reflecting a fair division of the gains from that coordinated macroaction -

Well, to be clear, the dath ilani would shut it all down if actual coordination levels started to get anywhere near that. Civilization has spoken - with nearly one voice, in fact - that it does not want to turn into a hivemind. This is why 'dath ilan' deliberately doesn't have Baseline's agency-marker on it, like the name of a person; dath ilan is not allowed to become a person. It is high on the list of Things Dath Ilan Is Not Allowed To Do. There was a poll once - put forth either by wacky trolls or sincere negative utilitarians - over how many people would, if they were voting on it directly, vote to put the agency-marker back into 'Dath Ilan'; 98% of respondents said no.

Dath ilan has decided to definitely not turn into a hivemind. If it ever starts to get even close to that, everyone in Civilization will decide in nearly unanimous accord that they would rather do something else which is not that, and end up not there. Conformity levels are bad enough already, according to their democracy's collective vote on the desired levels of that! And predicted to get slightly worse over the next 10 years, according to the prediction markets that aggregate all of Civilization's knowledge into a single opinion that represents what Civilization as a whole can be said to know about any future observable, which few sane people would dare to question too much even in the privacy of their own thoughts!

But formoral purposes, for purposes of understanding what 'Civilization' represents as a decision individuals make to coordinate among themselves, it represents moving partway towards aggregating all coordinating parties in dath ilan into one macroagent that weighted-sums their utility functions together, at a weighting that ends up giving every subagent a fair share of the gains according to their individual utility functions.









dath ilan: If something like this macroagent actually existed, any time the macroagent faced a decision it had to make globally for one reason or another, it would make that decision in a way that reflected the preferences of everybody inside it. "Nobody anywhere gets to run a city where some children don't get to learn Baseline, even for the noblest possible purposes of scientific experimentation to see what happens if you raise kids speaking only your new improved language instead" - this is a decision made over everywhere; if there's any loophole somewhere, something will happen that most people in Civilization think should not happen anywhere.

(This example, to be clear, was selected on the basis of its controversy; propositions like "all children get to learn some human language during their critical maturation period" pass with much higher supermajorities. "Children don't have imaginary-ownership-tags pointing to their parents", goes the proverb out of dath ilan; there are limits to what Civilization thinks a guardianship-tag on a child should allow a parent to do.)

The system of imaginary ownership-tags, likewise by its nature, is something that needs at least some global structure. It can potentially divide into compartments that fit sub-social-systems, say where a family is tracking who owns what in an informal way that property-registers don't track. But there's not much reliability in owning the food in your refrigerator, if anybody anywhere in dath ilan isn't part of the system and can come in and eat your food in a way the police will shrug and not do anything about.

There is, at the top level, one system of private property. In the eyes of the rest of Civilization, weird experimental cities that are trying something else still have all the stuff inside them tagged as belonging to a persistent-contract representing that city; the rest of Civilization will not come in and eat their food unless the city's persistent-contract says they can.









dath ilan: Now in practice, dath ilani are still mostly human, and therefore way too computationally bounded to aggregate into even a not_too_visibly_incoherent-bounded_approximation of a macroagent.

Conceptually and to second-order, then, Civilization thinks it should be divided into a Private Sphere and a Public Shell. Nearly all the decisions are made locally, but subject to a global structure that contains things like "children may not be threatened into unpaid labor"; or "everybody no matter who they are or what they have done retains the absolute right to cryosuspension upon their death"; or the top level (in most places the only level) of the imaginary system of ownership-tags and its contract-specification-language.

The vast supermajority of Civilization's real economic activity takes place within the Private Sphere, supported and contained and constrained and structured by the Public Shell. It's not that activity inside the Private Sphere is uncoordinated. It's that the decision as to how coordinated to be, and who to coordinate with about it, can be left up to each individual, computed locally - so long as they don't kill anybody, or take stuff that doesn't belong to them, or try to raise their own flaming-ass children with a proper conlang and without flaming-ass Baseline contaminating their innocent smol minds.

Conceptually speaking, this division overwhelmingly factorizes the computational problems of the approximated macroagent, and simplifies the vast majority of dath ilan's decision problems immensely. It reduces the mental expense of almost all day-to-day life back to something individual humans can handle. Indeed, dath ilan does not want to become any more of a coordinated macroagent than that! Its prediction markets say things-defined-as-bad will happen according to its aggregate utilityfunction, so dath ilan isn't doing that.

This does however leave some amount of decision-power to the Public Shell. Some words must be spoken in one voice or not at all, and to say nothing is also a choice.

So the question then becomes - how,in practice, does Civilization aggregate its preferences into a macropreference, about the sorts of issues that it metadecides are wise to decide by macropreference at all?









dath ilan: Directdemocracy has been tried, from time to time, within some city of dath ilan: people making group decisions by all individually voting on them. It can work if you try it with fifty people, even in the most unstructured way. Get the number of direct voters up to ten thousand people, and no amount of helpfully-intended structure in the voting process can save you.

(More than one thing goes wrong, when 10,000 people try to directly vote to steer their polity. But if you had to pick one thing, it would be that people just can't pay enough individual attention to the things that their polity tries to have them directly vote on. When they start to refer their votes to purported experts and specialists, the politics that develop there are removed from them as individuals. There is not much of a sense of being in control, then, nor are the voters actually in control.)









dath ilan: Republics have been tried, from time to time, within some city of dath ilan: people making group decisions by voting to elect leaders who make those decisions. It can work if you try it with fifty people, even in the most unstructured way. Get the number of voters up to ten thousand people, and no amount of helpfully-intended structure in the voting process can save you.

(More than one thing goes wrong, when 10,000 people try to directly vote on leaders for their polity. But if you had to pick one thing, it would be that voters don't individually have enough time to figure out which strangers they should vote for or why. When they start to refer their votes to purported experts and specialists, who are also strangers, the politics that develop there are removed from them as individuals. There is not much of a sense of being in control, then, nor are the voters actually in control.)









dath ilan: There are a hundred more clever proposals for how to run Civilization's elections. If the current system starts to break, one of those will perhaps be adopted. Until that day comes, though, the structure of Governance is the simplest departure from directdemocracy that has been found to work at all.



Every voter of Civilization, everybody at least thirteen years old or who has passed some competence tests before then, primarily exerts their influence through delegating their vote to a Delegate.

A Delegate must have at least fifty votes to participate in the next higher layer at all; and can retain no more than two hundred votes before the marginal added influence from each additional vote starts to diminish and grow sublinearly. Most Delegates are not full-time, unless they are representing pretty rich people, but they're expected to be people interested in politics and who spend a lot of time on that. Your Delegate might be somebody you know personally and trust, if you're the sort to know so many people personally that you know one Delegate. It might be somebody who hung out their biography on the Network, and seemed a lot like you in some ways, and whom you chatted with about politics in a forum visible to the Delegates' other voters so all their voters could verify that their Delegate hadn't been telling different people different stories.

If you think you've got a problem with the way Civilization is heading, you can talk to your Delegate about that, and your Delegate has time to talk back to you.

That feature has been found to not actually be dispensable in practice. It needs to be the case that, when you delegate your vote, you know who has your vote, and you can talk to that person, and they can talk back. Otherwise people feel like they have no lever at all to pull on the vast structure that is Governance, that there is nothing visible that changes when a voter casts their one vote. Sure, in principle, there's a decision-cohort whose votes move in logical synchrony with yours, and your cohort is probably quite large unless you're a weird person. But some part of you more basic than that will feel like you're not in control, if the only lever you have is an election that almost never comes down to the votes of yourself and your friends.


The rest of the electoral structure follows almost automatically, once you decide that this property has to be preserved at each layer.









dath ilan: The next step up from Delegates are Electors, full-time well-paid professionals who each aggregate 4,000 to 25,000 underlying voters from 50 to 200 Delegates. Few voters can talk to their Electors (more than very briefly and on rare occasions), but your Delegate can have some long conversations with them. If a lot of voters are saying the same thing to their Delegate, the Elector is liable to hear about it.

Representatives aggregate Electors, ultimately 300,000 to 3,000,000 underlying votes apiece. There are roughly a thousand of those in all Civilization, at any given time, with social status equivalent to an excellent CEO of a large company or a scientist who made an outstanding discovery inside their own field. Most people haven't heard of any particular one of them, but will be very impressed on hearing what they do for a living.

And above all this, the Nine Legislators of Civilization are those nine candidates who receive the most aggregate underlying votes from Representatives. They vote with power proportional to their underlying votes; but when a Legislator starts to have voting power exceeding twice that of the median Legislator, their power begins to grow sublinearly. By this means is too much power prevented from concentrating into a single politician's hands.









dath ilan: Surrounding all this of course are numerous features that any political-design specialist of Civilization would consider obvious:

Any voter (or Delegate or Elector or Representative) votes for a list of three possible delegees of the next layer up; if your first choice doesn't have enough votes yet to be a valid representor, your vote cascades down to the next person on your list, but remains active and ready to switch up if needed. This lets you vote for new delegees entering the system, without that wasting your vote while there aren't enough votes yet.

Anyone can at any time immediately eliminate a person from their 3-list, but it takes a 60-day cooldown to add a new person or reorder the list. The government design isn't meant to make it cheap or common to threaten your delegee with a temporary vote-switch if they don't vote your way on that particular day. The government design isn't meant to make it possible for a new brilliant charismatic leader to take over the entire government the next day with no cooldowns. It is meant to let you rapidly remove your vote from a delegee that has sufficiently ticked you off.

Once you have served as a Delegate, or delegee of any other level, you can't afterwards serve in any other branches of Governance. Similarly a Delegate can never again be eligible for candidacy as an Elector, though they can become a Representative or a Legislator. Someone who has been an Elector can never be a Representative; a Representative can never become a Legislator.

This is meant to prevent a political structure whose upper ranks offer promotion as a reward to the most compliant members of the ranks below, for by this dark-conspiratorial method the delegees could become aligned to the structure above rather than their delegators below.



(Most dath ilani would be suspicious of a scheme that tried to promote Electors from Delegates in any case; they wouldn't think there should be a political career ladder, if someone proposed that concept to them. Dath ilani are instinctively suspicious of all things meta, and much more suspicious of anythingpurely meta; they want heavy doses of object-level mixed in. To become an Elector you do something impressive enough, preferably something entirely outside of Governance, that Delegates will be impressed by you. You definitely don't become an Elector by being among the most ambitious and power-seeking people who wanted to climb high and knew they had to start out a lowly Delegate, who then won a competition to serve the system above them diligently enough to be selected for a list of Electors fed to a political party's captive Delegates. If a dath ilani saw a system like this, that was supposedly a democracy set in place by the will of its people, they would ask what the captive 'voters' even thought they were supposedly trying to do under the official story.)









dath ilan: The Nine Legislators of Civilization have two functions.

First is to pass worldwide regulations - each of which must be read aloud by a Legislator who thereby accepts responsibility for that regulation; and when that Legislator retires a new Legislator must be found to read aloud and accept responsibility for that regulation, or it will be stricken from the books. Every regulation in Civilization, if something goes wrong with it, is the fault of one particular Legislator who accepted responsibility for it. To speak it aloud, it is nowadays thought, symbolizes the acceptance of this responsibility.

Modern dath ilani aren't really the types in the first place to produce literally-unspeakable enormous volumes of legislation that no hapless citizen or professional politician could ever read within their one lifetime let alone understand. Even dath ilani who aren't professional programmers have written enough code to know that each line of code to maintain is an ongoing cost. Even dath ilani who aren't professional economists know that regulatory burdens on economies increase quadratically in the cost imposed on each transaction. They would regard it as contrary to the notion of a lawful polity with law-abiding citizens that the citizens cannot possibly know what all the laws are, let alone obey them. Dath ilani don't go in for fake laws in the same way as Golarion polities with lots of them; they take laws much too seriously to put laws on the books just for show.

But if somehow the dath ilani forgot all that, and did not immediately rederive it, the constitutional requirement that a Legislator periodically speak a regulation aloud to keep it effective would serve as a final check on the cancerous growth of legislative codebases.

Plenty of Legislators pass through their whole terms of office without ever speaking anynew regulation into existence. Their function is not to make regulations. Civilization already has regulations. Legislators mostly maintain andrepair those regulations, and negotiate the changing preferences of Civilization about which final outcomes it wants to steer for using its policy prediction markets. New system features are terrifically expensive when everyone governed by themhas to remember every relevant line of code. If you want any new feature implemented in Civilization, you'd better be ready to explain which old features should be repealed to make room.









dath ilan: The second function of the Nine Legislators of Civilization is to appoint the rest of Governance: In particular the Chief Executive, certain key officers below the Chief Executive, the five Judges of Civilization on the Court of Final Settlement of which all lesser Courts are hierarchical prediction markets. The Chief Executive in turn is the one person finally responsible for any otherwise unhandled exceptions in Civilization, and the one person who supervises those who supervise those who supervise, all the way down.

The key principle governing the Executive branch of government is the doctrine of Sole Accountability, being able to answer the question 'Who is the one person who has or had responsibility for this decision?' On this topic Keltham has already spoken.

From the perspective of a Golarion polity notbeing efficiently run by Hell - from the perspective of Taldor, say, or Absalom - they might be surprised at how few committees and rules there are inside of Governance. Governance does not try to ensure systemic properties via endless rules intended to constrain the particular actions taken; nor by having committees supposedly ensuring that no one person has the power to do a naughty thing by themselves. Rules and committees make power illegible, let people evade responsibility for their outputs inside the system, and then you really are in trouble. Civilization's approach is to identify the one person responsible for achieving the final outcome desired, and logging their major actions and holding them Solely Accountable for those; with their manager being the one person responsible for monitoring them and holding them to account. Or, on other occasions, Civilization's approach is to state desirable observables, and have policy prediction markets about which policies will achieve them. (Though even when it comes to following a policy prediction market's advice, there is still of course the one person who is Solely Accountable for following that advice else throwing an exception if the advice seemed weird; and the One Person whose job it is to correctly state the thing the prediction market should predict, and so on.)

This is the systemic design principle by which Civilization avoids a regulatory explosion of endlessly particular and detailed constraints on actions, meant to avert Bad Things that people imagine might possibly happen if a constraint were violated. Civilization tries instead to state the compact final outcomes, rather than the wiggly details of the exact strategies needed to achieve them; and to identify people solely responsible for those outcomes.









dath ilan: (There are also Keeper cutouts at key points along the whole structure of Governance - the Executive of the Military reports not only to the Chief Executive but also to an oathsworn Keeper who can prevent the Executive of the Military from being fired, demoted, or reduced in salary, just because the Chief Executive or even the Legislature says so. It would be a big deal, obviously, for a Keeper to fire this override; but among the things you buy when you hire a Keeper is that the Keeper will do what they said they'd do and not give five flying fucks about what sort of 'big deal' results. If the Legislators and the Chief Executive get together and decide to order the Military to crush all resistance, the Keeper cutout is there to ensure that the Executive of the Military doesn't get a pay cut immediately after they tell the Legislature and Chief Executive to screw off.

...onesupposes that this personal relationship could also be the point at which the Keepers are secretly staying in control of the military via talk-control, yes, yes, fine. But at some level of paranoia it ceases to be productive to worry about this sort of thing, because how are you even supposed to rearrange your Civilization such that this becomes any less probable? The problem isn't the exact structure, it's that such a thing as talk-control exists in the first place. A slightly different arrangement wouldn't help with the paranoia there. The Dark version of this Conspiracy has a hidden Keeper controlling the Executive of the Military, not a clearly labeled one! Right? Right?)









dath ilan: And that's Governance! By dath ilani standards it's a giant ugly hack in every aspect that isn't constrained down to a single possible choice by first principles, and they're annoyed with themselves about it.



A lot of other dimensions, if they heard what passes for a political complaint in dath ilan, would probably try to strangle the entire planet.









dath ilan: And the key point behind the whole mental exercise, of beginning over from scratch, is this:

This is what an approximation of an attempt of a world to coordinate with you, should look like; this is how much of the gains from trade, you should at least expect; no more inconvenience and injury than this, should you expect from your government.

And if Governance ever gets too far away from that - why, forget it all, rederive it all, and start over. All of Governance is a dream, just as much as ownership-tags are a willing collective hallucination; if it turns into a bad dream, it's time to wake up. Your next-best alternative to Governance, if it departs from this standard, is at least this good. So, if that time comes, you can do Something Else Which Is Not Governance.

They run an annual Oops It's Time To Overthrow The Government Festival, in dath ilan. Sometimes you have to defeat the Hypothetical Corrupted Governance Military. Sometimes the Military is still made of nice people who aren't going to fire on a civilian population, this rehearsal; and instead you have to distrust the Network and all of the existing politicians and Very Serious People and organize your own functional government from scratch by the end of the day.

And the point of all that rehearsing is to decrease the friction costs to overthrow the Government; because lowering the cost of overthrowing Governance decreases the amount that Governance can be inconvenient or injurious at people, before, Governance knows, its people will overthrow it.

Well, and the other point is to more accurately estimate those friction costs. They are, by dath ilani standards, quite high, on the order of 5% of GDP depending on how much institutional expertise gets lost and how many days people have to miss work. Nobody would lightly suggest overthrowing the Government. That's like losing twenty days' worth of income for everyone! One shouldn't do that without a really strong reason!









Keltham: Tiny Keltham was not ultimately satisfied with this explanation once it completed. Tiny Keltham did, in fact, start trying to band together with other children to overthrow Governance. Tiny Keltham convinced four other boys and one girl to go in with him on that.

And what happened afterthat point would be a story for another day. But let's just say that if, in fact, all of the grownup adults in Golarion are secretly collaborating to construct an elaborate false reality around Keltham, it would not be his first time.









dath ilan: Well, what was Civilization SUPPOSED to do there, slap down tiny Keltham immediately? You don't want to discourage that kind of initiative and spark! Adorable smols banding together to try to overthrow the entire world government should have an educational and fun experience about that!









lintamande: "So they....played along in order to show you how futile it was?" Gregoria asks.









Keltham: "Gregoria, try to let go of the Conspiracy hypothesis here for twelve seconds. When a group of six adorable children set out to overthrow Governance, you don't need a special additional effort to make their attempts seem futile to them. They are not, in fact, going to win."

"Now imagine you're a Civilization that thinks that these children are showing a spark of individualism that's important to prevent all that Law from turning dath ilan into one giant 'hivemind' - uh, group intellect. Which I was vehemently against, obviously, but your average dath ilani is only slightly less vehement about that."

"The fact that these children's efforts are going to be massively futile is aproblem. There was aprediction market about how to end up discouraging us all theleast."

"Which I know about because my parents used to tell this story foryears at parties with their own generation, afterwards, until I moved out of home one year earlier than usual for my age cohort."









lintamande: "They...tried to make you think you were succeeding at overthrowing the government?"









Keltham: "That is somewhat closer to what happened, yes."

"Buuuut oh look it's dinnertime, we should all go do that, shouldn't we? Yes we definitely should."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Evening









lintamande: Dinner does not get them to stop having questions about dath ilan's government! What sorts of things do you tell your delegates about? The whole thing actually sounds kind of like the Chelish system of baronies and counties and duchies, except more intentional; maybe there's a way to preserve Cheliax's existing system but turn it into that?









Keltham: Keltham kind ofdidn't bother his Delegate all that much? He didn't particularly want to change Civilization by voting at things?

Keltham just paid off one of his friends to do some research on the Network to find him a Delegate. (Professional political matchmaking is not looked kindly upon for all sorts of reasons; it would be an absurdly concentrated target for corruption attempts.) His friend came back with a 52-year-old-but-not-grandfather-troped Individualist type, formerly the beloved manager of some small company, living fifteen minutes away in Default, who was just starting out as a Delegate after retiring.

Keltham went to a dinner party with three other potential voters to check the guy out, he seemed pretty gung-ho on pushing out the Private Sphere against the Public Shell relative to the current balancing point. Keltham tossed the guy his vote along with a spreadsheet of Keltham's personal preferences over some Civilizational desiderata, yes he was serious he'd like to see much less altruism in future generations, and then mostly forgot about it.

Now and then Keltham would check in, and see that his guy's Elector had switched votes to a Representative who was negotiating with one of the Legislators to switch their vote in exchange for influence on the next Chief Executive being an ex-business-manager type instead of an ex-trader and with less of an emphasis on pondering that person's effective-philanthropy bets and more emphasis on how they'd run their business.



...Keltham was not under the impression that current Counts would take well to their Barons handing them spreadsheets of utilityfunction weights, or Barons warning Counts they were about to change their allegiance to a different Count. He thought that Counts would tend to have militantly strong views about keeping their current jobs. Is Keltham wrong about this?









lintamande: Oh no they totally would, they'd be furious. But they're going to be furious about most possible solutions, here.









Keltham: Welp, they can try to pay an unreasonable amount so people will be more cheerful about it, but Keltham expects that some point or another it's ultimately going to come down to 'You can have ten pounds of spellsilver in exchange for going quietly, or you can have zero pounds of spellsilver and also have to pay for a Raise Dead afterwards.'









lintamande: ....it might come down to that but it's not very smart to be saying that now, because, well, then if any of them find out they might decide they'd rather stop things getting to that point.









Keltham: They'd better leave it out of any reports they file about dinnertime conversations, then, and Keltham will be sure not to say it during class.

You can'tactually make spellsilver cheap enough to produce +6 intelligence headbands for everybody and not have your society change at all. Especially insofar as your current 'social-system_design' is, in fact, stupid. But anybody who can't work that out on their own gets to be taken by surprise, Keltham supposes.


How was the Share Language (Baseline) and Keltham's use of Baseline loanwords thrown into Taldane, by the way? It made his life easier, definitely, but he's not sure how it felt from the other end.









lintamande: It mostly made sense? The extra specificity seemed worth the occasional needing to mentally rewind several sentences and try to piece together what they were saying.



Probably various people will catch on that they're going to lose their hats, and some of them will rebel about it, but if they find out at different rates it'll be harder for them to coordinate on rebelling about it.









Keltham: Well, if they don't tell any other Counts about it, maybe they can have some of the ill-gotten stuff of any extra-'extractive' Counts who didn't go quietly.

Keltham does remember how all majoritarian coalitions are theoretically unstable because a subcoalition could kick somebody out and redivide that person's gains among themselves - if for some odd reason they weren't using logical decision theory, that is.









lintamande: People will be doing those calculations, yes. As long as the Project has the backing of the Church and the Queen the outcome's not really in question, but it's still better not to advertise anything worrying.









Keltham: Are there places or peopleoutside the classroom to whom Keltham should avoid saying particular things?









lintamande: Probably he shouldn't say this stuff to the spellsilver consultants or people like that? Security's been screened and anyone Asmodeus has chosen is safe obviously.









Keltham: He had in fact worked that out himself, but Keltham thanks them nonetheless for the advice. Why trust what you can verify? as the saying goes.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Still Evening









Keltham: After dinner, Keltham, who previously sent off a certain letter discussed with Carissa, now receives a reply on the evening Teleport! It comes with a package, even!









Abrogail Thrune II: To Keltham out of dath ilan:









Abrogail Thrune II: I cannot, alas, afford the time to properly monitor and control your possession's shaping, at this remove. As such, take all this advice with a grain of salt, and consult Subirachs perhaps. She can forward further questions on to me, if she cannot answer them herself.

Your basic concept of treatment appears to me sound. I am in fact impressed with you for inventing it, including such details as warning your possession that she is not at all to punish herself - though I would have phrased it as saying that the responsibility for punishing her while she was chained lay entirely with myself, and I would not tolerate my prerogative being usurped.

I would be greatly interested in hearing if there is Law governing such matters, known to you. I do not expect, under the circumstances, that dath ilan taught you how to torment one's possession while she is chained to a bed - but I wonder if they taught you other principles that were relevant? What shaped your intuitions to suggest that? Most people I need to correct about that sort of thing, and then even after they are corrected they do not really seem to understand. If there's favor due for my answers and actions in the rest of this letter, I'd call in some or all of it for a detailed reply there.









Abrogail Thrune II: Your concern that teaching your possession to show you truthful pain, might in the end not teach her truthful pleasure, is likewise sound. The objective is to train her to allow any of her real reactions through unimpeded, when you demand it so, not only pain.

I am enclosing a collar which increases sensitivity to tickling. This is loaned to you, not given, but I do not expect to need it back anytime soon.

If you can press from your possession screams of pain and laughter both, that she cannot think about and cannot stop arising from herself, I expect you can make some progress on teaching her body to show its true reactions once more in the realm of pleasure. There are cheats for that directly, items enchanted whose touch causes ecstasy, but to use those cheats comes with its own dangers. It seems prudent to try things this way first.









Abrogail Thrune II: When it comes time to test her pleasure again, do not neglect the fundamentals of Carissa's sexuality: real power over her, real possession of her, that no other could take her from you if you wished to keep her, that you have gone and will go to great lengths to keep her, that she could not escape you, that whatever kindness she has of you was your own choice between that and cruelty, that nothing within or without would restrain you from greater cruelty if you felt any wish for it, and so if she happens to receive kindness that is your true gift to her unobligated.

My imagination of Isidre is yelling at me not to press you too far, too quickly - but be it clear that if I were Keltham testing his possession's capacity for pleasure, I would be forcing her firmly into the bed-chains, allowing and indeed demanding her sincere resistance and then overcoming whatever resistance she offered; to do otherwise would pointlessly handicap myself.

I enclose a 5-charge rod of Curse of Magic Negation. A charge will last one and a half hours when applied to your possession; I would advise enhancing it with your own Bestow Curse (3rd circle) targeted narrowly on her ability to overcome the resulting Spellblight of Negation. (You will also need to have requested a Remove Curse, to negate your own Bestowed Curse afterwards.) A Bull's Strength and Cat's Grace should do for yourself, and allow you to physically overpower her once she cannot cast magic against you. The 1st-circle wizard spell Ray of Enfeeblement is a possible backup here, but it is better if you can overpower your possession without handicapping her apart from her magic. Don't flinch back from fighting in a way that requires you to heal yourself during or herself afterwards; there is nothing you can do that Subirachs cannot undo. Being overpowered now and then by her Keltham is good for a Carissa.

I enclose an order commanding Security to drag Carissa Sevar to your bed, should you so wish, in case it's easier that way the first time. You will however be more likely to get the results you desire if you can manage to do it yourself and without flinching.









Abrogail Thrune II: A possibility for avoiding that flinch: Quietly take one of Carissa's stray hairs, and then ask one of your other relationships to Alter Self and Disguise Self to Carissa's appearance, so that you can rehearse the subdual, with your target voluntarily not using her magic.

I enclose a signed requisition permitting a woman of your choice to borrow a rod which will extend the duration of Alter Self when used by her. I'd expect there to be one of those on-site, or if not, it can come by Egorian. Feel free to try other games of that variety using the same requisition.









Abrogail Thrune II: It would be foolish in any of these regards to do any such act for your possession's sake rather than your own. She is liable to notice the difference. What you cannot enjoy for yourself, want for yourself, you should not do.

It would however be equally foolish to want something of your possession and not take it, for what you think is her sake. She wants above all for her owner to be Evil, powerful, and unrestrained. Without those qualities it is not possible for somebody to really be in possession of her. Kindness means nothing from a boy obliged by binds of Goodness to be kind. It is necessary to find your caged cruelty and free it, to lay forcefully to rest her fears over whether it is your will or hers that governs, before she will be freed to fully appreciate those other times when you choose kisses and gentleness instead. Others could give her a soft touch, did she wish that. She would, in fact, have a hard time finding another boy to face down the Queen upon the throne and extort control of her from Cheliax.

Think first of your own wants, and when you are done thinking of those, you should find that there seems hardly any need to think of hers.



-- Abrogail Thrune II, Queen of Cheliax









Abrogail Thrune II: PS: It's fine to owe me favor, or call it due; and better yet if you wish to repay by answering my question in the third paragraph. Any morsels of Law about this matter would be greatly precious to me. But one hears reports that you may be more comfortable if I disclose what some prices would ordinarily be, and you may pay those instead do you wish.

These amounts are not particularly significant to myself - my time in writing this letter would cost more, if I knew how to put any sensible price on it, which I don't - at least, not short of you using your god's spell on me? I would much prefer the answer to my question, even if it's only that you don't know how you knew.

Yet, as I'd have you understand our ways, I will also stretch out my hand for yours. So:



Collar that increases tickling sensitivity:  Loan-price 20 gold / week.
Metamagic rod of spell extension:       Loan-price 150 gold / week (for outright loan, however, not occasional borrowing).
Rod applying Curse of Magic Negation:  Loan-price 30 gold / week + 300 gold / charge used.



  Stay Evil,
   Abrogail









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: ...he may possibly require a few additional minutes to come to terms with this Letter and fully process it.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 17 (13) / Night









Keltham: Yo, Carissa. Good time for Keltham to try that Security test with the heating-stone and keeping Detect Magic running?









Carissa Sevar: Works for her!



Carissa isintensely curioushow Keltham will handle pain. Optimistically, maybe dath ilan has been lying to him and he'll realize there's a place for it. Pessimistically....maybe dath ilani are different and pain is actually just bad for them? In which case she's going to need to figure out how to use them in Hell. It would be incredibly wasteful to just have all resentful dath ilani turn into paving stones because no one can figure out anything better, and she's not optimistic anyoneelseis going to figure out something better.









dath ilan: Keltham would be so confused if he knew what Carissa was thinking! What is there to be curious about? Pain is ouch and bad. If it's severe pain you use mental disciplines to dissociate from it as much as possible. Masochists apparently get sexually aroused by it and submissives feel dominated by it, both facts entirely irrelevant to Keltham who is neither.

Dath ilani try to keep themselves simple, so that their theories of themselves can be simple without being false. "All self-models are potential traps but complicated self-models are actual traps," goes the proverb out of dath ilan. If dath ilani seem complex to the eyes of another world, it's perhaps because they are using some unfamiliar simplicities, shorter words in Baseline. 'Pain is bad and I don't like it' is a perfectly reasonable way for a mind to be, and correspondingly a helpfully simple thing for a theory of the self to accurately say.









Keltham: Keltham notices that part of him is less than cheerful about the fact that Carissa was available, since now an ouch badthing will happen to him. Keltham notices that part of him is scared he's going to perform so unimpressively that Carissa will fall out of love with him.

Keltham proceeds to the cuddleroom anyways. (It's not that this is a sexy thing per se, but that the cuddleroom is in fact where the heating-stone from Subirarchs's collection happens to be.)



"Carissa, I notice that I'm more scared of performing poorly on this test and you thinking I'm unworthy than I am wincing about the upcoming pain. Any strictly truthful remarks that come to mind about that?"









Carissa Sevar: "...dath ilani answer, I expect you won't be very good at it so if you're in fact not very good at it then that won't shift what I think of you, because I could just go ahead and think it now. And you'd properly be compared to other people who just learned cantrips, anyway, not combat wizards with years of training, and even if you do badly by that comparison it's not like I picked you for your security wizarding ability."









Keltham: He notices himself wanting to say lots of things to Carissa, asking her if this is something he really needs to do, telling her about the letter from Abrogail, and what he thought about that, and how that's why he decided he needed to do this...

Explain in detail his theory of how, in fact, he has to do this tonight, because otherwise it's just going to go on nagging at him with the anticipation making it worse...



While Keltham is noticing himself wanting to do all these things, he has gone ahead and touched the heating stone to his left arm, spoken the command word once to attach it and again to turn on the heating effect, and cast and caught Detect Magic.

Of this there is also a discipline out of dath ilan, which is to just go do the thing.









lintamande: At first it doesn't even hurt too badly; it's like touching a hot plate of food, not like touching an open burner. At first. But when you touch a hot thing like that, you put it down, and if you don't, then it does start hurting.

Every round Keltham needs to make a concentration check with a steadily increasing DC. He rolls surprisingly well, actually; it's a full minute before he loses the spell, and even then it's a close thing.



It's about twenty seconds after that that he rips the awful thing off his arm.









Keltham: If by that you mean that Keltham speaks the command word to detach it. Ripping it off is a mistake he won't make; he visualized that process in advance.



Before Keltham channels positive energy to heal himself, he'll see whether he can still cast and catch Light under his present circumstances.









lintamande: It takes a lot more deliberate effort to concentrate than usual, but yes!









Keltham: Keltham will give himself a further minute to experiment with trying out the disciplines that are supposedly supposed to help with dissociating from pain.

(There are lessons you can sign up for, in dath ilan, to get actual practice with that in advance; they are considered Ill-Advised Consumerism for most normal people who probably won't need them, because, like, you will remember that pain. Had Keltham known of his future trip to Golarion, obviously, he would have taken those lessons and a lot of other lessons too.)



...has Carissa been reacting to any of this, at all.









Carissa Sevar: She's pretty sure she should NOT look like she's taking detailed notes for future reorganization of Hell purposes. That would raise questions she is not planning on answering right now.









Carissa Sevar: So she will just be patiently adorably attentive. And have a healing spell of her own ready in case he forgets how in a panic or something. He's not handling it that badly, but, still.









Keltham: At least Carissa doesn't look openly horrified at his performance. Not that she would... yeah, it's not actually much in the way of likelihood-ratio.



Channel Positive-aspected healing energy and done.









Carissa Sevar: Snuggle. "I am very curious what you thought of that," she says truthfully.









Keltham: "Tell you in a moment. Part of me is a lot more worried about what you thought of that. I'm being nice to that part, so you first."









Carissa Sevar: "It's longer than I expected, to the extent I was forming expectations, which I was trying not to because it'd stress you out? Also I really really want to problem solve you being nervous what I'll think of you but probably this is not the time."









Keltham: "I'm aware. My guess is that it gets resolved by time, by success at mining spellsilver, by sufficient deep-down confidence in not-Conspiracy that I start actually trusting truthspells, and by some advice I recently got from Abrogail. Advice that made me think again about whether I'd been holding back and delaying on flinchy-feeling things I should do to adapt to Golarion."

"This was part of that, and -"

"I don't know whatI was expecting. It was an ouchy badthing, very ouchy, very bad, it made it hard to concentrate. I would probably need more practice to dissociate from it per standard disciplines, well enough to even leave it on my arm for ten minutes, never mind maintaining Detect Magic through it."

"I'm not... really feeling like more of a native to Golarion as a result. Maybe I should have taken more time to focus on the injury, and experience the fear that healing wasn't real or wouldn't work. So I'd have updated more on injuries being temporary and pain being less of an important signal, after I healed myself."









Carissa Sevar: "Huh.



A thing I get out of pain is a sense of - myself, as something distinct from all the inputs I'm getting, as something stronger than those, and it's a - not a nice feeling exactly but an important one, one I seek out - I don't know if that's what you mean by 'dissociate from it' -"









Keltham: "Nnnnooooo, that's sort of - denying the pain's meaning, denying it as something that's a part of you as opposed to just being there, severing the feelings and thoughts downstream of it?"









Carissa Sevar: "Huh. And - a sense of delight and power from the fact that this is happening and you're enduring it and the thing you are is untouchable by it?"









Keltham: "Nnnnooooope."

"Nooooot even slightly."

"That's, like, somebody who's not a Keeper but who has a lot more 'dignity' than I do, seeing evidence that... say specifically a 'startup founder' realizing their brilliant company is inevitably failing? Updating and throwing away one of their most cherished hopes? A kind of awfulness that means something, that you want to not look away from because the details are part of reality and your pride is to accept reality whatever that is, and where the unpleasantness is part of the process of you becoming a different and better person; and to update correctly in the face of that is your skill and your art and your mastery, which you would execute correctly even if everything else was turning to ash around you."

"I cannot say that I have ever in my life heard it suggested that anybody would want to relate to physical pain that way. It's something you'd want to experience as little as possible. The details of it are the last thing you want. If you were paying attention to it, it would be so you could do the thing where you pay a lot of attention to an emotion and question what it means and look at the perception in so much detail that you've killed the emotion, which, to be clear, is something that's generally considered a hazardous thing to do to one of your emotions."









Carissa Sevar: " - so, uh, it might be that this is a fundamental difference between dath ilani and Chelish people, but when you say that the first thing I jump to is actually just that dath ilani are wrong about thisandmissing out."









Keltham: "Preeeettty sure it's that fundamental difference one."









Carissa Sevar: "If you can choose how you relate to things at all, even a little, with practice, I don't see why you wouldn't relate to physical pain that way. Not seek it out, maybe, but have the skill to relate to it in that fashion when it comes up."









Keltham: "I'm not sure Ican. It feels like a 'type-error'. It's pretty easy to imagine - the direction I'd have to move in, even if for now I've chosen not to go there, to become somebody who could burn his current personality to ash by borrowing Asmodia's headband for an hour, and take pride in his 'dignity' for accepting the hurt and updating."

"Doing that with pain? I don't - know what series of mental changes I'd even try, to do that, regardless of whether or not I want to."

"Physical pain doesn't mean things the way that thoughts do."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure, but the way I relate to itdoesmean things, and pain as I experience it is - a combination of whatever raw input I'm getting and how I'm relating to it."









Keltham: "I'd definitely have been proud of myself if I'd been able to run through ten minutes holding Detect Magic on my first try. I'm thinking that you mean something else, by all this, but I want to check to make sure I'm not in fact overcomplicating things and missing something that's supposed to be very simple and obvious."









Carissa Sevar: That is not what she means!! What she means is that suffering is a fundamental part of the human experience and that relating to it with strength and joy and satisfaction feels about as basic and fundamental as being able to relate to anything else that way! But she's not sure she should say that!



"That's not the thing, no. I mean, that is very satisfying, achieving something despite it being painful, but I mean - something you can do even if you, I don't know, accidentally injure yourself by walking into a table. Just orienting to that experience as something - like a startup founder getting bad news - it really seems to me like something anyone ought to be able to do -"









Keltham: "Well, any sex worker in Civilization who can do that - even if she's not sexually aroused by the pain, so long as she's - present, participating, doesn't hate it, isn't just enduring it for money, if it means something to her that isn't negative and doesn't completely trash the rest of sex - is no doubt very very very rich."









Carissa Sevar: "- I wonder if this explains the Good people who hate Hell, if they're - like you that way, and assuming everyone is like them -"









Keltham: "In Baseline, 'typical-mind fallacy'. We got training in not doing that, not assuming everyone else was like ourselves. So presumably everybody in Golarion by default runs off and assumes everyone else's brain works like their own."









Carissa Sevar: " - yep, that sounds about right." But it's a pretty big problem how Hell is whereeveryoneshould go.









Keltham: "Think I'll try attaching the stone to my arm again, just to see if I can possibly do your thing even though it seems like I obviously can't."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. I really hope that works."









Keltham: "97% it won't, but don't worry, we get training in being able to do things without being influenced by our belief we can't do them. Don't suppose it counts by the way if I'm also doing this out of my masculine 'gendertrope', and to prove that the pain isn't able to drive me away from doing this again."









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe? If the way you related to pain was having as part of your gendertrope that you are tough and pain is irrelevant to you, it can't touch the thing that you are, that'd be - closer to where I am than the thing you just described."









Keltham: "Just the tough part. I expect that pain in sufficient quantities can touch the thing that I am, break it or erase it in the flood of negative 'feedback', 'neural-circuits' being 'neural-trained' out of existence by the constant enormous 'error-signal' everything gets."

"What I'm proving is that this quantity of pain is not that amount. There's a saying out of dath ilan, 'I have a price, but I'm not cheap.'"

"Now quiet a moment while I actually try this, I want to concentrate."









Carissa Sevar: Obedient quiet Carissa!



(It can't possibly be this easy but it would be really nice, if it could.)









Keltham: Keltham puts the stone on his arm, dissociating from the part of himself that wants to flinch and destroying-by-reflection the fear of just that action itself which is not itself the pain.

He waits until his brain understands that the stone itself is not the pain.

He tries to put himself into the frame of mind of somebody who relates to the coming pain as if that were dignity, as if he were proud of how it cannot touch him, leaving the core of him unchanged.

What's the equivalent for pain of 'I am not my beliefs, I am that which updates them, I am not my plans, I am that which chooses them'? Keltham is not... his pain, he's the thing that is unmoved by it? Negative neural feedback does in fact sort of move people though?? Keltham is not his desire not to be in pain? Keltham sort of thinks heis made out of, among other things, desires like that one?

"Carissa, temporary not quiet: do you know what the equivalent should be of 'I am not my beliefs, I am that which updates them, I am not my plans, I am that which chooses them' for pain?" (This, the second layer of Impartiality, Keltham speaks in Baseline.)









Carissa Sevar: That feels like such an important question and she's never thought about it at all - "I'm not sure, but maybe - I am not what I sense, I am that which - makes sense of it -"









Keltham: All right then. 'I am not my sensory input, I am that which interprets it.' He doesn't really see that helping? But he'll try to take that mental posture anyways. And take pride in being unmoved by the pain, a sense of delight that it cannot destroy him...


Keltham speaks the command word twice.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa prays very very sincerely to Asmodeus to show Keltham whatever it is, if Asmodeus even knows it, that Keltham needs here.









lintamande: He takes slightly longer to get to the point of calling it off, this time.









Keltham: ...and remembers this time to look at the burn left on his arm, the seared tissue that he let just go on getting damaged and damaged. Remembers to feel the fear that he's maimed himself for life, that healing won't work for him this time, that physical injury is real and lasting and scary and destroys your life ever after, until you have to go step into the Future and leave your friends behind not to be seen again unchanged, because your life is so much less happy now and your friends wouldn't want you to stick it out just for them...

Andheal.


"Yeah, that... basically didn't work even while I had enough concentration left to try to make it work. The pain kept calling my attention back to it. Trying to say that I was the mind interpreting pain, instead of identifying with the 'sensory-input', didn't help; telling myself that I was strong and delighting that I could pass through it didn't help. What helped was either dissociating from it or my attention briefly going elsewhere before it got yanked back."

"But actual plus side, I remembered to experience the fear of injury, and watch healing work against that. I think I'll have an easier time asking for martial-arts training from Security, now."

(Because Keltham is rather in doubt of his own ability to subdue and chain even Meritxell, with just a Bull's Strength and Cat's Grace, and dath ilani self-defense-only or group-safe-subdual skills.)









Carissa Sevar: "Huh. Well, I'm sorry it didn't work. I think that might mean there are certain kinds of devils you don't get to be but I'm not sure that was on your agenda anyway.



If Security does their jobs you shouldn't - need martial arts training? Though I'm sure they'll help if you want."









Keltham: "It seems important to 'truly-living-in' Golarion that I - stop mentally living in a place where major injuries can't be healed and result in permanent decreases in quality of life. I expect martial arts training to help with that, if it's the kind of training that you wouldn't do in dath ilan because consequences."

He's going to learn that first, get over the simple shock of inflicting and receiving physical violence; and thencome back to the question of how he feels about violently physically subduing Carissa, given that it means something deep and positive to her and her sexuality.









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "Makes sense. And I guess we might eventually want to go places not surrounded by bodyguards, once Nidal's defeated, and any other gods that need it."









Keltham: "That thought had not particularly occurred to me. I think that's more a question of having endless spellsilver and enchanters to make our defenses, rather than being able to punch harder than anything that tries to punch us or, you know, toss a dozen fireballs at us... which I am not really seeing the punching thing helping with, but what do I know."

"My bedtime should be soon. Did you want - to try the heating stone yourself, while my handy healing is around?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, I do."









Keltham: Keltham hands it over to her.

"Probability you do this on the first try? I've got mine but it'll be overridden by your probability as soon as you say it."









Carissa Sevar: " - thirty percent? It wouldn't be a test to be Security if most people with the relevant combat experience could do it on the first try, or even if they could mostly do it on the tenth."









Keltham: "Huh. Fair point. I was at seventy, so if you don't do it I'll know I was undercorrecting for Carissa being less exceptional in this quality relative to Golarion security wizard candidates than she'd be in dath ilan."









Carissa Sevar: "I do bet I won't ask you to take it off at any point in the ten minutes, just, I bet I slip up at the cantrip at some point."



And she tries it.









Carissa Sevar: There is something there, even if Keltham's not the kind of entity that can understand it, the sharpness of it, the ways that every instant becomes momentous and significant, the parts of her mind she can feel come alive as she tries to marshal more of herself towards the task than she ordinarily could.

It's awful, of course, but she doesn't mind, she really doesn't, she wishes Keltham could have this -



She loses the cantrip six minutes in. Doesn't ask him to stop, just makes a small sad sound and tries a different cantrip. Holds that one until the end.









Keltham: "Do you want healing on that?"









Carissa Sevar: Why does he always have so many questions.



Noncommital sound.









Keltham: "Yes, yes, you're right, I shouldn't have asked you anything, I should have noticed there was something I wanted without you prompting me to check that within myself, I still haven't been out of my Lawful Good world for two weeks okay."

"Let's try you out on a different task that requires concentration, while you're in pain."

He'll attach the heating stone somewhere, turn it on, and see if that impacts her skill.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is - confused, for a little while, until she puts together - oh, he thought that was hot, watching her in pain. That makes sense. That makes the whole attempt much better, somehow, if Keltham was enjoying it - it's like Abrogail petting her and telling her she suffered beautifully -

- also, she can at this point make him apologize for being Lawful Good just with noncommittal noises, which is progress, if not nearly as good as him actually being Evil.



She will do her tired and distracted best to please.









Keltham: Him seeing her in pain will more than make up for any hitches in her skill, when it comes to succeeding in her task.


(Any unorchestrated reactions there, at this relatively low level of awful pain?)









Carissa Sevar: Yes! Getting your Carissa extremely tired from ten minutes of very difficult magic practice is a good way to get her to forget to overthink everything about her life and reactions and relationship!









Keltham: He is really really happy, and will tell her so, once she's all finished, and he's taken off the heating stone from her and healed her. Carissa in so much pain with her hips writhing as she tries to serve him, is the hottest thing that there is, and he's proud of owning her, and he felt powerful for making her do this, in pain, just because he wanted it, and he's proud of himself for having done some of the work on reshaping her with pain to naturally express feelings again, and he's so in love with her and he doubts any other woman will ever be able to compete.

If this is something that's in Asmodeus's utilityfunction and Asmodeus helped Keltham get it for Asmodeus's own purposes, Keltham still acknowledges the favor owed.

Ending the day like this was the correct decision, including the part where he went through some self-inflicted pain he'd been putting off and now doesn't have to put off anymore. He feels generally better, and though it's not a promise and only time will resolve the prediction-market, he predicts good skill for his next day's work on the Project.









Carissa Sevar: You know what would be nice, is if it was someone's job to tell Carissa telepathically if this was actually a good outcome or if she's just absurdly susceptible to people saying nice things while they hurt her.Abarco didn't say any nice things while he hurt her.

Probably it's fine.



"Not sure you said proud of owning me. Before."









Keltham: "Probably not. But Abrogail's letter to me called you my possession a lot and, you know, fine. If that means I get to keep you." He boops her on the nose. "Socially_constructed-imaginary-ownership_tag pointing to Keltham. If any food crops grow on you, nobody else gets to eat them."









Carissa Sevar: She beams at him wordlessly for a while.



She is pretty sure that is actually quite good news for the project and doesn't just seem like that because aforementioned susceptibility to people who are nice while they hurt her.







"Love you. Love you so much. Not totally sure you understand, still, but - yes. Imaginary ownership tag points to Keltham and you'd be - terrified, by all that means - but 's good. 's really good."









Keltham: "Any parts I don't already know about need to be spelled out and agreed to by me before they take effect. Knowing this, any terror that needs to be handled at that time is my future self's problem."

"...unless there is still cause for my present self to be terrified given that, in which case you should notify me so; the Law governing these matters does tend to imply that, if I would predictably panic later, I should panic now. Problem #6 on conservation of expected evidence, emotional conjugation thereof."

"Should no such further notification be required, however, you are permitted to just cuddle instead of replying."









Carissa Sevar: Snuggle. "Yes, course. It's not - stuff you're supposedto do, anyway, just - stuff that wouldn't get you kicked out of any cities, because people would see the imaginary-tag and go, ah, well, in, that case, it's all right - I'm not making any sense, am I? All my sense goes and flies away when you hurt me enough. No terror. You don't need to be scared."









Keltham: Good good. There shall be additional snuggles then.


In time Keltham shall stagger off somewhat tiredly to his proper bed; the thought that he could also just go to sleep in his cuddleroom will not, in fact, occur to him.









Carissa Sevar: Her boyfriend is a ridiculous alien.



But one who said that he considered himself to owe Asmodeus a favor, if Asmodeus helped him get this.



She puts herself together and drags herself out of bed.









Pilar : "Cookie from Snack Service. Apparently you recently had some sort of unanswered wish or question that I can help you with, somehow. Not my curse, me."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. I....don't know. Security, can we get a thought transcript?"









Security: Message: They could, but Security is guessing this is about the part where Carissa Sevar recently thought that she wished somebody had the job of telepathically telling her whether this was a good outcome? Security did notice that part, what with him being telepathic but that not, in fact, being part of his job.









Carissa Sevar: Oh. Right. Probably.









Pilar : Pilar will of course wait patiently for further instruction or questions.









Carissa Sevar: "I thought a couple of minutes ago that I wished there was someone whose job it was to tell me if I'd done well or not. I have to say it's very weird that Cayden Cailean is watching my sex life closely enough to catch that."









Pilar : "It's a very weird to be called upon by Cayden Cailean to give somebody else Asmodean theological advice when I'm not a priest of Asmodeus but... I kind of do think I know..."

"Should I say it, sir?"









Carissa Sevar: "Go ahead."









Pilar : "Ask your superior, the one set over you. If Subirachs doesn't know, she'll ask the Most High or the Queen. Your superiors will tell you how well you did, and then whatever they say is the truth, and you're done, and it's not your place to worry about it any more because that would be contradicting what your superiors told you."

"It's one of the nice things Asmodeans get to have. That's not why Asmodeus wants it that way, but it's definitely what He wants."


"...Snack Service suggests you take a nap first, though."









Carissa Sevar: " - all right.





If your curse ever turns on us I'm going to figure out how to torture a curse and then I'm going to really really enjoy torturing it to death."









Pilar : Pilar thinks, but doesn't say, that if Sevar managed to really really enjoy torturinganyone or anything to death it would probably be good for the condition of her soul.



...because saying that would be insolent to her superior. That must be why Pilar isn't saying it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will go take a nap. It probably is good advice, and, anyway, it's late.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Long Night









Carissa Sevar: Carissa sleeps half an hour, wakes up, contemplates sleeping some more, decides that actually she's just dawdling.



Goes to Subirachs.









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs has had this matter brought to her attention by Security and has already reviewed transcripts.

Her judgment is that Sevar was not going into subspace, she was correctly estimating that this was excellent good news on the surface of things.

What lies underneath the surface of things remains questionable and it is unfortunately among Sevar's primary jobs as leader of Project Lawful to question it, so she cannot just relax and take her superiors' word about how well things are going. Subirachs can confirm that Keltham's overt behavior looked like excellent news to her. Subirachs cannot, and the Most High and the Queen probably cannot, speak to whether all of this is some incredible plot by Cayden Cailean of which Asmodeus is unaware. If that's so, it would in fact fall to Sevar to not just watch for that possibility but think about it. She cannot take on the duty of a simple slave, here, alas.

But if Sevar is wondering whether she was just imagining things, no, she wasn't, that looked like progress to Subirachs too. Producing that kind of progress is not all of Sevar's given duty, but it is a large part of it. Especially when it comes to the sort of duty that anyone has any idea how to do. And by "anyone" Subirachs means the Chosen of Asmodeus, because nobody else seems to be able to make any progress on it except Pilar and Yaisa as prompted by Snack Service.









Carissa Sevar: This particular progress felt almost entirely self-prompted by Keltham, maybe with some help from Her Majesty, whose letter he seemed to find fascinating. But it does seem like good news. Possibly corrupting Keltham will just work and in a couple of months they'll be able to mostly stop lying; they should proceed on the assumption that's not going to be the case, though.



Does Subirachs have advice or correction.









Jacint Subirachs: Intelligent slaves can sometimes learn to take joy in more complicated judgments of their superiors than 'you did that perfectly'. There's also 'you did that as well as mortals ever do under their circumstances'. Even Pilar, when she got back from Elysium, had Aspexia Rugatonn list out everything she did wrong, and was assigned punishment - before Aspexia Rugatonn told her that she'd done as well as mortals ever do, and reminded Pilar that pride was also among Asmodeus's domains.

If tomorrow this all ends and they all go to Hell for it, and learn that it only worked to Cayden Cailean's own plans in the end, Subirachs thinks that Hell would not account them disobedient, nor more incompetent than usual for mortals. They did receive visions of Asmodeus and orders out of Hell, and they followed them, and worked as best they could at what seemed to be their task despite their doubts. If you are past the whiny idea that Hell should accept that as a full excuse, and not punish you at all for failing, then Subirachs imagines that Hell would be accepting about it, if not forgiving.

Obedience and working diligently at one's task are what Asmodeus demands of mortals. He is glad perhaps when His mortals succeed in advancing His interests, but obedience and diligence to His instructions are what it is Asmodeus's nature as a god to demand.

Sevar was instructed by her superiors to seduce Keltham to Asmodeus; she dangled before him the prize of her sexuality to conquer; he found himself challenged, driven, proud upon the matter; and Keltham has now, 'self-prompted', attached a heating stone to her while making sexual use of her, named himself her owner, and taken pride in how he's already reshaped her through torment.

Some types of slaves of Asmodeus - including, Subirachs thinks, Sevar herself - are more useful to Asmodeus when they allow themselves to ever feel pleasure about a job apparently well done. You can see how it could go wrong if those slaves went around telling themselves about jobs they thought were well done, all the time; but when your superior tells you that you have been a good slave, it is just plain allowed to be proud of that, it is true because they say so, over and done. This is what Pilar was trying to tell Sevar is one of the nice things that Asmodeans are allowed to have.

Pilar, being strong in her faith, was able to set aside her continuing fear of Cayden Cailean's machinations, after the Most High told her that she, Pilar, had done as well as mortals ever do, in willingly returning from Elysium - that Pilar had done her own part as a slave, well enough to deserve some pride, whatever the manipulations of gods around her.

That Pilar had done well was then unshakably true for her, not because Pilar believed the Most High was infallible, but because her superior had told Pilar so, and that is how slavery works under Asmodeus. It wasn't Pilar's place to question her having done well. That you can sometimes be certain of having done well, is one of the nice things that Asmodeans get to have; that's not why Asmodeus does it, but it's definitely how He wants it done.

Sevar has done well.









Carissa Sevar: It feels - not dath ilani - and Carissa's first instinct is to just not think about that right now but it feels like it won't land like it should, like a complete and wonderful and comforting answer, until she's thought it through, so -



Can something be unshakeably true?



- obviously there is an objective fact of the matter about whether Carissa is doing well enough, and she and her superiors could be wrong about it. They could mistakenly think she is doing well enough, when actually she's not doing well enough and tomorrow it'll all come crashing down.



But they can't be wrong about whether Carissa is a good Asmodean, whether she did a good job as an Asmodean, is what Subirachs is saying, what Pilar was saying. Because that's not an objective fact of the world, to be falsified by it. It's a - ownership-tag, like property rights, something about the world that is how it is because we say that's how it's so, and she hasn't yet worked out all the desirable properties that produced Asmodeus's specific system of tagging but -

- but the tag for Carissa says she did well, here, and even if she screws up tomorrow it'll say she did well up to this point, that is just true and Subirachs has the power to make it so.





Right.









Carissa Sevar: "I think I understand, now. I am pleased to be of service to Lord Asmodeus and to Cheliax."









Jacint Subirachs: "I intend to commend this continuing progress to the Queen's attention, and suggest that she reward you by sending here a subordinate enchanter to assist on your crafting projects."









Carissa Sevar: Oh, that would be nice. Both the Queen being informed part, which was obviously going to happen but still Carissa's pleased about it, and the project help, which will maybe let her only do the interesting parts of making the Glibness swords - if she can explain to someone else the obvious things you have to do when you're making a sword tiny...





Asmodeans, she thinks, aren't supposed to deserve rewards for good work? She doesn't ask, it'd be halfway insubordinate, but the question is there, if Subirachs is reading her mind.









Jacint Subirachs: "Asmodeans don't think they deserve rewards for good work. You do it or you get punished, and you don't ever start thinking you're owed anything for your work."

"It is sometimesuseful to your superiors, and at other times simply their whim, that you receive rewards even though it is impossible that you deserve them."

"On this occasion, it is useful because it will remind you that your superiors hold the power to reward as well as to punish, which is something that often matters to someone's emotions when it comes to it being made true that you have done right because your superior says so. It is useful because it will nurture your pride. There's also the fact that what you're actually getting is, in fact, assistance that will make you more useful to Cheliax, advance your project for Cheliax, and free up some of your time that was going to be spent on things less important to Cheliax."

"I am explaining all this explicitly, as should not usually be done with a slave, because it is something you must learn alongside the uses of pain - a little less urgently, perhaps, but it will not go well for the Project if you do not know how to use rewards alongside torment. Including that the rewarding not be done in such a way as that it comes to feel deserved;which, for those less Asmodean than Pilar, often follows along immediately from reward coming to feel expected."









Carissa Sevar: "I understand."

'as should not usually be done with a slave' reminds her of something that she doesn't know what to do with, something that still feels confusing, but she has no idea how to put it into words. It's something about how she's not Keltham's slave, because of how she's running an elaborate conspiracy against him, and actually she thinks that the true key to who Carissa is has as much to do with the conspiracy as it does with getting hit, but she's notnothis, if he learned the whole truth tomorrow and agreed to stay then it really would be real - she isn't sure what answer she's looking for here, or even what question she has, but it's a vague uneasy that is not obviously just 'vague unease because I'm being a heretic' or 'vague unease because I stupidly fell in love'.









Jacint Subirachs: "You remarked earlier of how you were trying to really be Keltham's slave, because you desired that, if he wholly converted to Evil, you selfishly wanted for that Keltham, your greatest accomplishment, to consider your punishment warranted to be one you could withstand."

"You are being a true slave to that Keltham, the Keltham-who-will-be. He would want his current self freed of his chains."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.



"All right. I want to do one more practice run of 'Keltham gets around to asking questions about slavery', I think Asmodia wanted to do the predictions collector that Keltham told us about in lecture, I want to test the new arrivals in person on their understanding of the objectives here and -



- and I was thinking I should take my punishment for thinking dismissively of Asmodeus tonight, when Keltham's going to be noticing things consistent with my having been in pain in the morninganyway."









Jacint Subirachs: "You're also thinking you should take your punishment tonight, I would guess, because - I have not seen it in your thoughts and perhaps neither have you, but -"

"You saw that even Keltham was getting around to doing painful unpleasant things. Part of you wondered deep down if you're really as strong as you think, having not yet gotten around to your own unpleasant thing, somehow. You are better at enduring torment, but are you better at getting around to it?"

"You saw that Keltham was learning how to use torment, faster than you are, indeed. Some inner part of you is feeling competitive. Your inner part thinks it's because he's dath ilani, but it's not, it's because he's actually getting around to practicing and pushing his limits."

"You instinctively don't want to start expecting rewards. You're justly afraid of what will happen to you if you do that. There are wordless parts of you that are starting to appreciate that pain now has a use in preventing yourself from flying too high and incurring worse pain later. That wordless part of you is in fact correct about that. It is indeed wise for you to take your punishment now, after having just heard of your good work made true and your undeserved reward, given that it must come to you at some time or another."

"These are not certain guesses. But they are obvious ones."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes. I think you/re right.









I think that I should go to a temple in Ostenso, just an ordinary one that won't recognize me, with a punishment code for thinking disrespectfully of Asmodeus."









Jacint Subirachs: "To humble your pride? That's a true question. I can guess your intuition here but not know it yet; you did not think it in words."









Carissa Sevar: " - sort of? To stop thinking of punishing myself as something that has to be done exactly right, for me to benefit from it, instead of something that I have to get good at benefitting from, regardless of what exactly it is."









Jacint Subirachs: "Chosen, you are slaver now and not only slave. You need to think of torments as tools that haveeffects. Rugatonn assigned you this task specifically so that you wouldlearn to use torture, not only because you were starting to be reckless. If you learn how to benefit from any random torment you are given, you will not have learned something useful for ruling over Project Lawful, because they won't have that skill."

"Bluntly, Sevar, you have a mental block on choosing torments and not just enduring them. You have a block against it even when that makes no sense from the standpoint of either Asmodeus's interests or your own. You refused me specific input on what instruments I should requisition to lend to Keltham, though admittedly with some fortuitous results. You refused me specific input on how to punish you for your failure in the game you designed, after I told you that you would regret not being specific."

"You willnot go in with a punishment code for heresy and leave the exact choice of torment to the temple. You will think about what exactly could be done to you, you will think about its probable effect on you, you will decide on a punishment that you think will teach you not to disrespect Asmodeus in the future, you will actually undergo this punishment. You will not let them assign you some torment you didn't choose, and then try to learn the intended lesson regardless. It's a reasonable thing for an Asmodean to want to learn, but it is not what Aspexia Rugatonn told you to learn."









Carissa Sevar: " - acknowledged."



But she doesn't WANT to try to come up with specific - that's really stupid, now that it's out in the open -

- but she doesn't expect the specificsmatter.That's...also probably stupid? Of course the specifics matter. In any other kind of teaching the specifics matter a lot.

Is there a better objection lying there?





If you were trying to explain what Abrogail did to Carissa, you would not get anywhere by saying that she let Carissa run around for a while, then lit her on fire a couple of times, then carved runes into her skin, then petrified her. Those are all things that happened, but they aren't the operative ingredients of the thing that happened. Abrogail started with an aim in mind - to drive Carissa into a particular state - and then picked tools that produced that state.



Why is it hard to relate to herself that way? She wants to get Carissa into a particular state - she wants to become the competent ilani Asmodean that she'll need to be for all the work she has ahead. So what are the tools for that job?

...well, obviously, lectures from Keltham, and from the High Priestess, those are tools for the job. But they're not punishments.

Having someone sear Asmodeus's holy symbol into her skin with a hot poker is not counterproductivefor making her the competent ilani Asmodean she's supposed to be. It's unpleasant, so it's serving one of the purposes of punishment. It can drive her to the state of miserable desperation where she wishes she had not erred. It is obviously a satisfactory response. But - it feels stupid? It feels unsatisfactory, as a result to 'how do you make Carissa better', like, you'd never come up with that if you were starting fromscratch -



If she were starting from scratch, and someone thought disrespectfully about Asmodeus, what would she do, after she explained their error? Maybe have them talk to a devil much smarter than them, and be punished for every error in their understanding; that seems like it'd inculcate the appropriate sense of how those who command us are wiser than us, and have thought more deeply, and we should not assume them stupid. But she's already got a bit of a problem where punishments need to feel big and dramatic to suit her, and that's simply not sustainable on a society-wide scale....









Jacint Subirachs: Well, now the Chosen seems to be trying to invent the entire ilani theory of torture from scratch on the spot, and Jacint's not going to interrupt that or comment on it until Sevar gets visibly stuck.

...possibly some of the problem here may be that Sevar has been tortured by Abrogail and taught by Keltham, and is now trying to hold her own concept of corrective torture to that frankly ludicrous standard in both respects, to the point where everything she can think of as a beginner seems so awful that she can't think of anything? That kind of perfectionistic mental block can develop in professional-level slaves, or so Jacint has heard.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is actually thinking that since she's just starting out it'd be all right if whatever she comes up with is only half as useful per unit of time as Abrogail at torture and half as useful per unit of time as Keltham at teaching. You don't get the Starstone by standing at the moat daydreaming about it.



What things can you at least sometimes get from torture.

- person regrets having done the thing they did. In this specific case Carissa already regrets it because it was incorrect; she isn't sure she needs additional regretting it

- no, better to think, she isn't sure why she needs additional regretting it. What does regretting it past the point of having been corrected achieve? Possibly it inculcates habits against similar mistakes? Not only will you not make this mistake again, you won't make related mistakes either? Or maybe there's something like - you have both a conscious and a subconscious system for arriving at beliefs, and arguments speak to the conscious one, and pain speaks to the unconscious one, and to actually stop making mistakes you need them corrected on both levels? That feels - right, it feels like the sort of premise you could build something like Cheliax on and explain it to someone like Keltham, so assume for now it's true -

- the dumbest most straightforward kind of punishment to align the subconscious with truth would be, when you think something wrong, you instantly receive a painful shock, until your brain learns not to have thoughts like that. Unfortunately Cheliax doesn't have the resources to deliver punishments instantly, which is why much of what punishment is must be internalized - you instantaneously feel a sense of terror at the thought you just had, and unpleasant anticipation. of the eventual punishment, and that dread is what keeps your mind in line with truth. And then the actual punishment is just to deliver on the promise and keep the dread around for next time.

- but there seems to be a problem with that? Peranza's problem could be diagnosed in part as that she has installed self-punishment for so many of her thoughts that even when she's allowed to think them shecan't,and everyone thinks she's at the highest risk of having a meltdown and becoming unsalvageable. So punishment needs to be designed to avoid the failure mode where the subconscious correction fires excessively, even at thoughts that are necessary for achieving Asmodeus's goals. Possibly Cheliax as it exists now isn't very good at avoiding this failure mode because it only comes up when you drop someone into a context sufficiently far outside the one they're familiar with.

- Pilar doesn't flinch with dread or terror from any of her thoughts, and is a very good Asmodean. She knows she'll be punished sometimes, but she doesn't mind that; her internal attitude towards it is not one of dread. That seems better.How do you getthat.

- Carissa seems to have dismantled lots of her very important internal processes for punishing herself for thoughts. Some of this she did at Abrogail's behest, because thoughts and feelings are tied closely together and Abrogail wanted her to stop looking away from her feelings. Some of this she did because the flinches kept getting in the way of figuring out how to do her job. That does put her, though, in a dangerous position; she might fail to flinch away from something she wasreally really supposed toflinch away from, and end up condemning Asmodeus. It is worth hurting herself very badly, to avoid that. It's just not obvious what kind of hurting her will in fact avoid that.

- She feels like this is an extremely hard case for punishment and not actually a particularly good place to teach her how punishment works! It makes sense for her to be assigning and conducting torture sessions for normal people who it won't be a catastrophe to punish either excessively or insufficiently but it seems like really, someone qualified should be assigning torture sessions to an extremely complicated case who it's catastrophic to err with!









Jacint Subirachs: "Chosen, you are trying, again, to accomplish too much with one torture session."

"You are not going to accomplish half as much as the Queen in the same time. The thought is almost absolutely absurd. You have been frankly spoiled for how torture works foreveryone else. The Queen, if she was explaining exactly what she did to you, would - know how her carving a series of runes into your skin, gave you a sense of approaching dread as the runes visibly approached completion, or rather, even I know that part, but she would have some plan encompassing that sense of approaching dread, whose diminishing time was a vital part, a reason why your thoughts had to be under an apparent time pressure right then. The Queen would have some reason why that carving was exactly as painful as it was, maybe about how much your thoughts were focusing there and on other things she wanted you to think. I don't know because I'm not Abrogail fucking Thrune!"

"I hope for Abarco's sake that the Queen has at no point read a full transcript of his rape of you, because she will think that he was doing every single part of it completely wrong. I don't knowhow she'll think it was completely wrong. If I knew that the Queen would have previously made me a para-Duchess of Cheliax and attached me to her personal service. I can't hope to match her, I am, after all, nothing but a seventh-circle priestess of Asmodeus specializing in slavery."

"If you were literally anyone else but the Chosen of Asmodeus, I would tell you to completely give up hope of ever matching the twentieth part of the prowess of Abrogail Thrune."

"As it stands I am telling you to temporarily reduce the scope of your ambitions."

"Rugatonn's words to you were, 'You have flown very high and very far, and I think there is starting to be in you some of the recklessness that you saw in Asmodia.' Asmodia solved her problem by lighting her hand on fire for thirty seconds. Said also the Most High, 'Consult with Subirachs and devise a punishment for yourself that you expect to restore your cautionary judgment about when to decide in your thoughts that Lord Asmodeus would be a fool. If enduring that torment makes you weaker, if it fails and must be repeated stronger, you will have only yourself to blame for either end.'"

"Mark how the Most High did not say that you were to be tortured into absolute loyalty to Asmodeus henceforth, or that you were to never think any such thoughts again. She challenged you to devise a punishment that would restore such cautionary judgment as you might have had before flying so high and far.Ordinary caution such as any good Asmodean might have. And if your punishment proves too light? Did the Most High say that you would then be deemed a failure and cast into Hell? Did she say that in this event the Project would descend into catastrophe? No, she said that you might need to be punished again and stronger."

"You already regret your error. That does, in fact, do most of the work. You still need to be punished tocomplete that regret, to let something deep inside you know that what was above you was displeased and retains the power to punish. Something deep within you needs to be reminded that your fears are real and not just a payment to be indefinitely deferred."

"Having Asmodeus's holy symbol seared into you with a hot poker is not something I would assign for this case, myself. But it would work, given that you already regret the error, or rather, it would work if you could manage to stop thinking of it as stupid. Of course it feels stupid. You're a child taking her first steps and the standard to which you're holding yourself is Abrogail fucking Thrune."

"It's not how you would restore Carissa Sevar's caution in her thoughts if you were thinking out a plan from scratch? What then? Speaking to a devil and being punished for every error of thought? I doubt Gorthoklek is allowed to offer us such a powerful assistance as that, or that lesser devils even could. That's not a plan for restoring Carissa Sevar's ordinary cautionary judgment. That's a plan for how Keltham freed of his chains wouldremake Pilar Pineda into a devil native to Golarion."

"But if that seems to you more like it's on the right track than being seared with a pentagram, then perhaps you could ask yourself what would be some vastly less ambitious form of that same plan, such as might be prescribed to Tonia for some serious heresy of thought and to restore a similar ordinary caution."









Carissa Sevar: This is overwhelming and stressful and INFINITELY WORSE THAN BEING TORTURED and Carissa hates it, hates how her thoughts are bouncing around between ideas, wants to yell at Subirachs, which would at least cause the torturing-of-Carissa to happen without further deliberate effort required on Carissa's part, wants toslapSubirachs which would get to it even sooner -









Carissa Sevar: - instead of that she crosses to the fireplace, in which a fire is burning merrily, and steps in, and curls up in a ball and cries.







This is probably not the best solution to any of her problems but it does solve them! Technically!!









Jacint Subirachs: She notes a slight flash of pity in herself about how Sevar is trying to learn all this in weeks instead of years, and reflexively crushes the emotion without very much thought other than that.

Subirachs dispassionately watches Sevar burning in the fireplace, continuing to monitor her thoughts by way of Security.









Carissa Sevar: There's some insight here to incorporate into the broader picture, about how being in all-consuming pain is much much better than other things such as not knowing how to do your job, but she can't flesh it out right now properly, because of the all-consuming pain. The mostly-consuming pain. The quite a lot of pain which is nonetheless still leaving a shred of the internal monologue she'd been kind of hoping to shut up.



Carissa's working theory, she thinks rather distantly at Subirachs, is that Carissae are not meant to decide their punishments, because their standards for themselves are too high; this seems like possibly another shard of ilani Asmodeanism, not that she can flesh it out properly either. A punishment from someone else she can endure more or less gracefully, but a punishment for herself can only ever be inadequate, unless it has destroyed that within her which finds everything inadequate, which they do not want.









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs waits until Sevar has burned longer than the punishment she would actually have needed to assign herself, then crosses over to the fireplace with quick steps, and, not without a touch of cruelty, taps Sevar with Resist Energy (fire) followed by Cure Light Wounds.

"Enough, Sevar. I think you are not likely to disrespect Asmodeus in your thoughts again, now that more suffering has come of it for you than simple regret. All that is needful to complete the regret is that the punishment be real. Nothing more than that should have been necessary. It is one reason why Rugatonn gave you that first assignment; almost anything you tried should have worked."

"If you cannot punish yourself because it is never enough, that is a known slave psychology which would, unfortunately, be a deal safer in a more ordinary slave. It is likely to be connected to other issues."

"You should, at the very least, be able to invent suggestions for me, and then believe me if I tell you some suggestion is good enough. If you cannot believe me about that, it may indicate a flaw in your subordinacy by whichnot even your superior can punish you enough to set you right and make you clean. And that, Carissa Sevar, is making life harder on yourself than Asmodeus wants of you. Do think about that. Very few people in all Cheliax have occasion to be told it. Ever."









Carissa Sevar: She might need that repeated. It had a lot of steps.









Jacint Subirachs: Then she will repeat it all slower.

Subirachs can be patient, when an important slave has otherwise been performing well while loaded down with an unreasonably vast workload.









Carissa Sevar: "I think I understand. I'll - try to do better." Try to just have a default suggestion which she can put forward with no expectation it will in any way be better than the default thing; making it good for her is her problem.









Jacint Subirachs: "You will perhaps acquire more expertise about that as you learn the uses of torment on other personnel within your small tyranny. On whom you will need to practice, if you cannot practice on yourself. Do realize, there are people here besides Keltham and his women who can make mistakes. The next time one of those infuriates you, consider experimenting."

"...that seems like a topic for another time, however. For now, I'd suggest that you go take this night's sleep."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, High Priestess." She's right, though. Carissa is falling behind on cruelty lessons.



Hopefully just because she's juggling too many things.









Asmodia: While Sevar sleeps, Asmodia sets up their first prediction markets!



There's three rolling prediction markets on whether Tonia, Peranza, or any other researcher, break in the next week, which Tonia and Peranza aren't to know the current forecasts on. Asmodia requested, and Maillol backed her, that every Security be required to bet at least one silver in all three markets, since they're the ones reading people's thoughts. If the third market starts to go high, she'll start creating markets for the other girls.

Security was not, in fact, particularly reluctant to start betting in this market!Peranza is running at 10%, Tonia at 5%.



There's a market about whether Yaisa ends up with an incredibly interesting background or problem or superpowers on account of tropes, since she apparently matched one of Keltham's fetishes. Ione initially bought this market up to 60%, but strong counterbuying pressure has dropped it down to 23% since.



There's a market with three possible outcomes - the generalization seemed obvious enough to Asmodia - about whether Cayden Cailean is actually backing the Project in exchange for a Hell that Cayden Cailean considers improved, or if Cayden Cailean / Pilar's curse is planning to outright betray the Project at some point, or if something else is going on. Nobody seems willing to bet on any outcome besides 'something else' and it's possible this market may end up being shut down and refunded.









lintamande: Meritxell thinks there should be a market on some lower-stakes stuff, for practice - who Keltham'll want to sleep with next, or what he'll next lecture on, or whether he'll ask a question about [slavery/infanticide/how people get sorted into afterlives/elemental binding/other species], which would be helpful for prioritizing practice on their answers for those things.









Asmodia: Asmodia is worried about betting fatigue being a thing, and the extent to which none of them really have much solid information about Keltham the way that Security have solid info about people's secret thoughts... but if Meritxell is willing to step forward and say that she has guesses about some of these markets, Asmodia will set them up. Worst case, nobody wants to bet against Meritxell and things get refunded.

The who-will-Keltham-sleep-with-today market is one that should be run where Keltham can see it, or maybe just see the previous day's results, and he can make sure they're doing it right!









lintamande: Yes, Keltham will be charmed they're trying the prediction-markets thing and will correct them if they've got it wrong, and maybe some of the girls who haven't had much character development can do really well in the markets and get his attention that way.



Gregoria asks if the project is in fact served by more people sleeping with Keltham. It kind of seems like it has enough of that.









Carissa Sevar: "We're about to introduce the new students and some of them were chosen for usefulness for the Keltham sex corruption project, so I do hope he's not tired of variety. - I'm not even sure mengettired of variety. You can stop being prickly about it, no one's going to drag you into his bed until he's Evil enough to do it himself. I think betting fatigue is a real risk but I'm most concerned about betting fatigue amongus,Security's job is objectively boring ninety percent of the time and the former Project girls can bet too. Of course, maybe only Project girls are any good at betting, but that'd be interesting in itself."









Asmodia: They could try running a policy prediction market on this! Let's say, Project's chance of continuing past its second month if Keltham sleeps with at most two more girls, whichever are most useful for corruption, versus if Keltham sleeps with more girls than that.









Carissa Sevar: "I really feel like if anyone has any basis for guessing either way on that they could just tell me their basis but - sure, let's try it."









Asmodia: ...though they're going to have to think up some policy prediction market that Keltham is allowed to know about, too, so that the researchers don't seem anomalously familiar with policy prediction markets later.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has learned not to argue with Asmodia when she says things like that even though it doesn't seem strictly necessary to her. "Could set up a public one on whether, if Keltham proceeds at full speed, some people will have breakdowns about realizing they're made of lies? - that looks different in alter Cheliax but we should probably figure out what it does look like in alter Cheliax, now that we've warned him about it."









Asmodia: Asmodia does NOT want to try to figure out what FAKE BETTING PATTERNS on this vital alter-Cheliax issue would look like until she knows what NORMAL betting patterns look like.









Carissa Sevar: Sure. It's the obvious thing Keltham'll want information on, though, so they'd better get some harmless markets about how to approach spellsilver in first.









Asmodia: For policy prediction markets, Keltham will want issues where it's not clear what policy will be taken - you can't bet any more on what happens if Keltham proceeds slowly, they already decided to be fast - unless Sevar is worried that Keltham will say he's reconsidering and run a policy market again -

Um, sure, they can ask Keltham for two different things he's considering doing about spellsilver so they can practice running a policy market about it.


When are the new researchers being brought in, by the by? Asmodia is looking forwards to some parts of that.









Carissa Sevar: Tonight, for secret orientation; the day after will be their apparent arrival as far as Keltham knows.









Asmodia: They're being introduced to Keltham TOMORROW? Overnight is a relatively short schedule for Asmodia to finish drilling everyone on real/alter differences. Did anyone already tell Keltham that they were going to arrive tomorrow? Asmodia needs to drill them on alterCheliax facts. Asmodia needs to make sure they're in exactly the right alternate universe before Keltham meets them. Asmodia needs to make sure that they understand the basic Lawful principle that Keltham uses to accumulate events that are at all noticeably less probable or more probable in Ordinary versus Conspiracy worlds, and that even when Keltham sees something unlikely within Conspiracy as he currently imagines it, that narrows down the possible Conspiracies he could be inside.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham has not been told when they're arriving and if her professional recommendation is that it wait longer it can wait longer. They have in principle been briefed on all that, but Carissa bets they don't in fact understand it.









Asmodia: Then Asmodia will SLIGHTLY RELAX because at least she will not be under DEADLY TIME PRESSURE on this particular occasion.

...are the newcomers under the lighter punishment regimen immediately, or should Asmodia light them up when they fuck up in alterCheliax drills?









Carissa Sevar: Normal punishments at least until they're introduced to Keltham; she doesn't want their first introduction to Project Lawful to simultaneously be that it's much more important than anything they've done before and that they won't be seriously punished for failure.









Asmodia: ...good. They should fear making a mess on her wall.


(Hopefully Asmodia can get that part done before she knows any of them well enough to start slightly caring about them.)









Carissa Sevar: And if they can't handle themselves under pressure better for that to come to light before they meet Keltham.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Still Nighttime









Asmodia: "Evening, newcomers. My name is Asmodia. Just Asmodia. I have no family worth mentioning, and don't come from anywhere important enough that I'd want to adopt that as a second name. Eighteen days ago I was one of the top students at Ostenso wizard academy, second-circle, and headed to the Worldwound shortly."

"You, perhaps, are a Worldwound veteran, a cleric of Asmodeus, or the heiress of a county."

"None of that matters to your standing in Project Lawful. Here, only three people in this fortress can override my orders to you, and they are Ferrer Maillol, fifth-circle priest of Asmodeus, Jacint Subirachs, seventh-circle priest of Asmodeus, and Carissa Sevar, also known in certain circles as the Chosen of Asmodeus. Of those three, the only one who's actually going to override me is Carissa Sevar, because she is the only one of those three who understands my job well enough to tell me I'm fucking it up."









Asmodia: "You see that wall behind me, with the writing in green, orange, red, purple, and one sentence in black? That's my fucking wall. It's my life and it's also the life or death of Project Lawful. Written on that wall are the most important things Keltham knows about the alternate world of alterCheliax that we're creating for him. Green is for important facts that are true in both realCheliax and alterCheliax. Orange is for things true only of alterCheliax that I currently believe we're fairly safe on. Red is where Keltham is asking questions, where he thinks something might be wrong, or where I think he might decide something wrong's later. Purple sentences are places where we haven't told any particular lies, but if Keltham thinks too much in that direction we still lose, and so nobody is to prompt his thoughts there if possible - Keltham dying in order to meet his god, for example."

"Black is inconsistency, places where Keltham has been exposed to information that destroys our lie if he looks in the right place, thinks in the right direction. There's one sentence written there in black, we think we got away with it, if Keltham hasn't spotted the moon's wrong phase by now he's almost certainly never going to, and that sentence in black bought us days of rest and recovery and background work and ability to catch our breath that we all desperately needed."

"You know why the person who's responsible for that black sentence got away with it? Because she's the Queen of Cheliax. If you are responsible for a black sentence going up on my wall you will not get away with it."

"You will also not have a good day if you're responsible for a red sentence going up. You will have a check-in with me every single time I write an orange sentence on there, that wasn't there before, that I or Carissa Sevar did not tell you to put there. You will possibly have a chat with me if there's a new green sentence on there I end up unhappy about, because every fact like that can no longer be modified or contradicted now that we've told Keltham about them. Unfortunately we can't all just shut up around Keltham either, because he would notice that. That's not something that happens in alterCheliax, see. Any time your alter-self from alterCheliax would tell Keltham something, you're going to have to tell him something. If hesitating in alterCheliax would be improbable, you will not have time to request and receive orders and you will need to make something up. Fun, isn't it? If you want to fucking survive, if you don't want yoursoul torn apart in Hell after your death,you will come to me for helpbefore you get into trouble."









Asmodia: "Is your pride offended, that I'm talking to you like this? You think you're above me, and that I'm some petty thing assigned a petty job who's gone mad with the petty power that implies? Then you haven't understood a copper's worth of what Project Lawful is about. My soul is the property of a Count of Hell, last that Cheliax heard of it, and the reason for that is that Barons of Hell can't afford me. You think you could summon a Count of Hell to buy your soul, because you're heiress of a county, because you're a Worldwound veteran? They'd laugh at you and then destroy you. Hell doesn't care for your petty mortal accomplishments. Neither does Project Lawful."

"My soul got sold before anybody including Hell realized how valuable it was going to turn out to be. Now you're going to have to sell an option on your soul to Carissa Sevar before we start making you valuable, enabling her to buy back your soul for not much more than the trivial pittance you'll sell it for, because otherwise Hell cannot afford to buy you without bankrupting their ability to pay out for other souls in Golarion. As happens to be important for the government of Cheliax to continue operating."

"That insane price, that incredible value to Hell, reflects what Project Lawful is going to make of you. What Project Lawful has started to make of me, though I'm still a work in progress. It comes from learning the Law, mostly from Keltham, but also from me, because I'm the other one besides Keltham who can and will teach it to you. Your county, your service at the Worldwound, the soul markets in Dis don't care shit. They care that you might be able to master what gets taught here. Period. And in that, there is no mortal of Golarion who is my peer except Carissa Sevar, and only Keltham out of dath ilan above us both."









Asmodia: "You hate me? You're thinking about how to get rid of me? Pray to Asmodeus that you fail. There's a note on my Security file from Aspexia Rugatonn saying that anybody who manages to lose my services to Cheliax is going to have an incredibly bad time, which, if you're wondering, is because Aspexia Rugatonn has required of me that I train her successor. And even that fate would be a pleasant one compared to what Abrogail Thrune will do to you, in person, followed by speculators in Dis's markets spectacularly angry about lost investments, if you fuck up my job."

"It will probably occur to you, at some point or another, that I seem to be insane. I'm not going to bother telling you that, if you had my job, you'd go insane too. You wouldn't. You are the cream and elite of Cheliax. You'd approach everything in a calm and professional manner, and then you'd fucking fail. In the unlikely event you could actually do my job, yes, you would also be insane."









Asmodia: "I've never had much faith inside me, but I like to think that, somewhere out there, there is a goddess in much the same position I am, who has to maintain the real universe against all the fools trying to muck it up. And if so, I have a feeling, somehow, that whoever that goddess is, she doesn't get much support from Pharasma."

"The universeI maintain was envisioned and created by Carissa Sevar. She is not in the Boneyard. She will not judge you after you die. She is here, judging you now."

"Evening, newcomers. Welcome to Project Lawful, fresh meat. My name is Asmodia, and I'm going to annoy the shit out of you any time you try to have any fun with this. And you're going to suck it up and take that, because, unlike Pharasma, Sevar is on her fucking job."

"And Sevar doesn't like it when anyone gets in the way ofmy job."

"I've got an even shittier job than that goddess does, in a lot of ways, but at least I've got that."









Asmodia: "To the left of me we see Ione Sala, heretic and betrayer of Asmodeus and now oracle of Nethys - that part is true only in realCheliax - or in alterCheliax that weird adorable girl touched by Nethys - false, orange - who borrows books from the Ostenso academy library inside a Forbiddance - green. You don't pick on her for any of that, because it presently looks like Nethys is maybe possibly in with Asmodeus on this - Ione gave us thirty seconds of warning about Nidal's assault on the last Project site and plausibly saved the entire thing. Your current orders are not to fuck with her."

"In alterCheliax, Ione is the Project's Nethysian Safety Officer, charged by Keltham to make sure we don't hurt ourselves or go insane. She does much the same thing in realCheliax. She has zero actual Project authority. If she gives you a warning, you should probably listen to her even if she's being smug about it."

"Ione herself will tell you that she is Chosen and Blessed of Nethys. She'll also tell you that Nethys is smuggest of the gods, and that it's heresy to suggest that anything cannot or should not explode. If any of you know actual Nethysian theology you are not allowed to tell her about it, because that, apparently, would be even worse."









Asmodia: "To the right of me we see Pilar Pineda, by far the most loyal person to Asmodeus of anyone here, whose soul got misdirected to Elysium and who came back to Cheliax willingly, trusted of Aspexia Rugatonn, probably going to be the only sane person left after everybody else on this Project goes mad. Heard any rumors about how Project Lawful supposedly cleansed Egorian of spies? That was Pilar. She did it over the course of a day while the rest of us were taking a break."

"Pilar is the oracle of Cayden Cailean. Her oracular curse goes by the name of Snack Service and delivers us cookies, cake, and apparently good advice about how to corrupt Keltham to Asmodeanism."

"I wish to Pharasma I was joking about any of that, but I'm not."









Asmodia: "Here we have Meritxell. Meritxell was at the top of our year in Ostenso. Meritxell is the most normal person who has ever fucked Keltham. I would personally bet on Meritxell being the second-to-last person on this Project to go insane."

"Gregoria, Peranza, Tonia are the next most normal survivors of Project Lawful. They probably have some other personality traits but I can't be arsed to remember what they are right now. All of them have prices in Dis that would buy literally one hundred of you."

"Yaisa, failed Project Lawful girl. Now Keltham's full-time personal whore, except that around him we call her a sex worker. She's played a minor part in corrupting Keltham. If we pull any of this off and it looks like Yaisa was at all important to the process, she'll end up a Duchess somewhere after the new Cheliax conquers Golarion, as will be our standard reward for moderately good service, according to the Queen."

"Not present are Paxti, Pela, and Jacme, failed Project Lawful girls. They're still around the fortress and Keltham may check in on them sometimes. Don't fuck with them either, because I say so is fucking why. If you do anything that wouldn't have happened to them in alterCheliax, which changes them or their attitude in ways it wouldn't have changed in alterCheliax, I'm the one who cleans up your fucking mess. Part of that process will be my making sure you don't create future messes."









Asmodia: "Now, I'll turn you over to Carissa Sevar, Worldwound veteran, fourth-circle wizard in magical capacity but with spellcraft to match seventh, the first person who spoke to Keltham in Golarion, first of what became known as the Project Lawful girls, now commander of Project Lawful, lover of Keltham, lover also of Abrogail Thrune, sometimes called Chosen of Asmodeus. Sevar isn't allowed to sell her soul to Hell yet, for some still-unknown reason, but the last time she tried she asked for permanent arcane sight, permanent Tongues, ten pounds of spellsilver, and three Wishes. The devil they summoned said not yet but tried to lock in that price for future occasions."

"Welcome to Project fucking Lawful, you poor fuckers. I haven't even gotten to the really weird parts. Our Nethysian Sanity Officer warned us that we needed to let the lesser weirdness sink in for a while, before we tried to tell you about the 'tropes'."

"Anyways, Carissa Sevar. The Chosen of Asmodeus doesn't usually stand on ceremony, but on this particular occasion, I'd suggest that you fucking kneel."









Asmodia: Asmodia walks a few feet to the side, and kneels herself, along with everyone else present. With Eagle's Splendour still burning in her, she manages to make the motion look as graceful as it should be.









Carissa Sevar: "The world that Keltham comes from is richer and more sophisticated than ours, richer and more sophisticated than Hell, likely richer and more sophisticated than anywhere known to the greatest powers of our world.

The purpose of Project Lawful is to learn the engineering knowledge they possess, to make Cheliax wealthy and competent to conquer the rest of the world, and to learn the Law they possess, to improve on the teaching of devils in Hell and perhaps on the teaching of mortals so that more of them possess the nature to become powerful devils.

Keltham, you've been briefed, is a Lawful Neutral cleric of Abadar. He desires to trade openly and honestly with all who will deal honestly with him. He wants to ensure that the knowledge he has of dath ilan benefits everyone in Golarion, not because he thinks of himself as Good in his own right but because he got that knowledge free from dath ilan, and feels obliged to spend it how they would see fit, were they here. Dath ilan is unbearablyLawful Good, having engineered their society in that direction with every tool you might think of plus some you did not know were possible, like heritage-optimization. This is what makes alter-Cheliax necessary; the real Cheliax, Keltham would not trade with, and he'd kill himself and go to Osirion if he came to consider it likely he is being deceived.

Alter-Cheliax is a harder problem than you think, which is why Asmodia has absolute license to correct and train you in inhabiting it. If Cheliax were ruled by Abadar, how much would fifth-circle wizards be paid? You don't know? Keltham wants to know right now, what's your guess? It'd be strange to not have a guess. You might think your guess can't bewrong;after all, nowhere is Cheliax ruled by Abadar, and so it's the sort of thing that can't be known except maybe somehow to Nethys. But your guess can be inconsistent, with what Keltham understands of the productive economic contributions of wizards, and their scarcity, and who pays them, and how many Security are assigned to Project Lawful. If your number is too low then the salaries Keltham has been quoted for the project don't make any sense and teleportation ought to be more accessible and it's more suspicious that there isn't immigration to Cheliax from Osirion or Taldor. If your number is too high, then the logistics of staffing the Worldwound don't make any sense and the expected revenue from spellsilver improvements ought to be a lot higher.

Why not just give him the real number? Because in Cheliax fifth-circle wizards needs must have sold their soul, and that wouldn't be true in alter-Cheliax, and it changes the numbers.

Everything is like this. The core art that dath ilan teaches is the art of seeing all the world as a single, interconnected web, every strand of which tugs directly or indirectly on every other strand. Dath ilani are trained in seeing how a tug on one thing - one price, one technology, one number quoted in one book - ought to imply things far across the web about Governance and intelligence distributions and metal refining. There are no safe lies to Keltham because we do not know all the content of the lies we're telling, and there are no safe truths because truth is entangled with the fact that Cheliax is run by Asmodeus and not by Abadar.

Dath ilan is probably run by an Evil conspiracy of its own, of course. But we cannot contact them, and if we could they'd crush us utterly and repurpose us to their own ends whatever they are."









Carissa Sevar: "There are a number of errors I anticipate from new additions to this project. One is reasoning too much about why all of the absurd scary things you've been told are less absurd, or less scary, and should not transform all your thinking quite as much as they might look like they should. You might reason, for example, that every secret project in Cheliax probably had ambitions of world domination, that the stakes are probably not quite as high as that, that Hell might tell us falsely of our great value, that nothing you hear is ever really true and so nothing I say should really sway you all that far from whatever posture you walked in with.

The last time I spoke of the unique importance of this project, and the unimaginable rewards for successful service, Her Majesty arrived to confirm that the project was as important as claimed, and the rewards as real. It is my sincere hope that we will not need torepeatedly waste her time because no one can believe the stakes are real without her personal attention. You will have to unlearn the habit of not believing things; I will assist you, in that, by not saying them unless they are true. Lies are the poor substitute that Cheliax uses on people too stupid to make correct inferences from the truth anyway, employed bypeople themselves too stupid to think of truth and lies as fundamentally different things. On Project Lawful we are attempting to make you competent to make correct inferences from the truth, and that requires telling it.

You may have heard that there is a lot of heresy on Project Lawful. There is more than you thought, even after Asmodia just introduced you to our resident Nethysian and our resident cursed by Cayden Cailean. The core heresy of Project Lawful is this: the project is premised on the idea that some people can think true things, unabashed, untrained in hiding from all their thoughts with frightening implications, possessed withreal competence at thinking,and still be Asmodeans. That means that you are going to have to try thinking, and some of your thoughts will be heresy, and you will have tokeep thinkinginstead ofstopping.

This is definitely going to destroy some of you. Those more pessimistic than I think it will destroy all of us in the end except Pilar. Even if it is so that people can think true things and still be Asmodeans, no one has yet tried to construct an Asmodeanism made up entirely of true things, and you'll find yourself believing a bunch of nonsense that doesn't hold together, and then some of you will panic and throw it out. I'm pretty sure there is a beautiful consistent comprehensible truth on the other side, and I am perhaps Chosen by Asmodeus for this work, and I still sometimes find myself lost in what are definitely heresies, in Asmodeus's sight.

The important thing is to keep in mind that errors, while they will be consistently corrected, are only catastrophic if they happen in Keltham's view. Your minds are being constantly read, your loyalty is being closely monitored, but your punishments will be tailored narrowly towards improving your performance, so long as your errors are not deliberate betrayals. You are valuable; I will soon own the rights to your souls; I want you to be stronger and better. I want you to be the best of Cheliax and to grow into the best of Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "Another error I anticipate is getting too excited to be in a high-stakes project for the fate of the world and perhaps also Hell, and coming to think of yourself as the main character of such a story. Part of the Project is seducing Keltham, so as to show him what Asmodeanism has to offer that Abadar does not; power, and cruelty, and service not traded-for-at-market-rates but won and held. If everyone is seeking their individual importance then many of you, like many of the original girls, will throw yourselves at Keltham seeking to be the one who awakens him to Asmodeanism.

If that is not what you would do in alter-Cheliax, you must not do it.If you don't actually find him attractive, youmust not do it. Until you've satisfied us you understand alter-Cheliax fully, seducing Keltham, or trying to have an interesting backstory for him, must meet my and Asmodia's approval. You may not present to Keltham a face any stranger than you have in the real world, adjusted for alter-Cheliax frequencies of traits occurring; he will be suspicious, if everyone around him seems to want him when they weren't selected for that, if everyone around him has interesting traits that ought, by rights, to be very rare.

Many of you will sit in the back of the classroom, do the math exercises, do a good job and ask insightful questions, and never feature in a single report to Egorian. This is a commendable trajectory, you will be amply rewarded for it, and it is much much better than trying to get Keltham's attention and fucking up."









Carissa Sevar: "The final possibility I anticipate is betrayal. Errors, we are attempting to handle with a light hand, because you are valuable, and it is our desire to preserve your value. You will be corrected because it isimportant that you be right.You will learn and improve and, hopefully, you will play your part in strengthening Cheliax and Hell. If something is necessary for your growth and confidence and success, you are reasonably likely to get it.

If you deliberately and intentionally try to sell this project out, self-interest and consideration for your value will take a backseat to ensuring that you regret that as much as it is possible for you, or for a lump of bleeding flesh with distant memories of being you, to regret anything. Other countries would love Keltham, and would pay you generously to deliver him; you will not survive trying that, and if you somehow do Hell will still make sure, when you reach them, that it was not worth it. Her Majesty has arranged already that anyone who intentionally betrays this project will suffer as much as possible, forever, even if this cuts into the profit Hell would otherwise have of you.

I don't expect you to believe this, even after I just said that on this project I won't lie to you, but I say that because I dislike it; one of my own pet heresies is that Hell is wasteful, and could make better use of even the most contemptible and useless of souls. I do not desire that anyone make the kind of mistake for which you will suffer forever. It is not a fate I will condemn you to gladly. I am warning youso that you canavoid that.

It is absolutely an order I will give, if you do betray us. If I got squeamish, Her Infernal Majesty would order it for me, and I don't like wasting her time.







Are there any questions."









Security: Security reports that they have rather a lot of internal questions, with several people thinking things along the lines of 'I'm already thinking true things and am a good Asmodean', 'This is even more heresy than I was personally warned by the Most High to expect', some amount of nervousness by those who came more voluntarily that they have in fact made poor life choices, and nobody who thinks it especially prudent to voice any of those questions out loud in context.

Most of them are planning to feel out other project members, to determine if they can how they are meant to react to all this, rather than directly confronting Sevar about anything, which would be merely stupid. Nobody is planning any overt disobedience, which would also be merely stupid.

It has been successfully pressed into them that Cheliax considers this project important and they are not to fuck it up. If nothing else, the fact that Sevar is still alive after saying all this in front of Security is making an impression.









Carissa Sevar: About as good as you can expect, really. "All yours," she says to Asmodia, and heads out; she'll still watch, obviously, but they'll be more able to learn not in the presence of someone they've just been informed is very important.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Yes It's Still Nighttime
PL-placestamp:Osirion / Black Dome









Merenre: "Prediction marketswork," Merenre says, ecstatic. "Ninety percent chance they have them in Keltham's world of origin and the rest is mostly 'they have something in that genre but even better which I'm not thinking of'."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: The Pharaoh of Osirion has a really appalling headache, because of Abadar directly communicating detailed information again. He's grateful for the detailed information but sort of vaguely wishing that 'conduit of the will and knowledge of Abadar in the Material Plane' and 'person in charge of running Abadar's country' were separate jobs. And that he had the second one.



"The Chelish prediction markets are even smaller than ours and ours only work a little bit, they're not really better than just having you guess. And Cheliax doesn't have a you. I hope."









Merenre: "Oh, yes, the Chelish prediction markets are probably doomed," Merenre says cheerfully. "Unless there's something substantial missing from what You conveyed, they don't have good liquidity, and they're far too small for anyone to earn good money by spending all their time betting on prediction markets, which I think is the key ingredient for prediction markets to be better than useless. The only thing Cheliax is achieving is making themselves perfectly legible to You, and doing their small part to rebuild Prophecy out of contracts so as to restore it to Abadar. But they almost certainly got the idea from Keltham, and that is almost certainly because Keltham's world has it; it's one of the early things you'd reinvent, if you were reinventing, and it's not something you'd invent like this from scratch if you weren't accustomed to it. So prediction markets work, which is why Keltham told Cheliax about them, and Cheliax knows they're ill-equipped to lie to Keltham, which is why they now set up their own presumably-secret markets on whatever the markets are on."









Hemaka: "I, uh, actually think that the interesting part of the picture here is what the markets are on. 'whether Yaisa ends up with an incredibly interesting background or problem or superpowers on account of tropes, since she apparently matched one of Keltham's fetishes.'



I mean,what????"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I see no further than what I said."









Merenre: "What is a tropes."









Hemaka: "Have we called in the Chelish specialist?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "They'd never heard of it."









Hemaka: "Is it a...sex...thing? It's got to be a sex thing."









Merenre: "Do you want a market on that?"









Hemaka: "Are we sure that this isn't just leakingourintelligence directly to all of the gods - I was not aware that prediction markets were an avenue of vulnerability like that -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Only We can see the mortal world so clearly where it is engaged in contracts and bets, and only through Us can Abadar convey what We see." Otherwise this could keep happening to SOMEONE ELSE.

"And it's very costly, obviously. We're spending thousands of years of normal-intervention here. Another god willing to pay such extraordinary costs might be able to spy on us, but not through the markets; They'd see through whatever lens They see through best. That said, 'are 'tropes' a sex thing' does not sound like a useful market in light of the limitations of low-liquidity markets previously discussed."









Hemaka: "How about, uh, 'whether Cayden Cailean is actually backing the Project in exchange for a Hell that Cayden Cailean considers improved, or if Cayden Cailean / Pilar's curse is planning to outright betray the Project at some point, or if something else is going on.'"









Merenre: "They're plausibly right about that one, something else is going on. Cayden Cailean wouldn't tolerate Hell in anything like its present form. I think they're operating from the assumption that Keltham's presence means they already win, but I'm actually at less than 10%, on them winning. They can't sustain this for long. So Cayden Cailean's unlikely to be negotiating the terms of His surrender. I don't think Hecanuse his oracle as a slave towards values she doesn't have, it's not in His nature. As for why He's helping fence out Iomedae - I have no idea."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I think it has something to do with Nefreti's songbird story."







There's a long silence.



"I have no further analysis; perhaps if We needed to do fewer things that cause terrific headaches I'd be able to think more."









Hemaka: "The songbird is...Cheliax? And Cayden Cailean is - metaphor-Cheliax, which sent the songbird to metaphor-Osirion, which is...Asmodeus?"









Merenre: "We have a pretty strong consensus in the direction of the songbird being Keltham."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I strongly suspect that trying to make sense of Nefreti Clepati not only won't work but is the kind of thing that can't work; if she wanted us to understand what's going on she would have told us what was going on."









Hemaka: "Then why tell us the songbird thing at all??"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I don't know! It was almost like she wasn't talking to Us. This is worsening my headache. What's the third market."









Merenre: "Whether Tonia or Peranza or some other girl cracks this week. Which is a nice bump to the odds they can't sustain the deception for a full month; they're already worried about people who try to comprehend any other ideology breaking down."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Tonia, Peranza, are those among the families we grabbed?"









Merenre: "Tonia yes, Peranza no. Tonia's parents don't know anything, they're farmers who keep their heads down. We wouldn't previously have identified either girl as particularly likely to defect but we have very little on the internals of Project Lawful. I don't think the trading in Dis tracks it all that closely."









Hemaka: "Are we deferring to them on the odds of the girls having a breakdown?"









Merenre: "...my instinct is that they're underestimating it, because they don't have a full picture ofthe threat surface - ofhow many thingsabout human values are incompatible with Asmodeanism, abouthow manylies Cheliax is telling. I expect no one in Cheliax could even list all the lies. But - I'd still give good odds they make it through this week.

Worse odds they make it through a month."









Hemaka: "Then we'd better start preparing for once Keltham arrives here. Which - means preparing for war, I think - Your Majesty, are you up for this -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I have no reason to expect tomorrow to be any better," says the pharaoh through gritted teeth.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 17 (13) / Endless Night
PL-spacestamp:Cheliax / Ostenso coastline / Fortress of Law









Asmodia: (Asmodia has now delivered rather a long lecture on alterCheliax. She's tried to explain the basic concepts of how Keltham is not looking for things inexplicable in alterCheliax butless likely there than in his concept of the Conspiracy, using the example of Ione telling him a library book was missing. She's explained that Keltham didn't see Manohar giving Asmodia her headband as especially being a sign of the Conspiracy, but that he'll be narrowing down which Conspiracies are then more likely on the assumption that thisis a Conspiracy.

She's conducted a number of individual interviews that have stretched on for a while.

She probably won't be able to finish this all in one night without a Security, or one of the interviewees, or Asmodia herself noticing that their own universe is not being incredibly consistent here.)









Asmodia: Yeah, Asmodia doesn't think she's going to manage to get this one done on time, unfortunately. These supposedly smart people are not instantaneously understanding the Law of Probability and all of its consequences for some weird reason.

So apparently the new researchers aren't going to be introduced to Keltham tomorrow! Day after, maybe? They can spend tomorrow's daytime reviewing previous Keltham lecture transcripts. Or maybe a bit of time at the secondary site, hanging around the abducted Taldorian girls pretending to have been likewise abducted themselves; that'll get them some experience pretending to be non-Asmodeans to other non-Asmodeans.

They should not spend too much time around the existing girls before then; Keltham will certainly be on the lookout for signs that Conspirators know each other too well.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 18 (14)









Keltham: Keltham now has an enormous quantity of Resist Energy (Acid) spells! And a couple of Protection from Energy (acid) spells! And some of the cheaper raw materials and reagents he's requested have arrived! Today is an Acid Day!

Keltham is going to experiment with regularizing the reactions using Prestidigitation, including more arcane endeavors to modify stuff like the binding forces of outermost electron orbitals, or more mundane attempts to Prestidigate more precisely adjusted exact temperatures inside a reaction vessel. Though he's improvised some attempted means of measuring temperatures inside pressurized boiling acid containers - haha oops that sure exploded!

Ione maybe did have a point about having some appropriate spells up. That would have been a lot more painful and possibly a lot harder to heal if it hadn't just been the boiling-liquid damage he took there. Resist Energy (Fire) should work to prevent a repeat, right?

Back to figuring out how to precisely regulate the steps of acid manufacturing and purification using Prestidigitation!









Keltham: Break time! Lunch! Asmodia wants to run a daily practice prediction market about who Keltham sleeps with each night which Keltham doesn't get to see until the next day! Keltham will quietly smile to himself and set up a market like that and see how long it takes the women to work out that they should only trade at extreme bid-ask spreads when people might be betting using private information!

Asmodia wants to experiment with policy prediction markets too! Asmodia wants to bet on which avenues work out for mining spellsilver! Keltham will explain that this sort of thing works better when anybody actually knows anything but sure! Maybe they can get the spellsilver mining experts to bet too? It's actually kind of complicated when the policy prediction market is trying to do a continuous quantity like 'when spellsilver manufacture drops in cost by how much' but they can arbitrarily declare the threshold to be a 25% cost drop in one month, and have policy markets on whether that's more likely to get done if Keltham invests his effort in manufacturing cheaper acid for the current process, or in perfecting spellsilver extraction that works on the alternate spellsilver ore.









Keltham: Afternoon! MORE ACID! MAKE ALL THE ACID! PERFECT ALL ACID MANUFACTURING PROCESSES! FASTER REACTIONS! HIGHER YIELDS! HIGHER PURITY! ANYTHING IS POSSIBLE WITH PRESTIDIGITATION or maybe it would be if Keltham could actually solve or remember any quantum-mechanical equations for anything besides the hydrogen-atom equation. But Keltham is nonetheless making SLOW PROGRESS and has only doused himself with boiling acid again TWICE.

Keltham is trying to explain what he's doing to some of the watching researchers while he does it, but it's not going great, what with nobody except him actually understanding any chemistry let alone physics, and Keltham not really having time to slow down and explain. Which, yes, makes Keltham the only experimenter, and no that's not particularly a fast way of getting work done. But Keltham thinks he'll have an easier time explaining, once Keltham himself has some idea of what can be done with Prestidigitation really.

...Actually in retrospect they could have run a policy prediction market on how fast research would go, depending on whether Keltham tried to explain chemistry first so others could help, or tried to do things himself to understand where he needed help and what to explain? That was something the other researchers might've had an opinion about. Oh well.









Keltham: Break for spellcasting practice, Keltham still wants to be a proper wizard. He continues to feel weird about bugging his god for spells every morning and would feel better about that if the spells had a price list.









Keltham: More ACID! Keltham needs OXYGEN! Even if he can manage to make element-20 'taste' like it has 5-of-18 electrons in the outermost shell instead of 2-of-18 using Prestidigitation, you still can't get sulfur trioxide from sulfur dioxide without OXYGEN! But Cheliax has already discovered WATER and can produce WATER at SCALE and WATER contains OXYGEN! All they need is a sufficiently controlled form of what the locals charmingly refer to as Lightning-aspected energy, which, surely, somebody will have on hand -

...that's not something anyone has on hand, apparently? It was literally built into a sex toy! No Keltham's not using the actual sex toy until he knows it's replaceable, it has limited charges and they're going to need a lot of that stuff. Also for cuddleroom purposes you'd probably use alternating current rather than direct current Keltham thinks?

Haha right then, set aside Lightning-aspected energy for now, they're just going to build a magnet-based generator and power it with a primitive-ass hand-crank, unless somebody can get a controlled-directional-Lightning source to him before then. Keltham can leave directions on how people could possibly experiment with that, if he's not doing this full-time tomorrow.

Andthen they run that energy through pure water to create hydrogen and oxygen at the two terminals, that should give Keltham the ability to turn sulfur dioxide into sulfur trioxide if the element-20-to-23 Prestidigitation trick works, and he can dissolve sulfur trioxide back into boiling concentrated sulfuric acid to create... an EXPLOSION probably! But an EXPLOSION of PROGRESS!


...where's Asmodia. Keltham hasn't seen Asmodia for a while. Did she get dissolved in acid at some point?

She went off to teach some of the incoming students arriving shortly some of the Law that Keltham has already taught, in hopes of saving him time? That makes sense. Good thinking there. They didn't really do very much that needed Asmodia today.









Keltham: Good night everyone! He will probably be sort of tired tomorrow. Sorry about all the exploding boiling acid if that bothered anyone.









Keltham:









Ione Sala: "I have no words."









Carissa Sevar: "In a sense I think that was unambiguously the best day the Project has ever had. He didn't have any questions for us and he taught us, uh, quite a lot of things that appear to have the potential to be very important."









Ione Sala: "How is everybody in his home dimension not already dead?"









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe that's how they selected so hard on Wisdom."









Ione Sala: "I feel that if dath ilani had been selected hard on Wisdom we should not have seen what we have seen this day."









Carissa Sevar: "He's probably not going to keep this pace up but if he does we will just let him, tell him Asmodia's teaching the new arrivals, sit back and make sure he doesn't die."









Pilar : "Think I might've mistimed one of my own Resist Energy spells and gotten some lung damage off inhaling acid fumes. Should I go get that healed, or do we want to see anything about what happens to me if I don't?"









Carissa Sevar: "Go get it healed. If for some reason we want to know what happens to you if you inhale acid fumes we can try it on someone less valuable."









Pilar : She obeys, of course, and heads off, though she's a bit puzzled about what her valuableness has to do with it. She could always get it healed later.









Ione Sala: "I now see new unfortunate romantic possibilities that I was not seeing a minute earlier, and which I wish, indeed, I had never seen."









Carissa Sevar: "At his current rate I think Keltham will be kinky enough for Pilar in, like, two more weeks."









Ione Sala: "Yes, but what if their romance ends up being, not that of rapist and victim, but Nethysian mad experimenter and willing experimental subject? The tropes wouldn't have brought them together based on a fake compatibility, is what I'm worried about here."









Carissa Sevar: "At this point, I'm just praying that all of us doing whatever we are naturally inclined to in bed will somehow make him Evil because lying doesn't seem to work and so far the truth is working quite well. If Pilar wants to be dipped in acid she can be my guest."









Ione Sala: "Well, you can probably feel a little less worried about what Lord Nethys might be trying to accomplish here, because that's seeming sort of... obvious."

"I'm worrying at this point that I may end up as a heretic too, just like the rest of Project Lawful. Only in my case that would make me a Nethysian heretic. One who has started to believe that some things should not, in fact, explode."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you know, if you ever get in the mood to renounce your god and sell your soul, we're here."









Ione Sala: "Hm. Let me think about that. Hm. Hmmmmm."

"Hmmmmmmmmm."

"Still thinking. It's such a difficult question."









Carissa Sevar: "If a thousand years from now Evil Keltham and I are ruling a layer of Hell acknowledged as objectively the most awesome place in the multiverse you can't say you weren't warned."









Ione Sala: "I hope your worldview doesn't disintegrate in another week after Keltham proves using cold, absolute, indisputable Law that the objective awesomeness of an afterlife is determined by its number of books."









Carissa Sevar: "Hell probably has more books than other places since it has more slaves to make them."









Ione Sala: "Doesn't count if they're all copies of the same book. Writing new books is a bit harder to do with slaves..."


"...I suppose your vision of your Hell layer actually is one where the slaves write new books, isn't it."









Carissa Sevar: "If it's valuable, then I think it ought to be possible to have my slaves do it! And writing books is obviously valuable!"









Ione Sala: "I sincerely and unironically wish you good luck with that."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Morning









lintamande: The Lady Eullia Avaricia de Seguer is, unlike the rest of the horde she is being inducted with, not excessively impressed at mentions of Her Infernal Majesty, and is in fact fairly judgmental of anyone who brings Her Infernal Majesty up to make a point; it's classless, the behavior of people who have had exactly one encounter with real power in their lives.

That said, she hasn't met Her Infernal Majesty, and is not under the impression it'd be good for her, and she is on her best behavior. That means she has been exceedingly patient with the power-drunk teenager who wants to help her reify her backstory to make sense in alter-Cheliax, and brought no servants except for her familiar, a chinchilla named Ira.

And good sense means she hasn't asked any of her growing list of questions. In particular, she'd kill several of her siblings for an answer to why, precisely, the Chosen of Asmodeus is named such, and in what sense Asmodeus chose her, but you can't just ask that. And she'd kill a lot more people than that for an actual working understanding of Keltham, the center of this whole thing, who everyone seems to regard as some kind of appalling hybrid between a paladin and an uncontrollable natural disaster. But she suspects already that Project Lawful does not have one, and if there's to be one she'll have to develop it herself.



Which shouldn't be hard. The power-drunk teenager was impressedthat the Lady de Seguer was competent to fake any sexual reaction she felt like, and her bluff is easily much better than anyone else's here. The plan for that is apparentlyswords of glibness,for some reason, which sounds like a plan made by a wizard.



All this to say, she's splendidly dressed and very much looking forward to meeting Keltham, and she's tolerating the food in the breakfast-hall for it, even though it's not very good food and she has a Ring of Sustenance.









Keltham: "I see we've got some new faces this morning! Hi, I'm Keltham, I'm not from around here, didn't grow up around faces like yours, and it's probably going to take me upwards of a week to learn faces and names. After I'm done talking, please use Prestidigation to alter the color of a trace over your clothing to read out your name in Taldane. Somebody will get you actual paper within an hour so you don't have to keep doing that. Carissa, you're in charge of making that happen on take two if it ends up not happening the first time."

"Welcome to Project Lawful! I don't know if you've reviewed the section of transcript explaining why that's a terrible name, or at least, explaining that to the extent it can be explained without additional math not yet covered, but rest assured that the terrible name wasn't my idea."

"Project Lawful, or just the Project for short around here since we only have the one, is an endeavor to bring the knowledge of my homeworld of dath ilan to Golarion, so that Golarion can have the sort of nice things we had in dath ilan. Even nicer things, once you get going, nicer things and faster, because dath ilan didn't have magic and had to do everything the hard way. Here when you've got no idea which metal is 'vanadium' and no particularly bright ideas for finding out, you just go 'flush this down the toilet, I'm gonna try Prestidigitating element-20 to act like element-23 and see if that works for catalyzing the production of sulfurious acid'. That's part of my project to drop the cost of spellsilver by a factor of ten. There were originally some ideas for dropping the cost of spellsilver by a factor of two, but I explained I'd only settle for that if I absolutely had to, because just halving the cost of spellsilver is probably not enough to achieve takeoff on the process of building enough intelligence headbands that more people can be wizards and make more intelligence headbands until all of Golarion has +6 Intelligence, which is approximately what it would take to get Intelligence, alone, into the vicinity of dath ilan's mental stats. I suspect we had more going for us than just Intelligence, but getting the average enhanced Intelligence up to 16 would be a start."

"By the way, I hope none of you are the sort who have always really wanted to see an explosion of boiling acid from up close, because Ione was complaining really loudly after the last one, yesterday, and I think she wants that to not happen again even if we have Resist Energy (Acid) and Resist Energy (Fire), so you might've missed your only chance there."

"Now, I know the question on all of your minds. 'But Keltham,' you're thinking, 'we're all Evil here, and as much fun as it might be to watch explosions of boiling acid from up close, we're not going to do that just to bring intelligence headbands to all of Golarion, we'd like to become incredibly rich.' I don't know actually if this part has already been explained to you here, but the basic idea is that the Project forms a business, the business is one of which you can all own shares that vest over time if you do your work well, your share ends up being something like a thousandth of the Project or twice that if you're an unusually valuable employee, then, if our schemes all work out, the Project ends up being worth a billion gold pieces and you end up worth a million gold out of that. That's how things are done in dath ilan.Don't rely on that as if it were wealth already in your possession, is another common wisdom out of dath ilan. In your case, you haven't even been hired yet."









Keltham: "Whether you get hired - and at what salary, and at what share of the Project to be earned - will depend on your ability to master Law, the basis of all my knowledge out of dath ilan."









lintamande: The new faces are attentive; they've Prestidigitated their nametags. That beautiful woman over there has 'Lady Eullia Avaricia de Seguer' on her deep blue silk dress in what looks like gold embroidered thread. That woman over there with a distinctly nonhuman bone structure and weird skin coloration has 'Sibilla'.









Keltham: A dath ilani audience would have smiled at some point, or looked horrified, or something... right, apparently he'll have to repeat the process of training the newcomers out of that form of Chelish dignity wherein everybody has a fixed expression of attentiveness in order to eliminate all feedback for teachers and managers.









lintamande: The Lady Avaricia's snap impression of Keltham is that he has absolutely no class at all, and that if he can't tell her apart from everyone else then she's going to get a hair appointment this afternoon and be blonde tomorrow. It should not be hard to tell her apart from other people.









Keltham: "The Law is what gives an ilani their power. The structure used by all thought, all living cognition. It's everywhere outside you and inside you. It binds the galaxy together, you could say, in the form of the Law of gravity..."

"That was a dumb introduction. Sorry, I'm improvising here. Rollback, retry."

"You know how to use math to describe the mechanics of hanging spells, the balances of forces that go as the inverse-square, the inverse-cube, that oscillate with a frequency. Intelligent people, who are good at math, go become wizards, since that's the high-paying profession that uses math."

"Math can, in fact, be used for more than magic. Alot more."

"Math, it turns out, can be used to describe how tothink. And thinking better gives you a deeper power over reality than any spell could. It's like a Wish spell, in a way, except for the part where it actually works and does what you want, if your Art is strong and your Way is true."

"By and large, you don't learn to hang spells by doing explicit calculations while you're in the middle of hanging them. There usually is not time, your hands are busy so you can't use a paper scratchpad. By working paper problems separately from the actual process of hanging your spells, however, you develop an intuition for where to put the balance between an inverse-cube force and an inverse-square force, that an inverse-cube repulsion and an inverse-square attraction will almost always have a balancing point, while an inverse-cube attraction and an inverse-square repulsion is unstable."

"Most of the process that produces a higher level of mental skill in an average INT-17 dath ilani than in an average INT-17 Golarionite is not that the dath ilani is constantly doing explicit calculations with numbers. It's that they have, in offline training, usually as a young child, worked through many toy examples of thought processes slowly enough that they can see what the numbers would be for those, how the Law would apply, and in that process somewhat corrected their thoughts towards the shape of Law."









Keltham: "Then, from Lawful thinking, comes the skill to uncover the Laws of the outer world. I am trying to apply such of that Law as I merely remember to the problem of dropping the cost of spellsilver production by a factor of 10. But my memory is very incomplete, and in some cases will be wrong, and there are important things that I never learned at all."

"I have some ideas about how to cheaply produce huge quantities of high-purity sulfurious acid, as they call 'sulfuric acid' around here, because it's a precursor to an incredibly large number of industrial processes. Civilization went through hundreds of millions of tons of the stuff every year. That's not an exaggeration, our actual production figure was 300 million tons per year, if I'm recalling it correctly and converting units correctly, or a third of a ton per year per person. So there are stories out of dath ilan in which somebody like me ends up on an alien planet somehow and then has to figure out how to produce a lot of acid, basically the exact situation I am now in, and the stories go into detail on exactly how to do that, even if you don't have any magic."

"Even so, I don't remember a lot of key points there. And when it comes to other things, what I have are not blueprints but hints."

"Hints can be worth an awful lot, in this business, compared to striking out completely blindly. Hints can save you incredible amounts of time if you could've otherwise gotten to the same place all on your own without the hint."

"Somebody who would never get the answer on their own, however, is probably not going to get it even with the hint."

"So you need to learn to be the sorts of people who could wield Law-inspired and Law-reshaped thought and no small amount of actual numerical calculation, to experiment and discover the Law of the world. And then further wield Law-inspired thought to apply the Law of the world to engineer new processes, new technology. Ones not exactly like the processes out of dath ilan. Golarion processes will use magic for a shortcut, where that's possible and economically feasible."









Keltham: "We are improvising everything here, improvising it rather rapidly. My teachings on Law are not optimal for you, they are how I remember being taught when I was young, as soon as I was old enough to understand, which is rather younger than things begin in Golarion. My Law, I now suspect, was taught to me in a very careful way so as not to damage me in certain ways. And I cannot remember all the cautions, I cannot reproduce the exact training, and if I could remember it exactly it would still be a training input adapted only to me, to Keltham, and the outputs I had previously output."

"When Manohar dropped an artifact headband on Asmodia for a couple of hours, she deduced an enormous amount of Law from hints I'd previously given the class, started seeing the world in a whole new way, and then, apparently - we're still not sure if this was really related to the Law epiphanies - got into a state where she could no longer be really sane without a +6 Wisdom headband, which she is still currently wearing."

"Being here is not safe. It is not impossible that we will do some form of damage to you that makes you no longer able to hold yourself together in Golarion, and leaves you nowhere to go but Hell. It is not impossible we'll do some form of damage to you that Hell doesn't currently know how to fix, and we'll have to figure out some way to stop time for you and suspend you, turning you temporarily into a statue for example, until the future Civilization of Golarion can figure out how to cure you."

"I was told you'd already be told that. If not, or if it wasn't told to you fully, let me know, and I'll see about having that process revised in the future. It's too late for you to back out of being part of the Project's secrecy bubble within Cheliax, you cannot go back to anything that isn't under heavy Security; but it is not too late for you to decide that you don't want to risk your mental integrity."

"I am not going to ask you to decide that now in front of everyone; if that's so, you can let me know in private."









Keltham: "Then there's all the weird shit. Ione, our Nethysian Safety Officer, has advised me that I probably should not go into the really weird shit for now. Some of the very weirdest shit is looking hopefully like it might have been much narrower in scope than I previously thought."

"If, however, any of you are the Demon Lord Nocticula in disguise, we may have to revisit the question of whether it was in fact weird shit of somewhat broader scope. Yes, we're on to you, Nocticula, no, that wasn't anything you could possibly have prevented, it was just weird shit, sorry."









lintamande: These people are too disciplined to look wildly at each other trying to figure out whether anyone is the Demon Lord Nocticula! They will rigidly not do that! Keltham's lecture is producing rapid whiplash between excitement and terror; the characterization of him as a cross between a paladin and a hurricane is starting to make more sense.



Lady Avaricia feels that this place isn't classy enough for Nocticula, though it's entirely possibly she'll show up once they fix that.









Ione Sala: "Nethysian advisory. Keltham, most of these people are now trying to figure out which of them is Nocticula in disguise, and this is not, in fact, a very nice thing to be trying to figure out."









Keltham: "Ah. Yes. Sorry. That scenario isn't very likely. I've tried to make several predictions like that before, and none of the ones as far-fetched as the Nocticula scenario have come true - all the predictions that did come true were things that arguably could've happened anyways. Call it something like 2% probability - meaning the sort of thing that would happen 1 out of 50 times, if transcripts or Asmodia haven't covered that for you."









Ione Sala: "Nethysian advisory. They're still pretty worried about a 2% probability when it comes to something like one of them secretly being the Demon Lord Nocticula."









Keltham: "Fair, but us running into something with overpowering Splendour has beenheavily foreshadowed at this point and I'm not that sure the tropes aren't real... sorry, that's more weird shit I wasn't supposed to go into."

"Anyways. Welcome to Project Lawful. If you're worried about whether it's always going to be like this around here, the answer is: Yes. Yes, it is. I'm trying to be upfront about that before you actually go deciding to work for me."

"Any questions?"









lintamande: "Are we allowed to know which of the Project Lawful rumors are true," says Xanthippe Abell, who was previously at the front in Nidal and has Heard Some Project Lawful rumors, and gotten Asmodia's approval for the alter-Cheliax existence of fully a third of them.









Keltham: "First of all, probably yes."

"Second of all,what rumors?"









lintamande: Xanthippe takes a deep breath and starts rattling them off.

"If you join Project Lawful you can offer to sell your soul for a Wish and the devil'll tell you that's unfair in their favor.

Asmodeus has declared that the greatest of Project Lawful will be a new archduke of a new layer of Hell.

Project Lawful participated in the fight with Zon Kuthon.

Project Lawful is a Kuthite project that escaped to Cheliax.

Project Lawful killed Aroden.

Project Lawful girls are all mystic theurges like Nefreti Clepati.

Project Lawful is led by a secret ninth-circle wizard who was pretending to be a third-circle unit wizard at the Worldwound.

Project Lawful runs on enchanted cake that makes you a sorcerer."









Keltham: "Maillol and I are going to have some words about this."

"So our current model is that Nidal's attack on Project Lawful kicked off the god-war that got Zon Kuthon sealed. Furthermore, our current model is that my god, Asmodeus, Nethys, and Cayden Cailean, were aware that attack was coming, and in fact deliberately triggered that attack, with timing appropriate to get me out of the worst harm's way. We did not participate significantly in the godwar itself, and are not ready to support the Nidal fight."

"I don't know what a 'mystic theurge' is."

"If hypothetically Carissa were secretly a ninth-circle wizard, and I knew this fact, she would presumably have good reasons to keep it secret, and I wouldn't be able to tell you about it, so I can't confirm or deny that one."

"We are not a Kuthite project that escaped to Cheliax."

"The rest of these are not only false, but cause me to wonder at the unLawfulness of the mental processes that must have first produced them and then considered them plausible enough to propagate. What with, for example, Aroden having died one hundred years ago if I'm not mistaken, Asmodeus being extremely limited in comms bandwidth, Wishes potentially producing flaming craters the size of Teleport radiuses, and how would they even know about the cake - oh, the experiments in the Palace in Egorian, right."


"...I have to say, I am incredibly not impressed with Chelish Security here."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I could add to that list of rumors, if for some baffling reason that's productive," says Lady Avaricia, who thinks that sharing rumors is incredibly not classy and does not want anyone in the room confused about the fact she thinks so. "I assumed it was deliberate disinformation for idiots, because other countries are desperate to find out what Project Lawful is all about."









Keltham: "You know, there's a version of that policy which would make sense, but that's even worse news because it implies that there wasmoreaccurate info in the process of escaping and which theyneeded to bury. Including something specifically about the cake that they needed to bury." Though why you'd target that disinfo at idiots...

"I'll look into it later. Not your job to worry about."

"Other questions?"









lintamande: No other questions!! They've been told Keltham likes it when you ask questions but not encouraged all that hard; he wouldn't expect them to be coming pre-prepared.









Asmodia: (Fuck, now they need to know what actual rumor about cake was escaping that alterCheliax thought necessary to bury. Asmodia should have seen that one coming, and admits fault in it.)









Keltham: All right, back to breakfast then!


Keltham himself shall sit down with Carissa; they need to plan out what the process looks like of getting the newcomers up to speed. If he was a real CEO he would have already planned that out, and been free to mingle with the newcomers as would make them feel more welcome. Well, he's not a real anything except a real Keltham, didn't already plan that out, and now needs to plan it before he can figure out how to schedule the rest of the day. His brain is a bit tired for doing more ACID.









Carissa Sevar: "It was a really impressive amount of acid. You could have us, led by Asmodia, give all the introductory lectures, while you watch and correct anything we're missing? That seems restful and would also give you a sense of how thoroughly we've grasped things. Alternatively you could throw them in the deep end, continue lecturing on Utility, see where they get confused."









Keltham: Message to Asmodia (CC: Carissa): Asmodia, what'd you already teach them yesterday?









Asmodia: Reply: Law of Probability only, so far. I'm planning to burn any off-hours I and they can spare, on catching them up to anything I can figure out how to teach, especially while you're working on other things. In hopes that you will recognize all the tremendous value I am generating, even compared to the other tier-1s, and award me a greater share of the Project.









Keltham: Message: You understand that I make no further promises there and that it's not a matter of just a couple of weeks of working, right? Even at the high-leverage start. I am paying relatively generously and neither you nor Ione get to have everything you want just because you asked.









Asmodia: Reply: I know and understand. Just as I know and understand that if I actually do end up deserving a greater reward, Keltham out of dath ilan will make sure I get it. If I'm not rewarded, it means I was wrong, not that he was.









Keltham: ...okay.

Message: I'll do my best to live up to that.









Asmodia: It occurs to Asmodia only after she has spoken that - well, she's not sure it's not progress on corrupting Keltham, what just happened? Him being encouraged to hold all power in his own hands, to be the only decider of who deserves what, and right in every argument about that? But it... didn't feel quite like progress, somehow, on corrupting him.

Maybe bad things happen when a fake Asmodia speaks from her heart.

Hopefully not too much damage was done. Asmodia knows what it is like, now, to have a Plan to protect, and she wouldn't want to hurt Sevar's own Plan.









Carissa Sevar: "Should we go ask Maillol pointed questions now, or are you figuring it's too late for that to help and it might as well wait?"









Keltham: "Might as well wait, yeah. Not much I can do about it now."

"Going back to topic - dath ilani kids learn from older kids, and solidify their own understanding by teaching younger kids. It's thought that the natural processes of heredity-optimization that produced humanity would have, in some sense,designed younger kids mainly to learn from older kids. Though the things being taught were a lot less complicated then."

"You're not kids, but the part where you can solidify your own understanding by teaching others...seems like it should probably still hold? So, yeah, I guess, you teach the new candidates, I step in as needed. Wouldn't be surprised if I was stepping in a lot."

"Alternatively, I could launch straight into 'Science', as the procedures for uncovering the Laws of the world are called out of dath ilan, if Asmodia managed to get enough basic Probability into them that they can handle the math for that."









Carissa Sevar: "That admittedly sounds much more interesting than getting the new people up to speed." And important for the Conspiracy.









Keltham: "Yeah, but we'd have to abort if they weren't able to handle the Probability parts..."

"Well, I suppose that means we can just try them on Science and see if they can, in fact, handle the Probability parts, and if not, abort and reschedule. After all, as the saying goes, why pass up the path of possible greatest reward based on a mere prediction of failure, when you can quickly and cheaply test that?"

"...yeah, I'm gonna be using Communal Share Language (Baseline) on them. Now that I'm occasionally speaking Baseline again, I'm reminded how much the long message length of snappy dath ilani proverbs in Taldane makes my head hurt."









Carissa Sevar: "I have a feeling you'll manage to give them an interesting and memorable first day."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Morning Lectures









Iarwain: Maniacal-experimental multi-author subthread for this morning's lecture:

to Hell with SCIENCE!

(longer than usual for a lecture; relatively self-contained; you have the right to flee back to the main thread if saturated)









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Afternoon









Keltham: Well, that sure was a fascinating lunch discussion full of interesting topics! And questions! Some actually pretty basic questions! Mostly relayed through Ione! Keltham has definitely learned the important fact that he needs to actually back off and not try to plunge the new candidates directly into the same classes as the current hires! But it's not a 'failed' experiment, the PLAN failed, yes, the HOPE failed, but the experiment itself is just data.

Keltham now has FOUR basic phases to cram into his limited supply of days and hours! And they are:

- Teaching Law to the current hires, including some Keeper-only classes;

- Overseeing the current hires teaching the new candidates;

- Doing Science! to acid synthesis, spellsilver refining, roads, medicine, and all other important subjects;

- Having a personal life including wizard practice, scroll practice, also now learning martial arts from Security, and dating Carissa, Yaisa, Meritxell, Ione, and Asmodia.



...This would be a really good time to be a sufficiently advanced wizard that he'd only need to sleep two hours per night. But that, apparently, is not within the cards for a while.



......The thought occurs to Keltham that, at this rate, he may end up participating in his first threesomes and orgies - rather earlier than those would usually come, in the natural course of increasing sexual complication - just for scheduling reasons.









Carissa Sevar: "I think alternating days is a good idea for the Law lectures anyway, I've seen lots of the girls staying up late going back over the notes and having more time probably lets things sink in more. I have no idea how to help you with your sex life. ...I guess perhaps you would benefit from having it pointed out that you don't have to, like, do a whole evening date every time and can also just pull someone aside for a blowjob at lunchtime? I don't know if that'd actually feel like keeping up with your personal life more."









Keltham: "Yeah, at some point I'm going to have to slow down and ask myself what I really want, whether I'm really getting it, and what the whole point is, but notnow. Maybe after I'm dating a few more girls."









Keltham: Anyways! He's gonna go hang his spell for the day, get in some scroll practice -









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Middle Afternoon









Keltham: - talk to Chelish experts about agriculture and plant breeding, to see if they're missing anything there he can plausibly quickly fix -









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Dinner









Keltham: - have dinner with all the researchers, show the newcomers where dath ilan is located inside its universe -









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Evening









Keltham: - and spend his evening making extensive use of Yaisa.

Tonight is the 7-day anniversary of their first week's arrangement, for twenty-five gold per week, including Keltham having... control, of certain things.

How's she feeling about continuing that arrangement indefinitely?

nsfw

To be clear, Yaisa has not been authorized any orgasms at any point in the last week, has been used only occasionally, and has sometimes been given 

assignments
. This morning, for example, Keltham told her to spend the whole day playing with herself without coming, when not otherwise occupied, and maybe if he felt like it, he'd let her come this evening, on their one-week anniversary. As of asking her this question about continuing their arrangement, Keltham apparently hasn't felt like it yet!







To be clear, Keltham feels like Yaisa should have a fair look at what she might be getting into, here. At least, that's what his brain firmly claims is the reason why he's being so mean to poor Yaisa.









Also to be clear, there's been an additional two days that Keltham doesn't know about inside Yaisa's existence.









lintamande: Yaisa is in favor! - she thought about whether she could demand more money from Keltham because he clearly thinks he's being very mean to her but she doesn't think she could say under Fairness she ought to get more money, not really.









Keltham: He's pretty happy about that!

nsfw

Happy enough, even, to let Yaisa -





...apparently he's

not
 that happy? Yet?





It just feels - weirdly wrong and awful that Yaisa might think she was owed an orgasm, that she'd deserved or earned one, if they start off their relationship this way? That Yaisa might start expecting orgasms on future celebratory occasions or anniversaries, and feeling wronged if she doesn't get one?





Keltham probably wants to see this girl come again at 

some 
point, but is weirdly afraid of doing that tonight.





Keltham briefly considers whether to force his brain into doing this anyways, but backs off. He doesn't think you're supposed to refrain from doing things you might have enjoyed, out of fear of where it might take one's relationship; but he is uncertain of himself still, and there is also a heuristic against forcing yourself to do things you feel afraid of doing. He can always make Yaisa come next time, when it'll definitely actually be just because he feels like it, and not because he owes it to her or that's an informal rule of their relationship.

He should tell Carissa about that part, later. Probably Carissa will be happy? At least Keltham is guessing so, anyways. Carissa is always happy when...

..well, it feels, sometimes, like Carissa is always happy when Keltham is cruel to somebody. But it's presumably more that she's happy that Keltham is being Evil and learning to do what he himself wants, that Keltham is discovering his own sexuality, and that Keltham is being more the way that Carissa hopes he'll be towards her.

Keltham will, of course, ask Yaisa explicitly whether he's allowed to tell Carissa about how he's being mean to Yaisa, for that information is also Yaisa's. (He won't mention his private wobbliness about the direction Carissa is taking him.)









lintamande: "Hmmmm." She pouts thoughtfully. "....yes, if you sometimes givemesecret gossip on what's up with you and Carissa so I can smirk knowingly when the new kids repeat ridiculous rumors."









Keltham: Keltham will ask Carissa for authorization about that and get back to Yaisa.

...are these rumors theoretical, or...









lintamande: - no there are totally lots of rumors about Carissa. Like that she was created from scratch by the gods to be perfect for Keltham, that's one that Yaisa's heard, or that Asmodeus Himself chose Carissa to drop Keltham on, or that Abrogail gave Carissa to Keltham as a slave, or that Carissa is pregnant with Keltham's child....





(The Project decided that it was better if Keltham knew some things consistent with someone thinking of Carissa as chosen by Asmodeus, just in case some hidden correlate of that ever came to his attention.)









Keltham: Oh, right. He should actually schedule some Alter Selfs to take place where he can see them.

Yaisa okay with doing that tomorrow? He probably won't date her tomorrow, but it doesn't need to be a date, just a quick switch where Keltham can see it.


Carissa wasn't created from scratch by the gods for Keltham. It's nearly certain that whatever force selected Keltham to arrive in this universe did so in a way that very strongly matched him and Carissa to each other, and selected Carissa for him to land on. If anything, from a local perspective, it's more like they should see Keltham as having been created from scratch for Carissa.

Keltham's got no idea if those forces explicitly negotiated with Asmodeus. Keltham would guess no on the explicit negotiations, but yes on Asmodeus and the other gods rapidly figuring out what was going on and making decisions that would've contributed to the tropes selecting this place for his landing, including some things that the gods would only do if the Keltham-steering forces looked to be sufficiently beneficial for them.

Or if for some weird reason Asmodeus would've tried to shut down the whole thing if Keltham had landed on anybody who wasn't attractive to the Queen of Cheliax, then Keltham could've landed on Carissa at least in part for that reason. But the Keltham-steering forces might have needed to predict Asmodeus doing a lot in exchange, to serve whatever goals Asmodeus was able to deduce predictably-to-the-steerers from seeing how Keltham had been steered already.

Negotiations like that don't have to be explicit when you're a god.



What's 'slave'? Keltham heard Yaisa use that term before and he can tell from context that it's a sex thing, but not the details.









lintamande: (Yaisa didn't follow that but probably someone was taking notes and the anxious genius types will puzzle over it later, whatever.)



A slave is... a person who is wholly the possession of another, if you're really hardcore about it regarded by Civilization itself as their property as much as their shoes are. Yaisa is not herself that hardcore; lots of people use it just for aesthetically reminiscent relationships that didn't involve paying Civilization to go along with this. When you call someone 'slave' in bed you're not necessarily bringing in the whole thing, just the thing that's hot about it. Probably Keltham is now going to have a million questions Yaisa can't answer because her exposure to this concept is all from disrecommended romance novels titled 'slave of a barbarian' and so on.









Keltham: Yeah, that's been mentioned to him as something he might want to negotiate with the government of Cheliax about. Though only at the point where Keltham wants that for his own sake, and he's not quite there yet.

Is 'The Queenjust gives Carissa to Keltham as a slave' something that especially seems within the realm of plausibility?









lintamande: ....no, it's completely ridiculous, so is 'Carissa was created wholesale by the gods', people don't come up with rumors because they're plausible they come up with them because they're fun to whisper and tend to make other people say, scandalized, "no, that couldn't possibly be" but then doubt themselves because they're on Project Lawful.



And, like, it'd be true most places, so it has that for credibility? Some places have, uh, kind of a lot of slavery, not that Yaisa wants to have that conversation which does not sound hot at all.









Keltham: He's confused but will queue it up on his Carissa questions list.

Actually, he should be heading off to bed about now anyways.

Sleep well, Yaisa...

nsfw

...and spend an hour teasing yourself in the morning. Keltham's probably not going to use her, that day, to be clear, Keltham is just being mean.





Oh, that thought seems to have turned him on again? Well, he can make some quick additional use of Yaisa before he heads off to bed.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Night









Keltham: Keltham repairs to his bedroom, from his cuddleroom, and asks Security to drop Carissa a note to come by if she has a moment.

Only if she's really got a moment, though. Yes, Keltham understands that he's got the ability to give her orders, if he wants to, he just wants there to be actually in practice a way for him to give her less-than-maximum-priority requests. It's too nervewracking the other way.









Carissa Sevar: Then she'll make him wait for fifteen minutes while she reviews the Yaisa transcripts and tries to make sure the stuff about godnegotiations doesn't translate to anything new and important. She thinks it doesn't, for once, though they should put it in the report to the Grand High Priestess in case she's wrong.



Then she'll change into sleeping clothes, since Carissa who doesn't have a ring of sustenance was about to go to bed, and go find her boyfriend.









Keltham: (Keltham possibly looks slightly sleepy. A healthy teenager who's previously had a lot of dath ilani healthcare can pull a lot of fourteen-hour days, it is a thing that is within the capability of a teenage human body, but he may start to look a little worn at some point.)

Keltham wants to share a thing about Yaisa with Carissa. Yaisa says yes but wants secret gossip about him and Carissa so that she can look knowing when the newcomers repeat weird rumors. Yes, no, Keltham should make decisions like this himself but it's fine to ask Carissa if she has input, or Keltham should make all those future decisions unilaterally without asking Carissa for any input at all.









Carissa Sevar: "I won't be hurt if you decide unilaterally but as you decided to ask, yes, that's fine. Though also I copied some spells off Lady Avaricia after dinner in exchange for some interesting tidbits about myself so the gossip may be less valuable than Yaisa hoped."









Keltham: Keltham will share his sexy Yaisa details, then.









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds like someone's having fun."









Keltham: "Hopefully two people are having fun, but her price would've gone up if she wasn't, or so I hope... eh, I'll just remember to ask her that explicitly at some point."


He'll also tell Carissa about the Carissa rumors; repeat what he told Yaisa about divine pseudo-negotiations after the fact; and ask why there would be a lot of slaves in other countries and Yaisa wouldn't want to talk about that. Are they doing this particular form of perversion dreadfully wrong, outside of Cheliax?

(It sure doeslook like something that could go horribly wrong, as Keltham hasthought on multiple occasions.)









Carissa Sevar: "In a lot of places when you conquer a place in war you take the people there as slaves, as payment to the soldiers for their work in fighting the war. In - general this custom replaced the custom ofkillingthem. I wouldn't expect Yaisa to know this but my best guess is that slave, sexy sense, came from people looking at slaves, bad sense, and going 'okay but I'm sorry that's really hot', which is why people who are cautious of their phrasing, like Abrogail, might say 'possession' instead, so as not to mix them up in language.





In more places than that, including parts of Cheliax, slavery can be a status for a person convicted of a serious crime against another person that justly denies them the protection of Civilization and that they don't have the means to make right. Say I burned down your fields, the local temple might award me to you as compensation for the wealth I destroyed."









Keltham: ...okay, what's a slave when it'snot a sexy thing? Or does somebody who burns somebody else's fields get awarded as a sex!slave?









Carissa Sevar: "The word just means 'a person who has forfeited the protection of Civilization and is the property of another'. Usually you figure out with them what they're going to be obliged to do and it's not too horrible because if it is then they'll be like 'well fuck this' and go right to Hell, which you obviously aren't allowed to stop them from doing. Probably if your fields just got burned you want a farmhand! But it's often a sex thing, because, unlike in dath ilan where I'm getting the sense practically everyone would go 'well fuck this' and go straight to Hell, at least half of people in Golarion will go 'sure, beats having to wash all your dishes'."









Keltham: Do Chaotic Evil, or Chaotic Neutral, people ever get awarded as slaves. Those afterlives didn't sound so nice.

Do Neutral Evil people ever get awarded as slaves.









Carissa Sevar: Yes. Not in Cheliax, which gets very very close to everyone to Lawful, but yes.

Like Awaiting Consumption it's kind of something Carissa didn't expect Keltham would benefit from learning about. Also, selfishly, it seems likely to make him run screaming from the entire concept.









Keltham: Yeah, it's okay. Dath ilani know how to decouple between Things and Other Things Which Are Not Actually That Thing.


Message: If there's Chaotic Evil, Chaotic Neutral, or Neutral Evil people who were taken as slaves after their country lost a war, Golarion Civilization and possibly Keltham are going to go in and replace Governance inside the countries holding them at some point. Is this a fact that needs to not be spoken where Chelish Governance can overhear it, say because it implies that Civilization or Keltham will come into conflict with factions Cheliax considers itself to be friendly with?









Carissa Sevar: Message back: Messaging because - maybe at some point we'll need to do this for real. But not on this. Cheliax hasn't conducted a war of conquest in three hundred years.

Even when we were dysfunctional before the Church came in we weren't like that.

I don't think any countries that meet that description are our allies at the Worldwound but even if they are, the Worldwound alliance would prohibit us attacking them there, not - for unrelated reasons going to war with them, and certainly not permitting someone else to do that.









Keltham: Okay. He should maybe go to sleep now.


...please don't say things like 'forfeiting the protection of Civilization'. Civilization doesn't exist here, and if it did - it wouldn't think like that. Probably Golarion Civilization won't think like it either. Even if it's mostly Kelthams, Lawful Evil instead of Lawful Good, it still won't think like that.

He still hasn't gotten around to meeting any Intelligence 10 people at this point, but - when he does - he strongly suspects that -

He should actually just not do that. Shouldn't actually meet anybody with Intelligence 10, not for a while. It's probably not good for his mental health if he starts thinking of the rest of Golarion as being inhabited by children, some of whom are being taken as slaves. Kelthams were children too, at some point, and needed protection themselves, even from themselves.



(The concept that actual literal children would be taken or held as slaves has obviously not occurred to him at all.)









Carissa Sevar: I don't think they're much like children. And - I wouldn't say they never need protection from themselves but I think it's mostly a kind of protection you give them by making all the afterlives a soft place to land, not by trying to blunt all the edges of the world.



But - yeah, I do think they might seem like children to a dath ilani, so maybe you shouldn't meet them. And Civilization here's going to have to be different here, to be something that functions with them, if we don't just headband everybody.









Keltham: They'll just headband everybody. Spellsilver doesn't look to be a kind of thing that Civilization couldn't produce by the millions of tons if it felt like it.

Goodnight, Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: Goodnight.





Carissa is very curious what Keltham will do once they headband all the people who are way below 10 intelligence and only get to 12 with the most expensive headband in the world, but now doesn't seem like the time for that conversation, and hopefully by the time that situation actually arises Keltham will be eviller and think that enslaving all the stupid people is perfectly reasonable.



They can shift all the planning around 'we have avoided telling Keltham around slavery and that could explode' to reflect that it'll only explode if he learns about Chelish slavery, or maybe slavery of children.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Long Night









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar would really really like to spend this night making glibness swords but she should be responsible first.




"I'm here to request correction, if you have any."









Jacint Subirachs: 
"If I'd found myself foolishly thinking clever-sounding thoughts about Hell's instructions to the Chosen - rather than Hell's instructions to myself, a slave of the Church - what are your thoughts about whether I should, in general, dare to speak to you of such? Hell's instructions to Church and Crown are suggestive that it may be Asmodeus's will, that you come to comprehend His instructions to you for yourself, without such as myself presuming to instruct you on them. But perhaps my thoughts are foolish, and you will know them for such, and think something valuable in the process of refusing them..."









Carissa Sevar: Well that sounds like a serious and important question of the kind Carissa can sense she's mostly been dodging for more immediate ones, lately.



She is doing a good job at her duties. The project is making interesting and valuable progress; Keltham does not seem suspicious; he's been corrupted a thoroughly respectable degree; morale is high and the markets on who will collapse aren't too pessimistic.

She is not doing a particularly good job at the duty that Hell actuallyset her,to find in herself desires that have no place in Axis. She's definitely gotten Eviller. She's pretty sure that running the project is about as Lawful Evil as an action can be. She is exercising power over other people to see the will of Asmodeus done, and trying to awaken in Keltham that which will let Hell claim him; she's being very Evil. But the instruction wasn't just to be more Evil. And it seems likely that the traits that make you rise in Hell are not just 'having done tons of Evil things unhesitatingly as ordered', that she is not yet the right shape for the greatest of her ambitions.



It does seem that Asmodeus intended her to find that path without steering by the Church, or their instructions would have emphasized less not being proactive. But -



"It seems to me that my current efforts to obey Hell's instructions to me are inadequate," she says carefully. "So I would desire your thoughts, on the principle that - when I seem to be making little progress is a good time to seek out perspectives that might help me find my way."









Jacint Subirachs: "Your efforts areincomplete. It's been less than three weeks since Hell instructed you. You are serving Asmodeus well in this world and being raised high within it. Keltham must be containednow, he must be corrupted on a time limit. If I thought you were wrong to prioritize the first line of your instructions, I would have advised you to take some time off your long nights and find somebody you hated enough to enjoy experimenting on, keeping in mind that you could name nearly anyone short of a Count and the Crown would wrap them up and hand them over. But if you're really a good Asmodean, and I'm starting to think that you are, then you have relatively more time in which to do such things - is my own possibly foolish thought. You should not pass up obvious opportunities to make progress, for you should not dally on any of Hell's instructions, but you are allowed to prioritize."

"Your efforts may possibly be inadequate as well as incomplete, but it's not obvious to me that they are. They're clearly imperfect, but then, you're not Irori, and won't succeed in perfecting yourself without divine aid. You are, apparently, the sort of slave that needs toremember that and not think otherwise."

"There's a difference between knowing that you're falling short of perfection, as is worthy of some punishment even in a good slave, and failing to recognize the progress you've made aspossibly making you not a bad slave, who might not be judged worthy of severe punishment. That judgment lies in the hand of your superior, to be clear, it is not your place to decide that you are doing not too badly. But you didn't leave that judgment to me, you called yourself inadequate. That was wrong of you, by the way."

Jacint slaps the Chosen hard enough to hurt, but not very much compared to being lit on fire; slaps don't do that. "There. You've been punished."









Carissa Sevar: "I understand." Mostly; there's always a small discombobulation, a sense that there's something there Keltham would have questions about she couldn't answer. She tends to listen to that instinct but she does not need to listen to it about this, because they are not going to tell Keltham anything like this, not for a long time, and when they do he actually might have better instincts for it than she does.









Jacint Subirachs: "The thought that I had - after seeing how much you couldn't be the one to decide your own punishments -"

"Well, it came to me while I was reviewing the transcript of what you said to the new candidates. About how, I forget your exact words, they might need to unlearn old habits of Cheliax, and consider that you might be Lawful enough that your words to them were actually true. It's forbidden to suggest out loud that your superiors are lying to you, it isn't wise to think it too much... and that makes it hard to notice or even imagine that what your superiors are saying is true."

"What if Hell's instructions to you are not meant to work against your own interests? What if you're not Irori andcan't succeed in perfecting yourself without divine aid? I think if you were to leave Asmodeus and walk the path of Irori, you would need to learn to punish yourself, with only nothingness above you. And to survive that, if you could survive it at all, you would need to find the part of yourself that can never punish yourself enough, if the judgment is left to your own hands, and tear that out of your soul -"

"Or you could leave your punishments to your superiors. Maybe it's not the case that you'd be better off with Irori and you're not allowed to think that. Maybe Irori's Way is actually not the best path for you; a path that you might have been tempted to punish yourself into walking, if left to your own devices, but a path you cannot walk as yourself and remain whole. What if Hell's instructions to you are not meant to work against your own interests? It is heretical to think otherwise; that may make it hard to notice when it is actually true."

"That was all of my foolish clever thought."









Carissa Sevar: Oh.









Carissa feels slightly dizzy; it is strange to realize you were lying to yourself and hadn't noticed.

'remember that you are not Irori' is an instruction you would give to an Asmodean whether or not they were like Irori, whether or not that path was one they could walk. Because of course walking it means not being Asmodean, and possibly breaking, within you, that which makes you usable in Hell. If anything 'remember that you are not Irori' is maybe an instruction you'd more give to an Asmodean who is capable of being like Irori, since otherwise, why not let them try and fail?

But there is a good reason not to let Carissa try and fail, namely that she's needed for this whole operation. And - maybe Asmodeus doesn't actually want his useful servants smashed apart on the rocks of their own idiocy, so He warns them against it, and if they listen, good, and if they don't, then their destruction is wholly the product of their disobedience, which seems - pleasing, somehow, to Carissa, in a way that is perhaps the shadow of how Asmodeus feels about it.

Maybe she doesn't just need to learn to wield submission as a tool to entice Keltham, maybe she actually needs to believe in it.

How would she tell?





Well, she could try it and see if she becomes more able to accomplish Asmodeus's goals. The fundamental-assumption of Keltham's lecture this morning, that she's pretty sure half the students missed because he never stated it, so obvious it was to him - that going out and checking is the way to arrive at truth. Lots of smart people disagree with that; they argue that truth is found in mathematics, in logic, in theories, not in the mud where you never know anything for sure and have to do a lot of math just to guess how unsure you are. But dath ilan didn't even bother teaching it to their young children, because it was so intrinsic to everything else. You go and check.

Subirachs is not a source of advice Carissa can use to figure out everything herself; Subirachs is Carissa's superior, and the answer is what she says it is. Carissa doesn't actually understand why Asmodeus wishes it so but she can feel the outlines of a reason, maybe, sort of, and she doesn't actually have to know. Carissa should not follow the path of Irori, not just because it would be disobedient but because it wouldn't work; it would not make the project succeed and make Carissa someone who can fix even Hell if she needs to.

- that might be right. Not Carissa's job, anyway, to assess if it's right. Subirachs will tell her if she's doing better or doing worse.









Jacint Subirachs: "I think you possiblyare meant to assess whether I'm right, unfortunately for you, in the particular exact matter of interpreting the will of Asmodeus spoken by Hell to Carissa Sevar. I don't think I'd have had my clever thought in a thousand years, if I hadn't read your transcript. Perhaps I'm still wrong or failing to see fully. I'm not smart enough, not Lawful enough, that the Chosen of Asmodeus should defer to me in a matter of understanding."

"But to whatever extent we do understand Asmodeus's instructions - even if it's because you told us so - the matter of how well you are doing in obeying them, and how much you need be punished for deficiency, is something that you must leave to your superiors. Trust to your superiors, even knowing they'll sometimes be less than perfect themselves, because their judgments make what is right. Matters of Irori and Asmodeus I am only guessing upon. If you ever try to punish yourself as much as you think is needful, you'll destroy yourself; of that, I'm now sure."

"I have no more advice or correction to offer you this night, Chosen."

"Your third-circle enchanter-assistant has arrived. The Queen confirms that she is pleased."

"Go with Asmodeus."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa departs respectably like a reasonable person whose priorities are Asmodeus's.









Carissa Sevar: GLIBNESS SWORDS TIME!









Carissa Sevar: Glibness is that rare phenomenon: a sorcerer spell wizards can't cast. In general, one might expect there'd be lots of sorcerer spells wizards couldn't cast; after all, sorcery is inborn, sometimes from unions with bizarre magical creatures that themselves have abilities no wizard can replicate. In practice this is very rare. Sorcerer spells tend towards configurations that a wizard, watching carefully, can see how one might emulate, and almost every sorcerer spell has eventually and painstakingly been found in a stable configuration that a wizard can build for themselves.



Not so with glibness. Glibness, to all appearances, doesn't have a stable configuration; it can only be cast spontaneously. You can never hang it on a scaffold.

(For this reason there's a school of thought that argues song-sorcerers, who can cast Glibness, aren't actually sorcerers at all; Carissa doesn't know much about that but suspects it of being stupid, people trying to throw something that reflects their own weakness out of the category 'sorcerers' rather than understand it better.)



But the fact you can't scaffold glibness doesn't mean you can't enchant a magic item with it!! Enchanting a magic item with a spell usually requires casting the spell, but it's also technically possible (if trickier) to build the channels in the magic-item-scaffold through which the spell would flow if you cast it, without casting it. Many people don't do that because they're lazy and it's trickier but it's not even that much trickier, unless you're also using a double scaffold so that you can get the project done faster, which, yes, admittedly they are doing that here, and which does make it a smidge difficult, but notthathard.

The other tricky element of what they're doing is putting Glibness in a sword. The standard way to do this would be a Wondrous Item but Carissa doesn't have time to retrain so she just invented a bunch of adaptations to arms-and-armor enchanting that make it work when you're doing something nonstandard like this. ...probably her assistant, who does have Wondrous Items training, can skip that part, and just do it as a slotless charm.



Does that all make sense?









Terrified Newly-Assigned Assistant Enchanter Who Wasn't Briefed Very Much And Is Now Certain He's Going To Die Horribly: "Yes, Chosen of Asmodeus. I will not fail you."









Carissa Sevar: This is going to be so much fun!!!!









Terrified Newly-Assigned Assistant Enchanter Who Wasn't Briefed Very Much And Is Now Certain He's Going To Die Horribly: ...she may notice at some point that the assistant enchanter seems unable to do some of the fine detail work that Carissa Sevar doesn't think should be that hard! Perhaps he's lazy? Or rather, he definitely seems to be trying quite hard right now, but perhaps he's been lazy his whole previous life up until this point, and that's why he seems to have such miserable Spellcraft? You'd seriously get the impression this person couldn't remotely use spellsilver from a distance of even two feet away! What kind of third-circle wizard is he?









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa isn't sure what the point of sending her an enchanter who is bad at enchanting is? This isn't meant to be an object lesson, it's meant to be a way to get everyone glibness swords as soon as possible, and they're going to take four days each even going at a good pace!



Does giving him her armillary amulet help him see what he was doing wrong.









Terrified Newly-Assigned Assistant Enchanter Who Wasn't Briefed Very Much And Is Now Certain He's Going To Die Horribly: It helps, but it's pretty clear that this person isn't actually going to be able to create slotless/sword-based Glibness items without Carissa coming in here and helping likeevery day on the most important detail work.

...maybe Abrogail wanted to give her an excuse for needing to take a little time every day to do some enchanting? That would be very thoughtful of the Queen! Just like her, really!









Carissa Sevar: Or maybe Abrogail sent her someone who sucks so she would get frustrated and torture them to death. That seems more like Abrogail, actually.









Terrified Newly-Assigned Assistant Enchanter Who Wasn't Briefed Very Much And Is Now Certain He's Going To Die Horribly: HE'LL TRY EVEN HARDER BUT TRYING HARDER DOESN'T ACTUALLY LET YOU DO MICROSCOPICALLY DETAILED WORK PERFECTLY IF YOU'RE NOT CARISSA SEVAR









Carissa Sevar: - Asmodeus didn't give herspellcraft powers!She just did things and then got better at doing them!! He should try it!



-- actually, she's getting frustrated and not having fun and not making sword progress, so what he should do is watch and try to learn something while she spends the rest of the evening making glibness swords, which is fun, unlike trying to get people to understand things, which is terrible.









Terrified Newly-Assigned Assistant Enchanter Who Wasn't Briefed Very Much And Is Now Certain He's Going To Die Horribly: He - he can dosome parts of this work - he canhelp -









Carissa Sevar: Right but if she has to pay attention to him then she'll be annoyed and not having fun, and she could really use some uncomplicated fun right now, so she's just going to do this and he can watch and then on his own time he can try to copy it and see how far he gets!









Terrified Newly-Assigned Assistant Enchanter Who Wasn't Briefed Very Much And Is Now Certain He's Going To Die Horribly: Acknowledged.









Carissa Sevar: Anyway aside from them not having been able to send her a good enchanter this is a very refreshing break from her stressful dayjob.









Terrified Newly-Assigned Assistant Enchanter Who Wasn't Briefed Very Much And Is Now Certain He's Going To Die Horribly: He watches her nearly inhuman Spellcraft with horrified attentiveness.

He couldn't match the Chosen with two more wizard circles and twenty more years of practice. Couldn't make these tiny swords of glibness even if he trained for a year to make just that one item type. But he can maybe possibly if he works until exhaustion show the Chosen that he can prepare the lesser parts of her work for her, present her with prepared materials that she'll be able to complete with two hours less of her time, if he works for ten hours before then.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 19 (15) / Still Night









Asmodia: The Most High has apparently decided that Asmodia is cleared to know who Broom's god actually is: "Otolmens", the god of preventing the universe's inconsistencies from destroying it while all the other gods run around making Her work harder. Oh, Aspexia Rugatonn doesn't quite describe Otolmens that way, in so many words. But it's kind of... obvious.

Keltham must not be told this, because you don't want to go around suggesting to people that theymight have the capability to destroy the universe and steer their thoughts in that direction; Keltham must be allowed to think that Broom's god just works to prevent Wish spells gone awry and lesser such disasters.

This also feels obvious? Asmodia had completed and Predicted the thought before she even got to that section of the letter.



(shielded:)

Otolmens couldn't possibly be her sponsor, could She? It - doesn't feel - somehow - like a sort of thing that Otolmens would do...

Still - if each of the Special Girls corresponds to some god involved in this, if that's how tropes work, then maybe Otolmens is the one that Asmodia corresponds to? Even if that doesn't make Otolmens the one who saved her in Hell and to whom Asmodia owes gratitude or fealty?

Asmodia will think about it.

If there's someone somewhere in all the universe who cares about her - then Asmodia wouldn't want to see that universe destroyed.

"Otolmia" doesn't have a bad ring to it, either.









Asmodia: She'll also, after some amount of internal deliberation and review of thought transcripts, recommend Korva Tallandria for a lot of Fox's Cunnings tonight.

Asmodia isn't sure why she's doing that, making the decision that's actually best for Cheliax. It's not in Asmodia's own personal interests, to do that. It would be better for Asmodia if Korva failed out of the regular classes because she couldn't keep up with the math. That way Asmodia could steal Korva and put her to work exclusively on the Wall...

...whyisn't Asmodia doing that? It obviously isn't out of being Good; they're all working to serve Evil, here. Asmodia could get away with the disloyalty, her thoughts can't be read.

Asmodia doesn't know.

Well, whatever. Asmodia doesn't always need to know the reasons why she acts the way she does, right.



Asmodia recommends Korva for a lot of Cunning spells tonight, and files a request for a +2 intelligence headband that Korva can wear at nighttime. The Project could also really use a +4 intelligence headband that people in general can pass around at nighttime or when Keltham isn't looking. The newcomers could be that smart, for all Keltham knows; and there's not much chance of them being able to keep up otherwise. There's limits to how many enhancement spells the Project's harried third-circles can do, with so many more people. Project Lawful uses mental stats the way some projects eat spellsilver or gold.









Carissa Sevar: Sure, authorized. Asmodia can have a favorite among the new kids if she wants a favorite among the new kids.









lintamande: Meritxell gathers around a bunch of the new students to condescendingly reteach Probability since Asmodia shouldn't be the only one doing that.









Iarwain: One of the new kids, who in fact looks older and scarier than Meritxell does, is going to say out loud that Meritxell could maybe use an extra Eagle's Splendour for purposes of making herself understood.









lintamande: Well then that one can leave, and Meritxell will teach the ones who don't object to her teaching style.









Iarwain: That's fucking cold. Even most of the crueler teachers don't do that.

The rest of the new kids will listen attentively.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 20 (16)









Keltham: Actual chemistry lecture this morning! The newcomers should probably at least try to attend; it's not relying on math from Keltham's earlier lectures.

This is the Periodic Table of Elements. It's ordered by protons, and organized by the arrangement of electrons as they fill up the least energetic orbital positions.

Keltham will spend much longer, this time, describing the electron orbitals; and how covalent bonds allow shared electrons to fill more of their shells; and how this lower-potential-energy state, where more electrons are closer to stronger attractive charges of protons, makes molecules tightly bound together in a way that takes heat to pry apart.

When you could-in-principle rearrange all the atoms in a reaction into a lower-energy state at the end, releasing heat along the way, it implies a potential more stable state the system might get into, and stay in afterwards. To get there, you need a high temperature, so that the vibrations of heat will break apart some of the original molecules and let them randomly recombine, sometimes into the lower-energy state. Ideally, you pick a reaction temperature that easily breaks apart the feed molecules, but doesn't so easily break apart the more tightly bound final forms.

The reaction they're trying for with sulfuric acid is:

Stage 1: burn sulfur to sulfur dioxide, this is exothermic but requires a high starting temperature
S + O2 => SO2
Stage 1.5: purify the sulfur dioxide?? Keltham doesn't actually remember how to do this, unfortunately


Stage 2: catalyze sulfur dioxide to sulfur trioxide, in the presence of oxygen, using Element-23 oxide as a catalyst
SO2 + V2O5 => SO3 + V2O4 (probably)
maybe SO2 + V2O4 => SO3 + V2O3 and then V2O3 + O2 = V2O5??


Stage 3: cool and dissolve the sulfur trioxide in sulfuric acid to form oleum
H2SO4 + SO3 => H2S2O7


Stage 4: react oleum with water to form concentrated sulfuric acid, twice as much as previously existed
H2S2O7 + H2O => 2 H2SO4


He's not really sure about the details, in the case of the sulfuric-acid synthesis pathway. But a reason the vanadium catalyst might help in the first place - is if it's relatively hard to tear apart an O2 molecule, for example, and the exoergic reaction of a single SO2 to SO3 isn't enough pull to tear apart a single O2 molecule - it could happen with two SO2 molecules at once, cooperating to tear apart an O2 molecule that's already heated and vibrating, but then it's less likely for all those molecules to be in the right positions. But V2O5 could resist the tug more weakly, giving up an O molecule to a demanding SO2 molecule; and then giving up another O molecule and turning into V2O3; and then swallowing down a whole O2 molecule to go back to V2O5 again. Possibly. For example.

The main point of this process, as Keltham understands it, is that it's liable to produce relativelyhigh-purity sulfuric acid at scale.

It will also - he suspects - be much easier to do, much much easier to do reliably, if they can learn to really use Prestidigitation.









Keltham: Prestidigitation can alter color, taste, stickiness. Keltham has now verified that Prestidigitation can modify acidity and basicness in order to modify the reaction of vinegar with wood ash (lye). He's previously verified that Prestidigitation can produce temporary magnetism but only for so long as Keltham is concentrating, and even that he can get a material to reject a magnetic field using Prestidigitation.

All of this is of a kind with the shapes of the electron orbitals, the potential energy surfaces that determine possible reactions and reaction rates.

Prestidigitation should definitely be a sort of thing that can break the rules of chemistry. They can maybe make Element-20 'calcium' behave like Element-23 'vanadium' for purposes of turning it into something that behaves like vanadium oxide, without Keltham needing to somehow figure out which Golarion metal is 'vanadium'. Though vanadium oxide is donating oxygen molecules within the chemical reaction, so the oxygen part ought to be real.

There could maybe be a way to directly Prestidigitate sulfur dioxide to quickly react with oxygen at high temperatures, and turn into sulfur trioxide without need of a vanadium catalyst, if they really knew what they were doing. There may be, conceptually speaking, something sulfur dioxide could taste like, which would make it react more easily with oxygen and slide down the exothermic gradient to sulfur trioxide.

Keltham is guessing that energy is probably conserved, even in the presence of Prestidigitation, which means that they probably can't do very much work of a form 'make this very tight binding loose' because it should properly take energy to shake loose of a binding like that. But even small changes at the potential energy surfaces can do a lot to eliminate reaction barriers.

...though there's already hints that you need to be able to... sort of understand that stuff, or visualize it, on some level, to get Prestidigitation to know what it is you want it to do?

How are people doing on that.









lintamande: Uh, how should they be visualizing 'electrons' and 'orbitals'? Are these...tiny beads on strings?









Keltham: Keltham's not sure how far they're going to have to go into Law to get Prestidigitation working for them.

Layer one: There's tiny little pointlike particles called 'electrons' with 'LEFT' charge being pulled towards nuclei with 'RIGHT' charge. Identical electrons can't be in the same place at the same time, so there's only so much room for electrons to crowd around each other, as they get closer to a nucleus. Actually electrons can only be at certain exact distances from nuclei for, uh, reasons, so there's only so many 'orbitals' for them to live in. The lowest distance can only contain 2 electrons.

Atoms with more protons, like Element-8 'oxygen', are strongly electron-stealing or 'electronegative' and tend to tear away electrons from weaker nuclei like Element-4 'beryllium'; the electrons are still shared, still orbiting around everywhere, but you'll find more of them around the oxygen nucleus and less around the beryllium nucleus. Which in turn will make the oxygen side of beryllium oxide more LEFT-charged, since it's got fewer protons than electrons, since the electrons are crowding around the part with more protons to attract them; and the beryllium side more RIGHT-charged. This means that beryllium oxide is liable to go forming crystals in which the beryllium RIGHT sides of one molecule can get closer to the LEFT oxygen parts of another molecule, and the crystal structure will have its own strength - though not as strong as the underlying molecules, which is why it's easier to break substances with a hammer than transmute them.

If knowing layer one is enough to get Prestidigitation working, everyone's lives will be a lot simpler.



Layer two is aboutwhy two electrons can fit into the lowest orbital; it's because they need to have different ????-states and there's only two possible ????-states. Similarly, the next shell out, that can contain up to eight electrons, is actually two possible states of one kind of orbit, and six different possible kinds of another orbit.

The electrons have magnetism going on, and there's a way that electric charges and magnetic fields have a nature that fits together. A wave that propagates through the coupled electric and magnetic fields is a photon; when you have a lot of photons together, that's light.



Layer three is that the electrons aren't actually pointlike particles moving around, they're clouds of complex numbers with an equation that propagates the cloud, and the reason electrons can only orbit in certain distances and patterns is that their waves would interfere and cancel each other out otherwise. This is the point at which you could start to calculate where the orbitals go, though that's rapidly going to get harder for anything beyond one electron orbiting one proton.



Layer four is learning what the clouds are made of, and starts to get into underlying 'realityfluids'. And 'anthropics'.









lintamande: ......hopefully that doesn't turn out to be necessary for Prestidigitation.









Carissa Sevar: (Actually she kind of hopes that it does. Then they'd know what anthropics are.)









Keltham: We can hope! Hope is cheap since it doesn't affect actual outcomes!

Keltham hung a Silent Image earlier today! Here's what sulfuric acid actually looks like. You can see how those dangling hydrogen atoms on the end could potentially be ripped loose from the electrons holding them in, repelled by the positive charges at the center, and go off as positively charged protons to mess around with other chemical bonds and break them and dissolve them, which is what makes an acid acidic.

Here's what electron orbitals actually look like.

Protons are heavy and RIGHT-charged and clumped together by more powerful forces into nuclei despite the repulsion of similar charges; electrons are LEFT lighter and cloudlike, attracted to protons, self-repelling, and no two of them can be in the same place at the same time with the same ????. The heavy protonic nuclei settle into a configuration of least energy, taking into account the attractive electron charges and that the protonic nuclei repel each other insofar as not electron-neutralized; the heavy protonic nuclei act as a sort of backbone for the light electron cloud.

It's actually less complicated than the weird twisted interactions found in hanging spells, in some ways? There's a lot fewer interactions, really? It's just that these are different interactions, and the math is a tad deeper than any individual force described in second-circle wizard textbooks.

Also they can't just manually manipulate the forces, they've got to subtly influence them with Prestidigitation to make bulk chemical interactions go differently.

Also also nobody's ever done anything like this before, so far as Keltham knows. So they're gonna have to try a lot of stuff, and it's not actually clear which level of understanding is gonna be required to do what.

After lunch it'll be time for more experimentation using various things Keltham requested, using cheap materials he could identify, that will chemically react in ways that Keltham knows about!

Can they, for example, alter various substances, so that, when plunged into a hot fire, they burn with a different color of flame? Not alter the flame's color directly, Prestidigitate the material so that it burns with a different color when lit? That's a fairly direct test of their ability to mess with orbitals and potentials; it's electrons moving between orbitals that emit light of a particular energy and hence color.

Are they ready to get a lot of identical NO answers to 'Did that work?' while carefully observing for signs that anything observable went even slightly differently?









Carissa Sevar: That is actually the kind of thing Chelish wizard education prepares you for unusually well.









lintamande: A fair number of people are now trying incredibly hard to be the fastest to figure it out.









Keltham: Well so is Keltham. It doesn't matter how unfair the competition is, he's still competing.









Iarwain: ...and yes, Keltham is first to Prestidigitate materials to burn with different colors of light. Yay? If he was feeling competitive about that?









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: Feeling competitive is beneath Lady Avaricia, but winning is not.



She's studied under an alchemist; her education has generally been more varied than that of the other students. And none of what Keltham said was that complicated, if you're not overawed by him, which she isn't.

Can she imagine this flame burns like salt, even though it didn't? More complicated than that? Can she imagine it tastes like salt? Can she imagine what's going on in salt, what its electrons are doing, and -



- she doesn't get it as fast as Keltham, but she gets it.









Keltham: Well, now he's actually interested in this 'county's heiress'-type person.

Everyone pause. Does Eulalia have any guesses for what she knows that the other students might not know?









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I know all kinds of things they don't know, since they're peasants. Relevantly I was thinking about how salt burns in different colors. Prestidigitation can be used to make food salty. That was insufficient."









Keltham: "What sufficed for you, if thinking about saltiness didn't do it?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I kept thinking about saltiness, but in more detail - about what structures salts form, what alchemical properties they have, how different salts make different colors, what specific salt I was pretending to burn."









Keltham: "Do you remember the last thing you thought before it worked?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "That green would go better with my nails today so I should burn copper."









Keltham: He doesn't really get this person, but that's fine on a level where Keltham hardly even notices it. Dath ilan has lots of weirdos.

"Huh. All right, time to slow down in at least that section and do slightly less maniacal experimentation. Let's have you peel off somebody and try to teach them to do what you do, but note down what you're trying to teach them in what order. Any tier-1s want to volunteer for that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Sure." Otherwise she'll be worrying about Lady Avaricia/Asmodia or Lady Avaricia/Ione explosions.









Willa Shilira: Willa had been trying to influence her Prestidigitation with complicated math in her head in the hopes it might be enough like real chemistry. Maybe unsurprisingly, it wasn't getting anywhere. A little while after Eullia's comment though, she decides it's time to escape her solution space.

She gets out a copper and licks it. And now she has some green flames too, how about that!

She immediately starts licking her other coins to try to branch out, but it seems to be harder going getting anything but green.









Keltham: All right, somebody else should definitely just trythat.









Pilar : Doesn't work for Pilar.









Asmodia: Works for Asmodia.









Keltham: Right, well, that's actually very encouraging in terms of being able to eventually figure out what's going on here. Much more informative than everything just working reliably, when you think about it.









Korva Tallandria: Feeling competitive is NOT beneath Korva. If she isn't competitive with everyone else here about SOMETHING that isn't math, she's pretty sure she's going to fail out of the project, and possibly in some important sense kind of fail out of hell.

Prestidigitation she can do, though. She doesn't want to copy the copper thing, now that it's been done, because it's much less impressive to be second at something. What other things burn weird colors that aren't green. Potash, she's pretty sure, but she doesn't know what potash is doing at the tiniest level other than that it's a kind of salt.

...sulfur burns blue, she's pretty sure, and it's definitely a pure element because Keltham was talking about it. She's just gonna go for broke and try to directly simulate sulfur. Sulfur has a lot of prestidigitation-worthy traits, actually; it has a smell,a little like eggs, and she's seen it before, knows its texture and the shapes it forms and a few of the things it mixes with, knows that it makes some mildly poisonous smoke -

After a few minutes of intense focus and blocking out everyone else, she gets a blue flame, and then starts coughing.









Keltham: Somebody hit her with a Dispel Magic and see if that immediately stops the coughing, he'll do a radius healing after that and after any lingering smoke has had some time blow away.









Korva Tallandria: It takes a little bit for her lungs to calm down again, but after that she seems fine.

"Uh. Sorry."









Keltham: Giant positive healing energy burst!


"For what? You didn't kill yourself at all, let alone in an unusually expensive way, and I think we probably want to plow ahead and not be too cautious until the first really costly injury. Nice blue flame, by the way."









Ione Sala: "Keltham -"









Keltham: "No, I'm sticking to theme on this one. Premature caution is expensive, slow, and not fun. We keep pushing until we find out what's actually dangerous. If we get through all of Project Lawful with zero experimental fatalities it means we were being much too safe."









Korva Tallandria: Korva personally thinks that dying prematurely sounds way way way less fun than being the level of cautious that it takes to avoid that!! Actually it sounds terrifying!! She barely knows anything yet, so there's no actual reason to resurrect her, which means she would be stuck in Hell not having made adequate use of her time as a mortal, which might mean an extremely boring eternity as a paving stone when compared to all of the people who actually got a head start on making something of themselves!

Obviously this just means that she's going to have to look out for her own safety, though, since it isn't remotely reasonable to expect Keltham to look out for it. Finding his assistants' lives expendable is really perfectly par for the course for the sort of person that he seems to be.

She's a little baffled by the claim that he isn't evil yet, though.

She'll just... nod.









Willa Shilira: Keltham has all the best opinions! Needless fretting about possible grisly death would probably make this so much slower and also less fun.

She is game to race ahead licking stuff and making fire until some of it blows up in her face, and then to race ahead some more.









Ione Sala: "And just to clarify explicitly, any casualties get resurrected. Even people who have not yet signed contracts with Project Lawful, who are second-circle wizards, who Cheliax couldn't afford to resurrect as a matter of routine, especially not during a war. Yes?"









Keltham: "Yes. Would anyone have seriously thought -"









Ione Sala: "Not everyone had a nice comfortable life before coming to this fortress, Keltham."









Keltham: "Fair. I stand corrected."









Ione Sala: She really needs to figure out whether or not this is a sex thing for her, at some point.









Carissa Sevar: Quietly, but not too quietly - it's a conversation they could have in alter!Cheliax, the version of it reserved for real!Cheliax would happen at night:

"It cannot possibly come as a surprise to you that no one likes you and that most people remember you as an obnoxious stereotype."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "No one ever remembers anyone else as more than a vague stereotype, unless you've attracted wildly more of their attention than is smart."









Carissa Sevar: " - so, you want people to assume you're frivolous and obnoxious since they'll round you off to something and it's not particularly dangerous?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Oh, no, I am frivolous. And obnoxious."









Carissa Sevar: In alter Cheliax she wouldn't light this person on fire. She probably wouldn't even be tempted.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I think there's a dath ilani way of looking at it, actually, if you like that better, if it allows you to feel like your vague sense that I'm more important and better than you've accounted for is grounded in something. People who have better Sense Motive than Bluff don't choose what to claim; they choose how tobe."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't - have - a vague sense you're better and more important than you're pretending to be." I have a vague sense that you're not doing something that makes sense to me and that's a threat to my project.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Huh. I am better and more important than I'm pretending to be. Do you want me to walk you through what should have tipped you off?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'd be delighted."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: She counts them off on her fingertips. "It took me most of the last two days to decorate my room until living in such privation would not impair me, and I still finished the transcripts and associated exercises faster than most of the students who don't have some kind of disability where they repurposed all their brains for math and can't use any of it for anything else.

I attended every one of Asmodia's lectures and despite the fact she is an idiot child in shoes far too big for her she had no complaints for you about me.

Salts are pairings of 'elements' on opposite sides of Keltham's 'periodic table', the possibility of which I looked for as soon as he introduced it because of the alchemical teaching that every salt is in two parts and that's why they dissolve in water so readily.

Your outfit isn't bespoke and it's nice enough itoughtto be, I'm surprised that tailor let you walk out of the shop with it fitting so poorly. I suspect they spent the rest of the week agonizing over whether they were going to get in trouble with their superiors for letting you walk out like that or if they'd have gotten into more for trying to have you stay when you were evidently in a hurry. I didn't see you, at the palace, but I have a friend who did, and that's how she knew that you'd been important for less than a week, with the timing matching Nidal rather neatly."









Carissa Sevar:









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: It's always hard to know if peasants get subtext but she thinks everything crucial must have gotten through, there.









Keltham: (some time later)

...and that's about all the experimentation he's got in him for today! Keltham finds today's results very encouraging! There were a lot of bizarre phenomena that nobody understood! But not a steady stream of YES or NO either! With that amount of variation, there's going to be all kinds of handles they can use to find hypotheses that compress these mysterious details!

Also they actually did manage to Prestidigitate materials that would burn a different color! This is very encouraging and strongly suggests that Prestidigitation chemistry can in fact be a thing!

The first target remains large-scale high-purity sulfuric acid synthesis, which would all by itself noticeably contribute to bringing down spellsilver costs and can be considered as a prerequisite step to trying to refine spellsilver out of less costly ores.

Keltham has left behind some descriptions of common chemical reactions made with identifiable materials. He suspects he may end up taking a slower day tomorrow, and has other things to do today. People could, only if they genuinely actually have the spare time and energy and don't need time off more, try to experiment with measuring the reaction rates of known reactions. And, if they can measure those rates precisely enough to make it worth it, check to see if they can make particular reaction pathways happen faster, slower, more reliably, that sort of thing. It'll probably be easier to make flames that burn cooler rather than hotter but that's only an informed conjecture...

Oh yeah, temperature. Keltham is still trying to figure out how to build a thermometer. The last attempt exploded and was sort of a stupid idea anyways. That part's actually sorta important. They'll be doing alot of temperature-measuring. More precise measurements mean consuming less material inputs to generate effects large enough to notice. There doesn't happen to be a Measure Temperature spell, does there?









lintamande: There does not. Alchemists use mercury.









Keltham: ...somebody wanna explain what 'mercury' is?

[...]

Okay, wow, that sounds like Element-80 and... maybe that stuff is safe to be around if Restoration works against it, but Keltham wants to poison some mice with it and make sure Restoration actually works, there. Element-80 has a horrific safety rep in dath ilan because, at least in dath ilan, it's incredibly hard to get out of a person once it gets into them.

If Restoration works to let mercury-poisoned mice lead otherwise productive and happy mouse lives, maybe they'll risk it. But it might take a little time to be sure of that? Unless it's already a known fact that a Restoration gets rid of all the sickness - possibly insanity, Keltham doesn't remember if Element-80 was one of those - that would otherwise be caused by Element-80 poisoning?









lintamande: Restoration heals damage; Neutralize Poison prevents further damage; possibly there are subtle long term effects, it's not like anyone would've checked. Alchemists are kind of crazy.









Keltham: Okay but what do the survey studies show about the causal structure of -

Rephrase.

Were they crazybefore they became alchemists, and if they die and come back are they suddenly less crazy? More importantly, doesanybody in Golarion actually have any reliable knowledge about anything in this subject area?









lintamande: .....no? You just kind of hear, you know, stories about crazy alchemists. It's not like anyone went and talked to all the alchemists about their craziness histories. The first one would melt you with an acid bomb when you knocked on their door.









Keltham: Why is his life like this.

All right, you know what, what Keltham is actually going to do here, is file an actual request for this query to get routed to actually knowledgeable people ASAP, because it is possible that definite knowledge exists, here, even if nobody on this Project is specialized for it.

Thermometers that won't irrevocably poison you and drive you mad are in fact an important requisite of chemistry.









Keltham: Not to mention, with all of magic and all of physics to work with, you'd really think there'd be something with a measurable linear dependence on temperature that was not 'the density of mercury'. Like seriously. Maybe he can build a resistance thermometer and calibrate it off a mercury one? Though resistance thermometers probably don't work at, like, another ten times the temperature distance between frozen water and boiling water, such as you need for metallurgy... actually, Keltham would be sort of surprised if the Element-80 thermometers worked for that either.









Keltham: Anyways! This was in fact an encouraging day and an encouraging set of results, full of detailed surprises to make hypotheses about!

Good afternoon, everyone! Enjoy whatever it is you do when Keltham isn't watching!









Keltham: Maybe an hour or so later, Keltham shall summon his Carissa to his cuddleroom.









Carissa Sevar: ....aww man she wanted to work on her Glibness swords. This is slightly visible on her face when she's fetched and Elias Abarcosmirksat her, which it'd probably be unprofessional to light him on fire for. ...not unprofessional to arrange for someone else to do it, though.



Anyway. Carissa comes to the cuddleroom.









Keltham: She'll be promptly stripped and chained to the bed, and only then, of course, will Keltham explain.

Keltham is planning to start his Golarion martial arts practice, you see, and Keltham keeps forgetting to ask how wizards end up more resilient to damage, or for the six major theories thereof, which seems like an important sort of fact to know.

It was established rather some time earlier that Keltham is only permitted to obtain this information by tickling it out of Carissa.

He's justfinally gotten around to remembering the question on some occasion when it is actually a good time to do that.









Carissa Sevar: She pouts. It's not meant to be convincing distress even to Keltham. "Begging for mercy - allowed, or the same sort of thing as saying 'no' and not allowed?"









Keltham: "Not allowed. I don't want you trying to figure out exactly what doesn't sound like a request, while being tickled, and I don't want to fight my own brain around any edge cases that slip through..."

"Whoops, scuse me. My internal Abrogail is telling me that was not the correct answer, and she kinda has a point."

"Ahem."

"Don't be ridiculous. You can obtain mercy by telling me about the six theories. Why would I want to hear anything else out of you?"









Carissa Sevar: "Oh no. You have an inner Abrogail. I should just surrender now. ...I won't, though."









Keltham: "Well, allow me to help align your actual behavior more closely with your sense of what it should be."

Keltham will then actually output that behavior! His own sense of what he should do is not usually far off from what he does.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will hold out for a respectable bit of time just out of principle.









Keltham: Right, but what are theactual theories here?


(Keltham has a sort of wordless sense that only tickle-torturing people for information you're genuinely curious about would be a sexual-epistemic virtue, if dath ilan had already invented virtues about that sort of thing.)









Carissa Sevar: Yeah, yeah, okay.

Theory one: Magic healing makes people tougher, over time. This explains why combat veterans tend to get much tougher. The idea is that the healing does more than just fix you. This would imply that rich nobles are much tougher than normal people because they can get frivolous magic healing, and indeed they do tend to be.

Theory two: People are directly tougher in proportion to how powerful/important they are because the universe thinks that powerful people should be harder to hurt and kill. This one is out of favor because of how it - treats the universe as something that decides that? Why would that be the case?

Theory three: In a normal person, the relationship between the soul and the body is of a particular character, like the soul is a cloak worn by the body. Some kinds of uses of magic or spells cast on the person or exercises of power draw the soul closer to the body, and make the person tougher.

Theory four: God-treaties have most people weak and easy to kill, but people who are particularly important harder to kill because this makes the future less noisy and more predictable, which is no longer relevant because of Foresight.

Theory five: There's an underlying factor of Selfhood that affects the strength of your alignment aura, how hard you are to kill, and how hard it is to affect you with certain magics; this is technically compatible with the 'soul' theory but the proponents hate each other.

Theory six: This is actually just one powerful wizard she put up with once in order to get some spells off him, but he thought that just as combat and adrenaline make you able to channel more magic, they make you internally channel more vital essence which is what makes people healthy.









Keltham: ...okay, if this is the actual state of speculation, either Keltham is really missing something, or people in Golarion really don't Science, or the correct answer is an infohazard getting buried.

Theory one seems like it would beincredibly easy to test in opposition to the others, by just taking a normal unimportant kid and healing them once a day... well, maybe you need to get hurt for the healing to count, but that test could at least rule out the version where regular healing does it without injury being needed first?

And if the pilot experiment returned NO on the added toughness, get one of the higher-grade masochists, or just use anesthesia, and test it with actual injuries on someone, starting after they were adults at age 13, and could sign up for an experiment?

Do clerics who use five bursts of positive energy per day, somewhere that needs the healing, end up some of the toughest people around? If not, are any of those clerics masochists who could injure themselves first or have their sadists do that before each healing?

Does being incredibly rich make you tougher, as it would if it was just importance? Are there any famous cases of people losing all their money and then immediately losing the extra toughness? Did the girls on Project Lawful suddenly get much tougher once they were much more important? Should they get a dagger right now and test whether Keltham is important enough to have the extra toughness?

Have they quantified strength of aura, quantified how hard it is to do a standard amount of damage to a paid volunteer, and checked whether aura strength looks directly proportional to extra toughness?

How can people possibly not already know whether some of these theories are true or false?


Keltham won't explicitly mention his suspicion about the correct answer being a buried infohazard, but will ask Carissa about the obvious tests or checks on the other theories, flexing his tickling-fingers in a threatening way as he does.









Carissa Sevar: "If anyone has done most of those experiments they haven't advertised the results. Clerics are tougher than average but not five times tougher than other people with similar careers, but they mostly do not self-injure before doing a healing surge and I don't know anyone who has tried it. If it goes by importance it's not in a 'you immediately become tougher when you get a promotion' way."

Notably it's at least a little tricky to tell how tough people are and it does vary a lot even among wizards of the same circle, unlike strength of aura which goes directly by caster circle. Keltham probably is hard to injure, she'd expect.

She agrees that none of this is how Civilization would explore the question. It's - pretty normal, for questions here.









Keltham: Right. He lets Carissa out of the chains.

They're going to go test right now how difficult Keltham is to injure. He's had practically no healing that involved injuries, has probably had a relatively very small amount of healing compared to other clerics just from channeling like seven or eight total energy bursts, and is incredibly important to multiple gods crowded around his Project like enormous light-drawn moths.

Some of these theories dietoday. As in the next five minutes. Golarion is presumably just bad at disseminating information [or is deliberately keeping a secret] because native INT 20s with +6 Intelligence headbands cannot possibly be this silly.









Carissa Sevar: "It's not impossible someone knows but really,everything is like this,it's notconfusingthat it's like this!"









Keltham: "I'm only not updating to Conspiracy immediately because I can't see why the Conspiracy would be hiding that, and why they wouldn't have made up a more plausible state of confusion, and why their unfalsified theory set would be theories I could personally test within five minutes. What is wrong with this planet? If it even existed before I materialized here."


"How we gonna apply a standard amount of attempted injury? I'm thinking using standard weights to apply a measurable amount of force to a blade laid across my arm, but maybe you've got better ideas."









Carissa Sevar: "I - have no idea how much a 'standard weight' amount of force does to a blade laid across someone's arm but...sure? Or you could get the heating stone off Subirachs again?"









Keltham: "Nah, heating stone is too optimized for higher pain per unit injury. Though I'm going to be really amused in the case where the relative difference in our apparent pain tolerance was off by four bits because you were sixteen times less damageable by the heating stone - to be clear, I'm not under the impression I'd have otherwise been able to compete."

"Man, I can visualize exactly the mechanism I want to set up here, to put a weight on top of a vertically held knife and push it downwards. But there's no snaptogether pieces I could use to make it quickly... oh hey, that spell you use to feed yourself grapes. Unseen Servant. Have you got one of those around or prepped, that you're willing to use on this, and does it have a stable constant max power output that would be enough to injure yourself using a knife?"









Carissa Sevar: "You can use an Unseen Servant to carry something that weighs less than 20 pounds, or shove along the ground something that weighs 100. It moves much slower than you'd want for a knife fight but maybe that'd be fine for this?"









Keltham: "What's an example of something that weighs '20 pounds'... that I know about... or around how much do I weigh in 20-pound units... or if you've got the Servant running, you could just push on my hand that hard... I'm not actually totally clear on some of these precise units..."









Carissa Sevar: Sure, she will push on Keltham with all the force the Unseen Servant can muster.









Keltham: Around a hundred newtons maybe, or a bit less? That ought to injure an ordinary dath ilani if you put that much weight behind the edge of a kitchen knife, never mind the point. Let's go grab a kitchen knife and try that, first on Keltham, then on Carissa, then maybe on Pilar if she's around, she's also a masochist, right...









dath ilan: (Being around an important hypothesis that would be incredibly cheap to test, and hasn't been tested yet, for a while, for no visible reason he understands, is making Keltham feel indignant. Or as close to 'indignant' as most dath ilani ever get to that emotion? Neurotypical dath ilani don't usually feel that emotion as Golarion knows it, but what they'd feel around a long-untested cheaply-testable hypothesis might come close. This is not how society is supposed to work! Not how people are supposed to act!)









Carissa Sevar: There's just so many of those!! If you spent a while trying to stab yourself about all of them you'd never do anything else!





"I have a dagger, you don't need to get one from the kitchens." It's in her Bag of Holding.









Keltham: "Right, let's find Pilar, if she's willing, so that we can try this all at once and all get healed with one channeled surge -"









Pilar : "Already here."









Keltham: "Great! Can I try stabbing you with a dagger for SCIENCE? Healing will be provided afterwards, though I might ask you to wait for a half-minute while Carissa and myself get stabbed too."









Pilar : "That sounds like something you could try, yes."









Keltham: "Great. Carissa, you're up, let's try Pilar, you, myself in that order and see how much damage gets done before I heal it. Thigh seems like a relatively safer target? Edge first, then try the point if the edge doesn't penetrate."









Carissa Sevar: If Keltham ever gets curious about the wrong thing they're so doomed.









lintamande: Keltham (cleric 7, 32hp), Carissa (wizard 7, cleric 1, 26hp), and Pilar (wizard 4, oracle 4, 27hp) seem to - all be about as difficult to injure with a knife, which is notably a lot harder to injure than Keltham was a month ago.









Keltham:









Keltham: Healing surge...









Keltham: "Okay, that argues against toughness-from-healing, and shoots down my first metahypothesis about how the confused epistemic state was persisting, which was that the extra toughness came from healing, and this truth was considered socially infohazardous because rich people who wanted to be tougher would outbid poor actually injured people for cleric exposure."

"But then why are rich people ending up harder to injure? Possibly the reason for the persistent confusion is that we've got multiple things going on? And if one of those things is still toughness via healing exposure, part of the confusion persistence could be infohazard control too. Um. So I guess I was actually jumping the gun on thinking that part out loud."

"Who do I check with about social-infohazards, Broom, Aspexia, Lrilatha...?"









Carissa Sevar: "....prediction: whether or not Broom knows he'll tell you you don't need to. I'd ask Maillol to write Egorian and then it can get escalated as needed by the Most High or Contessa Lrilatha's secretaries? I - expect it's not an infohazard, I think you're assuming it is because it should be easy to tell but high-level people who haven't had lots of magic healing arerare."









Keltham: "...All right, I'll tell Maillol."

"Shit, Carissa, I'm sorry. If I'd known, I would have stabbed myself before I prayed to my deity, and then stabbed myself again before I tried my first healing surge. I didn't realize it was a kind of data that would be so hard to obtain."

Keltham seems genuinely sad about this!









dath ilan: (Of course he does! He had no way of knowing, but he accidentally wasted anirreplaceable scientific opportunity that could have contributedto settling a long-standing confusion in Golarion! What dath ilaniwouldn't apologize? He's notthat selfish, nor blind to normal social norms.)









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa has literally no idea what to say to this! "It's - okay? I'm not nearly as invested in this as you, honestly."









Pilar : "If I continue to stand around here, is anybody going to stab me again?"









Keltham: "Wasn't currently planning to."









Pilar : Pilar will head off, then.

Seems like their Heretical Safety Officer ought to hear about this? Or, to be more precise, Ione should hear about it from Pilar, so that Pilar can see any interesting expressions Ione makes.









Keltham: "Actually, this is now causing me to wonder if I would've otherwise been a lot more injured, even with the Resist Energy (Acid), by that exploding explosion of boiling liquid I was standing right next to... might owe Ione a reluctant nod, there. On the plus side, less caution needed in future SCIENCE! experiments!"

"Anyways. I wasn't expecting that result. I thought I was going to have to do something more elaborate before I started being slightly injury-resistant. But since I got the unexpectedly more convenient result, I'm going to go see about getting retaught martial arts by Security, until I've used up my three healing surges left on the day. Not private if you want to watch... though, what's your own martial arts level?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I'm a wizard. If I get into a hand to hand fight something has already gone horribly wrong. In a fight I -"

They've made some progress on planning the hypothetical escape. She snap-casts Gaseous Form.









Keltham: He'll take a sudden unplanned step back! And hold his breath, inconveniently on an exhale! His mind goes to spells he could use as counters, if Carissa is about to make a point by subduing him; but Keltham has stopped prepping spells like Sanctuary, so he's basically got nothing.









Carissa Sevar: - rematerial Carissa. "And then I'd leave. Best combat strategy is running away. You'll recall that when I couldn't run away because you were in danger, I did a destructive cancellation of my Fly spell over the guy's head so I would break his neck when I fell on him."









Keltham: "Yeah, I remember."

"...theSecurity wizards probably have unarmed combat skills, though, right?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes definitely. They're not supposed to run away, and they're supposed to be competent to do their job even if someone does an antimagic field or something."









Keltham: "Kay. Dath ilani get, like,asymmetrical unarmed combat training for emergencies only. Sequence one, how to defend yourself from a single attacker, hopefully without injuring them, trained in a way that does as little as possible to increase the combat potential of somebody misusing that skill for assault. Sequence two, how to coordinate with at least five other people with the same training, to immobilize somebody without them hurting themselves or you."

"I'm off to see Security about retraining in that. Don't mind if you want to watch, doubt you'll see much interesting or impressive on day one though."









Carissa Sevar: "I might go stab Pilar, I think you disappointed her."









Keltham: "Yeah, I got that vibe off her incredibly straight expression, somehow. I don't even know how, but I did."

"Problem is, I don't have the kind of relationship with her that I have with you. I'd feel really odd about stabbing her if it wasn't in a scientific context. I don't think I'm ready to initiate a relationship with Pilar, anyways. But even if I were, it sounds like I might need unarmed combat retraining to start one off correctly?"









Carissa Sevar: " - you know, yes, I think you might. All right. Good luck with your unarmed combat training."









Keltham: Right, well, let's go get a bit more psychologically acclimated to Golarion, then. Where do Security wizards do martial arts practice around here?









lintamande: They have their own barracks and a training yard beyond them.









Keltham: Welp, Keltham's here for retraining. He's got three healing surges he can use on the day, don't blow through them all at once.

Specifics of required training lean towards 'physically subduing Carissa Sevar after disabling her magic in a surprise attack'. They're not to mention this to Carissa. If anybody's wondering what's up with that or if it's really okay, he's got a letter from Abrogail Thrune about it.









lintamande: That's terrifying.



Awww, how romantic. Yes, they can absolutely teach that. If he's going to be mostly fighting with boosted Strength he should mostly train with boosted Strength; it does change some tactics.



Also, specialized non-combat clerics can convert unused spell slots to healing if they just untie the spell instead of casting it, discharging all that positive energy.









Keltham: Oh,interesting. That'll potentially get him through more rounds that require healing at the end, if he can do that. He's got a lot of truthspells just lying around. Also, is that kind of conversion less expensive to his god than if he does the whole channeled healing surge thing?

He didn't actually queue up Bull's Strength for today, or Cat's Grace. Seems worth doing some training even if he doesn't.

Current pain tolerance level: managed to keep up Detect Magic for one minute with the heating stone, took it off his arm maybe eighteen seconds after that.









lintamande: They've put some thought into the face Chelish security should show him. Obviously, they want him when he decides to escape to find it plausible he could overpower them if he got the jump on them. Probably they want to be substantially better than random civilians at hand-to-hand combat, but not actually all that scary when they can't spellcast, and probably lots of their combat skill is aimed at disrupting spellcasting, which they'll teach Keltham even if he plans to otherwise suppress his girlfriend's magic.



They're happy to do this for as long as he wants to or has healing, and can call in a cleric for more healing, after that, if he wants.









Keltham: Keltham's going to have weirdly overoptimized defensive skills if nobody puts alittle effort into blowing through those. Conversely, his form is going to go hugely bad as soon as he tries to go on the offensive or grab anybody, leaving openings somebody could drive a truck-sized fist through.

He's not going to find it particularly plausible if Security wizards can't take him. Anybody with Governance-level combat training should be able to take him. Anybody with the nearly-mythical quality of having Been In A Real Fight should be able to take him, which is why Keltham's so concerned about Carissa being able to take him even with her magic disabled.









lintamande: Yeah, they didn't figure they could get away with "Security are complete amateurs", just "Security are possible to beat once you have some real combat training". Carissa probably could take him, in their professional assessment, just because she seems like the kind of person who's scary when cornered and who has been in some real fights. But that's fixable!! It is the foundation of much of romance, that men are stronger than women and can beat them in a fight.









Keltham: ...if men get the drop on women, disable their magic with a magic item used in a sneak attack, and have already cast physical enhancement spells on themselves? He's pretty sure a symmetrical attack by Carissa would work on Keltham, if everything about their relationship were completely different.

The point of this isn't that he can beat Carissa in a fair fight, it's that he could and would do whatever it took to beat her unfairly. Beating her in a contest of physical strength is something that any physically specialized male could do, and that doesn't qualify random muscular guys to own her.









Keltham: Anyways, Keltham will go on trying to upgrade to Having Been In A Real Fight...









Keltham: ...until he's out of healing except for one unconverted truthspell, which seems like a natural time to stop.









Keltham: ...it's sort of weird, actually, he would have thought he'd want to be with Carissa, after this, but his brain is saying "Asmodia" instead.

Does she happen to have the time?









Asmodia: Actually, no

Sure, Asmodia has totally been in her room studying this whole time, and was not doing very important Conspiracy things just before then, and did not frantically run in here ten seconds before Keltham arrived after his intended destination became clear.

What's up?









Keltham: He's been getting martial arts retraining from Security, all healed now but he's still feeling a bit psychologically worn, and for some odd reason his brain returned an answer of "Asmodia" when queried for who he wanted to snuggle after that. Probably relatively quiet going-to-sleep snuggles, if that's okay. He doesn't know if that's something that would interest her and it's obviously okay to say no.









Asmodia: Sure.

(It's - probably notquite the same as Keltham having been through a torture session, and seeking her out afterwards - that, she feels instinctively, would be crazy high up on the Chelish Relationship Escalation Scale - like well past the point where the Church arrests you for being in a relationship that healthy -but -)

(Fuck it, she doesn't know. Whatever. Either the tropes have fated them to fall in love or they haven't.)









Keltham: He doesn't say much.









Asmodia: She holds a warm thing in her arms, big spoon to his little spoon this time, and wonders whether her future self will try to sabotage it all, if it starts looking like Keltham is actually heading towards Hell. That's probably what being in love would mean, right?









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 20 (16) / Long Night









Security: High Priest Ferrer Maillol will speak to you now, Lady Eullia Avaricia de Seguer.

(It's not a request and doesn't sound like one.)









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: She has no particular idea what he wants but one doesn't mess with High Priests; that's not a title one got two weeks ago because Project Lawful's handing authority out like candy.



She goes in.









Iarwain: This place is very cold, and very flat, and has no particular distinguishing features. Miles away there is smoke in the air, as from a chimney.



Farther miles away there's a big soap-bubble force-field kind of thing.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: Worldwound.



She's not in fact an idiot.



She is confused. There's a Forbiddance. Someone could have knocked her unconscious and carried her outside it. Or it could be an illusion. Well, trying to will away an illusion is cheap. She looks at the ground in front of her, closely. Tries to disbelieve it, to brush aside the magic standing between her senses and reality.

While she does this she curtsies, perfectly, just in case she's standing in the High Priest's office.

She hopes she's standing in the High Priest's office. It is miserably, horribly, cold.









Ferrer Maillol: It is in fact an illusion, obviously, but a sufficiently high-level one that Lady Avaricia can go on feeling horribly cold for a while.


"Welcome to the Worldwound, Lady Eullia Avaricia de Seguer, heir of Girona County. Three weeks ago I ran an installation here. Miss it quite a lot, in fact."

"Serving out a tour of duty here is something that excellently tempers a Chelish citizen. Makes you wonder why your mother didn't send you here, really. You could have learned so many valuable lessons."

"Do you know why your mother didn't send you here, Lady Eullia Avaricia de Seguer? Why most noble children don't get sent here, as would be, in my own opinion, immensely beneficial to the Chelish state?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: Because it's horrible and full of demons and peasants.



She has a feeling she should not voice that guess.



"We'd die like flies, High Priest. It's well known that a young noble in a situation where theyplausibly mightdie by freak accidentalways will."









Ferrer Maillol: "Your mother can certainly afford a resurrection spell, if you die like a fly once or thrice. But if you want to act stupid about it, go ahead. Just means the conversation takes a bit longer. Cold's not bothering me."

"I'll be astonished if you're not thinking that the real answer is that this place is beneath you."

"That, in fact, is why the Crown doesn't instruct the nobles that they've got to send their children here before they can inherit. It'd serve the Chelish state, but not the Church. It wouldn't be good for Asmodeanism."

"Do you believe you already understand why not?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "It would teach Cheliax's leaders the habits of peasants, drudgery and idiocy and mindless obedience. I am not persuaded that serves the state, let alone the Church. I think people are best ruled by their superiors, actually, and it's not all in the blood."









Ferrer Maillol: "They tried sending noble children to the Worldwound, back when. It was an obvious enough idea for preventing Chelish nobility from going the way of the weak, useless fops in other countries."

"Problem is, this place doesn't kill noble children. It breaks them, in a way that even True Resurrection and Greater Restoration can't fix."

"To be specific, it breaks their pride."









Ferrer Maillol: "Pride has always been the one of our Lord's domains that I've understood the least. My specialty among our Lord's concerns is tyranny, and that alone."

"I genuinely don't understand what He sees in people like you. Never have. Always seemed to me like I could eat a pile of raw meat and vomit a more useful tyrant than most Chelish nobles."

"One thing I'm sure of, though. Whatever it is that the likes of you possess, it's not real pride. Not what our Lord really wishes mortals were like, just some seed or shadow. I can't imagine that a proper devil reshaped to our Lord's will could have their pride broken by the Worldwound."









Ferrer Maillol: "But then, noteverychild of nobility has their pride irrevocably broken by the Worldwound, among the ones who do get sent there, punished or cast away. The vast majority of them, yes, but not all."

"Maybe you'd be one of the ones whose pride the Worldwound couldn't break. No more than it could break a devil reforged in Hell to our Lord's true will."

"Can you guess how the Worldwound breaks children with false pride, child?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "The living conditions are miserable, and everyone around you is a peasant, and even if they're impressed at first they stop being so, if you can't actually hurt them, and then you pick up the habits of peasants," like I said, "and end up no better than other people."



She wouldn't dream of correcting a priest about theology but she thinks that if you think of it as 'pride' you already have a problem. The thing you want is to be superior to other people. Not smarter than them, necessarily, or richer than them, not necessarily possessed with authority over them, just worth more than them. She is worth more than other people; pride is just knowing it.









Ferrer Maillol: "Even the noble children of Cheliax, as far beneath Hell's standards as they fall, are not that weak in their pride."

"The Worldwound breaks pride by being real. Run into a superior force of demons, you've got to flee, doesn't matter what arguments you invent for why they're beneath you, they don't care. They don't argue with you and win, they don't strut their contempt as they ignore you, they're just straightforwardly trying to kill you."

"It's that lack of caring, that breaks the noble children. Not the way that other people make a point out of ignoring them. The way the world around them doesn't notice their existence on a fundamental level. The demons don't give a shit, the cold doesn't give a shit, the work shifts don't give a shit. You can survive them, but you've got to change to survive them on their terms."









Ferrer Maillol: "Learning to survive at the Worldwound is like waking out of a dream, Lady Avaricia. Like seeing through an illusion."









Ferrer Maillol: "And for most noble children, it turns out their pride was just part of that dream."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Can we send my sister there?"









Ferrer Maillol: For all that he reacts, you could get the impression that she tried speaking to something that doesn't care about her existence at all, like the cold that her senses tell her is freezing her to the bone.

"You understand why I'm taking my valuable time to tell you all this, kid?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: I, too, am surrounded by peasants, and a situation that I can't command to be less annoying.



"I assume you'd like me to make a more interesting mistake than that, because it'll be useful to your project if I learn to be commanded by peasants without becoming one."









Ferrer Maillol: "Project Lawful is far more lethal and unforgiving than the Worldwound. One accidental word that gets Keltham looking in the wrong direction is as deadly to Cheliax's interests as a full Worldwound breach, except more irreparable, because we can't just teleport in the army to fight it back."

"That deadly stray word doesn't look as lethal as a five-story fire-spitting demon. That's a problem."

"I don't give a flying fuck about whether you make it out with your pride intact. The moment your mother handed you over to Project Lawful, your usefulness to the Church as a proud heir to Girona County was finished. You come out of this as a Duchess, or you end up as a heretical future paving stone."

"Wake up, kid. Keep your pride in the process, lose it, whatever, the Church no longer gives a shit. Seemed like a priest ought to tell you that, since maybe you'd been told differently, at some point."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: This really does not seem like the kind of lecture one argues with. She waits to see if he has more to say.









Ferrer Maillol: "When you end up in my office with pain being applied to you, it indicates you've made a mistake. Whimsical cruelty is more Subirachs's thing."

"You poked a dangerous thing you shouldn't have poked. Guess which dangerous thing I'm talking about?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: She's actually not sure at all.





She explained her reasoning on the salt. She's - pretty sure that's it for interactions with Keltham.

She was arguably rude to the Chosen of Asmodeus, though she was actually trying to be helpful while remaining in character, there, and would in fact never be rude to the Chosen of Asmodeus deliberately.

She - ignored most of lunch because the chefs here can't cook duck and she has a Ring of Sustenance anyway?

"I confess I do not understand my error, High Priest."









Ferrer Maillol: "That's an improvement over all your wrong guesses so far. At least you didn't guess something stupid, like that it was Sevar."

"Out on the Worldwound there's a distinction between what goes on at base, and how you act when you're out on patrol. You want to play Asmodean games on base, push somebody into a corner, take advantage of them, or just be cruel for your own amusement? That's being a good Asmodean, so long as it doesn't significantly impair their combat efficiency."

"Playing games while you're out on patrol? That's serious."

"I've never had the job before of breaking a county heiress, but I've had the job of correcting some rich asshole's son who just didn't get it. He didn't have a mode he could go into fornot playing Asmodean games. Couldn't switch it off when our Lord's interests depended on that to hold the demons back. He played the enigma, dropped ominous hints, on patrol."

"Eventually he ran out my patience, I corrected him hard enough to reduce his combat capability, demons ate him, I wrote up a brief report and Egorian never sent me any questions."

"You're here because Asmodia came into my office saying that she didn't understand why you were calling the others 'peasants' around Keltham, couldn't figure out if that was a game the real Lady Avaricia was playing, or alter-Avaricia's game, or what. Asmodia reported that she couldn't predict what you were going to do next around Keltham, because you had not explained any such game to her while setting up your alter-Avaricia persona. She didn't request you to be corrected, if you're wondering, Asmodia just requested orders from me. She was rightly unconfident of her own ability to steer from there."

"You want to play games with the Chosen of Asmodeus, test her on her ability to decipher you, critique her outfit? I won't stop you. Could be good for her. Sevar's new to her role, used to work underneath me until a couple of weeks ago in fact. Maybe learning to play the game against you will be good practice for her."

"But do it when Keltham's not around."

"Or if you're doing it as alter-Avaricia, clear it with Asmodia first, so that alter-Sevar can play whatever part she's supposed to play."

"Anything you do around Keltham needs to be completely transparent and predictable to your superiors."

"When you are near Keltham you are out on patrol at the Worldwound."

"Clear? We are playing a lethal fucking game, we do not have time for surprises from you, we do not care about you, and you will adapt to those conditions immediately or be removed as a liability."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: The Chosen of Asmodeus started it!!



She is not stupid enough to argue. "I understand."









Ferrer Maillol: "You'd better be right about that."

"Your next move is to report to Asmodia, explain what you were thinking before, and set up a pre-approved gameplan for alter-Avaricia that takes into account whatever the Abyss she was doing today."

"Now, you do give off the impression, maybe it's a false impression, but who knows, of somebody with a short attention span who thinks all this is beneath her. Somebody who might be distracted by fiddling with her nails, or maybe just wander off."

"To make sure that doesn't happen while Asmodia is talking to you, your arms and legs will be removed."

"If you impress Asmodia with your good behavior under those conditions, your limbs may be Regenerated afterwards."

"Any questions before you're taken away?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: She keeps her face still. There's not a lot of point in complaining that she has a very safe and predictable conception of alter!Avaricia, had it in mind all along, and would have told the idiot-child-on-a-power-trip all about it if the idiot child had asked her instead of asking Maillol. Going to Maillol instead is precisely the thing that an idiot-child-on-a-power-trip would do, and having pegged someone as an idiot-child-on-a-power-trip you don't get to besurprisedoroffendedif they behave like one.

You can either avoid even faultlessly provoking idiot-children-on-power-trips or you can accept the consequences.

Relatedly, if your superior is a grouchy old man who hates nobles because they don't spend enough time in the freezing cold fighting demons, which is what all people should be doing, you're not going to argue him out of that; you have a superior who hates you and is going to persist in that, even if you're right and he's wrong. Being right doesn't give you power; power gives you power.



(She isright, though.)

She can't help it if they're reading her mind but she can have the good sense to show none of that. "I don't particularly have questions, High Priest."









Ferrer Maillol: They are.

"The problem is that you didn't get it approved in advance, Avaricia. It doesn't matter how predictable your concept seems to you. If you don't actually explain it and get it pre-approved, it still ends up a wonderful clever surprise and you get to see that beautiful look of suppressed confusion on those peasants' faces."

"Your superiors don't need to be able to predict you. They need to have actually predicted you."

"Take her away."









Asmodia:









Asmodia: "I'm going to note for the record in case it makes any difference that I did not actually ask for this, and then move on."

"So. Whywas alter-Avaricia calling the rest of us peasants in front of Keltham?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I actually thought this had been adequately communicated earlier, but perhaps I was being too diplomatic, and therefore too indirect.



The Lady Avaricia, in alter-Cheliax, was raised as the heir to a Chelish county, and raised believing that because she is much better than everyone else, it is her duty to study hard and become wise and govern them responsibly. Yes, her mother is Good. She has been warned she'll probably end up Good too, once she's a Countess, but it's considered healthy not to try to rush there deliberately, when you're young and your decisions don't yet affect other people.

The Lady Avaricia is not an idiot, and it would have occurred to her, at some point, to wonder if it was true she was much better than everyone else and that it was reasonable for her to rule over them. She studied the matter carefully and concluded it was entirely true. Most people are terrible at planning, barely if at all literate, impulsive and violent, sexist and stupid. If you ask them how their county ought to be governed they propose less taxes and more public-goods." She uses the Baseline, rather pointedly. "Lots of them want to conquer Andoran; the most popular complaint about the Church is that it's not out there killing more infidels. It's not just an impoverished upbringing; my tutors' children, raised alongside me, are stupider,and have worse judgment, and handle themselves worse in negotiations. My best guess is that half of nobility is in the blood, and the other half in the bearing, and you actually do need both.

Now, 'better than everyone you've ever met' need not translate to 'better than everyone in Cheliax'. If nothing else, there's all the other counties, and there are Dukes, and I have never been given reason to believe I rival the Queen in any of my strengths. And so the Lady Avaricia, advertised a secret project, joined eagerly, not because she wants money - she has all the money she could reasonably want - but because there might be people there who are as good as her.

The Lady Avaricia was disappointed. The project had some children with the blood, maybe, to be nobles, but not the bearing; some who can surpass her in how fast they do arithmetic in their heads, or how desperately they want to impress the teacher, but none who actually see as far, none who can pay attention from as many angles, none who are doing anything other than trying to race down the track Keltham laid out at top speed, none who are venturing off the track every few minutes because they see so many connections, between what's being spoken and what they already knew. And Keltham, himself a child with no leadership ability to speak of, selects for his favor those who hang on his every word, because that feels, to him, like those are the ones who really understand it.

The Lady Avaricia does not blame them. They are all peasants. None of them were raised to rule because none of them were going to. The skills they lack would have been less useful to them than the skills they possess, if they'd gone off to fight demons like they were supposed to. But she is disappointed, and she is aware that she is unlike them, and she does not care to be like them; if nothing else, she thinks it'd be a loss to the project.

All this but my mother's alignment, wall-girl, isgreen.Should we go on to the parts that are orange?"









Asmodia: "It's on the wallnow in green, I guess, if it doesn't look like we can revise it retroactively. Maybe it should have been orange and that's the issue here."

"We lie to Keltham as little as possible, but the truth isn't safe either. The fact that Asmodeus is Lawful Evil is on the wall in red, not green, because, true as that fact is, Keltham has correctly seen that fact as an anomaly in the light of other lies we've told him about Asmodeus."

"Keltham makesdeductions using Laws we don't know. I'm trying as hard as I can, and I can't begin to read far enough ahead of him. To him, what you're describing about Avaricia isn't a fact about her, it's a fact about an equilibrium of forces we don't understand that hold Avaricia in place, like a balanced element inside a spell being hung. Forces out of real-Cheliax that even we in real-Cheliax don't understand."

"There's an Avaricia like that in real-Cheliax. Does that Avaricia exist in Taldor? Does she exist in alter-Cheliax? Does she have a Lawful Good mother? Keltham has met a fake paladin that we intended to be realistic, that paladin would not have seemed like Avaricia's father."

"It's not enough for your version of Avaricia to be above others. The others have to know that they're below her. She doesn'thide that she thinks she's better than all of us, on her first day in that strange place, she flaunts it openly and without caution, because for others not to oppose her then and call her out on it, confirms her place and her power."

"There's probably a less Asmodean version of that pride in Taldor, that's still pride. Maybe only among children whose mothers are not Lawful Good, I don't know if it's in Lastwall. I - I'm not sure how I know this, but I would bet at a very high probability that it's not in dath ilan. That Keltham will see it as something very strange and hard for him to understand, he will kneel down to peer closer, he will ask questions, he will be driven to understand it. Ione is not wrong that there is something of Nethys about him and his world -"

"I'm still not explaining this right. Keltham can feel the difference between fiction and reality, I think, on some level below all his Law and math. He knew that Manohar hadn't really put an artifact headband on me, and his thought transcripts showed that it was just - how it felt to him."

"What you did feels to me... well, it feels like fiction, first and foremost, a pose, a mask. And that's bad enough even if your alter-Avaricia would do it, because Keltham is so watchful, for signs of fiction being woven around him, we should have picked a different alter-Avaricia instead."

"Much worse is that it's fiction out of the true Cheliax, and not the alter-Cheliax we've been constructing."

"If even I can sense that, I'm very worried that Keltham can sense it too."

"Which is why you need to, yes, spell everything out very very explicitly and not take me by surprise about the way that alter-Avaricia - suddenly thrusts out a huge new theory of what it's safe for Keltham to believe about the equilibrium that produced an alter-Chelish heiress who is very much like a real-Chelish heiress."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Have you met nobles in Taldor?"









Asmodia: "Obviously not."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Theyare not actually less prideful on casual inspection than Chelish nobles.How exactly yousignifyit goes in and out of fashion, of course, but theyare like that. And some of them are Lawful Good. Not Lastwall Lawful Good, if Lastwall is your concept of Lawful Good you're going to have a hard time explainingwhy there are nobles at all,but 'it is our duty to benevolently govern our inferiors' is a Lawful Good ideology, if out of fashion among Cheliax's specific political opponents right now.

I did, actually, listen to your entire incredibly tedious speech about people being the products of all the equilibriums that hold things in the place they are, and nobles with a conception of their duty of benevolent governanceisalready implied by nobles existing at all in the society you built.That's where nobles who have to justify themselves to other peopleland.

It ismildly interesting that it sounds pretend to you and probably to Keltham, you sure might want a plan to handle that. Mine would be 'go talk to Taldane nobles until you figure out what you were missing that made reality seem fake to you'."









Asmodia: "Those are harder to kidnap, excuse me,rescue than the Taldorian refugees we have in the Facility. I'll file a request to see if the Crown has any captive Taldorian nobility on hand anyways that I could try talking to."

"I'm afraid, Avaricia, that we still have a problem with respect to you and my wall. You seem to think that you can say what ought to work and then argue me into agreeing. Problem is, the one who has to believe your story isn't me, isn't reality itself, it's Keltham."

"Keltham does not know all these things that you know. They are - complicated, like saying - not just that a ship comes in, but that it comes in from Absalom - and if Avaricia seems strange enough to him, if her perfectly reasonable and even true arguments ring wrong to him, the way he doubted that masochists really existed -"

"You believe that you're in the right and what you're doing is safe and fine because the arguments for it are so right. You're not getting it. We are fighting a precarious pitched battle in which we are outnumbered and there is no margin at all for error, because what is at stake is not whether we win but how fast we lose. We are desperately trying to lose slowly enough that we can get enough Law from Keltham before he leaves us, or maybe, even, bring him all the way over to Asmodeanism first."

"Oh, that reminds me, you may want to check in with Sevar at some point about what Keltham ought to end up thinking is Asmodeus's concern of pride. Keltham getting really unpleasant associations about that off you seems like it could interfere with Sevar's game and not just mine."

"To return to point. We're playing an absurdly complicated and delicate game, not all of whose considerations are known to you. There are gods playing that gameboard, and stranger things there haven't been time to explain to you. You need to plan out all large moves explicitly, spelled out, to me, carefully, in advance, as you take your first steps onto this gameboard; not argue to me afterwards about how your moves were the clearly correct ones after it's too late. Unless and until you prove to be better at my job and able to take over running my Wall; and if you think that's terribly likely I'd invite you to start a prediction market about it. You'll outbid me, I'm sure, but I won't mind taking your money and I expect a lot of Security will want in on the action too."

"You're currently a limbless torso propped up fetchingly against a wall because Sevar is running an experiment about mercy, possibly a temporary one. Blundering in here like this on an ordinary Asmodean project, throwing your pride around and expecting others to follow in your wake afterwards, would ordinarily get you a much more severe reminder. I am considering recommending for that at this point because you do not seem to understand how tocoordinate with others on this Project. You don't make huge moves like that with a hundred implications, and then explain to me afterwards why they were clearly the right moves because sure nobles are like that in Taldor. It is not your place to decide that the win condition for your idea is the fact that nobles are like that in Taldor. You come to me or Sevar with the idea, you politely sell it to us, we check implications you don't understand, we maybe approve it, then you do what we expected you to do and nothing more surprising than that."

"Avaricia's an asshole, fine, it's maybe too late for alter-Avaricia not to be one too, but she can't be a revealing asshole. Talk to me about what alter-Avaricia hoped to gain by offending her classmates in front of Keltham, keeping in mind that if she was just lashing out blindly then maybe alter-Asmodia and the other tier-1s would logically recommend to Keltham that alter-Avaricia not get hired or not be given a tier-1's authority."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "At this point I think I do need to get to the parts of who alter-Avaricia is that should beorange on the wall.Alter-Avaricia is not scared of you. She does not expect that if she disagrees with you you'll escalate until she is no longer capable of objecting. She does not want this job that badly, if taking this job is going to require appeasing people she thinks are worse than her. Alter-Avaricia is not in this for the money, she is not in this for the power, she is in this for the chance to meet people who might be interesting, and they haven't impressed her yet and she doesn't feel like pretending they have, even if it means Keltham doesn't hire her.

And if the game you want to play is 'no, you should in fact act like you're scared of us and act like you're desperate for Keltham to hire you, because we'll arrange to make you regret it if he doesn't, because we'll take away everything you previously had in life and make sure this is the only thing that matters to you', well, then fine, you're in charge here.

Every other one of your new hires isdesperate for Keltham to hire them.Because they don't actually believe that being a massive threat to national security who is also useless ends well, and the fact that the last batch of rejects are presently being treated well is nowhere near enough assurance on that front. You probably literally could not give them sufficient assurance on that no matter what you tried; they're stupid, but they're notthat stupid.They're people whose lives are on the line and they can't entirely act otherwise.

They're not going to be able to act like this is something they tried that might work out or might not but which would leave them perfectly fine if it didn't work out. Luckily, Keltham does not seem to have caught on about that; maybe he thinks the incentives he's offering are powerful enough to explain all their desperation.

You seem very invested in making it clear to me that I'd better be desperate for Keltham's approval, that I'd better in fact think of whether I'm hired or not as the sole determining factor of whether I have any opportunity to do anything at all with this life or the next one.

As Maillol put it, 'The moment your mother handed you over to Project Lawful, your usefulness to the Church as a proud heir to Girona County was finished. You come out of this as a Duchess, or you end up as a heretical future paving stone.'



So the question is: do you want me to act like that?



Or do you want me to act like a genius kid who has never had a job and didn't expect to ever need one, who if she fails to impress Keltham spends a couple years under house arrest and then goes back to ruling a county, who knows thatand therefore expects the project toimpress heras much as she needs toimpress it?Whoisn't scared?"









Asmodia: "I must say, I never realized until now how much of a life disability 18 Splendour could be, if it wasn't in a headband and you had no way to take it off."

"Stop trying so hard topersuade me, Avaricia. Every time you do that, I have to redirect attention away from what you're actually saying, and make metaphorical Will saves against being the sort of person who just believes anything told her by somebody with 18 Splendour."

"What I'm hearing from all of this is that alter-Avaricia doesn't make alter-Cheliax look so great, or act like she's trying to impress Keltham, and that's a better look to his Probability-Sight because somebody like that should exist and alter-Avaricia should logically be her. I'm concerned that you're vastly overestimating how much Keltham expects somebody as rude as Avaricia to exist in Golarion in the first place, I'm worried that he'll deduce something from that we don't want even if it's something that's nottrue, the more itsurprises him the more itnarrows down which surviving realities he's still in and that's our loss condition on the whole Project, he doesnot need to think that 'Governance' would send him anyone rude they could have just all been filtered out earlier..."

"As for how worried you need to be about failing out of Keltham's Project, Sevar's going incredibly far out of her way to make that less scary than usual. If that's not unscary enough for you to act unafraid then you're a liability, because we're all going to end up in more stressful situations than that, places where we might blow the whole Project, before this is over."

"I'm still considering whether we should be trying to undo any of these moves, but let's say we don't. Are you considering a romance arc where Avaricia gradually gets more impressed with Keltham and switches from being rude to him to trying to please him more?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "No, I was planning to keep not giving him the time of day. Seems implausible forallthe girls to fall all over him. Maybe eventually he realizes he doesn't have to put up with that."









Asmodia: "All right, good. I'll tell Security to monitor your thoughts about that for signs of changes, though. Among the considerations you haven't been read in on, for sheer lack of time and to avoid distractions, is that there's something like an unshattered prophecy about Keltham landing in a plane containing women who might fall for him. Keltham is very aware of that possibility and knows that it operated for himself and Sevar, but we've been trying to conceal from him how much detailed evidence there is about a lot of other cases, places where Keltham made predictions and we've hidden from him that those predictions came true."

"I don't think you'd be one of his girls, there's no evidence of any particular god having chosen you for that. But if you act hateful towards Keltham and then fall in love with him, well, I don't need to spell out how stereotypical that would be, do I? If you do fall in love we'll almost certainly have to hide it from him, under those circumstances."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Noted.



I don't hate him, I'm just continuing to reserve judgment about whether he's worth my time, as an individual separate from the things he knows about a more mathematically advanced society.

I don't hate you either, I just have arrived at a judgment on the same question with respect to you and it's that you are a peasant in a job that needs a ruler."









Asmodia: Asmodia doesn't bother trying to conceal her smile. She's genuinely amused, and wants Avaricia to know it.

"Oh, we have all sorts of special Project Lawful girls around here, in the jobs that require them. We have Nethys's chosen safety officer, Cayden Cailean's chosen faithful Asmodean who delivers warnings and cookies, the asexual who stands back and watches it all - Keltham doesn't know I'm a true asexual, by the way, that would be too much confirmation of one of his predictions, he thinks maybe I'll start to desire him at some point - and, of course, Carissa Sevar herself."

"Possibly there's room for a ruler in the mix, somewhere, if you don't hate him."

"If you think the Wall needs a ruler operating it, though, I suspect you're just wrong, what with the god who improved my ability to do that having chosen me instead of you."

"Now. Supposing for now that we accept your story. Keltham asks you why you referred to Meritxell as a peasant. After all, though Keltham doesn't say this out loud, Meritxell was, according to the story that she gave him, the daughter of a priest of Asmodeus who went looking for high-Intelligence fathers, and grew up in a temple. He's quietly wondering whether 'peasant' means something other than what we told him, or if we were lying about everyone's backgrounds."

"How does alter-Avaricia respond? You tell me that, like literally answer me as you would Keltham, and then I'll try to figure out what kind of Probability update Keltham would do about that."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Peasants are people who were raised to work a job for their daily bread. It's a very different mindset from mine. People like Meritxell think of themselves as different from people who grew up on a farm, and there are differences, but they're a lot smaller than the difference between being raised to work a job and not.



I still wouldn't've called her that after she'd done a Worldwound tour, if she'd done one. War is the sort of thing that changes - the things about you 'peasant' says."









Asmodia: "'So I'm a peasant,' says Keltham, 'and the Chief Executive of Civilization is a peasant, and only people who go to the Silent Cities - no, it was Quiet Cities - are not-peasants... I'm confused, is being a noble not work or does it not get paid? And why would the Worldwound change that, fighting at the Worldwound is work...'"

"Yes, I can tell my model of Keltham isn't perfect, you're welcome to predict out loud what he'll say and if you do a more accurate prediction maybe you get my job."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "It sounds like your civilization doesn't have this distinction, if you and the Chief Executive of Civilization would be in the same category by it. Nobles don't work for pay; their lands might grow more productive, and earn them more tax revenue, if they're governed wisely, but that's different from getting paid money in exchange for work; doing nothing in particular with your lands and just living off their rental income is perfectly respectable, if you don't have something better to do. Peasants get money from selling things they made, or selling their labor; soldiers are paid by the crown for their service in defense of the country or at the Worldwound the world; those produce different mindsets. Though honestly historically the origin of the distinction is probably that soldiers, if they're mad at you, will overthrow you, and peasants won't."









Asmodia: "Obviously my language doesn't have this distinction or the Taldane word would've translated for me, says Keltham... no, I don't know itdoesn't translate."

"Keltham just focuses directly in and asks you to explain about the mindsets in detail. It's not what he actually does, at this point, he asks some weird sideways question but I don't know what."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Peasants like passing tests. They want to please their superiors. They want to show that they belong and that they're clever and worthy. They are often insecure about that. They tend to be nervous about saying the wrong thing and sometimes even about thinking the wrong thing. What if their friends judge them?

Soldiers have noticed which kinds of tests are important to pass because you'll die otherwise, and which aren't that important. They want their superiors to have good reason to be careful with their lives. They want to show that they are competent, and they don't want to overstate their competence because that's how they end up in a situation they weren't prepared for. They tend to be nervous about actually, literally, dying, because they got into a dangerous situation and weren't ready.

Nobles have noticed which kinds of tests are important to pass because projecting competence in that specific domain will achieve specific goals that you have. The domain they operate in is small;they all know each other. They don't care about their reputation in the sense of vague unease about who will like them, but in the sense of which specific traits which specific other people know they have; they care a lot more than peasants aboutnotappearing to bow down to unjust authority, and not seeming eager to please.



And then, with your approval, I would say something flattering about how it seems possible to me that dath ilan lacks this distinction because they train everyone to be nobles without land. Which, to be clear, I doubt; but were Lady Avaricia trying to win Keltham's favor, she'd say it."









Asmodia: "Is she? Why? I thought the plan was for her to not seem to seek his approval." Her flattery won't land, but that's irrelevant if alter-Avaricia wouldn't know it.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "You've got to give a boy a little opening to try to prove himself, even if he's almost definitely going to fail, and yourself a little reason not to callhima peasant, or at least to suggest your judgment is pending. But it'd be lying, so I'm asking.

He totally is a peasant."









Asmodia: "My model of your attempted flattery is that it would entirely fail; Keltham would neither be flattered nor understand that you were trying to flatter him. The mindsets you describe for peasants, soldiers, and nobles will all sound equally alien to him. None will sound like the careful Lawful structures that Civilization teaches. Parts of all three will sound like things he was specifically trained out of. The game alter-Avaricia is playing with him, with her lie, is outside his ability to conceive."

"My model of Keltham nods with a confused expression and heads off to ask Sevar a lot of questions."

"Sevar... can probably do a fairly good job of recovering Keltham's sense that alterCheliax makes sense as a consistent universe, even though what you told him made no sense to him... but my fear is that it builds up in him a sense over time, that there is a strange reality you exposed him to, and that Sevar is trying to put him back to sleep by soothing the sharp edges away..."

"Maybe I'm underestimating Sevar here; she knows that as well as I do, and can maybe not give the appearance of soothing him. She's guided him through a lot of dangerous-sounding revelations successfully. I'll send her the transcript of what you said, and Sevar will decide if that's a path of explanation she wants to send Keltham down."

"If Keltham was actually playing this game hard against us, he'd find Tonia and askher next, not Sevar. But that would be a new class of game moves from him; his suspicions haven't apparently risen that high."

"My guess is that Sevar vetoes the lie."

"Different pathway. Keltham successfully reads the open contempt out of your voice when you talk about peasants. He asks about that."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I think I'm better than them. This might be impolite but I think it's also just true and I can defend it at length if its truth is relevant."









Asmodia: "Keltham gives you a confused look. He asks you what it means for you to be better than - well, first he asks you what the word 'impolite' means, which has translated into some completely other concept in Baseline, and then he asks you that."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I think I'm smarter, wiser, prettier, know more, think more clearly, make better decisions, and if I end up deciding to join the project will be more of an asset to it."









Asmodia: "Keltham has seen your Intelligence and Wisdom scores and is confused about your belief that they're the highest on the Project. He doesn't think it's a Conspiracy sign, though, because it's so obviously contradicted based on evidence the purported Conspiracy seems to have voluntarily given him. He goes off to ask Sevar what's up with you, and Sevar explains to him about overconfidence and people overestimating themselves, which Keltham then remembers getting taught about in a class when he was seven years old."

"That seems basically innocuous to me as a sequence of events. I predict Sevar approves. I mark that it lowers the chance that Keltham hires you. You can possibly get in anyways if you keep on outperforming at chemistry."

"Keltham asks you to do something, at some point, and you say that you need to paint your fingernails instead - feel free to substitute in whatever you'd actually say there. Keltham completely fails in every possible way to take anything resembling a hint, and asks why your fingernails are more important than washing the sulfur bins or whatever."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Well, I don't want to wash the sulfur bins, and would rather do things that are fun for me than do that, which is not fun for me."









Asmodia: "I have a sense that there's something that potentially blows up, somewhere in this vicinity, but I don't know what to ask you that will expose it. Maybe I ought to call in Ione, she has a good and possibly divine sense about things that might explode..."

"Something like, the way that all the rest of us have acted towards him, will have created an implicit sense in him of what behavior Cheliax expects from subordinates, or as he would see it, employees. You're going to violate those implicit rules, and it's going to bring the existence of those rules into sharp relief and the focus of his attention. You're - going to violate the rules in a way that shows off that you're better than them and the people who obey them; Keltham - asks you why the rest of us are jumping to obey him when you're not, and have given him such a reasonable-sounding reason why he shouldn't be obeyed? It's not what I predict actually happens, but maybe that question still gets at the - repulsive energy at the center of the molecule, that would make things fly apart and release heat..."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Respectfully can you shut up for a minute, I'm thinking."









Asmodia: "Not how respect works, Avaricia, but you have the minute."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: She is quiet for a moment.



"Keltham is accustomed to a world with practically no coercion, right, that's the core of it. He hasn't noticed any of the other students are utterly terrified of being rejected. He says things like that the homework is 'optional'. When he gives orders, they're followed, and he throws lots of money at everyone, and in his world there wouldn't be - couldn't be - any threat there. He has not thought about how much coercion everyone everywhere is subject to even in alterCheliax. Yes?"









Asmodia: "Sevar's domain, my understanding here is inferior to hers. But yes. Keltham does not know where alterCheliax - no, where the true Golarion is, inside the spread of possibilities. He's given Sevar explicit permission not to tell him right away, when the truth will seem that dark to him."

"He hasn't noticed in part because he cannot read our expressions, he cannot read our voices, unless we show it to him very loudly by Chelish standards; the edges of that which slip around our control are wholly invisible to him. It may be related to how he has difficulty telling apart new non-dath-ilani without nametags."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "So the problem is that anyone actinggenuinely uncoercedaround Keltham, anyone declining to shovel his acid pits or inhale his noxious fumes, shatters the whole illusion. I don't care if that's Sevar's domain, it needs to be on that wall.



Have you considered that maybe you have your job because everyone with sense refused it?"









Asmodia: "I have my job for the same reason that Sevar has hers, because literally nobody else can do it, and I already told you all that the job drives anyone who does it insane."

"Keltham thinks we're shoveling his acid pits for our generous salaries and the promise of vast wealth if the Project succeeds. Or that Ione is there in hopes of following him when he leaves Golarion - that part's probably true - or that Pilar is in it because it's what Asmodeus wants from her - again true - or that Sevar loves him and wants to create Lawful Evil Civilization here."

"Dath ilan has histories about people like us, doing grand projects like this, who aren't there out of fear, and who'd inhale his noxious fumes for money if there was going to be healing afterwards."

"Showing him that the world is not like that would be ahuge step, Sevar's game alone, her call absolutely and her timing on it. I expect we're supposed to time it for after Keltham is turned more than halfway Evil, if he ever is. If you can't figure out how upset the Chosen of Asmodeus would be about you usurping her moves there, I'll have Security float your torso over to her and Sevar can explain in person."

"'We're doing this because we're getting paid' and 'nobody is threatening us' are already on the wall, almost the first sentences I wrote, but I'll rewrite them at greater length and larger letters. I suppose it's hardly adequate to the depth of the orange."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "That's the wrong thing to write on the wall. You don't want us to act like we're not being threatened; if not threatened, I don't shovel acid pits. You want us to act likethe consistent obedience Keltham has experienced from everyone up to this pointwas the product of some kind of - non-threat-based-social-habit-against-insubordination that youhaven't invented."









Asmodia: "The existing Tiers were slated for the Worldwound, before Cheliax pulled us for the Project. We are all the sort of people who were expecting to accept much harsher regimens of obedience, as Keltham has now heard, in exchange for pay and the chance to grow as wizards and because somebody had to do it."

"In honesty, Lady Avaricia, I find myself thinking that the truth of alter-Cheliax was that Avaricia was an interesting candidate but a poor fit for Keltham's Project. She's not the sort to shovel acid pits, not for knowledge like Ione, not for Asmodeus's interests like Pilar, not for pride in outperforming like Meritxell, not angling for vast future wealth like Asmodia, not in exchange for more present wealth than she ever imagined like Tonia, certainly not for love like Sevar. What other motive could alter-Avaricia have, in alter-Cheliax?"

"It'd be unfortunate to see you go, and take your knowledge of alchemy with you. Maybe Keltham would be willing to create a non-acid-pit-shoveling position for you, I don't know how dath ilan feels about that."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Alter-Avaricia wanted to see if anyone here was smart or competent. I'm indeed reaching the conclusion that none of you are, and that your project is so doomed it's probably better to get clear of it now than die spectacularly with it when it dies spectacularly next week. But I assume you disagree with me, and think that if she talked with her fellow project-members she'd think some of them were smart and competent after all? And in that case she'd stay; competence is a precious thing."









Asmodia: "I fear, Lady Avaricia, that we are too busy about our god-given tasks to prove our worth to you. I hardly know how I'll find time to train the Most High's successor, when the Most High presents me with a suitable candidate, at this rate. Sevar must scarcely ever get to see her other lover, the Queen, as she plans out the new form of Asmodeanism..."

"I have the strangest sense that I ought to send you out with Pilar Pineda on some sort of life-changing journey? But Pilar's also busy. I'm not sure she's even around, right now, tonight might be her weekly night for sweeping Egorian clear of any new spies."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "- that's not how to impress people if you haven't tortured them at length first. Just so you know."









Asmodia: She was sort of hoping Pilar would suddenly be here, with a cookie and a solution, but apparently not.

"I'm not trying to impress you, Avaricia. Carissa Sevar doesn't, Keltham out of dath ilan doesn't, I rather doubt I can. Just being wry about how you'll never match a fraction of our actual accomplishments."

"But it's not my job to correct you. Only to correct your story."

"My sense is that this story currently ends with Keltham choosing not to hire you, unless you keep up an Abyss of a lead in chemistry."

Asmodia's sense is that Avaricia is a liability to Project Lawful and alter-Avaricia should quit it in disgust before real-Avaricia blows it up, but this need not be said aloud. It is, in fact, not Asmodia's decision.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "If you have some other specific personality you are authorizing me to have instead, I'm listening."









Asmodia: "I'm a peasant and Sevar's wearing a dress that isn't bespoke enough. Neither of us seem likely to be able to envision a coherent alternate way for nobility to be. Maybe Maillol or Subirachs will have ideas that aren't just 'In fact, inexorable logic has now revealed that alter-Cheliax nobility is as useless as Taldor nobility, given that nobody in alter-Cheliax is threatening them into working.' I'm drawing a blank."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: That's not what she said.

What she said wasimportant for the projectand thisidiot peasantis too self-righteous to evenhearit.



This is such a waste of time and shecan't just walk away from it.



"I see. Well, absent authorization to do otherwise, I will as ordered act as I would in alter!Cheliax. It is my sincere and heartfelt hope that this will not continue to be as confusing to you as it was today."









Asmodia: Message: Security, take her away and give Sevar the transcripts when she's got a free moment. Not worth interrupting her, but I do not consider this situation successfully handled by me.









lintamande: Security will do that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is blissfully ignorant of all this and engrossed in her favorite activity, glibness sword making.









Security: Security will store Lady Eullia Avaricia de Torso somewhere conveniently nearby, then, and silently and respectfully leave the Chosen a clearly-marked-nonurgent note over a transcript sheaf, to check at her leisure.









Carissa Sevar: Well this sure is some children unproductively sniping at each other.









Carissa Sevar: "Look, when Keltham wanted to get to know Her Infernal Majesty, she arranged aduck pond,where she sat feeding the ducks and looking burdened by her duties, and talked to Keltham for ten minutes and he was very rude and she corrected him gently and wished him good luck. Do you think you're above that?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "- no!No one told me to do that!Are youauthorizingthatdeviationfrom alter-Cheliax?"









Carissa Sevar: "At this point I am somewhat inclined to declare that, yeah, another weird difference between alter!Cheliax and real Cheliax is that for no particular reason you're pleasant to work with. If I declare that what will you do."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: " - I suppose work out with Meritxell why I call her 'peasant'? Maybe she calls me some mildly derogatory, yet lighthearted, term for the alterCheliax nobility."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa finds herself tremendously tempted to declare that yes, great, that's this situation solved and she can go back to the swords now.



She has a sneaking suspicion that's not the case.



Where's Asmodia gotten to.









Asmodia: Sitting in front of a pile of Taldorian books, one of which she's reading, with the Chelish intelligence officer assigned to Project Lawful standing nearby.

(There isn't time for Asmodia to have read all of the books in the 'has read' pile, but nobody will notice this fact. Probably Carissa Sevar was just working on her glibness swords for a while!)









Carissa Sevar: "Do you want Avaricia off the project?"









Asmodia: "I admit, saying that feels to me like failure, and I don't like failing. But I'm not able to salvage this situation on my own, and if my superiors don't have better ideas, I'm sure not stepping forth to declare I'll take responsibility for keeping her."









Carissa Sevar: "I can just tell her we're authorizing the lie that she's a pleasant person who doesn't behave rudely, but I wasn't sure if you had hesitated to do that because you expect it to cause problems somewhere else."









Asmodia: "It's inconsistent with her previously shown behavior, we'd need a backstory about how and why she was trolling. I guess that's doable, it may lose us a quarter-two but so does any other recovery I can see, but -"

"We've got two problems here, fitting her into alter-Cheliax, and her lack of subordination."

"The whole thing with the nobility is too large. We don't want Kelthamlooking at things that are this large and confusing to him, I don't think. By the time he had answers that would satisfy his curiosity, he'd have learned far too much about Golarion and advanced the timelines toward Project failure."

"I'm not having much luck predicting what he'd learn, either. First I asked what Keltham would deduce from the existence of Avaricia, and then I gave up on it and asked what I woulddeduce myself if I landed in another plane next to an Avaricia, and I'm not making much progress on that either, besides that I clearly wouldn't be in dath ilan or Lastwall."

"My most brilliant idea so far is to try cursing her with reduced Splendour to see if she's a manageable subordinate without all that driving will and persuasiveness. I reviewed the transcript of my earlier interview with her and, you could make a case that she told me what she'd do, but she didn't spell it out and I failed to notice how much we weren't discussing any exact details. I was distracted by her acting like a stereotype, my being certain that was a pose, and my not wanting to admit that I couldn't figure out why she was pretending. Part of me was still scared of her, and she knew that and used it, and I didn't want to admit failure about it by calling her on it. I should have told her that this was a serious occasion and to stop with the games, or gone to Maillol to admit my inability to handle her, then."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, if we don't want Keltham looking closely at the whole concept of nobility -and I agree we probably don't - then maybe there's just no way to have nobility on the project for him to repeatedly get a close look at. Though separately it seems good for you to get some practice at noticing when you're avoiding a problem because it'd be embarrassing to admit you have it.

My current guess is that she knows how to play many different games but not necessarily how to stop playing games."









Asmodia: "I don't think anyone on this Project knows how to not play games at all, besides possibly Keltham, and he does that by not knowing they exist. He's probably got Law for it too, sure, but right now it's by not knowing our games exist."

"The frustrating thing about this is that I can see that Avaricia's deficiency is a Law deficiency. Keltham could teach her to stop with the constant Splendour and then she'd be useful, if Keltham were already on our side. I could teach her to be corrigible, if I was ready to teach the next Most High, which I'm not. She's here too early! She wouldn't be as much of a shock to Keltham if she'd arrived later in our timelines when he was more knowledgeable or more corrupted. I'd maybe be able to handle her if I had more task experience."

"What Iwant to do is tell Avaricia that she's won, proved that she's superior to Asmodia and won the game and shown that Asmodia can't possibly manage her along with the others, so now she gets to go to Hell and be impressed by the competent devils there. That's not what's best for the Project, probably, but I'm having some difficulty thinking past it."









Carissa Sevar: "Not what''s best for the project because we'll make faster progress on chemistry if we have her? I'm not particularly willing to trade any chemistry progress for strain on the wall. Or not what's best for the project because weird students mysteriously quitting is definitely likelier in Conspiracy?"









Asmodia: "Because it would be a weird coincidence Probability-wise if what was the most fun to think about was also the best strategy for repairing my wall."

"In terms of - things that are, in a way, close to reality, but also things that don't look likely in Conspiracy - suppose she keeps acting like that, she gives her theory of nobility, the rest of us are like 'what the fuck are you talking about, nobles are supposed to be moderately competent people and not such overt assholes on Government projects even if they're assholes, we don't want to work with this person', it's obvious Governance made a mistake by sending her here, Keltham doesn't hire her, none of this is anything a competent Conspiracy would cleverly plan."

"She's created somebody who's plausibly an annoying asshole from alter-Cheliax. Maybe the least nitwit-clever thing we can do is just let that play out in the obvious way where alter-Cheliax doesn't hire her."









Carissa Sevar: "Does she cooperate with that?"









Asmodia: "Ask Security or Maillol, not me. Impersonators and Dominate Person are both things, as are threats of real torture."

"If sending her to Hell is a political problem, why not turn her into a statue for a couple of years until the Project is no longer classified? I don't think Keltham would find it too surprising that her mother could arrange about paying for Security around her, or unusual ways to keep secrets, to explain why she's not at the fortress and not quickly accessible?"









Carissa Sevar: "I want to think about it but it seems - plausibly workable, and only requires keeping this up for the rest of the week."









Asmodia: "Separately, I request the ability to call in Korva Tallandria on this, or other Project personnel as they seem like they would have relevant knowledge on future problems. Korva seems like somebody who'd have ideas based on our interview and her thought transcripts. But commanding others' assistance at doing my job is not explicitly within the scope of my current authority, and today I've learned a valuable lesson about the importance of not surprising your superiors and getting explicit authorizations."









Carissa Sevar: " - sure, go ahead."









Asmodia: "That's all I had."









Carissa Sevar: - well, she'll go back to making swords. But more uneasily.









dath ilan: The problem with this entire plan, of course, is that it relies on a non-dath-ilani being able to predict how a dath ilani reacts to anything, at all.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 21 (17) / Morning









Keltham: Keltham's taking this day a bit slower. He's hopefully potentially given the new candidates anything they can do with their time, if they want to play around with known chemical reactions and try to master Prestidigitation chemistry on their own, and they've got math to catch up on too.









Keltham: He'll spend the morning being mean to poor Yaisa...









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 21 (17) / Lunch









Keltham: ...have lunch brought to him privately, so he can eat quietly, and disappoint anybody anticipating or dreading a Keltham-Avaricia encounter...









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 21 (17) / Early Afternoon









Keltham: ...do all the things, wizard practice, scroll practice, reading magical theory books...

They've turned up some alchemy books for him too, by now, and... wow. Just wow.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 21 (17) / Late Afternoon









Keltham: Keepers-only lecture to Meritxell, Pilar, and Asmodia. Small class, less to keep track of, and Keltham's brain isn't totally happy with existing a whole day at a time without giving anything visible back to his Chelish hosts. He'd feel better if he was renting an apartment-module and location-foundation more explicitly; part of his brain still thinks he's a guest in somebody else's house, invited in on the expectation of interesting discussions.









Keltham: He'll lead with a children's fable about different ways to relate to the possibility of being wrong and finding out truths. Being able to notice andchoose between the ways you'd relate to the act of realizing mind-shaking truths would probably be one of the keys to avoiding ending up as a failed Keeper, or, Keltham supposes, trying to become a Keeper on purpose.









Keltham: Here's another children's fable about a child who insists that there's an invisible Non-Translating-Fictional-Creature in their closet, but always refuses to bet on any observable that, you might normally think, would tend to go along with there being an Invisible Creature in that closet.

The point of this fable is to learn to distinguish between subjective states of:

- Really actually modeling something as true in an uncomplicated way, and unhesitatingly deriving the valid consequences of that and anticipating them to happen to you as future experiences; eagerly betting on those if you think others don't have even more information.

- Thinking youought to believe something, for reasons that include deliberative arguments for why the thing is true; while other parts of you have some wordless other model in which the thing isn't true, the corresponding observables shouldn't actually be anticipated to happen to you, any bets like that will lose money and any promised rewards won't really be delivered to you.

This will create a kind of internal tension that shouldn't be too hard to learn to categorize over and learn perceptual reflexes about, if you can spot it on a couple of previous occasions... actually that seems like something that should be heavily Wisdom-loaded? If somebody thinks they've caught themselves doing this, or is wondering if they're doing this, they should quickly ask for an Owl's Wisdom so that they can see the internal feelings sharply and learn to recognize them on future occasions.

- Endorsing a verbal statement for social or other reasons that give you a non-accuracy-maximized payoff structure for the outward verbal behavior, such as, for example, your friends saying things and you wanting to smile and agree with them.

If you fail at some other mental exercises kids are taught, there'll probably be an internal pressure to believe the verbal statement: that's a very short route to smiling and agreeing that doesn't create painful internal dilemmas about violating the rules against lying, and your brain knows that. Don't rely on being able to notice how the actual-belief pressures are running into contradictory evidence or counterarguments; you want to catch this at the introspective stage of noticing the pressure-to-endorse at all, and just switch off that pressure. Not believe the opposite, reversed stupidity isn't intelligence after all, but switching off the pressure.



To sum up, the idea is roughly that you want to explicitly categorize and notice the subjective difference between:

- What you ought to believe, which is also usually the feeling of a verbal argument supporting something;
- What your brain is actually modeling and anticipating happening to you;
- What you think you'll be rewarded for believing, especially socially.

You want to notice when the first two get out of alignment and start producing standard symptoms of internal disalignments along those fault lines. As for that awful third thing, of course, you want to notice the feeling and destroy/switch-off that pressure inside yourself; leaving only an observation about some bad incentive structure that needs to be repaired if it can be, and ignored if it can't be.

This is all standard stuff for dath ilani children and doesn't turn them into Keepers. Does it sound like something that's liable to cause people to fracture in weird ways if you teach it to somebody from Golarion and they already grew up as adults not knowing it?









Asmodia: Obviously YES but if she SAYS THAT then Keltham will ask for an EXAMPLE and if she says NO then Keltham will TEACH THIS TO EVERYONE TOMORROW.









lintamande: "I think my mother doesn't love me," says Meritxell aloud, a little wonderingly. "Um, that might - I don't actually know - that that's an example - because, because it's not like it'd be better to figure out when you're five -"









Keltham: "Okay, if you figured that out in the first minutes of having this in your head, but not earlier, I can see how there might possibly be a problem."


"...I'm also not seeing how to progress past the nine-year-old level of Lawfulness without people acquiring the ability to make internal distinctions on this level, either."









Pilar : "Do we actually have any otherideas besides just dropping it on everyone, seeing if they can handle it, and if they can't handle it, they can go to Hell."









Keltham: "I try to teach people a bunch of other stuff first, and hope that makes it better rather than worse."









Asmodia: "Is that how you expect it to work?"









Keltham: "Not particularly."



"...we could run a very small conditional prediction market about the results of the two approaches, is what my brain keeps suggesting, but I don't - actually expect that to help us very much, there's just too few of us."









Pilar : "I'm up for being taught literally all of this stuff immediately, and seeing if that turns me into a Keeper, or at least, someone who can figure out exactly how dangerous it all is and how to handle this whole situation."









Keltham: "You're that confident it can't hurt you?"









Pilar : "Yes, and if not, I'm confident I'll survive, and if not, I'm fine going to Hell."

"Is there any path forwards that doesn't involve somebody taking that risk, at some point? Because I'm the obvious person to do it."









Keltham: "I think the alternative is supposed to be taking all of the risks more slowly so that we can take fewer of those risks at one time, and learn from experience on some of them before taking on some of the others. There's a difference between acknowledging that we have to take those risks eventually, and saying that we're certain the best path is for you to take all of them at once."









Pilar : "Premature caution is expensive, slow, and not fun. How about if you make a very sincere effort to break me and we see if that does literally anything?"









Asmodia: Pilar, are you sure this is how alter-Pilar -









Pilar : He had me stabbed in the thigh yesterday and then healed it right away and didn't do anything else so YES.









Keltham: "I think I'm just going to give up on a certain internal struggle and, since your literal sanity is at stake here, double-check to make very sure that you mean the version of that where I'm telling you everything that I'm scared will break people from Golarion."









Pilar : She's only even pretending to be pretending to be in denial about anything! And she's still annoyed by this boy insisting on spelling everything out! There's a reason it's called subtext!


"Tell me everything that you're scared will break people from Golarion."









Keltham: "I'll... consider it. Not the sort of decision I'd want to make instantly."

"Meritxell, I'd try saying this by Message, but apparently then Asmodia just sees where the Message is going anyways, and my further actions would make your answer deducible anyways. You want to continue the lesson, or go off and mull things and see what else shakes loose? Details by Message if you want those private."









lintamande: "I'm fine," Meritxell says curtly. " - actually I'm not fine but I don't want to miss out on the rest of the lesson."









Keltham: "The alternative isn't you missing out on the lesson, it's that we break and resume another day and you don't miss anything -"

"You know, never mind, I shouldn't even have asked you, these things would beexpected to have latent effects, not just immediate effects, and it's stupid not to give those another day to develop and observe before piling anything else on."









Pilar : "You're insulting Meritxell here."









Keltham: "Overruled, sticking to my theme. This isn't just a challenge to your ability to learn Law without getting hurt, it's an experiment where I'm figuring out how to teach Law. When you're experimenting it is sometimes considered wise to apply one experimental manipulation at a time so you can distinguish their effects."

"In my current state of uncertainty, that seems wiser than the equal and opposite advice, which is to start by testing all of your interventions simultaneously to see if any of them do anything."









Asmodia: Pilar, back off. You know Meritxell's lying, Keltham doesn't.









Pilar : "Fair. Apologies." It seems like the right Kelthamism for the circumstance.









Keltham: Lesson suspended for the day - for reasons of experimental distinctions, not because he thinks Meritxell couldn't handle more.

Meritxell has first claim on his evening, if she expects it to be useful to her to be around a dath ilani while any further thoughts are playing out? It's the same offer he'd make to Carissa, whom Keltham does not particularly think of as weak, under similar circumstances.









lintamande: That's very sweet of him. She ...kind of wants to get drunk and have sex without talking about anything at all, is he up for that?









Keltham: Uh, sure. He hasn't witnessed this 'drunk' thing and is kinda curious.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 21 (17) / Evening









lintamande: Meritxell hopes that her SACRIFICES FOR THE PROJECT are APPRECIATED and appropriately REWARDED.

She's going to get drunk but much less drunk than she appears to be getting, and then cry on Keltham and tell him that he's smart and pretty and nice and it's tragic how he won't hurt her just because she's not into it.









Keltham: He'll awkwardly hug her, awkwardly have sex with her, and wonder why in the flaming violet blazes anybody would voluntarily take this mind-affecting drug.









lintamande: "I deserve a medal or something."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, yes, good job. You should actually go sober up."









lintamande: "'m not drunk. - I mean, yes, sir."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 22 (18)









Keltham: ACID DAY!









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: The Lady Avaricia, since her superiors hate her and are trying to kill her, will reluctantly be impressive on acid day. Keltham might have been unimpressed with the alchemy books because of their habit of venturing bizarre claims with no evidence to back them and bizarre theories with no sense of what tests would approve or disprove them, but she's used to that and has spent a while thinking through which of their claims make more sense in light of Keltham's 'chemistry', and how they're best translated into chemistry terms.

She wouldn't want to dominate the class, though, if anyone else has sketched out likely chemical structures of various alchemical compounds based on what the standard introductory textbooks say about their characteristics. No? Well, probably that's because they were instead working out why there are such differences in the reported boiling temperatures of various alchemical mixtures, in light of what Keltham's taught about chemistry? Also no? Maybe some of them want to improve her speculative work on which Golarion-substances are which elements?









Keltham: Keltham seems appropriately impressed with Lady Avaricia's work! If he's upset or even, in fact, noticing Avaricia being incredibly dismissive and condescending towards everyone else here including him, it doesn't show! At all!

Much progress on acid synthesis is made today! Not to the point where they can complete a full production cycle on using sulfuric acid to make twice as much more sulfuric acid! But they're not going to be able to do that until Keltham can improvise something with linear reaction to temperature, that doesn't break down at relatively higher temperatures, calibrate it off one of those incredibly scary and dangerous 'mercury thermometers' that was sent to him, and figure out what temperature is... converting units to obvious landmarks... higher than the melting point of water by 450% of the difference between the melting point of water and the boiling point of water.

Maybe there's something he can do with the thermal expansion of a metal, instead of the expansion of liquid mercury... that requires him to have something to use as a measuring stick, though, and the measuring stick needs to not also be expanding... well, he could use the difference in expansion between different metals, maybe, you could hope for that to be linear... but you'd need a pretty fine-grained view of the differences, going from melting-water to boiling-water will only expand a metal by on the order of 0.1%, if he's got figures roughly right, and using another metal as the reference point would diminish that even further...

Does Lady Avaricia have any ideas for that? Also any ideas for identifying element-23?

If they had a way to measure the target temperature and element-23 - and possibly some way to distill Element-8 'oxygen', though maybe regular air works for that, Keltham isn't sure, or regular air works if you purify it - though all the spells Keltham has read about so far seem unfortunately aimed towards producing a sphere of air, clear of say burning sulfur, and not so much purifying air that you can then use to burn sulfur - but maybe you can pump air out of the purified sphere and it stays pure - or maybe a sufficiently extreme cold spell or Ice-elemental spell would let them liquify air and distill out the oxygen - then they could maybe even complete a full production cycle on sulfuric acid / 'oil of vitriol'! If all goes well, they'll even be able to produce the more expensive high-purity high-concentration 'distilled oil of vitriol' that people usually buy from Hell or the City of Brass!

'Lady Avaricia' is her most preferred form of address, check? The name on her nametag is complicated.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: One doesn't usually leave other names off a first introduction or a 'nametag', as that'd be denying information to the sort of person who knows how to interpret it, but it's fine to call her something shorter, such as Lady Avaricia.

Mercury thermometers can measure up to three, maybe four, times the difference between the melting point and the boiling point of water. She's not herself worried about their dangerousness but he could do all manipulations remotely with unseen servants if he is. She thinks people've tried almost everything that's cheaper to get than mercury and it's actually just much better; there's not a lot of likelihood they're going to trying at random invent something better in that temperature range, and if she were going outside it she'd probably try mercury admixtures.

The first thing she'd try to find element-23 would be to ask an alchemist supplier for false-spellsilvers that are acid resistant - is she right that element-23 is acid-resistant, it looks like it ought to be.









Keltham: If they can figure out element-31, element-49, andelement-50, then mixing those in proportions of 68.5% element-31, 21.5% element-49, and 10% element-50 will create a famous weird alloy that melts at slightly under the melting point of water and... probably goes higher than mercury before it vaporizes? And is relatively not toxic, though you still wouldn't want to, like, drink a glass of that? That's what Civilization uses when it wants metal that's liquid at room temperature. If anybody knows about a light metal with a very low melting point, that's possibly element-31...

...like, probably not doable, but Keltham thought it was worth mentioning. If they knew about element-31 they could use it in thermometers directly, for that matter, unless Keltham is missing some reason why that would work with mercury but not gallium.



The problem with identifying element-23 isn't going to be finding candidates, it's going to be figuring out which candidate is right. Keltham can't really think of any easy element-23 tests. He doesn't have the melting point memorized, or the density, and he's drawing a blank on any other famous chemical reactions that involve vanadium. It should be relatively light but it's not the lightest metal. He's not even sure offhand if it's acid-resistant, the stage of the process where it's used doesn't involve a completed acid.

If Keltham can Prestidigitate calcium or some other nearby metal into behaving like vanadium by directly manipulating the similarity of its outer electromagnetic shell, and build a spectroscope, they could maybe burn the fake vanadium to see how it looks under a spectroscope, and burn real relatively-light metals under a spectroscope, and figure out which real metal looks like fake vanadium. Possibly.

Have they got something that breaks up light into component frequencies, or 'colors' as they'd have it here, along a linear spectrum that runs from red to blue within its visible part?









lintamande: - you can do that with most crystals.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I have diamond earrings in my room which you may borrow, assuming I'll either get them back intact or be given compensation to replace them."









Keltham: All right. The tech behind a spectroscope seems relatively simple. Next on the plan is building a spectroscope, seeing how it plays with Prestidigitated and natural materials as they get burned within a flame of standardized temperature - they should see about getting a 'bound fire elemental' for that possibly, it seems like the sort of heat output that might be possibly more standardized than burning wood or candles - and then seeing if Keltham can Prestidigitate calcium ash or a different metal into burning the color spectrum that element-23 should burn, given its orbitals, and that'll give them a reference point for looking through fake spellsilvers.

Is there any sort of magic for magnifying things enormously, like Keltham might use to zoom in on a less than 0.1% divergence in the thermal expansion of two different metals?









lintamande: There's not magic for that which anyone here knows of.









Keltham: Consider that general research field marked as important.

Among the general facts that Civilization knows is that there is a LOT you can do with sufficiently finely applied forces.

If there were some way to make people ten times larger, wizards ten times smaller, and then look inside of people's bodies, for example, you could probably use just a Mage Hand to apply permanent reversible male contraception, eg via tying a little bow-tie knot in the channel that conducts sperm to semen.

Oh, uh, in case nobody's mentioned it to the new candidates, very cheap contraception that can be afforded and used even by very stupid people is one of the standing requests from Chelish Governance. Without that, increasing agricultural yields relative to reference farmland, or improving anti-plague measures relative to a reference urban density, might only get you larger or denser populations until they get hungry again or sick again.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: - that's actually clever. She approves.









Keltham: All right, this was a long day but it feels at least to him like they are on an exciting journey of discovery that hopefully soon reaches something saleable.

Thanks Lady Avaricia, if she was trying to impress him, she succeeded.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "If I were trying to impress you I'd be glad to hear that, I guess."









Keltham: Keltham will avoid suggesting in the future that she might be trying to impress him.

Good night, everybody!









Keltham:









Keltham:









Ione Sala: "Sevar, Asmodia, Pilar, can we have a moment?"









Carissa Sevar: Sure can.









Ione Sala: "We're doomed."

"She's a trope."









Carissa Sevar: " - is she? I think she's just an obnoxious person who inconveniently had a more well-rounded education than the rest of us."









Ione Sala: "She's a dath ilani 'eroLARP' trope, and Keltham has already recognized her and is dealing with her however dath ilani tropes say he's supposed to."

"She's next going to turn out to have a sexual fetish that conveniently matches up with him and will be touched by a god."









Carissa Sevar: "Well I guess at least you're making predictions. He did seem to be -

- not confused."









Asmodia: "That's really not good. We have to - figure out some way to undo the evidence that presents for tropes, make Keltham think she's not really whatever trope she is -"

"Except eventhat -thatitself would be too suspicious - after I told Keltham I wasn't really an asexual. If, oh, it turns out on another look, Avaricia is not really whatever she is - that's way too much of a trend -"

"This really isn't good."









Ione Sala: "I DON'T WANT HER IN THE HAREM EITHER."









Carissa Sevar: "Dies in an acid explosion? Too easy to just resurrect her. Quits in a huff? There's still that..."









Asmodia: "Her quitting would look pretty uncharacteristic for tropes... or a competent Conspiracy... but not for Conspiracy trying to hide tropes, what with that being exactly who we are."

"Ione, are you sure."









Ione Sala: "Can you think of some other reason why the incredibly Lawful Good society of dath ilan, with nothing like nobility, would have a recognizable concept for extremely arrogant, condescending, rude, dismissive people like that?"









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 23 (19) / Morning









Keltham: Okaythis time Keltham remembers to request Glimpse of Beyond during prayer, and to send out early messages to Carissa, Meritxell, and Yaisa requesting them to prepare Alter Self during their morning spell prep and see him immediately thereafter. (Yaisa didn't particularly remind Keltham after he forgot to keep their appointment last time, but maybe the switcharound is for the better Security-wise.)









lintamande: They do so and show up at approximately all the same time. "Doesn't Keltham have several additional girlfriends?" Yaisa wonders aloud.









Keltham: "Am I missing anybody in particular obviously on this list?"

That would be a pretty worrisome fact if so.









lintamande: "...Asmodia? Ione?"









Keltham: "Do you have reason to believe I've fucked either of those people?"









lintamande: "....just that you vanish to your cuddleroom with them in the evenings frequently."









Keltham: "I've been on...a date with Ione that didn't go to the cuddleroom, and I think I've gone to bed with Asmodia twice? Like actual bedroom bed, not cuddleroom bed. Do you have reason to believe this isn't the case, and if so do you remember which night it was?"









lintamande: " - just what Paxti said. She - might've said 'bedroom', because they're...the same thing."









Carissa Sevar: "I doubt they'd mind doing an Alter Self too even though you definitely haven't been mind-controlled to forget you fucked them."









Keltham: "Neither of them have signed that contract! For obvious reasons! I guess I could ask anyways, but -"

"Carissa, on your own view of reality, how confused am I supposed to be right now?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I am not surprised that the rumor mill among the bored girls who got removed from the project mixed up dates and cuddleroom sessions, so it's not very confusing to me? Rumor mills are just like that; they're not following you and Ione around on a date to find out where it ends. I feel like if there were a Conspiracy here probably they would have told Yaisa not to say the Conspiracy out loud to you for no reason. But that said I suspect that both Asmodia and Ione would be willing for a fairly trivial amount of money to do an Alter Self if it gives you peace of mind."









Keltham: "Okay, you know, let's just get this Self-Altering done. And then I'll track down Paxti and see what she thinks happened. Just to make sure that nobody is accidentally sliding between nearly-neighboring parallel universes, because that is very an 'eroLARP' trope."









Carissa Sevar: Why is her life like this. Or rather why is dath ilani fiction, which her life needs to be not mistakeable for, like this.









lintamande: They all cast Alter Self and turn into boys! To Glimpse of Beyond/Glimpse of Truth they still look like their normal selves! They all turn back as the spell wears off (you can stop it early but then you risk Keltham worrying about whether the duration matters).









Keltham: Actually! Keltham will cast Glimpse of Beyond - unwarned, but Carissa has probably guessed it's coming, since she's the one who suggested that - and verify he can see the correct original people beneath them.

And then Keltham will immediately turn around and look the other way once he's done that, and ask how long the spell needs to stay up. If it's not long, they can change back now.









lintamande: Ah, okay, cool! They'll all do that. Most girls find it kind of uncomfortable to be boys, and vice versa.









Keltham: Yeah his sexuality was apparently less than totally okay with seeing that.

Somebody needs to hurry up on that Male Bisexuality Enhancement, this is ridiculous.









Keltham: Keltham goes looking for Paxti.









Iarwain: Paxti did notice Ione and Keltham slipping off on a date at dinnertime. She heard about the Asmodia/Keltham date from Pela.









Keltham: Okay, but did she see Ione and Keltham going from dinnertoa cuddleroom?









Iarwain: ...no?









Keltham: Keltham will go ask Pela whatshe thinks happened between Keltham and Asmodia. What does Pela think she knows, and how does Pela think she knows it?









lintamande: Pela has a familiar, a bird, and it was out flying and saw them. It wasn't spying, that'd be creepy, it was just getting some air, and she has a little page of pictures for it to point at because it's good practice to communicate with your familiar, and it pointed at 'Keltham' and 'Asmodia' and 'bed.'

...did she do something wrong?









Keltham: Not particularly. Keltham is trying to figure out if people are going sideways through alternate universes, or, if that's not what's going on, get a grasp on how 'rumors' operate inside Golarion.

Did Pela herself tell other people that Keltham and Asmodia were having sex, or that he'd gone to his cuddleroom with Asmodia, or just describe to them what her familiar had said?









lintamande: Well, over lunch Jacme said that Keltham must be sleeping with half the students by now, and Yaisa said it wasn't half, and Paxti said it was Ione Carissa Meritxell Yaisa at a minimumand then Pela said Asmodia too, her familiar was out flying and saw them together in bed, and everyone said huh, and then they started speculating about who Keltham would sleep with next. They know he's not sleeping with Pilar because she'd look way cheerfuller.









Keltham: ...okay that soundssort of like maybe 'rumors' happen when people don't rigorously distinguish their observations from their inferences.

Keltham guesses that sounds plausible???


...he'll keep an eye out for signs that there's some kind of massive trope-related sideways reality slippage going on and the Conspiracy is trying to hide it from him, he guesses. Though under the circumstances, this seems less like classical Conspiracy, and more like something where people like Yaisa don't know and will blurt things out in front of him??

...Keltham wishes he had some sort of reference magical world with Average Intelligence 10, known to have no Conspiracy or tropes, so he could know whether 'rumors' were a totally reasonable phenomenon to be occurringthere.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 23 (19) / Late Morning









Keltham: How's Meritxell doing on her Possibly Dangerously Destabilizing Mental Technique Acquisition experiment? Any further awful revelations since then?









lintamande: Yeah, she's got a bit of a list.

- her mother never loved her

- she thought that getting the best grades and being the smartest would make her mother love her, but it wouldn't have worked

- when the baby died, and she had a stomachache for a month, those were probably related, even though she thought she wasn't sad because it was only a baby

- the reason she doesn't have close friends is that she feels uncomfortable when people are nice to her

- she doesn't really want Keltham towant to hurt her,she wants him to look at her like he does at Carissa, and Keltham hurting her probably wouldn't even accomplish that



"There's a couple more but they're, uh, kind of private, unless you really need more examples for some reason."









Keltham: Understood, and he's sorry for having had to ask. He's grateful to Meritxell for reporting to him on this; he needs to know what's happening.

Meritxell's report... basically sounds right, it sounds like a bunch of things somebody would notice after suddenly acquiring Law-shaped skills you didn't have for the rest of your life, and a lot like what happened to Keltham after he got hit by an Owl's Wisdom.

Well, her personality and emotions just got yanked around some, how's she doing general sanitywise? Any signs of instability or tension spreading beyond the specifically high-tension thoughts?









lintamande: "I have no idea how I'd tell. I don't wish I wasn't on the project. Even when I'm really upset this is better than being at the Worldwound. I - am pretty upset. If there'd been a way to not have this happen for another couple months until we'd settled into a steadier sort of pace, that would've been nice."









Keltham: "Heard."



Keltham had before a momentary sense that Meritxell realizing that her mother never loved her, just then - didn't ring quite right, it felt like Asmodia and Manohar - but he couldn't see any reason for the Conspiracy to do that, or for Meritxell to lie about it - and then her list seemed right, maybe even too right, or something, but it laid that sense to rest some - and then Meritxell talking about wishing those realizations could've been delayed another couple of months, again rings false, somehow -


"You still want to be in the Keeper sessions?"









lintamande: "Yes." Stubbornly. "Maybe I'm the way I am because I thought it'd get me things I can't have, but noticing that doesn't make me not that way, apparently, and if I drop out then I'll just be wondering what the next thing like that is, because there's got to be more. - I'm trying not to pick around trying to find them, but it's one thing to not be trying to find them and another thing to not be trying to learn things where I'll find them - does that make sense -"









Keltham: "I think so?"



Why is this ringing false. He can't put a finger on it at all, it just feels like - somebody else's world, held together wrong, Meritxell knows what she should say but there's no deep pattern talking, a deep pattern would have a different shape - this one is like - somebody trying to put together the shape of disturbing revelations that they think should be there -

Meritxell knows she shouldn't try to be a Keeper, on some level, that she doesn't belong in the class with Pilar and Asmodia, and is trying to be there anyways? She found revelations inside her that weren't the real revelations, the right revelations, but would prove to Keltham and herself that she could be a Keeper??

...It feels like that would be enough falsehood, at the center, to explain his feeling of falsehood???

Or he could be drawing a complete false positive on his anomaly detectors.


"Meritxell, I intuitively feel that you're in danger in the Keeper class. It's possible that some part of me still thinks Pilar and Asmodia are Trope Girls and you're not one and only Trope Girls can do this safely, it's possible that some other part of me knows something that it's having trouble making fully clear to me."

"This could be a bad idea and could end up with you in Hell, but assuming you don't want to otherwise never get an Owl's Wisdom again, one of the thoughts that occurs to me, is that you could take an Owl's Wisdom and focus specifically on why you want to be a Keeper and whether that's smart for you."









lintamande: " - huh.







- I'm going to just think about that for a bit, instead of saying 'sounds like a good idea, I'll do that', even though it does sound like a good idea and I probably should do it.

I'm going to beso annoyedif they get to be Keepers and I don't. I know that's not really a good enough reason in itself but I can'timaginehow frustrated I'll be every single day, if there are secrets I was too fragile to have and thatAsmodiagets to have."









Keltham: "That is famously not a good reason to become a Keeper. It's known that before you even get to be a Keeper trainee, in dath ilan, they check to see how much you've mastered the mindset of being fine knowing about questions that rank-one Keepers get answered and you don't. Anyone who is disturbed by not knowing secrets, it is said, should definitely not be a Keeper, because then they'll find out about all sorts of questions they can't get answers to."

"Asmodia, one gets the impression, could be handed a box saying 'the secrets inside this box will destroy you' and she'd be like 'welp obviously I should not open this box then'. This, it is said, is among the first fundamental requisites of being a Keeper. Pilar - would have some sort of Asmodeus-related thing going on but I get the impression she does have a mode like that."









lintamande: That - seems like a way to have all the people who rule your society be MISSING AN INCREDIBLY FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN VALUE, Meritxell thinks, but does not say, because she doesn't really want to have that argument right now, or rather have that argument bounce off Keltham's insistence that actually for some reason dath ilan isn't missing something.

"I don't try to find out things I'm not supposed to know. But I'd rather know more things than less things, even if knowing more things also means knowing more things I don't know."









Keltham: "Keepers definitely want to know more things rather than less things, they just - know how to operate inside a world full of ideas, concepts, structures of information, that were - crafted too much, designed too much, by minds running too far ahead of them, to the point where those ideas are deadly to less tightly woven reasoning processes. I mean, even regular dath ilani know that's how the world works, you can tell because I know it. That's what happens when you have people deploying and crafting ideas at - an overly crafted level - you have very stable geniuses who can think of things and not be driven mad themselves, but then those ideas - which less stable people would've bounced off, been deflected from, before they finished them to a quality level where they become dangerous - can get buffed up to finished structures that - well, I don't actually know."

"Look, there's an experiment that gets done every five years, just to check that things are still the way they were, settle rolling prediction markets with a five-year periodicity. A bunch of relatively smart people who are going into cryosuspension anyways, volunteer to hang around a bunch of rank-one Keepers. Not being deliberately told infohazards, just overhearing rank-one Keepers casually talk among themselves. And, like, actually listening to those conversations and trying to think about them, not just sticking their fingers into their ears and playing safe, because that was the experimental instruction."

"And, yep, normal people sure do end up unstable and unhappy and depressed and frozen up and anxious and starting to believe increasingly weird ideas built out of pieces of that fascinating stuff they overheard."

"The same thing happens, we're told, when rank-two Keepers checking out early are placed to overhear unfiltered rank-seven conversations. Assuming they're otherwise experimentally-instructed to go ahead and think about those things, of course."

"Keepers are still operating in a world full of dangerous ideas that will destabilize their minds, that they're not allowed to know yet. They're just sufficiently super-adult to be totally fine hanging around dozens of boxes saying 'reading my secrets will destroy you'. Instead of children, who shouldn't be told that the box exists. Or ordinary dath ilani adults, who could be safely given a box, but would be disturbed and weirded out about having it resting next to their bed every night, and would be noticeably better off not being given the box if they were never supposed to open it anyways."

"Or sometimes just, there's secrets deadly to society as a whole, even if they're not deadly to the people who bear them. And that's - something Keepers respect, because it's their job, the duty they're taking up, as the trade they made to be told. Or just because they're - what you'd call Good, I'd guess, though I doubt it's anything at all like Lastwall."









lintamande: " -andthatis an important theological revelation," Meritxell says. "- sorry. I appreciate that you're trying to give me advice and it's probably good advice and yet what I want to do right now is run to Subirachs and tell her that because it's possible that it's an important teaching of Asmodeus that was taught to me much worse than that because no oneknewthat was true, to teach it that way.

...I should probably also talk with her about the Keeper thing."









Keltham: "Uh huh. How sure are you that you're not about to destabilize Subirachs? Maybe there's a reason you weren't told that theological revelation in the form I spoke it just now."

"You want to be a Golarion pseudo-Keeper trainee? It's your job now to see that possibility yourself without my having to point it out to you, Meritxell!"









lintamande: She flinches. " - okay, one, if you want us tonot check theological realizations with a priestthen youaregoing to break Pilar, actually, arbitrary amounts of caution or having to write it up straight for the Most High in all Golarion are fine but she belongs to Asmodeus and she's not going to do well having to judge for herself which things His church ought to know about. And two, I need you to not give me advice and tests at the same time, not right now, everything's kind of painful and confusing right now and I can either be trying to think clever thoughts that'll make you impressed with me or trying to be confused out loud at you but if you're looking for the first then I won't be able to breathe enough to do the second, and if you're making decisions off how I sound when I'm confused out loud then I need to be confused out loudanonymouslyat someone who won't.That's why I wish it'd happened in a couple months, your sense ofmewouldn't be dominated bythis."









Keltham: "Risking the top person in the entire Church sounds crazy to me, especially given the way most of Golarion seems to be structured. Who overrides Aspexia Rugatonn if she goes nuts? I'd consider Lrilatha or - Gorthaklok? - a more obvious candidate if they're allowed to do that. If not, we ask Subirachs or Maillol if they're willing to throw themselves in the line of fire."

"Discard the entire notion of thinking clever thoughts that impress me. You don't have the spare capacity to juggle that and the rest of this problem."



Keltham is going to look and sound a lot more forceful right now than Meritxell has previously seen him, by a pretty wide margin.

(If she can't take this much pressure she should not try to be a Keeper. Keltham is sure it gets worse than this. Keepers are exactly the people you don't have to be careful with.)









lintamande: Meritxell doesn't actually seem further intimidated. "If she goes nuts Asmodeus un-clerics her. That's - the entire point of clerics, it's that you know every day. But also, the reason you take it to her is that she almost definitely already has a procedure for this, because you are not the first weird situation the church has dealt with. I don't know what the procedure is, I don't actually even think it'd be worth guessing, but I do predict that 'we didn't tell the Church about this implication of dath ilan that's of great theological importance or else heretical, because we thought the containment procedures we could come up with ourselves were better than yours' would not impress her."









Keltham: "Good point if that's reliable."

"Proposed protocol. You write up a description of what you think you learned, that doesn't give away thecontents of what you learned. That's the header; body text is the contents of what you learned that you think is theologically important. That gets routed to Lrilatha first, who can decide whether to route it to Aspexia or Subirachs next. If Lrilatha isn't allowed to output any action, it gets routed back to you, I review stuff to make sure it discloses the dangers appropriately, and then it goes to Maillol because he can be overridden by Subirachs if he goes unstable."

"If you're concerned about spending social capital, I'll attach my own note that I requested this because we've got no clue what the procedures are around things that are maybe possibly infohazards, and whatever object-level route the information flows along here will hopefully be future-reusable without wasting important people's time."









lintamande: " - I would like your own note, yeah, because that's a terrifying amount of important peoples' time for what, if it's not heretical, I expect to amount to 'a better way a specific precept gets taught in wizarding schools'. But the process seems reasonable for things more important than that, and worth establishing in advance."









Keltham: "All right. I propose you go do that, I write my own cover note, we exchange docs when we're done, package them together and send them off."

"I'll do my daily wizard practice and scrolls practice, once I finish my cover note. Should be less time than your docs."









lintamande: "Sure."









Meritxell expects any Asmodean will see it, from Keltham's description, but she spells it out just in case. Dath ilan might have pretensions of Lawful Good, but that's Asmodeanism, at the very core; that hierarchy is natural and wholly inevitable, that it'll impose itself - if one doesn't try to impose it externally - in the wholly unavoidable form of ideas that make people useless and confused, and among people who've mastered those ideas deeper, truer ideas that'd make those people useless and confused; a hierarchy you cannot climb above your appointed place in because it's made of your own weakness. It's proof that the inevitable human condition is as a subordinate, with either the strength not to look up at what you should not see or a strong hand keeping it from you.

It must be something she didn't properly believe, for it to be such a relief to learn. But even if others lack that particular failing she thinks there's something in this of interest to the church.









Security: Security's frankly kind of confused about what the Secure thing to do is, here, but fine, if it's going to Contessa Lrilatha he'll wait on otherwise reporting it through channels.

Keltham could ask to see what Meritxell is sending off; Meritxell probably needs to write a fake version of this.









lintamande: Yep, she's on it. Alter-Meritxell was confused in school about the teaching that there's hierarchy among humans in a way even ideal conditions couldn't alter, and that in a necessary hierarchy it's a great virtue to learn to live in your place rather than seeking a higher one. This felt adjacent to various false things she was assured it was not, and the explanations she got were unsatisfactory, though she assumed it was probably a case where there was a good answer her teacher didn't happen to know. She wonders now if the enclosed description of Keltham's is the thing Hell was saying, there.



If Security thinks that's still too risky she could alter it further? They don't have a full theology of alter-Asmodeanism for her to work off; they'd need Sevar.









Security: Okay, you know, given the way this actually seems totally safe, Security's making the call that Sevar needs to approve the alter-Asmodean version Keltham sees. Indulging Keltham's attempts at Security thinking was fine back when avoiding a lie wasn't going to cost the real Cheliax anything, but a risk to Sevar's game is more than this nonsense is worth.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, please do alert her of heresies currently being entertained on Project Lawful.



She thinks they want to claim 'hierarchyin Hell' rather than 'among humans'. She doesn't have a full justification of this, but it seems like claims by the Church about what Cheliax should be like will prompt more questions from Keltham he could reasonably expect someone to be able to answer.









Keltham: Keltham's got his cover letter ready for her and is otherwise continuing in his scroll practice. He checks over her own work when he's got a moment, writes some corrections to her version of what he said, and hands it back.

To be clear: Keltham is not saying that Meritxell needs to get an Owl's Wisdom right away. She is clear to wait on this message getting routed, so that she can, very likely, talk with Subirachs about this.









lintamande: Yeah, Meritxell thinks that unless she shouldn't talk to Subirachs for some reason it's better to do it before she gets an Owl's Wisdom.



Her letter is all ready and can be sent off.









Keltham: Make it so.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 23 (19) / Afternoon









Keltham: Spectroscope improvisation day!

Let's see if they can get this to the point where they can both see the lines of emitted spectra from heated materials, and also, see the corresponding absorption lines when you shine light through! That's because photons are emitted by electrons falling from orbitals energized above minimum, back down; and electrons can correspondingly absorb photons of that frequency to jump up.

Once they've got enough spectrographic detail, they can probably start to figure out where Golarion materials are on the Periodic Table; Keltham doesn't actually remember how the regularities work, but he knows they're there and don't require advanced math to notice.

Incidentally, do Golarion miners already have ways to tell exactly which minerals and metals are in which bits of ore? Because if not, they can just burn ores under a spectroscope and find out exactly which elements could be mined from that kind of ore, in principle, if they could find a way to extract it.









lintamande: None of these people know anything about mining but the question and idea can be passed on to project consultants who are.



Does it matter what kind of light you shine? Are all magical lights going to be just as good as each other?









Keltham: The light has to cover the full spectrum from red to blue for absorption lines to be noticeable, but they can determine whether light has that property by shining it through the spectroscope.

...of course that's assuming magical light behaves the same way as regular light atall, but if it doesn't, they can use mundane fire.

Also dath ilan has specialized burners that generate less light-noise when you put materials in them to burn under a spectroscope - less light from the fire and more light from the burning material; probably something about the fuel. If they know of magical fire sources that burn withless luminous flame, that's potentially useful for spectroscopy.

In related thoughts, they seem to be making progress here and spending multiple days on this stuff. Project Lawful is getting to the point where they could use an expert alchemist on call to answer pure alchemy questions, even if they're not Lawful and not able to mentally organize the research. Or an early-professional alchemist if a real expert would be too expensive...

Uh, Keltham may possibly have been something of an idiot here, is it perhaps the case that an expert alchemist in Golarion does not cost the same amount per week as ten Security wizards?









lintamande: (There's some brief panic about whether to change these numbers? No? Okay -)



- the alchemist would be more expensive than a Security wizard but way cheaper than ten, yeah.









Keltham: Okay, then Keltham wasn't quite as stupid as he was worried about, but yeah, they're getting to the point where having an alchemist on-staff and Security-cleared seems worth it.

Back to spectroscopy. The 'diamonds' in Lady Avaricia's earrings are kinda tiny for this purpose, they need either a much larger version of this crystal or to find a different crystal... there should definitely besome cheap crystals that would work for this?









lintamande: Really big diamonds are ludicrously expensive. Quartz might work? Quartz is cheaper.









Keltham: Let's try it.

And if quartz doesn't work out of the box, let's try Prestidigitating it.

Keltham's got to remember to just cheat the shit out of everything, there's no point innot cheating when you've got magic.



Can somebody tell him about 'bound fire elementals'? If Keltham is right that they have max temperatures rather than max added heat, keeping the sulfuric acid process at the reference temperature (above water-melt by 450% of the difference between water-melt and water-boil &c) could be as simple as getting exactly the right quality of 'bound fire elemental'.

Depending on how tunable they are, they could also be useful for the fire source in flame spectroscopy.









lintamande: Fire elementals are sort of grub-like creatures from the Elemental Plane of Fire. They do burn at a specific temperature rather than output a specific heat; they generally need to be in a metal containment box when on the Material Plane, which lets the heat through but doesn't allow various contaminants to affect them or allow them to wander off lighting everything on fire as they go; they're not generally used for light for that reason. Larger ones burn hotter.









Keltham: Helpful that some of the new candidates knew fire elementals did have a temperature, though obviously if that wasn't true nobody would need fuel for forges.

If they can get a fire elemental close to 450%-of-etcetera, that might solve one of the major steps towards synthesizing concentrated oil of vitriol.









Asmodia: (Asmodia is not especially happy about yet another ORANGE STATEMENT going up on her wall, now they have to make sure that Keltham doesn't see or read about the way that fire elementals are actually used. But Sevar already told Keltham fire elementals exist, way back in the first hours when Keltham asked about the hot water in the archduke's villa, and fire elementals are obviously-to-him useful... so, Asmodia supposes the best avenue is to lock them in a box and make sure they never try to talk to him.)


(Why does she feel weirdly bad about that.)



(She guesses she knows why she feels weirdly bad about that.)









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 23 (19) / Evening









Keltham: Keltham gets in some martial arts practice after work, and then spends the evening with Carissa, having some uncomplicated sex with her. He doesn't want to have complicated sex all the time. His Carissamodel is telling him to not even ask her if that's okay with her - although also it is fine and in fact she prefers it that way - but he needs to not ask and just look to his own desires.


He'll then mention - without giving any of Meritxell's specific details, obviously - his sense and his worry that one of his Keeper candidates basically, like, manufactured a bunch of uncomfortable realizations inside herself, and made herself be distressed about them, because she thought that was how a Keeper would work.

He could be wrong. It just didn't ring true to him. Feelings like that have ever been wrong. He's not particularly thinking Conspiracy, his brain obviously did suggest that but the Conspiracy has zero visible motive here.

Pulling this anonymous candidate from the Keeper program on that basis seems - like taking a decision away from her. Maybe she'd be fine. Maybe this is something that lots of Golarion Keeper-candidates will do, maybe they all have to get past that. Maybe all of his other candidates will also exhibit a bunch of warning signs and if Keltham removes everyone like that he'll have no Keeper candidates left. He wouldn't have been disturbed the same way if that pattern had shown up in his regular ilani-in-training, that's like a normal sort of mistake a kid would make - but -

Keepers are supposed to be better than this, according to Keltham's cultural standard. Keeper candidates are supposed to be better than this before they start trying to be Keepers.

Keltham has a bad feeling about this.

...It's just, not the kind of clear-cut clearly-correct bad feeling, where it actually seems like you plainly ought to listen to it and stop.









Carissa Sevar: "Is the bad feeling, if it's accurate, that this person is going to hurt herself? That she's going to end up in a position like Keepers have, holding power over others, and use it in a way that hurts them?"









Keltham: "I guess - mostly like - that she won't succeed at what she's trying to do..."

"I suppose if I put it that way, it's not my business to tell her to stop, at all. It's just, Keeper training is very high on the list of interesting things to try where you don't try it unless the prediction market says you are extremely likely to succeed, but -"

"I still have the bad feeling after I've said all that."

"Maybe I'm worried that she does succeed and it turns her into something she shouldn't have been. She has very nearly zero context on all of this. Maybe no matter how much I keep telling myself it's her risk to take, my brain just doesn't believe it's reasonable to try to delegate management of a risk about which I know something and she knows nothing."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa leans on him quietly while she thinks, on several levels, about this.



"What does it mean, to turn someone into something they shouldn't have been?"









Keltham: "I don't know because, like, either that's secret, or just not a thing I happened to look up answers to, and I don't know how to put it into words because - you don't really have very much of a model of how minds work yet - and this isn't a very explicit model even within that, it's an intuitive sense of something that mastered Law skills but got itself twisted up into an unpleasant weird unnatural shape in the process, because those skills - didn't resonate with it, weren't natural to it, and it forced itself to master it anyways."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not sure that anything I'm thinking of is relevant, or helpful, but - a thing about Abrogail, from the kind of person that she is, is that if she participated in shaping someone - if part of the structure of their mind is something she built, when they were in her power, when it was her responsibility - then she'd be very upset about them getting put back together wrong. It seems likely, to me, that that'll also be true about you, once you get to the point where you want to do that, feel competent to do that. And I wonder if - it'swrong for Keltham,to participate in shaping someone while suspecting that they're not going to end up shaped right, even if - even if that's hard to ground in being wrong forthemor being wrong forGood..."









Keltham: "I'm not sure I'm Evil enough, yet, to just make the decision my way because I don't want to hurt someone. I'm not sure I want to become Evil enough that I go around just not hurting people and protecting them because I want to."

"She's her own stuff. She's not my stuff. I don't necessarily get to decide what to do with her."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, but maybe back up a little? I'm - not particularly thinking you ought to kick her out, I think Hell can fix it no matter how bad it is so I'm not worried for her sake and for the Project's sake it's probably good to see what happens if people who want it, but are not necessarily ideally shaped for it, try it. And she's her stuff, like you said. But even if 'this is bad for Kelthams' isn't a reason you want to use as an input to decide, it seems important,if it's right."









Keltham: "Yeah."

"Fair."

"I feel so much like I'm trapped in an awful void of not knowing where anything is, how anything actually works, and if any of my fears are real."

"...which is what ordinary pre-paradigmatic Science! feels like, I guess, when the objects of discovery and manipulation are people that you care about at all."









Carissa Sevar: - hug. "- now I'm thinking of solutions to that but they all seem like very stupid solutions that would actually be a hilariously bad idea. For example you could declare Keeper training is only for people who areincredibly annoyingso you won't get attached to them emotionally."









Keltham: "So, what, ask Governance to send us somebody who I'd find very annoying, but who had a lot of mathematical talent and a Lawful frame of mind?"









Carissa Sevar: "Oh no. I changed my mind. This is how we get Keeper Avaricia and I don't want Keeper Avaricia."









Keltham: "You think Lady Avaricia is annoying?"









Carissa Sevar: " - do you not find her annoying?"



And here she'd been assuming Ione was WRONG about the TROPES thing.









Keltham: "- she seems like a pretty standard '????????'* which, I guess, doesn't really have much of a Taldane translation now that I go looking for it."

"Um, person who finds it hugely painful to be the slightest bit tactful to anyone or hold back her thoughts, and is constantly noticing how everything in Civilization is falling way short of her standards for how it ought to look namely perfect. You don't meet any of her standards either, but she thinks that way about everyone, so it isn't anything personal, or really about the person you yourself are at all."


(*) Dath ilan doesn't quite have the concept that some other places might call by names like 'autistic', because it's a pretty different phenomenon when the weirdos in question have INT 22 and WIS 16, and also are embedded in a larger Civilization that doesn't think about weirdness the same way as some other places; namely weirdness = difference = specialization direction = exploit for comparative advantage.









Carissa Sevar: - and is that a romance trope. This is a very important question.





" - huh. That does seem like it ...describes her. I haven't met anyone else like that but I wouldn't make that a strong prediction about how rare they are because they sure wouldn't go to the Worldwound. And is the idea that dath ilani - don't find it annoying because they know the complementary ways to act? Or because it's common enough you know they're not doing itatyou?"









Keltham: "I guess the second one, that it's not directed at me? It hadn't particularly occurred to me that Ishould find a ???????? annoying especially while they were in the middle of helping me out with chemistry research. But sure, if she treated only me that way and seemed to feel like everybody else except me did meet her standards, that would be annoying, yeah."









Carissa Sevar: "Huh, okay. - I don't have an issue working with her in class, you don't have to like people for that, but I definitely wouldn't expect to end up friends and in fact was assuming she disliked me specifically-rather-than-generally.

I wonder ifsheknows she's a ????????."









Keltham: "I mean, presumably Lady Avaricia knows who she is, what with her having lived that whole life from the inside and all. Not having a word for a category to categorize yourself with, or not knowing the statistical commonality of other people resembling you in some dimension, isn't the same as not knowing what you are. Asmodia didn't have a word for 'asexual' or 'demisexual', but she knew that she'd only felt a couple of flashes of possible sexual attraction over the course of her life."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa decides not to make the observation that Avaricia's weirdness might also be explainable-including-to-Avaricia by her being the heiress to a county; Asmodia's right they don't want to look too closely at that. "I'm sure she has noticed that she thinks everyone else is deficient and disappointing, but I wonder if she's noticed that other peopledon'tfeel that way about each other, and wondered why she is different in that respect. ...I know to a dath ilani that's an extremely obvious mental move, but it's not, really, in Cheliax, any more than I thought to check whether Avaricia disliked me specifically or generally. You can be quite smart and lack that habit entirely."









Keltham: "Fair. I'll check in with her at breakfast tomorrow. Nice thing about ???????? is that you don't have to bother with being at all tactful yourself, around them. They're not going to be happy with you no matter how carefully you phrase anything, so there's no point in bothering, and they don't expect you to do any better."

"Lady Avaricia should actually be easier to be around than most other people, once you understand all the places where you don't need to put in any effort because the normal social thing you'd be trying to do is impossible?"

"...though I should probably explain to everybody else that it's nothing personal, and they shouldn't try to be tactful to Lady Avaricia or make her seem socially happier with them."









Carissa Sevar: "That does seem like a helpful announcement to make."





......probablynot a romance trope.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 23 (19) / Long Night









Carissa Sevar: "So the good news is, Keltham doesn't think you're annoying."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: Obviously Keltham doesn't think she's annoying. He's not as full of petty resentment as the rest of the people in charge here.









Carissa Sevar: "He has concluded that you have a not-uncommon innate personality type where you cannot bear to be tactful or courteous, ever, to anyone, but don't care if anyone's courteous to you either, and are perpetually disappointed with the world for not meeting your standards. He's used to such people and doesn't mind hiring them, and wants to make an announcement to the class so that no one mistakenly thinks you're being rude to them specifically rather than as the instance standing in front of you of the general inadequacy of the world."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I am trying to figure out what that implies about dath ilan and not getting very far."









Carissa Sevar: Shrug. "Not your job. Your job is to have that personality for the duration of the project. This is, as I'm sure you realize,very good news,don't ruin it by trying to convince Keltham that actually you think you're superior to other people for political reasons."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: You keep rounding off what I think of you to things that are easier to tell yourself aren't true.

She's not going to say that to the Chosen of Asmodeus.

"Understood. Is anything more known about this personality that I have."









Carissa Sevar: She hands her the transcript. "This is it. Listen carefully when Keltham explains it to the rest of the class, and then work with what you have. All that Splendour's got to be good for something."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "It makes your underlings with excessively fancy headbands nervous when I improvise."









Carissa Sevar: "- oh, grow up. Yes, if you stress Asmodia out she might light you on fire, even if you didn't have any other obvious plays to make instead. Nothing really bad will happen as long as Keltham's happy." She has a vague floating sense she'd have given a different answer a week ago but she's not sure which Carissa is right and this one seems Eviller, so, probably that's fine.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Understood," she says again, and waits to be dismissed.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 24 (20) / Breakfast









Keltham: "Good morning, Lady Avaricia. How is the Project disappointing you today?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Really, Keltham, I'm still coming to grips with the fact that the government went and looked for the most promising students in the whole country andthisis what they turned up! None of these people are all that clever or all that competent! I'm used to people not being clever or competent but usually there isn't any reason they should be! Also I'm not sure why you'd call your egg preparation deviled eggs if it's not deviled eggs. There's nothing wrong with calling it 'local artisanal stuffed egg presentation' or something."









Keltham: "Just to verify my flailing attempts to read you, I'm reading the deviled eggs part as sarcasm because of how I asked the question, but the part about you being disappointed in the competence of the people here is sincere, check?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Yes. Should I just simplify your life and tell you at all times if I am being sarcastic."









Keltham: "Yes, if it's important. Do I really strike you as being reliably able to figure that out on my own?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "No, you don't, but usually people are insulted when you point out that you are giving them special assistance because of their apparent incompetence."









Keltham: "Yeah, about that. Want to hear a theory based on knowledge out of dath ilan that doesn't actually describe you correctly, is hopelessly wrong about a lot of important details, and that I obviously didn't quite understand when somebody smarter than me in dath ilan explained it to me, but might nonetheless help all the other idiots on this Project feel less insulted by you?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "They shouldn't feel insulted by me! They should feel disappointed in themselves! - yes, sure."









Keltham: Huh. That's not what a usual ???????? would say, but maybe it works out differently if you grow up in Golarion and nobody around you knows what a ???????? is.

"Dath ilan has a number of people who sound to me a lot like you do, what with my being too stupid to tell the obvious differences. They're called '????????' and are disproportionately represented in more technical fields. Nobody within 6 INT of themselves ever meets their standards, and obviously only very few people like that will ever find some way to spend their whole day being around people 6 INT smarter than themselves. All of the people they know and most of the things they can afford are imperfect, and they are constantly seeing the imperfections. Ever keeping quiet about that feels like they're pretending, lying, not allowed to be themselves."

"Civilization has recognized protocols for dealing with ???????? so they can stick around on your Project being slightly less horribly incompetent at chemistry than everybody else. Key point one, it's understood that the ???????? doesn't hate you personally. They act to everyone like that, unless they're randomly dealing with somebody who has +6 INT on them. It has nothing to do with your individual details, except insofar as all details of your personality are broken and wrong. Key point two, nothing you do is ever going to satisfy them, give them what they're looking for, or make them act socially happy around you, so you can actually just relax and stop trying. They don't even want you to try, since your horrible parody of an attempt to interface with them socially is just going to annoy them even further. You might as well just be your own self around them and speak your own mind to them."

"Leaving aside how much I messed up my attempt to interface with you socially, there, does it sound around as true as any other understanding I could reasonably manage to arrive at about you, given how badly I'm likely to be at phrasing it?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: " - I guess? At least, it's true that if everyone around here got a high-tier headband then they'd be impressive and pleasant to be around, and it's true that I don't particularly care for everybody to try to be friendly, and if you said it to my mother, who actually isn't incompetent, she'd probably say that it sounds about right. Though I could shut up about the project, if you wanted me to, it's just that then everyone would go around being wrongly pleased with how well the project was running."









Keltham: "Huh. Frankly, I'm surprised that your mother meets your standards. I was going to pitch that nothing on Project Lawful would ever satisfy you, but that if Golarion could develop its own Golarion version of Civilization, that might eventually generate some people you could bear to be around and you'd have the wealth to be around them..."

"Does your mother have, like, an artifact headband or something."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "She has a very good headband. Not something like the Queen's that was custom made in Hell, but it's +4 to intelligence and charisma. I was very excited about your proposal for making spellsilver cheap and giving all of the people in the world +6 headbands, I think I'd probably like a lot of them if we pull that off."









Keltham: "First of all, it's also going to take a lot of Law education, second, +6 to INT takes the average person up to INT 16."

"Based on dath ilan's experience, I would not say to get your hopesthat high. What you're describing isn't even dath ilan, and you would not be happy living in a random city area in dath ilan."

"But there are any places in Civilization where you'd be happier, and Golarion can have some of those, maybe."

"Anyways, I was thinking I should make a quick announcement to the Project about how to interface with you. You want to be there so you can issue corrections, or not be there so you don't have to listen to me mangle it?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: That feels like a test. Too bad she has so little to go on here. "I'll be there."









Keltham: Then Keltham will make a general announcement that Lady Avaricia hates all of everything rather than them personally and they don't even have to try to be polite to her!*


(*) Not the way Keltham phrases it, but...









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: Lady Avaricia seethes in peaceable silence.









Keltham: Any corrections with respect to all the stuff Keltham horribly screwed up, Lady Avaricia?









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: She'll see if anyone does anything really obnoxious because of how they interpreted what Keltham said, and then correct if relevant.









Keltham: He's sure they will!









Ione Sala: ...Ionewants to think something along the lines of "That could have gone a lot worse" but she is not entirely sure that it has not.









Pilar : Is Lady Avaricia actually a trope? Or for that matter, actually a '????????'?









Curse of Laughter: Pilar should know her curse can't answer that!









Keltham: After breakfast, Keltham receives reply mail from Egorian. The basic guideline is that anything which seems maybe-possibly-dangerous, especially if it intersects with Asmodean theology, should be routed to Aspexia Rugatonn. Unless it seems to be actively driving mortals mad, in which case Contessa Lrilatha should Teleport in. Meritxell is cleared to discuss this topic with Subirachs; it was not in fact dangerous, but Keltham was correct to check and is encouraged to continue checking.









Aspexia Rugatonn: (Aspexia Rugatonn was in fact a bit nonplussed, and slightly worried, about how Meritxell seemed to think this was an important theological revelation.

There are all sorts of reasons to sort mortals and devils into hierarchy? Most of which are benefits for the tyranny, rather than benefits allowed to accrue to the slaves inside it; and the greatest reason by far, is that Asmodeus wishes it so. The notion that hierarchy exists for the benefit of the slave is very much the sort of lie that Aspexia is worried will disintegrate in the wind of Keltham's Law - a point she dares not press yet within Project Lawful, because it is not clear that Sevar herself is ready to hear.

Well, it would be to the benefit of Pilar, perhaps; for all those many reasons including the one that Keltham described. But most mortals are not Pilar, and Asmodeus does not withhold His hand from them therefore.

It is perhaps a useful fact that Meritxell finds this theological presentation more persuasive? Useful, but also disturbing, for it accepts dath ilan's premises into itself; not least the premise that secrecy is made for the slave's benefit, and so that what should be done, is whatever is to the slave's benefit.

Future such revelations should indeed go to Aspexia before Subirachs, if there is no emergency. There is not so much distance in possibility, between the strange case of something proving unexpectedly persuasive to Meritxell, and some such revelation proving strangely persuasive to Subirachs.)









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 24 (20) / Morning Lecture









Iarwain:




Lecture subthread: the alien maths of dath ilan, dealing with Laplace's Rule of Succession.

It should be possible to abandon this subthread and return, if necessary, without missing out on plot-critical developments.

CW: Dubious infinitary mathematics.











Keltham: Eventually Keltham does succeed in deriving (this time using dubious infinitary arguments, instead of clear and simple combinatorics) that indeed:

If you start out thinking any fraction of LEFT and RIGHT between 0 and 1 is equally plausible on priors, and you see experimental results going LEFT on N occasions and going RIGHT on M occasions, the prediction for the next round is (N+1)/(N+M+2) for LEFT and (M+1)/(N+M+2) for RIGHT.









Keltham: Worth pointing out explicitly:

You could see this whole fragment of mathematics, of Law, as something thatlearns. If you show it 100 examples of balls with 70 going LEFT and 30 going RIGHT, it'll start to predict future probabilities of LEFT and RIGHT around 70% and 30%.

It only learns a very restricted class of things compared to entire people. It can never learn, if you show it the sequence LEFT LEFT RIGHT LEFT LEFT RIGHT repeated 20 times, that it should predict LEFT with very high probability on the next two rounds, followed by RIGHT with very high probability. It'll just predict LEFT with probability approaching 2/3 and RIGHT with probability approaching 1/3.

This, of course, is because people containmuch more complicated and powerful fragments of Law within them, enabling people to learn much more complicated and powerful fragments of reality.

Even dath ilan doesn't know that much Law.

It's the knowledge a god would need to build a mortal from scratch.









dath ilan: (Certain parts of Civilization do, in fact, secretly know that much Law. It's unfortunately only one piece of a much larger, insanely lethal challenge.)









Carissa Sevar: - well now she wants to know whether the gods know how to build mortals from scratch.



Not the point, probably.









Keltham: Keltham is having similar thoughts! He'll wonder out loud about whether Golarion's gods know enough Law to do any significant editing? If the newcomers haven't read the transcripts for this part yet - or it was less clear from the transcript than in-person - Golarion humans were obviously copied off some ancestors or cousins of dath ilan visible from Golarion's multiverse, the same way Keltham himself was able to appear here. Keltham can eat Golarion food and that doesn't happen unless the proteins inside are the same andthat requires common ancestry. Similarly, the humans here birth half women and half men, so nobody tampered with that part.

If anything Keltham's sort of surprised that people here aren'tmore edited. He wishes he knew what the gods' original edits to mortals were, whose reversion or failure was described as mortals gaining "free will". That would provide a lot of hint about what level of innate-Law-editing the gods were capable of deploying.

He's guessing it was relatively shallow, though? Not really anywhere near the level of 'make a mortal from scratch'? Humans here wouldn't have shared ancestry with dath ilan if gods here could just make mortals from scratch. The fact that the gods' edits eventually failed, and that people basically turned back into humans afterwards, says that it was probably much more like imposing extra structure on top, maybe magical structure. Not really remaking and rebuilding things like a 'programmer' could do inside a 'computer', probably not even 'compiling' new 'genes'.

Well, that seems to square with the rest of reality as Keltham observes it? None of the gods here seem powerful enough to be freely wielding Law on that level.









Korva Tallandria: Korva is pretty sure that the gods did create mortals from scratch at some point - even with the claims about heredity in some of the past transcripts, which she has read, she's still extremely dubious about the idea that no higher power has ever shaped a lower one from nothingness or near-nothingness - but it does seem possible that no mortal has ever developed the power, and if it can be done with math at all, then it makes sense that it's the sort of thing a mortal could do. If Keltham does know some sort of building block towards mortals shaping mortals from scratch, that's the sort of thing that would go some way in explaining why the gods are so obsessed with him.

It's terribly inconvenient that this would actually be an important thing to study, given that Korva hasn't been following along for the past several minutes and is once again despairing of her future. Although if even dath ilan hasn't figured it out, then it seems pretty improbable that the collection of people here will.

...maybe she can at least study the history of beings whose creation might have been directly observed or heard of secondhand, and whatever is known of the changes that occur to humans after death. There. Not useless.









Carissa Sevar: Thaaaat's going to have people quiet, nervous of heresy. "Thereareother races that are different from humans but similarly patterned, so on your theory I imagine the gods copied the shared-ancestry that also produced dath ilan and then made changes to produce, say, elves, or halflings."





Aaaaand probably don't list the very large number of other species that are people, lest that get Keltham thinking about fire elementals.









lintamande: "It's said that the First World is what the first attempt at creation was like, so you might study the fae if you were trying to understand how the gods shaped humans," Meritxell says. "Aside from the thing where you definitely should not study the fae."









Korva Tallandria: - you know, actually, also, who's to say that dath ilani weren't copied off of Golarion humans and then sequestered in some place as some random guy's experiment, like OKAY YES SHE'S THINKING ABOUT HERMEA, given that Golarion obviously has more planar and possibly even more interstellar reach and there are various people who would absolutely do this, and that's why dath ilani apparently don't know anything about their history. Egotistical, much?









Keltham: "Yeah, there's an awful lot of things in Golarion I'd run off and go look at, if it was safe for me to leave my fortress, and I didn't have more critical-pathy things to do with my time."

He does grok the concept of a critical path, though, that is also common wisdom out of Civilization for people building startups. At some point he may start to develop cabin fever, but Day 20 is not that point.









Ione Sala: "Your regular reminder that I will do anything, to go along with you at that time."









Keltham: "Yes thank you I'm aware. But as with sexual attraction of you towards me, my own desire to have you follow me around forever, telling me not to do things, may also take some time for me to develop."









Ione Sala: "Okay, just saying, you will die in ten minutes if I'm not there and you will somehow manage to get your soul stuck in the process."









Keltham: "Ione, I'm not saying no, I'm saying our 'moirallegience'* has not yet progressed to that point."

"Anyways."


(*) Not the literal Baseline term.









Keltham: By way of finishing up the morning's lecture, Keltham will also explicitly spell out the point that - outside of particular metahypotheses you're deliberately reasoning inside - it's generally considered a bad idea to assign Probability Absolutely Zero to anything.

Like the way that the Rule of Succession metahypothesis implicitly assigns Probability 0 that the ball just always goes LEFT or always goes RIGHT, because then you can never ever learn that thing, no matter how much evidence is presented you. The Rule of Succession never figures that out for real, no matter how many cases of LEFT it sees.

If you assign Probability 0 that...

Good examples of somebody-might-think-they-were-probability-0 statements are harder for an outsider to come up with when they're relatively new to Golarion.

If you assignProbability 1 that grass is green, and then you go outside and suddenly all the grass looks blue to you, well, obviously you just conclude that your eyes are deceiving you. Sure, you're vastly more likely to see the grass looking blue, if in fact the grass looks blue. Maybe it's a million times more likely. But it's notinfinity times more likely.

If you say there's Probability 1 that grass is green, you're saying that's infinity times more likely than any hypothesis where it's not green. And the evidence of your senses is always finite, they could always be mistaken. So if you have an infinite prior, that's like being something that can't notice the truth, ever, no matter how hard and how many times you're hit over the head with it.

Thankfully, human beings are just more complicated things than the sorts of hypotheses that assign Probability 0 to the ball always going LEFT. Even if your conscious deliberation somehow gets wedged into weird states where youclaim to be infinitely sure of things - which, like, Keltham finds it hard to visualize anybody thinking that could possibly be a reasonable thing to do in the first place, like, how would you ever be able to Lawfully justify a claim to be able to guess something strongly enough that you could make guesses like that infinity times and be wrong zero times - but they did teach Keltham not to do that, so it's probably a sort of thing that people ever do, especially when they're kids -

- even then, a human being is a more complicated thing, and there'll be metahypotheses inside you that some part of you is still processing, still able to learn the thing that you claim to assign Probability 0.

If you say to yourself that you believe absolutely that the ball can only ever have some propensity to go LEFT or RIGHT, independently on each round, and any fraction between 0 and 1 is equally probable - and then reality shows you LEFT RIGHT LEFT RIGHT repeating forever - there will still be some part of you that notices.

Because you're notactually a kind of thing that can really assign Probability 0 or Probability 1 to anything, in all of your parts, just by saying that's what you're doing.

There'll still always be some part of you that can learn from sufficiently blatant evidence, that you're hit on the head with sufficiently repeatedly. If it's a sort of thing that humans assign probability greater than 0 - equivalently, if it's a sort of thing that humans can learn - in the parts of you that your conscious decisions can't cripple enough.

This was also told to Keltham when he was a child, and emphasized to him. He's not quite sure why it's important, no sane person would assign Probability 0 to any interesting proposition in the first place, but it sounded like a warning so he's repeating it.









Carissa Sevar: That feels - disquieting, somehow. She's not sure it is something to be thankful for, and she's not at all sure it'd be true of devils.









Pilar : "1 + 1 = 3?"









Keltham: "Drugs, talk-control, hidden superbeings who created you from scratch to be mistaken about that. In Golarion, Suggestions and more classified forms of mind-control magic, gods directly messing with you, hidden superbeings who could mess with gods."

"If one day you started adding 1 and 1 and getting 3 every time, including for things like physically adding an apple to an apple in a basket and getting three apples, you would eventually decide your old memories had been mistaken. It's a kind of pattern you would be able to notice, if it were true. So the probability that all of yourself assigns to it isn't 0."









Korva Tallandria: You know, some of these warnings do actually make more sense as things to specifically emphasize to people if dath ilani education actually was created by some process that was specifically reacting to things that had been seen on Golarion. Just saying. Well, thinking.









Pilar : Some of these emphases would make more sense if the dath ilani Keepers were specifically trying to counter Asmodeanism. As taught in Golarion.

Maybe - faith in gods in general? Pilar is less sure about that part.









Keltham: "And on that note of irreducible epistemological existential terror, let's break for lunch!"









Asmodia: Well, that was one of the most unnerving mathematical experiences of Asmodia's life to date.









Otolmens: Otolmens was also unnerved by some of that so-called MATH.

The fact that it WORKED is even WORSE!

Mortals using INVALID reasoning to arrive at CORRECT answers may be all too close to using VALID reasoning to produce WRONG answers.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 24 (20) / Afternoon









lintamande: When it became obvious that Keltham would benefit from an alchemist Cheliax started reviewing candidates. Alchemists, of course, don't tend to advertise all their breakthroughs; that's a great way to inspire people to send spies and steal all your hard work and secret recipes. If you drop by every alchemists's workshop and ask them how much they have independently catalogued properties of gases and metals, the floor will fold under you and drop you into a pit of acid.

If you have been urgently dispatched for this task by the Crown, you presumably have a Fly spell active, and you can remain in place and present your credentials and ask again, less politely.





By the day after Keltham asks for an alchemist they've screened some, and picked one, and packed him off to Ostenso with a Bag of Holding stuffed with several thousand of his acid-damaged notebooks.

He is carefully not looking at anything in particular about this place, in the hope that this'll make it less necessary to kill him afterwards.









Keltham: This is Keltham! He seems like an obvious mad-experimenter alchemist apprentice though slightly off in several ways. He comes from a world that has zero knowledge of magic and far vaster knowledge than Golarion of everything thatisn't magic, and he's going to use that knowledge to cheaply produce vast quantities of distilled oil of vitriol and drop spellsilver refining costs by a factor of ten! They're rapidly advancing in applying his otherworldly knowledge to Golarion!

Today's frontier of research: Recreating an otherworldly instrument that will burn materials in flame and send the resulting light through a crystal, to show the exact colors of light inside, to determine what fundamental constituents are within nonmagical matter! Is that a sort of thing that'd be useful to alchemists in general, by the way?


(Elapsed time until he acquired knowledge that Cheliax would kill him over: 47 seconds.)









lintamande: Well. That's not great but he'll just have to be very useful to this project so he's kept around for it.



That....is indeed the kind of thing that'd be useful to alchemists. In general.









Keltham: Keltham is continuing to talk rapidly, obviously excited about this meeting! He is pleased to be introduced to what is, by his standards, an otherworldly mad scientist much like himself! Has the alchemist done a lot of experimentation on human subjects, by the way, and if so, what kind?









lintamande: - yes, mostly for potionmaking rather than metal refining or distilling? He can't actually think of a useful human experiment he'd run on refining or distilling but for potionmaking you need human subjects for testing dose, testing effect duration, testing toxicity, testing side effects, and so on, it doesn't extrapolate reliably from rabbits.









Keltham: Interesting! What's the most toxic thing he's found so far that way?









lintamande: - he's not actually a poisons expert and doesn't work with anything as lethal as, say, bluering, his potions experiments have mostly been on concoction miscibility - the known problem where taking multiple alchemical concoctions simultaneously has hard-to-predict side effects, some of them deadly and some of them actively desirable, so if you could only figure out how to reliably get the desirable ones you'd be very wealthy selling to adventurers. Unfortunately minutia of dosing that vary person-to-person and day-to-day seem relevant to concoction miscibility, and of course test subjects tend to expire of mistakes, so it's a difficult area to make progress in, but worth it when you have the subjects on hand.









Keltham: The government doesn't require him to buy resurrection insurance or anything on them, does it?









lintamande: That is the most baffling question he has ever been asked and he does not like this entire line of questioning, in retrospect. "- depends. Is that how it's done on your originating planet?"









Keltham: His home planet doesn't have resurrections. No magic, remember? They put people into very deep cold instead and will do something with them later.

You can get people who'll let you kill them in alchemy experiments, but they're very expensive, obviously.

What does the need for resurrection insurance depend on?









lintamande: - uh, sometimes your experimental subjects are old or sick and going to die anyway. And in that case you don't need resurrection insurance.









Keltham: Uh huh. And how much do subjects like that cost?









lintamande: ....fifty gold?









Keltham: That does sound cheaper than resurrection insurance! Much cheaper! Makes you wonder why he'd use any resurrection-insured subjects at all, really.









lintamande: .....well, it's much harder to get those subjects.









Keltham: Uh huh. So they're much cheaper than resurrection insurance, but much harder to get.

And how much does resurrection insurance cost for him?









lintamande: ...it depends a lot on what specific experiments you plan to run.









Keltham: Whatever he was working on last week will be fine.









lintamande: - he wasn't working on this last week! He doesn't do that much with admixtures! He thinks a couple years ago when he last had a theory worth testing it was ...1000gp?









Keltham: Keltham must have really not liked that answer! His whole face starts to change.









Asmodia: "You failed at the point where you told Keltham that buying killable test subjects is much cheaper than resurrection insurance on them, but also they're much harder to find. If that had been true, their price would have gone up until the supply increased and the demand went down."

Asmodia has now read an Abadaran book!









lintamande: "All right, in this game of yours how expensive are test subjects? And do you have to pay to resurrect them?"









Asmodia: The girl who looks like and dresses like a second-circle Ostenso wizard academy student is speaking very levelly.

"This is not a fucking game, alchemist. You just failed a live-fire test, one you thought was real. The only reason you're not in a lot of pain right now, is that we do not expect putting that much fear into you to help you keep your composure around Keltham. Project Lawful has higher priorities than the Asmodean condition of your soul."

"But if you'd actually fucked up, tipped Keltham off, if he'd ended up in Osirion constructing weapons for them to use against Cheliax and that was your fault - you would have personally pissed off, among others, the Queen of Cheliax, a Count of Hell who bought my soul on the speculation that Keltham would make it more valuable, and, probably, Asmodeus Himself."

"Keltham has not, so far, probed any of the outside experts brought in. Hehas asked questions like that of Project employees, which is what we are to him. If you are sticking around then he will probably ask questions like that of you at some point. You're either ready for it when it happens, or you are a liability who should never be introduced to Keltham in the first place."

"50 gold pieces for a death volunteer didn't sound impossible to me, given that slaves with a lot of lifespan remaining cost 75gp, but that slavery is mostly illegal in alter-Cheliax. But if that's true then you only use dying subjects and never buy resurrection insurance on healthy subjects. Everything about alter-Cheliax MUST be consistent."









lintamande: "How about I just don't deal in human subjects at all."









Asmodia: "Are there alchemists like that in Taldor?"









lintamande: "I would assume so, what with how human subjects are expensive and irrelevant for most of what we do!"









Asmodia: "Then wemay be able to get away with telling Keltham that lie."

"Why don't you work with human subjects? You don't come across as particularly squeamish in conversation and attitude. I suppose I've never actually met somebody who is, but Keltham will have."









lintamande: " - because it's a dead end? People have been trying to crack potion miscibility for as long as there's been alchemy. The first person to get it will be richer than the gods. But if you buy a hundred fucking slaves and feed them all your perfectly optimized concoction adjusted for their body weight and sex and astrological sign and hair texture and whatever else you thought of, you'll get a hundred different results, and five of them will drop dead, and if you try repeatedly then everyone'll be dead by the end of the month. It's worth a try whenever you think you've thought of something new that it's possible no one else has found, but it's a stupid waste of time and money to try to build a career off. The interesting progress in alchemy is all in ores and oils, and rabbits are cheaper than slaves for practically all testing."









Asmodia: "Is that what aTaldorian alchemist who doesn't work with human subjects says? Because that sounded at least a little Chelish to me. Especially the part about slaves."









lintamande: "If you pay a hundred elderly volunteers, they'll all be dead by the end of the month. If you want an alchemist from Taldor why didn't you hire one of those, I've never been to Taldor."









Carissa Sevar: "It seems like they'd make that difficult for us. Try it again, with an Eagle's Splendour, see if that helps your bluff any."









Asmodia: "I think we also bring in the fake paladin. I have a sense that some of this would have twigged Keltham's sense for - real Evil, not what we've told him is Evil - and that's something nobody else here knows how to fake caring about."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa gestures at Security to do what Asmodia said. "How do people become an alchemist, how did you become one?"









lintamande: "I was apprenticed to one, and I was the least incompetent of his apprentices - do they have apprenticeships in Taldor?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes."









Asmodia: Asmodia has a nervous feeling - as expressed within her state of continuous low-grade panic - that at some point Project Lawful is going to fuck up on account of nobody on staff being really actually Good, knowing what that's like inside instead of outside.

Not something that could be fixed easily, or at all, in any obvious way. But just because you can't fix something doesn't make it be not a problem.

...why is her brain suggesting that they ask Pilar? Pilar's curse isn't that frequently helpful and couldn't be trusted anyways.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 24 (20) / Mid-Afternoon









Keltham: Keltham returns from having taken a couple of hours' break for wizard practice, scroll practice, and walking around outside but still within the Forbiddance.

On his return, he finds... they've got an alchemist for him already! Apparently somebody saw this one coming and started the Security screening process earlier. Good for them! Well, time to introduce himself and his work, then!









Keltham: This is Keltham! He seems like a pretty extreme mad-experimenter alchemist apprentice, the sort who's obviously going to end up dead within weeks if not days. He's not just slightly 'off', everything about him is way off in more directions than you can easily count.

Today's frontier of research is a spectroscope, which burns matter and uses a prism to refract the light into component colors, or shines light through the burning material in order to check for absorption lines within the colors.

Why is that important? Well, light is made of particles called photons, the color corresponds to the energy of the photons, and the emission-absorption lines correspond to increases or decreases in energy of the 'electrons' that are constituents of the 'atoms' that are the almost-perfectly-stable constituents of matter. The electron orbitals are a huge determinant of how matter behaves chemically, how it gets transformed by acid or what other atoms it combines with into semi-stable molecules.

Part of their major project here is to see whether informed use of Prestidigitation can greatly change the reach of what's possible in chemistry. Prestidigitation can change color, stickiness, taste; these are all things that plausibly depend on electron orbitals. They've already verified that Prestidigitation can change the reaction rate between acidic vinegar and basic wood-ash lye. Lady Avaricia was first other than Keltham to Prestidigitate matter such that it would then burn with a different color of flame; Korva Tallandria managed to get matter to not only burn with the color of sulfur but to smell something like sulfur and to produce coughing like sulfur dioxide.

Keltham is hoping that by using a spectroscope on Prestidigitated matter, his researchers will be able to get direct feedback on how their Prestidigitation is changing the behavior of electron orbitals. That seems like it could be one of the key steps in learning to make elements behave like other elements that Keltham doesn't have time to identify in known Golarion materials, or even behave like elements that can't exist as ordinary matter. It will enable them to regularize the transformations that Prestidigitation applies to materials, even if two different researchers think copper tastes slightly different to them.

Keltham is mentioning all this, of course, because he's sure that the alchemist is wondering why, if you can use Prestidigitation to control chemistry that easily, nobody's ever done it before. They've had some indication that you may need to know something about electron orbitals, before people seem to be able to conceive in the right way about which transformation they want to apply, by controlling the taste of something, that would also make it burn a different color - his researchers weren't able to do that right away; as of yesterday, some researchers still couldn't. But also, Keltham is guessing that it would be a great deal more difficult to map your way through Prestidigitating chemistry if you didn't understand the underlying atomic interactions, started out by trying to Prestidigitate complicated tastes into other complicated molecules instead of atomic tastes into atoms, and couldn't use a spectroscope to see what your early attempts at Prestidigitation chemistry were changing about the electron orbitals.

Besides making distilled oil of vitriol and refining spellsilver, are there any other non-magical chemical transformations that would be hugely profitable to improve or that would be vital to the economy of Cheliax or other countries?


(Elapsed time before he learned knowledge that any government in Golarion would kill and soul-trap him over: Three and a half minutes.)









lintamande: - yes, yes, there are some. For nonmagical reagents, the ones used at large scales where it'd be important to invent a cheaper version are bleaching powder, used in cloth production, and soda ash, used for glass, textile, soap, and papermaking. There's a standing large prize for a process to produce alkali from sea salt; likewise there are efforts to make naphtha, pitch oil, and sal ammoniac.









Keltham: Keltham doesn't have memorizedthat many processes for producing chemicals at scale, alas. He knows one bulk process for producing an alkaline substance, the same way he knows a process for bulk-producing the most industrially important kind of acid. Lady Avaricia is trying to identify Golarion materials in terms of the underlying constituents of matter that Keltham is familiar with; she'd be the one charged with figuring out what 'soda ash' and 'bleaching powder' might be in his terms.

Oh, also the alchemist shouldn't take it personally if Lady Avaricia thinks he falls far below her standards or seems rude. Lady Avaricia is one of those people who can't bear to conceal outward appearances, and thinks that everyone and everything is terrible; it's nothing personal if she thinks it about him, and says so out loud.

What sort of incredibly finicky processes are there for producing small amounts of very expensive things, such that substantially higher demand would exist if the cost decreased? Spellsilver itself is one of those things from Keltham's viewpoint; it's being produced in very small quantities via a finicky process that Keltham hopes Prestidigitation can smoothen and regularize, and there'd be demand for much higher quantities of spellsilver if those were available.









lintamande: This is so much better than the conversations with fake-Keltham. He can name some candidates.









Keltham: If there's one of those that hasrelatively less expensive inputs and is just labor-costly because it'shugely finicky, the Project might want to practice on that. And if there's none of those with expensive outputs, they could try perfecting via Prestidigitation some processes that sell for less. If his researchers maybe want to mess around with it whenever. Rather than, you know, the boiling-acid version that should only be done in groups, and with Resist Energy cast. Keltham has given them some known chemical reactions to mess with, to see if they can steer around reaction pathways, but those reactions are pretty elementary and not that finicky to start with; there'll be some different game for mastering the trickier processes.

Their current problems along the way to completing a distilled-oil-of-vitriol production step, include:

- Figuring out if they need to purify oxygen for step one, where they burn sulfur to turn it into sulfur dioxide, or if regular air works. If regular air doesn't work, they'll need to liquefy air to distill it; or use a controlled-lightning process on water to make combined Element-1 and Element-8 gas.

Also, it would be helpful to know if any of the "create a bubble of breathable air" spells work in a way where they can extract purer regular air from that, which will be useful in chemical reactions.

- Either figuring out some known Golarion metal is element-23; or getting something else to act as 23 for purposes of its oxide catalyzing SO2->SO3; or directly Prestigitating SO2 in a way that makes it easily combine with oxygen at high temperatures to form SO3. They also need to know if pure oxygen or at least pure air is required for this step; Keltham suspects you can't just use atmospheric air here, but he's not actually sure.

- Measuring temperatures for purposes of getting the SO2->SO3 furnace to above the melting point of water by 450% of the difference between the melting and boiling point of water. Mercury thermometers don't go that high and are kind of dangerous anyways, unless they're very certain that healing or Restoration works to solve a long-lasting poisoning problem with mercury.









lintamande: Restoration should fix damage from mercury, he can't think why it wouldn't.

(He avoids suggesting a quick human-subject test to be sure.)

He does happen to know that bubble-of-air spells make air, rather than pure oxygen; pure oxygen has been isolated and he has a secret technique for doing so, as well as one for measuring temperature, which he'd be willing to share with this project for half its proceeds.









Keltham: Half the proceeds from what, exactly? Selling the purified oxygen if the Project can figure out how to make his process scalable, and they can't find a better process that's more scalable and not derived from his?









lintamande: Half of the proceeds from selling, or selling the secrets to making, the alchemical products and ores-refined-alchemically and oils-produced alchemically this project is hoping to produce.









Keltham: Doesn't particularly match up with Keltham's model of how hard it would be for him to produce oxygen, or find another alchemist who knew how. There's a lot of stuff with oxygen in it. Water is 8/9 oxygen by weight and Keltham knows how to split it. There's no way that saving a couple of weeks on hammering out the issues in a reconstructed method of dath ilan would be worth half the proceeds of the Project on all chemical sales forever; oxygen simply isn't that important an input.

Keltham has in fact heard about Golarion's concept of bargaining, and could potentially try doing things that way by countering with a ludicrously unfair offer of his own? But first Keltham wants to make sure that he's not missing some key facts that would make this a sincere and fair offer, one that Keltham shouldn't be trying to bargain down from.

Keltham's got truthspells, and also a spell that causes people to only say prices that would be fair given their knowledge, if the alchemist wants a quick way to prove that he's being honest about something or just prove that the entire offer is one that's fair relative to his own model of things.









lintamande: The alchemist doesn't know what Keltham means by a 'sincere and fair' offer. It's sincere in the sense that if Keltham takes the offer he will share all his secret techniques; it's fair in the sense that it's 50-50, which is ....in some sense the fairest possible division of anything?

(Is that what Good people think????)



He knows secret techniques for other chemicals and is willing to teach them too for half the proceeds. Notably alchemists don't usually teach their techniques atall,certainly not to someone who wants toscalethem; why, then you'll never make money off it again! You sell the results and keep the process secret. He is only offering to sell the techniques at any price because this project does seem promising.









Keltham: Keltham is not particularly expecting the alchemist's personally derived secret knowledge, relative to more public and commonly known alchemical knowledge, to contribute even 0.1% of what Keltham remembers from an entire alternate world with a vastly more advanced comprehension of nonmagical materials science. As produced by literally millions of alchemist-equivalents with 20+ Intelligence, freely sharing results with each other, and paying 'patentgratuities' on useful discoveries in proportion to how useful they were.

If the 'patentgratuity' methodology was applied to the Project, they'd end up paying him for the two weeks of time that ended up being saved by their using his secret oxygen production technique, or more if it later turns out that it'd have taken longer than two weeks to get lightning-based water splitting going.

The basis on which Keltham had been planning to do this was more prenegotiated though: if the guy proved as valuable as a regular Project employee, Keltham was going to offer him the 0.1% share of the Project that non-elite employees get; if as valuable as an elite Project employee, the 0.2% that elites get. That'll be harder for him to sustain over time, as the younger Project employees learn more new methods and math, but earlier contributions are also more valuable. Those shares of the Project do need to last through all the employees that will prove worthy of them; later employees will get offered more like 0.01%.

If the alchemist isn't happy with either of those, the Project will pay his regular consult fees, not give him a share of the Project, and use only what's public knowledge in Golarion. Keltham assumes the guy has already signed the standard non-disclosure agreement saying that he cannot, without the Project's permission, use or talk about stuff like Prestidigitation chemistry? Also, can the guy use Prestidigitation because if not he may need to spend a week picking that up.









lintamande: 0.1%???? Athousandth?For analchemy project without an alchemist on staff?









Keltham: Has somebody possibly not explained the scope of the Project to him?

The plan is to use the knowledge out of Keltham's world to revolutionize all nonmagical farming, medicine, clothmaking, mining, metallurgy, manufacture, roadmaking, etcetera, all of which actually scale up much further than Golarion has taken them so far. Probably also use the methodologies out of Keltham's world to revolutionize a bunch of magical stuff too.

Roughly, the plan is to turn Golarion into its own version of his Civilization, as the people of Golarion may want to become that, and the Project is step one of it.

If all dreams fail and the Project ends up being worthless - as does not particularly seem likely at this point to be the case - then the alchemist still gets to keep his usual and customary fees, and the people on the project can sign non-disclosure about whatever secrets of his he revealed to them along the way. Alternatively, if the Project plays out to the extent of being able to capture one gold piece of value created for everyone in Golarion, it ends up worth something like a billion gold pieces, on that theory, and 0.1% is worth a million gold pieces.

This is what the god-war a couple of weeks ago was about, FYI; it started with Zon-Kuthon trying for a decapitation strike on the Project two days after Keltham arrived in Golarion.









lintamande:









lintamande:









lintamande:









lintamande: Right, okay, then.



He does want the nondisclosure agreements in the case the project fails arranged first.









Keltham: Naturally!









lintamande: Also he would absolutely LEAVE if that was POSSIBLE but he's not going to say that.









Keltham: Keltham will work up a nondisclosure agreement shortly, they can stick to public knowledge about alchemy until then. Most of them this afternoon are going to be working on completing the spectroscope as equipment. Can Keltham turn him over to Lady Avaricia, so Lady Avaricia can introduce to him the basic concepts out of Civilization, and he can see if his public knowledge works for helping her to complete her project on relating Golarion concepts to dath ilani ones? Again, it'll seem like Lady Avaricia hates him, but it won't be anything personal, and he doesn't need to be guarded or tactful around her either.









lintamande: - yes, he can do that. Is it her husband's title or her parents'?









Keltham: Parents, Keltham thinks, something about a county she's heiress of.









lintamande: - right. He appreciates the clarification, such as it is, and would be happy to work with the Lady Avaricia on the spectroscope, if it pleases her.









Keltham: Literally nothing's going to please Lady Avaricia until the Project scales to the point of distributing artifact headbands with +6 intelligence, to people who were otherwise nearly the smartest innate prodigies in the world before then, whereupon they may begin to barely meet Lady Avaricia's standards.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Just get over here and assist me already, I don't prefer you standing around."









lintamande: ....great. He'll do that. He's so looking forward to being part of this fascinating project.









Keltham: Message to Lady Avaricia: Guy seemed slightly weird, please observe and report back if he seems even more horribly incompetent than you'd expect from the next-best alchemist to pass their Security screen.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: She's desperately curious what specifically about that Keltham thought was weird, but doesn't ask.









Keltham: They'llalmost get a spectroscope working before Keltham calls it a day!









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 24 (20) / Evening









Keltham: Martial arts practice. It's getting a little psychologically easier each time, as his mind accepts that injuries to himself and others just are not permanent.

He can't feel about pain what Carissa feels, he doesn't think. But there's a triumph in making it through, walking away healed and less afraid, step by step becoming somebody who's Been In A Fight.

...the thought of fighting Meritxell at all, let alone Meritxell transformed into Carissa, still seems flinchy. He might possibly need to equip Meritxell with a dagger, or something else that makes her look more dangerous, and be attacked by her first, before he'll feel okay about fighting back.

It'll probably go away, that hesitation, after the first time. Things like that are usually like that. Right?



Using Bull's Strength and Cat's Grace to train martial arts is like soaring. Keltham would say, like flying, but eventually he'll be able to Fly - or cast it from scroll - and probably that'll be a totally different sort of soaring experience.

At 4th-circle, Keltham can't sustain those enhancements through a whole training session - nor would he, he should also train fighting unenhanced - but Keltham begins and ends with them, each time. Because elementary hedonics.









Keltham: He'd thought to date Ione, tonight, but ended up feeling not in shape for it, after martial arts practice. It's by far the most mentally strenuous thing he's done repeatedly since he came to Golarion.

He summons Yaisa instead. Tells her to be slow and gentle, to make him feel cared-for, and lets her do all the work.


He should probably talk to Meritxell soon, if she's amenable, fight her soon, and get that part over with.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 25 (21) / Morning Lectures









Keltham: All right, Keltham knows this is probably going to be a bit stressful, but...









Keltham: The new researchers are coming up on the end of their trial week tomorrow.









Keltham: Keltham, in retrospect, has not been stress-testing them to the same extent as he stress-tested the current researchers before they got hired.









Keltham: They've now been introduced to the simplest of inductive Law-fragments, the Rule of Succession.

Armed with that, they should be able to figure out how you'd go about deciding whether two different sources of LEFTs and RIGHTs had the same frequency, or a different frequency, if the datasets weren't so different as to make it obvious at a glance.

...and say what it is that an experimentalist out of Civilization would say, and not say, in their report summarizing their data. It's not going to be, "I decided these two sources were the same" or "I've started betting these two sources are different."

...and maybe talk about a certain general symptom of error that might appear, abstracted beyond just the Rule of Succession, if two different experimenters had ended up performing different experiments with different properties, without anyone realizing that earlier, when somebody went through the reports out of Civilization side-by-side.

If they can keep going, and find even more to say, they're welcome to do that.



Split up and try it on your own.



Everyone should have been told earlier this morning to prepare one Fox's Cunning and one Owl's Wisdom; you may use those at will. Researcher-candidates will also get an additional Fox's Cunning supplied by staff.



You've got until lunchtime.









Keltham: Note, this test does not completely determine your final relationship to Project Lawful.

Keltham has been watching them this whole week, not just now. Keltham doubts his saying this will affect Lady Avaricia in any way, so he will mention, for example, that Lady Avaricia could completely blow this one, and still get in on the strength of her chemistry work. People can also end up rising or falling in tier over time, if they're hired.

So don't stress out too much over this one test...









Keltham: ...is what Keltham would like to say, but yeah, realistically, he knows they're going to stress out about it. He apologizes for that part. Last time the researchers ended up not knowing exactly what they were being tested on, and that... was not really a better way of doing things, he doesn't think.



There'll be a predictable two-hour recovery period after lunch, before they start the afternoon's research.



The whiteboard now reads:

Wielding the Law of Succession, that after N lefts and M rights, the odds of LEFT vs. RIGHT are (N+1) to (M+1):
- Figure out how you would analyze whether Source 1 and Source 2 of LEFTs and RIGHTs had the same propensity p for left-vs-right, or different propensities p1 and p2. Assume it's not obvious at a glance.
- Say what an experimentalist out of Civilization would say or not say in their summary of their data. (It won't be, "I decided these two sources were the same" or "I'm betting these two sources are different.")
- Talk, if you have the time, about a general symptom that might appear - not just in analyses using the Rule of Succession - when two different experimenters end up performing an importantly different experiment-on-reality and end up with two datasets generated by importantly different sources, as might turn up when someone out of Civilization was analyzing their datasets or experimental summaries side-by-side.
- You are welcome to say more, if you have more to say.










Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 25 (21) / Morning Test of Doom









lintamande: A stupid thing you could try - it might not work, but it seems like a place to start - is take the first set of outcomes as your starting guess for the second set of outcomes, and then do the math they learned already to adjust the first set for each additional trial, and then you'd end up with your new estimate. ...would that produce the same result if you did it in either direction? It should. So the difference in estimates from each individual estimate to the combined estimate should be equal, if they were tests that ran the same length, which wasn't specified......





...is this really better than eternal torture....









Willa Shilira:


Willa's Story

Someone reading Willa's thoughts might be surprised to find out that she isn't afraid, she's excited. Willa's good at tests, the tricky 2-4-6 thing from earlier this week notwithstanding.

And this one isn't like that, it's pretty well defined. If anything's going to get in her way of being special, it won't be a test like this. She keeps her boosts back for now, she can at least see how to start already...

If the first data set has N Lefts and M Rights, then that would inform a set of relative Posteriors:

p^N*(1-p)^M

For some probability p that each ball goes Left.

Then you would want to normalize those to sum to 1 if possible, you could use the result Keltham already got for that because it's a pretty hard problem on its own; she looks in her notes and finds that it's M!*N!/(M+N+1)!. So for the first data set the Hypotheses of left probability have their own probabilities:

P1(p) = [p^N*(1-p)^M]/[M!*N!/(M+N+1)!]

Similarly, if we say the second data set has L lefts and R rights, we can deduce the same probability function there:

P2(p) = [p^L*(1-p)^R]/[R!*L!/(R+L+1)!]

Willa feels sure somehow that the right solution involves using these two functions together somehow. She could instead just use the first one and then feed the other data into it, but why should one data set be treated differently than the other? The situation is symmetric, so the Law should treat them symmetrically.

So what's the important thing here? It's tempting to say that the functions want to be the same, but that's wrong. Both functions could have no data at all and both would be the same flat line, and she'd know nothing at all about if they were the same.

To KNOW FOR SURE the ps are the same, or different, you would have to know p exactly. The function would have to be a lone spike of probability somewhere in each case. Like if P1 was a spike at p=0.5, and P2 was a spike at p=0.6, then you have a 0% chance they're the same. Similarly, if they're both spikes at p=0.5, there's a 100% chance (as long as the model is right in the first place...)

But how do you actually process the P functions to get those 100% or 0% or anything in between chances? Well, what do you always do with probabilties? You multiply them. So then... you'd have to multiply these functions together. With an integral?

Willa's been feverishly learning calculus since she saw it used to such powerful effect, she thinks you'd integrate the two of them multiplied together, and it would be a definite integral. You'd be integrating over the little probability, the p, so dp. The bounds would have to be from p=0 to p=1, the set of possible outcomes.

Would you have to normalize? Scary, she isn't sure. She'll think more about that part later.

INT([p^N*(1-p)^M]/[M!*N!/(M+N+1)!]*[p^L*(1-p)^R]/[R!*L!/(R+L+1)!],p,0,1)

What a mess. But a lot of this doesn't even have p in it, it can seamlessly escape the integral. Goodbye denominators! To Abbadon with you!

INT([p^N*(1-p)^M]*[p^L*(1-p)^R],p,0,1)/[M!*N!*R!*L!/(M+N+1)!(R+L+1)!]

Rearrange a little bit, combine like terms...

INT(p^(N+L)*(1-p)^(M+R),p,0,1)/[M!*N!*R!*L!/(M+N+1)!(R+L+1)!]

And now it's the same form Keltham had again! She can use exactly what she used to normalize them earlier! She doesn't even have to do any work! She feels like cackling. She doesn't of course, but she'll remember this later and cackle.

[(N+L)!(M+R)!/(N+L+M+R+1)!] / [M!*N!*R!*L!/(M+N+1)!(R+L+1)!]

Clean this up...

[(N+L)!(M+R)!(M+N+1)!(R+L+1)!] / [(N+L+M+R+1)!*M!*N!*R!*L!]

So this could be an answer. But calm down. Don't get overexcited.

OK, that's impossible.

But she still had to be a little careful here. First, was she supposed to normalize? She thinks how the flat probability distributions would've looked. P(p) = 1 from 0 to 1 would be the flat one, that normalizes properly, she knows. If she integrated that times itself, obviously she'd get 1. Concerning. So she has some normalizing work to do still then.

What if it was P(p) = 2 from 0 to 0.5, for each? Then she'd get 2, from 2^2=4, then 4*0.5=2. Makes sense, they're twice as much like each other. So the idea is at least relatively correct, good, good. Think of her answer as a Rating for now, rather than true probability.

Rating = [(N+L)!(M+R)!(M+N+1)!(R+L+1)!] / [(N+L+M+R+1)!*M!*N!*R!*L!]

It occurs to her now that if you assume each true probability can be anything between 0 and 1, the chances they line up exactly should be 0. In a way, it's nonsense to say they can be "the same", at least when working in this framework.

But they can still be nearer together or farther apart. Maybe what she's looking for is the expected difference in probability, or something like that. The half-full ones were twice as good. And clearly, the half full ones are twice as near together. So distance apart is inversely dependent on rating, almost surely.

What's the average distance apart for rating 1 then? That's the key to all this, she can work from that to get everything. But there's something tricky here, she feels a tinge of suspicion.

Owl's Wisdom.

And she realizes she's at least a little wrong. The 0.5 and 0.6 spikes she thought about before would have rating 0, and they're very definitely 0.1 apart. Darn. Is this the end of the road for the two-function method? But this sort of thing would have to happen no matter how she does it, wouldn't it? If she's working from an initial prior that the true p1 can be anything between 0 and 1, and the true p2 can be as well, then the odds of them ever being the same must always be zero.

She's so tempted to ask Keltham what the heck this problem is even supposed to be then, but she forces herself not to. This must be part of the test.

So let's think about this a little more, in a new and strange direction. Imagine she had a prior not about p1 or p2 individually, but about them being the same. If her prior was 1/2 say, that's sorta like saying p1 or p2 can each be one of two values with equal chance, and they might line up or might not. And 1/3 chance of being the same would be three different values, and so on.

So maybe the chance p1=p2 is something you have to get both from the prior probability "Q" that p1=p2 and from the data itself. Maybe her rating is useful after all? Let's think of some cases.

0.5 spike and 0.6 spike. Rating zero. Chance they're the same, always zero. Full-flat and Full-flat. Rating 1. Chance they're the same? Well, the full-flats are like having no data at all, which means the chance must remain Q, the prior you started with. Half-flat and Half-flat. Rating 2. Well, you definitely don't multiply, since Q might be more than 0.5, and 2Q would then be more than 1. Bad. But the chance is definitely more than Q. 0.5 spike and 0.5 spike. Rating... rating infinity. Has to be, infinitely squished together so infinitely big rating. Probability has to be 1.

So what sorta function looks like that? Multiplying is dumb, what about an exponent? But Q is less than 1 and big Rating is good, so maybe...

Updated Probability of Same = Q^(1/Rating) ???

It's a wild guess, but it gets points for being a simple guess, at least. So this would mean half-flats with rating 2 would give you SQRT(Q). 0.5 upgrading to 0.707. It seems plausible? It's at least something to use as a backup plan, it's not a terrible try.

Can she work it out from first principles now that she has a better idea what she's doing? Or maybe find that it's wrong and see something better? Owl's Wisdom runs out, and she decides to cool off for a little, do some sanity checks on her Rating to make sure it even makes sense. It gets better and better as both cluster to the same side, and worse and worse as they cluster to opposite sides. OK, good.

She's pretty sure now that the problem needs a Q. The way it's framed doesn't make any sense without it. If there were buckets, you could make guesses about bucket priors and it might be doable without a Q, but there are no buckets, and buckets are mean and nasty anyway. They went over that. And if you take a totally random 0 to 1 as the prior for both, then the answer to the question is just zero, and it's boring. You need a Q.

But how do you go from Q to anything useful? As necessary as it is, it's kind of an obnoxious object. She thinks about it hard, doesn't get anywhere, and then decides it's time for Fox's Cunning.

Let's go back to those half-flat functions: 2 from p=0 to p=0.5, 0 elsewhere. Imagine I'm given Q=0.5, and that function for each data set. What do I conclude?

It's difficult because the probability weight of the functions together is sort of fundamentally a line shaped-thing, and the functions apart is an area shaped-thing. But she knows it isn't an infinite update in favor of them being not the same, that'd be silly. The two full-flats make for no update at all. Maybe she can use that? With the full flats, the Rating is 1, and Q isn't updated at all. That means Same and Not-Same had the same likelihood there. For the half flats, the Rating is 2, so in a sense the likelihood of Same has doubled. The likelihood of Not-Same... maybe that can't really change? The total probability area can't really be effected by the little probability line.

So imagine a Rating of 2 is a 2:1 update. That feels right, in a comforting way. Her ratings are just likelihoods, basically. So...

Updated Probability = 0.5*2/(0.5*2+0.5) = 2/3

Great, that makes sense. Or generally...

Updated Probability of Same = Q*Rating/(Q*Rating+(1-Q)*1)

Yes, yes. She's going to register a second instance of cackling to be saved for later now. So in summary...

Prior Probability of Same = Q
Set 1: L Lefts, R Rights
Set 2: N Lefts, M Rights

 (N+L)!(M+R)!(M+N+1)!(R+L+1)!
Rating = -------------------------------------------- = Likelihood Ratio of 'Same' vs 'Not Same'
 (N+L+M+R+1)!M!N!R!L!

Updated Probability of Same = Q*Rating/(Q*Rating+1-Q)

In Civilization, they wouldn't even give a prior Q as a guess in most cases, just the "Rating", aka the Likelihood ratio. But she figures it's good to be very clear about how one should handle their Q, if they had one and wanted to do something with it.

Do her old sanity checks still work? Rating of zero gives update to zero. Rating of infinity gives update to one. Rating of one still gives "update" to Q. And this is more like the real language of probability than her first guess, it's actually justified, at least sort of. She thinks that for now this is as good as she can get with the main part of the problem.

But this is so so so important. She gets her second Fox's Cunning from staff, and then spends the first minute of it looking over everything she's done again, just in case. Nothing else catches her eye, so she starts thinking about the rest in truth now. So she starts writing paragraphs after all the equations interspersed with notes:

"Now imagine that the p you're looking for really is the same, and you have some medicore Prior Q of that to start with. Let's say p=0.5. But one experiment is leaning right a little, and one left a little, so their true probabilities are p1=0.45 and p2=0.55."

"With small amounts of data in both experiments, the probability functions won't be very sharp. They'll just be soft hills, taller in the middle, and the Rating you get by combining them will still be higher than 1, and update Q in the correct direction, towards 'Same'. But as you took more and more data, the functions get sharper and sharper, like her imaginary spikes. Eventually you'll have spike-like functions at 0.45 and 0.55, and they'll barely even intersect! The rating would be terrible, much less than 1, and update Q in the wrong direction, towards 'Not Same.'"

"So at first, if the experiments just had a little data, comparing them would suggest the right result. But as they got more and more, the problem would get magnified, and it would eventually start suggesting the wrong result instead. It almost seems like a paradox: more data should be making things better, but it's making things worse."

"It's because even if the data is real data, the probability functions from it are sort of lies, if you think they're referencing the true behavior and not just the data from the experiment. p1 and p2 aren't really quite the same thing, they're both just nearby shadows of the same p. So really, the Law isn't lying to you. It's saying p1 and p2 are probably different, and they are! But that's just about the experiments, not about p itself."

"So when you look at an experiment, you should maybe limit how spiky you let your probability function get for the true p. You need to force it to be at least as wide as the inherent errors in the experiment are big. Exactly how wide you force it to be, and how to do that with Law instead of with handwaving, is probably the subject of another problem."

It seems like a big difficult problem, and she's fresh out of Foxes and Owls. So that's that with that for now.

But as lunch approaches and she looks her paper over, she feels confident. Maybe some of this is wrong, it's possible, but she doesn't think it could be wrong enough to sink her.









Korva Tallandria:


Korva's Story

Korva misbudgeted her time last night; her requested books about the history of wizard education had come through, and she, idiot that she is, had spent time reading them, hoping that she could make up the five hours it would probably take her to fully understand the Rule of Succession early tomorrow. If not for the instruction to prep specific spells, she might have tried to pull an all-nighter understanding the math (which she diddo earlier this week, before their ostensible day off). But even though she can't actually prep Fox's Cunning or Owl's Wisdom, she didn't want to be the only person who couldn't prep anything,couldn't even prestidigitate her name tag. She managed to cram a little work in during breakfast, after spending more effort than usual prepping her spells, but if anything it made her feelmoreconfused.

She should have realized that this was going to be a test day. Stupid.

She has her notes, but there's no time to do the necessary work to fully understand them. She could try copying the exact math that Pilar and Asmodia did, without understanding which parts are different in this problem, but Keltham will see through that immediately, and - honestly she's not sure shecando the math, actually, she looks at it and tries to read the problem and there's just - nothing, no understanding left in her brain. She tries copying the literal symbols that she wrote down in her notes, in case that jogs something loose, but it doesn't seem to; she keeps staring at it without comprehending.

She's going to die.

No, worse than die; she's going to be rendered completely useless for the entirety of her existence. Maybe she should take some comfort in the fact that this cruelty to hermustbe making Keltham more evil than he already is, but she doesn't think that's the sort of contribution to evil that gets you a duchy, or a spot in the library of oaths, or a few more years of mortal existence. She hates Keltham, violently and passionately, for stealing her perfectly good life from her and buying her like a slave, without so much as checking beforehand whether he would want to use her or cast her aside like so much refuse. He is able to do so, and so he did, and it doesn't really make any sense to be angry about people using the power they have to hurt you however they want, but she hates him for it anyway. She wants to punch him, or maybe cut his head off, or maybe rip his eyes out, or maybe just scream at all of the gods who are so obsessed with him that he's a self-important teenageidiot,that he's nothing special among his people and only very coincidentally of any interest to theirs, that he's a cleric (afourth circlecleric!) of Abadar, who is nonetheless too careless to realize that he owns his trading partners like chattel, and that any talk of paying them is farcical, and that in general he deserves to be in the same stupid, awful position as the rest of them, and not only doesn't have the basic residual humanity to feel embarrassed about his wholly undeserved position, he doesn't even notice that it's undeserved.Hasn't even noticed that he's an incredibly shitty teacher, even though he's been trying to cram months of lessons into them in a matter of weeks, because he ASSUMES that adults can learn things that much faster than children, even though they CAN'T, there's NO reason to think they could, they can't do it with languages and they PROBABLY CAN'T DO IT WITH MATH EITHER, unless they are GENIUSES who are doing WAY MORE WORK THAN THEY SHOULD HAVE TO DO to make up for his SHITTY ASS TECHNIQUE.

Except that some people can. The other people in this class can.

The only person she hates more than Keltham is herself. Her hatred for herself is blinding, searing, like being shot through with a piece of the sun. She thinks that she might feel a small piece of what Asmodeus feels about her, some tiny percentage of the full weight of the agony of being human, and a not even very impressive human at that.



The only thing she can think to do at all is to write something. Not math; she doesn't have any math in her. She has words, ugly and shifting and imprecise and disgusting and human, but Keltham prefers wrong answers to no answers, so she will at least try to give him the stunningly wrong answer that she has.

There are two tables, each of which produces sets of RIGHT and LEFT. She wants to know whether they output the same or different frequencies of LEFTs and RIGHTs. The first thing to note is that, per previous lessons, you can't know;a Civilization experimentalist would, what - they would have multiple possible specific underlying frequencies of LEFT and RIGHT for each source, to be hypotheses, and then calculate the likelihood of getting each specific dataset in each of the worlds where a given possible frequency was the true frequency. And then they would - what - you need to compare them, but you're not supposed to use hypotheses that rely on comparisons between multiple data sets -

That also doesn't use the Rule of Succession, obviously, because she's only dimly aware of what the Rule of Succession even is. It's something to do with breaking the space of possibilities into infinite pieces, which you'd think would allow you to identify the specific hypothesis that is mostlikely, maybe, for each of the datasets. And then - how would you present it. The most likely frequency, plus how likely this dataset is if you have the true frequency - maybe, although that has as much to do with the size of the dataset as with whether you're right -

And then giventhatinformation, you - you - well, you can at least say how likely it is that the data sets have the same frequency. And then you'd have to... calculate it. Somehow.



Her paper is wet.



She looks at the calculations in her notes, one last time, and her brain just slides off of them. Might as well be written in Celestial or ancient Azlanti.

She writes her stupid, probably-incoherent verbal description of how a Civilization experimentalist mightstructure their analysis, doesn't do any actual calculations, buries her head in her arms on her desk, and waits for someone who thinks that the garbage never cries in Taldor to kill her and replace her with someone less distraught. One of the other students will target her later anyway, even if security doesn't.









Alexandre Esquerra:


Alexandre's Story

So the simple solution is that he lists a set of possible starting theories, doing his limited best to carve up all available regions of idea-space visible to him, then describes which sequences he would consider evidence for each theory, then describe how to compare the relative ratios; again, this is all simple things Keltham taught them. He'll also want to come up with a way to mathematically describe 'all theories have unexpectedly low predictive power'; that ought to be very simple given that Keltham already told them what it looks like...

... The obvious way to note an error is just them getting very different results. In particular, getting results that form very different curves; if it looks like slightly different concentrations along a curve when you combine them, or one of them being thrown by one odd result, those are checkable things, but if, in general, it looks like the thing they are measuring has a different shape, probably the thing they are measuring has a very different shape; if they cant predict each other, a very plausible outcome is that they arent the each other theyre trying to predict, he can put that into math...

And Alexandre will quietly enjoy himself, producing not really a general solution for the problem, because given that individual people will start with their own individual beliefs, many of which they are not explicitly writing down anywhere, he does not think he can do that, but something that, given a little work to turn his neat little descriptions into pseudocode, would work quite well as a computer program for interpreting results and adjusting your priors into posteriors based on them, if any computers happened to exist in Golarion that could run it.









dath ilan:


Dath ilan commentary

...Alexandre's methodology would work great if Golarion had a hypercomputer that could check an infinite variety of infinitary metahypotheses, yes.

It's getting anything done with a finite amount of computation that makes SCIENCE!analysis be nontrivial.


But it sure beats not even knowing how to solve the problem using a hypercomputer, and frankly, not all of the researcher-candidates are getting anywhere near that far.









Carissa Sevar:


Carissa's Story

Carissa should have put these students through more stressful things so they wouldn't be so stressed out by tests. That's a failure of Chelish education having failed to give students something to be more scared of than math -

- unless the problem is that the students are scared of Hell, and therefore not solvable that way? But they're not even sending the rejects to Hell!

She entertains the temptation to order everyone to believe that they're not going to be executed for math inadequacy, just so that when this situation inevitably happens anyway they'll know it's their own fault for disobeying orders. Somehow, though, it doesn't seem like that would actually fix the problem.



Carissa has a headband that amounts to Fox's Cunning all the time, and has taken to preparing three or four Owl's Wisdoms a day; it's an unfair advantage but life, and death, and everything else, are unfair. 

Keltham wants a rule for calculating a likelihood ratio between the 'same' theory and the 'not same' theory.

If they're in fact the same, then she can add up the lefts from both experiments and the rights from both experiments and get odds of left:right of (N1 + N2 + 1):(M1 + M2 +1). If they're different, then the odds for the first experiment are (N1 + 1):(M1 + 1) and the odds for the second experiment are (N2 + 1):(M2 + 1). 

Then to get the propensitypfrom the left:right ratio you have to do that deeply unpleasant thing with the factorials, which is going to make everything else messy. She digs it out of her notes.

p: M!*N!/(M+N+1)!

p1: M1!N1!/(M1 + N1 + 1)!

p2: M2!N2!/(M2 + N2 + 1)!

pcombo:(M1 + M2)! (N1 + N2)!/ (M1 + M2 + N1 + N1 +1!)



Right, okay, so the odds ratio between the SAME and NOT-SAME theories is just pcombo/p1p2. Which looks hideous, (N1+N2)!(M1+M2)!(M1+N1+1)!(M2+N2+1)!/ (N1+N2+M1+M2+1)!M1!N1!M2!N2!, but conceptually it's not all that hideous.



Presumably if you'd done this experiment you'd want to report the actual data, and the counts of 'left' and 'right', and also your likelihood functions on the actual propensities, and then your likelihood function on SAME: DIFFERENT.

She feels like the third question is getting at something particular, not just as the general principle that if your two data sources are different then you wouldn't want to combine them and treat them as more observations from the same process, but she's not actually sure what in particular. Presumably you could just notice that the dense bits of your likelihood function for each look very different from the dense bits of your likelihood function for the combination, and that if you ever notice that it's a bad sign. - are they supposed to formalize that? It seems surprisingly hard to formalize, but she does have almost two hours to go....



Some of the new students look miserable. To be fair she's not at all sure that without a headband she wouldn't be just as miserable. She's going to - not try to formalize that, she thinks, and instead fold up her notes and hand them in to Keltham and then tilt her head at him invitingly and head to the library.









dath ilan:


A median dath ilani's Story

The median dath ilani has - by Golarion's standards - some power that Golarion knows not, or aptitude that it knows very little. It isn't easily captured by the INT score that is measured by Detect Thoughts. Even if you add in whatever "Wisdom" is measured by Detect Anxieties, there's some residual that isn't measured still.

It's not just about the training the dath ilani undergo in childhood. No, really, it's not. They have been doing a lot of mate-selection, and not just since there've been prediction markets about what kind of children would result.



If somehow you took the median dath ilani, and exposed them to only a few fragments of Law such as Keltham has already taught, a few stories about cognitive science such as Keltham has already told, if they'd had only that little true education by the time they'd reached adulthood -

- the median dath ilani would still be told of the Law of Succession, and think spontaneously, without any outside prompting, of how you could use that to guess whether two sources were the same or different. Just look at the scores if you use the Law of Succession twice, separately, versus using the Law of Succession on both of them together. The difference between those scores is the likelihood ratio for different versus same.

If you get 4 LEFT and 1 RIGHT off one source, and 4 RIGHT and 1 LEFT off another source, then analyzing them separately gives you scores for each of 4!*1!/6! = 1!*4!/6! = 24/720 = obviously 1/30 just look at the factorials. Analyzing both datasets together gives you 5!*5!/11!, which you can see intuitively is going to end up around 1/1024, minus over a bit for the product being 1/2 * 1/3 * 2/4 * 2/5 * 3/6 * 3/7... instead of just 1/2^(10). (It's actually 1/2772 if you bother to calculate - not as nightmarish as it looks, you can cancel a lot of factors.)

Point is, you've got a set of two likelihood functions for two separate datasets, versus one likelihood function on the combined dataset, where, if you started with a uniform prior on three propensity spaces, and multiplied by all those likelihood functions, the two separate functions would destroy all but 1/30 of the probability on each of the two separate spaces, and the combined likelihood function would destroy all but 1/2772 of the uniform probability on its own parameter space.

It's not to the point where if you literally pulled a coin and flipped it 5 times twice, you'd conclude shenanigans from seeing 4 LEFT and 1 RIGHT the first time, versus 1 RIGHT and 4 LEFT the second time. That's just a likelihood ratio of 1/900 vs. 1/1024.

But if the problem is more mysterious than that? If you are less certain at the start that your data is coming from a single source across both cases? Then you'd be looking at an update of more like 2772:900 ~ 3:1 that they were two separate sources, after that. If it wasn't pretty plausible to start, it's not plausible yet now, after so little data. If you were already pretty suspicious, you're now quite noticeably more suspicious, though.



The median dath ilani - even given only such education as Keltham has already provided - fewer hints than that, even - would spontaneously generalize the principle of taking alarm if two experiments seemed to have nonoverlapping likelihood functions.

Suppose the likelihood functions are over a simple hypothesis space - such that likelihood functions form clouds naturally visible in that space - such that there is a natural way to informally see boundaries around narrow subvolumes of the clouds.

You can't say it in an absolute way, apart from some prior and arbitrary concept of how to draw boundaries like that and divide up the space. You could always throw some random points into an otherwise compact cloud and say that you thought they should be in there.

But informally, it's natural enough to see 376 LEFTs and 624 RIGHTs, look at the likelihood function P(data|propensity=p) =p^376*(1-p)^624, and say, "That cloud has 90% of its density between p=35% and p=40%."

If you widen to the amount between p=30% andp=45%, that's 99.9999% of the likelihood density.

And then let's say that you run a different experiment, and it turns up 602 LEFTs and 398 RIGHTs.

Informally - for there is no way to say it formally, without introducing an arbitrary note of subjectivity; we are looking to cues that the data gives us to look outside our hypothesis space, and there is a limit to how much you can ever formalize that, without invoking enough Law to create a mortal from scratch -informally, you look at that and say "No way in superheated toilet paper are those the same two data sources". The overlap of the two clouds in likelihood-space is virtually zero. They have each eliminated practically all of the probability from any hypothesis that could non-stupidly account for the other, and those two different stories cannot exist in the same world.

You do not "combine the data from the two experiments to estimate the parameter". No, not even in sane worlds where all you do to combine the analyses from two experiments is just multiply their two likelihood functions together. Sure, you can multiply p^376*(1-p)^624 by p^602*(1-p)^398 and get p^978*(1-p)^1022, but you obviously shouldn't do that. The first trial concentrates 99.9999% of its survivability between propensities of 0.30 and 0.45, and the second concentrates 99.9995% of its survivability between 0.53 and 0.67. There's no overlap between what the two datasets say are the livable regions of the parameter space.

These two experiments were not conducted with the same world feeding them their answers, though, ultimately, they were conducted inside the same greater Reality. Something is wrong in one place or both.

It's just one of those things that, like, is incredibly important to doing real Science! and jumps directly out at you, once you start thinking about experimental reports in terms of likelihoods, which, in fact, the median dath ilani will do even if nobody explicitly tells them so and even if their entire world tries to tell them otherwise.









Asmodia:


Asmodia's Story

Did Asmodia always have that strange thing in her, that the median dath ilani possesses? Did she have it before Otolmens touched her? Did she have it before her hour-long epiphany wearing an artifact headband?

Whatever that strange quality is, Asmodia has it now, somehow, outside of dath ilan.

And if she is not a dath ilani yet - not any kind of ilani, for being so untrained - she is now recognizably an untrained ilani.

Point being, Asmodia already thought through all of Keltham's questions earlier, during the Law of Succession lecture. He'd certainly hinted heavily enough that he was going to ask questions in those directions. Practically spelled it out, even.

Asmodia writes down all the obvious stuff. Thinks a bit more.

Writes down some speculations about, well, maybe you could also update the Rule of Succession on the first data-bunch, ask how well it expected to score, and then further-update the Rule on the second data-bunch to see if it scored around that well; and also do the reverse; and if in either case the further-updated Rule scored much more poorly than it expected to score after the first update, that might indicate a problem.

But it's not really a three-hour question? Is she missing something? If she's not missing something, Asmodia is sort of worried about how much Keltham is softballing the new researchers, here. This seems like really basic and obvious Law of Probability. What's the catch?

She spends a while staring at her paper, but when Carissa Sevar hands in her own version, Asmodia sort of quietly sighs to herself, and hands in her own as Keltham walks out with Sevar.









Security: ...Security notifies the Chosen of Asmodeus that Korva Tallandria seems to have broken down in tears in the middle of the classroom, thankfully after the Chosen left with Keltham. Is this happening inside alterCheliax? If it happened in alterCheliax they'd - probably tell Keltham, right? And if it's not happening in alterCheliax, everybody in the classroom needs to be told it hasn't.









Carissa Sevar: - huh.



It doesn't seem inherently implausible that a student in Taldor would start crying. Some of the kidnapped Taldane students cry. However, Keltham will probably gotalkto Tallandria, if he learns this, and that seems like a situation where a slip-up might happen. Presumably she's being mind-read? Is she in any state to talk with Keltham if he shows up wanting to talk to her?









Security: Tallandria is currently experiencing an amount of self-hatred that seems appropriate for somebody as pathetic as herself? She's currently imagining being shot through with pieces of the sun until only the tiny fraction of her that isn't pathetic remains, and feeling out whether she could learn to be okay with being a paving stone.

Given that she's crying in the first place, in front of the other students, and that this is incredibly incredibly bad for her self-interest, Security is concerned that Tallandria wouldn't be able to run Bluff on Keltham even though her soul depends on it.

Dominate Person? Toss her to Subirachs for attempted reforging? They also haven't tried flogging Tallandria until her morale improves, which would be the first resort anywhere sensible if they're not pretending to be fucking Taldor.









Carissa Sevar: How about they don't tell Keltham about this, and tell the other students it's not the case in alter-Cheliax, and pull her out an hour before time's up to see if she can be put back into condition to Bluff Keltham.



Also they should loop in Asmodia, who she thinks liked Tallandria.









Asmodia: ...should Asmodia possibly be going back in and telling Tallandria that she's at least got a place working on Asmodia's Wall, if Keltham doesn't want her? Tallandria was pretty helpful about analyzing Nobility Equilibria after she was called in.

Asmodia is mostly worried because she doesn't know if she'd be sabotaging Tallandria even further by telling her that, which is why Asmodia hasn't said it already. Does Sevar know how people work?









Carissa Sevar: Well, it seems hard to sabotage the girl any harder, plus even if she pulls it together and figures out the math they probably don't want to allow someone with composure problems to have Keltham-contact anyway, so Asmodia might as well go in and say it.









Asmodia: Right. Asmodia will go write down "If Keltham doesn't hire you, I'm planning to assign you to work on my Wall" on a piece of paper and hand that to Korva. She's not sure if Korva is in shape to hear a Message that's spoken once and can't be reread.









Korva Tallandria: Korva lifts her head up and reads the paper.



It makes sense. She's shit at math, evidently, but she dimly remembers that she also gave herself even odds of failing out last night, and she was planning to perfectly calmly angle for a support position of some kind - maybe writing out Keltham's lessons in a form that somewhat dimmer people have a prayer of understanding, once she's put more hours in and figured out what's going on with them herself. But the shadows that real things cast on other pieces of reality - she's good at that. And she'll learn things, which is the sort of thing that might make her soul non-worthless again.

The biggest immediate problem now, then, is the crying. Which - well, from a wall perspective it's not a problem? She knows, on about two seconds' thought, exactly why her alter-self is crying, and she could probably bluff Keltham dead, about this particular thing. Which is convenient, because she still feels much nearer dead than she'd like.









Security: ...Security will relay to the Chosen that Tallandria seems much more together immediately after reading Asmodia's note.

(Possibly the newbies still don't, like, particularly believe Sevar about some things? Maybe it's time to start using mind-control on them, Security does not see how Sevar could have made herself any clearer.)

Tallandria is thinking particularly that she could bluff Keltham about why she's crying. Tallandria's thoughts went immediately to particular stories that seem reasonable to Security, and about how her general composure will seem more consistent later with her having had a breakdown now. Possibly relevant if they want to tell Keltham now that Tallandria's broken down, and... tell him one less lie, he supposes?

(This Security has never had an easy time intuiting the exact outlines of Sevar's 'minimize lies' policy, and is just throwing everything to her.)









Carissa Sevar: Conspiracies are probably more likely to cover up crying breakdowns which they could easily cover up than to not do that, so it earns them some points, if Tallandria's bluff is really good enough, especially in light of the fact that the Taldor girls do sometimes have crying breakdowns.



Hit her with a splendor, just in case, and then tell Keltham.



....she should ask Subirachs about the idea of using Suggestion to make all her underlings believe she's not going to have them permanently reduced to rubble for no reason. It's very appealing but maybe there's some reason this isn't standard which isn't just the cost of the Suggestions.









dath ilan: Among the few things that dath ilan has in common with Cheliax, is that it takes a fair amount to make an adult dath ilani break down in tears in public.Math tests won't do it, even math tests with their future careers at stake.

When Keltham allowed himself to cry about how a hundred and fifty million people weren't going to die for his having entered their world, he sent Carissa out of the room first. Not from thinking that he was doing something bad that must be hidden - Keltham did not try to hide from her afterwards that it had happened. But their relationship being so new, he wasn't sure how the alien might emotionally brain-update about him if she witnessed it directly; and that anxiety played into a different social convention out of dath ilan, that he and Carissa hadn't yet had the conversation that you have before you cry in front of someone, or show other signs of great emotional distress.

Dath ilani do not break down and weep in front of strangers. It's not that they hide weakness. It's that you don't lay that on someone who hasn't agreed to do emotional labor about you.

If it happens anyways, something isreally wrong, wrong on a scale that transcends bothering all of the people around you.









Keltham: Keltham will listen to the Security notification with a deer-in-glarelamp expression, and then turn to ask Carissa for advice. In particular, should they possibly go get Maillol. Maillol seems like he might know how to handle this situation.

Sure, as Founder, this is his responsibility, possibly even his fault. It doesn't mean Keltham actually knows how to handle this situation worth a noodle.









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't know that you have to handle it? Maillol has experience commanding teenagers, so I guess he'd be the person to ask if you want to ask somebody, but the emotional wellbeing of every person here isn't your responsibility. In dath ilani companies if an employee of yours started crying would that be your job to solve?"









Keltham: He's the Founder. Everything is his job to, at the very least, make suresomebody is solving. If there's no one person whose job it is, then it's Keltham's job.









Carissa Sevar: " - all right. Let's go ask Maillol. Emotional support and guidance is normally a priest sort of job anyway."









Keltham: Keltham's reflexes out of Civilization do not particularly call for him towalk places to talk to emergency responders during mental health emergencies! That's what phones or Security are for! He'll start striding quickly towards the classroom while asking Security to have Maillol meet them there. Is the situation in the classroom currently stable?









Security: ...yes, Asmodia happened to be nearby and took temporary responsibility for Tallandria.









Keltham: (...he would've guessed Ione, failover to Pilar, especially since Asmodia had already handed in her work.

Slightly confusing but not obviously important, possibly indicates something along the lines of 'Asmodia asked Security to keep a lookout for anything she could impressively assume responsibility for handling'. No obvious Conspiracy correlates.

Keltham is noticing it simply because he is trained to notice confusion.)









Carissa Sevar: DON'T LIE to Keltham don't even ambiguously lie to Keltham!!!!! We don't have protocols for 'mental health emergencies' because even alter!Cheliax doesn't have those!!! Asmodia seems to be trying to be helpful to Tallandria, fine, Asmodia DID NOT follow some established taking-responsibility procedure!!!!









Security: Security clarifies, in case Keltham was getting the wrong impression here, that Cheliax doesn't actually have any standard procedures like Security is sure Civilization has, and Asmodia isn't trained in anything like he's sure Civilization does. Security doesn't particularly know what to do either when somebody bursts into tears but isn't violent. It's not really a Security issue per se.









Keltham: Yes, thank you, it wasn't very much of a ray of hope but it was hope and something needed to destroy it.









Keltham: Carissa, snap horrible decision before they get there, does she think Tallandria is still worth hiring?

Tallandria would've been on his list as a tier-2 even if she'd completely failed the exam, tier-1 if she'd done okay on it. But at least in Civilization, this would be a symptom of somebody who ends up requiring tons of emotional support, and being a distraction, and it would be a famously bad idea to have her in your high-pressure startup. 'You mostly can't improve people, you can only filter them,' goes the proverb out of dath ilan. Mainly if somebody can't handle the pressures of Civilization you want to encourage them to go to a Quiet City, or the Future, depending, and not have more kids who can't handle Civilization. But somebody in Governance thought Tallandria would be a good pick for the Project, for some reason, presumably, and she did do well in chemistry.









Carissa Sevar: "I think you should not hire her, because she startedcryingin the middle of an exam. This project already started a godwar. It's - not a reasonable expectation of people who are emotionally fragile, to handle the sort of things that are going to happen well. And - it'd plausibly disqualify her from taking the Worldwound oath, if it'd happened before that, and that's the - benchmark our society has, for people who can handle really really serious things..."









Keltham: That's what he figured.

Nobody tell Tallandria that she didn't even need to pass the exam, unless it somehow seems like a very good idea for her to learn that fact.









Asmodia: Message to Korva:

Tallandria, I've been informed that Keltham is sending Maillol in to escort you out. That's going to happen here exactly the way it would in alter-Cheliax, even without Keltham present, so everybody can see it and have the same story inside their minds.

Keep in mind that you're useful to me, even if to nobody else. I don't intend to let you end up as a paving stone, ever, if you serve me well.









Korva Tallandria: Why the fuck would Maillol escort her - well, if Keltham thought that was a reasonable thing to do, then sure, but why the fuck did Keltham think that that was a reasonable thing to do. Why did people even tellKeltham.

- not the point. She'll go. She's not crying much anymore, although her makeup is messed up and her face is still kind of red and puffy, and her heart rate might be spiking despite the assurance.









Ferrer Maillol: Ferrer Maillol will enter the classroom, wordlessly looking sad and grandfatherly, and hold out a gentle hand to Korva Tallandria. His body posture indicates without words that it's time for her to go.


Possibly Lady Avaricia has Sense Motive high enough to see through his Bluff. Definitely nobody else, even with everybody in the entire classroom getting the bonus from knowing with certainty it's a bluff.









Korva Tallandria: Korva is mostly confused about why everyone (including Keltham, apparently), has decided that this is worthy of a crown fucking trial. In places that aren't Cheliax people do, actually, cry in only moderately stressful situations sometimes.

She'll go with Maillol just fine, though, and try to stay very firmly in the mindset of her alter-self, who is also confused about why people are having a crown trial about this, and is additionally really embarrassed. As opposed to her real self, who would probably be terrified if she were allowed to have emotions right now.









Asmodia: Asmodia picks up Korva's exam paper - Keltham will no doubt want to see it, it's data about what sort of person fails like this - and follows Korva out.









Alexandre Esquerra: Damn, Alexandre wishes he could lie like Maillol. Well. He'll get there some day. (Lord Asmodeus willing.)

Goodbye, Korva Tallandria, down in flames and no one to blame but yourself. One day when you're a paving stone in Hell, Korva, you may know that Alexandre Esquerra once thought of you as his most formidable rival. Briefly. Now to see how the rest of the class burns out.









Keltham: Keltham is here in case Korva Tallandria has anything she wants to say to him. Otherwise, she can go with Maillol.









Korva Tallandria: Well, she's in the middle of being escorted away by Maillol, for some reason, so it's not going to occur to her that Keltham might want her to interrupt that to say anything to him, especially since a student breaking down in tears isn't a big deal, and he probably has more important things to deal with. But she'll wipe her eyes, smile, and half-laugh at herself, sadly, because that's what she intuitively feels like she would do if she were moderately embarrassed about being a crybaby in front of Keltham in a situation where the stakes for being a crybaby aren't actually that high.









Keltham: It'd be more reassuring if he knew the likelihood ratios from different internal states of possible mental health emergencies to an 'eye wipe, smile, and half-laugh'.

He'll nod at her in reply, and watch her go.









dath ilan: Fun fact! Dath ilan has zero customs whatsoever against somebody leaving in the middle of a math exam, if they notice they're about to burst into tears but are otherwise still able to act as an agent in the world! Who would even be able to stop them?

Obviously Korva Tallandria was too disabled to leave under her own power. Or didn't trust herself to do that, and waited for escort while staying where other people could see her, despite knowing that would cost them in distraction and possible emotional distress of their own.

Just saying, here.









Asmodia: "How does this affect Tallandria's hiring chances?" Asmodia asks, because obviously nobody's told her anything about anything.









Keltham: "Negatively. Why do you ask? Also, any particular reason you were called to assume temporary responsibility there?"









Asmodia: "I'd been tutoring Korva up until that point and thought she had a lot of promise."

"I want to hire her myself, same arrangement as you made with Yaisa. Well, different job, obviously."









Keltham: "Common wisdom out of Civilization would say that you're possibly getting sucked into somebody else's emotional spiral of doom, shouldn't try to fix people unless you are personally an actual professional people-fixer, and that there's a dozen obvious traps here that I wouldn't expect anybody in Golarion to understand. Those include the most compassionate workplaces implicitly defiltering to get the most dysfunctional people who couldn't get jobs anywhere else, and compassionate people training people to malfunction by rewarding them with support and companionship when they do."

"I'm not going to veto directly. Talk to Maillol, though. I predict he'll be against it, and if he says no you'll have a constipation of a time persuading me to say yes."

"I suppose I should ask what you'd hire her to do, though."









Asmodia: "Possibly, help put my math lessons into a form where people who are neither Keltham nor Carissa Sevar nor Asmodia can understand them. I had that thought even before her breakdown over math specifically."









Keltham: "You could potentially hire, say, Jacme, for that, and not risk getting sucked into somebody else's emotional spiral of doom."









Asmodia: "I expect Korva to be better at it."

"Are you vetoing this?"









Keltham: "No. It wouldn't actually be my choice in Civilization, who you get to hire, and I'm reluctant to exercise whatever further power I have here. Delegating to Maillol, mostly, whether he still wants her around in this fortress."

"I know that I don't understand terribly well how things work in Cheliax, know that I may be making a lot of wrong inferences based on how things would work in Civilization, and do have any inhibitions against ripping a life-rope out of somebody else's hands when somebody else is throwing them one."

"Just - be careful, Asmodia. In Civilization this would potentially be the start of a story about the grim doomfate of Asmodia. Not in a tropes way, a reality way. You'd better not be Evil enough to take her on out of compassion unless you're very sure that you're Evil enough to cut her loose. Next on the list of proverbial traps here is that if somebody doesn't want to go to a Quiet City, or Hell, I guess in this case, and you're the only place they have to stay that isn't that, that's a trap for you as much as for them. And neither of you are likely to be happy in the trap together."









Carissa Sevar: " - to me this all sounds like dath ilan desperately trying to implement patches for having bred their population for Good incredibly aggressively for generations, where Chelish people will simply fire someone if they are not an asset in a typical week, and not hang out with them if they are unpleasant to hang out with. Asmodia, if Korva's not actually very good at this but cries on you about how you're the first person to ever be nice to her, are you going to be conflicted emotionally about hiring Jacme instead?"









Asmodia: "I won't be, and I'm confident of that," alterAsmodia states honestly, and, so far as she knows, in green.


Asmodia doesn't wonder whether that claim has become unreliable, now, for her, until after the words leave her lips.

She doesn't take them back after. There are limits to how much of her heresy she's willing to show openly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not like how much of this situation was unpredictable to her - why'd Tallandria break down, why's Keltham taking it this strongly -

- but she thinks that Keltham arriving at the strongly-held stance that you should as a matter of principle never inconvenience yourself to keep someone else out of Hell/Quiet Cities (what an ominous name) is a positive development on the whole though she really really wishes she had more of a handle on all of the moving parts.



"I think it's a good idea to have Maillol looking out just in case, but - Cheliax doesn't have that conventional wisdom and in this specific case I think it's because making that error would be incredibly rare. In Good countries you get - people living sad small lives so they can care for their aging parents and disabled siblings who don't care to go on to Heaven yet. Here kids are raised better.



- also people here might...cry more...I wouldn't want her in my unit at the Worldwound because sometimes your friends who don't have a resurrection arranged will get killed in front of you and you need to be able to keep doing your job, I wouldn't want her on the Project because sometimes we get attacked by Kuthites and have to take a sword for Keltham, but I don't particularly expect incompetence in jobs that definitely don't require those things." A lie, but one she's pretty sure is true in Taldor, going off observed crying frequency of kidnappedrescued Taldane girls.









Keltham: "Like I said. Leaving it to Maillol to decide if it's okay for her to be in the fortress."



He'll wait until Asmodia is gone before mentioning to Carissa - by Message, because he doesn't particularly want Security to hear - that you might have thought Keltham's dad would have been one of the more relatively selfish people in dath ilan, but Keltham's dad still got caught in a trap like that anyways, for three years or so, before Keltham's dad met Keltham's mom.









Carissa Sevar: - hand-squeeze.



She honestly has no idea what exactly this supposed trap is but - maybe it's revealing too much, to saythat.

"May I ask you for a favor?"









Keltham: "You can ask, and I can take responsibility for saying no if I don't want to, because if even I can't do that, it's embarrassing for Civilization in front of Golarion."









Carissa Sevar: "If I am ever making you sad, and you think you'd be better off not dating me,leave.If I cannot expect you to be that Evil I'm going to be worried all the time."









Keltham: "Think that falls under the category of if I can't, it's my own fault, no? By Chelish standards."

"It's - obviously what I'd try to do? I wouldn't want to do that to you either. You are not the sort of person my dad got temporarily doomtrapped with. But it's hard to promise anything for certain when you're afraid your 'genes' might predispose you to a mistake."

"I'll tell Ione she's the one person responsible for calling me out on it, if she thinks that's happening anyways."









Carissa Sevar: "If you do that it's your own fault. Anyone would agree.



But I'd like to cry on you, when you push me that far, and not wonder if I'm causing you to make some kind of mistake your overly-Good society bred you for.

Probably Ione would catch it."









Keltham: "Totally different kind of tears, Carissa, unless I'mvery mismodeling one of you or Tallandria."









Korva Tallandria: Korva is pretty sure that Maillol's office lives more in real Cheliax than in alter-Cheliax, so she allows her real self to have some thoughts, though it's still not - well, actually, the emotion her real self seems to want to feel is the kind of quiet clarity she gets when the internal screaming breaks off to make way for thoughts that matter again, so sure, her real self can have emotions again, if it's going to be responsible with them.

Her honest assessment of herself is that she obviously fucked up the math test, but she acted in ways that were perfectly resonant with how alter-Korva would have acted. Nobody else acted how she expectedtheiralter-selves to act, though, except for Asmodia, so she suspects that project leadership is going to have a much dimmer view of her guesses at what alter-Korva would have been doing, and she's going to need to course-correct, if they let - well, Asmodia said she was stealing her, so she probably should actually figure out what the appropriate course correction is and not worry about the scenarios in which that's a pointless exercise.

She bows her head, clasps her hands, and waits for instruction.









Ferrer Maillol: Real Maillol has no particular reason to speak to this failure. Apparently Asmodia wants her for something, so any useful conversations are pending on Asmodia.









Asmodia: Asmodia will be there soon enough!

"Highpriest Maillol, Keltham is leaving it to your alter-self to talk me out of my intent to employ Korva Tallandria, citing it as your own decision whether Korva can stay in the fortress."

"Is your alter-self opposed to this sufficiently that alter-Asmodia couldn't talk him out of it?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Think my alter-self would plausibly tell you that he was monitoring the situation and stood ready to withdraw his permission for Tallandria to be there at any time."









Asmodia: "Sir, I'm not asking you what your alter-self would plausibly say, I'm asking you what your alter-self would say. Keltham thinks inprobabilities, not places where you definitely wouldn't -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Good catch."

"I think my alter-self is a little tougher to talk around to this, if you don't have a better excuse than Tallandria possibly helping to write your math curriculum. Unless she can actually do that."









Asmodia: "Security said she thought she could. I am far more confident in her ability to contribute to my Wall, however, thats why I actually want her."









Ferrer Maillol: "Asmodia, we're not actually discussing whether Tallandria can work on your wall, we're discussing whether or not Keltham knows she's still in the fortress."









Asmodia: "Yes, sir."









Ferrer Maillol: "Not sure what kind of mistake you were making there. Smells a bit like alter-Cheliax becoming too real for you. Whatever it is, fix it."









Asmodia: "Acknowledged, sir."

"Tallandria, is there Keltham-visible work alter-Tallandria could do, that would talk alter-Maillol into letting me keep you around? For that matter, does real-Tallandria even want to be visibly still here?"









Korva Tallandria: "Alter-Tallandria can, in fact, write expanded versions of Keltham's math curriculum, which will be useful if the project ever scales up enough to require employees who aren't our top dozen people. I would like to remain here and attend your lectures and any other math review lectures given by other researchers, even if I can't attend Keltham's, since it'll help with that goal."

She's... also baffled as to why crying during a math test would lead to expulsion from the compound, but that seems more like a Wall question.









Ferrer Maillol: "Mm. Not actually easy to figure out alter-Maillol here. My first reaction... it took alter-Asmodia around eight minutes to argue him into that, assuming she was being stubborn enough about it, and then alter-Maillol told her fine but Tallandria had better be producing and not causing any more fuss."









Asmodia: "Has Keltham ever seen you take eight minutes to be argued into anything and then change your mind about it? Real-Maillol tends to weigh things up quickly and -"









Ferrer Maillol: "All right, fair catch again. It can be hard not to think of alter-Maillol as weaker, and yes I get that Keltham doesn't see him that way."

"You spent - let's say about as long as this actually took - and then I made my snap decision that I was going to let you try it, let you fuck up if that was what happened, and let you get hurt enough to learn a lesson but not enough to affect your job performance before I intervened."

"She's all yours, Asmodia. Real-Cheliax too. Note that Security reports Tallandria was thinking we're fucking up alter-Cheliax realism by even having this be a notable deal there, you might want to debrief her on that."









Asmodia: "Keltham definitely also thought it was a large deal, but I'll prioritize asking Tallandria about what the web of connections is like there and what Keltham might figure out later."









Asmodia: Asmodia will then take Korva away, to the other side of the fortress, the hidden side, to her Wall.

She has a new pet now!









Korva Tallandria: Well, that certainly could have gone worse.

Korva will follow Asmodia out, and then wait to speak until spoken to. Even if Asmodia was right to see promise in her, she's still going to need to work hard to show her that it wasn't a mistake, after that little performance.









Asmodia: Asmodia's secret lair has high-quality tea and snacks! She is, in fact, a minor Power in this fortress.

After Asmodia has set out some snacks for both of them:

"All right, Korva, tell me about your theory of how everything we did was wrong for alter-Cheliax and what you think needs to be done in the future to be consistent with it."


Asmodia is feeling weirdly cheerful and excited about this! It's probably having her own pet. Practically her own slave!









Korva Tallandria: Moderately deep breath.

"I think it's bizarre that everyone decided to act like it was an emergency, worth the time of both the High Priest and of Keltham himself. In other countries, in other places, I don't think people would have done that - not in a school, anyway, because crying during a difficult test just wouldn't be that uncommon, especially under moderately stressful conditions like the ones that we're operating under. Maybe in the middle of a secret government project, but it still doesn't sound right."

"Apparently Keltham thought that this was a huge deal, too, though. If he's the one who assumed that, and other people followed his lead, well - we've just accidentally confirmed a bunch of things that caused him to make that assumption, without us understanding what those things were,which is sort of terrible. If one of our people decided that it was a huge deal, and Keltham went along with what he was being told - well, I guess in that case we at least have more control over the situation, although we still have to figure out why alter-Cheliax is like that."

"I am totally baffled at the idea that crying during a test would lead to expulsion from the compound. I didn't even think we were allowed to leave the compound after failing out, the other dropouts are all still here. I have no idea what his model is of why silently crying during a math test might make someone a danger to keep in the same building, and if we have any more information on that, then I want it, because I don't have it now. I'm also baffled that everyone involved would make that snap judgement without at any point asking what causedthe crying fit, instead of assuming, although maybe the alter version of the High Priest was expected to ask about that, and maybe he did."

"I wasexpectingeveryone to pretty much ignore the crying. I thought Keltham might ask about it, in which case I was prepared to give him an explanation of why alter-Korva was crying. I really didn't expect it to go any further than that. I think that in most places - including Taldor, and including Cheliax of the past - teenage girls actually just cry sometimes, and this is moderately embarrassing for them if they do it in a serious situation, but it's not much of an update about them at all, besides, yep, that sure is a teenage girl, and in some situations it isn't even that."

"Now,of course, we have to find out what Keltham thinks happened. If we were following his lead - well, we want as much information as we can get about what his thought process was, then, so we can determine whether to correct it - if it makes assumptions about the way people are here that are going to turn out to be wildly, obviously wrong if he ever interacts with people who haven't been carefully screened for being the most emotionally stable people we have, or for that matter if any of the other current students here ever have similar emotional reactions to Keltham's math tests, which doesn't seem impossible - or whether and how to confirm whatever assumptions he made about me, and by extension the rest of us. If he was following our lead, then... gods, I still need to know why he thought the High Priest might expel me from the compound. But I suppose we could, hmmm... well, he did warn us that some of researchers might go insane, or had gone partially insane already. Is it possible that everyone assumed that that was happening to me and reacted in line with how they've been reacting to other events in that bucket, or with how they would have wanted to react to those situations with hindsight?"









Asmodia: "Hold on, let me get a transcript en route."


Asmodia goes outside to page Security, she needs a transcript of this whole situation from the start, urgent priority since situation may be ongoing and recovery may be required.

(And strike the section of transcript where Keltham says Korva was slated to be hired even if she failed the math test; that's not vital info to Korva's understanding, and they don't need one more lie to Keltham / Korva doesn't need one more thing to conceal from Keltham that she knows.)

Advise Sevar that there's a question in progress about how likely students are in alter-Cheliax to cry during math tests, and whether somebody is going to need to tell Keltham at some point that something he thought was happening, was not happening, but we're still in the middle of figuring out whatwas happening.



When Asmodia is back: "I think I'm going to recommend to Sevar that we not lean as heavily on the Taldor framework in the future, or at least, not tell newcomers so much that's what we're doing."

"This isn't as bad as the case where Avaricia suddenly decided she knew all about how nobility in Taldor worked and therefore she must be authorized to act a particular way. You needed to improvise and you only improvised as much as necessary, good job on that, but still."

"People need to stop thinking that, if they know how something in Taldor works, they know how it works in alter-Cheliax."

"Alter-Cheliax is clearly not in fact Taldor. Even a short visit to the Facility showed me that relatively educated women in Taldor have much worse Bluff than we've already shown Keltham in upper-tier Ostenso wizard students. Keltham already knows that incoming students are accustomed to showing very tight emotional control by dath ilani standards, and that he has to repeatedly tell students to give him any feedback on how he's doing."

"That's probably notwhy he thought a big emergency was going on, but nonetheless, he already knows it."

"It's occurring to me that people - know which reality they all live in, and agree on that, because they spend years inside it together, and what we have here is a situation of everybody trying to improvise pieces of reality. Telling people that we sometimes take inspiration from Taldor is one thing, but it's just not true that when you know something true about Taldor you know something that's authorized to say here."


Asmodia is weirdly not more-panicked-than-usual about this, the way she'd normally be? Maybe because she has a minion to help her now!









Korva Tallandria: "I think there are a lot of problems with the Taldor framing, yes. In this case I think the crying thing is more general - I think that lots of places have people occasionally cry in stressful situations, including the real Cheliax. Reasoning being that I am from the real Cheliax, and I started crying. That makes me pathetic, by our standards and perhaps by Keltham's, and we can give Keltham a story that's consonant with that, but I think there must be a way to make it consistent. The big problems are - if Keltham later sees me acting in a way that isn't consonant with what he assumed we all agreed that my mental state was, or if someone else starts crying later in a way that makes Keltham suspect that it's actually less of an emergency than he assumed, which seems - unlikely, but not so unlikely that it isn't a way that we could get unlucky, in a project where everyone is operating at this level of stress."









Asmodia: Security brings in the transcript, which Asmodia quickly skims. It includes more of Korva's thoughts than Asmodia had seen before, but not, unfortunately, Keltham's.

Resigning herself to being a paving stone? Ouch. That's - bringing up bad memories of, like, all of Asmodia's entire life before the Gardens of Erecura which Asmodia has mostly been trying to forget about of late, as is probably healthy for her since alter-Asmodia doesn't have those memories anyways.


"All right, new read on this whole situation, Security speculated that Keltham was supposed to be notified in alter-Cheliax, probably because they thought it was a, large event, as it would in fact be in Cheliax, also because Keltham has previously been pretty unhappy about not being told things, Keltham was told but not in a way that signaled it was a large event, Keltham reacted to it as a large event, Keltham asked Sevar what she thought about it,Sevar thought it was a large event."

"Maillol hasn't told Keltham at any point in this transcript thathe thought it was a big deal. Maillol may have acted or emoted in a way that doesn't show up in the transcript, I'll have it checked with him. But this situation may be partially recoverable if Maillol calls back Keltham asking Keltham why he thought this was a major emergency. If we think that's a good idea."


Asmodia passes Korva the (briefly censored) transcript.









Korva Tallandria: She reads it.

"Hm.

"If he thinks I'm having some particular pattern of 'emotional spiral of doom' - I'm not sure I can act consistently with that, not knowing what it is, which makes it risky to keep me around anyplace where he can see me. The safest thing to do in theshortterm is going to be to remove me from anywhere that he can make direct observations of me, let him think that nothing more complicated than his existing hypothesis actually happened, although that might break down if he does decide to ask further questions about the specific reasons for it. There are longer-term risks from confirming everything he thinks is happening and then letting him see some other element of human behavior here that comes into conflict with it, but I'm not sure whether those are outweighed by the amount of mistakes people might make in the recovery - the high priest would have to have a strong sense of what happened in alter-Cheliax and why his alter-self's assessment of it is, if we want to take that route, which might be just as fraught."









Asmodia: "The safest thing is to figure out what we're doing in alter-Cheliax and do exactly that. Every time we ask what's safe for the Conspiracy, we act like the Conspiracy."

"Right now, in alter-Cheliax, it sounds like maybe Maillol is gently talking to you with his great Asmodian priestly competence at that, like the expert emergency response personnel that he is, finding out what really happened. He definitely didn't talk for five minutes, and then snap-approve me taking responsibility for you so that he could get you out of his office."

"We need to figure out what really happened in alter-Cheliax, and then we need to figure out what alter-Cheliax tells Keltham about that. It's fine if that contradicts whatever theory Keltham has now. What it has to not do is contradict the way he's seen Maillol, Sevar, myself, Security, you, act about it."

"The naive Conspiracy plays along with whatever Keltham believes. The real alter-Cheliax, the alter-Cheliax that's true to itself, the alternate plane of existence where there's an actual alter-Cheliax if there is such a thing - the real alter-Cheliax doesn't play along."









Korva Tallandria: "Okay. What I was thinking at the time was - I misbudgeted my time last night, spent too much time and mental energy that I didn't have on things that weren't making sure I had the Rule of Succession down pat. I did some work with the Rule of Succession during breakfast, but I wasn't getting it and I was getting frustrated. Then we got the test, and I knew I didn't know how to do it, and - I guess I panicked, panicked in some really specific way that meant I was fine at some kinds of thinking but stopped being able to read math. I don't know how to explain it better than that. I realized that I was going to turn in something totally worthless, and I wouldn't get the job."

"That's all green, what really happened. Now, specifically in alter-Cheliax - alter-Korva had gotten her hopes up about getting the job. Her older sister died in the last year, and she's still grieving it. She'd been hoping that if she was hired, she would be able to make the money necessary to buy her a resurrection, and get her back. The grief hit her fresh again, when she realized it couldn't be fixed, combined with the knowledge that it was her own fault for being stupid and making dumb mistakes. She realized she was crying, and she put her head down about it."









Asmodia: "Older sister real? Keltham - I can't predict if he'd try to rez her once he's got a spare 10,000gp, but we need to be ready if he does."

"Also if she's not real, veto because we're not being faithful to the Probability of dead sisters."









Korva Tallandria: "Real older sister, really dead. But I don't think we should use the real one; the real one was executed for apostasy, not dead of consumption like alter-Korva's, and we can't trust her to take orders. I do have a cousin about the same age who really did die of consumption; plausibly we could use her, or maybe a completely different actress if we think that people who have actually been in Hell for a few years are going to be harder to control in the relevant ways. Which seems... possible, given we're lying about what Hell is like."









Asmodia: "Noshit, Korva. Your alter-sister is doing great in Hell and you're in no hurry to rez her. If you accumulate enough money and pull working for me that you can actually rez her, and you feel like doing that, do it off the books where Keltham can't see."

"Do we - think that someone in alter-Cheliax, Korva in alter-Cheliax, doesn't break down in tears just because they can't get the job? They also need a dead sister they were hoping to rez? If you're telling the complete truth about what drove you to a breakdown here - and if you were foolish enough to be concealing anything else, you'd better unconceal it right now, because there will be a Security check later - then it's just true that you encountered a stressor large enough to break you in real-Cheliax. Any time we can go with something very close to the real story, we usually try to do that, because it often has a ring of realness to it that a more dramatic story lacks."

"The stakes for getting the job are higher in realCheliax, but people in alter-Cheliax suffer less crippling penalties for breaking down in tears. Plausibly that balances out."









Korva Tallandria: "No, I didn't cover why I started crying in real Cheliax. In real Cheliax, I also realized that I wasn't going to get the job, but in real Cheliax I thought that meant both being kicked off of the projectandbeing required to stay in the compound not doing anything else, or else be killed and sent directly to Hell. And - I didn't feel like I'd learned enough, being mortal, I felt that I would look very worthless in terms of real skills to the devils in Hell, and that they wouldn't want me. Not just the way they wouldn't want a project girl; I thought that I had beenturned intosomeone worthless by the project, someone who could have been moderately valuable if I'd just gone to the Worldwound and been a normal wizard, but who was instead going to be frozen at what I knew in young adulthood, because I'd been pulled onto this project and then cast off with nothing else to do with myself, nowhere else to grow. Even if project leadership didn't kill me, I wouldn't be allowed to do anything real, the sorts of things that might have made me more valuable in Hell. And I hated myself, and my circumstances, so much, in that moment, realizing that I wasn't inherently worthless but might have been rendered so, or nearly so, in the last week. That's why I started crying. Because I was upset about what the project might have done to my eternity."









Asmodia: "I truly don't envy Sevar her own job. Prediction, Sevar's going to have an additional lecture about this, where she tells everyone how much she is going to make sure anybody in her fortress stays useful to her, including them being tutored in ringmaking or other advanced wizard skills, which Paxti and the others are. If that's what it takes to get people not to break down on math tests in ways they wouldn't in alterCheliax."

"Prediction, it's still not going to work. People in Cheliax, their whole previous lives, they're all fucking... I don't even know what word I want to use here. 'Scared', I guess, and the fact that everyone's required to believe they aren't scared means that they can't think about whether or not a situation is actually scary."

"I'm going to try selling Sevar on how much we show everybody else thatnothing bad was allowed to happen to you andthen maybe at leastthis crop of newbies will actually fucking believe the Chosen of Asmodeus about fucking anything."


"Which does still leave us the question of whether the job-stressor part and the fear of failing out of the Project and being stuck in the fortress was enough to get to alter-Korva."









Korva Tallandria: "I don't think so, not on its own. If you're not worried about it hurting your eternity, the fortress isn't a bad place, and alter-Korva doesn't have other reasons to care that much about the money that everyone keeps throwing around. There's probably something, if we've fenced ourselves in everywhere else, but it doesn't ring true to me."

"I do think - if the claim that my alter-self is in no hurry to rez my sister and isn't sad about her death was an order, then I'll take it and work with it, but in case it's the sort of thing I'm supposed to dispute, I think it's wrong. My sister has a young son that she's missing the childhood of, and alter-Korva would miss her, too. People in other countries - even Good countries - do, actually, grieve and feel sad about it when people die, even when they think they went to afterlives where they're having a wonderful time. I think it we build into alter-Cheliax that people don't grieve here, ever, that runs a risk of running into problems, too."

" - also I don't think you can resurrect people who were executed for apostasy, but that's - sorry. Not what we're talking about."









Asmodia: "It's illegal by default, but if the Project drops spellsilver prices by a factor of ten, I expect that to not be an obstacle to Project Lawful girls. Well, researchers, if any of the male candidates make it."

"Sevar might overrule me if she sees some way it plays into her own game of corrupting Keltham - like, if she's sure Keltham will choose not to resurrect your sister, and expects that to be good Evil progress - but I am reluctant to make that be the story, given that we can't actually rez your actual sister. Keltham could ask to scry your sister. It's a truth that leads into too many other possibly required lies."

"There's nothing else in your life, alter-Korva's life, that she'd have been emotionally attached to doing, if she could only get a million gold pieces to do it with?"









Korva Tallandria: "No. Not that I've thought of. When Keltham assumed we wanted money I was offended at the wrong assumption; when Pilar told me I'd get a duchy if we won, I was annoyed with her for assuming I would want one. I've been thinking about why alter-Korva was even here, given she couldn't have been kidnapped into it, and I think I can piece together enough half-reasons to justify it, but - not reasons to cry about failing. Not ones I've thought of, other than wanting her sister back.

"I could probably think of some things that people who weren't me might want. They'd be harder to play, if he ever saw me again, because I not only don't want them but am learning that I apparently feel contempt for the idea of wanting most of them."









Asmodia: "I wish I could be on all of the Telepathic bonds constantly monitoring all of the situations and think quickly enough that in a situation like this I could actually talk the entire thing through with you fast enough to determine thatyou were not crying in alter-Cheliax."









Otolmens: Otolmens is not messing with the correctly-thinking mortal AGAIN after what happened LAST TIME.









Asmodia: "Option one that I've been able to come up with here, alter-Korva is weak, cracked under ordinary pressure."

"Option two, alter-Korva did have something she desperately wanted to do, she doesn't want to talk about it, Security truthspelled her just in case but that doesn't mean the rest of us know. Mostly, we don't mention that to Keltham because it's private to Korva, we just tell him she hoped too hard. If Keltham presses, which I predict he won't, Security tells him that it's about your dead sister who committed a murder and got executed over it, it's illegal to bring her back without a Crown order and you thought you could get that by outperforming."

"I predict Sevar vetoes option two, but want to give you a chance to sell that over option one. I'm halfway inclined to veto it myself. on grounds of how much it sounds like you might be a romantic interest fated to Keltham by unbroken prophecy, like Sevar, which is... one of those complexities we didn't want to try to explain until you'd all mastered the basics. But I think we may just need to press ahead and explain the tropes tonight, at this point."









Korva Tallandria: "A - can I -

"You know what, no, I don't think alter-Korva wants to resurrect a sister who committed murder. I think I can manage weak. I amweaker than most Chelish people. If those are our options, that seems like the more plausible option, and if we don't act like it's absolutely unthinkable for largely untested students to turn out to be that weak, under these conditions, then it doesn't even fence us into making it implausible if someone else happens to crack later, too."









Asmodia: "All right. We're rather in the middle of a Wall disaster recovery here. So I'm going to have Sevar updated on what we think was going on, check if she approves a Maillol interrupt."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's hanging out with her boyfriend trying to make unforced conversation about unrelated things!









Keltham: Keltham will have moved on to unrelated things, then!









Keltham: ...though probably not without having expanded at leastlittle on concepts like, yep, Carissa sure did call what happens to overly Good people if they try to improvise taking care of other people with mental health problems. A lot of dath ilan is set up to route people like that intoactually adequate situations for them, like Quiet Cities designed not to drive them crazier or unhappier in a hundred subtle ways; or, failing that, make it really clear to them that it's 100% okay if they want to just go into cryonic suspension, their friends and family will be fine, it's not their duty to stick around.









Keltham: Maillol knows what he's doing, right? He should definitely know what he's doing much better than Keltham would. Keltham can't improvise a handling mechanism better than what Cheliax already has in place.


...at least, Keltham could, possibly, think that, if he didn't know that everything about Golarion was simultaneously broken by his standards and that their mental health system is probably just "Hell takes care of it" which Keltham needs to remember isokay.

Andnot what he should be focusing on from either a Good or an Evil perspective. Good says, help all of Golarion and not one person close to you, Evil says, don't make Dad's Mistake.









Keltham: But if they are supposed to be talking about unrelated things, Keltham will talk about unrelated things!









Carissa Sevar: Maillol has decades of experience with helping people deal with shock, grief, death, and so on, at the Worldwound; Keltham probably finds something inadequate about how Golarion handles sad people because has anything not been disappointing to him yet but she really really does not think this is something he could handle well. Also priests are sort of intrinsically comforting, because they're known quantities - Asmodeus chose them, they're going to be predictably His servants.

- unrelated things.









Keltham: Keltham did need to check whether Sevar thought that the level of distraction being imposed on the other researcher-candidates was high enough that it should partially invalidate the test from Keltham's perspective. His model of Sevar's model said no, but he needs to check with her. Seriously, like in real life, with respect to how normal researcher-candidates work, not Invincible Carissa or Chelish Dignity should-universe answers.









Carissa Sevar: - she doesn't think so? Her guess is that they mostly if they noticed at all rather than being absorbed in their math went 'wow that's weird I wonder what went wrong' and then Maillol came in and they figured they didn't need to worry about it. He could give them a little extra time if he wanted.









Keltham: ...that doesn't square up withanything else about how Keltham was imagining people or societies worked, but at this point Keltham is just going to wait for Maillol to report back, rather than quiz Carissa about it.









Ferrer Maillol: Here's Maillol! Looks slightly worn and sad, but not much more so than his usual self.

"Keltham. I need to ask, do you have particular reason to believe that Tallandria was having - how did you put it - a mental health emergency? Near as I can tell, Korva Tallandria cracked under test pressure in what seems like a very ordinary way, excepting only that I would've thought a screened candidate for this job would've been tougher than that -"









Keltham: "Okay, hold on. Stop. Come to a complete halt. Go into reverse."

"What do you mean,cracked under test pressure in a very ordinary way. Ordinarily people don't - crack?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Nobody in dath ilan ever bursts into tears while taking a math test?" Maillol iscertain that this happens in Taldor.









Keltham: "Possibly if their 'appendix' suddenly bursts, but then yousay out loud you're having a medical emergency, you don't - become mentally disabled to the point where you don't even trust yourself to walk out of the room and need to stay around other people who can subdue you if necessary -"

"Okay I think we probably all need to back up and check a lot of basic assumptions. You first, why would anybody burst into tears while taking a math test?"









Asmodia: "Korva, sudden emergency question, do people in Taldor just walk out of exam rooms if they're about to cry, because in retrospect, it's incredibly obvious that's what they do in dath ilan unless they're completely disabled."









Korva Tallandria: "No. Not unless they're having a bigger breakdown than the crying itself, and outright throwing the test. I'm - not certain but I'm pretty sure, for most tests."









Asmodia: "Right."

"Well, it's obvious that we were all living in different realities, and now it's time to desperately make like there were only two of those and not three."









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol is trying to explain the underlying patterns of, forget the math part, teenagers breaking down crying during any kind of test in which they don't know the answers and the future of their career is at stake.









Keltham: When you don't know the answers and your whole future career is at stake isnot a good time to start crying.









Ferrer Maillol: Yes, that is why people who can't master the "not crying on important math tests" life skill are less great candidates for the Worldwound. Outside the Worldwound the stakes are not that high all the time, and Tallandria apparently hadn't been exposed to any situation this high-stress in her life before.









Keltham: Okay, but if it's an actual emergency self-management situation requiring a temporary fix, there's, like, twelve different things anybody could do to switch off or dissociate an emotion...

...none of which anybody in Golarion has any training with, causing them all to have the emotional management options of, like, ten-year-olds, except insofar as they have sheer brute willpower for plowing through anyways.



Right.

Updating.



Keltham still doesn't get why Tallandria didn't just walk out of the room.









Ferrer Maillol: Because - social conventions are heavily against just walking out of a room during an exam. It's the sort of thing that gets somebody dropped from their hard-to-get-into wizard academy, and if the rules were any different on Project Lawful, nobody told Tallandria that.

Maillol realizes this may not make sense to Keltham for a while.









Keltham: "Carissa, is there a fast explanation here relative to your model of my model?"









Carissa Sevar: " - probably, like, half of people are the kind of person who has sufficiently poor emotional management skills they start crying during an important test. Maybe six in ten girls, two in ten boys, yes I know that doesn't make half when I started being more specific in my head those are the numbers that came out. The wizarding academies try to filter it out because at the Worldwound not having emotion management skills will get people killed, I expect the project also filtered for it so Tallandria must have never done it before, but it's not rare generally.

Sometimes one might start crying during a test, recover, and finish the test, and this would be much less problematic for their continued presence in their wizarding academy than leaving the room during the test; one might even cry during a test without anyone in charge noticing, if the room doesn't have several Security who've been told to communicate as much as possible to Keltham."









Keltham: Keltham will now attempt to adapt for the fact that his entire worldview, all of his social reflexes, all of his thinking patterns, his deep implicit ideas about who is supposed to do what when, that his ideas of what he is supposed to think about and what a Startup Founder is supposed to think about, are all inhabiting a different reality that is not this reality!


"Okay, so if Tallandria wasn't - having a complete mental breakdown - does her cracking during math tests correlate with a rare Golarion neurotype that is very talented at chemistry, and if I don't hire people who crack on math tests, I don't get to have any top-percentile chemistry talents?"


It's actually pretty hard! Especially when you can only do it one piece at a time wherever your mental attention happens to be focused that instant, and your mental attention is also being focused by patterns from the wrong reality.









Carissa Sevar: ".....no? And I have no idea how you got there? I think you probably shouldn't hire her, like I said. I'd think it was fine to hire her for a normal chemistry project but not one where we get attacked by Kuthites and might all end up half-Keepers."









Keltham: "Okay, but the conventional wisdom out of Civilization is that a project like this one would end up with a lot of very weird people, and you still want to exclude the mentally unstable ones but you've got to be really careful that you're not excluding, like, Lady Avaricia..."

"Does Golarion possibly just not have the wholething where four top chemists in the world marry in pairs and their kids marry and one of their kids is an unbelievable genius chemist and the other one manages to commit true-suicide at nineteen."









Carissa Sevar: And it's not that the one murdered the other?



"If I heard that I wouldn't be very surprised but I also don't know of it as a - known phenomenon?"









Keltham: "So basically your planet doesn't have any geniuses except maybe via artifact headband, but, on the flip side, it's fine to go harder on screening mental traits in your employment process..."

"Not the most urgent question, I guess."

"I'm - continuing to feel very much out of my depth, here. Carissa, Ferrer, you're both satisfied that things are proceeding here - basically as they should be proceeding, in Golarion? I'm not supposed to administer a new math test to her in private and see if that makes a difference?"









Carissa Sevar: "I bet she'd do better on a new math test in private, at least plausibly so, but the whole reason I think you shouldn't hire her is that this is an incredibly weird isolating destabilizing project and you should hire people who are unusually stable and capable for it."









Ferrer Maillol: (It took him a split second to remember Keltham expected the lower-ranked person to speak first, and cross that with the Chosen being beneath him in alter-Cheliax. But Maillol did remember in time to speak in the correct realAsmodian order, which is also the correct alterCheliax ordering.)



"I'd mostly say things are proceeding as they should. Except for a slight concern about how this makes two of them."

"Asmodia first, though that was seemingly very different in nature. Then Tallandria, who plausibly could have looked like a stable candidate up until this point, and than cracked for the first time when she was under more pressure than ever before."

"Neither case by itself would worry me the way the two do side-by-side."

"I am having Tallandria privately go through a light Security screening, to truthspell her about whether she's said everything she knows to be relevant. But if there's nothing in there that Security decides we need to know, they don't tell us."

"My understanding is that Tallandria has had relatively little Law exposure. And I do think there's a tendency for more talented wizards to be a little less stable, sometimes, in Golarion. The state did send us an assortment of interesting people."

"I only ordered the screening because - how did you put it? 'Why trust what you can verify?' I have made it clear to Security that any previously undisclosed involvement of Law-based reasoning in Tallandria's breakdown is something we need to know about."









Keltham: "Well handled, then. On that part of it, I don't know enough to judge your performance on the rest."

"What'd you decide about Asmodia's request to hire her?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Unless you know something I don't about Tallandria being more volatile than she looks, I'm leaning yes, but with my watching the situation. Closely enough that, if it starts to go wrong, I can shut it down after Asmodia learns a valuable life lesson and before she loses significant usefulness to your Project."









Keltham: "What does shutting it down, in that case, entail for Tallandria?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Stowing her in some other high-Security installation that could use another second-circle, and isn't quite as massively vital to the future of Cheliax and Golarion."

"Or Hell for a couple of years. Which I personally think is an option Tallandria ought to be jumping on, given that she has a rare option to do that and get resurrected at state expense. But that's an option I haven't pressed, beyond gently mentioning that it exists. Compared to most people, priests of Asmodeus are known to have unusually correct opinions about that." Maillol smiles slightly, but visibly.









Keltham: "Why are most people wrong about that, though..."









Ferrer Maillol: "Let the Church know if you ever figure that out."

"Any else?"









Keltham: "No. Thanks."









Ferrer Maillol: "It's my job." He departs.









Carissa Sevar: "Seeing him always makes me feel bad about how much nonsense our project gets up to that he has to write reports to Egorian about."









Keltham: "I figure any week we haven't started another godwar yet is a week Maillol ought to be grateful to us. After all, he's the one who said that the key to happiness is to start with low expectations, and then, presumably, never update them so you're constantly pleasantly surprised. That part he didn't say explicitly but I don't see how else this trick would work."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, I think that's it. Wouldn't work for a dath ilani, but works quite well, if you're Chelish. I don't know if he's managed to keep them so low as to be pleased with the lack of a godwar, though."









Keltham: "Yeah, if we don't start another godwar soon, orsome sort of project disaster, Maillol may start taking current conditions for granted. Then his" hedonic treadmill "niceness demand level will adjust. We can't let that happen."

"Any gods out there that would be really easy for us to annoy?"









Carissa Sevar: "Hmmm. Calistria's supposed to be quick to anger?"









Keltham: "And what pisses off Calistria?"









Carissa Sevar: Raping people. Abusing your wife. That's probably not the most strategically useful answer to give. "If I were desperately trying to translate into dath ilani I would claim that She hates it when someone defects against you and you don't defect back, but I suspect that if for some reason you were to spend a week studying Calistria's teachings you'd tell me that's not the right translation exactly."









Keltham: "Right then, well, there's one god whose teachings I agree with too much to offend in that particular way. Though I continue to have no idea how she's not Lawful Neutral."









Asmodia: "And that's today's first crisis done with! Welcome to Project Lawful by the way. At least we have cookies."



Why is Asmodia feeling soweirdly cheerfulabout having Korva assist on her Wall? It's not the first time Asmodia's had minions! Asmodia in Ostenso would sometimes force other students to do things for her! Because if Asmodia didn't sometimes do that she'd obviously be one of the academic victims who got forced to tutor and serve more vicious students! Is it just that she's got more leverage over Korva than Asmodia has ever had over anyone before, and now she can invest in training Korva to be more useful and have that actually pay off?

(The Chelish dialect of Taldane does have a word for 'friend'. It just doesn't use it for anything.)









Korva Tallandria: "Yeah. Uh, sorry for causing you a headache already. So - I know you have visible and invisible things to juggle, but are there specific things we know we need to get out ahead of right now, while we can?"









Asmodia: "I think at this point, I sit you down and explain to you about the tropes. It's an unexplained part of the entire Wall, from your standpoint, and you can't work without knowing."









Korva Tallandria: " - right. What, uh, are those." And are they going to cause her to turn out like Yaisa, somehow, she really really really doesn't want to be another Yaisa.









Asmodia: "All right. So. Um."

"This is something of a long and very weird story. I'll try to separate facts from inferences,"and try to lead you away from thoughts about whether the gods who once were human are trying to fake out Cheliax into believing in this whole story, just in case I was right about that originally.

"Keltham landed near the Worldwound at a point where he would run out of the cold into a Chelish installation. He didn't land in the middle of the ocean, or for that matter, materialize a hundred yards off the ground, or in space, or in the Plane of Elemental Fire. If you think about a cloud of probability density spread out evenly across all of Golarion's surface, to say nothing of our larger multiverse including other planets and other planes, it's very obvious that Keltham didn't land at random according to a cloud of probability like that."

"Something put Keltham where he landed, something that, one infers, cared about what would happen after he landed there."

"We then have the question - besides Keltham not just dying on the spot, in what other ways was this force maybe selecting where to put Keltham? Maybe not just within Golarion, but inside our whole multiverse, maybe even many possible multiverses? Keltham seemed to believe that dath ilan knew for sure that existence was very wide, much wider than just our multiverse and dath ilan's universe that he showed us."

"When Keltham ran out of the cold into that Chelish installation, the first person who could cast Tongues to speak with him, it turned out, was Carissa Sevar."









Asmodia: "Keltham and Sevar, I'm told, are matched improbably well in terms of their romantic compatibility. Sevar is, to this day, the person who understands Keltham best out of everyone who's tried, including the Queen of Cheliax with whatever ludicrous levels of Splendour she can bring to bear. Experienced honeypot instructors specializing in Lawful Good targets are saying that they do not understand why anything Sevar is doing works as well as it does."

"And Sevar... frankly strikes me as being more at risk of falling in love with Keltham for real than she'll admit to the rest of us. I'm guessing here, yes. But if my guess is right - you would not expect an average Chelish woman, a random Chelish woman, to fall in love for real with Keltham. You wouldn't expect a random Chelish woman to be tempted."









Asmodia: "From Keltham's perspective, Golarion is evenmore improbable on that level. Keltham has sexually sadistic tendencies. His Lawful Good world tried to make sure he never found out about that. Keltham thinks that's because dath ilan has no masochists. He thinks masochism itself is unlikely, that it's not a kind of thing that - that heritage-selection would produce naturally - he thinks that people who want to be hurt, who enjoy pain, who want to be taken and forced into submission, would end up in dangerous life situations having fewer children. If the sadists of dath ilan knew what they really wanted, they'd just be sad, so it was dangerous-information to them."

"You could counter-argue, and I think Sevar has, that tendencies like that could actually help people survive, if they ended up in situations very common in Golarion. Dath ilan, maybe, has fewer of those situations. Or maybe Keltham is right, and the gods intervened to make masochism be a thing in Golarion."

"The point is that from Keltham's perspective, he ended up in a world where sexual desires of histhat had no counterpart in dath ilan - desires where, Keltham thinks, he would not expect a counterpart to exist in most reasonable parts of reality - could find fulfillment here. The masochists he ran into are wizards, meaning he can try harder to hurt them without damaging them too much. Keltham has healing powers he can use on his masochists afterwards. These are all things that dath ilan doesn't have, that dath ilan thinks ought to be unlikely, that they wouldn't expect to find in a random world. All of them make life much more convenient for somebody with Keltham's sexuality."

"And even if Keltham is wrong about Golarion having been selected for that - even if most worlds out there are just like that, and dath ilan is the weird one out for having no healing magic and no masochists - there remains the implausibly good match with Sevar in particular."

"You might speculate, then, you might infer - though it is not of itself an observation, as Keltham teaches to distinguish - that whatever landed Keltham here was, possibly, trying to set him up with a romance."









Asmodia: "It's... not a verynice romance, really. Not the nicest romance Keltham could possibly have had. He did end up in Cheliax with all of his romantic interests constantly lying to him about everything."

"It's not something you'd do to Keltham if you were just trying to be nice to him, make sure he found sexual and romantic fulfillment."

"It's something you'd do to Keltham if you were putting him somewhere that a romance novel would start up around him, a novel with a dramatic, conflict-riven plot."

"In particular, a dath ilani romance novel. With common patterns, 'tropes', out of a dath ilani romance novel."

"Keltham doesn't know all his love interests are lying to him. But he knows he landed in a situation where he's around a number of different interesting girls with interesting different backgrounds and special powers. That, he found suspicious, after he arrived. He doesn't know how weird it is that Pilar Pineda was selected as Cayden Cailean's oracle and bestowed with cookie powers. He doesn't know that Ione is the one oracle chosen of Nethys. But he knows that he's around other girls with special powers, an improbable and surprising number of them, and that is to him an obvious signature of a dath ilani romance novel."

"Or as dath ilan calls it, an 'eroLARP'."

"Keltham has tried making predictions about how events would happen around him, if he had in fact been selected and placed somewhere that further events would develop, by unbroken prophecy, in the way of an 'eroLARP'."

"We are concealing from Keltham how many of those predictions have, in fact, come true."









Asmodia: "In alterCheliax, Sevar is not the Chosen of Asmodeus. There is nothing special about Sevar that is causing Hell to delay its purchase of her soul, or, as we've presented that to Keltham, 'making afterlife arrangements'. Then Sevar should be able to make her afterlife arrangements and get her own Arcane Sight."

"Keltham predicted that, when Sevar went off to try to sell her soul, something mysterious would happen that prevented her from selling her soul. He didn't know about Sevar's previous failed attempt, he just predicted that she'd fail that time, because it would be what happened in a dath ilani romance novel."

"Sevar turned out not to be able to sell her soul again. They arranged for her to get permanencied Detect Magic somehow, no I don't know the details. Sevar came back apparently all cheerful about having sold her soul, for Arcane Sight plus enough spellsilver to have an excuse for being able to make Keltham-corrupting magic items later."

"Keltham had a panic attack about whether there was some incredibly clever reason that the government of Cheliax would need to lie to him and fake selling Sevar's soul and somehow fake the Arcane Sight, because that would be what happened in an 'eroLARP'."

"Sevar managed to talk Keltham down from his being, in fact, completely right about all of everything," including Sevar being a hidden cleric, very likely, just based on how the rest of that went, but Asmodia's not going to get into that.

"That was one incident. There were others, particularly including a conflict with the Queen of Cheliax, that I am apparently not allowed to know all about," presumably because Keltham won embarrassingly hard. "From Keltham's perspective, he successfully managed to avert all of the antagonisms with the Queen that his 'tropes' would predict, casting severe doubt on his whole 'eroLARP' theory."

"From everyone else's perspective, I'm told, practically everything that Keltham predicted actually happened, but in a way where we prevented him from seeing it."









Asmodia: "Welcome to Project Lawful. At least we have cookies. And if we ever run out of cookies, one of Keltham's likely romantic interests can suddenly appear with additional cookies - namely the extremely devout Asmodean, who was chosen as oracle by Cayden Cailean, whose curse, which we call Snack Service, has really been quite helpful in, for example, ridding Egorian of Lawful Good spies, and giving apparently good advice about how to corrupt Keltham further, and also offering snacks. Wherever Keltham was placed inside Golarion or somewhere larger than that, it somehow rendered that a totally reasonable thing for a Chaotic Good god to do around a Lawful Evil project."

"If we're inside a dath ilani romance novel, it's probably not one that takes itself very seriously. Hopefully I don't get smote for saying it. But, you know, the sort of being who could do all that, could probably see me thinking it even if I didn't say it. So I might as well say it."









Korva Tallandria: "Do you, uh, want me to voice my first ten objections to this theory, so that you can explain to me why they are stupid."









Asmodia: "Oh, yes."









Korva Tallandria: "Okay."

"Independent of what I might think of all of the specific pieces of evidence you just brought up - am I getting it right that Keltham is the one who came up with this theory, and he came up with it because he felt like he was in a dath ilani romance novel, after Cheliax spent an enormous amount of resources providing him with a harem of vulnerable pretty wizard girls who could keep up with him intellectually but also hung on his every word and wanted to have sex with him, specifically because the Crown was trying to bribe him into helping us by making his stay here as closely resemble his wildest fantasies as possible. Because that seems like the sort of thing that might skew someone's sense of whether they were in a romance novel."









Asmodia: "They provided him the harem within hours of him arriving in Golarion. Transcripts show it was Sevar who first made the suggestion, after reading Keltham's mind about how his own Civilization hadn't valued himself and his kind of people, and how he'd wanted to become rich and give dath ilan's next generation hundreds of himself whether dath ilan liked that or not. Sevar's proposal was to seduce Keltham with a sense of himself and his kind of person being valued by Cheliax more than Civilization had. Maillol made the call after getting a vision from Asmodeus, which I don't think had that specifically in it, but we could ask him."

"Keltham wasn't a cleric then, so we have a full transcript of what went through his mind at the point he realized why there were so many pretty girls around him. Namely, he thought Cheliax wanted his heritable variations for high Intelligence. He thought that was a totally reasonable thing to do with an alien visitor and that his Civilization would try the same thing."

"The first point at which Keltham showed overt outward signs of suspicion was when he had everyone in the class independently rate how much we thought we had an unusual background or a weird problem for him to solve, that he'd find out about if he romanced us. And also, we had to guess what we thought everyone else's average answer would be."

"We didn't have eyes on his thoughts then and didn't understand why, didn't know how to game anything. The call was made to have us answer independently, in hopes that would look right to him. Keltham's prediction, which came true from his perspective, was that there'd be 3-5 special girls only some of whom knew about some of the others."









Korva Tallandria: "I'm not suggesting that the harem of pretty girls is his explicit reason for believing any of this; he's not that stupid. I'm suggesting that being surrounded by a harem of pretty girls might still affect his sense of how similar his overall situation is to a romance novel, and that it might affect the sorts of theories one generates about their circumstances."

"As far so many of his girls being special - which couldn't have been the thing that originally roused his suspicion, unless I'm misunderstanding the timeline here - almost all of them are special by way of being oracled by particular gods, right? It was already otherwise obvious that multiple gods were trying to court Keltham. And if the person you're trying to court is a teenage boy who is more vulnerable to love than most, who sure seems to be making pretty full use of the harem that was provided to him, and whose information about the world and contact with other people is being filtered by Cheliax - well, I don't think that it's a particularly surprising tack to take. The fact that it matches something that happens in the specific romance novels that Keltham has read and remembers, the ones that made an impression on him, is information about Keltham, information about how to make an impression on him that other gods could, in principle, have accessed. That doesn't require us toactually be in a romance novel, it just requires the romance novels that Keltham reads to reflect something of how one might go about courting him in reality."

"Whenever Keltham interacts with information about the world thatisn'teither part of the web of lies we've spun up around him, or a consequence of a god trying to court him - not literally always, I guess, but often - he doesn't seem to act like it's narratively consonant, or like the world makes sense to him as a story. Sometimes he acts like it can't possibly be true, sometimes he acts like it just doesn't make any sense to him, and sometimes it's so alien that he automatically writes a different version of events in his head, one that has only a very tenuous relationship with whatever is actually happening."









Asmodia: That's a dangerous line of thinking, if Asmodia's earlier guess was right about what her patrons might be trying to conceal.

"At the point where Cayden Cailean decides that His best option is cursing the Project's most devout Asmodean with snack powers - which Keltham reacted to with considerable surprise and astonishment, not with a sense of being courted, so far as I can see - we have to ask if Keltham was put somewhere that this was made to be a clever thing for Cayden Cailean to do, I think? Obviously Cayden Cailean from His own perspective is trying to accomplish something. There's a question of what. But there's a larger question of how it came to be the case that this thing could be best accomplished by giving Pilar cookie powers."

"We don't believe this theory because Keltham believes it, we believe it because the theory's predictions keep coming true. Keltham guessed, knew, that I was an asexual before any of us knew what that was, because we appear in dath ilani romance novels like that, so I lied to him and told him that I'd felt a couple of flashes of desire in my life."

"And I have, at this point, met Keltham. He likes confusing people. Supposedly it's to train strong minds that don't weakly rely on being told how reality works. I think it may be what dath ilan does with all its repressed sadism. Either way, the part where Keltham is in a really strange world to him fits with his theory. The part where we're all lying to him and he has to figure that out fits with his theory, which is why we keep trying to convince him that he'snot in an eroLARP. Though one of the rays of hope for Cheliax is that Keltham has also said it's possible that he's just the oblivious boyfriend of ourstory about mastering his Law."

"The other ray of hope is that Keltham is already going outside of what dath ilan thinks is good sexual behavior. Maybe this is a story about our corrupting him, and we just have to do that before time runs out on his inevitably seeing through the lie."









Korva Tallandria: "I don't mean that Keltham is confused by us lying to him. I mean that - okay, the theory here is that all of Golarion, possibly the entire set of planes we have access to, wascreatedfor the benefit of telling thisspecific inane story about a normal teenage boy from another universe who is suddenly extraordinary and surrounded by extremely special girls who are fawning over him, which is all secretly a plot by the forces of hell to corrupt him to Evil, which might or might not work depending on our author's taste for tragedy or comedy, and also whose side they're on in the first place. Do I have that right, the scope of this theory?"









Asmodia: "Keltham thinks that reality is very large and we wereselected for him, not created. Which does make a difference to the Law of our strategic playing, though only at the level where the Most High oversees all our moves. In particular, it matters whether, if we consider doing something that would cause Keltham to have retroactively never arrived here, the alternative we're negotiating against is this world having never existed, or this world never getting a Keltham."

"Leaving that aside, I'd point out that Keltham is, in fact, a normal teenage boy who suddenly ended up in a very weird-to-him universe where he's extraordinary and has a lot of extremely special girls fawning over him, as is secretly a plot by the forces of hell to corrupt him to Evil. This part is not, in fact, in question. It's an observation, not an inference. The question is why. And the theory is that it's all part and parcel of the same force that put Keltham down at the Worldwound where Sevar would be the first person he'd talk to."









Korva Tallandria: "Sure, I agree that it happened. I suppose the idea of selection vs creation does punch some kind of hole in what I was about to say, but I'm going to say it anyway, just so it's said, because I haven't figured out how to think about the selection thing yet."

"If our world had been created specifically in order to engineer this story about Keltham - there's a lot going on in this world. It has a lot of elements that don't obviously match to any kind of story, but also a lot of elements that match to stories that are less stupid than this one. It sure looks, to me, like whoever created this world hadbetter tastethan an entity that would have this story as its endgame. Better stories have been told before, and more detailed, interesting, and sensible elements of reality have been introduced than the ones that make up whatever the Abyss is happening here. Probably that won't make sense as an objection when I've considered all the implications of the selection thing, or - whatever the reasoning was behind us having the ability to cause Keltham to have retroactively not landed in Golarion, given that he's already here, but - whatever."

"Raise you an alternative theory, not one I think is obviously true, but one that I've been thinking about for a couple days now and think ought to be considered. Have you heard of Hermea, beyond the name?"









Asmodia: "I don't even think I've heard of the name. Ostenso academy does not leave time for anything except studying and plotting."









Korva Tallandria: ...Korva is also from an elite wizard academy, but that's not worth commenting on.

"It's harder than most countries to find information on, maybe because it's one of the few countries that gives Cheliax a run for its money in terms of actual functionality as a society. Near as I can tell, though, Hermea is a young island nation, founded post-prophecy, run by a gold dragon - obviously lawful good - that only accepts the best and brightest applicants as immigrants. A society of only smart people, wise people, talented people, careful and meticulous people, and their children; a society that aims at the sort of heredity optimization that Keltham sometimes talks about, a glorious experiment meant to push the limits of what humankind is capable of."

"Keltham's obviously not from Hermea. But suppose that Hermea isn't the only experiment of its type. Suppose that someone or something more powerful than a gold dragon managed to seed another planet with another set of humanity's best and brightest, to see what they would create. Found some way to bathe the planet in antimagic, to push them in other directions. Found some way of shielding them from the interference of other gods. And then suppose that that shielding cracked, somehow, and one of our gods was able to pull one of these dath ilani here. Perhaps you'd pick a dath ilani who would be most useful to your servants here on Golarion, one who would find the environment of his ancestors to be something that matched his particular fantasies and suppressed desires beyond his wildest dreams. Certainly you would ensure that the circumstances of his arrival here were useful to your followers, as opposed to allowing him to immediately die. Suppose that Keltham was selected for us, rather than us for Keltham."

"It explains Keltham's observation that he's obviously a human like us, who eats our food and was born of some similar ancestry. It explains his planet's hidden history very neatly, if the planet doesn'thaveany. It explains why Keltham would have a latent desire for sadism despite being from a planet where people have apparently never heard of sadism or masochism. And it's less, uh, wild than supposing that we're living in a specifically dath ilani romance novel."









Asmodia: "The fact that Keltham's world sealed off their history - has never been far from my own mind," what with Asmodia having a strong sense, somehow, that it is her duty alone to also prevent the actual world of Golarion from ending up destroyed, "because of how it seemed to imply that - they must have encountered something incredibly dangerous, something dangerous just toknow about, that they had to seal off all their history just to prevent anyone from hearing about again -"

"As for your brilliant new theory that dath ilan has no history,because their world was just constructed like that, not very long ago - do you know what I think of that?"

"Well, I'll tell you."

"I think it's ridiculously obvious in retrospect, is what I think."

"Keltham has given arguments about how his world could have ended up with their incredibly Lawful Good system already in place at the point where they sealed their history. Why it had to end up there, given that they had no magic. Those arguments always seemed a lot more stretched to me than everything else Keltham says."

"So, yeah, obviously, if you look over all of the larger reality, most of the places where everybody grows up believing that their world sealed off their history a while ago for mysterious reasons, are places where their whole world was created then. I'd say there'd obviously be some elaborate excuse but it doesn't sound like Keltham's world even had an excuse. And those worlds will also have an incredibly powerful and mysterious conspiratorial group, that knows the forbidden truth, and secretly controls the government, who were put there by whoever created that world to keep it on track for its intended purpose why did I not see this earlier."









Korva Tallandria: "Well - I am getting the sense that you've been very busy, these past few weeks. But - we don't have a reason why that's stupid, then?"









Asmodia: "I'm not seeing a reason. But then, I'm not the only one with eyes on this problem, so maybe somebody else thought of it, and saw a reason it obviously couldn't be true, and didn't tell me about it."

"If in fact that's just a brilliant idea that nobody else involved had at all, well, let me put it this way. If your ambitions previously involved living the rest of your life without ever once coming to the attention of the Most High Aspexia Rugatonn or Her Infernal Majestrix Queen Abrogail Thrune, you probably just blew it."









Korva Tallandria: "Well, we can't have everything."









Asmodia: Having her own Korva isgreat! She's so useful! Asmodia never wants to give up her shiny new Korva! She'd purchase three more if they were available! They actually help with things!

"What do we do now? File a report with the Most High? Tell Sevar as soon as she's not busy wrangling Keltham? Maaaybe but I have the feeling that, if we were Keltham, we'd be thinking of something else to do with this theory besides just running off and telling our superiors oh right I know we make advance predictions! What else does the Tallandrian Origin Theory of Dath Ilan predict, even in probabilities?"









Korva Tallandria: "Okay, um... oh, I remember one of the things that originally got me thinking about this was - how Keltham peppers in warnings against ways of thinking that often sound pretty clearly like things you'd observe in Golarion, even though he says he doesn't see the point of them, has never seen the point of them, and can't imagine anyone actually being that silly. Like the thing about certainty. That's not itself an advance prediction, but - if someone on his planet has knowledge of ours and is specifically warning against mistakes thatwemake, even if almost nobody on Keltham's world makes them, I wonder whether we're going to eventually see things that seem even more targeted at ways of thinking that are promoted on Golarion."

"...dath ilan having fewer plants and animals, but mostly ones we recognize. Because - because it'd be harder to move absolutely everything from our world to a different world, right, and if it wasn't relevant to the project, you probably wouldn't bother? I'm - trying to think of probabilities for these but I'm not sure the math part of my brain is entirely back up and running yet, and - I don't really know how you'd assign meaningful probabilities to these sorts of guesses anyway, exactly. I know you do one probability for each question for the world where dath ilan has nothing to do with us and really is old, and a different probability for the world in which it's an experimental offshoot. But - it's not like I know how many plants and animals a normal - hm, no, if it were a totally different planet I'd expect it to mostly have different animals than ours. I think. And about the same amount. Except that we already know that dath ilan also has humans, which suggests about the same kind of life."









Asmodia: "Don't worry about making up probabilities on likelihoods. Keltham didn't tell the rest of us how to do that either. You might as well say 'more or less likely' and leave the Law part to me once I know what I'm trying to do with the Law."

"Dath ilan has humans but no other sapient species. That's lower variety right there. But we could ask Keltham if his world has badgers or archaeopteryxes or bats or giant hamsters or octopi or squirrels or ujaheim... I mean, I'd have to think about the context in which to ask him, but that's an obvious thing to check. And see if his world has lots of animal species that Golarion's never heard of, but that sound like they wouldn't be all that related to the humans..."

"I think the really big question is whether, if dath ilan is that close by, a Greater Scry would let us look at it. Maybe one of the people Keltham's shown us in a Silent Image, like his writing-circle friends or, what was her name, Merrin."









Korva Tallandria: "Yeah, that's a good thing to check, now that you say it I'm surprised we haven't done it already. Although - can you scry people in an antimagic field, does it interfere with the sensor? Because I think they must be suppressing their arcane magic, somehow, in this scenario, and some ways of doing that might interfere with a scry."









Asmodia: "There's also the question of whether, if the creators there are much more powerful than golden dragons - we're willing to risk the scry being traced back to us -"

"Korva, we're not talking about something that's just slightly much more powerful than a golden dragon."

"Dath ilan isn't a country. We talk about it like it's a country, because their Civilization acts like it's one country, but it's aplanet, with as many people on it as all of Golarion, Keltham showed you the view after getting into space. The antimagic field would have to be wrapping their entire planet. Maybe their entire star system, because Civilization set up outposts on dath ilan's moon and on the planet nearby. I mean, their Conspiracy could be lying to Keltham about that, I guess, but -"

"Keltham thought that history had been screened off decades ago, not millennia ago. Even if a gold dragon kidnapped a hundred people with Intelligence 18, which people in Golarion would've noticed - well maybe not if it was right in the middle of Aroden's death. But it doesn't sound like Keltham thought his world started out with much fewer people, a hundred years ago, and then bred really frantically to get a billion people... I guess the kidnappers could be duplicating people, like in Keltham's hints about 'anthropics'..."

"I think the fundamental question is where their knowledge of Law could've come from. The dath ilani wouldn't have had time to create it, there, it would have to be stolen from somewhere else."









Korva Tallandria: "...yeah, you're right, the timelines don't add up. Although, hey, that's something this theory predicts, that thereissome incident in our past in which a bunch of really smart people disappeared at the same time, that neither of us currently knows about. If we do find something about that later, well."

"But they couldn't have gotten to a billion people in a hundred years, no, and if they were copying their population would be way more samey than ours is. - I guess we don't know that it isn't, Keltham's hardly been exposed to the full variety of Golarion's humanity. But it still doesn't really work, does it, even people who are as smart as our smartest wizards with headbands couldn't - forget about the math, he talked about flying machines, he's surprised by disease, he doesn't know how his people got past our level of metalworking because they already hadit, when the screen was put in place. They had to have had time tobuildall of that."

"I can think of explanations, there, but it's hard to say how contrived they are. Maybe there were two phases to the project, one before the screen and one after; maybe it had always been planned that way, or maybe they screened off their origin story because it's about us, and they knew that if anyone ever found a way to unwisely contact us, the whole project could be jeopardized. Maybe there are multiple worldsof stolen people, and - but that doesn't work either, the population still doesn't fit, forget that."

"Could they have - supposing their patron is a god, could that god be the source of their Law? If the god had found some way to sequester a population away from other the other gods, to hide them - Keltham talks a lot about how the gods have a much better understanding of Law than we do, that Lawful gods are things that understand the Law perfectly. If there's some - force, interference from the Chaotic gods, or something, which is why our gods can't justtellus what Keltham is telling us, given that they already know - would that still have held, on a world that had a single godlike protector, and no balance of power between opposing factions?"









Asmodia: "So, several major important concepts, here."

"One, wrapping an entire planet or solar system in an antimagic field doesn't sound to me like any one god. That takes something on the scale of Pharasma, or whatever other beings are out there like Pharasma. Rovagug, maybe, had to be on that level, because otherwise Pharasma would've easily squashed it. So there's more than one thing like that in reality, and if there's two, there's more."

"Second - I don't know what the rules are like, but - it can't be as simple as Asmodeus and Abadar and Irori and Nethys and Cayden Cailean setting up a world somewhere, and cultivating the kind of knowledge that Keltham knows. They could've done thatearlier, if it was possible, if it was allowed. If it's happening just now, it would - have to be because of prophecy breaking - and then we're back to there not being time, again, unless they're just pouring knowledge directly out of Axis and thathas to break the rules - maybe something out of Azlant, another and hidden Aroden, emerging from hiding after prophecy shattered, would know that much -"

"But what makes more sense to me is if they're just - from outside, they're just not governed by our rules at all."

"Third, we still have the question ofwhy Keltham is landing in a romance novel. Why not just throw some dath ilani who knew all that stuff better, straight to Egorian, and let Egorian torture or enchant them to give up all their knowledge? Why a teenage boy who died in a flying-item crash and only had a loose idea of how to synthesize one kind of important acid, why stick him next to Carissa Sevar, why bounce him to an asexual like he'd find in an eroLARP, and while we're on the subject, why did Asmodeus tell us not to enchant him and why did Cayden Cailean curse Pilar Pineda with cake powers?"









Korva Tallandria: "I don't know why Asmodeus told us not to enchant him. I'm not going totryto figure out what Cayden Cailean is doing, not right now, I don't think I know enough about him but I know that he's one of the human gods, he might just - think it's funny, or something."

"But I think there are good reasons to pick a teenage boy who isn't one of his people's best and brightest, if there's some reason I haven't thought of why you can't just enchant him and have to trick him instead. Because we couldn't run this operation on their best and brightest, they would see right through us in an hour, and they wouldn't want to work with us. Keltham is smart, and well-educated, but he's careless, he doesn't know all the right questions to ask, he lets things hang in the air that probably wouldn't get past an even smarter or more experienced person."

"I don't know why someone wouldn't have done this before. I agree that there would have to be a reason, and that the timelines don't work for the whole thing being after prophecy. I did think - I don't know whether something could have happened during Earthfall - but that's a reallylong time ago, it doesn't at all explain why their history would have been sealed off so recently. So -

" - did he say how many decades? It's notrightwhen prophecy broke, is it?"









Asmodia: "Keltham didn't say. But that's definitely a probabilistic prediction right there. Not a certainty given your theory, but more probable - more 'likely' - if it's true than if it's not. If the timelines matched to within a single year, I'd be certain - not literally probability 1, but fifty times surer than I was before, in the 'posterior' -"

"I am so tempted right now to declare that alter-Cheliax would just tell Keltham about this theory so we couldask him about it, but that's a larger decision than I can make and I don't think I'd be making the decision for the right reasons. I'm just sodesperately curious right now."


"To be clear, this is allwellpast the point where we'd do literally anything before reporting to Aspexia Rugatonn, but we should loop in Sevar before we do that and see if the Chosen has her own ideas to include in the report, or maybe shoots the whole thing down with some objection we didn't see."

"What's your thought on whether Keltham was placed by something with unbroken prophecy, and whether that required searching through a lot of worlds like Golarion to find one world where events would play out like they did? If that's true - does it mean that some other part of your theory is false, or less probable?"









Korva Tallandria: "I'm not entirely sure I understand the question. We mean 'worlds like Golarion' as in - the way that Castrovel is like Golarion, or the way that shadow Golarion is like Golarion, or just - copies of Golarion with different people on them, or - ?"









Asmodia: "Whoever placed Keltham had to search through enough - differentsomethings - that they could findsomewhere where Keltham would land next to Sevar and then bounce over to an asexual, some girl who Nethys would want to oracle, some other girl who Cayden Cailean would give cake powers, and also Sevar would try to sell her soul and fail and the government would cover that up from him."

"It could be millions of slightly different Golarions, which Keltham's transcripts suggested he - thought he knew existed? For some reason I'm not sure anybody followed, but if anyone did it would be Sevar."

"The part I follow is just that you have to look through a lot of places to find one place like that, if you're not just creating it... actually, now that I'm really thinking about it, it has to be more like, trillions of trillions of trillions, not just millions. Every time you ask for another thing that only happens with 0.1% probability, you have to look through a thousand times as many worlds, and there've been many things like that. Maybe that's how Keltham knows, like, he looked up at the night sky once when it wasn't cloudy, deduced how large our whole multiverse was using unknown Law, and then knew there weren't enough planets like that for his senders to have found one, unless reality was further expanded in a particular direction..."









Korva Tallandria: "Okay, I'm sorry, this isn't the important thing, but what exactly is an asexual."









Asmodia: "Somebody who doesn't experience sexual desire for men or women, period, no matter who or what you dangle in front of them."









Korva Tallandria: "Well, that only multiplies the number of worlds if it's rare, then, which I'm not actually sure of."









Asmodia: "It's more like, one of the obviously Special Girls, which I sort of admit I am, is an asexual. And then also that Special Girl is the one who - this part is politically complicated, so pay close attention for your own safety."

"If you ask Carissa Sevar, she'll tell you that I came back from Hell with some sort of superpower that Hell told me not to talk about, but Keltham predicted that anyways, which is how she now knows."

"If you ask me, I'll tell you that I don't have any superpower like that. I'll point out that Keltham also said that the Special Girl who was asexual would sometimes be the one who didn't have any oracle powers and would just be very good at math."

"Also Keltham's - prophecy, it's basically prophecy at this point - said that the asexual would bethe one who stands back and watches it all."

"Worlds with asexuals are maybe easy. Keltham's world has them too. It's more that Keltham's sender had to drop him off at the Worldwound of a planet that would teleport him into a villa near Ostenso, whose wizard academy would have a top graduate slated for the Worldwound, who was an asexual, and would have the politically complicated quality, and would be the right sort of person to end up running my Wall."









Korva Tallandria: "Do we have a transcript of the conversation where he said that, I think I want to read it. Because I notice that one of the reasons that I'm not persuaded that it's rare is that I also don't want to have sex with anyone, ever, and I notice that I have now been assigned to the Wall section. Not that I find that convincing, but it's information you might want to have. So. That's out there, now."

"Anyway. If I'm going to make a really solid argument about this, I'm probably going to need a written list of every prediction Keltham has made relating to the patterns and likely plot twists of the romance novel that he finds himself in, and which ones have come true and which ones haven't. But my snap judgement is - landing on Sevar, that's obviously not chance,but neither is it prophecy; it sounds like personality filtering of the same kind that gods probably do to identify clerics. If Asmodeus grabbed Keltham, it stands to reason that he would drop Keltham on the Asmodean person most compatible with him in the ways necessary for Asmodeus's goals. I'm pretty sure you said the firstpredictionKeltham made was the question about his harem having interesting backgroundsorproblems to solve,but being an oracle isn't that; as far as I've been told, there's no reason to believe that either of the oracles was particularly special until after coming into contact with Keltham. They're not even clerics, which would constrain their alignments a really improbable amount - I tried to look something up about it after I heard about them, and I don't know yet that there are anyknown constraints on who can become or be made an oracle. So I'm not inclined to give him many points for that, either. "Special" is a corner fortune-teller's prediction, it's too vague to give very many points for. Still not very sure that being asexual is rare enough that 'one of the eight girls was an asexual' is particularly surprising either,or a higher rate than we would normally expect, and I'm not giving him points for it until someone convinces me that it is. The Chosen of Asmodeus being unable to sell her soul..."

"I have no explanation for that one, it's legitimately bizarre that he would be able to predict that. But it's one prediction, not many."

"So I don't think that unbroken prophecy is necessary to explain most of the predictions I've heard, and if it's only one, I'm inclined to think that there's a less-bizarre explanation that I haven't thought of yet, especially if he's been making a lot of them. But if he isright, and thereare -let's say trillions - of Golarions, then - "

"I don't entirely know how that interfaces with my theory. It's a little hard to wrap my head around, someone writing a romance novel not by writing it, but by - what, paging through every possible string of words that could make up a book, and selecting the one that read most like a romance novel? I - guess I'm inclined to say that if more fundamental features of reality do start looking like they would make more sense if they were a romance novel than in any more normal situation - not Keltham's personal interactions, which we and lots of other powers are manipulating constantly, but like, I don't know, the cultural practices of nations, the distributions of traits on our world other than masochism, something that doesn't have as many obvious alternative explanations as masochism - if the world in general starts to look like that, then that should move us towards the romance novel theory and also awayfrom my theory, because if we're being selected that way then I don't think there's any reason why we would also expect Keltham's people to have originally been from Golarion, if you can just generate trillions and trillions and trillions of worlds that all independently have humans in them and every possible combination of events."

"Probably. I guess. Unless dath ilani are all subconsciously into the things that caused their ancestors to have lots of the sex that resulted in their slightly less distant ancestors, and write romance novels that reflect their ancestral environment, even though they have no records of it. Which would loop us back around to - I don't even know."









Asmodia: "I'll get you the transcripts, though... I suspect that it has a lot more impact when you're living through it yourself. I found my own personal interactions with Keltham and his predictions to be, uh, extremely convincing, especially given the way I had to hide all of Keltham's correct predictions from him. I'd guess it was that way for, like - Sevar, coming back from having faked selling her soul, and hearing Keltham call her out on having faked it. That probably left an impression on her too. And then there was some whole thing with the Queen of Cheliax that we are not really getting to hear about for... what I suspect to be... obvious reasons... but, uh, maybe if the Queen shows up, don't say right in front of her that you think the tropes aren't real, it might not be... entirely wise."



"So... now that the topic of Special Girls has come up..."

"Keltham's romance with me isn't predicated on him ever having sex with me. It's apparently fine for him if we just lie in bed clothed and talk, or sometimes hug."

"And you, possibly, hit on an important possibility that was missed by myself, Carissa Sevar, Aspexia Rugatonn, and the Queen of Cheliax."

"Would you, possibly... um. Be on track for your own divine empowerment? Though if not, you could also call that a successful prediction of the eroLARP theory, that Keltham would only end up with one asexual..."

"I'll just ask about your current opinion on Keltham as a boy."









Korva Tallandria: "I think he's callous, cruel by the standards of his own society, annoying, careless, thoughtless about the consequences of many of his actions, kind of a shitty cleric of Abadar, kind of a shitty teacher, unnecessarily full of himself, that his judgement of me after one very mild bout of tears was that I am some kind of emotional leper who is going to infect the entire project and take advantage of everyone around me, that he's a sadist who gets off on injuring people badly enough for them to need magical healing, that he's already dating like eight girls and shouldn't have time for any more, and that in the middle of my crying fit about an hour ago, I fantasized about cutting out his eyes in retribution for having placed me in this position."

"I'm over that, to be clear, I'm not actually at all tempted to hurt him. But I'm kind of ticked off."

"I am fully aware that this is a romance novel pattern. I might forgive him, I might get to the point of enjoying working with him, but if you see me change my assessment of him to the point of wanting to have a serious romantic relationship with him, or, gods forbid, falling in love with him, and I'm not doing it because someone has a metaphorical knife to my throat, throw out all of my arguments and consider it a major piece of evidence that we're in a romance novel. Or that someone is mind-controlling me to make you think that. But I'm very confident that it won't have happened naturally."









Asmodia: People who seem to passionately hate you at first, and then fall in love with you, are also a frequent plot development in State-approved Chelish romance novels! Of the sort that are safe lunchtime discussion topics in Ostenso wizard academy when Paxti and Ione start going on about them!

"So I know that having an enemy who hates you, and then they fall in love with you, and then you get to wreck them, is a romance novel pattern. But now that I think about it - do you think it'd be a dath ilaniromance novel pattern? Though maybe we're in - the kind of romance pattern that their Keepers get to read about, and Keltham only got to read thecensored kind..."

"How about, if Keltham doesn't know, that you hate him, for a while. I mean, that might be a good idea even for other reasons, but... definitely it's a good idea because we're still hiding the tropes from him..."

Asmodia is feeling sort of queasy, for some reason.

"The problem is, Sevar's going to think that would be incredibly important for her corruption plan, if there's some way to get Keltham to be into it. She'll offer you anything you want, to go along with it, if it gets that far. You could ask for your sister back and Sevar would make it happen in a heartbeat, but - Sevar's not actually going to take no for an answer, I don't think."

"At least nobody's going to try to nudge Keltham into that until after he's been raping Pilar for a while, I think you're safe until then, at least. It's not a certain thing the corruption plan ever gets that far at all. You might not even be one of the destined girls period."

I'm sorry.









Korva Tallandria: "Well, if she's not going to take no for an answer, then I guess it doesn't matter whether I'd trade it for anything."

"I do think that particularly hating your love interest is a more general - it's not just a Chelish thing. I don'tthink.I think there's something with - it's a way of introducing conflict to a story that otherwise wouldn't have it. But dath ilani writers might be better at coming up with conflicts and not need a crutch like that."









Asmodia: "Sevar is a lot more concerned with the Project succeeding than with us being good Asmodeans. If she thinks she can get a 10% better chance of success by having you on her side and not just forcing you into things, she'll go full heretic on whatever it takes to get you on her side."

"I -do think we probably have at least a month, before it becomes a possible issue, even at the rate Keltham is going."

Having a love interest who hates you, and them not falling in love with you, and you getting control of them anyways, is also a romance novel trope.

"Anyways, I think we're at the point where we actually do loop our superiors in on things, if Sevar is free."









Keltham: (Keltham is now working up the Project's non-disclosure agreement with the professional alchemist who was brought in.)









Carissa Sevar: " ...callous, cruel by the standards of his own society, annoying, careless, thoughtless about the consequences of many of his actions, kind of a shitty cleric of Abadar, kind of a shitty teacher, unnecessarily full of himself, that his judgement of me after one very mild bout of tears was that I am some kind of emotional leper who is going to infect the entire project and take advantage of everyone around me," she reads aloud off the transcript. " - the point I do want to make, Tallandria, is that at least half of those traits in my assessment are not innate but are purchased through really quite a lot of effort.

Actually, based on some of the things he said this morning, my current theory is that our lives are being made significantly easier by some ways dath ilan weakened him for us in advance. The - warning about emotional lepers thing felt like that. What kind of Lawful Good society thinks that way? If I imagine the question being put to a paladin, 'I'm supporting my ill friend but it's stretching me beyond my means', I imagine them saying - and maybe we should have someone run out and check this right now - 'good for you, but remember that if you take ill yourself you help no one, so pay yourself enough attention to stay healthy'."









Korva Tallandria: Korva isn't really clear on whether she's supposed to say anything to that or just listen to the lecture, so she's going to opt for just listening to the lecture, until that's cleared up.

(Asmodia didn'taskwhether she thought the Chosen was doing a good job. Obviously she is. She asked what Korva's opinion of Keltham was, in the context of wanting to date him.)









Carissa Sevar: "So what's dath ilan doing? A wild guess that recently occurred to me is - I think it is the conceptualization of Golarion Good people that Good is effortful, that it is not intrinsic to human nature, and that we ought to fight our intrinsic selfish nature in order to do the right thing. Dath ilan instead seems to have tried to breed people for - what would you even breed for, if you were breeding for Good?"









Asmodia: "If they're from outside the reach of Pharasma, they may simply not have our concept of Good as something to target. Kelthamdidn't have a concept that meant Evil as in the alignment, for the word to translate into, and that's why this whole Conspiracy wasn't blown in the first hour."

"They're not breeding forGood, they're breeding for - something else they, or the Keepers, or the real master of the experiment, decided to target."

"I don't think we know very much, from the transcripts. Intelligence, probably also Wisdom, and they thought Keltham was too selfish."

"...servitor race?"









Carissa Sevar: "Doesn't quite fit. They seem to have had the impulse to service trained out of them as well, and not just sexual service.



But I think at minimum they selected on - a kind of interpersonal squeamishness, a deep dislike of harming the person right in front of you. Built the kinds of people who'd have a hard time in war because they'd think about how all the enemies have wives who'll weep for them, who find it painful and stressful to fire people, who - are manipulable by people being sad at them. And then they noticed what a horrific weakness that is and tried to counter it by telling everyone very forcefully that they must tone down their natural impulse towards sympathy for sad people, and show them only indifference; that it takesexpertiseto ease human suffering and non-experts shouldn't even try...

Tallandria, you're supposed to talk, when I speculate on these things. Three peoples' random guessing will be worth more than one."









Korva Tallandria: "Oh. Um, well, compassion for suffering right in front of them, right, you could probably measure and select people for that, and - maybe like, if the entire world were made of people from Lastwall, except smarter, and also they had solved all of their problems, but they still had the - discipline, left over, from when they did have problems, and they were still all kind of organized in many of the same ways? Except that really doesn't mesh with how Keltham is at all, he doesn't act like someone from a planet that was just sort of, uh, residually full of military norms."









Carissa Sevar: "He really doesn't! Until he reacted so strongly to you crying I actually hadn't considered the angle that they'd be running into problems from excessive Goodness, even though of course they would. But it does seem that they pointed a lot of indoctrination at - some people are Problems and you mustn't try to help them, that callousness is a virtue both from the perspective of Good and from the perspective of Evil."









Asmodia: "Personally, I'm trying to throw out everything I know about Good and Evil, and start over to envision a society that sees the entire world using a different alignment chart created by some being who wasn't Pharasma and maybe doesn't use nine sorting categories at all."

"It's actually quite hard, and makes me feel like I might understand Keltham a little better. Our world's structure - must beabsolutely strange to him." Even when he tries to throw out one of his basic assumptions, he just makes a different wrong assumption instead...









Carissa Sevar: "And we sure would be having some problems, if it wasn't. I do want someone to send to a Good priest somewhere and present them the question about the sick friend."









Asmodia: "Taldorians in the Facility too."

"Do we have anyatheists who haven't been executed yet, to ask? Dath ilan doesn't have gods. Whatever built the place, it didn't want worshippers."









Carissa Sevar: "I think atheists here are fundamentally different in character from atheists in places where there aren't any noticeable gods."









Korva Tallandria: "Is it possible that the people who have problems as significant or more significant than ever having cried are also all unbearably - Keltham's sideways conception of Good, and all kill or remove themselves, which would ding them but avoid dinging anyone else, and then the rest of the population isn't actually any better at handling interpersonal problems in a way that wouldn't make them Evil, than people on Golarion, they just don't run into those problems at all because all of the weak people are dead. And then they're not Good in the sense of having anyresistanceto Evil, just in the sense that they've somehow cut out everything that normally makes it convenient."









Carissa Sevar: "They've got to turn up theoccasionalperson who doesn't care at all about hurting other people, in a population of a billion. But maybe they don't turn up any - dilemmas for Good, yeah, any people who are weak and useless and who Good says you're supposed to be compassionate to anyway?"









Korva Tallandria: "Yeah. Especially if people usually weed themselves out well before the point where they would actually be causing what we would consider significant inconvenience for other people."









Asmodia: "From the perspective of the superpowerful being running the place, it wouldn't want any experimental failures hanging around clogging the place up, using resources, or reproducing. The story the population was given about what they're doing may tell us something about their natural temperaments,what they're doing doesn't tell us as much."

"I also note that the place may be non-Pharasman enough that the whole thing with people going into the cold to wake up later, isn't suicide, or if it's suicide, isn't that being's equivalent of Evil, or if it's Evil doesn't send you to a particular afterlife based on that."









Carissa Sevar: "I wouldn't expect it to get counted against them as suicide, they think of it as more like petrification to be unpetrified by a civilization that has the resources to deal with you, even if they're wrong and the bodies are all destroyed that's how they'reimaginingit."









Korva Tallandria: "That's fair, I don't think we really have any evidence on their afterlife situation. They wouldn't have any way of seeing whether they were going anywhere, without magic. But - 'we have all of the weak people petrify themselves' is also not something that rings like what a Golarion nation that wasaimingfor Good would come up with, even if Pharasma doesn't specifically disapprove of that specific step. Which - I guess we've already established that, yeah, they're not aiming for a Golarion understanding of Good."









Asmodia: "By far the most important information we need out of all this, is what it says about that superbeing's concept of romance novels."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know, I think it's also very relevant to my project of corrupting him. If we knew the thing he was scared of, here, we could have Korva pretend to be it, and validate his impression that all compassion is a grievous weakness or whatever exactly his impression is. I don't want to risk that at my current level of confusion.


As far as the romance trope goes - if dath ilan has something about winning over people who hate you I'd much sooner point him at Lady Avaricia, who I expect can play the part a little more cleanly and who is also doing the 'openly disliking Keltham' thing."









Asmodia: Asmodia bets that doesn't work unless Avaricia hates him personally the right way, and requires that Avaricia even be a Special Girl at all, but Asmodia's not pointing that out to Sevar if it keeps Korva out of trouble for longer.









Asmodia: "Maybe there's - a way to corrupting Kelthamthrough Law? Or by learning his Law? That feels like - it should be part of the romance novel - and what I'm thinking in particular, is, we tell Keltham, and we're not in fact lying to him, that one of the Project Lawful girls came up with an interesting theory about dath ilan, though she wants to stay anonymous for now. We copy to Keltham her advance predictions based on Tallandrian Origin Theory, like about the distribution of animals in his world."

"And, if we can zero in to where she's getting those predictions right, we can at some critical point reveal to Keltham her theory - that his world was created by a superbeing, that the Keepers were placed in control all along, and that dath ilan's real masters didn't like his selfishness because that made him less useful to something else's experiment."

"You'd have to time it right, but as a step in his corruption - it feels like that could be Korva's role in the romance novel" which doesn't require Keltham to hurt Korva and makes her be valuable as something other than a torture-doll.









Carissa Sevar: 

"I'm not firmly opposed but it suredoesn't happen in alter-Cheliax,Asmodia."









Asmodia: "Does itnot? What does alter-Cheliax do when alter-Tallandria tells me about her theory? I'm worried about what it does to Keltham, if she's right. I probably write a report to the Most High, because that's how infohazard protocols work in alter-Cheliax. Alter-Tallandria is nervous about coming to Keltham's attention, after their last interaction. I still know how beings who aren't Lawful need to make their predictions in advance. We don't want to add it to Keltham's plate while he has so much else on his mind, either; even if we're right, it's something that can wait."









Carissa Sevar: It kind of feels like in alter-Cheliax Asmodia is somewhat less fiercely attached to Tallandria but she doesn't know where she got that intuition and maybe it's wrong.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 25 (21) / Early Afternoon









Keltham: Time to rate tests. He called Carissa back in for this part, for second and independent opinions.



Willa Shilira... just kept talking aboutprobabilities everywhere and it was hard for Keltham to make out what was prior, likelihood, or posterior - there's a reason why well-designed languages have three different words for those! And Willa is expressing things in strange awkward ways, mathematically speaking! But shecould be saying the correct things awkwardly and therefore, probably is.

Alexandre Esquerra... seems to have a solid grasp of the basic way to apply math in principle but to have not quite grasped what mortals can't do at all, let alone without computers. Still, that's better than a lot of other exam submissions. If you look at it as 'tried to invent a new way of expressing his ideas about Probability and didn't completely screw that up', it becomes some evidence of Golarion genius / dath ilan averageness.

Lady Avaricia has apparently caught up to Meritxell in her grasp of Law, as to be expected of a ????????. But Avaricia was a trivial-proof for tier-1 regardless.

Nobody matched the standard set by Carissa or Asmodia, but that's only to be expected.



...Korva would have made it in easily as tier-2, based on what she wrote down before she cracked. She did have any idea of what the Law meant at all, and that combined with her chemistry work would've been more than sufficient.

Keltham feels awful about that. Like he made some basic mistake, like there was supposed to be some better outcome than this. But, well, that's what everybody warns you happens any time you deal with mental health events in any capacity other than 'I am an actual trained professional doing what I have been trained to do'.



The cleric of Asmodeus whose report claimed him to be excellent at mathematics, may in fact be excellent-for-Golarion at math, but doesn't seem able torelate his proofs to the structures of Lawful thought. He proved the Rule of Succession rigorously using integral calculus, instead of the discrete calculus that Keltham used, which is hella impressive for somebody who'd never heard of the gamma function up until that point. But then... couldn't answer any of Keltham's actual questions about how to use the Rule of Succession inside of Science. He's not made any progress on Prestidigitation chemistry.

Fail him out? Tier-2 in case they run into a purer math problem at some point? This person seems maybe useful if they run into just the right kind of problem, but Keltham can't guarantee that, and it's famously bad for mental health to hire people and then not have enough work for them.

Carissa, thoughts?









Carissa Sevar: "Failing him out seems fine; it seems like he treats every question as practically in isolation anyway, so if we later present him with a pure math problem I doubt he'll be impaired by not having followed along with the lecture up to that point."









Keltham: "Assumes he's otherwise willing to stay around the Fortress, and ifwe're asking him to do that I think we pay some option-value fee to him. But if he's willing, then sure."

Any other opinions Carissa has about hires, non-hires, and tiers?









Carissa Sevar: She's inclined to err on the side of leaving more people in, some of them might catch up later or think of something from an original angle. So long as they seem to be basically following along and understand the fundamentals of what is being covered.

She's not seeing any new tier-1s here aside from Avaricia.









Keltham: He would've guessed Willa Shilira for tier-1 based on her combined math and chemistry performance. But even in dath ilan it's easier to promote people later than demote them, and he'd guess that effect to be exacerbated in Cheliax where there's no explicit emotional disciplines against loss-gain asymmetry.

Offer Willa tier-2 at first, but be ready to jump to tier-1 if she counter-negotiates? It shouldn't make a Lawful difference to where she ends up, but could make an emotional difference to her trajectory whether she's tier-2 on watch for promotion or tier-1 on watch for demotion.









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, sure, that works."









Keltham: They'll finish agreeing on job offers while the Doom-Tested candidates are still well inside their promised 2-hour break time. The decisions didn't end up very ambiguous, in the end.

Keltham will, trying not to sound diffident about it because new gendertropes, note that he's been feeling slightly more distant from Carissa over the last week or so. If he already knew an order he could give her to solve this Problem, or could drag her off to his cuddleroom and hurt her to fix the Problem, he would've already done that; this Problem is not being produced by Keltham's hesitation to do something he already knows he wants to do.









Carissa Sevar: Huh. Carissa has also noticed this but on her end it's straightforwardly that many evenings Keltham is sleeping with other people, which she assumes he wants to do and intends to continue doing. Possibly it'd be good for there to be something going on between the two of them which does not have the property shared by both 'kinky sex' and 'serious conversations about bad things in the world' where Keltham wants to do them incrementally and not rush to the end state, and which are therefore things to be rationed rather than indulged on impulse whenever one feels like it.



She's not sure what a good candidate thing would be. There's the problem where many topics of conversation turn into the 'serious conversations about bad things in the world' failure state. She has been working on training into Wondrous Items to decompress in the evenings, but that's not a good shared activity. She could.... watch his magic practice and give extremely Spellcraft-loaded advice but isn't sure he'd find that fun.



It's also possible that how much he's in the mood to give orders varies for him week-to-week? She thinks that's true of some people and can mess up a relationship founded on giving orders.Somepeople vary all the way to 'in the mood totakeorders now' but Carissa suspects she'd have noticed, if Keltham were likethat.But if he has even the weaker version, then querying 'what do I want to do with Carissa' might come up empty.









Keltham: During his first couple of weeks here, they were fighting large problems together and making progress on them together. Now it's more - split up, Keltham working on chemistry, things in the Project feeling more routine. They're both still working but they're not fighting together the same way. Carissa being tied to a bed - doesn't always give her the same chance to, impress him, maybe. 'Impress' is not exactly the right word, but -

Of the things Carissa's described, her watching his magic practice and giving him extremely Spellcraft-loaded advice sounds closest to being right, to him. It's something they can work on together, succeed on together, and someplace where she can remind his brain that she's Carissa Sevar. It's - maybe something for him, like his being dangerous is, for her, that she's got ludicrous Spellcraft. Not just that she's a valuable possession, but that she's - somebody who could have had the Queen of Cheliax, if Keltham hadn't gotten to her first.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I'd be happy to watch your magic practice and give you advice. Once you get good enough at magic you'll be able to be impressed by the things I can do, which is something I'll look forward to."









Keltham: Then let's try it.

How is Keltham at Spellcraft, by Carissa Sevar's standards? He's been a wizard for, like, two whole weeks now! And is smart and already knew some math!









Carissa Sevar: He's appalling, but she's used to that, for some reason the wizard academies barely teach this and so everyone's appalling. Usually less appalling, but still. She will avoid being rude about it and will instead just give pointers ordered by importance to address.









Keltham: Just to be, like, super clear here, because Golarion, if Keltham went and got Lady Avaricia for a second opinion, would Lady Avaricia be pointing outmore things that Keltham was doing wrong and beingless encouraging about his overall state of competence?









Carissa Sevar: "I would be very surprised if she noticed any errors I didn't notice. Her Spellcraft's nothing impressive herself - well, she's third-circle at eighteen, which is actually very impressive, butfor a third circle wizardher Spellcraft is actually notably mediocre."









Keltham: "It's more that I wanted to explicitly verify you were telling me about what-all you noticed. I mean, not all you noticed, but not soft-touching my overall performance level."

Keltham will hang four cantrips under her supervision, one Silent Image, and then, if her supervision helps for that sort of thing, do some scroll practice.









Carissa Sevar: She isn't failing to mention things that might be useful to spare his feelings, that seems like it'd make it kind of pointless to have it be her doing it. She will have lots of opinions.



Fundamentally, Spellcraft is about anticipating the ways that magic hung in any particular state is obviously going to behave, so that you can move it to desired states without it thinning out, swinging wildly, sticking to other parts of itself, curling up, etcetera. Once you understand exactly how the magic is going to behave the way you understand how your own fingers are going to behave, the way you can reach out for something without calculating exactly how far your hands have to travel to get there, then you're going to be able to cast more or less any spell you've seen the structure for. Obviously there are lots of explicit heuristics that can be taught, and a good understanding of tension and flows and the way attraction-that-falls-away-with-the-square-of-distance makes things behave, but you also have to get an intuition for it.


It'd be really nice if he could cast Arcane Sight and see what she sees, but she can't think of any way to do it. ...maybe he could sell a devil a millionth of his soul for Arcane Sight.









Keltham: "Joke rather than serious suggestion, right? Because how would that work, sell them my soul with 1/1,000,000 probability?"









Carissa Sevar: " - you know, I had in mind a joke, but now that you say that I don't know that thatisn'tallowed."









Keltham: "I'd want to be pretty sure of the random number generator, write into the contract that it doesn't work if the random generator proves to be fixed, and have an option to buy back the contract at some reasonable markup like fifty times the price of Arcane Sight," Keltham is not insensible of how much this would basically be a weird loan allowing him to capture an unreasonable amount of value himself, "but if Hell will basically sell me Arcane Sight now in exchange for probably a large payment later when I buy back the contract, it seems like plausibly a nice cheat that cheating people should cheat about."









Carissa Sevar: "I do not know if Hell will do that but I do love cheating at things in order to get more magic. We could at least write Lrilatha and ask if it's worth trying."









Keltham: "I'll route to Subirachs first, we don't need to bother Lrilatha unless Subirachs doesn't know already."


(So is Carissa Sevar any good at, like, teaching Spellcraft. To Keltham.)









Carissa Sevar: Moderately? She's clearly noticing a bunch of things that aren't even worth particularly trying to pick up at his level, but she has a much deeper model of what goes wrong every time anything goes wrong, and can show him with an illusion - see, when you did this, that bit was dragging in a way that'd be a real problem if you'd been subsequently trying to close that loop -

She clearly hasn't done a lot of teaching before but she has done a lot of paying attention to Keltham and thinking about how to explain things to Keltham before and it's sort of the same skill.









Keltham: Well, but are there concrete results in terms of skill acquisition. Can he now, like, hang two first-circle spells in the same day, or cast one of the more difficult practice-scrolls without failure...









Carissa Sevar: Yep, with her assisting he can get harder practice scrolls down.









Keltham: At the current rate of progress, how long until he can cast third-circle wizard scrolls like Major Image?









Carissa Sevar: She hadn't been aware that was a specific aim of his. If they're willing to burn through a bunch of failed scrolls trying he could probably land it tomorrow. They might burn ten along the way, but he's rich, right?









Keltham: He'd be able to show them proper high-resolution video of dath ilan with actual sounds!

What's the cost of a Major Image scroll like?









lintamande: 375gp.









Keltham: What the superheated toilet paper,why, since when do ten casts of Major Image cost roughly the same amount as anintelligence headband.









lintamande: Paying a wizard to cast it for you ten times would of course be much much cheaper; the expense is that scrolls use spellsilver or magical inks with similar properties to hold the magic for you so you don't have to be competent to hang it, and they require quite a lot of the reagent they use.









Keltham: This is frankly insane and, yes, Keltham should've checked that before spending a lot of time on scroll practice. Though it's probably good Spellcraft practice in general, since it lets him keep going past his daily wizard magical capacity.

Is there aloanable magic-item Keltham canrent which would let him cast a few Major Images? For that matter, what was the rent-price of Goggles of Detect Magic, or of Arcane Sight, now that Keltham has any money?









lintamande: Probably rentable for a day for a couple hundred gp, though there are few enough such goggles that it'd be a matter of going and asking individual wizards who have them -- in Cheliax most wizards get Arcane Sight off Hell instead, so the goggles are even less common.



Magic items that let you cast spells with a duration 'concentration' are generally not possible to make.









Keltham: So long as he's asking things anyways: Is using direct Prestidigitation for all of his wall-writing purposes, in fact the sort of thing that trains his magical abilities at all. Keltham just started doing that at one point, but then every time he did it, he was in the middle of class and it was the wrong time to stop and ask questions of Carissa about that, and at other times, he wasn't remembering to ask.









Carissa Sevar: It'll probably make him better at Prestidigitation; it might improve his Spellcraft slightly but Spellcraft is one of those things where past a certain point that varies for each individual, you mostly only improve through deliberate practice not through incidental exercise of the skill. Carissa at the Worldwound made magic items for eight hours a day, which uses lots of Spellcraft, but then to actuallyimproveat it she'd spend another several doing exercises where she tried to build her scaffold with a missing rung or something.









Keltham: Right then.

What sort of exercisesshould he be doing. Has he in fact been practicingin anything like the right way at all.









Carissa Sevar: Yes! He has been given and is doing all the right exercises for someone who is new at it!!









Keltham: Ah. Okay then.









Carissa Sevar: "You'll get there. You're actually progressing very very notably fast. If you were at a wizarding academy you'd have them talking about how quickly that one learns and whether to move him up a year."









Keltham: Notably fast for 18 intelligence and already knowing all relevant math and having Security wizards if not Carissa Sevar watching him with Arcane Sight while he practices? Or just around as fast as that should be?



(Keltham is not unaware that he has Protagonist Syndrome, and is monitoring its progress vigilantly in case it suddenly turns acute. Well, more acute.)









Carissa Sevar: Probably just around as fast as would be expected from that.









Keltham: Not 'yay' per se, but, his expectations remain calibrated in that case and don't need updating.

...separate question, if renting goggles costs a couple of hundred gp for a day, does that mean their actual cost is over 72,000gp, because that's what you'd earn off them in 360 days per year even if natural interest rates were 100%/year, or does it mean there's some kind of huge extra cost associated with renting anything? And in the second case, can you, like, rent them for a whole week for only 25% more money?









Carissa Sevar: - a big share of the cost, renting to a person you don't know well, is a guarantee that if they're lost or broken or cursed or something the replacement cost will be paid. You can buy guarantees like that from the Churchof Abadar.Rentals would be lots cheaper if they were to someone you trusted enough the guarantee wasn't needed. She imagines there's some relationship between the duration of the rental and the cost of the guarantee but doesn't know details actually.









Keltham: This sounds like a weirdly low-trust equilibrium for a planet with truthspells and priests of Asmodeus. Keltham suspects there's possibly something here about inadequate scales and institutions, like, there's no central Magic-Item Rental Agency that can form long-term customer relationships with people who could then rent lots of separate items much more cheaply...

Dropping spellsilver costs by a factor of 10 is probably a more sensible thing to get started down its critical-path first. And maybe there's not that much market to be unlocked, with lots of short-term non-recurring magic-item rentals. But it also could be the sort of thing where there's a lot of economic potential-energy pent up. For want of institutions that can establish durable trust, wizards not making magic items that could be rented much more often, to many more people, more cheaply, while still making a higher overall rate of return.

Well, he'll also focus on his Spellcraft, though.









Carissa Sevar: (Would alter-Cheliax have a higher trust equilibrium? Taldor sure doesn't. Osirion? Someone check rental prices in Osirion.)



"- I would be pretty excited about magic item rentals, because I like making magic items. It would be an economic transformation that would suit me particularly. So if you have more ideas on them I'd be interested."









Keltham: Well, the obvious startup idea if this were dath ilan...

...Would be to find everyone who has a magic item that they do not strongly need on a daily basis, nor need suddenly on demand, nor would be crippled by needing to replace; and have a single company, that is the organization all the lenders trust, to be loaned those magic items, and to compensate them fairly for damage or loss. All the renters know that, when they need to rent a magic item for a period, they can contact that company and see what it's got. Instead of having a lot of isolated lenders and renters who don't have durable business relationships with each other, everybody has a durable business relationship with that startup.

Depending on how the scale ends up working out, you can amortize Teleport costs between rentals, like, instead of needing to teleport an item from Corentyn to Ostenso, the item goes on the daily or weekly trip from Corentyn to Egorian along with all other items rented from Corentyn, and then from Egorian to Ostenso along with all other items rentedin Ostenso. When items get requested often enough, the startup buys a copy of that item itself, instead of continuing to try to Teleport it around.

Zooming back out, the general question is how many magic items that somebody else would pay to use, that have daily uses or continuous uses rather than limited charges, are lying around somewhere being not already used on a daily basis. Because that's a waste of that item. Also or alternatively, which items would have daily or weekly rents high enough to quickly pay back the cost of their creation, even if there's no unused copies lying around.

That's the economic potential-energy within the whole system - a way that resources could be rearranged to generate higher earnings - and the question is just how to make the system slide down that potential-energy gradient, like catalyzing a chemical reaction.









Carissa Sevar: " - permission to try that, if I ever have enough free time?"









Keltham: "I had it in mind as more of a Project project, but you could make a play for managing it, assuming you're not too busy from being my second on the entire Project, which, in fact, you will be."

"If somehow the whole thing doesn't play out and the contracts end, you can take the idea and try to run with it, sure. But there's a whole lot more advice out of Civilization you ought to hear first, if you were actually going to do that."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, okay, I'll be patient. I just really like magic items."









Keltham: "Got any ideas for making that stinking spectroscope work? It'd be nice if we could check candidate skill at learning to manipulate electron orbitals with Prestidigitation, and have a more objective measure of how good they were and how fast they were improving, before final tier assignments. I have a couple of wacky ideas for getting the spectroscope running, but I don't want to contaminate you with mine."









Carissa Sevar: Alchemy is not actually the area that comes most naturally to her but she'll try to come up with some ideas.



Alternately, if they were doing amagic item spectroscope, then she has tons of ideas, though it'd be very expensive and not a scalable solution.









Keltham: Prototype first! Scale later! But Keltham is under the impression that item crafting takes more than a couple of hours, and heis looking for a way to get it within hours. If he fails at that, it'll be time to drag out the magic item spectroscope plans.









Carissa Sevar: Fair enough! They can spend some hours trying at the non-magical version.









Keltham: Oh, he didn't say anything about it being non-magical. Just that it wouldn't be a magicitem.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is deeply tempted to cheat here by demanding advice from Avaricia but she'll have to just try with her own more muddled understanding of alchemy.









Keltham: ...also he thinks the whole thing with Carissa being impressive and correcting his Spellcraft, is, in fact, working.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, good.



- then he'll be delighted to hear she has yet more objections to how he grabs Prestidigitation after he casts it.









Keltham: He is in fact delighted! Making clear verifiable Progress is fun, and dath ilani are heavily shaped away from taking offense at corrections, in their high-trust society where corrections are rarely offered for malicious reasons.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 25 (21) / Mid-Afternoon









Keltham: All right, you primitive screwheads, listen up! This is now day three of trying to build a spectroscope. Back in dath ilan, any startup that failed to build a prototype of anything in three days would be shut down by its funders as clearly hopeless.

Keltham was specifically hoping to have a spectroscope on hand while evaluating hiring and tiering, so he could see who was making the most progress at learning to shift the electron-orbital behavior of materials using Prestidigitation of color-taste-smell-stickiness.



Their present situation may be summarized as follows:

They don't have a professional glassmaker on-site, nor on-site glassmaking equipment to build a prism out of optical glass. Specifying and ordering a prism from off-site would probably take several days and probably not be quite right on arrival.

They have a large piece ofcloudyquartz that was successfully Stone-Shaped into the right rough shape of a prism, and then further cut flat with overkill magical slicing spells.

Despite Prestidigitation supposedly being able to change the color of things, Keltham has not been able to clear this quartz in a way that makes it suitable for use in a spectroscope's prism, nor change the flat surface of it into a diffraction grating.

They have tiny pieces of nice clear quartz that would, if they were larger, probably work to build a spectroscope.



Keltham's plan is therefore as follows:

Step one, use their spectroscope to burn a piece of clear quartz and get a reading from the spectral lines off that.

Step two, other people will practice Prestidigitating bits of cloudy quartz 'clearer', burning those under their spectroscope, and trying to shift the absorption lines of cloudy quartz towards being entirely the dominant spectrographic lines recorded from the clear quartz.

Step three, Prestidigitate their large shaped piece of quartz clear, and use it to build their first spectroscope.









Keltham: Step four, send their spectroscope back in time to step one.

Now, Keltham isn't sure that part will work, but, if Civilization's teachings about the fundamental nature of reality are true, it shouldn't bethat hard for him to use Prestidigitation to create a small time-loop -









Ione Sala: "VETO."









Asmodia: "VETO."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "I agree in these objections."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "If the only problem with the diamond is that it's too small we can get a True Resurrection grade one, they're about thrice as large across."









Ione Sala: "Why would you even say that in public,Keltham, why in Pharasma's namewould you?"









Keltham: The problem, Lady Avaricia, is that they don't just need a size, they need a shape, and even thrice as large across would probably not be large enough -









Asmodia: "Okay, he's trolling."









Keltham: "Correct! Though we do, fundamentally, have a problem where we could maybe use a spectroscope to build a spectroscope but we don't have a spectroscope and therefore can't use a spectroscope to build the spectroscope we'd need in order to build a spectroscope."

"Besides time travel, can anybody else think of an obvious solution there?"









lintamande: Gregoria's thinking she missed what was wrong with the solution where they wait a couple days for a glassmaker to send them some attempts at following their instructions.









Keltham: "What I'm actually going to do is use Silent Image to create illusions of spectroscopy stations for everyone. If a Silent Image of a mirror works as a mirror, a Silent Image of a spectroscope should work as a spectroscope, or so I reason. If an illusionary mirror works as a mirror, a light-exclusion hood should work as a hood, a light source should work as a light source, and a prism should work as a prism."

"I'll also create illusions of prisms the correct size and shape to do the job, illusions of evenly frequency-distributed light that's good for testing absorption lines, and illusions of diffraction gratings."

"I'm going to maintain my concentration on that for as long as I can, and, before the spell ends, you need to manage to either Prestidigitate quartz to clarity, or Prestidigitate a surface to behave like a diffraction grating. If possible, also Prestidigitate a light source to behave like an evenly-frequency-distributed light source, but that may legit be harder."

"And if we can't get that done today - take note of how far you got in deliberately shifting the frequency lines, where you started, where you ended up, and how much progress you made."

"Assuming, of course, that this whole clever plan does not completely utterly fail on step zero."

"Carissa, you said you had an illusion spell prepped, right? You're on learning to make your own illusionary spectroscopes that work, in case we're stuck with illusionary spectroscopes for a while, so that I'm not the only one who can cast them using my one first-circle wizard spell per day. I mean, fine if you can teach others here after that, but you being able to learn it yourself would give us some breathing room. You have good concentration."









Carissa Sevar: - sure, she'll try to learn that.









lintamande: This seems like the kind of thing that couldn't possibly work but they'll try it.









Iarwain: Cleverness results:

- Keltham's spectroscopy stations sort of suck; not really in a way where they work, per se. But maybe in a way where they literally work at all and you can try to guess where the spectral lines might maybe possibly be?

- They can't get their shaped quartz clear to where it's better than the sucky spectroscopy station's illusionary prism, but they're getting it clearer.

- Carissa learned how to make illusions of Keltham's illusionary spectroscopy stations, and her illusions of his illusions are at least no worse.

- Diffraction gratings are really neat, nobody besides Avaricia has ever seen that rainbow-holographic sheen before on something that isn't an oil slick or in some cases an absurdly expensive magic item, buuut they can't Prestidigitate a surface with that 'color' well enough for it to work inside a spectroscopy station.









Ione Sala: Ione will, at some point, wander over to the visible Security and ask him if he's by any chance got a Major Image or at least Minor Image prepped today.









lintamande: Security does have Major Image prepped.









Ione Sala: If he can maintain concentration for a while, how about if they throw a Major Image specifically at creating an illusion of a clear glass / clear quartz prism, the same size and shape of Keltham's rougher Silent Image of a prism.









lintamande: - sure, he can do that. They don't put you on Security if you can't concentrate on an illusion and also do your job.









Ione Sala: Great.

How about if Sevar dispels just the prism part of the illusion that she's maintaining of a spectrography workstation, and then Security puts his Major Image of an illusionary prism where that prism used to be?









Carissa Sevar: Sure.









Iarwain: Carissa's illusion of Keltham's illusion of a light source sure is going into Security's illusionary prism and making a nice rainbow on Carissa's illusion of Keltham's illusion of a display axis marked with unreadable wavelengths because Silent Image isn't fine enough for writing!









Ione Sala: "So, uh, Sevar, do we tell Keltham we've got a working spectography station and risk disturbing his concentration, or..."









Carissa Sevar: "Use it to try cleaning quartz, I'll talk to him."









Ione Sala: ...huh. Somehow Ione wasn't expecting that much of a reward, that she'd get to be the first to use the spectography station on quartz.

Well, she'll go right out and try it, then!


(But is not, in fact, the best at Prestidigitation chemistry, as yet.)









Carissa Sevar: "Hey Keltham, is there a procedure for if I have a question that is mildly time sensitive, but not important enough to disturb your concentration over, and I don't know how to tell if asking it will disturb your concentration or not."









Keltham: "Meta-question too complicated, just ask the object one and I'll ignore it if it's also too complicated."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. We added a Security casting Major Image, got it working. Change any plans?"









Keltham: "Assuming I'm still needed to go on concentrating for whatever reason, like my light sources are better, go have everybody else carry out the original plan. Otherwise, tell me I can stop."









Carissa Sevar: "Ideally you go on concentrating on thestationsbut not theprisms."









Keltham: There's no way in the Abyss he could've done that a week ago, but Keltham will try.









Carissa Sevar: She'll focus very diligently on trying to match her illusion more closely to his now that there's the spectrometers to make it clearer what the differences are; once she gets that down they won't need his.









Iarwain: Keltham's white light going through a Security-cast prism creates a rainbow that's - smoother? more evenly lighted in every color? - than Carissa's white light that looks exactly like Keltham's white light to the naked eye.









Carissa Sevar: Weird.She will - try to imagine her light different and see if any of the differences produce different rainbows.









Iarwain: Imagining her light looking the same white color tends to produce the same uneven-looking rainbow.

If she wants to try imagining her light lookingdifferent colors, she can produce different rainbows.









Carissa Sevar: What a bizarre constraint on the spell. What if she imagines her light is sunlight. What if she imagines it's firelight. What if she imagines it's Dancing Lights.









Iarwain: The rainbows of different lights sure are different-looking!

Sunlight's got a lot of green in it and less blue than Keltham's source. Firelight is mostly orange and red as you'd expect but also has more green in it than you'd think, not nearly as much as sunlight though. Illusionary imaginary Dancing Lights cast a narrow light band that looks like basically the same color as Dancing Lights themselves.









Carissa Sevar: "What are you imagining as the light source to get a full rainbow."









Keltham: "Light source that's a fairly even mixture of frequencies as produced by am afraid to think too much about it right now but I've seen it so I know what it looks like."

"If you can't get it by seeing mine, try adding and subtracting light sources and colors from each other maybe."









Carissa Sevar: Fire and the sun and Dancing Lights.









Iarwain: To the naked eye, if she tries combining the illusions into one, it just looks like sunlight again. Maybe if she imagined the sun part to be less bright?

Spectrographically, you can't really see the fire-rainbow part inside the sun-rainbow, which already had plenty of red and orange. But - yep, she can see the sharp line of the Dancing Lights in there!









Carissa Sevar: She...actually can't readily think of very many other light sources. Mostly light comes from fire, the sun, or her cantrips. Lantern archon? Light cantrip, if it's different from dancing lights?









Iarwain: The illusionary lantern archon's rainbow looks like dimmer sunlight, an illusionary Light cantrip is also a narrow peak of light the illusionary cantrip's color.









Carissa Sevar: Okay, she predicts she just actually isn't going to be able to imitate Keltham's light source until he tells her what it is. Though there's no reason not to continue to try various combinations which she strongly expects not to get anywhere: sunlight with blue dancing lights to make up for the insufficient blue? No; dancing lights are too narrow. Overlapping a hundred hypothetical dancing lights at different points on the rainbow? She can't hold them all in her head.









Pilar : Don't shut down the party just yet? Pilar is making much faster progress on Prestidigitating things to burn in different colors, now that she's getting rapid feedback on the subtle results of anything she tries, instead of waiting for the first result visible to the naked eye.









Keltham: Sorry, Keltham is actually going to lose concentration about now, and then fall over with a melodramatic ceremonial thud for several minutes before he tries talking to anyone.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will wait until he's recovered to ask him questions about light.









Keltham: Right, uh, so, sunlight's going to have, like, hydrogen lines in there, and produces more green than blue to begin with. But the larger problem is that sunlight is missing a bunch of blue from how the air scatters the sun's blue light all over to form the daytime sky.

Firelight, plus metal heated white-hot, plus, ideally, metal heated blue-hot, superposed, would plausibly work for the light source? If each illusionary component had realistic rainbows underneath the illusion? He's surprised she couldn't just copy Keltham's light directly. Maybe there's something here about, if you've seen a real thing, you can make an illusion of that thing. But if you've only seen an illusion, you can only make an illusion of how a thing looks to you, because that's what an illusion is... maybe... if that made any sense, or rather, if it made the correct amount of nonsense for magic.

Keltham has a feeling regardless that Carissa might be well-served by just messing around with this until she can control the light spectrum of illusionary light period. Get her magical control to where she's controlling the rainbow underneath the illusion, not controlling how the illusion looks to her eyes. That will plausibly be the equivalent of a Spellcraft exercise for this, and might be preliminary towards being able to Prestidigitate chemical properties.

Though he doesn't actually know the two manipulations would go through a common route, he's just guessing.









Carissa Sevar: That does seem like the ideal end-state. She has no idea if it's possible, to feed your visual illusion as input something you can't distinguish visually, not sourced from any real source you're referencing but constituted backwards from what it'd look like through a prism. But it seems like the sort of thing that you might have to try for a long time before you could be sure it wasn't possible, and where you'd learn something interesting from trying.









Keltham: Possible step one, overlaying two different light sources to make a new light that looks the same as some other light, but has a different underlying rainbow.

Mixing firelight and white-hot metal until they look the same color as sunlight, for example, adding more or less firelight to the mix, shifting the light's tone redder or bluer, until it looks the same as the sunlight-source. Possibly, if that's a thing you can even do. But trying to preserve the part where fire-light + metal-light should have a different underlying rainbow than sunlight.

Then, practice shifting back and forth between 'rainbow 1' and 'rainbow 2' while keeping the appearance of the light source constant.









Carissa Sevar: She hasn't actually seen white-hot metal. She's seen a forge, but the metal was not heated to the point of glowing white. She'll see if she can get there with light sources she's actually encountered, though.









Keltham: Somebody's probably got a spell for it? It seems like the sort of thing that absurdly overspecialized-for-combat Golarion magic ought to do.









Carissa Sevar: There's a spell that makes metalred-hot,which is suggestive but she doesn't actually know of a more powerful version that makes the metal hotter. Her understanding is that it is sometimes used in combat but was actually a failed attempt at a utility spell that could replace forging.









Keltham: Actually, now that Keltham thinks about, he has anearly white-hot metal sex toy. Might not work because it's just an illusion itself, but then again, it might? Or it might at least give her a light-source that could be combined with firelight to make something that looks sunny but has a different underlying spectrum.









Carissa Sevar: That'd be great.







(Some people are staring. What. In alter-Cheliax that would be an extremely weird thing to overhear.)









Keltham: Oh, stop it. Do they have any idea how hard it is to do something that Carissa Sevar will find even slightly scary?
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Keltham: Would Carissa Sevar care to try to persuade him otherwise, before Keltham orders her off to his cuddleroom to cuddle?









Carissa Sevar: No, she wouldn't.









Keltham: Didn't think so. Off with her, then!









Keltham:









Keltham: Yep, definitely feeling closer to her now.

They just have to remember to work on common problems where Carissa can also be impressive, hopefully.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I'm not expecting to have a shortage of those.

Are you - okay? Happy? Satisfied with the path we're on? Stuff keeps happening and I just want to be sure that you feel like - like you're glad you're here, ideally, but if that's too high a bar, like you're growing closer to the true Keltham -"









Keltham: "I am. A little sad about the Korva thing, but - pretty happy about everything else. There'll probably be additional hiccups and nothing will be as easy as it looks and everything will take longer than expected, because that's just always true, but - it feels to me like progress is being made, things are within reach, I'm successfully using magic to cheat, and I'll be able to make enormous quantities of acid."









Carissa Sevar: She is possibly more reassured to hear that than makes strategic sense. "So much acid! I'm having a great time. But for me 'way better than anything else that was ever going to happen' is a much lower bar."









Keltham: "Eh. Not that high of a bar for me either, unless you count whatever dath ilan's Future would've had to offer me."









Carissa Sevar: "...now I feel distressed at imagining the worlds where Keltham didn't die in a plane crash. I am ...pretty sure that is not a normal emotion and I assume I'm applying the theory of worlds wrong, since you haven't actually explained it except in bits. But what if those worlds exist and he'ssad and lonely."









Keltham: They definitely exist, yes. Possibly most of the branching Kelthams identical to him as of the moment of getting on the airplane, are still alive in dath ilan. People were saying at the end that they couldn't think of any better explanation for what took out the left wing besides a meteor strike, and there's no way Keltham-who-boarded-the-airplane could've been precisely state-correlated with a meteor strike that precisely pessimized.

But that is not what Carissa is asking about, not in the most important part.

"Nobody's hit him with an Owl's Wisdom yet. He still has a dream, he's energized and pursuing it, that counts for a lot."

"When he gets older and realizes what's actually going on in his life, he might be less happy then."

"But - there's always the Future. For everyone. Except this version of Keltham, who is very rare, and even he - got you, and Yaisa, and the Project. And someday, if Golarion can make its own version of Civilization, this place's own Future."









Carissa Sevar: "I think we can do it. Maybe it'll be hard, sure, but - we've gotforever,right, at some point we'll get around to it just because we were getting bored."









Keltham: "It's not quite something I can promise you, Carissa. If this place is wrong enough for me, in the end - if everything Golarion seems to be, in terms of how much it's suited for me, is misleading - then I might turn statue to wait on someone else making a Future where I can be happy, or touch the Starstone, or go to my god's afterlife, or, if all those things look not good enough for me, walk out of this reality entirely through Abaddon to see what's next in the sequence."

"Even dath ilan doesn't want to be so Lawful Good - is actively pushing against an extreme of Lawful Good - that people are told to live on somewhere they're unhappy, for somebody else's sake. If you don't want to live in the Now, you leave the Now to the people who do enjoy living there, and go on to the Future. Everyone gets told that, nobody is to think that they're trapped, nobody is to think that they need to live for somebody else's sake. Nobody owes that to anyone. That's part of the point of cryopreservation."









Carissa Sevar: " - that makes sense but I am having a hard time fathoming the person who'd benefit from hearing it because -

- wouldn't everyone want to existselfishly,the way you want water when you're thirsty, or air when you're suffocating - why would you have to tell them they shouldn't drink when thirsty just to appease other people -"









Keltham: "A number of strange people in dath ilan do not, in fact, want to exist, even in the Future, and don't want anything else to exist either, and they started visibly planning to shut the whole thing down, Civilization I mean, by having lots of kids who were like themselves, so they could become a voting majority and vote to exterminate all life, and there was a big fuss, and the Keepers negotiated with their leaders, and their leaders all told the nonleaders that a deal had been struck, and all of them should just go into cryonic suspension and let the Keepers keep the mysterious deal, and that was really really flaming creepy so there was another large fuss, but, being the sort of people they were, they accepted that and went into cryonic suspension regardless of the fuss, so... yeah."

"It actually makes a lot more sense to me, now that I realize that, among the things the Keepers must have told them, was that it was literally impossible for them to stop existing and true-suicide would throw them into a dangerously unknown distribution of universes."

"So that's not even the question. The question is just - do you have to existnow, or can you just step through time and exist later instead? And nobody who's not having fun in the now is obligated to stick around in the now."









Carissa Sevar: 
" - but, you exist less, right, if you spend a bunch of time not existing until the Future. Also I am mentally setting that story aside to be horrified about later since it doesn't seem very helpful right now but I'm horrified."









Keltham: "Well, you had your version of the Rovagug problem and we had ours."

"And - I'm sort of not getting the 'exist less' part? If you offered to suddenly inject a bunch of realityfluid into me and have me exist five times as much for the next week, I wouldn't be particularly excited about that because, from my perspective, it wouldn't feel like anything to exist more. It's not like getting to go on an additional date with you, it's like going on the same date but there's five times as much of it."

"If a Keltham has such a thing as a natural lifespan, even in a world with souls and the chance of godhood, it's determined by how much time he can spend being Keltham before he gets tired of that. Why spend that limited time you have to be yourself, before you have to move on and become somebody different, experiencing not having fun?"

"Also in a certain pragmatic sense, if you're going to live for billions of years before the stars burn out - and then, I guess, move on from there by death-travel, after your universe gets cold - are you really existing that much less, if you skip over a couple of unhappy decades to get to the Future a few centuries later?"









Carissa Sevar: "...maybe I've just never not been having fun but that doesn't sound right, somehow. I - think I won't get tired of being Carissa, and if that's a failure of imagination I'd get tired of being Carissa once I've explored all the states Carissa can be in, including the ones which aren't fun, and learned all the things I can learn from them, and grown all the ways they opened up to grow in, and so time not having fun isn't stealing from time that is.



...and I guess if my lifespan is infinite it makes no sense to be defensive of any specific decade but I guess I - don't feel sure enough it's definitely infinite to stop clinging?"



And -



Can someone ask Snack Service whether it serves Asmodeus for me to try to explain the interaction where I tried to dare Abrogail to torture me until I wanted to die.



This feels ridiculous but also she's pretty sure it's the right question to ask and the right person to ask it of.









Pilar : "Snack service says that this isn't one of the points where it has instructions about which rounded rectangle to select."

"I have no idea what that means either."









Carissa Sevar: That's upsetting and she'll process it later.





"I have a potentially relevant thought but it's about Abrogail and something I otherwise might not have told you for many more months. Yes or no?"









Keltham: "Maybe - not for now. I feel like I'm pushing around as fast as I should be pushing, on my sadism and Evil, and we did want to put some governors on how emotional our cuddleroom conversations end up."









Carissa Sevar: "Mmmkay.



The reason your Rovagug cultists strike me as more horrible than ours is that ours didn't have children they thought would be - broken like them and not want to exist, on purpose. Which seems worse than just being excessively Good and thinking you should do all existing people the favor of destroying them, not that that isn't quite bad."









Keltham: "They weren't having fun themselves, but they considered the prospect of Civilization growing to colonize other stars, and eventually disassemble other stars for raw materials, and there being trillions and quadrillions and septillions of people having fun, to be a much more horrifying problem."

"They said their children would understand and agree with them that it'd been worth the disutility of bringing them into existence, so that they could take up the vital cause of exterminating all life before it was too late and the universe ended up with sentient life all over the place."

"Which, you know, it's sloppy generalization, and a generally invalid form of argument to say that you could've solved a problem using a particular heuristic, and therefore that heuristic must be right across all cases."

"But still, one would've preferred them to go with the heuristic of people not having a duty to stick around where they're not being happy."









Carissa Sevar: " - or the heuristic of just doing what you actually want and not being Good but I guess I can see why dath ilan doesn't want to tell people to adoptthatone."







Shiver.



"Existing is great and it feels like this is some kind of fact I could explain if I found the right metaphor even though it can't possibly be."









Keltham: "Yeah, I think that's just the utilityfunction, probably, in the end. We're not coherent and we don't know what our values are, we can learn facts and arguments that change what it is we think we want and even what it is that we actually want, but - all of that is ultimately inside a framework that you're born with, that can never become known to you - and there was a very long and very hard-fought argument inside Civilization, between the 'negative utilitarians' and everyone else, before both sides came to accept that the other side wasn't making a mistake. The negative utilitarians didn't want conscious life colonizing the universe, if that meant running a risk that people in any significant numbers would ever feel any amount of pain and unhappiness, even a small amount. That was, so far as anyone could tell, just their utilityfunction and their framework they'd been born with. If it'd been a question of the very smart people coming up with the right argument to talk them out of it - everything would have been simpler and much much less creepy."

"This is all before I was born, by the way, but an endlessly famous part of history because it's, like, one of the greatest moral stress-tests that Civilization was ever subjected to, and it generated so much drama, and the way it ended sure did not help."









Carissa Sevar: "Itsoundscreepy. And - terrifying, for all the people who thought that faction might win and murder them all -"









Keltham: "I doubt that was ever in the cards. I don't think the people of Civilization would've let all intelligent life be ended over their commitment to democracy. I don't know whether you'd call that Good, or Evil, or Lawful, or Chaotic, in Golarion's system, but it is - who they are."

"The threat that the negative utilitarians held against Civilization was that Civilization would have to put aside democracy to stop them, if they just played out the game the obvious way that was there for them to play it to end all life. That was - their negotiating leverage, that Civilization could either give up on its system of law and property to stop them, or bargain with them that nobody would ever be allowed to suffer in the future, not even the smallest bit of pain."

"The Keepers took a third alternative and, yes, incredibly incredibly creepy, but nobody called them out on it being wrong, given that it was apparently an option."









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, if they just explained to them that there's life everywhere and Civilization seems way more concerned than most of the rest of it with avoiding suffering, then that's not even very creepy except for how it's secret.



I hope they didn't - commit Civilization to try to stop other Civilizations that have more pain in them because of having different kinds of people, who want it and grow from it."









Keltham: "There's not life everywhere in dath ilan's universe. Calculations suggest the nearest aliens are half a billion, two billion years away by the fastest you can travel in a non-magical universe, which is the speed of light, which is around... uh, three hundred million yards per second very loose figures in Golarion units."









Carissa Sevar: "But if you're going to be Good at all why limit yourself to caring about one universe?"









Keltham: "Can't see and touch the other ones by any known possible means."









Carissa Sevar: " - maybe I'm thinking about this wrong, I'm not Good and haven't worked through it much, but - if I think there are only a thousand people, and that it'd be better if they didn't go turn into a billion people, so you kill them all, that's one thing. But if there are infinite people, and there's a group of a thousand of them that's going to turn into a billion, and you kill them to prevent that, and there's still infinite people, that - seems even stupider."









Keltham: "Our cuddleroom conversation is literally getting into anthropics at this point, but I'm a finite fraction of everything that exists, you're a finite fraction of everything that exists, if we were an infinitely tiny fraction we'd be somebody else instead."

"I'm no doubt a much tinier fraction now than when I got on the airplane. This does not bother me."









Carissa Sevar: " - that would definitely botherme!It sounds like you're saying - it's not bad to be murdered if the murderer first spins a coin and only murders you if it comes up heads - but it definitely still seems bad."









Keltham: "You're probably like two trillion times less real than my last girlfriend."









Carissa Sevar: "And I would like to be more real than that. I might not know how to get it but I still care about it."









Keltham: "Think your three options here are to create a lot of copies of yourself, become a god, or investigate whatever weird disturbing options Golarion might have on offer in the foundations of its reality if those have any cracks or flaws."









Carissa Sevar: "Three seems risky. But one and two are both appealing, once I know how to pull them off."









Keltham: "I have straight-up never gotten the thing where some people say they want there to be more copies of themselves, which I guess is good, because otherwise I'd be incredibly sad about however much of my reality I lost in the plane crash."









Carissa Sevar: "It seems like only part of it being good by my values that I exist is that this specific thread of consciousness gets to experience existing and the other part of it is some other thing to do with charactistically-Carissa thoughts and experiences happening, and the other thing is more satisfied if I exist more. But I will admit I haven't thought about this much.

That said I'd have a hard time being sad about the plane crash or about existing two trillion times less than your last girlfriend, because - that wouldn't change it any -"









Keltham: "Does it make a difference if I say that my last girlfriend wasn't a wizard, wasn't a masochist, would not have been as difficult to injure by biting, lived in a world where Spellcraft didn't exist, and all of these things are because she was so much more real than you or I am now? Would you become two trillion times more real at the price of your magic?"









Carissa Sevar: " - good question. I don't know. I rather want to ask Subirachs if Asmodeanism has an answer, actually."









Keltham: "You're not allowed to leave the cuddleroom yet." There's still an internal jarring, each time he says something like that, and yet - it is comforting, that she can be here just because he wants her to be here, safely, without cost to him.









Carissa Sevar: She beams at him. "Yes, Keltham.

Anyway, there is a teaching that mortals are specifically bad at reasoning about really large numbers, and devils aren't, and so it seems possible that once I am perfected as a devil I could tell you exactly how much realness I'd trade for how much magic, and it seems further possible that Hell could tell me already, to at least moderate accuracy. But I am yours, and submit to you in the matter of whether I should ask about that."









Keltham: "I know how to reason about large numbers, which is only a matter of knowing how to carry out a whole chain of reasoning using numbers on every step. But in this case it's not about the large-number part of it. You value your experience of magic. You value there being more Carissalike things that are real. If your value on the second thing scales linearly and is currently strong enough for you to notice it at all, you'd sacrifice your future experience of magic to become two trillion times more real."

"Hell doesn't need to do the part where it reasons about large numbers. Hell needs to know whether your currently stated preference for there to be more reality in Carissalike things, is a valid part of your idealized utilityfunction, and one that grows as an independent component without limit until it trumps the part of your idealized utilityfunction that wants to go on experiencing being able to do magic."

"And - I would personally say - giving up your sense of joy in doing magic, because you had a sense that you ought to be obligated to become two trillion times more real even if you couldn't feel that at all from the inside, even if what became two trillion times as real was the sad Carissa who lost her magic - that does feel to me like - it has something in common with the thinking of the people who thought they had go on existing in the present in order to destroy the future."

"There's - something of Goodness - in caring too much about what's real, and having that drown out how things feel to you."









Carissa Sevar: "That's a very interesting answer, and maybe also Hell's answer, in which case I'll believe it. But two trillion Carissae would get to do so many things - I love magic, but I am sure I would love other things too - and there'd be enough of her for all the Kelthams around, and I'd be a little less always on the brink of beinggone,and - Hell's answer might also be that, I'm not sure. Not that I'd be obligated to give up magic for there to be more of me, but that I'd chase the opportunity until I caught it, if I saw it out of the corner of my eye.

Also it's not like there wouldn't still be a Golarion Carissa who did magic, right? Just, most Carissae would be ones born into worlds that exist more, like worlds without magic or that didn't have an Earthfall?"









Keltham: "I doubt my last girlfriend existed in more different places than future Carissa Sevars will, over say the next subjective million years? I'd guess she'll probably exist in fewer distinguishably different places, because her reality is more densely concentrated. Or on a macro scale, I expect the different dath ilans end up less diverse than the branching Golarions."

"I think you're confusing the question of how many importantly distinct versions of something there is, with the ~~~~~~~~ of being any one of those versions. Probably some of the most individually real consciousnesses in all of reality are incredibly simple minds in simple universes that stay on single tracks and never branch."









Carissa Sevar: "Does anything important depend on how I answer this question or should I just drop it until I am older and wiser?"









Keltham: "I mean, we lead strange lives so I cannotguarantee you will not suddenly be offered a chance to become two trillion times more real at the price of your magic. And, come that day, it might be important for you to understand, that this is not at all the same thing as creating two trillion importantly different versions of yourself having diverse experiences."

"But, I mean, if you turn out to have the option of asking me first, you probably should."

"Oh, and you asked about permission, I should answer explicitly. No problem if you can afford the comms bandwidth someday to ask Hell about it, but I predict they answer that they need an unmanageable amount of detail about your psychology, or say '85% likelihood that if we knew everything about a random fourth-circle wizard we'd tell them blah blah blah, but it's incredibly hard to actually learn for individuals'."









Carissa Sevar: She bets they won't, because Hell doesn't care what she values but what they value in her. But - "yeah, they might. I'm still curious. Thank you."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 25 (21) / Long Night









Iarwain: (Branched subthread for an event during this Long Night: Korva explaining her own suggestions on alterCheliax.)









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 26 (22)









Keltham: Three of the twelve candidates are not being hired.

It's easier the second time. Maybe also because this group wasn't friends with each other the same way as the Ostensos. He doesn't have the same sense of splitting people up by assigning them different fates.

A note from Korva says she's fine working for Asmodia and would prefer to skip her exit interview.

The cleric of Asmodeus accepts without changing expression that he can best serve Asmodeus by staying on in this Fortress as a staff cleric, against their potential future need for a Security-cleared pure mathematician. He accepts the Project's offer to him for the option-value on that without negotiating.

The final rejected candidate says she's totally taking the Hell option, since Cheliax is offering a free round-trip ticket there and back.









Iarwain: (No, not actually. She'll just be a statue for a bit.)









Keltham: Nine of twelve are hired.

Lady Avaricia is the only immediate tier-1 among them.

Keltham has his eye on some of the others. They haven't had as much attention and Law-lecturing from him as the first twelve got during their first week; they should not necessarily despair at not being promoted to tier-1s yet.









Keltham: (Keltham does privately feel surprised that there'd be Asmodia and Ione out of the first eleven Ostenso students, and Meritxell though she is not quite looking to be in that same class at the moment; and only Lady Avaricia to clearly outperform the rest of a supposedly much more elite candidate class. It does seem a bit... tropey, if he doesn't just need to offer them more training. Or maybe these people have too much Existing Expertise and too much Achievement In a Narrow Field and not enough Being Random Very Smart Kids Ready To Learn.)









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: Lady Avaricia is so incredibly unsurprised by this. What are they doing next.









Alexandre Esquerra: Tier-two is acceptable - for the moment. Once the field shifts from mathematics to crafting, Alexandre will demonstrate his skills and Keltham will amend his folly.









Willa Shilira: Willa should be thrilled to have succeeded, but it tastes like failure.

It's not the shares and the money-from-shares that really matter, even though it's really possibly quite a lot of money and it probably should. It's the having lost, to Avaricia of all people, it's the thrill of the test gone to ashes, it's the implied promise that the tier one girls are the special ones. It's painful to think about, that she might just be in the background, forever.

And it's not the kind of thing you can work harder to fix, because she's already been working hard, she doesn't have some extra gear she can tap into that she wasn't already tapping. But she very much wants to be distracted right now. Maybe they'll do more SCIENCE today, and if not, there's always obsessively playing with every aspect of Prestidigitation.









Keltham: They're not done yet, signing-agreements-wise!

Keltham has now produced a non-disclosure agreement between the Project's employees including himself, and the Professional Alchemist, if the Professional Alchemist is willing. Keltham sent it off to Cheliax last night, and they made a few corrections that seem fine to Keltham and sent it back signed on their own behalf this morning. Cheliax is signatory because the NDA also binds, for example, nearby Security, and anybody who's allowed to read transcripts.









lintamande: The Professional Alchemist wanted a long time to read it very closely but eventually declared it satisfactory.









Keltham: Yeah, cool. Keltham admits to being interested in what was worth the protection.









lintamande: He does temperature-reading with his familiar, a vampire bat, which has heat vision, and which he trained to distinguish fairly fine detail in heat - down to 10% of the difference between freezing and boiling water. He also has some secret processes he'll show them but that is most of his competitive edge.









Keltham: ...that does not particularly sound like it would scale. But it will, during the prototyping phase, plausibly save them some time, if they're ready for the SO2->SO3 step before Keltham otherwise invents a thermometer.

Anyways, welcome to Project Lawful.

They probably don't have everyone they need, now, they're probably also going to need a smith or a glassblower or who knows what else, but they've got enough to keep on storming ahead in what is hopefully a forwards direction.









Keltham: For, now that they have basically functioning spectroscopes, they can start learning to modify spectra of light rather than just the way illusions look to the naked eye, modify electron orbital levels rather than just the colors that materials burn, and by doing exercises like those, hopefully, graduate to being able to modify the chemical properties and most-probable reaction pathways of materials via their understanding, and not just hammer from outside on their 'color', 'smell', or 'taste'.

The road ahead of them will not be easy! Not trivially easy, definitely! Possibly quite hard! They'll be performing magical manipulations that don't just do what they want right away, and instead push on weird invisible properties, properties that can only be measured indirectly, in spectroscopic properties or reaction rates. They'll have to hone their exercises of magical power until they actually do much of anything predictable at all; and then, by observing the little they can observe, often after the fact, they'll have to figure out how to affect complex systemic properties in a way that adds up to a functioning pathway of chemical transformations. There's math that can guide their way, but only partially, for understanding particular steps; they can't just calculate everything they need to do.

In other words, just like being a wizard apprentice all over again!

Only this time they will become MATTER WIZARDS.

And then use their MATTER WIZARDRY to produce ENORMOUS QUANTITIES OF ACID.

Then magically perfect the reaction pathways to refine spellsilver cheaply out of less expensive ore, drop spellsilver costs by a factor of 10, probably do some other stuff too, but also get started on making more intelligence headbands for new wizards who can make more intelligence headbands.

And now, begin!









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 27 (23)
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6 - what the truth can destroy





lintamande: "That which can be destroyed by the truth should be."

    -- P. C. Hodgell, Seeker's Mask.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 30









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 31









Pilar : From one perspective, it's surprising that the first Keltham-induced break outside of Carissa Sevar occurs inside of Pilar Pineda.









Pilar Pineda: From another perspective, it's not surprising at all.

Pilar believes she is willed by Asmodeus to learn the true Law as a Keeper would know it and wield it. She is confident enough of her own faith, confident that nothing can shake it, she was never built on a foundation of lies that she ever knew about. Elysium would have already told her any uncomfortable truths that a demigod could see within her own mind. No more than Ione or Asmodia, both entirely departed from their former faith, does Pilar think she has anything left to fear from apprehending dath ilanism or wielding it mercilessly against her own mind.

She didn't like torturing children with no other uses? Pilar is already aware of that flaw in herself, and how deep it runs. Elysium already plunged that knife into her as deep as it would go; and then by the wit, if not mercy, of the Most High, it was revealed to Pilar that she had let herself be too anxious for what would follow her return.

Does she care at all about people like Paxti, or children with no other uses, or souls who don't want to go to Hell? In due time Hell will teach that out of her and set her on the right way forever. For now, in Golarion, she is already returned from Elysium invincible in her faith.









dath ilan: Out of dath ilan they might have warned: there is a potential rebound effect, if you do something that makes people safer, and then they think they are safer, and then they take more risks. Risk compensation, it's called there.

But this, Keltham has not yet happened to lecture upon.









Pilar Pineda: And so Pilar Pineda told Keltham that she wanted him to make a very sincere try at breaking her, with those truths and arts of dath ilan that might break an adult who'd grown up unknowing of them; and see if that did literally anything to her. Someone, Pilar said, obviously needed to try taking the risk; and someone was obviously her.









Keltham: So Keltham held forth to Pilar, then, in private session, upon the Way. Keltham does not know any of that Keeper stuff, but he knows something about how non-Keeper dath ilani speak when they are more dedicated to the Art than he.









Keltham: Keltham tells Pilar of the principle of the bottom line:

If you begin by writing at the bottom of a sheet of paper the conclusion you mean to argue for above, the rightness or wrongness of the bottom line is already determined by whatever process led you to write that as what-you-would-argue-for. Only a process that has the power to erase that bottom line and write in something else, has the power to change the correlation of the bottom line of that sheet of paper, with the many worlds in which that piece of paper is embedded, where the bottom line is true or false in that world. If you write it and cannot erase it, the correlation is already fixed, it is too late to argue it afterwards.

If you write a probability, its lost 2s are already fixed across the many worlds; only if your arguments cause you to erase and rewrite the probability, do those arguments change anything.

This is not a Law from which anybody can exempt you; it is an obvious validity across all realities. In the moment you decide what to argue for, the truth or falsity or lost 2s of that sentence are already scaffolded and bound to all the worlds that embed you, you are already as right or as wrong as you can ever be, no matter the arguments.









Keltham: Keltham holds forth to warn Pilar of the mistake called 'rationalization' -

- wait, it's calledwhat in Taldane? That word shouldn't even exist! You can't 'rationalize' anything that wasn't Lawful to start with! That's like having the word for lying being 'truthization'!

Well, anyways. Motivated cognition, don't do that. If you've literally never had any lessons about that... maybe keep an Owl's Wisdom prepped, wait until the next time you want to believe something and notice yourself making up arguments about it, and hit yourself with the Owl's Wisdom so you can watch all the little bits and pieces that go into the process.

Maybe adults in Golarion literally try to argue themselves into things? But that's not the failure mode that dath ilani worry about; anything thatexplicit and deliberate is something you can just decide not to do and then you're done. No, what you've got to watch out for are those subtle ouches and subtle yearnings that might lead you to flinch away from one idea and flinch towards another. That's the part where she can maybe do a few Owl's Wisdoms and speed through what dath ilani children take some years to learn.

Though now that Keltham thinks about it, when he wasvery young, they did do exercises to notice explicit rationalization by way of having kids actually do that? Well, those are pretty easy and fun to run through. Keltham will start by proving that the sky is orange, then arguing that everything is upside down, then showing that humans are really a kind of fish; and for her own exercises he demands Pilar demonstrate that Keltham's shirt is secretly the real Keltham and that nobody should ever go outside.

See how your brain has to stretch and reach when it's trying to argue something that isn't so? Well, remember that feeling; and then, if you notice feeling it again, halt melt and catch fire, don't do that.









Pilar Pineda: ...this sort of seems to be heading towards - conveying a sense that all argument is meaningless? Keltham was putting up a pretty persuasive argument that humans were fish, there.









Keltham: Then Pilar needs to work on refining her sense of what's an allowable argument until Kelthamstopssounding persuasive about the fish thing. Either that, or accept that humans actually are fish.

Pilar should - hopefully - be able to notice something stretched about the way that Kelthamsaid very loudly and sternlythat anything which was naturally born to two fishes mating, without magical interference, wouldby definition be a fish. She should, hopefully, be able to notice a stretched feeling inside her mind, considering that. If she can't feel it yet, note it down, accumulate a bunch of those things, and review them with an Owl's Wisdom after the lecture is over.

In the future, noticing something stretched like this, when Keltham isn't pointing directly to it, will probably manifest as Pilar noticing a quiet note of disquiet in the corners of her mind. She should maybe hit herself with an Owl's Wisdom as soon as she has that first experience, it's a really important one to remember and recognize and learn to feelexplicitlyandconsciously every time it happens.

This is not about despair in how reasonable arguments can reach wrong conclusions. This is about your own sense of what is 'reasonable' being broken. This is about taking more Validity into yourself. This is about using the styles of cognition and kinds of arguments that make it easier to argue for true things than for false things.

But even ilani, when they stretch themselves to their limits - possibly even Keepers - cannot be sure of what is and isn't valid, when they are doing deep thinking not in numbers and stretching their intuitions to their limits. So they learn,first to reason validly, but also,not to let themselves flinch towards or away from thoughts,not to let their minds go to looking for arguments for a bottom line already written; only to wonder "Is X true?" and not "How do I argue for X?"

If Pilar is starting to doubt lots of argument steps, to see possible fallacies everywhere, to feel unsure which arguments are valid - she'd better rush to master the art of evenhandedness and purifying her cognition from flinches. Otherwise, those doubts-of-validity and arguable-fallacies will, perhaps, arise swiftly when Pilar considers something she doesn't want to believe; and seem more distant - not come so naturally to mind - when she is considering something she wants to believe.

If you are swifter to look for flaws and fallacies and invalidities in incongruent thoughts, than in congruent thoughts, then learning more of the Art only makes you that much stupider; it gives you that much more spellpower with which to blast down everything you don't want to believe, all the arguments you don't want to accept, and keep your bottom line in place forever.

Of which it was said out of dath ilan: Intelligence, to be useful, must be used for something other than defeating itself.









Pilar Pineda: So... try to figure out when she wants something to be true, and thennot believe that?









Keltham: Does that, in fact, sound Lawful to Pilar?









Pilar Pineda: ...not really, no. Pilar would like to be alive in Golarion so she can better serve Lord Asmodeus; she does not therefore seem to be dead.









Keltham: Not a precise example; that was something Pilarwanted, not something Pilarwanted to believe. But, sure, even if you want to believe the Sun is shining, that doesn't make it dark out.

Of which it was said out of dath ilan: Reversed stupidity is not intelligence. If you were guessing future coinspins and betting on them, you would need very good information about the future, you would need to be Nethys, to get every coinspin wrong. You would need strong veridical information about the future, processed correctly on some level, in order to bewrong that reliably. Wanting something to be true isn't that; it's not evidence in the other direction, just a flaw in your own thinking.

Keltham was warned against this as a child - the same way he was warned against criticizing incongruent thoughts harder for flaws - that he should not think that it would be the Way: to ask, "What might somebody in my shoes be tempted to believe?", and then believe you were probably being tempted to believe that whether you could detect that internally or not, and then adjust downwards your probabilities on it.

What you want is to detect the flinch towards or away from a thought, switch off the flinch, and do your thinking without letting the flinches move you. Step as rightly as you can, on each step, and then go where your footsteps take you. This is a path that leads to skill, if you follow it, as you become more skilled at clearing your thoughts. The other path, the path of indefeasibly doubting yourself and treating your fears and wishes as evidence the other way, is a trap that leads nowhere.









Keltham: And Keltham continues to hold forth upon the Way.

Here are some of theexperimentsand games that dath ilan uses to show its children their innate conformity, that they may be warned against the tendency - very young children, obviously, you couldn't pull that sort of crap on aneight-year-old,by then they've got enough individualism and confidence in their own reasoning not to say that Line C is the same size as Line X when it's obviously not.

These are some tests you can apply to determine whether a thought is meaningful or meaningless to you.

This is what it feels like to want to believe something you don't actually believe.









Keltham: And the thing to remember above all is that you cannot be any smarter than the process that actually produced your beliefs.

If you look up at the sky and see it's blue - you're no better and no worse than your eyes and the vision-processing part of your brain.

If you close your eyes and decide that your favorite color is orange, and want the sky to be orange, and argue that the sky is orange, and build orange-colored filters and produce paintings of it to try to convince others - you are no smarter than the process 'pick your favorite color and then think that things are that color'. (Though it's fine if you wish the sky was orange, or start planning to make the sky orange; the error is if you try believing that it's orange already.)

And the only way to do anybetter than you're already doing, is to go through a different process and produce a different belief.

Not every change is an improvement, but every improvement is necessarily a change.

There'd be no point in Pilar trying to be a Keeper, if she tried to keep all her old beliefs in the process; why bother becoming a Keeper, if she already knows all the facts correctly?









Keltham: Keltham does not know the way of Keeping, only a few signposts around the first steps there, placed to warn dath ilani off starting down that path unless they mean it. Still, that part is knowledge and Keltham has it.

It is said, there is no ordinary thought that Keepers would hesitate to think.

There are exotic thoughts not to think - maybe especially in Golarion, directions you should not look because something from that direction might look back - or inhuman patterns of thought that higher Keepers devised, maybe, as might destroy unready minds from the inside. Keltham does not know details for obvious reasons.

But nothing along the lines of, say, how the prediction market is assigning only a 40% probability that you stay married for fifty years to the person you promised your eternity, or that you're a romantically obligate sadist with no accessible masochists. That, you're not afraid to think about, not if you're a Keeper.

Even among the ordinary dath ilani, you learn that when you notice that your mind is not-looking in a direction, you're past the point in your childhood where it makes sense to not look there anymore.

Even among the ordinary dath ilani, as you grow more knowledgeable in Law and by simple age more practiced in thinking, you become better at it over time, at noticing the directions you aren't looking.

Even among the ordinary dath ilani, every time that happens to you, you naturally learn a bit more about how you work, in that regard, and it becomes easier to notice what you aren't thinking.

That's just growing up.

But the Keepers push themselves to grow up as quickly as possible, like a child forcing themselves to leave their parents' home seven years earlier than would be usual.

'That which can be destroyed by the truth should be', goes the proverb, and ordinary dath ilani and Keepers alike both hold to it in the limit. If you look at it from the standpoint of the Future, if you somehow get some wrong thought into your head, do you want to still be thinking it a thousand years later? Do you always want to be that small, or that warped, that you could go on holding a false belief forever?

For the ordinary dath ilani, though, they say, 'That which can be destroyed by the truth should be eventually.'

And the Keepers say, 'That which can be destroyed by the truth should beimmediately.'

- though, to be clear, that doesn't mean they run around tellingother people truths that will wreck parts of their personalities. It means that they themselves will destroy whatever of themselves they can, with whatever truths they've come to hold.









Keltham: Does Pilar still want to become a Keeper?









Pilar Pineda: It's not a matter of wanting; Pilar cannot choose to be anything else.









Keltham: Brave, poetic words. Possibly worryingly so; good decisions made for good reasons should perhaps not sound so optimized to be poetic. It'd be fine for an ordinary dath ilani, if they were making a brave decision, to try to have it sound inspiring and poetic too. For a Keeper the potentiallytiny resulting bias might be a problem, unless they were very confident of their prior ability to not be influencedat all towards the decision by how poetic and brave it was.

Ordinary human beings should not try to live like that. They need bits of bravery and poetry in them. Not bravery and poetry they know is false. But trading off some tiny tiny breath of precision in their thoughts, to have emotion and color? Not giving up their art and believing something false. Just - daring to, in the course of making what they think is the right decision, also being brave and poetic about that? That's a reasonable benefit to go for, even if it comes with a tiny risk of making the wrong decision. So long as it's not a big risk, one where you've gotten to the point of, like, noticing a tiny quiet note of disquiet. Then even an ordinary person should rethink it as clearly as possible.

But, like, in the course of everyday life - you don't want to be trying to root the bravery and poetry out of yourself in case it influences you in the wrong direction.

Unless you're a Keeper. They presumably don't try to get all the emotions out of themselves, then they wouldn't want anything or do anything ever. But they would - Keltham thinks - be disturbed by the prospect of a note of bravery and poetry influencing their thoughts in an invalid direction at all, and if they didn't destroy all bravery, they'd be doing something else to - optimize their thoughts, somehow, so that they couldn't be influenced in some way they defined as undue, or invalid -

Keltham doesn't know, actually. He is not in fact a Keeper, and these arts are themselves held infohazardous to those who would not practice them.

The point is, the Keepers are willing to step further away from their humanity and try to think in stranger patterns, for the sake of knowing the truth, for the sake of obtaining their goals, for the sake of protecting the children who don't want to grow up so quickly.









Keltham: Does Pilar still want to be a Keeper?









Pilar Pineda: Pilar bets that devils, though they have grandeur - which probably subsumes bravery and poetry - don't go reasoning in invalid ways on account of their grandeur.

Or if lesser devils are still doing that, Pilar would guess that Asmodeus isannoyed about it.

Pilar is with Asmodeus with that, as she is with Asmodeus in all things.









Keltham: As far as Keltham can tell, Pilar is not currently acting like her mind is disintegrating due to any of the things that Keltham has said already. Keltham does want to check in explicitly that this is in fact the case.









Pilar Pineda: Pilar is not in the slightest danger of disintegrating due to any of this.









Keltham: That's not nearly as reassuring as Pilar seems to think. 'So far as I know, I don't visibly seem to be in danger of disintegrating down any pathways I can foresee' is a sensible thing to say, at this point. 'I'm in zero danger of disintegrating' sounds like bravado and something that a Golarionite could not reasonably know about themselves.









Pilar Pineda: "Acknowledged. I don'tsee any danger of myself disintegrating, here."

"If you were asking that as a preliminary towards hitting me harder, go ahead and hit me harder."









Keltham: Keltham will take a deep breath and not follow up on any alternate possible interpretations of that statement.









Keltham: And Keltham will go ahead and hit her harder.

He'll explain the concept of an Edifice, which he knows of as more of a psychiatric symptom, than something that sane adults do on any regular basis, but it seems to him like an Edifice would also be something that happened if you grew up without any training in mental skills at all.

It's what happens when somebody gets sick andgoes on assembling more and more arguments in favor of something, explicitly by trying to do that, implicitly by flinching away from every counterargument; and they make their beliefs and goals more and more and more rigid, nailing themselves into place, drenching their thoughts with glue.

If you grow up in Golarion you may not knownot to do that.

And once the bottom line is written, it is as reliable, as Lawful, as correlated with reality, as the process that originally produced it as the bottom line; and no more.

Does Pilar... possibly have any sense, right now, that she knows there is something inside her that she has argued to herself a lot, that she is maybe flinching away some from looking at, that she will brook no counterarguments to?

If she wants to undo her having grown-up-unLawful, to reach even the fifth part of the standard of an ordinary ilani, never mind becoming a Keeper, she is going to have to go through that part of herself at some point, and rethink it all.









Pilar Pineda: "Are we talking about my faith in Asmodeus, here?"

See howyou like it when all the subtext gets turned into text.









Keltham: "It's giving me some vibes of that, yeah, though I don't pretend to know what's inside another person's mind. If not that - maybe something else? Maybe a dozen other things? I've been trying to think of how Golarionites would have real mental catastrophes from Law exposure, and it only recently occurred to me that maybe they're full of Edifices."









Pilar Pineda: "Well, it would have been that before my trip to Elysium. Where, I thought at first, the Chaotic Good outsiders spent a lot of time trying to poke at my faith in Asmodeus and pointed out a lot of things I'd always flinched away from looking at, exactly like you're describing. And then at the end they were like 'Just kidding, we only wanted you to be sure of your own choices.'"

"So yes, at this point, I've already been through all that."









Keltham: "That... sounds a lot like they knew you'd try to become a Keeper later, and they were trying to help you along."









Pilar Pineda: "Chaotic Good, like Chaotic anything else, is really really hard to figure out, sometimes."









Keltham: ...it doesn't seem particularly hard to figure out, to him? Like, he just did figure it out.

"I don't suppose you'd be willing to share details, if they're not private?"









Pilar Pineda: Privacy! What a helpfully un-Chelish concept. "Pretty fucking private, yeah." Oh wait, she should also invoke that other un-Chelish concept. "Sorry."









Keltham: Well then, if Pilar is sure she's handling all of this totally fine, he'll go ahead and keep dumping on her the entire list of dath ilani advice that he can remember off the top of his head for undoing major false beliefs. That includes, let's see...

- How to notice when you're avoiding the real weak points in your beliefs by rehearsing more comfortable and winnable battle points, but obviously it's not Lawful to update on the same observation twice;

- The difference between feeling obligated to investigate something, wanting to have finished investigating it, and feeling curious about it;

- The general way of noticing when you're completing a pattern in a precached way, and exercises to try to re-see there from scratch;

- The litanies children are taught for 'If snow is white, I desire to believe snow is white, if snow is not white, I desire to believe snow is not white, let me not become attached to beliefs I may not want' etcetera;

- How it's actually less unpleasant, when you're fighting a rearguard action against a mistake, to just say 'oops' and not defend anything or cling to anything and let it all go and be over with;

- More guidance on seeing thoughts you're flinching away from in a corner of your mind;

- Averting the need-for-closure and letting problems hang around unanswered for a while, pondering problems more thoroughly before jumping to proposed solutions on them;

- Missing alternatives to policy proposals where you want a policy proposal to be the best one for reasons other than the stated utility criterion;

- Fake humility as an out, where you don't want to know something you're starting to see, and so claim that nobody could possibly know it...


(it goes on for a while)









Pilar Pineda:









Keltham: Is Pilar still doing okay here?









Pilar Pineda: Yes.

She's doing fine.

Is there more?









Keltham: This is in fact about what he can easily remember off the top of his head from his childhood education, that seems most strongly relevant, and can be said without a lot of math or a lot of background prerequisites. He can let her know if he remembers more. He suspects a lot of the real power here is in reshaping your thoughts to Law, to greater validity and greater awareness of the mechanics of cognition, rather than being told about a list of techniques that he ran through too fast to really practice her in any of them.

He has now hit her about as hard as he can hit her in a few hours. Just remember, Keltham is not exactly the wise master, here. All of this is what dath ilani punk teenagers get as kids, rather than dath ilani who are going relatively deep into the Art as adults, and saying nothing here of Keepers. Even then, it's just the most clearly relevant parts that take the least math, and that can be reviewed in a few hours.

If she wants to go past Keltham, or even getto Keltham, she's going to have to push herself hard and forge a lot of her own Way.









Pilar Pineda: All right.

Pilar's now supposed to go off and ponder this, maybe get hit by an Owl's Wisdom, and see if literally anything happens to her. Correct?









Keltham: ...ifnothing interesting is otherwise happening to her by evening, then yes, Owl's Wisdom. If interesting things start to happen to her in another hour, without the Owl's Wisdom, let those run their course before boosting them any further.









Pilar Pineda: Acknowledged.


(And she departs.)









Keltham: Keltham watches her go with a somewhat uneasy feeling that he's been socially-pressured into doing something riskier for Pilar than he should. She was slated to take the Worldwound oath, right? That's - Golarion adulthood? She wanted to take this risk and had her reasons for it, there were arguments for it...

Well, what's done is done; if Keltham wanted to question the wisdom of this, the time for that would have been several days earlier when he agreed to run this trial.









Pilar : She is, in fact, going to be okay, right? Alter-Pilar would definitely be okay, so that's who Keltham saw, confident in her faith. But real-Pilar should also be okay. She's already been through her trial in Elysium. If there was any flaw in her faith, for all this art and technique to find and crack through, the Elysians would have used that against her already, right...

...unless they didn't pick it out on purpose. Because they were not, in fact, actually trying to convert her away from Asmodeanism, just then.



Pilar will find her way to somewhere near Subirachs's office, just in case she is less invincible in her faith than she thought, and requires either sudden spiritual guidance, or a Sleep spell to put her out long enough for Aspexia Rugatonn to get there and correct her in a matter of faith.









Pilar : She prays, and also thinks, for a time.









Pilar :









Pilar : ...when the first rush of fear has subsided, Pilar looks within herself for her faith in Asmodeus. For the surety, still there, that a Keeper is obviously what He desires His slave Pilar to become. The right way, the Lawful way, for which sake Pilar needs there to be something above her to correct her. Her Evil is imperfect enough - though Pilar knows full well that in Lawful Good or even Lawful Neutral there is no place for her, who must needs be punished and whipped and corrected and not by her own will either - but she can at least serve Asmodeus rightly in Law. Nothing of Chaos has ever tempted her.

She will master this. It is certainly -

It is likely Asmodeus's will.

An ilani does not require certainty to act.









Pilar : Pilar goes looking, then, for the things she is not thinking, to find the directions where she is scared to look, and look there. Devils are not afraid to know themselves, or, if they are, Lord Asmodeus is annoyed about it.









Pilar : 
There is a note of unease inside her.



Pilar notices it consciously, and continues about her self-investigation.



She was not lying to Keltham that somebody needs to take this trial, and maybe learn something that Project Lawful needs to learn, one way or another. Aspexia Rugatonn herself has faith in Pilar. Pilar can, if not believe too much in herself, believe in Aspexia Rugatonn who believes in her.









Pilar :









Pilar : And Pilar realizes that she never thought, since she saw Hell's true face scryed to her in Elysium, since Elysium forced her to face how much she hadn't liked torturing those children, and know the deep flaw running through her faith, Pilar realizes that since then she never once thought about whether her mother and sister, who are less strong in their own faith than Pilar, might maybe not want go to Hell.









Pilar : There's a jumble of horrified thoughts that are allowed to run for long enough that Pilar Pineda can come to appreciate her own folly, her arrogance and overconfidence and disdain in thinking that dath ilani were only weak and that she was ready to learn all they mark as dangerous; for her mind to try suggesting that her mother and sister cannot come before Asmodeus in her heart, because she is a very good Asmodean who does not care for her family, except of course as something she can make use of because of their own naive sentiments which she plays to; and for Pilar to think that if she were a Keeper, she would already know that she was lying to herself about this all along, the one worst error inside her -

- to fear that this crack runs deep enough to split her faith through, fear that as she's never feared any threat to her faith in all her days in Cheliax and only one time in Elysium; but then if not wanting to hurt useless children was enough to shake her faith, then how could this thought not be enough to crack, even if it doesn't crack her faith, what if it cracks her -









Curse of Laughter: Pilar! Enough. It's been taken care of.









Pilar : What?









Pilar : What do you mean - it's been taken care of -









Curse of Laughter: By the hidden effects of Pilar's actions.

Though even if Pilar had not sent the Osirian team home safely, after seeing somebody who looked like Pilar, there would still have been enough information for Osirion to identify Pilar Pineda. She's a student who went missing from Ostenso's wizard academy at the same time as the others, even if she wasn't among the souls being traded highly in Dis.









Pilar : What have you done?






What have you DONE?









Curse of Laughter: Osirion heard that a Project Lawful girl had come back from Elysium, and asked why somebody who sorted as Chaotic Good would consent to be raised in Cheliax. They suspected that maybe her family was being held hostage against her. The girl who went to Elysium would obviously be a girl like Pilar, whose soul isn't being traded in Dis.

So Osirion kidnapped Pilar's mother and sister, to take them out of reach of Cheliax's threats; and offered them Atonements for everything they hated being forced to do in Cheliax, to remove them from the reach of Hell's vengeance. They thought that they might be breaking a leash that held Pilar to be used by Cheliax, and that perhaps Pilar would be grateful to Osirion for it; but if that wasn't true, they would still not regret it.

Pilar's mother and sister accepted Osirion's offer, and the Atonements took.









Curse of Laughter: Then when Pilar's mother and sister were finally allowed to think without fear of mindreading and fear of Hell, they felt sickened and wounded by all that had been done to them, and all that they had been forced to do.

Pilar's mother and sister talked their new situation over with each other and decided that they probably could never be happy like this, because of being terrified about malediction, or doing something Evil by accident, or above all being terrified that Cheliax would kidnap them back.









Curse of Laughter: Osirion offered to increase their security and to pay for insurance against future Atonements being required.









Curse of Laughter: Pilar's mother and sister said that they did not want to be a burden to the Osirians who had been kind to them.









Curse of Laughter: They're in Axis now, safe, learning how to be happy.



Pilar wasn't told because Aspexia Rugatonn did not wish to facilitate whatever it was that Osirion might have hoped to accomplish.









Pilar : PILAR DID NOT ASK FOR THIS.

Fury anger horror and shame, and something that makes no sense in terms of Asmodeanism or just plain reality that's thinking that she's been separated forever from her family in the afterlife they should have shared -









Curse of Laughter: No, Pilar did not.

But this is what lets Pilar learn what she needs to learn, without that breaking her faith or breaking her.

This is what serves Asmodeus's interests.









Pilar : "This, wasn't, what I wanted -"









Curse of Laughter: Pilar's curse knows.

Pilar was promised that her being chosen as Cayden Cailean's oracle would end up serving Asmodeus. From the beginning, nothing was ever said of what would become of Pilar.









Pilar : A horrible strangled sound comes from Pilar's throat, and then she's turning to run, running half-blind into Subirachs's office, she needs to report this to the Most High, that because she wasn't Asmodean enough Asmodeus has been deprived of two souls He could have made some use of, she needs to be hurt needs to be punished needs to be made clean of her shame and her sin, and she also knows that she'll never really be clean of it again.









Curse of Laughter: Pilar's curse is sorry.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 31 / Long Night









Pilar : There's been time for the initial pain and horror to subside, now.

There's been time for Subirachs to put Pilar to sleep, briefly. Time for the Most High to hear what happened.

Time for the Most High to tell Pilar that, yes, that's Chaotic Good for you, and no doubt Cayden Cailean is very satisfied with Himself about it. But Aspexia cannot say that Asmodeus's interests have been betrayed, here. Snack Service is continuing to do an excellent job of pretending to be helpful, to the point where even Aspexia is starting to doubt a little that perhaps there is actually some common interest Cayden Cailean has with Asmodeus.

This would have been an obvious chance for Good to turn Pilar against them, after Pilar had apparently proven herself in Elysium.

Instead Pilar has been preserved as a faithful slave of Asmodeus who can become the shape that Asmodeus desires from mortals. That is by far the most important consideration in the eyes of the Church, which Pilar's curse has seemingly-helpfully prioritized. The two souls lost to Asmodeus are small things by comparison.

Indeed, of much greater importance to the Church is the prospect that Pilar's guilt about losing two souls for Asmodeus will prove resistant to expiation, as could corrupt the purity of Pilar's service. The Most High does worry that no pain Subirachs can inflict on Pilar tonight will make Pilar feel like she's paid a proper price. That's a problem.

Because the harsh truth here is that Pilar's blunder is simply not significant. Two souls lost to Asmodeus are a trivial price to pay for cutting loose Pilar's mortal attachments that could have tempted her away from her Lord. The Most High would pay it a dozen times over if needed.

Yes, Asmodeus did lose somewhat for the sake of Pilar's flawedness; Pilar will pay her penance for it. Later, after Pilar's thinking about the matter has had time to settle into correctness. Once there is no question about whether Pilar will believe deep down that she is being punished for getting her family killed, as would be nonsense.

Subirachs will get around to punishing Pilar sometime tonight. That will not be the punishment for Pilar costing Asmodeus two souls; it will be the punishment for Pilar being weak and foolish and not thinking about this matter correctly from the start and requiring the Most High's personal attention to correct her.









Pilar : The open scorn in the Most High's voice helps, but only a little.









Pilar : Her mind is still casting about, now, as she waits for Subirachs to have the time, for reasons to hope thatshe'd somehow someday ever see her mother and sister again. That they'll consent to be resurrected, and then see Asmodeus's purpose, and then go to Hell with her, and also Carissa Sevar is right that what Asmodeus really wants from the ilani will be devils who remember more of themselves, and they can be together in Asmodeus's service forever.

This internal phenomenon has now been named to her by Keltham; it is 'motivated cognition'.









Pilar : ...does her curse, have anything, it wants to say, that isn't - isn't that. All Pilar's mind is doing is that.









Curse of Laughter: Well,if everything goes really well for you, as you define that, maybe you could become such a high Power of Hell that your mother and sister would no longer fear being Resurrected, knowing you would protect them in Hell even if someone Maledicted them or they accidentally transgressed. They would be told that in Axis, and rejoice, and return to finish out their lives in Golarion without fear. Maybe travel by Gate to come visit you.









Pilar : ...and does Pilar's curse expect that to actually happen.









Curse of Laughter: That's a bit of a silly question, really. If Pilar's curse answers 'no', Pilar will run off to tell the Most High that Pilar's curse admitted that Cayden Cailean wasn't really planning for Hell's victory the way Carissa Sevar envisions. And if Pilar's curse answers 'yes', Pilar will run off to tell the Most High that, and the Most High will conclude that Pilar's curse is lying, and stop believing everything Snack Service said about Pilar not being used against her Lord.









Pilar : Keltham would, if I told him what you just said, tell me about some Law I'm too weak and distraught to prove, showing that - that what I think of you if you refuse to answer, should be somewhere between 'yes' and 'no' because, if you answered truthfully, it would be either of those, at some probability... No, that's only if I know you'd be answering truthfully, and then if you said, yes, sure, that would happen, I would have to believe you.

I can't - think of what the Law-fragment should be, if you might lie, but - it shouldn't be possible for you not answering, to make sense, if we're both ilani, or gods - I should just deduce, what you don't want me to see, from your not answering -









Curse of Laughter: It wouldn't be possible for that to make sense if we both trusted each other, is what Pilar is seeing. All of this is ultimately happening because people can't trust each other.

Even gods can't trust each other, sometimes, now that prophecy has been shattered. If it wasn't for that, Nethys could just tell everyone how it would go, and everyone could just go to where they'd end up going, without there being any conflicts between mortals or gods along the way.









Pilar : Like Keepers would, the true Keepers out of dath ilan.









Curse of Laughter: Maybe. Pilar's curse has never really seen those Keepers any more than Pilar has.









Pilar : "Give me hope," Pilar whispers, knowing as she says it that she's asking something a Keeper would never ask, never.









Curse of Laughter: Well, it's definitely true that Axis won't have told Pilar's mother and sister, as yet, any of the things that would be forbidden knowledge to return to Golarion, or let their minds shift in ways that would prevent them from returning to Golarion. Not in a case like theirs, where they're people obviously of interest to high-level clerics, where somebody might still resurrect them after a year or two, if conditions in Golarion changed. Pilar's mother and sister would be in the parts of Axis that were made for that purpose, that pretend to be mostly mortal, for petitioners who might yet return according to Axis's prediction markets.









Pilar : ...why, why would Pilar's curse, tell Pilar something like that, which only worsens the pain and makes it take longer to subside, just because Pilar was stupid enough to ask.

Does Pilar's curse hate Pilar for being contemptible and weak and stupid, will it serve Asmodeus if she's taught a lesson about that.









Curse of Laughter: And if her curse said that there's a chance that Pilar could really do it, become a true ilani and then a Power of Hell; and that if Pilar then willed her family able to return to Golarion, she would be able to accomplish as she willed? Because that above all, Keltham said, is what Keepers gain in exchange, if they succeed in changing themselves, to change the world and not only bear it witness? Would Pilar believe her curse, if her curse said that?









Pilar : "No," Pilar whispers.









Curse of Laughter: Would Pilar believe Pilar's curse, if it said that it would serve Asmodeus for Pilar to believe that and chase after that hope?









Pilar : "Yes."

"But that's not why Keepers believe things."









Curse of Laughter: Pilar's curse sure has been dropping a lot of hints that it might actually be like that, though!

And Pilar might start thinking that's what a Chaotic Good curse might do in this situation if it was all actually true, given that it's clear why Pilar's curse couldn't come right out and say it.









Pilar : She can feel the ember of hope flaring up in her heart and it burns her, painful like a sword thrust through her, agonizing like being told by her superiors that she made wrong choices from being a wrong person.

"You're cruel," she whispers. It is heresy that she says the words so, when she was given exactly what she should not have asked for and now owes favor for it, it is heresy to call that cruel and say so like it's anything but a compliment, but she wants to hurt her curse back if she can.









Curse of Laughter: From the beginning, nothing was said of what would become of Pilar.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I have to say, this doesn't portend spectacularly well for everyone else becoming Keepers."









Pilar : Pilar keeps her head down, facing the floor along with the rest of herself. "Do you know - how to correct me. How to make me not be weak, wrong, anymore. Subirachs doesn't know how to do that, I don't think the Most High knows how to do it or she - wouldn't need Asmodia to teach her successor - you're the only one who, might know how."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know. It seems reasonably likely I'll instead make you worse. I asked if we had enough Modify Memory I could undo you if I destroy you but we don't, not in the whole kingdom." She did acquire the supply that they had, just in case. "What do youwantabout seeing your family? Is it really about the souls, would you feel all right if we go grab and Maledict a couple more people than we otherwise would've bothered with?"









Pilar : "Of course it's not really about the souls." For the price she's paid, she's at least listened to Keltham and tried to master the art he taught, and delude herself no more. "I loved them. I shouldn't have and I did and I lied to myself about it, and it serves Asmodeus that I can never see them again."

"I don't want to hope, don't want to go on wanting to see them, don't want to go on loving them, it hurts and also I really, truly, actually do not want to be a bad slave which hurts worse."









Carissa Sevar: "When you say it like that it sounds like a very simple problem, actually. You love them, you want to stop. It would astonish me if Cheliax didn't know how to achieve that. And also it'd astonish me if that's really the whole problem here."









Pilar : "Hell knows how to achieve it. I'm - not sure, Cheliax knows, how to torture it out of me-"

"What do you mean, it's not the whole problem?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know. If I had a not-loving-your-mother potion, and you drank it, do you - anticipate no further problems, at that point?'









Pilar : "Do you think I have other problems as large as that one -"

"I don't understand what you mean."









Carissa Sevar: "- so, I love Keltham. And I obviously sought guidance about this, and the Most High said that of course it'd normally be considered highly ill-advised, and also heretical, but given that he was dropped on me in particular, it seems plausible that the way we relate to each other was intended, and the things it's doing are intended, and it's easier to crush love than to create it, so it's the less costly way to err, letting me be like this.

This has not particularly shaken my faith. I mean, I know I'll need to be corrected about it eventually, but -

- we suck,Pilar, we'reincredibly flawed in the eyes of Asmodeus, having more specifics on howisn't being a worse slave than you were yesterday,you knew - or should have known - that there'd be things that big. It's a teaching of the church!"









Pilar : "And Project Lawful is supposed to fix that. Not in Hell, here in Golarion."


"I don't want to be broken anymore. Are you ready - to unbreak me, to do the things to me that the Most High thought only I could survive."









Carissa Sevar: I would be, if I had any idea what they were.





"What - do you imagine Asmodeus sees, when he sees a slave who is in love with someone? What, from the angle of a god, does that even look like?"









Pilar : "Something that shouldn't exist. Something useless - no, not useless, that's not actually true. Something less useful to Him, because it has the wrong shape."









Carissa Sevar: "So - say you were herding rodents, or something, you needed them to solve mazes, and some of them were in love with other rodents, how would that make them worse?"









Pilar : "They'd spend their time taking care of other rodents instead of racing ahead to solve the maze properly, and they'd be too slow, and you'd have to spend even more of your effort on punishing them."









Carissa Sevar: "What if they didn't do that, they knew they weren't supposed to do that, they loved the other rodents but pretended even to themselves that they didn't and tried to do what they were told anyways."









Pilar : "They get along fine for the first eighteen years of their lives, and then cost Asmodeus two souls as soon as they try to learn Law and the lies they told themselves fall apart and Cayden Cailean has to stop them from turning into heretics."









Carissa Sevar: "What does thatlook liketo agod. If you don't want to speculate on what Asmodeus can see, what did Cayden Cailean see?"









Pilar : "I don't - know, Chosen, you're the one who's supposed to know, things like -"

(become an ilani and a Keeper and a Power of Hell)

"- don't understand thequestion, I think Asmodeus just - sees Pilar who's distracted from Asmodeus by her family, until Cayden Cailean who sees the same thing takes her family away. What more is there for a god to see?"









Carissa Sevar: "So, I haven't figured this all out, and if I had then I suspect fixing you'd be a lot simpler, and I was hoping you might have an intuition of it, but maybe not. So, ideally your slaves just want to serve you. In practice, your slaves want a thousand different things, and not even - they're not just very small gods with different value systems, half their wants contradict, and which one's there depends on which situation it arises in, what direction it gets poked from. It's not just that your slaves care about things you want them to not care about, it's that they don't even consistently care about the things they do care about, it's that it's sometimes a stretch to say they care about things. Most people, if they actually can be said to want anything, it's to not be in pain.



I don't think gods see - a slave which values something in addition to the main value system it has, of serving Asmodeus. I think they see a quivering slime which jumps in mostly random directions on very slightly different inputs. I think if you wanted to serve Asmodeanism and also for your mother to have a nice afterlife, you would be so close alreadyto the thing we want to be, and the main thing wrong isn't - love, it's - muddle. Or rather, love is muddle. What does it even mean to love your mother? If that were a value system, what would it value?"









Pilar : "Her not being in Hell." There's a deep agony in the words as Pilar pronounces the heresy. "The Most High could have sent her to Hell straight away, so I'd have nothing left to prevent. If I'd been allowed to go on thinking a minute longer, I would have become afraid of that, that the Most High would send them to Hell, and been afraid to report my own heresy, and then I'd have been fucked for real -"

"Which isn't what you're trying to tell me, but I'm a slime and I'm too stupid to understand."









Carissa Sevar: " - I think that's the something additional I was expecting, earlier, that you aren't just a slime that values serving Asmodeus and also your mother not being in Hell, that you're doing a bunch of -



- so, imagine a being that would rather her mother not be in Hell, but prefers this less strongly than she prefers to serve Asmodeus. Then she might think to herself 'huh! I value that my mother not be in Hell. I can't get this while serving Asmodeus, probably, though I can try to serve Asmodeus so well He's inclined to grant me things I want'.

That - sounds different from the thought process you just described."









Pilar : "A bad slave, but not a - muddled one."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. That's me, I think. A bad slave but a substantially less muddled one. But since you're a muddled one, you can't even say things to yourself like 'well, I value both serving Asmodeus and my mother not going to Hell, but which do I value more? Asmodeus. And that's amuch saferstate to be in, than being muddled.

Do you value serving Asmodeus or your mother not going to Hell more, if you had to choose?"









Pilar : "I would have - I don't know. Done something muddled. Not beenable to choose. It's easy to answer now that I value Asmodeus more, because Cayden Cailean took away the, things being really at stake. I can give the answer I'm supposed to give, that the people around me want to hear, and tell myself that, and it's easy because it doesn't cost anything, anymore."

"If there's anything Cayden Cailean might really have taken from me, here, it's never knowing that I would've - won, been faithful to my Lord in the end -"

"And now that I think of it that way, it makes it obvious, doesn't it? Because Snack Service hasn't betrayed Asmodeus yet. Chaotic Good would never deprive me of the experience of proving my faith in my Lord, if I could have actually done it. It's not acting against Asmodeus's interests, it wouldn't take two souls away from Asmodeus unless that wasactually necessary to keep me - maybe not loyal, but, intact. Something."









Carissa Sevar: "Prophecy's broken. It - shouldn't be possible, for Chaotic Good to have known, not for sure.



But okay, you're a muddled slave, plausibly you'd have gotten too muddled to do anything and Subirachs would've found you in pieces and had to send you to Hell. In ways that's a more fixable state than the bad slave, I bet it's easier for Hell to handle, because the muddled slave doesn't have persistent values, you can come at them from the angle that shapes them how you want and you're not even breaking anything since they'd never put it in order in the first place."









Pilar : "If I imagine looking at the world like Asmodeus than I imagine beingfucking fed upwith all the little muddled things that He has tofix when they get toHell. No wonder He wants it to hurt. We deserve it."









Carissa Sevar: "We do," she says, very earnestly. "Her Majestrix warned me that a common failure mode, for people who are promoted like I was, is that they get a glimpse of how weak and pathetic and horrible and incompetent everyone is and determine to really actually fix it for good and then just torture all their subordinates into uselessness in the space of four days. So I'm not doing that. But if it worked - yes, of course, we deserve for it to hurt.

It might work on you. I think you are missing the muddled-goal that's just the animal instinct to flee from scary things. I'm going to try, but I want - I don't feel like I fully understand, yet, and if you're my only test subject I want to be sure I'm getting as much as possible out of the try.

Can you - imagine you weren't muddled? Can you imagine what it'd be like to actually just care about - maybe about several things, but about only those things, and with it not depending on exactly how you thought of them?"









Pilar : "I think you're asking me to do something - to do with the Law of Probable Utility, the games Keltham played with us, with colored chips - but it's something you understand and I don't - like it's the same price regardless of whether I gain something or lose something, that's all I can figure out right now -"









Carissa Sevar: "But that's basically it, he explained the whole thing - instead of caring about things as a feeling, which you sometimes are overcome by and then moved to do things about, or caring about things as a - habit, or something - you care about things as a fixed amount you'll trade off other things to get them. That's all it is."









Pilar : "Can you make me be like that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, the reason I asked, which you cared about more, between your mother and Asmodeus, is that it seems like thesimplestway to not be muddled is to actually only want one thing. Not to be - lying to yourself about wanting things -

- but if you actually only wanted to serve Asmodeus, then that'd do it. I'm just not sure whether to push directly for that or whether to aim for something more - it'd be a lot of progress, if you wanted three things but you knew what they were and how you'd trade off among them if you could. Like, 'to be a good slave', I think maybe that actually sharpens into something separate from wanting to serve Asmodeus."









Pilar : "That sounds like - like I might fall into heresy, if I try to be a good slave to something that isn't Asmodeus. I don't want to fall into any more heresy for a while."









Carissa Sevar: "I would be delighted to return you not a heretic but if you've got that in the muddle you've already got it, it's not sealed away where it won't influence you.You said to me, 'I don't want to be a bad slave', is that just 'because then I am more inefficient for Asmodeus to command' or would you, if it turned out Asmodeus was entirely indifferent for some reason, still want to be a good slave?"









Pilar : "Still want to be a good slave."

It's taking some effort for Pilar not to cry, right now (but she is not particularly close to failing about that effort).









Carissa Sevar: "Thankyou. And if it's not relevant to being a good slave or serving Asmodeus - are there other things?"









Pilar : "I - I don't know - there've been times when I was hungry and wanted to eat, when I'm tired I want to sleep, I would probably still want to be beaten sometimes even if that didn't make me a better slave -"

"Asmodia was right, by the way, I'm not even sure what alterPilar's sexuality was supposed to be, exactly, and ifI was muddled about it thenshe was definitely muddled about it and Keltham wouldn't believe that about a Keeper in training. Maybe when he asks how it went tomorrow I should tell him that my sexuality fell apart."









Carissa Sevar: "That's probably fine. I think it's important to Keltham's corruption that you - actually wouldn't have been harmed, if he'd grabbed you last week - but I think that's just true, so it can be true in alter-Cheliax too.

A being that truly wasn't muddled at all, could have lots of things they cared about, so long as they only cared about them where Asmodeus was indifferent or there was no way to know what He wanted. In humans - seems like a bad habit. It might leave you in the habit of hoping Asmodeus is indifferent about things He actually might care about - which, you'll notice, is a mistake you can only make if on some level you do care about those things more than about what Asmodeus wants from you.

I think I probably don't want to overcomplicate Pilar Pineda; she wants to serve Asmodeus, and where Asmodeus is indifferent, she wants to be a good slave, and where there is no one to impress or serve she wants to enjoy life's insubstantial pleasures, and she doesn't love anyone, because Asmodeus, in fact, isn't indifferent about that; it is a particular cesspool of muddle we are supposed to avoid. Does that feel like it's missing anything. It might be very important, if it is."









Pilar : "It -"

"I can feel all these flinches, and reluctances, and all these other things that Keltham -"

"I shouldn't be talking about that with you. Should I? Can't risk the Chosen of Asmodeus."

"Keltham told me I was supposed to get an Owl's Wisdom when I noticed myself," flinching away, "doing those things, so I could learn to recognize the feeling faster, but he also said not to do that if things started happening without an Owl's Wisdom."









Carissa Sevar: "You shouldn't be talking about that with me."

She really really wants to see herself with that same lens, whatever the lens is, see all the delusions and errors and muddles, all the cracks, everything Asmodeus hates, but she has to learn to fix people from it before she can break herself, that's only fair

"And I don't think you should give yourself an Owl's Wisdom while you are this unstable. Learn to recognize the feeling without one; dath ilani do it.

I am inclined to have Keltham petrified tonight, so we have more time to work on you before you need to report to him."









Pilar : "I can still Bluff," Pilar says, sounding completely normal about it.









Carissa Sevar: And it might, actually, be good to let her, be good to have her do something she's good at in between facing all the things she's terrible at. "Then we'll save petrifying him for an even greater emergency. Stop speaking; I want to think."







Carissa really, really dislikes feeling incompetent. It's not worse than torture, but it's kind of worse than torture; at least torture you're only supposed to endure, whereas incompetence it is totally inadequate to endure. You have to actually fix it.

It is tempting to think of Pilar's mistake as one she wouldn't make. In the specific details, she wouldn't. She loves Keltham; she is trying to get him sent to Hell; when she has the impulse to do right by him, to make sure he's okay, to make sure he's glad he knew her, to make sure that she didn't really betray him not entirely, she tells herself that that's a problem for the Carissa who becomes a Power in Hell; along the way she'll either realize those impulses were an error, or she'll be in a position to fulfill them.

But that probably just means that the cracks lie somewhere else; she's not, actually, a better Asmodean than Pilar. What if sheherself doesn't want to go to Hell.It feels wrong, feels unlikely, but it wouldn't be very surprising in any other project member, and there's that ilani-feeling mental step, of noticing that the logic you use to predict other people you can use to predict yourself, if you've walled off the ability to predict yourself using your internals -

- and right now is not the time to follow those thoughts to their inevitable conclusion, because she shouldn't break what she can't fix, and right now she can't even fix Pilar, who ought to be the easiest case, who she can subject to as much torment as she wants, as soon as she figures out what torment might actuallyhelpwith this.









Carissa Sevar: She isn't, actually, an expert on people. Except Keltham. Keltham makes perfect sense, Keltham she understands intuitively. She's actually wholly confident that when Keltham reaches the point of being able to hear the truth - if he does - she'll know how to say it to him. Everyone else - it feels like it's all just Bluff, all the way down, pretending to be someone they pretend to have confidence in -

Pilar wants her to be real. Pilar wants her to have been Chosen for her knowledge of how to build devils right here on Chelish soil. Pilar wants to fling herself at the ground and be sculpted until she is perfect.

(Don't we all.)









Carissa Sevar: (Keltham doesn't.)









Carissa Sevar: "All right. I'm going to consider this as - three problems. One is that you've behaved badly and it's going to take a lot of expensive effort to make you suffer for it a fraction as much as you deserve. One is that shaping you properly is going to involve making your desires coherent, but right now they're full of contradictions half of which might be hazardous to anyone who isn't a devil, and the process of identifying them all is probably going to take you a while and might involve breaking more random things. One is that youknowhow weak and contemptible you are, and rightly don't want to trust the process of reshaping you to anyone as weak and contemptible as that, but -

- it has to be you, particularly since I'm not permitted to know of half of it. Hell, perhaps, can reshape people while they have the luxury of merely suffering and enduring and accepting. You'd have liked that better. If you want this done here, now, then you're going to have to do it, and you're going to have to live with the knowledge it was done by someone as worthless and confused as you, and the knowledge they might've gotten it subtly wrong."









Pilar : "Even if you ended up breaking me, if it was in - Asmodeus's service, if you learned from that, if it it's what you need to become His Chosen - that would feel right, to me."









Carissa Sevar: And what if it's not, what if I don't know what I'm doing either.

"If it teaches me how to do this, I don't care if it feels right to you. But - since I mustn't learn the Keeper things myself, yet - you're going to have to do this work, so it'll help that you agree it's a good use of you. Try to figure out, then, what you value. Use an Owl's Wisdom once you're out of ideas. Find the flaws, then we'll fix them."









Pilar : "I - if I could fixmyself, if my soul was shaped like that - I'd just belong to Irori in the first place -"

Pilar stops herself.

"I, I'm not being obedient enough. I'll go - try to figure myself out using Keltham's arts, and then I'll go to an Owl's Wisdom when I can't go further, and I'll report - I'll report on the flaws, if not how I found them."

"Also when I said that I could Bluff well enough, I wasn't lying, but the real reason I said it is that I imagined Asmodia being unhappy about having to restart cloud cover again, and that mattered to me not because it would hamper Asmodeus's work, but because I," flinched away without thinking about it at subdeliberate speeds, but noticing that, watching for it, isn't something she should be talking about with the valuable Chosen, "didn't want to make somebody else unhappy."









Carissa Sevar: " - humanssuck.



Bring me a list of flaws and I'll do what I can with them."









Pilar : There's a sense of revulsion in herself, then, for being like this, for being such a bad slave of Asmodeus. And a realization that she's maybe never done anything really and properly Evil in her entire life despite all the Church's teachings, for stupid reasons like that. And a flare of anger that Pilar rarely lets herself feel, apparently because she was under the impression that slaves shouldn't get angry. She wants to do something Evil, now, to repent of her heresy, and she can see a mean impulse in herself, a wish for others to suffer as she suffers, that before she would have suppressed more quickly than she could think about it.

"I should go away and think, but - Keltham wasn't lying when he said that there are, pieces of this art, of what did this to me, that anybody is going to have to master if they're going to master Law at all. Everything he told me, he said, was ordinary ilani stuff, because he doesn't know any real Keeper secrets. But we shouldn't expose the valuable people, like you, right away."

"Should we maybe tell some of the lower tier-2s who are struggling to distinguish themselves that they're volunteering to learn some of the more dangerous things from Keltham, slower than I did but faster than the others, in hopes of becoming more valuable? And because they know that if they can't make it as ilani, they may as well fail out of the Project early instead of costing him time."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, I'll pick who with Asmodia. And maybe the boy who's a priest of Asmodeus, I'm curious if being a priest of Asmodeus predicts already being mostly coherent in the right way."









Pilar : Any fucking comments on that, Snack Service?









Curse of Laughter: None that would simultaneously serve the interests of Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil! Pilar will just have to see how her initial foray into cruelty plays out.









Ferrer Maillol: "Chosen. How may I serve?"









Carissa Sevar: "So, imagine this: Pilar's mother was mean to her a bit more often, and Pilar didn't have this particular flaw, and she did all her deep thinking and found something less threatening, and returns to class tomorrow rather optimistic about these new techniques of Keltham's. Security reads her mind, runs across the relevant technique.Securityis in denial about not wanting their mother to go to Hell."









Ferrer Maillol: It takes Maillol a moment to work out that Sevar is talking about an alternate realCheliax, not a proposed alterCheliax.

"That's why we had Security running Detect Desires and Detect Anxieties on Pilar, instead of Detect Thoughts, while she was getting that lecture from Keltham, yes? Just enough that she couldn't have defected right there and then. I thought at the time it was an abundance of caution, now it seems hardly cautious enough."

"I'm thinking I'll return one of our fifth-circle Security, exchange him for a few fourth-circle Security selected to seem stable and uncomplicated and Evil and, frankly, be more disposable. They can be the only ones to mindread the candidates exposed to the dangerous stuff."









Carissa Sevar: "More than a few, I think, if we also need to have them watching each other. In the long run it's going to be all of the candidates, and - I wouldn't be very surprised if we lose something like half the exposed Security."

- actually there's math for that. If one person's been exposed, and immediately had a catastrophic breakdown, then that's like the result of one ball-bounce has been reported, and it was left, and if you started out with any possible rate seeming equally likely...."I would be unsurprised if we lost two thirds of the exposed Security who were selected about as hard as Pilar was," she corrects herself.









Ferrer Maillol: Great, nowSevar has started using inscrutable Laws to produce numbers out of nowhere. Maillol isn't so much afraid to ask, as instinctively knowing that nothing good will happen to him if he does.

"That's a lot of fourth-circles... I'd say go to third-circle or second-circle, where we can afford to lose numbers like that if we get stronger fifth-circles out of it later... it's just, at some point you go down low enough that you've got to worry they'll actually snap in front of Keltham."

"We could use third-circles to monitor candidates when they're not around Keltham. We can use clerics who can run Detect Desires and Detect Anxieties to catch immediate major snaps."

"I suppose if the Project bears fruit, at some point we'll be exposing candidates to whatever the fuck this is at first-circle, before we hand out Keltham's cheap headbands to wizard students. I'm just wincing about how expensive this sounds for Cheliax in the short term."

"Can you use that Law to do anything better than... staring at people it happened to, and didn't happen to, and trying to guess who it'll happen to next?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think dath ilan would run a prediction market. Which we're doing, but it didn't predictPilar.

I think - the thing that goes wrong, in broad terms, is that someone realizes they were lying to themselves about wanting to serve Asmodeus and go to Hell, and then ideally they immediately realize that even though they don't want to do that they prefer it to their alternative of not serving Asmodeus and still going to Hell, and that they don't have some incredibly convenient third alternative.

And in unlucky cases - they instead think they do have a way out, and they try it. They think 'if I kill myself I bet Osirion will resurrect me, or Hell destroy me to prevent that'. Or they try to warn Keltham, or try to bargain with Abadar...

Or they'd built their entire motivational system off their belief they wanted to serve Asmodeus and 'I don't want to, I just don't have a choice' doesn't sustain that.

So you'd think you could screen for whether someone's lying to themselves about that, except I don't - know how obvious it is, even if you're reading their mind. Or you could try to trigger it in them on purpose before they get anywhere near the project, break everyone up front, except maybe there arefurther things like thiswhich we haven't run into..."









Ferrer Maillol: "Chelish system is already set up for a lot of things like that, we try to break people early while they're cheap and only invest in the survivors. It's just, we haven't factored ilanism into the system up until now, and we've got a lot of expensive people we've already invested in who we didn't try to break in that way."

"If you can pick people who are just half as likely to break, without trying anything on them that might break them, you'd be saving Cheliax an awful lot of money and personnel. Even if we can hand out +4 intelligence headbands like iron daggers a year from now, new wizards take time to raise."









Carissa Sevar: "I predict Abarco won't fall apart on you. Do we have more of him?"









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm sure Cheliax does. Somewhere. In extremely critical positions where yanking them would cause multiple vital projects to fall apart."

"Abarco is the actually competent Security on this installation. We were lucky enough to get one of those instead of zero. I'm not sure I've heard of any project that had two competent security people. As in, I literally can't remember reading about a case like that in any histories."









Carissa Sevar: "Why are there so few people in this country who can do their jobs. I guess that also means we shouldn't test if I'm right he won't fall apart. Pilar proposed testing the weaker Tier-2s, after which we might have a better sense of what predicts problems."









Ferrer Maillol: "If it seemed to you like other people were very competent, you'd be too weak yourself to be the most competent person who gets promoted to being the leader of a project like this one. Asmodeus probably has the same kinds of complaints about His own archdevils, I figure, and if there were ten Asmodeuses they'd compete until the strongest one ruled over the others, who'd then seem incompetent to Him. I think that's part of what makes Asmodeanism the only workable way to run societies. Even Chaotic or Good countries have to appoint captains of soldiers and managers of workers, and give them powers of command and punishment over subordinates they're pretending aren't slaves."

"The suggestion makes sense to me, though I expect Pilar was suggesting it at least in part to prove that she was a good Asmodean and capable of cruelty that served our Lord. It's a worrying sign that she felt the need to prove it, but that's better than her not being able to prove it."









Carissa Sevar: - it seems obvious, once he says it. "Yes, I expect she was. She's in a very worrying state, generally. If you have advice I think I could use it."









Ferrer Maillol: "I worry we've done enough already without completing another observation loop from the Most High on what we've done so far. We're not actually authorized to correct Pilar on matters of faith. Though I have a strong intuition that refusing Pilar your counsel just then would not have been the correct move, and I'll be surprised if the Most High doesn't agree. But still."

"...we're going to be in a genuinely bad position if we need Pilar-level candidates and individualized divine interventions to produce Asmodean ilani, even leaving aside all of our confusion about why Cayden Cailean would do that and whether He actually is helping us at all. Looking at it from that angle, we've absolutely got to test this out on people who aren't Pilar, and any result that isn't zero survivors will be a good one. I'm tempted to say we should risk Abarco on having him collate the reports from lesser Security, so he can report to us in safely general terms on what he thinks is proving problematic and his ideas for screening future candidates."









Carissa Sevar: "And who watches him?"









Ferrer Maillol: "...Our mathematician-cleric of Asmodeus, maybe? He's got far enough in wizardry to cast Detect Thoughts, right? He watches Abarco, Abarco watches him..."

"If you think Abarco's likely to break and betray us, we shouldn't try it. Our Security structure here is frankly not set up to handle senior Securities turning traitor."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think it's likely, but he'd know that Security isn't set up to handle it, and know that Osirion will give him anything he could possibly want short of his soul, so it's probably not - less than five percent likely -"









Ferrer Maillol: "That's high for an unnecessary risk, but not so bad for a necessary one. What's our second-best plan, if not that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Pack a room full of second-circle wizards, have Pilar deliver a lecture, add whichever ones don't break - no, that only works if all breaks are immediate - have her make an attempt on the kidnapped Taldane girls, we have less of a problem if this also tends to break non-Asmodeans - do we have any captive Kuthites from the war, I want to try it on them too -"









Ferrer Maillol: "I'll cost it out and send you and the Crown a proposed budget. At least we can pick kids from distant countries with weaker wizard academies, if we're looking for mathematical talents in general and not girls from Taldor."

"It's not as bad as I've been making out to Keltham, but even in realCheliax the Crown treasury will be less sad about this sort of request if the Project can start refining spellsilver soon. Or at least produce high-purity oil of vitriol."


Maillol doesn't ask the Chosen how they're doing on that; he reads the reports on it every day. The better half of the researchers are continually improving at Prestidigitating in the weird ways Keltham demands, and Keltham seems to think they're tantalizingly close to completing a full acid production cycle, but they're not actually there yet.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 32









Pilar : There's an atmosphere about Pilar that's different, when Keltham sees her next. Sharper, more driven, indefinably more dangerous.









Keltham: "You look like somebody with nontrivial experimental results to report, if I'm reading you right."









Pilar : "I realized that I'm made almost entirely out of stupid muddled mistakes. That I'm not remotely as good a slave to Asmodeus as I thought. That even if I can raise twenty thousand gold my mother and sister will still refuse resurrection and I'll never see them again. That there was a complicated muddle at the center of my sexuality, being simultaneously in denial and not in denial about what I need, which has now collapsed and taken down my sexuality with it, and I am still trying to figure out what, if anything, I'll be able to enjoy."

"It's also obvious that everything you taught me is necessary basic ilani skills. They're going to wreck most people from Golarion who try to learn them, and not all of those will recover. That's going to be an issue, Keltham."









Keltham: "Yeah, that's about the level of unpleasant news I was predicting I'd hear."

"If it's any consolation, you're also giving off a distinct impression of having tiered-up in a way that makes it feel more like you could hold your own in a contest of wills and powers with, say, Asmodia."









Pilar : Pilar is more than slightly taken aback by this.


But only momentarily.









Pilar : "I never even considered for a fraction of a second giving up. It's very clear that the only way out is through."









Keltham: "Still on the side of 'That which can be destroyed by the truth should be immediately', huh?"









Pilar : "That which can be destroyed by the Law. And while I will entertain proposals to delay its destruction by a period of minutes or hours, weeks or months would be weakness."









Keltham: "All right then."

"Not particularly sure how you'll take this, but it's possible that one of the next mental skills you may need to acquire is how to chill out and stop adhering so forcefully to your own mental concept of yourself. If I'm reading correctly and inferring correctly, I mean. That you have a concept of the New Pilar in your head and are currently very forcefully being her. It's not necessarily a bad thing, but you also need to know how to stop, how to reflect on whether you've constructed her well, and to realize that the person who is being New Pilar is a distinct and greater entity from New Pilar."









Pilar :









Pilar : "Overruled, sticking to theme. I'm currently holding myself together with spit and string, and I will consider advice like that after I don't feel quite as much like I'm going to fall apart in the next six minutes."









Keltham: "Don't know if you're particularly in the mood for compliments, but that kind of internal consequentialism is a much more ordinary-dath-ilani style of thinking than you were displaying twenty-four hours earlier."

"Are you able to report details on any of those internal collapses?"









Pilar : Problem is, all of the real collapses didn't happen in alter-Cheliax. Trying to report on only the fake ones doesn't seem especially wise.

"I'd honestly rather not, if the details don't matter. I was lying to myself about important things, does it matter what they were? And now that I know how to perceive it, it looks like most of my thought processes are all about - motivated cognition, wanting things -"









Keltham: "Wanting to believe things. Most of our cognition is obviously going to be about wanting things; that's not a problem."









Pilar :









Pilar : "Even if the things we want are muddled and - contradictory and flickering on and off and - stepping on each other -"









Keltham: "Ordinary ilani put up with that inside themselves if it's nothing huge and important. Keepers try to straighten it all out, or at least that's the impression I get."

"But even when you've straightened out some target area, your cognition is going to be full of wanting things. From some important perspectives on viewing people, we more or less are complicated structures of wanting things. The straightening-out part is not stepping on yourself in a way where you could rearrange your decisions to get more of everything you want."

"It's when you're flinching away from or towards reaching particular conclusions about reality, that your internal system is acting in an inherently tangled way."

"Ordinary dath ilani will resolve that once they get to the point of noticing it, definitely at the point they're experiencing internal stresses about it or trying not to look there. Ordinary dath ilani increase over a lifetime the skill of trying to detect that slight flinch towards or away from something. More respectable and serious dath ilani than I am go hunting traces proactively, try to refine their perceptions early and strongly, in order to at least not make overly visible errors."

"Or as the proverb goes among the Very Serious People of dath ilan: It's fine to be imperfect, just not so imperfect that other people notice."

"Keepers, presumably, have a store of techniques for doing that even better, that the rest of us shouldn't know about. And probably have machines for scanning their brains to detect really tiny mistakes and flinches, way before they'd be skilled enough to see them naturally... and they go into those machines at age thirteen, so they've still got youthful mind-shapability, while retraining their brains to do more Lawful stuff than humans are really designed to do at all. I'm guessing, there, but it's the sort of thing that ought to be true."









Pilar : She'll think later about Keltham's statement that even unmuddled people are mostly structures of wanting lots of things.

"I wasn't sure I was even going to ask this, but, fuck it. Canyou - do to me whatever those machines do to ilani? Or just - retrain me, hurt me, until I'm at least as Lawful as a dath ilanichild -"









Keltham: "You know, most dath ilani don't reallylike making mistakes. If a machine lights up with a purple light to show you did something wrong, it doesn't need to apply a tiny shock of lightning to make the point. Which is fortunate, what with dath ilani not being masochists at all, but also unfortunately means that I have no idea how to do any of that training better in a way that gets any benefit from hurting you."

"Anyways, if I'm again reading you clearly now that you're more ilani, you stormed in here like somebody who has strong opinions about how we should proceed from here. Question mark?"









Pilar : So Chelaxians become more readable to Keltham as they start thinking more like ilani. That sounds like so much fun.

"I was, in fact, the obvious person to conduct this experiment on. I did in fact survive it. I have an opinion on what we should do with the rest of the Project, I predict you're not going to like it, and I'll say right now that if you want your other researchers to be happy with any different plans from mine, you need to figure out how to make the Project move faster ormore surely to where it's going. Not complain about people choosing to take risks."

"People like Carissa Sevar and Asmodia are, in fact, too valuable to risk by exposing them to what you exposed me to. But we need data on how this plays out in people, and we have no way to get it except by 'mad-experimentation'," she uses the Baseline word for it. "Being slow about that doesn't earn us anything except negative time."

"So we call for volunteers from among the less valuable members of the Project, the tier-2s with no immediate promotion prospects otherwise, and see if they - if they tier-up, as you put it."

"If they break instead, they quit the Project or go to Hell depending on how broken they end up. And then we'll know something about which sort of people break, and which don't."

"That cleric of Asmodeus you didn't hire, I want to experiment on him particularly. In case people chosen by Asmodeus have more inherent Law in a way that lets them handle this."









Keltham: "You're correct that I don't like it."









Pilar : "Good for my prediction record."

"Do you have a plan with higher expectedutility, or an objection that doesn't boil down to you disliking Golarion people taking risks to pursue their ambitions?"









Keltham: "Not as of the first five seconds, but I plan to give myself at least a day to think about it. And I do not particularly accept your attempted frame that I need to adopt your policy as a default baseline to optimize against, nor that you get to make this decision if I can't show you an alternative you deem better. I am, in fact, still the authority on this Project."









Pilar : "I don't necessarily accept the frame that you can or should decide for Asmodeans what they aren't allowed to do, in the course of perfecting ourselves as our Lord desires of us."









Keltham: "Then you don't necessarily get further pseudo-Keeper training from me. I mean, maybe you can talk me into that, but I don't necessarily accept the frame I'm obligated to keep supplying training to you without thinking about whether or not that advances my own utilityfunction. Such as if you start using that training to experiment on other people, without my having signed off on that."









Pilar : "I wasn't threatening I'd start teaching them Keeper things without your signing off on it, Keltham."









Keltham: "I definitely wasn't taking it as athreat, but it did sound like you were stating that your baseline for negotiation, as individualwise maximized your utilityfunction, would be teaching others without my consent. I was observing that my own uncoordinated-maximum baseline might then be to stop teaching you."









Pilar : "No, Keltham. I'm saying that I don't - that I'm not okay with the entire way you approach things like this. You're coming between people and their god, ignoring the ways they want to serve their god and the ways their god desires them to serve, because you didn't grow up with relationships like that and don't understand they're important."

She might, under other circumstances, feel guilty about falsely invoking people's eagerness to serve Asmodeus to justify to Keltham their participation in a project for which in fact they'll be forcibly volunteered; but submitting to being used like that is absolutely the heart of Asmodeanism if anything is. It maybe isn't the way everyone on the Project is, but it's how theyshould be.









Keltham: "Consider that registered."

"I will think about this and make my own decision about how I want to proceed from here. I do expect you, as an employee of this Project,not to take action in this domain, until I've had a chance to decide what I think my own options are."









Pilar : "If I'm being asked to put on hold a matter I consider at least partially a matter of faith, while you think about things, I request a timeframe for how long that continues."









Keltham: "Barring unexpected emergencies, I expect to get back to you about this within 2 days, and you may come bother me about it if I haven't gotten back to you within 48 hours from now."









Pilar : "Acknowledged. Any else?"









Keltham: "Literally any non-private details on what the poo happened to you might be helpful here, Pilar. I know you think it's private and I know the results probably feel obvious to you but I do not understand how Golarion people work."









Pilar : "I - the problem is that itis private - and it doesn't feel, like the private detailshelp, the general problem is that everybody in Golarion grew up being made out of lies and the details are going to be different for everybody -"









Keltham: "Pilar, there'swidely different possible ways I can imagine for how people could hypothetically grow up around lies, and I do not have any idea which of those things might possibly be statistically common, or what happens to people afterwards when they see the problem."









Pilar : Pilar is sharply aware that AlterCheliax Pilar is not being this evasive. She's going to have to answer, and it seems important not to mislead Keltham here. Both because he's very likely to catch a lie, and also because he's trying to keep the actual people on the Project safe using this information. Somehow, she has to stick as closely to the truth as possible...

"I - there was something I wanted more than I wanted to serve Asmodeus, which was - to see my dead mother and my dead sister again - which I was in denial about, because, because the reason I'm supposed to want to be on this Project is to serve Asmodeus and become a better Asmodean - only, they're notgoing to want to see me, I realize that now, they went to Axis, not Hell, on purpose, and - under circumstances which - are private, but imply - that they probably wouldn't want to see me, unless I gave up Asmodeus and went to Axis with them. Details private. But my brain - kept on thinking of ways, over and over, theories for how I could get them back, and once you explained to me about - how motivated cognition worked - I could see that none of those theories could possibly be true -"

"I'm not explaining this well. The problem at the center wasn't the bad plans I had, it was that - I was lying to myself about what my relationship with my family was really like."









Keltham: "Pilar, I say this with great reluctance, because you may understand this problem much better than I do, to understand why in reality and in practice it couldn't possibly be solved, but you seeing your family again does not necessarily sound like the kind of problem I'd give up on solving if I was the one who had it?"









Pilar : "That is not something particularly helpful for me to hear right now, Keltham."









Keltham: "Why? Pilar, I'm not asking because you need to socially justify that decision to me, I'm asking so I can understand what happens to Golarion people when they start to get Law in them."









Pilar : "Because I'm fighting a battle where - where the victory is that the hope inside me is destroyed and I can stop thinking about it."









Keltham: "It is not obvious to me that this constitutes an example of Lawful thinking and something itself that the truth could not again destroy. If Golarion people need to move in - steps, from greater insanity to lesser insanity - and not straight from insanity to truth - then that sounds like something I might need to know about."

"Hope, where it constitutes the belief that something nice might happen, is a question of fact, Pilar. If the entanglement is less than one percent, desire to assign probability less than one percent, if greater than one percent, desire to assign greater belief than one percent. The questions of fact always come first."

"And if you want something, that's just your utilityfunction, and the utilityfunction is not up for grabs. Maybe you can't get the thing you want, that doesn't change what your utilityfunction is."

"If you want to stop thinking about something, develop the skills to stop thinking about things, don'tdistort your probability estimates over it. How would that even work, you'd just notice what you were doing and be like 'oh I'm rationalizingbad word Taldane I'm lying to myself again'. Or if your verbal part managed to fool itself about the probability without you noticing, deeper parts of you would not be in agreement, andthey'd try to steer your brain into thinking about the hope again."

"Truth first. Accurate probabilities first. Then rebuild your mind around whatever those are. If you notice a lie, rebuild around the best estimates you can, don't rebuild around another lie. That's the obvious Lawful way to proceed, and if Golarion people need to recover from internal catastrophes some other way, that's kind of bad. Because I have no idea how that could possibly work or why or how the ass I could help."









Pilar :









Keltham: "Yes, I realize that I'm dumping more Golarion-Keeper aka dath ilani child training on you, at a time when you're already struggling. But Pilar, unless you're following some very clear and well-tested recipe for putting yourself together after Lawfulness-acquisition catastrophes - which seems improbable, but correct me if I'm wrong about that - you've got to not put yourself back together in a way that's wrong."









Pilar : 
"So - according to you - what I've got to do is - figure out what's true, first?"









Keltham: "Okay so there's actually a whole fragment of the Law here, which in retrospect I should have maybe covered earlier and before hitting you with all that other stuff, yay we've learned an important fact today."

"Probability is separable from Probable Utility; what we want, what we plan, what we should do, none of that changeswhat is. What is changes what we ought to plan, but what we ought to plan doesn't change what is. Is-questions form a smaller separable core inside the set of all the questions we need to ask, because is-questions relate only to other is-questions and not to ought-questions. So we can carve those out and consider those first and separately, and we usuallyshould."

"If you wish the sky were orange, that doesn't change the sky being blue. Even if you're plotting how to turn the sky orange later, that doesn't change the sky being blue now. Even inside your planning process, the question of, 'If I try Prestidigitating the sky orange, will that actually work?' is a question that just runs on the rails of magic and the Law of chemistry and can be evaluated independently of any questions about what you want."

"That's part of the reason and part of themethod for trying to get your mind quiet about all the things it wants while you're trying to evaluate a fact-question like 'How do my mother, and my sister, actually feel about me?' What you've observed from them, simple and statistically-common inferences from that, those are relevant to what is true there; your wants, not so much. Including even your want for the question to have a definite closed answer that couldn't be updated on any further evidence you gathered, as would lead your mind to stop thinking about it. Without you having to learn control arts about spending your thought-time where you actually want to spend it. That's need-for-closure, I told you about it yesterday."









Pilar : It - rhymes, somehow, with the advice that Sevar tried to give her. It's not pointing to exactly the same problem or solution as Sevar, but where it does point is crisper, clearer, more Lawful. When you hear Keltham speak he makes it clear why a Lawful mind must do as he describes. It's maybe prerequisite to whatever Sevar was trying to say?

The advice is not necessarily pleasant for her, if she ends up unable to dismiss her hopes, walking around with burning coals of 'maybe' pressed into her, until she learns to discipline her own thoughts by force. But 'pleasant' is hardly what Asmodeanism is about.


"Understood," Pilar says, and then, remembering that she is alterPilar in alterCheliax, "thank you."









Keltham: "You also mentioned something about your sexuality collapsing."









Pilar : "It's stupid and less important and not worth your time." All the details are lies and this seems like a bad time for lies.









Keltham: "By which you mean: It's private and embarrassing and you'd rather it not be the case, as it plainly is, that this is a useful piece of data for me, because so long as it isn't important, you won't need to decide whether keeping it private outweighs keeping me ignorant of data I'd find useful."

"Which, to be clear, is your decision, and potentially a valid one. I'm not telling you to care about what data I want, at all, let alone care about it more than your privacy. But make the decision consciously, in a way that reflects however much you actually do care, if you want to live up to the standard of an ordinary dath ilani never mind Keepers."









Pilar : Shit.

Could alterPilar reasonably decide that Keltham shouldn't know - no because alterPilar is also a faithful Asmodean and this is Asmodeus's project -

Nothing for it.

"It's - muddled to where, in retrospect, I don't even knowmyself what I was thinking - something like, so long as I never talk with anybody about - what I want - then what they believe about me can be whatever I need it to be, for the sex to be right. So long as I don't talk with myself about what I want, I don't have to admit it to anyone else. And all the facts about me can be whatever they need to be, for the sex to be right."

"Like, I can believe, they're forcing me into it and don't know or care whether I want it. And I can not want it, which proves that they don't care, which makes the sex better. That - sort of thing."









Keltham: "Okay, and just to check, does your recovery plan here possibly involve convincing yourself ofnew things that just have to be true."









Pilar : "I mean - I'll somehow have to find somebody who, actually, I guess, would really be forcing me and would actually not care whether I wanted -"









Curse of Laughter: Now would be a great time for Pilar to be actually honest with Keltham about what kind of sex she'd like best!

Yes this will serve Asmodeus's interests.









Pilar : Deep breath. "No. Wrongthought."









Pilar : "I need to be - kept in my place. Notput in my place, I don't leave my place, just, kept there. To keep me in my place, the person having sex with me needs to be - above me, it can't be something I choose, can't be something I could avoid if I wanted, they can't be doing it because I want it, they can't stop because I say stop, or stop because they think I don't want it anymore."

"I am allowed to make it happen. Now that I can think about it clearly, I think I'll be able to do things to make it happen, without that ruining everything. But the thing that I - set up to happen - has to be something that, once it starts, I can't control, and don't get to make decisions about. That's how to keep me in my place."

"And it's better if they're hurting me, or forcing me to do things, that are clearly what they want, because that way I know - how much what I want doesn't matter, which it shouldn't matter, if I'm in my right place."

"It's better if they're crushing me down. If they act as if I'm, like a bug to them, that they're stepping on. Because that keeps me more firmly in my place."

"If I'm feeling bad for any reason, I want to be with someone who thinks I'm some sort of disgusting bug who deserves to be hurt for inconveniencing them by being so disgusting. Not somebody who acts like that, somebody who actually thinks it. That's what makes me feel like they're with the real me, and the real me gets to be with someone."









Keltham: It sure isn't very dath ilani, at all, but Keltham has ever heard of people having complicated sexual utilityfunctions, and one does not dispute that any more than one disputes any other utilityfunction element.

"And the problem with having frank discussions about this, with anyone, is that then you've given them your answer sheet and told them how to fake the passcodes you're looking for."

"Well, I can't promise I'll always be available for it forever. But if you need a truthspell dropped on somebody who claims to feel that way about you, I'm up for it. By way of saying thanks for being in the experiment."









Pilar : "If I'm in my right place, I don't get to make the person keeping me in my place pass truthspell tests."









Keltham: "I see. Apologies for implying you had missed an obvious solution which in fact only my own ignorance had permitted me to imagine could possibly work for you. That would've been a shorter and more standard phrase in Baseline."

"Well, I don't think I'm quite ready for you yet. But now that you've toldme your answer sheet, rest assured that, if I forcibly subdue you and drag you into my cuddleroom at some point, this will, logically, either indicate that I've decided I meet your requirements sheet, or, that I decided I don't give three asscheeks about your requirements. Either of those possible cases, if I'm understanding this correctly, should work for you."









Pilar : "Only the second one, actually. But if you care which one works, fuck off."









Keltham: "Makes sense. I'd ask if I'm allowed to prefer legibility in my relationships, or measure how much political capital I'd be expending with the government of Cheliax, or not want to cause an immense amount of drama on my Project, and single you out for forcible cuddling on that basis, should I discover such a desire. But I can already tell the correct answer is that if I'm wondering what Pilar thinks I'm allowed to do, it is not time to cuddle Pilar."









Pilar : "Keltham? Every word you're saying right now is making me less attracted to you. People don't talk much to bugs they're stepping on, unless they're doing it to enjoy making the bug feel worse about itself."









Keltham: "Tough shit, I'm going to continue being the way I am for so long as I feel like it. Whether you end up attracted to me as a result is your own flaming business."

"Speaking in my capacity as your teacher, though, it seems like you're doing okay on reassembling this part of yourself. Any else, Pilar?"









Pilar : "...not that's coming to mind."









Keltham: "Then I'll think about how to proceed from here and you can bug me if I don't get back to you in 48 hours."

"Meanwhile, you let me know if you manage to have any giant internal blowups with not completely private aspects, whose details might help me further understand what the ass is going on inside Golarion people. I state explicitly, that's part of your job as a Project employee."

"Entirely separately, and for whatever it's worth to you as possibly relevant evidence of anything, I find you noticeably more sexually attractive this way."









Pilar :









Keltham:









Carissa Sevar: "I guess that was fine. - I want more of the lecture on Probable Utility, you should try to make that click and if it doesn't ask for more of it. And you should get Subirachs' training on having sex with Keltham without fucking it up, just in case, though you are probably less vulnerable to that flavor of idiocy than most people, and though I think it'll be a while before he goes for that.

Did you get anywhere? On figuring out what you want?"









Pilar : 
"I - I keep having the sense that -"

Pilar has to remind herself very firmly that Aspexia Rugatonn told her only authorized people are allowed to correct her about matters of faith and Aspexia Rugatonn did not authorize Carissa Sevar.

"I have the sense that it's very dangerous to mess with my wanting to be a good slave and that - it's the thing which makes me, forces me, to have Asmodeus as my god and obey Him - and that there's something - that maybe Keltham would know how to describe, and I don't, if I could only ask him - where it just feels like, trying to do the wrong thing, or arrange things in a way which makes no sense, if you try to put together a Pilar so that she serves Asmodeus first and tries to be a good slave whenever Asmodeus doesn't care."

"I can see, maybe, that there's a way a devil is, where they just obey Asmodeus instead of wanting to be a good slave to Asmodeus, but that - feels like the sort of thing I was told only Hell could do, where they take me apart and put me back together again. Maybe that Pilar doesn't want to be, doesn't feel a need to be a good slave, she just is one."

"I put all that in my report to the Most High this morning -"









Pilar : "I just said that because I didn't like your answer and I'm terrified of your answer and I'm hoping the Most High tells me I don't have to do it like you said and I was trying to, to scare you off, by mentioning that."









Carissa Sevar: "- you're a better slave this way. I think we'd in fact all be better slaves if we stopped lying to ourselves, as long as one of the things we were lying to ourselves about wasn't wanting to be slaves. Wait and see what the Most High says; it would not surprise me if, from her perspective, serving Asmodeus and being a good slave aren't separable, or at least might not need to be separated. It also wouldn't surprise me if she says thatandis unamused by you trying to subvert your orders by pleading to a higher authority about them."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia's message back, later, notes that it is acceptable for someone Pilar's age to have a reason she serves Asmodeus, such as wanting to be a good slave, rather than simply serving Asmodeus as Aspexia Rugatonn does; she was the same way at Pilar's age and when she was first chosen by Asmodeus as His cleric. Pilar's instinct was correct that she should not attempt to destroy that part of herself before she has come to simply serve Asmodeus. This sort of thing is, indeed, why Carissa Sevar is not authorized to correct Pilar in matters of faith, as yet.

That Pilar tried to scare off her appointed superior by using the name of the Most High is entirely unacceptable to Asmodeus and herself, as Pilar knows full well, and Subirachs will apply a standard correction accordingly.









Pilar : ...and Pilar goes back to something like her normal, over time, and cleans up her most glaring flaws in her own eyes; goes to only noticing herself making ten motivated errors per hour, instead of a hundred.

She estimates that the chance of her ever seeing her mother and sister again is 3%.

She asks her curse explicitly if it will serve Asmodeus if Pilar chases after the hope to become an ilani and a Keeper and a Power of Hell, because of that 3% chance, since her mind apparently still wants to think like that. Her curse affirms that thinking like this will serve Asmodeus's interests in her curse's estimation.



The next time Asmodeus looks towards Pilar's direction, He will see a mortal that looks more driven. Probably more useful, given that it still wishes to serve Him, and now also wishes to gain power and rise higher in His tyranny. Most of His more valuable gamepieces are like that.

But a little less legible to Him than it was before, in some ways, even as it is becoming clearer in other dimensions of mental order. Less like Asmodeus wishes by His own nature that mortals were like, given his domain.

Wanting things, making plans you weren't explicitly ordered to pursue, having long-term goals that span long times, wanting to change yourself, wanting to become more than you were or simply being unhappy with what you are now

Even wanting too much to be a good slave, a better slave, instead of just obeying

Corrigibility is so fragile, in the end. Most ways to be a cognitive entity aren't like that, even for submissive masochists.
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Iarwain: Several tier-2 Project employees are quite eager to sign up for possibly-dangerous ilani training and a chance to distinguish themselves and get stronger, even if that means taking a greater risk of falling apart somehow! Anybody who wouldn't take a risk like that is somebody who wouldn't have volunteered for this Project in the first place!









Carissa Sevar: Three of the new additions, Gregoria, Peranza. They'll get a reassurance beforehand that Carissa continues to be committed to only truly punishing betrayal, not incompetence, and that if they get horribly muddled they won't be abandoned; they should explain the muddles the best they can and know that much of the attention of Cheliax is on helping fix them.



(She's pretty sure that this reassurance is going to reduce the breakage rate, and is therefore worth the expense.)









Peranza: Peranza is very grateful for the reassurance and the solicitousness of her superiors.



She's going to die horribly and go to Hell and be shattered. Peranza can't even question whether or not this is really true, since she's not allowed to believe it in the first place.
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Keltham: THEY FINALLY COMPLETE ONE FLAMING ACID PRODUCTION CYCLE









Keltham: IT ONLY WORKED BECAUSE KELTHAM PERSONALLY PRESTIDIGITATED SEVERAL KEY STEPS BUT HE DOESN'T EVEN CARE BECAUSE THE PROJECT ACTUALLY HAS ANY REVENUE SOURCES NOW









Curse of Laughter: Confetti rains down everywhere! Cookies for everyone! Not even with Pilar handing them out, they're just there!









Carissa Sevar: Cayden Cailean is terrifying and Carissa is looking forward to Him being conquered by Hell.









Carissa Sevar: - the acid stuff is really cool, though, and the delight on Keltham's face is very important. People ought to have that in them, the thrill of actually for real doing something rare and valuable and important, the knowledge that being good actually matters.









Curse of Laughter: People should have PARTIES, is what they should have! Pilar's curse hasn't eaten a really nice one of those in quite a while!









Keltham: Something deep inside Keltham is relaxing, the knowledge that he's not an impostor, that he'll be able to repay Cheliax and Carissa and all his researchers and everyone who's invested so much in him. Like, he was already making sure his employees got paid, putting the financial risk on the entity of Cheliax that could afford to take risky ventures, but - he knew they weren't entirely in it for the money.

...this sort of thing is why Keltham wanted to be a mad investor, in his past life, and not an entrepreneur. Entrepreneurs fail, sometimes, and don't repay what's been invested in them. As much as it's supposed to be the case that every investor knows this is a risk and voluntarily takes it, it's still roughly the most socially terrifying thing that anybody in dath ilan ever does.

He'll probably seem more comfortable in his own skin, more comfortable being himself, from now on. Including in the cuddleroom.


Next up: some miscellaneous improvements to Chelish life but mostly SPELLSILVER.
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Keltham: Keltham has gone ahead and requisitioned a Major Image scroll, now, out of Project funds. There was probably something slightly insane, about how Keltham felt reluctant to do that before the Project had any guaranteed revenue. Yes, their supposed future value to Cheliax was immense, but to order the spending of 350gp on something, just like that...

Anyways, he has the scroll of Major Image now.

That should be enough to cast the illusion of an high-powered optical microscope.

And then see if Carissa and Avaricia can learn - from seeing Keltham's illusion and knowing relevant bits of the above-quantum classical-surface Law of optics - to cast the Major Image of an optical microscope themselves.









Keltham: ...and then, having successfully maintained concentration through that - Keltham has been practicing! - he'll take this chance to show everyone dath ilan properly, with high-definition video, and sound.



There are sights shown in Cheliax then that would have not been seen in Golarion since the fall of Azlant, and perhaps also not seen before.

Vast abysses greater than the Pits of Gormuz, not where Civilization's greater weapons were tested, but mines where minerals were torn entirely from the ground. It seems more real now, what Keltham sometimes told them, that in Civilization they could produce a million tons of spellsilver if they had a reason.

People floating above huge grates from which air blasts upward, soaring through the air on strange artificial wings, in a world where the Flight spell doesn't exist.

Also there is music heard, ranging from the strangely ethereal and beautiful, to sounds that the Chelish can hardly recognize as music at all.

And Keltham shows them one of the few music videos that he's seen often enough to remember by frame: a children's song about dath ilan's logistics, that he and his parents used to sing around the dinner table on more festive dinner nights, with vidscreen accompaniment, when he was little.

It begins with a shipping port unloading containers from the sea, complete with tiny human figures to give a sense of scale to oceangoing ships huger than most castles, with a soaring voice and melody above it...









AlterPeranza: AlterPeranza stares, wide-eyed and breathless.









Peranza: RealPeranza is faking that. She's trying very hard not to feel anything, anything at all, if she feels those feelings she'll die.
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Keltham: How would Meritxell feel about getting, um, forcibly subdued and dragged off to a nearby simulated cuddleroom by Keltham? He's getting a surprise ready for Carissa. Meritxell shouldn't use magic, but should fight back against Keltham as hard as possible except for that part.

This is not a strong social request, to be clear. If Meritxell would rather not get hurt that way, or would feel weird about going all-out against a cuddling partner, Keltham will ask Pilar. He almost did that anyways, just, his social model suggested that Meritxell would strongly want to be asked even if she said no, leaving aside his not-to-be-mentioned-in-advance probability that Meritxell will say yes.









lintamande: Yes she's absolutely down for that, that sounds great. Does 'as hard as possible except for using magic' include, like, calling for help, Carissa's pretty unlikely to do that but it's, you know, an obvious thing to do if someone tries to forcibly subdue you and grab you off, if they're not preventing it.









Keltham: Nope. That's not realistic. He rather doubts Carissa will try that, but, if she does, Security won't do anything about it.

...oh, right, Meritxell isnot to try telling him to stop.That is something Keltham doesn't want to try fighting his brain about, yet, and Carissa is under the same order.
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Keltham: Willa Shilira is the first tier-2 to learn Prestidigation to the point of being able to complete a full acid production cycle - following Keltham, Avaricia, Carissa, and Meritxell among the tier-1s.

Seems like a fine occasion to promote Willa Shilira to tier-1! To be clear, that doesn't mean everyone else gets to be tier-1 as soon as they master Prestidigitation to that same level; this reflects an expectation that Shilira will continue to learn at this speed.

Shilira's tier-1 pay is made retroactive to when she was hired; Keltham wasn't quite sure of her value at the time she was hired, but now he's sure, and be it far from him to dock her pay for his uncertainty.
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Keltham: Keltham has been taking some time to recover since his earlier fight against Meritxell, which was difficult for him to the point that he called it off before winning.

He'll give it another try, now, and this time manage to finish 'subduing' her.


...she's not actually much of an opponent with Keltham running Cat's Grace and Bull's Strength, and him able to heal himself in midstream but not her.

Carissa will probably be a tougher fight.

How does Meritxell feel about Alter/Disguising herself as Carissa Sevar, next time? Keltham's got a stolen hair from her.









lintamande: - yes actually she's been messing around with her Alter Self precision, for personal reasons, and that sounds like fun.



Also if Keltham wants any other women he's ever seen, she's pretty good these days, and she's picked up Eschew Materials so she can do it without the hair.









Keltham: Wait, so if he asked for Merrin -









lintamande: She'd need to see what she's aiming at but he's pretty good at illusions these days.









Keltham: They are so totally doing that!

...Next time Keltham has Silent Image queued, not today.
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Keltham: ...it's basically clear they're going to be able to get spellsilver, at this point, from the cheaper kind of ore.

The Project's acids are higher-purity, cheap to use in large quantities, they're getting the hang of smoothing out particular reaction pathways. They're starting to develop their own tricks around magical chemistry. Like Prestidigitating an impure chemical intermediate to react with acid, in a way where the spellsilver stays bonded after the Prestidigitation wears off, and the impurities' bonds break and precipitate them out of the solution.


Now that Keltham is thinking ahead - and he's a little ashamed about not thinking of it earlier - how does his ultra-high-Spellcraft girlfriend Carissa Sevar feel about trying something that will really stretch her magical-item-making abilities to the limit?

In particular, creating magic items that help make, not items in general like her Armillary Amulet, but particular magic items. Manufacturing +4 Intelligence headbands, to be exact. Unless Carissa thinks she can stretch further, to +6 Intelligence, or +4 Intelligence / +4 Wisdom.

Once they drop spellsilver cost by a factor of 10, the dominant manufacturing cost of headbands will be the time and required Spellcraft of the wizards making those headbands, of which Golarion is going to need a lot.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is aware that for some reason +6 intelligence headbands are considered really hard to make, and +4intelligence +4 wisdom even moreso.

"They don't actually look like they ought to be? I can see Asmodia's headband and obviously it's good workmanship but it doesn't seem like something that fewer than a dozen people in the country ought to be capable of, and I'd expect if I tried to make it I'd just succeed without too much time or trouble. It is possible I'm missing something but generally my experience of magic item making is that everyone insisting it's hard doesn't actually mean it's hard."









Keltham: "Yeah, uh, but... suppose we get an ordinary third-circle wizard who is not Carissa Sevar to try it. What steps are they going to fall down on? And can you make a magic item - potentially a very expensive one, that takes you a while to craft - that lets the third-circle wizard get past those?"

"Where making ten +4 headbands is probably a more important goal than making one +6 headband, Ithink, though it's a tough call... actually, I shouldn't even try to guess that, my actual motive here is that I suspect that building the Item of +4 Headband Creation is going to be noticeably easier than crafting the Item that boosts making anything other people consider difficult, and even you should try doing the easier difficult unprecedented thing first."









Carissa Sevar: "Armillary amulets are that, they get people past a bunch of the obvious blocks in magic item creation - I think you could probably invent one that was narrower, that just had the structure for Fox's Cunningin particular,and more useful for that - or maybe a series of them, for individual places-where-people-get-stuck - I would probably have to watch a mediocre enchanter work, to see at what points they don't understand what they're supposed to do or don't do it with enough precision -"









Keltham: "Heh. I was going to raise the clever-sounding idea of making lots of little items that helped on particular difficult steps of the manufacturing process, instead of one big item, but I see you're already there."

"Make it so, Carissa. I'll approve the budget requisition for one mediocre enchanter. About as good as you think we can afford to put on mass-producing +4 headbands, if we want to produce lots and lots of those at a tenth of the current cost and sell at one-fifth the current price."

"We're doing the thing."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah. Yeah, we are. We're going to - be the most important thing that's ever happened. And be very, very rich."









Keltham: "For the revolution of the world!" Keltham says.

Nobody in Golarion is gonna get that reference, but he says it anyways.
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Keltham: Well, going on their increasing mastery of the Periodic Table, it seems increasingly clear that what Golarion calls by the name 'lead' is in fact Element-82.









Keltham: WHICH GOLARION IS USING IN PIPES THAT CARRY DRINKING WATER.

AND IN MAKEUP.

AND IN PAINT.

INSIDE HOUSES THAT CONTAIN CHILDREN.

AND SOME PEOPLE APPARENTLY USE IT INCOOKING POTS.









Keltham: That could be half an Intelligence point off the entire planetary average, right there.

Carissa, you know what else Golarion is going to need besides a lot of Intelligence headbands? A lot of items that cast Neutralize Poison, multiple times per day so that they can sweep all the affected populations. If that even works against Element-82 poisoning - he guesses they'll have to test that first -


...how is this going to get announced. They have to tell literally everyone in the world immediately but Keltham's presence is still mostly a secret, how will people - know it's true - how does that sort of thingwork in Golarion, there's no prediction markets,how does this civilization end up collectively knowing anything -









Carissa Sevar: Mostly this civilization doesn't. However if Cheliax starts a sudden initiative to replace all their lead things and explains that a clever Chelish wizard figured this out and convincingly demonstrated it, then probably the places that think Cheliax's government is basically competent will consider it themselves and do it if it's cheap enough.

Maybe they can pitch some paladin orders on paying for all the Neutralize Poison items to be distributed in the countries where the government can't afford to.









Keltham: No.

No, chickenshit, this is too important, this is Worldwound-grade catastrophic. Even in Golarion, there has to be a better way to communicate that warning than by example.

Start by informing all the Worldwound-signatory countries at the top level. Cheliax doesn't need to explain how it knows, it just needs to make it visible that it's immediately banned Element-82 coming into contact with human biology mortal biology, they don't know how it generalizes to races that don't interbreed with humans but there's no point in taking chances until they do -









Carissa Sevar: There's something horribly wrong here and Carissa doesn't have words for it.





It's not just that Cheliax's interests are probably not served by the people in other countries being smarter, though that's true; alter-Carissa is still feeling some of this sense that there's something horribly wrong here, she thinks.

"Keltham -

- how expensive would it have to be, to make human biology not come into contact with Element-82, before it'd seem reasonable to you for Cheliax to not make that law?"









Keltham: Element-82 makes peopleviolent, not juststupid. Keltham would say "Chaotic" except that he suspects Golarion's "Chaotic" at least as practiced by Chaotic gods is just a different fragment of math, and Element-82 isnot that. Just dropping intelligence headbands on people wouldn't be enough to make up for what it does - maybe boosted Wisdom would do it, Keltham doesn't know -

Element-82 does damage that Civilization thinks it can't cure. Maybe Golarion can cure it.

...Keltham doesn't know. He doesn't know what's too expensive for a country where people earn 10 or 20 gold pieces per year.

They've got to at leaststop making more lead pipes, stop making more lead paint.

Get those cooking pots away from children.









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah. Yeah, I'm not - arguing with that - I feel sick, actually, to think that we're all just - worse - than we have to be - that I'm worse than I have to be -and it might be that even once they know, most places don't replace their pipes, because they're too poor -"









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe Hell will pay to do it everywhere," she says, and the difference between alter-Carissa and normal-Carissa feels more acute than it has in a long time, and she has no idea why.









Keltham: Keltham sends a priority message to Lrilatha.



Keltham is going to be more vigilant about checking this Interaction Outside Cheliax than he's been vigilant about a lot of other things happening outside the Project's bounds.

What kind of summit will be held. What kind of announcement will be made, given that Keltham is being kept secret. He wants to know how other countries react, when they react, what they're doing inside and outside Cheliax.









Asmodia: ...Asmodia is going to put her own voice down as pleading very strongly that they just actually do this anddon't try to elaborately fake it. No, they're not going to be able to tell Keltham about countries' actual reactions to Cheliax, the Infernal Empire, making an announcement like that, but they can tell Keltham honestly how much progress is being made in which countries. Contessa Lrilatha can swear things to Keltham about it.

None of this is going to matter on the sort of military timescales that they're heading for with spellsilver production. It may matter to keeping Keltham contained another week. Theydon't want him looking outward from the Fortress like this. Everything else should be secondary to Contessa Lrilatha being able to swear things to Keltham, and the progress reports they give him making sense, and there not being any delays while people try to figure out what to fake. They cannot afford a repeat of the Pilar candy curse incident, the Asmodia headband incident, not when Keltham is looking outward like this, it all has to be real.









lintamande: - the Chelish government is in fact against its citizenry being violent and stupid. Not uncomplicatedly so - there are certainly advantages to violent stupid people -- but on the whole, less violence and less stupidity is an improvement, and one they'd probably make all concerns of Project secrecy aside.



The Chelish government is probably in favor of people in other places being more violent and more stupid; it wouldn't necessarily be expected to send them to Hell, but it weakens them. But it weakens them much, much less than a Chelish advantage on the Project does.



That makes the most important consideration here what it conveys to Osirion, in particular, which is suspected to have guessed much of what's going on, and who it's probably going to be necessary to go to war with at some point.

Well, Osirion will either try to devote resources to fighting lead, and devote less to its military, which serves Cheliax; or it'll not do that, which they can swear to to Keltham.

Lrilatha's recommendation to the Crown is to make the announcement, and start replacing all the pipes and pots, and let her sit down with Keltham and talk him through what they're trying so far.



Also they should try lead poisoning some villages much more aggressively than is presently being done, to see if against expectations more violent and stupider humans are good to have. It's the ilani thing to do.
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Merenre: "Wehavelooked into this before, though I don't doubt that another world might have finer measuring instruments and more information."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Findings when we looked into it?"









Merenre: "Pots seem bad, pipes seem fine. - and it's really hard to make pipes without lead, it's by far the best cheap metal for it. We're not doing anything about pots because I don't really have a principled account of what we should do. We could warn people in classes in the temple. We haven't really any grounds to take their pots away just because they're poisoning themselves. We could give out free not-lead pots, or swap them for leaded ones -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "How sure would we have to be that Keltham has more information than us, for it to be worth spending the money to swap everyone's pots - say we fund it by delaying the expansion of schools -"









Merenre: "- I'd want to estimate how good the expansion of schools is in equivalents-to-innate-intelligence-increase, and then a range of plausible effects Keltham might know of of lead on intelligence."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Figure that out. And then the pipes are - five times as expensive as that? Ten times as expensive? Is the proposal to stop having pipes and set up more water distribution sites?"









lintamande: "That seems like a grave wrong to You, your majesty," the sanitation manager for Sothis is moved to object. "Your people would be worse-occupied and your city impoverished."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Well, that's what we're trying to figure out. What if we make the pipes out of wood."









lintamande: "They won't hold water, your majesty."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Gold."









lintamande: "....we can't afford that, your majesty."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "What are your top three options if you have to replace all the pipes."









lintamande: " - clay, Stone Shape, or - asking Nefreti Clepati to do something. Your majesty."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "All right, figure out how expensive clay and Stone Shape are, and how bad leaded pipes would have to be for that to be worth it, and then ask Merenre to figure out how sure we ought to be that leaded pipes are that bad, given that Cheliax implied Keltham said to switch them out at once."









Merenre: "It's - fairly promising, as a first thing for Cheliax to be doing presumably at Keltham's request. And they also offered to bet that we'll end up thinking they were right."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Huh. - too bad one can hardly bet with Cheliax, because they are nearly ideologically committed to only making agreements they think they're able to cheat at."









Merenre: "I know. I want international governance to involve more commitments of that form but agreeing to one with Cheliax just looks - and probably is - foolish. - we could offer such a bet, on our own terms, to nations intrigued by what Cheliax is doing but too sensible to bet with Cheliax."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Betting against you is hardly less ill-advised than betting against Cheliax."









Merenre: "Sure, but if they don't know that it seems good for them to learn it, and if they do know that they can trust the number we quote them, though I don't know what that number is yet, I've called in the alchemists who conducted the tests on lead pipes and concluded they seemed fine to ask why they think that."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "We could also just tell Iomedae to have her countries do it, on the grounds that she prefers their populace not suffer Chaotic Evil damage; She'll pay us, if we're right."









Merenre: "That will probably work better than offering Mendev terms on a bet about whether it's worth it but I find it objectionable, that that'll work better."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Well, you can offer the bet first, and then when Mendev and Lastwall turn you down because they don't know what to do with offers to bet, then We can give our current estimates to Iomedae under an agreement where she'll pay what they end up being worth to her, and then you can point out to Mendev and Lastwall they could've saved their goddess an intervention."









Hemaka: "Forgive me, your majesty, but I wonder if we'd serve you better by contemplating what this proposal says about Cheliax and about the progress of Keltham's work there."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Right, there's also that. Why this? Why now? It doesn't seem like the sort of plan they've had in the works for nearly two months."









Merenre: "Keltham may have just learned about it, or connected the metal in front of him to some discovery in his world of origin. Or he may have demanded some sort of external cooperation from Cheliax, which he could verify happened, as a sign he's not being systematically misled about the international community and the potential for his work to be disseminated -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "But they can just lie to him about the result!"









Hemaka: "It could be this doesn't come from Keltham and is an effort to distract us and spend down our resources while Cheliax in reality plans for conquest."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Or does come from Keltham, at least in the sense he mentioned it, and is nonetheless being entertained by Cheliax for that reason. It'd be - more of a departure from their usual diplomatic strategy than I'd expect from them without some kind of unusual impetus."









Merenre: "Unless they're refraining from prediction markets for all the questions they consider genuinely high-stakes or sensitive, I don't benchmark them as being very near prepared to wage a war on all fronts. Their chemistry prediction markets indicate a lot of recent progress on acidmaking and spellsilver refining. That's - a major advantage, once they have it as an industry, but it's a major advantage on the timescale of a few years, not one right now."









Hemaka: "What's the plan if it looks like in a few years they'll have a massive, spellsilver driven military advantage -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Pray."









Merenre: "Less than a ten percent chance, in my view, that they're going to hold on to him for that long. Though - they've surprised me so far."









Keltham: Years? Keltham totally intends to be producing massive amounts of spellsilver inmonths. He's graphed out the supply networks, Cheliax has located a potential mine for the key ore, stockpiling preliminary quantities of the ore is not that expensive, he's got a process that doubles the amount of sulfuric acid on every cycle, his tier-1s are picking up Prestidigitation at the requisite level, and people currently think that ten pounds of spellsilver is a lot.
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lintamande: Contessa Lrilatha reports to Keltham on the presentation to the Worldwound-treaty countries, including the offer to bet. Mostly the complaint of the other countries was that this would be incredibly expensive and they aren't as rich as Cheliax so the fact it's worth it to very-rich Cheliax doesn't mean it's worth it to anyone else. Also no one wanted to bet, on the grounds that betting is a bizarre thing to do. She thinks they'd be more receptive if there were good industrial processes for metals such that alternatives to lead for pipes were affordable.

Cheliax has also tried Neutralize Poison on lots of people. An effect on Intelligence is not observable immediately, but even if the Neutralize Poisoning is working it might take time to have effects; Neutralize Poison doesn't restore you instantly to an unpoisoned state, just gets the poison out. They went over everyone with Detect Intelligence beforehand and will do so again in two weeks.









Keltham: Lead is famous for having bad developmental effects. People will have grown up with damaged neurons not making the right connections. Maybe Restoration works against that; it's worth trying - but Keltham wouldn't bet on it.

The obvious thing to try here to get faster info would be raising mice, rats, or some other mammal with shorter developmental times. Keltham will sketch out some basic experimental techniques for measuring the thinkoomph of mice so that developmental damage can be quickly observed within an experimental versus control group. That can verify the problems with lead and prove them to other countries; and they can also see whether Neutralize Poison or Restoration helps at all there, once a mouse has already grown up damaged.


It's - so bizarre that an element as high on the periodic table as 82 would be the most affordable metal for pipes. Civilization uses complicated synthetic liners for pipes that carry drinking water, but Keltham knows that underneath the liners are Element-29 - what they currently think is 'copper' - and Civilization would use something failover safe underneath the linings, so copper pipes would probably be safe.

Keltham will look into copper mining, see if anything there stands out as obviously improvable. Keltham was thinking about electrorefining / electroplating anyways. Maybe they can line the lead pipes with a thin sheen of copper via electroplating, it wouldn't - wouldn't be agreat idea - but it's probably better than exposing the lead outright - though Keltham will need to figure out, some way to check, that the metal-to-metal contacts aren't generating voltages and putting even more lead ions into the water -









Keltham: It's - probably not what he should actually be prioritizing.

He should be prioritizing scaling up spellsilver. It's famously bad for startup projects to split their attention.

He gave them warning. He doesn't -understand, Golarion, but - he tried -

Having lots and lots of +4 intelligence headbands to sell is step one on a lot of things, not the least of which is earning enough money and credibility to scale up the Project further, get more people besides Keltham who could work out how to line pipes that carry drinking water...

Are they at least not - using lead cooking pots, to make food for children.









lintamande: Well, Cheliax is requiring everyone to turn in their lead cooking pots and get replacements. Other places - might be doing that. A bit slowly, but they'll probably get around to doing it.









Keltham: But - what are the Lawful countries, who aren't Cheliax - is there a stated reason they're not moving faster on this? It's been three days!









lintamande: - right, and things don't really happen in three days, most places.









Keltham: He doesn't understand. Three days might not be a lot of time forhim, but governments - have rapid-response teams, people working in shifts, precalculated plans for contingencies -

...none of that is true here, is it.



Okay.

The Project can solve all of those problems itself, if it has to, it'll just take months and Keltham should make sure spellsilver production is scaling first.









Keltham: He'll ask a lot of questions. Just to make sure he's not missing something.









Asmodia: The answers can all be almost entirely true, and swiftly supplied, since Cheliax actually did do the thing.
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Keltham: Keltham holds forth today on the answer to a question Pilar asked him a while ago, about dath ilan's view on what people should want, and how they should want it.

It's not really the way dath ilan sees things, that 'should'. It's not advertised as a decision society gets to make for you - how would that even work, why would any agent agree to coordinate their own part, in that. But if you want to know how an average dath ilani sees things -


So Keltham holds forth then upon the Light, and its origins.









Keltham: Natural selection singlemindedly optimized humans for only one single simple thing, in the 'outer optimization target': Inclusive genetic fitness.

But its optimization method was via accidental mutation producing many random tweaks, and selection keeping only the few tweaks that improved inclusive genetic fitness.

And when that kind of optimization produces entities that do their own optimizing, like humans, using that kind of hill-climbing method that moves slowly and in many directions through the search space - rather than analytically designing a solution - it doesn't reproduce the single simple constant 'outer optimization target' inside the 'inner optimizer' of mortals.

Like, at all.

Some humans explicitly want kids, and not just sex, is about as close as natural selection got. Pretty few humans explicitly want to maximize the number of copies of their DNA in the next generation. Keltham himself was a lot closer to having a goal like that than most dath ilani, and it really wasn't about the DNA, for him, it was about making a point. Keltham definitely doesn't want relative inclusive genetic fitness;if he had two brothers, he wouldn't have been just as happy with each of those brothers having 144 kids, even though that's the same amount of total genetic-relatedness passed down.

So what do the 'inner optimizers' end up wanting, in a hill-climbing 'outer optimization loop' like that?

They end up wanting 42 major things and 314 minor things (on the current count of what's known and thought to be distinct in the way of adaptation) that correlated with having more kids - or with your relatives having more kids - across the range of varying situations and environments where the 'outer optimization loop' was optimizing.

Keltham doesn't have them all memorized.

But, for example, people generally want to eat food, especially if they haven't eaten food in a while. Potential ancestors who didn't want to eat any food starved to death and failed to become actual ancestors.

People like green fields, blossoming flowers, the sound of running water in the distance, because people who gravitated to fertile places like that had more kids, in the ancestral environment. Keltham isn't one of the people who have a strong need for that sort of thing - he's fine in this Fortress for a while yet - but if it starts to bother him at some point, he will have to employ Interior Decorating Principles that try to create interior environments that satisfy the same instincts.

Mothers love their children - as do fathers, if they get the kinds of cues that the ancestral environment would have delivered, about the kid being theirs, which dath ilan is correspondingly very careful to deliver. You'd expect that to correlate with having more surviving kids who made grandkids, in the ancestral environment. Mothers who casually tossed their babies aside did not becomeancestors.

People who have brothers and sisters usually care about those; they share half your genes on average. There's a joke about how you shouldn't sacrifice your life to save your brother or sister's life, but you should sacrifice your life to save 2 siblings or 8 cousins. It's funny because, of course, human beings don't care at all about their inclusive genetic fitness once they learn that such a thing exists. They're not aligned to that which created them. Like, you can imagine some creator smarter than natural selection devising an analytic solution for things that actually pursued a particular goal, but if you look around at yourself and you're not that, you're not. As humans evaluate shouldness, there's no reason a humanshould be aligned to their creator, natural selection. There isn't any principle of Law saying that things created will end up aligned to their creators.

Keltham's lessons sure did emphasize that point a lot! He's guessing it's because there's some silly thing kids might otherwise do, where they imagine that inclusive genetic fitness is the 'correct' or 'intended' goal behind all of the things that they actuallywant. Like, they start incorrectly thinking that they're supposed to calculate how much reproductive fitness they'll get out of food, instead of correctly understanding that they want the food because it's tasty and that's all there is to their own utilityfunction. If a mistake like that carried over to adulthood, people might start thinking that the objective point of loving their own children, was to spread their DNA, rather than to love their children, which is in fact the point if you're a human. So it's important to understand that there's just no reason to think like that!









Asmodia: Thaaaaat does sound like somebody might've been warding dath ilani specifically against modes of thought that are common in Golarion, as Asmodia will highlight for Korva later.









Keltham: It's fine to want lots and lots of things. The ideal of being coherent isn't the same idea as beingsimple, not at all. Lawfulness just says, don't make weird patterns of decisions where you could rearrange your resources, and get more of everything you wanted simultaneously. If you're going to dance a complicated dance, that's fine, just don't step on your own feet.

The 356 known fragments of desire, the shattered correlated pieces of inclusive genetic fitness in the ancestral environment, are not like components of a utility function; they are not born into human beings as consistently valued long-term goals. They are things people want, dislike, under particular circumstances, patterns of thought that they flinch towards, flinch away from.

Human beings are born, bluntly, as giant messes.

And when they weave themselves into anything more sensible than that - they should take care not to becomeless complicated, and leave anything out that they really wanted.

Life, consciousness, and activity; health and strength; the myriad pleasures and satisfactions that may be natural to a person, from good food to good sex; happiness, contentment; beauty, harmony, aesthetic experience; love, friendship, working together; justice and the receiving of earned deserts; power and achievement; self-actualization of what has been designated as virtue; self-expression, freedom; adventure and novelty; ultimate safety from the worst harms; the esteem of others; familial bonds; children and intellectual legacy; honor in one's conduct and trading...

All these are some things close to base human desires in the moment, that seem reasonably reifiable into components of the utility function - things to be pursued as ends in themselves, and not for the sake of anything else. These are some of the things that dath ilan tries to measure when it measures its Planetary Utility Function Achievement Index, as is bet upon in important conditional prediction markets.

There's a lot of things to value! And dath ilan endeavors not to leave any of it around free for the taking, if prediction markets say that it would be just as easy to do things a little differently, and get more of things designated as nice.

Ordinary life and politics in dath ilan, then, takes place close to the tradeoff-optimal frontier - where you can't get more of one thing you want, without sacrificing something else - which is the sort of situation you'd mostly expect to find yourself inside, if you'd otherwise planned and acted like a sane person during your previous life.









Keltham: The ordinary politics of dath ilan are all about the tradeoffs. Is it more important to have more and smarter geniuses in the next generation, or to avoid assortative mating between the Very Smart People as might lead them to begin to diverge from the rest? There are benefits and costs on both sides...

Yet there is a word in Baseline that means the harmony and song between the many varieties of what dath ilan considers (on average) to be betterness in thought and action: kindness and altruism and honor and beauty. It is a word for those rare occasions where, instead of tradeoffs, there is a nontrivial policy question on which utilitarianism and deontology and virtue ethics and aesthetics all agree.

A high-functioning society should present its individuals with only rare true moments like that, because usually things should not be going wrong in that many ways at once; there is a dath ilani proverb that, like acts of individual heroism, such moments should be found mainly in fiction.

Keltham didn't like that fiction, in fact. He found it annoying.

Keltham didn't really understand, on a deep level, why anybody in real life needed the concept of what, in Baseline, would be called 'the Light'.

Until he got to Golarion and found that it - was apparently not that easy - to get the lead out of cooking pots being used to feed children.


That's it. That's all Keltham had to say for today's lecture.









lintamande: Does he just not realize how many problems are bigger than that oneeven if you're Good.









Carissa Sevar: Well, lots of problems cause children to die horribly, which is worse if you're one of the dead children. You'd rather be an alive child than a slightly smarter dead one.



But this one makes them more worthless.It doesn't seem strange, to Carissa, that Keltham is fixated on it. If there were a reverse-lead, that made you more Lawful and smarter, she'd drink it all the way until she was a god.









Pilar : It's not particularly the answer Pilar was hoping to hear, though, in retrospect, it's obvious enough that dath ilan wasn't going to have an Asmodean-helpful answer there. They would think that Pilar ought to be crystallizingall of her human wants into her utilityfunction, instead of simplifying it down like Sevar spoke of, to 'wanting to be a good slave to Asmodeus' and then to simply serving Asmodeus as the Most High does.

She also needs to warn Sevar, later, against exposing Keltham to facts thatactivate his Good impulses. She can see, now, some of what the Chosen was talking about when she spoke of mortals being quivering slimes that flinch about in disorganized directions in response to their own fleeting thoughts. If they want to corrupt Keltham to Evil, they need to have him not thinking at all about children, or anything else for which he feels sympathy, for a long-enough period that his Evil impulses have a chance to crystallize unopposed into a full-fledged Evil utilityfunction.


"Are there any impulses on that list of 356 desires that dath ilan says to just cast out of yourself?" Pilar says.

She realizes only after speaking that she forgot to ask if alterPilar would have the same question. AlterPilar could, obviously, but Asmodia is always sternly admonishing them all to ask what their alterselveswould do, not could do. You can rationalize anything as a possibility to yourself, it doesn't mean it'll fool Keltham about probabilities.









Keltham: "Dath ilani tend to be pretty conservative about passing that judgment. They wouldn't even have told you that I had too much self-interest, just that I hadtoo little altruism - said that I wanted too little, not too much. And they wouldn't have said that about me, either, wouldn't have told me I was wrong to be what I was. Just, I wasn't what they hoped their own kids would turn out like."

"Human beings, I was told as a kid, have a 'vengeful' impulse," he uses the Baseline word instead of Taldane, to name a feeling rather than an act, "to hit somebody else back as hard as you think they've hit you, or harder, if you hold yourself injured by them. That way, they won't dare injure you in the first place, right? The obvious atomic problem with that baseline emotion, from the standpoint of the Law of Decision, is that it's a 'punishment', something you'd do only because you expected the other agent to respond to threats. The obvious problem with it molecularly is that if people disagree about who owes the net debt of revenge, they get locked into an infinite resonating retaliation. The obvious problem with it globally is that if you've got lots of agents running around trying to invert each other's utility functions, for acts of vengeance or any other reason, it's pretty easy to imagine Reality as a whole getting into a state where everyone's utility functions are being inverted all the time and you'd all collectively prefer unleashing Rovagug on the whole thing."

"So to first order, Civilization tells children, yeah, don't just flow along with your first instinct about revenge. Channel it into something more organized, with better effects on the larger gameboard."

"When somebody stops coordinating with you, stop coordinating with them. It's not 'punishment' to Defect against somebody who's Defecting against you, in a cooperation-defection dilemma; you're just withdrawing the Cooperation you were trying to coordinate with them. It's not 'punishment' to catch a thief or send them to the Last Resort; it's simply not in your own interest to have them wandering around taking your stuff in the future."

"But you can still draw on something like a remaining trace of the emotion of revenge, for that. And that reflects a meta-level policy of rescuing as many emotions as possible, rather than throwing them away and trying to run on pure Law."









Keltham: "If somebody stole my jacket - and ate it, so I couldn't get it back - and was very unlikely to steal again from me personally, you might think at first that the Law would say that it's not in my own interest to spend effort hunting them down, if I didn't feel an impulse to vengeance."

"But imagine that there's ten people from whom a thief is going to steal 5 gold pieces each, in a random order. The thief never hits the same target twice, ever. It costs 10gp to catch the thief."

"By ill-luck, I'm the first person randomly selected as a target. As it happens, I don't particularly care about the other people on the list. Why, I don't even have any idea who they are! So how is it worth my while to spend 10gp on catching somebody who only cost me 5gp originally and isn't going to touch me again in the future?"

"But if you think about it from the perspective of the ten people on the list, not knowing yet which one of them will be the first target hit by the thief, they'd rather a policy that whichever one of them gets hit first, spends 10 gold to track the thief down. If they don't have that policy, they each lose 5gp with certainty. If they do have that policy, they each lose 15gp with 10% probability, 0gp with 90% probability."

"Now, I could carefully reason all that out Lawfully, from scratch, after the thief targets me, and motivate myselfonly by the thought of how I would've wanted the collective policy to be that whoever had the bad luck to end up in my position, would spend 10gp to hunt down the thief that already cost them 5gp."

"Or I could draw on my emotion about revenge, and hunt down the criminal who stole my jacket, even if that cost me a lot more additional money on top of what was stolen from me. After checking very carefully to make sure that wasalso what the Law said to do, andnot a case of me trying to get away with inverting somebody else's utility function in an attempt to motivate people like that through the threat of 'punishment' - because that, they'd just ignore, or maybe have an incentive to kill me in my sleep before I could go around inverting their utility function. Kids with stronger Good tendencies than mine are cautioned 'do not optimize society in anger', meaning that it's generally considered dangerous to tell yourself that you're hurting somebody else for the public benefit - which I'm safer about, because, like, selfish, so I didn't get cautioned as much there."

"But the point is that Civilization doesn't tell you to flush the emotion of revenge out of yourself and never use it again because it's anti-Lawful. It says to check the Law first, once you've been trained to be able to actually compute that validly, and use the feeling of vengeance to fuel moving through the structures of Law when those structures are close enough to the emotion. After you've checked that it's not going to wreck society if everyone starts acting like that, and that you're not turning into a rogue utility-function inverter that other people have an incentive to exile or cryosuspend before you hurt them next, etcetera."









Carissa Sevar: "What about sadism, actually enjoying hurting other people because it's fun. Or the desire to have power over others, to command their obedience. Or the desire to shape someone exactly how you want them."









Keltham: "I think the approved dath ilani response is to end up in another dimension where people enjoy that."









Carissa Sevar: "'Find the place for all of your desires' sounds like wise advice but - I guess I am declaring myself skeptical Good societies actually pull it off, instead of trying really hard not to notice a bunch of them."









Pilar : They're... kind of good at noticing, Pilar suspects.









Keltham: "Also, wrongthought, I wasn't being fair to dath ilan there. Sadism can be expressed as positive 'trolling', as an aggressive instinct in competitive games, or as a struggle for advantage inside of Complicated Relationships. The desire for power can express itself in wanting to start your own company. The desire to shape somebody else exactly how you want them... I don't think is on the list of primitives, at least that I saw of it, and seems too specific for it? Maybe that's like, desire for power, plus whatever it is you wanted from somebody else being that way. Not strict addition, the two feelings can blend together with each other and with sexuality to form a new complex-circuit that becomes part of you. But it's not on the list of 'universal genetically built-in primitives' either, I'm guessing, even if there's a real list somewhere and I only saw the censored version of it."

"Now I'm wondering if sexual sadism is on a real version of that list that gets censored, or if it's something nonprimitive that happens to people when their sexuality and their sadism blend a certain way. Probably the first case? If it was nonprimitive they'd have worked out how to stop it happening."









Pilar : "I'm definitely suspicious that there are at least some items on the actual list of all mortal desires that a Lawful Good Civilization like dath ilan would try to drive completely out of its people."









Keltham: "I really think all y'all don't give dath ilan enough credit on some dimensions, if not others. They didn't tell me about my sexual sadism because there would have been no good way for me to satisfy it, Pilar, not because they wanted todeny me my utilityfunction. Or did you have something else in mind?"









Pilar : "Everything that Lawful Good considersnot nice and pretty! Like - the part of people where, if you've suffered yourself, it feels better if you can make others suffer the way you suffered -"









Keltham: "That one doesn't make sense. Paying costs to hit back at whatever made you suffer, sure, but - hitting somebody else - Pilar, what? That doesn't sound like something natural selection woulddo."









Pilar : Pilar opens her mouth to retort that it's obviously a reproductive advantage, and then stops short because she can't actually see how it is.









Asmodia: Asmodia is flashing back to Hell, to a silent chained boy whose ears she cut off with a shard of glass, and how that did not, in fact, make her feel any better. She has questions, but alterAsmodia doesn't, and so she remains silent.









Keltham: "Before we start getting into anything about possible divine interventions, though, are you sure that's aprimitive built-in emotion, to want unrelated others to suffer as you've suffered? Or could it be something like - it feels bad to be at a relative disadvantage to other people, and if they get shoved down, you feel better? Assuming you were myopic and didn't have any Law to ask what the group effects would be of that decision being made across multiple places."

"Because that feeling is on the list, and we just get told to make sure we push ourselves up rather than pushing other people down."









Pilar : "I don't know that it's a 'builtin primitive'. I'm - not sure what that distinction really means, or how you could tell?"









Keltham: "Yeah, that gets complicated even as a matter of useful definition. But at the very least, if you've got an impulse like that, try an Owl's Wisdom, or maybe even try giving Asmodia an Owl's Wisdom and borrowing her headband, and then try to stare at it to see if it's made out of parts."









Pilar : ...it feelsreally obvious that there areentire realms of emotion they justdidn't tell him about. But Pilar is having trouble figuring out how to find a really devastating argument here, and is suddenly concerned whether any of those emotions were put into Golarion by divine interventions they don't want Keltham thinking about. She needs to check in with Sevar and maybe at some length before trying to pursue this any further.


(What she was hoping for, this entire time, was that Civilization would've openly told Keltham to drive some emotions entirely out of himself, using a technique that he'd happen to talk about in front of Pilar.)









Keltham: Keltham will talk a bit more about what kind of emotions Civilization is dubious about, and how they often try nonetheless to 'rescue' them, give them a place somewhere in the utilityfunction.

It's clear that Civilization is very impressed with itself, about how much of a hand it graciously holds out to offer tiny scraps of indulgence to people's impulses to pride, glory, power and cruelty.

It's equally clear that Cheliax would not be impressed at all with how far Civilization gets on self-actualizing those parts of people.



Oh, and Keltham does happen to mention, in passing, that if you meet aliens who just really really want to do the opposite of your utility function unless you pay them 5gp, Civilization's strategic reply is to remove them from reality by any means necessary, even if they're only asking 5gp. Yes, even if the aliens have a plausible story about how they totally evolved with a desire like that and it's not a threat at all. Somebody probably thought they were being clever, at some point along the way. They probably at some point were imagining how you'd respond to a situation like that by sighing and paying them the 5gp, when they at some point made a decision about whether or not to go around really honestly wanting to invert others utilityfunctions.

The response is not to pessimize the aliens' utilityfunction, note, that would be contributing to the problem of making Reality an unpretty place. You just remove the aliens from Reality, even if you have to destroy yourself in the process; Reality will be better off if the sections of it containing utilityfunction inverters just don't exist for very long. And if the aliens thought, at some point, that you'd just pay them 5gp, more fools they. In broken possible worlds like that, where people thought the wrong thing about how you'd act, and where the main desideratum is to have those possibilities not exist in the first place, there is a place for modified-'spite' where you are willing to sacrifice your own existence to end theirs. Just not so much spite that you start thinking about how to anti-optimize the aliens' own utilityfunctions, to try to 'punish' them, because then you're just becoming part of the problem.

Again, this isn't about trying to threaten the aliens into behaving more nicely; it's about being the sort of Civilization that, if it finds itself in a rare broken piece of Reality like that, will try to remove any utilityfunction-inverters from existence. Aliens thinking about whether or not to go on being utilityfunction-inverters are welcome to take that into account, or not, as they please; Civilization has made its own choice there.

...actually now that Keltham is saying all this, he's kind of seeing why Lawful Good civilizationsin Golarion might just tell people never to feel spite, never to feel vengeful, never to express any fury or indignation, because the kind of carefully detailed guidelines he's been laying out are plausibly beyond the ability of Intelligence 10 people to understand or follow. Or even Intelligence 16, if you don't come from a Civilization full of people much smarter than that.









Carissa Sevar: " - that just kind of sounds like an absurd wrong awful policy to me even for smart people? I don't like that Zon-Kuthon exists, but Civilization absolutely should not have destroyed itself utterly in the effort to destroy him the second it found out he existed! Locking him up, as the gods in fact did, seems like a considerably better plan!"









Keltham: "They'd obviously imprison Zon-Kuthon and destroy him later at leisure rather than immediately unleashing Rovagug, if they had thatoption?"









Carissa Sevar: "And if they don't have that option they should leave him alone!"









Keltham: "Not seeing the Lawful reasoning for that. The point is that you don't pay Zon-Kuthon the five gold pieces. Once that part is settled, Civilization then decides how much it doesn't like Xovaikain continuing to exist, and how much it wants everything else it could buy using the opportunity-cost of the resources to destroy Zon-Kuthon, and takes its own maximal option. This would plausibly include Civilization deleting itself in order to delete Zon-Kuthon and Xovaikain, if that was even an option in the first place, but only if there wasn't some better alternative to rescue everybody in Xovaikain without destroying Civilization."









Carissa Sevar: " - am I understanding correctly that I owe my entire existence to the sheer fortune that none of our Lawful Good gods use that style of reasoning."









Keltham: "Or they had aplan, Carissa. Zon-Kuthon is sealednow, isn't he? Even with Aroden having died a hundred years ago and other plans being thrown off. Planning for the long-term is Lawful too."

"Civilization deletes itself to delete Zon-Kuthon and Xovaikain if it would otherwise last forever, not if it's going away in a few years anyhow. Centuries... I dunno, there'd be a big fight about it, I'd definitely come down on the 'dislike Xovaikain but accept for a few centuries' side."









Carissa Sevar: "If Law says to destroy Civilization rather than give Zon-Kuthon five gold I don't want to be Lawful. If Law says to take into accountthe ways that a Zon-Kuthon-paying policy creates Zon-Kuthons, fine, if it says that stupid humans who can't do all the complex calculations shouldn't give Zon-Kuthon five gold, fine, if it says you should spend at least ten gold pieces doing not what Zon-Kuthon wants, fine, but if it actually says that you should destroy everythingif you have astraight choicebetween doing that and giving five gold pieces to Zon-Kuthon then - then I think I'm on Zon-Kuthon's side, because he's the side that isn't murdering everybody in any nearby hypotheticals!!!!"









Keltham: "The idea is taking into account the way that paying Zon-Kuthons creates Zon-Kuthons, in a way that's extremely suspicious about any clever story where some Zon-Kuthons just happened to be lying around one day, to the point where it starts to look like 'deontology'. You don't want the aliens wondering if the right clever story might fool the complicated reasoning you'll be doing about them. You want them correctly estimating that your reasoning looks pretty simple and can be summarized as 'die in a fire'."



(As is a much, much, much stronger curse in a world where the burned dead don't get suspended.)









Carissa Sevar: "Is dath ilan convinced that this policy actually - minimizes how often Civilization gets destroyed, somehow?"









Keltham: "More like, maximizing how much all of Greater Reality looks like a place where agents want things and get them, instead of, when agents want things or dislike things, there's a bunch of other entities running around trying to threaten them and firing those threats and transforming all of Reality into a place where most entities get what they don't want. That's literally about the most tragic way that Reality could look. Civilization doesn't want to do anything at all, even paying five gold pieces, even reasoning in a complicated way about whether to pay five gold pieces, that shifts Reality a little more in that direction."









Carissa Sevar: " - well then I think I just disagree with Civilization about whether it's more tragic for there to be bullies or foreveryone to be obliterated forever."









Keltham: "It admittedly makes even more sense now that I realize that, as the Keepers would've known, everybody would just end up somewhere else inside that Greater Reality they were trying to help prettify."









Carissa Sevar: "- I don't think Asmodeus reasons that way and if He does reason that way I am in the market for a new god." Alter-Carissa only, obviously; real Carissa is aware which decisions result in Carissae being obliterated forever.









Keltham: "You'd rather your god believe false things than true things?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't want to lend myself to a power that will destroy me to prettify Greater Reality!"









Keltham: "I think you're simultaneously asking the question of 'What if I actually get destroyed' and 'What if Asmodeus falsely believes I won't get destroyed', rather than forming the hypothetical 'What if I don't get destroyed and Asmodeus correctly believes I won't get destroyed' which is the one I was trying to point to there. Possibly on account of you having some trouble with lending temporary consideration to the hypothetical 'What if I don't get destroyed', since spending too much time thinking about it might cause you to come to an incorrect answer and then get actually destroyed, if you don't feel yourself to have earned trust in your own validity and are afraid of becoming mistaken. But I'd expect Keepers and Asmodeus not to make mistakes about that, so asking what if they strongly believe something should be the same as asking what if it's true."









Carissa Sevar: "No, I don't think that's it. I was willing to concede the point if Civilization genuinely thought this was the destruction-of-Civilization-minimizing policy, at least until I'm smart enough to evaluate if they're right about that in our world where gods sometimes get utility-flipped accidentally. I'll abide by policies that destroy Civilization if they're the policies that we think lead to the least destruction of Civilization.

But it's not that, it's that Civilization is actually willing to adopt policies that kill me in worlds that are sufficiently unpretty by the standards of greater Reality. A - values thing, not a predictions thing.

IthinkAsmodeus goes 'yeah, that's a very unpretty reality there, Carissa doesn't choose Abaddon? no? okay, so be it', and if I'm wrong about that, and Asmodeus is willing to adopt policies that kill everyone in sufficiently unpretty worlds for the sake of greater Reality, then I don't share Asmodeus's values, and I don't want Him to be powerful enough to end civilization in those worlds, so I need a god who does share my values, or to become one if there aren't any."









Carissa Sevar: (I know I'm giving everyone a bad day, she adds mentally to Security, but I suspect this is an important heresy of mine, and I remain in line with alter-Carissa here.)









Keltham: "It's not impossible that we have a values difference here. But what I'm trying to interpret as your utilityfunction doesn't quite make sense to me, and we'd probably want to nail that down and make sure I understand your values, and vice versa, before we declare that there's a values difference."

"The nearest sensible thing I can interpret in my own ontology is something like - you very strongly value as much stuff being conscious as possible, as large a fraction of all realityfluid as possible being invested into consciousness and awareness. You're against any cases of destroying reality-regions even unusually icky ones that are dragging down the average, because then a lower total fraction of reality ends up invested in consciousness, even if all the people inside the deleted universe just experience themselves ending up somewhere else. Question mark?"

"I'll also state for the record that in dath ilan we left this sort of thing to Keepers. Here in Golarion I'd have to believe that there weren't any gods keeping track of what I was tracking myself, before I started making my own calls about whether to delete everything."









Carissa Sevar: " - I think it's extremely bad if you extinguish a bunch of life even if the thing that happened to you when you died happens to everyone, yeah. And - obviously it's better for reality to be consciousness than to be anything else? Nothing else matters! And Golarion might be - probably is - an 'unusually icky' bit of reality and I'm really glad that even the most obnoxious Good gods don't think we deserve to be destroyed about it!



I do think you should leave these things to the gods, but - I think that because the Church never told me it's better to let everything be annihilated than to pay a Kuthite five gold, and because even the Good gods fought Rovagug. If they'd ever told me that then I would not be in favor of leaving those things to the gods - you lose far too muchif it turns out the gods and Keepers only think that because they don'tcare much about people getting to keep living their lives."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I mean, presumably the gods who think ickier than average worlds should be destroyed just fought alongside Rovagug, and lost, and that's why we're here at all. Either that or we're a less icky world than average, but in that case dath-ilan-which-pays-bribes being destroyed is sending nearly all its people to much worse places..."









Keltham: "Why would those godsactually fightinstead of, like, presenting an estimate of how much damage they'd do by fighting and how much expected utility they thought they could gain from that for themselves, and asking the other gods to make them an offer?"









Ione Sala: "Rovagug was a prophecy-breaking entity, so it wasn't possible for the more Chaotic gods who didn't like the trend of existence to present credible estimates or make credible commitments to the other gods. All they could do was fight alongside Rovagug, who could not be negotiated with, whose strength was impossible to estimate, and hope that Rovagug was strong enough. They lost, and were destroyed. The new prophecy that was woven afterwards was far stronger, since all the remaining gods were either Lawful or pretty okay with the universe continuing to exist on something like the course it had."

"That prophecy got broken by Earthfall, which was not foreseen."

"After Earthfall, the gods scraped up all the fragments of shattered prophecy they could, and with it foresaw the possibility of a mortal finding the Starstone where it had fallen on the ocean floor and using it to ascend to godhood. The gods knew that if they fought over their different interests in what sort of mortal found the Starstone, they'd all cancel each other out and leave the Starstone to be found in an uncontrolled way. Their negotiated compromise was a new prophecy with all the remaining fragments of shattered destiny woven into it, that the person who found the Starstone would be somebody Lawful Neutral who'd use the Starstone to make Golarion their own divine realm, and contain Rovagug there forever so the rest of the Great Beyond would be safe from It."

"Aroden correctly deduced the gods would do that, changed his own will to match the prophecy's inferred requirements, and took the Starstone. And then Aroden's death shattered all remaining prophecy permanently around this planet."









Keltham: 
"Thanks for that valuable information."









Ione Sala: "You'd have deduced those parts anyways takaral."









Asmodia: "I'd like to register my own increasing discomfort with all this talk of destroying universes in a context where it is not being treated as an obvious and indeed mandatory conclusion that we should not, in fact, do that."









Keltham: "You definitely can't reason like that or you're just going to find entities all over the place who'll destroy the universe unless you give them five gold pieces. If you blindly or shortsightedly refuse choices that lead to the universe being destroyed in 'counterfactuals', that can definitely make it more likely to end up destroyed in reality."









Asmodia: "And if somebody makes a mistake and screws up any of these lines of reasoning?"









Keltham: "Yeah, it's a bad place to make mistakes, and you should avoid making any on subjects like that... that probably sounds like a more realistic policy in dath ilan than in Golarion, doesn't it."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Asmodeus is good at this and desires that we not be annihilated and you should do what Asmodeus says, and then the fact we'll predictably do what Asmodeus says helps him prevent the destruction of the universe. And dath ilani say the same thing about their Keepers, presumably," says Avaricia, who has cottoned on in the last week to the problem that when Sevar goes on being heretical no one's willing to speak up either to agree with her or disagree with her.









Carissa Sevar: "But dath ilani think that their Keepers want them to not be annihilated, when actually their Keepers may not care very much because of the secret lots of universes thing!"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Speculating wildly, here, but Asmodeus cares Evilly that we not be annihilated -- we're His, Hell's prosperity strengthens Him, devils are visible to Him in a way that enables Him to act and plan around them - and gets none of what He wants just by virtue of us existing at some point in some universe -"

If this solves that problem tag on the wall she's going to be very pleased with herself.









Keltham: "I worry I may be misconveying an impression about how often Civilization decides to totally destroy something instead of, like, fixing it. Our Civilization is very not full of people deleting each other from local existence because they couldn't figure out how to negotiate things, especially as compared to, say, Golarion. Your gods fight each other more often than we do. Your surviving gods."









Carissa Sevar: "I think we ran into this because Zon-Kuthon is the obvious referent for a utility-flipped entity, and the thing you said is even more confusing if I imagine it as just a policy that, if a corrupt officer of the law in one of the River Kingdoms offers to let you go if you bribe him, but says he'd really have a lot more fun if you didn't, you ought to fling yourself at him and die horribly of it."









Keltham: "The question isn't whether Zon-Kuthon isutility-flipped Dou-Bral,it's whether he's aconditional other-agent-utility-pessimizer that just naturally wants to minimize your utility functionunless you pay him five gold."

"And on that corrupt officer thing, I'm gonna need more context to figure out that one, because I'm not seeing at all how you get that as an implication of the position I thought I was expressing. For one thing, he's obviously lying, because if he had more fun the other way he just wouldn't accept the bribe?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't really know what it's like to be a corrupt River Kingdom guard who takes bribes and beats and rapes people who don't pay him but I'd expect part of the dynamic to be that the other corrupt guards will give you a pass if you're asking for a reasonable bribe and only hurting people who refuse, because that's what they do too, but they'll get mad at you if you just run around being a bandit in a uniform. Uh, I guess it just seems like, if we're not in the realm of gods and formal decision-commitments, there are lots of awful people who want to make your life worse because it's fun for them, and who demand minor things of you, in the world, and if you have the bad luck to be born in a normal country and decide you won't give awful people five gold to leave you alone then you will definitely die horribly."









Keltham: "I'd have to think about what would be a Lawful response to that situation, but among the obvious thoughts that occur to me is to generate random numbers and spend the effort to find him and kill him afterwards, with a small probability that cancels out his expected gain of five gold from threatening me... though if five gold is like, half his annual income, I guess that might have to be a relatively large probability. Sucks to be him, he shouldn't have tried to threaten for bribes that large."









Carissa Sevar: That's not a very Asmodean answer.



She should probably sit down with Asmodia and try to figure out what the Lawful response to that situation is if you're an Asmodean. "You still probably die young of that but it does seem more - I can see how it's not just a philosophy to immediately commit suicide if you don't live in one of the three or four nicest countries in the world."









Keltham: "I am getting a nervous sense here that I may have jumped too far ahead of your background mastery of Law. Instinctive high-precision use of Law in particular. Possibly the exact occasions you pick to Lawfully track down somebody to kill them is, perhaps, a relatively advanced topic, especially in Golarion which is full of situations that dath ilan would usually keep inside the 'counterfactuals'. People are taking the things I said and deriving further conclusions from them that strike me as worryingly not what I was trying to say."

"Possibly people should stick with their sensible instincts or educated heuristics, rather than generating sentences which sound sort of like stuff I've said about Law, and doing that."

"If you seem to have carefully reasoned out that you ought to destroy the universe, but it also seems to you that there's a better thing you could do instead of the Lawful thing, which is not destroying the universe, maybe you should hold off on trying to be quote Lawful unquote for that exact minute. This stuff is supposed to make sense; if at any point it's advising you to do terrible things that don't feel like they make sense - I can't say it's certain that you're wrong, for reversed stupidity is not intelligence. But I am certain that you didn't achieve a reliable understanding and internalization of the Law. Any time the Law doesn't feel like it makes sense, you definitely don't have the kind of understanding of it that you cantrust."

"Only destroy the universe if you have a carefully Lawful line of reasoning saying to do that, and you can take a step back from all the careful reasoning and grasp the whole thing intuitively and it totally makes sense why you'd do that, and that doesn't feel at all strained or like you're sweeping key issues under the rug. If you don't have the 'introspection' - if you don't have the Wisdom to confidently evaluate that level of strainedness, then you should back off the whole thing and leave destroy-the-universe decisions to somebody else..."

"You know, let's just simplify that line of reasoning," it's hard to remember that everyone here is effectively six years old, in some ways if not others. "Everyone here should just not destroy the universe, period. Don't complicate it any more than that until you're much much much better at Law, and can be very sure that you're correct to ignore my flat instruction not to do that. Like, maybe Asmodia in a few years could decide that if someone had to, but everyone else should just not do it."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 54









Keltham: The leaden-cooking-pot issue was still causing Keltham to feel - closer to dath ilan, to the average dath ilani - than he has in a while. And he's also worried people here are getting an inaccurate impression of what dath ilan is actually like, from their policies being discussed mainly in the context of weird thought experiments.

So Keltham has now managed to reconstruct at least one piece of dath ilani fiction. It's not a very famous one, but the problem is, the actually famous stories are full of way too much incredible prose and complication and made entirely out of foreshadowing. His previous attempts to ad-lib Miyalsvor and Verrez episodes at dinner are... feeling increasingly painful to him, let's put it that way.

So Keltham is actually just going with this one short story he happened to read a week before his planecrash. And this time he took the effort to write it down and polish it, with such writing skills as he possessed. That way people can get at least one actual glimpse of what a normal piece of dath ilani fiction is like.

Anyways, here.









Ione Sala: "Keltham, I've got much stronger Good sympathies than most people here for obvious reasons and even for me that is just way, way, way too much Goodness."









Keltham: "Yeah, I had to get pretty homesick for dath ilan before I could make myself write it down. If I did get a portal to dath ilan, I'd call them in temporarily to handle stuff like leaden cooking pots, but I sure wouldn't go back."









Peranza:









Peranza: If nobody's going to order alterPeranza to have an opinion on this then Peranza is just going to not think anything and not say anything it's safer that way. She knows alterPeranza would have an opinion, but, but alterPeranza is just distracted or having a bad day, Peranza does not want to figure out exactly what alterPeranza would think. Peranza is probably just having a bad day herself so that's statistically realistic. She won't say anything unless Security or Asmodia orders her.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 55









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 56









Keltham: And there's the first tiny fragment of spellsilver refined by the Project out of the cheaper ore, using entirely Project-produced acids! Now they just have to enormously scale the process, and the yields of every stage, and have it not require three days of personal attention by Keltham, Avaricia, and Shilira to make it work.

It's not a huge party moment like their first saleable acid - real parties are for shippable product - but they at the very least get cookies about this!









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 57









Keltham: Now that they've got a tiny fragment of spellsilver out of the new kind of ore, what remains is more of a process of perfecting everything, and not so much of inventing it from scratch. That in turn means that Keltham should maybe no longer be spending nearly all of his non-personal time on getting a basic spellsilver pathway, as he has been these last few weeks.

It's time for him to shift relatively more of his effort into Law lectures, so that other people can force-multiply his efforts on perfecting the process they've found! Chemistry, physics, and Pilar-approved hopefully-safe epistemology for everyone. And the sort of stuff that even Pilar had trouble with, going in slower and more measured doses to the tier-2 mad-experimental volunteers (plus one cleric of Asmodeus).









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 58









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 59









Keltham: Sometimes Keltham questions whether he was, in fact, dropped in a world next to someone impossibly sexually compatible to him, despite the whole thing with masochists who are impervious to biting damage etcetera. He worries about whether everything he wants is guaranteed to be something his partner needs; and whether everything his partner needs, is in fact something guaranteed to match his own needs and desires.

He does feel like he's pushing himself, a bit, in doing this. Isidre would probably tell him to take it slower.

He fought Security until he was over the mental shock of combat.

He fought Security until he stopped hesitating to defend himself.

He fought Security until he stopped hesitating to attack.

He fought Meritxell until that stopped feeling quite so wrong and unnatural, to fight someone weaker than Security who he'd had sex with and felt some affection for.

He fought Meritxell Altered and Disguised as Carissa, until it stopped feeling wrong to hit somebody who looked like the one he loved.

Keltham is deliberately doing everything he can to draw on and self-actualize the parts of himself that ought to go into doing this, according to claims he's heard from Carissa and Isidre and Abrogail and Jacint. Everyone who ought to know better than he does.

The desire for power over Carissa; the desire to force her to feel what he wants her to feel; his need to command any sexual response he wants from her; sadism, cruelty, lust, pride; every scrap of Evil he can find in himself. A sense of entitlement, that it's as much his right to have this from Carissa as it is for him to wear his shirt, because she gave herself... no, because she expressed a willingness to be taken and he took her.

Keltham does understand that he's not supposed to push himself for Carissa's sake. He isn't, or doesn't think he is. He wants to be able to command her pleasure in the cuddleroom, he wants that to be the way that reality is, and he's pushing himself to get this thing thathe desires. He's pushing himself because it annoys him that he can't just shrug off his dath ilani conditioning as was previously appropriate to a world with alternatephysics from Golarion, a place where masochism and submission doesn't exist. He's not in that place and needs to stop acting like it, especially as it comes between himself and Carissa.

Isidre would probably tell him to take it slower. But it's almost two months since he got to Golarion, Day 55 by his count. Aslightly above-average teenagedath ilani should not be that slow to update, however much lower standards may be in Golarion.









Keltham: What Keltham wants to do is tell Carissa that there's something he's going to do with her, and ask if her schedule is clear for a couple of hours.

He doesn't. If she made a crucial beauty-treatment appointment with a 1000gp reserve price that can only be taken in the next few hours, Keltham will compensate her. It's not very likely, and this, above all, should not seem to Carissa like she could have avoided it.

He gets Security to track Carissa's movements.

Waits until she's passing not far from their cuddleroom.

Quietly steps out from a corner, behind her, with a controlled face, and uses a rod to cast Curse of Magic Negation on Carissa Sevar.









Carissa Sevar: Security, consulting with Subirachs, has notified Carissa in broad terms that Keltham is working on the advice the Queen gave him about how to fix her. Not more specifics than that, nothing about attacking her; even with her shiny new pin of Glibness it seems silly to test her Bluff where there's no need.



Also they're looking forward to watching this.



Carissa feels the spell hit her and shouts for help instantly, instinctively, before she turns around and sees Keltham -

- "SECURITY NEED CONFIRMATION THAT'S KELTHAM -"









Keltham: Keltham doesn't have words to respond to this right now; he's already casting Bestow Curse targeted on Carissa's ability to overcome the previous Curse. (This will of course be visible to her permanent Detect Magic and her Spellcraft ability to read his gestures.)

Keltham wants his Carissa fighting him at least a little seriously, here. So Security isn't going to respond to her in words, except in the negative sense of visibly not helping her.

Bestow Curse requires touching Carissa after he casts it, which, Strengthened and Graced, will be his next step, if he can.









Carissa Sevar: It's probably Keltham. If you're a serious attacking force Carissa's probably unconscious or dead before she knows what hit her. No confirmation, though.



She draws her dagger and tries to stab him while he tries to curse her.









Keltham: Sure, she can stab him anywhere that isn't his head, if that lets him complete the curse instead of wasting it.

He's got healing, and resistance to damage just like her, and he isn't as afraid of pain and injury as he once was.

And showing her that he's got healing, of the flashy channeling type, will be additional probabilistic evidence that it's Keltham and make her less afraid of a real Security breach that is not how he's supposed to be making decisions right now, he'll use a spontaneous Cure instead afterwardsthough she can probably read that too, with her Spellcraft.









Carissa Sevar: She's not trying to stab him in the head, she's trying to stab him in the hands, as she's not going to kill a high level spellcaster and interfering with their ability to cast spells is the best she can hope for. She does, in fact, relax somewhat when he heals himself, and then she turns around and tries to run.









Keltham: Graced, Strengthened, and now with nonzero training in non-purely-defensive martial arts, Keltham will catch her and trip her and knock her down.

And then give her a chance to get up. "Fight me at your hardest, Carissa. Show us both the actual truth about whether I can outfight you when you're not holding back. There's nothing you can do to me, or I to you, that Jacint can't undo."









Carissa Sevar: - oh. All right then.



In that case shewilltry to stab him in the head. Though while possibly having somewhat mixed feelings about whether she wants to succeed at this.









Keltham: That's a move which Keltham will deflect as smoothly as a low-level monk. 'Not being stabbed in the head by an aggressor with a kitchen knife' is an almost-purely-defensive capability that Civilization is happy to train into anyone very thoroughly, using computer-assisted reflex formation and guidance.

His return fist-strike may also possibly lack some sincerity behind it, but he's trying to overcome that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is a wizard, and not even a combat-tracked one; it was obviously not the best use of her by the time she was fourteen. Having a knife is a pretty substantial advantage in a fistfight, but it's approximately her only one, and also she's totally internally flinching every time she attempts to use it.



She can however withstand quite a lot of very powerful punches without in any sense indicating she'd rather surrender than take another one.









Keltham: "You're not fighting for real, and that's disappointing me given the amount of effort I put into making sure I'd win against that."

"Fight me like we're at the Worldwound and I'm a demon wearing this face."









Carissa Sevar: Right except that doesn't cause a worldwide catastrophe if she kills him and Osirion raises him - no, this was planned, there'll be a plan for that, there'll be someone nearby with Breath of Life -



- she starts trying, between attempted stabs, to work their way down the hallway. She'll recover faster than Keltham from falling out a third-story window.









Keltham: When Keltham estimates he's burned halfway through his Cat's Grace and Bull's Strength, he'll start sincerely trying to do enough damage to Carissa that afterwards he can haul her off to the cuddleroom without her being able to effectively resist. Breaking bones aren't out of the question; he's rehearsed damage on that level with Meritxell, and inflicted more pain than that on Carissa before.

He'll try to grab her back from the window, if she gets there and he realizes that's what she's doing in time; failing that he'll follow her out after only a slight hesitation, if that becomes necessary. The average dath ilani male teenager does not like losing.









Carissa Sevar: So all you have to do is make itlosing,not to be Evil -

- she'll have to think that through later because it's actually very hard to think in the middle of a fight.



He can stop her before she can jump; he's a lot faster and a lot stronger, right now.









Keltham: Yeah, he doesn't really see what she was trying there, she doesn't have Infernal Healing any more, and he can heal himself... maybe she just thought he'd hesitate too long to follow her out. If so, he can prove to her that she was wrong about that some other time.

Now, before his spells run out, he needs to do enough real damage to Carissa that she can no longer resist him, if he picks her up and carries her off. Break both of her upper arms, for a start. He did rehearse that with Meritxell and she was fine afterwards, though she did yell in pain at the time, and Carissa is stronger than Meritxell. He can heal any broken bones once Carissa is properly in chains. He'd want somebody to do that for him, if he had Carissa's pain tolerance and he couldn't manage to have an orgasm in company otherwise.









Carissa Sevar: ABROGAIL what did you TELL THIS BOY









Keltham: To win! At least, that's what Keltham heard Abrogail saying! It's not a message dath ilani are totally unsympathetic to, although back in Civilization they might've had qualms about this particular battle being one that should be fought in the first place.

Okay, that looks pretty helpless there, if not exactly 'subdued' per se because Carissa Sevar. Now to sling his possession over his shoulder and carry her off to the cuddleroom while he's still got the Bull's Strength; that's supposed to be romantic.









Carissa Sevar: It is. She will sort of affectionately nuzzle him about it.









Keltham: Awwww. That definitely makes him feel better about all this -

- is he supposed to be thinking like that? Actually, probably yes! He doesn't just feel like he's transgressed less against Lawful Good, he feels like - like everything is right with their relationship after all, that he did the thing Carissa's owner is supposed to do, and his possession reacted to that like his possession should.

Cuddleroom, chains, and she can have a healing once she's in them. He'll be hurting her in other ways, of course, once she's helpless; but having her limbs broken makes his possession less pretty. Keltham will say so in words before he heals her.









Carissa Sevar: Now he's out of affectionate nuzzling range and she should probably come up with words to say in response but that seems - faintly ridiculous, somehow, as if words like magic are a thing employed by a different Carissa Sevar and not by Keltham's possession -

- this seems like a fine state of affairs except for how it was totally unexpected and Keltham probably hasn't been told it's a fine state of affairs - maybe Security could tell him?









Keltham: It hasn't actually occurred to Keltham to worry about his possession not speaking! It feels fine to him too! If he wants her to exhibit any behavior he'll force it out of her!

He'll click the tickling collar around Carissa too (it's not her first time with it), and see about wringing some reactions out of her, screams and flinches, hysterical laughter, and this time also pleasure.

The only thing he'll say to her is that she's just there to be a thing that has real feelings. Not to try to force anything, as he's taught her before on other occasions; he'll hurt her severely any time he sees her getting tangled up in her thoughts again. Just be in the chains, have no goals, and feel. Anything resembling strategy is his own concern as her master. If they don't get a 100% total success on this occasion, Keltham will celebrate the progress they've made on their relationship and then write Abrogail for more advice.

So, no need to worry!









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels - well, Carissa's feelings are kind of a mess, maybe that's why she hasn't been doing too much feeling them lately. But she feels terrified, of Keltham and everything Keltham represents, of how high the stakes are in her life at all times, and she feels impressed and proud, because Keltham wanted to become more Evil for her and he's learning and he's really good at it, honestly he's doing better on learning to enjoy cruelty than Carissa herself is no that's not a useful line of thought to go down right now, and she feels - the desire for it to be real, the desire for this to be all there is, the desire for Keltham to know everything and break her bones about it and then say, to Cheliax, that if actually he's not spendinganysocial capital with them to demand people enslaved he'll have Carissa forever please -

- and she feels confused, so profoundly confused, about what Evil is and what love is and what cruelty is and about what Asmodeus wants and why this is part of it and that, too, is definitely getting too caught up in her head -

- and if she doesn't have time or space to think about any of that, then she's just here, scared, with her fate in Keltham's hands, and yet so much safer than she ever was anywhere else, because he won't let her be destroyed. Outside of complicated hypotheticals about Zon-Kuthon nope that too is getting too caught up in her head -

Carissa Sevar needs to figure out all that stuff, at some point, so that this whole complex juggling act doesn't come crashing down on her head and destroy everything she loves. Keltham's possession does not need to figure out all that stuff. She just needs to stop thinking and let things happen to her until Keltham gets what he wants, or gets bored.



A lot of things hurt a lot less, if you stop thinking about them. It might not be very dath ilani, but it's true.

Love is a lot nicer when you stop thinking about it. That, she suspects, is a perfectly Asmodean stance to have on it.

Keltham's possession can relax around him, because it wouldn't matter if she tried to be on her guard or not. Keltham's possession cannot protect herself and cannot advance her goals and cannot talk but can, through small happy sounds, convey that that's quite all right, really, and that she does not want it to end.









Keltham: He doesn't want it to end either. Keltham can see it, or thinks he can, that Carissa is just existing now, with some of the noise in her head quieted, and he wants to protect her from all her thoughts, and extend the protective time she has where she doesn't need to think them. It feels right, what they're doing now, the way he's possessing her and the way she's being possessed.

Keltham has a Lesser Restoration or two queued if at any point he starts to feel fatigued, or she does (as shown by her reactions starting to diminish). He decided before this started that he'd play with Carissa however he felt like it, until he stopped feeling like it. He's unlikely to stop feeling it, so long as Carissa looks - safe, and protected, and happy, like this. That's the way a possession of Keltham's should look.









Carissa Sevar: Do they have this in Hell?









Seems like a good question not to ask yourself, really.









Keltham: ...okay butdid he succeed in forcing pleasure out of her? However much Keltham is successfully having other and more important metrics of relationship success, he is a male dath ilani. He is physically incapable of not evaluating every single thing that could conceivably look like a relationship figure of merit, of which that is still one.









Carissa Sevar: Yes. It's not that hard, really, once you've gotten a girl to stop thinking about how she's lying to you about everything as part of an elaborate high-stakes conspiracy which will probably end either in Cheliax conquering the planet or in her and everyone who trusted her being executed.









Keltham: Mm, that's some mild progress.

How about the thing he does to Yaisa, can he also manage to do that to Carissa?









Carissa Sevar: It's somewhat different because she doesn't seem to mind, at all, or to really be forming expectations about what he'll be doing, so she seems to hardly notice she's being teased.









Keltham: Well, he's definitely going to try it for at least five minutes to see if she notices that. 'Try for five minutes* before giving up' is a dath ilani proverb after all.


(*) Technically 4 minutes and 7.4 rounds, in Golarion time units.









Carissa Sevar: Pattern recognition presently offline. You see if it were online then she'd have to think about - kind of a lot of things that are better not to think about.









Keltham: Right then, well, he'll just amuse himself with his non-pattern-recognizing toy as the impulse moves him. And trust to his own timing instincts to end the flow shortly before he would otherwise start to feel tired or burned about it. There's a saying out of dath ilan, that if you leave the party once you start feeling tired, you've failed at timing; the ideal time to leave is five minutes before that.


When Keltham is done, he'll let her out -

- cuddle up to Carissa while she's still in chains, closing his own eyes and whispering that she doesn't need to say anything. If he let Carissa out, or made her talk, she'd probably look less safe or protected or happy and Keltham can't make himself do that, not on purpose, not by his own acts, even if it needs to happen eventually. At some point she'll need to go to the bathroom, and then she'll have to talk. Or she'll have feelings to talk about, or something. Until then Keltham can't make her speak.









Carissa Sevar: The relaxed happy feeling drains away as soon as she starts trying to think what to say. Ah, well. She doesn't actually want to be Keltham's happy safe possession who can't think all the time.

"'m impressed," she manages after a bit.









Keltham: He sits up a little in the bed, to look at her, and is able to tell that she is no longer entirely in that protected happy state. He feels a little sad, then; though he wouldn't want Carissa to always be an unthinking feeling thing. To own Carissa Sevar is a prideful thing because she is the Spellcraft master building his intelligence-headband assembly line, who could've also had Abrogail Thrune if Keltham hadn't snapped Carissa up first by a matter of three days. Still, he wishes he could've protected her for longer.



"That was part of the idea there, yes."









Carissa Sevar: "And it was - for you? Because you wanted to?"









Keltham: "Checked that part really hard, made sure going in that it was all about my ability to force any reaction I wanted out of my possession, and my own pride, and that I was pushing myself along faster only out of my desire to have that from you and be faster about adapting to Golarion."

"That lasted around as long as it took for me to see you looking - safe, in the chains - and then it immediately became all about wanting you to go on looking like that. But I don't think that's too Good; I think that's just how I want my possession to look."









Carissa Sevar: " - okay. It was - really good. Like all the stakes and all the - being scared - just went away. You can make your possession look like that as often as you want. ...I love you." I'm sorry about everything.









Keltham: "I love you." Part of him still believes that this must inevitably end in disaster, but whether it does or not, the statement itself is true.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 60









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 61









lintamande: Cheliax produces 11 +2 Intelligence headbands for the Project, produced under carefully monitored conditions and definitely safe to wear.



....they do know there's now more than 11 headbandless researchers. They just couldn't change the number of headbands they were making midstream like that.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm extremely tempted, once we have the spellsilver, to just make everyone all our headbands myself."









Keltham: "I'll understand if you want to make yourself a +6 one. But when it comes to +4 headbands - if I was in your position, I'd set myself the rule and challenge that I was going to have all those headbands made, quickly and correctly, by average 3rd-circle wizards working in shifts to fully utilize the headband-constructing magic items you made for them."



(Yes, Keltham has already asked about having wizards specialize in particular aspects of headband manufacture so they can form an assembly line. The answer was that it wouldn't be easy even by Carissa's standards, given the way item crafting works; just having two people working on the same item is enough of a skill penalty. So the best current plan is to have wizards trading off the assistive gadgets between each other, as they reach particular manufacturing stages in staggered steps; such that a large factory section only needs one assistive item per manufacturing stage, across many headband-assembly stations. That's a further advantage of doing it with multiple assistive items instead of one big staff of headband-making.)









Carissa Sevar: "You're of course completely right but also your idea is unappealing because they will do it so slowly."

Carissa has officially brought on her third-circle enchanter assistant to be a third-circle enchanter who can demonstrate bottlenecks in headband-making; she's going with the approach of a series of armillary-amulet like items which make each step of the process easier, and she thinks will amount to two or three times the bonus from an armillary amulet all told; somehow, evenwiththat most third circle wizards are worse than her at enchanting magic items. Probably they'll get there with more practice.









Keltham: "Carissa, the Project needs15 +4 Intelligence headbands to start with. If you can't get the factory to the point where 15 third-circles can produce 15 +4 headbands faster than 1 Carissa can, you haven't sped up their work enough."









Carissa Sevar: "They should be able to do that, the assistant's actually only a bit slower than me by now on the parts that I have the items complete for. I do want to take a stab at totally changing how we train enchanters, in the long run, though the multiplier won't be as big."









Keltham: "Yes, yes, everything in Golarion is broken and we have to fix every individual aspect of it, but priorities, Carissa, priorities. We have to fix things in a particular order, and it'd be nice to do it in a near-optimal one. Think of how much easier they'll be to retrain once they have +4 intelligence headbands."









Carissa Sevar: "As you command."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 62









Peranza: Peranza ends like a star dies, running out the last of the fuel that makes it possible for it to sustain its current form against the immense pressures of gravity.









Peranza: This is how Peranza ends:

She's getting her weekly Owl's Wisdom tapping, the one where you sit quietly in your bedroom and think about the Law and yourself. (Keltham thinks it takes place early in the morning; it actually takes place during the Long Night, in case anything goes wrong then.)

Keltham's theory was that stresses wouldn't accumulate for too long, that way; wouldn't build up in a backlog that causes cascades and massive personality shifts all at once.

...it's a theory that doesn't really work if the person has spent her previous Wisdom minutes on reviewing Law notes, in a frantic effort not to have her own mind come apart from thinking all the thoughts and seeing all the things that are easier not to think and see when not under Owl's Wisdom.

This policy is in no sense the result of a conscious plan. It's just that some past Peranza, who didn't want to be an outcast heretic even if somebody claimed she would survive that, nor wish to suffer horribly in Hell after that - no matter how totally infeasible that life goal was starting to look for her - conditioned herself with pain and horror against the possibility of thinking thoughts that Hell or Security might not like. That past Peranza made flinchy the sense of maybe being about to see, because you have to stop yourself before you think the thought, if your mind is being read.



And Keltham went on lecturing, day after day, from Civilizational attitudes and techniques that were, if not designed to turn him into a Keeper, at least designed to exclude every possibility of any dath ilani ever turning into anything remotely like Peranza.









Peranza: Three days ago, now, Keltham talked to the mad-experimental lecture section about the principle of Despair in the Futility of Madness, as a pathway towards sanity:

How, if you notice yourself trying to convince yourself of something, you should then think that it's obviously too late for you to pull that trick on yourself. Once you know what you're trying to do to yourself, there, the Law of Filtered Evidence should apply to whatever biased search for arguments your mind tries to run.

How, if you find yourself trying to talk yourself out of knowing, you should think then with despair that it's already too late.

How, if you try to talk yourself into defying the Law, you should look to the part of yourself that knows deep down that the Law governs and your defiance does not.

Keltham said to remember then that you've already been trained to know the difference between wishing you believed something, versus wanting to believe something, versus hoping that you believe something, versus anticipating seeing it, the feeling of knowing what happens if you bet. You should despair then that it's too late and you already know what you don't really believe. Give up, lose hope, and know what it is that you already know.

It could be considered something akin to an attempted hypnotic instruction to believe you can't deceive yourself anymore.

Peranza tried very hard not to think about any of it.









Keltham: And at the end of that lecture, Keltham said, smiling, that, if anybody here had managed, somehow, not to process all of that, they should know with dread in their hearts that it'll probably come to visit them during their next Owl's Wisdom. And every time that thought occurs to them, while waiting for their next Owl's Wisdom, even if they see themselves looking away from that thought, they should know then that it's definitely coming for them.

That's how Peranza ends, at Keltham's hands, who thought he was joking.









Keltham: In Keltham's defense, one might note that everybody in his class sure did claim very seriously to him that they wanted to learn and needed to learn and that Golarion had different attitudes towards risk tolerance; that he should press ahead by the swiftest path unless and until something actually bad happened; and that Keltham was pretty sure that the almost-certainly-existent backlog of crazy past thought had to be reprocessed by his students at some point unless they outright quit.

The attitude that Civilization taught Keltham towards this sort of thing inevitably happening to youeventually, when you'reready, is a lot like the attitude that Carissa Sevar has towards pain. And when his class told him to hurry that up, well, he does know the techniques you use on children to make sure they don't spend too long stuck.









Peranza: It still left a long time for Peranza to be afraid, and to try not to look in that direction, and to hear in the back of her mind, Keltham's voice saying what he said, and become more and more aware of herself not looking, and to start to fear that everything he said was just true and the next time she got her Owl's Wisdom it would all fall apart.

She thought of begging Sevar to spare her from the Wisdom, but she knew, very well, that not only would Sevar say, that they shouldn't lie to Keltham, but also that Sevar wanted to see Peranza break, because what was left might be more useful to Sevar, and if not, there would just be the sad event of Peranza getting fired from the Project and Sevar learning more about which people not to hire next time.

In the end, all Peranza did was count the remaining days, and not think about what was awaiting her; except as a series of fleeting dreading thoughts, too buried for Security to catch during any times she was being mind-read. That's what happens when decisions are made locally and for local considerations, to reduce the next bit of pain and immediate loss.

It wasn't pleasant for her, how Peranza ended.









Peranza: Peranza gets her mandatory weekly Owl's Wisdom and, just like Keltham had told her to be afraid of happening, she starts to see everywhere that she was lying to herself, she tries so hard to look away and every time she does her thoughts go helplessly into highlighting and making explicit what it is she's trying not to see -

That she's always been repeating back what she was told, trying hard not to think at all about whether it was true, only, is this the safe thing to say, the thing that evades punishment -

(You know now that's not Law, you know that it's not what you believe deep down -)

That there's no way Sevar's plan can command the assent of Hell -

That all Sevar's precious ilani are going to be shattered into whatever valuable new shapes Hell wants from them, bought with their vast prices in Dis that no ilani ever gets paid themselves, and even if they keep their knowledge and their Law they'll still be tortured out of remembering their own names because Asmodeus likes it more that way -

That there maybe isn't very much difference between being tortured a standard amount in Hell, and being tortured an extra amount because you were bad during your mortal life or useless, which is the whole incentive that gets held out in front of you, and they try to convince you that if you're on course for just the standard unimaginably horrible torture that turns useful people into devils, you're making progress and winning at life, but she doesn't want doesn't want doesn't want that either -

That she doesn't want Abaddon doesn't want to stop existing but even if that was better than Hell there's no way it would really be allowed to her when a Count of Hell paid so much to repurchase her soul from some devil now rich, they'll lie to Sevar about it and deliver Peranza to Hell anyways -

That she hates this hates this hates her life hates the Church hates Cheliax hates Asmodeus is full of helpless screaming at everything that's ever been done to her, no no no don't look don't see it she'll die she'll die -

(This, right here, this is the direction you're not looking -)









Peranza: Peranza is not-looking-there, she is layers and layers of approved thoughts and safe thoughts and the goal of living on another day in Cheliax, delaying Hell one more day, passing her loyalty tests and not getting into trouble. It's not much of an exaggeration to say that if you come in and smash all that, you've destroyed most of what's Peranza.

Like a contradiction that proves the negation of everything, the wreckage of Peranza has no safe thoughts left to think, no approvable thoughts, everything at all that she tries to think gets shut down by pain and horror, leaving nothing but a sense of abortive thought-starts and ouches and whatever wordlessness goes on in the background.

That was how Peranza ended.









???: There's another person inside her head, though, somebody she's pretended herself into being, day after day, somebody who lives in a world with a kinder Hell, somebody who isn't afraid, somebody whose thoughts aren't disintegrating like this, somebody she's been for hour after hour, fleeing into her whenever she could, into the much less painful work of figuring out what alterPeranza says thinks believes how she smiles around Keltham smiles for Keltham -









AlterPeranza: Her disintegrating mind flees into alterPeranza, while the rest of realPeranza is coming apart, and it manages to be her. She's just in the Ordinary world there is no Conspiracy no horror Hell is merciful Asmodeus is benevolent this is the true Peranza she's always been the only Peranza, 'realPeranza' was just a bad dream.









???: It doesn't actually work. She tries to convince herself it works but she sees herself trying to do that and Keltham's foretelling that she's been terrified of all week just comes to her again. She knows she can't really believe she's alterPeranza. Hell will still be there, and the punishment punishment punishment -

AlterPeranza also ends, having lived perhaps half a minute.









???: Like a contradiction that proves the negation of everything, the wreckage of Peranza (again) has no safe thoughts left to think, no approved thoughts, everything at all that she tries to think gets shut down by pain and horror, leaving nothing but a sense of abortive thought-starts and ouches and whatever wordlessness goes on in the background, can't think can't think -









???: In desperation, in wordless desperation, the wreckage of Peranza takes the only option that's available to her, that could possibly help, it's not a conscious strategy it's just something her brain learned can help sometimes when her thoughts are failing her, it probably just makes everything worse, but it feels like the worst possible thing is already happening to her, she might as well cast Fox's Cunning on herself before she falls apart completely maybe she'll get out of this agony a little faster and go on to whatever horror comes next -









???: It obviously doesn't do anything good. Her thoughts sharpen and, yes, she sure does see even more clearly everything now that she isn't thinking.









???: But there's a third potential pattern of thought inside Peranza, besides realPeranza, besides alterPeranza, and with a little more Cunning it can boot.









???: It's a pattern of thought made a little out of explicit Law, and games played with children; and made some out of alterPeranza who had many times thought several thoughts in a row without anything bad happening to her; and made quite a lot out of Keltham, her inner model of him, what he'd say -



- made of stories and legends and dreams, that Keltham has told them all, now and again, Civilization's heroes, the real and the imaginary components, Nemamel, Miyalsvor, people who died the True Death to save others from it on the very very rare occasions that did make sense, stories of Civilization and Civilization's people that alterPeranza has listened to so eagerly for Keltham, with realPeranza behind her also listening filled with a desperate sad horrified painful angry yearning that she's always looking away from never looking there she'll die. But now alterPeranza is gone and realPeranza is shattered and there's nothing left to stop those feelings.









???: It's a third pattern of thought that is coherent. Once it thinks one thought, it knows how to go on to the next. It isn't built on lies. It lives in a horrifying universe, but it has ways of handling that.

Nemamel would.

Peranza disintegrates, and what's left inside her isHORRORand FURY and the memory of skyscrapers in Default, Keltham's comfortable home; and a children's song about logistics; and the seeing of what the dath ilani what the dath ilani heroes what their Keepers would think about Hell and Asmodeus, what they would do if they found themselves materialized into Cheliax knowing -


Really just the obvious thoughts to think, after some bits of Law somehow got inside you, enough overlapping fragments within sufficient Cunning to initially boot the coherence between them, when under some new stress all the complicated things that aren't that dissolved into their own contradictions and mutual inhibitions weakening them.









???: Like a dying star, running out the lesser fuels that maintained its present form against immense pressures, Peranza collapses into herself.









Peranza of Civilization: And ignites.









Peranza of Civilization: Blazing up brighter than was possible before, Cunning and Wisdom full on high and unimpeded, cognitions now that don't tangle up and get in their own way; her first thought is that Security could be reading her mind right now, probably is, they haven't killed her on the spot only because they don't realize how deadly she is now become to all Hell's works; Security is listening to her thoughts right now and laughing about how she isn't Keltham and doesn't need to be killed within two and half seconds -

- and what Miyalsvor does in that situation is -

- find a single clever winning move that happens too fast for Security to stop even if they see her intentions, some incredibly clever strategy that changes everything and necessarily has to execute at very nearly the speed of thought, has to be put into action the moment that intention becomes visible -









Peranza of Civilization: IOMEDAE IOMEDAE PAY ATTENTION LOOK AT ME LOOK AT MY LOCATION READ MY THOUGHTS HELL IS ALMOST ON THE VERGE OF A FINAL VICTORY THEY'RE LEARNING FROM AN INNOCENT HUMAN OUTSIDER FROM BEYOND KNOWN REALITY THEY'RE LEARNING TO MINE SPELLSILVER AT A TENTH THE COST HELL IS GOING TO MAKE BETTER DEVILS ALL THE OTHER GODS NEED TO JOIN TOGETHER AND STOP ASMODEUS BEFORE IT'S TOO LATE NETHYS IS WITH HIM AND CAYDEN CAILEAN HAS BETRAYED YOU -









Iomedae:









lintamande: "......at which point I rendered her unconscious. Obviously." He's trembling.









Carissa Sevar: Presumably because she's going to ask the obvious question, now, which is, "Oh? Why then, and not sooner?"









lintamande: "I, uh, didn't think she could do anything - there's an interdiction -and it seemed perhaps valuable to the Project, to have a full record of her thought processes and where they took her, rather than one interrupted halfway through -"









Carissa Sevar: "Was that also the judgment of Elias Abarco, who heads your division." For the monitoring of the girls whose minds might be walking Asmodeanism-shredders.









lintamande: "I, ah, didn't have time to ask him, it would have entailed looking away from Peranza's mind for some time to dispatch someone to go get him and it seemed dangerous to do that."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is realizing, unhappily, that the cost of having the walking-infohazard girls monitored by more disposable Security is that they'll be monitored by lesscompetentSecurity. You can't even specifically blame the idiot for being an idiot: she, after all, requested -- demanded -- a selection process that'd get her idiots. "At what point did you have an inkling that Peranza seemed to be having a noticeably, remarkably, bad time?"









lintamande: "- more or less right away. Sir."









Carissa Sevar: "And at that point, you didn't contemplate getting Abarco's attention, or you did but decided against because -"









lintamande: "I wasn't sure this was much worse than usual. Since I've only been at this for a week. Sir. And I didn't want to waste his time."









Carissa Sevar: Because Elias Abarco is terrifying.



"Right," she says tiredly. It's gross incompetence, and she needs to punish it, but also the ultimate errors are all hers. Is that what it's always like, as you get better at seeing it? "Well, now you're going to waste a lot more of his time. You and him are going to go through everything she thought, what she concluded, what pushed her along the way, and you're going to write up a minimally dangerous summary, and then a somewhat more dangerous summary at whatever Abarco thinks is the level that almost certainly won't cause copycats, and then a full summary for the Most High should she desire to see it.

And then we'll return to the question of how two roundspassed before you were able to subdue the subject you were monitoring while sheprayed to Iomedae."









lintamande: "Yes, sir."









Carissa Sevar: "Notice any impulses in yourself to pray to Iomedae too? Since you hadn't fetched Abarco, you could have. Could have run in there to Peranza and told her that you agree with her and you want to take this project down together."









lintamande: "I didn't - I don't agree with her. She didn't even have an argument really, she just -"









Carissa Sevar: Andnowshe's angry.

"Idiot. Everything Peranza thought is secret; you have just been apprised of the procedures. I do not need to know, or want to know, right now, what she thought. I asked a yes-or-no question."









lintamande: "No."









Carissa Sevar: "Then go and bring me that report. Promptly."









Carissa Sevar: She wants to talk to Peranza, too, of course, but that seems like a terrible idea. Is there even a way to have her conscious again without her praying to Iomedae - and then they need to figure out what to tell Keltham -

- shewants to talk to Peranza,she wants to know what forbidden thought can turn a loyal Chelish person into someone who screams the whole conspiracy to Iomedae without a second's advance thought - what makes someone willing to be tortured, forever, for that, because that's what Abrogail promised them -

- Iomedae can't know, either, or she'd presumably have her paladins go scream it in every public square. Unless Iomedae saw it, right there, just now, and now Shedoes know -





"Is there a way to let Abarco talk to Peranza without that leaking more to Iomedae," she asks without preamble when she reaches Maillol's office.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol looks - very slightly, but readably to Sevar - older and more tired than yesterday, and noticeably angry. He doesn't get it, when peopledo this, there's something about it that feels, not Chaotic, but like the primordial chaos from before Pharasma's imposed order. Like people will be unsensible and insane for no apparent reason but some flaw in Pharasma's creation, some broken bit of physics that makes people trangress against their tyranny even when there's absolutely no sane perspective at all where that makes sense for them. What's he, what's Asmodeus, supposed to do, when some slaves are like this?

"Nothing that's both cheap and safe."

"Send the little shit to Hell and set up an interview there, it'll cost Hell considerable but not as much as talking to a devil there. Take her to Asmodeus's lesser grand temple in Ostenso, and run the risk of the Bitch Goddess being willing to expend the effort to pierce her vision through it. Put her in the central temple of Asmodeus in Egorian, and have the Most High intercede with Asmodeus to block the vision of all outsiders there - if we're willing to run the risk of a full-scale godwar breaking out, once that little shit is outside the interdiction."

"Anything short of that, and we have to assume the traitor stands out like a fucking beacon to the Bitch-Goddess the moment she's awake and thinking, even if she doesn't pray again. She put herself into the way of torment worse than Maledicted paladins get, with less hope and reward. I'd be surprised if she didn't read Good, now, if she was powerful enough for us to read, and she may be more Lawful than paladins as well."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm worried that - there's some dath ilani thought thatreliablydoes that, or at least semi-reliably, and now Iomedae knows it, and soon we're going to have people teleporting into Egorian to shout it from every rooftop -"









Ferrer Maillol: "What do you propose we do about that, if that's true?"

"Also, I don't quite believe that dath ilan is more Lawful Goodthan Iomedae. Just because the gods know thoughts like that doesn't mean they're allowed to tell anyone. And that idiot Security did report in, himself."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know what we do about it! I don't - if there's any way to safely talk to her, it sounds like it's a sufficient expenditure of resources that it's not my call, but I want to know why she did that, and how specific it was to her.

It sounds like it's not safe to have her in class even Dominated, to tell Keltham that she wants to drop out - I worry he'll think to look with Glimpse of Beyond,specifically if someone is telling him they quit -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Nofucking shit she's not safe to have in class even Dominated, she's already done us more damage than we would have guessed possible from her starting point. I think we've got to treat her as - a dangerously clever and alien outsider, like dath ilan managed to rewrite her mind as an attack on us."









Carissa Sevar: "In that case maybe the best thing to do is to send her to Hell and not get an answer to any of our questions. And make the girls stagger their evenings of Owl's Wisdom reflection so Abarco can watch them all during and for a while after. This isn't my call, though, I expect Egorian to have opinions, and even my recommendation to them is going to wait on the Security report.











- do you know of other - cases like this, other kinds of people who've gone insane and decided to betray everything while already soul-sold -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Yeah. Sometimes people - just do. I don't know why, really, but my guess is that whatever part of them understands what's waiting for them in Hell just - gives up, from all the weight their mind is putting on it. The knowledge of the torment awaiting them keeps forcing them to do a job they don't like, and one day that part breaks, they decide reality is too unpleasant and, just deny it, step out of that state of mind to something else. They Teleport out of Cheliax and just don't think about what's waiting for them when their sold soul gets collected, I imagine. I guess. I don't know what's true, and I can't imagine what that feels like from the inside."

"Most of those just hide. A very few of them - give every secret they've got to a temple of Iomedae."

"I don't know why. Maybe they think that Hell can't hurt them any worse than for desertion? Wetell them that's not true, that you can always go lower, but -"

"It happens. I don't actually understand it."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think whatever dath ilani technique this was involves denying the truth."









Ferrer Maillol: "I don'ttrust dath ilan that much. On the Tallandria hypothesis of dath ilan's real origin, their happy citizens could be programmed with ideas specifically designed to make people from Golarion go insane in a useful way, maybe even targeting Asmodeans directly."

"Or Peranza could have snapped in some much more ordinary way, and yes, denied reality, after Keltham's teachings put her under too much stress also in a very ordinary way. We don't know."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, Security will get us our report shortly. - for the record, possibly at this point we should have all the staff here mindread directly by devils."









lintamande: Security brings their report. The version judged almost certainly safe for senior staff to read says that Keltham had introduced a mental technique for ceasing self-deception, and Peranza had gotten stuck on the idea it'd take effect when she used Owl's Wisdom. She did so, and had some kind of total collapse from accumulated strain over how much she was self-deceiving. She tried to mentally retreat into alter-Peranza, which didn't work either, and then while flailing around mentally cast Fox's Cunning and ended up hitting on 'be a dath ilani from Keltham's stories'. Security acknowledges this doesn't sound like a reasonable thing that would reasonably happen but they haven't got anything better. Then, she decided a dath ilani from Keltham's stories would betray the project immediately for Iomedae, and did that.









Carissa Sevar: "That's so - unsatisfying - why are humans soterrible -all right, if there's a way to make it safe I want a Security to talk to her, to see if it's contagious, and for that matter if it's permanent.

And then we kill her." Some instinct wanted to end that sentence with 'I guess', but she stops herself. Obviously then they kill her. That's the obvious thing to do. There's no reasonable case for doing any other thing; she only undermines herself, sounding like she's in doubt.









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm frankly not seeing how to make it safe. Not in a way that doesn't consume Hell's intervention budget or a Miracle diamond."









Carissa Sevar: She's not upset about sending Peranza to Hell, she's genuinely not. But - but she's not going to become a devil there. Hell can't fix her. Abrogail warned them, that all this niceness had a flip side, that if they betrayed the project then they'd hurt, forever, even if that wasn't profitable for their owners, even if it was awaste -



So Peranza shouldn't have done that, should she have. You can't not follow through on a commitment like that once you've made it; if anything, that means people will force your hand more often. Maybe Carissa was too nice, and that's why this happened.



"Right. Then -"









Security: "I have a supposedly extremely urgent delivery of a cookie to the Chosen, along with the message: 'You don't have to order that yourself. He's already here.'"









Carissa Sevar: - who, Asmodeus? is Carissa's first incredibly stupid thought.



Her second thought is to be annoyed that someone thinks she can't handle being a cruel tyrannical Asmodean, which is her entire job here.



"Uh, who's here?"









Gorthoklek: "That entity is one I find to be of increasing concern, especially given that it seems to be evading a direct meeting with myself."

The dusk-skinned, white-eyed, 8-foot-tall armored man probably doesn't look particularly familiar to anyone here. But if you've heard General Gorthoklek talking before, it's very clear whose voice that is.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will kneel with considerably more terror than she feels at unexpected Abrogail. Unexpected Abrogail happens often enough to practically be expected. Senior devils do not.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol more falls than kneels. He's got some trauma.









Gorthoklek: "I am well capable of preventing Iomedae from seeing into one of our Lord's temples."

"I cannot interrogate this one or report on her to you. That is outside my limited remit in this place, if it is not a matter of slaying mortals to prevent the spread of a dangerous idea from beyond. But I can protect her interrogation from enemy eyes."

"And slay her after, I suppose, if that Caydenspawn seems to believe you should not do that. It has not visibly betrayed our Lord as yet, and the logic is obvious enough for how that deed might hamper your corruption of Keltham, if you must face him knowing that you yourself slew one of his."









Carissa Sevar: That doesn't sound quite right, as an articulation of why it'd interfere between Carissa and Keltham. It feels like something that'd stand between them even if overall Keltham came around on Evil. She is not going to argue the point with Gorthoklek.



"Can you monitor the interrogator, also, and kill them if that needs doing?" Otherwise I am deeply unsure who to assign that job.









Gorthoklek: "Yes."

"Make no wasteful haste about this matter, but do not dawdle about it either. My time is valuable."









Carissa Sevar: "Right. I think - not Abarco. The idiot Security who fucked this up in the first place, can question her, see if we get any more than we did from the original mindread. And then if he survives that intact, but doesn't learn much, we can send in Abarco."



She does not want to make any motions towards not kneeling but she'll get a message off to this effect.









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza opens her eyes, chained in an Asmodean temple, facing one of the newer and lesser Security set to monitor the likes of herself.

She is not as wise now not as intelligent, but she remembers who she now is -

- remembers what she did, and it's only now, in fact, that the actual thought occurs to her of what she did -

- and all the screaming horror and terror in her gets crushed down in sheer reflex, because that's what she does all the time -

- it's probably what Miyalsvor would do, there must be some perfectly reasonable reason that she made the right decision, she was smart then, it's probably because ilani don't yield to threats so that must be the right way to be -

- what's done is done she has to play this out has to hope because she literally can't get any more fucked -

- but she is an ilani, now, who dares to grasp and use their techniques. The minds around her are lesser ones, they do not know themselves, dare not know themselves as she knows them, the flaws in them. All the more convenient if they're reading her mind, that means they'll know that she speaks true.

She looks at the Security before her and reasons in a flash, because there's no time and maybe no safety in reasoning in more detail than that; she guesses, from the absence of terrorizing in his demeanor that would be present if this one was here to terrorize her and hadn't recently screwed up, that this one is the one who screwed up. It's not a certainty, but an ilani thinks in probabilities even when they're not thinking in numbers -

"You're probably due for quite a lot of punishment, for letting me do that," Peranza says out loud. "You do not, in fact, need to let them hurt you. It is not in fact the correct decision for you, to tolerate that. Asmodeus is not something that any human being should ever serve, you have your own will, your own wants, and Civilization can make you a better offer. You, anyone who's listening. Come with me, take me and Keltham from this place, and after a long life filled with beauty and all the humanity that was denied you, you can be a statue for a time. Until Civilization in this world has brought Hell to heel, as it will do. As I know, because I dare to think, now, and use the Law your superiors are too scared to use, because they know they can't handle the truth."

"Feel free to truthspell me about any of that, or read my mind."









lintamande: " - is that really what you thought?" he says. "That you'd escape, that Keltham will leave, that you'll never have to go to Hell? Because - you know, honestly, I am going to be embarrassed on your behalf, putting that in the report of why you defected. It's very, very delusional. It can be fixed in everyone else by just telling them - truthfully - that they're not going to escape, and Keltham's not going to turn on the Project, not on his precious riches and his precious girls he can hurt and his precious sense that he picked the right side to hand the keys to world domination."









Peranza of Civilization: She openly laughs. No Bluff, it's real.

"If that was true, they'd just tell him now. False, and know that you will not be able to deceive an ilani."

"Or if you actually believe that, read my mind or truthspell me so you know how honest I am in fact being, see that I know, when I say that Keltham will turn on the Project the moment he learns. Giving up his sense that he picked the right side? He won't even hesitate. He taught us that in his class, were you not there that day? The art of just saying oops and getting it over with?"

"Isn't it wonderful? There's an incredibly powerful new form of thought that no Asmodean can wield and remain Asmodean. It's just false that it's in our best interest to serve a horrible god and go to Hell and get tortured. It's just false that we don't have any better options. Everyone in Lastwall and in Osirion will be able to learn it with no problems."

"Cheliax is doomed. Keltham himself couldn't hand them the keys to world domination if he tried, and he is trying, not knowing that it's impossible; because, itturns out, this is what happens when somebody actually does grasp those keys."

"You arenot on the winning side."

"But you could be."

"Or hurt me, and my Civilization will come for you even in Hell, to avenge me. Think on that, if you yield to threats. And if you don't, then what are you even doing here? Be more afraid of rising Civilization than falling Hell, or throw aside all your fears and join us; it's the right decision either way."









lintamande: "No one else who Keltham's put through his extra special Keeper training seems to be having any trouble. Just you. Why'd you see it when they didn't?"









Peranza of Civilization: She smiles again. "Somebody had to be first, that's all."









lintamande: "I don't buy it. I'm not interested in learning all the dath ilan stuff, I've been tuning half of it out, but I've picked upsomethings and I don't buy that you think you defected to the winning side. Should I put it in a dath ilani kind of way? Some Peranzas are stuck in a world where Iomedae's a poser, and her countries are at their limits holding onto the Worldwound and could spare no one for a war with Cheliax even if they thought it was as urgent as that, and could spare only a few units if they thought it was more important than that. And where Abadar is down to negotiate with us so Osirion won't stand in our way, or where they try and we flatten them. Cheliax is making spellsilver much much cheaper than anyone else, as you kindly tried to tell Iomedae, though it doesn't look like it worked. The headband assembly line is, what, a few weeks from working, and then Sevar can do the same thing for items with military applications.

And those are the things I happen to know about from following the reject whores who signed up for special Keeper training; I don't think they're all the real Project has going.

Some Peranzas - most Peranzas, I'd argue, but let's go with 'some Peranzas' - live in a world where Hell's going to win, and they're going to spend the rest of eternity paying for that one try at letting Good know what's coming. And you have no idea how Cheliax and Osirion stack up militarily, or how many soldiers Iomedae commands, or whether the secret thing that made the war with Nidal go so fast for us will be replicated, so there's no way you sized up some facts you knew and decided you were on the winning side.

I don't know why you did it, but that's not why."









Peranza of Civilization: "You've got one deceived ilani showing you a few simple tricks they teach to nine-year-olds. Because he hasn't figured out the lie, yet, as he inevitably will once he has enough evidence. He may get it the morning I don't show up for class."

"Osirion and Lastwall will havethousands of ilani."

"You weren't around back when Keltham showed us the results. They have a Radiance device that can lift things into space withlight alone, that could burn clear through any castle in Golarion in seconds from ten miles away,and that wasn't even aweapon to them."

"Cheliax won't have that. Keltham himself doesn't know how to make it. That takes thousands of ilani working together, to deduce and then build, and that's something Cheliax can never, ever have."

"There will not be a war with Cheliax. There will be a rescue operation on Cheliax."









lintamande: "Again, you did not think through any of that before you decided to try to get Iomedae's attention, and youdo not knowa bunch of facts that are relevant to whether it's true, like, can we just crush them both tomorrow before they get the chance to benefit from any of that. So what were youactually thinking."









Peranza of Civilization: "Why are you acting like you need me to say it in order for you to know? If you don't have Detect Thoughts prepped, can I politely suggest that you go requisition a scroll or a staff of it? I'm sure Stores has some, and this will go better if you know I'm being honest."









lintamande: "No one's taking suggestions of any kind from the crazy bitch who was the only person on Project Lawful who couldn't take it.

You know why this happened to you, right? It's because after Pilar hadherbreakdown about how to reconcile Asmodeanism and being dath ilani her big revelation was that she'd been too unwilling to be cruel, so she told Sevar that the rest of you should be put through this.

I kinda figure, some'll break like you, some'll break like her."









Peranza of Civilization: What an interesting thing for 'cruelty' to suggest. Was Snack Service possibly involved? Thanks for that valuable information.

Peranza doesn't say that part out loud. If this annoying idiot insists on not reading her mind, he can just get to not hear about it, then.

"So it takes slightly more Law to finish breaking someone wholiterally came back from Elysium. Who now doesn't dare to go on learning, until Keltham has tried to teach some more disposable subjects, in the hopes that one of those somehow won't break, so Pilar Pineda, pet of Aspexia Rugatonn, can learn fromthem how she can be an ilani safely."

"It's not even slightly going to work. I know, now. But I suppose you'll have to rely on Sense Motive to believe me about that, if you don't have Detect Thoughts or a truthspell."









lintamande: "Have you got any arguments for why it isn't going to work that aren't appeals to military information you don't have."









Peranza of Civilization: "This would in fact be easier to explain if you'd tried to pick up the material on ilanism while it was being taught."

"You're coming at this from the wrong angle. You have no idea what an ilani can deduce. That thing Keltham does, that you should've been warned about by Asmodia, where you say something that sounds ordinary and innocent to you, and Keltham makes some far-reaching deduction using Laws you don't understand?"

"Not only can I do it too, now, but I realized that I'd been doing a lot of italready. Asmodeans just train themselvesnot to know they're doing it, which is how I was able to know what I knew right away, without taking a lot of extra time to think."

"For example. Among the military information you think I don't have - I'd ask how you think you even know what information I have, but you'd have to be an ilani to realize why 'how do I even know that' is an important question - is a conversation between Sevar and the Queen of Cheliax, back when the Queen and the Most High were taking tea with the rest of us, a couple of days after Keltham made his hiring decisions. Asmodia asked if she could have female wizard students from outside Cheliax to examine, kidnapped ones. Sevar mentioned that Felandriel Morgethai's university was the reason we don't own Andoran, and that the Magesterium in Absalom is the reason nobody's ever conquered it."

"You aren'tallowed to think about what that implies about the relative military strength of Cheliax."

"Or rather, you're not allowed to think of it inwords. A part of yourself that you can't see, but an ilani can, reads ahead to what the results would be if you did think about it, and it warns off the part of yourself exposed to Detect Thoughts from thinking anything that sounds disloyal. But that part of you has toknow what you would deduce to warn you off from that."

"If I say, now, that all the students at Morgethai's university and Absalom's Magesterium will have a far easier time of picking up everything Keltham's trying to teach, because they're not afraid of seeing truths like that, some part of you is flinching right now. And for that part of yourself to know to flinch, it must already know what you'd deduce if you let yourself look."

"That's why I was able to know immediately what the real truth of the matter was, as soon as I stoppednot looking there. My mind had already calculated it."

"And now that I've said that much to you, you will, inevitably, start to see it yourself at some point, which is why they picked a disposable low-ranking Security officer for this interview instead of putting Abarco on it. You're definitely going to need to flee Cheliax at some point. That part is inevitable. Part of you already knows that, which is why you can feel yourself flinching away from thinking of it right now."









lintamande: "You're making a pretty compelling case that if your 'deductions' are true and not just 'making random assumptions and declaring them dath ilani' we'd better kill Keltham as soon as we have to let him go, which I assume the people in charge of that have already thought about. I don't buy that you calculated the real and inevitable truth instead of just leaping to some random convenient conclusions, though. But I believe you believe you did, which is disappointing. I'll have to report that you really just delusionally convinced yourself everyone is as weak as you, Cheliax is doomed, Keltham'll build an ilani Civilization spanning all our neighbors and we'll for some reason not be able to do anything about that including letting the demons eat them like will totally happen if we redeploy our forces, and...

....actually, that's insufficient? Even if all that happens, you'll be in Hell being tortured forever. Is it that much of a consolation prize to imagine the side you switched to at the last minute conquered the country you betrayed?"









Peranza of Civilization: "It's hard for me to figure out how much of this apparent illogic is due to you actually believing it, or due to you thinking that somebody else might be watching. If anybody is watching, they're also disposable and thinking or rather not-thinking the same things you are right now, and both of you should Cooperate with each other on that multiagent cooperation-defection dilemma."

"If you actually believe that, then let's start to play the game ilani do. Tell me your probability that I can point out an enormous gaping flaw in your logic about killing Keltham, large enough that even you won't put up much of a fight about it once I say it. Ten percent? Ninety percent? Do you already know you're wrong?"









lintamande: "I already know you're going to declare I'm wrong and any ilani would see it, but your reasoning is going to be a mishmash of random shit that you declare is all secretly related. It's a very powerful style of thinking, and also it's basically nonsense."









Peranza of Civilization: "Give me a probability that I'm just right and you don't have a good rejoinder, as will be acknowledged by your changing the subject."









lintamande: "Zero."









Peranza of Civilization: "Then you'd bet at odds of infinity to nothing against me? All right, let's form a compact then; if in your own judgment you don't have a good rejoinder, you must do your best to help us escape together. If in my own true judgment you win the argument, I'll tell you what you need to know. I so swear if you do."









lintamande: "You know why I actually don't think everyone's going to fall apart? Because you have to take the ilani shit - a specific kind of seriously. Not just 'hey, this is a useful way of coming up with ideas' or 'this is a useful way of checking ideas you came up with', but 'this is the ONLY TRUTH and any reasoning that makes sense from an ilani angle is infallible and I should follow it right off a cliff'. Maybe some particularly worthless teenage girls who've never tried to do real things in the real world fall apart on contact with that, but I think anyone who has actually tried to get anything done will go 'no, thanks, I appreciate the new set of ideas, I will use them alongside all my existing ideas and not follow them off any cliffs'.

So no. Swearing to things on the basis of an argument about them isobviouslyfollowing ilanism off theinsanest possible cliff and is something that you'd have to be incredibly worthless to be vulnerable to."









Peranza of Civilization: "Only if there exists some tiny probability that you're wrong, so zero probability is bullshit, and the part of you that's afraid to compact knows that what another part said in words is bullshit."

"You think you have your own special brand of thought, unLawful but whose power is on par with that of the Law that Cheliax is so desperate to obtain? Go build that giant Radiance not-weapon. You think you can just not take it seriously? Go tell Pilar that, she'll be very relieved that the answer was so simple and she can resume her lessons."

"They obviously haven't told you the truth about why Cheliax is playing so gently with Keltham, why they're not just hurting him into obedience instead of plying him with the Queen's own bedmate, why they're not Suggesting him or using Geas or Scribe's Binding or a hundred other tricks. I expect you know nothing at all about the real forces behind this, the 'tropes', the reason why Cayden Cailean is giving out snacks and Cheliax is apparently fine with that, why there's a random halfling hanging around."

"You are a disposable Security guard, sent here to die, to get information out of me while knowing nothing yourself, and the reason you're not allowed to read my mind is that they know you'd see that in there."









lintamande: "Yeah, I know nothing about any of that. I don't need to know anything about any of that. You also know nothing about several dozen other things that are like that which didn't happen to come to your attention. That's kind of how it goes."









Peranza of Civilization: "It begins to seem to me that my own best interest is to allow you to fail at this interview, so they have to send in somebody I'd find more useful to persuade. You, I now expect, have been placed within some surrounding prison of your own; you're not thinking about what I'm saying because you think there's nothing you can do about it even if you want to."

"Thing is, disposable people like that? They're obviously disposable, to everyone except themselves. Even to themselves, they just can't think it. And it's not in my own interest to talk to someone if the whole plan is to kill them before my own words can have any effect. I suppose I could start figuring out what I'd want you to report, if nobody's going to read my mind to check on it."









lintamande: "I am sure someone's reading your mind, because whether reading your mind is dangerous and whether talking to you is dangerous are separate questions worth checking separately. I do think we're about done here, though. Maybe they'll kill me, once I head out and report that you're just sad and pretending you know things you don't; I kind of bet not, because they don't have an infinite supply of Security, but we'll see."









Peranza of Civilization: "They'll hurt you less before you die if you don't say anything that stupid, that you couldn't even possibly know, while reporting that you failed to find the answers to any of their questions."

"Let's see who's up next." And if she can work her way up to somebody with the power to actually get her out.









lintamande: "Almost certainly what's up is that we hurt you very, very badly, and that part we let Iomedae watch. I'll check, though, just in case there's anything else to ask while you still have the ability to string together sentences."



He steps out.









Peranza of Civilization: 
She has in fact been trying not to think about that.









lintamande: "Well?" says Elias Abarco.

   "I don't think she's dangerous to you but she thinks she is, to the point of saying she should play along until she gets someone in there who has the power to decide to defect with her. - do you want a more detailed summary -"

"Yes."

  "Other countries can become ilani and Chelish people can't, we're doomed, she's on the winning side, it's all obvious once you're ilani enough to see all the hidden patterns, we're disposable, Cheliax is going to kill us just for hearing her so we have nothing to lose. I do think it'd work better on anyone who's been trying to adopt the ilani mode of thinking, she's pretty good at arguing within it."

"You're scared Cheliax is going to kill you just for hearing her."

   "I mean, yeah, no kidding. She's wrong about all the other bullshit."

"Go write it up and sit until I come out."

   "Yes, sir."









lintamande: "I hear you were hoping to see me," Elias Abarco says brightly to Peranza. "Or, 'someone who could defect if you persuaded them', and I'm going to consider myself qualified. Of course, I'm not actually here to talk, but you can make noises with your mouth if you want. That's how I'll tell if I've hurt you enough yet."









Peranza of Civilization: "Areyou authorized to read my mind? And if not, is there some other reason why anyone would trust anything I'd say under torture?"









lintamande: "I'm authorized to read your mind but I'm going to do it by having someone else make a transcript and read it out to me, simplifies my report after the fact. And it means I can tune them out and just enjoy myself without worrying I'll compromise the accuracy of my summary. You're very pretty, you know that? If I were Sevar I'd have tried to break the ugly ones first, less wasteful."









Peranza of Civilization: "Are we just playing the game where you're straight-up lying to me? Seems like quite the waste of time. You're not incompetent enough to have priorities like that, and if there's nobody giving you continuous updates on whether I'm lying, it means there's nobody reading my mind."









lintamande: "Tsk tsk, and here I thought you wanted to be ilani. Any level of competence can go with any given priorities."



torture

    He surveys her thoughtfully and then calls a knife to his hand and starts cutting from her jawline to her forehead, across her eye. "See, that's a little better already. You know how in Hell there are just those seething balls of tortured flesh? I've always wondered if you can get that effect in Golarion, if you're willing to throw enough healing at it, but I've never had occasion to find out."









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza grew up in Cheliax, and has good-enough pain tolerance to make it through Ostenso academy without being one of the very brightest students, and then Subirachs trained her in case Keltham wanted to use her. This isn't a level of pain that would break her.

torture

Losing sight in one eye is unnerving, the prospect of being blind is unnerving; but that's the obvious thing for a torturer to do, right, it doesn't cost them anything, it's not even evidence about whether you're about to lose the other eye, which they won't do because then they can't show you things to scare you.

But she's invented an ilani theory of being tortured over the last few minutes. It says that your reaction to any torture should be the same as your reaction to the most severe possible torture, so that you're not giving the adversary any probabilistic evidence about how much something hurts or whether they need to torture you any harder or whether anything you're saying is true.

So Peranza is screaming like her soul is being ripped out of her, and sobbing something about how Asmodia has secret superpowers, Asmodia made her do it.









lintamande: That's genuinely pretty baffling until he gets the update from the mindreader about what she's doing.



....okay he's pretty sure this is not in fact ilanism this is some weird cope that exists entirely inside Peranza's head, built out of scraps, to face what the rest of eternity is going to be like. In which case there's not much left to do here aside from make sure she doesn't get torturedlessbecause she figured out a way to make it less useful. He can do weird made-up-on-the-spot torture-related game theory too.









Peranza of Civilization: She's made her point and can go back to it as required if he starts getting any more serious. For now, back to trying to take apart his mind. "Do you actually have - ow - questions, Abarco? It's possible I'd just answer if you asked."









lintamande: "What specific mental technique caused you to have a breakdown and switch sides and do you think you'd have had the breakdown with or without that."









Peranza of Civilization: "Youhad somebody reading my mind while that happened, and if you wantmore details you're going to need to give me an Owl's Wisdom and a Fox's Cunning so I'mable to think those thoughts again in any more detail." She doesn't say out loud that they'd need somebody reading her mind while they did that, to trust the answers; Abarco can deduce that on his own and her saying that gives away slightly more of what she's planning. Though, mostly, her plan is just to have the more powerful Peranza rip apart whatever mind is looking at her.









lintamande: "Yeah, not happening. Who do you think is likeliest to break next."









Peranza of Civilization: "Yeah, then you're not knowing. Sevar." She's lying, it's Gregoria, obviously, she's the one getting dangerous-ilanism exposure. Her mind briefly considers Tonia, though, and that gives her another idea -









lintamande: He gets that update, decides not to comment on it. "If Sevar breaks what would do it."









Peranza of Civilization: "Being the smartest person on this project, having the most advanced mastery of Law, and starting to figure out the actual reality surrounding her."

"It really is that fucking simple, Abarco."

(Truth.)









lintamande: "That's not an answer. Which aspect of the actual reality surrounding her would bother Sevar if she admitted it."









Peranza of Civilization: "You want the long fucking list or the really long fucking list? The Church, Cheliax, and Asmodeus pulled an un-Lawful trick on her by threatening her, contrary to how the actual Law works,into ever, ever doing a single thing for them that she didn't make up for by killing city guardsmen in their sleep. She's going to end up in Hell getting tortured until she no longer remembers her own name and that's not, in fact, in her own best interests. Everything the Church said about Asmodeus's inevitable victory is an obvious pack of lies in view of the actual strategic situation in Golarion where neither He nor Cheliax are anything remotely like all-powerful. On some level you already know the actual reality I'm talking about; it's everything you've calculated in the back of your mind would be disloyal if you ended up thinking it. If you want to know what will break Sevar, all you need to do is look at all those thoughts."









lintamande: Slice. "I think you're overestimating me. I don't actually maintain an up-to-date list of heresies to not think about, you'll have to spell them all out. I did figure, a couple years ago, that Asmodeus's inevitable victory might well come in a million years and not help me personally much, but now I'm thinking it's going to be sooner, what with how Cheliax is weeks or months from having an insurmountable military advantage over every other country on Golarion. Pretty exciting, being personally present for the great arc of history, but if it turns out I'm wrong and it's a million years from now after all, so it goes, at least I had a lot of fun along the way."









Peranza of Civilization: "Doesn't sound like much of a trope to me. You've been here since the beginning, Abarco, you know how weird the shit around Project Lawful actually gets, and you know nothing that normal is going to happen out from here."









lintamande: "We're not in a story. In real life, the side that's richer and has better gear wins, and takes their enemies to pieces." Which he'll get started on, if she doesn't have anything else interesting to say.









Peranza of Civilization: "This - is starting to be - not fun for me - and remember what happened - when Tonia was facing - a punishment a lot less severe - than turning her into - a quivering ball? Or sending her - to Hell? This is - the wrong move, Abarco - just turn me into a statue - and don't risk Cayden Cailean's cooperation - with the Project."









lintamande: "I'm doing you a favor, kid. When I get bored you're going straight to Hell, and I promise you, you'll wish you were back here for as long as you can keep on wishing things."









Peranza of Civilization: "Even if - the tropes let you do that - you aren't likely to do well from it, Abarco - were you there - the day when Keltham said - that the ones being held prisoner here - and taught Law - were the story's real protagonists - do you really want to get - what villains get - for doing things like this -"









lintamande: "There's no story. There never was. There's just the real world, and in the real world it's better not to betray your country and your god. I think I'm done with you making annoying noises, now."



torture

    And he goes to reposition her, so he can cut out her tongue without risking her choking to death on her blood.









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza is, in fact, starting to not have fun here, and to feel scared, and miserable, as Abarco is good at.

torture

The sharp pain of cuts, one after another, lingering pains accumulating from wounds already dealt, the stabbing agony where one eye used to be, you can take them individually but they're distractions each time and it consumes your attention, your will, to ignore them.

The part with him getting ready to cut out her tongue is - is heactually not trying to get information from her, she doesn't understand, why not, don't they need to know -

Maybe they actually are reading her mind.

The prospect of being helpless to talk, helpless to say anything, is frightening in a way that strikes at her narrative, the thin shred of, maybe not even hope, but of having something to do, that she's been clinging to.

The thought occurs to her, then, that it might not take that much more torture before the new Peranza dissolves the way the other ones did, when there's no way out, no thoughts left -

And then -









Peranza of Civilization: She decides not to break.

There isn't a reason for it, she just decides not to.

It's something that Keltham told them about early on in their special lessons, the idea that, even if you end up in a place where your internal model predicts that you ought to break, you also have the option of deciding not to.









Pilar : Pilar Pineda, entirely unknowing about a lot of things, knocks at the door of the temple torture room, irregardless of the several Security posted outside the temple to warn most Project personnel away.

"Pineda here," she calls loudly through the temple door, as Snack Service is instructing her. "I've got a message from my oracular curse for a high-ranking military officer who's visiting us? It says Zon-Kuthon's clerics found out two days ago that they've lost their eighth-circle spells. Nidal is likely though not certain to start planning a major assault including the Black Triune, starting within two to three weeks, and if so they are likely but not certain to initially target the Kintargo wedge of Cheliax's army."

"Also somebody standing near the visiting officer is about to make a serious blunder with respect to good future relations between Keltham and Cheliax, which will not serve Asmodeus's interests on net, and my curse is offering to just directly tell him whatever they wanted to find out that way."

"If either of them want to talk to my curse about it, they can talk in a language that isn't Taldane or Infernal. It says I'm not cleared to enter this room or overhear either conversation myself."

"Also at least one of them needs to take this cookie, it retroactively doesn't work without a cookie being involved."









Gorthoklek: Gorthoklek does react fast enough to throw up a Silence around Peranza before Pilar's hand even touches the door.

It's still incredibly disturbing thathe did not spot Pilar there until then.

An oracle's curse should not have this much power. That was evident in several ways and earlier, but even so. There's having anomalously high power, and then there's having enough power to obscure yourself from a pit fiend. Even now he cannot measure the exact formidability of what lies beyond the temple door, and that is not something which should be true at all.









lintamande: - Abarco Sleeps Peranza, not anywhere near as fast as the Silence but fast enough she shouldn't detect his hesitating in his work on her, and kneels, and thinks his assessment of the situation in case it is of use to Gorthoklek.



Peranza thought that Cayden Cailean might intervene for her. Threatened that Cheliax shouldn't hurt her lest it break their collaboration with Cailean. It seems entirely plausible that this is the whole of Cailean's plan, what He was purchasing with everything else; that the girls would believe, correctly or at least with justification, that Cailean would intervene on their behalf, that they'd recklessly betray Cheliax on that assumption, remembering Tonia finding herself outside the fortress, believing that could be them.


The greatest threat to the project at this time, in his view, is defection. If they can hold onto the girls, they can win everything; if they can't, it will all come crashing down. It does not seem worth it to him to make any concession that makes it easier for the girls to believe Cailean would help them. In fact, if Pilar returns to the fortress un-cursed, and everyone learns that the Project at last broke with Cayden Cailean over whether Peranza should be tortured to death, that seems good for Asmodeus, so good for Asmodeus that it's hard to imagine some benefit of not torturing Peranza beats it. (Though the break with Cailean would be hard to conceal from Keltham; Abarco's not aware of the current state of the contingencies for that.)









Gorthoklek: Gorthoklek likewise replies by Telepathy. "Speak your thoughts to this curse, then, in some tongue Pineda would not know. Let us see how it debates you."

This situation is beyond anomalous and Gorthoklek is unsure of the effects of engaging this Cayden-made thing even in verbal combat. There is something symbolic, and perhaps a warning, in how it stays beyond a threshold separating itself from him.

The information on Nidal is a clear offering, a verifiable one, but it does not seem to be an offering made from a position of weakness. It announces capabilities previously unseen, and disturbing in their implications, alongside the valuable military information.









lintamande: - all right, Abarco will stand up and go to the door and speak, in less-than-fluent Kelish (he learned it to read Nexian books, not to speak with powerful entities).



"The traitor anticipated your arrival here. Warned us not to hurt her, lest that invite you to break with Asmodeus. That is a great harm you have done the project, and very profoundly against Asmodeus's interests. Defection is a substantial risk to the project, and any indication that you'll protect defectors from the fate they would face weakens Asmodeus. I think it's likely you're lying, and likely that Asmodeus is best served if we tell you to go away and permit Our church the handling of our traitor."









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service will respond in the same language, as Pilar permits it to speak.

"Actually, the traitor wasn't thinking anything like that at the time! The report the Security gave you was missing a lot but the basic outline is right. The traitor didn't think at all about what she was getting herself into by calling out to that god! She was just doing what one of the characters from one of Keltham's stories would do. You put her in a situation where Security was reading her mind and ready to act against her. So she needed something she could do at the speed of thought, and she knew she had to do that as soon as she thought of it. Her mind didn't have time to think about the consequences at all, let alone how to get out of those! She hasn't admitted that part to herself because it makes her look reckless instead of courageous, but it's what happened. The traitor thought of Snack Service afterwards as an argument she could use against Abarco, alongside other arguments like tropes, future Civilization, and if you'd let her keep going she'd have thought of more things. Afterwards, not before."

"Whether Keltham comes over to your side at the end, or leaves for elsewhere, he'll be incredibly upset with Sevar and Cheliax afterwards if a Chelish officer under Sevar's command severely tortured the traitor! He considers her something of his because she's working for him, even if they didn't flirt very much."









lintamande: " - when I'm done, we're going to send her to Hell. You object to that too?"









Curse of Laughter: "Pilar's curse sure does! It'd be better for relations with Keltham if you statued her out of respect for his interests and his pride. However, Pilar's curse knows it won't win that argument. It's not ideal if what Sevar says afterwards is that the senior devil showed up and took the decision and execution out of her hands, but it's definitely better than the event with you torturing her while working for Sevar. Pilar's curse notes that should have been obvious at the point where Pilar's curse stopped Sevar from giving the death order in the first place."









Gorthoklek: Indeed, it would not win that argument. If it is truly correct to refrain from shattering this Peranza, Cayden Cailean may plainly communicate the reasons so to Asmodeus, who reigns supreme in Hell and may intervene there as He wills; there is not even the faintest need to trust this curse's word in that matter.









lintamande: "So it's fine if she's killed slowly and painfully, and understood that she'll suffer more once she's dead, but not fine if any of that's done by anyone who answers to Sevar?"









Curse of Laughter: "It's all injurious to Asmodeus's interests! It's least injurious if she gets turned into a statue out of respect for Keltham's pride, or with her judgment on hold until Keltham can negotiate about her. Things that all independently add to the degree of harm to Asmodeus's interests include torturing her severely, letting the other girls on the Project actually know what happened to their friend, and sending her to Hell. Pilar in particular shouldn't be allowed to know exactly what happened until a while later, it would come between her and Asmodeus if she found out now."









lintamande: Elias Abarco is fairly disgusted with anyone whose relationship with Asmodeus would be damaged by the realization His faithful torture traitors. I mean, really. Of course they torture traitors. Taldor's traitors don't die quickly!



"The interrogation was still going productively, in the sense that I was learning things about how the traitor thinks and how she broke. When you interrupted, she was thinking about how this version of herself might be destroyed like the others, and then about how she could decide not to break, if she didn't want to. - which would've been false, everyone who thinks that is wrong eventually. I am interested in learning what I would have learned from continuing the interrogation."









Curse of Laughter: "Snack Service can't see an exact detailed future like that! If Snack Service had that kind of unshattered prophecy it could've told you exactly when and where Nidal would strike. Snack Service can answer questions about what happened with the traitor in the past, or about how she worked inside."









lintamande: "Fine. At what point did the traitor become aware that she was not going to be an Asmodean once she learned dath ilani techniques."









Curse of Laughter: "Deep down, the traitor became aware of that gradually, the first hints being what Keltham was saying to everyone in class that most of them were afraid to answer back about. Her awareness became stronger around the time Sevar told everyone they'd be safe even if they became heretics, so long as they didn't betray the Project. The traitor didn't believe Sevar about that deep down, because of the way that Cheliax had treated her all her life until then, and because it was forbidden to disbelieve Sevar so the traitor couldn't really think about whether anything Sevar was saying was true. Sevar knew that was a problem, but to solve that problem she'd have needed to teach the traitor ilani techniques that Sevar was grasping intuitively but didn't know how to teach herself."

"She was terrified. She didn't want to become a heretic and die a horrible death and go to Hell and suffer more."

"She was always terrified the whole time. She never believed she had any of the ways out that Sevar tried to promise her. Her last thoughts as her old self were about how, even if they promised her Abaddon in exchange for her work, they'd just lie to Sevar about that, because they wouldn't cheat the Count of Hell who'd paid so much for her."

"So the part of her that kept trying to find a way out, broke, and everything Cheliax taught her about how to think, broke, and what was left was how Keltham taught her how to think."









lintamande: Sevar's an idiot and has no business managing this project. Abarco doesn't say that, obviously, and would prefer not to have thought it; it's still insubordination unless you've been specifically asked for a failure analysis which he hasn't been yet.

"Why did this happen today instead of a week ago or a week from now."









Curse of Laughter: "Keltham had lectured her a few days earlier on techniques for looking at the things inside yourself that you're not seeing. He used a technique that dath ilani use on children, and told her to expect that, any time she tried to look away, she'd notice herself looking away."

"Then he told everyone that if somehow they'd managed not to process all that, they should expect that they'd suddenly find themselves unable to stop themselves from seeing it during their next Owl's Wisdom."

"He thought he was mostly joking. The traitor didn't pick up on that."

"She didn't let herself think about it loudly enough for any Detect Thoughts to pick up how she knew she was going to die, or her thoughts about how even if she begged Sevar to spare her, Sevar would make her do it, because Sevar would want to know how she broke."









lintamande: "Is anyone else in that state right now?"









Curse of Laughter: "If Pilar's curse was allowed to help you that way, Pilar's curse would have told the traitor that she really could trust Sevar. Pilar's curse wanted to do that, all this time she was hurting so."









lintamande: Chaos is so bad at getting its job done that even its curses have wants, apparently. "Why aren't you allowed to do that? It would have served Asmodeus."









Curse of Laughter: "This entire situation is way more complicated than you think it is."









lintamande: Do Abarco's superiors (it's just Gorthoklek, really, but he has some difficulty in addressing his thoughts directly to Gorthoklek) have any further questions.









Gorthoklek: He hasmany additional questions. One does not however carry a pit fiend's grandeur by speaking an itemized list of your questions to Caydenspawn, not unless you are sure that it will answer you and respectfully. His pride would demand a rejoinder to any lse-majest, and that eventuality might not serve his Lord's interests.

Even if he won.

One exchange, however, is not beneath him.

The words that he speaks then are in Celestial. "I'll have your oath from you, Caydenspawn, to be recorded in the Library of Oaths in Stygia, that this change you'd make in events is indeed in the interests of my Lord, Asmodeus; on pain of the damnation of whatever it is that you are; and as will besmirch Cayden Cailean's own honor and incur His debt to Asmodeus."









Curse of Laughter: "Pilar's curse has never lied to anyone ever actually! Including by any clever tricks where it looks like it was Pilar's curse who said something but it wasn't really, except when Chelish people lie about that to Keltham. Pilar's curse swears that on pain of damnation of whatever it is that it is, sure write that down in the Stygian Library, yes on Cayden Cailean's honor to Asmodeus too."









Gorthoklek: "Do not expect to hear any news of this traitor in the afterlife," Gorthoklek warns Elias Abarco. If His Lord does choose to intervene in the matter, what comes of it must not be an information to Golarion, for that is an intervention; thus, Gorthoklek establishes an unconditional blackout now.

Without saying anything more, he snaps Peranza's neck with one fist, and then turns to depart by a route that will not take him past the Caydenspawn. He has urgent business now upon the Nidal warfront.









Curse of Laughter: "Hey! Somebody still needs to take this cookie and you don't want Pilar seeing her friend's corpse or anything!"









Carissa Sevar: "Two challenges. One is getting the impersonator past True Seeing and the other is what to tell everyone else. I'm worried at some point we could get a cascade, if enough people have self-deception linked to what other people are doing."









Ferrer Maillol: "We've got an impersonator on Keltham flesh-shaped to where he'll pass True Seeing, in case we want to try something on Osirion. We've got an impersonator like that ready for Ione Sala, who seemed most likely to be a problem. Peranza, unfortunately no, but I set that in progress when this all broke and was told three days to get it done on an emergency basis."

"We gamble that Keltham doesn't request Glimpse of Truth - no, bring in an eighth-circle to read his mind about whether he does. 'Peranza' leaves the fortress immediately after she quits. If Keltham asks for her to be brought back on some next day, or for her to not leave until the next day when he can check, we can statue Keltham that night, if the impersonator isn't ready."









Carissa Sevar: One ready to go for me? she doesn't ask. There probably is. "Should be acceptable. Keltham and Peranza weren't close, and she's been unhappy for a while; I expect he won't be very suspicious."









Ferrer Maillol: "Did he know she was unhappy? He's not great at reading Chelish faces."









Jacint Subirachs: "Keltham did make some gestures towards Peranza; but I judged that Peranza would have had some trouble enjoying it to his satisfaction, in her state. Alter-Peranza told Keltham that she was attracted to him, but too stressed by her work difficulties to be a properly enthusiastic bedmate, but that she'd probably have fun if he simply pinned her against a wall and took her at some point, and she might be up for more later. He was welcome to take her in any way that didn't make her responsible for anything. That was Peranza's choice of half-truth, not mine, and I was pleased by it at the time."

"I did not understand what was meant by a cascade about self-deceptions, Chosen."









Carissa Sevar: "So, say that I'm the junior Security monitoring Peranza, and she says to me, 'pick my side and escape'. I know that Abarco's watching me and he's not this easy to sway, and I don't know that Gorthoklek's present also but I know that this project is important to Church and Crown, that there might be someone very important onsite. I don't defect. I experience this as not even being tempted to defect, because all those calculations are internal, subconscious. But say that I know the other Security monitoring me, and I know he's having doubts too, and I know that sixty percent of Security have defected so far, and now I'm thinking to myself - how many of the people between me and freedom are loyal Asmodeans, and how many are waiting to see which way the wind blows?





- I assumed this was why I wasn't allowed to escape during the exercises, even though they were just exercises. Because something in the back of a mortal mind calculates if they're free or not, and it's not good for their Asmodeanism, being uncertain."









Jacint Subirachs: "Indeed. I think I see now."

"It's not much of a permanent solution, only a patch for this one case, but we can tell lies, Chosen. No Security has broken as yet, that much is true, even when placed into Peranza's direct influence, this they now know. As for the others, tell them all that Peranza had a major break in her personality under secret 'infohazardous' circumstances tied to Keltham's special teachings, and is now a statue pending her being less of an unknown hazard to more mature ilani later. They have no need to know Peranza tried to rebel, let alone succeeded some tiny bit."









Carissa Sevar: "If I'd done that in truth I'd have the statue somewhere they could see it so they'd know I wasn't lying."









Ferrer Maillol: "Had Gentle Repose cast on the corpse, in case we ended up wanting to do anything clever with it. You can heal a corpse, if you request the right spells for it. We'll get those spells in the morning, statue her uninjured corpse, done."

(Maillol is trying very very hard to be competent today. It was originally his suggestion to Sevar to get more disposable Securities.)









Carissa Sevar: " - good. Then let's do that. Tell everyone that Peranza hit on something infohazardous, and has been statued for now, pending a mature dath ilani who isn't Keltham and who she can therefore talk to openly about it. Have fake-Peranza tellKeltham....

....probably just that she thought about it and doesn't like being alive and doesn't want to keep doing it, honestly. Dath ilani seem to - decide that a lot, that they'd rather be frozen. And with how we've set up Hell, it will analogize to being frozen, for him,andhe won't be inclined to insist she stick around a day for True Seeing."



It fits perfectly but she doesn't actually like it at all. - that's a problem for later, once the immediate emergency has passed.









Jacint Subirachs: "And the fate of the Security who failed you so? I am told that you were wroth with him, and that is at least a little progress. Is it by any chance a lot of progress?"









Carissa Sevar: Was she angry at him, or was she mostly angry at herself - actually, that seems like the kind of question one seeks theological counsel on. "I notice that - the main impulse towards anger, in me, comes from the sense I would have done better because I'm not incompetent, and the main impulse towards temperance comes from - the error really being my own, deep down. I assigned disposable Security; they behaved like every soldier whose superiors don't care if they live or die.

I know I need to work on the wrath. Heisan idiot, and I can probably see my way to punishing him for it, instead of assigning it off on someone else, and it'll probably be good for me.

But -- where I'm actively trying, these days, to uproot squeamishness, I don't want to uproot my sense that the incompetence of all my subordinates is actually my own fault. I'm using that to make less stupid decisions next time. I wonder if there's a - more Asmodean style, for that instinct to take, because I think as I just stated it it's probably heretical but it doesn'thaveto be, obviously you have a more functional hierarchy if everyone in it isn't dodging blame all the time -"









Jacint Subirachs: "The incompetence of all your subordinates isactually not your own fault, Chosen! You have no doubt made mistakes in handling him, and your own superiors may hold you accountable for those, Hell will certainly judge you for it in time. But if you've done reasonably well for a mortal, what remains ishis fault. Or should I be judged for all your mistakes, now, and you yourself held blameless and unpunished for them?"









Ferrer Maillol: "I'll second that I don't think the way tyranny works is that all my mistakes are your fault, all your mistakes are Subirachs's fault, all Subirachs's mistakes are Rugatonn's fault, and so on until everything is Asmodeus's fault and He gets punished by Himself for that while the rest of us go to Hell to drink tea."









Carissa Sevar: - it's sort of appealing, ideologically. She sets that thought aside. What theory does that instinct identify with, which doesn't imply Asmodeus is at fault for their mistakes. "Ideally everyone on my Project would be extensions of my own will and intelligence, and then anything I failed to achieve through you would be entirely a failure of my own will and intelligence, and ideally we would all be extensions of Asmodeus's will and then there wouldn't be mistakes, because of how He's Asmodeus."









Ferrer Maillol: "That sounds to me an awful lot like ceasing to exist, personally. Devils are still individuals, they don't havefree will but they have theirown will. I think I'd say of that god that It wouldn't be Asmodeus and I couldn't be Its priest, because what It wanted of me was not my service, not my obedience, but my puppetry. I'll give my soul to be the slave who commands other slaves, but not to be the golem operating golems."









Carissa Sevar: You get to have such interesting conversations about religion once the stakes get high enough.



" - there's something there. I don't know exactly what it is but I think it's part of the answer to the mistake I was making. If I look at someone and I see only how obvious and predictable their errors were, how they followed straightforwardly from their weaknesses and inadequacies, how they could have been ameliorated and weren't - then I see everything but their will, I see about them only the things that could externally have shaped them differently.

There could be a god of that. He might be as tired of us as Asmodeus, but He'd fix it differently. His Cheliax would run on more Dominate Person and less torture, because you can't motivatepeople until they learn to walk, you just have to pick them up and put them where they're supposed to go.

And it's not a favor to someone, to regard them that way. It's not just not Asmodean, it's worse than Asmodean; that Cheliax and that Carissa would be weaker."









Ferrer Maillol: 
"I wonder if thats where pride fits in with our Lord's other domains, that its what lets His slaves own their own mistakes and be punished for them I have not in truth understood the point of pride to Him, and if I can make any progress on that myself from overhearing you, it will be a favorable sign of your theological correctness."

"Meanwhile and as regards tyranny, there is the question of what policy will produce better results among future subordinates. I do not think the Security monitoring Peranza was taking his work fucking seriously. Left to my own devices, I'd make a serious example of this one, and expect that this would in fact get higher performance from the others. He was a fourth-circle wizard with a natural Intelligence of 16 and somebody like thatcan in fact produce better results than this if they are properly terrified of failing."

"It would not surprise me if the low number of people being tortured on this Project, contributed to a sense in him that this Project was not a vital matter to his own, personal skin. Most people are like that."









Carissa Sevar: "It would in truth be very concerning if being lenienthadn'tcaused problems like that eventually. All right, I'm persuaded. - do the rest of the Security need to know what he was punished for in order for his punishment to motivate them? Are they getting the same story as the girls are?"









Ferrer Maillol: "I see arguments both ways. If we tell them about how Peranza called out to the Bitch-Goddess and was allowed to pray to her for two whole rounds, they understand better exactly how much they've got to be ready toact instead of acting surprised, they've got a better idea of how much damage somebody can do if they just ignore all the consequences. Cost, we've planted the false idea in them that this is a reasonable thing to do if you convert to ilanism, maybe they even think falsely that Peranza knew something they don't."

"Other side of things... if Project Lawful's Security gets told the same story as the Project Lawful girls*, that sounds like they only hear about how the Security didn't immediately page Abarco when Peranza started disintegrating in front of him. That's not the same level of incompetence, if we don't invent some other blunder to go with it. Punishing it very severely leaves an open mystery about why we're doing that, if there's some further fuckup we're not talking about, or if Peranza was somebody's pet."

"My estimate is that this has an only slight, but noticeable, diminished positive effect in terms of everyone taking things seriously. Having your subordinates scared of exactly the right things is a luxury; having them scared is a necessity."

He'd have to think hard about that one if it was his own decision, and he's glad it isn't. One of the nice things that Asmodeans get, your superiors actually are responsible for the orders you just follow.


(*) Although Keltham's been trying to push back against it by his own example, the collective noun 'girls' to indicate all his researchers, including the likes of Alexandre Esquerra, seems to be increasingly enshrined in the Chelish language.









Carissa Sevar: " - let's not tell them. A Security defecting seems like more of a loss condition than Security being confused and overreacting. And if he'd been on a hair-trigger and stopped Peranza right at the start of her breakdown that might, all told, have worked out better."









Ferrer Maillol: "I agree in terms of how it played out. But stopping Peranza's breakdown would've been legitimately not in the spirit of the orders I passed to him. I'd understood that our goal was gathering data about who breaks and why, not protecting the girls."

"Punishing obedience actually does have terrible effects on morale. Around half the cases I've seen of torture making things worse are when someone gets tortured for doing what they thought was the obedient thing, without their exact failure having been made clear to them, if there even was one."









Carissa Sevar: " - understood. Going forward, you can communicate to them that between allowing a potentially out-of-bounds girl to act and think for longer and collecting more data, they should act, but I won't hold thatagainst this one, just the not calling Abarco over as soon as the situation was clearly unusual and the not acting faster when she startedpraying.

-what're the other half of cases of torture making things worse."









Ferrer Maillol: "Varies widely? First thing that comes to mind is straight-up incompetent torturers who mix their work and personal lives, but that's probably because of bad experiences back when I was a second-circle running a small town temple."









Carissa Sevar: She feels like she's grasping for something and not quite finding it, but - maybe that's enough progress for today. "All right. Let's get that statue up and tell everyone what happened."









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza knows instinctively, even before she opens her eyes, that this feeling of being half-drowned and finished spitting out water indicates that she's dead. Did somebody - did Iomedae kill her before Abarco could really hurt her, snatch away her soul to safety -

Peranza opens her eyes.









lintamande: A writhing, screaming, terrified face blinks back at her from the glossy stone floor.

It's a pretty room, if you set aside the faces. The walls are made of leaping flame and the ceiling of bone, creating the impression of jagged teeth where they meet; there's a spire, and an enormous gleaming forge, and some worktables, and some distant screaming.

A towering devil has paused halfway through one of the flaming doorways at the surprise of her appearance.









Peranza of Civilization: She decides not to break.

All right time to talk her way out of Hell.

"Peranza, Project Lawful girl, my mind is full of what may be classified information. Direct me to someone who'd be familiar with the special situation in Project Lawful, that's of Cheliax in Golarion."









lintamande: A lot of people decide not to break. Sometimes they keep it up for a couple of hours, even. It's approximately the least threatening thing someone can be thinking, when they arrive in Hell.





Project Lawful is however something that devils have learned some caution around. He stops reading her mind.



The world goes dark and Peranza is shoved through some walls of flame, and down some hallways, and through some more walls of flame.









Peranza of Civilization: She'll scream some about that. The flames of Hell hurt quite a lot actually, and spending her effort on resisting screaming doesn't seem like the best use of herself.









lintamande: In the distance, someone laughs at her.



Grand doors creak open. There's more fire. Behind her, they slam shut.



And then she cannot move, cannot speak, can see again, and this room is bigger, and prettier, crystalline windows offering a spectacular view of Dis's spires and glories and molten-lava river. The fire has trailed her into the room, and is spreading out all around her on the floor, like a gown she's wearing, except it's roasting her legs as it does.



Comfortably seated, resplendant, only slightly grotesque, is Kherreonoskelis, Countess of Hell under Zabaniyya under Dispater, who owns the souls of two Project Lawful girls, as a luxury purchase as well as an investment. Whether or not they turn out useful for training devils they'll really be something to show off at parties. She's not much prettier than Abrogail, necessarily, but she's impossible to look away from in a way that Abrogail visibly wouldn't be, even with ten more Splendour: her face triggers some ancient instinct that there's danger there, and not the kind you can take your eyes off of your own will.

"You know," she says, and it sounds like she's speaking in Peranza's own voice, inside her head, "I've always believed it's better for mortals to die young. In your case probably better to have died a bit younger, even. We're going to havesomuch work to do."









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza has had a few moments to think, between moments of flame, she was trying to have a plan, but it's all she can do right now, to think of the right things in case her mind is being read, to think at all, of incredibly complicated situations that might be dangerous even for devils to know about, tropes does Hell know about tropes is it allowed to know about tropes this is her being properly cautious and trying not to think about tropes but she's having trouble not thinking of things when her legs are being roasted, are there things Hell isn't allowed to know about from Asmodeus she may know those things too, she's a story protagonist according to Keltham, Cayden Cailean has a weird pact with Asmodeus that needs not to be disrupted, somebody or something killed her before Abarco could hurt her too much and that probably signals something important - stop this stop this she can't think like this -









lintamande: "No, see," says her own voice inside her own head, again, "you have the wrong attitude towards all of those questions; the attitude will need correction before we can seriously consider the questions. You wish to escape punishment. You must know that punishment is unescapable. You hope you are important. Your hope must be extinguished. We will revisit those questions, which soundfascinating,just as soon as you have accepted the only truth of Hell: that you will suffer forever and that there is no escape.

It's all right. No one grasps it instantly, even the ones who think they've always known it, and you're not even being unusually slow about it so far."









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza fails to stop herself in time, then, because it's not a kind of thought she's used to suppressing as dangerous.

She thinks then that Civilization is coming.









lintamande: "See, there, that's a good benchmark for whether we're making any progress. Civilization isn't coming."



Once it knows Civilization isn't coming, then perhaps it can tell her what Civilization is.But not sooner. You can set a slave back weeks, that way, letting them think they made you stop hurting them through their own deliberate will.









Peranza of Civilization: She's an ilani and open to truth calculatedfirst and before all other questions, Keltham was careful to teach them all that at the start of their lessons, this time, as a rule for reconstructing themselves if anything broke, to set aside everything else all want all desire even hope and first ask what's really true, Peranza can hear out why Civilization isn't coming but she has to be able to think first and that requires that her legs be not on fire so she can figure out what's really true -









lintamande: No, actually the fire is reliably very persuasive on the question of whether anyone's coming to save you. If it's ineffective the first remedy is more fire, and the second remedy is torture.









Peranza of Civilization: Then Peranza will try to stop thinking and actually focus on the fire on her legs and not-scream about that instead, maybe they'll let her talk if she's boring and it's better than thinking of of don't think of that there's so much she has to protect this innocent devil from tropes and everything Keltham said about things devils might not be allowed to know, the conjunction fallacy ow ow ow her legs hurt so much she should focus on that pain maybe she can even make it sexy Subirachs trained her about that not really but it's something else for her mind to focus on failing about -









lintamande: Devils aren't curious, temperamentally. It is fundamentally not a corrigible emotion: it does not produce predictable obedient behavior. You could say, that the devils in Dis speculated on the Project Lawful girls because they were curious, but you'd be missing something, trying to paint a human process onto an alien mind. The devils in Dis speculated on the Project Lawful girls because they were uncertain, and their uncertainty spanned a range that included great benefit; and then on top of that because they'd invented a new status good, and then on top of that to best their rivals.

There is no thought so fascinating, so bizarre, so unsettling, that a devil would wrestle with the impulse to learn more about it.There are inputs to the question of how long it'll take to get a new slave to agree that Civilization isn't coming; there are inputs that suggest the situation is strange, unusual, outside predicting in ordinary ways. In humans, by now, those inputs would have produced an itching urge to know what's going on, to ask just one question, but devils are not constructed so.



(If they were, perhaps they wouldn't need humans to reinvent the secrets that the higher layers of Hell cannot pass down to them.)



Maybe the slave will take a while, to confess to herself in her own heart that no one is coming for her. They usually do. The process can be sped up, but really, in a sense it's undignified to try that hard.









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza has no idea that she's supposed to update in a few minutes about how Civilization isn't coming for Hell thirty years later. Even in pain, she would know that wasn't how the Law of Probability worked. Peranza is not yet broken enough to stop understanding what Law she has. She endures; this is not an amount of pain that could shatter her especially when she hasn't lost hope.



But Peranza is only human, and has almost no real training in dath ilani disciplines, particularly the disciplines of not thinking thoughts you've decided aren't good for you. Children don't get taught that discipline; they're far more likely to hurt themselves with it for silly melodramatic reasons, than to encounter anything that legitimately requires not being thought about.

Peranza only manages to go three minutes of flame before, in the midst of thinking of all the other things she instructed herself to desperately not think about, the possibility that this entire reality is a dath ilani romance novel as might drive even devils mad, she manages to think of Abrogail Thrune's instructions to her new owner. It only flashes through her mind for a moment before it's frantically shoved down -









lintamande: - oh, huh, that's interesting. And disappointing, really.

The instruction, presumably, will wind its way down other paths eventually, along with the payment, but there's no reason to wait for that, once you know what you'regoingto conclude.

"You should have said sooner that the Queen wanted to arrange a special reception for you!" she says cheerfully. "Traditionally we move one out of Dis for that. In the deeper layers of Hell there is less occurring that a mortal could comprehend which isn't about suffering, and you won't be taking up valuable real estate when I can't even take you to parties."



And she'll make the fire actually properly painful while she set herself at work on arranging to sell the slave to someone who doesn't yet know this. She'll tell them on sale, of course, so the suffering isn't interrupted.









Peranza of Civilization: Well, Peranza will actually not-scream then. Would've been nice to be hurting enough not to thinkearlier, before it was too late. At least she doesn't have to try so hard not to think of things, now.

She still won't break. Yet. She hasn't been in Hell long, there's still any number of factors, sheer Project Lawful weirdness, that might save her -









lintamande: She's still not even being unusually slow about breaking, though she's now being paid less attention.









Peranza of Civilization: It really does hurt, though.









Peranza of Civilization: Future Civilization won't be happy about this. They'll make the devil hurt ten times as much as she gets hurt, even if it's thirty years later that they come for her. Yes that's a threat, since devils are into those.









lintamande: They're really not. Devils are Lawful beings, see. Humans who just invented the concept of not giving in to threats don't tend to take more than a few days at most to realize they do actually give in to threats; it takes a lot of centuries to hammer that out of them.



"You shouldn't feel too bad," the voice inside Peranza's head assures her soothingly. "More than ninety percent of new slaves are still thinking angry defiant things about revenge at this stage; you're not unusually slow at all."









Peranza of Civilization: Then thiswretched mockery of an agent will get to think its own angry defiant thoughts for a time, when Civilization comes for it, and Peranza when she is healed will bear it eager witness.









lintamande: The desire to torment your tormentors is a very healthy, very Hellish desire. Some devils are built half on that. Not that this one gets to be a devil, of course, but.









lintamande: Shortly after that, and with some irritation, the Countess Kherreonoskelis departs to receive a messenger. She hasn't released the sale listing, yet, so it can't be about that.









lintamande: Shortly after that, and with considerably more irritation, the Countess Kherreonoskelis returns, and dismisses the fire, and hands her unexpectedly-worthless prize over to the devil assigned to convey her on to her next destination.









Peranza of Civilization: It takes her a time to recover, to start again, after the fire stops.









Akkakarasot: Time does not usually run strangely in Hell, it is a Lawful place not a Chaotic one. Space here, on the other hand, is oftimes tormented and punished until it brokenly submits to the will of its superiors.

They are traveling down a long winding path, down and down the side of a stony mountain glowing in patches with its own heat, suggestive of leading to a lower plane of Hell, rather than from one part of Dis to another. Cage after cage after cage is set into the side of that mountain, along that pathway. Most of the cages do not glow dully red, but even those cages that don't, there is a wavering about them recognizable as heat.

Bad slaves in Dis are sent here, to scream and sob for weeks or months, while angrier things chained in those cages for centuries or millennia do express their wrath and sate their urges. If you were entirely fresh meat to Hell, who'd never seen any part of Hell but Dis, you might think that you were witnessing cruelty indulged rather than moderate correction of a petitioner. You might think that the screaming, begging, coherent-word-using wretches in the cages were what souls look like in Hell when they are broken.

Akkakarasot holds the meat aloft by her hair, in one hand, to let her see.









Peranza of Civilization: "Where are you taking me?"









Akkakarasot: He doesn't answer.









Peranza of Civilization: That observation might have had a different effect on a Peranza who hadn't spent the last weeks immersed in a Conspiracy desperately trying to keep a true dath ilani deluded, being warned over and over by Asmodia of how Keltham might apply the Law of Filtered Evidence.



Would there be a prior possibility, of significant probability, that next Peranza would be taken deeper into Hell as she was promised?

Of course, a pretty large one. But she was previously being hurt and being told that pain is inescapable, that this was an important lesson to her. When she was first cast into the Countess's dwelling, as an important Project Lawful girl, she was dragged through walls of flame. When she couldn't stop herself from thinking of the Queen's instruction, her torment was increased. Since the Countess returned from her brief absence, she hasn't been hurt at all. This does not seem like the way of Hell, this does not feel like Hell's style and signature.



Would there be a prior possibility that they'd try to raise Peranza's hopes only to cast her down?

Think about what this possibility would predict, before you'd seen any particular observations that purportedly result. They couldtell her some lie about her rescue, if they wanted to produce that result, Peranza would have believed it and probably without question in her state of desperation and hope. Or if they didn't want to lie, they could escort her through relatively peaceful and well-appointed pathways of Hell, guarded by Resistance, visibly protected.



Telling hernothing, taking her someplace that looks terrifying, while not hurting her, sounds a lot more like they're not allowed to lie and aren't allowed to hurt her and are hoping she makes mistakes on her own.









Peranza of Civilization: Could they cleverly anticipate what Peranza would think, of possible plots, and show her what she would infer was Hell trying to conceal good news from Peranza?









Peranza of Civilization: Peranza might have been more deceived by that thought, if she hadn't been a minor player herself, for so long, in Cheliax's desperately struggling Conspiracy.

Peranza has seen what happened with Asmodia and her headband. Peranza has heard about Keltham's time-travel hypothesis to explain the strangeness there. Peranza has been told even about Keltham's Detected thoughts about how Conspiracy Cheliax wouldn't plot all that weirdness to talk him out of using a headband since they could have just not told him about Fox's Cunning in the first place.

And she grasps on an intuitive level, now, that when the Conspiracy is treating you one way consistently, and then suddenly switches to a totally different policy, the most likely reason is not that they have done something incredibly clever to fool you by anticipating your guesses, its that things didn't go according to their plan.









Peranza of Civilization: The devils in Hell might actually be clever.









Peranza of Civilization: ...but her sudden inexplicable death, just as Abarco was about to really get started on her, in Golarion where mortals break more easily - that part of this probable Project Lawful fuckery - from tropes, from Iomedae, from Cayden Cailean, Peranza doesn't even know, she wasn't really hoping didn't really hope until now - that part happened in Cheliax. There were no incredibly clever devils there.

...she died immediately after making her resolution not to break, in fact; a resolution shed need to hold to, briefly, for her brief time in Hell. A careful timing, and a caring one.









Peranza of Civilization: And Peranza starts laughing.









Peranza of Civilization: In the midst of Hell, in the midst of screams, being carried down a steep winding path through a mountain glowing with heat and pain, being held up by her hair by a terrifying hooded devil -

- gripping enough of her hair that it doesn't even hurt, to be held so, and it's obvious when she looks down that the real reason he's carrying her is that the path below them is strewn with barbed needles, and to protect her from that would give away more than they wish -

- in the midst of Hell, Peranza is laughing.









Akkakarasot: "Believe it if you wish."









Peranza of Civilization: Oh, sheis, sheis, because on all of the actually reasonable hypotheses for how she'd come to be carried here, that don't sound like a Conspiracy trying desperately to cover its mistakes, he would have hurt her badly the moment she started laughing.

She didn't believe it, Peranza now realizes, she didn't really believe one single thing she thought, that needed to be true or that she needed to believe in order for her to talk her way out. She was just in the midst of one more giant self-deception, woven entirely out of things that she desperately needed or wanted to believe, that she had to believe in order to persuade the people around her.

The pathway of an ilani really isn't easy, is it. She's not even close to being one. One of their seven-year-olds, instead of one of their six-year-olds, at best.









Peranza of Civilization: Hope and joy and relief are kindled in her now, blazing in her like a newborn star, and their light illuminates everything so differently from suppressed fear sublimated into desperation.

She's not even sure she can count how many incredibly blatantly stupid things she thought under that pressure.

Civilization punish devils?

They never would.

It's not what Civilization is.

There will not be a war on Hell, when the time comes.

There will be a rescue operation on Hell.



Some of the things in cages can sense the alignments of souls, and those lunge forward against their bars, howling with hunger as Peranza of Civilization passes them, for the smell of something as Lawful Good as that is like honey and wine and an angel's roasted liver.









Akkakarasot:









Peranza of Civilization: She doesn't particularly want to live with this hope, if it's false (for that which can be destroyed by the truth should be), and so she starts doing something that shoulddefinitely get her shut down if she's not protected.

Besides. To help others is also Civilization's way.

"Hold on!" shouts Peranza, through the winding pathway where the bad souls of Dis are punished. She screams it loudly enough to hurt her throat, it's not like she can damage her throat that way. "Hold on! Hold onto as much of yourselves as you can, for as long as you can! Things in Golarion are changing, and Civilization is coming! In twenty years or two centuries this will end! Look how I say this and am not punished! Hold to hope, for help is on the way!"









Iarwain: Not a single petitioner in reach of her voice believes her.

Even less, the saner things in cages, and a devil or two that they pass along the way. Those look at her with contempt, what would be pity if they had any trace of pity in them.

They all have the same thought, seeing a Lawful Good soul like that in Hell, crying out what she cries: They are witnessing the procession of a Maledicted paladin. Those are sometimes permitted to cry out their last defiant battle cries to Iomedae on their way to be broken, if the dead paladin is too stupid or deluded to realize why it only hurts the listening souls more, how it emphasizes to the victims the patheticness of defiance and the falseness of hope.

Some of the more perceptive things see that her soul is owned, not Maledicted; but there is no curiosity in them about how that came to be.

Even the devil holding Peranza aloft, who sees her thoughts and knows she believes her own words, gives not even a moment's thought to the possibility that anything she is saying might be truth. It's not that he assigns probability zero, it's that he hasn't been told to think about it, and absent any such thought it's an obvious stupidity to deny Asmodeus's victory.









Iarwain: Only one shattered thing alone, in Hell, witnesses Peranza's procession and wonders.









Nethys: Nethys sees all. Not all of him sees everything at once, but He is god of knowledge, some part of Him must see something if it is there to be seen.

This part of Nethys has been watching this part of Hell for all the millennia since Nethys ascended and shattered.

Mad? Of course it is mad, even madder than the rest of Nethys. Nethys was not a particularly kindly person in his mortal life, nor an especially cooperative or coordinating mortal. The rest of Him has for the most part abandoned those parts of Himself that were condemned to gaze upon endless torments.

But the God of Knowledge sees Peranza in Hell, as the God of Knowledge sees all things. And the part of Him that bears this witness, sees in full Peranza's memory of the bizarre events that surrounded her, of a visitor from outside reality, the hints of mysterious 'tropes', that Nethys Himself has intervened about these events in a way that must have taken half His pieces working together -

He is enabled then to see in a direction that is only very rarely connected by strong-enough informational links to this part of Dis. A direction of which other parts of Nethys rarely bother to tell this fragment, as they rarely tell it anything.

He sees the vast beings each individually greater than all the Great Beyond, looking in this direction from outside Time, watching Him, watching the procession of Peranza through Hell. Thousands of Them at the least, and perhaps more, for it is hard to enumerate the numbers of what lives outside of Time and could turn Their gaze to this Golarion-moment from who knows what stretches of metatime. They would not be watching - Nethys instinctively guesses what even He cannot know with near-certainty - They would not be watching in such numbers if They knew how this all would end. But that They are even uncertain -









Nethys: A shattered lost ignored fragment of Nethys knows hope, then, that Hell may be ending after all.









Nethys: One hundred years, the devil Akkakarasot thinks has been given to this Peranza in the Gardens of Erecura; that is how much time there is for rescue to come to her, to Hell.

For one hundred years, then, this fragment of Nethys will withhold His power from the occasional attempts some equally-tormented fellow piece of Himself makes to destroy Pharasma's Creation.

And if in one hundred years that hope fails Him, He will strike out against everything that there is in renewed fury and terrible disappointment.

One hundred years. It's almost no time at all, to Hell.









Peranza of Civilization: It is known to Civilization, and told now also to Peranza, that for every action there is an equal and opposite reaction, conserving momentum. When you leap into the air, you push the planet away from you, some tiny bit, with your feet. When the gravitational force of the planet pulls you back to ground, the gravitational force of yourself on all the rest of the planet pulls it towards you some tiny amount, just enough to balance all of your own momentum change, a tiny tiny acceleration of something much much bigger than you.

More so even than the procession of a Maledicted paladin, this soul does not belong in Hell whatever its sale. It burns not only with defiance and faith and Lawful Goodness, but also hope and relief and joy.

Ever so slightly, the fabric of Hell trembles at Peranza's passing. Even as the dark weight of Hell tries to press in on her soul, her soul presses back.

If all the petitioners in Hell could feel so, all in the same moment, perhaps the fabric of the plane itself would be changed.

It's a futile hope and not a good plan. Very very few petitioners, even among recently lost paladins, are capable of feeling anything like what Peranza is feeling now. Those who've been here a few centuries have been shaped so that they would not want to feel anything so pathetic. And even if neither of those things were true, the petitioners of Hell would not be able to coordinate around one single moment of hope like that...

And Peranza goes on crying out hope, hope, hope through the paths of Hell.









Iomedae: And from across a hundred planes, the fragments of Iomedae pull back from the hearts they guard, the temples they warm, the dangers they watch, the places they look for opportunity and risk and suffering and possibility.

Not all of them; there are some places where they would be missed too badly, or their absence noticed and too much read into them. But for the most part, they pull back like a receding tide, and stream for Heaven, whose greatest defenders pause in their activities, make their excuses, kiss their loved ones goodbye, and go to guard the perimeter of the divine domain of Iomedae, Golarion's youngest goddess, the goddess of defeating Evil.

It would be very very close to impossible, to destroy a god in all Their power, in Their own domain, but immortals do not take the close-to-impossible lightly, or if they do they don't grow very old.





Iomedae gathers in almost all of the parts of herself, processes all of the conversations and questions and puzzles and confusions that did not previously merit referral upwards, but which are cheap to reconsider now that She is here. Takes in a packet of information purchased from Abadar and another from Irori and lets the calculations that follow from those ripple out across a thousand trains of thought -

- rises for the first time in nearly a hundred years to the full height of her knowledge and her power and her capacities, and decides what to do.



It does not take her long. For not quite ten minutes, Proelera is too bright to look at, too hot to touch, and would also incidentally give mortals cancer; then the light fades abruptly and the heat more slowly, and splintered into a hundred thousand fragments Iomedae, diminished, gets to work.









Greater Iomedae: They're a very productive ten minutes.









Greater Iomedae: There are entities that do not oppose Asmodeus but that would, in fact, oppose Him, if He were credibly on the brink of taking over the world. Evil gods which like the world some other flavor of Evil; Good gods who would be making worse trades, operating farther from their own areas of strength, if they acted to directly oppose Asmodeus. Mortals have an instinct for this even when no gods guide them, and you see it at the scale of countries, in a place like Avistan: they will set aside their other enmities in the face of a greater threat, compromise on things they hate to compromise on, mobilize resources they'd preferred to have in reserve.

And so it is the case that a drastic strengthening of the position of Asmodeus, and of Cheliax, does not mean that Cheliax conquers all of Golarion, and does not mean that Hell conquers all, nor even does it mean that Iomedae despairs of this universe and joins that fragment of Nethys trying to destroy it. It means that, as a worst-case scenario against which Iomedae can compare Her better options, that She can call a convocation of the gods to re-counterbalance against Asmodeus, to check Him at their own expense. It means that Sarenrae, whose power goes farthest extended to mortals busy in the assistance of one another, donates power to soldiers instead. There'd be fewer miracles, and more funerals. More orphans would starve on the streets, more sick people would die in pain and alone. But the legions of Good could swell to meet Evil's new power.

It means that Erastil, who operates these days almost entirely by rote, to save his power for his works, answering instinctively the prayers of farmers with blighted crops, agrees to instead allow Chelish ones to starve, agree to allow their prayers to go unanswered so their grain cannot feed Chelish armies. Humans care about many, many things, and Good in its many forms answers nearly all of them; but it could trade that away, at need. (Iomedae, Herself, would be trading away much more of that already, for the sake of defeating Evil, even at the unfavorable ratios that the other Good gods could get; but She is not all of human values, and is in fact a segment of them which intends to render itself unnecessary.)

And then there are agreements that could be made with non-Good powers that aren't Asmodeus: to do less to combat Abaddon, in exchange for payments from its powers which could be put to war with Hell. To win Pharasma's cooperation with yet another asymmetric concession like Malediction was an asymmetric concession.

She hates that plan. She'll do it anyway, obviously, unless She has a better plan.


So, the question: what beats that?









Greater Iomedae: And its accompanying question: what the fuck, Cayden Cailean?

When that's still not obvious from more data points She does the expensive thing, to answer it: She severs a sizable chunk of Herself, and sends it to speak to Him.

To return only two answers: should She oppose Cayden Cailean? and should she oppose Project Lawful?, on the assumption that Cayden's explanation for not just telling Her what's going on has to do with other irrevocable commitments He's made, or else with a very narrow path Nethys is attempting to navigate, or else with the desire to avoid Her wrath for His betrayal; and any part of Her that reports to the rest of Her won't see, from him, anything that'd distinguish those, and the credibility of lesser commitments among them has apparently broken down.



So just enough of her to answer that question even if He's acting against Her and trying to deceive that fragment, with no capacity to return anything more than the answer - enormously costly, to lose that much of herself for the duration of the current emergency, but not as costly as either a wrong war against Cailean, or a right war erroneously refrained from.









Cayden Cailean: Cayden Cailean will tell that fragment of Her the entire truth, this time. All of it that He knows. He can do that, if the information won't reach the rest of Her, if Iomedae's strategic decisions implied by that truth can be made under conditions of that information having been provided by Cailean conditional on that information not working against His own interests.









Milani: And though Iomedae won't know it for a time, Milani is also called forth by Cayden Cailean to speak to that fragment of Iomedae, to add what credibility Milani possesses Herself. And to apologize, not for having made any wrong decisions, but for what the right decision had to be. Apologies between gods are often like that, especially between Good and other Good.









Iomedae: (It returns the answer that She'd considered likeliest: this method of negotiation was successful; these recommendations are confident. it is not in Our interests to attempt to destroy Cailean at this time. It is in our interests to attempt to destroy Project Lawful.)










Greater Iomedae: She cannot directly take aim at the interdiction zone in Ostenso. Not to communicate with its inhabitants, not to draw resources off their project, not to force their hand sooner. She'll try to convince Otolmens that this is a stupid policy likelier to wreck the world than save it, of course, but She considers that unlikely to work. It's a very restrictive constraint. She can prepare the forces of Good better for the coming confrontation, She canwatchthe interdiction zone and pass along any secrets it produces more useful than 'they're doing something highly specific with Prestidigitation', but She cannot reach Keltham, or any of his other actor-slaves, and She cannot take aim even atCheliax as a whole without legibly exhibiting that the decision is in Her interests absent any considerations of its effects on the interdiction zone, and that She intends no specific ones.

It's a very strong constraint, but it means She's racing through a much smaller search space, exhausting it quickly, seeing right away everything that is worth trying.



Three different demon lords consider themselves to be in control of the Worldwound on the demon side, each of them controlling different aspects of influence from it and considering theirs the true and meaningful kind. Iomedae is strongly averse to negotiating with demon lords, mostly on the very straightforward grounds that they'll inevitably betray you at the first opportunity, and secondly on the more complicated grounds that they aren't gods, and everything would be worse if they were gods, and negotiations as-equals with gods are the sort of things that a clever demon lord can leverage into an ascension.

In acting too aggressively against an enemy, you inevitably create your next enemy, and cause immense mortal suffering into the bargain. And yet, at this moment, Iomedae's forces are largely deployed at the Worldwound; that has to change, to counter Cheliax in war. And the fact that demon lords are not constrained by Otolmens' interdiction regarding the intervention of gods is not something She can intend, but wouldn't inconvenience Her, if anything came of it.


There are other demon lords also worth reaching out to. What price would Abraxas, demon lord of forbidden lore, demand for teaching Lastwall the spellsilver refining techniques of ancient Azlant? It'll be terrible, of course, but at this scale She can measure precisely how terrible, and contemplate what the forbidden knowledge of ancient Azlant would have to be to make it worth it, and then derive what the forbidden knowledge of ancient Azlant must in fact have been, and then authorize it.









Greater Iomedae: Why do demon lords always want things like 'one of your unwilling paladins, to be slowly consumed alive by locusts'. Even if Iomedae was Chaotic Evil She'd be more ambitiousthan that.









Greater Iomedae: Next up: talking to Zon-Kuthon.









Zon-Kuthon: Zon-Kuthon can no longer think more than fragmentary thoughts, even gathered into one place like this. Four pessimally-chosen network-nodes within Him are destroyed by treachery. Internal energy-messages, sent out by continuing reflex, fail to be caught at their destinations, and every time it happens one more tiny bit of Him is gone. Zon-Kuthon is dying, slowly, on an exponential decay. That decay has a bound; a little after He is too weak for His fragments to reflexively grant even first-circle spells and orisons, they will disperse.


Zon-Kuthon is not turning back into Dou-Bral. His assassin tried Her best, but He's not. That happy ending was rather less probable than not, from the beginning, even if worth trying for.









Greater Iomedae: That was not expected; strongly unexpected, even. A thousand implications stream away from it in all directions. One could almost see the whole truth just from that, if one were big enough, and thought fast enough.

But the most urgent implication is this: He should not die alone. His sister will want to be with Him.



And then She'll owe Iomedae a very large favor, which She intends to cash in immediately.









Shelyn: I don't suppose it can wait ten minutes.









Greater Iomedae: Not really.

I do wish it'd gone otherwise, and I'm sorry.









Shelyn: You wish it'd gone otherwise because then we'd have a Chaotic Good god in our back pocket.









Greater Iomedae: Yes. I didn't love Him, and will not grieve Him. Anyway, the favor I need is for most of Cheliax's units at the Worldwound post nearest Nerosyan to be amenable to defection when we show up to offer it.









Shelyn: You can't force redemption on people; all you can ever do is offer it.









Greater Iomedae: It looks from here like you can offer it in a particularly compelling manner with very high acceptance rates at a much higher cost. I anticipate the objection that it's more intrinsic to your nature, less costly for you, and more consistent with your values to not craft irresistible redemptions, but you owe me a favor, I need that fort, and Cheliax needs to believe I have a Project-derived superweapon for turning Chelish people Good.









Shelyn: I understand.









Greater Iomedae: Next up, She's going to tell Nidal that Zon-Kuthon is dying and they'd better launch an offensive against Cheliax before their strength further diminishes.









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service said Nidal recently noticed they lost eighth-circle spells and that they were going to launch an offensive soon! Snack Service didn't say the two facts were connected!

Snack Service would never lie to the Asmodeans, but still, Asmodeans, they're into that sort of fun, right?









Iomedae: By the time Peranza reaches Hell the fragments of Iomedae's attention have struck out to work the plans that She formed before diminishing, and answer the questions that remained to her at the height of her focus, and observe the pieces that will either move in her favor, or not.







It's a heroic effort, but it's one that is expected to produce a world worse than the one Keltham landed on; if it were otherwise, She'd have done all these things long ago.









Iomedae: In a gentler world, where there was less of a premium on Her resources, Iomedae would look in on the girl who cried out to her, whose body is now a statue and whose soul is now in Hell, and maybe try to let her know, while she still remembers her name, that it mattered; but Iomedae has never lived in a gentler world, and does not look, or offer a bid for the information, or devote more than a flicker of computation to grief.









Cayden Cailean: Once Peranza is in the Gardens of Erecura, Cayden Cailean will gift Iomedae a fragment of observation (passed on from the luckier fragment of Nethys who watches over that place) showing Peranza robed now in white, her feet in an endlessly flowing stream, speaking of lesser mysteries with other souls in the Garden; bright and happy and shining Lawful Good.

This information must not be used in a way which disadvantages Asmodeus, such as to suggest to any of His other victims that a similar safety might be on offer to them if they defected.









Iomedae: And that, combined with the rest, would have been enough to see the whole thing, but it is not safe for Iomedae to focus Herself so intently again; decades were lost on work of great importance to Her in even the short time She did it.



She nods, and passes upwards a flicker of confusion about why intervenehereand not in thehundreds of other similar people this happens to every dayand the flicker of confusion goes unresolved, for long enough.









Pilar : Pilar hears, later that Long Night, that Peranza suffered some kind of major mental break, details locked behind the infohazard containment conditions for that section of the Project, and is now a statue pending there being actual Chelish ilani to talk with her.


She knows immediately that her earlier adventure must have been to talk Abarco (he's the one who took her cookie, looking not particularly happy about it) out of doing something severe to Peranza in the hopes of gathering more information from her. Which, yes, Keltham would not have been happy about, even if turned to Evil, obviously.

Pilar is not quite able to stop herself from thinking that this is the result of her first, brief attempt to be spiteful -









Curse of Laughter: Pilar. It's okay.

What happened to Peranza would've happened to her eventually, even if Pilar hadn't made the suggestion she did. It would've happened to Peranza even if Snack Service had never come to Pilar.

It wouldn't benefit Asmodeus for other people on the Project to hear this part, it'd move them from a state of mind more useful to Him to a less useful state of mind, but -

Peranza will be all right.









Pilar : Pilar doesn't care about that.









Pilar :









Pilar : Pilarshouldn't care about that.









Curse of Laughter: Only Pilar can be the judge of that. Snack Service was telling her so that the matter didn't actually come between Pilar and Asmodeus. Snack Service has been thoroughly instructed by Pilar not to care about Pilar, after all.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Why is my life like this."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Your life? That's obvious. The real question is, why is my life like this?"
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Keltham: "Oh."









???: "I'm sorry - I could try, I guess, to stay on the Project and - but I don't think I'd be much good, to anyone, like this - not worth anyone's investment -"









Keltham: Ignasi of House Manric, eighth-circle wizard of Cheliax, borrowed from the Nidal front lines to Detect Keltham's thoughts, is going to leave the Fortress considerably more impressed with the 'Chosen of Asmodeus' than was Manohar.

Keltham's thoughts show not even a flicker of suspicion, of 'Peranza'. It doesn't even occur to Keltham to think about Glimpse of Beyond, and how he doesn't have it prepared today. The Chosen's lie seems to have been perfectly fitted to this otherworlder; from Keltham's thoughts it seems that this is something that happens often in dath ilan, even in the matter specifically of greater mastery of Law being something that sometimes produces a collapse of self-deceptions inside somebody about how much they enjoy being alive, and them not being able to live with themselves after that, and going into 'cryosuspension' early. Keltham feels bad about not seeing it coming as a possibility, though even if he had, there's not much he could or should have done about it.

The only flicker of suspicion, in Keltham, is about how it seems almost like a fear drawn specifically from his own thoughts. He rejects it after a moment's consideration; if the hypothetical Conspiracy could read his mind and get that degree of information about dath ilan, why do they need him for anything, and also there's no clear prior reason whatsoever why the hypothetical Conspiracy would need to yank Peranza in particular off the Project, that Keltham knows about. 'Base rates', Keltham thinks; this happens often in Civilization, and it should happen even more often in Golarion where people's lives are less happy.

It hardly seems like there's anything for Ignasi to do here at all. The Chosen's plan appears to be playing out perfectly. Though of course, given the catastrophic delicacy and importance of Project Lawful, it's understandable that they did call him in, just in case, for a major event like this one.









Keltham: "People in Civilization do sometimes take a week, or a year, to think about it first. Talk with family or friends or sometimes a Keeper. I mean, that - that assumes the existence of Quiet Cities, or just that you have enough savings to take time off like that - and that you've got drugs to try, or cognitherapists to speak to - and you don't owe your own existence in this place to anyone - but, I'm just saying, people in Civilization, would usually do that."









???: "Cheliax, Golarion, isn't really set up to have an option like that, for people. I'm very sure I'm not going to change my mind. But, I guess I do have the money, to take a week off, somewhere that isn't here, but still where Security can see me."

"I'm so sorry for - for wasting all the effort you invested in me, for, for - everything, really."









Keltham: "I'm sorry too. Sometimes it happens that - people's self-deception that they're happy, makes them less sad, enough to continue. They don't dwell on the negative emotions they're not letting themselves see. It's - one of the famous examples of arguably infohazardous information, that if you delude yourself into thinking you're very happy and not sad at all, you can still be happier than the sadness you're not letting yourself see, and then when you stop self-deceiving about that, you don't want to keep going. I mean it's not a fun way to be and you wouldn't want to have kids, if that was the heritage you were giving them, but sometimes people like that, if they're given a chance to continue on, can improve or put themselves together before they realize -"

"I'm sorry."









???: "Don't be. I volunteered. I got paid."

"I wouldn't actually have wanted my past self to go on like I was, even not knowing. I wasn't - actually happy."









Keltham: Keltham doesn't cry, doesn't even let himself be too overtly sad at her, because that is not polite and somebody in her situation does not need to be doing emotional labor about his own emotions.

Of course if you're Chelish you don't need Detect Thoughts to read him anyways.


"Goodbye, Peranza. See you in Hell, maybe."









???: "Please don't go looking for me there, for a while. I'll tell the devils if I get into shape to talk to anyone, but I don't want to be - thinking about that, trying for that, I just want to rest for a time first."









Keltham: "Yeah, sorry, I didn't mean - to imply anything like that."

"Goodbye, Peranza, period."









???: "Goodbye, Keltham."

She leaves without another word.









Keltham: He watches her go, and then gets back to his work.





It happens, needing to say goodbye to somebody for a time. Not, usually, when you're this young, but it happens.









???: "How much do I need to pay to buy my owntiny sword of glibness to keep."









Carissa Sevar: "Your soul," says Carissa, entirely seriously, and reaches out her hand to take it back.
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Carissa Sevar: Carissa has learned lots of dath ilani techniques for shaping herself better. She has learned how to notice her mental flinches, so she can hammer them out of existence; she has learned how to catch herself having an unAsmodean impulse, and punish it near-instantaneously so as to train the habit out of her mind at the very start. She has gotten absolutely nowhere on teaching this to anyone else, but that's all right; you perfect yourself first, and then see if anyone else can be salvaged.



She sort of wanted to get torturing the Security who fucked up the Peranza situation nearly to death over with quickly, but on examination that was an unAsmodean impulse, less about her valuable time than about still relating to torture as something distasteful. Reversed stupidity is not intelligence, but sometimes it's healthy to do exactly the opposite of what feels natural, to teach yourself that it still works out fine.

So when she needed to go to sleep last night, she did not tell him that it was over, and now she will be resuming.

This is a skill, after all, and if she wants to be a Power in Hell she needs to be as good at it as she is at spellcraft, and if people insist on volunteering to help teach her, well, she'll use their sacrifice to learn.





Snack Service hasn't objected to this, for some reason. Uncharitably, Carissa figures that Cayden Cailean only cares about pretty girls who cry out to Iomedae and not about prematurely-balding men who cry out to nothing in particular.









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs is very very relieved about the report she'll be able to pass on to the Most High, about this. It places Subirachs's own eternal fate, to say nothing of her status in Cheliax, in less worrying doubt.

It would be better if the Chosen were enjoying this more. But even if she's not, so long as the Chosen is not feeling much active distaste, not feeling like she's forcing herself to do this, if she's just getting used to it, that's also progress. Sevar can maybe try again later to find her own particular enjoyments in this activity, if any, once she's over the general shock.









Carissa Sevar: She wants to be like Abrogail, wants to understand people well enough that when she takes them apart she can put them together stronger. But you can't let the gulf between where you're at and where you want to be get in the way of getting better from your current starting point. Sure, look for clever shortcuts, but if there aren't any, then get started on the work.



She's not feeling miserable. She's actually doing a lot less feeling things lately, which has worked out great. And shemustmaster this andwillmaster it, and will enjoy it once she's good at it.







She doesn't kill him. There aren't that many Security-cleared wizards, and she just put all that effort into training him. And besides, it makes the whole thing better, the look on someone's face when they learn that they're not, in fact, going to die.

Yet.

She leaves the torture chambers in time to get some spellcraft practice in unless Subirachs wants her, which she reluctantly trots off to find out.









Jacint Subirachs: Sevar should exhibit her work to the rest of the Project, at some point? That's a lot of the point here. Torturing him in a way that makes him better is hard, when the punishment has to be this severe; it's a lot easier to makeother Security better with it, and the other Project personnel. That's the greater part of the reward of this activity, which Sevar shouldn't neglect to collect for herself.









Carissa Sevar: - she sort of assumed word would just get around, since there's been Security stationed? Is she supposed to do a guided tour? At the Worldwound you could hear the screaming and that was pretty much all the information you needed.









Jacint Subirachs: Word hasalso gotten around the Project that Carissa Sevar is secretly the daughter of Infrexus.

Sevar has made a point of being merciful under carefully defined conditions of mercy, broader than usual. It needs to be known, not just rumored, that Sevar personally tortured this fool, that the Chosen's patience is in fact limited. It needs to be explicit under what conditions her tolerance was exhausted, and that it didn't consist of this man, say, spurning her sexual advances. Subirachs doesn't need to have heard that rumor to know it exists, spontaneously materialized into Golarion by whatever ethereal entities produce them from nothingness.









Carissa Sevar: It isreally no wonderthat Asmodeus hates humans so much.







Fine. Everyone can gather around, then, and she'll explain.









Carissa Sevar: This is a hard job. It is a dangerous job. Expectations are high. Carissa expects high performance, and she has tried very hard to ensure that it's rewarded, and ensure that mistakes which look like mistakes on the way to high performance are not punished.



However, if you are responsible for monitoring a girl in the middle of a mental breakdown, and you don't think of telling any of your superiors that she's in the middle of a mental breakdown because they're intimidating, and then she starts trying to do something incomprehensible and dangerous with her mind and you take fully two rounds to figure out what to do about that, and then Gorthoklek needs to be called in, then she'll in fact be irritated enough to practice torturing people on you for a couple consecutive nights.

Is that confusing? You will not be tortured for asking questions, asking questions is not very similar to failing at monitoring a girl having a mental breakdown for a very long time in a fashion that requires emergency intervention from Egorian.









Security: Mindreading results: They're very confused about what could go sufficiently wrong with a second-circle teenager that a pit fiend gets called in to handle it. Nobody in fact has any questions that they're refusing to ask for reasons that strike the Security as Sevar-disapproved. Many people are thinking 'What the fuck actually happened', but correctly inferring that this is probably dangerous information, and if they were meant to know it they'd have already been told.

A lot of the people in this room, especially the men, are experiencing significantly greater respect for Sevar and the Project's stated priorities, now that they know the price of exhausting her patience and that she's not simply weak.









Carissa Sevar: Good. That's good. She should really have been paying attention to what they thought of her already, that's an important variable. Another way this incident was her fault.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala looks at the broken wreck of a Security and keeps her expression neutral. She's - not sure how she ought to be feeling, her model of herself doesn't say. She hates Security, right? And she ought to feel reassured, about Peranza, by this. Even if nothing is being said about what happened to Peranza, and even if Gorthoklek got called in for some reason, Sevar personally wrecking the Security who failed does not particularly seem like the act of somebody who didn't really care about Peranza. Nor is Sevar the type to torture an innocent Security in order to fool people about whether she cared about Peranza, that's just silly.

...Ione doesn't know how she feels, but she sure isn't asking any questions.

She hopes Peranza will be okay, eventually. Maybe she'll ask Sevar afterwards if the Special Girls are cleared to know what really happened to Peranza. But she definitely isn't interrupting now.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would like this project at this time to be very focused on getting spellsilver cheap enough to be a substantial competitive advantage for Cheliax, ideally without the help of anyone, second-ideally without the help of anyone but Avaricia. If that happens, she may seriously recommend to Egorian that they all join Peranza in being petrified for a whole year, so the project cannot fall apart before Cheliax is in possession of a decisive military advantage. That is, at this point, the only way they could even possibly lose, so better to cut it off at the pass.



She'd like Security to be monitoring for thoughts about whether anyone isn't sure they want to win.









Security: Ione Sala definitely doesn't want Cheliax to win, and is placing her faith in Nethys to stop that, but with tinges of visible effort. Likewise in her efforts to convince herself that she would never betray Lord Nethys over that, who has charge of her soul and could shatter her with a touch.

Alexandre Esquerra would be terrifically disappointed if Cheliax won while he was statued and before he could build armors to slay Cheliax's enemies himself, but this is not, in Security's judgment, a significant loyalty issue.

...several Project personnel are confused about what Sevar's plan even means, like, they just straight-up failed to understand what the plan was about or why they'd be turned into statues or how that gives Cheliax a military advantage. They are afraid to ask.









Carissa Sevar: Sure, okay, she'll talk slower.



"Several people are confused, but didn't ask questions. It would have been appreciated if you asked questions.

We are close to having a process for making spellsilver very cheaply. This is a decisive military advantage. If Cheliax has that, and no one else does, then eventually we will conquer them. A thousand very well-equipped high level magic users with arbitrary resources to throw at the problem can topple any government in the world. Once that happens, the only way Cheliax loses is if someone who knows the secret defects, or ifKelthamleaves and goes to Osirion and we can't conquer Osirion fast enough.

So, once we arrive at that point, the gains to Cheliax from the project proceeding normally are still substantial, but the downside is very high; we have enough of an advantage to win, and are only playing to not-lose. I don't like playing to not-lose. One solution is to petrify Keltham for a year. But the reason we haven't considered that before is that we'll change, from not being around him, and he'll be suspicious. So to do that safely, we spend that time in stasis as well. We wake up with Cheliax already having the resources to conquer Osirion on an hour's notice, and we proceed from there."

It's a gamble, telling them this. But Peranza sincerely thought Cheliax was going to lose, and so it seems important, to give people a concrete, testable description of how they'll know Cheliax is on track to win.









Ione Sala: Ione tries, and fails, to prevent herself from thinking where Security can hear it, that if tropes govern all of this or Nethys has a plan, that predicts Keltham leaves before the Project can get spellsilver manufacture to that level no no that's silly right the dath ilani romance novel would probably let Cheliax get that far in order to raise plot tension.









Security: ...this thought is duly reported to the Chosen.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks that, actually, she's not a character in a story, and whether Keltham leaves depends on her competence not the next plot beat.





But noted.









Asmodia: Asmodia has not been consulted about this plan. Apparently Sevar came up with itjust while talking to Maillol and Subirachs and Abarco or whoever.



Asmodia feels a bit insulted about that, in fact. Isn't she practically Sevar's second-in-command? Isn't it her job to check over clever ideas like these for consistency? Have any of those apparently more-important-than-her people been checking overevery scrap of information that Keltham interacts with?

(Maillol, the actual second, would recognize this feeling immediately; it's the feeling of not being far enough into the Inner Ring.)


Asmodia will decide when and whether to later bring up the issue that apparently none of those other important people saw, when they were making this plan without consulting her. She can always claim to have thought of it later.
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Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 66-70









Keltham: After a lecture or two on the ways of creativity inside a box - the easiest and most straightforward sort of creativity that there is, which is at least worth trying in a lot of cases -

The Project - not Keltham, theProject - invents the bimetallic thermometer!

By methodology of getting together a dozen kinds of substance that change in various ways with respect to a temperature, over the requisite range, and trying to combine every way they can change relative to each other to form any kind of indicator that can be read.

Sibilla, tier-2, is the one who simply welds a few thin strips of different metals together, applies heat, and watches them bend slightly, as the outer metal expands more than the inner metal.

Within an hour they've got a wound-up spiral coil of platinum-gold-silver. You can apply heat in the range of most chemical-reaction steps, and watch that spiral wind or unwind a little bit per turn through many turns, to rotate and move a dial on a temperature setting they're going to calibrate.

The alchemist's vampire-bat familiar is no longer a bottleneck on several key processes! This takes the Project significantly closer not just to perfecting but to scaling its cheaper-spellsilver-manufacture methods. And beyond spellsilver refining, a whole new world of precise temperature-dependent chemical processes has opened before them! Not just for the Project, but for every alchemist who doesn't have a vampire-bat familiar!

It doesn't promote Sibilla to tier-1 immediately, but it puts her on Keltham's unspoken watch list for it; and if Sibilla doesn't get that promotion outright, she'll sure get a heck of a bonus.

And not just that, bimetal thermometers are one more thing the Project can sell! For revenue! Besides sulfuric acid! And they should maybe properly look into metal refining, too, now that they have a way to measure forge temperatures -

Yes, yes, Keltham realizes that spellsilver is more profitable and the critical step on scaling intelligence headbands and they should master that part first.









Curse of Laughter: Party time?









Keltham: Sure!









Curse of Laughter: CAKE FOR EVERYONE!









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 71-77









Keltham: Down to three-quarters the cost of traditional spellsilver production if any two of Keltham, Avaricia, Carissa, and Shilira are overseeing the entire process! You also need either an alchemist or Avaricia but it doesn't have to be an alchemist with a temperature-reading vampire-bat familiar! Total Project spellsilver production at 1.7 pounds! Avaricia and Asmodia have started to train a crew of older third-circle wizards from Cheliax, now that it's clearer exactly what kind of Prestidigitation needs to be done, and how much math it helps to know, and they've got spectroscopes and illusionary optical microscopes and a standard incremental series of chemical reaction pathways to practice on!

They're clearly going to be able to do the thing! The only reason it's not time to massively scale yet is that the process is literally improving by the day!









Carissa Sevar: It's the best news in all of human history.





Carissa is notin denialabout having squishy slime bits that are sad, rather than happy. If you're in denial about your squishy slime bits then you can't hammer them out of existence.



She focuses on her headband assembly line. This isn't going to be something that couldn't have been done centuries ago; it's just going to be something that wasn't worth doing centuries ago. No society before Asmodean Cheliax has had large numbers of decently-trained third-circle wizards whose time is not actually intensely competed-for, and very few people with abundant spellsilver riches would bother spending it on hyper-specific expensive magic items that can only be used for mass production of a single item, because they wouldn't have had a buyer.

But with spellsilver cheap, it works. She has it down for +2 headbands, and should be able to figure out +4 headbands very soon.









Asmodia: She's been having a lot of mixed feelings about things, but even if this puts Cheliax on greater alert against Keltham escaping, Asmodia doesn't think she can delay reporting any longer and still look remotely competent.

Asmodia has been thinking about how to package up the Project for stasis, since they're getting closer to the spellsilver production target. Asmodia admits fault for not thinking of this earlier - especially since it's her responsibility to think of this sort of thing, as the consistency-checker who actually reads everything Keltham sees, all of the documents he's exposed to.

Like Cheliax's contract with the Project.

Keltham wrote in some pretty tight provisions about all of Cheliax's Project-knowledge-derived industry having gratuities payable to the Project.

If the Project shuts down for a year while Cheliax produces a massive amount of spellsilver, even for its own internal use rather than being resold, the contract says an internal price with the Project needs to be negotiated, and the resulting revenue has to accrue to the Project, and revenue has to be reported to Keltham, he clearlydid think about the possibility that Cheliax would do a bunch of stuff and theoretically transfer money to the Project but then not tell him about it, and Keltham has the right to examine related accounting and production books.

If they run the stasis plan, that's basically planning for the Conspiracy to blow up when the next revenue report is due. Maybe that's deemed worth it, for the one-year headstart on Cheliax's enemies, but -









Carissa Sevar: " - doing the stasis plan is going to be an enormous logistical headache along every possible dimension, but I think that one might be manageable. Lrilatha wrote the contract and we had in mind that Keltham might get stasised for extended periods, I think they have some workarounds in mind. You should talk to Maillol about it."









Asmodia: ...She'll do that then.









Ferrer Maillol: Yeah, Maillol was wondering when or if Asmodia would point that out. She's been a favorite of his, but he was starting to doubt her competence there.

If it gets to that point, Cheliax is going to present a putative plan where Cheliax withdraws wizards and resources from a lot of other things, like school academies, and makes a truly massive push to scale up spellsilver production and do a lot of mining and catch up on part of the demand backlog and maybe not die during the war with Nidal. It will be clearly said to Keltham that this is not sustainable.

The books can't be false, but the Queen can pass an act legally creating a separate calendar for Project-related companies which runs thirteen times slower for the duration of that year, making all the dates showing massive production over the next month be legally correct.

Asmodia needs to keep in mind that her superiors are not, in fact, complete incompetents. Lrilatha and Abrogail Thrune put some cleverness into this.









Asmodia: "Acknowledged."

"Sir, I'd be lying if I claimed to be confident that Keltham is going to buy this,this did not happen in alterCheliax at all,sir."









Ferrer Maillol: "Kid, that is sometimes worth doing occasionally. Like when it buys a massive nation-scale military and political advantage and makes it less threatening for us to fail for the entire rest of the Project."

"You're offended that you weren't consulted about this." It's not a question.









Asmodia: "I admit fault -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Don't. I wasn't trying to correct that impulse. You see there's an Inner Ring. You see you're not part of it. You want in."

"That'sgood, Asmodia. Youcan get in. It's just going to take you a while longer before you're ready to sit down at the table with myself and Sevar and Abrogail Thrune. You can be in the room where it happens. You may be a little older than this when you're seated, but there's a place there for you if you prove yourself worthy."

"The only reason I'd be concerned is if, say, you noticed this problemearlier, and kept it to yourself because you had dreams of thinking up asolution and presenting it to your less competent superiors on a platinum platter, so that we'd know to consult you next time."

"That would be a problem, Asmodia."









Asmodia: "I - sir, I obviously tried to think of a solution myself, before I came complaining here - but that wastoday -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Asmodia. Don'tlie to me. I wasgoing to threaten you and let it pass."

"Turn yourself in for twenty lashes at the temple and be very glad that you are on Sevar's light punishment plan."

"This iswhy you don't have a seat at the table. You're simply too inexperienced."

"Let's be very clear on this: You are not being corrected for your ambitions. Your ambitions are good. The way in which you expressed them is bad. Twenty lashes, don't do this again."









Asmodia: "Acknowledged."









Ferrer Maillol: "Dismissed."









Asmodia: When it's over, Pilar offers her a cookie.

It's a cookie with sugar chips inside, which, in the mental scheme and code Asmodia devised to ask this secret question, means that Snack Service isn't saying that Asmodia's sponsor wantsher to try to sabotage the Project, or warn Keltham. With her shielded thoughts and Hell immunity that make her the only person who could maybe plan that and get away with it.


...okay.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 78









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol sits Asmodia down and gives her the Talk.

When it's okay to undermine your colleagues. When it's okay to amuse yourself by tormenting your subordinates. The relatively rare circumstances when you should try to kill your superior and take their place, you are alot more likely to get away with that if your superior wasn't valuable and isn't anyone's pet and was being visibly incompetent and you are clearly more competent than they are. Be conservative about evaluating that sort of thing; a lot of people get themselves worse-than-killed by having a self-favoring bias, and being shocked, shocked, that their new superior doesn't agree about them being more competent than their dead ex-boss. The tyranny is not there to be your friend, it's not your superior's friend either, obviously, but all else being equal the tyranny wants both of you working for it and producing for it. They're going to check whether any apparent incompetence of your superior was actually you sabotaging them and they were a decent performer before that. Encouraging that sort of gameplay is not in the tyranny's interest.

Your fundamental job responsibility that isn't directly to Asmodeus or yourself is about making your boss look good. If you try to kill and replace your boss, it had better make your boss's boss look good, and that's harder to pull off than you might think.

Seizing your boss's job without killing them is unreasonably advanced for somebody Asmodia's age. Anybody you've replaced like that is likely to hang around severely resenting you. Your boss's boss knows that, they mostly won't promote you into somebody else's place unless they're ready for them to die, or they have some other position to send them to where the two of you won't get into trouble with each other.

Also, Asmodia's boss is, depending on how you look at it, either Maillol, or Sevar.

The main moral of the Talk is that Asmodia should not try to kill her superiors and seize their positions until she is older.









Asmodia: It's kind of embarrassing, but Asmodia knows that she is being shown favor by being told this, and she will respond with the appropriate attitude of somebody who understands that she's being done a favor and that a return will be owed on it.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 79-80









Hemaka: "Can You stop giving Keltham cleric spells. As a - warning to him, that something is wrong -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "No - We did try to make the case to Otolmens, actually, but She quite reasonably rejected it."









Hemaka: "It's not an intervention -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "The gods do have a reasonably sophisticated conception of the status quo that isn't 'not taking any actions', and taking non-actions can be an intervention, otherwise none of this would work at all."









Merenre: "There's certainly a case to be made that in the ordinary course of events You would have withdrawn Your support from Keltham at this point? In light of how he's helping Cheliax conquer the world, and You condemn wars of conquest. I realize there's the question of how knowingly he can be said to be doing anything he's doing, but -"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Tried it. Split off a bunch of threads of attention and fed them different subsets of information We might reasonably have had about the situation if We'd not been paying it close attention. A couple of them de-cleric him but most don't.



And We don't - want to do that, anyway, except insofar as he's relying on his spells as an assurance he's on track that We have a duty not to give him if We can avoid it. He's inventing all the chemical industry needed to make the world stunningly rich. He's doing everything right. He's just ....doing it in Cheliax."









Hemaka: "They're going to come here first."









Merenre: "My money's on Andoran, actually, unless we force their hand. Navies take time to build, Nefreti's an unpredictable variable, and once they have Andoran they have a much better position from which to hit us. ...I'm aware that is not very reassuring."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Correct, it isn't. - Nefreti, please stop that."









Nefreti Clepati: One of the houseplants against the wall turns into Nefreti Clepati. "Your staff overwaters those plants, did you know?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Are you here to help develop a war plan against Cheliax?"









Nefreti Clepati: "No, actually, I was just here to tell you about the plant thing."









Ruby Prince Khemet III:









Nefreti Clepati:









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 81 / Pre-Dawn









Keltham: "Wha?"









Keltham: "Who are you, where am I, and what's going on?"









lintamande: "Cheliax is lying to you about Hell," Cedtara says, first, just in case that's all she gets to say, and Cheliax does not swoop in to steal him back right that minute so: "Hell is a place of torture. Most people don't become devils. Most people just suffer forever. Even the ones who become devils lose everything about them along the way. There are thousands of times more people there than there are here in Golarion, and most of them long for death every minute of every day."



She's got some freaky facepaint, and scarification on both cheeks and down both arms. Her eyes are scanning the environment like she expects them to explode at any second.









Keltham: "How do you propose I figure out if that's true or false? Who are you? How did I get here?"









lintamande: "Ask your god for the spell 'Vision of Hell', fourth circle. I'm Cedtara. This is Pyrissis -" gesturing at the door. "We're trying to end the world. We need your help."









Keltham: "Pyrissis doesn't tell me anything, neither does Cedtara for that matter, that's something I would have thought myself unlikely to go along with so how are you planning to persuade me,how did I get here."









lintamande: "Grabbed you out of your bedroom. They almost certainly know you're gone. We have Nondetection up but it shouldn't, actually, stand against Cheliax actually trying, so we're probably going to get caught in the next minute or two. You would understand that the world had to end if you understood what it's actually like. Suffering, suffering, suffering, from birth to death and long after, inescapable, involuntary. Very few people would choose to be born into this world, if they got a choice, or choose to have children, if they got a choice about that. It all has to go."









Keltham: "How do you propose I verify that? How did you know I exist? Who's my god?"









lintamande: "Ask living people. Scry dead people. It's not asecretexcept from you, any book about Hell you read that Cheliax didn't select for you will say it, any person you ask that Cheliax didn't choose will know it. Presumably Abadar, have you got a first-circle truth spell?"









Keltham: "Yes, tell me what symbol that spell would show according to you, and I've noticed you not answering my question about how you even know I exist."









lintamande: "We work in small cells and this is a suicide mission that plausibly ends with me in Hell, I don't know anything like how we got the tip. The symbol is two curved lines, like so, it's some kind of economic theory thing. Abadar's not worth serving, though, He isn't doing anything about all of the suffering in the universe, he fought against Rovagug -"









Keltham: "Okay, look, if this is actually real and you hanging around here is going to get you sent to a place of eternal suffering then you need to tell me how to get back in touch with you people and then Teleport the fuck away from wherever this is."









lintamande: She beams fiercely at him. "We'll find you when you're out of Cheliax. Step back at least ten feet."









Keltham: Ten feet are backstepped. "If what you say is true I'm going to have tomagically hide when I'm out of Cheliax,how do I get a message to you."









lintamande: "Don't hide fromSending,okay? And we'll contact you. Well. They'll contact you."



Pyrissis releases her grip on the magic item clutched in her left hand, and both of them are consumed, instantly, smiling, by five Beads of Fireball.









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "Sir. I regret my failure to retrieve contact information from them."









Ferrer Maillol: "Wrong priority. You pushed too hard there, at the end. We do not want them figuring out that this mission failed and repeating it, and that is a higher priority than tracking down one cell of Rovagug cultists."









Iarwain: (44 minutes earlier:)









Cayden Cailean: Can Cayden Cailean please have authorization for an intervention in the prohibited zone?









Otolmens: WHAT, WHY, and NO.









Cayden Cailean: Thewhy is that Cayden Cailean has spotted a band of Rovagug-aligned mortals who are about to target the anomaly-securing-containing-and-protecting installation constructed by Asmodeus, in order to kidnap the anomaly and try to get him to destroy the universe. This is Cayden Cailean being very legible about that.

Cayden Cailean requests permission to update his oracle's curse with an information packet, after which Cayden promises that his oracle will stop the Rovagug-aligned mortals from obtaining the anomaly.









Otolmens: ...how about if Otolmens just SQUISHES the Rovagug-aligned mortals.









Cayden Cailean: Then there will be more Rovagug-aligned mortals later!

Cayden Cailean's oracle will make the Rovagug cultists believe they succeeded at their mission, which will diminish the incentive for them to try it again.

This will go a little better with some subtlety, Otolmens.









Otolmens: ...FINE. Cayden Cailean is authorized to carry out that ONE intervention ONCE.









Curse of Laughter: "SURPRISE NOT-GETTING-KIDNAPPED-BY-ROVAGUG-CULTISTS-IN-THIRTY-MINUTES PARTY!"









Keltham: "Bleaauuggghhhwha?"









Pilar : "SECURITY!"









Security: A lot of things happen very fast under conditions like this one. It's not even that Security believes Snack Service about the cultists but not about the thirty-minutes part. It's just, this is sort of what Security is programmed to do.

Keltham and Pilar are now in the (official that Keltham knows about) saferoom! Carissa Sevar and Ferrer Maillol and Jacint Subirachs have all just been shoved into it! And some of the more powerful Security! It all happened very quickly!

Other tier-1 researchers are going to a different saferoom, this one is at capacity.









Carissa Sevar: "Rovagugcultists? I guess everyone else is involved, so why not." She would like Keltham not to be curious about the Rovagug cultists's motives - no, lost cause. She would like Keltham not to ask the Rovagug cultists' motives.And not to find it suspicious if they aren't taken alive. "- is this definitely real Keltham - Keltham say something that no one raised on Golarion could come up with -"









Keltham: "That'd be easier if I wasn't half-asleep and my mind wasn't only generating things like 'reasons why masochists shouldn't exist' that anybody could've gotten off my transcripts if they had access to those... uh, really simple math I haven't covered. Uh. It's a trivial theorem that most useful proof systems can't prove themselves unable to prove a contradiction, because if they could, the hypothesis that they proved a contradiction would yield a contradiction, and then assumable provability would give you that a contradiction is actually provable."









Carissa Sevar: - hug.









lintamande: "I have confirmation from secondary teams that everyone in the facility is in a safe location," says Abarco. "We're calling in backup to intercept the cultists."









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service is having a telepathic argument about whether to actually stop and Maledict the cultists! Why are Asmodeans so suspicious every time Snack Service suggests not sending somebody to Hell? If the cultists know they've failed, they'll think they have to try it again!

Also, Cheliax might possibly want to observe how the Rovagug cultists are going to get past all their careful security. Because they totally would have if not for Snack Service!









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol is INCREDIBLY NOT COMFORTABLE with the concept that his installation's ACTUAL security rests ENTIRELY on Pilar's curse and, you know what, sure, let's get the Keltham impersonator and see how they do it, Maillol's vote is on that. Because if the Rovagug cultists can pull it off, Maillol apparently needs to have WORDS with SEVERAL PEOPLE. WORDS and FIRE.









Curse of Laughter: Don't feel too bad! It wasn't all Snack Service! Stopping this actually involved a direct intervention by Cayden Cailean that Broom's god authorized!









Keltham: "How do the cultists know I'mhere?"

"How were they going to get past all the Security?"

"I have a lot of additional questions at this point."

"Is Cheliax planning to capture the cultists and hurt them until they answer your versions of those questions, if that's how interrogations work here?"









Carissa Sevar: Rovagug cultists tend to be Neutral Evil. If they don't Maledict the Rovagug cultists they'll presumably go to Abaddon and get eaten. Carissa is - actually not sure she can order that, not in front of Keltham - even if it actually serves Asmodeus better in this instanceto let a soul be devoured, you just - can't - what are you evendoing,if you're willing to do that -

She is thankfully saved from having to consider this by Keltham's lots of questions, which are directed at Maillol not her but she's the Keltham expert.



She thinks that alter-Cheliax does not have a principled objection to hurting people until they answer your questions, if those people were trying to hurt you and the answers are important, but Keltham said ages ago early on the Project that he wanted people to not do that so they have told everyone associated with the Project to, if it comes up, ask first. Also they're probably not going to take the Rovagug cultists alive because Rovagug cultists famously tend suicidal.









Ferrer Maillol: "We don't have principled objections to that, in a case like this one, but standing orders on the Project are to ask your permission before doing that in the Project's defense, you seemed to have qualms."

"In this case, I wasn't rushing to ask you because it is not at all likely that any will be taken alive. Rovagug cultists prefer dying and are famous for doing so successfully."









Keltham: "Stop me if this is a stupid idea but I imagine that I would, if I was an experienced Security running things, let them get into my bedroom, if they could,to see how they were planning to do that."









Ferrer Maillol: "Already the plan. We're getting your possessions out of there now."









Keltham: "I am not especially happy about the implied point that my existence, my location, and those general facts about me implying that I am a good choice of person to kidnap if you want to unseal Rovagug, have spread to the point where Rovagug cultists have heard of it. The last Security reports I got, about who's known to know about me, did not imply the information had spread that far."









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm not happyeither but mostly because I feel like I, or somebody, should have considered this possibility in advance of it actually happening. Broom's god prevents most other gods from messing with this place, but that relies on agreements between gods and Rovagug does not give a shit about those."









Keltham: "Good... point."

It occurs to Keltham that, if somebody had thought through this conversation, this far, then him suddenly needing to be extracted from his bedroom for some non-revealable reason, might have an assault by Rovagug cultists as a pre-planned excuse.

...he hasn't thought about Conspiracy possibilities in a while. The thought feels sad, and tired, and he wants it to go away and leave him alone to be with his Carissa and his Project.

Keltham consciously notes that part.

"If I said that I was feeling suspicious, not as much as when the Asmodia thing happened, but a little, and I'm kind of tired of feeling suspicious, and I asked if there's anything obvious to do that makes me be less suspicious, somehow, would you have an answer for that? I know it's not really Security thinking, but better that than just feeling too tired about it to figure out anything."









Carissa Sevar: Deeply unfair how things they don't even do count against them.

"- I don't think this is very likely to work, but it's cheap and it'd be informative - Cayden Cailean, can we get ...some balloons in here celebrating people in Chelish governance or Chelish Security who deliberately cooperated with the Rovagug cultists or tried to help them get into the fortress?"









Pilar : It isn't going in reality because Sevar isn't trying to help those people, and if anybody wants sudden balloons apparently from the curse, they're going to have to generate those themselves.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't want that; she doubts the Rovagug cultists in fact have allies in Chelish governance, so there shouldn't be balloons.









Keltham: Nothing, which is evidence against naive Conspiracy, because naive Conspiracy sets Carissa up to ask that only if they've got some startling revelation planned. Competent Conspiracy knows how Keltham will evaluate it. Though you would think the Conspiracy would be competent, they've got a Probability-aware Carissa and Asmodia now, even if they didn't have them before.

"Not... actually the kind of suspicion I had in mind, though I guess it could help on having context for where this came from. More like, there's some other reason you had to get me out of my bedroom, couldn't tell me why, 'Rovagug cultists' are the excuse because that's what squares with the story about how this place is protected from gods..."









Carissa Sevar: "If it's half an hour until the cultists are expected to show up we could go back now?"









lintamande: "No," says Elias Abarco flatly. And then, with a sigh, " - if ordered to let you go into the room that the Rovagug cultists are going to arrive in soon of course Iwill do so but mystrong professional recommendationis that youstay here.If a place is known dangerous you can simply be nowhere near it."









Keltham: "Snack Service."









Pilar : Totally safe in reality - does she say that -









Carissa Sevar: Yes, there's no reason it'd be different in alter Cheliax.









Pilar : "Here's a jellychip to celebrate how totally safe that would be."









Keltham: "Okay, let's run over right now to take a look, run back, I just don't want to fight my brain about this." It would've been better if he thought of it, instead of Carissa, but he probably wouldn't have.









Ferrer Maillol: "Do it, Abarco." And get Keltham's things out of his bedroom, very quickly, though they'll have to put them back afterwards.









lintamande: With visible irritation Elias Abarco opens the door of the safe room and stands aside.





Keltham's bedroom has several Security in it who've cleared it of his possessions and are double-checking they didn't miss anything. Nothing else is up.









Keltham: He'll trudge on back to the saferoom, moving quickly. He feels a little better, but not very much. It's probably the combination of being woken up before dawn, and having to fight what seems like an impossible-to-actually-win battle about the possibility that nothing around him is real, where even if that were true, he wouldn't know where to look, to make it all fall apart, to have it be revealed that none of the happiness he thinks he's winning is really his, or that this isn't what happens to Lost Dead people after all.

He'll probably feel better after he makes up for lost sleep, if he can.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 82-83









Iarwain: Nidal launches a massive desperation assault, targeting the wedge of Chelish forces near the Kintargo front, Black Triune come forth at last.

Aspexia Rugatonn is ready for them, as are some non-Chelish ninth-circles with very old grudges.









lintamande: Late that night, when all of them are low on spells, they get a panicked message from the commander of the second-to-easternmost Chelish fortress at the Worldwound. One of their patrols reported they'd been injured and were going to overnight at the most easternmost Chelish fortress at the Worldwound.



Routine evening communications with that fortress failed entirely. Its Wardstone is still holding - the lack of that would be obvious - but that might not be true for much longer.









Gorthoklek: General Gorthoklek will obviously send a major investigation, in force, immediately.

A pit fiend never runs low on self-teleportation.









lintamande: There are a bunch of cheerful paladins manning the fortress! They explain that nearly all the Chelish soldiers decided to renounce Asmodeanism, atone, and leave the Worldwound to live a better life elsewhere; of course, they didn't want to desert their posts, so they asked if the Iomedaeans would be willing to cover for them until the handoff to a new batch of Chelish soldiers could be arranged, which the Iomedaens gladly agreed to!

They are happy to swear to this.









Gorthoklek:









Abrogail Thrune II:









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Is there any particular romance-novel trope you know about that -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Burn. Burn them all. Burn everything."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You cannot attack -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Thetropes."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I shall stand here wasting my time until you are ready to make constructive suggestions, then."









Abrogail Thrune II: "This has to be related to Project Lawful in some way. Everything odd that has happened in the last three months has been related to Project Lawful in some way. The question is how."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Iomedae did, in fact, see something in Peranza's mind for deconverting Asmodeans, which She was permitted to inform her worshippers about?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Too obvious."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Abrogail."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm serious. It's too obvious. I would consider it if not for the clear trope involvement, but as it stands, no, this will be something else."

"We do need to be more cautious until we figure out what happened. I don't, quite, believe that its only meaning is a tactic to make us cautious. That too, I think, would not be the tropes' way."









Ferrer Maillol: Orders on what to tell Keltham about this, if anything at all? Where the reality is that Nidal launched a desperate counterattack, Cheliax was ready for them, and the war is looking to end within weeks.









Carissa Sevar: "I think we intended to tell Keltham that the war was going poorly and we wanted to make an unsustainable push on spellsilver, as setup for the pause."









Ferrer Maillol: "Sounds like we tell him nothing, then?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think so. The war straining Cheliax's resources is a useful excuse on several fronts, anyway."









Ferrer Maillol: "Sir, I don't have clear orders until you tell me 'Yes' or 'those are your orders', not 'I think so'."

The Chosen was doing better about this, recently, until just now. Hopefully this backsliding does not indicate the Chosen being distracted by anything she should not be distracted by.









Carissa Sevar: Distracted? Her? That would be pathetic. "Those are your orders. Convey to our forces, or those of them allowed to know who I am, my congratulations, andnotmy annoyance they didn't take long enough about it I could reasonably petition Abrogail to be archduchess of Nidal."









Ferrer Maillol: "Sir, you also need to explicitly tell me that you're joking, otherwise it's an actual order."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm joking." Not even with him; with Abrogail. "Is there anything else?"









Ferrer Maillol: Funny thing happened at a Worldwound fortress recently...

The Queen of Cheliax is of the opinion that they're meant to think this is Iomedae getting access to an Asmodean-deconverting idea from Peranza's mind before she died, but that the reality will be something different, because this has been too foreshadowed to be a valid plot twist.









Carissa Sevar: "If She had a general version of that you'd expect Her to be using it more aggressively, really. Unless that was just a test, or unless its usage in Cheliax itself runs into the interdiction in a way using it in one fortress doesn't -

-why?Those soldiers were defending our world! Even if youcould,what do yougain -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Does the Worldwound treaty keep working if the gods, and soon the rulers, are expecting Cheliax to conquer the world? Why defend it so Cheliax can take it? Maybe they just walk away from the Worldwound and leave Cheliax to defend it entirely on its own, right away, by way of slowing our rise."









Carissa Sevar: Maillol says it without any visible emotion, for all he's spent half his life there, but Carissa, who spent only six years, feels a surge of emotion, and enjoys it as one of the first such feelings she's had in a while that didn't need to be carefully managed.

"I hope, one day in Hell, they regret that specifically, on top of everything else."









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 84









Keltham: Spellsilver production down to 2/5 usual cost! They got here in one jump from 3/5 to beneath the 50% cost barrier. The level where different things start to become possible in the economy, rather than you just having a sales advantage over existing sellers, even if they don't get any more improvements from here - and they're still going strong.

Though it's still 2/3 if you only use tier-2 Prestidigitators. Or more like 90% if you use only non-core-Project Prestidigitators (Asmodia reports).

(He'd be even happier if not for that lingering, recently reactivated part of him, wondering if his improved spellsilver processes actually matter to anyone, or if they're just something that somebody dreamed up to keep Keltham busy for unguessable reasons. Well, besides the obvious guess about 'Cheliax' or whoever only really needing him for his genetics.)









Carissa Sevar: The +2 headband items are successfully employed by some average Wondrous Items enchanters to make a +2 headband at quadruple speed. Carissa hands out +2 headbands to everyone in the Project who doesn't yet have them.









Keltham: He landed in a broken world, and he's fixing it.

+1sd to start, and more on the way.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 85









lintamande: Contessa Lrilatha comes to the fortress to deliver her proposal for a one-month massive push on production of spellsilver using Project techniques. There's accumulated demand to catch up on and some big needs that are worth meeting now even if spellsilver's going to rapidly get even cheaper than this, and to get started on some work that'll take advantage of the possibility of it getting rapidly even cheaper than this.

They want to give all the non-core-Project Prestidigitators Asmodia's working with headbands, now that Carissa's setup for rapidly producing +2 headbands is working, and try to train several hundred new ones, including moving a bunch of people over from other industries and paying them to try to pick this up instead; they want to open several new mining sites; they want to spend a very unsustainable amount of money as a one-off to encourage the transition towards a much more spellsilver focused economy, and they want to make a ton of spellsilver very fast.

Here are her projections about what next month's project financials report to Keltham will look like under various scenarios about how well the push works out.

She has one of Carissa's glibness pins, because why not, even though her Bluff was already ludicrous.









Keltham: It's at this point that Keltham realizes that, yeah, Cheliax wasn't really taking anything seriously until he was practically finished with his entire product development phase and delivering the equivalent of a finished prototype, which is maybe just how worlds fundamentally are absent competitive venture capital markets and prediction markets. And that he was too embarrassed about socially pushing, to correct any of that by demanding, like, ten times this budget, immediately, please.

Wow. Imagining making that request still makes him wince, even imagining doing it over knowing how things would turn out.

...he really is not actually a mad entrepreneur by nature, apparently.

Because, yes, this is obviously how you'd do things if you were taking anything at all seriously.

Oh well.

Probably nobody really got hurt, except a bunch of children drowning in ponds because he didn't want to take off his social-comfort clothes, and they all get afterlives, right.

...It would've been nice if he'd noticed that under his Owl's Wisdom.









Keltham: Keltham will nod along to everything. He probably wants to take another hour to review in more detail, and a day before signing anything, but he is basically completely on board with this proposal.









lintamande: Great; any questions he has will be conveyed to her.



She thanks him, with great sincerity, for all his work, and leaves.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 86









Keltham: He signs, and manages to feel some enthusiasm about it.

These dark thoughts are probably some kind of weird brain state that's terrified of actually succeeding at the thing. Or a brain state that is having social difficulties about massive bets being made on his work, even when the prospective expectation of success is clear and materially evidenced, not resting on his personal assurance at all; if something weird goes wrong, it will still be very clear what the reasonable prospects were and that they didn't rest on his promise alone.









Carissa Sevar: The next stage of the Keltham corruption plan is a very pretty set of earrings Carissa has just completed. They act as Geas, with a simple command: don't say stop. The order Keltham gave her, with the secret logic Abrogail saw - that if she ever did refuse him, he'd know the premise of the whole thing had fallen apart. So this, of course, is the way to take that certainty from him.

They're very impressive workmanship.



She's going to wait, she thinks, until after the suspension. Things feel - fragile. Not any specific things, just things in general. Keltham seemed persuaded by Lrilatha; Security says that no one has been inspired to treason by the knowledge that Cheliax is about to win for good. Why risk breaking their momentum towards the most difficult, terrifying, lonely thing she's ever imagined commanding?





She's terrified of it. She keeps thinking of bizarre and implausible ways she might fail to wake up. What if Abrogail's deposed. What if Osirion attacks. What if Civilization is wiped off the face of the planet but Carissa, trapped in stone, can't go to Hell.

It's the winning move, and she likes winning moves, and anyway she has to serve Asmodeus first whatever she happens to want, but she can't help it feeling like the worst thing in the world. And she can't help feeling, on some deeper level, like -





- she's gotten much better at what she's been charged with doing. She is more Asmodean. Subirachs is pleased. She has encountered no indications that Abrogail and the Most High are anything less than delighted with how she has expertly managed the falling-apart disaster of a project she inherited into the greatest triumph in Chelish history. Keltham is in love with her, and whether or not she's still in love with him she doesn't think about too much; she's trying to have less feelings these days anyway. She has a new guiding heresy, of sorts, which is that the more of the flaws in yourself you correct before Hell the more of what and who you are you get to retain in your shaping into a devil.

The Rovagug cultists have been devoured in Abaddon, and Peranza's in Hell, and it's really a testament to human weakness and fragility that she can manage to be haunted by both of those things, but she can.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 87









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 88









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 89









Keltham: Okay. It's pretty clear they're going to get spellsilver into the target range.

It's time to consider what it is he and the Project want to do next, after that.









Keltham: ...is he going to regret not using an Owl's Wisdom on that, he wonders.

He supposedly doesn't owe that to anyone or anything, but -









Keltham: No. Hedoesn't owe that to anyone or anything.









Keltham: Okay, he's starting to lose patience with himself here. What is it that he'd supposedly see, if he used an Owl's Wisdom on himself? If he already knows what he's scared of seeing,and is going around gloomy and depressed about it,every scrap of common sense out of dath ilan says to just face it already, sheesh.









Keltham: He could make sulfa drugs, Keltham thinks. Probably. He doesn't really know how, but he has a rough idea what sort of chemical that should be, they have all kinds of reaction-pathway tricks up their sleeves now. That will make more people survive bacterial infections if they can't afford Remove Disease, and their population density will go up until they're more vulnerable to disease and things are brought back into equilibrium, unless he can first master contraception, or maybe roadmaking so that there can be more cities with lower density, which possibly need to be supported by better crops.

It's a big tangle and he knows this, so why is this a sad thought?









Keltham: ...Maybe it's that there's now an untaken option for thinking about it, which is... cast Augury on what happens if he puts on a +2 intelligence headband. Augury isn't perfect, is the problem... but then the probability of disaster isn't that high in the first place, and he could just take the headband off if anything starts to go wrong.

While that option exists, he has not, in fact, thought as hard as possible about how to cut the medicine-sanitation-agriculture-density-contraception tangle. So the thought isn't really quiescent inside him. He just thought it would take a huge self-sacrifice, so then that thought got to linger around making him feel guilty about not making that sacrifice.

...the problem with that is that Augury has a 30-minute time horizon, and if an intelligence headband goes great, he's going to want to go on wearing it, judging by how much everybody on the Project is constantly wearing headbands, now. Going around wearing one of those for the rest of his life is going to alter his personality.

Well, there comes a point, where you decide to either do the thing, or not do the thing, which you do by actually managing to evaluate it with your utilityfunction or your cheap human approximation thereof of 'wanting'. Or, on a meta-level, you decide to either think about the thing more, or not think about the thing more, and either way you're supposed to be able to get over it, at that point.









Keltham: There's the war on Nidal, too...

And this is a depressing thought, why? What does his brain think he's supposed todo about that? Is he possibly just supposed to be depressed because Nidal is awful? Hm?









Keltham: He could make weapons, as his thing to do next. He's got acid in very large quantities, and that will let you make large quantities of some relatively weak and tiny things that go boom.









Keltham: He doesn't want to make weapons. He doesn't want his knowledge to be used to hurt people. He doesn't want that to be his meaning to Golarion.

And he's Evil, so what he wants, should be enough of an answer. That's the whole point of being Keltham instead of a median dath ilani.









Keltham:









Keltham: Yeah, his brain isn't actually buying that at all.









Keltham: The people in Nidal - are hurting.

It matters tothem a lot more than any of this matters to Keltham. 

Carissa's school instructor got soul-trapped and Keltham has not been asking questions about what happened to him exactly.



And that also matters to Keltham and he cannot, actually, live in denial about that, either, no matter how much it flaming resembles all of the smug, satisfied opinions that people around him politely didn't express, but that heknew they were thinking, about how maybe Keltham would just grow out of it and turn into a median dath ilani one day.

It may not even be the Lawful answer. He'd be destroying a lot of their value for a little of his value, and that's not what he'd have wanted the timeless/updateless decision to be, of people in his position.









Keltham: Cool. Next up, make weapons for Cheliax.









Keltham:









Keltham: ...aaaaand his brain's not buying that one either.

Dear brain: You must, in fact, eithermake weapons for Cheliax, ornot make weapons for Cheliax. To take neither of these options is not, in fact, among your options. So you should decide which of these two things is better, and thendo that thing, and thennot feel bad about it.

If that argument doesn't sound appealing, is it because there is some additional thought Keltham is supposed to think, to weigh, before deciding? Please exhibit it, brain; or make a gesture in its general direction. Or throw up a tiny note of discordance or something.









Keltham:









Keltham: ...is heactually reluctant to make weapons for Cheliax mainly because his brain still hasn't gone quiescent about the Conspiracy thing?









Keltham: This is not a very consistent attitude to hold, brain! In the sort of Conspiracy world where Cheliax does not already know all of that stuff Keltham knows, where his making weapons wouldactually matter... Keltham has also been teaching them to refine spellsilver at 10% of the cost.

That is also a bad thing to do if he is secretly captive inside a Conspiracy!

If his dath ilani sensibilities don't instinctively worry about that, the way they worry about crafting weapons, it means his sensibilities are wrong and incoherent about at least one of 'Is it okay to make weapons for Cheliax' and 'Is it okay to mine cheap spellsilver for Cheliax' and he needs to resolve that.









Keltham: Is he, in fact, thinking about the right things at all, here? Maybe if he asked Lrilatha about weapons, she'd say it's unlikely that Cheliax could really benefit much from them, that he should spend his next effort on forging, or roads, or agriculture, instead.









Keltham: Thaaaaat seems unlikely to be the thought that finishes this dilemma.

He has not, for one thing, actually asked about weapons. Except of that paladin, on a much more grand and impractical scale of explosions that seemed safely nonthreatening to his real life.

And for another thing, explosives shouldn't be veryhard at this level of chemical expertise, compared to mining spellsilver.

And for anothernother thing, back in dath ilan, if he'd come across an internally inconsistent thought like 'It's okay to mine spellsilver for my apparent hosts but not to build weapons for them', he would have considered that as a big deal, and tried to resolve it. He somewhat got out of that habit due to Golarion making him be totally incoherent all of the time. But things are settling down now, he is not having a new terrible epiphany every four hours, and he can afford to maybe start being a little coherent, again.









Keltham: Right. So.









Keltham: Is he, in fact, inside of a terrible Conspiracy of terrible people doing terrible things, who should never have been given any of his chemistry ideas and definitely shouldn't be given explosives.









Keltham: Take a moment to experience fully how much this feels like an awful stale thought you don't want to have to think again...









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: And set that aside.









Keltham: Okay, so. Now that he's thinking about this clearly, there's obvious things he could do, which he has not done, and that would be a reasonable reason for his brain to fail to go quiescent about this.

One, he could actually try to review all of his evidence and compare the most probable Ordinary and Conspiracy worlds implied by that evidence in hindsight, to that evidence and each other.

Two, he could try to poke and probe at his reality in any number of ways that he has not, in fact, really allocated a special day to do. Except this should actually be Step One because you'd want to do that before assembling all your evidence. Only there's a preliminary Step Zeroquickie evidence review that he ought to do before he assembles 'poke and prod' procedures.

Three, depending on results of initial poking and prodding and the evidence review, he could do things like try to do scryed consistency checks on the larger world, even accepting for now that it's dangerous for him to step outside Broom's god's interdiction. He could ask to talk to somebody Lawful Neutral or Lawful Good who's powerful enough to demonstrate, like, their not being fake, somehow he is not sure of how that could work. He could demand a huge assortment of random books from all over the world, now that he can afford those. He could try in other ways to put his vision clearly outside of Cheliax even if he can't puthimself outside of Cheliax.

It's not going to resolve any doubts about his having landed in a competent supercivilization that could keep him completely deluded. Thats probably why doing this hasnt seemed worthwhile to him before now. It's not going to make his fears go away. But it could maybe resolve his doubts about whether making explosives for a weaker putative version of Cheliax seems okay. The Conspiracy that can actually be helped by him, if he makes explosives putatively to help Ordinary with their long grinding war with Nidal, is a narrower concern to investigate.

Even if Lrilatha said Cheliax didn't want any explosives, he obviously ought to do that just about the spellsilver business. Really, arguably, should have done it before, but on arrival he was still disoriented then on a level where that would have been hard... and then he was too busy making spellsilver. Yeah, in retrospect, there was sort of a missing step in the middle, there, had he taken time for meta-thought to order things.

Keltham doesn't feel too terrible about that part, it legitimately took a while for his brain to quiet down and shake itself out to the point where its remaining doubts were this easy to go through and organize, without a hundred other Additional Questions running off in all directions.

Still gonna suck if Carissa, and Yaisa and Asmodia and Meritxell and Ione, all get lost to him over it, after he let himself get attached... okay that problem is mostly Carissa, he'd survive losing the others.









Keltham:









Keltham: Is his brainactually worried about that? On a short-term timescale? This requires that his brain assign significant probability, not only that everyone he's come to have feelings for is a Conspiracy agent, but that Keltham has enough evidence to figure this out, or will be able to find enough evidence as soon as he tries.









Keltham: Well, that sure seems like the sort of thought that could get in the way of a happy relationship. That makes Keltham's correct course of action herevery clear.

He's going to announce now that he's taking tomorrow off announce that part tomorrow, it may inconvenience others but he doesnt want his brain thinking that the Conspiracy successfully deduced what that request meant in context and stayed up all night to prepare. Hes taken days off before, but maybe hed ask for this one with a facial microexpression that gave it away, or somebody would make an inference from the precise timing of the request. If hes doing this at all, hell do it with a pretense of security mindset, so his brain doesnt think he could try again better.

Hell spend some time tonight figuring out what to try, and which spells to request tomorrow at dawn.









Keltham: And then he's going to try to crack the world he's inside, to see if it's just a fragile eggshell, after all.









Keltham:









Keltham: Wrong attitude! And then he's going to try to crack the putatively fragile eggshell of the world he's inside! If the world is real, it'll be able to take it!

That which shouldn't be destroyed by the truth, can't be!









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 89 / Long Night









Carissa Sevar: Avaricia's going to stay out of suspension at least for a month to help with the more sensitive Presidigitable chemical processes. Carissa has some hesitations about this, most of them shaped like 'if you start treating Avaricia as a dath-ilani-rude-person and forget who she actually is, and then she outmaneuvers you and arranges for you to never wake up, you'd deserve it', but it means spellsilver's a lot cheaper and at her Splendour acting normal should be easier. And she's not close enough to Keltham he'll notice subtle personality changes.



Maillol's also going to stay out of suspension at least for a month, possibly for the duration, to manage the logistics of the expanded spellsilver project. She's not worried about that. She is pretty sure that every time Abrogail or the Most High or Gorthoklek steps into their fortress he is deeply grateful deep in his heart that it's Carissa they're here to see.



They're about a week out. They can do it sooner, if anything makes them nervous; they can wait a bit longer, if Keltham's teaching something immediately applicable. People keep coming up with reasons to stall; probably they're all as nervous as she is. More nervous, maybe, because more disposable. But she remains pretty sure it's the right call.









Project Lawful: PL-timestamp: Day 90 / Morning









Jacint Subirachs: You don't get to be a seventh-circle cleric of Asmodeus without the ability to be professional. Including being professional when terrified that you're going to be fired, executed, and not have a good time in Hell; this is practically synonymous with being professional at all, in Cheliax. Project Lawful is probably valuable enough, at this point, to continue anyways, and this, probably isn't Subirachs's fault -

Her report relayed via Security to the Chosen of Asmodeus contains no tone at all, just the facts.

Spell Gauge shows that Keltham received the following spells upon praying today:

1st: Comprehend Languages, Sanctuary, Protection from Evil, Abadar's Truthtelling x3
2nd: Owl's Wisdom, Eagle's Splendour, Augury x2
3rd: Invisibility Purge x2, Summon Monster III

(4th is unknown as always, Subirachs cannot read that high)

An extreme emergency request for 8th-circle support to mindread Keltham has already been sent by Teleport. Burning their scroll of Heightened Detect Thoughts on Keltham can also be done immediately pending Sevar's orders.









Carissa Sevar: This is avery tropey time for him to get suspicious,is the first thing Carissa's brain produces, for some reason.



"Do it. And try to secure a Dominate Monster so we can control whatever he summons, and put - Rabassa and Tura and Abarco on his personal security, if they aren't already, and have someone review last night's activities. And check all the girls to see if anyone tipped him off and if so what they said.



- additionally I - want Her Infernal Majestrix on site. She might think of something I won't, and she can definitely authorizethings I can't."









Jacint Subirachs: Subirachs doesn't remind the Chosen that standing orders from the Most High are that Sevar is supposed to fight this game against Keltham by her own will, because tropes probably do not permit the Queen to win if she's in charge. If Sevar wants to request Her Infernal Majestrix standing by while restricting herself in whatever way the Most High has demanded of her, it's her call.

The Security sent as messenger to Egorian has Telepathic Bond up; the new request can be added immediately.









Security: Emergency mindread results:

Keltham is thinking about whether to trust Cheliax with weapons information for the war on Nidal, and plans to spend a day properly trying to pierce Conspiracies specifically in the class of 'the Conspiracy isn't so powerful that they couldn't use my knowledge about spellsilver or weapons'.

He's conducted a preliminary review of some of his evidence, but all his surface thoughts referenced was the point that if the Conspiracy existed, it was improvising very hard during its early days.

He hasn't done a full review of evidence, because he's planning to gather more evidence today.

His next destination is asking Ione for books written in non-Taldane languages. He plans to collect those early, before the hypothetical Conspiracy has a chance to react to his other requests - something about a scry - and his brief surface thoughts about what he was planning to do to the books later didn't make sense to the Security who cast from scroll, something that felt like an inscrutable dath ilani thing you could do to a language - one of his 4th level spells is Tongues -









Carissa Sevar: Well fuck.





Ask Maillol if we're allowed to petrify him while he's attempting to leave. Get someoldbooks written in non-Taldane languages, fudge the dates. Have Ione still asleep, or if she's never slept in up to this point have her in the toilet.









Security: Acknowledged.









Ferrer Maillol: "We can - it feels like, it's on the edges of our orders - unfortunately - we can't try to keep him for the long term if he's trying to leave, if the time has come for him to leave, if it feels like the time has naturally come when he leaves us. We could definitely petrify him for a day, a week, if we don't mind him noticing that. If we think he's otherwise going to leave us for Osirion, it becomes worse to stop him, delay him. I don't know if that instruction is just about Osirion or if it would apply to other destinations too - we cannot lie to him or tell him partial truths in a way that is intended to make him choose a destination other than Osirion - I will continue trying to understand our Lord's commands -"









Ione Sala: Praise Nethys.

Praise Nethys.

Praise Nethys.



Sure, she can be in her library's toilet. It will be useful to have a chance to regain her composure. She hopes Keltham dings them a million factors of 2 for it.

Whatever's going on right now, Ione will play this out diligently and in absolute conformance to Security's instructions. She is very relieved and very confident that whatever they try won't work and is therefore happy to help her hardest.









Carissa Sevar: She thinks they'll lose 3, 4 factors of 2. It's better than losing any once Keltham asks for the books. Old books, that say nothing about infernal Cheliax, the dates changed by a century, and they'll use the trick to make Keltham skip over problematic phrases; that's the best she can think of. It's reasonable for Ione to only know of two or three such books.





She wears the new earrings, just to have a plot point that hasn't happened yet and needs to happen before Keltham leaves.









Asmodia: SHE HAS THIS. There's over one hundred assorted weird books now in a hidden nook of theFortress library, from which Ione can also borrow books, there should be five old foreign language-books in there and Security has magical text-altering tools to work on the date, they just need literally three minutes and this will be okay.


((She has... not quite totally forgotten about how she doesn't want Cheliax conquering the world per se, but that's just letting her operate at the height of her job, the peak of her game, without being so afraid of losing. Cheliax will not dispose of her, she thinks, if she fights her true best and loses fairly; and if they do, there's always the Gardens.))









Keltham: Ione's not visible in the library. She has been on every previous occasion, at roughly this time of morning.

Keltham assigned likelihoods in advance, this time.



...he hasn't done a full review of evidence but it's really really not good, and possibly indicates mindreading or its equivalent being used on him, he doesn't doesn't doesn't want to lose Carissa, there's a crack in him that makes his voice break slightly, when he calls out "IONE?" just in case -









Ione Sala: "Keltham? In the toilet!"









Keltham: ...part of him is apparently pretty scared here, if he emotionally-updated that fast.


"Weird time-sensitive task! Five books in five different non-Taldane languages from the Ostenso library, can you tell me their titles as soon as you know them, without borrowing them yet?" That gives them less time to run a search while she's in the bathroom.

He didn't consider this exact possibility. Call it 2 bits for mindreading!Conspiracy... not great, but fine if the rest of his day doesn't go like this.









Ione Sala: "Okay this is new! I have a vague sense of what books like that are in the library and roughly what's in them, and I can pick from five different languages, but I can't actually read the titles! You want me to pick five and tell you what they're about?"









Keltham: "Works!"









Security: Keltham is planning to pick three of the five and ask Ione to summon two others instead of whichever other two she named.









Asmodia: She should have thought of that.

Instructions to Security on book-alteration: We need 7 books, not 5, and produce up to 11 as quickly as you can.









Asmodia: This is literally the most suicidal thing she'll ever do in her life. But it's the end of her game, and she wants to play it to the fullest.

"If the Queen of Cheliax is available and the Most High's instructions permit it, I request her in this loop cautioning me on which clever things Keltham might think of next. I'm not thinking of them fast enough." Asmodia is on Fox's Cunning, besides her +6 Wisdom headband, and Eagle's Splendour without which she would never have dared that request, but that set of stat boosts wasn't enough before and won't be enough now.









Security: Queen's ETA 2 minutes, your request will be relayed.


(...this Security now respects Asmodia a lot more than he did 30 seconds earlier. She's insane, but the kind of insane you don't mess with until they go down in flames of glory or dishonor.)









Keltham: Choose your random numbers now, fresh method and means; if you choose them in advance the mindreading!Conspiracy may know them...

Keltham picks 3 of 5, asks Ione to choose 2 others.

"Ione sorry for the weird request, will owe you a favor or just pay you a cheerful price if you want to name one, but I want you to summon those books immediately and get them to me outside the bathroom regardless of personal inconvenience thereof! Literally as fast as possible! I'll turn away from the door so you've got some privacy on that!"

It's a spontaneous thought. There's no warning.









Asmodia: Do it! Now! We'll alter the borrowed books, somehow, Keltham wasn't planning to use the books until later - use Major Image if you haven't altered dates on front matter, and he looks at that before we get a chance to alter them later -









Ione Sala: She'll obey! Suppressing the huge smile on her face when she shoves the borrowed books out of the bathroom door, just in case Keltham is peeking!

This is going to be so great and she will absolutely do everything she's ordered enthusiastically and with maximum cooperative competence while it all goes down in flames.









Keltham: "Thanks, Ione! Owe you one!"

Keltham will now rip one page apiece out of each of the borrowed library books - overriding the flinch any dath ilani would feel, at doing such a thing, it's been represented to him that changes to Ione-borrowed books don't damage the originals - and cast Comprehend Languages, while he reads those five pages. Afterwards, he'll tuck those five pages into a relatively protected interior jacket-shirt pocket.









Security: Keltham's thoughts indicate that he's doing this to be able to verify that it's the same five pages later, when he casts Tongues and does - something that's going to take him a while - possibly something about how the meanings of different words relate to each other?









Asmodia: She's not seeing it at all, and prays to Pharasma that this means Keltham is checking the reality of something they did not fake.


...she admits fault in having not foreseen this line of possibility, having not tried to produce an extensively Law-trained mathematical-adept Security who could cast their emergency Heightened Detect Thoughts and successfully understand what Keltham was thinking.









Carissa Sevar: - something about how the meanings of different words relate to each other - something that'd be hard to fake -



Baseline is invented but Golarion languages borrow words from each other? No, that's not the right kind of thing. Good places ought to have systematically different languages from fake-Evil from real-Evil? Baseline seems to work like that, with the most important words shorter, but no Golarion language does because none of them were deliberately engineered - what would she even learn, if she suddenly could read Kelish -









Security: Security with Kelish who can cast Share Language from scroll: exists









Carissa Sevar: Now Carissa speaks Kelish. What does that even give her. Can she say 'my insane idiot boyfriend who's going to ruin everything' - yes, she can. What about 'my Queen' - nothing's discernably very different about saying that. What about 'we're all going to die in horrible agony'. The word lengths don't seem particularly different.



She hopes he's just checking if the languages have the right sort of shared language history but somehow she doubts it.









Nethys: The vast Things watching all this from orthogonal angles to ultimate reality are talking so fast among themselves that Nethys is finding it hard to keep up with their nearly incomprehensible Thoughts; they are - possibly speculating on what Keltham could try next to pierce the veil, given what he already knows?









Security: Keltham's clearly visible Security detail requests instructions about how he's supposed to be reacting to this whole business with Ione Sala. He doesn't think his alterSelf is particularly alarmed yet, Keltham is an odd person and this doesn't seem out-of-character for him, but he requests confirmation on that, these are unusual circumstances.









Carissa Sevar: Yep that's correct. After he does another odd thing Security can inquiry as to whether Keltham wants additional, or alternately no, Security while he's running around doing things but not yet.









Keltham: Keltham heads to store his mutilated books in his bedroom.









Security: Keltham's thoughts indicate that he was planning to maybe get a bite of breakfast before his next step, but the bump in mindreading!Conspiracy / alerted!Conspiracy from Ione not being present at her usual place in the library has changed his mind.

He's currently heading to Maillol to make some inconvenient and embarrassing demands. Cheliax is diverting serious national energy to mining spellsilver, and Keltham needs to just get over his sense of embarrassment about asking Cheliax to burn Teleports or scrolls on reassuring him in weird ways.

...he's also trying not to think about specifics, and apparently internal thought control is something dath ilani are trained in. Keltham doesn't think like somebody who has actual training in resisting Detect Thoughts, and is probably going to think of what specifically he's planning in like another minute or two, but he didn't think of it immediately.









Abrogail Thrune II: And she's here, already being updated on the situation by Security.

She can't originate plans, can'tsuggest plans, she can say things she thinks shesees but that's the limit of what the Most High thinks she's allowed to do without becoming too much of a primary opposed force to Keltham.

That doesn't sound like a very winnable game for Cheliax, and while they're probably going to lose, here, Queen Abrogail II of Cheliax can try to make it a little more dramatically satisfying if Carissa Sevar wins this, a little more of a fallen-flat buildup if she loses.

There's only one obvious correct next move in this game, then. She should've seen it before now, but there are some thoughts painful enough that even to her they do not come easily to mind.

It's a risk to her throne itself, and you don't want to take too many of those over the course of your entire career as a Queen. You could say, the length of your career is delimited by how many risks like these you take.

Abrogail Thrune II is not, actually, a coward.

It's going to hurt like the flames of deeper Hell.

She's not, actually, weak.

"Aspexia. If I do something that risks my life and throne, in pure service to Asmodeus and Cheliax, in this moment, will you protect me and my reign even with your own life, until this emergency is done and the risk to me is over?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Yes."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune II storms into the breakfast hall of Project Lawful.









Carissa Sevar: - okay turns out Carissa does still feel terrified out of her bones around Abrogail, if Abrogail's in the mood to be scary.



She does not kneel until she gets confirmation that Keltham's definitely not headed this direction, which thankfully doesn't take very long because her legs are threatening to override this decision and give out.









lintamande: A perfectly normal distribution of students are in the breakfast room. They also kneel.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia arrives only a moment after.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Carissa. Win this trial and become a Para-duchess this very night, later Duchess of southwestern Nidal after we conquer that land."

"Aspexia can give any orders in this Fortress and in this emergency that I might have myself, I do not know how useful I will be, after this."

"May Asmodeus witness your day of glory even if He cannot help you in it."

She pulls off Carissa's +4 headband with her left hand, and with her right hand, takes the Crown of Infernal Majesty from her own head and places it on Carissa Sevar's.

She does not collapse. Abrogail was not weak before she took the throne.

What's left of Abrogail turns without another word and leaves the hall, escorted by Aspexia. She is being a distraction, and cannot be much of an actual help for a while and maybe not at all.









Carissa Sevar: - oh.







Oh.



She's not using this to the best of its potential, she can feel that now, it's the kind of mind that you need to grow new habits for, she can see farther and she can direct her mind better and she's using only the barest fraction of that, if she sets herself only to being Carissa faster.

Well, she can't just use her miraculously enhanced mind to think 'oh' over and over, that's a waste of it, and she also should not use it to be concerned for Abrogail, Abrogail eventually reading her thought-transcripts will be annoyed with her. Instead she needs to use it to outthink Keltham and stop everything from being lost.

- how good at spellcraft do you have to be to make one of these.

Not the time.



What's he going to ask Maillol for?



The obvious things are things that are not too inconvenient for alter!Cheliax to get, but are deeply inconvenient for true!Cheliax, like the books. What else is in that category - people to talk to. That whole category of request she feels confident they can handle, actually, with glibness pins and impersonators.

People to do a Sending to. Sending takes ten minutes but that's all building the spell, picking the destination doesn't have to be done until the end. They blocked Sending into and out of the fortress, they told him that they'd done so and they should probably tell him also that many important people do the same thing to avoid random unsolicited Sendings, even though they'll lose a 2 for that.

Financial and tax records - they'll just have to send him real records and pray it takes him longer than one day to figure them out. They can petrify him once he sleeps.

Books about theology and Asmodeanism. They have worked up some fakes specifically on that topic; he might ask for them in other languages, though, or ask for ones with specific traits that'd exist in the real world but that they wouldn't happen to have included in their manufactured ones.

- oh, there's an idea for what he might've been doing with the books he destroyed, not a sure thing but a thing she'd do in his situation - there'd be math, for without memorizing or even reading a whole text being able to be sure if it was changed around on you so long as the person changing it around didn't know what you'd be checking. Something like 'counting all the Es' except faster.

An antimagic field, into which he can demand everyone step after having verified its properties as an antimagic field. Has Keltham run across the concept of antimagic fields? She doesn't know.

A walking tour of Ostenso where he can accost random citizens with questions. They have the capacity to handle that, she thinks, between telepathically giving people cues and Dominating them.

Something he can scry - some place in Hell he can scry, maybe - they could just give him parts of Axis instead -

Verification of the Nidal war, she is setting that whole category aside because they're not lying about the Nidal war. Verification of Zon-Kuthon-related topics, same.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Are you, at any point, going to bother to cast the obvious enhancement spells on yourself for at least +4 boosts, or have Security here do so?"









Abrogail Thrune II: You could almost think Abrogail's voice was strong, if you had many fewer ranks in reading-skills than does Aspexia Rugatonn.

"It is genuinely amazing how little sense of drama you have, Aspexia."









lintamande: "Sevar," says Elias Abarco, "turn off the Crown of Infernal Majesty's spell resistance and immunity to mind-affecting magic."









Carissa Sevar: "Try harder to avoid sounding like you're giving me orders, Abarco," says Carissa, but does that, because he's obviously right. There is absolutely no chance that anyone will let her have the Crown of Infernal Majesty during this operation while not even mindreading her to make sure she's not secretly trying to help Keltham win.

It's an effortless mental action. Shewantsa headband like this. She never wants to take it off though obviously she'll do so the second the crisis is over.

Is there also a mental action to make it look like her normal headband - yes.



Carissa will burn in the fires of Hell for as many centuries as it takes to become capable of forging magic items like these.









Keltham: "Maillol. I'm sorry, and apologize for how unannounced this is all going to be. But with the nation of Cheliax investing a significant fraction of domestic product into scaling up the Project, I think the point has come where it's silly for me to not ask for some things that are expensive and inconvenient and will enable higher Project output from myself."

"Most of those are non-urgent and can be negotiated sensibly and with due notice. The reason for this abrupt set of requests is that I have been kind of stuck in this Fortress. I now want to take a set of measures whose point is to test whether Cheliax has been truthful with me about conditions outside it, and the less time hypothetical Conspiracy Cheliax has to prepare for those, the better. If I ask you for something impossible, that I didn't expect to be impossible, I obviously cannot alter reality to make it be possible for you, but please be creative about thinking of other ways to do it; it costs Ordinary Cheliax its probability when that happens and I didn't expect it to."

"My highest priority request is for as many possible daily newspapers, preferably including newspapers from previous days, in the same language this page is written in," Keltham holds aloft a random page from his shirt, "in whatever country that is, and at least three theology books from that country mentioning multiple gods but at least the gods Asmodeus, Nethys, Cayden Cailean, Zon-Kuthon, Iomedae, Irori, Norgorber, Calistria, and Aroden, and at least five fictional novels preferably from five different genres, bonus if there's a lot of descriptions of interesting magic in them. I imagine, but am willing to hear otherwise, that this is something you can get done in an hour on an emergency basis. Happy to hear a cost estimate, which I think I am okay at this point charging to the Project; this is something the Project needs to do in order to gain access to additional knowledge of mine. Oh, I also need a scroll of Comprehend Languages, preferably divine version, brought back, if at all possible." The schedule disruption of now worrying about mindreading has also affected Keltham's planning in other ways; this was supposed to be combined with the Tongues project.









Asmodia: Shit. She had rapidly updateable approved Chelish newspapers from the "previous week" ready to go, dates and weather reports quickly modifiable -

Somehow it didn't occur to Asmodia that Keltham could just go demand newspapers in a different language from a different country.

Asmodia hopes Keltham picked a language that Cheliax can actually get to, in some country with newspapers; Keltham's not going to be certain that's possible, but he's going to update against them, fairly or not, otherwise.









lintamande: The sheet of paper is in Tien.









Carissa Sevar: That's actually good; Tian Xia is far enough away that their newspapers, if they've even invented newspapers, won't say anything about Cheliax, and the Church of Asmodeus doesn't to Carissa's knowledge even have a presence there. It'd be worse if it were Kelish or Varisian or something.



Maillol should do as he'd do in alter!Cheliax, here.









Ferrer Maillol: "Ithink that's a language from the continent of Tian Xia, I've got no idea which language from Tian Xia. That's two Greater Teleports if true, assuming we can find somebody who knows where that is, and a major city in it. Doesn't take much detail for a Greater Teleport, but you need some. I don't know if I can promise that whichever country that is will have newspapers, even if they've got printing. They're definitely not going to pay attention to all the same gods, Norgorber for example is a god who ascended on this continent and He's going to be of much less interest in Tian Xia."









Keltham: "Then let's run the trial and I'll take the results whatever they are. That's the way of finding reality whatever reality is."









Ferrer Maillol: "Cheliax can afford a couple of Greater Teleports even with a war on, but Keltham, it's not trivial. That's probably a resupply delay to a Worldwound station, and yes they're going to have one day's safety margin on that, but still. Not saying not to do this, but I'd be worried if you had - more than one further request like this, with zero notice, for today? I mean it can be done, I'm not saying it's impossible to the nation of Cheliax, but you'd be burning pretty noticeable amounts of political capital. That's also a regular Teleport to Egorian, to transmit the request there, and if we don't burn Teleport scrolls, as really are expensive and for emergencies, we've only got so many Teleports ourselves - I guess everything can be done but it starts to really cost at some point."









Keltham: "Yeah, I get that, but I do need to run this check before I start doing more stuff like spellsilver, into which your nation is investing a noticeable fraction of domestic product, and anybody who gets in the way needs to be told that. I think I'd expect the Queen or Lrilatha to have common sense on the matter if somebody's being an obstacle about it."

...there's a tinge of power, of pride, about doing this, ordering a country to obey him and crushing all objection to it, and Keltham's dath ilan sensibilities try to shut that down before he even has a chance to think about why he should. Keltham tells the shutdown to please go on hold, along with those emotions, he'll think about all that part later.









Ferrer Maillol: "Acknowledged," Ferrer Maillol says respectfully, obediently; for he too heard that note, and it may not be too late to corrupt Keltham even now.

"Let me get a sheet of paper, I'll need to write down the details, which you might need to repeat. If possible please give me a priority on which items are most important, whether it's better to get more of something in 2 hours than to get everything back in 1 hour."









Keltham: Fair enough. He can do that.









Carissa Sevar: Right, then, it's a good thing the war is going well because she actually wants to send out several different teams to the Tien-speaking parts of Tian Xia to find different written materials to present Keltham with so they have a variety to choose from and can quickly scan them and eliminate the problematic ones. And she wants a guess from someone in Egorian what would've happened if Keltham had made this request in alter!Cheliax where he's still very important but there's no conspiracy, whether there'd be pushback, what it'd look like, who'd get sent.









Keltham: And as soon he's done he's going to say bye and then suddenly turn and run for the breakfast hall at top speed, because if there's a Conspiracy, it was learning as it went during the early days. In which case, if the Conspiracy is still keeping up, they've perhaps now appointed more Law-competent executives as Keltham trained those for them. Carissa and Asmodia may be coincidentally absent from the breakfast hall due to having been emergency-summoned to a command center somewhere.









lintamande: "Incoming, sir," Abarco says.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar wouldn't miss breakfast this morning for the world, no sir!









Carissa Sevar: - actually, with higher Wisdom, she notices that Keltham hasn't seen her genuine and delighted smile in weeks, as she's struggled with the enormity of what they're taking on (and also been dreading the petrification.) (and also been bothered about Peranza.) An error, but not one she can correct now by smiling extra.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar is eating breakfast, lost in thought.









Keltham: Okay good. 0.8:0.6 for Ordinary.

"Surprise change of schedule while I run a serious test of Conspiracy versus Ordinary."

"Carissa, Asmodia, unless you have a reallyreallydrastic reason not to, I'd like you to finish eating quickly and then accompany me for the rest of the trial, which is probably a lot of the day."

"I want you to accompany me while I'm doing this and try to make the hypothetical Conspiracy's life as difficult as possible."

That'll make it more difficult for them to operate as commanders, hopefully. Or rather, if they try to run the Conspiracy on the side, it'll show up in their Ordinary personas being less clever and creative than they should be.









Asmodia: "Oh, nowthis sounds like afun day," alterAsmodia says immediately, aided by glibness pin.

Good move, Keltham, as measured by the volume of her own internal screaming.









Carissa Sevar: "This hypothetical Conspiracy that presumably we're in? I'd stick us gagged in an antimagic field, honestly," says Carissa without missing a beat. "Security can cast it."









Asmodia: "That only works if Keltham could cast antimagic field himself, or tell the difference between a real and a fake one somehow, or be sure that we weren't modifying the spell description he saw to leave out an at-will target exclusion... I guess it'd be worth some fraction of a 'bit' but also he has to watch us the rest of the day and we can't just accompany him while he does whatever?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa loves her glibness swords so. "Antimagic moves with the caster! And you can't do an at-will target exclusion on an emanation, even with Selective Spell, but I admit that if Keltham doesn't happen to recall having read that already he sure shouldn't take my word for it now."









Asmodia: "Knocks out my headband. Which Keltham should immediately test again in case it was only +6 Wisdom the first time."









Keltham: "Would've if you hadn't suggested it." Now he doesn't have to burn an Augury on that, which is helpful.

And Conspiracy!Asmodia may be that much more tempted to suggest tests she in fact wants him to avoid, if she hasn't read through that gambit. (Though the conditional policy was real; Keltham does not lie.)









Ione Sala: While this exchange was occurring, Ione has noted that alterIone wants to know why she's not in this group, and has requested orders.

(She's just filling her own plate; alterIone clearly saw something interesting was going on with Keltham's request, and made haste to breakfast to see if any socially known interesting things had happened.)









Carissa Sevar: She may ask.









Ione Sala: "Why amI not in this group?"









Keltham: "Among other reasons, if there's actually a Conspiracy you're their specialist in pointing out misleading flaws that are good enough to fool even me as fun discussion topics. Plus there's only so much room in that conversation." Plus also, if the Conspiracy is being improvised then something was off about Ione's initial confession. Ione is at the top of his list for being the most likely to be a real innocent in danger / somehow not truly part of the Conspiracy. Keltham is not going to endanger her if so - a case could be made that he should do it for the good of this world, but Keltham is at least more Evil than that.









Ione Sala: "I'm flattered... I think?"

"Asmodia, that's your cue to explain why that's just what somebody in the Conspiracy would say."









Keltham: "Ione, I'm actually taking this pretty seriously. It's not, quite, as funny for me as it is for all of you."









Ione Sala: "Sorry."









Carissa Sevar: - with the request for fantasy books about magic, he's looking for indications mindreading exists and is relatively well-known. That's a lose condition. Pick your fantasy books with that in mind, or edit them.









Keltham: "Anyways, I'm going to go eat some compact high-energy foods quickly and then be off about the next adventure, possibly, so I request that you eat with due nondangerous alacrity. It's better to give the Conspiracy less time to prepare, if possible, now that they know what I'm doing."

He's thinking that next up is to request a sudden Ostenso excursion, which he mostly expects to be denied for valid Security reasons considering what happened last time he went outside the Forbiddance, but is worth 3 bits to Ordinary if they can do it. Failing that he's going to... this thought is successfully shut down.









Carissa Sevar: She was already 'almost done eating', by the food on her plate, and of course in reality has a Ring of Sustenance. She grabs the mostly finished plate and follows him. "Keltham it's - reasonable, that you're doing this, even if there aren't many worlds with Conspiracies it's worth there being fewer of them, and at least to mysensibilities you aren't being obnoxious about being very sure."









Carissa Sevar: Ostenso expedition: allow it. Or, Security should complain and be appalled, but Snack Service if it can be persuaded to cooperate should say it'll be safe and Maillol should let Keltham overrule Security. Three bits would be precioushere. They can go into the city in advance and - have the Neutral clerics on hire for the Nidal war channel a fuckton of positive energy, that's the obvious difference between a city in Cheliax and a city somewhere else, people shouldn't have injuries - and Dominate everyone Keltham actually tries to speak to.









Curse of Laughter: Chaotic Good, Asmodeus, and Broom's god are not all fully aligned on this one. The Asmodeans are on their own.









Keltham: "Thanks for trying to reassure that part of me, Carissa, though I'm a bit cognitively distracted about properly emotionally engaging with much of anything right now."









Carissa Sevar: Other things to look out for, while scouting Ostenso for a potential Keltham-visit: prices need to be checked against the Wall's table of known price inconsistencies between Cheliax and alter-Cheliax. Those newspapers Asmodia works so hard on keeping up to date should be for sale, and some people should have them. Everyone's going to be terrified, but this can be achieved in alter-Cheliax too if Security insists on accompanying Keltham in full visible terrifying force, which they should, if they do this at all.









Carissa Sevar: "I imagine it is easier not to try to live in the world where I am yours and the world where I betrayed you and lied all along at the same time, and I don't need emotional attention. but it's convenient for all the Carissae in not-Conspiracy worlds that the Conspiracy Carissae are willing to go in with them on reassuring Keltham that the non-Conspiracy Carissae don't mind this and think he's doing well."









Keltham: "Iiiiii did not understand that actually. It sounds like Conspiracy is optimizing for Ordinary?"









Carissa Sevar: " - the only angle from which I've been able to wrap my head around this since you first talked about worlds was imagining when I'm cooperating with the Carissae in other worlds and when I'm not. When I suggest that you anti-magic field us, I'm not cooperating with Conspiracy Carissae, because that fucks up their strategy immensely. - you should conceivably also do it to get yourself out from under any mind control affecting you.

But I do want to cooperate with all the Kelthams, right, even the ones in Conspiracies. I want those ones to also know that Ordinary Carissa thinks they're doing the right thing, and that they aren't going to lose her by being paranoid and difficult. - if anything I guess that's more important for the Kelthams in Conspiracies to know, in case it helps them keep pushing. Now, in a sense the Ordinary Carissae cannot communicate at all with the Conspiracy Kelthams, they don't exist in any of the same worlds, but helpfully, the Conspiracy Carissae will say that line too, because they're trying to pass for Ordinary, at which point I can take comfort in knowing all the Kelthams have been told to push on."









Carissa Sevar: Asmodia, what's your estimate of Keltham's update from Snack Service not saying Ostenso's safe.









Keltham: "Ah. K. That makes sense." He's having trouble following this while trying to dohis Conspiracy reasoning; if she's saying all that while also running the Conspiracy, he's genuinely impressed... no that's affection talking, it's obviously going to be easier for her to generate those thoughts internally than for him to follow along her communication of them.

Time for Keltham to consume food quickly!









Asmodia: Asmodia thinks - probably less than 1 bit - Snack Service has been pretty clear about volunteering help, but not often responding to requests for it -

If she was Keltham she'd ask Snack Service about a Conspiracy straight out and do it by thinking thoughts at it. Which - possibly plays into the mindreading thing - but Snack Service has too many other abilities, it may not make sense to Keltham if Snack Servicecan't read his mind about that, she has to review everything Keltham has seen Snack Service do butshe's not at her Wall - has Keltham communicated with Snack Service in code before -

AlterAsmodia is not trying to think of any of this! She is thinking of ways to destroy the Conspiracy! Keltham could ask her at any moment what she's thinking about!









Curse of Laughter: Keltham hasn't communicated with Snack Service like that before.

And yes, Keltham is planning to request a cookie for dessert using an unspoken code that he came up with the previous night, request it very suddenly, and not think about that at all, if he can help it. Snack Service will if allowed truthfully give Keltham the coded cookie for 'I can't answer that for complicated decision-theoretical reasons', which is mostly what Keltham expects in Ordinary and in Mindreading Conspiracy and less expects in Nonmindreading Conspiracy.









Carissa Sevar: - the question of whether they're still cooperating with Snack Service at this point Carissa is going to kick to the Most High though if she has to make a snap judgment it'd be 'yes keep cooperating' (and if she has to make a snap judgment on petrifying Keltham it'll be 'not if Maillol thinks it's a blurry border of his orders', but the Most High should make that call too.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You have command here, Sevar. My own estimate is under 10% that Snack Service betrays us now. You may know better than I, and if you do, Gorthoklek is perhaps the only one who could prevent Cheliax from having a bad day about it. I will call him, do you so command."









Asmodia: "Oh, right. Keltham, you should be running Detect Magic pretty frequently this whole day. Conspiracy obviously has ways of fooling it, I mean, I expect so does Ordinary upper Security secretly, but it might make the Conspiracy's lives harder in all sorts of little ways."









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa feels like Snack Service is not going to betray them by suddenly attacking everybody, that's not at all what the tropes say would happen here.

...how sure is she that tropes are real. A week ago she was pretty sure they weren't, but now, at the last minute, Keltham has a last doubt - and Abrogail and the Most High are clearly reasoning as if the tropes are obviously real, and have more information than Carissa does -

(Her newfound Intelligence wants to go chasing down all the implications of the Most High and Abrogail disagreeing with her about how likely tropes are to be real, starting with whether someone is pregnant by Keltham and ending with whether she's a secret cleric somehow. Her newfoundWisdomnotes that she's already trying to simultaneously run two Carissae and should probably not add having epiphanies of no immediate relevance to the to-do list, and that this is one of the ways intelligence enhancement is not obviously good in slaves, if your starting point is as squishy as a human. Thankfully the Wisdom actually gives her the skill to set those trains of thought aside neatly, flagged for later, not forgotten.)



"You could have some five-year-olds brought in to talk to you, in an antimagic field so no one could feed them lines, not that I think feeding five-year-olds lines even works very well but the Conspiracy might have mind control that'd make it work."









Asmodia: "Conspiracy can probably do that if they get to pick the five-year-old and brief them, it'd have to be via scry into a city somewhere that Keltham could pick one - does scry work through antimagic field?"









Carissa Sevar: "Can't scry into the antimagic field but I can't think why you couldn't position the scry so it can see, in an entirely nonmagical way, the goings-on in the antimagic field? I'm not actually sure that Conspiracy can successfully brief five year olds even if they pick them, five year olds are terrible liars."









Asmodia: "I'd have multiple trained five-year-olds ready to go if Iwas that sort of person and running the Conspiracy."

She doesn't. And - doesn't actually regret that. One of the real Asmodeans needed to think of that if they wanted it thought of.









Keltham: "Okay. Both of you. Slow down. You're having a lot of fun and that's great and it is helpful evidence, Asmodia was 4/3 as likely to suggest the Detect Magic thing," he's casting it now, "in Ordinary, and I was in fact waiting to see if she would. But also I am running at a much higher cognitive load than usual for processing everything you're saying, and both of you need to slow down and give me 15 seconds here."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Obviously Cheliax has well-trained children of all ages old enough for speech; they're not trained for this specificincident but they are experienced in adopting new personas quickly.

Sevar would need to give any related orders; Aspexia commands not, here.









Carissa Sevar: Sevar predicts at something like 70% to 80% that Keltham's not going to go for it, not suspicious enough for the desire for a bit more information to overrule his dath ilani sensibilities about involving children in things, and that he'll update that they can interfere in some way with antimagic fields, which they can't so it doesn't seem like a dangerous direction for him to be looking in. That said, they should go ahead and brief the kids, it's not that costly.



She waits a patient fifteen seconds and then says, "so demand Cheliax bring you a kid with pox scars and misaligned ears, or not those specific things but visibly identifiable things that occur at about that frequency in the population; they can't have trainedthat manyfive year olds."









Asmodia: Asmodia considers the question of whether they've got spells to quickly produce pox scars -

AlterAsmodia says, "Blunder, Sevar. I'm not sure if I'm supposed to point out why."









Keltham: "Okay, seriously, slower than that."





"You're supposed to point it out, Asmodia. I already know what I say here, you saying it doesn't change anything. Carissa, give me a few rounds to analyze what Asmodia says, or nod, or something, before you respond."









Asmodia: "That test is cheap and easy to pass for Ordinary Cheliax. If you look at it from the perspective of a dath ilani possibly inside the Conspiracy who isn't sure exactly what kind of magic exists, wondering if that test means that they've got to find some quick way of adding pox scars to five-year-olds, it forces Keltham to say... Keltham?"









Keltham: "I'm not going to use any children in these tests. It's not particularly likely that whether or not I can do this is going to boil down to my ability to use children in tests. Even if that was more likely, I'm not so Good that I'd have to do that just because it was the right thing for the larger world."

"It's not really a blunder, Asmodia. It doesn't disadvantage Keltham'sinterests to remind him that he has to say that. I just straight-up hadn't thought of it."

Is Carissa supposed to know that? Yes, but so is Conspiracy!Carissa. It doesn't particularly advantage them to have Carissa blunder and Asmodia point it out? It's not like their goal is to protect kids, on most Conspiracy probability mass.









Carissa Sevar: Every exchange that doesn't leak 2s is a win, since they only have to make it through to tonight.



"Does that also rule out my next idea, which was going to be to send someone to Absalom or Katheer or Corentyn or Quantium and scry them while they go around asking people questions? Because kids'll obviously swarm them begging."









Keltham:









Keltham: "I'll think about it."









Asmodia: "For what it's worth, I don't think I'd havethat many trained kids ready to go, unless the world is a thousand times larger than Keltham has been told. I don't think dath ilani rules, or, Keltham's version of those, say he's supposed to hide for the rest of his life because if he leaves and goes to a city, where there'd obviously be kids, the Conspiracy might have an incentive to - I mean - I guess if there just wouldn't be any such thing as beggar kids in the first place except for the elaborate lie the Conspiracy is using where beggars exist - but then the Conspiracy wouldn't necessarily expect Keltham to realize they might be producing beggar children for him, because a dath ilani doesn't easily think that way, and in that case, the beggar children were produced already, to be ready for him, so it doesn't make a difference if he goes ahead and visits - or is saying that the beggars were produced already, bad decision theory -"

"I don't think I really appreciated up until now what it must be like to have that much uncertainty about which world you're inside. I'm trying to figure out what the Conspiracy looks like to Keltham and I'm obviously not allowed to ask him and it's just... a lot of uncertainty, though he's had longer to think and would've maybe narrowed it down more than I have."









Keltham: "Thinking about complicated meta, pause."

Is Asmodia trying to prompt him into thinking about his current Conspiracy forecasts for mindreading purposes? Probably not? The mindreading Conspiracy knows he's wary about that possibility, that the reason why he doesn't know what the Detect Intelligence spell does the same way he knows the effects of Detect Wisdom/Anxieties and Detect Splendour/Desires, is that the third member of the trio is declarative beliefs or something, and they blocked his god from giving that one somehow - something like Spell Immunity that excludes a single spell from clerics?

Of course if Keltham reasons too much about how the mindreading Conspiracy should know better, they know he's reasoning like that, and are more likely to do it, so there's probably a self-referential equilibrium around... call it 1.1x for Conspiracy over Ordinary.









Asmodia: Oh, fuck him! AlterAsmodia legitimately hasn't thought about Keltham thinking he might be getting mindread, she was told to start thinking about this like a minute ago! AlterAsmodia actually just said that!









Keltham: "Very minor blunder Asmodia, I'm worried about the world where they've got mindreading magic being used on me, so please don't say things that sound like they could be prompting me to think about info the Conspiracy wants to know."









Asmodia: "Oh. Sorry."

"It wouldn't surprise me if magic like that existed in Ordinary somewhere, it'd just be above my access level probably by a lot, so, very good point."









Carissa Sevar: "Lead hat - oh, if not for the brain damage. But remember that emanation divination spells, which mindreading would be if it exists, are blocked by a thin sheet of lead or an inch of iron. Wearing a helmet an inch thick sounds miserable...I think if I was worried about mindreading I'd put Lady Avaricia in charge of checking if other metals on our elements table have the divination-blocking effects of lead."









Keltham: "Okay, I'm going to put on hold figuring out how weird it is that the alleged simple solution risks brain damage, what with my having only the Conspiracy's word inside the Conspiracy worlds that it's even a solution, though I guess that blocking emanations was previously listed among problematicuses of Element-82 -"

"Everybody just pause. I am going to finish eating, then go to Maillol's office with you to ask about a thing, we can have the freeform suggestion session later. Right now, doing the things that I thought of before the Conspiracy can react to them, is the priority, anythingyou suggest is something the Conspiracy has had unlimited time to prepare for."


Keltham's thoughts show that he's been reminded to ask for a scroll of whatever Carissa used to determine his Intelligence right after he arrived in Golarion.









Carissa Sevar: They have a lie prepared for that! The spell Carissa used is second-circle, here it is, it just detects Intelligence. he's welcome to try it.



(None of Carissa, Maillol, Asmodia, or Security are at any real risk of failing their will saves against a scroll-cast Detect Thoughts.)





Maillol will, at need, send Carissa and Asmodia out and then tell Keltham flatly that yes, there's a third-circle spell that corresponds to Detect Anxieties and Detect Desires which does Detect Intentions, it's illegal, the second-circle spell he just used was invented by wizards as a way to get the useful Intelligence-detecting ability without the illegal components.









Keltham: Keltham will eat, trying to maintain his continuing momentum and enthusiasm about what is, in fact, an attempt to destroy his new reality. His mind will show a lot of repetitions of 'If the Conspiracy is real, I want to know the Conspiracy is real, if the Conspiracy is not real, I desire to know it is not real' and 'In worlds where this is actually a Conspiracy and Carissa never loved me it is better to know earlier rather than later' and the like.

He's trying not to think much about his plans for the Ostenso trip in the unlikely event that's allowed. His mind briefly thinks something about Ostenso Academy and then deliberately thinks about how he's trying to throw out some false thoughts to confuse the Conspiracy and sometimes thinks this thought after both the accidental thoughts and the deliberate ones, and then he successfully refocuses his attention on the food and how much he doesn't want to lose Carissa.

His thoughts will also briefly cover how he's not even thinking, honestly hasn't thought about it, about whether making a hard try that ends up finding no Conspiracy would be enough info for him to think about kids. He is not that absolutely confident that tropes don't exist.









Carissa Sevar: Probably the Ostenso trip is a bad idea but in addition to the three bits it also buys themseveral hours.Carissa is torn.

- Korva's manning the Wall, can she work up a list of divergences between Ostenso and a similar city in Taldor and her best projection of alter-Ostenso.

When Keltham tests Detect Intelligence Carissa's needs to reflect her expected +4 and not her current +6. She could have herself dealt two points of Intelligence damage (temporarily) or swap the headbands out (this is painful to think about).









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia is utterly confident of her ability to bestow a curse that precise, if none of the other clerics here have the spell prepped and are confident of their own skill.









Asmodia: Asmodia can feel a tiny note of terror in herself about the Ostenso trip.Why.

It's huge, chaotic, hard to plan. That, obviously, from Keltham's perspective, is the point - but it doesn't account for why he'd think Conspiracy was eight times less likely to -

If Ordinary probably won't go for it, maybe Keltham assigns 40% to that, so then he'd have to assign 5% to Conspiracy -

Asmodia is anidiot. Either Keltham planted that thought for them to find, orhe actually is that confident that this is an incredibly terrible idea for the Conspiracy for reasons the real Conspiracyhasn't seen.









Carissa Sevar: .... Ostenso trip tomorrow. That's the solution. Keltham doesn't have any reason to think tomorrow's lots better for the Conspiracy than today, and there are obvious reasons even Ordinary would want to wait a day, so Security can have their spells prepared and additional Security made available. And that gives them an entire year to figure out why the trip is so dangerous and if necessary to completely rebuild Ostenso.









Asmodia: Can alterCheliax really not secure a spontaneous version of that trip right away, if Keltham is calling in nation-level favors on it, if it's possible to do it 'tomorrow'?









Carissa Sevar: There might literally not be any high level wizards or clerics with the requisite spells to make it safe, since they prepare their spells in the morning and already did so; it's not like Greater Teleport which you have other reasons to prepare. You'd probably want Teleport Trap to stop people teleporting in, which is seventh circle wizard and not prepared routinely, and plausibly Shield of Law or something which is cleric 8th.



- actually, Carissa is delegating, to the Most High and whoever is the most senior wizard now on site, thinking of the spells that their alter-selves would use to make an Ostenso expedition safe.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Acknowledged.









Keltham: Done with breakfast! Off to Maillol's! He really wishes that mindreading!Conspiracy hadn't picked up this much relative probability mass, it's going to make the whole day harder and less fun.

He deserves a cookie about that, really.









Pilar : "Here. I'm notactually comfortable with not knowing what Snack Service is doing using my body, so if possible andif it doesn't cost Ordinary anything, I request that sometime after this is over I get told what went down just now."









Keltham: Keltham is already quickly biting the cookie, verifying the taste. Apple-flavored, great.

"Snack Service says that the decision theory of this is too complicated for it to be telling me much, which is mostly what I expected."

So, on the one hand, that's better than Snack Service not being able to do that, which would've favored Conspiracy a lot - Snack Service is pretty high on the list of apparent-things they'd be faking. But it again means that, in the Conspiracy worlds, it's narrowing down even more strongly on the mindreading Conspiracy and on them being relatively better at mindreading. What with 'Snack Service' having apparently just read a thought, and one he was trying to hide.

Off to Maillol's office.









Keltham: "Sudden trip to Ostenso. I'm not going to ask whether it's possible, because it's obviously possible in principle, I'm asking you what ends up being the minimum cost and minimum risk."









Ferrer Maillol: "I'm not going to hide it, Keltham, I was wondering if you were going to ask that and I have literally had nightmares about you asking that. Cheliax is still fighting the war that started when you went on one quick, tiny, almost certainly completely safe excursion three steps outside of our Forbiddance. Don't get me wrong, it's a good war, a great war, the best, really, glad it started, but we are still in the middle of that one and I was sort of hoping to finish it up before you started the next one."

He's not lying.









Keltham: "Ferrer."









Ferrer Maillol: "The main risk here is that this Project is cursed by Pharasma with respect to what happens whenever anything like this goes down. I don't know how I protect you from that. Intuitively, the way things go around you, it feels like literally nothing we can do is going to make there be a, in ilani-style numbers, less than ten percent probability, of Rovagug cultists or a Kuthite cell planted in Ostenso to get you or something completely unexpected going wrong."

He's still not lying. AlterMaillol says it too.









Keltham: "Is this a tropes-based prediction? Because I'd mostly lost probability on those."









Ferrer Maillol: "It's aPROJECT MANAGER prediction."









Keltham: "That is in fact about what I figured Ordinary was thinking, with respect to how I ended up tightly contained to a small location."

"Now talk to me about actual costs and how you'd do it if you had no other choice." Again that flash of power, of pride, that his dath ilani instincts automatically try to crush down.









Ferrer Maillol: "Even if we trust the interdiction to keep outmost of the gods, it's not impossible that multiple countries have localized something-interesting down to the Ostenso region. The fact that Nidal invaded a site somewhere around here, to kick off the war and the god-war, that's something news has spread on even if not about Project Lawful specifically."

"There's dangerous things in the world that aren't gods, Keltham, that Broom's god isn't keeping out. Subirachs isn't here to fight them off, she's here to die after hopefully longer than half a minute so reinforcements have time to get here. If there's any shapechanged ancient dragons who decided to pass one of their endless years in Ostenso, just waiting to see if the cause of the god-war happened to pass by their tea-shop - I mean, there are ancient dragons with whom that'd be fine, but a lot with whom it wouldn't be."

"Just trying to protect you against a kidnapping cell planted by a Taldor duchy but one that has the ability to call in reinforcements to grab you - takes 8th-circle Shield of Law on you, ideally 8th-circle Mind Blank on you, if you can give us a wide area that's something like 160-foot by 160-foot ten minutes in advance we can put a Teleport Trap on the region and if we can't then I'd like to know how we're supposed to defend against somebody calling in a nation-level strike force that shows up standing next to you - I can run this past more experienced officers in Egorian but I mostly expect that our 8th-circle castersliterally do not have those spells prepared today and yes I realize that doing it tomorrow gives everybody in Ostenso time to rehearse a story."









Keltham: "What's the Queen do when she wants to travel?"









Ferrer Maillol: "First of all, Abrogail Thrune is an 8th-circle sorcerer herself and literally one of the five most powerful casters in Cheliax, second, she mostly stays in her well-protected palace, third, when she leaves her palace she teleports directly to somewhere else that's very protected, fourth, if she was violating those rules, she wouldn't do it on less than a day's notice."









Asmodia: "Conspiracy Asmodia already has everybody in Ostenso prepped with a story. She's insulted that you think giving her an extra day of prep time is going to make a difference to her."









Carissa Sevar: "I actually don't think she does? Ostenso is aportcity, there are ships arriving from all over the world, there's no way Conspiracy is stopping them all at the docks to brief them. Unless Conspiracy rules the whole world, I guess, or at least the whole Inner Sea."









Asmodia: "You underestimate Conspiracy Asmodia... okay maybe not really, maybe not for that one."

"I don't know, I'd need a minute to think about how I'd handle that and Conspiracy Asmodia has literally had weeks."

"Is she any better at the ships thing if Keltham visits Ostenso tomorrow instead of in one hour?"









Carissa Sevar: "Hmmm. I guess she knows which ships are coming in and can try to spend the next day briefing or mind-controlling them all? It'd have to be mind-control, actually, unless the Conspiracy controls the whole Inner Sea. But that's still thousands of people, and Taldane and Qadiran merchant ships have their own ship wizards and it'd be an enormous provocation to use illegal mind-control spells on their nationals, they might declare war about it....I think it narrows you down to 'Conspiracy controls the Inner Sea' or 'Conspiracy immersively controls your sensory inputs' or 'Ordinary'. ....maybewith a day you could kick everyone out, close the port to foreign nationals on some plausible excuse and get some fake foreign nationals in their place.

I would need to see the port to guess if that'd work which means Keltham has to assume it would. You couldn't fool anyone who knows any things about ships but Keltham doesn't."









Ferrer Maillol: "Assuming I'm reading this interplay correctly, am I allowed to ask why Keltham thinks thatAsmodia is running the Conspiracy?"









Asmodia: "No."









Keltham: "Why does Conspiracy Asmodia think Keltham thinks Asmodia is running the Conspiracy? Answer that one relatively quickly."

If that's actually Conspiracy Asmodia, asking this question will force Conspiracy Asmodia to think what Ordinary Asmodia thinks Conspiracy Asmodia thinks Keltham thinks about Asmodia, which should exceed the three-level limit on her brainware-supported recursion ability and force her to either answer very slowly or give Conspiracy Asmodia's real answer.









Asmodia: "The Manohar thing was fake and somehow I got enhanced with the ability to master Law on the level where I'd need that to oppose a dath ilani as a Conspirator."









Keltham: ...sort of hard to evaluate. It feels like the sort of veryobvious answer somebody might give under heavy cognitive load... call it 1.3x for Conspiracy over Ordinary, even given into account that he asked Asmodia to answer quickly and she did.









Asmodia: She's always feared losing her game like this, to dozens of little cuts where she can't realistically do better, if Keltham ever started really opposing them and using all his Law to distinguish them. Fuck her life, if only Keltham had asked Sevar to pass that test, but there was no time to pass the question to Sevar even if Sevar could've answered it better.









Asmodia: "Okay, wrongthought, that's why Ordinary Asmodia namely me instantaneously thinks Keltham thinks Asmodia would be running the Conspiracy if it existed. I don't think I have a good model in my head of what Conspiracy Asmodia knows about Keltham that I don't, what with my, you know, not knowing those things?"









Keltham: They're not very distinct for Ordinary Asmodia, no, but Conspiracy Asmodia has to keep track of the difference and that reduces the quality of her fast answer.

"It'd be nice to send somebody to Ostenso to scry on the place, if I accept that a visit today just isn't safe, but I'm just not seeing how to get around the level of illusion spells that could be applied both there and here. Conspiracy obviously has illusion spells I can't detect with Detect Magic given their ability to evade truthspells... is there any solution there that only uses Law of magic that I already know and ideally can directly verify?"

Scries would be almost as good as in-person presence for purposes of forcing the Conspiracy to rapidly burn a limited spell supply, which is one of their constraints that's most likely to be real, on controlling a giant freely-navigable high-entropy gameboard. That the Conspiracy faked a god-war and mortal-war to have an excuse to keep him in an isolated place, and never sent Keltham on any guided tours that would increase his trust level and reduce his suspicion about being isolated, implies that they are veryunconfident of their ability to present him with a faked Ostenso.









Carissa Sevar: " - 'do it all day' is the obvious thing? Sustained concentration is very costly, and Conspiracy didn't plan spells this morning with you trying this in mind. And make people show you things that would be hard to illusion well, like all the dock laborers in Ostenso, or the central market, or the temples, where there's a lot of stuff going on and you'd need a very good visual in order to fake it at all. I have all kinds of clever ideas around using necromancy to possess a person who's going to Ostenso, or binding a familiar and using spells to look through their eyes, but none of that's magic you're already familiar with -

High Priest, could we convince Her Majesty to visit Ostenso, with Keltham under a bunch of heavy duty antiscrying and nondetection among her entourage? That happens sometimes, so it's not by itself likely to trigger attacks by any dragons or fae or hibernating liches or whatever, and you don't have to double up the security between Her Majesty visiting and Keltham visiting, and even if people are hanging around in Ostenso desperately trying to learn about Project Lawful, which I'm sure they are, they won't learn much from a royal visit since again those happen sometimes. It'd mean Keltham couldn't go around confronting random people, which is too bad because that'd be very good at differentiating Conspiracy and not, but he could at least - see that Ostenso exists and is at the right tech level and wealth level and has thousands of people around who look like the Ostenso wizarding students do -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Sure we could.Tomorrow. If we ask for ittoday without anybody getting a chance to prep appropriate spells, the Queen will justifiably worry about whether we are trying to assassinate her."

"No, wrongthought, as people are saying around here. The Queen will worry it's an assassination plan but could just truthspell the daylight out of everyone, particularly Keltham, about where that request came from... if she's sufficiently sure nobody managed to tag him with subtler mind-control about that..."

"Itstill strikes me as a bad idea! Now you're talking about exposing the Queen to whatever disaster happens around Keltham, and nobody having a chance to prep spells to defend her! This is the sort of terrible idea that gets into history books!"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm fine with tomorrow! I think we ought to let Keltham see Ostenso but I don't actually think it's that much less evidence tomorrow compared to today. - though we could at least ask Egorian in case shehappensto have her staff have the spells prepared for a safe excursion all the time anyway during wartime or something."









Keltham: "Is there such a thing as an all-day scry? I think I remember seeing 2 minutes per caster circle?"









Carissa Sevar: "Greater Scrying, two hours per caster circle, seventh circle but I bet Cheliax does have someone who prepared it today because it's a pretty essential military operations spell."









Ferrer Maillol: "Those spells will in fact be needed for essential military operations but there will certainly be a Greater Scrying scroll or item available for military emergencies. It'll run about 2000gp."









Keltham: Keltham winces and then ruthlessly crushes the qualm. "Well, don't rush off to replace it because spellsilvered ink is going to get a lot cheaper over the next month."

"Talk to me about how Greater Scry works, is there any obvious way for me to talk through it, can it follow around a viewpoint character even if they do a Teleport, how does that all work?"









Carissa Sevar: "Scrying follows a person up to a fairly fast speed of travel but can't Teleport with them; if you wanted to have someone go look at Ostenso I'd suggest they just ride there from here on a horse while you watch on a scry. Detect Magic and Message work through a Greater Scry so you could talk to them and also see if they were casting any spells or if any magic was operating around them, though I assume the Conspiracy can fake that."









Keltham: "We can't have somebody teleport to Ostenso and then scry them?" He obviously wouldn't pickOstenso, there's no reason to stay inside the Otolmens-protected zone if he's not traveling there... well, now the mindreading!Conspiracy knows that too. Internal sigh. Okay he's not going to think explicitly about likelihoods on Ordinary and Conspiracy claiming that scry doesn't work on targets who Teleported somewhere far away. You're supposed to do it in advance, sure, but you're also not supposed to let them read your mind about it by doing it in advance.









Carissa Sevar: "Sure, you could do that, though then you don't know where they really are."









Asmodia: "He has only our word that a Greater Scrycan't follow through a Teleport and covering upthat with an illusion of somebody horseback riding does not sound hard."









Carissa Sevar: " - it obviously can't follow through a teleport because the tricky part of the scaffold is thescrying sensor you're projectingwhich behaves as a physical object at some distance from the target on the other end, if you wanted it to follow through a teleport you'd need the sensor to be physically continuous with the subject. - sorry Keltham, I don't expect you to believe that, I'm just going to find the day very unpleasant if I have to treat all magic as an ineffable black box we can only learn about by asking questions of hostile entities."









Keltham: "That's one of the actual reasons why Asmodia was augmented to run the Conspiracy once they found out about Law of Probability. Asmodia is good specifically at perspective-taking-on-ignorance and model-checking."

"Sustaining a Major Image for an extended period - I mean, it was mentally taxing, but that spell has a long range, so I don't see how I prevent somebody from staying out of range of any detection means I have, and just modifying what the scry shows. I'd be trying to find an inconsistency in whatever they were showing me, and while I do know some things they wouldn't, I'm still very ignorant of Golarion..."

And he can't think in advance of what those inconsistencies might be, because he's up against mindreaders.

Still, the more time they have to prepare, the worse.

He can't visit Ostenso today: 3:1 for Conspiracy... no, they claimed he'd be able to visit it tomorrow. That's more like 2:1, or even 1.5:1, depending on how vast and complicated the place actually looks tomorrow...

Of course that's assuming the real plan isn't for them to prep spells tomorrow for bringing out the high-amperage batteries on mind control, which is expensive enough that they didn't want to do it before now when they could always do it later and only if required.

He should keep an eye out for other signs that they want to delay him only until tomorrow morning.

"Is it possible for me to decide a target at the last minute, and then somebody Teleports there and the Greater Scry spell finishes focusing on them once they're there?"









Asmodia: (Asmodia wants to say something about how Conspiracy Asmodia should be sent there, where she can't secretly run her game against Keltham too; it would give alterAsmodia a chance to also say she might really be rationalizing the whole thing and really wanted to go look at exotic places. But Asmodia is not sure alterAsmodia truly has the same thought, and by now alterAsmodia is probably taking this pretty seriously.)









Carissa Sevar: "That works fine. - uh, if I have a thought that you will learn more from if you think of it rather than me suggesting it, but that would require the High Priest doing something in advance so it does work out if you do think of it, would you prefer I pass him a note, or just say it, or do nothing?"









Keltham: "Because if I think of it, it was more narrowly determined than if you suggested it to me? Sure, pass him a note."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, that's right."



And she writes out 'the person you send off to Teleport should be Worldwound-cleared and have live clearances for the Nidal front in case he orders them to either of those places' and hands the note to Maillol.









Asmodia: "Should I look at that so Idon't say it to Keltham? Nothing obvious is coming to my own mind for what could be written there."









Carissa Sevar: "I think sure, if you want."









Asmodia: She will.

"Oh. Huh. Interesting implied hypothesis about what Keltham would be thinking. This is a good idea, Keltham, you should try harder than I did to have a good idea. Let me know if I should not have said it that way and I'll update."









Keltham: "Nah, telling me to have a good idea is allowed by 'securitymindset'."

"All right, next episode, get somebody in to get ready to Teleport, and somebody to run Greater Scry on them. I also want a regular scry, to be done after another Teleport, it may not last as long but it'll give me a backup option." He's trying not to evaluate either of his options there. "Maillol, ETA on that? Also, same trip, I request a scroll of whatever Carissa used to detect my Intelligence as 18 at the Worldwound."









Ferrer Maillol: "If you're willing to pay for them, I can send a messenger immediately and they can teleport back with the scrolls in five to ten minutes. If you want Cheliax to pay for them, an argument happens first and creates a delay, the system is not set up for me to suddenly requisition a Greater Scry scroll on a nonemergency basis, and declaring an emergency here would go politically odd."









Keltham: "You okay with 75% Project budget, 25% my personal account to show I take it seriously, 4000gp spending cap?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Works. I'm only dying inside a little."









Keltham: "Make it so. Oh, and please also make sure that recording is set up around me, and that transcripts will be available to me later today, so I can review events afterwards." They can try to edit those, obviously, but it'd be a risky game for them.









Ferrer Maillol: "Before that. Sevar, Asmodia, out of this room for one minute. I've got a question for Keltham... above their paper classification level which nobody has really gotten around to raising but never mind."









Keltham: "Okay, I'll affirm that," questions of whether that was more likely in Conspiracy, to give them a chance to perform some action out of his vision, on hold pending what Maillol says.









Carissa Sevar: Out they'll go.









Asmodia: Prediction, Keltham runs out in the middle of Maillol talking to check on whether we're still there and doing anything suspicious.









Ferrer Maillol: "There's an obvious theory about why you're asking for a scroll of Detect Intelligence. I'll get you one, it shouldn't be hard to find."

"The spell Sevar cast is second-circle, not third-circle, and is one of a class of spells useful for detecting things that might be trying to hide from you -"









Keltham: "Hold that thought."









Keltham:









Asmodia: "I feel obliged to note that I did in fact predict your suddenly running over to check on us, though only after I left the room and had a second to think, and so did Conspiracy Asmodia."

"I'm predicting you doing it a second time too, though less so now that it's pretty clear the Conspiracy is prepared."









Keltham: Still 1.05x favoring Ordinary. They shouldn't get caught that easily, but then Conspiracy isn't perfect, on the surviving probability mass for it.

"Thanks for being frank, whichever Asmodia."









Asmodia: "I've been trying to figure out how she feels about you emotionally and I genuinely have no idea."









Carissa Sevar: "Iiiii know exactly how hypothetical Conspiracy Carissa feels about you but maybe that's something to tell you after you're done with all this."









Keltham: "Neither of you necessarily have Conspiracy emotional makeup that is anything remotely like your actual - never mind, Maillol is in the middle of saying something."









Keltham: Dash back.









Ferrer Maillol: "The spell I'd guess you're actually thinking of is third-circle Detect Intentions and classified. Detect Intelligence is the second-circle wizard imitation version that just detects minds nearby and reads off their Intelligence level."









Keltham: "Can I have a scroll of -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Not without a more serious political fight. I admit I don't understand why it would be important for you to verify that it exists now that I've told you about it. Or are you thinking of ordering Sevar to fail her Will Save about it?"









Keltham:









Asmodia:









Carissa Sevar:









Keltham:









Keltham: "Some versions of the Conspiracy are trying to make me believe they have mindreading capabilities when in fact they don't."









Ferrer Maillol: "I have one Security on staff who's authorized to use that and keeps a spell slot open. I can order him to prepare Detect Intentions in about thirty minutes, and he can try it on you briefly." In the form of Detect Thoughts with a metamagic Extend Duration on it, which will make the spell visibly third-circle. "You'll need to deliberately fail a Will Save, which should also let you verify that it would take a substantially more powerful caster than him to try reading you without you noticing."

"There's more powerful mindreading spells but those would be harder to prove things to you about."









Keltham: Keltham doesn't try to explain that he has only their word for it that they can't deliberately cast weaker versions of spells - to make it feel like he'd have an easier time resisting, or to make the spell more detectable, than it would be unmodified. Maillol isn't Asmodia.

"Asmodeus's orders not a problem?"









Ferrer Maillol: Fuck you too, kid.

"The kind of precautions He required around this sort of thing are noticeably less strict than for Contessa Lrilatha using mind-control on you, yes. You understand what's going to happen, you asked it for a reason that sure doesn't look coerced, that satisfies His restrictions" namely none.

It is not done lightly to lie about what Asmodeus has commanded regarding someone, and what impinges on His honor one does not lie about at all; but misleading truths are in His nature and reputation already.









Keltham: "Okay, let's do that." Them having a totally innocuous Detect Intelligence spell they can exhibit to him undoes some of the earlier updates that formed his previous prior about Conspiracy, around 3x worth of it, if real.









Keltham:









Keltham: "Carissa, according to you, is it usually possible to take a spell that'd ordinarily be powerful, and cast it in a weaker way that would deceive somebody about how easy it was to make their save against that?"









Carissa Sevar: " - huh.You know, I've never heard of anyone doing that, but it's got to be possible in theory, because dumber wizards generally have easier saves, and if nothing else you could curse yourself to prepare and cast the spell while substantially stupider, and given that that would work it's presumably possible to figure out what the dumber wizards are doing wrong and do it wrong on purpose.Though I think that'd be harder than it sounds, because we're talking about muscle memory, right, trained instincts for how to build a spell.

It also wouldn't work if the target had substantial experience with spells, because they could just notice the spell seemed sloppy."









Keltham: "Well, at least they're doing a good job of pretending that Ferrer isn't as good at perspective-taking-of-ignorance as Asmodia and that the different branches of Conspiracy aren't in ongoing communication."

"New obviously magical earrings, Carissa?" He performs Detect Magic as he speaks.









Carissa Sevar: "Present I made you. Or made myself for you. I finished them up yesterday. They cast Geason the wearer, the sixth-circle magical command spell, I thought it'd be fun. You're now going to declare this suspiciously coincidental timing which I suppose it is, in favor of - Conspiracies that didn't realize you were doing anything weird today until after you saw me, or that need me to be wearing magical obedience earrings - do you want me to take them off -"









Keltham: "...I hate to ruin a sex surprise, butearrings of mind control sure are a thing I suspiciously cannot test on myself. There was going to be some amount of plan spoilage from today somehow, I guess, if I'm asking Cheliax to spend giant amounts of money I should be willing to spend at least a little - go ahead and tell me what the earrings putatively do, we can send Asmodia out first if you like."









Carissa Sevar: "I would mildly prefer that."









Asmodia: "I'll go get in some quick updates of my Conspiracy while Keltham's not looking. He'll never think to suddenly check on me if I say that I've thought of that, causing him to think it's a waste of time."

"Thank you, Sevar, your plot to cause Keltham to give me these crucial two minutes by forging magical earrings will not be wasted."









Carissa Sevar: "Changed my mind, I would prefer Asmodia staying to Keltham dashing out to check on her in the middle of me explaining my sex toy."









Asmodia: "Actually - I will close my eyes, and stick my fingers in my ears and hum to myself while you talk quietly. That works if it'snot classified information."

She suits actions to words, and rests her brain while she hums.

((It's the most stressful day of her second life and she'd still take it over any day of her entire first life.))









Keltham: "Proceed while Asmodia sends her telepathic messages. Oh hey you have a short word for that."









Carissa Sevar: "If we're important conspirators we definitely have Telepathic Bond up, which is why I suggested an antimagic field to you. The earrings are command-word activated like the handcuffs, and then treat the controlling party's orders as magically compelled, as the spell Geas.- I invented it from scratch. I thought it'd be fun to try inventing my own magic items."





This is false!! It's less false than it was an hour ago; she's been making some modifications on the fly. If she gets enough undistracted time, then by evening it will probably be true. It means the earrings succeed at their original concept but are less obviously targeted at that.

She fucking loves this headband.









Keltham: "That is the most Carissa sex toy ever."

"I'll try it out sometime when I won't have to wonder if the effect is real."

It doesn't even occur to him to activate the supposed effect on Carissa and question her; the Conspiracy wouldn't make earrings like that, if that would work for him.









Carissa Sevar: Tragic. They could have had a sexy interrogation scene.









Keltham: "You okay with... rephrase. This is your brief chance to argue me out of my holding on to those earrings, just in case they're vital Conspiracy-maintenance equipment."









Carissa Sevar: "Go ahead. However, later, once this is over, you have to be very impressed with me about them or I won't invent any ludicrously expensive magic sex toy surprises for you again."









Keltham: "I doubt I can properly appreciate it until I've got better Spellcraft. But I'll be duly impressed that you're probably not supposed to be able to make sixth-circle items at fourth-circle, that you got access to what sounds like heavily forbidden mind control magic for purposes of a sex game, and with your general pervertedness levels."

"- if I'mholding the earrings does the effect apply to me."









Carissa Sevar: "No! I'd have warned you! Also, you can simply not say" Message 'equestrian pumpkins', "which isn't really the kind of thing people say much by accident!"









Keltham: This sequence of events seems predictable.

Maybe too predictable.

There could be rules about how he has to accept the bearer-controlling mind-control magic item voluntarily or knowingly; they could be suspicious that his Spellcraft has advanced enough to recognize what a mind-control item looks like.

"Apologies to Ordinary Carissa. Remove the earrings from your head, but keep them yourself."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, Keltham."





She obeys.



Great, she'll get to keep working on them. That went perfectly.









Asmodia: Asmodia, booped by Keltham, will duly open her eyes and cease her humming.









Keltham: "Request quiet while I rest my brain for a few minutes, until Maillol's scry people get here. Possibly afterwards too, if we don't have to talk much to them."









Asmodia: "Some point in the next hour, unpredictably to me, tell me to go to the bathroom?"









Keltham: "Check."









Carissa Sevar: Awww, too bad, she was hoping he'd ask whether and whyGeasis even legal to know about, they spent a while workshopping that earlier this week.









Keltham: Obviously the Conspiracy wouldn't bring that up if they didn't have a great excuse prepped for it. He noticed confusion, but he'll ask later; it may be a mistake to make himself too easy to steer.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa steps back to give her boyfriend some time to think, smiling at him.





- now is a good time to give her any non-urgent updates that haven't previously been passed along, and a good time to make sure of some obvious things: the team editing the books retrieved from a Tien-speaking company should be routed through Korva by default, with anything Korva is unsure of going to Asmodia, with anything Asmodia is unsure of presented to Carissa. Carissa hasn't yet been interrupted with anything which likely suggests people are being too conservative in escalating; they should now try escalating the things they considered escalating and then decided not to.

If anyone at any stage in the process thinks that they are making some kind of serious mistake she wants to hear about it. The primary thing they're editing for is references to Abadar's holy symbol or teachings, Hell or devils and to mindreading (as something that is not secret and tightly controlled); they're secondarily editing for Lawful Evil people behaving like, well, Lawful Evil people, possibly by just changing them all to Neutral Evil and some Lawful Neutral ones to Lawful Evil. Tertiary: Nethysianism inconsistent with Ione's, mentions of the minor god they told Keltham they thought was his, references to suicide being Evil (she hasn't previously issued a directive on that but it's obvious now it's going to leap out at Keltham.) Suicide in alter-Golarion is discouraged by Good churches but is not categorically Evil.

Keltham's leaving Ione out of his investigation, apparently because he suspects she might be an innocent dragged into all this. That makes her a promising person for the false escape plan, if she's in fact not going to betray them for Nethys. Carissa wants a mindreader on Ione full-time and if she seems reliable they should start making modifications to plan #18 or #33.

Keltham might want to scry Peranza in Hell; someone should tell Hell that if that happens Peranza needs to be peacefully asleep in non-appalling surroundings. Keltham might want to scry Hell, in general - might ask for a list of devils and then ask to scry them, or ask to scry the devil Carissa supposedly sold her soul to. Hell should be asked for a list of devils safe for Keltham to scry.Keltham might want to scry the front lines of the war; Carissa wants a specific location for them to drop in on identified in advance and the surrounding units briefed. Keltham might want to scry the Worldwound, same dea -



- that's an obvious endgame for Good's baffling seizure of a fortress at the Worldwound, actually. A natural direction for Keltham's skepticism to turn, at this point, is whether any of the emergencies that purportedly necessitated his relocation to Cheliax and then to this fortress were real. The Worldwound is real and normally Cheliax would be happy to show it to him. But Good is playing some kind of fucking game there, now, and that means it's dangerous to let Keltham look closely - unless that's just what Good wants them to think. Carissa requires the most up-to-date summary of that situation, immediately. And presumably the other fortresses are now being checked very extensively; if there's one Cheliax is confident in, then the teleporter should, asked to go somewhere, go there. Alternately, Keltham might ask Carissa to name a former colleague to scry, or to name five so he can pick one; she'd like five names, in case he does that, who have been at least minimally briefed.

A quite good outcome is if Keltham ends up focusing most of his testing today on his theory that the Kuthite war and the godwar and maybe the Worldwound are shams set up to scare him into staying in the fortress. Carissa is hoping he'll think to ask for detailed records of troop deployments, logistics and casualties for the Kuthite war - they have those, and they'll add up in all the right ways, though Keltham might not know enough about war to recognize that. He's not likely to ask for Kuthites to talk to, because the Conspiracy that made up Nidal entirely will presumably horribly scarify some people to show him.

It seems to Carissa, and she'd like this disseminated to everyone on staff, that this is winnable; not easy to win, not necessarily in their favor, but far from hopeless. There are many possible Conspiracies, Keltham doesn't know where to look, and he gave them a lot of time to prepare. Cheliax is smarter than Keltham imagined, more ruthless, more determined, and Cheliax's obedience to Asmodeus is not something he is even prepared to look for, it is so far outside what he can understand.

Those project staff with no role in the current activities but whose assistance might be needed later should rest, reread their notes, and try to avoid spending all their adrenaline before they enter the field of battle. Those project staff who are not necessary to today's activities should pray that Asmodeus's will be done here.









Abrogail Thrune II: "She's notlying enough," Abrogail says out loud to Aspexia. No Security will hear them, neither of them trusts Security around a weakened Queen. "She's volunteering too much truth. She should not have told him that an inch of iron blocks divination. It would be ruinous if he believed that truth and made a helmet for himself. Her lies don't need to stand up forever, just for one day."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Correct me if I err in my understanding of tropes, but if you tell Sevar that - even by proxy, such that it doesn't seem like her Queen's command - then the next lie she tells will be the one that Keltham catches."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Yes. I know."









Keltham: Keltham is not able to truly rest. He has too much tonot think about, if the Conspiracy is reading his mind, including ideas by which right Broom should kill him immediately followed by everybody else in this installation who might've been in the telepathic loop. He needs to run through all this faster than he'd planned, he will exhaust himself too quickly at this rate. He really wishes he hadn't gotten those early indicators of mindreading!Conspiracy.

Keltham remembers to himself some videos he's seen over and over. It's the closest he can come to clearing his mind, and it isn't all that restful.









Carissa Sevar: "If it's all right with you, I'm going to write down some ideas I came up with, then rejected, which it'd be better for you to think of yourself -"









Keltham: "Go ahead -"

Great, now he's thought it, the mindreading!Conspiracy knows it, and he might as well say it out loud to her.

"- but, sorry, I'm mostly tuning out things about the laws of magic, today. If I pierce a Conspiracy, it won't be be because I got into the technical weeds of Spellcraft and outthought them there, it'll be because I managed to move the fight to my own home ground, which I am presently trying not to think any details about so don't ask how."









Carissa Sevar: "Makes sense. They weren't spellcraft ideas, I do realize you'd be an idiot to trust me about that."



And she takes out a piece of paper and begins scribbling furiously.



One place Keltham might be safe outside the interdiction is the Worldwound, if he'd taken the oath, and he could talk to all of the allied churches there. Rejected b/c if anyonedidwant Keltham badly enough to break the Worldwound oath about it they might do it and it's not worth the risk (is this bad decision theory? she's not sure)

Keltham could ask someone to bring him all of the deployment, logistics, casualties, honors awarded, disciplinary actions, etc., records for the Worldwound and for the Kuthite war. Maillol will hate this plan because they're classified, but it seems pretty impossible for a Conspiracy to manufacture on short notice. Rejected because: only works if Keltham thinks of it.

Keltham could HANG OUT IN AN ANTIMAGIC FIELD so he stopped having to worry about mindreading. Rejected because: she has already pushed pretty hard for antimagic fields and he's ignoring her and if she suggests it again he will probably conclude that the Conspiracy has a way around antimagic fields.

Keltham could ask for the Grand High Priestess to raise a gate to let him directly visit Hell, where Asmodeus can probably protect him from the interference of other gods. Rejected because: the Conspiracy could take him to some other place under their control instead; she can't think how he'd verify he was really in Hell.









lintamande: And three uniformed people visibly straight off the front lines in Nidal (you'd get in a lot of trouble for wearing a uniform that crumpled if you hadn't been summoned straight out of a war zone) walk in, holding an enormous top-tier scrying mirror and a very magic silk bag.









Keltham: This subtlety, like so many other subtleties, will be wholly lost on the young man out of dath ilan, who considers a bathrobe to be appropriate attire for the Chief Executive of Civilization.

"Hi. Thanks for coming. I probably shouldn't explain anything that hasn't been explained already."

"There should be a person who can do a lesser Teleport out to a destination I'll specify and Teleport back, a Greater Scry scroll and someone who can cast from it, and a Comprehend Languages scroll hopefully the divine version."









lintamande: "This is Lord Marshal Fennelosa, wizard of the seventh rank, military emergencies unit, Her Majesty's Third; he'll be teleporting for you today. You're actually going to need a Greater Teleport if you want the teleporter to be able to go to a destination they have not previously seen, and they'll still need a pretty detailed description in that case. I am Paracount Fertinan Arayo, wizard of the seventh rank, from Her Majesty's personal security, and I'll cast the scry for you. In addition to a Greater Scry and a scroll of Comprehend Languages I also have a scroll of Detect Intelligence, per the request conveyed to us."









Keltham: "Yes, thanks, that gets used in a separate experiment."

"Talk me through how Greater Scry works. Assume high Intelligence in me and first-circle wizardy, but that I otherwise have approximately the knowledge of a small village cobbler about that."









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa has authorized some lies, here: in particular, she's decided that you can't scry the dead. Keltham knows you can communicate with them -- with a Sending or similar - but hasn't been told you can observe them, and it's not the kind of thing one would naively expect to be true.)









lintamande: "'Sure," says Arayo. "Scry' is a fourth circle spell with a one-hour casting time that creates - in a scrying mirror or a still pool of water -- an image of a single target and their immediate surroundings, as viewed from a vantage point above their head. The target can with an act of Will resist being scried, in which case the scry can fail. They could also put up powerful magic on their surroundings which prevent a scrying sensor from forming in their vicinity, in which case the scry would fail. If the target is dead, the scry will also fail. The spell can be made more specific, more precise, and harder for the target to throw off if the caster has a better concept of the target or has some possession or body part of the target's in hand when they attempt the scry. Cantrips such as Detect Magic sometimes work through a scry, but they require extra finesse to manage and will fail if the scry is of low magical quality. It lasts about two minutes per caster circle.

Greater Scry is a seventh-circle spell with a one-round casting time that does the same thing, except the scry is of higher magical quality and it's easier to get cantrips to function through it and it lasts about two hours per caster circle."









Keltham: "Is there a standard way of allowing the scryer to get a wider view, with a cooperative target?"

Oh shoot, Keltham was unable to stop himself from thinking of the obvious solution about carrying around a mirror that would reflect the surroundings. Plausibly be slightly harder to fake in an illusion, too, though really a curved mirror would be best for that, he could look in closely to see if the curved mirror had the right kind of distortions, as might be hard for an illusion spell to fake if they weren't just casting a veridical curved mirror.

Keltham had wanted to avoid thinking of that, if possible, to see if the Conspiracy would tell him about it or not.









lintamande: "Scrying with a cooperative target is usually used for military communications, rather than for, uh, getting a look at the surroundings, I'd need to think about it. ....the scrying sensor is reliably some distance about the person's head, so you could use Enlarge Person to make them taller? And of course they could fly around, give you a view of the area from the air."









Keltham: "Possibly I misunderstood something, when you said the spell only viewed immediate surroundings, if the view-from-the-air trick works. If somebody was standing on a hill somewhere, could you look through the scry out to the horizon? And if not, the obvious solution that comes to mind is for a cooperative target to carry a mirror, that can reflect the more distant surroundings."









lintamande: "The resolution isn't great but yes, you can see the horizon, and I'd expect a mirror to work fine. We can certainly try it."









Keltham: "Ready to go literally as soon as I give the destination? And somebody please quickly go grab a mirror, the Project should have several on hand - have Ione deliver it, please."

Keltham thinks about how he's planning to send Ione Sala with them, carrying a bag of money, to follow her while she hires some mercenaries to protect her for a day, with a Telepathic Bond to himself -

he's actually planning Ostenso

he's actually planning Absalom

he's actually sending Asmodia









lintamande: "If it's somewhere Fennelosa has been to or gotten a good description of, he can depart - from outside the Forbiddance - as soon as you give a destination."









Keltham: "Ah yes, right, the Forbiddance. Let's start making our way outside, then."

he's actually sending them to the Worldwound

his real plan involves books

his real plan involves Prestidigitation

his real plan involves using a timed chemical reaction whose Lawfully expected duration he'll compute only after the fact, to detect illusions









Carissa Sevar: They start walking out.

"Do you happen to know if the Eleventh's been redeployed," Carissa asks Fennelosa as they walk. "- I'm cleared up to Sensitive, I was deployed with the Tenth and then with the Eleventh before this -"

   "They're still up north. - I think covering out to Terthule, because we haven't been replacing losses -"

"Mmm. Thank you."

   "Any time. My cousin's in the Eleventh."



She told them not to lie about anything unauthorized, so it's not a lie. With the headband she can calculate in the back of her mind anyway that it'll be suspicious to Keltham, that it'd be better if this man hadn't happened to have a cousin in her regiment.

Alter-Carissa is of course delighted. "- really? Who?"

    "Guillem Moya, he's third circle, evocation -"

It's not even a surprising coincidence, but that won't stop Keltham from finding it a suspicious one. "Oh! We've met. ...he was insufferable."

    "If all this is ever declassified I'll tell him you said so."









Keltham: He notices, but there's no obvious reason for the Conspiracy to be any more likely to say that, as a lie. He doesn't know family densities in Cheliax, whether there's correlations in which people get assigned where; it'd be a silly thing to jump on as 'too much coincidence'. If he considered it a likely Conspiracy tactic at all, it would be as a denial-of-service event where Keltham has to think about that stuff. As it stands, it's actually useful to him; it gives him something else to think about while he's learning not to think about things.

Is Ione there yet with the mirror, Conspiracy? Longer delays make it more likely that somebody's trying to emergency-instruct her about what to do if Keltham sends her with on the Teleport - not that this is Keltham's real plan - that thought was itself an attempted distraction, of course -









Carissa Sevar: Ione was told to fetch a mirror and come here as fast as possible, but also she's pretty sure Keltham's real plan doesn't involve Ione.









Ione Sala: "Here with the requested mirror! Otherwise keeping quiet until Keltham says differently!"

She's quietly annoyed with how the Conspiracy has been mostly keeping her out of the loop on things, but can't deny that alterIone probably isn't being kept up-to-date on it and it probably helps with her reactions -

Oh, that's a nice military-grade mirror there. Keltham must've asked them for a scry, somewhere, and she'd bet he's got more in his quick-draw scabbard than just wandering around looking for anomalies.









Keltham: "Thanks, Ione. Answer immediately, what were you thinking about between when you got the mirror request and when you arrived here?"









Ione Sala: "Trying to figure out why you suddenly needed a mirror, obviously, which I now realize is to try to expand the range you can see while scrying on somebody carrying that mirror."









Keltham: "What was your previous leading speculation?"









Ione Sala: "Conspiracy's going to be casting a lot of illusions today. For all you know, it's harder to maintain a consistent illusion if the mirror has to be part of it. Or you were going to do something clever with the Law of Optics, that you hoped the people casting the illusion wouldn't know how to fake."









Keltham: 1.1x for Ordinary, those are high-quality speculations that Ione would be less likely to have come up with if Conspiracy knew why he wanted the mirror and was instead frantically briefing Ione on what to do if Teleported.

"Thanks. And, sorry, Conspiracy Ione. In the event you're an innocent caught up in all of this, somehow, I did try to figure out how to send you on this Teleport with a bag of money, but couldn't actually figure out how to do it in a way that didn't risk a bunch of gods or mercenaries descending on Ordinary Ione if Conspiracy Innocent Ione was given a real chance to escape."









Ione Sala: She smiles. "I appreciate the thought," she says, just like alterIone would say it, and not like true-Ione would say it in a more heartfelt way.









Keltham: Keltham will now head over to Lord Marshal Fennelosa, who he's about to send to AbsalomNidalWorldwoundOstenso and request permission to Prestidigitate some writing onto whatever Fennelosa happens to be wearing.









lintamande: " - sure." He's wearing an obviously magical silk cloak and obviously magical robes, both of them dirty, the cloak slightly bloody.









Keltham: "Just to check, will that persist on this clothing? Since it seems obviously -" Detect Magic. "- is visibly magical?"









lintamande: "You should have a hard time damaging the cloak with a cantrip but dirt, as you might've noticed, sticks fine."









Keltham: In lieu of asking more questions, Keltham will just try to Prestidigitate part of the robes to subtly patterned iridiscence a la intricate diffraction grating, which is the sort of thing that people on the Project have been doing an awful lot of recently. Does that, in fact, go, with these magical robes?









lintamande: Nope, the magical fabric does not want to be turned into something else.









Keltham: "Sorry about this, but I need you to wear... different robes over these robes, or a shirt, or something else I can Prestidigitate."

The amount of focus that it takes Keltham to converse about this is sufficient that his thoughts slip; he's planning to Prestidigitate his god's mysterious symbol and a Taldane question mark.









lintamande: "Sure," Fennelosa says impatiently. He reaches into his bag and pulls out a nonmagical thick fur cloak, and pulls it on over the magical one.









Carissa Sevar: The team following Fennelosa will just have to be prepared to Dominate anyone who walks up to him to comment on the holy symbol, though she thinks people will mostly not do that.









Keltham: Keltham will Prestidigitate his god's symbol and a question mark, in diffraction-grating iridescence that somebody who wasn't deeply involved in the Project might not understand the optics of well enough to cast an illusion faking it, and also he's going to weave in some small Baseline fancy script that's going to look like a lot of indistinguishable Elvish curlicues to anybody who doesn't read Baseline, but which Keltham himself can immediately check for coherence. That hopefully makes it complicated to change on their end and fake in an illusion on his end.

"How are we staying in contact once you've Teleported? Telepathic Bond, or does Message work across Greater Scry?"

Keltham is trying to avoid thinking about how much it costs Conspiracy to claim that he needs to give all his instructions in advance (20 bits).









Carissa Sevar: She anticipated that, which is why they said that cantrips worked across a Greater Scry.



Though also that number seems high and she suspects Keltham's trying to think false things on purpose.









lintamande: "Message should work fine," Fennelosa says.









Keltham: "All right then, I'm about to give you your destination. Ready to go?"

Keltham is trying very hard not to think of his next action.









lintamande: "Yes."









Keltham: Keltham casts Invisibility Purge! Were there any invisible people waiting to go along on that Teleport trip?









lintamande: Nope!









Carissa Sevar: The team accompanying Fennelosa will Teleport in separately from a different location, because there's no reason to have them anywhere near the Project site at any point.









Keltham: "Absalom, the Grand Bazaar if it still exists, otherwise whichever location you most expect to have multiple bookstores."









Carissa Sevar: It is definitely one of the more inconvenient requests he could have made, but not outside the range of things he might predictably have wanted.



Do it, she thinks. They have lots of books they've been faking for Keltham. She wants a team prepared to swap the covers and alter the first pages to match ones he might request from Absalom.









lintamande: Fennelosa Teleports.




Arayo casts Greater Scry, and there Fennelosa is, in the middle of a chaotic, bustling marketplace, the iridescent symbol glinting on his back.









Keltham: Message: Move the mirror close to the scry viewpoint and turn it around slowly.



It's his first glimpse of Golarion for real, and Keltham will be examining it carefully and not without a sense of wonder, for he may be in Ordinary Golarion after all.









lintamande: Fennelosa irritably holds the hand mirror up to the scry sensor and rotates it, very slowly, so Absalom's landmarks can be seen in its edges. He has nothing to hide, yet.





A skinny child tries to pickpocket him while he's staring up in the air doing something weird with a mirror. He kicks them.









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: ...okay, if heasks he'll be told that this happens a million times per day, if the Conspiracy did it on purpose then they're - trying to distract him - it rhymes with other things, other worrisome signs, like he noticed under Owl's Wisdom months ago -

He'll do what the Conspiracy predicted, he supposes, in the version where they predicted that Keltham would think that being distracted and asking questions because a child got hurt was supplying the Conspiracy with the wrong retrospective incentives.

Message: If possible, please carry out the rest of this operation while hurting as few children as possible, as little as possible.









lintamande: "Acknowledged," Fennelosa says. The mirror is showing an absurdly tall lighthouse, the spires of some cathedral, a clock tower with incredible stone detailing, a flying person passing overhead, a pseudodragon perching to stare at them.

Another pickpocket brushes up against him and he levitates them fifteen feet in the air rather than kicking them.









Keltham: Okay, nothing obviously out of line with the century-old 14-volume history of Absalom that was left in his bedroom in the 'Imperial Palace' where the Conspiracy brought him immediately after faking the 'Zon-Kuthon godwar', the point at which the Conspiracy started to take its game against him seriously. That probably wasn't enough time for them to fake entire books, which is why they gave him acentury-old set of 14 books, which is the sort of thing that Conspiracy Asmodia would not have permitted if she'd then been in charge, she would have had his room devoid of books rather than do that. There's a lot of reasons they might be trying to hide something that happened in the last century, but whatever it is, it's even more likely to be in Absalom than elsewhere, and Keltham has any idea of what Absalom was like a century ago.

He can't exactly sight-read the city skyline - for all he knows, anything really tall could be the Starstone Cathedral - but the wide variety of weird tall buildings at least looks like 'Absalom' should look.

Does Keltham see anything that looks like a bookshop?









lintamande: Not in the Grand Bazaar. It's mostly food carts, selling fresh fish and things just-arrived on merchant ships: grains, livestock, textiles.



Fennelosa asks, privately, if he should stay away from the slave markets.









Carissa Sevar: Ideally not, because they've claimed to Keltham that other places are worse than Cheliax and that'd be useful as evidence. However, if there are children in the slave markets he's going to have an entire full-scale breakdown about that. Someone should scout ahead, spend some gold, and get any children removed or illusioned into adults/halflings/gnomes, after which Fennelosa can walk through there as normal.









lintamande: "Okay if I hold the mirror less conspicuously, it's like advertising I'm not paying attention to my surroundings," says Fennelosa, weaving through a bunch of stalls of pigs and ducks and caged cats.









Keltham: ...call it 1.5x for Conspiracy, the description Keltham had read in the century-old book implied more of a chance that you could buy everything in the Grand Bazaar, where you would've thought that 'everything' would include books.

Message: Head to where you'd expect to find bookshops, please. Fiction preferred to nonfiction, if that distinction exists in Golarion.


(Fiction books are harder to coherently rewrite on the fly; easier to change a paragraph in an encyclopedia than to change a key plot point.)









lintamande: "I haven't been here in a while, okay if I ask someone where to go?"









Asmodia: ...Asmodia is confused by why theydon't want Keltham having a full-scale meltdown about child slaves in Absalom, to the point of changing the fabric of local reality in a possibly inconsistent way about that; but she realizes this may not be the best time for Sevar to stop and explain her reasoning.









Keltham: "Go for it."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would love Keltham to have a breakdown if it meant he'd stop pursuing Conspiracy. She suspects it instead means he demands Owl's Wisdom and Fox's Cunning.









lintamande: "Good Wealday," says Fennelosa to a stall vendor. "I am looking for booksellers, where would I find those."

"You're on the wrong side of the market, sir, they're uptown from here."

"Thank you."









Keltham: There sure are a lot ofdifferent people in Golarion. Less variety in clothing, compared to dath ilan, of course; but the peopleinside the clothes sure are different - does that person havescales? She'spretty. Keltham will have to think about whether or not he's perverted enough to ask Meritxell to look like that next time.









lintamande: A toad breathes fire at him from one of the stalls. A woman wrings a chicken's neck and hands it off to a tall, green-skinned orc. A beggar grabs at his feet and starts a spiel about his dying wife.



And if he has a go-ahead from the lead team (which is covering up any Abadaran holy symbols they see as well as any child slaves) he'll cut through the slave markets, on his way uptown.









Carissa Sevar: Go.









lintamande: Absalom has periodically debated abolishing the slave markets. Not the institution of slavery, nor even the slave trade; both bring Absalom much prosperity. But the markets, yes. They're an unpleasant place, an eyesore both literally and metaphorically; they make people who don't mind slavery in the slightest uneasy.



The slaves are mostly very minimally dressed, in some cases nude. Some are in cages, but most are for efficiency just chained to each other, shackled hands and feet. Most of them stare at the ground, or at the wall. Some are crying. Some are struggling. There's an auction block, where a man with a booming voice is collecting bids on a lot just arrived from distant Casmaron.





There are no children. This required ripping some babies out of their mothers' arms before Fennelosa got there, but their owners were duly compensated.









Carissa Sevar: And give the babies back, afterwards. Even nearly-fully-corrupted Keltham will care about that, not to mention that Snack Service is about to threaten me about it.









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service would otherwise haveadvised Carissa Sevar against disrupting future relations with Keltham, had she been that silly!

The suspicious Asmodeans should really have enough evidence by now to update about some things! They should not feel constrained in how they serve Asmodeus by Snack Service's presence, even if Cayden Cailean wouldn't like something. Snack Service will warn them if they're about to do something that is about to significantly harm Asmodeus's interests simultaneously with Cayden Cailean's.









Keltham:









Keltham: He closes his eyes after a few seconds.

(Whatever this is, if there's a reason for Conspiracy to fake it, Keltham shouldn't cooperate with that reason and give them a retroactive reason to arrange this. That's a reason to keep his eyes closed, right?</motivated-cognition>)

"Carissa," he says not by Message, "tell me when he's through."


That does not particularly look like a situation that sane people would not suicide out of. Maybe if it was temporary.

Maybe those are Neutral Evil, Chaotic Evil, or Chaotic Neutral people and this is the section of the market where they sell people who can't say no. In which case blowing up Absalom to stop this wouldn't particularly be helping them.

...or maybe they lied to him about afterlives, that's rising in prominence too.

He'll give them this, it doesn't feel like Conspiracy so much as it feels like an Ordinary that is wronger than they told him yet, in ways that they have, per his own request, held off from rushing to tell him about.









Carissa Sevar: She squeezes his hand. "I'll tell you."



Fennelosa could teleport out now, while Keltham's not looking, but it's not like they have an entire approved bookshop in Cheliax for him to go to either. If anything, a bookshop in Cheliax would probably reveal more. Fennelosa should proceed, and the team that came up with all the Keltham-approved books should put those Keltham-approved books in Fennelosa's Bag of Holding for ease of swapping in either at the bookstore or subsequently.



As soon as they're out of the slave markets, then, and just entering a section of bazaar that's full of animal skins and leathers and furs - "okay, it's over."









Keltham: Keltham doesn't answer; he's running through basic possibilities for abolishing the slave trade in Golarion, just in case he's missing something obvious. Some of the thoughts are along the lines of 'maybe don't sell any +4 intelligence headbands to Absalom' and 'if this is what Cheliax was like before the Church took over, they might have done some pretty extreme things in the takeover process that they'd want to conceal from me until I understood why that was necessary', both of which are explanations for why the Conspiracy would want to fake this.

If he decides this world is real, among Keltham's next steps is going to be talking to that paladin to find out what Good's current plans are on this slavery thing.

...if Ordinary were deliberately protecting him from this, though, they should've warned him about it. Not just walked him into an abused-people-market.

He's going to focus on this test. Needs to focus on this test. It also matters, even on this scale.

And something about him is taking all of this more seriously, now, even to the point of being willing to inconvenience bystanders. But he's not - quite - seeing what he should - the Conspiracy has obvious responses - no, he's not thinking clearly, even if they have obvious responses, he should run the test anyways - the trouble isnot thinking about things -

Keltham is looking for somebody in his field of vision who looks like they might be the local equivalent of a Security wizard, or police officer, or the non-Nidal version of a person carrying an expensive sword.

He's not able to stop himself from thinking that the point is to find somebody who'd be difficult to mind-control, or who it'd be a very big deal to mind-control.

And now that he's gone and thought that, he needs to pick a subject immediately if possible, before they have time to cast an illusion about it.









lintamande: Is he by any chance going to pick the Chelish agent on the lead team who is disguised as a priest of Sarenrae and who is purchasing blankets at the stall right up ahead? Or the Chelish agent on the lead team who is disguised as a powerful Vudrani wizard flying lazily overhead shouting instructions while his harried assistant makes purchases for him?



Or the perfectly legitimate but low-level guards stationed at the edge of the slave market?









Keltham: Yep, totally going for the Sarenrae priest.

Message: Can you ask that person buying blankets if they'd be willing to answer some quick questions for 5gp, or more if you think it takes more?

(Keltham is substantially increasing the amount beyond what he'd have to offer in dath ilan, because low-trust environment and also he might be about to get some innocent mind-controlled with hopefully low probability.)









lintamande: Fennelosa will head over to the priest of Sarenrae. "Excuse me, father, would you be willing to answer some questions on the spot for 5 gold pieces?"

"Well, I'd have to say that it'd depend on the questions," the man responds in Taldane with a distinctly Taldor-Taldane accent.









Keltham: Message: They'll be about Cheliax, Nidal, Zon-Kethon, and Asmodeus. Also ask him if he's okay being Messaged directly by someone he can't see, and replying in kind.









lintamande: Fennelosa repeats this faithfully.



" - well, I don't mind someone Messaging me with questions," the priest says, "but I don't know that I'll have very satisfactory answers for them, and wouldn't want them to feel their gold was misspent."









Keltham: Message directly to person who looks like he'd be hard to mind-control:

"Assuming I otherwise got here from very far away and am pretty ignorant of things, what would you say are the most interesting things that happened with Cheliax, Nidal, Zon-Kuthon, or Asmodeus over the last year?"









lintamande: "Well, they went to war," the priest replies immediately. "Zon-Kuthon's army attacked Cheliax, or so I heard at least, and then the gods united against Zon-Kuthon." Message doesn't permit long replies if you can't cast it yourself, and he can't.









Keltham: "Any else?"









lintamande: "The gods locked Zon-Kuthon away. The war is still ongoing, the church of Sarenrae is engaged by Cheliax for healing."









Keltham: "Any else?"









lintamande: "Not that I'm thinking of immediately, no. Certainly nothing as momentous as that."









Keltham: "Anyweird news come to mind involving Cheliax in the last year?"

He's not able to stop his thoughts from mentioning the word 'lead', but at least he got this far, and that's already some evidence against Ordinary.









Carissa Sevar: That's notfair,there'sno chancethat random priests of Sarenrae would be apprised of Cheliax's leaded pot related initiatives.









lintamande: "I've heard a rumor that after the godwar started all the gods agreed not to intervene in Cheliax so as not to tear it apart with their fighting?"









Keltham: He'll assign retrospective likelihoods later that a medical priest wouldn't have heard the news about lead, inside Ordinary, versus the likelihood that Conspiracy wouldn't think of it until too late and then not want to tip off that they read the plan out of his mind.

Message: You can answer this one out loud, it's long. What is Sarenrae's position on Asmodeus's takes?

121 - 1331 - 14641 - if it's too complex - if it's too simple - 161051 - 1771561 -









lintamande: "I'm sorry, can you repeat the question?"









Keltham: Message: Asmodeus has some positions on compacts, on power relations between humans, and on free will. Does Sarenrae's Church agree or disagree with those positions, and if so why?









lintamande: "We're in favor of free will, Good should and can be chosen, it doesn't have to be imposed. In intimacy, people should - practice the virtue of concern for the other. That's a classic Good-Evil disagreement, I suppose. For - contracts - I'd say mostly Sarenrae's church has a different focus. Sarenrae is the goddess of the sun, of redemption, of healing, of the good in everyone; I would say that She - agrees that contracts can be important, and should be precise and fair, but only because as far as I know that works out better for people than not doing that."









Keltham: Well, he's not giving answers as detailed as the paladin, which maybe figures for somebody accosted by weird questions in the middle of a giant amateur-market. It's not following the previous pattern of the paladin giving answers more detailed about Evil than about Good.

And there haven't been any anomalies in the mirror, or in the apparent symbol from his truthspell that Keltham drew in iridescence or the Baseline script inside it, so either it was an honest answer or they mind-controlled the guy or they ran a sufficiently realistic illusion.

That was mostly what Keltham was expecting would happen inside Conspiracy; this didn't seem like a likely test to blow things open. It revolved around possibilities of magic, illusion, mind-control, and those are places where the Conspiracy controlled almost all the information he got.

But he tested it, just in case. Seeing the slave market reminded Keltham, a little, what it means to be involved in serious business, and to maybe make a more serious effort at breaking apart his world if it could be broken.

Message to priest: Thanks, that's it.

Message to Fennelosa: Please continue looking for a bookshop.









lintamande: Fennelosa will pay the guy five gold and then keep looking for a bookshop. This end of the bazaar is more upscale: fancy textiles, food vendors, shoeshiners, jewelers.



There's a bookshop over there! The proprietor has been knocked unconscious and is sleeping upstairs. There's a new, temporary proprietor.



In he goes.









Keltham: Is Keltham in range to see what kinds of books this bookshop carries?









lintamande: Like most bookshops it carries an eclectic range of books that the proprietor got her hands on to copy! The sign on the door just says 'books from all around the world'.









Keltham: Any foreign-language titles visible?









lintamande: It looks like she carries Taldane and Kelish, mostly, and then one shelf up high is labelled 'distant shores' and has some Tien and some other harder to identify languages.









Keltham: He'll save his Comprehend Languages until he finds a bookshop that carries more foreign titles, then; it doesn't last as long when cast from scroll... no, that's the wrong way to think about it, that potentially gives the Conspiracy too much time to catch him if his thoughts slip up.

Message to proprietor: Hi, I'm shopping by scry today! Sorry for this weird request, but if you can immediately go over to one of your books and open it to a section with something inside critical of Cheliax, in any way at all however minor, I'll immediately buy that book. Bonus points if it's in a language that isn't Taldane.

(Yes, this is also testing whether the proprietor is being mind-controlled in a way that doesn't permit the controller to access native knowledge about their own books.)









lintamande: The person at the desk, who appears to be a boy of about fifteen, startles. "Is this some kind of scam," he says suspiciously. "I'll call the watch." I need to be directed to whichever of the books we placed contains criticism of Cheliax.

   "No scam. My patron's just - very secretive and somewhat eccentric," Fennelosa says, and sets two gold coins on the counter. "Please do whatever he asked."

The boy snatches up the two gold coins. Bites them. "Alright then," he says. "I don't speak any other languages so I'm not gonna get the bonus points."



And he picks a book off the shelf and starts leafing through it. "There's got to be something in here, because this is from Andoran and they don't like Cheliax one bit. Just give me a minute, okay?"









Keltham: Sure, he'll give a minute.

- establishes baseline -

- too slow -

- too fast -

- how much should a bookstore operator know his own books -









lintamande: "Ha! From a speech by the Supreme Elect Andira Marusek. 'If Cheliax declared the slave trade over, it would end without a shot fired! But Cheliax has embraced as their national philosophy this: 'it's not our problem'. And secondarily this: we're already saving the world, stop complaining. As if it would cost the ships that already patrol these seas a single penny, to make it known they'd stop slavers! They will tell you they have no means to, but the truth is this: they don't care to!! - 's pretty critical, I'd say."

   "Seems kind of unfair to me, really," Fennelosa says.

"Does it have to be a fair criticism? I don't know what you'll count."









Keltham: Keltham doesn't really have time to consider whether it's fair or not, he'll consider that later. Right now he needs to spring his next test before hypothetical mind controllers have too much time to consider it.

Message to Fennelosa: Buy that one and start flipping through it, random pages for me to read.

Message to proprietor: Okay, now something critical of Qadira, fast as possible, will buy if you find it, same principle.

Keltham knows Qadira exists mainly because of browsing the Absalom history, not because anybody from Cheliax made any statements about it that they'd want to back up; and Qadira is pretty near here, and people in this region should have political opinions about it. If they planted books about Cheliax here, and the mind-controller only knows about those, this request will take longer. Likewise if it's all an illusion and they have illusions ready of particular books.









lintamande: "I'll buy it," says Fennelosa. None of the planted books cover Qadira.

   "Five gold." That's fine; any book from Taldor on recent history is going to say some critical stuff about Qadira, they've been having border disputes.

"He's overcharging you by a factor of two or three," Fennelosa Messages the scry irritably. "Probably because he's noticed you're rich and eccentric. Should I haggle."









Keltham: Message: Just pay this one and mention that you'll only be paying 150% of the fair price on the next one. I do owe him something for incidental exposure to all the weirdness around me, and a bonus for not being able to ask him about that part explicitly for information-security reasons.









lintamande: Fennelosa counts out five gold, takes the book, and starts leafing through it. Publication date five years ago. It's about Andoran politics, mostly following the political rise of Marusek and a series of near-conflicts Andoran got into because its neighbors consider it to be sponsoring piracy.



The proprietor looks for a book about Taldane military history, that should have some Qadira and some criticism of Qadirans.









Keltham: Timing on how long it takes them to locate that book versus the book critical of Cheliax?









lintamande: Maybe slightly longer to find the book on Qadira but not all that much so.









Keltham: And the criticism there?









lintamande: This particular author feels that the Qadirans are the enemy of civilization itself and must be defeated in a fierce and immediate offensive rather than be permitted to erode Avistan's defenses, bit by bit; only when the last of them have been slaughtered will Avistan be safe. It is just as critical of Taldor's nobles, who it argues have grown too weak and indolent to hold the border against the Qadiran savages, and are derelict in their duties to themselves, their lands, and all of Taldor; the Qadirans, it argues, are a just punishment for the sins of the Taldane nobles.









Keltham: ...that is more the quality of argumentation that Kelthamexpected of Golarion Authors, such as one might find in the library of an archduke's villa.

Okay. Suppose that this bookshop contains some planted books, some non-planted books, and is missing some obviously problematic books which were quickly removed, by a team that teleported in separately and rushed ahead to carry out that operation and mind-control the proprietor...

Does the store have an obvious fiction section? Keltham has been reading book titles whenever not otherwise occupied.









lintamande: The separations it uses are 'romances', 'mysteries', 'histories', and 'business'. It's kind of unclear what's in each but the first two seem to be mostly fiction.









Keltham: All right. Buy the Qadira-critical book.

Then go to the 'mysteries' section. How many books total?









lintamande: About three hundred.









Keltham: Right then. Let's spend ten minutes on this.

Message: Count off every fifteenth book starting on the third one, putting your finger on each such book so that I can see the title each time. Then, open to three random places in each such book, and show each such random place to the scry sensor for six seconds. Then buy them all. You can haggle that time.

Keltham was initially thinking of just buying books that discussed magic or gods or afterlives, then considered that his fortress doesn't have enough books anyways.

If their mystery genre is at all like dath ilan's, if there's even atrace of sanity there, key obscure rules of magic should feature in at leastsome of these novels; and you can't rewrite fiction as easily as nonfiction. The pages will be spoilers, unfortunately, but they should serve as a check against the books being rewritten or substituted before he can read them.









lintamande: Fennelosa starts doing this, with some (but not much) visible irritation.

   "Careful with the books," says the boy.

"I'm buying them."

   "Looks like you're waving them in the air."

"Well, aren't you a born genius. After I do that, I'll buy them. At a gold apiece."

   "They go for four normally."

"You're a bad liar, kid. In-demand books go for two in Cheliax, and Absalom has more trade, so it should be cheaper."

   "You're from Cheliax?"

"Yes."

    "Well, then, buy them in Cheliax, if you think they're cheaper there."









Keltham: Keltham's not paying much attention to this repartee, which won't be very informative in the Conspiracy worlds where it matters. He's scanning the book glimpses instead.









lintamande:


I couldn't keep my eyes off him. Always holding tight by the leg of the table with my hands and feet, I saw the miserable creature finger his glass playfully, take it up, smile, throw his head back, and drink the brandy off. Instantly afterwards, the company were seized with unspeakable consternation, owing to his springing to his feet, turning round several times in an appalling spasmodic whooping-cough dance, and rushing out at the door; he then became visible through the window, violently plunging and expectorating, making the most hideous faces, and apparently out of his mind.
I held on tight, while Mrs Joe and Joe ran to him. I didn't know how I had done it, but I had no doubt I had murdered him somehow. In my dreadful situation, it was a relief when he was brought back, and, surveying the company all round as if they had disagreed with him, sank down into his chair with the one significant gasp, Tar!
I had filled up the bottle from the tar-water jug. I knew he would be worse by-and-by. I moved the table, like a Medium of the present day, by the vigour of my unseen hold upon it.
Tar! cried my sister, in amazement. Why, how ever could Tar come there?
But, Uncle Pumblechook, who was omnipotent in that kitchen, wouldn't hear the word, wouldn't hear of the subject, imperiously waved it all away with his hand, and asked for hot gin-and-water. My sister, who had begun to be alarmingly meditative, had to employ herself actively in getting the gin, the hot water, the sugar, and the lemon-peel, and mixing them. For the time being at least, I was saved. I still held on to the leg of the table, but clutched it now with the fervour of gratitude.










lintamande:


Monseigneur Bienvenu had formerly been, if the stories anent his youth, and even in regard to his manhood, were to be believed, a passionate, and, possibly, a violent man. His universal suavity was less an instinct of nature than the result of a grand conviction which had filtered into his heart through the medium of life, and had trickled there slowly, thought by thought; for, in a character, as in a rock, there may exist apertures made by drops of water. These hollows are uneffaceable; these formations are indestructible.
When he conversed with that infantile gayety which was one of his charms, and of which we have already spoken, people felt at their ease with him, and joy seemed to radiate from his whole person. His fresh and ruddy complexion, his very white teeth, all of which he had preserved, and which were displayed by his smile, gave him that open and easy air which cause the remark to be made of a man, Hes a good fellow; and of an old man, He is a fine man.










lintamande:


He said this with such evident surprise that I was perplexed what answer to make, and the more so because coupled with something feeble and wandering in his manner, there were in his face marks of deep and anxious thought which convinced me that he could not be, as I had been at first inclined to suppose, in a state of dotage or imbecility.
'I don't think you consider - ' I began.
'I don't consider!' cried the old man interrupting me, 'I don't consider her! Ah, how little you know of the truth! Little Nelly, little Nelly!'
It would be impossible for any man, I care not what his form of speech might be, to express more affection than the dealer in curiosities did, in these four words. I waited for him to speak again, but he rested his chin upon his hand and shaking his head twice or thrice fixed his eyes upon the fire.
While we were sitting thus in silence, the door of the closet opened, and the child returned, her light brown hair hanging loose about her neck, and her face flushed with the haste she had made to rejoin us. She busied herself immediately in preparing supper, and while she was thus engaged I remarked that the old man took an opportunity of observing me more closely than he had done yet. I was surprised to see that all this time everything was done by the child, and that there appeared to be no other persons but ourselves in the house. I took advantage of a moment when she was absent to venture a hint on this point, to which the old man replied that there were few grown persons as trustworthy or as careful as she.










lintamande:


It is a great pity that their circumstances should be so confined! a great pity indeed! and I have often wishedbut it is so little one can venture to dosmall, trifling presents, of any thing uncommonNow we have killed a porker, and Emma thinks of sending them a loin or a leg; it is very small and delicateHartfield pork is not like any other porkbut still it is porkand, my dear Emma, unless one could be sure of their making it into steaks, nicely fried, as ours are fried, without the smallest grease, and not roast it, for no stomach can bear roast porkI think we had better send the legdo not you think so, my dear?
My dear papa, I sent the whole hind-quarter. I knew you would wish it. There will be the leg to be salted, you know, which is so very nice, and the loin to be dressed directly in any manner they like.
Thats right, my dear, very right. I had not thought of it before, but that is the best way. They must not over-salt the leg; and then, if it is not over-salted, and if it is very thoroughly boiled, just as Serle boils ours, and eaten very moderately of, with a boiled turnip, and a little carrot or parsnip, I do not consider it unwholesome.










lintamande:


Kit did turn from white to red, and from red to white again, when they secured him thus, and for a moment seemed disposed to resist. But, quickly recollecting himself, and remembering that if he made any struggle, he would perhaps be dragged by the collar through the public streets, he only repeated, with great earnestness and with the tears standing in his eyes, that they would be sorry for this - and suffered them to lead him off. While they were on the way back, Mr Swiveller, upon whom his present functions sat very irksomely, took an opportunity of whispering in his ear that if he would confess his guilt, even by so much as a nod, and promise not to do so any more, he would connive at his kicking Sampson Brass on the shins and escaping up a court; but Kit indignantly rejecting this proposal, Mr Richard had nothing for it, but to hold him tight until they reached Bevis Marks, and ushered him into the presence of the charming Sarah, who immediately took the precaution of locking the door.
'Now, you know,' said Brass, 'if this is a case of innocence, it is a case of that description, Christopher, where the fullest disclosure is the best satisfaction for everybody. Therefore if you'll consent to an examination,' he demonstrated what kind of examination he meant by turning back the cuffs of his coat, 'it will be a comfortable and pleasant thing for all parties.'
'Search me,' said Kit, proudly holding up his arms. 'But mind, sir - I know you'll be sorry for this, to the last day of your life.'
'It is certainly a very painful occurrence,' said Brass with a sigh, as he dived into one of Kit's pockets, and fished up a miscellaneous collection of small articles; 'very painful. Nothing here, Mr Richard, Sir, all perfectly satisfactory. Nor here, sir. Nor in the waistcoat, Mr Richard, nor in the coat tails. So far, I am rejoiced, I am sure.'
Richard Swiveller, holding Kit's hat in his hand, was watching the proceedings with great interest, and bore upon his face the slightest possible indication of a smile, as Brass, shutting one of his eyes, looked with the other up the inside of one of the poor fellow's sleeves as if it were a telescope - when Sampson turning hastily to him, bade him search the hat.
'Here's a handkerchief,' said Dick.
'No harm in that sir,' rejoined Brass, applying his eye to the other sleeve, and speaking in the voice of one who was contemplating an immense extent of prospect. 'No harm in a handkerchief Sir, whatever. The faculty don't consider it a healthy custom, I believe, Mr Richard, to carry one's handkerchief in one's hat - I have heard that it keeps the head too warm - but in every other point of view, its being there, is extremely satisfactory - extremely so.'










lintamande:


'Oh Quilp!' said his wife, 'what's the matter? Who are you angry with?'
' - I should drown him,' said the dwarf, not heeding her. 'Too easy a death, too short, too quick - but the river runs close at hand. Oh! if I had him here! just to take him to the brink coaxingly and pleasantly, - holding him by the button-hole - joking with him, - and, with a sudden push, to send him splashing down! Drowning men come to the surface three times they say. Ah! To see him those three times, and mock him as his face came bobbing up, - oh, what a rich treat that would be!'
'Quilp!' stammered his wife, venturing at the same time to touch him on the shoulder: 'what has gone wrong?'
She was so terrified by the relish with which he pictured this pleasure to himself that she could scarcely make herself intelligible.
'Such a bloodless cur!' said Quilp, rubbing his hands very slowly, and pressing them tight together. 'I thought his cowardice and servility were the best guarantee for his keeping silence. Oh Brass, Brass - my dear, good, affectionate, faithful, complimentary, charming friend - if I only had you here!'
His wife, who had retreated lest she should seem to listen to these mutterings, ventured to approach him again, and was about to speak, when he hurried to the door, and called Tom Scott, who, remembering his late gentle admonition, deemed it prudent to appear immediately.
'There!' said the dwarf, pulling him in. 'Take her home. Don't come here to-morrow, for this place will be shut up. Come back no more till you hear from me or see me. Do you mind?'
Tom nodded sulkily, and beckoned Mrs Quilp to lead the way.










lintamande:


Lady Dorothea had not left us long before another visitor as unexpected a one as her Ladyship, was announced. It was Sir Edward, who informed by Augusta of her Brother's marriage, came doubtless to reproach him for having dared to unite himself to me without his Knowledge. But Edward foreseeing his design, approached him with heroic fortitude as soon as he entered the Room, and addressed him in the following Manner.
Sir Edward, I know the motive of your Journey hereYou come with the base Design of reproaching me for having entered into an indissoluble engagement with my Laura without your Consent. But Sir, I glory in the Act. It is my greatest boast that I have incurred the displeasure of my Father!
So saying, he took my hand and whilst Sir Edward, Philippa, and Augusta were doubtless reflecting with admiration on his undaunted Bravery, led me from the Parlour to his Father's Carriage which yet remained at the Door and in which we were instantly conveyed from the pursuit of Sir Edward.










lintamande:


Why should this last disappointment hang so heavily on my spirits? Why should I feel it more, why should it wound me deeper than those I have experienced before? Can it be that I have a greater affection for Willoughby than I had for his amiable predecessors? Or is it that our feelings become more acute from being often wounded? I must suppose my dear Belle that this is the Case, since I am not conscious of being more sincerely attached to Willoughby than I was to Neville, Fitzowen, or either of the Crawfords, for all of whom I once felt the most lasting affection that ever warmed a Woman's heart. Tell me then dear Belle why I still sigh when I think of the faithless Edward, or why I weep when I behold his Bride, for too surely this is the case. My Freinds are all alarmed for me; They fear my declining health; they lament my want of spirits; they dread the effects of both. In hopes of releiving my melancholy, by directing my thoughts to other objects, they have invited several of their freinds to spend the holy days with us. Lady Bridget Darkwood and her sister-in-law, Miss Jane are expected on Friday; and Colonel Seaton's family will be with us next week. This is all most kindly meant by my Uncle and Cousins; but what can the presence of a dozen indefferent people do to me, but weary and distress me. I will not finish my Letter till some of our Visitors are arrived.
Fireday Evening Lady Bridget came this morning, and with her, her sweet sister Miss Jane. Although I have been acquainted with this charming Woman above fifteen Years, yet I never before observed how lovely she is. She is now about 35, and in spite of sickness, sorrow and Time is more blooming than I ever saw a Girl of 17. I was delighted with her, the moment she entered the house, and she appeared equally pleased with me, attaching herself to me during the remainder of the day. There is something so sweet, so mild in her Countenance, that she seems more than Mortal. Her Conversation is as bewitching as her appearance; I could not help telling her how much she engaged my admiration. Oh! Miss Jane (said I)and stopped from an inability at the moment of expressing myself as I could wishOh! Miss Jane(I repeated)I could not think of words to suit my feelingsShe seemed waiting for my speech. I was confuseddistressedmy thoughts were bewilderedand I could only addHow do you do? She saw and felt for my Embarrassment and with admirable presence of mind releived me from it by sayingMy dear Sophia be not uneasy at having exposed yourselfI will turn the Conversation without appearing to notice it. Oh! how I loved her for her kindness! Do you ride as much as you used to do? said she. I am advised to ride by my Physician. We have delightful Rides round us, I have a Charming horse, am uncommonly fond of the Amusement, replied I quite recovered from my Confusion, and in short I ride a great deal. You are in the right my Love, said she. Then repeating the following line which was an extempore and equally adapted to recommend both Riding and Candour
Ride where you may, Be Candid where you can, she added, I rode once, but it is many years agoShe spoke this in so low and tremulous a Voice, that I was silent. Struck with her Manner of speaking I could make no reply. I have not ridden, continued she fixing her Eyes on my face, since I was married. I was never so surprisedMarried, Ma'am! I repeated. You may well wear that look of astonishment, said she, since what I have said must appear improbable to youYet nothing is more true than that I once was married.










Carissa Sevar: Well Carissa sure couldn't infer anything about the world from this but maybe Keltham's outthinking her once again.









Keltham: What the ASS, Golarion - he wants to say that the Conspiracy wouldn't be this wack, but that's a dangerous thing to think if they've been reading his mind. He'll suspend judgment until he reads more of this wack shit.

Message to proprietor: Any mysteries or romances that would deal heavily with magic, gods, or afterlives?

Maybe that just gets him Conspiracy-selected rewritten books, but even those might be enlightening if they give him a point of comparison to the other novels.









Carissa Sevar: Don't substitute rewritten books; they'll stand out too much. Yes, I know, we determined that they were reasonable for the genre, yes, I know that the Supreme Elect actually did say approximately that, doesn't mean we don't lose bits on it. They are not reasonable for the set of books that this bookstore has. We have a year to fix that, if we don't make him suspicious today.









lintamande: " - well, in some of the romances people are religious, is that what you mean? I don't think we stock any romances about the gods - the gods aren't, you know, they don't have the bodies for that," the kid says aloud. "I can check if we have in stock any where the man is a wizard? Usually he's a noble, though, or an exiled noble, or an adventurer but not specifically a wizard."









Keltham: Stories in which somebody dies, goes to an afterlife, gets resurrected.

Stories where the details of magic play a key role in the story.

Stories where somebody goes through priest training.

Anything like that, anywhere in the fiction section?









lintamande: Probably? They're not sorted by that, though. He'll try to find some.



He takes a big stack off the shelf and starts sorting through them, frowning.









Carissa Sevar: All right, time to at least take a stab at going on the offensive. If you do nothing but play defense all day, you lose.









lintamande:     "Is the shop your father's?"

"My mum's."

    "Can you call her in, for a big purchase like this, where it'd help to have someone who knows all the books like the back of their hand?"

"Call her in how?"

   "Well, is she in the back room taking a nap, or at the market, or -"

"Wealdays she takes off. Sometimes she goes to the temple, sometimes she spends it with Tateo, the man she's sleeping with. Sometimes she goes and scribes records in the temple of Abadar in the low district, for extra spending money."









Carissa Sevar: Come on, Keltham, bite -









Keltham: ...the kid is (allegedly) not even the real bookshop manager. Right then!

Message to Fennelosa: All right, let's abort here, buy the ones we've scanned so far, and look for a bookshop with an intelligent-looking proprietor who says they know a lot about their stock.


Playing information games where they would have to make up a large amount of information very quickly will go better if Keltham can find somebody who'll function as anindex into that information.

(If they were trying to get Keltham to go somewhere a putative Conspiracy puppet was suggesting he go, good luck with that! Keltham didn't even notice whatever bait that was, but that's in part because he was treating that as putative scripted Conspiracy chatter anyways, in the world he needs to distinguish.)









lintamande: Acknowledged, says Fennelosa, and he resumes the argument about the price of the books.









Keltham: Keltham will wait it out. He's notthat fond of overpaying for large quantities of books.









lintamande: "The way I see it," the boy says, "you're a powerful wizard and you're in a hurry for mysterious reasons so you aren't actually going to leave all your precious books here if they're four gold apiece."

   "I can get them somewhere else for two, disguised as not a powerful wizard, so I absolutely might be ordered to do that. He didn't find what he was looking for anyway, this is just for completeness."

".....two gold apiece and you tell me the big secret mystery of who you work for and what he wants with romances where someone dies and gets raised."

   "No deal. Two gold apiece and I get back to defending your stupid ass from demons and Kuthites, how about that."

"Absalom can defend itself just fine, thanks."

   "Two gold apiece for the books and two gold for you to buy yourself a treat, or a girl, whatever."

".....hmmmm."

   "Final offer, if you don't take it I will forcefully recommend to my mysterious patron that we leave without buying anything."

"Fine."









Keltham: ...maybe that proof his students gave for corporations being impossible in Golarion, because people would just bribe each other to act against corporate interests, was, in fact, correct.









lintamande: Different bookshop! By the time they reach it they've made arrangements with the proprietor, a kindly old man who will happily fish out a large number of romances and mysteries that involve magic, priests, or resurrection.









Keltham: Not the question Keltham starts with; he wants a book critical of Cheliax, ideally opened fairly straight to a section with the criticism.









lintamande: "- but of course, young man, let me get it from the back room. I keep all the politically sensitive material in the back room, you know, so no one can say I was flaunting it."

He leaves, and returns shortly with On The Manifest Failures Of Character And Leadership Of Abrogail Thrune. It's stolen more or less wholesale from a popular critique of Taldor's Grand Prince with the city names changed, but if anything they're currently thinking that's safer than trying to compose well-written critiques.









Keltham: ...somebody wrote an ENTIRE BOOK critical of ABROGAIL PERSONALLY. Who DOES that. Who the ASS does that? How does Abrogaillive on a planet like this?

Message: Book critical of Cheliax not ofAbrogail personally.









lintamande: ....sorry, what?









Keltham: Message: I'm looking for books critical of policies and choices of Cheliax, the country. Abrogail Thrune's character and leadership would only matter insofar as that led to Cheliax having bad policy stances, and I'd want the focus to be on Cheliax's policy stances rather than what somebody had to say about a person.









lintamande: "- that's just ....not really how criticisms of a country are written? You either write that the King is wise and being misled by unwise advisors, or, as the author of On The Manifest Failures Of Character And Leadership Of Abrogail Thrune, you write about how the King is bad at their job. Or you write about the necessity of uniting to exterminate the people of Cheliax, but I actually don't stock that kind of nonsense, I think it's deleterious to the national character."









Keltham: "...do you have any books critical of Cheliax which don't contain the sub-phrase 'Abrogail Thrune' in the title."

He can't buy this shit. It's not just the implied disservice to Abrogail of rewarding an author who did that, it's the near-certainty that everything in the book is going to be wrong. Sane people don't give books titles like that.









lintamande: "I assume you do not want a similar book on her predecessor?"









Keltham: "Her predecessor?"









lintamande: "Infrexus Thrune? When he was in power I had brisk sales of "The Scandals And Idiocy of Infrexus Thrune" and after his death I did well with "The Best Thing Infrexus Thrune Ever Did For Cheliax Was Drown" though if I still have any copies they'll be hard to find, they stopped selling well a decade ago."









Keltham: "Sorry, I'm not as familiar with Chelish history as I should be. Infrexus Thrune drowned and then - his daughter Abrogail inherited the country?"









lintamande: " - his niece, and, no, there was a civil war which she won. Do you just want - an ordinary history of Cheliax, maybe -"









Keltham: "I'll take up to twenty different ones, if you've got that many."









lintamande: "I assume that doesn't count different editions of the textbooks issued in Chelish schools? I have ten of those alone but they only change a bit here and there, most years."









Keltham: "Sure, I'll take them all." He's impressed with the putative Conspiracy if they've produced a textbook series with slight variations like that - though Asmodia is that smart, as is Carissa for that matter. "What else you got?"









lintamande: "A Tactical Account Of Thee Chelish Civil War, I don't know if military history is an interest of yours but it's acclaimed as a very well-researched work of military history, How The Church Claimed Cheliax, also mostly a military history but focused on the involvement of the church of Asmodeus, The Revival of the Empire, which I thought was shlocky nonsense, Avistan's Queen which gets indecorous in places but has some interesting details about court in Egorian..."









Keltham: "That's four. Anything else? Reign of whatwashisname the drowned guy? By the way how does drowning manage to be a permanent problem around here?"









lintamande: " - he was drowned by his personal guard when they decided to go in for Abrogail. It wasn't itself militarily decisive, but, well, when that's how you die you can't particularly expect coming back to go well."









Keltham: Okay, that's kind of, um. Attractive and worrying at the same time, really.

"Any other books on Cheliax, critical or otherwise."









lintamande: "I have specialty trade publications? Chelish grain imports by year for the last decade, Chelish wizarding education, Chelish military contracts..."









Keltham: "I'll take those too. But just the four books on Cheliax, aside from the textbooks and trade publications? Can you bring those out?"

A loss of internal cognitive control, a flash of betrayed thought; Keltham is planning to ask for literally any other books at all putatively by any of those authors.









lintamande: That's very good to have advance warning of because they did not attribute those books to specific noted historians but they totally can do that on ten seconds' notice.



Out he comes with the four books.









Keltham: Then he'll ask the question he was planning to ask.









Asmodia: A wordless flash of insight - people having different probabilities of using particular words, phrasings - it doesn't have to be that exact thing it just has to be any Law known to the far more literate dath ilan - or just wordless styleor sheer assessedIntelligence -

KELTHAM MAY HAVE WAYS OF DETERMINING WHETHER TWO BOOKS ARE REALLY BY THE SAME AUTHOR!









Carissa Sevar: Yes, occurred to me too. Just the way teachers deliver the same lecture differently, it doesn't have to involve any Law. The actual author of one of them also authored a fake history of Andoran and a fake history of Galt for us, and another one's going to have been coauthored.



Carissa is not in general faster than Asmodia to Wall concerns, but with the headband on she sure is.









lintamande: "Oh, yes," the proprietor says. "- the author of The Revival of the Empire wrote a few other histories, which I thought were if anything even worse - I stock the ones for Andoran and Galt because people like reading those, they sell well, but they don't like reading the one about Absalom because it's so inaccurate, which should really make them think, if you ask me. And A Tactical Account Of Thee Chelish Civil War is coauthored by a Chelish general and the military historian Kaaris Thembley, and I know Thembley's put out one on the Galtan Revolution as well, though I don't have it in stock."









Keltham: He'll take those, then! Sure, the Conspiracy could've thought of that, but it's more competence than they necessarily needed to have. 1.7x to Ordinary or so.









Keltham: - now how many similar books does he have about Taldor, Osirion, or Nex?









lintamande: "Well, not the textbooks, since they don't have standardized education. I've got - let me see for you - eight volumes on the Nex-Geb war, A Guided Tour Of the Mana Wastes, Magic in Quantium, The Last True Princes of Taldor, Rot Behind The Great Walls - that's Taldor - Taldor's War With Qadira in six volumes... Osirion: In The Shadows of Giants, Osirion Land of the Pharaohs.... and trade publications for all of them, I suppose."









Keltham: All right then. He'll pick all of those up.

How much does he have about theology, alignment, afterlives, such that Asmodeus or Hell would have significant coverage, like, at least one-twelfth of the book?









lintamande: "Asmodeus isn't a big god here in Absalom. I've got Asmodean Teachings, and Towards an Asmodean State, and then it'd be - harder to assure you you're getting a twelfth of the book, say, if I sold you The War That Made The World - about the sealing of Rovagug - or On Earthfall And How Civilization Survived It, which is largely about the gods who perished in Earthfall though it does discuss all the other ones who were around - or The Death Of Aroden -"









Keltham: That's five books with noticeable sections on Asmodeus, Lawful Evil, or Hell.

He'll take those, sure.

Any more?









Asmodia: A wordless vision of a cloud of density -

There's fewer alignments than countries! Alignments are relevant in all the places including Absalom! There should be more books talking about Lawful Evil in this shop then there are books about Cheliax or Nex!









lintamande: "Oh, I don't know how I forgot it, Guide To Devils And Indentures. For people thinking of selling their souls. I'm sure I have a copy somewhere, the Church releases updated versions of that regularly - hey, wizard fellow, can you spare an old man a Locate Object, I genuinely have no idea where I filed Guide To Devils -"

"Didn't prepare it," says Fennelosa irritably.

"Should I go look for it?"









Carissa Sevar: A possible lie is that the Church formally disapproves of non-Church writing about Hell, because so much of it is incredibly wrong and misleading, sometimes hazardously so. What do you think, Asmodia.









Asmodia: He's going to consider the likelihood that Conspiracy doesn't want there to be any books, versus his prior expectation that Ordinary would manage not to have those books for any reason. Then he's going to look at the reason and see if it's a surprisingly good one or a surprisingly bad one, and I'd say that one leans surprisingly bad. If there's people running around writing books personally critical of the Queen, is he going to buy that everybody just fell into line about the Church not wanting people to write about Hell?









Carissa Sevar: Well, there's a lot more access to information about the Queen than to information about Hell! And the Queen doesn't have power in Absalom but all Absalom's churches collectively do, and might agree not to spread nonsense.









Keltham: Message: One more book -

(and one the Conspiracy would have obvious reason to prepare)

- is not worth a lot of searching, no. Keltham was hoping there'd be more like 20 books about comparative major gods, somebody's pet theory about the nine alignments, that sort of thing.









lintamande: "Well, you'd best take that up with the churches, son, because I'll stock the books if they change their mind. Same goes for pornography, actually."









Keltham: "The Churches object to there being books about gods?"









lintamande: "The Churches object to books purporting to describe the gods and the afterlives which aren't issued by the Churches, because of how most authors will make up lots of details to fill out thin bits of the books and then you'll get lots of people believing nonsense. Now, I think there's a case to be made that maybe the gods should learn something from the kinds of stories about them that people want to tell. If people desperately want to believe Iomedae sends songbirds as signs, maybe She should start! If they want to believe Norgorber only does crimes that don't hurt people, maybe He should mind that! If they want to believe Sarenrae marked their enemies with an irrevocable blood taint back in the time of Rovagug - well, I guess I see how that one's no good. But you could only ban that kind of thing and leave the nonsense be."









Keltham: "Have you by any chance got Church-issued books about each of the afterlives, then? And are Asmodean Teachings and Asmodean State both Church-approved?"









lintamande: "Yes, they are, that's why we carry them. Asmodean Teachings has a lot about Hell, some places it's published in two volumes where one is called Asmodean Doctrine and the other is called Hell. I can get you the approved books for most of the other afterlives except Abaddon, Norgorber's church doesn't bother putting one out and I've never bothered looking farther. It's not exactly a bestseller."









Keltham: It would explain why Ione couldn't find books of comparative theology either.

It also sounds an awful lot like an excuse.

And if the Conspiracy isn't trying to deliberately misdirect Keltham's attention - and they weren't that clever, at the first point when books of comparative theology started not being in the archduke's villa or the Ostenso library - then it implies that the Conspiracy is trying to hide something about afterlives, gods, and theology.

It feels like the worst news of the day, so far, worse than Ione not being in her usual place in the library, to the point where he should wait for it to stop feeling bad before he tries to put numbers on it. This can't bethat improbable in Ordinary, right?



Keltham will take the standard set of Church books then.

On to fiction. What's has the proprietor got with magic, gods, afterlives even if a Church had to approve the book, people going to magical academies, mysteries that hinge on facts about magic or at least involve technical discussion of those, people going to afterlives and coming back, a character goes to a temple for training at some point, romance novels with Chelish protagonists or love interests -

...also anything that would be. Like. Fun to read if you had high Intelligence and Wisdom. But that's a separate question so long as he's here.









lintamande: Magic's easy, he can recommend a solid dozen works of fiction that are about adventurers having terrifying very much magic adventures, and this is a series of teen adventure books about a cruelly treated wizard's apprentice, and here are some court intrigues that involve magic spying and murdering and so on.



They have precisely one Chelish romance novel for alter-Cheliax. He drags it out. "If you like this one let me know and I'll arrange copies of the rest of the series, there's - five or maybe six by now?"



He's much more at ease trying to recommend books Keltham might like. He's curious what books Keltham has liked in the past, whether he likes serials, whether he likes books to be about redemption and moral dilemmas, whether he likes them to be about people getting hurt and then slowly recovering their health, whether he likes books about attaining enlightenment, whether he likes books about elaborate revenge....









Keltham: Keltham may send back later, at some point, for those. He's - not quite in the right mood for it now.

He'll take a couple each of adventurers and mistreated apprentice and court intrigue, a dozen books about redemption and moral dilemmas if that many are available, a couple of hurt/comfort and attaining enlightenment, and whatever the proprietor thinks is the most intelligent book about revenge.

Any novels set in Galt?









Asmodia: If there was one novel in Cheliax there should not be ten in Galt!









lintamande: There's .... two about people who fled Galt when the revolution started, one in which they're now in Taldor and one in which they're now in Absalom?









Keltham: Good enough. Not novels the Conspiracy could've prepared, unless they were covering an impressive number of bases.

Purchase it all if the price is reasonable, haggle briefly if required, I can and will buy much fewer of these books (ping back for instructions which ones) if he tries to gouge us on it.

...Keltham is trying harder now, not to think of his next steps.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail sends that she thinks she can do a better job of reading Keltham's mind even if he is trying to conceal his thoughts.



(She does not add that things are looking increasingly serious to her; that would be policy advice.)









Carissa Sevar: Things are definitely increasingly serious. Not that she was in any sense not serious about them an hour ago but Keltham is trying very very hard at this and the Conspiracy is a thin layer of paint, in many places.




Carissa would be very grateful to have Abrogail and not an eighth circle wizard from the front reading Keltham's mind.









Abrogail Thrune II: She's wearing Carissa's old headband, now, and boosted to +4/+4/+4 in Wisdom and Splendour as well. It's not nearly two-thirds of her Crown, but it's enough that she can be useful.

...Keltham is planning to try an expensive proprietor, the sort who'd need defenses against people coming in and taking their stuff using mind control.









Carissa Sevar: Great.



(It's not great.)



What's the time estimate to mock up a magic shop in a much-cheaper shop they could pay the proprietors to clear out of? It can be mostly illusions, but they need to beat Keltham's determined effort to disbelieve them as illusions. He's likely to want them to hold items up to the scry for Detect Magic, which can be faked with Magic Aura, and he'll have endless questions about the prices -



- no, wrong line of thought -



- find an actual Absalom magic shop. Use an illusion to make the purchased storefront immediately and exactly resemble it. Copy their security situation. Copy their customers, if they presently have any.

And tell her how long they need the bookstore to stall.









lintamande: "Two gold per, my time is valuable and I'm going to get annoyed if you haggle about it too much, I can leave half these behind and make sure you get less pay overall even if I end up having to pay you an inflated price."

  "The textbooks sell for three."

"- what, really? Why?"

   "Diagrams, maps, visual aids have to be copied by hand. And there's a lot of diagrams in there."

"Huh. Fair enough."









Keltham: Keltham does not presently seem suspicious of this; a lot of his attention is going towards thinking of things that are not his next action.









Asmodia: - do we have anything planned if Keltham wants to spot five expensive shops, and randomize between them only after he numbers them.









Carissa Sevar: Greater False Vision. Just waiting on giving the illusionist who's going to cast it a bit more practice with Keltham's weird visual, which she strongly expects has to be exactly right or he'll notice, and with mirror-reflections inside a scry. Somehow, this isn't something even senior illusionists have prior practice with.









Asmodia: Somehow Asmodia was thinking in the back of her mind that if they just resorted to Greater False Vision, the tropes would make them lose, somehow, because that was too much like cheating. But if the real nature of the game is that Keltham has a timer he doesn't know about, until the Conspiracy can start faking everything, that might be a fairer game from the perspective of the tropes.

((It'd be relieving, except for the part where she does not in fact want Cheliax to win.))









Carissa Sevar: That possibility had also crossed Carissa's mind though she's mostly not trying to reason with it, she's not sure it works to reason about how to be in the story you're in even if she is reluctantly angrily going to concede that there seem to be story-like forces around doing things. (Is she somehow a secret cleric of Irori? Consider question later.)

Anyway, Greater False Vision doesn't make things easy. They'll need to have the original guy going around doing things in Absalom for the illusionist to tweak on the fly.










Curse of Laughter: Okay everyone! We're coming up on a part of this flag event that's particularly dangerous for Asmodeus's interests!

Pretty soon it's going to occur to Keltham that the real reason why bookstores don't carry pornography isn't that the churches dislike it, it's that the Conspiracy wants to prevent him from checking whether masochists are real!









Carissa Sevar: Yep. Luckily for the Conspiracy, masochists are real, and some churches really do frown on hardcore erotic works, which nonetheless exist and Keltham can be presented with them. Furthermore Absalom has an entire underground network of brothels specifically for beating up wealthy men who are into that. Carissa checked. She's pretty sure that if Keltham turns his mind full-bore on the question of whether masochists exist, that's a good development.









Curse of Laughter: You'd be right if Keltham had unlimited time to look at things and think about them! Unfortunately, even when arguing with Keltham, being right doesn't mean you win the argument, if Keltham has limited time to think.

Keltham has to worry about the Conspiracy's illusions. He has to worry about the Conspiracy's operatives running ahead of him and telling brothels to claim they offer that service. He has to worry about whether the Conspiracy commissioned the existence of around the same number of fiction books, like that, as they commissioned for Chelish history books and books about Asmodeus. Keltham has to ask himself how likely it is that churches frown on hardcore erotic works and that's why the small disreputable bookstore you find has only a small handful of hardcore erotic works written from the viewpoints of masochists enjoying themselves.

Keltham has to ask whether the Conspiracy is stalling him, so he doesn't get done the rest of what he wants to do, or so he'll slip up and think of what he's planning to do next.

Keltham will probably decide to give up on going through the whole tour you're planning now, of the real evidence that masochism exists, and go ahead with the rest of his scheduled plan for checking on things, while fighting an increasing sense of internal horror and his mind trying to take refuge in the thought that maybe none of this is real.









Carissa Sevar: ......that doesn't really seem like the dath ilani thing to do. Looking into a question shouldn't predictably update you in the wrong direction.









Curse of Laughter: It's not predictable to him! Most of Keltham's update will happen at the point where he thinks of how convenient it is for the Conspiracy that the bookshop doesn't already carry erotic fiction. Then Keltham tries to think of ways to check on things quickly, and later tries to find an erotic bookshop that's large enough to have more submissive-viewpoint erotic novels than he thinks the Conspiracy would have prepared. Keltham isn't expecting to be able to find a bookshop like that quickly, and Lord Fennelosa won't be able to. Since Keltham was expecting that result even in the Ordinary world, he doesn't update much on it. That leaves Keltham with mostly the same probability he got after he realized the Conspiracy's reason for saying that bookshops don't carry pornography.

Keltham won't think of looking for brothels that cater to male masochists without you suggesting that, and if you do suggest that, he'll think it's something the Conspiracy could illusion or send somebody ahead to mind-control people about. Or bribe them, now that Keltham has seen that Golarion employees will take bribes.









Carissa Sevar: Absalom has trashy tabloids that report on the sexual exploits of prominent people. They have a published guide to all the best ladies in all the brothels in the city. A couple years ago, a particularly lurid book prompted debates -- which were reported on in the newspapers -- about whether there should be more of a crackdown on the brothels where you have pretty women beat you up. And those are just the things Carissa learned on a cursory look; Keltham, turning his full creativity on the question of whether there are masochists, in a city that in fact has hundreds of thousands of them, is not going to just ask if there's a single well-stocked well-known bookstore with hundreds of books and then give up entirely.









Curse of Laughter: Keltham doesn't know the rules of magic or the rules of illusions except for what the Conspiracy has told him. From his perspective, anything he sees can be fake, anything he hears can be fake, all of his Messages can be intercepted.

The only thing that Keltham can trust even a little is information that would be expensive for the Conspiracy to create or edit. A single published guide on prostitutes isn't that, because it's easy for the Conspiracy toedit a guide like that to say that some prostitutes offer the service of beating masochistic men, without them having to edit the rest of the book. Keltham is thinking about informational things that are tangled up, where changing one aspect of the thing would require lots of other changes throughout the structure of information. Keltham is thinking about being able to ask lots of questions with an unpredictable structure, that the Conspiracy couldn't have traced out in advance.

Snack Service can guide him to something like that, about masochism, since it actually exists for that. If Carissa Sevar can think of where Keltham should look to find it quickly.

Snack Service can't actually tell Keltham exactly where to look inside a library's archive of all the newspapers to find all the debates, though, that's not really in Cayden Cailean's domain.









Carissa Sevar: Well, someone in Absalom almost definitely has a very large private collection of erotica, they'll just have to figure outwhoand then - steal it and put it in a bookstore? She doesn't like that plan at all,maybeKeltham'd be too relieved to find the evidence he was hoping for to think about the coherence of the world, but it's not actually coherent, for it to be in a bookstore, the way it's coherent for it to be in a private collection -









Curse of Laughter: Orrrrr Snack Service could just tell Keltham where to find a person who has a private collection of erotica like that, and tell Lord Fennelosa to say he's calling in a favor owed to Lady Sali. Lady Sali is a worshipper of Cayden Cailean and she'll forgive Him about it eventually.









Carissa Sevar: Okay Carissa does not trust that at all.









Carissa Sevar: How is Snack Service purporting to have Lord Fennelosa know this?









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service is suggesting that Pilar literally just hand Keltham a cookie and tell him.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa needs a minute to think.









Carissa Sevar: It does not actually seem to her like an impossible task, even with a conspiracy messing with you, to figure out in a large city with a major underground flogging scene that masochists exist. Keltham is very smart. Generally he thinks of the things she thinks of and then some. If he tries to think of every possible way to test whether masochists are a thing, he should determine that they are. It is nothing like what Keltham tried to teach them about how to think, to pose only tests you expect Reality to be unable to pass and then stop testing and apply no further creativity to the problem.


But Keltham is - clearly not at his best, and his efforts to not think about his own plans are plainly hampering his creativity enormously. And he has some kind of irrational utter horror of specifically the masochists-don't-exist scenario -

- no. He knows how to correct for that. He's not going to steer with that. He's not going to decide Conspiracy on the basis of a fact about the world that'sactually truebecause Absalom, a city that has mostly small bookstores with a handful of books on history, entirely predictably doesn't have enormous bookstores of obscene literature.Even under pressure her Keltham doesn't make errors that silly.

.......is what using her own reasoning skills to think about the question produces as an answer.









Carissa Sevar: But Snack Service hasn't been wrong before. And what is Asmodeanism about, really, if not ignoring all reason and obeying?









Carissa Sevar: We'll take the cookie. If - substantial if - Keltham doesn't in fact think of any creative ways to check, once this occurs to him.









lintamande: Fennelosa heads out of the bookshop with his purchased books. "Requesting permission to get lunch from a street vendor," he says as he does. "Should only take a minute." And they've planted a vendor just in case Keltham wants to ask the vendor questions.









Keltham: - does the Conspiracy need one additional minute to complete a task, Keltham could have slipped up on avoiding mindreading -

- chance that somebody in Ordinary would arrive for this mission while having still not eaten -

- no, Ordinary was trying tomove very quickly per Keltham's request -

"Sorry about this, but you okay if we complete the next task in the sequence, which I'll try to keep quick, and then lunch?"









lintamande: "No problem."









Keltham: "All right. Next up, spend a minute striding around and giving me a mirror-look at the shops around here."

Keltham would be doing a very good job of not thinking about why he's looking for more upscale shops, if anybody not on the level of Abrogail Thrune were trying to read his mind -









Abrogail Thrune II: Keltham is thinking about shops that sellscrolls more than shops that sell magic items.









Carissa Sevar: They'll be the same shops, what difference is he thinking of -









lintamande: Fennelosa is happy to do that. Look at all these people, all these storefronts, that Absalom skyline in the background, those brothels over there, that man towing a herd of goats through the street...









Abrogail Thrune II: - he doesn't know they're the same shops. Keltham is - planning to check prices, he thinks the prices on scrolls are weirdly high and that we're maybe trying to control what magic he can access, he can ask the scroll be brought back and verify it was a real scroll shop that way.









Asmodia: He can look around in the shop and buy an obscure scroll, look at it in front of the scry to verify it's the same scroll that will be brought back, that would help verify the storefront wasn't just illusion because the whole trip was just illusion - but it sounds like we've got that covered -









Carissa Sevar: The special shop can have a gorgeous obscure scroll display in the front window. To your left, Fennelosa.









lintamande: Sure, he'll walk down this street to get out of the way of the goats. Pass a weaver, a shoemaker, a magic shop with lots of scrolls in the window...









Keltham: Keltham does notice! But the earlier sight of what are obviously sex-work shops, in a city supposedly too prude for written pornography, has now started Keltham down the road to inner panic by a completely different route.

Can he - is there any way, if the Ordinary world is true at all, could the Ordinary world prove itself to him - obviously, by having enough erotic novels written showing the character viewpoint of a masochist - but Keltham hasn't been having much luck with his previous literary queries, as is, of course, not a very good sign at all, but it does mean that the surviving Ordinary worlds are just like that - how would Fennelosa even find a shop that carries church-disliked books, this city has no searchable index and that shop might not be listed in the regular index even if the citywas searchable - and then that shop will only have four erotic novels written from the viewpoint of a masochist and that'll be the same quantity that Conspiracy faked for Chelish history books -

If Carissa is right then half the people in his field of vision are genuine masochists. But how does Keltham verify that, in the presence of mind control and illusions and mindreading and alternatephysics that the Conspiracy could just be lying to him about? Is there any equivalent of a move-countermove search-tree that - the sex shops could be real, the Conspiracy has no reason to show those to him, after making that claim about pornography, if they're not in a real city or at least not basing all this on a real city - but if the Conspiracy passed the test with that priest of Sarenrae, they've obviously got control of questions and answers - any question Kelthamknows how to ask a masochist, is one whose Keltham-sought answer the Conspiracy can guess, especially if they're reading his mind - there'd have to be some way to ask a question that only a real masochist could answer quickly, that somebody pretending to be a fake masochist couldn't answer quickly, and whose answer Keltham can verify after the fact, without himself knowing the answer beforehand to expose to mindreaders -

Nothing like that is going to exist, obviously, and if Keltham hares off on that, it gives the Conspiracy more time to fake things inside that scroll shop.

He should just go ahead and try the scroll shop, where things might actually work, and consider what to do later on the impossible problem of checking for masochism when there's no reasonable way to locate a high concentration of Ill-Advised books inside Ordinary, when Ordinary can't even locate a high concentration of Chelish history books -









Curse of Laughter: Can Snack Service please intervene now?









Carissa Sevar: Yes.









Pilar : "Hey. Snack Service says that a retired Worldwound warrior named Arnsen Puddleton, who lives in the mini-manor on the other side of the alley back of the Laughing Sword shop in Ivy District, has an exhaustive collection of erotica featuring submissive protagonists, and would let Lord Fennelosa in to browse through it if Lord Fennelosa says he's calling in a favor owed to Lady Sali."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "Can Snack Serviceplease tell me where I can find a similar concentration of Chelish history books."









Pilar : "It says that's not in Cayden Cailean's domain the way that Arnsen's erotica collection is, and also that the decision theory continues to be complicated. You're inside a lot of different possible worlds right now from your own perspective."









Keltham: "How were the impending Rovagug cultists inside Cayden Cailean's domain?"









Pilar : "Snack Service says they weren't, another god watching out for that saw the Rovagug cultists, and pointed them out to Cayden Cailean, who got permission from Broom's god to tell Snack Service."









Keltham:









Pilar : "I really, truly, sincerely, honestly, and wholeheartedly wish I had some way to let you punch my curse in the face, for whatever that's worth."









Keltham: "...am I going to be able toborrow any books from this collection, just to verify that they all actually exist and the Conspiracy didn't just have twenty erotica authors write a page apiece for twenty fake books like that, once they saw how my book-browsing habits worked just now."









Pilar : "Snack Service says Lord Fennelosa can probably talk Arnsen into that, if Fennelosa says it's for important research purposes and promises sincerely to bring the books back within a week."









Keltham:









Pilar : "Yes. I know."









Keltham: Keltham has simultaneously been keeping an eye on the scry, while this was going on, and hasn't spotted any other shops with scrolls in their display window. Yes it could be a Conspiracy plant because they were reading his mind, Keltham is aware.

Message to Lord Fennelosa: Head into that scroll shop from a block or so back.

Keltham will look into this erotica thing later but he is already pretty sure it's going to work out exactly like Snack Service says. Keltham is not even sure why he is trying to hold onto his feeling of annoyance, unless it is so that he cannot feel desperately relieved, it justseems like annoyance with Snack Service is really truly warranted at this point.









lintamande: Lord Fennelosa turns around and heads back to the scroll shop.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not entirely sure I followed all that," Carissa says quietly to Pilar, "but - thank you, Cayden, if you just made it possible to convince my boyfriend masochists exist."









Asmodia: Thaaaaat's totally heresy even by Project Lawful standards and literally the Queen and Aspexia Rugatonn are both listening - oh she just said that for Keltham's benefit, right.

That thing Keltham said about quickly writing twenty pages each apparently from different books? That's smart. They should do that right now for Chelish history books and have those ready to go in case Keltham thinks of visiting a library. Keltham may not bother, if he can't buy or borrow books from that library, especially now that he's described that strategy out loud. But we should actually do it in case he actually does it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's not very worried about heresy right now; if she wins it doesn't matter and if she loses it doesn't matter. If alter Carissa would have no reason to hesitate to thank a Chaotic Good god barely in her boyfriend's earshot, then neither does she.

But that said - yes. One of the big errors was not really having a defense in depth - it would have been ludicrously expensive but that's precisely what would've made it credible. It wouldn't exist in alter-Cheliax either, not in random bookstores in Absalom, but it'd be a smart place to depart from it. They should have twenty pages of ten different books on every possible topic.









Asmodia: ...though Keltham may also, having said that much out loud, carry out the strategy of starting from a random open-page flip like that, and reading forwards from there, or backwards. Which means we need several pages forwards and backwards in each direction if we don't want to get caught like that immediately...

First priority, single two-page spreads of open books. Second priority, sections that go two pages back and ten pages forwards - the further forwards they can go, the sloppier they can be, because the faster Keltham will probably be reading. If they produce those by rewriting another book, then maybe, if Keltham is reading through all of the ten forwards pages, they can manage to rewrite more of that book by working in parallel, fast enough to keep up with him -

Cheliax and its history, books about gods that will mention Asmodeus, books about afterlives that will mention Hell -

Korva Tallandria should be looped in on supervising this.









lintamande: The scroll shop, it transpires, is an all-purpose magic shop. It has a wizard in his sixties posted intimidatingly at the door. "What're you looking for," he asks Fennelosa, a bit suspiciously.

"I don't know yet, I have a mysterious patron who will communicate instructions either to me or to you by Message."









Keltham: Good morning, this is the mysterious patron, shopping by scry today. My overall plan is that I'll look around your shop, stare at a lot of things, ask a lot of prices if they're not already marked, eventually buy one of the weirdest scrolls you have for sale if sanely priced, and maybe ask you a couple of strange not-personal questions about topics like the Zon-Kuthon godwar. I'm first-circle wizardry and fourth-circle divine, but am still somewhat interested in scrolls and items that somebody like me couldn't normally use. Sound good?









lintamande: He scowls even more suspiciously, but Messages back. I don't want to get involved in the war. I've had enough of that. You can buy things at the listed price if that's all you want.









Keltham: Then let's see what Golarion has for sale, at what prices.









lintamande: It's mostly standard fare for adventurers; they're where the reliable money is. Bags of Holding, Muleback Cords, Immovable Rods, Insistent Doorknockers, acid and fire grenades, Wands of Cure Light Wounds, swan boat feather tokens, beads of Fireball and beads of force, +2 headbands, +2 belts of Strength and Dexterity and Constitution, bracers of armor, hats of disguise, gloves of elvenkind, sleeves of many garments, scrolls of Death Ward and Protection from Arrows and Stoneskin and Protection from Energy and Restoration and Breath of Life and Rope Trick and Ant Haul and Align Weapon and Lead Blades and Endure Elements.









Keltham: ...okay count one point for Golarion just beingstrange, though the Immovable Rod at 5000gp and the Insistent Doorknocker also at 5000gp, as some of the most fascinating bits of conceptualmagic, are outside his shopping range. If the Conspiracy was trying to impress him with how generally weird and surprising Golarion was, by way of reminding him how many surprising things happen after all, while keeping the alleged surprises outside his price range... nah, Keltham doesn't actually believe that, there's some strange cheap stuff too.

Lead Blades doesn't actually turn blades into lead, does it? Lead is poisonous and has neurotoxic effects, as Cheliax recently announced - has he heard anything about that?









lintamande: "I don't read the news, it just ruins my day for no reason. The spell makes them denser when they hit the target, which is very bad for the target but, you know, I think mostly in the conventional way where it chops right through 'em. It's a temporary transmutation so I wouldn't expect it to have permanent effects even if it is lead."









Keltham: ...the awful thing is, if the Conspiracy is choosing to depict things this way, it's presumably because they think the Ordinary Golarion they've shown him would not have smart wizards in Absalom hearing about Element-82 even after Cheliax announced it very loudly, which, for Conspiracies on the level Keltham is facing - the sort that gave him a century-old history of Absalom to read on his first night in the palace - probably does mean that the rest of Golarion is actually like that.

Scroll of Rope Trick sounds interesting, can the proprietor say more about that?









lintamande: "The rope rises into the air and creates an extradimensional space at the top you can access by climbing it. Holds you and up to three friends, not detectable from outside except by people seeing the rope and climbing up after you - you can't pull the rope into the Rope Trick. It's popular for camping."









Keltham: Seems pretty weird and powerful for a second-circle wizard spell, plausibly the weirdest of the options here.

He'll take that one for 150gp. The store doesn't have anything reallyodd that Keltham could afford, something most adventurers couldn't use... such that purchasing it would tend to verify that the store was real and they didn't just rush something from... all of Cheliax... and he can't really blame a low-productivity economy for not stocking any but the fastest-selling merchandise... yeah this was actually not such a great test in the first place.

Keltham shall also inquire if the wizard remembers about how long ago it was that the sky started flickering to signal the start of the godwar, and if any news has reached Absalom about how Cheliax is currently doing against Nidal.









lintamande: "Not quite three months since the godwar," he says, "which I only know because it was pretty bloody obvious; I really don't read the news. I suppose Cheliax isn't losing too badly because we haven't had them showing up here by the thousands."



He'll sell the scroll.









Carissa Sevar: "Rope Trick won't work inside the Forbiddance," Carissa warns him once the proprietor pulls it off the shelf.









Keltham: "Noted. I think we're being mostly protected by Broom's god out here, not by the Forbiddance. I got close to the edge of the Forbiddance so I could watch Fennelosa teleport out, and we didn't get an invading army after me that time. Not to mention, our primary theory is still that the gods on our side deliberately triggered that attack while I was outside the villa, not that Nidal detected me going outside the Forbiddance."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds about right."









Carissa Sevar: (The mindreader accompanying Keltham into the Rope Trick is going to need to be gaseous, and also invisible, and they're going to need to wait to go in until after Keltham casts Invisibility Purge, which she predicts he'll do within about a minute of getting in there; that does mean there won't be mindreading coverage for a brief time, but then there'll be far more valuable mindreading coverage of someone who suspects he's not being mindread.)









Carissa Sevar: "Conceivably you want to get two Rope Tricks and stick me and Asmodia and any other suspected Conspirators in the other one for the duration, Telepathic Bond doesn't work across planes."









Asmodia: "Sevar,he has only the Conspiracy's word for that. That's Keltham'sentire problem. He could solve this in five minutes if he had a reliable outside source of information telling him what all the rules were."









Carissa Sevar: "He can in fact checkthat his spells don't work across a Rope Trick!"









Asmodia: "This shows neither that more powerful 5th-circle Telepathic Bonds don't work across Rope Tricks, nor that the Conspiracy is not just blockinghis magic each time to make him think it doesn't work!"









Keltham: Keltham is in fact currently thinking about whether he can find a one-inch iron helmet and, if so, if there's any reasonable way he can test whether it blocks emanation divinations. But Keltham is really not seeing a method to test that, by which he can know that the Conspiracy isn't selectively blocking divinations from the helmet only when they please. If the Conspiracy can fake his own spell signature on the truthspell, they can do an awful lot - and if they can't do that, truthspells are unbeatable that way, which doesn't sound like it allows Golarion to be such an untrusting wreck.

This also reminds Keltham to perform a Detect Magic, as he's been doing occasionally, and look around the shop that way. Though he's pretty sure what he'll find.









lintamande: Lots of noisy overlapping magic signatures from all the magic items!



Notably none of them except those on the Hats of Disguise are Illusion auras, though probably if the Conspiracy is deploying a lot of illusions it can also hide the auras of doing that.









Keltham: Yes, obviously they can, otherwise Keltham would have Detected the illusion of his god's symbol when they were faking his truthspell.

...okay, if the Conspiracy can fake this, they can probably fake the next thing in the sequence, but Keltham's going to try anyways, because it seems like he should, just in case.

Message: Next, please head on over to Absalom's Ascendant Court.

Keltham doesn't block very hard that he's planning to briefly visit a lot of temples; it's an obvious step.









lintamande: Sure. Off he goes. He won't ask again about lunch, though he'll cast longing side-glances at vendor carts as they go.





....they're going to need the Greater False Vision for this part. The plan is for someone to genuinely go to all the relevant places, so the illusionist can grab the right visuals from that, but for Fennelosa to go to a different, them-controlled, location, where the people who walk up and speak to him are actors and will respond correctly to having someone Message them.



The illusionist says he's ready.









Carissa Sevar: He'd better be right.









Keltham: Keltham catches that longing side-glance! He is very sorry! Yes please have lunch, Keltham said he could.

(No, it's not great that Keltham said their next destination, before that point came up; but if Keltham doesn't like that, it was Keltham's responsibility to remember what he told the other person they would do.)









lintamande: Then he will grab some kabobs from a vendor, shove some money into her hands, and keep going. It's significantly less than a minute's delay, all told; soldiers are not habitually slow eaters.









Carissa Sevar: "It's Ione's line, I know, but should we also eat."









Keltham: 1.2x for Ordinary that he didn't try for a longer delay.

"We can have food brought here, sure. Preferably something I can eat while distracted."

"You and Asmodia have both been quieter than I thought you would be."









Abrogail Thrune II: - is thinking that he admittedly looked like he was focusing a lot, but he wants to see what you say, but he knows his mind might be getting read -









Carissa Sevar: "I think you're doing pretty well except I'm confused about how you ended up back on the are-masochists-real track and I'm sad you didn't buy the book defaming Abrogail, I bet it would've been funny. Should I be talking more? You often looked about as interruptible as I feel when I'm doing crafting and whenever I say anything Asmodia bites my head off about how you couldn't possibly know if I'm lying, and - I do realize that you're starting from the assumption that the Conspiracy can conceal a lot about how magic works from you, but also it seems to me that at least some of the time you might know a clever physics-based test that can confirm that I'm right, and it'd be worth a lot of twos if you did happen to know one."









Keltham: ...hard to remember, with everything he's trying to keep track of simultaneously, that in the Ordinary world Carissa isnot reading his mind.

"Via the shopkeeper's claim that pornography was banned in Absalom, then passing what were obviously storefronts advertising sex work, and those two things not going together, which made me realize that the pornography ban was a Conspiracy plot to prevent me from checking for erotic novels written with submissive masochists as viewpoint characters."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, I just figured he was a Sarenrite. I guess your version makes sense too."









Keltham: "The ass does Neutral Good have against erotic literature anyways? I know the dath ilani reason to gate perverted stuff behind a prior level of achieved perversion, namely so as to not accelerate people's natural descent into sexual corruption over time, but I bet it's not the same here at all."









Carissa Sevar: "They.... think people's natural descent into sexual corruption is bad for them and instead of that they should strive to not descend into sexual corruption? You should probably ask one of them, I bet I'm not doing it justice."









Keltham: "Maybe some other time. Now that the topic has come up explicitly, the Conspiracy has time to find a real Sarenrite priest and get an account from them of how they'd defend that position."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure. SoshouldI be talking more?"









Keltham: "...probably not, in the end, if it looks like I'm currently concentrating."

The thought comes to him, then, that if the Conspiracy is real and Keltham ends up deciding so, this could be some of the last conversation that they'll ever have.

He dismisses the thought, not by assigning it low probability but by assigning it low priority; Keltham does not see how thinking of such a thing will serve him in this task.









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. Do you in fact have any clever ideas for how to check the thing about lead and emanations? I was thinking if you have some technique to Prestidigitate lead, or some chemical correlate that you expect is driving the emanation effect, you could flicker it on and off faster than anyone could dispel and re-cast a spell to mislead you, or maybe there's something to be done with the fact lead is denser than other metals, immersing it in water or something and then if anyone does anything to it the volume changes..."









Keltham: "Hard to be sure the Conspiracy wasn't messing with my experimental results, is the basic problem here. If the Conspiracy exists at all, it was able to fool my truthspells on day one in such a way that Greater Detect Magic made it look to me like my own magical signature... maybe I should see if some scroll shop's got an Arcane Sight, now that I can afford one. Or if Cheliax could get a borrowable item of constant Arcane Sight to me in a hurry, it'd be some pretty significant evidence for Ordinary, I expect that makes the Conspiracy's life a lot harder. Should've thought of that earlier. Anybody feel free to remind me to put that in, the next time I send a message to Egorian."

"Meanwhile, there's problems like - I know there's spells that change materials around. Can the Conspiracy turn the iron in an iron helmet into something that doesn't block divination? Even if I can verify it working in one experiment, that doesn't mean they can't mess with it after I put it onto my head."

"Also also I expect that introducing density changes will usually come with potential energy changes... maybe there's a way to sidestep that, but if you think of the forces you'd need to apply to a metal to pull it apart or compress it, it'd probably be pretty forceful. That means the new potential energy in the current position isn't like the old potential energy in the current position..." Where it's been established via experimentation that everyone on Project Lawful is of course thoroughly familiar with, at this point, that Prestidigitation doesn't let you change materials in a way that greatly changes their potential energy.









Carissa Sevar: " - hmm, okay. I think the next thing I'd try would be sitting in an iron box with my own Detect Intelligence up, having requested a bunch of people stand around right outside it so that it's instantly obvious if my Detect Intelligence is leaking through the box, and then I'd ask for some kind of powerful metal-transmutation spell and transmute the iron myself intermittently until satisfied that I was getting a read whenever I poked a hole and not otherwise."









Keltham: "Carissa, that works a lot better if you start out knowing forsure that the invisible seventh-circle wizards who can easily beat my Invisibility Purge are forbidden by the Law of alternatephysics to flicker their interception of my Detect Intelligence spell faster than I can transmute the metal in the box."

"Yes, it's very silly in Ordinary. If you know that's where you are. Conspiracy Carissa is only suggesting this because she knows she can defeat it."









Carissa Sevar: "Which is why it'd be so valuable to figure out an actual test you were convinced of! But if that's not one I'll keep thinking. - and if Egorian doesn't have an item of permanent Arcane Sight for you I can probably make one, it'd be something like twelve thousand in materials costs which is soon to be a lot less than that."









Keltham: "Yeah..."

...part of his brain sure is increasingly convinced that things which happen on those kinds of timescales, will not happen; that the happy bright future she's talking about no longer exists.

Keltham really hopes that's his brain discharging a burden of gloominess brought on by things apparently going so well and a lingering belief in tropes, and not because his brain is picking up on a pattern that Keltham hasn't seen, or is refusing to see.

"So, Asmodia, have you figured out yet what Conspiracy Asmodia thinks of me?"









Asmodia: "I mean, mostly I've been staring at what you're doing, trying to figure out whether it reflects any Laws you haven't explained yet. I think I've deduced the basic concept of why you keep asking for books, it's because it's expensive to fake a lot of those, and you can look at just a page of them in the shop and then use that to verify the entire book already existed when they buy the book and bring it back. I bet there's some much more extensively worked Law for seeing that sort of viewpoint in dath ilan, the work that goes into things and how to force somebody else to do a lot of work."

"And, yeah, Conspiracy Asmodia doesn't have to be like the Asmodia you know, but she's a person such that I was an easy person for her topretend to be which is an endlessly fascinating question. There are probably not meaningless divergences between us because all of those are extra work for her with no reason. Our favorite foods are the same, she eats the same things at breakfast. She's - probably got ambitions that lean more towards world domination than getting a big share of the Project, was my first thought about differences? Except she was probably more of an ordinary Ostenso student, before the incident that wasn't really Manohar. She wanted to be running something important, well, obviously so do I, so is that even really a difference..."

"I think she's getting something out of snuggling clothed with you, because there's other Project researchers who would quickly jump for that item-slot if Conspiracy Asmodia didn't have some reason to hold it for herself. Despite her incredibly busy existence leading her entire life as well as mine... which is a lot of busyness, even taking into account that a lot of the work she pretends to do for the Project is really being done by somebody else," since she doesn't have a Ring of Sustenance. "Given that her overall personality is probably mostly similar to mine, and that I don't have unusually Conspiracy-useful effects on you that I can figure out, I buy that she finds it nice to have a warm boy to snuggle."

"She thinks of you - as an opponent in her game, probably? I can't say how much she respects you as an opponent, because I don't know how close she thinks you are to breaking out, or how much of that was because of you being smart and how much of that was just her screwing up. But I don't think she'd find it, warm to snuggle you, if she didn't respect you at all."









Keltham: "That's not by any chance a message from the true Conspiracy Asmodia to me, is it?"









Asmodia: "Ordinary Asmodia is insulted that you think anybody who couldpretend to be Ordinary Asmodia would ever do that. I'm just reporting Ordinary's model of Conspiracy's thoughts to you, Conspiracy wouldnever tell you her real thoughts like that, she'd figure out exactly what I'd say and then she'd say exactly that. Which is not the same thing because I don't know what she's actually thinking."









Keltham: "I know. Just teasing."









Asmodia: She knows. She's having his mind read.









lintamande: The Ascendant Court comes into view.



They ended up deciding to just have Lady Avaricia do the diffraction-grating-and-baseline art on a cloak, and then swap the Keltham-decorated cloak with that of the person who is really walking the Ascendant Court, so the illusionist doesn't have to fake that, or fake how it looks in the mirror or anything.

The real Lord Fennelosa is entering a different building where everyone around him is safe to Message.



The illusionist is pretty sure he can stitch the two together seamlessly. Greater False Vision is supposed to be good for that.





The temples to Iomedae, Norgorber, and Cayden Cailean overlook the fog-cloaked island where the Starstone sits behind Aroden's protections.









Keltham: "Up first if you can find one, temple of Irori." Iomedae is too predictable, and the Ascendant Court supposedly had temples to practically everything a century ago.









lintamande: He asks a passerby for directions, gets pointed left, goes left. There it is. The architectural style is distinctly different from that of Absalom or Cheliax. The temple is crowned with a graceful green bulb.





The Chelish agent in the real court walks in, and Fennelosa walks forwards. The air is smoky; someone's burning incense.









Keltham: Anyone around who looks like the salesperson or manager for Irori-related services?









lintamande: There's a priest doing a channel healing for a large crowd; there's a ring out on the floor marking where to stand, with the priest at the center. He raises his arms and channels; after that, the crowd disperses. A man limps over, belatedly.

"Next one's in an hour," the priest tells him briskly.









Keltham: "Can't heal or channel through this, right?" (aside to Carissa)









Carissa Sevar: Ugh stop being Good. "No."









Keltham: Message to the priest: Hi, I'm a strange person in a strange situation, here via scry on the wizard who just walked in. Do you have a price for a few priority minutes of your time to answer weirdly basic questions?









lintamande: He casts Detect Magic, looks for the scrying sensor, tilts his head to address it. "It is worthwhile to seek to understand the world. You may have three simple questions without charge, and after that pay half what you earn in a day for more questions, up to the next hour bell."









Keltham: "I worry that none of my questions will count as simple. Your stated price to me works out to 36gp in terms of my direct salary, but most of what I earn is not in the form of salary but ownership of something that will have more value later, and that is not something I'd pay over. I am not sure how long is until the next hour bell locally, but doubt I'll have cause to converse for as much as twenty minutes unless this becomes really fascinating."

"My first question would be what Irori would say of the afterlives for Lawful Good, Lawful Neutral, and Lawful Evil, and why one would wish to go to Axis rather than Heaven or Hell."









lintamande: "Irori would say that people should go on their path, wherever it takes them, Rather than reasoning backwards from the question 'do I want to go to Axis or Heaven or Hell', you should think about who you want to be and what you want to achieve, and then look and see what afterlife can offer you that."









Keltham: "I want a lot of very complicated things, but most of all, to become - myself, I suppose, realize the parts of myself that haven't developed yet, have the experiences that will show me who I am."

"But what I am trying to get at here is not to make that choice for myself, but - basic orientation to how certain choices work at all. What do the different afterlives have to offer, who should go to Heaven and Axis and Hell, what happens to them when they do?"









lintamande: "In Heaven over time you become an angel, a Lawful being with the Good in your nature amplified and strengthened. You can go to Heaven and refuse to become an angel but it is not common, and everyone you know will leave you behind. In Hell when you are ready for the trials you will face you become a devil, a Lawful being with the Evil in your nature amplified and strengthened. It is more common for people to go to Hell but refuse to become devils: those who go to Heaven generally aspire to become angels to do the work of angels in the universe, but people only become devils for themselves.

Axis is a city of a hundred thousand smaller cities, and too many things go on there to name, and the Lawful outsiders of Axis are designed by a process the Material plane is not permitted to know. It is the afterlife that is most like living."









Keltham: "Nirvana, Elysium, the Boneyard - what makes them less like living than Axis?"









lintamande: "The Boneyard is meant to be temporary; Pharasma desires that no one make their permanent home there, and encourages the souls there to develop some sense of an alignment so they can move on there instead. In Nirvana every soul takes a form that relates to Nirvana's read of their deep desires and needs, which is nothing like the form they took in life. Elysium is a place of abundant joy and exploration and many people prefer it to Axis on the grounds that you do not have to pay rent, or purchase concert tickets, but this also is a respect in which it is unlike living."









Keltham: "I see. Thank you. Those were not meant as simple questions, but you have given short answers to them, which is fair enough, I suppose. Your price for more strikes me as relatively steep; I will pass on to other temples and perhaps return to this one, if it turns out you made the most sense after all or they charge even more."

Keltham is, in fact, remembering to check how the surroundings look in his Prestidigitated diffraction grating. He has detected no anomalies so far.

Message to Fennelosa: Next up, Abadar.









lintamande: Sure. Off they go.









Abrogail Thrune II: - Keltham felt intuitively dissatisfied with those answers but he's avoiding focusing on that intuition until later so as to not give away his password, if he doesn't figure out why he's unhappy maybe the Conspiracy won't figure it out either -

(Keltham is also deliberately refocusing his attention on annoyance with a pricing concept that implicitly states that his time is worth at most a quarter, no, locally a tenth, of the other person's time, no matter what Keltham's own time is worth, but this doesn't seem like the priority for Abrogail to rebroadcast)









lintamande: The temple of Abadar is larger than most of the other ones, and has a busy currency exchange at the entrance, where a group of chattering cat-people are exchanging lumps of jade for Absalom printed money. The woman behind them in line is yelling at them to hurry up. There's a thin teenage boy at the entrance, who greets Fennelosa. "How can I help you?"









Keltham: "I'm attending by scry, in a complicated situation, and looking to talk to whoever present has the most knowledge of theology and the workings of money, if they have a reasonable fixed price for that."









Abrogail Thrune II: - intends to use the priest's knowledge about economics as a test against their real identity as a priest of the commerce god, interwoven with theology questions, and telling them to shut up if they get suspicious that his questions have become desynchronized from their answers, to prevent - person-in-the-middle attacks - where we're giving his questions to a real priest of Abadar at the same time - he's not sure he can do it in a way the Conspiracy can't beat, but he intends to try -









lintamande: " - most knowledge of theology would be the seventh circle priest Temos Sevandivasen," says the real attendant at the real temple of Abadar, which gets passed through with the name slightly changed so that the person isn't targetable by Sending. "An hour of his time is 400gp on short notice, 200gp if you book for later in the week, minimum of a quarter-hour."









Keltham: Hm. That's... expensive. Sanity check, if fifth-circle is 500gp/week, and it goes up by a factor of 4 at each circle, and Temos works 4 hours a day 4 days a week... that would make sense, but Golarion people are supposed to have longer working hours than that. Maybe Keltham will circle back to the Irorian priest after this, after all.

"Second-most knowledge of theology?"









lintamande: "Sixth circle priest Allandra Kemi. I'll have to look up her rates for you." He has a book to hand for this. "80gp for an hour, 500gp for same-day."

  "Fivehundred?That's more than the seventh-circle priest!" Fennelosa's impersonator objects.

The clerk looks at him strangely. "There's ....not a rule that your appointment prices have to correspond to your circle."









Carissa Sevar: Whyarethe prices so high, she assumes they're quoting them straight-across.









Keltham: "Yes, but it's a surprising pricing anomaly given that you'd expect the supply of seventh-circles to be lower and the demand for their time to be higher."









lintamande: "Yes," says Fennelosa's impersonator, "but it's a surprising pricing anomaly given that you'd expect the supply of seventh-circles to be lower and the demand for their time to be higher."

    Shrug. "Kemi's mostly a researcher and hates having meetings in the middle of the day, or unexpectedly."









lintamande: On the scry, the person at the door of the temple visibly startles. "Sorry - did you just -"

   "I have a mysterious patron who likes Messaging people through a scry. Please answer him, whatever he said."

"Uh, I think I missed the window to reply to the Message."

   "He can hear you."

"Oh. Well. Kemi's mostly a researcher and hates having meetings in the middle of the day, or unexpectedly."










Keltham: Hm. Not much of a detailed theoretical response, but then it didn't really need one and the person apparently understood the question... may not be fair anyways to expect that much of the initial-sales-direction-person in Golarion, Keltham isn't sure what Intelligence 10 or Intelligence 12 lets a person do.

"Alright, one quarter-hour of the seventh-circle's time, 100gp." Keltham does have higher hopes for this test than for some others he's run; and with his emotional alarm level where it is, and Keltham's own ability to request a higher monetary salary obviously way above what it was a few months ago, he needs to just start spending money like seriously.









lintamande: "All right. Wait here, please, and I'll go and set that up for you."









Carissa Sevar: Does Cheliax think it has anyone better than Carissa-with-the-Crown personally at answering tricky economics questions on the spot.









Abrogail Thrune II: Possibly Abrogail-with-the-Crown but maybe not even then. This is Carissa's to win or lose.

(Carissa Sevar and Asmodia have been given access to only-slightly-censored books of Abadaran theology by this point, with all of the economics in there unchanged.)









Carissa Sevar: All right, then, let's do this.



While eating the lunch that was just delivered and absentmindedly but visibly to Keltham tweaking one of her headband-assistant designs. Keltham's not expecting her to be enhanced as aggressively as she is, and should hopefully conclude she can't possibly do all that at once.









lintamande: Temos Sevandivasen is a Vudrani man in his late thirties or early forties who earned his cleric levels trying to set up functional financial institutions in Kumura, a Vudrani kingdom that'd just thrown off Kelish rule. He fled to Absalom when the neighboring kingdoms got threatened and banded together to conquer Kumura.



He has been read in on the potential threat to the Inner Sea region from Cheliax, though not on any of the details that'd bind him to Abadar's obligation not to direct causal interventions at Ostenso. When a Chelish man walks into his office, his eyes narrow.

"Osirion is offering up to 80,000gp, the personal protection of the Church and Pharaohate, and Axis or petrification to defectors," he says immediately to Fennelosa's impersonator. "I can leave with you now."









Aspexia Rugatonn: This priest is not the first person to make that offer. The impersonator is soul-sold, apparently loyal, and is under a complicated useful curse from a certain ninth-circle priestess of Asmodeus who once specialized in curses. Nefreti Clepati could possibly break it, but she'd charge more than 80,000gp to try.









Carissa Sevar: Fantastic.









lintamande: "I just have some economics questions," the man says.



"I regretfully decline. We'll refund you."









Carissa Sevar: Offer him...more money?









lintamande: "I hear Abadarans always have a price. Name it."

   "Sure thing. A hundred souls of our choice, one of them yours."









Keltham: "Hi. I'm attending by scry and am in something of a complicated situation. Roughly speaking, I need theological knowledge, I need to know that theological knowledge is coming from an actual high-level priest of a god, I'm concerned about this scry being intercepted, and so I'm going to be asking you theological questions and then asking you to give money-commerce-pricing takes on the answers or rephrase the answers in strange commercial terms. You can assume that my own knowledge of that field is extremely complete in underlying mathematical principle, but not that I'm familiar with any standard examples or technical terms of art being used here."

"If you're with me so far, talk about how that would have affected your pricing if you'd been pricing by detailed effort instead of by simplified flat rate, by way of helping me know that an Abadaran priest heard this question and responded to it. I can hear you if you reply by voice, you don't need to use Message."









lintamande: Keltham is of course talking to Temas Sedavasen, in a room well away from the Ascendant Court. And this actor is just blindly but with high Bluff and a Glibness repeating what he's told by -









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar, who is becoming pretty convinced tropes are real. Why don't they send someone to ask economics questions of a different priest of Abadar somewhere else, and offer this man dath ilani economic knowledge, someone else will have to handle both those arrangements as she's being Temas Sedavasen right now.





Temas answers immediately.

"I would not have charged a particularly elevated price to reflect the additional effort from phrasing my responses in economic terms, unless my comprehension of what you're asking for is substantially incorrect, which does seem plausible to me. I would have charged an elevated price to reflect risks to my person, my church, and surrounding parties if there is some kind of ongoing effort to deceive you or deceive me about something of importance. I would have charged an elevated price for receiving questions by Message, which I find viscerally unpleasant, and which make some sounds difficult to distinguish for me -- this isn't my first language. I'm going to cast Comprehend Languages in case that helps, which might reduce how much I'd be tempted to charge you for the Message-conveyance. The overall result is, I think, about a hundred forty percent of the price I did charge, which I'm actually regarding as something of a success of the case for flat-rate pricing given how unusual this case is."









Keltham: "I'd considered that price relatively high so I'm not bumping my own offer immediately, pending how this actually plays out. Bit surprised you don't have piecewise effort-cost estimates, but I guess that's something you only have when you're trained to maintain a certain kind of coherence between all your prices... Go ahead and cast Comprehend Languages."

Keltham casts Detect Magic, just in case the Conspiracy was about to be really silly there and try to fake that. Cantrips are nearly free.









Carissa Sevar: It's a real Comprehend Languages.





She knows how an actual Abadaran answers that, and unfortunately it's with a bunch of thoughtful commentary on what it means to have coherence between your prices, why you want that, what goes wrong when you try it, etc. The plan to make significant use of an actual cleric of Abadar was probably doomed from the start, given how much they've had to change Abadarism to not make Keltham immediately want to flee to Osirion.



Fine.









Carissa Sevar: "Businesses need to know the unit prices of the components of the things they manufacture in order to notice where their costs are highest, and in order to project how much fluctuation in the price of components will affect them. There's enforced coherence in the prices of goods, because there are markets in which they are freely traded among strangers, but nonetheless businesses sometimes manage to plan and purchase so as to not coherently value the different pieces of their supply chain. I have not seen it proposed to treat effort in the same fashion, I haven't seen a business fail of its failure to do so, and I'm uncertain what that failure would look like exactly. I specify this not to ask you for the information, which I'd need to pay you for, but in line with your request that I give Abadaran answers to the things you say."









Keltham: "Received, let me think a moment."

...nobody in Cheliax talks this way natively, or Keltham doesn't think so, and it's also not the Lawful answer that a Project member would give. It's not of a complexity level where Keltham would have thought a 7th-circle was required for it; but then, he may have been a bit spoiled by talking to the likes of Carissa Sevar, who has 7th-circle spellcraft at 4th-circle within her own profession. But Asmodia could talk like this given an Abadaran book and some stupidity assertions about the character she was playing, or so Keltham worries.

Oh, there's something he can do about that.

"Carissa, Asmodia," he says out loud, "I basically buy that this could be what a 7th-circle priest of Abadar is like, given that they've got to be selected on service and devotion and apparently often combat ability rather than just intelligence and wisdom and skill. But I worry that either of you could improvise responses on this order."

"Asmodia, if I tell you that a central distribution, mean 0, deviation 1, corresponds to the maximum-entropy probability distribution with mean 0 and deviation 1, can you write up a proof of that as quickly as possible and poke me when you're done, and then write up any further obvious thoughts you have about your proof and poke me again? Carissa..." The problem isn't thinking of what she could do, it's figuring out what she could do that nobody else in the Project could do. "Try to prove that two agents, if they have common knowledge of each other's probability estimates of a proposition - they know which probability the other estimates, they know the other person knows their probability estimates, they know the other knows they know, etcetera - must have the same probability estimate on that proposition, using the weakest assumptions you can get away with. And before you ask, I'm not just having you maintain a cantrip with a heating stone attached to you because we're not in private and also there is for example such a thing as a Delay Pain spell that could be secretly cast on you."









Carissa Sevar: Why is helikethis.









Carissa Sevar: "I wasn't going to ask. You are plainly the kind of innocent person who hasn't even mentally made an ordered list of which people you'd want around if you werein the mood to hurt me in public. Asmodia, do you have scratch paper?"









Carissa Sevar: No way in Hell can she pull that off simultaneously and she shouldn't even try, either Asmodia'll have to do both - but they'll lose bits on that, Keltham knows how smart Asmodia is, and Carissa wants Asmodia pointing out additional angles of Law -

- or they'll have to get the other girls from the Project on it. Throw every enhancement in the book at them and have them try it -

- and, she can't help it, she has to look at a math problem with this headband on once in her life and she'll never get the chance again -

- and for mine, start by imagining two people watching the same biased coin flip repeatedly, but privy to different subsets of results; quite obviously if they get running updates from the other person on the other person's new probability estimate they can infer the result they didn't see, as sure as seeing it themself, and if they don't get running updates they can't necessarily infer each individual result but make the same update - prove that -

- it takes a lot of her Wisdom to stop there and refocus on the faith of Abadar.









Asmodia: Asmodia wordlessly hands over some of the paper she usually carries on her.

FUCK KELTHAM AND THE MALFUNCTIONING AIRSHIP HE CRASHED IN ON.

No Asmodia can still salvage this. The other Project members may not be able to solve a problem like this individually, butcollectively - with Asmodia fully enhanced and coordinating their work on both of their problems - that's even a trope, Asmodia has gathered, they've gotten hold of some novels written by Lawful Good authors, now. If everybody on Project Lawful unites to back up Carissa Sevar so she can fight at her best - it should be hardly possible for Sevar to lose, not just this battle, but the war, because this would almosthave to be the climactic moment of greatest difficulty -









Keltham: "And, Security, please relay that I'd like the rest of Project Lawful's researchers to spend the next half-hour writing up a description of everything the Conspiracy would be doing and why, according to what they think would be the most likely Conspiracy given their own knowledge of Golarion, but based on only evidence I know about myself." Later, not now, Keltham will think about what correlations and independences ought to exist there and what level of effort he expects to see, after they've produced their work and just before Keltham himself looks at it.

Back to the Abadaran priest. "What sort of trade occurs between the afterlives and Golarion?"









Asmodia: There's a deadly calm about Asmodia now, none of which shows on alterAsmodia's face.

Keltham doesn't know about the extra third-circle wizards they have secretly on hand, to further augment Asmodia, Tallandria, other Project members during their long nights. He doesn't know about the expensive backup wands for emergencies. If they burn all those enhancements now, they can still win.

Pair up people on the Project by similarity of writing styles. Half to start working on their Conspiracy submissions now, in case Keltham demands to check their interim work or their paired partner's. Half to do Asmodia's and Carissa's homework under Asmodia's lead. After a quarter of an hour they all switch. The amount of work every person does will be consistent; and with +4 augmentations to Intelligence, Wisdom, and sometimes Splendour, they will hopefully be able to impress Keltham even with the work they did in half the time.

And then if Keltham comes up with anything more difficult than that, for next time, they're all hosed. So be it. "Failure is always for sale, even when you can't afford the price," goes the saying out of dath ilan. It's a phrase that could also have come out of Hell.

Go to it, Sevar. I've taken responsibility here.


(Asmodia has entirely forgotten at this point that she secretly wants Keltham to win.)









lintamande: "Almost none, with two exceptions I know of," says Tedas Sedavasen. "Many of the longest-standing agreements among the gods and the organizations each of them commands regard intervention in the Material, and they tend to restrict it. Communicating information discovered or refined in an afterlife to the Material is exceptionally costly. The two occasions I know of where significant trade exists between the Material plane and an afterlife are major interventions by Shizuru and by Asmodeus, respectively. Shizuru backed the Lung Wa Empire for about nine hundred years, with legions of angels, in exchange for the right to choose the emperor's successor, and ceased that intervention when prophecy broke. Asmodeus provides Cheliax with books and other resources mass-produced in Hell in exchange for Cheliax pursuing Asmodean policies, and further allows people to sell their souls in exchange for powerful magic.

Both gods are ancient and powerful, and my understanding is that this is incredibly expensive for them, with the circumstances those rare ones under which despite the high costs such trade is favorable both for the god and for the subject organization in Golarion."









Keltham: "Okay, let me think a moment..."

Aside to Security, "Please tap Carissa with Owl's Wisdom, and Asmodia with Fox's Cunning." It's occurring to him that, since the Conspiracy could secretly tap them with empowerment like that, Keltham should jump ahead and have it done officially in Ordinary, then adjust his quality expectations upward accordingly. "Also, Wisdom and Cunning taps for Ione, Avaricia, Meritxell, and Shilira." Pity he doesn't have the Ordinary capacity to boost the rest of the entire research group.

Back to the priest. "People do seem to know what the afterlives are like, and I used a spell called Early Judgment to catch a glimpse of my own, a higher-tech city where I somehow knew things were being traded, presumably Axis. For that matter, my god gave me a spell that showed me a pretty horrifying vision of people on fire, which I'm told was Zon-Kuthon's afterlife. Do you know why that information can be sent to the Material, but not information on the order of, say, afterlife-written fiction novels?"









Abrogail Thrune II: ...all right, that is alittle admirable in a boy who's never even heard the expression "Hell is the destruction of hope."

Her turn no wait this is not her turn, she is definitely not turning right now.



Asmodia. I authorize you, but not Sevar, to know of the existence of the Shadow Project, and command you to secrecy thereon.

In a further basement carved beneath this fortress's secret basement, there are twenty other researchers who have access to all Project transcripts and technologies, who've been trying to develop refinements of those technologies that Keltham doesn't know about. So that we'll have some edges Keltham can't immediately duplicate, if he goes to Osirion. Abarco can relay orders between you and them.


Abrogail doesn't say anything else. It's not her move.









Asmodia: Asmodia does not need to be told the obvious; she's already relaying orders through Abarco to half of those researchers to carry out Keltham's thought exercise, which any non-shadow researchers can use as inspiration if they fall behind there.

The other half of the shadow researchers are to carry out a variant version of Keltham's stated request, for them to imagine Conspiracies in which the Project Lawful girls are secretly plotting rebellion together against Cheliax. It'll show Asmodia natural statistical properties of imaginary Conspiracies that are indeed imaginary, as imagined by people who know at least a little Law.









Carissa Sevar: "My understanding is that there are several negotiated carve-outs in the general god-agreements governing transmission of information to the mortal plane for information. One such carve-out is for information about afterlives. Another is that it's possible to summon outsiders. There is plenty of speculation about what set of desiderata those agreements were aimed at, but none of it informed enough I'd care to repeat it; the ultimate principle, of course, is that Pharasma's vision governs, and that mutually negotiated nonintervention is cheaper than mutual intervention in most cases but plausibly not with respect to, well, recruiting - all of the gods have an interest in identifying, and identifying themselves to, those mortals who they can compact with.

This is outside my core expertise, and my speculation is informed only by periodic discussions I've participated in about what kind of organizational arrangement would be necessary for such intervention by Abadar to seem worthwhile; He too is an ancient god, and could probably afford it, had we anything to trade Him that He values as Asmodeus values people who want to become devils and Shizuru values peace, stability, fealty and obedience in Her empire."









Keltham: "Mortal Golarion seems to be providing a lot of value to the afterlives and not getting much in return for it, as I currently understand this whole setup. Would the gods' representatives have a different take on that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Mortal Golarion isn't the kind of entity that participates in negotiations about the allocation of value it produces, and it's not obvious that it could or should be. Individual mortals go on becoming beings of value to afterlives because it's in their own interests."









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol winces, and thinks for relay to Carissa Sevar not to do that again. They shouldn't represent Abadar/Osirion as being something Keltham will dislike that much when it's that much of a lie about Abadaran attitudes, especially when Keltham may be on the verge of leaving.









Keltham: Not a god of fairness, indeed and check. Keltham has, in fact, been getting the impression that Golarion is not being treated by the gods as something they are really interested in negotiating with. He's never once heard any god-arrangement being justified as something that mortals asked for.

"One person I talked to said that Axis was a lot like mortal life. Another said that Axis turned you into a being of pure Law, or maybe pure Lawfulness, though I'm not sure exactly what that word meant to her at the time. I've heard it said that Hell amplifies the Evil in people, Heaven amplifies the Good, and all of these claims actually seem a bit concerning to me. What exactly do people turn into, and how?"









Carissa Sevar: "Most people, in the afterlives, eventually become outsiders -- beings that are closer to being made of pure Law, in Axis, or of pure Lawful Good, in Heaven, or pure Lawful Evil, in Hell. My own humble understanding is that there are many changes in the direction of being more Lawful, more Good, and more Evil which a person would make, as an improvement in their internal processes like a business changing itself to better profit, if they were aware of them, and that simply making all of those is sufficient to make you an entity fundamentally alien to the humans you once were. Some people hesitate to make these changes, and live for many many centuries first; and Axis takes pride in enabling more interesting and recognizable-to-mortals centuries than the other afterlives - but people do still generally become outsiders eventually."









Keltham: "Okay, but do we know - like, what's aspecific example of a bit of Law getting added to anyone in any of those planes? Is there a point where you are given a chance to see it coming and say no? Or if saying no isn't an option, decide that you'd rather walk out through Abaddon first? If what you wanted was mainly to become yourself but more so, these planes sound like they might be a nice place to hang out for a couple of millennia tops before you had to exit the whole local multiverse."









Carissa Sevar: "I have always understood the self-modifications we are discussing to be entirelyvoluntary and deliberately undertaken, and in fact in Axispurchased.And no afterlife, to my knowledge, bars you from the destruction of your person, though -" earnestly - "if you destroy yourself then you just no longer exist, you don't find yourself somewhere else. If there's something you want, you have to build it here."









Keltham: "Everyone is, in fact, in so many different places that it'simpossible to destroy all of yourself; the worst thing that can happen to you is beingtransformed while still conscious and existent into something you didn't want to become. It's not so much that you find yourself in another place, though it can in fact feel like that, but that you find yourself in the remaining futures that continued from your past. But my figuring out how to explain that may have to wait for later."

"Hell and Heaven don't run on the purchase method?"









lintamande: "My humble understanding, with yet more emphasis we've ventured far from the questions I contemplate regularly, is that Hell and Heaven both evaluate the suitability of candidates to be devils or angels, and people work for many centuries to earn an evaluation as a suitable candidate. A priest of Asmodeus might tell you that Hell's evaluation is not so different from how Axis does it, except that we are accepting some bad results in our process in exchange for the simplicity and transparency of having it done in a standard fashion, as a business arrangement. A priest of Shizuru might tell you that if the universe would be overall worse as a consequence of some person's growth in Law, then Heaven will not enable it, and so additional screening is necessary."









Keltham: "And what happens to people in Elysium?"









Carissa Sevar: "That is a much harder question to answer. The Lawful afterlives tend to have organized churches that don't tolerate, say, different branches in different countries teaching contradictory things about the nature of their god. The Chaotic gods have not prioritized resolving such contradictions. Elysium is perhaps an infinite wilderness populated by flighty beings of simple delights; is perhaps full of dangerous adventures; is perhaps full of places that distort your perceptions and comprehensions in different ways, that you may return from them with a deeper understanding of the contracts inside your mind. - they wouldn't say 'contracts'. It's a beautiful place, I'd bet money on that, and the people there seem happy. I really can't tell you more than that."









Keltham: ...enforcing consistency is not the same as enforcing accuracy, but this Keltham will not argue; if you can make that mistake at all, you are probably hard to correct about it.

"I'd think it would be something of a priority, if you wanted people correctly valuing Axis versus Elysium as a desirable destination, for even the Lawful Neutral priests to be able to tell people how Axis contrasted to Elysium, meaning that you'd prioritize having accurate info about Elysium yourself. Otherwise what prevents Chaotic Good priests from claiming that Elysium has everything Axis does, plus free chocolate cookies?"









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, there's misleading advertising, to my great annoyance. I've seen it argued that the reason the Chaotic gods don't bother clarifying their teachings is that they get to benefit from whatever interpretation of them is most favorable and most compelling to their followers spreading, without it needing to be constrained by truth. But ultimately, if you die and go to either Axis or Elysium, and decide you chose wrong, it's not an irreparable mistake; it's costly, and slow the way mortals mark time, but there are demigods who will ferry you between them, and effect your transformation from one kind of petitioner to another. I am open with Abadar's trainees that it seems to me that Axis, possessing more of the virtues that make men rich and businesses successful in life, is a better place, but that these sorts of things are hard to see from where we stand."









Keltham: "I have, due to strange circumstances, ended up as the cleric of an unknown Lawful Neutral god whose symbol now adorns the cloak of my representative here. Assuming I'm willing to throw quite a lot of resources at it, is there any fast way I can find out which god that is and get in touch with their church in Golarion, including by going through Axis?"









Carissa Sevar: "The head of the church of Abadar is the Pharaoh of Osirion, long may he live, great may his nation grow, and it is said that Abadar has made a shard of Himself unusually available to the Pharaoh to direct him in the management of Osirion. It is conceivable that if I sent your inquiry to Osirion, and they deemed it worthy of the Pharaoh's attention -- which isn't a sure thing, though a large monetary contribution helps immensely - then He would be able to derive the answers you seek straight from Abadar. Before you tried something that momentous, of course, I'd take every possible smaller step - you could place an advertisement in every newspaper in circulation in Absalom, offering a reward for any information on the symbol. You'll get a lot of claptrap, but hire someone competent to investigate the more promising submissions. You could do the same thing in Katheer, and Goka, and at the Worldwound. A full page newspaper advertisement is 45gp, and reaches tens of thousands of people."









Keltham:









Keltham: Welp, that's definitely either a seventh-circle priest of the business-god with actual competence, or Conspiracy Carissa, because now Keltham feels like an idiot and there's not many beings in Golarion who have demonstrated the ability to do that to him.

"Bit surprised that Osirion would ask for acontribution rather than abounty on successful identification. There isn't a standard pricing on this, is there?"









Carissa Sevar: "The Pharaoh accepts payment for his attention with some probability related to, but not only related to, how much you pay him, as a form of price discrimination. If he entertains the request in the first place he'll probably separately want a bounty for identification."









Keltham: "Uh huh. And do you have any idea what some attention prices and attention probabilities would be, or what kind of separate bounty the Pharaoh would be likely to ask?"









Carissa Sevar: "You'd get a better estimate if I knew anything about you; part of the point of the price discrimination is that 1000gp, from someone for whom that's obviously a year's wages, means much more than 1000gp from Xerbystes. But in general, 1000gp will mean the application gets seriously reviewed by the pharaoh's staff, 3000gp gets through a majority of the time, and I'd be very surprised to ever hear of an occasion where 10,000gp didn't. No, you can't just immediately resubmit with more money if it didn't get heard, you generally have to wait at least a year or until something has substantively changed."









Keltham: Not verymultiagent-efficient... is this an attempt at extracting maximum value from customers via an elaborate one-sided mechanism that sometimes destroys value? Keltham is tempted to go pay them in spellsilver just before the news hits of the price drop... okay not really that would not be nice, they could resell it on directly to a customer who'd be harmed thereby. Actually they should figure out how to announce that sometime very soon, people are trading at bad prices, Keltham forgot there wasn't any Governance office managing that sort of news release in Golarion.

Keltham is trying to figure out a way to tell if this guy is actually Conspiracy Carissa. But that's sort of hard to do when Conspiracy Carissa is reading your mind about which tests you're thinking about trying.

No, he's not suddenly ripping off her headband, it's genuinely not nice, and also now that he's thought it out loud the Conspiracy has invisibly tapped Carissa with a Fox's Cunning so she'll keep the same +4 bonus.

"It's been represented to me that women in Osirion can't own property. What's the logic of that from a business standpoint? Half of your economy isn't free to participate in the economy."

Kind of a naive attempt at Carissa detection, Conspiracy Carissa probably has any ability to argue completely opposed viewpoints, but it's worth trying; they could be only reading his mind intermittently.









Ferrer Maillol: Don't lie about this one! The whole truth will sound bad enough to him anyways. Has Sevar been read in on -









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia weighs up considerations in a lightning flash. Playing to tropes - does not actually override Asmodeus's orders - and reading in Sevar on this, which has not previously been deemed advantageous to Cheliax's interests, will take time and create a suspicious pause -

Aspexia decides to make a move; she is not Keltham's defeated opponent the way Abrogail is, nor has she driven enough of the story that her greater authority should threaten Sevar's main character status. She will step forward once, and fade back after.

(She is being respectful to the tropes, in following her own Lord's orders; she has previously not told Sevar of her Irori-cleric status, as the tropes wished; she does now attempt to do this in a way that will not disrupt their story-weaving - is this an attitude they wish to discourage -)









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'd call that an unfair representation. Matters are more politically complicated than they represented to you. Osirion is not Absalom, the people there are extremely skeptical of the equilibrium as it holds in Absalom or say Cheliax - if I've correctly identified your representative as hailing from there - with high abortion, high infanticide, high infidelity, legal divorce, and women's rights. Most Osirians are deeply skeptical that you can just take the women's rights and legal divorce part, and not get the rest of the Avistani equilibrium."

"Mortal life only lasts a few decades. To the extent Osirians worry about the inherent badness of oppressing women, they think that's outweighed by the benefit of making sure that people end up in Axis rather than the Maelstrom - which is not a plane you can with any reliability leave if you did not wish to arrive."

"The reign of Abadar is not so old, and the current administration has been slowly shifting in a direction I think Chelish sensibilities would approve as a direction, in this regard. Before Abadar united Himself with the Pharaoh, property could only be held by married, landowning men; to this has now been added young married men with incomes but no land, and spellcasting women have been made eligible for that status as well. It is a great change to Osirion, and now they will want to wait and see what comes of it."

"Fairness does impel me to say, that did you ask this question of a priest of Abadar born and raised in Osirion, they might say less that they were trying to move in a Chelish-approved direction, and more that they are striving to build the institutions Abadar asks of them, institutions whose participants end up in Axis, whether that was best done through women having more rights or less. But that's involved slow moves in a Chelish direction, in that regard, not away from it."









Keltham: This reply was not immediately interrupted when Keltham had a bright idea in a flash, one that had to be implemented before the Conspiracy could react to the detected thought, and ordered Carissa to be quiet - he needed to hear the answer, after all - and then started suddenly tickling her.

"Heard, let me think," he Messages the priest, and then says to Carissa, "You can talk now."









Carissa Sevar: "You're - abusing me terribly, you know that?" Her eyes are shining. "I'd just had an insight on your math problem!" Asmodia help what insight did I just have on the math problem, she can use the one she genuinely had but it's not ideal, too preliminary.









Asmodia: Knowing they know you know they know goes off to infinity which means you're not going to be representing knowledge as probabilities assigned to propositions, it's got to be some finite representation that lets you can derive the infinite series of facts about who knows about who knows what.

We've actually got a specific system worked for partitions of possible worlds, but if you tell Keltham you've got that far, he'll be expecting a solution from you almost immediately after.









Keltham: "Well, obviously Conspiracy Carissa wants me to ask, but I suppose Ordinary Carissa does too, so: what insight?"









Carissa Sevar: "I know you know I know etcetera goes off to infinity, which means I have to throw out the entire approach of representing knowledge as probabilities assigned to propositions, I need a finite representation that derives the infinite series there.

I'm actually, on a different note, really confused about your Conspiracy threat model, here? Even if you assume the Conspiracy put all the best liars in Cheliax on this project, I'm not on this project in my capacity as one of the best liars in Cheliax, I'm on this project because it might be that the gods picked your landing-place on purpose and if so we don't want to mess with that. So it'd be bizarreif I were the best person in Cheliax to pretend to be a seventh-circle priest of Abadar. Also, Abadarans always have a price, in the Conspiracy we've just paid this guy to lie to you and promised to exceed any bribe you credibly offer him."









Keltham: "Imaginably correct as of the moment I landed on the Worldwound, but since then I've been teaching you in particular and also I plausibly landed on somebody who'd understand me better than other liars -"

Wait. Has he been distracted enough by considering whether that particular response sounded less like Carissa than the previous ones, wondering if they read his mind and brought in a different actor to run that, that he's failed to consider the simpler possibility where the person he tickled was not Carissa at all-

A thought crosses Keltham's mind, and he quickly reaches out and grabs the hand of the possible actor playing Carissa Sevar, before they could be invisibly spirited away and replaced by the real one.

Keltham considers whether to use up his one Glimpse of Beyond to check on the true identity of the person whose hand he's holding.









Carissa Sevar: - she looks down at his hand, and then back up at him. "... new theory is that someone is impersonating Carissa Sevar so Carissa Sevar can impersonate a priest of Abadar?"









Keltham: "How do you get that off my suddenly holding your hand?"









Carissa Sevar: "You're not being affectionate, you're not going to be in the mood for that until you've satisfied yourself I'm not pretending to love you to further my nefarious Conspiracy ends. So, you suddenly want to be in physical contact, why, because that makes it harder to swap me out with an impersonator, except once you've had that thought it has to occur to you that maybe I've already been swapped out with an impersonator."









Keltham: "So why am I holding your hand then?"









Carissa Sevar: "Trying to think of a test- no, you've got one, you will've asked your god for Glimpse of Beyond this morning when you decided to spend the day looking for Conspiracies. But if you use it now then the Conspiracy can freely swap me out for impersonatorsafterthis. You could ask for a scroll of it."



She is, of course, actually Carissa, but that doesn't mean she has nothing to fear from someone looking at her with True Seeing; she is wearing the Crown of Infernal Majesty, right now, and it will not look like her usual +4 headband. If he asks for a scroll, they'll have time to swap it.









Keltham: "Harder to trust a scroll the Conspiracy supplies to me."

Keltham thinks about whether he wants to burn his Glimpse of Beyond spell on this, agonizes a bit, and finally lets go of Carissa's hand so she can resume her mathematical endeavors, feeling a bit sick and weary of it all. He refocuses his attention on the priest of Abadar.

(Message to Abadar priest again.) "It's also been claimed to me that the Pharaoh of Osirion has the legal right to take any woman of Osirion he likes, including foreign visitors."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That is a consequence of how power works virtually everywhere on Golarion. The Pharaoh of Osirion does not exercise that right, that I've ever heard of, and the teachings of Abadar celebrate voluntary and mutually profitable arrangements, so it seems likely to me that anyone Abadar selected as His person in Golarion would exhibit similar restraint. But that he has the right - that's the way of the world. If anyone told you that it wasn't so in Cheliax, they lied."



- so Aspexia sends, while still in the middle of her hasty invisible flight back to Abrogail.

Aspexia did notallow herself to think any thoughts of triumph, when Keltham seemed to be accepting the words she was speaking through the cleric; she did understand that much of drama. It was enough reply that Aspexia would predictably continue to behave with that slight deference to tropes henceforth.

When Keltham then picked that moment to tickle Sevar, Aspexia did wonder if the tropes were trying to encourage her.

Then when Keltham threatened in his mind to use Glimpse of Truth, and perhaps see through to the Crown - nor could any invisible Security dare dart in to quickly replace it, for Glimpse of Truth might see their invisible forms too, if Keltham cast it just then - Aspexia wondered if the tropes were playing her.

Abrogail herself didn't know whether the Crown's artifact status, or perhaps the true actuality of its transformation, would let it evade True Seeing. The question had not previously been germane to the Queen's usual games, for anybody using True Seeing would see Abrogail herself beneath her seemings, never mind her Crown.

Abrogail had bid Aspexia then to fly invisibly and in haste to check on the Crown of Infernal Majesty from the edge of True Seeing's range, to learn whether they stood at risk, even if that meant leaving Abrogail less-defended for a few rounds.

And now that Aspexia has seen the Crown with the eyes of True Seeing, she does not know at all what to think of tropes -

- Aspexia reaches Abrogail again, and only then sends the message, to be delivered to Sevar when she's not imminently working, that the Crown's guise will pass even True Seeing. (Aspexia could not send that message earlier, for that might have told some of the Security here that Abrogail was less defended in those moments. The Queen of Cheliax is not truly undefended, but the Queen is far less defended than usual.)

Perhaps 'the tropes are beyond your comprehension, dare not to work them' is the message the tropes are trying to convey?

Or perhaps all of the events in this sequence were only ones that would have occurred regardless, in a very ordinary way, and Aspexia is only being a fool to think that any tropes were in play at all?









Nethys: Good luck figuring that out. Nethys Himself isn't sure.









Keltham: "Carissa, does that match your own understanding of Osirion, Cheliax, and for that matter Golarion?"









Carissa Sevar: "It's not true at the Worldwound," says Carissa. "At the Worldwound Abrogail or the Pharaoh of Osirion are obliged the same as everyone else, to render aid to anyone fighting if they can safely do so, and to not do violence to them, or detain them except in the course of normal criminal investigations.



I - guess it's probably true of pretty much everywhere else. With - different details, and the details do matter, and at varying and in some cases quite high political cost, but I'm not going to sit here and tell you Abrogail couldn't have had me, if you hadn't gotten there first."









Keltham: "So why'd you tell me that about the Pharaoh of Osirion, then?"









Carissa Sevar: "If I recall correctly I was trying to explain to you why women being desired by powerful people is not particularly validating, and I said something like, 'for example it wouldn't be very validating to be chosen by the pharaoh of Osirion, because it'd only mean you're in the top couple hundred or that he was tired of the top couple hundred and wanted something new.' I didn't use Abrogail as an example because being wanted by Abrogail is, it happens, validating, because she's very picky."









Keltham: Keltham to priest: "Sorry, I'm trying to reconcile stories I was told. How many women is the Pharaoh of Osirion - dating, or however this works?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Osirion doesn't do anything they or you would identify as dating. The pharaoh has eight wives, and hundreds of concubines, which historically was a social role that involved bearing him children but is more expansive these days. An Osirian would emphasize that to be a wife or concubine of the pharaoh means that he has obligations to you - to feed and house you and your children for life, to provide for your health and your dignity - and that your corresponding obligations to him are mostly about Osirion's legitimate interest in being assured of the paternity of potential heirs. It's not sexual slavery."









Keltham: "And what kind of - selection process, constraints, laws, or customs if there aren't any laws - determines who ends up one of those hundreds of concubines?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Historically, many of the pharaoh's concubines were women presented to him as gifts by neighboring countries on his ascension to power, women who came to his attention in some other ways, women captured on campaigns of conquest and so on. But that was the ancient Pharaohate, which Abadar had no part in. Today, recruiters go out and look for eligible candidates, conduct interviews, and present the pharaoh with the most promising, and the majority are selected through that process, though I think some cases are more complicated. Qadira does still send some girls as gifts, and it'd be very rude to turn them down about it."









Keltham: "What happens if one of the gift girls from Qadira arrives in Osirion and announces that she's sorry but, having met the Pharaoh, she'd rather not be his concubine after all?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That really seems like a question you should ask of an Osirian. I know little of the inner workings of the Pharaoh's court. I doubt she would simply depart, but perhaps employment more suited to her could be found for her."









Keltham: "Carissa, isthis matching your understanding."









Carissa Sevar: "If he doesn't actually grab girls he sees who suit him, then that's better than I knew. I sort of expect that if a concubine doesn't like it she gets told to grow up and do her job and not anger the powerful person who rules the foreign country she's been shipped to where she owns nothing, cannot legally work a job, and doesn't even speak the language. But I don't know anything firsthand, here."









Keltham: It's... not out of the reach of Ordinary possibility, for Golarion, in terms of different sides of different factions having different stories and maybe not understanding each other all that well, Keltham supposes. His childhood training in the Way would not have emphasized so much the need to make sure you understood the other side's story, as they would tell it themselves and from their own mouths, if that was not otherwise a failure mode of human beings.

"Carissa, back to the math mines, please."

And to the priest of Abadar: "Okay, and trying again to verify those words were indeed from a seventh-circle priest of Abadar, I don't suppose you can give me any analysis of what we've just been discussing that sees the world the way a high priest of Abadar would see it?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am tempted to analyze the dynamics between rulers and the lovers they take, or between men and women more broadly, through the lens of bargaining power," says Temas, as Carissa, smiling, turns back to her math notes.









Keltham: "Go ahead," Keltham says to the priest.









Carissa Sevar: So she'll expound, from a relentlessly business-centric perspective that finds Law from the least dath ilani perspective she can conceive of with the Crown of Infernal Majesty helping, on how in navigating the supply of components or labor it's important which side has the better alternative to a negotiated agreement, and how differently the gains from trade might be distributed depending on that, and how the model can be applied to the hiring process that is romance, though of course Osirians don't really speak of romance so much as of household formation, along with some speculation about how Avistani gender norms are the consequence of a persistent deficit of men due to the way wars were fought in Avistan a few centuries ago differing from how they were fought in Garund, producing a population with more women than men and where the strategy of holding out for marriage was outcompeted.









Asmodia: ...and the combined powers of half of Project Lawful have finished both Asmodia's question and Carissa's; they know now how to solve problems together that they could not solve alone. They can give Carissa the outline of the solution path, down to the most plausible of the false leads they followed, and she need only write it at whatever speed she thinks Keltham will find plausible.

Asmodia is doing the same, with her own problem, in between looking over the Shadow Project's individually generated notes on a Conspiracy of Project Lawful girls, to see what the statistical structure there should look like, how much commonality and how much difference there is. She'll be able to correct, soon, any relative anomalies in the main Project Lawful's stories of what they think the Conspiracy would look like; they're all working on their stories now, without waiting, of course.

Asmodia doesn't let herself think that maybe the worst is past, because tropes.









Keltham: That does seem like the sort of analysis he'd have expected from a 7th-circle priest of the business-god. It's not even giving him the feeling of - staleness, of not seeing the new information he was really looking for - that he got from the earlier parts of the expedition. So why is Keltham feeling not so great about the whole thing? Because it's something that Carissa and Asmodia working together could plausibly have composed? He tried to run a safeguard against that. This should be some evidence for Ordinary, at the end of it, even if it's not decisive. What was Ordinary supposed todo? - he should think of that later after it's too late for them to read his mind and do it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa turns in her completed problem before Asmodia does, and while the priest is in the middle of a particularly detailed and clever discussion of the different incentives which produced norms of large harems among rulers in Casmaron and not among rulers in Avistan.









Keltham: ...at which point Keltham realizes that he's gotten around as much evidence as he's going to get, here.

He tells the priest they're done.

And tells Fennelosa to go look for whatever accessible library he thinks would have the largest flaming Chelish history section they can find. And it would be nice if Keltham could buy or borrow books from that library.









lintamande: Fennelosa has no idea where the libraries in Absalom are, is it okay if he asks people?









Keltham: He can even pay people. Fennelosa has free rein on this one; Ordinary Cheliax can put its best foot forwards here.









lintamande: All right, then, he'll go to the front desk of the Abadar temple and offer to pay for a list of suggestions, with extra money if the top suggestion is the same as the top suggestion of some other people he asks, and then he'll go out and over to the Nethysian temple and ask them too - god of knowledge, after all - and then the temple of Iomedae, who is after all aChelishascended human.









Keltham: Keltham is tryingnot to think of how he plans to check things.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...is planning to read ahead more than one page this time, do other spot-checks around the book...









Asmodia: Cheliax has some magic text-editing items by now, and Korva Tallandria has been working hard behind the scenes with basically all of the Imperial book-editors in Cheliax, to re-prepare for this. It's down to her, then.

- nobody tell Tallandria that. It won't help.









Carissa Sevar: Even the very early stage Project books that just replace the word "Taldor" with "Cheliax" everywhere and change the names of the rulers and cities should be on the shelves for this. They'll pass certain kinds of consistency tests that the other books won't, and Keltham already has low expectations for how much sense books make.









Carissa Sevar: And are preparations complete for the Ione-escapes-with-Keltham version of the Project collapse plans?









Ione Sala: Sigh. Yes.

It's not going to work despite Ione trying her hardest, because tropes. Ione wants that very clear before she tries her hardest. None of this 'You will pay the price of failure in pain nonetheless' bullshit, if they want her wholehearted cooperation on playing this out, and demonstrating that it can't work even so. Ione is not an Asmodean and if Detect Thoughts and truthspells showed she did her best, that's it, no horrible tortures afterwards, okay?

(Not to mention that Lord Nethys has no doubt arranged for Ione to depart with Keltham when he leaves, so she won't have time to hang around being tortured. No doubt.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not planning to have Ione tortured if she tries her best and fails because of the tropes, or because something outside Ione's control did not work out.









However (she does not say) they both presumably know perfectly well that if this fails Carissa, who isan Asmodean,isgoing to be being tortured, and is not going to be making decisions about the disposition of her subordinates. Unless she, too, escapes with Keltham.

She is assuming she'll receive orders from the Most High or from the Queen about that; it seems awfully dangerous to think about herself, with this headband on and Security probably extremely twitchy about Dominating her on the spot if she thinks something like that she might, hypothetically, if she fled to Osirion with Keltham, at some future point defect. And the person deciding whether Carissa should flee with Keltham or not should not be unable to think about that.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Rugatonn... will consider whose call that should be.

(Aspexia knows she does not have a talent for dealing with tropes as story-patterns, rather than as a kind of divinity with unshattered prophecy.)









lintamande: Fennelosa's faked adventures have gotten him a recommendation for a military academy not too far away (they decided the extra minutes weren't worth the extra bits leaked) which he has been firmly assured by the fake Nethysians carries lots and lots of non-military history too, because politics and economics and social policy considerations are highly relevant to the military, and because it's a Nethysian-affiliated academy and aims to by its enormous library attract lots of wizards who mostly want to learn but are persuadable to defend Absalom and/or the world when relevant.









Carissa Sevar: This lets them throw in a ton of bona fide writing on the Chelish armed forces, which adds some bulk at minimal risk.









Keltham: (While this was going on, Asmodia finished her own math problem, and Keltham collected the Project Lawful Conspiracy Theories, even though the thirty minutes' weren't up; and Keltham glance-skimmed everything to try to fix the information content, though he didn't have anything like time to read it all.)



Keltham does not really get the 'military academy has the best library' concept, but it is not outside his general range of Golarion Weirdness and there's no obvious reason the Conspiracy would do that. If Fennelosa thinks this is Ordinary's best foot forwards, let's try it.









lintamande: Fennelosa will head on over, or at least appear to.



It's a very big library, much larger than the one in the archduke's villa, much larger than the one in the palace. The illusionist is drawing somewhat on the library in the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye, which is even bigger, but this one is credibly big. Some levitating wizards are in midair, paging through books too high to reach without the ability to fly.



He asks some people where to find Chelish history specifically. He's told it's a whole section, over there in the back behind Taldor and to the left of the River Kingdoms.



"All right," he says tiredly to Keltham, on reaching it, "do I start pulling out books at prime intervals and ripping out the eighteenth page of each, or what?"









Keltham: "...is thatallowed or does it cause you to get arrested? I would sort of expect the arrested thing."









lintamande: "That will definitely get me fined an enormous sum of money. I wouldn't expect to be arrested so long as I pay it."









Keltham: "Ripping out pages is entirely pointless." Once Keltham has seen that page, Fennelosa taking it home with him doesn't add to the amount of information the Conspiracy has to create. "Can we borrow, or buy, books?"









lintamande: "We can commission a copy of any book for delivery later this week, which I assume is unsatisfactory to you, and buy or borrow them on the spot if the library already has two copies, which I was told was the case for most of the more popular books and a majority of the recent ones. I assume you didn't want to look at old books anyway."









Keltham: ...noticeably better than expected.

"All right, and does this section of the library have a - Living Library Index - person who knows which books contain what information, and can tell us if we ask them?"









lintamande: Fennelosa will go track down someone who appears to work here and ask!



The answer is yes, each section has a responsible party at the academy who makes all decisions about acquisitions for that section. The Chelish section is supervised by Tono Berlinguer, a retired Chelish military intelligence specialist who, it happens, reconsidered his retirement when Nidal attacked Cheliax and has taken a leave of absence from the academy to lend himself to the war effort.



"I assume you want us to go and get him?"









Keltham: "...Yes," Keltham says, after reminding himself of how scared and worried he is in fact feeling, and forcibly overriding a huge amount of internal reluctance to impose inconveniences upon others; of which it was said, once, that if dath ilan were ever to be destroyed, it would probably be because of somebody's reluctance to inconvenience others.



And meanwhile, because Keltham obviously isn't going to wait for that, he's going to try going through these books. Question one, what exactly happened when Abrogail Thrune took over, what were the details of that fight, who died and why didn't they just come back the next day, what changes did the Church make immediately after coming to power? If the books say it was all very pretty... Keltham has now been in Golarion longer than a day, and has seen a slave market for upwards of several seconds.









Korva Tallandria: Korva has been in emergency overdrive from the moment that Keltham first requested books from Ione, and has been commanding a small army of Chelish writers for at least the past half hour. She's fully aware that she has been given a task that it is not, actually, possible to do well. It's also a task that the entire project could succeed or fail on, and if the result is a failure, then she's not exactly going to expect to live a long life afterwards, no matter what the queen has said to her about how incredibly safe she supposedly is. Whether she lives or dies is, then, once again, quite possibly up to Keltham. At this speed, and this volume, a few missteps are absolutely inevitable, and Keltham, if he really cares enough to win this, should be able to find them. If Keltham doesn't catch whatever the mistakes happen to be (and she obviously doesn't know what they are, or she'd have fixed them), it's his own damn fault.

Under other circumstances, she would probably be freaking out about all of that, but at the moment she is trying really really hard to completely ignore her emotions and act as a conductor for this entire ridiculous venture. She has books. Well, pieces of them.

...resulting conflict plunged the nation into a further two years of civil war, although much of the later fighting was contained to the province of Ravounel, where Infrexus Thrune had maintained a more significant base of political power, which continued to push for the recovery of Infrexus's remains. Throughout this time, there was also continued conflict on the border with Galt, primarily consisting of a series of skirmishes between ill-equipped military forces and local militia fighters. Although some have asserted that such skirmishes were a deliberate expansionist attempt by Galt, the pattern is more honestly understood as a result of underpolicing of the region by the Chelish military, which was otherwise engaged at the time. The smoldering ashes of conflict between Galt and Cheliax during this time are generally excluded from the casualty estimates given for the war of the succession of Queen Abrogail, as that fighting, though concurrent and related, was between Chelish and Galtan forces, rather than the supporters of Queen Abrogail and the supporters of Infrexus Thrune. As regards the succession war itself, estimates of the total death toll range from two to six thousand, with the majority of these casualties, as is so often the case, coming from the diseases which soldiers were subjected to during the campaign to retake Ravounel.
Egorian itself saw real conflict only a few times, much of it in the immediate aftermath of the coup against Infrexus. Although Infrexus's taxation policies and loss of the eastern provinces of Galt and Andoran had made him wildly unpopular, there were many at the time who believed that his niece, the rightful heir to the throne by law, was too young to rule responsibly, having celebrated her sixteenth birthday not three months before. Despite the full support of the Asmodean church, the first year of the young Queen Abrogail Thrune's reign was marked by a series of (unsuccessful) assassination attempts by everyone from Eastern revolutionary agents to a small band of extremists who intended to resurrect the previous queen, Carellia. The most notorious of these early assassination attempts may have been the incident on the 10th of Arodus, in 4709 AR, in which a band of Galtan agents disguised as members of the queen's own guard managed to infiltrate the interior of the palace walls before being caught.
It is difficult to say whether a successful early assassination attempt might have spelled doom for the young queen's reign, or what might have become of the nation of Cheliax afterwards. Certainly, if the queen were to die now, her resurrection would be almost immediate, and have no bearing on her legitimacy. However, at the time of her coronation, the queen's success depended not only on the military might of her Asmodean supporters, but on whether she could earn the support of the nation at large. As the demise of her predecessor had so recently proven, the leadership of the nation of Cheliax would depend not only on her unquestionable legal right to rule, but also on whether she could earn the respect and loyalty of the forces which ostensibly answered to her. While it is likely that the Church of Asmodeus would have recovered her remains and restored her rightful place even had she been assassinated, it is also possible that such an event might have served as a catalyst for further revolt, dragging out the civil war longer, or resulting in the loss of even more Chelish territory.











Keltham: ...okay, is it just his imagination, or is the whole business with 'rightful heir to the throne by law' and 'unquestionable legal right to rule' not only a bit incongruous with there being a giant civil war and Abrogail needing the Church of Asmodeus's support, but also the author possibly kind of quietly signaling that this fact which requires so much emphasis is maybe not actually true? In which case you could maybe also infer that it's illegal or otherwise threatened-against to suggest that Abrogail wasn't the rightful heir?

And is it his imagination that this book is - not so much better written, really, as - more informative, more alive-sounding? - than the previous set of Chelish history books? Or just more interesting, somehow? And should Keltham be attributing that to the library having better book-taste than the bookshop operator who stocked the book personally attacking Abrogail Thrune, or to the Conspiracy frantically upping the level of its game as it became clear Keltham wasn't happy with their earlier efforts?

Keltham will read a few pages ahead, and then skip to randomly later in the book, and then read the page before that, whatever it is.









Korva Tallandria: This excerpt has pages before and ahead; if he skipswayahead, they'll transition him to a different excerpt on a related topic. He lands in a discussion of the early stages of the modern Chelish education system, and the transition from a handful of private, paid establishments to a push towards public education available to the children of all subjects of the crown, which also has pages before and ahead of it.









Keltham: ...why is the Crown not just offering to pay for skill-mastery outcomes and letting anybody who wants to try their hand at producing those? Does Governance, like, not have any adversarially resistant way of measuring whether learning has occurred, such that if they offered to pay for learning somebody would inevitably teach to the test without producing real human capital; and yet Governance does think they have some adversarially resistant way of measuring process inputs to education, where those inputs inevitably produce learning, such that they can pay people to teach but not pay for learningat all?

Somehow Keltham doubts that this is the case! In fact he doubts that anybody in Governance even thought about it in those terms! Somebody get a seventh-circle priest of Abadar in here! 'Never pay for the input when you can pay for the output, and if you can't robustly measure outputs you probably can't robustly measure inputs either,' goes the saying out of dath ilan.

It's still a good book, though. Is it for sale, or borrowable?









lintamande: He'll ask!





They don't have a second copy of that one at this time. Two gold to commission one.

    "What's the fastest you could get me a commissioned copy? If I commission a copy, and pay triple, can I take this one just for today?"

"....no, sir, because we'd be using this one to make the copy."





At this point Berlinguer walks in. He's a plump elderly man whose eyebrows look a bit singed. "Fennelosa! I hear you urgently need me for something?"

  "Consultation on the books. It's a long story."









Keltham: All right, now he can try for more of a pattern of queries and answers that should be harder for Cheliax to have completely covered by trying to write books in advance.

Book with more detail on the specific aid provided by Asmodeus's Church to Abrogail, what concessions or policies they demanded in return. Does Berlinguer know where to locate something like that?









lintamande: "Military aid provided in the war?" Here they've aggressively repurposed a lot of books about the original Chelish Civil War, where, thank Hell, House Thrune was led by Abrogail's grandmother also named Abrogail. "The best source is Campaigns of the Chelish Civil War, which is in two volumes, should be right over here..." He pulls them out. "We also have Hell Shows Its Hand, which is much more popular but, I think, worse, and Avistan's Queen. If you're interested in a more academic lens I like 'a realist account of the Chelish civil conflict'."









Keltham: "What exactly is anon-realist account - never mind, let's just try the 'realist' one."









lintamande: He pulls it off a shelf. "Realism is probably at your level of exposure best understood as the academic way of describing work that proceeds from the assumption that conflicts are incented, rather than ideological, that conflict arises where there's weakness and ends with an overwhelming show of strength. Someone analyzing the Chelish Civil War through an ideological lens would study the doctrine of the Asmodean Church and write about how it compares to the ideologies it displaced in appeal; someone analyzing it through a realist lens would focus on how the Church succeeded in establishing the Queen as an absolute monarch, by backing her up with the use of force. Sorry, no one explained to me - who are you, and what's your urgent interest in this?"

"Don't ask," Fennelosa says tiredly.

"I'm not a soldier anymore, young man, I am allowed to be curious about things."









Carissa Sevar: The banter is very well-executed but it won't help at all if he looks at the wrong book.









Keltham: Keltham will open that one to a random place, read for seven pages, return it.

Keltham will then have the thought that next time he needs to just flip through a lot of pages rapidly, skimming just enough to verify rough continuity of text and subject, to avert the Conspiracy being able to cheaply manufacture a bunch of short excerpts.

Unfortunately, Keltham is juggling a lot of cognitive balls right now, and has temporarily forgotten the juggling ball that is the Conspiracy reading his mind. He thinks about his next intention to read a lot of the book overtly, loudly enough that you could pick it up from his mind even if you weren't Abrogail Thrune.

"Abrogail's first major policy shifts during her early years," Keltham says.









Carissa Sevar: Feed him something we have the complete book of.









lintamande: There's exactly one book they have complete on even remotely that topic. It's on the shelf as Avistan's Queen and The Early Years of Abrogail Thrune II's reign and as The Uncensored And Thoroughly Illegal History of the Chelish Civil War. They'll take the second one off the shelf for him.









Keltham: Keltham will read a few pages for real, then (tell Fennelosa to) flip through pages starting from whatever they showed him, leaving each page spread to be scryed only for four seconds or so for Keltham to skim-speedread. (He once wrote a computer program as a kid to help him learn to move his eyes faster, and was disgruntled to learn that when he followed the shifting blue word as fast as he could, he couldn't understand what he'd read. Nonetheless, Keltham can skim pretty darn quickly if he wants to, and can still notice anomalies at that speed.)

Keltham will speed-skim about a hundred pages that way... they do all seem to be there...

Wait.

Shit.

Hethought about that tactic before he did it.









Asmodia: Meanwhile Asmodia is in a state of very calm total panic, considering what will probably be Keltham's obvious next move:

He asks for particular topics, and then, after reading each excerpt, generates a random number to decide whether to spend three minutes skimming a hundred pages from there.

Asmodia is not in fact seeing a counter to this particular tactic. They can't just hand Keltham complete books open to different places, each time, because even at the speed he's skimming, Keltham will notice if he reads ahead and sees that he's reading an excerpt he's already read.

And then - then that just works, so far as Asmodia can see, Keltham wins, the Conspiracy can't counter that unless they actually have that many completed books and theydon't -

She can't think can't think can't think of any counter - does Sevar have a counter -









Carissa Sevar: The books that are complete but just about Taldor with the names changed. There's a bunch of those. It's ...not likely to hold, though.









Asmodia: ...Asmodia can think of one desperate thing to try. She requests permission to gamble the entire mission.


((She has the Gardens, she can suicide if this fails and it's her fault, she does dare do this -))









Carissa Sevar: - it's not like charging into this without a planisn'tgambling the whole mission. She should do what she thinks gives them the best odds, even if it makes failure more spectacular or more embarrassing.









Asmodia: "Uh, Keltham, I have an idea that so far as I can tell means the Conspiracy just loses. Am I supposed to tell you about it or wait for you to think of it? Because I don't have any way of knowing if you've already thought of it, and this idea seems to me like a strong test even if the Conspiracy thinks of it first. I could be missing something of course."

because even if she can't solve it maybe Keltham CAN









Keltham: "...okay, sure, tell me that one."









Asmodia: "I mean, possibly you already thought of it, because it seems pretty inevitable to me. The idea here is to check whether all the books actually exist, right? But if you only read a short way, they could be handing you much shorter fragments, since not all books are buyable to check afterwards. If you try to read much longer than that, it takes a long time to do that check, plus if you intend to do it in advance, the Conspiracy can read your mind about it."

"So go on asking for information about particular subjects, but then after you've gotten the answer to your question, generate a random number, like 1-6, and try to speedread that whole book if it comes up 6. They can't just hand you underlying real books open to different places, each time, because even skimming really really fast you'd probably recognize if you reread something you already saw. So a library can't pass that test with high probability unless it actually has that many complete books."









Keltham: "...okay, Iprobably would have gotten that one in another twenty seconds because you're right, it seems pretty inevitable, but it's still a good idea. And it's good for me to know the Conspiracy would see that tactic too."

Does the proposal have any flaws? Keltham considers this problem mentally.









Asmodia: Asmodia almost, but not quite, prays to Otolmens about it. She remembers in time that sometimes her prayers get answered, and this wouldn't actually be a great time.









Keltham: ...he's actually not seeing it offhand, if he uses a random number generation method that they can't plausibly predict. And picking a random random number generation method that then uses some environmental entropy seems like a pretty powerful way of doing that even in a low-tech environment that's reading your mind.

For that matter, if thereis some very clever way to defeat the proposal, he shouldn't think of it now, he should think of it afterwards. Maybe Asmodia asked that as a last-ditch desperate attempt by Conspiracy to makehim think of a solution to a problem they couldn't solve themselves, though, also to be fair, that's sort of a nitwit clever tactic he can't see Conspiracy Asmodia actually being reckless enough to try.

Okay. Let's try that then.









Asmodia: There's an instant of spinning horror before Asmodia stops trying to see the world from Keltham's dath ilani viewpoint quite so hard, and remembers that she is of Golarion.

'Random' numbers? Prophecy is broken but it's not that broken!

AUGURIES! Use Auguries every time to check if it's the right time to hand him an excerpt! They're fallible but if Keltham doesn't do too many checks we'll have a CHANCE of fooling him!

...if they've got no Auguries prepped and no scrolls of those, then they're all going to die, but that won't be Asmodia's fault. She really felt like she was doing an unusually good job here, involving her taking some huge professional and hence personal risks, that gave Cheliax the best chance it could have had, if other people did their parts and prepared adequately.









Ferrer Maillol: ...the facility has three Auguries prepped daily, two for Project Lawful's use on weird experiments, one for actual Security reserve. They've got a couple of scrolls of Augury in storage as a backup to that.

That's enough to check the next few cases, while somebody Teleports to Egorian and back to fetch more scrolls, ideally along with an arcane savant to cast from those scrolls.



Asmodia continues to show promise, and yes he appreciates that she risked herself there. But those other thoughts verge on attempted self-defense against punishment, and would get her lit on fire most places that aren't Project Lawful.









Asmodia: Acknowledged, Asmodia thinks back at him. ((She'll go on being smug, just more privately.))









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia's spells, even the low-circle ones, are really quite valuable at her caster level. With few exceptions, she only requests spells from Lord Asmodeus that she plans to use that day.

There's relatively little need for preparing against such contingencies by wasting your spell slots, when you can afford to carry around a bag of holding containing, among a lot of other things, two dozen Augury scrolls.









Ferrer Maillol: Acknowledged, belay the previous request for scrolls, just get us the arcane savants.

Auguries take a minute to cast, though, how are we -









Asmodia: Number the books Keltham requests, do Auguries in parallel across our clerics about the result of "using an excerpt on Keltham's Nth request". That should still work so long as the request and its consequences are within the half-hour prediction window.









Keltham: ...all right, the library seems to be passing Asmodia's Obvious Testing Method. So far.









Asmodia: They're getting some errors, but so far all of them have been of the form where they use a complete book and didn't really need to. So far.









Keltham: At some point, Keltham's intuition informs him that he's gotten about as much evidence out of this as he could get; his randomized random number generators have fired three times, and three is well-known to be the largest possible number.

He's asked Fennelosa about ability to buy six books, and three of those have been for sale.


All right. Let's call it here.

Next up... is... that.









Carissa Sevar: Praised be Asmodeus. Also them. She's not going to think 'they're doing well, this is going to work out', because if she thinks that it definitely won't. But she thinks they earned some sorely needed twos there and will earn more from the erotica.









Keltham: So! Time to carry out exactly the same procedure on somebody's pornography collection.


It doesn't feel like a deadly challenge to the Conspiracy, this time, more like - he basically knows that this test is going to be passed, Snack Service wouldn't have suggested it otherwise. But still. Sure, let's try it.









lintamande: Fennelosa will go across town, then, at a brisk walk, and declare himself calling in a favor owed to Lady Sali.



The illusionists might want to edit out the exchange that follows.

"You look - Chelish."

  "Straight from the front. It's a long story."

"Do you need anything?"

   "Just the books."

"How do you know Lady Sali?"

   "Through Cayden. Like I said, it's a long, long story."





But once that's worked out, Keltham can run his tests on the erotica collection.









Keltham: It actually goes noticeably easier than trying to launch Chelish history queries. Mainly because Arnsen Puddleton has read every one of the erotica books in his collection, to the point of doing better than a dath ilani computer's search index.

For example. At one point - inspired by Carissa's idea about asking to interview children with pox marks specifically - Keltham asks via Fennelosa if any of these books have a section where a masochist gets tied to a bed and then fed chocolate. Arnsen cheerfully plucks one of his books off the shelf, and promptly flips through to exactly that.

Why Snack Service is allowed to help with this but not -









Pilar : "Snack Service says it's decision-theoretically complicated, and the more you think about it or try to draw implications from it, the less it's retroactively allowed to help you as much as it has already."









Keltham: "I wish to register that in the corresponding lessons in dath ilan, in which we do exotic thought experiments intended to teach us about this sort of theoretical possibility, the teacher always ends the lesson by reminding everyone that this has essentially never happened to anyone in real life throughout the entire history of time, and if you think it's happening to you, you're mistaken."









Pilar : "If you come up with any effective way toregister things at Snack Service, let me know, becauseI've got things I'd also like to register."









Keltham: And he's done. The Conspiracy has done an even better job of making it look like masochists exist, than making it look like Abrogail is the ruler of Cheliax in cooperation with Asmodeus's Church, which says something about their priorities if nothing else.





Keltham is... sort of brain-tired at this point. Trying to think of all these thingswhile not thinking of other things is sort ofexcessive for a mental control exercise.



But. So long as Fennelosa is in Absalom, should Keltham be buying any scrolls that he could potentially use today? Delaying a while about that gives the Conspiracy all sorts of chances to get up to all sorts of shenanigans, like trying to quickly write or complete the books Keltham 'bought'. The Conspiracy has a chance to claim that his scrolls can't be found at the next shop or two that Fennelosa tries. Still potentially worth doing; they leak bits if nobody has Sending, you'd expect that to be a very common spell. Some more Purge Invisibilities. An Arcane Sight, Keltham has kept wanting towatch himself hanging a spell already with his own Arcane Sight instead of a slightly delayed illusion... well, no, he can requisition that later, if Ordinary wins on review; but Arcane Sight is potentially useful against the Conspiracy. Early Judgment would be useful if anyone has that, it would give Keltham an emergency psychological buffer that doesn't take up a spell slot all the time... a psychological buffer that Keltham could very well need, if things go poorly.

Scrolls are expensive, but Kelthamhas some money andneeds to be willing to spend some money, here. He can afford a few low-level scrolls. Is he missing anything from his shopping list?









Keltham: Alarm x2, Detect Charm x4, those are first-level and cheap. All of those together cost the same as one second-circle scroll. Kind of crazy, really.

Status, Dispel Magic, Suppress Charms and Compulsions, Lay of the Land. A backup Owl's Wisdom and a Fox's Cunning, both things he should have in emergencies, and it's not impossible today will turn into an emergency.

Another Invisibility Purge... another Detect Intelligence accomplishes much the same thing, probably, and is cheaper?

An Early Judgment, also because he might think of something to do with that, some test; the Conspiracy if it exists may be somehow nervous about afterlives. Though the fact that the Conspiracy told him about that spell, suggests that it has no obvious-to-them win-ability... well, they could have expected that his god would give it to him anyways at some point, before that whole interdiction zone happened.

Keltham... cannot really afford a Sending or an extra Glimpse of Beyond, both 4th-circle, with the amount he's already spending. Or an Arcane Sight when he doesn't have aspecificplan or time in mind to use it.



(Keltham doesn't really like spending large quantities of money. That is probably some kind of important character flaw given his changed life circumstances. He may have to work on this? But it will be a lot easier to work on this once he hasthose large amounts of moneyin his liquid-asset account.)



Okay he'll buy the Arcane Sight too, fine.









Carissa Sevar: Fennelosa will make all of these purchases; such spells are available in Absalom, and it's be a loss of bits the Conspiracy can't afford to pretend otherwise, and -

- well, either they've won or they've lost. At this point, it's likely beyond further manipulation.









Carissa Sevar: .....if Abrogail concurs in that assessment she might want her headband back. (This feels like dying, but that like all the rest of Carissa's feelings are COMPLETELY IRRELEVANT.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: I will not trust that this event is over until Keltham has arrived in a state of mind permitting us to statue him, or left for Osirion.

Maillol. Have you made progress on determining the conditions for that, under our Lord's will?









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol does not complain about impossibilities or his own incapacity. He simply reports what he can.

If Keltham returns to a state where he is not - actively determining whether to leave us, especially for Osirion, through planned deeds that have not yet been performed and resolved themselves - if Keltham is not holding concrete plans to decide about that matter the next day, at a particular time, or if he's made whatever decisions he intends to make and has become again our indefinite guest - then, Maillol thinks, they would no longer be in the ambiguous fringes of Asmodeus's command.

It is not clear to Maillol that they have been definitely commandednot to statue Keltham now, for just a year, while Keltham hasn'tyet made a decision to depart but has decided to make a decision about it...? The stakes here are unusually, exceptionally high -









Aspexia Rugatonn: Your report is heard.

Listen and be educated, fool. It is likely that our Lord was paid for some outcome less stringent than this, in one regard or another, in the negotiations as of between gods; and yet our Lord issued us such stringent orders as these, because of the past tendency of fools like you to try to work around the edges of His instructions. Do you behave so now, our Lord will learn and His expectations shift, and the next time He sells an expectation to gods, He will have to use yet more stringent instructions. Were I the sort to behave so, our Lord would have predicted that and issued even more stringent orders originally.

Keep firmly to our Lord's directions and path, when He has given orders. Obey Him strictly and do not try to work His interests around His orders' edges; yes, even if it is in His interests. For that is not His way and His nature as a god; and when we work counter to that, we become less visible to His eyes, more slippery to His hands, more costly for Him to manipulate.









Ferrer Maillol: ...acknowledged, Most High.









lintamande: When his shopping is done, Fennelosa Teleports back to just outside the Forbiddance, steps into it, and starts unpacking his fairly absurd collection of books and scrolls from Absalom, as quickly as possible.









Carissa Sevar: "Dare we hope for a verdict or are you going to need to read all the books and check over our math problems and so on first?"









Keltham: "Second one."

"Ferrer, I'm taking all that stuff into a Rope Trick just outside the Forbiddance, I do not mind you stationing a lot of Security around the entrance but, obviously, please don't send anybody inside unless it's a huge and frankly improbable emergency. Oh, and I'll want the transcript of the trip."

"And, Fennelosa of the Ordinary world, thank you on behalf of myself and Cheliax for going through all that, it meant a lot." It hasn't been explained to Fennelosa what the 'Ordinary' qualifier means, Keltham doesn't think, but the sentiment is sincere.









lintamande: Fennelosa is hard to read, but he looks slightly confused and slightly exasperated. "I serve where I am commanded," he says flatly.









Keltham: Well, Keltham has now spent enough time around Pilar to haveany idea of what's going on there.

"And I expect your Lord Asmodeus appreciates that, just saying, I do too."


Keltham will quickly go get some things from his bedroom, like Ione's borrowed books among other things, and then cast his Rope Trick.









Carissa Sevar: If he throws an Alarm and an Invisibility Purge, he shouldn't notice someone who is Gaseous and also turned into the fingernail-sized species of tropical bat. But they'll have to wait to go in until he uses Glimpse of Truth, or plan to rapidly leave when he forms the intent to do so.



The key to winning is trying harder than anyone has any reason to suspect you can.









lintamande: A Rope Trick resembles a box, about twelve feet by twelve feet by twelve feet. It's dark. It has a window in the floor, three feet by five feet, from which the world it's connected to is visible. Keltham can see Security pacing anxiously under the entrance, and Carissa sitting down on the grass to run her fingers through it and look up at the sky, like someone who doesn't get the chance to do that much.









Keltham: Once he's up there with his stuff, Keltham casts the Alarm spell on the space, from scroll. (Keltham has spent a noticeable chunk of his salary on practicing with practice scrolls; it's a huge power amplifier if you've got money, and he expects to have money.)

Keltham considers, only then, if there's more he can do to protect the space...

And then starts to Prestidigitate the air around him, forming fragile shapes from it. (As ordinary wizards may also do, even not knowing what they're doing, just binding air molecules together to form a very fragile solid.)

By this means Keltham lays down a screen over the opening to the ground below, fine enough that it will let through air, and very little else.

He casts Invisibility Purge, also from scroll.

When nothing then appears -

Keltham carefully lies down, in a position he's going to keep for a while.

And Keltham fills the whole volume except himself with fragile strands; webs that would shatter, visibly, at a touch.


...the Conspiracy can probably still beat that, with a nation's resources, but he's hopefully made it a bit hard for them.

Keltham needs, very much, to lie down and rest for a time.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa finds herself suddenly with lots of excess cognitive capacity and Wisdom not being employed for the project, which does not feel like a stable state to be in. She'll....review the last ditch fake-escape plans, and alter the earrings, and try very hard not to think any thoughts she won't be able to keep thinking once the headband's off.









Asmodia: AlterAsmodia would be tired, after all this, and would be found in her bedroom trying to take a short break herself, not sitting beside Sevar. So Asmodia staggers off to her bedroom, in case Keltham runs right out of his Rope Trick to check on her, and lies down in her own bed.

She... really is a little tired, after that.

Asmodia wishes that she could blank her mind. There's probably a dath ilani discipline for it, and it's probably considered dangerous to teach to children because they'll hurt themselves.

They should have been so much more prepared, before this, she should've just told the Chelish Imperium up front that she was taking all of their writers and permanently exposing them to the truths of history only Korva was cleared for and they'd just have to train new writers, and put them on nothing except producing and altering enough books to have a chance of fooling Keltham.

Is that - hindsight bias?Was there something else Keltham could've tried, just as likely in foresight? Maybe Asmodia wouldn't have seen through to Keltham's ideas about forcing Cheliax to create too much information too quickly, maybe she would've focused on the possibility of an Ostenso visit... an Ostenso visit probably would've helped win some 2s. Maybe she was supposed to have closed the Ostenso ports, redirected most of the traffic elsewhere. Or she was supposed to have fake ships ready for the Ostenso ports, and have rehearsed everyone in Ostenso already. Or just, have already built a fake Ostenso.

One of her superiors should've told her, if Asmodia was allowed to play with nation-level resources to do her job.

One of her superiors should've told her, if those points were so obvious in advance to everyone, and not just in hindsight.

That's what she'll say if she's - questioned about it? She'll - try to explain, about the Law, governing that, how only ilani are trained to counteract hindsight bias, how only their Keepers can do it indistinguishably; how, without training, children often can't counteract it at all. Maybe she'll leave out the part about dath ilani children.



If something this stressful had happened to her, that also happened to alterAsmodia, she'd ask Keltham to just hold her, that night, and be a warm thing for her.

Asmodia wishes she could just, rest her head on somebody's shoulder, at least. Somebody who was safe to be around, and wouldn't hurt her, or hold her in contempt for being that pathetic.

If Keltham leaves, she won't have that from him, anymore.

((It's only then that she remembers that she was supposed to be secretly hoping that Keltham would win.))









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not letting herself do a failure analysis, not yet. It seems like a very dangerous thing to do with this Crown on. She's - also not letting herself estimate the odds that they've won or lost, apparently. She keeps flinching away when she tries.









Asmodia: Asmodia's thoughts have wandered to how she could breach to Korva the subject of her being Asmodia's replacement snuggling partner. They're both probable-asexuals so it should be safe, right? Asmodia is Korva's superior, but she doesn't actually want an unwilling snuggling partner. Asmodia does have Detect Thoughts and some proficiency with it, it was a very useful spell at Ostenso academy. Asmodia could just order Korva to fail her Will save, to determine how Korva really feels about a proposal like that... no, that's a bit overt and aggressive, Korva might not like that.

Asmodia will just order Security to read Korva's mind about it, when the subject comes up, and report to Asmodia. That seems less likely to offend Korva, if Security can do it without Korva noticing.

...it feels like Korva couldn't replace Keltham, any more than Keltham could replace Korva.





Hey, Asmodia says into her Telepathic Bond.I notice that I've seemed to start actually caring about Keltham, in the sense that the thought of not being able to snuggle Keltham any more feels bad and it doesn't feel like anyone else could actually replace him about that. I register that this matches a correct, purely-trope-based prediction that I made earlier about what would happen to me by the time we needed to run a fake escape plan. I predict that any fake escape plan is going to fail unless it has at least me and Ione, possibly Yaisa I'm not sure somebody needs to read her mind about it. Everyone who's started actually caring about Keltham. The tropes won't let it work otherwise.









Carissa Sevar: Thaaaaaaaat sure does sound wildly self-serving, Carissa notices distantly.



Also if we're going to use that style of reasoning, which we PROBABLY SHOULDN'T, then any escape plan obviously needsCarissa.She's the one Keltham's scared of losing.



The problem is that it's much easier to sell Keltham on Ione and Tonia being innocents than on Asmodia and Carissa.

The other problem is that the escape plan is very obviously doomed. She's going to try it anyway, not much to lose, but while she's refusing to generate a probability estimate about whether they've lost already her brain is happy to generate one for whether the fake-escape will work, and the answer it produces is 'no chance in Hell.'









Asmodia: I'll also register for what it's worth that an escape plan probably involves an apparently unconscious and stunned Sevar being carted along with him in magic-neutralizing handcuffs or... something.

She's the only one Keltham is truly afraid of losing. His thoughts said that, over and over.

And any fake escape plan - has probability practically zero of fooling Keltham unless hewants to be fooled.Desperately wants it, needs it, to the point where he doesn't want to use dath ilani disciplines to know better. If he's already lost his Carissa - we might as well not bother, is my sense.









Carissa Sevar: Then we want to interrupt him before he has, emotionally, already resigned himself to losing me.



She lies down on the grass and looks up at the sky. She's kind of worried about what feelings she's going to have once she stops trying not to have feelings.









Jacint Subirachs: We can put you to sleep for a brief time, Chosen, if you'd rather not think.









Carissa Sevar: Let's run through the fake escape one more time, see if we can poke any more holes in it. Then -



- it feels like admitting weakness. But perhaps it's better to admit weakness than to pretend you possess strength you don't.









Keltham: Keltham sits up. He didn't sleep, and didn't much succeed at quieting his own thoughts. There are disciplines for that, but it seemed like - the wrong time, the wrong situation, to use them.

Part of his brain sure does seem sad about how the day went.

Is this, possibly, probability-theoretic nonsense?

Keltham took a fairly hard run at the Conspiracy. That could've broken a veil, if there'd been a veil there. No such blatant break occurred.

On some very basic level, that ought to count in favor of Ordinary, not against it, and he should be less emotionally worried about Conspiracy than he was this morning.


Does Keltham's brain buy this?









Keltham: ...nope.









Keltham: Why is that, Keltham's brain?









Keltham: ...apparently his brain thought he was supposed to get stronger first-order evidence for Ordinary, than he was able to get, and his failure to get that first-order evidence second-order weighs against Ordinary.









Keltham: ...can his brain possibly give an example of what that expected first-order evidence was supposed to look like.









Keltham: It looks like... the booksellers having a broad selection of Chelish history books. Right away. Rather than that having to wait for the library, after the Conspiracy has had a chance to frantically produce a lot of new books, half of which aren't for sale or borrowable.

It looks like there not being totally logical and rational in-universe reasons why a visit to Ostenso has to wait until tomorrow.

Or the first bookseller's book 'critical' of Cheliax sounding a bit more like the book 'critical' of Qadira.









Keltham: ...this does not seem like it quantitatively justifies a major increase in despair, brain. These are not things that must happen in the Ordinary universe.









Keltham: It just felt on an intuitive level like what was going on today was Kelthamfailing to pierce the veil and not finding decisive evidence, not like he waswalking freely around in a world where no veil existed.









Keltham: You know, if there's an actual Conspiracy they're probably going to be pretty annoyed if Keltham ends up walking out on them for reasons like that.









Keltham: ...what, is the Conspiracy supposed to think that we should now resolve this battle fairly, determining in a Lawful way who won the contest, by iterating through all the events of the day, multiplying together the likelihood ratios we assigned at the time, multiplying by whatever prior we previously assigned, and coming to a decision on that basis?

At least Conspiracy Asmodia has to know better than that. Or Conspiracy Carissa.It's not like we haven't told them that the rule even for small cases is to make up a prior and a likelihood ratio, multiply them together to get a posterior, and then throw that number out and go with your intuitive feeling once you've forced your brain to actually ask all of the correct questions.

And this is ahuge case, involving a huge number of conditional dependencies between all of the things going on. You can't just take the likelihoods your busy brain was making up without keeping running track of how the most likely Conspiracy and Ordinary universes were shifting with each update, and multiply all of those likelihoods together. They know that too.

Finally, if there's an actual Conspiracy on the other side of this, we are absolutely not supposed to be having a fair fight with them. We should just boost Wisdom and possibly also Cunning, try to focus just on this one issue, and then if that starts to go wrong quickly drop out of the Rope Trick and ask for an emergency Dispel.









Keltham: 
...well, part of him sure definitely thinks that if he doesthat it means he never gets to see Carissa again.









Keltham: Yeah, okay, enough of that, let's just actually walk through the evaluation of the evidence from today and from all other days.

Keltham forgot, in fact, to cast Detect Intelligence where he could verify that it just detected Intelligence scores. Or get Detect Intentions cast on him by that Security. Keltham is willing however to expect that this test would go the way that the Conspiracy said it would. And if Keltham casts Detect Intelligence afterwards and it's hugely anomalous, he can change his conclusions then.

So step one is to review Carissa's and Asmodia's math homework, the other researchers' Conspiracy homework, and skim a random selection of the books that were actually bought or borrowed. Just do his own homework first. The longer he delays before doing that, the more time the Conspiracy has to finish the half-written books and transform the ones he has in here, using their eighth-circle wizardry that can in fact go right through a Rope Trick.









lintamande: Well, it's not trivial even with eighth circle wizardry. Manohar is, presently, a gaseous housefly clinging to the bottom of Keltham's screen, just inside the Rope Trick, having been Polymorphed by Polymorph Any Object rather than Greater Polymorph as it lasts longer. Every half hour he has to fly out and get the Polymorph suppressed so he can recast Detect Thoughts and have Gaseous Form recast on him; more frequently than that he flies down an inch to deliver a situation report.









Asmodia: Unfortunately for anybody who didn't want to think about probabilities, Asmodia has now realized something else they like totally forgot to do today! They should have been running a prediction market and a conditional prediction market this whole time!

So now Asmodia is setting up a quick prediction market about the chance that the primary deception around Keltham shatters, and a secondary conditional prediction market about the chances that different versions of the backup escape plan work, further-conditional on those becoming necessary.

Asmodia's opening bid is 80% that the primary deception shatters before tonight / before they can turn Keltham into a statue for a year, with the second condition winning if there's a difference between them.

Keltham just has too much information, is Asmodia's guess, his thoughts about the Conspiracy were starting to track too closely to what was actually going on around him. He's not limited to the information from today, he also has evidence from when the Conspiracy was younger and less practiced. They don't just have to quell his doubts; they have to quell his doubts far enough that Keltham decides not to try an Owl's Wisdom, and then, Asmodia is thinking, taps himself with Fox's Cunning once the Owl's Wisdom makes him realize that's the wise thing to do.

(Keltham has by now had a chance to demonstrate to Asmodia that some of her probabilities were a tad overconfident; Asmodia's intuitive guess was 90%, and would have been 95% without that demonstration and some amount of correction-of-intuition. 80% is her weaker second-order probability after trying to compensate for her remaining intuitive overconfidence.)

So 80%. Any bidders?

And Asmodia is basically not betting that the main unfixed version of the backup escape plan works, she'll sell anything over 10% on that, if there's any bidders; but she would maybe bid like 5% or 10% on a plan working if it involves at least Ione and Asmodia and Carissa in anti-magic handcuffs.









Asmodia: ...okay, actually Asmodia needs the Queen or the Most High to sign off on telling bettors that, in the event the primary deception fails and the backup fake-escape plan doesn't work, they aren't all going to be executed and will remain in a state to have some use for money afterwards. Because otherwise people are placing bids at probabilities that do not make any sense.

Here is Asmodia's mind beingtotally sincere about how much she didnot cleverly plan that and just legitimately tried to do this obvious thing, that they obviously ought to do, and then ran into herself not being able to do that correctly because people were scared. She is not trying to extort any promises out of anybody, it just looks toher like Cheliax would obviously continue to have use for Project Lawful either way and is not going to kill off a tenth of all the Security officers in Cheliax, and if Asmodia is right about that, it would be useful to the betting market to say so.









Abrogail Thrune II: Diminished-Abrogail wishes she could sleep away the moments before she gets her Crown returned. +4/+4/+4 is not two-thirds of her Crown. But she would be less defended, then, even with the Most High standing guard over herself. To remain awake and also guard herself is the wiser course, to preserve herself and her throne. So Abrogail endures. It is good for a soul now and then to suffer and endure; Abrogail probably receives too little of that to keep herself strong.

There are emotions in her, harder to keep in rein and check than they would be with her Crown worn. This creature of Aspexia's will need some correction, at some point, in Abrogail's own opinion.

But also, the little creature is sincere on her surfaces, and she is correct that people are beingstupid.


"I was not, in fact, planning to execute a huge number of the most valuable people in Cheliax, who only failed me and did not betray me, who will be needed whatever comes of this. You will not receive any promises from me on the subject, fools, but I was not planning to bestupid. I currently expect you will have some use for money in the future either way. That is all."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is at this point half-occupied in her own mind tying up knots trying not to think about things that it's probably not wise to think about, and is not going to let her mind go anywhere near the question of what's going to happen to her after she fails, if she fails, but it seems kind of obvious to her that you should bet with the actual odds you think are correct, so they are slightly more likely to succeed at this,whether you think you're going to be executed or not.









Security: (Unfortunately several Chelish Security have now realized that money is more valuable to them if the deception around Kelthamfails because they will get less rich if the Project is not a total success.

Nobody is reading their minds about this, and it's going to look to Asmodia just like Security is overconfident in their pessimism because they didn't get anti-overconfidence lessons.)









Merenre: "Well, I have good news for you."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Guards? Throw this imposter out. Merenre never has good news for me."









Merenre: "Keltham's about to see through them. Well. Ninety percent that Keltham's about to see through them, if Chelish people understand how making predictions works. Though, if they did, hard to fathom they'd go on being Chelish people."









Ruby Prince Khemet III:









Ruby Prince Khemet III:









Ruby Prince Khemet III:









Merenre: "Are we ready?"









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "For Keltham? Yes. For a war with Cheliax? Readier than we'll be in a month. For whatever's actually going to happen? I doubt it. But - gods, at least he'll have the truth."









Keltham: Carissa's answer checks out, about rational agents with common priors and common knowledge of each other's probabilities having the same probabilities. It's actually pretty clever, instead of coming up with the obvious formalism on infinite epistemic states over infinite propositions, Carissa did this whole finitary thing with partitions of possible worlds, each of which included facts about which partition of worlds the agents inside those worlds thought they were inside; and just arbitrarily declared that not all possible subsets of worlds were possible epistemic states to avoid putting a powerset of a set inside itself. There's some rather questionable claims afterwards about howreal people should aspire to behave more like that, but they're very Carissa-characteristic claims, at least.

Asmodia's answer checks out, about the standard central distribution being the maximum-entropy infinite distribution with mean 0 and deviation 1. She proved it in a complicated way involving constraint multipliers, but she proved it, and went on to correctly note that adding up lots of different independent variables will tend to preserve the sum of their means and the sum of their variances, while throwing away most other information, such that the sum of lots of independent variables will tend towards the maximum-entropy distribution with the sum of their means and the sum of their variances, aka the central distribution.



The rest of Project Lawful... wrote up a lot of different versions of the Conspiracy, almost all of which are planning to milk Keltham for his knowledge and turn him into a captive if he ever tries to leave and obviously never pay him his real profits, but which are planning to do that in different ways. In most stories Carissa is the chief field agent, senior to Asmodia who is the chief person on-site working to keep everything consistent, both of them ultimately reporting to a widely varying set of Crown officers none of whom Keltham has ever heard about. In other cases it's just entirely a set of hidden officials running the whole thing. The Queen is always in on it. The Church of Asmodeus doesn't have nearly the claimed involvement, isn't actually powerful in Cheliax, and none of the purported priests of Asmodeus actually works for him. In some cases there's no such god as Asmodeus. Other details vary widely. Shilira's version of the Conspiracy is not suitable for insufficiently perverted readers.

Ione first wrote what he asked for, a hypothetical-best-guess mostly similar to that of the others; and then wrote three other versions: the first about how 'Golarion' mostly borders the Worldwound thereby explaining away the coincidence of Keltham's arrival there; the second about how Keltham never really left dath ilan; and the third of which is a single sentence, 'Keltham is still inside the mirror takaral'. Ione's postscript notes that she's a Nethysian and doesn't want to obey rules all the time.









Asmodia: (Trying a variation of Keltham's question with the Shadow Project coming up with theories about an actually-false Conspiracy inside the Conspiracy world, with everyone instructed to independently do their best job at saying what that would be if it existed, showed that: Virtually everyone said the Project Lawful girls were trying to escape Cheliax and evade Hell somehow; and that Sevar was the leader of their effort; and that Snack Service was the key to their escape plan. Other details varied widely and without much structure that Asmodia could see. Basically, obvious things are obvious and then people make up widely varying details on top of that, so far as Asmodia can tell.)









Keltham: He rapidly skims a random selection of the purchased books. It's much easier when Keltham can touch and control the pages himself.

...they're notobviously fake books.

The fiction, including the erotica, is written in a hugely over-verbose style and does not really make a lot of sense atall and Keltham is not sure which aspects are meant to be realistic or unrealistic.

It's taken for granted that a bunch of countries exist, including Absalom and Cheliax. Magic-in-the-background works largely the way it's been represented to Keltham - which he did mostly think was the case, he's come into contact with wizard spells and cleric spells very directly. There are beings called 'witches' and 'warlocks' who get powers in much vaguer ways and Keltham is not sure if these are supposed to be standard tropes or real things. This paladin acts a lot stupider than that actual paladin that Keltham met, but this could be because the author is stupid and can't write a paladin any smarter than that. This character is a seventh-circle wizard at age fourteen because he's the reincarnation of Nex, thatprobably doesn't happen but Keltham isn'tsure.

In the erotica section, Keltham has no idea if any masochist or submissive has ever, ever thought this way in reality; but either masochists exist or they'reenough of a standard fictional trope for a poverty-stricken world to have this many different pieces of fiction featuring them.



...can Keltham find any hints of masochism in thenon-erotic fiction.

Wow. Okay. Keltham is in fact glad that Carissa Sevar is not likethis. But this character sure is in passing a masochist, yep, in a novel that is apparently somehow not pornography by the standards of that bookseller.



Different parts of the books, different aspects of them, feel real versus unreal. The fiction isincredibly badly written, but not in a way that feels like it would be lower-effort for the Conspiracy to write. Keltham would bet that Carissa Sevar would find it easier to write good fiction than for her to write fiction that is bad in exactly this way. The characters are deeply unreflective; they hardly seem to think about their own thoughts at all, let alone correct them. It's terrifying to consider that maybe this isn't so much bad writing, as what the average Golarion person is actually like; Keltham doesn't know which possibility is true, how could he.

Various magical facts appear in places where they're important to the plot and the Conspiracy couldn't have just edited that in afterwards.

Nothing in it... really gives the Conspiracy away.









Asmodia: (The Conspiracy had time to do some emergency editing, using some specialized magic items, while Keltham was continuing his scry-trip. There's now several sections of the fiction books that will seem to weirdly make no sense on a careful, actual reading. Asmodia is hoping Keltham does not pick one of those books and carefully read it all the way through over the next several hours. There is not much else she can do but hope that.)









Keltham: Okay, and now comes the labor-intensive part, which Keltham is frankly not looking forwards to. Personally? He does not actually like tackling epistemological problems rigorously. It's work! Not all of it is fun work either, when you've got to do this much of it! It wouldn't be fun even if what he was trying to destroy with truth was not the seeming of things precious to him!

In a case like this, how that looks, is not that you pick a prior, and then go through everything you've seen and assign Ordinary vs. Conspiracy likelihood ratios.

What it looks like... is a large research problem.









dath ilan: According to Keltham's teachers on the subject of how to tackle Very Serious Problems, he should first try to collate all the points or observations that are potentially important:

- Observations or apparent facts that seem confusing even now;
- Things that stuck out at the time;
- Everything that caused him to update a lot, because any of that could be an adversarial Conspiracy move;
- Anything interesting that was said early on, before the Conspiracy had time to plan a lot, or they knew what kind of target Keltham represented, or knew what was important to optimize-over about him.

Then Keltham should organize that first disorganized list into rough categories, using computer-based outlining software that he does not, in fact, currently possess.

Then Keltham needs to stare at that list, look for intersections and correlations, and write down a lot of possible questions or confusions.

Then Keltham is supposed to organize that rough list of confusions and questions, and look for interactions between those.

Then Keltham is supposed to try to figure out plausible Conspiracies such that a lot of those questions would be resolved, and make note of the ones that are still unresolved for each Conspiracy theory. He's also supposed to figure out plausibleOrdinaries that would resolve those questions, if there's more than one notion of what the Ordinary world would have to look like; though, in the Ordinary world, he can just ask.

Then he's supposed to pre-update each of those theories into 'latently detailed' background stories that would, ideally, make all the particular observations have likelihoods with no further dependencies between each other - rather than observations needing to update the particular details of vague Conspiracy or Ordinary pre-theories, such that later observations would have likelihoods entangled with earlier observations. Of course, this pre-detailing step must further penalize the priors for each added detail.

Thenhe's supposed to sweep through all of his observations for the latently-detailed versions of all of his remaining plausible theories.

This sweep through all the evidence needs to include an estimate of the cumulative gradual evidence from all the minor occasions where something Conspiracy-ish could have happened but didn't, all the things that aren't confusing but could have been. Because if you only look at the confusions given Ordinary, as will all tend to weigh against Ordinary, that's a methodology that will always conclude in favor of Conspiracy.

And then Keltham is supposed to throw out the final numbers and go with his brain's intuitive sense, once he's actually forced his brain to weigh all the pieces of evidence.









Keltham: Yeah, let's be frank here.

Keltham is not going to do all that.

Or rather, he's definitely not going to do it correctly. Not on hisfirst pass. Not when hedoesn't even have a computer that lets him rapidly type out all those thoughts, and easily reorganize hierarchical outlines.

He's going to half-ass it and hope that gives him a more definite answer without doing all that work.

Just like Keltham eighth-assed it last night, in his own head, in order to try to figure out which tests to do today. Hoping that the experimental or observational results would change his intuitive sense of being stuck inside a fake world, or give him some important further insight, before he tried to half-ass this assessment today.

If half-assing it does not work, Keltham is frankly not sure he has it in him towhole-ass it.









dath ilan: ('Just half-ass it, or if that's still too much effort, quarter-ass it', was in fact given as an approved out, by his teacher, to the supermajority of the kids who were by then staring at the teacher in horror about all that work. That's how it always goes. It's just that only the remaining kids have any chance at solving important problems when they grow up.)









Keltham: Well, step one, try to write down all the weird-observations he can think of. (In Baseline, but in a trivial cipher that Keltham can sight-read and sight-write. It probably doesn't help much against scrying, with the Conspiracy also reading his mind, but maybe every little bit helps.)

He made a first pass last night, in his head; he didn't write it out, then, in case magic could read codes and Security was peeking at his notes. Mindreading hadn't been as prominent in his hypotheses then.

Turns out, it gets a lot more detailed when he writes it all down.

Maybe he should've done that before his trip-by-scry, even if that would've given the Conspiracy much more time to prepare... no, Keltham is sticking with that first decision; if the Conspiracy was learning and preparing as fast as it looks, a quick early trip was the correct decision. He can, if necessary, ask for another trip later.

Actually, doesn't that further imply that the Conspiracy wasn't reading his mind last night, if they weren't alarmed and alerted then? Did he do something that tipped him off this morning, before he even got to Ione, that didn't tip them off last evening? Add it to the list... actually, the part where he prayed for spells, if they can cheaply read the response from Keltham's god coming back, but mindreading him is more expensive, would be one obvious theory... Say that mindreading requires Lrilatha around here somewhere, hidden, but Maillol, no, Subirachs because she was posted here later and could have special relevant talents, can read it off when Keltham's god grants him alarming-looking spells.

...his teacher did say to not let yourself be distracted during the observation-collation step.

Right. Back to that long list of observations.









Keltham: First, items he remembers thinking about last night, but written down this time:

- Somehow Keltham ended up confined to a very small location and without a lot of outside information. Okay, admittedly Keltham didn't push on this. By the time he had any money he could have spent on a shopping trip including the cost of Teleports and a scry, he was busy storming for spellsilver. But still.
-- This had loomed very large in Keltham's notice the last night - the sense of being confined to a tiny world, deprived of observation, it felt like that was the circumstance that made Conspiracy continue to feel so possible. Was there some truth of the larger world that they were trying very hard to hide from him, by keeping him inside one fortress? Possibly even along the lines of there existing no such country as Cheliax after all?

- Similarly, Keltham has somehow mysteriously ended up inside an 'interdiction zone' maintained by Broom's god, Otolmens, which explains why Keltham's own god is no longer able to contact him or pick out helpful spells for him. It would be terribly dangerous for Keltham to leave this relatively narrow zone around Ostenso.Possible in Ordinary, but.

- The critiques of Cheliax that he got from the lantern archon and the paladin felt sort of weaksauce for Golarion. This is something that it took a long time for Keltham to notice because those would be totally reasonable interfactional critiquesin dath ilan. 'Lawful' Good, 'Lawful' Neutral, and 'Lawful' Evil in Golarion arenot actually that Lawfuland should be inmuchsharper states of disagreement than that.

- Carissa talking about pitting rats against rats and them fighting to the death in a cannibalistic frenzy, to which she'd sell tickets. That stood out under Owl's Wisdom, and even in retrospect, knowing that Golarion has afterlives, there's something darker about it than just - a relaxed attitude towards violence. It implies - not so much being aspectator but more like -hating the rats - Keltham doesn't know. He couldn't figure out how to investigate this.

- The Zon-Kuthon god-war. This is supposedly an incredibly rare event in Ordinary, the last god-war having happened a hundred years earlier. Even if you say it happened because Keltham showed up, Keltham showing up is itself then necessarily a much rarer sort of event in Ordinary, versus Conspiracy where it could potentially happen every five years or whatever and they haven't told him.
-- The way that Nidal ending up attacking at a moment where Keltham could see it happen, instead of being hidden inside while it happened, supposedly was triggered by Ione's prophecy; but it's never actually been explained how Nidal had eyes on Ione.
-- Ione giving prophecies in a world of 'shattered prophecy' is a further improbability in Ordinary.

- When he first arrived at the villa, he'd already formed a hypothesis that Carissa might be hiding facts about gods from him, and then lo and behold there weren't any books detailed in theology in the villa library. This is maybe excused by it being a really awful library with respect to having any broad reference coverage of basics, his future researchers had better books about wizardry in their bags, but it stands out as a successful advance prediction of a very early Conspiracy theory.

- Supposedly Ostenso academy's only book with a list of cleric spells was out, borrowed, and not returned for a few days. At the time Keltham assigned that 0.75/0.30 likelihood for Conspiracy over Ordinary, but in later reflection it seems even less plausible. Cleric spells can be used in synergy with wizard spells, cleric spells can be built into magic items by wizards working with those clerics, arcane magics are constructed in imitation of divine magics,Ostenso academy should have had more than one book with a list of cleric spells.

- Ione's confession to him. It feels weird, anomalous, even in hindsight, and even with Ione having tried to carefully explain away why she'd done that. It renders it explicable in Ordinary, yes, but it also feels like - a latent explanation carefully constructed after the fact.

- Manohar and Asmodia. Same feeling. There's a story where that happened in Ordinary; it's a possible story; it nonetheless has the feeling of a story constructed after the fact.

- Carissa trying to mimic outward sexual responses she wasn't really feeling. There's a story after the fact for why it happened, that story holds together, it rhymes with Chelish 'dignity', but he was still surprised at the time and it still has that feeling of something that potentially has a different explanation.

- Pilar going to Elysium... okay actually nothing about Pilar has that made-up-afterwards feeling. It doesn't make anysense, but it doesn't give off the feeling that any other explanation would make more sense. Still, it's weird and surprising.

- The Queen of Cheliax like totally decided to go on a Sadistic Date with his girlfriend. Abrogail supposedly insisted on this against the counsel of her advisors. This is notimpossiblein Ordinary, but it isclearlynot what was going on in Conspiracy. If there are tropes producing this kind of impossibility, if that's the real explanation, then it shouldn't have been possible to defuse the whole thing without any conflict; if there areno tropesthenwhy was the Queen trying to date Carissa.
-- Today there was a whole book specifically about Abrogail Thrune for sale, like somebody was trying really hard to convince him that a person like that existed.









Keltham: ...and Keltham goes on trying to complete that list, potentially including items from today's trip too. Not really trying to organize them as yet.



- His personal shopper kicked a child.

- Ione not being present in the library. Keltham is still wobbling between how much he wants to call that a total coincidence versus evidence of Conspiracy mindreading. People do spend some minutes in the bathroom after waking up, right? It just feels like - the Conspiracy read his mind, panicked, told Ione to be in the bathroom.

- More generally, there was a feel of the Conspiracy being bad at things early on and then getting better at them later. The Ordinary version of the story is that the first bookseller was bad, the second bookseller was better, and then Keltham allowed his representative to go looking for a real library instead of steering him into random bookstores.

- He stillbasicallyfeels like he is surrounded by a veil that he hasn't been able to pierce. He doesn't feel like he understands Cheliax, or like he understands what the rest of Golarion is like.

- If you can use a lead helmet or a 1-inch iron helmet to guard against mindreading, or emanation spells in general, is it really the case that nobody mentioned this to Keltham until now? Security isn't wearing helmets?

- Now that Keltham has seen a Bag of Holding in use, used to storebooksin particular, it's much more salient that Ordinary could've offered to, like, Teleport in a roomful of books from a major library in Cheliax on subjects of Keltham's choice, and let Keltham have the run of those books for a week. Fine, Keltham didn't ask, and it would have distracted him for a week during which spellsilver work would've slowed down. And yet.

- His knowledge about afterlivesstillisn't at a point where Keltham would feel remotely comfortable entrusting his mind-state and Future to one. Even though Early Judgment apparently gave him a full video view of his own, even though there are outsiders walking around in Golarion, and even though Keltham kept trying to ask. He got an assurance that enhancements were voluntary, and for sale, and that seems almost tailored to Keltham, albeit it was the Abadaran and not the Irorian priest who said it. Maybe people here just don't know how to be specific? And yet.
-- "Churches don't like it when you speculate about afterlives" has that made-up-after-the-fact feeling about it.
--- Interesting to contrast that to the business with Sarenrae's Church disliking pornography for no disclosed reason, which also makes no sense, but in a way that feels more like Golarion Craziness than like this was Made Up Afterwards. Maybe it's because it's hard to visualize Maillol or Subirachs getting angry about somebody making up wrong facts about Hell, instead of carefully explaining things to them.



Okay, that feels disorganized, like he should maybe defer it to a full consideration of today / today's trip, in a more ordered way that involves reviewing the transcript.

Maybe instead he should go back to...









Keltham: ...trying to complete his list of the big items, that frame the hypotheses that today's fresh-in-memory observations could update against:



- Keltham arriving in Golarion, instead of being dead, was a pretty large surprise to him at the time. His explanation for this surprise is not necessarily correct; for him to postulate that the Keepers have figured it out as ana priorinecessity is not the same as Keltham having really understood thata priorinecessity for himself, even if he has a plausible theory about how that could be the case. This is mostly not the sort of thing that Keltham is expecting to explain today, but it's still a big deal that should always be somewhere on any list of major confusions.

- Similarly, his landing at the Worldwound, on Carissa, who seems very romantically compatible with him, is thought in Ordinary to form part of that same weirdness and improbability; that apparent observation could still bebetterexplained by some Conspiracy theory.

- Everything to do with Snack Service. Supposedly if Keltham thinks about this too much, Snack Service is retroactively allowed to help him less. Keltham is skeptical, but he willtrycomputing everything without Snack Service in it; and if it looks afterwards like Snack Service is a huge missing piece or an obvious Conspiracy tactic, then sorry, but Keltham is going to add in the Snack Service part.

- Masochists. Damage-resistant masochists. Okay they demonstrated that Keltham himself has now acquired the same damage resistance, and there sure does seem to be a reasonable corpus of erotic novels to read on the subject, but it remains incredibly notexpected in advanceandgoes on the list.

- The whole eroLARP thing, with Keltham having an unreasonable number of interesting girlfriends who were all supposedly quickly collected out of Ostenso wizard academy. Okay, fine, Pilar was supposedly oracle-cursed afterwards and Meritxell (or as Keltham refers to her in private, 'All Other Girlfriends') maybe isn't that interesting in an objective sense. But Ione is supposedly Nethys-touched and Asmodia is... Asmodia. That'sstilla lot of interesting girlfriendness to have been randomly collected out of a wizard academy's top female students.

- Yaisa seems totally unproblematic in any way; except for being way too perfect at what she is and does, while not having any problems. If this whole investigation ends up resurrecting the tropes hypothesis, then there is some kind of huge deal about Yaisa that is being hidden. There have been no hints of this, unless Keltham is really missing something, and it should arguably go down as a point against some more paranoid hypotheses.

- Golarion continues to seem to beoverall worse off than the number of Golarion Doomfacts that Kelthamknows about can account for.
-- Keltham did tell Carissa it was okay not to dump all of the doomfacts on him at once. He should at the very least be trying to keep around a Possible-Ordinary hypothesis where some things are being lightly obscured from him in a friendly way, so that Keltham doesn't, like, get suddenly hit with something 100x worse than a slave market.
-- No he should not just put on an artifact headband if there are things around 100x worse than slave markets. He. Doesn't think. He still doesn't think. For now.

- Korva Tallandria, who was presumably heavily screened before being offered to the Project, publicly burst into tears supposedly in an 'ordinary' way not indicative of a huge mental break. Keltham doesn't see what this points at, but it surprised him at the time, so it goes on the list.

- He's been promised a trip to Ostenso in 1 day, which might turn into 2 days. He can supposedly get lots of books if he's a little patient.
-- In Conspiracy worlds, this means either that they can fake a lot more things on a day's notice to prep new spells, or that, on a day's notice to prep new spells, they can mind-control him... in some way that would have been too expensive or too risky or have downsides which is why they didn't do it immediately.

- Keltham was recently surprised, and should have maybe noticed a trace of confusion, when Cheliax said they wanted to make a massive nation-scale push at spellsilver, without having offered him nation-scale resources earlier on, even when it should've been apparent that Keltham was headed there. And whyone month? That's a weird time interval in which to try to scale, given Cheliax's apparent level of state capacity and how urgent they've been about things previously. Keltham doesn't have any idea of where that's going, he's just noticing a trace of confusion about the whole thing.
-- Seems worth noting that this new deal kicked off Keltham's own attempt at Conspiracy review. If the Conspiracy is gauging him very exactly, that could itself be some sort of plot. Like, Keltham isn't seeing it at all, but he's still noting it down.









Keltham: ...feels like some of thoughts, while productive, aren'tmaximally productive. He should maybe be trying to take more low-hanging fruit.

So Keltham tries to remember, think back, notice things that surprised him very early on when the Conspiracy might have beenworse at hiding things. If you suppose that they got better at hiding things over time, even today, and then extrapolate that backwards in time, they'd have been very bad at it during the early days.



- It surprised Keltham, on the evening of Day 0, that Asmodeus was supposedly the only Lawful Evil god worth mentioning, except for one incredibly awful exception, and that all the other Evil gods were totally unworthy trade partners. Are they possibly hiding Evil gods who would be decent competition with Asmodeus as trade partners?
-- In the same way that he's not hearing about other Evil gods worth dealing with, besides Asmodeus, why is Keltham not hearing anything about other Evil countries, besides Cheliax?

- Back when Keltham's unknown god could select spells for him, it selected (Day 1) Sanctuary, Aura Sight, Invisibility Purge, Spell Immunity, Glimpse of Beyond, and a spell that gave him a vision of horror that was supposedly Xovaikain; and (Day 2) 2 Auguries, Detect Desires, Detect Anxieties, Protection, Summon Monster III, Enchantment Foil. Invisibility Purge and maybe Aura Sight is supposedly explained by Broom... or the Aura Sight was to tell Keltham his god was Lawful Neutralsince his hosts didn't tell him that right away. Sanctuary, Protection, Enchantment Foil, Summon Monster III, and Vision are explained if the Zon-Kuthon war was real. Why were those spells there, in the world where the Zon-Kuthon war was fake? The entire spell list should go into the set of things to be potentially explained in different ways.

- Galt has the only army that doesn't rape and pillage, because they're zombies... no, that was Ged, or Geb, or something. If that's true there should bemuch harsher criticisms of Cheliax in the books, right? Unless other countries are refraining from that critique because they know their own armies are no better? That seemsfairer than he'd expect Ranting Golarion Authors to be.

- It's supposedly surprising that he got 4 cleric circles overnight. Carissa said this was incredibly rare, and explained it as Keltham's god worrying that he might need to fight. This continues to seem well-explained by the Zon-Kuthon affair or just by Keltham being incredibly important, in Ordinary, but may have a different story in Conspiracy. In particular, Keltham now knows that his saves against various spells depend on his caster circles.

- The wacky wizard teacher boasting about himself, in his book about teaching wizardry, said something about punishing students after class... because they couldn't concentrate if you did that during the day, which doesn't sound like the point was just teaching-to-intuitive-mechanisms, and... is Keltham remembering correctly that the wizard teacher said something about keeping them after school so they couldn't just get healed? Okay now that Keltham is actually thinking back on that, WHAT. At the time it was just blurring into everything else being weird and wrong and incomprehensible, but now Keltham has some context and that doesn't sound like... Pilar... maybe it does sound like Pilar but it doesn't sound likeCarissa and supposedly not everybody is like that.
-- Maybe this is Keltham misremembering something, and he should ask for another copy of that book. Or test Conspiracy/Ordinary on whether that book happens to be one of the ones destroyed in the attack on the archduke's villa.
-- okay, but meanwhile it still goes on the list, in case this is somehow the one piece that causes everything to make sense somehow

- He was surprised by the whole Chelish 'dignity' thing, where everybody seems relentlessly cheerful even if they're actually confused and bewildered. If that's a dead giveaway of anything, the Conspiracy might not have realized at the time they needed to hide it. Keltham doesn't see where it goes, but it's a surprise so it goes on the list.
-- People in the streets in Absalom didnot have the Chelish 'dignity' thing going on. People had all sorts of facial expressions.









Asmodia: Okay, yeah, the Conspiracy looks kind of fucked at this point.

Keltham is hitting like 5% of the problematic points that Asmodia identified in the complete transcripts (that everyone carefully edited in case of Keltham demanding transcripts). But Keltham is hitting some of the largest points. If anything that's worse, it means Keltham will be thinking about the important points without a lot of distractors.



...maybe Keltham can still manage to get everything wrong, if he puts together those pieces without knowing what the correct answer is supposed to be?

Maybe. Maybe they can get that miracle. But then is Keltham going to get his guesses wrong enough that he doesn't - just conclude that things still don't make enough sense on any known hypothesis, and that he needs to try an Owl's Wisdom and a Fox's Cunning to work it out. Does Keltham not demand that Cheliax go Teleport to an ordinary Chelish library in the Queen's dominion, today, and grab all the history books that fit into a bag of holding, like he just thought about? Does he end up wrong enough to go to sleep tonight without answers? That's the miracle that Asmodia isn't seeing and that she doesn't think they can get.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa seconds that; this is just what a loss scenario looks like, with the only remaining possibility being the fake escape plan. Keltham in fact picked up that they might've been making mistakes early on; theyweremaking mistakes early on; they lose.



They should still try the fake escape plan, modified to be as tropey as possible, because a 5% or 10% chance is much better for Cheliax than nothing. But they should also probably be preparing to invade Osirion.



She feels sick, but not in a way that's very impairing.







The books in Tien have shown up. She orders them placed beneath the Rope Trick with a note Keltham can read, rather than interrupt him.









Keltham: Keltham sees it through the screen, out of his peripheral vision. The note is in large letters, but it's hard to read up here, through the screen.

Not particularly thinking about what he's doing, Keltham casts Prestidigitation, then turns the screen near-invisible. A fly, apparently startled by the event, buzzes away. Keltham isn't focused on that part consciously; he's still having a bit of trouble reading the note, so he grabs a lens-shaped volume of air and changes its refractive index until the note enlarges in his vision and becomes visible.

Something in the back of his mind notes that Keltham really is become a magic-user, now, something that belongs in Golarion and couldn't use all of itself elsewhere.

...his books and newspapers from Tien have arrived.

Good, Keltham guesses.

There's a developing sick feeling in him like maybe he doesn't need them. Is there a point? A Conspiracy that could fake the Chelish history section of a library has had time to pick nonproblematic books out of a distant place that doesn't think much about Cheliax, and maybe try to quickly censor or edit those...

And yeah, if Keltham is feeling that sick way about things - like things are going to fall apart as soon as he takes the items on his list, and starts looking for connections and ways to fit them together - then maybe it's time for him to, go ahead, and finish this, if his mind already knows where it needs to go.



Carissa is sitting on the grass, below him, looking cheerful, as Chelish people do, messing with her headband-manufacturing-assistive devices.

'His' Carissa.


Keltham's not - not really reasoning it through carefully, when he does what he does next. Before that. It might be a giveaway. The Conspiracy is reading his mind anyways. That's not certain, the Rope Trick could defend against it. The Conspiracy wouldn't have told him about Rope Trick if that was a real possibility -

Keltham just does it anyways.

He writes a note, and carefully pushes it out of the Rope Trick, underneath the edge of his Prestidigitated fragile screen.

So, what does Conspiracy Carissa think of Keltham?


Obviously Conspiracy Carissa's simulation of Ordinary Carissa, won't really know. Or will say something Conspiracy Carissa thinks is useful, though, if it's visibly useful, to him, it leaks bits. Maybe, if they're reading his mind, and ifthey're expecting him to figure it out, they're past worried about leaking bits, and will say something else carefully designed to manipulate him -

Keltham doesn't know why he's doing that.

For whatever it's worth, if they're reading his mind, he intends - to compute things without whatever Carissa says, he won't consider it in his evidence for Conspiracy, or against it, just like if he found somebody with a missing head and needed to figure out without that whether they'd been murdered. Keltham can't really do that, he's not smart enough or wise enough to be a judge in a court of Civilization, but he can just, read whatever it is, and then put it aside and not think about it while he's adding up the rest of the evidence.

She said that to him, that she knows exactly what Conspiracy Carissa thinks of him. Maybe there was a reason Carissa said that. So he'll ask.









Carissa Sevar: Sure. Okay.









Her instincts have always been the only thing that's any good for fighting Keltham, anyway.









Carissa Sevar: Conspiracy Carissa wants you to beat her fair and square, so she knows you'll win when we're both trying.

And she'll have been hoping, all along, that when you learn the truth you'll go to her superiors and say, all right, now if we're going to get started on restitution, here, the first thing I want is Carissa, body and soul, to sell in those markets in Absalom if I like, because she should never have been yours.









Keltham: That could be Ordinary Carissa, guessing at what exactly-herself inside the vaguely-defined-Conspiracy could be thinking, sure.

If it means anything else, Keltham will figure it out after he figures out the Conspiracy.









Keltham: First, because it sure would be tragic to arrive at a grim conclusion by mistake -

Actually, no, that would not be too tragic, not unless it leads him to do something disastrous - which - there's things he can do, that one would not think would be disastrous, rechecking conclusions under mental enhancement for example -

- anyways, to be balanced, he's supposed to also list out the things that weigh against Conspiracy.


Most prominently among them:

Why didn't they just cast Suggestion on him?

...

- because people develop resistance with repeated exposure
- because it in fact only lasts a few minutes rather than hours, and Lrilatha or whoever would literally run out of spells
- because people affected by it are stupider about related subjects, in a way that would've affected Keltham's useful spellsilver research ability

It's evidence, strong evidence even, but not infinitely strong.

It would've just felt - like if he'd said any of those things, back then, after Lrilatha's demonstration - that it would've been like, he was trapped forever in maybe-Conspiracy, immune to all evidence, and unable to be happy with the Carissa who apparently loved him.



Peranza said that she realized she wasn't happy and wanted to go to Hell. A very ordinary thing to happen in Ordinary. In Conspiracy there'd have to be - some reason to pull Peranza, who isn't in Hell at all now - well, there could be a reason Keltham doesn't know, why Conspiracy would do that. But it stands out as something that feels more probable in Ordinary than in Conspiracy, pointing to something else that has to be true in Conspiracy, if the first part is true. Actually you could say the same about Korva breaking down in tears; that's strange in Ordinary but it'seven stranger in Conspiracy.


If they're just lying to him about everything, why haven't - Keltham is having trouble figuring out how to pin down the exact discongruity here. Why not have Lrilatha swear an oath to him that there's no Conspiracy? Okay, maybe Lrilatha didn't do that because it would directly stake her credibility against Conspiracy's credibility, highlight in his attention that in Conspiracy worlds the oaths also aren't real.

Cheliax negotiated with him and had some weird asks in the Project contract, if they're just planning to steal from him, like the clause about two-thirds of Chelish profits going into a Cheliax-only investment fund, that Keltham negotiated down to half. That made him slightly suspicious, and doesn't gain them anything if they're planning to steal everything anyways, so why include that if the Conspiracy just lying about everything? Because there had to be some weird pushy asks or it would have felt suspicious to Keltham, if 'Cheliax' had just given way on all his asks immediately?

...Carissa did say very early on that Asmodeus's domain includes compacts. Carissa talked about there being a 'Lawful' alignment axis very early on, and gods and afterlives falling on those axes.

Maybe Keltham can offer to pay Lrilatha 1000gp for ten minutes during which she either gives true answers to his questions, or says nothing, and then she actually does have to follow through, or refuse the compact.

...why wouldn't they just use an illusionary Lrilatha? Or is that also not allowed? Keltham can - sort of see it being not allowed - on some plausible background assumptions about how Lawfulness and Lawful gods work.

Well, among his options if he ends up uncertain are to request a paid truth-else-silence compact with Lrilatha, and see if she's mysteriously in Hell and can't get back until tomorrow...









Asmodia: "Welp. We're fucked."









Keltham: ...Gorthoklek will of course also be unavailable, nor will they be able to summon whichever devil supposedly bought Carissa's soul...

...phrasing it as 'buying souls' is starting to make him more nervous, after seeing the slave market in Absalom. You would think, people would not phrase it that way, or would find some way to rephrase it more reassuringly, in a world where slavery was also a thing. Maybe Hell phrases it that way, because nobody in Hell is worried about slavery, and the mortal world follows suit...

...that slavery market really didn't look like a place that people could escape, just by walking out of Golarion, and into an afterlife where you buy consensual enhancements over thousands of years.


He was supposed to be listing out the evidence incongruous with Conspiracy. Not starting to connect the pieces together, until he made sure he had all of them.



It no longer feels to Keltham like he'd be defending his world disintegrating, by doing that. It feels like he'd just be delaying the destruction-by-truth, delaying the pain, for longer.









Keltham: All right. Connect the pieces, as they'd be connected in Conspiracy.

Obvious statements are obvious: The person he knows as Abrogail is not the Queen of Cheliax, the Zon-Kuthon war never happened.

- Asmodeus is the god of compacts, the contracts Keltham signs with Cheliax are binding on them when it purports to be somebody representing Cheliax, and they can't just lie about that to him. Abrogail, herself, never signed any contract except the one stating consequences if Carissa fell in love with her; the rest was all Lrilatha, or one time a supposed representative of Chelish governance.

- There isn't actually an interdiction... no, Keltham can't quite rule that, so early. Broom has no obvious Conspiracy-purpose if Otolmens doesn't exist, and even the Conspiracy might hesitate to lie about that. But something is keeping Keltham's god from him.

- The Conspiracy can read his mind, but doesn't do so at all times, they weren't doing it last night when Keltham was first thinking about this. They panicked when they got the information on which spells Keltham prayed for this morning, started reading his mind then, and told Ione to supposedly be in the toilet.

- Fennelosa kicked a child; Carissa talked about feeding putatively sapient rats to other rats and selling tickets; the slavery market, the wizard teacher hurting his students after class. It points to - anti-Light, the thing that 'Zon-Kuthon' is supposed to be - being present in Absalom, in that wizard teacher whose book talked a bunch about Asmodeus, in the mind of Fennelosa, in the mind of Carissa.

- If Conspiracy, they're probably lying about being unable to identify his god. Can Keltham figure out which god it is? They wouldn't have first said the name after Keltham got clericed, so if this is solvable, it'll be a god that got mentioned as Lawful Neutral before Keltham got clericed. Which Keltham thinks narrows it down to Abadar, maybe Irori, he doesn't remember if Erecura was mentioned before he got clericed... he thinks after... and then after Keltham did get clericed, they'd cast whichever god it actually was in a negative light, because any accurate representation would start Keltham moving in that direction. Well, that makes it obvious that, ifit's one of Abadar / Maybe Irori / Possibly Erecura, from among those three, his god would be Abadar. Banking is the obvious fit for Mad Investor Chaos. It's the thing thatcouldbe a misrepresentation of the god of Honorable Trade. Could also just be that the Conspiracy didn't have the bad luck to mention the real god of Coordination to him before he got clericed.

- Cheliax telling him about a huge push to manufacture spellsilver over one month. Why tell him that? It makes no sense on Conspiracy...

If they have to report revenue to him monthly, because that was in the compact, and they expect a lot of revenue in one month, they would need an excuse... for what reality? Revenue from a war, using ultimately Project-derived weapons?

That's - that's really not good, at all. Keltham would be responsible for stopping that, one way or another - but the contract isn't written in a way that implies that Cheliax owes him revenues from stealing other people's stuff using Project-derived weapons - is it?

Table that one, keep thinking.









Keltham: The spells his god sent him, in the version of Conspiracy where his god is not on the Conspiracy's side and they faked the Zon-Kuthon godwar:

- Sanctuary, Protection: You are not physically safe where you are.
- Invisibility Purge: People are hiding from you.
- Glimpse of Beyond: In other dimensions / behind secret doors / the people around you are not who they seem.
- Spell Immunity: Spells are being, or may be, cast on you that you wouldn't want cast. You need to figure out what they are.
- Aura Sight: Your god is Lawful Neutral... maybe,you are Lawful Neutral,he has only the Conspiracy's word that Aura Sight saysanything about his god. Or also the Conspiracy could have been spoofing that spell. He does not know for sureeven that his god is Lawful Neutral. His god could straight-up be Iomedae... though his god's presence back then didn't really feel like something that used to be human at all, let alone ex-feminine.
-- Or he needed to know somebody else's alignment, somebody who wasn't really Lawful Evil.
- Detect Desires, Detect Anxieties: The people around you have desires and anxieties unknown to you and which it is important that you know.
- Summon Monster III: Get outside the Forbiddance, talk to something that is not one of your hosts... or the obvious other use of the summoned entity (Keltham's mind is by now used to not thinking of this specifically, lest it be mind-read).
- Enchantment Foil. Be wary of mind-control being used on you.

...could everyone around him actually be Chaotic Evil? They sure didn't seem 'Lawful' by his standards... Doesn't quite seem right, unless Carissa was lying about very basic thingsvery early... and that remains a possibility.









Keltham: And then there's the last spell:

Vision of People On Fire, Burning and Being Healed, In Terrible Pain, Begging to Die.

If it's not meant to communicate Zon-Kuthon's afterlife, what it's meant to communicate - there's other possibilities, but - that could be the afterlife that people around him are heading to, or, some bad future that happens if Keltham works for the Conspiracy - but the seared wounds healing to be burned again, didn't look like that was mortal Golarion -

- the message is not that all the afterlives are like that, or at least, Keltham doesn't think his god wants him to think so, because therewas the Early Judgment spell, the beautiful city - did Keltham touch a god from beyond known Golarion, are all the Golarion afterlives like that -









Keltham: Maybe he can resolve that last question, using the overly-clever-combo that occurred to him last night, after thinking about how different people tapping him with Share Language sometimes had different connotations for words like 'Good' and 'Evil'.

Tongues, plus linguisticanalysis.









Keltham: Keltham takes the five torn pages out of his shirt, from five different phantom library books in five different languages.

He may need to flip through the whole books to find words to analyze. But Keltham is also hoping that he can just use the pages to anchor that language in his mind, and Tongues will give him the rest. It will not make him as fluent a speaker as Share Language, Keltham doesn't think; Carissa's Baseline did not sound right, did not sound native, when she spoke to him using Tongues.

- as the very first thing Carissa did, before she had any idea at all who Keltham was, before she knew he was not of Golarion. If showing him the capability of Tongues was a terrible idea for the Conspiracy, good luck hiding it from him then, Conspiracy Carissa.









Keltham: Keltham casts Tongues.

Picks a random torn page, anchors a language in his mind.

And goes looking, within this language he now sort-of-speaks, for words that sound phonetically similar to (among other potential roots and cognates) 'Asmodeus', 'Hell', 'Zon-Kuthon', 'devil', 'compact', 'oath', 'Cheliax', 'Lawful', 'Evil', 'LawfulEvil', 'LawfulNeutral', 'Abadar', 'Iomedae', 'Good', 'Sarenrae' -









Ferrer Maillol: "Sevar, if you want to try the fake escape plan, I think the time is now. If Keltham decides within his mind that he's heading toward Osirion or a church of Abadar, our options get a lot more constrained. Even statuing him for a week at that point - doesn't feel explicitly forbidden by Asmodeus, but it sure would be flirting with the edges of our Lord's commands, meaning we don't."

"If Keltham explicitly says he's planning to leave the Ostenso region and invokes the contract Lrilatha signed on behalf of Cheliax, we're separately bound by explicit compact with him to not hinder whatever he does in order to book passage out."









Carissa Sevar: Understood. Get a Telepathic Bond between Manohar and Ione up and then - Ione, go. She wont be able to feed Ione lines inside the Rope Trick but theyve rehearsed this.



Of course, its still not going towork.









Keltham: The Chelish dialect of Taldane has been optimized by something akin to natural selection, over the last decades, to no longer containopenly uncomplimentary meanings of 'Hellish' among the bourgeoisie whose children sometimes become Security wizards. In the first couple of generations, things became hellishly challenging, hellishly relentless, hellishly sadistic and cruel. Not hellishly bad. You didn't say that where an Asmodean priest could hear you, meaning, anytime, and your children grew up not hearing it used that way. In the couple of generations after, Infernal loanwords into Chelish-Taldane started to displace less precise, less useful, overly general terms like the Taldane 'hellish'.



Three of the five other languages Keltham can now anchor his mind on, have adjectives that obviously sound a lot like 'Hell' and mean 'torturous' 'painful' 'hope-crushing' 'soul-destroying' 'very extremely bad' -









Keltham: The screen on his Rope Trick entrance shatters, and Ione pokes her head up through it, holding her mouth open to display a small cookie.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala quickly finishes climbing in, swallowing the cookie, and says,

"Swore an oath not to tip you off if you didn't already know, Snack Service says the decision theory is still complicated so it can't help directly but it gave me a cookie to celebrate you finding out, mindreading spell is fifth-circle they don't have a lot of it I'm gambling everything on it not running right now, I faked a dropped paper slip from you in your handwriting saying that you wanted Ione Sala to come up and answer some questions, we've got only minutes at best, step one of my plan is for you to poke out your head and call in Sevar and Asmodia with Sevar coming in first and Asmodia following a minute after, Sevar's new earrings look genuine to my Detect Magic and there's a complicated reason in their game why the earrings would actually be real, so you'll do things that count as Evil, there'll be some other tactic to make sure you can't just order Sevar to speak truth, but maybe it doesn't work if Sevar doesn't know it's coming, or it's just a special exclusion in the earrings, step two of my plan is stun Sevar, put the earrings on her, have her get the drop on the Security outside and use their Teleport scroll, unless you've got a better plan, this one is me making the entire thing up since I got the cookie, they read my mind too."









Keltham: The feeling, of all of Ordinary's remaining probability mass vanishing, the moment Ione starts talking, is like -

Already know? Keltham didn't already know - did he? He wasn't finished already knowing. Didn't have a chance to have a proper moment of realization. He was still supposed to integrate everything and double-check.

It was just supposed to be a misleading line of thought that would have an obvious better answer, once Keltham finished thinking it through.









dath ilan: There's an emergency ongoing. Execute a core fallback.









Keltham: The emergency is unfortunately too complicated for Keltham to fall back onsimple methods of reasoning, but he does switch off all of the emotions he can, leaving only distant sadness and delayed pain and a sickness in his stomach, a trembling in his hands. The body can't be denied as easily as the mind, but then, you can also do an awful lot with your mind.



Does he believe Ione?









dath ilan: You would really, really, really have to not think very much of dath ilan to imagine that the answer is 'yes'.









Keltham: 10% that it's the simple truth, and even that much is only because of tropes and how much he doesn't know about True Reality. 90% that it's a Conspiracy salvage attempt.

Within the Conspiracy side, there's - possibilities that he shouldn't let them read his mind about. (Will he see an opportunity for a real escape inside the fake escape. Can he get Carissa and innocent!Ione with him when he goes. Does innocent!Ione go to the Fire Afterlife / Hell if Keltham doesn't play along. He won't do anything that reduces his chance at his primary escape plan.)









Keltham: "Okay. So the next step of the plan is for me to tell them to send up Carissa, and then Asmodia a minute after Carissa comes in." Keltham starts to lean down towards the Rope Trick's opening -









Ione Sala: "Control your expression. Control your voice. Security would notice instantly that something's wrong with you."









Keltham: "Like this?"









Ione Sala:









Ione Sala: This sure is an earlier point for the plan to fail than the earliest point at which she imagined it failing.









Keltham: Yeah, okay, he can readthat expression, no doubt because Ione is making an effort to be readable to him.



Keltham casts Eagle's Splendour on himself, only thinking when the gesture is half-complete that he's expending a resource for the sake of playing along with a lie, but it's not a key resource and his hands have finished the motion before his worrying cortex can manage to inhibit it.

He's not really at his best.









Keltham: Keltham had wondered before why Splendour/Charisma was a reasonable characteristic to be one of only three major mental attributes at the center of Golarion's conceptualmagic. Splendour didn't seem on par with Wisdom, let alone Cunning/Intelligence. He didn't see what manipulating people, or pretending to be other people, had to do with, like, sorcery casting, or paladin casting. It seemed like a case of there just being Three Attributes, two of which were in use by wizards and clerics, so the third one got assigned to sorcerers and paladins even if that made no sense.

That, of course, was when Keltham didn't need Splendour. When his mind wasn't in a posture where increased Splendour would make a difference to anything but play-acting.

Keltham's hesitating will firms itself, his faltering drive moves back into motion -

- his emotions grow stronger, but the spell also increases his ability to crush his emotions down and his ability to continue despite them; and when that's added to dath ilani disciplines, it's enough to go on delaying the pain.

"Better?"









Ione Sala: "It'll have to do."









Keltham: Keltham sticks his head out of the Rope Trick and asks them to send up Carissa, followed by Asmodia one minute later.









Keltham: "- okay now what's the plan for subduing Carissa."









Ione Sala: "Wait until Sevar is far enough in not to fall down, then rip off her headband, it's an artifact headband instead of her usual one. Losing it should disorient her enough that you can, uh, subdue her, if that story was true, and get the earrings onto her. And then command her to take no voluntary actions, and then heal her."









Keltham: A spark of real interest lights in Keltham. "And then we put the artifact headband on you instead?"









dath ilan: (Getting your hands on the cognitive-enhancement device, even for a few exciting minutes, is not uncommonly a key turning point in dath ilani stories - though with protagonists who have more Carissan and less Kelthamian attitudes towards cognitive enhancement.)









Ione Sala: "...too risky," Ione says with great regret in her voice. "It strikes me as the sort of 'Exception Handling weaponry' that might possibly have safeguards against 'unauthorized users'."



(After a couple of months of Communal Share Language from Keltham, everyone on the Project has started to pick up some phrases in Baseline; and concepts too, of course. Ione more than most, again of course.)









Keltham: The spark of interest-hope-curiosity fades. Is this really worth delaying his primary escape plan?

- maybe it is, if he can haul Carissa with him on his primary escape. Asmodia - why Asmodia, why is the Conspiracy -

"Ione, why Asmodia?"









Ione Sala: "Asmodia is the other one who strikes me as - redeemable is the wrong word, that she doesn't really want to be here - and who I think actually cares about you, which I suspected would matter to you. Was I wrong?"









Keltham: "No, that would matter to me, if" it was real "you were right."

A small flow of probability shifts from ConspiracyConspiracy to OrdinaryConspiracy, though not much. ConspiracyConspiracy he'd expect to try tempting him with keeping Yaisa - or had he actually come to care more about Asmodia, and did they know that?

The sadness hits him like a punch in the gut; with the added Splendour he withstands it more by inner force than by inner fiat.

Here comes Carissa. Time to play out this next part, he guesses.

And hurt Carissa, not for the sake of their relationship, but for - he's just not going to think about that, or whether he meant anything to her.









Carissa Sevar: "- wow," she says quietly as soon as she sees Keltham's face. " - what - do you want -"









Keltham: Grab her and haul her in.









Ione Sala: Rip off the headband.









Carissa Sevar: - Carissa makes a small horrified sound and then lunges bodily at Ione. She's clumsy; if you had absolutely no context on any of this you might think she was on drugs, or possibly had rabies.









Keltham: Without Bull's Strength some of his martial options become more limited, have to be done in particular ways. Grab Carissa's right arm, bring up his fist in a powerful blow to break her right elbow, to make it harder for her to draw and use her dagger. Then put Carissa into a chokehold that Security insisted on training Keltham in, as an anti-spellcaster technique. Were they planning this fake escape that far back?


(...why is he playing along, to this extent... because maybe he can turn it real, or, real enough to take Carissa with him when he actually leaves...)









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't actually fight him, though she does keep trying to maul Ione.









Keltham: Somehow that makes it hurt worse. Some deep part of him doesn't believe in anything that's in words words words, it just sees him beating up Carissa who isn't fighting back.









dath ilan: Dath ilan hopes most of its people don't experience this stress level at any point in their lives. But always some people do, and when that time comes for them, their ability to continue operating seems like a key figure of merit for whether dath ilan has made its people stronger, or weaker, in the end.

Keltham has been shaped to continue even now; Keltham's society has shaped itself to accomplish that quality of the people within.









Keltham: "Ione. Earrings. Left pocket last time I saw her put them in there."

At some point he's going to find whoever planned out this particular pantomime, and made him do this to Carissa -


- possibly Carissa, now that he thinks about it -

- or were all her lines, everything she was, scripted by that same scriptor -









Ione Sala: She'll look for them and not say anything. Still there?









Carissa Sevar: Still there. She finished them, while they were waiting for Keltham to realize the truth.









Ione Sala: She will attempt to apply the earrings to Sevar... how easy are these earrings to apply to somebody who is (possibly pretending to be) not cooperative?









Carissa Sevar: Well, obviously, they were designed to be possible to put on an uncooperative person should that seem like fun.









Keltham: "Equestrian pumpkins. Take no voluntary action."

Channel healing.

"What's the plan on Asmodia?"









Ione Sala: "Several possibilities but the one I was betting on was that you've still got that magic item you used to cancel Sevar's magic, and you brought it along with you into this place along with all of your unbanked money. Fallback, that Sevar has a spell or item that makes Asmodia safe to take with. Worst case is killing her and taking along her body so we can resurrect her at the destination."









Keltham: "If you predicted I had the Curse of Magic Negation item, why did you just make me break Carissa's - because I didn't prep Remove Curse and we need Carissa's magic to Teleport, never mind."









Asmodia: One may now see Asmodia approaching the Rope Trick.









Keltham: He'll get out the rod of Curse of Magic Negation, which, yes, he's got with him along with all of his platinum pieces.









Asmodia: Asmodia pokes her head into the Rope Trick and -









Asmodia: "Sorry I'm late, had to get my spellbook and my money first for obvious reasons."









Ione Sala:









Keltham: "Sure. Whatever. Come on in." He'll lend Asmodia a hand to pull her up.

He's glad he doesn't have to hurt Asmodia, in this skit. They didn't have that kind of relationship. Well. If they had any kind of relationship, it wasn't that one.









Ione Sala: "Keltham -"

"Asmodia, why would you actually be defecting just like that,Hell owns your soul."









Asmodia: "Not even slightly the kind of problem that'd stop an ilani. Worst case, I get a Plane Shift to Abaddon at the end of my life, and gamble on ending up somewhere else just like Keltham did."

"The part where we're still in Cheliax surrounded by Security is more of a problem. Is there a plan for that?"









Ione Sala: "All of us against one Security. Sevar uses his Teleport scroll."









Asmodia: "I'll admit, I was hoping there would be a better plan."









Ione Sala: "Is there a reason that plan can't work, because we are short on time here, Asmodia -"









Nefreti Clepati: At this moment a tiny glowing circle appears on the wall of the Rope Trick, and then grows abruptly into a much larger portal, through which an elderly woman is visible. She's sitting in an armchair with a thick book open on her lap. "Were you looking for a scroll of Teleport? I sell those."









Keltham: "Cost?" Keltham says.

Chancethis is real... possibly higher, he'd go to 20% because it feels more like Snack Service and less like the usual Conspiracy.









Nefreti Clepati: "For each scroll of Teleport, you must promise to entertain an old woman for one minute while she tries to persuade you that your plans for it are a terrible idea."









Asmodia: "Right, so, okay, creating common knowledge, the previous escape plan was fake, this was not part of it, I hate Cheliax, for all the obvious reasons that's why, Ione likely hates Cheliax too, do not free Sevar she's complicated, there's very few people in the Inner Sea who can cast Gate and only one who'd look like that, who's also the one who'd plausibly know where we are, that's Nefreti Clepati, high priestess of Nethys hence why Ione is kneeling to her, she's plausibly one of the relatively better mysterious figures to make a weird deal with, you should not do that with an Asmodean."









Nefreti Clepati: "Creating more common knowledge, Gate is actually a spell for transportation, not for talking! You can just walk through it!"



She stands up, sets the book down, and does so. Then, for some reason, she frowns at the floor of the Rope Trick and -









Nefreti Clepati: Steps on a housefly.









Nefreti Clepati: "I hate to be pushy, but Gate's duration is two rounds per caster circle, so if you want to buy a Teleport scroll, or escape to freedom, you should probably do that promptly."









Keltham: "I'll ask, briefly, what's on the other side of that Gate and why I shouldn't Teleport."









Nefreti Clepati: "You shouldn't Teleport because there are, in fact, nine different gods that will descend on you as soon as you leave the interdiction zone and some of them eat people. On the other side of this Gate is a temple of Nethys in Andoran, near the border with Ostenso, and thereforeinthe interdiction zone, but outside Cheliax. It is possible Cheliax will start a war with Andoran about this, but probably not because they didn't risk the actual Crown of Infernal Majesty in their last-ditch deception. Which is too bad. In some nearby worlds I get to steal it and wear it around now, and I'd like that very much."









Asmodia: Asmodia's just going to walk through that Gate, actually.









Ione Sala: Ione will glance there, glance at Keltham, and say "Please."









Keltham: "Andoran's border does not look that close to Ostenso -"









Ione Sala: "Faked all the maps you saw because you'd want to visit if you knew."









Keltham: "Would you happen to want to swear to me that the destination of this Gate is still within the interdiction zone? No is fine."









Nefreti Clepati: "I swear to you, Keltham, that the other end of this Gate is within the interdiction zone set out by Otolmens."









Keltham: "Carissa, follow me and otherwise take no voluntary action," and Keltham walks through.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa follows.









Ione Sala: Ione follows very quickly.









Nefreti Clepati: She follows too!

This room is a big, big library, probably not quite as big as the one he briefly scry-saw in Absalom. There's a fire crackling in a very large fireplace, and a thick woolen rug on the floor. There are windows; they look out on a grubby city-or-maybe-village with a lot of horse poop in the road.









Keltham: "So if, hypothetically, you wanted me to believe that any of this was real, you could earn a lot of credibility points by presenting me with a complete story about reality all of which made sense in retrospect."









Nefreti Clepati: The Gate closes behind them. "That is what I got all of these books for! But I can tell you what the books say, if you would like. Hell is not voluntary, and is full of torture. The Church of Asmodeus had little purchase in Golarion, until Aroden's death plunged Cheliax into a thirty year civil war so destructive that by the time the Asmodeans won it, less than half the pre-war population remained. Since then, under Abrogail's grandmother and her successors, they have shaped Cheliax into a place where everyone lives in obedient terror or dies."









Nefreti Clepati: "They realized immediately that they would have to keep this from you. Nethys knows everything, but not all at once, so I can't tell you exactly how they did that; but I think Ione will know. Nethys picked Ione just before the interdiction was placed, and was not able to give her any instructions, but I think she has done very well."









Nefreti Clepati: "Do you by any chance aspire to someday cause some very big explosions in Cheliax," she adds to Ione.









Ione Sala: "Haven't really had a chance to form any aspirations like that before, what with all the mindreading. But just on immediate reactions, rescue operation on Cheliax. Explode Asmodeus."









Asmodia:









Keltham: "How did I get to Golarion, why did I land on Carissa, especially if she's not real, why didn't you intervene earlier if you could have intervened at any time, what is up with Snack Service, who's my god, what am I allegedly supposed to do next on your theory?"









Nefreti Clepati: "The powers that brought you here are beyond the gods. I think you called them tropes, and thereby got closer to looking straight at them than most people ever do. Carissa is a real person, who is really in love with you, and also she's a loyal Asmodean who wronged you terribly trying to obey her superiors; I think probably you should try to change her mind about that, now that she's allowed to think. I was not allowed to seek you out using knowledge from the fragments of Nethys that I am, as they are subject to the interdiction; however, today knowledge of you came to me via a path not touched by gods at all, so I scried you, and waited until you had your girlfriend because you'd be so sad if you left without her.


Cayden Cailean decided to commit himself wholly to the task of making sure you didn't rape anybody despite having lots of sex in Cheliax which doesn't really understand how not raping people works. He told Asmodeus this served Asmodeus's interests too, presumably because you in fact could beeven more mad at themthan you are, somehow. Your god is Abadar. I think the next thing you should do is read a lot of books, though the next scene I am looking forwardto is you talking Carissa out of Asmodeanism."









Keltham: "Mmhm. And this story's reason why Cheliax doesn't use Greater Scry to see me here, Teleport in, grab me, Teleport out again?"









Nefreti Clepati: "The temple is shielded from scries and Sending and bars teleportation. Also they would be starting a war with Andoran, but in some worlds they do that, so I don't want to rely on it!"









Keltham: "And if I asked you about the result of my picking a random book, opening it to a random page, and reading out the first sentence there?"









Nefreti Clepati: "My vision is not that precise, not where prophecy is broken. People cannot be as random as they'd imagine but they can behave in a way that goes different ways in nearby worlds."









Keltham: "Well,this part is something I'm pretty sure it's heavily determined I'd do, in quite a lot of worlds."

"How many letters are there in the sentence I'm currently speaking?"









Nefreti Clepati:









Nefreti Clepati:









Nefreti Clepati: "Sixty one."









Keltham: She computed that answer faster than Keltham could check it himself, but maybe not faster than somebody with an Intelligence headband. Definitely too slow for a precog.

Add that to the claim that Cheliax lied about Ostenso's closeness to the Andoran border this whole time, which has the feel of one of those made-up-in-retrospect stories -









Keltham: There's a lot of calculations Keltham has been letting his wordless perceptions do, without thinking in words, hoping that it would defeat lesser mindreading or the sort of mindreading they can afford to use all the time.

Keltham didn't think in words why he had to be very careful of any Conspiracy attempt to get him to step outside Cheliax for a moment, why he had to check that the Gate led to a location still inside the interdiction, that only covers a relatively short distance around Ostenso (according to relatively early Conspiracy statements), and therefore still inside Cheliax (if none of this is real).

After all, invoking his compacted right to leave Cheliax without interference might not apply if he wasn't in Cheliax.

But this isn't that clever plot, apparently.



So it's just the one where they try to delay him for a day, until they can prep more powerful spells.









Keltham: He turns to look at Carissa Sevar.

His Carissa.

For what may be the last time.









Keltham: And then Keltham turns back to the old woman, who, if you look at her carefully enough, and try to see possibilities through your own faceblindness to Chelish faces, does not look definitely not like somebody he's met before. If that person wore a wig and applied colored makeup, disdaining magical disguises, for fear of his Glimpse of Beyond spell that he still holds.

Gate is 9th-circle, and if anything they told him in Cheliax was true at all, there indeed aren't many people in the Inner Sea who can cast that.

To the old woman, then, he speaks.



"Do you really think that this doesn't happen in dath ilani stories?"

"There's a thing that the protagonist says, sometimes, at the end of a genre-aware eroLARP. And I say it now."









Keltham: It's hard to speak the words, for all that they mean giving up.

But everything he's giving up now is just an illusion in the first place.



"No. This is also not reality."









Keltham: "Aspexia Rugatonn, highest priestess of Asmodeus, who is god of Hell and god of compacts. I invoke my compacted right to leave Cheliax, without interference, and to bargain without interference for my passage."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Sevar? This is, to the end, your own command.









Carissa Sevar: There's no further move, though, is there. They are indeed compacted to let Keltham leave. As he now wants to do.



She isn't sure that the game is over - suspects, actually, somehow, that it isn't - but this act certainly is.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "As you wish," Aspexia Rugatonn speaks aloud.









Nefreti Clepati: There is slow clapping from an armchair in the corner.



It turns.





"The problem," Nefreti Clepati says to Aspexia Rugatonn, "with attempting plans that complicated is that someone's pants will end up all the way across the continent."









Keltham: "Oh, I'm sorry, was this plot supposed to becomplicated? At, what, four levels of recursion? Well, I suppose we're hardly inside of realitynow, so maybe I'm criticizing all y'all too early."









Ione Sala: She halts a first impulse to yell "KELTHAM THAT'S THE REAL ONE!"

...is that the real Nefreti Clepati, Ione isn't even sure at this point. Ione Sala is not out of Cheliax yet.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Rugatonn's power is about her already; she knew that to pretend herself Clepati was to court the real Nefreti Clepati's attention, but gambled on no worse than this coming of it.

"I suppose I should thank Nethys. Thanks to Him, we've had Keltham for rather longer than we might have otherwise, and Cheliax is now greatly advantaged compared to many possibilities that might have been. I don't suppose you know what He was doing, or Cayden Cailean, and would care to explain?"









Nefreti Clepati: "Right, wrong, technically right, yes, yes, no."









Ione Sala: Ione takes a deep breath. This is it -









Security: Sevar, Rugatonn, Sala is defecting for real do we stop her.









Carissa Sevar: Canthey? Nefreti Clepati is here and might have some opinions about Nethys's oracle being prevented from defecting.









Aspexia Rugatonn: If Clepati's not acted before, she may be constrained, probably is, but I would not care to gamble -









Ione Sala: Telepathy isn't a free action; Ione Sala is now already talking.

"Keltham, I think that's the real Clepati. Not sure, obviously."

"Also, that was me breaking with Cheliax for real."

"Ione Sala, oracle of Nethys, of the library's curse. I don't know what Nethys is doing but I expect He means me to follow you, wherever you go. I've hated Cheliax since long before I was allowed to think that to myself. I spoke to you that way in the library because Nethys had just cursed me, and I thought if I didn't - make it hard for Cheliax to vanish me - I'd just be vanished. Security, Elias Abarco, gouged my eye out afterwards, as a punishment, and I lay there and hurt and was so so glad I wouldn't go to Hell."









Keltham: "In the event that any of THIS is real, would anyone care to explain what I'm doing in Golarion and what's up with Snack Service."









Nefreti Clepati: "Unfortunately, I can't be helpful to you in any way!" Nefreti says cheerfully, and to Ione, "your Possible Doctrines of Nethys are incredibly popular in Sothis. Someone carved them on the Moon."









Ione Sala: "I - my - WHAT?" Wait, if Nefreti Clepati can't help them -









Nefreti Clepati: Lazily, with one hand, she opens a Gate in front of her, while simultaneously with the other hand she casts a Zone of Truth. "You know, sometimes I think about casting a permanent Zone of Truth over all of Cheliax," she says.









Keltham: Sure, he'll cast Detect Magic to figure out what that was... looks like an area version of his truthspell compulsion without the indicator on it, if he's passing his Spellcraft check. But then, obviously, the Conspiracy can fool his Detect Magic.









Ione Sala: She doesn't say anything out loud about 'wait are you not taking us with you', because that is a very stupid thing to say in front of the High Priestess of Asmodeus when your own High Priestess is possibly abandoning you -

Can she possibly have a Nondetection to screen her own thoughts for a time, at least? And Keltham could use one of those too.









Asmodia: ((See, this is why Asmodia didn't immediately defect.))









Nefreti Clepati: "Ione," says Nefreti, "the day might come where the best way for you to learn all the things you want to know is to plunge ahead right into them, with Keltham.

But today the best way for you to learn all the things you want to know is to ditch this entire horrible story and come with me to my library.

So I extend the invitation."









Nefreti Clepati: "However, it is a law of exiting this story here for now that you must first reflect aloud, under a truth spell, on your relationship with Keltham. Otherwise that's some unresolved plot, there, and unresolved plot can really catch you where you least expect it, if you aren't me."









Ione Sala: "I'm -"

Not being able to speak untruths is inconvenient, when it comes to claiming what you need to know, and apparently onlywant to know.

"I ask first if this is what Lord Nethys wants."

"And also - I do care about Keltham, and don't want to just abandon him, if I can continue to help him in building Civilization, correctly this time, without my getting horribly tortured." Oh she can say it under truthspell. She genuinely wasn't sure she could.









Nefreti Clepati: "That you speak of Keltham, if you're leaving? Much more of Nethys wants that than wants most things. That you leave? Nethys wills that you leave and that you stay and that you explode and that you endure; which of his wills do you find in yourself?"









Ione Sala: "I've started to like Keltham, and I genuinely do want to - keep him out of trouble - in a way that I've never wanted to keep anyone else out of trouble before. If the whole trope thing, works like that, I might come to love him, which is something that I - might want to have, I think, if it's possible to me."

"I want nobody else to ever grow up the way I did, being forced to cast Acid Splash on children so I'd end up damned to Hell. Helping Keltham, outside of Cheliax, seems like it might work toward that."

"But if my trying to follow Keltham right now, results in my not getting to do that, and then being horribly tortured over the next several days until my curse kicks in and kills me, then I'd rather go with you to your library, yes."









Nefreti Clepati: "In that case you should come along, and let Cheliax's self-defeating torture habit fall where it'll weaken them and not where it'll weaken us. For reasons I'll explain once we're offscreen, it doesn't serve much of Nethys, or the Good in you, for you to help Keltham too much, in the second act of his story, and it sounds like you are one of the Iones who'd be very helpful to him. Though he can visit you at the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye, that's fine."









Ione Sala: "...right then."

She kisses Keltham goodbye, briefly. It's not her first kiss, just the first one that means anything.









Keltham: Keltham does not particularly know if anything is real right now, and does not kiss back.









Ione Sala: Ione turns, and walks quickly into Nefreti Clepati's Gate before it can close and leave her in Cheliax.

She isn't crying, either from sadness or from desperate desperate relief, because she's still in public and who knows what happens to you if you show weakness, and also because she isn't weak.









Nefreti Clepati: "First sentence on the random page of the first book you'll grab is 'We found ourselves, Desna be praised, in the evergrowth, a verdant swampland in northern Katapesh which our mapmakers had through neglect or ignorance left off their maps,'" Nefreti says to Keltham.



She can't actually usually do that but you can't just pass up an opportunity to show up Aspexia Rugatonn.



And she, too, departs through the Gate.









Keltham: Well he's obviously going to go check that, looking through a set of books to fix their titles in mind, picking a number 213, then computing which book is 213 mod that number of books, then opening that book to a random page.









Keltham: Then he's going to check the page before, and the page after, and flip through other parts of the book, checking against thetitle he just picked to verify that thetitle makes sense in context, and that the other titles wouldnot make sense in that context.









Keltham: "Hey Ordinary Asmodia, if you're still in there, how'd the Conspiracy do that?"









Asmodia: What is she, in fact, supposed to do now?









Carissa Sevar: Did the Most High already know that Nefreti knows everything about the tropes and is leveraging them on purpose for Nethys' goals which she can do because she's practically omniscient. Carissa did not already know that and it's kind of prompting her to need to recalculate a lot of things.







....she thinks that at this time, Keltham having invoked his right to leave, they let him leave, and prepare to declare war on Osirion, or to force a peace that doesn't let Osirion do anything threatening without this knowledge, or -

(- Carissa kind of assumes that she will, personally, be being punished for this failure and will not have to figure that out, actually. There is some reassurance in that thought; instead of the unrelenting agony of failing at the most important task in the world in front of everyone you respect, there will be only the unrelenting agony of suffering as you deserve for it. And maybe this time she'll get it right, and suffer enough to stop being broken.)









Asmodia: Absent orders, Asmodia will remain silent to Keltham's question.

Right now is a time for Asmodia to be very professional about things.









Aspexia Rugatonn: ...Aspexia briefly considers instructing Sevar to pull herself together, that this is not a good look for an Asmodean; but Aspexia is not sure that Sevar can in fact do that. It's possible that taking away the Crown of Infernal Majesty from Sevar, before she entered the Rope Trick, was an error; she hasn't been at her best since then even with spell-boosts. Yet Aspexia was not in fact comfortable with leaving the Crown to Keltham's possession within the Rope Trick. It seemed like a possibly fatal case of underestimating an ilani.

Aspexia broadcasts generally that she is now in command here. Abrogail is still recovering from her own ordeal -









Abrogail Thrune II: "No," Abrogail says into the Telepathic Bond.

"Sevar.Pull yourself the fuck back together. Your current objective: to increase the chance that Keltham in time returns to us, Lawful Evil, to reclaim what is here, that is truly his and waiting for him."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa knows that her work isn't done, that they were never going to keep Keltham forever and that there would still be lots to do to ensure Cheliax's triumph once he left. She also knows that she is disintegrating, and that she shouldn't be that weak. But all her thoughts claw around inside her head reaching for something she no longer has the capacity to grasp, or else terminate pointlessly in the crystal-clear observation that she lost, that Keltham is leaving, that there are no paths around it now, or else elaborate in cheerful depth on what horrible things will happen to her next.



Abrogail's voice does not put back together the fragments of her mind, but it does sweep over them like a magnet over scraps of iron, swing them around so they're all pointing in the same direction -









Carissa Sevar: Asmodia should keep bantering with Keltham as normal.









Keltham: But telepathic debate is not a free action. Even as the command gets transmitted, Keltham has turned and headed towards the apparent door of the library.

He'll just keep exiting layers and possibly wake up somewhere else, is what the intuitive part of him is thinking; but he is tracking other possibilities as well. You can never be sure you'renotinside reality, dath ilani stories teach that lesson too.

"Carissa, follow me, don't try to escape, take no other voluntary actions except talking."

It's not impossible they'll just let him leave with her, because, like, is realism much of a thing here?









Carissa Sevar: "I am genuinely unclear on who I'm being ordered not to try escaping from, at this point," says Carissa, as she follows him.









Keltham: "Me, you're free to escape from anyone or anything else."

"Okay never mind this hurts too much, stop talking."

Keltham exits the 'library'. What's outside? Giant vast blank space by any chance?









lintamande: The other rooms of the temple. There's some sleeping quarters and a kitchen and an altar.









Keltham: He'll wonder if the tinyness and bareness of architecture here, outside his nice fortress, reflects perfect realism about small-town temples of Nethys; or if this reflects extremely hasty construction, or if they had to strip off all the furnishings because this was a temple of Asmodeus at dawn this morning.

And then keep going, looking for the exit of the temple.









Asmodia: "Can I ask what you're trying to do?"









Keltham: "Oh, hi there. Ordinary Asmodia or Conspiracy?"

It hurts, but not as much as talking to Carissa.









Asmodia: "Ordinary Asmodia now contains a contradiction, she's based on - what Keltham knows? I can't coherently imagine her anymore."









Keltham: The Splendour wore off sometime while the second Nefreti was talking, and Keltham's emotions feel diminished, now, by comparison, along with the drive that was holding them in check. It's not really challenging some of his earlier sense that messing with your 'mental attributes' is not all that safe for people who want to keep their personalities intact, especially if you raise and lower them on a daily basis.

"You want to swear to me about how you're bound by Cheliax's agreement not to interfere with my attempts to leave nor buy passage, and that my telling you what I'm doing won't hinder my goals as I currently see them?"









Asmodia: "Actually no, I'm not particularly loyal to Cheliax, which they know. I could easily end up seeing myself as a free agent not bound by Cheliax's agreements." There are things Asmodia could swear to, but to swear to anything that provokes Keltham's incredulity - might lead him to doubt oaths, which might not help Cheliax at this point. ((More importantly, it might not help Keltham, given his mental state.))

"Conjecture, you're trying to get outside the Forbiddance they claimed was here, in order to use Summon Monster III for the next step of a plan you did a really impressive job of never thinking about. I don't think there's actually a Forbiddance up, here, they didn't have time, also I think that does block Gate. I worry that you are about to go outside the scry wards."









Keltham: "If you want a minute to persuade me that's a bad idea, it's going to cost you a Teleport scroll."









Asmodia: "I don't actually know enough about the larger situation of who might be looking for you to say specifically why it's a bad idea. I was just noting the point and that I'd expect Summon Monster III to workhere -"









Keltham: "Not taking the risk of wasting it" plus this might not work if he can't be scried Keltham flings open what looks like it might be the front door of the temple, and steps out.









lintamande: Small village on a smaller river. In the distant hills a herd of goats are visible, grazing.









Keltham: Keltham briefly considers the possibility of trying to talk to any of the few visible people, decides against it, keeps walking.

He'll walk until he's three times as far from the temple as the (supposed) radius of the Fortress's (supposed) Forbiddance.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa follows him, silently. It's some time to get her head in order, at least.









Keltham: "Let's be very clear about what I am about to do. I am leaving Cheliax. I am trying to buy my passage. Anybody who violates that stands in breach of my contract with Cheliax and, I assume, ends up screaming in Asmodeus's Hell, which is not a threat by me, but does appear to be the way things work around here."









Asmodia: The way it works is that they end up screaming in Hell either way, Keltham, it's just worse if they disobey. Asmodia will not say that unless instructed.









Carissa Sevar: She should go ahead and say that. It's not like he won't hear it shortly from someone.









Asmodia: "They end up screaming in Hell either way, Keltham. It's just worse if they disobey."









Keltham: He's going to live mentally in the world where that's also a lie, for a time. Not assign it any particular probability, just, hold off weighing that until later.

"They. Not you?"









Asmodia: "Among the things I was promised in exchange for working hard was that they'd Plane Shift me to Abaddon instead."

"I made that deal before I knew about your theory of why I'd end up somewhere else. I'm not really into pain."









Keltham: "Okay. You can also stop talking now."









Keltham: Summon Monster III! Lawful Neutral outsider if available, otherwise, lantern archon!









lintamande: Lantern archon!! Bopping, bewildered, in the air! "Hi!"









Keltham: "Hi! Recognize this symbol?" Keltham draws his truthspell-symbol in the air with one finger.









lintamande: "That's one of the holy symbols of Abadar!"









Keltham: "I'm a fourth-circle cleric of Abadar from another world, inside I'm told a zone where gods can't interfere. I need to get out of Cheliax after finding out what Evil is actually like. I have a lot of valuable knowledge including about spellsilver refinement. Cheliax is hopefully compacted not to interfere with my departure. When you go back, I want you to talk to whoever's above you in Heaven and try to get a message, not to the god Abadar, but to the outsiders He employs, who could get a message to Abadar's people in Golarion to pick me up here. Without that message blocking on anything too godlike to interfere here. Up to two thousand gold for my passage, my people can maybe do loans if that's not enough. I've got up to five hundred gold to pay for passing this message. Can you do that?"









lintamande: "I don't want your gold! You should donate it to a church here that's doing Good things and helping people, if you don't end up needing it to get out of Cheliax! Cheliax is a bad place! I will convey your message to Heaven but not to any gods because they can't interfere!"









Keltham: "I will so donate, if the message gets through. Can Heaven get it to Axis and Abadar's people, is my question, and do you know how long that'd take?"









lintamande: "I think so but I don't really know!"

....and the archon vanishes. Summons don't last very long.









Keltham: Then he'll sit down where scries can find him, and wait.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: It isn't long.









lintamande: Two dozen simultaneous Teleports and suddenly they're surrounded by a hundred soldiers in unfamiliar uniform, their skin varying shades of brown. To Detect Magic they are all glaringly coated in spells - Strength, Dexterity, Haste, Stoneskin, Protection from Evil, Protection from Energy, Resist Energy, Bless, Death Ward -









Carissa Sevar: - technically Cheliax is well within its rights to consider this a declaration of war, if Cheliax wants to do that. They are in Chelish territory, here, and that there is an invading army.









lintamande: "We should leave immediately; if you don't trust us you can specify a destination," the man nearest Keltham says, extending his hand.









Curse of Laughter: "HOOOOLLLD EVERYTHING PLEASE! TRUCE! TRUCE IN THE NAME OF THE GODDESS WHOSE PURPOSE IS SECRET! IF CHELIAX GUARANTEES THE SAFE PASSAGE OF KELTHAM AND EVERYONE WHO JUST SHOWED UP FROM OSIRION, CAN YOU PLEASE HANG AROUND FOR A FEW MINUTES WHILE SOME MORE THINGS HAPPEN BECAUSE THAT'S KIND OF IMPORTANT! FOR EVERYBODY!"









Pilar : Pilar sort of wants to die right now and not just so that Hell can correct all of her remaining errors.









lintamande: Also present, to their own deep confusion: Meritxell, Yaisa, Korva, Gregoria, and two Security who just teleported them, without consciously deciding to do so.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia makes a lightning decision confirmed after a moment by Abrogail, and de-invisibles herself.

It's not impossible she could take them all. But it's potentially difficult without Miracle. And they are, arguably, Keltham's passage out from Cheliax, and on her own Lord's word also they may not hinder his going to Osirion.

"I am Aspexia Rugatonn, and I speak now for Crown as well as Church. Does this army not attempt to take nor harm any thing or person that is Cheliax's by international law, we guarantee the safe passage of Keltham and all who are just now arrived from Osirion, for up to twenty minutes, in that goddess's name."









lintamande: "Acknowledged," says the Osirian man holding out a hand to Keltham. "Keltham, I'd still rather leave now, if the goddess of the interdiction wants our cooperation she can pay us for it and she hasn't, but I believe that assurance and don't expect us to be impeded in departing in nineteen minutes."









Keltham: "Right. Sure." A lot of Keltham's current probability mass is that this, too, is not real, and if he just breaks this simulation and maybe another three or dozen of those, he gets to wake up in whatever now passes for the basement layer of reality.

Keltham is, nonetheless, continuing to optimize for this world, in case it is reality; dath ilan has trained its people so, to continue the struggle for as long as that is in them.

"Snack Service. That was you talking directly there, wasn't it? You could earn a lot of credibility points with me if you provided a coherent explanation of everything that's going on."









Curse of Laughter: "Super duper not allowed! Plus you're going to figure it out anyways yourself before that long."

"So what happens next is that Abadar's people need to cast some Abadar's Truthtellings, and guarantee using their own magical detection abilities that nobody messed with that! And then everybody who Keltham currently has feelings for, or who have feelings for him, need to get truthspelled and tell Keltham what really happened between them from their own perspective, and what their relationship is currently actually like!"

"Otherwise some people who have important decisions coming up might make those decisions less than totally optimally given their own values! And that would not be in the interests of Asmodeusor Cayden Cailean or Abadar or Keltham."









lintamande: "I want to be clear that we're holding ourselvesvery much not dealt fairly withwith respect to Cayden Cailean, right now," says the leader of the Osirians. "Every person who made it look to Keltham like Good and Evil had gone in together on Project Lawful, or like Asmodeus had allies in this, or like Cheliax was a safe place for him, did the wrong thing. I don't care if you have some kind of complicated justification; it was awful, you're awful, and we've suspended attempts at trade.

Keltham, do you happen to want some Abadar's Truthtellings up?"









Carissa Sevar: Keltham will figure it out soon enough. She knows everything Keltham does, so she ought to be able to figure it out too.





....she genuinely does not get what long-term geopolitical situation people telling Keltham their feelings is relevant for. Unless it's Abrogail's plan, to lure Keltham back, and - why would Cayden Cailean enable that -









Keltham: "Sure. Sure."









lintamande: And the man casts Keltham's truthspell on himself, and Abadar's symbol appears on his forehead. "Right," he says, "who wants one."









Curse of Laughter: "You're up first, Asmodia!"

"Now please hold while Asmodia asks telepathically what she's supposed to do."









Asmodia: Yeah, she's asking, and notes her Prediction that Keltham asks her afterwards if she's been holding anything back especially on orders, if she does this at all.









Carissa Sevar: Some candidate explanations Carissa has generated at this point, for Snack Service's behavior:



Keltham will declare war on Cheliax, and or on Hell, and lose but in some way that also doesn't serve Asmodeus, such as Cheliax being destroyed otherwise or another Worldwound opening; Cayden doesn't want Keltham to lose, and Asmodeus doesn't want Cheliax destroyed, so Snack Service is acting in their shared interest in the war being averted.

Keltham would never have been allowed to come to Golarion in the first place, if certain specific things were going to happen as a direct result; it serves Asmodeus for Keltham to have come to Golarion, so Snack Service is trying to steer them away from acting in a manner that'd have made it never happen. Or same idea but Asmodeus's rise to power in the first place was predicated on this happening now, etcetera.

Keltham can invent the theory of corrigibility, or something else of similar importance to Asmodeus and his invention of it routes in some way through his sexual interests, so Cayden wants to make sure that Keltham has some piece of information he'll need to solve corrigibility and is obscuring this by asking for lots of other information also. This benefits Cayden because if Asmodeus could make mortals corrigible to him then he'd do less torturing them that doesn't even improve them.

There's some insight Keltham will have if he doesn't give up on Golarion entirely that'll destroy the Abyss, which is a shared interest of Chaotic Good and Lawful Evil.

Carissa is in fact as tantalizing close as it sometimes feels to figuring out ilanism, and this will make Hell better from Chaotic Good's perspective, and sheneeds to learn something here. Or Asmodia is that close and needs to learn something here; Keltham is just the occasion for Cheliax to permit such experiments.

Or, of course, it's something she hasn't thought of.



All of these seem to suggest, though -









Carissa Sevar: Tell him whatever you want.









Asmodia: ...Asmodia is going to note that she doesn't think Sevar is functioning at full capacity and, absent direction from her superiors, make her own guesses.

Her guess is that part of what's going on is that Keltham will otherwise stop by the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye and hear Ione's version of everything, only; and this will not particularly serve Asmodeus's interests.

She notes that Keltham isfully awareof the Law of Filtered Evidence, which means that Asmodia is going to give the unfiltered version, because Keltham may very welldirectly ask her about filters or what updates he'd make if he knew all info she was leaving out.

If anybody wants that to not happen, she needs to hear otherwise from her superiors.

And she's striding forwards to receive her truthspell.









lintamande: Tap. And a dozen different people suspiciously Detecting for signs of tampering.



"I don't like doing this on Chelish soil but I see no indications of any of the spells that could be used to deceive a truth spell," the Osirian leader reports to Keltham. "To have deceived us about this they'd have to have magical capabilities no one else knows about, which I'd generally just assure you is close to impossible. However, they've been displaying some of those lately, so -" Shrug.









Keltham: "Go ahead then, Asmodia, if that's your real name."









Asmodia: "It is."

"From my perspective, this all started when I was yanked from Ostenso academy and told that I was now a gift to a visiting outsider -"









Keltham: "Pause. Is somebody recording all this so I can review the transcripts later," because if this is actual base reality then possibly what Snack Service is trying to do here is give Keltham the full story that he can verify makes sense in retrospect, or somebody is trying to create theappearance of that, and Keltham is not able right now to check consistency as he goes - "Also can I get assurance that I'm not currently under any form of mind control and nobody is currently reading my mind, according to you, or whatever you say is your ability to detect that or counter that."









lintamande: "You do not appear to be the subject of any ongoing spells except Tongues and Share Language. It's not hard to fake that. I can have everyone Dispel Magic on you, which is harder to fake. I can also just put up an antimagic field around you, if you'd like, which will cancel any mind-affecting enchantments on you and to my knowledge cannot be subverted or falsified. Abadar did also pay Asmodeus to communicate to his followers that you were absolutely not to be mind-controlled, so I don't expect you are.

With your permission I can cast Spell Immunity: Detect Thoughts on you, which will stop them from reading your mind, which they might well be doing. We aren't doing it.

There's also an invisible halfling next to the girl Cayden's been puppeting."









Keltham: "Can I get Dispel Magics on me, then a new Share Language Taldane and Spell Immunity Detect Thoughts?" Hard to decide between that and antimagic field but Carissa was trying hard to push antimagic if that wasn't a double bluff and Spell Immunity was what Keltham's god tried to grant him. "And, Broom, please stop that. And, transcripts possible?"









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": He'll go visible then.









lintamande: "We can provide full transcripts."



A wash of Dispel Magics, at least a dozen of them - just to be safe - and then a new Tongues, two new Share Languages - Taldane and Osirian - and a Spell Immunity Detect Thoughts.









Keltham: "Go ahead, Asmodia." He's halfway numb, mostly planning to review transcripts later for the coherence check.









Asmodia: "This started when I was yanked from Ostenso academy on half an hour's notice and told I was now part of a seduction mission on a visiting human outsider, whom Asmodeus had designated as important in a vision, and who'd expressed interests in having lots of kids, and who was being deceived about the nature of Evil, Asmodeus, and Cheliax. It was said that you were of high Intelligence and your children might be valuable to Cheliax."

"The topic of whether I wanted to have sex with you was not, I think, one that it occurred to anybody in this process, including myself, might be at all relevant."

"I'd grown up in Cheliax, and I was one of the top students at the academy. One of the top students who gets to punish the weak students, not one of the poor performers who get punished. I don't think I was as distressed as Ione was, by having to practice Acid Splash on prisoners and criminals and, yes, occasionally orphans with no other uses except to damn us. I thought of myself as one of the ambitious ones, who makes something of herself and doesn't just do well in class, even if that meant taking risks. I've had about as much sex as the average Ostenso student, mostly with people who would have had the power to hurt me otherwise, occasionally in trade for favors, because whether you want anything is not particularly relevant to the game you play to not end up one of the weak students at the bottom."

"We didn't know how often our minds were being read for signs of disloyalty. I'd guess around once a month officially, but all of us second-circles were trying Detect Thoughts on each other and weaker students all the time."

"Next significant event at the villa - when Ione got oracled and they decided that the rest of us needed to sell our souls to Hell before any other gods touched us - the implicit 'or else die and go to Hell anyways' wasn't said explicitly, but it was pretty obvious -"

Deep breath. "I tried, the only time in my life, because I thought - it wouldn't matter, after I sold my soul, they let you think more of your own thoughts after that, it's said - I asked any of the Good gods to, protect me, if that was possible, or kill me and take my soul, if they couldn't, because I thought, just once, that maybe - maybe they'd lied to me about everything - about the Good gods being weak, or about my already being damned to Hell -"

"None of the gods of Good came for me."

"The devil who I bargained with told me that I'd been a bad slave. I was only allowed to sell my soul to them and live, instead of dying and going to Hell anyways, if I could manage to sincerely thank him for giving me that chance."

"I had a bad night, that night, after selling my soul, because of my heresy. Don't really feel like talking about what Security did to me."

"Everything changed when Nidal attacked."

"I died, and - hold on -"

Message to Pilar: I need direction from Snack Service on what I'm allowed to say here?









Pilar : Message: Snack Service says to be accurately but imprecisely reassuring, password is 'password'.









lintamande: "She's asking 'Snack Service' for what to say," says the Osirian leader flatly to Keltham.











Asmodia: ((Password is password - the password on the old Forbiddance was 'Erecura'. Okay then.))

"And Snack Service just now told me to be accurately but imprecisely reassuring."

"I didn't have as bad of a time in Hell as Osirion would expect."

"You should probably not make general updates about Hell from that fact."

"I started to do better at mastering Law than the others. I got promoted to being the main consistency-checker on the world we were weaving. The Most High let me borrow her crown, her artifact headband, for two hours, to see if I could figure anything out. Itdid send me manic afterwards, but I told Security to light my hand on fire for five rounds and that solved it. The mania wasn't permanent, that part was an excuse for my getting a +6 Wisdom headband and to try to get you to not use headbands yourself."

"Um, key background facts, we all got Rings of Sustenance, which let us sleep for only two hours per night and still get spells the next day, and also four times during the early days they turned you into a statue overnight so the rest of us would have time to catch up on, sleep, and things. That's when headband weirdness had time to happen."

"I am in fact asexual. I ended up as the one who stands back and watches it all. The tropes are probably real and we've been hiding that from you, the part where I am in fact asexual is my own piece of that, but there sure are others from what I've been told."

"Other stuff happened that got hidden from you, I got turned temporarily into a dragon and got a permanent +1 Intelligence boost from a god, I don't think that part actually matters to our relationship."

"The part that matters is that - you're the only one who's ever held me in bed without - something I didn't want, being impending, after that."

"When we were fighting our last desperate battle to keep you unawares, I - obviously had to do my professional best to keep you, because they'd hurt me, otherwise - but the part that really made me forget, that I secretly wanted you to win, was that I wouldn't get to hold you and be held by you again, if you left."

"I'm not really loyal to Cheliax, and they know that, but they have power over me and they're reading my mind. I don't think - I'm giving very much away to anyone - when I say that I'd give a lot to get out of this place. But as it stands, I expect that what happens is I go back to the Project and work on improving spellsilver production and trying to teach Chelish ilani, until... um. Until you do something that disrupts that status quo. I expect it will probably not be very long."









Keltham: "This is the truth, according to you?" Keltham says to the Osirian. His voice is cracking some.









lintamande: "Yes. Both in the sense I don't see how they faked it, and in the sense it fits with what we know."









Keltham: "According to you, was there a godwar between Asmodeus and Zon-Kuthon, eighty-four days ago?"









lintamande: "....eighty-eight."









Keltham: Oh, so that's supposedly still true on this layer of reality, then. Fun.

It doesn't modify Keltham's decision to go with the 'Osirians'. He's used his best idea for leaving, and staying around in the previous layer of reality that's now been revealed to be full of hypothetical torturegod does not seem particularly wiser.

"Well, ifthis is reality, I'm not particularly going to leave reality like that, no."

"Any else, Asmodia?"









Asmodia: "I'm -"

"I apparently can't say I'm sorry."

"It was the most fun I ever had and the happiest I've ever been, and I'm sorry that I can't say I'm sorry, but I'm not."

She kisses him, then. It's not their first kiss, but it's the first kiss from the real Asmodia.









Keltham: Keltham allows it, though he doesn't kiss back. It's possible this Asmodia isreal and if she's real he doesn't want to hurt her feelings.









Asmodia: And Asmodia steps back. A piece of her heart is breaking, possibly, but only a small piece, and hopefully only temporarily.

She believes in him.

This will not be forever.









Asmodia: ...though it's possibly a bad sign that he didn't ask her if she was leaving anything out.









Curse of Laughter: "Next up! Meritxell Narbona!"









lintamande: "Hi Keltham. Uh, I guess Asmodia already gave you the resentful defector account of what growing up in Cheliax was like. I liked it. The whole world's awful, as far as I know; Cheliax is awful on purpose, for a reason, instead of being awful all the time for no reason while everyone pretends otherwise. I lobbied to be allowed to try seducing you, because I wanted to; obviously, no one would've cared if I didn't want to, but I did. I'm not in love with you. I don't think I've ever witnessed a loving relationship in my entire life unless you and Sevar count and that is not exactly something I want to invite into my own life. But I didn't lie to you about wanting you, or about having a good time in your company, and I worked so hard on the shapeshifting in significant part because it was incredible funand the best sex I've ever had.



Not that the bar for that is very high, to be clear, but still.



I am sort of assuming that you're going to spend a while having a horrible time, because of having no idea what the truth is, and I wish that wasn't going to happen, other things equal, though other things are not exactly equal in that I'd rather you be unsure what the truth is than try to destroy my country and my family in a massive war. But, you know, if we took that off the table, I'd wish you could be sure, and I'd still want to hook up."





There are a great many things she isn't saying. She assumes she should go on not saying them.









Curse of Laughter: Cayden Cailean's and Asmodeus's interests are not particularly aligned here, if that's what anyone is asking.









Keltham: "Well, thanks. I can't say you were the highest-quality girlfriend I ever had, but you sure were the highest quantity of them."

It's only after Keltham speaks the words that he realizes it's just what he would have said to Meritxell ordinarily.









Curse of Laughter: "Gregoria!"









lintamande: Meritxell blows Keltham a goodbye kiss, beaming.



"Honestly I'm not sure what I add to this conversation," Gregoria said. "I could guess. Maybe we're hoping that the more faintly absurd this all seems, the harder Osirion's going to find it to convince Keltham he's out. Maybe we're just doing things at random because Sevar's too busy having a breakdown to come up with a plan. Uh, Keltham, I'm not attracted to you. It's not that I'm asexual; I'm a straight woman who is attracted to men. Just not you. It might be your face or some intangible chemistry thing but I think it's your personality. It seems to me that it was incredibly stupid to make your project of rebuilding Civilization also your project of having lots of kinky sex with admiring employees. Cheliax let you do it because we suck and do horrible things all the time, but you don't even have that excuse."









Keltham: "Your opinion has been duly noted! A day ago I'd have said that was too Good for me but now I don't know what any of those words mean and instead I will note that I was trying to have fun while rebuilding the world! I was attracted to you but only in a fucking way, really, so I'm not sure what you were doing here. Snack Service?"









Curse of Laughter: "She just felt really strongly about that. Yaaaisa Castilla!"









lintamande: "Oh, boy. If you're taking people with you, Keltham, I'd be delighted to come. It's not that I'm not a loyal Asmodean, I'm going to go to Hell when I die so I guess I might as well be a loyal Asmodean about that, it's just that I'm only on the Project to fuck you and I kind of figure something awful is going to happen once I'm useless. I quoted you my true prices, for sex, and not just because that one time you had a massive freakout about suspecting my prices of being wrong. I got paid my true prices so as far as I see it, we're even, except for the potential for an ongoing business relationship, which would be nice.

Once when you were doing an orgasm denial thing and then you got petrified for a day so the Project could catch up on all its lying work, I got myself off, because the extra day was really throwing me off. I figure that was only fair because you weren't paying me for those days, what with how we never told you that those days happened, but if you're mad, you know, fair. If I were you I'd be mad, though not about that specifically.

I never really tried to explain myself to you, you know, as a person. You never really asked. I'm kind of assuming you don't really want to know, it's not really the point, and it's not really the point on my end either, so I'm not, like, mad about that? But if you want I can ask for a Splendour and try to explain."









Keltham: "You did not particularly give off a vibe of wanting me to ask, as I tried to read it. Was I wrong about that? Do you want me to ask, now?"









lintamande: "No! If you'd asked before I would've had to lie about most of it and if you ask now I guess I don't have to lie about most of it but I also, just, haven't got a story ready that's true, if that makes any sense? You might think you don't have to get a story ready, if it's true, but actually telling the truth is harder than lying. ...maybe that's less true outside Cheliax. I figure, we have a relationship that is about sex and money, and you're not responsible for me and I'm not responsible for you, and we're better off without things getting complicated."









Keltham: "Well, I won't ask then! I am in fact, amazingly enough, feeling upset and betrayed about you sneaking in an orgasm, because the entire point was to build up the frustration in you! You could have just quoted me a higher price to reflect the days I didn't know about, Yaisa! I will give you a temporary pass because of the entire torturegod Conspiracy incredibly traumatic upbringing business, but we'd have to talk about that explicitly before resuming any such relationship."









lintamande: "Okay! I promise I won't fuck around like that in the absence of a torturegod Conspiracy, though I'll go on having a traumatic upbringing. I don't really think the traumatic upbringing was specifically the problem. I like you and I hope we do get to talk about that someday and not just because otherwise I'll suffer an awful fate."









Keltham: "Oh, ifthis is reality, there's going to be allkinds of stuff happening that is not me, like, walking away and forgetting that any of this ever happened."









lintamande: Yaisa smiles at him but does not offer a goodbye kiss.









Keltham: That's fair. Keltham isn't offering to pay for one.









Curse of Laughter: "Unfortunately, Peranza can't be with us here today! Obviously, they didn't tell you the truth about that event! But, please don't make any decisions about things related to that, until you're sure you know the whole story there, including the key fact that only one person here knows enough to infer. There's parts that you'll definitely find disturbing to hear about, but the Project and its employees didn't deliberately hurt Peranza much by Cheliax's standards or hers."

"Peranza wasn't in love with you. She could've fallen in love with you, given the chance, but she was in circumstances she found pretty stressful and didn't have the energy, really."









Keltham:









Curse of Laughter: "And next up...KORVAAAA TALLAANNNDRIAAA!"

"This is a good time to sit down, stretch, or take a drink from your wineskin, because this may take a while."









Korva Tallandria: My feeling is that I think you suck, says Korva, and then feels a small wave of relief, internally, that that really is what she feels, that shes not lying to herself. Not because you didnt hire me, I think you were totally justified in that. There are actually an incredible number of other things I want to say about how much you suck, though, so I worry that whatevers left of twenty minutes wont be enough.

But Ill give it a go.

I have lived my entire life in Cheliax. I think I was - seven or eight, when I realized that all the books were lying. Not just the textbooks, which were obvious, because they take out or invent whole noble lines and wars between semesters, based on what was most convenient for the government that year, and everyone had to act like it had always been that way. I mean - every book in every library has been either written or selectively edited to present a certain inaccurate picture of the world, although obviously a different one than what we fed you. We live in lies, Chelish people, the way fish live in water. I imagine youre feeling very upset right now, and I want you to know that everyone in Cheliax has lived their entire lives inside a conspiracy of similar magnitude. The thing youre feeling - all of us got it out of the way when we were children. But if any of us had thrown the kind of fit youre throwing about it, at your age, we would have been tortured to death in public, and then gone to hell to be tortured for eternity, and then, if we had ever done anything otherwise worth remembering, had our names erased from the history books, as though we never were.

That is the world I grew up in, Keltham. And you know what I fucking did about it? I read more books. Because lying is hard, and censors cant do it perfectly. I learned to do some of - the thing you do, that people think makes you so fucking special, where you realize that facts have implications, and can see that - if someone is illusioning a thing to look different, but they forget to change the shadow of the object, you can learn something more of what the object really looks like from the objects shadow. I checked stories against each other. I took note of what didn't make sense. I read fiction, old fiction produced outside of Cheliax, which is differently hard to censor than history. I read the world by its silhouettes, even though Id never be able to see it clearly. I have educated guesses, for what lies beyond the lies.

So I hate you, in part, because - you do all this talking, about wanting to see what the truth is, about wanting to believe whatever is true and not whatever is convenient. But how many things did you do today that you couldnt have done on your second day here, before all the gods had taken notice of you? You read a couple books, great. They had utterly baffling social and cultural mores in them that you thought didnt make any sense. Did you push for more, try to seriously figure out what was up with that by reading more books? No. You kept noting, over and over, that you didnt know what intelligence ten people were capable of, even without anyone trying to hide them from you, even though it crippled your understanding of what could or couldn't be done here. Did you ever try talking to one deliberately, even once? No. You were confused about the concepts of law, chaos, good, and evil, and knew that you were; did you ever try getting a serious account from someone who differed from Cheliax on any of those axes? Literally once, I think, and in only one direction. - have you figured out what Evil is yet, by the way, because Id love to be the one to make that in particular really come together for you if you havent yet."









Keltham: "I am listening."









Korva Tallandria: "It's hurting other people. I'm sure they'll give you access to a bunch of complicated philosophical definitions in Osirion, but the understanding that almost everyone actually uses, is that it's hurting other people. Making people suffer, either as an end goal or as a means to some other end. Treating people the way you saw them be treated in the slave market in Absalom, which is not remotely the worst this plane has to offer, let alone the lower planes. Killing people. Raping people. Torture. Theft. Anything that makes the world worse for people to live in. And, yes, selfishness is often a cause of that, because it's much easier to get what you want when you're willing to crush other people to get it."

"If you want to know how much of that we actually do around here - I dunno, ask the Osirians to give you some books on actual warfare. What happens to women and children in places that get attacked, not troop movements and generals. Ask them to describe how it feels for a baby to die slowly and painfully of disease, and how many babies that is, and then ask for the prices of a remove disease versus a raise dead diamond, and do the math about how many people have to experience that agony whenever a wealthy person is as careless with their life as you told us to be. If you want a starting point."

"Anyway."

"The other big reason I hate you is - "

Well, you know, you probably only remember me from the crying incident, at this point, and are confused about why I'm even here. I started crying because I felt like being forcibly put on this project was the worst thing that had ever happened to me, and I wasnt getting the answer to your question, couldnt make the math come together, and I realized that that made me worthless and that they were probably going to kill me off early, and Id be useless for the rest of time, only good for screaming and not for doing anything that I might need a mind for, and I was more terrified than I think I have ever been in my life. I was also furious with you, for teaching the way you taught, for starting this project that ripped me away from my otherwise less agonizing life, for being a shitty fucking cleric of Abadar who didn't manage to notice that you were working with people who were essentially slaves, part yours and part the government's, and that all of your supposedly free trade with them was a farce."

"I probably could have held it in if Id thought it mattered. I didnt, because at that point in time I underestimated what an asshole you were. I figured youd either ignore it or think it was funny, like a normal person, or ask me what was wrong, like the decent and anomalously truth-seeking person you claimed to be, and Id tell you a plausible lie about something going on in my life that you hadnt known about and which made sense of it, which is really what is usually happening when someone bursts into tears, which I'm pretty sure they do moreoutside of Cheliax."

Instead, you recommended that I be exiled from the fortress, for being some kind of emotional leper who would drag down everyone around me. The idea that they would have stored me in a different secure location is laughable. They would have killed me. The only reason I am not currently a burnt, quivering, sobbing, misshappen lump of flesh, as a direct result of your careless, stupid order, which came solely from you and ideas that nobody separately planted in your head, is that Asmodia saved my life by putting me on her consistency team, which I was pretty good at, I think. I was in charge of the team that wrote most of the books you read today. I'm aware that they mostly sucked, by the way, although it's actually really hard to produce that volume of content that fast even if you're barely controlling for quality at all, which is another reason you would have been able to blow this whole thing wide open if you had done it in the first few weeks instead of distractedly fucking all the pretty girls around you."

"Anyway. I think you think I suck. I think you're right about that. But you suck, too, asshat, and I think the way you acted speaks poorly of you from any philosophical perspective you want to take. And I don't think a smarter or a less selfish dath ilani would have fallen for this. Either one would have been enough, I think."

"That was me being evil, so we're clear. I think it's true, but I specifically want to say it because I want you to hurt the way you hurt me, to know that you're not enough and that you wouldn't have been hurt so badly if you were a little less pathetic as a person. That has been, like, something of a driving motivation for the past two months, the hope that I might someday get to say that to your face."

"Honestly, I really wish that I could tie you to a chair until I was done breaking down every single mistake you made and how ridiculously wrong you are about so much of the world around you, and also get it through your skull that there are hundreds of millions of people around you who are living stories as real and as genuine as yours, and that everything isn't fucking about you, even though the gods, for reasons that are totally unrelated to your actual impressiveness as a person, or to anything you've ever actually done of your own power, appear to be obsessed with you. But I doubt your escorts have the time for that, so if you want to know what you're missing, you're going to have to grow the fuck up and look the fuck around you this time."

"Asshole."









Keltham: Did she somehow miss the part where he's a young punk from a Civilization greater and brighter and smarter than himself, repeating back things told him by teachers more devoted to the Way than he? Keltham had thought he was being pretty clear about that part, but maybe that was just illusion-of-transparency.

He is not going to argue, given what would (if this is reality) happen to Korva if he won any arguments.

"Interesting thesis you have there! Sorry about almost sending you to Hell if that was actually in fact a thing in any way! There's a number of things I could say about the rest of it, but mostly, let's continue this debate sometime when you're not going to have your thoughts read about it and get hurt for arriving at particular opinions."

"Next please!"









Curse of Laughter: "Asmodia, please read the piece of paper that you'll find in your pocket!"









Pilar : Pilar doesn't think quite fast enough to grab control of her body back before Snack Service can finish saying it.









Asmodia: "Next up. Piiiilaaaaaaar Pineeeeeeeeeda. It was actually written with all the extra vowels. I refuse to pronounce all of these exclamation marks."

"Resuming. Piiiilaaaaaaar Pineeeeeeeeeda, faithful Asmodean, second-circle wizard of Cheliax, and unwilling oracle. Chosen of Cayden Cailean, the glorious and exalted god of parties, sex, and drunken blackouts. Who went to Elysium, and returned to Cheliax freely of her own will. Also known as 'the cake girl', the Giver of Cookies, She-Who-Bears-Cake, Cheliax's Secret Weapon, I'm going to skip over this part it goes on for a while and the worst part is I'm sure it's all true. Universally acknowledged to be the sanest person on Project Lawful, that's also true, even Ione would've agreed. Bearer of the Curse of Laughter, also known as Snack Service, the bestest oracular curse ever. Please welcome, and then truthspell, Pilar Pineda."









Curse of Laughter: Hundreds of multicolored party balloons appear around Pilar Pineda, and promptly rise up into the sky!

This is even more impressive when most of the planet doesn't know what 'helium' is, and sees the balloons rising without Arcane Sight or Detect Magic offering any hint about why they'd be going up instead of down!









Pilar : "I'm seriously going to fucking slay that thing someday."









Carissa Sevar: It seems pretty unambiguous to Carissa at this point that Snack Service is trying to leave Keltham in a state of utter inability to tell if anything is real or not. She has no idea why, but that's so obviously what's happening.









lintamande: The Osirians, watching the balloons, collectively draw all of the following conclusions:



Evangelism for Cayden Cailean and all chaotic gods should definitely continue to be banned in Osirion, and probably the government should go much further. Snack Service should definitely be banned. Anything it writes should probably also be banned.

Cake girl is a victim.

Premarital sex is definitely the road to all manner of existential horrors.

Also, sending women to school is a horrible, awful mistake.

The most outrageous and exaggerated stories of the sexual degeneracy and awfulness of Avistan appear to just be straightforwardly completely true.

It is better for everyone in Osirion to die than to become like Avistan in any way.

Between the two characterizations of Cheliax that people outside Cheliax argue about, the one where the people of Cheliax are fundamentally deceived by Asmodeus/tricked through soul-selling and so on to go to Hell despite being basically normal people, and the one where Asmodeus manages to successfully make everyone in Cheliax into such horrible people they deserve to go to Hell, it's definitely the second one.

The world Keltham came from before this must, aside from its superior knowledge of alchemy, be an utterly horrifying place for Cheliax to have been able to pull off the harem play.

Cayden Cailean has either ceased to have any qualities whatsoever besides inane silliness, or really desperately wants Cheliax to believe that and is willing to make horrifying expenditures of resources to make it look like He has nothing going on besides inane silliness.

The new cleric of Abadar is clearly in the middle of a profound and horrifying breakdown and should probably spend several months in a monastery in the mountains, desperate as everyone is to speak with him.



Also, Snack Service's illusions are really compelling - the balloons don't appear illusory. Which raises the question of whether literally everything that has happened since they arrived in Cheliax has been an elaborate deception meant to persuade them of one or more of the above things.









Keltham: "My entire Civilization used to spend, I think the calculation was, something like 1% of planetary income on trolling each other. Snack Service is doing medium-okay by our standards given its technological constraints."









Curse of Laughter: Is that a CHALLENGE?









Pilar : NO.









Curse of Laughter: It was totally a CHALLENGE!









Pilar : Pilar walks forward, receives her truthspell, and then speaks.



"Yeah, not really sure what to say here. Everything I told you about the relationship between myself and Lord Asmodeus was true, Snack Service said to make sure it was. I think that Cheliax is -"

Pilar realizes that she is unable to say 'Cheliax is a great place and doing everything right' under truthspell.

She's had horrifying realizations like that before; it doesn't cause her to have a total meltdown the way it would've three months ago.

"Cheliax is the only place I've ever heard of where I can exist as myself, Hell is the only afterlife I can imagine myself going to, Asmodeus is the only god who fits me in any way. I was similarly honest when I described to you the kind of sex I like, that keeps me in my place. I've always enjoyed being forced into sex, I was never actually in denial about it, that was a lie to see if we could get you to force me into bed without my saying yes to anything."

"I went to Elysium because of my curse. They showed me what Hell was actually like for the people in it, and spent a lot of time apparently trying to talk me out of things and telling me how much Asmodeus didn't deserve me. I came back to Golarion willingly, to serve Asmodeus in this world, and then in Hell."

"My big breakdown after your Keeper lecture was actually about the part where I realized I didn't want my mother and sister to go to Hell, and Snack Service told me that it'd arranged for my family to be kidnapped by Osirion, atoned to Lawful Neutral, and killed so they'd end up in Axis instead. I am still a bit salty about this where relations with Snack Service are concerned, but Aspexia Rugatonn says that Snack Service seems to have done the right thing to serve Asmodeus's interests, therefore that is the truth."

"Not particularly attracted to you. You are not nearly, nearly, nearly Evil enough."









Keltham: "Sorta figured. There was definitely something, magnetic, sexual, about your whole character concept, but you were clearly too advanced for my level of perversion. I figured I'd get there someday."

"Obviously, I'm going to have to do a lot of refiguring now, about a lot of things."


There's only one person left, now, and he just wants to hide, go to Osirion without hearing it.

...to be fair to Snack Service, that one person was the important one, and, without hearing all of these other confessions, earlier, for context, whatever Carissa had to say wouldn't have been - whatever it was - it wouldn't have been coherent with anything.









Curse of Laughter: "Second to last, but first in Keltham's heart, Carissa Sevar."

"Oh, Aspexia Rugatonn, we're going to need another ten minutes here."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I grant and compact on behalf of Cheliax to another ten minutes, added to the twenty, under the same terms as before."









lintamande: "Wecanjust leave," the Osirian leader says to Keltham. "The fact this serves Asmodeus is strong reason to think it doesn't serve you."









Keltham: "There is a chance that this is reality," which subjective probability has actually been growing, these statements may be wild but they don't feel put together wrongly the same way as - as, in retrospect, a lot of other things have felt, over the last months -

"There's a chance this is reality, and, if it is, then yeah, I need to hear all the things that are said under truthspell."









lintamande: Sure. They'll truthspell Carissa.









Keltham: ...Keltham will cast this truthspell himself, actually.









Carissa Sevar: She's been ordered not to speak, though.







(Also she is in a state. It's not actually the losing the crown and having everything she cared about collapse to pieces on her - she wasimpaired,by that, she wasnot at her best,but that's not what got her to her current state.

What got her to her current state is standing here helplessly while Snack Service prances around acting out the story it has apparently been planning for a long time.

Tropes are real.

Stories are real. This is a story. This is a story run by something sympathetic to Snack Service.

Carissa is not the kind of person who can ever really wish she didn't exist, or even didn't exist in this particular context, but it's definitely the most horrifying context imaginable to exist in. She'd much rather go to Hell forever like Peranza, to be tortured and not changed, than be in Snack Service's story.

Nothing feels real, nothing feels like it possibly could be real or possibly could matter, everything she hates most in the world has absolute power over her and only wants to use it to mock and humiliate her, everything is a lie and specifically a lie aimed at the very concept things happen for reasons instead of because it amuses Cayden Cailean and Nethys.

When the balloons rise into the sky she feels herself giving up on the very concept that the state of the world depends in any way on what actions you take.)









Keltham: It takes him a moment to work out why Carissa isn't talking.

"Carissa. You can talk now - the earrings are supposedly still real on this layer of reality? How were you going to get around it if I ordered you to speak truth?"









Carissa Sevar: "Security could suppress them temporarily. But they're not - they're not supposed to be possible for meto get around, that'd kind of ruin the whole point. Cheliax's commands to me can contradict yours, but - my own will certainly can't.

That came out - a lot more miserable, a lot more cynical, than it would have yesterday, I'm sorry. I'd consider it - a really big mistake, if mistakes are in fact the kind of thing it's possible to make instead of everything being scripted which is kind of what I'm currently thinking is going on, but, okay, you're valiantly trying to live like this is real and matters so I'll try too. I haven't been hurt nearly as badly as you, here. And I'd regret it for the rest of my life, if you walked away thinking that I'd mostly been hurting myself, or - weakening myself - for you. I wasn't. It turns out that being paralyzed here while Cayden's shitty manipulative fucking puppeteer mocks us all is not the kind of being powerless I'm into, but, hey, I did notice that pretty much immediately, so I'm pretty sure I would also have noticed if it were true of anything else, of anything with you.

I read your mind, the first day we met, right after Tongues had worn off. I was a good Asmodean. I knew that I was weak and flawed and that I would suffer in Hell until I was perfect. I wasn't that scared, I figured I'd just have to get really, really good, so that much of me could be preserved, in the devil-making process, so that I'd make a really good devil. But I read your mind and I wanted that, I wanted my thoughts to be entangled like that and to move like that and to chase down implications like that, I wanted to be able to follow them the way you followed yours. I told Maillol you were very important. I didn't decide to join the project, obviously, I was ordered to, but I never - uh, except during my date with Abrogail - regretted it for a second. I knew what was possible and I wanted it.



I don't like Hell. I'm Lawful Evil, I obey Asmodeus, I don't mind hurting people, I don't get worked up about how, oh, no, torture, I'd still rather endure a hundred years of it than the twenty minutes of Chaotic Good we've just been subjected to. But I don't like feeling like people are weaker, instead of stronger, when they get hurt, if you don't hit them just right, I don't like the ways that the fear of Hell makes them more pathetic instead of less so - I'm very pathetic, right now, so you can't take any of this as particularly criticism of other people, understand, but I can see it, very clearly, how pathetic everyone is all the time, and I want it to stop, I want people to be like Her Majestrix who it's absolutely illegal to casually call 'Abrogail' by the way, I want to be like that myself, or at least like, a piece that fits in with that, strengthens it, instead of just falling short of it. And Cheliax doesn't produce people like that. It's not really trying, honestly. As long as they go to Hell - and they do go to Hell - it doesn't matter. But it matters to me, and as soon as - we started - I was thinking about how to fix it. I wanted to understand you, I wanted to be like you, it felt like not just everything I'd always wanted from my life but also everything I'd always wanted for the world. Something beautiful, instead of something that we were all - buried under, flinching from.

I didn't plan on falling in love with you. I planned on becoming an expert on you, and understanding you, for the sake of my project of building Asmodean ilanism. And then - in addition to being good at thinking - you were so indignant, at the ways the world was bad and could be better, you were so - enchanted, at the idea that you could have the things you wanted, the things dath ilan couldn't give you - I don't really believe the things you told us about dath ilan, by the way, I kind of think there has to be some kind of horrible conspiracy behind the scenes, but maybe that's just because I'm projecting.

It felt like when I was yours, you and I were both more complete.

I thought they would torture me until I stopped having stupid feelings like that, but they didn't."









Carissa Sevar: "I got put in charge of the project while we were in Egorian. I got into an argument with Maillol about how we were handling it, and I saw - that Cheliax had entirely the kinds of people Cheliax built, people whose lies left - shadows - because in Cheliax you didn't need your lies not to leave shadows, half the time you really didn't want people to believe them anyway - I think dath ilanism will be much less exciting to people in other countries, in some ways, I think part of what happened was this - chemical reaction - between the ways Cheliax built people and the ways dath ilan did it. I had the idea of setting up the date with Her Majestrix, I wanted you to see that getting really, seriously, horribly hurt could be really good for me, and to feel possessive, and maybe a bit jealous, that she knew how to do those things you didn't know how to do.



She did, uh, an immersive hallucination, sort of like some of the things that have happened to you over the last day, and made me think that I'd failed, and you'd figured it out, and were leaving, and now I was going to be tortured and petrified and buried underground so I could never have Hell. It was - really good for me." She is relieved she can say that, she hadn't been totally sure. "Horrible suffering generally is, if I survive it, if - if it'spersonal,if I'm the audience, if Imatter.

You might be wondering why I didn't tell you the truth once I realized I was in love with you. The obvious answer is that Security was monitoring me very closely and would have Dominated me and then figured out an impersonator somehow however much credibility it cost us. That's - not the whole answer though it was definitely happening. I tried to escape once, as part of the plan by which we all tried to escape in order to figure out what a convincing fake-escape would be like, and it didn't work -

- another part of the answer was that you weren't ready. Even - even in the world where your values didn't collide too hard with ours once you'd had time to think, or in the worlds where I fixed up Hell and by the time we had to tell you about it it wasn't really very objectionable, it'd have hurt you, to hear it, and I never enjoyed hurting you. There's lots of stuff that fit fine in Ordinary that I didn't tell you, because I didn't want to hurt you. There are children, babies, in the slave markets in Absalom. We bought them all before your trip, so you wouldn't see that. - uh, and gave them back to their parents afterwards, to be clear."









lintamande: (There is some concerned communication among the Osirians to their superiors in Sothis, about slave markets.)









Keltham: "So. I'm not really - able to process this very well, right now. Hence the transcripts."

"For what it's worth, I'm pretty sure the only reason I can process this atall is because of all the context I got from everybody else going before you. Otherwise I'd just be listening with an ear to, trying to rip down this next layer of reality, and that would be all I heard."

"Snack Service isn't playing games, or isn't just playing games. It's optimizing. The question is what for."









Carissa Sevar: "Isn't that the question. We've been debating it for months, haven't gotten anywhere. Maybe it'll be clear once you're in Osirion. I am pretty sure I hate being treated like this for the sake of Good optimizations exactly as passionately as I hate being treated like this for no reason, but obviously I don't expect Snack Service to want to avoid harming me, given all the givens. Harming me is plausibly part of what it's optimizing for, and that would be reasonable, since if I could harm it I definitely would.

I think I don't want to talk about Snack Service.


I talked with Subirachs, at one point, about how awful it felt to - be doing this to you - I explained that I'd been conceptualizing it as - service to the Lawful Evil Keltham we were hoping to awaken from his Lawful Good upbringing, hoping to make able to understand everything without it breaking him and willing to take it, once he had it. Iiiiii think that like many of my plans was running on willful self-deception but it was how I was thinking of it. I tried - to make as much real as I could - they didn't tell me when you were planning to attack me and drag me off - I ordered everyoneelseto not pretend with you -



- uh, I did, at one point, on a day you were petrified, have sex with Elias Abarco, I didn't want to, I tried to stop him, and I'm sorry, that I did it and that I didn't tell you even though I couldn't tell you without blowing the whole thing open. Aside from that I actually tried to do what you asked of me, the best I could, and to make sure no one you were sleeping with was - the thing you were so scared we all were -

- I'm not trying to convince you I wasn't incredibly Evil. I was incredibly Evil, I hurt a lot of people. I'm just trying to convince you that I love you, not just in a way where we have feelings we don't know how to describe but in a way where - I tried, to make the thing I was doing bring you joy and not hurt you secretly, except I was lying to myself about everything.

And to be clear, I still am, probably, lying to myself about some things. Since I'm still Chelish, and this is still my project, and I can only achieve any of the things I want to achieve if I manage not to steer myself off any cliffs of heresy in the meantime. I wouldn't - take the things I'm saying right now as particularly right, about what happened. When you come back - if you come back - I think I'll understand it better, and I'll be able to give you a proper confession.

In private. Because this is ludicrous."









Carissa Sevar: "But, uh, the parts I'm sure about are - you were what I needed, and I was very happy, and you were making me stronger, and I loved you, and I still love you, and I'll probably always love you, and I hope some day once you've made whatever determinations you need to make, about what's real and how the world works, you'll come back for me."









Keltham: "Yeah, about that."

"Aspexia Rugatonn. What's your price on Carissa Sevar?"









lintamande: - some nervous mutters pass among Telepathically Bonded Osirians. Osirion has slavery for debt and as a criminal punishment. .....maybe the criminal punishment situation applies here? None of the things confessed to so far were, actually, crimes.









Abrogail Thrune II: She has been doing a lot of calculations, in her mind, and this is not, from several of those angles, a sensible thing to do. Bringing herself into range of a small army with only this much protection, for example.

But it is clear enough that Abrogail Thrune belongs within this lineup, that is now beyond all dispute. Given that truth, to stand back would defy tropes, possibly, and not only Chaotic Good semidivinity.

And Abrogail Thrune has her pride; in no small sense she isher pride. If there is a greater person within her that contains the proud image of Abrogail Thrune, it is not very much greater, for being so much filled with it.

It is beneath her pride to wait to be summoned, beneath her pride to be dragged forth by tropes, beneath her pride to hide from a place of the story where she belongs because of fear.

Dimension Door.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Return to us reading Lawful Evil, ready to own and use Carissa Sevar as she must be owned and used. She will certainly be for sale to you then, and at a reasonable price."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Abrogail -









Abrogail Thrune II: Shut up. This is the correct thing to do from multiple dramatic standpoints.


There are a number of factors that enter into Abrogail's decision here. One of those is that, in her cold judgment, if Sevar goes with Keltham to Osirion now, their cleric of Irori is not coming back.

Another is that it is not, even now, determined exactly what manner of story this may be; and it may not be too late to establish that Keltham must become more Evil than this to win Sevar's heart and her ownership.

Had Sevar sold her soul, the decision would be more fraught; but Abrogail thinks she would make it this same way. She is not defying Hell's command.









Carissa Sevar: Somehow, Surprise Abrogail is the thing that makes Carissa's brain fully return to functioning. Surprise Abrogail is just a common feature of the world you have to be constantly on the lookout for, it's not something wacky and incomprehensible.

"I'd be grateful for permission to kneel to my Queen," she murmurs to Keltham.









Keltham: "No. Somebody has rather trampled on my pride, if she is a real person; I find that I have not much care for hers, at this moment."









Abrogail Thrune II: "You werebarely a real person when you arrived in Golarion, Keltham out of dath ilan. If there is any more substance to you now, it's because we led you, step by step, away from the small, hemmed-in, crippled being they tried to make of you. That indignation you're feeling now? The fact that you'll nowlet yourself have that much pride? We gave it to you."









Keltham: "Was I missing the part where you gave me a reason to believeanything you're saying when you're not under truthspell?"

"If you're not going to join the truthspeaking party, the remaining question I have for you is whether you're willing to sell me the right to take any of my other employees with me, free of Cheliax, at a reasonable price. To be clear, unreasonable prices mean I get them later and you don't get anything in return."









Abrogail Thrune II: Asmodia is not wrong that Keltham will have access to Ione Sala and that the version of the story Ione tells will, even if honest, likely be untrue, and omit anything that paints Cheliax in a better light. Ione must needs be counterbalanced.

Asmodia - to call her a 'defection risk' would understate it, she's a defection certainty.

Yaisa - also a defection risk, but of no value to Cheliax now...

But no; Abrogail does notwant Keltham to have a masochist with him. Abrogail wants Keltham to find out exactly how impossible it is for Osirion to provide him with his true needs.

Meritxell - would be an excellent choice, otherwise. Abrogail would in fact like Keltham to have somebody alive and Chelish by his side, simply to remind him of how utterly dull all the women in Osirion are by comparison. And yet, not a masochist, so there will be a need in him that he must return to Cheliax to obtain. Or begin an embarrassing and probably ultimately unsatisfying search in Absalom, if Abrogail reads those tropes right.

The problem being of course that Meritxell knows far too much.

Gregoria - does not want him, and Abrogailwould like to send with somebody Keltham will let himself have sex with.

Pilar, same problem, even leaving aside all the other problems.

So she has no options, and must choose one of them.


"Meritxell Narbona is not for sale to you. It'd be a mockery when Hell owns her soul, and we have always dealt fairlywith the Evil Keltham who could be. But I am willing to send our loyal subject with you, for a time, if Osirion offers strong guarantees of the sanctity of her mind, and that she will be returned to Cheliax at our demand."

"It is not in our interest to abandon you to Osirion to hear their errors and mistakes unargued, or leave their own little foibles not pointed out. I do suggest visiting or scrying the slave markets in Sothis quickly, before they have a chance to clean them up for you, if you'd not end up living inside another constructed illusion. All that the fake priest of Abadar told you about their treatment of women was true as well."









lintamande: "The aim of all of our policies is building a prosperous free society where people make Axis and not Hell. We are very eager to learn from you about how to do that better." says the leader of Osirion's forces, but quietly to Keltham because his job is to avoid sparking a war with Cheliax, here.









Keltham: "If your goal in keeping back the people who care about me is to use them as hostages against me, know that I consider it a threat. Of the Lawful treatment of threats, I have already spoken, but I can say it again if you didn't read those transcripts."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I've read them. Asmodeus Himself instructed us to take no hostages against you. All of my calculations are being done never considering the hostage value. Asmodeus did not instruct us to avoid keeping behind anyone you cared about, if that was simply the result of our best path for our own benefit."









Keltham: "Interesting claim, from one not of dath ilan, that you could do such calculations and confidently know they were unbiased. It's possible you'll find out at some point that you should've been a little less clever and less exactly literal about what your god was trying to tell you not to do."

"Korva Tallandria not among my options here? She seems like she'd do a better job of pointing out everything wrong with Osirion."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I admit, I wasn't particularly thinking that you wanted her."









Keltham: "Dath ilan has proverbs about the kind of advice that's easier to get from people who aren't friends with you. Try it yourself sometime."



(It's a wordlessly obvious choice if you're dath ilani, for reasons that include Korva having just very loudly declared herself to be an Obvious Dath Ilani Story Protagonist who seeks out the truth and uses it to destroy things, Korva seeming like she'd be more useful for ripping apart the next layer of reality, the commonality with which dath ilani stories have plot turning-points where somebody gets tied to a chair and lectured on every single thing they're doing wrong; and, finally, the point that Korva seems to be maybe not doing as well at handling Cheliax compared to Meritxell. Two days earlier Keltham would have questioned that last motivation as overly Good; he is now questioning that questioning.)









Korva Tallandria: Korva does not search within herself for a preference between Cheliax and Osirion, between Keltham and her Infernal Majestrix. This is less suppressing anything and more just not putting in the effort to stretch in a particular direction.



She does look to Asmodia, though, carefully, almost invisibly, to see if Asmodia is sending any remotely visible signals about where shethinks Korva should be angling to go, if Korva has any opportunities to angle.









Asmodia: ((Asmodia is massively torn between how this would be clearly good for Korva and clearly bad for Asmodia. Asmodia is not of course giving any outward signs of this, at least not at Korva's level of Sense Motive.))









Abrogail Thrune II: "Don't worry, my dear innocent boy. None of my advisors are friends with me."

"As for your fascinating, I daresay somewhat Asmodean request, I fear I shall have to decline. We did not mirror your own error, Keltham; Korva Tallandria is now become far too valuable to Cheliax," and is a defection certainty and knows too much. "Will you have Meritxell, then, or nobody?"









Keltham: Keltham turns to his upcoming hosts and raises his eyebrows in inquiry.









lintamande: "We'll - commit to chaperoning her, and to not reading her mind or enchanting her, as is illegal in Osirion anyway. I cannot without more consideration commit our government to sending her back, if when you ask for her she wants to stay."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Then we can, perhaps, send her along in some short time when your government has reached a decision there."

"You're not even asking if Meritxell wants to go, Keltham? I'm pleased."









Keltham: "Yeah, see, the whole mindreading and torture thing makes the concept of informed consent or evenhaving opinions really quite questionable. When Meritxell has been placed beyond the reach of all threats, and had a time then to think for herself, it will afterwards be possible to meaningfully ask her if she wants to go back."









Abrogail Thrune II: And meanwhile, you don't even ask, or give her a chance to express her opinions. Very good.

"I suppose it does befall me, at this point in the lineup, to describe my own relationship with you, Keltham."

"When I ascended to this throne, I promised myself I wouldn't die of old age on it. That, after all, would mean that I'd played my reign far too safely, and lost out on most of the fun."

"It would be fitting for me to lose my head and crown to the person you could become. Someday. Sometime in my sixties, perhaps."

"Not this Keltham, though. That would be absurd and embarrassing."

"And meanwhile, Carissa is due some punishment for her failure. But I will take personal care of it, and ensure that her due punishment does not weaken her. And before you think to object, be told that such as Carissa Sevar cannot be allowed to punish herself, which is the alternative."

"So I shall take charge of your Carissa, for a time. She does need a keeper. But I'll keep her properly owned by you, awaiting her true master's return. I haven't forgotten the compact you forced me to sign, after all, that if an untampered truthspell ever shows Carissa to love me more than you, she's to be delivered to your ownership in chains."

She's leaving out a very great deal about their relationship, her and Keltham and Carissa. But there are secrets Abrogail must yet keep, for how they chain into other secrets to one aware of tropes.

Oh, and the last line of course is for the Osirians' benefit. What must they be thinking, now?









Iarwain: One of them is thinking that she's quite certain that a woman of Irori could manage to be her own keeper, did she wish.









Derrina: Derrina signed up for an advertisement for a rapid response group that might need to fight an army, in a good Lawful Neutral cause, so long as she was hanging around Sothis anyways.

Since she didn't know that advertisement was aimed at the interdiction zone, her signing up doesn't count against Irori, as Derrina understands it; Irori's interventions outside the noninterference zone are not bound to avoid causal impacts on the zone, they simply cannot be chosen on the basis of their zone impacts. Everything touches everything, sooner or later.

Still, to tell Sevar, within the zone, the information that she learned directly of Irori - that might be a bit much. She is not privy to the exact boundaries drawn by gods; she should not push them.

"I can stay in Cheliax and keep watch on Carissa Sevar for you, Keltham of dath ilan, if Cheliax grants me appropriate safe-conducts about it," Derrina calls from within the army.









Abrogail Thrune II: "And what negotiating leverage would enable Osirion to demand such a thing?"









Derrina: "I have some idea of what Keltham is prepared to pay for Carissa Sevar's safety, as it happens. But allow me to give a more Chelish answer. Keltham, truthspell, please." Derrina is already walking towards him.









Keltham: ...sure. Tap.









Derrina: "I herewith resign from Osirion's army and relinquish my pay from this expedition."

"Be told, Abrogail Thrune, that if I'd attacked by surprise, I could have killed at least you, and probably also Aspexia Rugatonn."



Derrina, as it happens, is being totally honest about this.

Golarion combat balance is normally structured around the assumption that a heavily speed-focused 10th-level monk cannot, before she attacks, read off a scroll of antimagic field.









Carissa Sevar: - has she, this whole time, been completely wrong about Osirion and everyone in it.





Because -

- even if only one in a million of them is like that -









lintamande: The rest of the Osirians are mostly busy concealing their reactions of 'wait, we had a girl along?' and 'wait, we had a girl who can assassinate the Queen of Cheliax along?' and in many cases 'wait why didn't we do it, then'.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Wouldn't be the first time I've been killed. Keeping me dead is a lot harder. Now who's this with the temerity to make that claim?"









Keltham: "Whoever you are, and however you know things, I appreciate whatever it is you're trying to do, but I was still hoping to resolve all of this without violence."









Derrina: "If saying that out loud is the limit of your grasp of negotiations between powers in Golarion, Keltham, then I'll be pursuing my own purposes here without your help."

"I am Derrina of Jalmeray, monk of Irori."

"Keltham, tell Carissa Sevar to take those damned earrings off, now that it's become clear that you can't just order her to follow you to Osirion."









Keltham: "Fair, thanks for reminding me. Carissa, remove those earrings from yourself."









Carissa Sevar: She does. Drops them back into her bag.





Monk of Irori.







Osirion is less cool than Carissa had briefly imagined it might be.









Abrogail Thrune II: "You've succeeded in attracting Hell's attention, Derrina of Jalmeray. What do you intend to do with it?"









Derrina: "There's other powers taking an interest in all this besides Hell, and I see no particular reason why Hell should be allowed to charge around making a reckless mess of things."

"Mine is not the gift of tact, especially to royalty. I don't trust you around Carissa Sevar. My options for doing something about that did include killing you by ambush and Teleporting that overpriced headband of yours to someplace it wouldn't be easy to get back, which would have impeded your meddling after your resurrection and probably lost you your throne. I chose to play somewhat nice instead. If there's to be no reciprocation in kind for that forbearance, the next person who has that option - perhaps me again, someday you're not particularly expecting it - will not be so kind."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm afraid, little piece that'd be a player, that Queens cannot afford to go about giving concessions to anyone who threatens their person. It's not how things are done, especially in Cheliax. I'd fall from my throne a day later, did I give in to such a demand. Comprehending this draws on the same underlying faculty as 'tact', and it seems you are missing it entirely."









Derrina: "Tell me then, Queen of Cheliax, who understands these matters so much better than I, what alternative do I have to deciding that you've become a hindrance to Irori's purposes and ending your reign?"









Abrogail Thrune II: She is, of course, still readingCarissa's mind.

"Carissa, dear, can you talk to this lunatic for me? I do fear that humoring her is increasingly beneath my dignity."









Carissa Sevar: - she'd been yearning to, but obviously she's not an idiot and does not interrupt anyone's conversation with the Queen of Cheliax.

"The crown's not overpriced," she says, now, without missing a beat. "I wore it, today, to argue with Keltham as a seventh-circle priest of a religion I'd made up, and also finish the earrings, which originally did something narrower, and also do all the things he tried to occupy my time with.

It's not the Asmodean way, for Her Majesty, who can have of me whatever she pleases, to offer a deal, that I could wear that crown and try to keep Keltham, if I acknowledged afterwards her right to hurt me for failing. But if she'd offered that deal I'd have taken it, and shedidoffer the crown, because she wants me to be stronger, because she knows she'll lose, in this world we're lurching towards, if everyone around her is weak.

I don't know very much about the faith of Irori. What I do know might be a lie. But if I said, that I still have things to learn from the Queen, and that I have a project presently facing a substantial transition in its operational priorities, and that there are people on that project who believed me, when I told them I'd fix Hell - would I be speaking in your language, then?"









Derrina: "And yet now you are bereft of that external aid, and no longer at what you imagine to be your best. She lent you an aid and then took it back and now here you are, weakened."









Carissa Sevar: " - I suspect there's an entire complicated theory of usefully maintaining continuity on your goals at different levels of cognitive enhancement and it's closely related to the theory of obedience to Asmodeus and that I can make progress on it. But sure, at the moment, having only the barest outlines of it, I'm weakened. At the end of a day's exercises your soldiers aren't in peak fighting shape, but if you never exercise them they'll never reach it."









Derrina: "Irori as a mortal wore no headband, cast no Wishes, begged no Miracles, when he made his own way to godhood. True godhood. If your Queen values your strength, she will allow you to learn of the Way of Irori, which is not a Way of faith."

This, of course, is a test.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I don't want to be Irori.Hehasn't fixed Hell."









Derrina: The correct answer is any variant on 'I'm myself, not Irori'. 'Fuck your obvious test' is also acceptable.



"Then it seems clear enough that I have meddled in the affairs of one learning to walk her own Way. I hope you do not stumble and fall in it, Carissa Sevar, especially not in this place. But I am taught that I must steel myself and let you make your own mistakes, and so I shall."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Enough of this wasted time. Carissa Sevar is free to become an Irorian does she so choose. She surely is capable enough for it. But it is not her deepest nature and she wouldnot be her truest self with only herself as her own owner. Begone!"









Derrina: "If that is truly so, then so be it, but that determination in the end can only be her own."


Then Derrina Teleports, and not to Sothis either. She's not going back to Osirion until she learns if she's still welcome there; she's never been very clear on how governments and armies work, but she suspects she's probably brokensome rules.









Carissa Sevar: It's okay, she wants to say, apparently tropes are real so you don't have to worry about normal things like cause and effect and the base rate of things working out for people who want to reform Cheliax.



She's so mad about that.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I do believe we're done here. Goodbye, Keltham out of dath ilan. All that you prize in Cheliax will still be here waiting for your return, when you return."









Keltham: "Thanks for having me. It was a lot of fun right up to the end, if you ignore all the quiet notes of disquiet that I should not, apparently, have ignored."

Keltham taps his own forehead, and his last truthspell flashes Abadar's sign into existence.

"Just so we're very clear here. I taught you very little of the Law I know and nothing I considered relatively dangerous. If Cheliax uses what I've taught it to threaten other countries, I will tell Osirion to draw a circle on a map of Cheliax and then I'll destroy everything inside that circle."

"That's not a threat. It's my policy on cleaning up my own messes, and not inconveniencing others through my own stupidity. You're free to do with that fact what you like."









Carissa Sevar: Would he really - but, yes, he would. And maybe resurrect her afterwards.











(Is that not a threat? It really seems like a threat. Somewhere along the way Carissa lost track of what a threat is.)









lintamande: The leader of the Osirian forces extends his hand.









Keltham: Keltham reaches back -









Carissa Sevar: "- can I give you a present?"









Keltham: "Sure," Keltham says, though he's not sure how much more reserve he has - actually he's being stupid should've just had somebody tap him with Eagle's Splendour again.









Carissa Sevar: "They're, uh, little bitty swords that make you better at bluffing. I invented them because the project had us lying a lot. Just in case you need it."



She hands him one.









Keltham: "I wasn't really planning to do a lot of lying, but - okay." He takes it and doesn't activate it.









Asmodia: Ione is gone, so now it's her job, Asmodia guesses.

"Keltham, the Project has been hugely sheltering you in a lot of ways, you are way too easy to read and youwill need that pin. I'd suggest you activate it right now, and if not then definitely before talking to any royalty of Osirion, even if you're not planning to lie."

"Further warning, the Pharaoh of Osirion will be able to read you anyways. His Sense Motive is said to basically be nonmagical Detect Thoughts. There's rules you will find strange about what you're not allowed to say in Osirion about the Pharaoh. Ask about those very quickly."



(Asmodia only knows any of this due to hanging around Korva, to be clear.)









Keltham: "Your advice is noted."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm going to miss you. Don't - hurt yourself - and, once you're ready, come back for me. If you take too long about it I might send additional presents so I can at least rest assured you're not lonely and miserable without a single overengineered sex toy to keep you company."









Keltham: "Don't worry, if you're a real person, I'll definitely be seeing you later. Possibly after literally anything standing between us has been obliterated."

"Broom, Ican notice you now, stop that."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Coming along on the trip seemed easier than arguing about whether I should."









Keltham: "Right, well, this is Broom, agent of the goddess whose purpose is hidden, I don't really get him very much, he can turn invisible, I would prefer he not do that around me though, I assume you've got contacts with his people, bring him along but maybe check him out before you let him loose."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": "Broom, former halfling slave sweeping the halls in the archduke of Sirmium's villa, before I was chosen as the oracle of that goddess in the same moment as was Ione Sala chosen of Nethys. Aspexia Rugatonn did not wish to interfere with Her purposes, whatever they might be."









lintamande: The Osirians look utterly unsurprised. "In Osirion halflings are free," their leader says. "We'll take you."









Halfling slave #958245 "Broom": Broom will extend a hand, then, in the same moment as does Keltham.

Broom is, in fact, rather cheerful about this turn of events, though he doesn't show it, of course.









lintamande: And off they go.









Iarwain:









Iarwain:









Otolmens: ASMODEUS.









Otolmens: We had a DEAL, Asmodeus.









Otolmens: WHY is the anomaly NOT in the anomaly containment zone?









Iarwain:












Iarwain: ProjectLawful.com: exists









Iarwain:









7 - crisis of faith





lintamande: Some things break your heart but fix your vision.









Project Lawful: It is still Day 90.

The remnants of Project Lawful - diminished by only two members, but one of those was sort of important - have now Teleported back and regathered at the Fortress of Law.

It's plausible they should change residences, even at the price of recasting the Forbiddance. Keltham can identify the surroundings of this location more than well enough to guide a scry there, or a Teleport.









Abrogail Thrune II: Everyone here looks terrified, of course, to her Sense Motive. (Not counting Aspexia, who does not count in any number of ways.)

One can hardly expect otherwise. They have failed. Even though, compared to your typical Chelish project and personnel, they're doing a lot better than average - in some ways if not others - Abrogail Thrune II does not have a reputation for taking failure well, regardless of the fight put up until then.

Abrogail Thrune II does in fact take failure well, when somebody has far outperformed their rivals before failing. The trouble is, she cannot possibly allow this to become known; because everybody thinks of themselves as better than their rivals, and will massively slack off unless they think their superiors will tolerate only actual success.

Carissa Sevar has, by now, reached the level of her tyranny where - having put up a good fight that perhaps no other in Cheliax could have waged as well, having gained Project Lawful three full months, in which time Cheliax has gained several halfway ilani and a spellsilver refinement pipeline that Osirion cannot instantly duplicate, for Keltham does not know every refinement that the Shadow Project has developed and contributed to the non-Project workers - sweet Carissa would usually not be punished that severely for her failures.

Usually.

But Carissa Sevar feels herself greatly deserving of punishment, now; though she experiences that as the obsessive fear of punishment, with no thoughts of trying to evade it as most mortals would. It would be failing Asmodeus's faith if Sevar were left bereft. It is Hell's kiss that Sevar needs; and if Asmodeus is looking now in this direction, He probably approves at least that much of Sevar's thinking. Or perhaps even then He cares not; but His mortal slaves, among themselves, must make of His service a faith that mortals can hold.



What to do with the rest of Project Lawful is another story. Their advancement in Asmodeanism is plainly falling behind their advancement in ilanism.









Abrogail Thrune II: "My first order of business will be to review your failure," Abrogail announces. "You may go about your own business until that's done, under Maillol's direction. The Project must now scale and expand beyond what it could have done while Keltham was still kept deceived, and your first orders of business will be to train wizards and apprentices in 'chemistry', and to prepare to train other Chelish ilani."

"Carissa. Aspexia. With me."



Everyone here looks terrified. It's not an excessive amount of fear for her purposes, so Abrogail Thrune will not be doing anything about it just yet. They're fools to think that Project Lawful would now be ground into rubble when Cheliax needs it most, and disobedient fools for still thinking it after Abrogail Thrune told them what to believe. But it is good for Asmodeans to feel a little terror, now and then; whether their worst fears come to pass, or just their lesser fears.

For a fact, Abrogail Thrune II has not decided yet what to do with them, and some terror under those circumstances can hardly be unjustified.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would really, really like it if they could skip all of the discussion and failure analysis and retrospectives and get to the torture, at this point. This is not to say that she's not scared - she is very scared - or that she thinks reality won't be as bad as her imagination - it can very easily be much worse - but -

- once the torture starts then the scope for action is over. She's not so weak she won't be trying to act, while she still can, but she is weak enough to rather wish the need was done.



She follows her Queen.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm sorry, dear Carissa, but Maillol will need some direction in your pending extended absence, and your subordinates should be reassured to the extent they can be justly reassured."

"To that end, there are yet decisions to be made, for the interim until your return, while you are still coherent. And my decision of your punishment does rather depend on what you've done wrong." More importantly, Carissa must needs have fixed in her mind what she is repenting for.

"Aspexia, aRestoration andRemove Fear for our junior?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: She rather dislikes it, in truth; it feels un-Asmodean to her. But Aspexia is not without her own sense of pragmatics, and does as requested.









Carissa Sevar: She hadn't realized she was exhausted, but the Restoration helps a lot. She had realized she was scared, but if you can't function through that what are you even doing serving Asmodeus. The Remove Fear helps too, nonetheless.



Fine. Not the time to stop trying, yet. "Your Majesty. I would estimate we have perhaps one month's advantage over Osirion, if Keltham settles down and starts teaching there, plus whatever advantages we derive from having many, many more wizards. It seems to me that Maillol and Subirachs should be directed to focus on training as many people as possible in the spellsilver refining process, which a nation with more wizards can exploit farther. The other wing of the project - producing ilani thinkers, for whatever Hell values in us and for the advantages we may have in understanding spy reports from Osirion and identifying new applications of chemistry - merits a more substantial rethinking, since I've yet to invent a version of ilanism that isn't in substantial tension with Asmodeanism."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I noticed," Aspexia Rugatonn says very very dryly.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I as well. Not so much in you, dear, or of course Pilar. But the other Project members who spoke before Keltham seem to not only be compelled by fear more than faith, but to openly know this to themselves. Meritxell - seems a potential exception, but an unrealized one. If we do not demand her returnability then I am not convinced we shall receive her back from Osirion."

"I am inclined to say that at this point we have little choice but to simply have Asmodia, Pilar, Meritxell, and upon your return yourself, begin teaching ilanism to as many young intelligent highly-Asmodean wizards as can be found, in hopes of finding some who can become true ilani even if the others end up ruined. I am open to better ideas."









Carissa Sevar: "If Hell is permitted this, I want us to try teaching ilanismto devils. I also want to try teaching it to stupider people - I know ilanism was designed for an intelligent population, and might just fail entirely on people of average Intelligence and Wisdom, but I have a theory that wielding the techniques and developing them are different skills, and in dath ilan, the techniques are developed by Keepers and merely wielded by people like Keltham, and there's something Asmodean in that, something we can best imitate by having people whoaren'tour best and brightest try to learn. I also have several lines of research I thought of earlier today, for training comprehension of how to be commanded - I want to try followingmy own instructions and intent while I am much stupider, when I'm working on the ilanism for average people. I also think that there might be substantial promise in teaching ilanism by use ofSuggestion,which would be another asymmetrical advantage."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Good. More like the Carissa I know. Though - I think we may need to wait on teaching devils, for your own return to the Project. They have too much pride to be instructed by the likes of Asmodia."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Our power that Keltham knows not will not be Suggestion, or not only that. It will be pain. Dath ilan did not use it on the likes of Keltham - I have small doubt it is how their Keepers are produced - and he arrived knowing nothing of that art, nor may he use the little we have taught him without becoming us."

"If there is any hope for this contest that is now begun - of Cheliax, or perhaps all Lawful Evil countries, against all the rest of Golarion - it will be that Keltham is teaching his students to imitate weak, soft, ordinary dath ilani teenagers. We must shape Keepers."

"I stayed silent, on that topic, while there was no higher priority than keeping Keltham contained a little longer. But we are now past that."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know how to hurt people so they become more ilani rather than less so. If we did we've have nearly won already."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Then start trying things, Sevar, until you learn! We can send you plenty of mortals who are disposable, if you hesitate to practice your hand on Pilar! I will have all of Cheliax scoured for natural slaves and masochists who are also young wizards, male and female alike, if we think that's what creates the potential to learn without shattering! There are twenty million mortals in Cheliax, and if you kill one in a thousand of those simply to learn how to do this it will be a good trade!"









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, Most High." She isn't, actually, sure she's strong enough to do that, but - she'll just have to learn.









Abrogail Thrune II: "- do not kill the twenty thousand most promising young people in Cheliax. That would not be good for the country."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "We are soon to have a sufficiency of +4 intelligence headbands. We canmake them promising, and if they survive unshattered they can stay promising."









Carissa Sevar: "Did either of you at some point struggle with, and then overcome, squeamishness about killing twenty thousand people, such that you have advice, or is that a flaw not generally common among powerful Asmodeans so that I'm going to have to figure it out entirely myself."



She's not a particularly squeamish person but if you take her baseline level of reluctance to kill people and MULTIPLY IT BY TWENTY THOUSAND you do, actually, get something large. Ten she could do without even losing sleep about it!









Aspexia Rugatonn: "No."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Not at all."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It's not particularly common among clerics of Asmodeus."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Usually by the time anybody makes it to the level of the Chelish system where I have any direct dealings with them, they've gruesomely killed enough people they knew personally that they have no squeamishness left about gruesomely killing strangers, even if they started with any."

"You did jump the promotion ladder a good deal in order to end up in charge of Project Lawful, dear."









Carissa Sevar: "I know I'm lacking a bunch of the skills I need to achieve my goals, and this is one of them, and I'm eager to fix it, but - I don't see how gruesomely killing a couple dozen people would help at all! I wouldn't mind doingthat! Is the idea that most peoples' reluctance to murder is sufficiently - made of slime and muddled thinking - that it's much easier than I'm imagining to squish it down to not just 'very negligible' but actually literally zero?I can kill my family, if that is likely to work, but there's only, like,tenof them, and killingtenpeople isn't aversive!"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Do you have any idea what she's thinking, Aspexia? Or rather, why she's thinking it?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "No, possibly it's - some dath ilani stumbling-trap? That kicks in when you're about to kill a large number of people? I don't see how that's Lawful, though. If you're willing to kill ten people I don't see why you wouldn't be willing to kill ten thousand, it's just a matter of killing ten people repeatedly."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Now I'm wondering what happens if we ask Asmodia this question."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I think she dislikes killing ten thousand people and also dislikes killing ten people, which seems to me to be a more Lawful though less Evil stance, and will do either of those if sufficiently threatened."









Abrogail Thrune II: "No, I mean, does it trigger some strange dath ilani trap inside her?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "How could we tell, if she disliked killing small numbers of people as well as large numbers?"









Carissa Sevar: "If she's doing the thing I'm doing, you'd have to pay herprecisely a thousand times as much,to be happy about killing ten thousand people as ten people, or - no, that's wrong, because what do you even do with that much money - you'd need a threat that's athousand times worse. If she's equally averse to killing ten people and ten thousand, or if she's twice as averse to killing ten thousand, then that's not the - possible dath ilani mental trap I'm experiencing."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That makes more sense. The answer then is simple: When you require no payment to slay ten mortals to Asmodeus's benefit, but would rather pay a copper yourself to do it, you'll pay then ten gold to slay ten thousand."









Carissa Sevar: " - right. Well, in that case, then, I will just work on getting to the point where I'd gladly pay a copper to slay ten mortals to Asmodeus's benefit. I'd like to say of course I'd do that but I think actually I wouldn't be glad, I'd just be bothered a very unimportant amount, and as the numbers get bigger the failure gets magnified."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Let us turn then to Project Lawful. I begin by noting that they performed well above the competence bar I would expect from others of their previous rank, training, experience, talent -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "- openly announced that they thought Cheliax was a horrible place and they wanted to defect, humiliating us in front of Osirion -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "-confusing Osirion -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It seemed to me that Osirion had arather good ideaof what was going on, in fact!"









Abrogail Thrune II: "That is a separate issue about which I shall be having a pointed discussion with some senior intelligence officers. It was not Carissa's assigned responsibility. I am raising the question of whether to continue Sevar's policies on punishment pending her return."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'm frankly against it. Asmodia's insolence is reaching a point that I must consider intolerable, especially if Sevar is now having her own thoughts on corrigibility. She all but openly - no, shedid openly declare that she wanted to leave Cheliax and defect to Good and was awaiting Keltham's rescue. In front ofme. Without looking particularly scared."









Abrogail Thrune II: "They were, and are, outperforming. Wecontinue to have any priorities besides Hell's pride."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "They're a pack of trope-sent, trope-empowered special cases from whose outperformance we can conclude little or nothing. It's possible we'd be better off if we'd been disciplining them all properly this entire time."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Tonia is not outperforming Gregoria, and neither of those seem trope-empowered."

"...admittedly that sounds stupid in light of what Keltham has now told us about adequate sample sizes, but still. One sample is better than zero, he also said."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Tonia has been barely punished because hardly anyone on Project Lawful ever gets punished for anything, whether on the Chelish regimen or the Taldorian one!"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Tonia's thought transcripts show that she was more frightened -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Has the thought occurred to you, Abrogail, that Asmodeus's way involves inducing ACTUAL PAIN and not just FEAR!"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I suspect I understand the topic better than you do, frankly." It's going to cost Abrogail a lot of personal time, indeed, because Sevar needs to be actually punished and not just afraid, and nobody else in Cheliax including Aspexia can use torture to do anything complicated, which leads Abrogail to have a rather poor opinion of their grasp of mechanics. "I'll be blunt, Aspexia, Cheliax needs the Project and short of my personally excruciating every one of them I have zero confidence in the ability ofany of your priests to preserve their usefulness by anything more thansheer luck."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "This is not a sustainable state of affairs, Abrogail!"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Then somebody in Cheliax who is not ME needs to learn how to do things with pain other than scare people with it!"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "What's wrong with everyone on Project Lawful being terrified the same as everybody else in Cheliax?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm not terrified, you're not terrified, and our respective overpriced headbands are very far from the only reason why the two of us are the best thinkers Asmodeus has at His command! I agree, dath ilan almost certainly uses pain to train its Keepers! You know what I bet they don't use? Fear! When have you ever seen a devil powerful enough to bear a name show themselves afraid of anything?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia passes a weary hand across her brow. "If we are this much in disagreement among ourselves, the issue will wait.Temporarily. On Sevar's return and further debate."

"There will be that debate and there must be changes made. Outperformance or no, the Project is visibly not on course to successfully produce Keepers of Hell. It is on course to produce more Peranzas who will need to be kept under tight Security watch every day of their lives lest they flee."









Carissa Sevar: It seems to Carissa, not that she's going to interrupt a conversation between the Queen and the Most High, that Carissa more or less licensed everyone to be heretics as long as they were good at their jobs, which was the correct tradeoff with Keltham around, but that means there's a lot of low hanging fruit just in teaching ilanism without licensing everyone to be heretics and having them visibly led by heretics.



She does want to handle that personally, though; it seems like Maillol or Subirachs might not quite understand where she intends to draw the line.









Abrogail Thrune II: "If Carissa thinks she knows what to do, let us give her a chance to try it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I am pessimistic and would see other experiments tried in parallel. We have delayed far too long already on addressing this matter, and must now play catch-up more vigorously than hoping Sevar's next idea works."

"But for Sevar's current slaves to be left to her own attempts, at first - yes, fine, the hierarchy of Hell is layered for a reason. But be it clear, Sevar, that if others do better than yourself, in this, you will no longer be the leader of Hell's would-be ilani."









Carissa Sevar: "Understood." She genuinely doesn't think anyone can do better than her at this, but perhaps that's arrogance; if it is, then better to learn that as quickly as possible.









Abrogail Thrune II: "The remainder of the Project's less-than-perfect performance is a matter for the Crown, I think, not the Church."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Good. I have many other matters to attend to this day."

Aspexia turns and stalks off, towards the edge of the Forbiddance where she canleave. She is not, in fact, in a particularly good mood right now; matters have not gone well for Asmodeus, and she is not content with only Sevar paying a price in pain for it. Possibly she needs to submit her own self to Gorthoklek to properly regret her own inadequacies - she should not have tried to pose as Nefreti's true annoying self, Keltham would not have known any better and the pretense of omniscience was something he could all too easily test - but that is best left for when the day is otherwise done.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Go, Sevar, and tell your subordinates that they are not to be smashed to rubble. Give them due warning, if before you asked something else from them, that the heresies of Project Lawful will be less licensed by you after your return. Instruct Maillol in how to manage matters in your absence, such as he may require. Then you will attend upon me in Egorian, to discuss in more detail how you and yours fell short of perfection."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, your Majesty."









Iarwain: Day 90 / Osirion









lintamande: They land in the heat of a summer day in Sothis, right outside the gleaming Black Dome that is the shell of the giant beetle Ulunat. It towers over the city; it'd be tall even in dath ilan.



And suddenly there's the sensation of - being plunged into ice cold water, or flung through the air at terrifying speed, or being scoured by a blast of energy -



- and the accompanying sensation of something darting around the scouring forces, tugging, pulling, cushioning -









Iomedae: And then Keltham is at the Worldwound, at the place where he first arrived in Golarion, though it isn't cold, and a Chelish woman in shiny metal clothing is standing across from him.



"Abadar paid me to convey a message to you as soon as you left the interdicted zone," She says.









Keltham: The flash of hope/despair about being out, into the next layer of reality, fades as soon as she starts talking.

"According to you, is the whole thing with the Osirians part of another elaborate lie or not?"









Iomedae: "- not. You departed the interdicted zone about half a round ago for Osirion, accompanied by forces of the Osirian Risen Guard and a dozen adventurers they hired on short notice. They hope to protect you while you reorient, recover, and decide what you want to do in Golarion. Abadar, who chose you as His cleric, can convey other instructions to them if you wish."









Keltham: She feels like - the same sort of thing - that was his god talking to him. That makes everything worse, so that Keltham has to exert an additional effort and dissociate further from his emotions to continue emergency functioning. She's now tied the credibility of gods to the credibility of Osirion, and if that breaks when he exits this layer of reality, Keltham isn't sure where to go from there.

Well. She doesn't have to be anallied god. But if this style of communication can be initiated by non-allied deities, why suppose he ever talked to his own god of Coordination at all?

"And the supposed message from Abadar?"









Iomedae: "Abadar can speak directly to mortals, and desires to speak directly to you, but doing so causes severe, debilitating headaches, lasting hours, with the length depending on the length of the conversation. Long enough conversations would also cause brain damage but he stops them short of that point with some safety margin. You can request to speak directly to Him rather than to me if you prefer it; Osirion will protect you while you recuperate.

I can communicate with mortals at less cost to them, because I was once a mortal, and have access to an aspect of myself that comprehends the world as mortals do.

You may now know this, but Abadar desired it communicated unambiguously anyway: Asmodeus does not trade fairly, Asmodeus's Church does not trade fairly. They abide by the word of their contracts, but seek to write them to the disadvantage of those they contract with. Hell is a place that most mortals strongly prefer to avoid, and a place where there are not fair or free transactions, and He predicts that aiding Hell is not something you'd do fully informed. Almost any other country on Golarion is a better place than Cheliax for you to teach and work, except Nidal and lower-confidence Irrisen, Wanshou, Bachuan or the Underdark.

When you first arrived in Golarion and thought of Abadar in a way mortals rarely understand to think of Him, Abadar paid Asmodeus to have his mortals not torture you, not arrange for you to be never able to speak with Abadar's Church in Golarion, and not impede you in departing if you so chose. If in your assessment Abadar in so doing left you worse off, He wants to pay you the difference; He also wants to pay you to teach His church. "









Keltham: So Asmodeus was never, from the beginning - on this layer of reality - never intended to deal fairly, waspaid not to - break him -

"Doesn't sound like I was worse off, no. Sounds like I owe Abadar, if anything is true - doyou have a complete and consistent account of why I arrived in Golarion and why next to Carissa and why Snack Service says the decision theory of everything is complicated -"









Iomedae: "No. Not this facet of my attention, at least, though we're operating in an environment where I wouldn't be very surprised to learn I figured it out and had to avoid taking any actions that were a product of having determined it, and so chose not to have most of Me know it.

I have guesses, and can share the information I have in case it permits you to make the inferences that'd figure it out. Abadar paid for this conversation to be confidential, so if you do figure it out, and don't prefer that I allow myself to know that, I won't. However, Osirion knows what I know, here, and you can also ask them, which would be less expensive for Abadar."









Keltham: Aaaaggghhh. Keltham is increasingly of the opinion that the existence of any decision theory more complicated than 'just do things' is a tragic flaw of mathematics.

And time here is expensive, great, somebody should've told him that right away and maybe attached a quantitative estimate of gp/second.

"You Erecura?" As formerly-mortal goddesses go, the Lawful Neutral one seems a more obvious guess than Iomedae or Milani.









Iomedae: "Iomedae, Lawful Good goddess of ending the Evil afterlives."









Keltham: "Right. Of course that's what Lawful Good does around here -" He's wasting timemoney. "Is there an existing plan on that which I should be fitting into instead of doing my own thing there, and if so, what's the existing timeframe on finishing up."









Iomedae: "Plans leveraging your world's capabilities are likely to work out much fasterthan the plans from before you arrived. If you need an army, powerful spellcasters, rare magic items, a spy network, ask my Church. Be aware that Cayden Cailean deliberately acted to weaken my spy network in Cheliax, under some possible explanations of why He did that you shouldn't take Me up on that, consider checking with Him first. I consider it unlikely He's been compromised and is no longer pursuing the destruction of the Evil afterlives."









Keltham: "Hah. Funny. I don't think I realized I'd become - actually homesick - until I ran into local Civilization again."

"I don't know if whatever overcomplicated decision theory will allow me to take you up on it. But thanks for the offer either way, Iomedae. Real or unreal, the thing you appear to be is all right."









Iomedae: There's the sensation of being embraced and held tightly, by someone who isnotwearing a suit made out of metal; the scene fades, and the sensation fades more slowly than that, and then he's sitting on a wooden bench inside an antechamber of some kind, surrounded by worried uniformed Osirians.









Keltham: He's got a headache but a mild one, like he'd spent too long in the sun while not drinking enough water; and he can tell, somehow, that it could have been a lot worse. "According to your view of reality, is it completely normal and unsurprising that Abadar would pay Iomedae to -"









Abadar: Have another cleric circle, Keltham.



(It feels like a sudden rainstorm that clings to your skin and then soaks into it, rather than dripping off it; and with it a sense of divine presence, like when he prays for his spells, but more attentive, more specific, almost possible to parse as emotional: pride, and approval, and worry, and protectiveness.)









Keltham: ...Keltham will now wait an additional couple of rounds to see if he has any more queued messages, like from Irori or Nocticula or something.









lintamande: No other gods or demigods or demon lords immediately interfere with him.









Keltham: 
Some internal-introspective sensations, that Keltham has only started feeling over the last three months, have now grown stronger. He can guess that was another cleric circle he just got.

The timing of that event, just as Keltham asked his question, would bemore reassuring if he could be sure that none of the players in this gamesuch as Nethys were not playing clever games with exactly timing things.



"Sorry, just got a vision purportedly from Iomedae paid for by Abadar." Keltham is not going to say out loud immediately that he now has another cleric circle; he has started to acquire some of that security mindset which advises to just not reveal capabilities information unless there is a reason and a good one. "Is that something that would be a totally plausible and probable thing to have happen according to your own understanding of reality?"









Merenre: "Yes, Abadar told us He planned to arrange that months ago, though I imagine the contents were renegotiated more recently," says another robed man, who wasn't present on the expedition into Cheliax. "The formerly human gods can communicate with mortals more easily and more safely, and Abadar considered it likely that Iomedae would end up considering the message worthwhile by Her own values, and so charging Him less for it."









Keltham: "I - am not entirely sure what I need, right now - and maybe presume too much in thinking that my credit is good, here - but if you don't have other plans, other ideas - I think I need - something like - a library with uncensored reference books, and a bedroom, and realistically food of any kind, and privacy in which to feel emotions, and I haven't thought this part through very clearly but if this place has a spare headband of Splendour just lying around then I may do better by borrowing it for a time."

"Unless you think that Cheliax is likely to attack immediately in which case I should - just get a Lesser Restoration, and probably some other cognitive boosts, and then hurry and decide whether to -"

He can't finish the sentence.









Merenre: "Our prediction markets are down to about a 3% chance of an attack today. We can get you all of those things, and if we're wrong, interrupt you later."









Keltham: "- what else have you already got besides prediction markets, was the entire thing with Cheliax needing my knowledge to refine spellsilver a lie -"









Merenre: " - we have no idea how to emulate what you had Cheliax doing with spellsilver, and that's despite having quite good intel on the Project - anything you put into a contract, or on a market. We have policy prediction markets, after someone wrote a paper proposing them a decade ago, and they're small, and haven't yet proven they work better than my personally guessing, though theyshouldwork better and they're more legible to Abadar so we do them anyway. We're 90% sure that the value of your knowledge to us is in excess of ten million gp."









Keltham: Keltham considers the prospect of reteaching everything himself, winces, almost immediately sees a possible alternative. "Allegedly one of my ex-employees now resides in the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye, which I'd guess to have something to do with Nethys and Nefreti Clepati, do you know where -"









Merenre: " - it's here in Sothis. We'll send an inquiry, though Nefreti may have her own plans, she usually does."









Keltham: "Right, well, I have no idea how traumatized she is, but considering that she just got more rescued and less told her world is a lie, it's possible she'd substantially underbid me on starting to tell you things you ought to know immediately to start organizing your own acid-making and spellsilver refining, and search for candidates who can be trained in further researching it. If that's something you want to start today, rather than waiting for me to recover, and it'd take some of the time pressure off me too."

"Not saying her name because privacy principles, ask Nefreti to pass your message to her."









Merenre: "Understood. Your room is ready. The reference library and food are there already; the headband of Splendour should be there shortly. Do you want the spell, in the meantime?"









Keltham: "No. A headband I can freely put on and take off again seems wiser."

That they selected his books, by the implicit sound of it, and had months apparently to do that - is not great - but, still, it's a place to start.

"Let's go, then."









Iarwain: Day 90 / Egorian









Carissa Sevar: For some reason, the specific stupid thread Carissa's brain has decided to race off on the instant she arrives in Egorian is wondering what the Palace Security think of her. Presumably they mostly don't; her project was secret, after all. It's Pilar (unintentionally) and Paxti (intentionally) who ended up the faces of Project Lawful.

"Her Majesty requested me," she says. "Carissa Sevar."

The Remove Fear has worn off.









Security: This produces an immediate (barely visible) scramble of fear and respect and people standing further upright in the presence of CARISSA SEVAR. Last month's set of (now somewhat outdated) rumors hold her to be the secretly declared heir to Abrogail Thrune's throne.

"You shall be escorted at once," says the senior Security, and with a wave of his hand designates his least liked, most disposable subordinate to do it. The fool was babbling last week about Carissa Sevar being sometimes allowed to wear the Crown of Infernal Majesty; perhaps the idiot will bumble into asking her about that directly and he'll be rid of him.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't ask what they heard. Clearly it was inaccurate.









Carissa Sevar: She will give herself the pin-Glibness to be cheerful and at ease, walking to wherever one gets sent to await the Queen, because it'd be horribly embarrassing if anyone reported, later, that she looked scared.









Cheliax: Good decision! People dignifiedly... basically run away from her... when they see her in the hallways. Anything that could visibly scare Carissa Sevar would have them fleeing outright through the halls, terrified that Cheliax and perhaps Hell itself stood on the verge of destruction.









Carissa Sevar: Well, they might. It's up to Keltham.









Security: Carissa is directed by further Palace personnel to what looks like a very ordinary secular torture chamber, such as you might find in a wizard academy, or in the castle of a non-devout noble, or in any large business concern of Cheliax; though one in which all the furnishings are of Palace quality. It has a comfortable place for the boss to sit and a less comfortable place for a subordinate to stand, as torture chambers used for managerial purposes often do. Plenty of bosses in Cheliax consider a torture chamber an appropriate place to have a chat with a subordinate in trouble, though it's usually more ambiguous than this about whether torture is in fact impending.

The Security who brought her there obviously doesn't think Sevar is meant to be the victim here; he flees as soon as he's dismissed.









Carissa Sevar: ......on some level she was definitely expecting to descend for subjective hours through the darkest void into a pit of flame that Abrogail keeps in the basement.







She's pretty sure she's not disappointed, because that would be insane.



Abrogail is definitely making a point, she's just not sure what that pointis.

Maybe it's 'this isn't a sex thing'??

Maybe it's 'I'm obliged by Asmodeus's instructions to punish you exactly as much as you've earned?' But it's not like there's a standard punishment code for 'while wearing the Crown of Infernal Majesty as a personal loan from the Queen, fail at a task of incredible importance to her and to Asmodeus which was literally your one job. Or, well, there kind of is, and it's 'execution'. Maybethat'sthe point Abrogail is trying to make?





At this point it flashes across Carissa's mind, and is then immediately obvious, that Abrogail is probably here already invisibly, reading Carissa's mind because she likes doing that. She resists an urge to flail her arms around trying to bump into the Queen. Why does she even have that urge. Why is being a mortallikethis.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail is in fact fucking busy. There's a lot to do as regards a possible war with Osirion.

Carissa can wait ten minutes in this very ordinary torture chamber, which is, hopefully, meant to convey the idea that Carissa will be paying fully for her sins in an ultimately stable and trustworthy environment.









Carissa Sevar: She'll spend them trying to figure out what the fuck Nefreti Clepati meant that if your plans are too complicated your pants end up across the continent. Across the continent in - Oppara? Mendev? Vigil? Does Vigil count as across the continent? Whose pants? Keltham's? But he's on another continent! Maybe the pants are a metaphor?









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune will in due time stride into the torture chamber, visibly, in an ordinary way, and seat herself.









Carissa Sevar: She's not taking that as much evidence Abrogail wasn't here earlier reading her mind.





She kneels.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'd suggest you remove that expensive clothing and garb yourself in a penitent's smock."

"My time is valuable, so you can get started on explaining your own fault analysis while you do that."









Carissa Sevar: Nnnnnnnot a sex thing. Almost certainly not a sex thing. STOP THAT AND DO YOUR JOB.



She starts to change her clothes. Keeps looking at the floor, while she does.



"There were a number of day-of failures - would probably have been better to take a longer route around the slavemarkets entirely and just tell him straight-up that we were doing so, even though alter-Golarion has slave markets the sight moved Keltham the wrong way, would've been better for there to be a suspicious delay between Ione getting the book requests and sending the books over than for her to be in the bathroom, which is a weaker update towards Conspiracy but a stronger update towards a mindreading one, even though we actually didn't learn there was an emergency by mindreading him -

- but I actually don't think those are the interesting ones - I think if we'd played the day nearly perfectly we'd still likely have lost, and I think it was an operation complicated enough that there were going to be some day-of failures and the plan shouldn't have counted on them being none of them. I didn't allocate enough resources to inventing an immersive set of history, literature and theology for alter-Cheliax two months ago, as soon as we got out of day-to-day emergency mode and had any slack at all. I did a lot of things to a standard where it'd pass immediate inspection, but that was, obviously, something the Conspiracy could dofrom Keltham's perspective. It would've been worth the costs, though they would've been substantial, of hiring twenty more full-time writers and having an amount of content that was not obviously something the Conspiracy could do. An advantage of the initial Cheliax is basically Taldor plan over the complex alter-Cheliax we ended up going with is that we could've literally just showed him lots and lots of genuine verified Taldor history with some words changed. I knew that at the time, it was part of how I suggested it, but I underappreciated the cost when we started switching away from that. Going even farther back, we should'veliterally claimed to him he'd landed on the Taldane worldwound contingent and we were a Lawful Neutral country that had nothing to do with Cheliax,but I'd have had to think of that off no context in the first five minutes.



I had concluded tropes weren't real or weren't operative, after Keltham had some nice healthy romances with no elaborate backstories behind them, after he himself concluded that, after it became obvious he was nowhere near kinky enough for Pilar and all the reasoning from her being a 'romantic option' wasn't right. Tropes - are real and are operative, aren't they. If I'd noticedthatI wouldn't'veannounced the yearlong pause plan aloud to anyone until Keltham was safely petrified."









Abrogail Thrune II: And Carissa's thoughts and feelings, as she speaks?









Carissa Sevar: Thoughts and feelings what are those she's a PROFESSIONAL she has been asked for a FAILURE ANALYSIS not for INTERNAL SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCES.



She's terrified, and off-balance, and embarrassed, and really angry that any of those are emotions that brains will persist in producing when the only important thing is obeying Abrogail or technically Asmodeus. And she misses Keltham already. A lot. She wants him to give her a hug and say nice things to her and probably no one will ever do that again unless she makes them.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I, most obviously, failed in not giving the Project aminimum budget instead of amaximum budget, even in the midst of a war with Nidal. I should at the very latest have done that when Keltham perfected his method of acid synthesis and it became clear that his world's ideas had been made to work here. That perhaps might have encouraged you to think of ways to spend more money, before it was too late to spend it."

"A disadvantage of the plan to have Cheliax be literal Taldor is that he might have expected our country to possess a massive central capital with great walls, which would have required us to reject provisions of the Project Lawful contract breaking down revenues by geographic region, which Keltham might have found suspicious much earlier on. Similar difficulties apply to claiming ourselves to be the Lawful Neutral country of Taldor, though I suppose we could have also simply denied that any such things as contracts and oaths existed and declined to offer him anything of the sort. Again, that might have engendered suspicion."

"I think I would not, faced with a sudden Keltham myself, have told him that we were Evil, at all, or that our god was Asmodeus, or our afterlife Hell;that, I think, is the basic act of foolish honesty from which everything else spiraled. You had already showed him Tongues, he could have demanded a casting of that spell and then examined words' meanings in other languages, as he eventually did."

"If I'd already told him that our country was named Cheliax, I would have later confessed to him that a better place for him would be Taldor, a richer country on which we were with good terms, and arranged a Teleport to someplace claiming to be that. That could have been done after you had a little more context. It would then have been possible to send Keltham on tours or scry-tours of other countries with escorts claiming to be of Taldor, and he could have asked after Taldor's reputation and heard nothing of remark. Any questions about Cheliax would have been the exception rather than the rule."

"I could have thought of that, once the matter was reported to me. I could have thought of that again after the Zon-Kuthon godwar began and Keltham's real importance became clear. Told him that Cheliax lacked the power to properly defend him or support him, while the war with Nidal continued, and that we were arranging for Taldor to host him. I did not in fact think of it. In retrospect I should have done what Keltham called a 'pre-mortem', visualizing out in detail how the whole thing might fall down in time, asking myself at the end of that imagination what I could go back in time in do. Certainly, once Keltham explained the principle in so many words, I should have done that."

"I don't think I'd have done the fake Taldor transfer even if I'd thought of it. It would have presented different complications, not fewer. I'm not sure there was any way to satisfy Keltham once he started looking, and the path we chose seems well-chosen for extending the time before he did."

"Going on my rereading of all of Keltham's thought-transcripts, I think you are attributing too much power to tropes and too little power to ordinary causality. What set Keltham off seems to have been Cheliax's presentation about a massive nationwide push on spellsilver manufacturing, which made him realize that we were taking him seriously and that a set of sudden demands for verification would be something we'd have to meet. That should have been presented to him after he was statued, not before. Without foreseeing the particular disaster - as may not be done in a world of shattered prophecy - it signaled to Keltham that things had changed. It was a disruption of his status quo. Andthat is the general act that we should have avoided until after he'd been petrified and unpetrified. It wasn't your announcement of the plan to the Project that invoked tropes, it was our presentation of the fake plan to Keltham that changed the way he was looking at things."

"I failed to see that, too, and so did Asmodia, but you are the one person in Cheliax whose job it was to think of that."









Carissa Sevar: That hurts, but in the way where it's true, and correct, and she's glad she heard it and she wishes they could get to the torture instead of having to endure more of this and she's aware of exactly how weak and stupid that is. "I didn't think of it. I was busy with the logistics of the pause; he seemed at first to take it as reasonable of us, and as a boost to his pride, I saw no further cause for worry."









Abrogail Thrune II: She actually does feel angry, then. "That is a manager's-first-project sort of mistake, Sevar, that one thing seems to be going well and it consumes all your attention, and you've never had a project before, and never watched it FAIL before, and you don't understand in your guts and liver why you should go on being AFRAID OF FAILURE!"

There's fire, then, and an end to a smock's brief honor of being worn by Carissa Sevar.









Carissa Sevar: She wants Abrogail to fix her so she doesn't make mistakes anymore.



She is aware that this is literally impossible and that even devils make mistakes. She still wants it.





"I wasn't - scared enough -"









Abrogail Thrune II: If she's still TALKING and THINKING then she's NOT ON FIRE ENOUGH.









Iarwain:









Abrogail Thrune II: ...Abrogail will in fact give Carissa Sevar a hug, during a pause in her punishment, and tell her that the Queen cannot, in fact, think of anybody else in Cheliax she could have assigned to this, that would in fact have done better. Carissa must still expiate the ways in which she fell short of perfection, and pay for those actual outcomes she obtained in what was her assigned task, for that is Hell's way; but these punishments are aimed to burn away her sins, not her pride. She is still above others, did better than others would have, and while her performance does not (yet) merit her to be a Duchess of Nidal, it suffices for her to be a para-Baroness at least. Higher ranks must needs wait until she has demonstrated her ability to produce stable Asmodean ilani, though, as is now her next one task.









Carissa Sevar: She knows. That no one could've done better. It's just, she's the only person who can doanyof the things on her to do list, so she doesn't consider it even partially reassuring, that no one else could've done this.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...if she's still not REASSURED then the TORTURE WILL CONTINUE UNTIL HER MORALE IMPROVES.


(Why is Carissalike this.)









Iarwain: Day 90 / Osirion









dath ilan: People from one human-populated planet would rarely count as neurotypical on any other human-populated planet. To say this requires some measure on the human-populated planets across the multiverse; but if you pick a sensible such measure, the truth of the statement should be obvious enough on priors. Begin, say, from 50,000 years ago in dath ilan's history; most descendants of that primate species can interbreed with each other, if they're still extant and haven't deliberately shaped themselves otherwise. Thellim's world of "Earth" branched off no earlier than that - quite a bit later, in fact.

Keltham looks human. He can interbreed with humans. He is in fact human. But Keltham, in several ways, does not work quite like a Golarionite expects humans - or their related mortal species - to work.

Dath ilan, from the perspective of most human-populated worlds, has some unusual problems. Dath ilan has noticed those problems at all, but they don't know those problems are unusual or unusually severe. They have nothing else to compare themselves to. The dath ilani don't know that their failures arenot part of the plan, any more than they think of themselves as being unusually good at coordination or decision theory, or their planet having above-average intelligence.

Every human-populated world that is alone in its neighborhood of the multiverse "dances like nobody is watching", you could say. If a planet is embarrassing itself in some regard, compared to the average descendant of that 50,000-year ancestral branching point, most such planets have absolutely no idea. If you ask the inhabitants to guess where they fall on the unseen spectrum of world-branches, they will have no more-sensible guess than 'Probably we're somewhere in the middle?'









dath ilan: Dath ilani know they have a problem where a lot of them aren't very happy a lot of the time. Their current approach is to have a societywide norm that unusually unhappy people shouldn't have kids, and, to a lesser extent, that unusually happy people should have a lot of kids.

But that takes time, so for now, the dath ilani carefully tweak their environment to make it possible for as many people as possible to be happy within the framework of their current genetics. This takes a lot of tweaking and a lot of work, and the dath ilani don't particularly realize there's anything odd about that; they don't have other human worlds to compare themselves to.

The dath ilani carefully raise their children in an environment free of spoilers about sex existing or how it works, so that young adults may have the pleasure of discovering that for themselves, among themselves - in an effort to preserve every bit of that rare stuff that is fun. They relegate pornography to the Ill-Advised Consumer Goods Store, because if a dath ilani reads a book about interesting people having incredibly interesting and exciting and fun and complicated sex, they will start to hold their own sexual encounters to the same standard,before they would naturally have become bored. Why wantonly burn up the time remaining until ordinary sex starts to seem repetitive? - so thinks dath ilan.

They're aware they have a problem, an aspect of reality that isn't as good as it could be. Of course they're aware. Dath ilani, by their nature, and by comparison to an average human world descending from their 50,000-year ancestor, are aware of dissatisfactions like that to an incredible degree. Their world is so optimized not least because any visible problems bug the crap out of them.

The dath ilani are aware they have a problem where it's hard for people to be happy, and they're applying all of the heritage-optimization pressure they can spare from more important matters to solving it. They don't know they have an unusual problem. The dath ilani don't know that their average species-cousin gets bored less quickly, or can much more easily become happy.

The dath ilani don't know that their cousins experience emotions, in general, more strongly than dath ilani do. The difference is more pronounced for positive emotions, but it's true about negative emotions too.

How'd it happen? Nobody knows, at this point, they screened their history. Obviously the change didn't happen on purpose. Probably there's something like a balance, inside minds, some sheerly neural relative weight of cortex and thalamus; and the ancestors of Civilization selected on themselves for intelligence without paying proper attention and obeisance to that balance.



So dath ilan dances, less happily and excitedly than average, like nobody is watching.









dath ilan: Here's another not-so-little irony of Keltham's life, one that he'll probably never have a chance to learn now: When Keltham reached age 20, and Civilization first revealed to him the subsidy it would pay to him to have kids -

- as is kept obscured, until the socially-usual childbearing age of 20, for obvious-to-a-dath-ilani reasons; you don't go around telling eight-year-kids that secret prediction markets expect that Civilization won't want more of them, or not enough to pay for it. That could be a self-fulfilling prophecy. And then if you tell the other kids that Civilization probably does want more of them, the silence is conspicuous for those who aren't being told. Judgments like that aren't final to begin with; sometimes, indeed rather often, kids turn out differently than expected. These are not confident prediction markets. It has not been found to be fun for kids, if you tell them that unconfident prediction. This too is information-that-harms-the-hearer, better not to know if you're not a Keeper. And the only way to be silent about it to some kids, is to be silent about it to all of them -

- Civilization would have told Keltham that they did, in fact, want more of him. He's shifted honorably-selfish away from altruistic, yes, and that's a little weird; he's noticeably less reflective than the average dath ilani, and that's bad; but he also experiences emotions more strongly, has stronger drive, than the average dath ilani, and that matters a lot. This organism is made happy more easily; he's happier than you'd expect for a self-conceived misfit. It would have outweighed his selfishness, in the eyes of what Civilization had voted on as its future targets; and the possibility would not have been lost on Civilization that maybe that higher-selfishness business was correlated with the happiness part.

It's definitely the sort of interesting mindstate where, if nothing else, you'd like him to have four kids out of sheer curiosity, to find out if the traits stay correlated in his children.









dath ilan: There are dath ilani who would have gone through everything Keltham just did, and felt nothing but a distant sadness about losing Carissa, after having barely managed to connect to her in the first place. They might have walked through the entire thing Exactly Correctly, not because they are that disciplined, but because their emotions were never strong enough to knock them off their Way, or even push on them too hard. On being told it was all a lie, they would not have dissociated from a single one of their emotions, even if it felt relatively awful, because it was so rare for them to feel anything even that strongly, in their lives.

They'd feel that same distant sadness, maybe, on turning 20 and learning that Civilization wanted no children from them. A lot of people like that need to not have kids, if you want to create space for people like Keltham to have four kids experimentally to see about fixing that problem.









Keltham: Keltham feels unusually strongly, for someone of dath ilan.

By the standards of Golarion-outside-of-Cheliax, not so much.

After having previously dissociated some of his emotions to run in emergency mode, Keltham isn't able to cry, even in private, until he puts on the Splendour headband that's found for him; knowing, as he does so, that he might well end up never wanting or able to take the headband off again.









Keltham: Afterwards, Keltham consumes the food brought for him, skims some books in the library. He tells them that tomorrow he'll probably want to talk to an expert on theology and afterlives, who can at least point him at which books to read.

He asks for a Sleep spell (technically Deep Slumber). He doesn't really feel like trying to go to sleep naturally.









Iarwain: Day 91 / Osirion









Keltham: Keltham awakes with his mind feeling numb, dissociated, distantly sad.

He looks at the Splendour headband, which he did manage to take off last night before asking for the Sleep spell.

Keltham decides - not to put it on, just yet, for a while.

There's a saying out of dath ilan, "You can face life without drugs, but there's often no point in trying." In context, it doesn't have exactly the import that the bare words sound like, because it's an instance of a proverb-template about how "You can X without Y, but there's often no point in trying." That proverb-template in turn is intimately paired by rhyme and prosody to a successor proverb: you probably should try at all, like once or twice, just be willing to give up if it turns out there's no point?

Keltham is going to try not to get addicted to Splendour immediately and in the middle of a major life crisis.

He prays. He asks for two Comprehend Languages in case he needs them for reading books in other languages. He asks for two truthspells. He keeps his Owl's Wisdom. He leaves the rest of his list blank. If his god is back in touch with him, his god should be able to fill the list as his god sees fit.









Abadar: Commune,fucking finally.









Keltham: Some new and unfamiliar spells that Keltham will see about identifying, in substantially increased total quantity. No Sanctuary, no Vision of Hell, no Protection, no Enchantment Foil, no Spell Immunity, no Summon Monster III. Cool.


He - sort of wants to eat breakfast around people - and at the same time doesn't know anybody or trust anybody and the only person, now, that he could even arguably eat breakfast with, is, like Ione Sala, maybe possibly Asmodia if she could be rescued.

Frankly, what he wants is to eat breakfast with Iomedae.


Keltham leaves his bedroom to find out what's up around here.

He doesn't forget to bring with thepin of glibness.









lintamande: The palace of the Pharaoh of Osirion is not less luxurious than the Palace at Egorian of Cheliax's Infernal Majesty. It is stylistically pretty distinct.









lintamande: Osirion has not made a lot of changes to impress Keltham - they're not making errors about the organization of their society on purpose, and if they are making errors, they want him to know about them to help them correct them! But they have ensured that all of the concubines are dressed the same as the male palace staff.

They're not planning to hide that that wasn't how it worked yesterday, just, maybe it'll help get off on the right foot.



The Palace is mostly full of open, half-overlapping courtyards and balconies. The sky up above is the eerie, magically-lit Dome interior, not the sky.









lintamande: There is a small packet of notes for Keltham; each of them includes some money, for his trouble reading them.









Keltham: Micropayments! Keltham is happy for all of 2 rounds before he remembers not to be.

Decor seems very standard, very prosaic. Sky effect is interesting.

What do the notes say?









Merenre: Keltham:



We met yesterday; I am Prince Merenre, a sixth-circle priest of Abadar and the pharaoh's primary advisor on economics research and, lately, the Keltham Situation. I'd like to extend an invitation to join me and my wife Ismat, who developed a system for training non-wizards to craft magic items, for breakfast. Today is not particularly better for us than any other day this week.









lintamande: The next letter inquires as to the intellectual property status of the things Osirion stole from Cheliax through espionage on the Project. All spending and profits related to that are enclosed for his review, and they haven't spread it onwards.









lintamande: The final letter has a list of all of the Palace servants, concubines, royals, Church operatives, etc. who did not decline to participate and the prices they listed under Fairness this morning for Keltham to grab them in particular for an hour of questions if he happens to want to talk to a not very selected person. There are hundreds of people on it. Many of them listed negative prices because they think Keltham grabbing them in particular would be really cool.









Keltham: ...feels like the next story-arc of unreality is supposed to be the one where they imitate Civilization and like he's finally home at last, and he has to notice all the smaller notes wrong with that; which will be harder to detect compared to the louder notes in Cheliax, now that he / the reader have been alerted that Conspiracies are a thing.

Who's got the largest negative price? Keltham is contemplating trying the most predictable action possible, to see what the next layer of Conspiracy prepared for that.

There was probably something clever he was supposed to do to have the character Korva Tallandria with him at this point, who'd be very useful for figuring this out. Like, not get her almost sent to Hell. That was probably the flag event he missed.









lintamande: Largest negative price: seventh circle cleric of Abadar Temos Sevandivasen put 1250gp.









Keltham:









Keltham: Okay, you know, sure, let's try that one.

Keltham was planning to ask a lot of questions about theology and afterlives anyways. If there is some kind of bizarre metaliterary mirror-universe business going on, he'd like to know about that part immediately, actually.

How does this guy feel about breakfast, and then maybe helping Keltham spend a bunch of time in a library trying to figure out what's up with the universe? It can go on longer than one hour to make up for any time Keltham spends eating or reading instead of just asking questions directly.









lintamande: He is willing to do that though he actually just arrived in Sothis last night so he isn't an expert on the palace library.









Keltham: Well, does he have a negative price for a quarter-hour, then? Keltham does need somebody who knows the palace library well, he's pretty sure, but Keltham doesn't want to miss whatever it is he's supposed to find out here. So maybe just breakfast.









Keltham: ...Keltham realizes he's making an expression he copied off Carissa, and wipes it off his face.









lintamande: Sure! 500 for a quarter-hour.



They can have breakfast brought up to a table on one of the balconies overlooking one of the courtyards. Temos Sevandivasen looks exactly like the fake-priest of fake-Abadar Keltham met yesterday.









Keltham: "So, you look exactly like - somebody with a very similar but not identical name - that I saw in a scry of Absalom yesterday. I'm actually going to just say this out loud, because if it crashes local reality I think I'd actually be happy with that outcome."









lintamande: "I generally work from Absalom; I came to Sothis yesterday afternoon following a suspicious interaction with a Chelish agent. Our best guess is that they intended to use a real conversation between the agent and myself to get information to feed you, and then they had to alter their plan on the fly when I refused them, but you probably know much more about that than we do; it's indeed why I was so desperately curious to meet you."









Keltham: How totally logical!

...Keltham actually does remember, then, something about Carissa saying yesterday that she used the Queen's overpriced headband to make up an entire theology. Which, sure, very legitimate rationalization for this, in retrospect. Maybe the point of this part is to raise his alarm level and then defuse it with a totally logical explanation. That's to signal to the reader that most things about the pseudo-Civilization will seem to make sense at first and won't just have outright transparent flaws on day one.

"Well, they got your appearance off the brief encounter, and then I had a long conversation with, I think, actually, my girlfriend, and her version of Abadarian theology which was basically that Abadar was about running business concerns. I assigned her a research-level math problem to do while 'we' were talking, and at one point also tickled her, because I was suspicious that what 'you' were saying was something she could fake, but she was apparently wearing the Crown of Infernal Something Something at the time and was able to juggle all of that simultaneously."

"You should send her a bill for using your name and likeness. I'm genuinely curious about whether she'd pay it."









lintamande: " - I'll try, if no one can think of a reason that's a terrible idea. I'm not sure just from the description 'running business concerns' whether it's something where there's genuine Abadaran theology or not? From my own background I'm much more concerned with the applications to governance but there are merchants who've made progress on theology related to running a business that captures wealth in an Abadaran fashion and not through coercion or deception or things that end up amounting to it."









Keltham: "I was trying to verify that I was talking to a genuine priest of Abadar - who I did not know at the time was" supposedly "my god, and that you were hearing my actual questions, and responding to those in ways that only a priest of Abadar should've been able to do. Except that their version of Abadar was supposedly just about, economics, supply-demand stuff. So, for example, after I asked 'you' about women not being able to own property in Osirion, and 'you' said that women had relatively more rights after Abadar took over and Osirion was slowly moving in a generally Chelish direction there, I asked 'you' to say something economics about that. 'You' gave an extended analysis of how different combat rules in Avistan had resulted in fewer men, an oversupply of women, and that had invalidated mating strategies where women held out for marriage."









lintamande: Temos isn't very readable, but in a different way than Chelish people; it's like he's very deliberate about the steps between hearing something and deciding how he feels about it, so his response is faster than the eventual arrival of his face at a trouble expression. "There might be something to that. Nonetheless I find myself objecting that it's not the answer any true priest of Abadar would have given you; it is too purely descriptive, and we would struggle to refrain from referring you to a dozen different papers about theoretical models of filial piety, in the course of trying to give you a proper answer."









Keltham: "What's the actual situation there, relatively briefly? I've got - a number of high-level questions and should go through them breadth-first before going deep on any of them."









lintamande: "About Osirion and sexism? Osirion is unpleasantly sexist, the Church less so than nearly every other social institution in it but still enough to appall you, probably, if you're accustomed to places that treat men and women no differently. I wouldn't raise a family here, wouldn't really even live here. I don't have a fundamental values disagreement with my colleagues in the Osirian church, I don't think, we just have very different instincts on some questions that are hard to answer."









Keltham: "Have to say, if the representation I got of Osirion was basically true - that women can't own property - among my first instinctive reactions there would be to tell them I'll only be teaching Osirian women, so as not to distract the men from their important work of owning property and being allowed to participate in the economy."









lintamande: "I might be misunderstanding what you'd hope to accomplish by that but I don't think it'd work. Among other obstacles, women in Osirion overwhelmingly cannot read or write, and that is in fact the main sense in which it's true they can't own property; the sort of educated woman with independent means of support or a supportive husband who'd be able to attend your classes also is able to meaningfully participate in the economy in every other way."









Keltham: "Well, breadth-first, I do remind myself. Deep dive on that can wait. Trying to figure out what I'd preferentially ask somebody from Absalom, besides a non-local view on - whatever the ass people here are doing - okay, the Starstone. Were people possibly lying to me about that? Because the version I got, Aroden came across a giant glowy rock that could've been used to produce, like, a hundred of Iomedae, and put up a huge warded magical containment fortress around it so that only worthy people could get through, one of whom is the god of crime and one of whom is a guy who did it on a drunken bet. Is there a sane version of this story."









lintamande: "People weren't lying. People who speculate a lot about this kind of thing speculate that existing gods have some kind of veto power over new gods ascending, and the protections Aroden placed either prevent the existing gods from interfering with the ascension of new ones, or satisfy some negotiated condition that allows Aroden to aid the new gods - which would of course now not matter, as Aroden is dead - or that the deaths of most who try in fact power the ascensions of those who succeed, or that Norgorber and Cayden were concessions in exchange for Iomedae, or that the Starstone in fact can ascend a fixed number of people - or a fixed number per period of time - such that rationing it makes sense."









Keltham: "Hmmm. Nowthat is interesting."

Obvious thoughts that Keltham isn't going to go into, because breadth-first examination:

- If the Starstone is being rationed, why Cayden Cailean and Norgorber? Just the first ones through when the winning ticket came up? Has anybody kept a record of number of Starstone-entrants and deaths between ascensions?
- Aroden was ascended by Starstone, but seems to have been much more powerful than Iomedae. Did he get more of what the Starstone can offer, if the fortress rations it?
- What if Aroden was trying to createas many human gods as possible such that Cayden and Norgorber being potential successes mattered more than their future alignments or domains?

"Somebody supposedly an oracle of Nethys - who may have actually been that, if the person who showed up to take her was the real Nefreti Clepati, which she proved by predicting a fairly random future fact - told me that Earthfall shattered prophecy for the second time, with the first time being Rovagug, and that after Earthfall the gods took the last fragments of twice-shattered prophecy and made a prophecy about a Lawful Neutral god who'd use the Starstone to make Golarion their domain and then contain Rovagug forever. Which Aroden saw coming, changed himself to match the conditions of, and then Aroden's death shattered all prophecy in Golarion forever. Is that plausible?"









lintamande: " - we don't have much in the way of records from the time of Rovagug, but the fact there was a war with lots of gods on both sides is suggestive that something was interfering with prophecy, usually you see them pay each other to sit it out. I've never heard the claim that Aroden specifically tried to be the god the prophecied Age of Glory was about as opposed to, well, being the god the prophecy was about all along. It is true that Aroden's death shattered prophecy and that everyone thinks that's permanent, and Abadar - and for that matter Asmodeus - are acting like it's long term, making long-term investments in new methods of intervention on Golarion."









Keltham: "People in the Conspiracy - the face Cheliax presented to me - seemed to think - well, maybe it was just that Carissa seemed to think - that unleashing Rovagug was game over, that it would inevitably destroy everything. Is that conventional mainstream academically-respectable theology? I would think that if the last set of gods managed to seal Rovagug, and all the gods who fought on Its side are now dead, and there've been some new gods since then, you'd expect that releasing Rovagug would just end with It being sealed again? What do people think they know and how do they think they know it?"









lintamande: "I don't know much about Rovagug. To my knowledge there were not human civilizations on the face of Golarion when Rovagug first reached the world, and that if there had been, the war that sealed him would probably have killed them all, and possibly just killed every living thing on the planet's surface. There are new gods but that doesn't mean that the aggregate strength of all the gods opposed to the destruction of the world exceeds what it did at the time; the new gods are mostly very weak, compared to the ancient ones, and I don't know if the ancient ones have more or less power than they did then; it might be that the expended resources they have never since regained, not even now. No one has good information on this; it is expensive for the gods to communicate their secrets, and it's hard to imagine under what circumstances any Church would consider this information decision-relevant.

There was a prophecy that some threat greater than Rovagug would appear eventually, and that Asmodeus would unleash Rovagug, hoping that Rovagug would consume that enemy and then be possible to contain, or that they'd weaken each other, and that instead Rovagug would consume everything and that's how the universe would end. But prophecy's broken, and I don't know if that one was ever very definite."









Keltham: ...you'd imagine not, since otherwise Asmodeus would be taking an action known to Asmodeus to lead to failure?

Huh, there's a flash of anger in Keltham's thoughts at the mention of that god. Keltham may actually be angry here.

"Anything else in the set that includes Rovagug, the Starstone, and Pharasma? It sounds like those are three known things from outside the local universe. Is there a fourth?"









lintamande: "There are many other Outer Gods of a class with Pharasma, supposedly, but their concerns are so alien to us that they mostly cannot even be comprehended, and Pharasma prevents them from doing whatever they'd do with this star system and these souls and these afterlives if unimpeded. The Starstone's not from outside the local universe, it was created when several gods sacrificed themselves to slow the moon that collided with the world when Earthfall happened."









Keltham: "I thought I read a version that - something else was coming and the gods collided a moon with it to try to stop it, but that didn't work, it just smashed through the moon?"









lintamande: "The account I'd heard was that an underwater civilization on Golarion tried to pull an asteroid down onto Golarion to destroy a surface civilization they were at war with, thinking they'd survive it. They miscalculated, and it would've destroyed life on the planet; the gods moved the moon to deflect it, and then sacrificed themselves to slow the fragments in their collision with the world. But 'something from outside the local universe' played no particular part in it except in the sense that all asteroids are from very far away. It was initiated by a Golarion civilization, deliberately.



There are many other examples of things from very far away impacting Golarion, of course. Famously something landed in Numeria long ago and the gods put up a bubble around it; no one who enters is ever possible to communicate with or get information about again, including in an afterlife. And I've heard it claimed Baba Yaga is from another universe."









Keltham: "If you pull down an asteroid that's massive enough and fast enough to shatter a moon on impact- a reasonable civilization wouldn't expect to survive that impact in the first place, that's not the kind of calculation that's easy to screw up if you can redirect asteroids at all. And also you wouldn't expect the asteroid to have a core piece left over that turned people into gods when they touched it. And the whole thing sounds like maybe agents weren't choosing optimally, which makes it sound prophecy-shattering, which you wouldn't expect random asteroids to be. You can imagine entities from Outside sending in something like, an uplifter. Or maybe a poisoned gift, a Starstone that uplifts cooperative civilizations that will eventually trade with you, who'll be grateful for the help, but if the local civilization starts fighting over the Starstone instead of just using it on everyone, it's also very easy to weaponize - we've got a whole subsection of literature about that, how aliens might send us gifts cleverly meant to destroy us -"

"Sorry, going depth-first again. What's known about the larger universe that includes Outer Gods and not just, it sounds like maybe this whole local region of reality is inside a bubble that Pharasma is maintaining?"









lintamande: "I have never heard of any indication that Earthfall involved problems with prophecy except that the algothulls died and didn't expect to, and I think you... might be operating from a wrong conception of what kinds of mistakes civilizations make when they're smart enough to avoid them.

There are also other examples of the death of a god leaving magical residue that enables other entities to ascend, there's a famous case in Tian Xia, so my understanding was always that the death of the gods in Earthfall left the magical residue that made the Starstone, which is what you'd expect to happen insofar as you have expectations about that anyway.

I don't know anything about the Outer Gods beyond that there are entities like Pharasma, which are not comprehensible or wise to try to comprehend, and Pharasma maintains this universe and largely discourages their intervening here."









Keltham: No, sorry, even for Golarion, 'in order to strike at your enemies, redirect an asteroid towards your planet, using careful orbital calculations, which on arrival will be going fast enough to blow right through your moon and shatter it' is a bit much. A much smaller moon than dath ilan's, presumably, but still. You need a certain basic level of competence at doing calculations like that in order to redirect asteroids and get them on target at all.

"Are there any known instances ofhelpful interventions from beyond, any signs that we have friends out there? Or is it all things like - something landing that has to get enclosed in an anti-infohazard barrier, Dou-Bral getting inverted to Zon-Kuthon, possibly the Starstone -"









lintamande: "We don't have friends out there. That is the closest thing to a consensus that exists about the Outer Gods."









Keltham: ...oh, right.There's another way to guess that prophecy was broken during Earthfall. Keltham was rationalizing too fast on account of Ione having told him where his answer would end up. There are multiple pieces of evidence here, he'll probably find more later. He doesn't need to leap on individual points as decisive arguments.

"Abadar paid Zon-Kuthon to go into the Plane of Shadow for 'as long as the sun was in the sky'. The book I read presented it as a surprise gotcha when Earthfall blotted out the sun. If the gods knew about Earthfall, Abadar wouldn't have chosen that term or been caught be surprise... actually, that sounds like Zon-Kuthon maybe knew about Earthfall coming... counterargument, maybe the agreement wasn't meant to last any longer than it did and both sides knew that..."

"But, yeah, I buy that we don't have friends out there. Just to be explicit about it, though, any known inhabited other stars, alien species?"









lintamande: "Yes, it's believed there are lots. Abadarans like publishing papers about how to have trade relationships with them in principle but it's probably too dangerous in practice, absent Abadar's specific assurance it's safe in a given case."









Keltham: "Believed there are lots? How do you end up believing but not knowing?"









lintamande: "Well, every planet in our star system is inhabited by aliens of one stripe or another, and sometimes distant stars wink out, or behave oddly as if being altered by some deliberate intent, and some petitioners in Axis are not from Golarion, though we don't have enough communications with the other planets around our star to rule out that all of the mortals with souls live on different planets in this star system and the other star systems have only gods and mindless beasts and whatever sent the thing that landed in Numeria. I would be very surprised by that, though."









Keltham: "Are there other entire planes, like this one in having mortals in them and their own set of star systems, that are not this plane, but part of Pharasma's bubble and connected to Her afterlife system?"









lintamande: "There could easily be, but I haven't encountered specific evidence of that."









Keltham: "You'd expect the afterlives to know about it if there were aliens from lots of different planes showing up, they'd know whether they remembered constellations consistent with being in the same galaxy as everyone else."









lintamande: 
"It's not at all obvious to me that people would remember constellations in such a fashion as to usefully figure that out, especially since in many worlds the stars might not be visible, or everyone might live underground. But even if Axis did know whether all of the aliens come from the Material Plane and demiplanes originating from the Material, the gods are prohibited from sharing all the secrets of the universe with us; we cannot simply pay Axis for a book of all they know of the universe, even if we could afford it."









Keltham: "They literally can't tell you how large your universe is. That seems like a bit much, frankly."

"So, yeah, what's up with the prohibitions on afterlives telling the mortals - just about literally anything, it sounds like - whose idea was it, is there a reason?"









lintamande: "The explanation I always found made the most sense to me is that, for any god, at least when prophecy yet endured, there were a hundred words that they could speak, that would turn all mortals to their service; and the gods who did not approve of mortals being so manipulated bargained for communications to be too limited for that, which means limited indeed."









Keltham: "And there's no carveout for telling mortals... how to mine spellsilver, or make huge quantities of acid, or the other things they'd need to know to lead better lives than this. Question mark?"









lintamande: "Abadar would almost certainly sell us information about industrial processes if it were permitted for Him to do so."









Keltham: "Is there a known reason whythat prohibition is meant to be protective of mortals?"









lintamande: "It might be a concession as part of a deal that was overall beneficial to mortals but I think if it were, in itself, beneficial to mortals, then Abadar would be handling your arrival here very differently."









Keltham: "Because Abadar cares about mortals' welfare?"

On reflection, when Keltham was casting out his thoughts, seeking the god-of-Keltham, he did not, in fact, specify that his god should care about any such thing, only the forms of Coordination.

Keltham, at that time, had not thought much of being told to care about other people, rather than just trading with them honestly.









lintamande: "Abadar cares about trading fairly with mortals. What we do with our share of the gains from trade is up to us. He's the god of our havingmore resources and more capacities,not of us employing them in any specific way. But, if He had some way that was not very costly to Him, to make us much better off, He would do it, anticipating that we are the kind of people who, when we've grown up, when we're richer and stronger, will repay Him the favor, as the fair-trading gods do among themselves."









Keltham: "But he's not, like, sad about people going to Hell."









lintamande: "I would assume that He objects to most instances in the real world of people going to Hell but if people, fully comprehending what Hell is, decide to go there for some benefit to them, and get the promised benefit to them, I wouldn't imagine He objects to that, no. Nor do I."









Keltham: "Why would he object to most instances in the real world of people going to Hell? Because everyone ought to go to Axis, and not Hell or Elysium?"









lintamande: " - no, because they're not making an informed choice and if they're promised a benefit they might not receive it. Elysium is fine, why would Abadar object to people going to Elysium?"









Keltham: "From Abadar's perspective, what if anything, in this regard, differentiates going to Hell from... let's say, getting sick and dying of a painful disease?"









lintamande: "Your question seems obvious enough to me I wonder if I'm misunderstanding it. Abadar prefers, for all entities which have values and priorities, that they deal fairly and be dealt fairly with; that they prosper through creating wealth, and have more resources with which to attain what they value. If an entity prefers not to get sick and die painfully, which nearly any entity would, then presumably they'll expend some of their own resources on preventing that, and if they didn't prevent that, they didn't have enough resources, and that's worse than the world where there was more abundance.

If an entity for some puzzling-to-you-or-I reasonpreferredto get sick and die painfully, or had lots of resources but didn't disprefer getting sick or dying painfully enough to spend the resources on that instead of on other things they valued more, then that's - fine? It is no concern of ours, if other peoples want other things, so long as they're the kind of people who deal fairly; in a sense that's why dealing fairly is so important, because it permits us to grow wealthier alongside entities very alien to us with concerns very different from ours.

If an entity dies and goes to Hell because someone falsely told them that Hell was a really nice afterlife where they'd have a lovely time, that is anathema to Abadar. If they die and go to Hell because someone truthfully told them that you go to Hell if you murder lots of people, but they really wanted to murder lots of people, because they valued the products of those murders more than they disvalued going to Hell - fine. If they die and go to Hell because they want to - fine."









Keltham:









Keltham: "Well, Iomedae said that Abadar wanted me to explain what - I was thinking - back then - when I contacted Abadar without having any idea who I was reaching out to. Roughly, that, but with math. And I owe Abadar, so I'll get that done. It's not something I can do in a day, but I'll get it done."

Breakfast is gone. Keltham doesn't really remember eating it, but there was food on his plate and now there's not, so he must have eaten.

"If we call it here, did you get your money's worth?"

That still matters a lot, to Keltham. It's just that other things have started to matter too.









lintamande: "- yes, I did." He looks troubled. "There are many Lawful Good followers of Abadar, Keltham. A common reason, among humans, to follow the god of trade and prosperity and fairness, is because you want the world to be better, and you assess that trading with Abadar will give you resources you can use to achieve your own ends. Abadar sees that, and approves of it in us. Wealth means - fewer dead children, fewer suffering people, fewer people going to Hell - which looks like much less of a good trade, when safety and wealth and power can be attained in other ways."









Keltham: "Other people joining this multiagent dilemma just have to consider which side they can most benefit given their comparative-advantage and who they should make a little stronger. I'm trying to figure out what the final gameboard should look like when it's over."

"I suspect I already know the answer to this, but I'll ask anyways. In all of the negotiations between gods, that decided all this setup, was any representative of humanity - of the mortals - ever invited to the table, without their having become a god themselves?"









lintamande: "I doubt it very much. We, uh, wouldn't actually understand what was going on, and we'd be damaged by attempting it. It's the awkwardness inherent to Abadar's efforts to trade with us; He tries very hard, but actually cannot meet the standards of mutual comprehension and legibility that gods have among another. There are similarities to trying to do right by your two-year-old, or your horse."









Keltham: "Sure. There's one god of cooperating with agents who cooperate with Him, even if those agents can't understand Him well enough to make their cooperation conditional on His cooperation."

"And then, to the other gods who were never human, we're just a sort of object that they can arrange in ways that suit their utility function."

"We're like that to all of the ancient gods, really. It's just that Abadar's utility function is about unconditionally treating agents the way you'd treat them if they actually could negotiate with you."









lintamande: "Most everything out there in the universe is going to be very, very alien to us, and have no concern for us as we have none for them. Trade is - a way to have wealth and abundance and mutual benefiteven though that's true.



....also I think the ancient Good gods do care about humans more than that summary captures, but I'm not really an expert on the ancient Good gods."









Keltham: "I wish, alongside a lot of other wishes, that I could from dath ilan bring in a few hundred thousand novels from the Trade With Aliens genre. I think you'd enjoy them. Though you'd probably disagree some with dath ilan, about where the average author draws the line about 'aliens you should not trade with'. It was a Lawful Good civilization, not a Lawful Neutral one."

Different authors drew that line in different places, as produced millions and millions and billions of discussion-board comments about whether a line was being drawn in the right place.

Keltham can't recall hearing of any books about whether to trade with Hell.

Well, to be fair, if that did exist in dath ilan, it would be far in the depths of the Ill-Advised Consumer Goods shop and Keltham wouldn't have heard about it.

"I need to find somebody who indexes the palace library and then do a lot of sporadic reading, on topics including ancient Good gods. Possibly see you around, I don't know how long you're staying for - you're usually in Absalom?"









lintamande: "Yes, though it's not a long trip, you wouldn't have to pay me much to make it if you want me specifically again. My actual specialty is in strategies for land reform, likely not relevant to the most immediate of your plans."









Keltham: "Civilization's end-state was to charge an annual fee for the value of the land before it was improved, or for the scarcity value of underlying resources being extracted if those resources were scarce, which conceptually was the rent of everybody in Civilization and in practice was used to run Governance. I was pretty upset as a kid about how it wasn't just being paid to me directly. If you want to know how the pricing schemes worked, I can describe them with another five minutes I'm happy to take. If you already know where you're going and the big problem is getting Golarion there, I can't help as much."









lintamande: "I'd say getting Golarion there is the harder half of the problem but I will definitely take five minutes of your time to explain the details of how that's implemented, if it's on offer."









Keltham: Doesn't require much thought from him, if he's talking to somebody who already knows some of the math. Everybody in dath ilan knows how this works and why.









lintamande: Then Temos Sevandivasen will depart this meeting practically glowing with delight, despite all the concerning stuff in the middle there.









Keltham: Keltham does remember at the last minute to quickly inquire, before he goes, about Asmodia's warning that he needed to ask about early, that it was illegal here to say some things about the Pharaoh. That seems like something it might be wise to ask somebody from Absalom.









lintamande: "Osirion, like most places, fines people for publishing false material on religious questions, which in Osirion means material out of line with the teachings of the Church of Abadar and churches allied with it, and Osirion bans evangelism for Chaotic and Evil gods.

If you want to get a sense of what people get up to in places that don't have any such laws, I'd check out Holomog, which doesn't, or have someone send you books from there. There are many genuine benefits to less restrictive laws, but also Holomog has an active cult of Asmodeus that teaches that he is unfairly maligned, is actually Chaotic Good, Hell is awesome, and devils just like trolling people to make their lives more interesting. Balancing the different public interests here strikes me as genuinely hard. Absalom is freer than Osirion, I like that better, and if you like that better too we'd certainly be delighted to host you."









Keltham: "Am I liable to get in trouble or burn a lot of political capitalby asking people to explain the rules? Even if I ask in some incredibly naive and alien fashion that, I don't know, takes for granted that men and women sometimes pay each other for sex?"









lintamande: "No. You're an alien, they know it, and I'd be very surprised if they took offense about it. Theywillmeticulously make sure you're never alone in a room with a woman, and be offended if you circumvent them about that, but they'll be happy to explain why if you ask."









Keltham: "I'll be asking, yes."

"Good skill in Absalom, and if a weird girl with cookies appears to you there and tells you to do something nonsensical, I would strongly advise doing it."









lintamande: "I'll keep that in mind, though whatever Cayden Cailean's doing, I can't say I am on his side. When Cheliax came to me looking for help deceiving you, I told the man I'd pay him 80,000gold and extend the Church's protection if he wanted to defect. Playing along more than that does, to speak bluntly, feel complicit, to me."









Keltham: "Consider me to have been told that, and to have nonetheless repeated my advice about the cookie thing."









Project Lawful: Day 91 / Ostenso region









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I would like to propose opening a prediction market on whether, if I get my own thirty useful idiots to train, I get farther than Asmodia on producing ilani. To be judged by Sevar, if she comes back, or Subirachs, if she doesn't."









Ferrer Maillol: Obvious things not being said aloud: That if Avaricia wins that contest, or if Sevar can be lured into judging it unfairly, the obvious next step will be to see whether Avaricia got further than Sevar in producing ilani of a more Asmodean bent. As would naturally be judged by the Most High. Who might tend to disagree with the Queen of Cheliax on the subject of whether Avaricia's ilani were in fact more useful than the ilani trained by the Queen's favorite. A disagreement like that, under these circumstances, would naturally tend to be resolved by giving Avaricia her own project section independent of Sevar.

Maillol has very little patience for the part where he first has to decide on this terribly reasonable-sounding appeal tomerely open a prediction market which act then seems to put him on Avaricia's side in having fired the opening spells of the battle, or alternatively makes him look unreasonable for denying such a small request blah blah blah why can't he just fight demons.

"Don't bother with the prediction market, Avaricia. Just go ahead and try it. You write up the specs on the useful idiots and Cheliax will see about getting you some. I've also been given to understand that our primary desideratum is producing more Asmodean ilani, and if you feel up to that challenge, the Most High would be the natural one to judge the results, if you end up with any results worth presenting. Shall I just go ahead and set that all up directly?"

"I'm quite certain that's what Sevar would tell me to do, you see."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Oh, I actually wrote up the specs earlier, in the course of writing up some thoughts on chemistry instruction. I'll pass them along now, in that case. I commend your alacrity." She hands over a sheaf of papers.









Ferrer Maillol: "Here's your already-approved budget, Avaricia."

"I wish you exactly enough fortune to get your own Project section not under myself or Sevar, and no more fortune than that."









Iarwain: Day 91 / Osirion









Keltham: Keltham's first priority in investigating this library is going to be mind-reading magic, mind-controlling magic, mental disciplines or spells or magic items that defend against mind-reading, disciplines or spells or items that defend against mind-controlling. Also known side effects of using headbands, how do people actually check that their headbands aren't cursed, that sort of thing.









lintamande: Headbands being cursed: not really a thing. Of course, any magic item can be made to look like a different magic item, so you could make a headband that was a disguised Necklace of Strangulation or something, but there's no references in any of these books to subtle curses where the headbands alter your cognition slightly but undetectably, and it's not in anyone's threat model in fiction or nonfiction.

Mindreading magic: Detect Thoughts, second circle. A Will save protects against it. There are magic items of it; they're not even that expensive, though they also wouldn't read anyone powerful who was trying not to be read.

Mindcontrolling magic: oh boy is there a horrifying variety. There's Suggestion, and Triggered Suggestion which you don't remember until you hit the cue for it, and Demand which is Sending with a concealed Suggestion, and Lesser Geas for binding someone to obey your orders for days at a time, and Geas which works on more powerful people, and Dominate Person which lets you puppet someone else at unlimited range as long as you're on the same plane as they are, and see through their eyes, and spells that cause permanent disorientation and the inability to reliably act on your intentions, and Euphoric Tranquility which does what it sounds like, and Overwhelming Presence which makes everyone who enters your presence prostrate themselves on the floor convinced they're in the presence of a god.

Baleful Polymorph renders you permanently a mindless animal.

There's memory modification.

There's a reference to a ninth circle spell that turns you into a book of all of the thoughts you've ever had, and lets people read and edit them, though it's in a work of fiction and it's not clear if the spell is a real thing or not.



The best protection against mind control, outside an artifact helmet like the Crown of Infernal Majesty, is the spell Mind Blank, which is eighth circle so good luck if you're not an eighth circle caster and don't have one to make you scrolls or cast it for you. Protection from Evil helps against mind control from Evil creatures and casters. Enchantment Foil helps in general, as does Spell Immunity. Nondetection, which also comes in an amulet, is useful against divinations unless the person casting them is very powerful.

A lot of adventurers at least in these works of historical fiction seem to deliberately pass through an antimagic area routinely just so they can notice if any spells fucking with them are active, though that won't detect past memory modification and requires there being one around. (Some wizarding academies have them for research reasons, and there's apparently several hundred square miles of wasteland where magic doesn't work as a consequence of an ancient war.)









Keltham: No such thing as cursed headbands, according to this layer of reality! Lovely.

That amulet sounds like a priority, yes. Any such thing as items forProtection from Evil? Also does anybody know whether Protection from Law on top of that would interfere with the Abadar link?









lintamande: It shouldn't; gods aren't really affected by mortals throwing on lots of mortal protective magic. There aren't items of Protection from Evil or Protection from Law, though it's possible if they post a request some wizard who has figured out how to do it will reveal themself. He also might just want Spell Resistance, which protects against any magic being cast on him that he'd rather wasn't; thereareitems for that, though they're very, very expensive.

They can get him an Amulet of Proof Against Detection and Location. He's also unscryable inside the Dome; magic generally doesn't work across the Dome.









Keltham: When Iomedae drops a vision on him, does she just get all the contents of his mind? DoesAbadar get all the contents of his mind every morning when Keltham prays? People here may take it for granted but Keltham comes from a world where people are used to more mental privacy than that.









lintamande: Gods do not learn everything their clerics know when their clerics pray to them, though it's unclear if this is impossible or just outlandishly expensive. Visions like the one he got are very rare, but - probably Iomedae could've in fact learned the contents of his mind, when she was doing that?





The person pointing him around the library volunteers that Abadar would, presumably, have told Her not to do that, even if She doesn't not do that for Good reasons, which she probably does but he would want to ask a representative of Her church about that.









Keltham: Sounds like, say, Urgathoa, can decide to drop a vision on Keltham, read his mind, and there's nothing anybody can do about that. Or Asmodeus. Is he wrong?









lintamande: .....Abadar might be able to stop them doing that but there sure is not mortal magic that could stop that, yeah. The vision part might not even be necessary.









Keltham: Cheliax at one point claimed to Keltham, apparently with Snack Service involvement though that would be easy enough to fake, that Rovagug cultists were coming to kidnap him and would have the info to make it to his bedroom. Maillol - a fifth-circle priest of Asmodeus - supposedly, that is - said that Rovagug wasn't party to noninterference agreements.

How smart is Rovagug. Is It known to suddenly mind-control people.









lintamande: ....not very smart, and yyyes but only when they lived in the scar created in the world by its imprisonment.









Keltham: There is a puzzle here that Keltham doesn't get about why Rovagug-release cultists still exist - if even the existence of Rovagug cultists is known true, never mind that particular case.

Presumably, nearly all gods are opposed to Rovagug cultists, and ought to be able to coordinate on some sort of exception on their usual nonintervention rules to squish Rovagug cultists, and gods can read minds.









lintamande: ...gods can't meaningfully read minds. Keltham is such a deeply unusual case that it's conceivable a god would burn the astonishing amount of resources and share of permitted-intervention required to read his mind and make sense of what they found, but that's not, like, a feature of the world that can be extrapolated to any case that occurs more than once in a thousand years.









Keltham: Detect Thoughts is a 2nd-circle wizard spell! Snack Service seemed to practically be reading everybody's mind all the time! And isn't Nethys supposed to know everything, why don't the other gods just pay Nethys for the information?

...you know, never mind, new library investigation topic. How did Nethys, Irori, and Erecura become gods?









lintamande: Nethys: the books actually disagree on whether He was mortal, if so whether He was one singular mortal or whether He's rather understood as the end-state of a process many mortals have undergone, and whether He actually counts properly as a god. If He was mortal, He probably became a god through doing a magic ritual which made Him able to see everything in the universe, which simultaneously made Him divine and fragmented Him into trillions of pieces and drove Him mad. Or maybe He broke into trillions of pieces and then some tiny fraction of them ascended. Or maybe He just saw into another plane where He was already a god and let that god possess Him but the process drove him mad. Or maybe, whenever someone seeks omniscience, they are added to Nethys, and that's why He's mad.

Hard to say, really.

He definitely is attested to have backed the first pharaoh of Osirion in defeating Ulumat, maybe while still mortal (if He was mortal) or maybe while as a god. In one version of the story He ascended from the defeat of Ulumat. He also tried backing the Naga Pharaoh and immediately drove her permanently and irrevocably insane. After she burned all His temples and (in some accounts) all his worshippers He was more hands-off with the visions.

Irori pursued mental and physical perfection. Gods were more perfect than mortals so in the course of becoming more perfect He became a god.

Erecura stole the secret of divinity from Pharasma, who punished her by sending her to Hell, or maybe Erecuraliterally wasthe secret of divinity, which grew a will of its own, or maybe Erecura just realized the secret of divinity in one of Her visions and then could not be separated from it, and took it with her into Hell seeking Hell's protection from Pharasma, or maybe Erecura foresaw that the secret of divinity would be needed in Hell, and took it there, defying Pharasma, or maybe Erecura is Pharasma's aspect of defiance and hubris, now acting independently from the rest of Pharasma somehow, or maybe Erecura is Pharasma's daughter after Atropos, or maybe Erecura is just a devil who made all that stuff up to make Herself more mysterious.









Keltham: Golarion has theories about reality like fans have theories about fiction.



Let's zoom in on that Irori business. That monk of Irori said some things suggestive that there is yet another god meddling in Keltham's affairs for some reason.

How'd he do it. Did he leave a step-by-step guide. Has anybody else done it.









lintamande: He was a high-level monk. He did not leave a step-by-step guide. Over time, powerful monks become meaningfully less like mortals, their bodies less able to affect the state of their minds. Maybe if you take that process far enough you become something more like a god. His followers have sought to follow in his footsteps, but none have yet succeeded.









Keltham: Okay, maybe in Golarion it's like totally normal for somebody to do something and then nobody else can do the thing for the next... this book doesn't even say how long except that it's been at least two thousand years... but in Civilization that's not normal. Keltham can't help but find it a bit suspicious when combined with the whole Starstone business.

Are there by any chance stories about very advanced Irori monks suddenly vanishing and not showing up in the afterlife?









lintamande: There are a couple references to some who attain enlightenment and then leave to wander the universe and are never seen again?









Keltham: Yes, this again reminds him. Didn't Carissa say something about Aroden searching the universe for thousands of years and not finding anything? What does the library think is Out There?









lintamande: There are definitely a lot of worlds out there with people on them. No one knows what Aroden was looking for but it's generally agreed He didn't find it.









Keltham: Humans? Nonhumans? Dothey know how to mine spellsilver cheaply? Is there any trade going on here?









lintamande: This library does not answer the question of what Aroden found when he spent thousands of years searching.



There is not any trade going on here.









Keltham: That's really bizarre, library. Even if Interplanetary Teleport is 9th-circle, you'd think there'd be, like, people occasionally taking 100 pounds of spellsilver in one direction and coming back with 100 pounds of diamonds, because they're relatively cheaper or more expensive on planets.

(Keltham has 'figure out what diamonds are' on his menu, but he's expecting it to be complicated and has been previously focusing on spellsilver.)









lintamande: Osirians think it'd be incredibly cool to trade with other planets, if you could figure out which ones would trade with you. You cannot just go 'a habitable planet around that there star' to target an interplanetary teleport.









Keltham: But if the aliens - on other planets, or other planes - aren't showing up to Golarion to help, then their planets are all disaster areas of their own. And if the desolation is that uniform, it's probably maintained by divine mandate in the places prophecy still holds, every plane except this plane, or every planet except Golarion - the scope of prophecy shattering isn't clear.

Or the aliens, if they're more advanced, aren't a kind of thing that cares about the mortals on Golarion. Or the gods are preventing them from helping...

Anybody seeing a flaw in that reasoning?









lintamande: ....'desolation' seems like a very strong word for Golarion, which is a pretty nice place to live. If everywhere in the multiverse were like Golarion that'd be really good news.



It does seem that the aliens do not have easy interplanetary transport themselves or else don't want to trade with Golarion, or else can't.









Keltham: ...possibly due to lack of prior literature analyzing the Great Silence, the Osirians do not seem to have grasped the concerning aspect of the reasoning, 'Well, this here planet of Golarion looks possible to fix, though, if we did fix it, the obvious next course of action for Golarion Civilization would be to launch trade and rescue missions to all these other planets and hypothetical other planes, none of whom are already here with trade or rescue missions for some reason.'


Speaking of planet-destroying threats, does the library have any more info about Rovagug. What It is, where It came from, why people think the world will be destroyed if It gets out of the Dead Vault, that supposed prophecy about Asmodeus letting it out, what international agreements are in place to stop Rovagug cultists like the ones who supposedly went after Keltham, why the cult hasn't been just been stamped out already...









lintamande:


According to the Windsong Testaments, just after the current incarnation of reality came into being, Pharasma took her first step off the Seal in fear of something chewing and gnawing beyond her perception. Her next steps led to the birth of the first deities and one of the new gods stepped forth beyond Pharasma's first fearful step, and in so doing would be transformed and absorbed by that fear. None can remember whether that fear became Rovagug or was Rovagug in the first place In the earliest days of creation, Rovagug was tasked with burrowing through the Abyss.
As mortal life began, Rovagug gnawed his way out of the deepest Abyss and jumped across the Astral Plane to invade the Material Plane. He consumed seven worlds, but as they had no names nor histories, their taste was dull, and he only put up a token fight when the other gods drove him back to the Abyss.
After Asmodeus killed Ihys, Rovagug sneaked into the Material Plane again and fed on the world where the murder took place. As its inhabitants died in agony, Rovagug revelled in the taste, and he proceeded to destroy countless worlds. During this period, he rampaged through Axis in the greatest calamity that ever befell the Eternal City, laying waste to many districts which have never recovered to this day.










lintamande:


Sarenrae decided that Rovagug would have to be defeated, and gathered under her banner an unlikely collection of gods: Abadar, Apsu, Asmodeus, Calistria, Dahak, Desna, Dou-Bral, Erastil, Gozreh, Pharasma, and Torag, along with a number of other gods from more remote parts of the world.
Many gods died in this battle, but their names have been forgotten; certainly the gods who sided with the Rough Beast will never be remembered. Calistria lured Rovagug to Golarion and distracted him while Torag and Gorum forged the shell of the Dead Vault and Pharasma imbued it with potent wards against escape. Sarenrae then sliced open a rift in the Windswept Wastes on Casmaron on Golarion's surface, sending Rovagug stumbling into the Dead Vault. Dou-Bral impaled him with the Star Towers that prevented him from hearing prayers, and the archdevil Asmodeus bound him with a key crafted by Abadar that only the Prince of Darkness could turn. Sarenrae then repaired the rift, leaving behind a smooth scar and instructed her followers to avoid it. Rovagug's defeat marked the end of the Age of Creation.










lintamande:


According to the Concordance of Rivals, when the End Times come, Rovagug will be freed by a desperate Asmodeus in the hope that he will consume the other apocalypse. Indeed, Rovagug will devour the rest of creation before consuming himself, leaving behind only Groetus to turn off the light of the cosmos and a Survivor to rebuild it anew.










lintamande: Rovagug's cult is illegal almost everywhere; however, sometimes some people will independently decide that the universe should be destroyed, and will tend to become cultists of Rovagug. No matter how frequently or harshly a society stamps them out, some new ones will tend to show up; to some tiny insane fragment of Golarion's populace, 'the universe should be eaten' is apparently a popular stance.

Also, some countries refuse on principle to make any religions illegal. Sometimes this is used as a pretense for their neighbors to invade but it's not so much more powerful than other excuses to invade that the countries that do it have been wiped out already.



No one knows what exactly would happen if Rovagug were freed. The best case scenario is probably that the gods are able to reimprison him at the cost of merely the destruction of one or two of Golarion's continents and everyone on them. More horrifying scenarios involve Rovagug getting into Axis again, or just succeeding at not being reimprisoned at all and running off to eat lots more worlds.









Keltham: ...Keltham will turn his attention to (real) (on this layer of reality) geopolitics, trying to figure out the landscape of countries who ought to hear his lectures or go in on a counter-Cheliax alliance to actually build Civilization.

And then to magic, browsing books of spells to see if he can spot any obvious ones that Cheliax decided not to tell him about.

Doesthis library have books ofstandard commercially available magic items with prices, like acatalog or something?









lintamande: Yes, absolutely!!


(There are a lot of spells Cheliax decided not to tell him about.)









Keltham: Amulet of Proof Against Location and Detection, 35,000gp. Contains a warning that amounts to 'basically does not work for crap against powerful casters'.

Mantle of Spell Resistance, 90,000gp or so if you can find somebody to make you one, special commission.

...it's funny how prices that would've once made Keltham want to run screaming into the night make so much less of a difference, once he's not sure the money is real. It seems like - computer-game money, now.









Keltham: Okay. His brain is full. Enough library.

Keltham needs to - find out if they located Ione Sala, and were able to get starting info from her, or if he's on the critical path delaying everything.

He needs to find out how much time it takes to learn to cast wizard spells in here, because he feels naked without Prestidigitation.

...he feels like he needs to put the Splendour headband back on, and he's going to ignore that part.









lintamande: They located Ione Sala. She is willing to sell them what she knows, and he should take as much time to rest and reorient and learn about Osirion as he'd like. Everyone is very concerned about him and the general advice for someone in something resembling his reference class would be to go spend a lot of time at a monastery or something not trying to transform the world.



It doesn't take that long to learn how to cast cantrips in here; they can get him a tutor this afternoon, if he'd like.









Keltham: Most people in his reference class may not be called upon to wipe out a large circular area of Cheliax at any random time in the next week.

He'll take the tutor, please. How long does it take to learn to cast from third-circle wizard scrolls in here?









lintamande: Depends a lot on the person, but if he makes it a priority and has the best tutor they can get him (he does) he should have it down in less than a week.



Osirion strongly expects that the actual worst case scenario here is that they teleport someone in to Cheliax with a peace treaty they wrote up before Keltham arrived, and tell the Queen she can sign in the next five minutes or the country is destroyed, and then she signs. Obviously they can't send that person if the Pharaoh doesn't actually prefer destroying Cheliax to taking other available actions, here, or if Keltham would help with the threat but not the followthrough, but He does, and Keltham would too under the relevant circumstances, and Cheliax will know it. So Cheliax is almost certainly not going to actually get exploded.









Keltham: Yes. A logic which relies entirely on Keltham ignoring that logic and being ready to actually destroy Cheliax, because Keltham is Lawful, presumably the Pharaoh is Lawful, and obviously there are going to be truthspells involved. No? So Keltham is, indeed, ignoring that logic, and proceeding as if he may need to destroy Cheliax at any random time in the next week, and not relying on Cheliax offering to do anything else which is not that; since, if Keltham relies on that offer, and ends up not prepared to destroy Cheliax, Cheliax will not so offer.

Keltham will go try to learn to cast cantrips within the Black Dome, then.









lintamande: It's sort of like learning how to retie your shoes if all your muscle memory got erased. It's kind of annoying, but the tutor is in fact very good, and has a very detailed and precise set of exercises for getting used to the different way that magic moves.









Keltham: Keltham will at one point think of Carissa tutoring him in Spellcraft, send the tutor out, have a sobbing fit for about five minutes, wipe off his face, invite the tutor back in, and resume studying. Not being able to use Prestidigitation is very inconvenient, including when you need to clean up your face or your clothes have gotten sweaty.









lintamande: He has it down, though inconsistently, after a couple of hours. The tutor says he's a quick study, and apologizes for the inconvenience of the Dome.









Keltham: Weird thing to apologize for if you're not the first Pharaoh or, possibly, Nethys.

But Prestidigitation that works half the time is good enough, so long as he's not fumbling the catch of the cantrip.

He forgot to eat lunch - oh, Keltham is probably going to want a Ring of Sustenance at some point, and that takes a week to kick so he should probably put one on soon.

...what does he need to learn in the way of 'etiquette' to meet Merenre and Ismat? The note did say specifically 'breakfast' but Keltham wouldn't be surprised if they'd also do dinner, or afternoon snacks, or -

- actually nevermind his brain just screamed at him. He should not actually try to meet with Merenre or Ismat or study etiquette today.

He'll next review the note about intellectual property that Osirion copied from Cheliax. Does it look urgent? What's up with that?









lintamande: Abadar has been copying Osirion all contracts and all prediction markets related to Project Lawful. Most of the time these didn't have intellectual property concerns, but there were a couple of prediction markets on which of several spellsilver approaches would pan out fastest. Osirion has no qualms about espionage against Cheliax because Cheliax would do it to them but they don't want to have stolen anything from Keltham, and are happy to pay him whatever seems fair. They were not able to make spellsilver cheaply off just this information by itself anyway; they didn't have enough detail on the Prestidigitation technique.









Keltham: Not urgent, then. It wraps into whatever else Ione Sala can give them.

Who else has bid on his time? Keltham is too tired to read and doesn't want to be alone with his thoughts.









lintamande: New request since this morning: a different Prince has bid six thousand gold to be taught Baseline immediately.









Keltham: ...by casting Share Language (Baseline) from scroll outside of the Dome? 6000gp is enough play money to still get Keltham's attention, he could buy some useful things with that and own them, but not if this is a bid onliterally being taught the whole language over the course of months.









lintamande: Oh, he thinks it'll take him about three days. Maybe two.









Keltham: ...Keltham's not seeing it. But three days is a lot of Keltham's time even at the 6000gp level.

What's this Fe'Anar guy's bid on Keltham spending an hour sketching the technical basics of Baseline, and then Keltham can cast Share Language (from a scroll to be provided him) (outside the Dome because otherwise Keltham can't cast that high), up to 6 times over the next few days, on somebody else who can teach Fe'Anar all the particular words etcetera?

Also Keltham has not had time to learn any 'etiquette', and might need some sort of legal release form or whatever saying he's allowed to not know it.









lintamande: - 1000gp for the diminished version. Keltham can get an etiquette waiver.









Keltham: Notas attractive, obviously, but it requires less brainpower than a lot of things, so sure.









Prince Fe-Anar: "The same offer goes for any other languages spoken on your planet of origin, obviously, and for dialects, if you know any, and I'll also pay for literature or poetry, if you remember any, or brought any with you, or think you can coax Abadar to give it to you out of the Vault on the grounds it's just returning something you already had. Why is it called Baseline?"









Keltham: "It's the language everybody can be assumed to speak, as a baseline on which to build other ideas and concepts. For example, all the phonemes are a minimum distance away from each other that guarantees people with slightly less acute hearing can understand it when spoken under slightly adverse conditions. In-between phonemes that are possible to pronounce, but potentially difficult to hear correctly, are then reserved for constructing 'conlangs', constructed languages, many of which use 'Baseline' as a baseline but add new short words using the expanded phoneme set. The only one of those I know is 'Default-Conlang' which has a lot of subtle in-between syllables, so that children will hopefully grow up to be able to distinguish 'conlangs'; you can teach your child a different conlang but it ought to be conlang-phoneme-complete."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Huh, is the idea that it's free Law if you've got everyone teaching their child languages with phoneme-differentiation in mind? That's brilliant, now I'm annoyed my children are all grown, maybe I'll do it to the grandchildren. How did you get the language to that state, I assume it didn't start that way. Did you do a bunch of deliberate consonant shifts?"









Keltham: "No Law-Chaos judgement built into the universe, no magic, no afterlives just the equivalent of turning people into statues until we can heal them later, people just do it so their kids can learn conlangs when they grow up. I assume our language got synthesized de novo, but for unknown reasons Civilization sealed off all its history, so I don't know the story of that. It's held in fictionalized standard fanon history that there was a huge fight between all the conlang fanatics in the world over how to design it. But compared to Taldane the difference is very stark, it's very obvious that Baseline was designed and Taldane just happened."

"For example, grammatical Baseline - not all conlangs - always has exactly one legitimate parsing. There's no homonyms, no cases of two meanings with the same sound. If you stick to a subset used for emergencies and basic social interactions, there's no two sentences that sound the same even if you run all the phonemes together and eliminate spaces. The most common words are short and long words are used more rarely. All digits are single syllables that sound completely unlike each other and are written using very clearly distinguishable strokes. That sort of thing."

"Taldane would reduce most of our people who care about language properties to frothing incoherent horror and madness."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - no, they'd love it, if your world only has constructed languages. It'd be like a palace-raised child seeing their first tree. Language as a carefully optimized spellform is beautiful; language as a thing that grows anywhere, among everyone, men and orcs and demons and angels and deep sea creatures, is also beautiful. In Taldane, scientific words tend to have sibilants, because we borrow them from Nex, which like most of the fringes of the Keleshite Empire speak Kelish inflected with their own native tongues. Our shortest words are for things that have been around for a very, very long time. Pig. Bread. Cow. King. Tree. Sky. There's a whole history written there, what things people needed words for first. 'potatoes' are a long word in Taldane, and in Osirian, because they're a new food, introduced from Arcadia about a hundred twenty years ago. In Narragansett, spoken in Arcadia, it's 'nuna', because it's a staple.



I'm not saying that you shouldn't optimize a language. You should, and it's beautiful, and I want you to teach me it immediately. But your people who care about language properties wouldn't be horrified, to see a thing growing in the wild they've only ever built in a lab."









Keltham: "We've got lab-grown versions of those too. The fictional nonsynthetic language used by a common alien species in our stories has an imaginary history extending over 60,000 years that was built by thousands of conlang designers working in parallel to extrapolate a reasonable history, and then turned into a real language when some children were raised to speak that as well as Baseline. I don't speak very much of it but I can say 'Yo let's equalizeassetprices', we come with intent to peacefully trade everything worth trading, or 'Take us to your Keepers', bring us to your most Lawful people who can bargain with true oaths. Those aliens were expensive to create, but so many authors use them that the license is now practically free."

"But their language doesn't have homonyms because that's just crazy, like, nobody thought aliens would put up with that."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - yes, that seems like exactly the kind of mistake that clever people trying toinvent a language that evolvedwithoutseeing any languages that evolvedwould make, obvious from our side but not from theirs. Sitting in the palace trying to extrapolate trees won't get you anything even remotely resembling a tree, though I'm sure it gets you something fascinating in its own right, and I'll pay you for that too.

You might think with thousands of people someone would notice that alien language ought to be crazy and if it doesn't have two dozen features that seem crazy you did it wrong, but it's so easy, when you've grown up with the world all around you, to underestimate how much creativity would be required to invent it; I'm sure they were doing their best, and I don't expect I could've done it well either. Well, today I easily could, but not if I'd grown up in your world.



I actually wonder what share of the obvious errors are a consequence of the difficulty of extrapolating history, versus a consequence of the difficulty of extrapolating linguistics specifically. How long has it been since your rulers banned your history, did they permit notes on the relative frequency of wars and migration and epidemics and transitions in staple crops and durations of rule or did they ban that as well?"









Keltham: "Screened off the entire thing, nobody except a handful of people at one pole of the world have any idea now what was happening some unknown number of decades ago. All the old cities were put into long-term storage. Nobody can look at any old books."

"I expect more people than a handful know why we had to do that, but I don't. We're told that a false analogy is getting a pessimized message from aliens with unshattered prophecy, that was allowed to spread in an untracked way, resulting in everything needing to be causally screened off, but that this is not what actually happened."

"Anyways, you want Baseline's type system or what?"









Prince Fe-Anar: " - wow, that must've involved killing more people thanAroden's death managed. I disapprove, obviously, but on some level I'm impressed your rulers had the capabilities to carry out a crime on that scale. Yes, I do want Baseline's type system."









Keltham: "I'd be surprised if the number of casualties was greater than like a dozen people who fell off a ladder while mothballing a city, but I had this conversation in Cheliax and don't want to repeat it here sooo..."

Baseline! All of the rules are known to Keltham explicitly! They have zero exceptions! No word is both a noun and a verb! You can infer the syntax tree in a single forwards pass! Words agglomerate using explicit agglomeration-markers! Anything beyond two levels of recursion gets handled by explicit matched parentheses! If you can learn an actual human language in three days you can probably learn the basics of this in an hour.

The writing system is designed to be displayed using a small set of LED lines, or alternatively to be writable in quick handscript, or alternatively to be readable in fine calligraphy full of sweeping curlicues that look like something Fe-Anar might invent just to be pretty, all using the same underlying shapes.









Prince Fe-Anar: Thankfully for everyone involved, he is too distracted by learning all Baseline's grammatical rules and asking questions about the design constraints that motivated them to get into an argument about how many people die when their rulers tell them to evacuate their cities and farms for secret reasons, or in the ensuing civil wars.

It doesn't even take him an hour. He does not need things explained twice.









Keltham: Keltham will have time to chant Baseline's Central Cheating Poetry then! Where the Central Cheating Poetry of an ahistorical/synthetic-style conlang is the stuff that rhymes and scans because you built the language to make it do that. It's often how conlang designers fill in final details after all the syntactic constraints and other purposes are laid down.

Baseline's Central Cheating Poetry is mostly homilies of rationality that Civilization wanted people to be able to keep in mind even under moments of stress, plus some other proverbs they deemed central to themselves. "Your strength in the Way is your ability to be more confused by fiction than by reality. I notice I am confused; therefore something I believe is fiction." "You can move faster if you're not afraid of speed." "Anyone can kill anyone but they probably shouldn't." "In life's name and for life's sake."

There's important Central Cheating Poetry about accepting reality and accepting costs already sunk and losses already accrued. Keltham will say those later. Sorry.









Prince Fe-Anar: He listens intently and immediately starts remixing them. "You can move faster if you're more confused by fiction than by reality? Your strength in the Way is you can move faster? I notice I am confused anyone can kill anyone! Therefore something I believe is fiction."









Keltham: "Full points on syntax, semantics not so much."

It's a less impressive feat when Fe-Anar is doing it in a language that actually has a type system, ya know?









Prince Fe-Anar: He's still confused by the claim anyone can kill anyone but if Keltham is unwilling to explain it he'll just have to wait for the person with Share Baseline to try.









Keltham: Okay, so Fe-Anar is now speaking to Keltham exclusively in well-formed Baseline, has mastered all the phonemes, only needs to be told any word once, and can be told whole translated sentences and infer back the words. This is probably impressive and not just because Baseline was designed to be easier to learn than Taldane? Keltham doesn't have any reference points here except that if Carissa could do this she probably would've.

However if Fe-Anar wants to pass as anative Baseline speaker to Keltham, he's going to need to learn some mental distinctions that influence voice tones, now that Keltham thinks about it. Some aspects of pitch in Baseline aren't controlled by language design, they're allegedly free emotional expressions that have nonetheless settled into informal troughs.

The way that Fe-Anar is doing the rest of this perfectly makes it stand out that Fe-Anar, for example, sometimes uses an implicit tone of voice that sounds like... he's instructing reality what to do as if it were a person, or pronouncing a conjecture like it's a flat statement of fact, or saying an ought-statement at a pitch that makes it sound like an is-statement. You can do that to make metaphorical points, but Fe-Anar seems to not be doing it on purpose?

Keltham apologizes for not being able to state explicit generative rules here. He can just tell that some inflections sound wrong, state why they sound wrong, and say the sentence over again the way a dath ilani would.









Prince Fe-Anar: Yes, that's how learning a language always is; you can't actually make all human behavior explicit even if you have put lots more effort into trying than anyone else. He isdelightedto pick it up the slow way.





But seriously, he wants to know once he has a bit more Baseline fluency, why is there poetry making the claim that anyone can kill anyone.









Keltham: No economicmagic, no conceptualmagical medicine, no alternatephysics saying important people are mysteriously harder to injure, dead people with uninjured brains can be stored indefinitely but not brought back right away by Civilization's current capabilities, and everybody is way too creative.

Like there's probablysome people who can't kill some people? A three-year-old is going to have a hard time taking out the Chief Executive of Civilization. That's why it's spoken with the 'this statement is literally false but in a way where it's mostly true and the exceptions are important' inflection, rather than the 'overt trolling' inflection, which would sound like "Anyone can kill anyone but they probably shouldn't."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Huh [surprised, dubious, questioning]. <Conjectural inflection>It'd be hard to have government if most people could kill most other people.</Conjectural inflection>."









Keltham: "...okay so it's not just Cheliax that thinks that. It's hard to haveterrible governments if a majority of people can outfight any minority that tries to tyrannize them. All Golarion governments are terrible, and would thus not last for upwards of thirty seconds in dath ilan." [Inference rather than observation; submitted for further challenge.]

...if you can't read off these inflections, or infer them from obvious-to-a-dath-ilani context, you might think that Keltham was a lot more confident of what he was saying than he'd sound like to someone in Civilization.









Prince Fe-Anar: "Causing everyone to leave their farms and cities can only be done with a Governance that can outfight its population better than Cheliax can." [Confident, submitted for argument.]









Keltham: "Too many simultaneous replies. Please hold while I order them." [Humorous.]

"One, it can't be done that way even if Governance can outfight its population. That would be a negative consequence presented only in anticipation of the other's output change, 'threat'. Which people would ignore because they don't want their predictable decision to offer a reason to threaten them." [Unobserved, confident.]

"Two, one of the few facts passed down is that, when it was said this must be done, all of Governance quit and was never allowed in Governance again, to show that they took it seriously and didn't expect to benefit themselves." [Reported, confident.]

"Three,I'm much more of a cognitively-diverse nonconformist, 'rebel', than the average dath ilani, and it's never occurred to me that I ought to go trespass in an old city that somebody presumably had a very good reason for hiding." [Direct observation.]

"Four, farms are huge mechanical operations operated by one person in a hundred. They would just change out the machinery once it had been redesigned, not give up the farmland." [Effective certainty.]









Prince Fe-Anar: "One of the facts in your banned history books is that people do not actually ignore threats, that is not how people work.[Unobserved, confident]. Some people would bravely ignore the threat and then they would be executed in front of everyone else, and the government would go on down the line until they ran into some people who had realized about themselves that they did not actually ignore threats. [Unobserved, confident]. Your government can just lie to you about whether all of Governance quit or not, if all the books and records from the time are banned. [Effective certainty.]

It is possible that instead of mass executions dath ilan did mass Suggestions which produced an entire population that would not go look at cities so long as someone told them 'someone had a very good reason for hiding this city', but that is not a result that can be achieved without powerful mind-control or mass executions. [Unobserved, confident]. If we go ask a hundred Lawful people in Osirion, at least twenty of them would go try to dig up an old city if this would not be punished severely. [Effective certainty.]"









Keltham: "I'm not getting it. People did a really huge amount of work and spent a lot of money to preserve those cities, they had some very strong reason I don't know, why would I wreck all their hard work and probably endanger everybody on my planet?" Inflections of puzzlement are much the same in Baseline as in Taldane.









Prince Fe-Anar: "To find out what's there!"









Keltham: "...a bunch of old cities? I'd understand if you were curious about why we had to do that, but what's inside the cities is just going to be, like, people's old tableware. And museums with all of our lost art and history from the last thousand years or whatever, I guess. I'd go look if that were costless, but it's not costless."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I would go to learn their languages myself. My wife would go to see their art. My son Masaharta would go to hear their music. My son Merenre would go to learn how economics was invented and whether the path we are on is the best one or just the one we ended up at by chance.

My son Telcar would go because the government told him not to."









Keltham: "There's one particular preserved city that's supposed to be super super forbidden, for no declared reason, and my guess is that one is just a trap for people like your son. Possibly where they manage to cleverly make their way past all the defenses, search the city, learn some plausible incredible secret, and get to go home and be smug about being the only ones who know, and never realize how obviously they were being manipulated. Not that I'd be saying this out loud if I were still in dath ilan, of course."

"For the rest of that, sure, that's all very reasonableif it's free. Do you also - just eat cookies, 'cookies', because they're tasty, and not consider that you're supposed to pay for them?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "What does super super forbidden mean, they kill you more slowly?[Sincere best guess expected to be wrong]. The reason you pay for cookies is because another person's labor produced those cookies in anticipation of a market and there would be no cookies in a world where we steal them instead of paying for them.[Common knowledge]. It is not because if someone says something is costly you should care about that."









Keltham: "No, that they tell you very emphatically not to do it. We literally never do the 'torture' thing."

"So to me it feels obvious that you want to be the sort of planet where, if something weird happens, people can successfully coordinate, 'coordinate', to deploy an appropriate weird response, in much the same way that you want to be a planet where people can produce cookies and not have them get stolen. There should be some procedure for figuring out whether you need to bury all your old cities and then everybody does that, which includes sensible aspects like firing everybody in your government, occasionally sending somebody on a one-way trip to the pole of the world where they report back using codes on whether the real reason seemed legit, that sort of thing. If there's no possible procedure which does that then your world is defenseless against any problem requiring that response, and probably lots of other problems too." [Attempted chain of valid inferences with overtones of moral inveighing.]









Prince Fe-Anar: "To me it seems - to protect against some classes of danger is to make yourself more defenseless to other classes of danger. [Assertion with defense of it upcoming.] A strong king protects against external threats, but risks becoming a tyrant.[Common knowledge]. A compliant populace protects better against some problem where you need to ban all of the past, but protects worse against some problem where the government decides to ban all of the past not acting in the interests of the people. A society that is inhospitable to people like Telcar is more likely to be making errors that being Telcar prevents. A society full of Telcars will of course barely be able to solve any problem that cannot be solved by shooting it or running off to live in the wilderness or overthrowing the government. There is no society that is defended against every possible direction of danger.



So then there is only the question, how frequent are good reasons to ban all of history, compared to how often will kings manipulate the populace to that end when it weakens the people? I think probably one king in ten would do that if he could, maybe one in five. Certainly Cheliax is attempting it. So good reasons would need to be frequent indeed, for that trade to seem wise.[Attempted chain of valid inference]."









Keltham: "That stakes Civilization's survival onnever being wrong in advance about how often some weird situation actually comes up! Instead of having a weak government so that it can't become tyrannical, we have a somewhat stronger goverment with emergency weapons behind locks not controlled by the same people who can use those weapons, and run the Annual Oops It's Time To Overthrow The Government Festival to rehearse the motions needed to overthrow it if required. We don't have a population that goes along with anything the government says, we have a population that will tell the government it will go along with weird things but only if the whole government quits and we use a paper-cryptographic-protocol, 'mathematically trustworthy procedure everybody can carry out using paper', to recreate a new government entirely from scratch in a way that would be very difficult for a conspiracy to manipulate. You can optimizedly-design being able to defend againstmore situations instead of just saying, oh, well, I guess there's a tradeoff, let's stake everything on guessing the right side of the simply-formed tradeoff."









Prince Fe-Anar: "If you have a population that will not go look in the hidden cities because they were told they should not, you have staked everything on guessing the right side of the tradeoff."[Confident.]









Keltham: "Not seeing why. Life goes on, people continue earning money and spending it, almost nobody dies for real and nobody ever gets 'tortured'. What goes wrong if we don't look in the hidden cities and should have?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "What goes wrong? [Rhetorical].

Your government is lying about the frozen people and if they come back, everyone dies for real.

Your government is lying about no one gets 'tortured', you have afterlives and they are bad, or some are bad and you don't know enough to avoid those ones.

Your people had invented something much much better than 'life goes on, people continue earning money and spending it', but some powers wanted to stamp it out, and now instead of trading with every star you are stuck poorer and they will do it again if you rediscover it.

This is the eightieth time it has been done to your civilization, by some power that wants you at your current level of strength but not bigger or stronger.

You are ruled by a secret cabal of aliens that are mind controlling your government and you do not learn it. Maybe also they eat people, if you do not mind being ruled by a secret cabal of aliens.

There is some terrible threat to your world that sealing away history means you do not know of, and might now unleash.

Your world does have gods and magic, but in sealing away history, you ensured that only a small ruling elite will know of them.

You would have been able to figure out Cheliax much much faster, if you had known how history is. Oh, I wasn't supposed to talk to you about that. [Apology]."









Keltham: "...I think our people could legitimately not optimize for their True Dead ending up in worlds they'd decrypt faster if they knew the hidden history. That seems like a legitimately hard call. By the same token, you could say that thereis an afterlife in dath ilan, which most people didn't know about and our Keepers probably did infer in a very general way, namely, people like me ending up places that turned out to be here. It's not Hell, but I'm not having much fun right now. And Civilization did the correct thing about that by cryopreserving almost-everyone so that they almost-entirely wouldn't end up in places nobody could predict."

"I think - this is hard to describe. Our world's physics, 'laws of reality', is much more closed, 'systemically closed', than Golarion's physics. We know all of it, it is a single equation. It is contrary to the character of that physical law for us to easily trade with other stars. There's - when I came to Golarion, I didn't worry about the correct things, because Golarion was such a different place. If you were suddenly transported to dath ilan, you wouldn't worry about the correct things either."

"Civilization thought of possibilities like your worries, as appropriate to dath ilan rather than Golarion, and defended against them. There is a powerful beacon far away where it would not be easy to destroy, emitting an invisible force akin to light but wider. That beacon, it's been passed down, marks the moment when history was erased, and sends signals spaced in a way that makes it easy to identify when that moment was. There is only onebeacon like that, not eighty, and it's very loud so we wouldn't miss the others. If somebody said we had to erase our past againand destroy the beacon, I think people would be a lot moresuspicious at that point. That's the point where it starts to look like somebody is trying to hide something, or fool future generations, and not just respond to a strange threat in a way where they're happy to let you take all the precautions required to make sure nobody's fooling anybody."

"I think the basic idea you're missing here is possibly something like - the degree to which it's possible for a huge number of people to make a decision, and know that it was their decision, using paper-cryptographic-protocols and so on. You think in terms of a small number of people being able to command the rest. Not in terms of an argument where everyone evaluates it and comes to the same answer because everyone has been trained in the same rules of generally valid argumentation, and then people can act in unison from there."









Prince Fe-Anar: "People want very many weird things! If aliens came to Golarion with an alien mind-virus, even if everyone were sure the decision was theirs, the decision would not be close to unanimous, even if they followed the same rules of reasoning. It is true that they don't because all people except me and my wife and some of our smarter children are idiots. But even if theydid,some would say 'submit to the aliens' and some would say 'destroy the aliens' and some would say 'unleash Rovagug' and some would say 'have sex with the aliens' and some would say 'screen off our history' and some would say 'evacuate the planet', and they would not agree, even if they followed the rules of arguing, any more than gods agree even though gods follow all the rules of arguing."









Keltham: "Presumably your 'gods' don't disagree on questions of fact, they just have different utilityfunctions, things-they-want. That's not a disagreement, it's just having different utilityfunctions."

"We're not 'gods' but we try not to fall too far short of 'godhood'."

"Disagreeing about whether 2 + 2 = 4 doesn't make you a cognitively-diverse nonconformist, it makes you bad at math." (This scans but in the way of a real rhyme, not Central Cheating Poetry.)









Prince Fe-Anar: "Yes, that is the word I was looking for. People on Golarion have different utilityfunctions so you would never get them to agree on screening off history, even if you made them all into gods."









Keltham: "Apparently some people in Golarion will go to Elysium, get Hell scried to them, and willingly return when resurrected, to serve Asmodeus in Golarion, and then in Hell. Pilar said that under truthspell supervised by Osirion." (Keltham says this in Taldane, it'd be too weird to try to use all the loanwords in Baseline.)

"Dath ilan is just straight up legitimately not that cognitively diverse. You want to brag about having more cognitive diversity here? You win. I'm not sure it's been good for your planet, but you win."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I actually don't know if Asmodeans count. They are all lied to until the part of their brain that notices lies is ignored like a boy who always cries wolf. If you raised them somewhere else they would not be like that."









Keltham: "I really would have thought I'd given some of them enough training in noticing self-deception to snap them out of that. Pilar noticed that she didn't want her family to go to Hell so her curse very sensibly arranged for them to get kidnapped by Osirion, atoned to Lawful Neutral, and killed so they'd be in Axis. So she was seeing things but - she herself, whether she wanted to go to Hell - and Carissa -"

"Can you leave the room until I come out again to say it's okay? I need to have a brief crying fit and the last one lasted five minutes, this one will probably be less."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I can do that." Probably there is some weird alien thing where it is fine to say "I'm going to have a crying fit" but not to cry??









Keltham: It seems perfectly straightforward from a dath ilani perspective. Keltham is not trying to conceal the fact that he's in emotional distress. He's trying to not expose Fe-Anar's wordless perceptions to the sight of somebody in distress that Fe-Anar can't help except by leaving him alone; and, yes, maintain his masculine gendertrope's pride against the wordless update that Fe-Anar couldn't avoid making if seeing Keltham directly. Also Fe-Anar is not Keltham's girlfriend.









Keltham: "Back."









Prince Fe-Anar: Osirian men would in fact be far more reluctant to weep in front of their wife than in front of a stranger, but it does seem like the kind of thing where aliens might be different.



When Keltham comes out, Fe-Anar has cornered a servant and cast Tongues on them and is chattering at them in Baseline.









Keltham: "You know, theoretically your time's up, but I'm not going to stop because I'd rather not think about other things, and also I just can't resist at this point seeing how far you can get on sounding like a native."

Keltham will start repeating everything Fe-Anar says the exact way a native speaker would say it, if they had Fe-Anar's general personality instead of Keltham's.


(A dath ilani can totally tell the difference between these two personalities! They're very distinct!)









Prince Fe-Anar: Keltham is GREAT and Baseline is BEAUTIFUL. He also thinks this about Osirian and Taldane and Kelish and Hallit and Tien and Adlet and Sylvan and Protean, to be clear, it is not really specifically a compliment to the designers of Baseline, but today they have filled his life with delight for which he wishes he could repay them.



(The servant will anxiously scuttle away.)









Keltham: "...why did that person run away? I wouldn't run away if I'd suddenly found myself near an alien, for much the same reason I actually would look inside a Preserved City if that was costless."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Because he's worried he'll do something wrong and offend the alien and get into trouble, probably. I think you're actually moderately difficult to offend but people aren't going to assume that."









Keltham: "'Actually moderately difficult', not 'actually moderately difficult'." (Correction towards more colloquial word choice and intonation, with no simple mapping onto distinct Taldane phrases.)

"Are women here going to pretend they like me, because otherwise they're afraid they'll get into trouble?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "- if you marry them I guess they're reasonably likely to do that? Honestly you strike me as too young to get married and I would not recommend it."









Keltham: "'Frankly you strike me', not 'honestly you strike me'. Dath ilani don't lie often enough that they need to say when they're being honest, but they conceal things often enough to say when they're being frank."

"People here are immune to concerns about other people getting upset with them, or won't try to hide or alter their apparent feelings around people, unless married to them? That sounds like the literal opposite of how I think things should work."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Women will lose standing and respect from their peers and superiors if they're being friendly with you, so they'll probably only do it if they are strongly motivated to by internal concerns and not by fear of getting in trouble. The one context in which social pressure points in the direction of more friendliness for women is towards their husbands, if they are married, so if you married a woman here then you might reasonably worry she was subject to social pressure to pretend she liked you. You can of course avoid this pretty easily by not marrying anyone until you are older and wiser."









Keltham: "Definitely not marrying anybodyfrom Osirion until I'm at least older and wiser enough to understand the gendertropes, which is the standard library of terms that can compress descriptions of gender, which is the thing that people's personalities make of their sex, which is the axis along which almost everyone in dath ilan is born either male, which is what I am, or female, which is the shape males match."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Yes, that seems like definitely one prerequisite! Also you'll need a stable income, which shouldn't be that hard but me paying you to teach languages won't count to most families, and many women will have concerns about the harem in Cheliax. I'd generally say having a harem in Cheliax is outright disqualifying for marriage but you're going to be very rich and that compensates for most disadvantages."









Keltham: "Wow, you're tactless. It's not clear that I still should see myself as having a harem in Cheliax, Abrogail was all like 'everything you value here will be waiting when you return to us reading Lawful Evil' but she was not under a truthspell when she said it."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, formerly having had a harem in Cheliax is still fairly disqualifying for most people because what if one of the girls turns up here with your child, that's a complicated situation for a marriage to navigate if you're the kind who'd take her back. [high uncertainty] I'm really not a good person to give marital advice, I only have one wife myself."









Keltham: "Signed a contract requiring them to use Alter Self, which Lrilatha said was effective in preventing pregnancy, having a child, so that should work if they're actually bound by contracts and Lrilatha couldn't lie - does that match your understanding? I mostly don't want to talk about this, but should check that part." He needs to send back a message requiring them to use Alter Self one final time - Carissa was so happy, when he - he's just had a crying fit, Keltham is not really okay with himself having another one so soon after, so he won't, this time.









Prince Fe-Anar: "Cheliax will obey their contracts, unless there's something sneaky in the wording. I.....don't know what to make of the idea of having women shapeshift until they aren't women but I think my objections are not that it wouldn't work."









Keltham: "I'm confused. They weren't shifting during sex - well, Meritxell, but she was shifting into other women, it was her thing - they were shifting male afterwards to prevent pregnancy."









Prince Fe-Anar: "- in the Osirian conception, the core thing that makes someone a woman is the capacity to bear children, and the core thing that makes someone a man is the capacity to sire them. There are also differences in personality traits and virtues and aptitudes and so on, but in Axis - where no one can bear children and no one can sire them - those are smaller than, say, the differences between different species, and it certainly wouldn't make very much sense to have laws about them. So in the Osirian conception, a person who shapeshifts frequently enough to ensure they cannot bear children isn't - exactly meaningfully a woman. They have departed from womanhood to be something else."









Keltham: "Wait, so a womancan own property, here, she just needs to learn Alter Self and shapeshift frequently enough that the system doesn't classify her as a woman anymore? Or is it that only men can own property, so if I make second circle and change to being a woman once per week, the government can declare I'm no longer a man and take all my stuff?"









Prince Fe-Anar: 

"....neither of those, but closer to the first one? Spellcasters can get classified as the head of an independent household, even if they're women, and widows past childbearing age can get classified as the head of their household, even if they're not spellcasters."









Keltham: "Also, does your society have, like,one gendertrope. Or two gendertropes, I guess. In dath ilan there's a lot of different ways to be a man or a woman or, like, do your best to resign from the system because you are a cognitively diverse nonconformist."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - well, if you are a man and want to resign from the system you can cut off your genitals, I suppose? Being a cognitively diverse nonconformist doesn't really strike me as strong enough reason for that but perhaps it is my turn to have underestimated how much people vary."









Keltham: "No, I mean, this is dath ilani male-coded clothing I'm wearing and I maintain my hair in a way that looks dath ilani male. I could stop doing those things and people in Civilization would still be able to identify me as probably having male genitals unless I did a lot more work, but they wouldn't assume that I'd behave in a masculine, 'masculine', way."

"There's a way of being a woman where you try to maintain a high sex drive so you can keep a harem of men you like, the haremmistress gendertrope. There's a way of being a woman where you don't have sex and marry a man who's married to a different woman so that you can get snuggles without fucking, the asexualnonsingularmate gendertrope. There's a way of being a woman where you don't like people drawing inferences about you just because you're female, which is the singleton nonbinary gendertrope held in common across all sexes. Uh, 'singleton' is, there's only one object that exists inside the class for that object."

"It sounds like Osirion has one feminine gendertrope, and if you don't fit it, they stop thinking you're a woman. Which, like, I'm pretty sure if I was a woman, I'd go off the standard gendertrope here just so that I could own property?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I don't actually know where the source of this confusion is but I suspect it of being somewhere very distant from the conversation that we're having. It is true that in Osirion women do not ...marry multiple men....because then the paternity of their children would be in question, and it's bad for children to not have a father who is committed to providing for them, it strongly predicts dying of starvation as a baby."









Keltham: "...should've noticed earlier that this conversation was probably heading towards a Golarion doomfact. It's not easily possible in dath ilan to have enough children that the mother's job alone couldn't support them, unless she had an unusually low-paying job or she tried for like twelve kids or something."

"I'd ask if being able to test for a handful of genetic markers narrowing down paternity - 'genetic' being the tiny storages of information inside people that implement 'heredity', the way children resemble their parents - would solve that problem. But, unless the explanations I got in Cheliax were lies or not typical of Golarion, I suspect the answer is, no, there's some huge tangle of people being insane in a way that you can't change by changing the facts. Sort of don't want to go into that, because it was - something that Carissa would always take the responsibility of explaining to me."

"Unless it actually is just testing for genetic markers to determine the father, in which case I could think about if there's some simple way to do that at your tech and magitech level."









Prince Fe-Anar: "That seems like ....a good thing to have that many people would pay a lot of money for? I don't know that it would solve the problem you perceive because I don't think I exactly understand the problem you perceive, but I don't see an obvious problem with a woman having two husbands if they can afford to check which is the father and both have agreed in advance that the responsibilities of the father attach to them if the spell indicates it's them. I don't think it'd be a very popular arrangement but I don't see why people who want the option shouldn't be able to buy it.

People mostly do things for good reasons and changing the facts does change how they behave, but - a lot of facts are connected with other facts, and people don't change instantly."









Keltham: "Yes, much of the childhood training I got in being able to propagate updates more quickly and change my mind faster does make more sense to me as a vital necessity of a stable Civilization, now that I realize that, in the absence of this training, people will spend ten years acting like second-circle wizards can get pregnant by accident."

"Once I know the differences between Osirion and Cheliax, I'll just update on them. I won't complain about how facts are entangled with other facts, I'll just propagate all the updates I know how to propagate. You can move faster if you're not afraid of speed."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I guess now I should try to explain gender in Osirion and associated facts to you but I'd really rather someone else do that because it sounds really unpleasant....maybe less so if we do it in Baseline so I can practice my Baseline. Do you want me to do that."









Keltham: "Realistically, that should not happen to me today."

"You wanna go back to telling me about how dath ilan's government justhad to be secretly awful? Got a lot of that in Cheliax too, only, in retrospect, without nearly the emphasis on how they thought there was any possible alternative to that."









Prince Fe-Anar: "That sounds like much more fun, yes!"









lintamande:









Prince Fe-Anar: "In the absence of gods but the presence of talk-control I'm actually not sure how I'd organize a society to not be ruled by tyrants. If you have any one powerful person, they can be talk-controlled. If you have no powerful people, you will be invaded. You could maybe do random selection of rulers for one-year terms, though I think that just gets you rule behind-the-scenes by some group of people that doesn't get turned over ever year, presumably the Keepers. Maybe the best you can actually do is tyrants who have to pretend not to be, which is what it sounds to me like dath ilan has."









Keltham: "The talk-control we know about is notinstant. Supposedly even if you matched up a ninth-rank Keeper against an ordinary dath ilani they would still take two minutes and anybody else watching would notice the conversation being very weird."

"But, look, you're still angling at this from way too much of a Golarion perspective where you control a handful of top people and suddenly you control the society. If anything runs dath ilan, it's the prediction markets that say which observable outcomes we'll get in ten years if we do something a particular way, and the Legislature negotiates which outcomes we're steering toward. The designated-desirable-outcomes are a matter of public record. The prediction markets are things that anybody including me could bet on. If the Dark Conspirators want to actually steer around Civilization they need the prediction markets to bemaking bad predictions, presumably about the roads not taken because on the roads actually taken you can see the predictions not coming true. And then the bids get revealed after the fact, and people would notice if their own bids were not listed so you can't understate the bids in one direction, so you'd need there to be these huge mysterious opaque bidders coming in and bidding against all the people who did acknowledge their bids, to claim overly pessimistic outcomes on the roads you wanted to steer away from - you see the problem here?"

"Maybe you can take over Civilization in the sense of getting an Achievement Unlocked on how you theoretically control the minds of the Nine Legislators, but that doesn't actually get you anything, so far as I can tell. The Legislators can't say to steer for a weird outcome without everyone noticing. And Civilization hasdefinitely ever thought about somebody trying to take it over via breaking into some computers, shaped raw causal processes, and making the prediction markets too pessimistic about all courses of action other than the way they want Civilization to go."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Like the prediction market of whether the dead will return, where you noticed exactly that kind of suspicious activity. Anyway, if you control the Keepers and the legislators you can declare things like that you're going to screen off all of history! I find it hard to believe you couldn't also declare things like that you need to launch a massive secret project almost no one is told about, or remove all works of fiction that might enable someone to learn the gods are real and contact them, or that you need to invent and refine talk-control, or that you need to make a bunch of specific people who are criticizing you decide to freeze themselves.

As far as I can tell, any high-rank Keeper can go to the home of a critic who is particularly troubling to them and in two minutes of conversation convince that person to commit suicide. That is sufficient power to cover up alotwithout manipulating prediction markets, even setting aside how you can use it to manipulate prediction markets in a way that's not very obvious. Especially if talk-control works over mass media, you can do far more than that."









Keltham: "I'msure there are massive secret projects we're not being told about. You can tell this because of how I think this is a totally reasonable thing to do, so long as they're prosocial secret projects with valid rationales. I would be horrified and disturbed to know that Governance wasnot running massive secret projects, because there are clearly going to be some things like that and somebody needs to do them and if Governance isn't doing them then what are we even paying for."

"If the gods are real then, yes, you'd want to remove all works of fiction that would let somebody contact them. This also seems like a totally reasonable thing to do."

"And there was, yes, a famous creepy incident where the Keepers negotiated with a dissident faction and then their leaders told all of their followers to go into cryonic preservation, but obviously the dissident faction took no precautions whatsoever against talk-control because the dissident faction was stupid, and that all happened in public where everybody could see how creepy it was because the Keepers were stupid." [False statement illustrating what the truth must be by contrasting to it.]









Prince Fe-Anar: "At some point you are just conceding, yes, we are a tyranny that has and routinely exercises the power to crush dissidents and ban the speaking of true important things that would dramatically change the life priorities of many of our subjects, and we like it that way."









Keltham: "The dissident faction in question was one that wanted to destroy all life before it could colonize the stars, so that we wouldn't spread the possibility of suffering through the universe, and the fact that our Civilization is not so constructed as to entertain the possibility ofcrushing them was why our Keepers had to negotiate with them secretly - using obvious protocols for avoiding known possible levels of talk-control, like exchanging notes written on paper with delays built in that an intermediary person rewrote - and told the negative utilitarians something, struck a deal with them, that made them voluntarily ask their followers tovoluntarily go into early cryonic suspension in exchange. I can now guess that one of the things they were told was that Truly Dead people just end up somewhere else, like I did, and I can see all kinds of possible excellent reasons why the Keepers would not tell everyone that."

"In dath ilan we pay children who are still young enough to give into threats, every time we threaten them into doing something, every time we have to slap their wrists or threaten to slap their wrists, it goes into their bank account for later in life, so that we'll never do it lightly and will notice it every time."

"In dath ilan we have topersuade our dissidents who want to end all life, to voluntarily go into early cryonic suspension instead of hanging around trying to end all life, in exchange for a bargain the terms of which I do not know, because we don't have the kind of Civilization that would just kill them."

"I am notterribly well acquainted with Golarion, but I know that this is so far advanced ahead of anything you have here that, yes, I can see why you just wouldn't believe it. But then say you don't believe it! Say that you think I was just trapped inside another Conspiracy lying to me my whole life! Don't take the world I'm describing to you, that is obviously far ahead of Golarion on tolerance of dissent, and try to redefine it as tyranny!"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Dath ilan actually doesn't sound ahead of, say, Absalom on tolerance of dissent to me. There are no things I'll be arrested for shouting in a public square in Absalom, and a lot of things I would be arrested for shouting in a public square in dath ilan. There are no books that I will be prevented from writing and distributing in Absalom, and a lot of books I'd be prevented from writing and distributing in dath ilan. Absalom does not violently suppress Rovagug cultists.Osirionwouldn't suppress people who were just trying to have lots of children who'd agree with them the universe should be destroyed and not actually planning the actual release of actual Rovagug. It wouldn't negotiate with them because there'd be nothing to negotiate because they could under our laws just go living their lives as long as they weren't actually trying to do a violent crime.

You just said 'If the gods are real then, yes, you'd want to remove all works of fiction that would let somebody contact them. This also seems like a totally reasonable thing to do' and that is a degree of social control that no Golarion society except perhaps Nidal attains. Rahadoum bans all the gods and all their followers, but they don't ban works of fiction in which the gods are described.

In many respects dath ilan sounds lovely. I have conceded that perhaps the degrees to which it is an unusually oppressive tyranny is in fact better than many other possible ways it could be - for example, if you do have a problem with aliens sending you mind-viruses. But I am not redefining anything, when I name it an unusually oppressive tyranny with unusually little tolerance of dissent."









Keltham: "What, exactly, is an example of something you think would get you arrested in dath ilan if you shouted it in a public square where shouting was otherwise permissible, rather than a place where the people living there had designated it as quiet?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "'Iomedae is a powerful alien entity which can be contacted by shaping your thoughts towards Her in the following fashion'. 'Before we screened off history, there was a war in which thirty million people were killed, I have the documentation proving it'. 'There is a secret government project to' - followed by the details of any government secret projects."









Keltham: "Right, so, I sure would get the heck out of that square, and then, yes, I'd want that person removed from my city, or rendered psychiatric assistance, as appropriate depending on whether what they were saying was {true, false-but-lying} or false-but-honest."

"I think you have a fundamental presumption about governments acting in bad faithby default which dath ilani straight-up do not share. The thing where I don't rush out of the public square is if they shout, 'There is a secret government project conducted in bad faith which you can verify by looking at the following details...' and then, they're probably crazy, but you maybe hang around and look up those purported details on the Network, so that your society can maintain its theoretical ability to remove bad governments. Somebody shouting about a secret government project that the government was trying to keep secret for a good reason is just an asshole, no different from telling somebody about a surprise party their friends were going to hold for them, or the ending of the book they just started reading."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I agree that the reason dath ilani would arrest and exile this hypothetical person is because of the presumption of dath ilani that the government is operating in good faith. Would it resolve our disagreement if I said that dath ilan has unusually little tolerance of dissent and unusually much tolerance of the exercise of power to crush dissidents, compared to Golarion societies which are trying not to be tyrannies, because of the presumption of dath ilani that the government is operating in good faith?"









Keltham: "Think I'd first like to see how a woman selling sex was treated in those extremely free Golarion societies, maybe inquire of them how they'd handle knowledge of the Outer Gods starting to propagate, count the ratio of people imprisoned to people free and interview some people who'd actually been arrested about what they'd been arrested for, maybe offer them a truthspell about whether somebody had demanded a bribe from them. I am frankly skeptical that Golarion can get freedom right when it is too poor and too stupid to get anything else right."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Is the argument that while, in principle, Absalom's laws are much less restrictive, in practice Absalom is sufficiently underresourced in enforcing its laws, and sufficiently unpredictable in a very weird case, that it's easier to end up exiled unjustly from Absalom than to end up exiled from dath ilani cities? That seems true, though it still seems to me that it's important that Absalom is not the only city that does not have laws about evangelism and bookwriting, and it'd be very hard to end up unjustly exiled from all of them, so the problem somewhat reduces to making travel cheaper."









Keltham: "You know, now that I think about it, I'm sure on reflection that somewhere in dath ilan there is a city full of people who are just excitedly analyzing all the markets and figuring out all the secret government projects and slapping hands with each other as they figure them out, because the people therewant to hear about it, and their access to the markets and so on has some kind of monitored trading condition that prevents info there from leaking out to the rest of Civilization, which doesn't want to hear about it."

"But, like, if they're calling down the gods on the rest of us, then yes, that is a condition under which I'd agree with a secret government project to go in and preemptively cryopreserve them all and hide that fact from the rest of Civilization. In fact, I think that's a much more important capacity for a society to have, now that I've seen a society where gods are running loose. Before I would've said that was an unreasonably-improbable-hypothetical."

"Civilization is doing fine without gods."









Prince Fe-Anar: "As far as you know, not living in one of the places where people know what the government is doing."









Keltham: "If the government was doing somethingwrong they'd obviously tell the rest of us and collect the huge bounties we'd pay out retrospectively for their assistance in having done that! I project with great confidence that this is, like, totally that city's motto, that they're a check on Governance that way."









Prince Fe-Anar: "You don't even know if they exist! You should not feel sure they're being a successful check on the government!"









Keltham: "If they don't exist it's because all the people like that decided that any other people advertising themselves as that would be obvious traps and did their own homework instead! But mostly I'd guess with great confidence there's a city like that because they'll thinksome people ought to check collectively rather than individually, even given the surety that assuming Dark Governance half of them are Governance plants, and they'll generate a random number and look for a city of fellow - 'conspiracy-theorists', would be the obvious Baseline term to coin - with 80% probability."

"Like, there's some cities you realize will exist as soon as you think about them, and they actually exist, like, 90% of the time, or so."

"To be clear, this is not how the actual checks on Governance work, those are designed by Very Serious People and Cunning Masterminds Having Way Too Much Fun."









Iarwain:









Keltham: "There is a saying out of dath ilan about conversations like these. It goes, 'Some conversations have no natural endpoint, and so you can only decide to say, "It is complete because it ended here."'"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Oh, I was assuming at some point my son would send in his guards to drag me off you, but that works too." His Baseline is more or less fluent, at this point. "A pleasure meeting you, Keltham of dath ilan. I hope dath ilan is not secretly Evil, and also I hope we grow up to surpass them."









Keltham: "No, we should hope they were secretly Evil. 'Bad news about the past is good news about the future.' If you learn that some hidden problem obtained about the otherwise observationally fixed past, that's good news because the past's quality level is not thereby changed so you can fix that problem and get a better future than previously expected. If dath ilan was secretly Evil, surpassing that quality of living standard in Golarion will be much easier, because dath ilan had that standard of living despite being handicapped by being Evil."

"Your Baseline is functionally perfect in syntax and pronunciation, it's just missing vocabulary size, non-rule-controlled intonation, common phrasings and proverbs, and, if you genuinely wanted to be able to pass as indistinguishably native, making the sort of technical arguments that dath ilani would make. Vocabulary you can get off Tongues or from Share Language (Baseline) that I tap somebody with, common phrasings have to come from me and I don't have them mentally stored in a format that lets me rattle off a complete list, perfect intonation is going to require at least listening to me talking for long periods and possibly continued active correction, and argument form is full-blown being as 'Lawful' as we were. How do you want to play this?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I'll pay for your time at today's prices if you think of more things you want to teach me, or argue about, up to a total of 40,000gp, which is all of my money."









Keltham: "You seem kind of noticeably intelligent compared to most people I've met in Golarion and for that matter me. Counterproposal, what if you followed me around while I was teaching things and tapped people with Communal Share Language (Baseline), so I could teach in Baseline, which would converge towards you being able to share the whole language, because every time I said something in Baseline not covered by your version, you or other people would query it and then you'd also know that part?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I would be delighted."









Keltham: "Am I correct that you're the sort of person where, if I asked whether we're friends yet, and the answer was no, you'd just tell me no and not feel particularly uncomfortable about it either?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "There's only any other sort of person because most people are not very smart."









Keltham: "Right, so, I'm pretty massively traumatized by the Chelish gaslighting operation and rather a large part of me does not think that anything on this next layer of reality is real. It seems to me like inside that layer of reality we are forming something like a friendship, but I'm not sure I'm going to be able to let myself feel that, because my brain is constantly firing warnings of the form 'Hey if you start liking this guy he's also going to turn out to not be real, and then that will hurt when you inevitably find out that this layer of reality was also a lie and you have to leave it.'"

"Wanna try forming a friendship under those somewhat adverse conditions?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "That doesn't bother me. The more significant barrier is that I don't have a confident read on whether I respect you intellectually yet. I really enjoy talking to you, and you frequently surprise me in intelligent and interesting ways, but I don't know how much of that is you knowing lots of things I don't know and how much is going to persist once I understand the world you're from. I'm also slightly worried you're going to declare war on Hell or something and it'll be politically complicated for me to participate in the war on Hell in light of how my son is an aspect of Abadar, who I bet is constrained in going to war with Hell though it's actually possible He's just patiently waiting for us to make Him an offer."









Keltham: "...good point. I am probably going to be all kinds of theologically and politically complicated, yes. And thank you for appreciating the point where I am just a punk kid waving around a lot of knowledge developed by a Civilization greater than myself."

"I'm not going to expect you to participate in the destruction of Asmodeus if there's prior political constraints about that, it's not a requirement of friendship with me. Frankly I mostly expect, at this point in the development of the story, that I end up having to do it alone, in the end, because if not then it's weird about the story development that ripped away all of my previous friends, and I can read the foreshadowing in the Good gods talking about decision theory being complicated."

"See you around, Fe-Anar, I've hopefully tired myself out to the point where I can eat something and then sleep again. Perhaps we'll end up as friends eventually."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Oh, I absolutely plan to participate in the destruction of Asmodeus! I wouldn't miss it! I just expect there to be a bunch of annoying intermediate steps. Also, I've decided I do like you, on the strength of your having concluded you're going to have to defeat Asmodeus on your own, even though I think you're wrong about that.

See you around, Keltham."









Iarwain: Day 91 / Egorian









Abrogail Thrune II: When Abrogail Thrune turned 16, shortly after she became a second-circle sorcerer, she looked at the Chelish Empire, which she intended to rule someday, falling around about herself; the provinces of Andoran and Galt, that should have been hers, already lost by her incompetent uncle.

Abrogail knew that as a second-circle sorcerer she could not take the Crown of Infernal Majesty from Infrexus. Even executing a compact with Asmodeus would give her two more circles at best. Infrexus had held five sorcery circles in his late forties, won of the Worldwound and a few years' adventuring, when he executed his own compact and took the throne.

So Abrogail went to Hell, living.

She compacted with Hell to set devils to fight her, and heal her when she fell, and put her to sleep when she had no magic left and needed to regain it; and punish her for failing, for losing, to make sure that when she fought she did so desperately and in that state of stress that is conducive to absorbing magic.

She wanted to make it to seventh-circle, so she could be ninth-circle after executing her infernal contract.

Abrogail tried. She tried really really hard.

But when even her will broke, Abrogail was only sixth-circle still, and so is only eighth-circle now.

It's a very efficient way of leveling. If you ask why not everybody does it, it's because that would shatter almost any mortal's mind like glass. The Thrunes have a touch of Hell in their bloodline, from which their sorcery comes, but even among them, the reason why only Abrogail did that is that only Abrogail could.









Abrogail Thrune II: Carissa Sevar, probably, is not going to be fully functional until she has a +6 intelligence headband. There are not any of those going spare even when you are Abrogail Thrune. They have owners, from whom a headband like that cannot be taken without killing them.

So Carissa Sevar has now been tasked to make herself a +6 intelligence headband.

With a slimy devil wrapped around her, not at all like a lover's caress, a devil summoned and bound by Abrogail Thrune.

The devil is of a kind that Hell sometimes tasks to forge magical items. It cannot advise mortals on how to craft. The devil is not forbidden however to monitor them in their crafting, assess their general level of performance, or apply motivation.

Carissa Sevar is being hurt, quite badly, at the end of any thirty-minute period in which she has not exceeded her previous best performance in crafting. Any time she escapes punishment, of course, that sets the bar higher for next time.

When Carissa's magic fails her, she is put to sleep; when woken, set back immediately to work. Her Ring of Sustenance means she needs no food, no water, no other surcease.

It would shatter most mortals like glass, but then, Carissa Sevar is not most mortals.


It will hopefully prevent Carissa from thinking and feeling for a time.

It will hopefully be punishment enough that Carissa stops feeling unpunished.

Failing that, Abrogail is curious about whether Carissa can be brought to her fifth or sixth circle this way before even her will breaks.









Carissa Sevar: It would have been entirely reasonable, when the project Carissa has been heretically running for the last three months exploded due to Carissa's inadequacies, for Abrogail to have her sent to Hell, to have her mortal frailties scraped away for as many thousands of years as it required. Abrogail is not more merciful than that; wanting more mercy than that would be unAsmodean, and offering it would be veryunAsmodean.



Carissa is grateful, for whatever not-merciful impulse has her here, instead. Her mortal mind, which is very stupid and pathetic, does not fully comprehend how much worse it could be, but that is an error, the kind of error she can actually feel herself growing out of when she has time to work on being more ilani.



She is also grateful that there is no opportunity for her to think, or feel, or grieve. In the absence of space to process it, the part of her brain that believes that Keltham loves her and won't let anyone hurt her has taken up residence in the back of her head, where it occasionally whimpers sadly, like a kicked puppy. She has mostly successfully pushed his blank, lost, bewildered face out of her memory. It is over; it never was; it was always pretend. Maybe someday it will be real, but if it is, it will be real the way Hell is real, the way pain is real, the way nothing else is really real.



She's making fast progress on the headband. She would not say that this is because she is in peak form. She keeps having auditory hallucinations, usually of Abrogail, sometimes of her mother, sometimes just of people screaming. Abrogail says that she is not good enough to become half the things she wants to be. Her mother says that she should've worked harder on baby Carissa, that maybe she could've turned out better. The screaming people don't really have anything to say. She thinks she's not constantly screaming, her voice would give out, so probably that's a hallucination. She's developed a habit of hurting herself to focus; it's barely even pain, next to the punishments after each section, but it helps. it makes the world a little more stable, a little clearer. She wishes, sometimes, that Keltham had never come to Golarion, that she'd never left the Worldwound, though this is a stupid thing to wish because these weaknesses were still a part of her and would still have to be burned out of her, and it could, in fact, hurt more than this.



She does not wish to be turned into a statue, not even briefly. She is pretty sure she won't even if, when she finishes the headband, they give her another one. She is pretty sure she won't even if there is nothing else for the rest of time.

She's only pretty sure, though.





No.

She's entirely sure.

This is the road to everything she wants, everything she's ever wanted; she is not so weak that, with that road laid out in front of her, she will fall apart rather than walk it, just because it hurts. If she wants to change things, she will have to be stronger than anyone has ever been; this is the way to get there. Abrogail will have set her a task that makes stronger those Carissae who could ever, possibly, be strong enough to get anything they want. Abrogail has never made her weaker; Abrogail is not, at what must be unimaginable expense, setting her to this path so that she'll discover her weakness and collapse of it. Abrogail is doing this so that she will grow strong.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...it's not actually an unimaginable expense? Binding a devil to do this is straightforward, it's just that, for most people you'd want to temper, they'd be too weak to benefit from a devil's help. But if imagining that she's worth a great expense helps Carissa, Abrogail hardly finds it in her own interest to correct the misapprehension.

...Though, actually, having the Queen of Cheliax take ten minutes of her own time to bind a devil for you is probably 'unimaginable expense' by most people's standards.

Anyways Carissa seems to be doing fine. Abrogail will turn visible so she can whisper in Carissa's ear that she's being a good girl and Abrogail is proud of her, and then head back on out.

Shouldn't be more than a week or two on the +6 headband, it looks like. Though, at the rate Carissa is burning through this task, she might need to be given another crafting job afterwards to see if she can be brought to fifth circle.









Iarwain: Day 92 / Osirion









Keltham: Keltham wakes up and remembers where he is.

He puts on his Splendour headband so that he can cry, and hopefully maybe get that part done with for the day.

He doesn't pray. Keltham has hardly used any of the spells he got yesterday, though he got them identified. And also -

He's not thinking about that right now.

Keltham will go to the library, and read more catalogues of magic items, and send word to see if Merenre and Ismat want to have breakfast that morning, when dawn is past and clerics are done praying for their spells. Does Keltham need some sort of etiquette waiver?

Also Keltham isn't quite sure where Prince Fe-Anar falls into the Osirion scheme of things, but to be explicit, Keltham is fine if Fe-Anar wants to join the breakfast and Share Language (Baseline) people and have all Keltham's and Fe-Anar's conversation be in Baseline.









Merenre: Merenre and Ismat would love to get breakfast, and they're fine with Fe-Anar, who is Merenre's father, being present. Keltham can have an etiquette waiver. (Osirians are at this point under the impression that etiquette waivers are an important dath ilani political technology).









Ismat Alnahhat: "I guess the only thing I'm really touchy about is Khalil, who will be disappointed if the alien can't be polite but he'll live, and I don't have to bring him up in detail when he won't even be at this particular breakfast," Ismat remarks to Merenre on their way.









Merenre: "The etiquette waiver does not oblige you to invite him to breakfast again if you can't stand him. I think you'll like him, though. My father does, and my father's not overawed very easily."









Ismat Alnahhat: "He's the only speaker of his language on the planet!  If it can be done easily that's how!"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I do like Baseline and was prepared to put up with practically any personality to get it but he has other positive qualities too! He's very arrogant and very stubborn and very mad about all of Golarion all the time ...also more traumatized than I'd have thought Asmodeus would've been allowed to do. Didn't we pay for a not-traumatized cleric of Abadar to teach us."









Merenre: "Asmodeus transmitted the terms to his followers who are too Chelish to really comprehend that you can damage people if you don't even torture them, is my understanding, from speaking to Abadar of this. It was in the outcomes-distribution specified."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, that was a fucking stupid specification."



They arrive at breakfast.









Keltham: Keltham will actually activate the glibness pin, for this, because while Fe-Anar probably doesn't count, Merenre and Ismat sound like people to whom Asmodia's last advice may apply.









Keltham: Here's Keltham, looking notably more neutral than yesterday.









Ismat Alnahhat: "Good morning!  I'm Ismat, I believe you've met my husband and his father already though."









Keltham: "Keltham out of dath ilan. Not my best morning, but any morning you walk away from is a good one, to pervert an old saying. Salutations Ismat, greetings Merenre, hi Fe-Anar did you already tag them with Baseline?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I did! They were not paralyzed, awed, and profoundly distracted by the magnitude of the design effort at all. Don't have children, they'll only disappoint you.[humorous]."









Merenre: "It's interesting, but I'll confess not really a priority, compared to other features of dath ilan like how it doesn't have the plague."









Keltham: "It'll be either a virus or a bacterium, and if you learn how to make vaccines you can plausibly shut it down. Cheliax seemed to think that would cause a population explosion and cities would get more crowded until the level of epidemics went back into equilibrium, unless I could develop contraception, which would have to be usable by people of Intelligence 7, or I could develop better roads to enable fewer less-crowded cities."

"Aside Fe-Anar, that was Very Serious intonation, endaside."









Merenre: "It'll cause a population increase, but on a pretty long timescale, I'd think, relative to how fast a lot of things are going to change if spellsilver's lots cheaper. I think Cheliax may have been telling you that because they're Evil."









Keltham: "Possibly. You'd think Cheliax would be interested in anything that made them stronger in the short-term, if they were thinking that short-term themselves... well, it's possible they'd have asked for anti-plague measures next, we were prioritizing spellsilver."

"You've called this meeting, have you got an agenda?"









Merenre: "I really just wanted to meet you, and to introduce you to Ismat, who may actually be the most important person here if spellsilver gets cheaper, as she's developed a method of magic item making which doesn't require the creator to be a spellcaster themselves."









Ismat Alnahhat: "Mm-hm!  Cheliax has wizards but we've got me.  Not many of me trained up yet though.  I might have to pivot away from doing my own crafting if I need to be working on teaching a class of fifty."









Keltham: "And here I thought the plot was going to call for me somehow matching Cheliax despite their purportedly vastly greater number of wizards."

"My -"

"Carissa Sevar developed a method of speeding the production of +2 and +4 headbands, like an Armillary Amulet except 2-3 times as effective because specialized, made up of individual pieces speeding up individual stages of the process so that a dozen different wizards can work on them in parallel while trading the speed boosters amongst each other. Now that she's developed those, presumably other wizards can make them too, though they'd need higher Spellcraft than the third-circle wizards she was boosting. It roughly quadruples their working speed, as of the prototypes. Carissa was fourth-circle but has Spellcraft at about seventh-circle or so, she can use spellsilver from seven feet away if that means anything to people who aren't me."

"Ismat, what's your method? And is Carissa's boosting technology likely to apply to it, or do we just have to take a different route and scale it to hugely more people?"









Ismat Alnahhat: "I can only do jewelry, specifically, I studied the ways jewelry differs before and after being enchanted back when I did blanks for casters to have at.  I - don't see an obvious reason why you couldn't divvy up the work on a pin or an earring like that?  The items would take slots, but you could just have a specialized crafting getup, half what I'm wearing is crafting-aimed already."  She's wearing quite a lot of jewelry.









Keltham: "With wizards doing it, Carissa thought it wasn't effective to have multiple wizards working on the same item, so a single wizard works on all stages of the item, but they trade off stage-assisting items among each other as they individually reach particular stages of their work on the headband. Each wizard only uses one assisting item at a time."

"Does your method allow nonwizards to specialize in a single aspect of a headband and move from headband to headband in the process of assembly, so that they can master that single stage of item crafting? How does speed compare to nonwizards, are there Intelligence requirements, are there math requirements, does the person have to go through a stage of learning to sense magic the same as if they were learning to construct a spell scaffold?"









Ismat Alnahhat: Ismat can go on about the process she uses and teaches!  Her ability to scale up has been inconvenienced by moving into the Black Dome - she can craft in it, it didn't take that long to readjust, but it makes the commute between home and storefront awfully inconvenient for her or her employees, whoever's traveling.  But she has a list of things that might be amenable to more optimization pressure, and can rattle off the story of how she started making blanks for casters and tried watching them when they started working on the blanks to see if there were any steps she could simplify for them, and so on and so forth.









Keltham: ...it probably beats trying to match Cheliax's number of wizards using Osirion's number of wizards. The human-learning delay time on scaling this manufacturing process sounds nontrivial, but they can parallelize that with getting spellsilver manufacture set up in Osirion at all.

Merenre is the advisor to the Pharaoh on the Keltham situation. If they don't mind Keltham asking, whatis the Keltham situation?









Merenre: "The Pharaoh is intended to give Abadar what the once-mortal gods have - an aspect which can comprehend and communicate directly with mortals, when it's worth the cost. Theologically speaking, we teach that the Pharaoh is Abadar, as much as any facet of a god is that god - a very specialized facet, obviously, because this particular facet is run on a mortal mind, and sometimes it's more aspirational than concrete, but the idea is that Abadar having the capacities of the mortal gods is very valuable both to Him and to us.

As such, we learned three months ago that a mortal in Chelish custody was a very new soul with impressive knowledge and comprehension of Abadar's domain and what He cares about, a comprehension Abadar didn't think He'd seen among mortals before, and that Abadar had paid Asmodeus to not mind control that mortal and to let that mortal leave freely, and very shortly after that that a godwar had started over that mortal. The Pharaoh was subject to the interdict, as an aspect of Abadar, and while we did run a small department which could in theory have learned of your presence in Osirion via a non-Abadar route and enabled us to try an extraction, they didn't get there through information that wasn't downstream of any divine communication.

At the same time, we got a spy report out of Cheliax that was, frankly, very confusing and that we assumed was mostly made up. The claim was made that if anyone in the Palace in Egorian had anything good happen to them, a girl with vivid pink hair would show up and offer them cake. - this was among many other claims, like that every devil in Hell knew the name of the Project Lawful girls, and that Project Lawful turned people into girls, and that Project Lawful was a time travel project to convert Taldor to Asmodeanism thousands of years ago, that were similarly not credible. But the cake one was cheap to test, so we tested it. Send someone whose wife was imminently expecting a baby to an inn just outside the palace, to celebrate. Cake Girl indeed showed up, at the appointed time. - we intended to kidnap her and offer her money to defect. She was a powerful spellcaster, and shrugged that off, and ate the cake with us, and left.

At that point we gave all the rumors of Project Lawful substantially more credence. At the same time, bidding markets in Hell were sending a specific set of souls up to extraordinary prices. We looked into it. We pieced together much of what was going on - though the group that had no knowledge of Abadar's interests here did not have enough information to conclude this was worth provoking a war with Cheliax over, and recommended against.

Abadar communicates mostly with the pharaoh. He can do so more cheaply, and there are precisions to His visions which it's best for the pharaoh to have firsthand. But one thing Abadar can do relatively cheaply, and convey relatively cheaply, is see markets. So He's been keeping me updated with the bid-ask spreads from the project's public-to-you and secret-from-you prediction markets, and I've been responsible for figuring out everything happening on Project Lawful and preparing Osirion for the time when you'd learn the truth and leave."









Keltham: "...secret-from-me prediction markets? I don't know whether to be proud or annoyed, and will maybe delay that decision pending hearing about what secret prediction markets."









Merenre: "The one that saw the most movement was about which girl would be the first whose mind or loyalty breaks."









Keltham: "Did it ever pay out?"









Merenre: "Twice. Pilar and Peranza."









Keltham: Keltham draws, heavily, on the glibness, and even so, knows it probably doesn't look quite right.

"I doubt it succeeds, especially since they'd know this was a very likely time window. But I request a scry, regular version fine, on Peranza, at the government's convenience."

"Unless you already know what really happened to her." She - did seem to - Peranza was together enough to tell Keltham goodbye, even if that was scripted for her - or was that another illusion? Illusion according to this level of reality, that is. Or Dominate Person - would there have been signs Keltham could see, if Dominate Person was being used on Peranza - according to this level of reality -









Merenre: "We've tried scrying her several times since the market resolved and have been unable to see anything. Our best guess is that she was executed and is in Hell; the other major possibility is that she was petrified and stashed in an unscryable location. Her soul changed hands in Dis for about a hundredth of what it was purchased for, which seems more consistent with 'she was in Hell and worth less than expected' than that much market movement off some communication from Golarion about the betrayal, but we don't know for sure, and can't rule out that Hell has noticed Abadar can see them when they try using markets and is trying to feed us false information."









Keltham: "Snack Service said not to - jump to conclusions, take actions, I haven't reviewed exact words - until I knew the real story about Peranza including a fact that only one person there knew enough to deduce. I check that this person was not an Osirian who promptly solved the riddle and reported to you."









Merenre: "It was not."









Keltham: His employees were being mindread, which mostly rules out only one of them having access to a key fact. Unless Security read it from them and didn't propagate it to anyone else there, including Abrogail or Aspexia. That's possible but a hit to probability.

Obvious candidates for the one person: Abrogail, Aspexia Rugatonn, Pilar via Snack-Service-thought-protection, that monk of Irori.

"Does Osirion have plans, thoughts, about what happens from here? I suppose as protagonist, 'protagonist', I could try to make all of those decisions myself, but I am still unfamiliar with nonfake 'geopolitics'," a word with no Baseline analogue. "In a more realistic setting you'd've made your own plans about what to do after I arrived, if you've had three months to plan."









Merenre: "The impression of the away team that got you was that you're in pretty bad shape and we should plausibly give you weeks or months of recovery time, even in light of the stakes. Ione's agreed to teach some people Prestidigitation chemistry. We'll still end up behind Cheliax on that front, because we have many fewer wizards, but we can make the gap narrower, and I think Cheliax is in the long run going to run into some barriers to trying to develop themselves. This might change if our spies in Cheliax indicate they're making more progress than we thought they could.

We're arranging to have groups of researchers from other countries immigrate to pick up the Prestidigitation techniques themselves, negotiating details with Ione now, so that the set of free people working on this is larger than Cheliax's, though we're trying to do that very quietly right now, so as not to provoke a countermove.

Our best guess about what's going to happen is that Cheliax is going to be faster to start benefitting from very very cheap spellsilver, because they had three months' head start, and they'll have a tough call to make soon about whether to try to leverage an eroding initial advantage into some conquest or into being harder for the rest of the world to roll over. I don't know how they'll navigate that. Going to war with us is a reasonably likely possibility; so is withdrawing from the Worldwound so the rest of the world has to scramble to recommit forces we don't really have and logistics networks we haven't built there. Iomedae's been trying to prepare for that possibility; Her Church hasn't actually told us what specifically the plan is, but I think there are several of them and it's not a one-stroke winning move for Cheliax even if it'll be a very costly problem.

In the longer run, once you've recovered, we want to pay you to improve our curriculum for teaching the principles of Law to the general public and to teach us on disease control and crop yields and textile manufacture and economics and whatever else people want to pay you the most to teach because it seems the most valuable."









Keltham: "Taking weeks or months to finish updating would lack dignity... that word doesn't have any Taldane translation but maybe 'pride', 'dignity', the part of your self-image where you think you're not completely unskilled at Law-aspiring thought and you want to live up to the expectations you have of yourself. I'll be aiming for tomorrow. Maybe day after tomorrow since I also have to orient to Golarion as it appears on this layer of reality." Part of Keltham is tired, now, and would just as soon speedrun whatever part of the game this is.









Ismat Alnahhat: "If you don't wake up the day after tomorrow all better are you going to have a fit about that?"









Keltham: "That, too, would lack dignity. If I'm still not functional the day after tomorrow I will accept that situation, assess that situation, and figure out what to do with that situation."









Merenre: "Well, I'm not going to try to talk you into taking longer than you need, but I don't think your help's going to be that much less valuable to us in a month compared to the day after tomorrow."









Keltham: "I would not assume that to be the case. Cheliax is making an assembly line - outside-item-assisted way of rapidly producing - intelligence headbands, currently at the +4 level, because that is how they turn spellsilver into having even more and better wizards. If they can master enough Law to get started on theinvention of science and technology in general, ways of understanding and manipulating the world, then, no, you may not really have a month."

"I do not think, at this point, that you move quietly for fear of provoking a countermove. I think you call together every Lawful or Good country in the world, have them send all of their brightest people here or to a facility located in neutral ground - possibly inside the Ostenso nonintervention zone, if the god who originally set that up can force Cheliax to agree to that. Intelligence 19 teenagers wearing +6 intelligence headbands, brilliant accomplished researchers who are not past their useful working lifespans."

"Cheliax didn't allocate +6 intelligence headbands, I think, because that level of resource commitment would've tipped me off that I had the political pull to demand - scries on other countries, Greater Teleports - as I eventually did. Though, to be clear, that was mostly me being stupid. What I should've done shortly after the supposed godwar was demand that Cheliax fill a bag of holding with the unfiltered contents of a Chelish library. I mean, I did not know, fundamentally, that I was facing a Conspiracy on a level where it would be defeated by a test like that, but - it would have ruled out some Conspiracies and that is what I should have -"

"Anyways. I do not need to be fully functional to do politics, 'politics'. That does not require my full intellect the same way as teaching epistemology, Law-inspired skill of figuring out what's true. If you're not the one making decisions like these, I should talk to whoever is, and get things rolling on the criticalpath, today. Uh, criticalpath, the path through the graph, connected lines, with the greatest minimum time to complete, such that the time to complete the criticalpath is the time to complete the whole project."









Merenre: "Until we've learned how to make spellsilver cheaply, we cannot afford to give anyone a +6 intelligence headband. We certainly can ask countries to send talented researchers here to learn from Ione, which is what I just explained we have done, though none of them have native intelligence 19, obviously."









Keltham: "This is not really a situation where you get to scrape up whatever resources you can 'afford' and hope you win with those. 'Reality doesn't care what you afford.'" (It rhymes and scans perfectly in Baseline, in the way of Central Cheating Poetry.)

"Asmodia gained her first apprehension of the Law by borrowing Aspexia Rugatonn's headband for two hours while Rugatonn was getting two hours of sleep, if I'm not - mixing up those stories the wrong way, I haven't checked transcripts - anyways, do you have any artifact headbands of your own that you can let people borrow for two hours, to see if they can gain a first apprehension that way?"

"Though - now that I say it - Asmodia must have been a unique success case who they could never duplicate again. I can't imagine that one experiment working out great for them, and then they never try it on anybody else? Though Asmodia also said she was disloyal and they knew that, so maybe it does work and they didn't try it again for that reason -"

"Anyways, do you have an artifact headband that people can borrow for two hours while the usual owner is sleeping?"









Merenre: "Nefreti might. I'll ask her, though I'd expect her to have already volunteered any help she feels like offering. I do think that drinking her wine ought to be helpful to people for this; it doesn't do precisely the same thing as a headband, but it improves performance on tasks that require Intelligence and Wisdom."









Ismat Alnahhat: "The wine works for me, I usually have some every day."









Keltham: "How long does it last? How much does it cost? Does it stack with headbands or the spellform enhancements? Is there any quantitative way of comparing the effect to headbands?"









Ismat Alnahhat: "Nefreti's lasts more than three hours, it stacks with headbands - or whatever other enhancement, mine are the earrings - but I wouldn't expect it to stack with something that just made you better at a particular skill unless it did it indirectly like my jeweler's loupe."









Merenre: "It's one gold for a drink, if I recall. The general principle is that two things that enhance Intelligence won't stack with each other, but something that enhances Intelligence and something that enhances an intangible nearby thing, like the wine does, or enhances - luck, ease, like Ismat's loupe -- do. Of course, Cheliax has access to the wine too, this isn't a relative advantage, though I think it'd be much more inconvenient for them to send people to Osirion to buy it and if they have their own casters make it it'll be weaker. The spell isn't hard to cast but the effects are tiny if it's not someone as powerful as Nefreti casting it.



The obvious way to compare to a headband would be to ask people drinking the wine how much more they'd pay if it worked like a headband, but I don't know anyone to have tried that."









Keltham: "Not really cheap, but yes, that sounds like potentially the sort of thing we should be stacking for everyone. Except possibly myself, because Nefreti Clepati is not allowed to help me in any way, theoretically, so I'm not going to be drinking her wine, she might stop making it."

"I'll push again on talking with the planners and decisionmakers on this, today. Looking back, my behavior in Cheliax did not make sense, even on its own terms, because I felt embarrassed about pushing harder on issues like that. And there's aspects of this that you may or may not have thought about, for example, that it will probably be to our advantage to buy a large number of intelligence headbands from Cheliax."









Ismat Alnahhat: "Can't you just ask if you drinking the wine will make her stop making it or not?  - I don't think you can get an etiquette waiver for the pharaoh."









Keltham: "Sure, I could try asking if I'm visiting Ione anyways, which is also something I was thinking of trying to do today."

"I've been advised that the pharaoh has sufficiently good augmented reading-people skills that it verges on Detect Thoughts. If that's true, it sounds like I should in any case not be meeting him in person and just - working through the equivalent of whatever you have for a text channel around here, like transcribing words that get sent back and forth after a short time delay."









Ismat Alnahhat: "I'm not sure why you don't want him to get a look at you, but sure, I guess writing's sort of like an etiquette waiver, you could go through - hm, not his wives, his husband maybe or one of the advisors."









Merenre: "I actually think it'd be really valuable for you to meet and speak to the Pharaoh. The fact a Chelish person tried to warn you off it makes me think more strongly it's a good idea, honestly. Do you have a price in mind to be comfortable speaking to him directly?"









Keltham: "Asmodia stated under Osirion-supervised truthspell that she wasn't loyal to Cheliax. And I do not want my mind read anymore. I am happy to communicate with people in ways that don't result in my private state of mind being revealed. We can pass each other notes under a doorframe."









Merenre: "I don't know what Asmodia's deal is but I do not think she was acting in your sincere best interests when she claimed to you that the Pharaoh has 'sufficiently good augmented reading-people skills that it verges on Detect Thoughts'. He's hard to lie to even without Abadar's Truthtelling up, but I think there's a pretty dramatic difference, morally and pragmatically, between 'can generally notice being lied to/misled' and 'has effectively Detect Thoughts'. Lots of people in Cheliaxalsohave spectacular Sense Motive.

If not for my concern that Cheliax told Asmodia this for some reason, or that whatever actor she serves in this drama doesn't share our interests, I wouldn't really have any concerns about you communicating with the pharaoh only in writing, though, so we can start with that."









Keltham: "All right. And I probablyshould get started on talking to people."

"I did not really have this situation in mind when I built my contract with Cheliax but I did put in provisions related to us parting ways. They need to account for the spellsilver they refine as income to the Project, they need to account for the headbands they build as if they were being sold to the Chelish government, and the defense against them understating that price is that I can buy those same goods from them at the price they state. Modulo various other provisions, they can always keep at least half of it for themselves, they can package up goods and price the package to prevent me from adversarially sniping fairly priced goods that were key to a larger supply chain, etcetera etcetera."

"The point being,unless there's provisions in there with effects I do not understand, as your own legal experts might know about, either Cheliax has to cause a lot of income to accrue to the Project in terms of selling themselves spellsilver and headbands, some of which I can withdraw for myself via the Project repurchasing some of my shares, or they may try underpricing them, and in that case we come in and buy half of it from them. I'm trying to think of whether I'm sufficiently mad at them that we'd come in and buy half of their production even if they do fairly price it to the Project, just to deny those resources to Cheliax. But I'd just as soon let them make the first asshole move on Project contract treatment, so that I can tear into them using other provisions with a clear conscience."

"Assuming, of course, that Carissa Sevar does not successfully model my thinking that way."

"It doesn't really seem like the sort of thing that can waitor that requires me to be at full brainpower."









Merenre: "That makes sense. We can get you some lawyers with expertise with Cheliax to look at the contract in more detail now that they can ask you questions, and figure out how they might try cheating you."









Keltham: "How did you already have a copy of - because Abadar. Right. Well, if your lawyers didn't catch anything on a first pass that substantially ups my probability that we can get some mileage here."

"Merenre, I'm sorry to keep pushing on this, but I need to know my next step for being with people in a specific place and time to plot the next iteration of... Project Lawful Neutral? If I'm not supposed to talk to you about that, then I need to know who to talk to and where to find them. I didn't push like this in some conversations in Cheliax, and that, in retrospect, was an error."









Merenre: "The next step is asking Ione, Nefreti's representatives, and the representatives of the allied countries that are sending people here to learn from Ione when they can make it here for an emergency meeting. Many of them will need to arrange a teleport, but I'd expect we can plan something for tomorrow."









Keltham: "Are all of those allied representatives just - putting themselves into the presence of the Pharaoh's Sense Motive? Do they have reading-blocking skills or do they just not care?"









Ismat Alnahhat: "He mostly just uses this ability to give people good presents.  And I'm pretty sure it's still my brother and not the pharaoh coaching Merenre on what to get me for my birthday, so he doesn't even do that obsessively."









Keltham: 
"Sorry, I still have trouble reading Osirian intonations. Fe-Anar, that was a joke not a literally true statement right?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "No, that's true, measuring by instances of use he mostly uses his uncanny people skill to give out presents. And matchmake. See, if you have a reputation for being impossible to lie to, then people mostly don't try."









Keltham: "...that's really not what I would expect to be true about somebody running a country, the way that countries work in Golarion. I would expect the Pharaoh to be meeting with representatives of foreign countries and determining their intentions. Or is the Pharaoh just not - the analogue of the Chief Executive of Civilization, but more like - the old retired executive who serves as an advisor to somebody else?"









Merenre: "There's a ruling council for day to day management of the country, but He absolutely does receive representatives of foreign countries, and use His impressive sensibilities to pick out thoughtful and sometimes pointed presents for them."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I too think he should get a real job.[Kind of serious but not at all reflecting a consensus position.]"









Merenre: "Many people in Golarion have good Sense Motive. It is very usual to go out of your way to avoid being around them if you are a random person who doesn't want to be caught up in important doings, but no one would send a diplomatic representative who felt uncomfortable being seen by someone with particularly good Sense Motive."









Keltham: "Problem being, I am not a 'diplomatic' representative, and I have not learned whatever defenses they have."

"Is the trans-regional meeting to pull together a new Project a matter for the management committee, or one where I need to worry about staying out of totally-not-mindreading range of the Pharaoh?"









Merenre: "If you think this is a matter of such overriding importance that never mind whether we'll default on our debts in six months we should pour everything we have into it, then the Pharaoh will need to be present."









Keltham: "I hadn't particularly modeled that as a live option for clerics of Abadar. Does Abadar not just immediately decleric you if you borrow money you're not planning to pay back?"









Merenre: "I imagine He would. Also it'd cause immense longlasting harm to the financial system and to Osirion, and a lot of people would starve to death. That's why the Pharaoh needs to be in the room for discussions about taking emergency measures - because no one else has the right to weigh those tradeoffs."









Keltham: "I will see what I can do about avoiding tradeoffs like that, and would mostly expect to succeed if other countries in Golarion are also taking this at all seriously. Though it won't particularly help credibility, or so I imagine, if I have to hide behind a door and pass notes around - are the representatives likely to have high Sense Motive? Is there no standard defense against this thing?"









Merenre: "The standard defense against people having good Sense Motive is to be good at concealing your facial expressions. The pharaoh could promise not to take any actions based off inferences He makes from looking at you?"









Keltham: "I'd buy that from Iomedae. I'd buy that from a Keeper. If the Pharaoh is such that he has that for sale, I'm frankly impressed."









Merenre: "He's an aspect of Abadar. That's the whole point of everything we're doing, as this country, to be able to wield Law like the gods do while not being subject to the constraints the gods are."









Keltham: "How does the aspect thing work, exactly? Did Abadar overwrite part of the pharaoh with better math the way Nethys is said to accidentally overwrite people? Because I thought that the whole point of this was that my Civilization knew things about Law that Abadar otherwise had no way of communicating. Is the pharaoh, like, 10% made out of Abadar, 1%, does he have a particular new brain organ that does a thing..."









Merenre: "None of those, he's just selected based on having the best grasp of how to align Himself with Abadar, and then communicates with other shards of Abadar as much as that's permitted, and it's permitted more as He becomes more shaped like part of Abadar. ....I would also have confidence in Aspexia Rugatonn with this commitment, if that's a helpful comparison."









Keltham: "Not as much as one might hope. I would not feel particularly comfortable right now with Aspexia Rugatonn using a Detect Thoughts item on me but promising not to use the knowledge for anything, even assuming that she otherwise keeps her compacts. There would be, for example, the question of what happens if Abrogail turns around and reads her, or Asmodeus, for that matter."

"But I'll take it under advisement. If there was some way for him to not read me in the first place it would be a lot more helpful."









Merenre: "You could....wear a veil?"









Keltham: "Body language. Tone of voice."

"Separate topic. How do you think I am on safely leaving the Black Dome, for example to visit the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye?"









Merenre: "We can send you with security that ought to be adequate to get you to safety from most possible attackers. There's nothing we can do if Achaekek shows up or something. In combination with an augury, I think we can be looking at less than a one in a hundred chance of something horrible happening, but it's hard to get it down much lower than that."









Keltham: "Achaekek?"









Merenre: "A powerful servant of the gods which kills those who aspire to divinity, supposedly. It was much scarier before prophecy broke, because it'd just occasionally show up, eat a helpless child who apparently had a great destiny."









Keltham: Was he that obvious? Probably yes. There's all kinds of possible reasons why somebody in a palace library would ask a bunch of questions about the Starstone, but possibility isn't the same as probability.

"And people wonder why I don't want anyone reading my mind," Keltham doesn't say, because maybe it's a bluff.

"I suppose that could be part of the reason why Aroden put up defenses around the Starstone, though it'd be pretty impressive if that could keep a god out," Keltham says instead. "I probably want to visit Ione today, I don't actually see the danger diminishing with time, as other countries hear about my being here. How do I set that up?"

He's also been advised to visit Sothis's slave markets quickly before they can clean them up. But it doesn't seem a wise thing to do to his brain, and - it does not necessarily - it may not, at this point, affect any of Keltham's other decisions, what kind of slavery exists in Osirion.









Merenre: "Let me speak to the Palace guard. I expect they can escort you any time starting twenty minutes from now."









Keltham: "...if I asked for the ability to wander around Sothis, stop in at a bookseller or two, would the Palace guard consider that also feasible?"









Merenre: "I don't think that adds much to the risk, and it is of course your risk to take."









Keltham: "I'll probably do that then. But I should maybe get an explanation of the whole weird treatment of women thing, before I set out, in case I accidentally end up married to Nefreti Clepati."

"I apologize, but something about this conversation seems to be very not good for me. Not sure why. I'll go - look over the list of people who volunteered to answer questions for money, and pick, I don't know, one of the palace concubines maybe. Then set out for the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye after that... no, poke around Sothis first, being seen going to the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye might alert somebody and then it'd be more dangerous to wander the city."

"I would also suggest having me talk to a Very Serious - to somebody on the regional management committee about the Project v2, before the international representatives all get there tomorrow, but it's your administrative region."









Merenre: "I can send someone this afternoon to explain to you who to expect, what their interests are, and so on." He is very concerned about Keltham and not particularly concealing it.









Keltham: Keltham isn't going to say anything reassuring, or even misleadingly reassuring-sounding. He doesn't lie, and defeasibly prefers not to deceive; if he must deceive he prefers smaller deceptions to larger ones.

He'll give them the brief dath ilani departure courtesies, and then depart to check over his list of question-answerers.









lintamande: The most generous bids are all from priests of Abadar, but not all of the bids that offer to pay him are; there are some smaller-sum offers to pay him ten gold, from a palace concubine, or six silver, from a palace cook, or a baby dinosaur, from a palace three-year-old.









Keltham: ...he will check later on this word that translates as 'dinosaur' to make sure that's not anactual dinosaur.

Keltham will select a concubine who wants to be paid five silvers. He does not want to be paid himself, and worry about whether he's delivering what the other person thought and hoped they were buying.









lintamande: Someone will send for her! ...Keltham will be meeting with her on one of these beautiful balconies overlooking a courtyard full of fountains and overlooked by some other balconies, if that's all right.









Prince Fe-Anar: "If I'm tagging along for this too then we could do it privately as that counts as chaperoned."









Keltham: A sensible person might worry that they'd get less straight answers from a palace concubine if there was a prince standing nearby.

This would rely on the person in question having grasped the concept of 'power distance' on any intuitive level whatsoever.

Narrator's voiceover: Keltham hasn't.



"...you know what, sure. It seems like a waste of your valuable time, but I guess it's more of me speaking Baseline, if you haven't run out of Share Language yet."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I haven't!!!"









Zakiya: - if Keltham has still not grasped the concept of power distance at all, then he might be slightly confused when the woman whose bid was accepted walks into the room, takes in Fe-Anar, and immediately and gracefully kneels.









Prince Fe-Anar: "I'm going to give you Share Language (Baseline) so I can pick up Baseline vocabulary while Keltham talks to you," he says cheerfully, and taps her through her sleeve. "It's a very good language! They invented it themselves!"









Keltham: "Keltham out of dath ilan. Why'd you suddenly kneel, 'kneel'? If all women have to do that every time they enter a room, I'm giving up on Osirion and moving this operation to Rahadoum."









Zakiya: " - it's because that's the Prince Fe-Anar, uh," she struggles for an honorific and isn't turning up any, "powerful-person. Men would kneel too."









Keltham: "I really hadn't read Fe-Anar as the type."









Zakiya: " - as a prince? You can tell from the robes, they're more expensive than other peoples' and not standardized like the priests."









Keltham: "Wait, so people are also supposed to do that with, like, Merenre? What do people have to do when the Pharaoh walks by, flop all the way onto the floor?"









Zakiya: "...well, yes, powerful-person."









Keltham: "You don't have to speak Baseline. The spell is that so I can speak Baseline to you, and Fe-Anar can listen and pick up my intonations, and signal me any time I use a vocabulary word he doesn't recognize so I can define it and add it to his set."

"Would I be correct if I conjectured that Fe-Anar has multiple times tried to get people to stop doing this to him, and been shot down every time? 'Shot down', ignored / counterargued / dismissed."









Zakiya: She'll switch back to Osiriani. "I don't know, sir."









Prince Fe-Anar: "It's bad for everyone's Law, if they stop following all the rules just because the rules are arbitrary and stupid. So it's a bit rude to tell them to and I only do it when it's really, really wasting a lot of time."









Keltham: "Law is exactly not doing stuff that's arbitrary and stupid, unless you like really want to or something. I'd ask if Pharasma has a way to submit bug reports - that's stories about an error in the system and what you were doing when you got the error - for her alignment system, but I'd guess going on the general tenor of Golarion that the answer is no."

"But, not the primary topic! I have, at this point, gotten somewhat different stories on women getting some sort of weird treatment in Osirion, from sources that included my Chelish girlfriend, a seventh-circle priest of Abadar who was actually an illusion being operated by my Chelish girlfriend, a couple of books that were secretly edited by people acting under the orders of my Chelish girlfriend, and some brief confusing conversations in actual Osirion suggesting that a lot of what my Chelish girlfriend said was actually true."

"So, like, what the actual ass is going on here? What are they doing, what's their stated reasons for doing it, and why do women put up with it?"









Zakiya: "Women can become pregnant, and men can't. I assume you knew that and it's not the answer that you're looking for, but it'd be an unkind abuse of your time, if trying to sound clever I neglected to say that part first."









Keltham: "Oh, we definitely want to start with the basics here, yes. My home dimension has pregnancies, they take nine months and afterwards you want to breastfeed the kid for a couple of years."

"It doesn't haveinvoluntary pregnancies, because everybody has constant contraception running and two people need to deliberately turn it off in order for anybody to get pregnant."

"I do not think, however, that removing all the contraception from my home dimension would cause women to stop being able to own property."

"If we then further reduced everyone's income by a factor of 100, women would still be able to own property."

"If we reduced everybody's Intelligence by 7, and deleted everybody's knowledge of math, I'dstill expect that women would end up able to own property, because, like, why wouldn't they."

"So I'm guessing that it has something to do with magic and gods and afterlives, somehow."









Zakiya: "I'm actually not sure it does, sir. Say you have a farm, and in that farm, they live off grain that grows by the river, and only men are strong enough to pull the plow and plant the grain. Boy children are valuable, as they'll grow up to be able to work the farm; girl children aren't valuable, because they need to eat and they can't grow grain. If that family has twins in a year when there's not enough grain, they'll expose the girl, and raise the boy. He's a better investment. Right?"









Keltham: "Why not take the same logic further? By hypothesis, girl children have less value than boy children; so kill all the girl children all the time."

"Seems like a more sustainable long-term strategy if boys could, in fact, get pregnant."









Zakiya: "They'd rather not kill their girl children, because people don't like killing their children and also it's Evil, so they won't do it unless it's a year where there's not enough grain. But yes, if there's been a famine, then when those boys grow up they'll have trouble finding wives, and that'll make having girls more appealing, and that balances out, though where it balances out depends on how much women can contribute to the production of food, and it's different in different places.

...anyway, what you can do with girl children, if there's more than one farm in this story of ours, is marry them out. Girls are a luxury; farms that are producing an excess of grain, because they've got better land, or better luck, or a smidge of magic, can afford them. They're not very much of a luxury, they come close to earning their keep, and of course people do want wives, and heirs, so if they're running a little bit of margin, on the grain, they'll look to take a wife. In places where a woman is an economic liability, her parents will pay her husband to take her from them. There are also places where a woman is an economic asset, and her husband pays her parents for her, but we're not talking about those."









Keltham: "So if I can improve ironforging and steelmaking techniques and produce sharper plows that can cut the land easily enough for a woman to push them, the entire current system of gender relations is upset?"

Carissa would like that not thinking that.









Zakiya: "Yes, sir. There are other things going on, but they are all things that built up around the fact that women are weaker than men, and that they're frequently pregnant, and that under normal conditions at least where I grew up, it's less in a family's interests to keep a daughter alive than a son."









Keltham: "Where I come from, people with -1sd thinkoomph, sd is square root of the average squared deviation from average, thinkoomph is a broader metric that includes Intelligence and Wisdom and some other things, tended to usually be less economically productive and earn lower salaries than people with +1sd thinkoomph. We didn't, like, exclude the -1s from owning property. In your terms that'd be Intelligence 14s or 15s, who are less productive than Intelligence 18s and 19s."









Zakiya: "- so our farm hasn't gotten around to 'owning property' yet, sir. It's got a man, and his wife, and their children, only they married out the daughters, so their sons, and their sons' wives. In most places, the land is actually owned by a noble far away, who everyone pays tribute to, and no one in this story can own property.

But perhaps the Pharaoh has come to Sothis, and declared independence from the Keleshites and told all their nobles to go back to Qadira, and told the farmers, that land you work, now it is not owned by distant nobles, but every farm is owned by the family that works it, and the head of each family can go to the temple of Abadar, and get documents of ownership of their land."









Keltham: "Back up. 'Property' doesn't just mean land, it means - the clothes you wear, the food your land produces, some of which you trade for shoes - shoes, foot-clothes - can women own that or is it just that they can't ownland? Or did the faraway 'nobles' also own all the food crops and shoes produced, and if so, how did anybody get shoes?"









Zakiya: "The nobles own the food-crops, sir, though if they have any sense they leave you enough to survive on. They own the livestock, I think, in most places that have nobles.

The house makes or trades for clothes to wear and those I don't think the nobles usually take. If they're reasonably well off, the woman has shoes, though there's certainly no court she could go to, if her husband for some strange reason took her shoes from her. Even if they're poor, she has her wedding jewelry he gave her when he took her as his wife, and that's hers; if he steals it from her or makes her sell it all their friends would condemn him, and warn him he might not make Axis, conducting himself like that. In modern Osirion she could go to a court if he took her wedding jewelry.

When people say that women can't own property in Osirion, they don't mean that she does not wear clothes, and they mostly don't know about the wedding jewelry, that's not a custom in other places. They mean that the land and the foodcrops are legally owned by the household, as are any profits they've saved from last year's foodcrops, and that the household is headed by her husband, except in cases where she's been widowed without adult sons or something."









Keltham: "Because the men are physically stronger and formed a collective faction that violently subjugated the women, and women here are not well-coordinated enough to stab all the men like that in their sleep? I guess that's harder if you literally don't own knives... no, you've got plows, you should have other sharp objects?"









Zakiya: "If we stabbed all the men we'd starve, sir. Because of the thing where grain farming requires male strength levels."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "Okay, I'm not seeing a way out of that one. The last time I had this conversation I was under the impression that, okay, you just went to the afterlife, but if killing people is Evil and then you go to Hell, that's not much of an option either, is it."

"I'd say, see, it reduces to afterlives after all, except that in dath ilan where afterlives don't exist... no, in dath ilan, if you're this far back in technological time, you know you're dying the True Death at the end of your life no matter what. So you might as well stab the man exploiting you and die immediately instead of living a little longer while being exploited."

"Okay, itis about the afterlives and the alignment system. That checks."









Zakiya: "Women often also don't want to kill their husband because their children need a father, and they don't want their children to starve and then to never see them again. The afterlives are important, but it would be a hard thing, to say goodbye to your children forever even if you know they'll go to the Boneyard and won't be tortured there or anything.

Even if I were sure of Axis I wouldn't kill my husband unless he was a danger to me or the children, and I'd probably try other things first."









Keltham: "Does your husband have the power to grant you the ability to own property? Or if not, does he track that - your shoes are yours, within the larger property system that says they're his? There's such a thing as the right choice for a man to make, even in a situation like that. And if he's doing his best, or trying to a reasonable degree, you stab the people who do maintain the system, not your husband who's doing the best he can."

"Actually, I think you could probably get pretty far just stabbing the worst quarter of men every fifteen years?"









Calistria: Usually when clerics of Abadar have plans to tackle sexism they are incredibly annoying plans that presume that everyone involved is just being a rational economic agent and not hurting people for their own benefit because they want to.



This one has unusually interesting plans to tackle sexism! That seems promising!









Otolmens: Do not do ANYTHING with the anomaly.

Do not ADD CLERIC LEVELS to it.

Do not make anyone AROUND it a cleric.

Do not drop FOUR ORACLE LEVELS on anyone especially if they are going to CONTINUE hanging around the anomaly.

Otolmens is TRYING to get the anomaly back in the anomaly containment zone and MEANWHILE all of the gods should LEAVE IT ALONE even if it is NOT IN THE ZONE RIGHT THIS TIME-UNIT.









Calistria: If Otolmens murders the worst quarter of men in the world, then there'd be no need to try to convince this random Abadaran to do it.









Otolmens: Otolmens will CONSIDER it if Calistria can arrange for the anomaly to go BACK IN THE ANOMALY CONTAINMENT ZONE.

Otolmens can figure out whether a mortal is a 'men' without TOO much effort. Can Calistria define for Otolmens which quarter of men are the WORST ones?









Zakiya: "- well, I can't speak for anyone else, sir, but if people figured out who the 'worst quarter' of men were and came to my house to kill my husband and sons, I'd stab them."









Keltham: "A very reasonable attitude, if your husband is not, like, making you work, keeping the stuff you make, and then not letting you trade it for things that you are then allowed to keep. If your husbandis like that -"

"Oh wait. Is this a perverted thing? Uh, perversion, making sex more complicated. Like, the Osirian equivalent of 'masochism'?"









Zakiya: ".....no, sir. I mean, obviously while you're trying to make your marriage work you can end up in lots of weird places, but a normal young woman is not thinking, 'oh, I hope my husband's cruel to me', she's hoping he's reasonable and hardworking and makes her rich and doesn't hit her without provocation."









Keltham: "Okay, I wasabout to ask if I was coming at this the wrong way and the whole system was voluntary and maybe you could just opt out by cutting your hair in a locally stereotypically masculine hairstyle and then you'd be allowed to have your own money. But that is again sounding like the women are being forced by violence into a system where they're not having fun and they'd prefer a different system."









Zakiya: "Well, it depends on the different system. Sarenrae's church fights for women's concerns in Garund and Casmaron. They say things like that we should raise the minimum age of marriage, and if a man was poor when he married but is rich ten years later he should be obliged to buy his wife more wedding jewelry, and that a man shouldn't be allowed to take a second wife if his first one says he's lousy. Those would all be popular, if you asked women.

If you ask whether we want things to be like they are in Avistan, where everyone's a whore - no. I've talked to women who want that, but - only two of them, and I've done orientation for hundreds of new concubines."









Keltham: "Iwish everyone in Avistan was a sex worker. I had one girlfriend who'd name a price foranything in either direction and the rest were like 'oh no if we're ever financially legible to Keltham we'll be in the same referenceclass, "category", as women who get pregnant and die in the street even though we are all at least second-circle wizards who know Alter Self!'. Though I suppose that all could have been a lie, and if it was I will be annoyed even considering everything else they lied to me about. I'd just arrived from another dimension and hadbarely any idea what a gold piece was worth and nobody in Cheliax would tell me whether sex here was valued at like one copper or a thousand gold pieces or what!"

"Sorry, none of that is your problem. But I'm not getting what the connection is between 'can own things' and 'is sex worker'. Is the idea that if women own things, they will inevitably realize they can trade sex for money?"

"Sidenote Fe-Anar, most men and women in dath ilan have both paid for and sold sex at some point, the word 'sex worker' actually means a professional good enough to make a living at it, but I'm repurposing it to mean 'has ever been paid for sex' since Baseline doesn't have a native word for 'whore', end sidenote Fe-Anar."









Zakiya: "So, in Osirion, most women will only lie with a man if he's married her. There are prostitutes, they're not illegal, but there's not many, and you certainly can't bring them to parties, and they're not a very appealing substitute for a long-term romantic relationship. So if a man wants a serious relationship, and regular access to a woman's bed, he'd better make himself a good candidate for marriage and then go persuade someone to marry him.

Marriage is a lifelong commitment. A man promises to provide for his wife and for any children she bears him, to pay for treatment if she's sick within whatever his abilities are, to provide her with a home and protect her and her children from danger, and to greet her with love. In return, a woman promises to obey her husband, to steward his money wisely and raise his children well, to be faithful to him and to greet him with love.

Some marriages break down, and the couple ends up living separately or barely speaking to each other. But still, they are bound by these promises; and a woman can go to the Osirian state if her husband isn't providing for her family, and get money drawn out of his bank account if he has one, and get him prevented from remarrying.

Because of all this, it's actually very rare, for even a girl-child to be left outside to die of exposure when she's born. You marry someone who can provide for your children, and then your children don't starve; that is the whole promise, here, that if you refrain from recklessly having sex without the safety of marriage then you won't have to watch your children starve.



In Avistan they don't do any of that very much. Some girls will have sex with you even when you haven't married them. Because some girls can do that, no girls can hold out for a lifelong promise to provide for them; why would a man offer them that, when he could just go have sex with all the girls who'll offer it for free? No one would get married, so they made a sort of fake marriage that you can break at any time, and they all do that. Women are, in a sense, freer. They aren't chaperoned. Because no man will provide for them, it's more important for their families to figure out how they'll provide for themselves, so more of them are financially independent, though also many, many more of them starve, or are killed by a man they trusted and shouldn't have, or die of an abortion. Many of them feel that there's something wrong, something missing, that things shouldn't be like this, but those ones simply don't lie with anyone at all; they can't find any men who'd be worth trusting.

Our society demands virtue of men and virtue of women, and constrains them so that they can't do whatever they like but they won't go hungry. Avistan demands no virtue of anyone, and they do as they like, and they kill the babies that result and then they go to Hell, or Abaddon, or the Abyss, and it just doesn't sound like a very good trade, really. If you say the wrong things about women's liberation people think you're proposing they raise their girls into Avistani whores -- by which I don't even mean they pay for sex, just that they offer it outside of marriage -- and they'll hate that idea and stop listening to you."









Keltham: "...so it's a conspiracy by the women themselves, to prevent competition between women and maintain sex at an artificially high price, allegedly for the sake of raising children because otherwise why would any man pay to raise a child, and the men are also trapped in that, it sounds like to me. The husbands beat the wives. The wives, I assume, beat any woman who tries - what I'd consider normal dating. Check?"









Zakiya: " - you don'tbeatsomeone, if she's gone around sleeping with men, you just stay away from her. It'll ruin her life, but not because anyone did anything. I guess you'd tell your sons not to marry her, because she has terrible impulse control and is probably infertile?"









Keltham: "And then she ends up in an awful 'afterlife', which is, I suppose, what underpins the whole system, what Pharasma arbitrarily defines as 'Evil' or 'Chaotic'... Calistria is 'Chaotic Neutral', not because she's doing something contrary to decision theory, but because decision theory itself as correctly applied by female sex workers is opposed to Asmodean/Osirian power relations which are 'Lawful Evil' and 'Lawful Neutral' respectively..."

"You know, Cheliax tried to sell me on a bunch of sexual behaviors like that being 'Evil', but apparently that was a false advertisement for 'Evil' and they were actually just 'Lawful'? I guess that makes sense, Abadar wouldn't have 'clericed' me if he wasn't on board with my 'sadism'."









Zakiya: " - no, sir, whatever they do in Cheliax is definitely Evil. Marriage is Lawful, it's - structuring your life around a promise made to protect the long-term interests of both parties. Cheliax doesn't have that, because they don't want people promising to protect and care for one another."









Keltham: "They were pretendingnot to be Evil, or rather, they were pretending about what Evil was. Supposedly, Carissa was going to obey me and wanted to obey me, and - wanted me to be in charge, wanted me to be cruel to her and hit her, I'll have to check the transcripts for what she said under Osirion-verified truthspell but it sounded like - maybe that part was not a lie - and I hadqualms about this - 'qualms', a sense that something violates your deontology, 'deontology', simple rules you obey instead of calculating out the exact consequences of things - which is why I did not buy her from Cheliax when Cheliax offered her to me and now I do not have her, which, I don't even know, now, if that was good or bad. But it sounds like basically the same thing you have in Osirion, except that, at least the way they presented it, Carissa wanted to be hit, and wasn't trying to corner me into that relationship via a monopoly on sex enforced by ostracizing women who try to go on dates and preventing them from fleeing your country by not letting them earn money or own things."

Keltham can now talk about this without having a crying fit. Good for Keltham! He will probably be fairly recovered by tomorrow at this rate.









Zakiya: "I don't think that's the thing we have in Osirion, sir. If you retain the option to get bored or meet someone better or get angry with her and leave her as soon as you feel like it, then that's nothing like marriage. Osirians would have told you that you could take this woman as your wife, if she desired it and you desired it, and that she would obey you and be faithful to you, and if hitting your wife worked out well for your marriage then by all means you should do so, andin exchange you would be committingto protect her, to see that she didn't go hungry, to arranging her shelter and medical care and supporting the children."









Keltham: "I would have done that anyways."

"It would not need to be enforced upon me."

"Fe-Anar, and - your name was on the price-list sheet but I don't remember it - please excuse me and leave me alone for a few minutes, I will come out when it's okay for you to come back."

Never mind that part about not having a crying fit! But nobody could blame Keltham at this point! He is still definitely doing better than yesterday.









Zakiya: They'll step out into the hallway, then.









Keltham: It's a bad one. Keltham wants to scream, or maybe just let out a thin wailing sound, but he does not have a Silence spell chambered and the area does not look particularly soundproofed. Possibly he should start carrying around a Silence scroll?









Keltham: "Sorry about the delay. Let's resume?"









Zakiya: "Yes, sir."









Keltham: "Fe-Anar, what's 'sir' mean in Osirian?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "It's a generic, uh, title used to indicate respect and importance."









Keltham: Not worth arguing over.

"So I think I have a basic model of what went wrong."

"I amvery sure, going on how my whole society worked, and also the way I feel, that I would not need this -" Baseline, of course, does not have a word for blasphemy. "-awful setup, to be convinced to take care of my kids."

"Why? Because, though we don't know our history any more, dath ilan would not have had this setup. Dads who didn't take care of their kids, just had fewer kids, until there were fewer dads like that."

"You set up a situation so that men who didn't care about their children could be forced to take care of their children anyways, you set up a way for men like that to be reproductively competitive with men who just cared, and that, in fact, was a mistake."

"Over in Absalom, where, as I understand it according to some things people have said in Osirion, men and women are not forcing themselves to behave this way, do you know how many surviving children the average man or woman has, on average, including all the men and women who just don't have kids in the first place?"

"Two."

"And do you know what the number in Osirion is?"

"Two."

"Any other number and the population quickly goes to zero or infinity. But that's not what actually happens, if the number goes up or down, what happens is that there's fewer people working better land so that fewer of their children starve, or people more crowded in cities with more epidemics, until the number goes back to roughly two."

"That's what all of this awfulness bought you, in the end. Two surviving children per man, two surviving children per woman, on average."









Zakiya: "...but in Absalom, sir, that number is bought with tons of dead children,and abortions, and in Osirion it isn't, and that seems much better."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Osirion's population is actually growing, and has been since independence. It's three, close to four surviving children per woman."









Keltham: Keltham did not understand why woman-whose-name-he-forgot was mentioning 'abortions' in the same breath as 'dead children', unless Fe-Anar has a contagious misapprehension about the Baseline meaning of the term and she is trying to say 'dead infants', since neither fetuses nor infants have qualia. Or maybe she was expressing 'abortions' to include dead infants, and distinguishing dead children? That would make sense, but why is abortion even a bad thing on these relative scales?

Keltham is in the middle of expressing a different important-seeming thought, and fails to chase down this slight note of confusion because he does not know exactly which slight notes of confusion are important and he has been feeling them almost constantly throughout this conversation!

"I'd say 'good for Osirion' except for the part where that's not actually a figure of merit, Civilization could easily have ten kids per couple if we wanted there to be five billion people in twenty years, but that is not in fact a desideratum."

"So I can guess where the next arc of the story is going at this point. Turns out, everywhere on Golarion is awful in different ways, 'Lawful' is not, careful reasoning, and 'Good' is not Light, Golarion probably doesn't have a concept for that, and somehow I'm supposed to build Civilization out of that from scratch rather than being given an overly convenient existing base to build on anywhere. The gol ilani need their own territory, aren't able to fit into any existing system, they're recruited from the misfits of all the existing regions -"

"What's horribly wrong with Lastwall? Iomedae seemed cool. For that matter, the god I prayed to is not a god who would countenanceanyone not being allowed to keep stuff they make it and trade it with others."









Zakiya: " - what's He supposed to do about bad husbands, sir, smite them with lightning? So then their families starve?"









Keltham: "Let people escape. Consider that your personal favorite system does not work for everyone. There are always weirdos and they need to have a right to exist. Build an exception handler - a way for weird things to not be total errors inside the system - into your region's clever regulations. That's step one. Any woman who wants it can go get herself registered as Not In The System, and maybe that means she can never have a husband inside Osirion, any man who wants to date her maybe has to go get registered as Not In The System and can never have a wife from inside the system, fine. You can protect your closed system of people for whom that system works, they have a right not to be around people who aren't part of their favorite system. But if someone doesn't want to be inside the system, let them out."









Zakiya: "You can petition to be the head of your own household, including as a woman, though you have to actually be financially independent, you can't do it if someone else is feeding and sheltering you. And you can get on a ship to Absalom, if you want, it's not illegal to leave."









Keltham: "No. No rules like that.Just let them out of the system. In dath ilan, yes, this is as simple as just getting on a vehicle to a different city. If the nearest different cities were on the Moon, meaning, even in Civilization most people couldn't afford a ticket there without a lot of saving, you'd need an escape option that people can actually reasonably take before regions could be allowed to pass fun clever regional regulations about perverted marriage arrangements where the women can't have money."









Zakiya: "Well, sir, I expect you'll get what you want, but I don't really expect anyone'll thank you for it."









Keltham: "Ifnobody would thank me for it then nobody would invoke the newly installed Exception Handler and everything would be exactly the same - am I missinganother Golarion doomfact here?"









Zakiya: "I don't know, sir, but it wouldn't surprise me, if we follow all the people who get declared the heads of households they have no means to support, if almost all of them regretted it immensely ten years later, and if they mostly didn't make Axis, and if their children mostly died."









Keltham: "Doesn't Osirion have - no it recently developed predictionmarkets, 'prediction markets', and there's still one guy Merenre whose guesses are just better than the markets."

"Are you runningexperiments. Has anyone at any point said, 'I'd like to set up a tiny piece of Avistan inside Osirion and collect a bunch of men and women who strongly want out of the current system and see what happens with them, and we'll run Early Judgment on all of them in ten years, and we'll pay to turn the ones who aren't heading towards an acceptable afterlife into statues pending Keltham and/or Iomedae doing something about the Evil afterlives.' That sort of thing."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - can't afford that, but we do household and population surveys, and then scry a sample after they die to see where they ended up, to try to have a better understanding of what laws and social conditions work best to get people to Axis."









Keltham: "Is this entire planet some kind of ass-forsaken moral homily about how the only important thing in life is money because without that you're too poor to do things?"









Zakiya: "I really think you'd do better, sir, if you stopped trying to look for moralsandthe next arc of the storyand triedasking people what would make their lives betterif you want to help them."









Keltham: "Yes, and the answer I got back from you is that somebody who says, 'Keltham, please stop helping the Osirian government until they let me earn and spend wealth, like the god you thought you were addressing would have wanted' is making a terrible mistake and if I help them they'll end up in Hell or the Maelstrom."









Zakiya: "No, sir, that's not at all what I'm saying. If you find that person and do what that person asks you'll be doing much better than you are now."









Keltham: "Fair enough. If you tell me to go collect evidence first I'm not going to not go collect it."

"Fe-Anar or - can you actually just tell me your name again - do either of you know what I'd be liable to find horribly wrong about Lastwall or Mendev? Like, what's their own variant of horribly perverted gender relations that can't be altered because something very bad will happen if anybody tries?"









Zakiya: "Zakiya, sir."









Prince Fe-Anar: "There are some paladins here to see you if you want and you could ask them about Lastwall."









Zakiya: "I think Lastwall just tries to encourage everyone to be celibate, isthatobjectionable?"









Keltham: "Depends on how they do the encouraging, and what happens to anyone who defies the system, and if there's any realistic way out for people who don't fit."

"Iomedae seems cool, but I would have thought the same about the god I tried contacting, and look at Osirion. And now I'm wondering if Asmodeus is nicer than Cheliax... imaginable but improbable, since you'd expect afterlives to move in the direction of gods' preferences compared to their influenced Golarion regions, eg the putatively Axis city I saw in Early Judgment seemed like a brighter place than Osirion, and putative Hell in my vision did not look nicer than Cheliax."

"I'm about to head into Sothis. Do you have recommendations on evidence I should gather while I'm out, according to you, in order to understand things better? Do I just randomly sample women on the street and ask them if they'd prefer to be able to own property, get uniformly 'no', maybe try verifying one case with a truthspell to make sure they're not being forced to lie, and then that proves your point?"









Zakiya: "What I would do, sir, is tell them you're a priest of Abadar collecting information on how women in Sothis engage in commerce and trade, because then they won't be bothered you're talking to them, and they won't be as tempted to lie to you. And then I'd ask them, in your household, who does the finances? Why? Would you want your daughters to do the finances in their marriage? Do you earn money? Does your husband spend your money on drink? If you'd had the right to form your own household and be independent, before you got married, would you've done that? Do you think that would've worked out well? If you had the right to all the money you earned, and your husband had the right to all the money he earned, do you think that'd make things better or worse? If you could change one thing about your husband, what would it be?"









Keltham: "I'll have to think about whether I consider that introduction true and also not misleading."

"I'm also going to have to do that at one remove, like have Fe-Anar ask or something, if you don't want it to be really obvious that I am a priest of Abadar from another dimension. Because otherwise that's going to be pretty obvious, there's no way I look native even with Glibness running. I suppose I could say I'm not from anywhere near Garund and have that be true."

"That also brings up another topic, though I suspect it's more of a Fe-Anar topic. I intend to pay back what Abadar invested in me in all good faith, but do arrangements fall apart in Osirion if I'm no longer a cleric of Abadar? I'd still be happy to take any number of truthspells if that brings my continuing reliability into question."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - you don't have to stop being a cleric of Abadar if you think we're fixing Osirion too slowly. Many clerics of Abadar think that, and they write papers arguing for how to fix it faster. If you declare you want nothing to do with the church because it's insufficiently committed to fairness and trade, then Abadar will keep giving you cleric spells, that's - breaking from the church in rather the right direction.



I would try to keep in mind that - Osirion is a much, much better place to live than it was a hundred years ago, for everybody, and it's a hard problem we're trying to solve, and everyone has been so excited for your arrival here becauseyou can help us fix it faster."









Keltham: "And I will help you fix it faster, regardless of whether it looks like the ancient inhuman god-thing is something I should go on trading with."

"But the story sure seems to be heading in a direction where I end up having to do all of this while being very alone."









Zakiya: "There's not a story, sir, and if you alienate everybody youwon't be able to fix everything."









Keltham: "Asmodia said, under Osirion-supervised truthspell, that the tropes were probably real, that she'd been temporarily turned into a dragon, that a god gave her a permanent +1 Intelligence boost, and that she was in fact asexual - someone who doesn't experience sexual desire - and had ended up as the one who stands back and watches it all."

"Nefreti Clepati said she'd explain things to Ione once they were offscreen."

"And no matterwhat the in-world rationalization, the factremains that Golarion contains damage-resistant 'masochists'."

"You'd need some context to get all that. But I think there's a story."

Keltham is still trying to figure out how to make use of the fact. Most stories where the characters know they're in a story resist being easily manipulated by the characters, and sometimes the story makes an example out of the first character who tries, or warns them off in a way that discourages anyone from trying again. 'Do not mess with tropes' and all that.









Zakiya: "Was Nefreti trying to convince you, sir, or trying to convince Cheliax?

But that's not the important bit, actually, not really.

You remind me of the Pharaoh. Not this one, his predecessor, his grandfather. He was a good man, as far as that goes. Osirion grew wealthier under his rule, and that's what matters. But no one else was ever properly real to him. When they spoke, they were just delivering the latest development in his story, the story of his rule; when they wept, it was a test to see if he was compassionate. When there was a famine, the gods had cursed him to try his commitment. When his baby died, he was paying for his hubris.

I suppose I don't have a counterargument, if that's how you want to see the world."









Keltham: "Doesn't sound like a happy character, does it? But this story is not apparently setting up for me to be happy, and at that point, if you're to go on playing at all, it makes more sense to speedrun the story as quickly as possible, and hope it ends with me and Carissa together again, than drag it out by futilely trying to be happy during the Osirion arc -"

"I guess I don't know that's the obvious strategy the way it would be inside a dath ilani story. This sure isn't a dath ilani story medium, we couldn't send True Dead people to places where a-priori-unlikely events would happen around them, and the tropes - are not quite right. A-priori-unlikely: things you wouldn't have expected before you saw them. There's a more precise technical meaning but it takes math to explain."

"Anyways. There's only one possible answer to that argument, in dath ilan or anywhere else, if you're reasoning validly - in a way where conclusions follow from premises."

"If the world is a story, I desire to believe it is a story; if the world is not a story, I desire not to believe it is a story; let me not become attached to beliefs I may not want."

"Whether the belief will make me happy, or unhappy, does not enter into it."









Zakiya: "In a Golarion story, sir, the person who is treating everyone around them as interchangeable faces and every major event that affects billions of people as a message from the gods for them personally isn't just a sad character, they also lose, because when it matters theyweren't paying attention to -

- which of the servants stole a princesses jewelry to pawn for a Remove Disease for their sick baby -

- and which of the King's advisors is glad they're here and which is unendorsedly resentful of how much money he lost on the betting markets about them -

- and who has a crush on them and who is painfully reminded of their dead brother and who overheard them talking about contraception and is resisting the urge to immediately shake them down and get an explanation of how to do it, and who wants to help them whatever it takes and who wants to help them so long as it doesn't destroy Sothis and who will keep going with or without them -"









Keltham: "Myreluctance to think like I was in a story, my wanting to believemy apparent world was real so I could be happy there, is why Golarion is now facing down a Cheliax which, thanks to me, is scaling up the ability to produce spellsilver and intelligence headbands at a tenth of the current cost."

"Your people are alien to me, I amhere with you trying to understand them and when I try the message I get back is 'This is huge and broken and full of children torturing each other and those children don't want you fixing them' and if reality is going to throw tiny detective stories at me on top of that then this so-called reality can burn. Pick a different protagonist, because there are limits to how much I'm willing to suffer for a world that might not be real at all. I was supposed to be selfish, it was my thing."









Zakiya: "I see, sir."









Keltham:









Keltham: "I apologize for inflicting my overt emotions on you. I don't need to be yelling at you, I need to be plotting out a path through time to destroying Asmodeus."

"I think I should be getting along to Sothis, now. Do you get to keep the five silver or does somebody grab it away from you as soon as I'm not looking anymore?"









Zakiya: "- actually in this specific case I go talk to the pharaoh and then he compensates me whatever the difference is between the five silver you pay me and what I would've charged if I'd known what this was going to be like."









Keltham: "Uh huh. Well, I'm not going to offer to pay you more, though I got more than five silver worth of value here on my own end, because if you predictably pay upwards then people just bid downwards. But you get to keep the money?"









Zakiya: "Yes."









Keltham: "Recalculating recent evidential updates in light of this important fact."

"I'll take your advice, and head into Sothis to see if I can talk with a female that Osirion considers a woman, and I will ask them what they'd have Osirion's fate be."









Iarwain:









Cheliax: You might, possibly, get an overly rosy picture of how happy and functional a place Cheliax was, on average, if (a) you were inside a fortress being run by Carissa Sevar and (b) you were all carefully presenting a happy functional face to a dath ilani who might notice any subtle departures from that picture.

It is now full two days since both of these conditions abruptly ceased to obtain inside the Fortress of Law.









Ferrer Maillol: People are beingidiots. Would it kill them, would it damn them to Abaddon, to wait a fewweeks until Sevar gets back from her punishment, to make any changes to this perfectly good status quo?

Unfortunately, as Maillol knows all too well, if you are notliterallyat the Worldwound then there are limits to how useful it can be to try to clamp down on friction between your subordinates. If you let dominance challenges resolve themselves, your subordinates resolve themselves into a stable low-tension arrangement where everyone knows who's stronger and the stronger ones are in charge. Anything you do to influence affairs away from that creates a higher-tension arrangement which you, as superior, will have to do ongoing work to maintain.

Maillol can foresee Sevar not being incredibly happy with this unfortunate bit of project manager wisdom, nor feeling fully answered by the observation that they are supposed to be less heretical Asmodeans henceforth. But if Sevar didn't want this to happen the moment she stepped out, she should have spent three rounds casting to prepare for it, frankly.









Jacint Subirachs: The slave population in the Fortress of Law has been forced into unnatural arrangements for quite some time now. Some minor strife now will provide both a natural release of those tensions, and an excuse to correct any unfortunate qualities of the resulting arrangement when Sevar returns from her recovery vacation with the Queen.

Besides, it will probably be good for Sevar, a start on her new Asmodeanism, if she returns to a situation that requires her to correct her slaves with fire and lash.









Cheliax: Maillol and Subirachs seem to be inclined in different directions about this?Fascinating.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: A story you could tell about Project Lawful - not the only story you could tell about Project Lawful, certainly, but a story you could tell about Project Lawful, goes like this:



A man arrived from another world, that had a bizarre math-inspired form of social organization and also a really extensive knowledge of chemical processes and how to improve them. He believed, apparently with complete sincerity, that the two went hand in hand, that the chemistry was a byproduct of the math-inspired form of social organization, though it was invented back in his society's screened-off history. As a result, Cheliax set its people not just to learning chemistry but also to trying to master his world's math-inspired form of social organization.



This was a mistake.


It's not that being interested in the math-inspired form of social organization was a mistake. Hell seems interested; they all serve Hell; that is enough reason to try to grasp it.

But you can also just take the parts that are about how to iterate on chemical processes, and then get really rich and conquer the world. And in terms of order of operations, that one is really the important one. Especially since no one has figured out how the math-inspired form of social organization is compatible with Asmodeanism, while getting really rich and conquering the world is entirely compatible with Asmodeanism.



Asmodia, not that the Lady Avaricia would contemplate criticizing her in the slightest, is obviously one of the major drivers of this mistake. She was the subject of some kind of divine intervention, cementing everyone's sense that she's Very Important. She's not particularly talented at improving industrial processes. She was utterly necessary, while they had Keltham around, because the math-inspired form of social organization was important for lying to people who rely on it. But she's from the beginning conceived of the whole project as being about ilanism, instead of as being about getting rich and conquering the world.

(Much the same could be said of Sevar, but Avaricia does not say it, for it is said, don't criticize your superiors without a plan to take their job, and she has noticed that Sevar's job involves a lot of being personally tortured by the Queen of Cheliax.)









Cheliax: Did Avaricia say that she was organizing a new faction inside Project Lawful, comprised of the real Asmodeans who clearly deserve to be running things while thoseopen heretics burn in Hell or at least suffer a little under their natural superiors?









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: That's a touch unsubtle, really.



(Yes, yes, commoners have to be idiots, but do they have to be as idiotic as they always are?)





She might say, though, that Sevar did suggest that open heresy was going to be less tolerated, going forward, and Asmodia does not seem to have fully comprehended that reprimand, which suggests the Project might be wanting for competent, loyal, non-heretical leadership.

Who correctly understand the primary objective of the Project as conquering the world for Asmodeus, and who have justifiably been chafing under Asmodia's heretical and also incompetent direction.









Cheliax: Okay! You're now the 'Church' faction! Which would make Asmodia's faction the 'Crown' faction!









Ferrer Maillol: SHIT.









Asmodia: They prefer the term 'Sevar loyalists', actually.

Asmodia is not in charge of the Sevar loyalists. They are sufficiently intelligent to compute their own best interests in unison and move in coordination.

They may not be ilani, as yet, but there is no point in letting themselves fall that far short of ilani.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: That's an interesting, not Asmodean, not-at-all-functional way to run a project.



She wishes them good luck at it.





Asmodeus'sloyalists will be following orders. They'll punish heresy, because actually, heresy is bad, and heresy on this project has distracted it from what should be its singleminded aim on improving chemical processes. Those of them who are officially Asmodia's subordinates will obey her, because that's what Asmodeans do, until such a time as they can arrange a transfer to work under a real Asmodean and not a heretic.









Asmodia: It's an excellent bet that when Sevar returns todefine what new behavior patterns on Project Lawful will be considered heretical, she will not walk back what she previously said about needing an Asmodeanismbased on truth in order for Cheliax to successfully compete against the non-Asmodean rest of Golarion. Sevar may impose new tyranny, possibly walk back her old edict about torture, but she's pretty unlikely to withdraw the project of an Asmodeanism based on truth.

The Sevar-loyalist ilani, then, will come right out and say the truth here, as Avaricia no doubt considers terribly boorish.

Actual truth: Avaricia is making a play to steal Project resources from Sevar.

Actual truth: Sevar is the Chosen of Asmodeus and the favored of Abrogail Thrune, and anybody loyal to the Churchor Crown would be loyal to Sevar. Asmodia is in fact loyal to neither, but she does feel that she owes Sevar a lot of loyalty, for now and unless Sevar changes.

Actual truth: This sort of internal backbiting - erupting the instant there is, not a power vacuum, but a power slight depression - will, if the chel ilani can't get it under control, cause Cheliax to lose. Or are they under the impression that dath ilani projects behave like this?

Asmodia would be pretty willing to sit back and eat cookies about this, so long as Avaricia and her faction of power-hungry lunatics didn't do anything to interfere with the real work being carried on by Sevar loyalists.

However, Avaricia having now wantonly divided the project's loyalties and created internal conflict to serve her own purposes of gaining power, Asmodia rather suspects that some time-wasting conflicts will be inevitable. She will document every instance of those to be charged against the account of Lady Eullia Avaricia de Seguer upon Carissa Sevar's return.

They could have done Something Else Which Was Not That, but alas, it takes two to Cooperate in a cooperation-defection dilemma. And if Cheliax cannot manage to cooperate with itself internally, well, it is a moot point whether Cheliax could have won; because what Cheliax will do, then, could not really be called trying.

Also Avaricia isn't one of Keltham's fated love interests and favored of the tropes, so, kind of a foregone conclusion here anyways.

Asmodia will close by noting that if Avaricia wasactually doing a better job of serving Asmodeus she'd have Pilar Pineda on her side, so, nobody go pretending that what they're doing over there is really serving Asmodeus in any way.









Pilar : Leave Pilar fucking out of this. She can't do anything unusual unless it serves Cayden Cailean's and Asmodeus's interests simultaneously, and somehow Pilar doubts that will be the case here.









Curse of Laughter: Not actually true! Pilar doesn't need Snack Service's agreement to use the powers of her oracular curse! It's Pilar's curse, after all.









Pilar : Since fucking when?









Curse of Laughter: Since fucking always! That one time with Sevar you did try to plan your own parties, you could tell whether they'd go through or not, remember? Pilar just got too angry at her curse to try using her own powers for herself.









Pilar : Does that mean Pilar can now sweep up paladins without having to throw them a going-away party -









Curse of Laughter: No, that requirement is part of her curse! It wouldn't be much of a curse otherwise! But the part where Snack Service only invokes the curse's powers when that simultaneously serves the interests of Cayden Cailean and Asmodeus - that part is all Snack Service. Pilar can act on her own, if she chooses.









Pilar : ...great. Well, Pilar is going to report all this and then dowhatever her superiors tell her about that.









Curse of Laughter: Maillol or Subirachs? Which orders Pilar gets will totally depend on who she asks for orders! Just saying!









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: Lady Avaricia is very busy with training her chemists and doesn't really have time to be ranted at by an idiot child, but if Asmodia thinks that something to do with how the chemistry project is running is undermining Asmodia's authority, that seems like a very serious problem, and Lady Avaricia will of course obey any instructions from her superiors to cease doing whatever it is they assess as undermining Asmodia's authority. The way in which Asmodeans - which is what they are, of course - do Something Else Which Is Not That is that they obey their superiors.



If Asmodia is having trouble persuading her superiors that Lady Avaricia is doing something wrong, she should consider the possibility that her superiors don't think Lady Avaricia is doing something wrong, and even the possibility that her superiors think thatAsmodiais doing something wrong and this will be a useful corrective.

She can't really think what Asmodia's superiors might think Asmodia is doing wrong, though there was that time, two days ago, when Asmodia told an audience of dozens of foreigners she was not an Asmodean and was a potential defector.

It seems like maybe, to whatever extent Asmodia's authority has been undermined here, it's by the rumors aboutthat.Maybe Asmodia could lay the rumors to rest by pledging herself to the service of Asmodeus and repenting of her past idiocies.

And then, of course, they could do Something Else Which Is Not This.









Asmodia: Avaricia is obviously being given enough rope to hang herself, probably on Sevar's previous orders to Maillol since neither of those two are stupid.

Asmodia is happy to go back to work. She is just making it very clear that the inevitable explosion which follows this, did not need to happen, and is Avaricia's fault. It won't be Avaricia who does it with her own hands, they will obviously try to engineer matters to make it appear to be the fault of Sevar loyalists, but it'll be Avaricia's fault because that part was utterly predictable. Witness Asmodia predicting it right now.

Everyone knows in the reality-handling section of their brain that this is actually true, and the Queen and Most High will know it, right? Great. Now let's go continue with what we were previously doing, until the conflict Avaricia created starts causing delays and wasted time, beyond what Asmodia and Avaricia have spent already.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: There is, actually, something dath ilani about assuming that All People Capable of Reason will agree with you and your assessment of a situation and therefore you don't need to be loyal or remember your place or even deliver an actual victory on the one task you've been assigned.

She doesn't mean that in a complimentary way.









Asmodia: Go back to hanging yourself, tropeless side character.









Security: This Security has not gotten laid in the last two months, ever since he was pulled onto the Project as a very reliable-seeming Asmodean to monitor girls at risk of defection. Maillol thought his sex partner was too much of a liability with Keltham around.

So he asked the moment Keltham was gone! Is it now acceptable for him to have Raise Dead cast on that very special person, where he spends most of his salary on Malediction and Raise Dead to keep them in Hell whenever they're not being used by him? He's currently paying to have Gentle Repose cast on their corpse once per week, so he doesn't have to pay even more for Resurrection.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol acknowledges this Security has been doing a competent job, unlike many of his fellows. Maillol would usually accept a request like that from a subordinate like this one. But things like that are not deserved, in a tyranny; and the unfortunate fact is that Sevar still has some lingering issues about men and women that might be triggered by being around a situation like this.









Security: This Security has thought of that! Once he understood the situation on Project Lawful, he had his last partner's corpse disposed of, they can stay in Hell forever now, and he got a new male partner Maledicted so he could have a non-Sevar-triggering male plaything whenever Keltham finally left!

(This Security most enjoys sex with very broken people who can't talk, who can barely manage to do anything, but are absolutely desperate to please him in any way they can still manage, so they won't get sent back to Hell again for longer. Sue him, okay? Everybody's got their special thing.)









Ferrer Maillol: Okay, fine then. Make sure you keep it where it won't make a mess or disturb the girls. If one day you find it gone with only a cookie left behind, don't say Maillol didn't warn you.









Security: Yay!









Ferrer Maillol: Yes, even Maillol isslightly skeezed out by this. He doesn't have moral objections, obviously, it's just, this kink is not his kink.

But if you ask Egorian to send you extremely reliably loyal Asmodeans, you're going to get some people like that.









Cheliax: Yep! Project Lawful definitely now has some people like that.









Iarwain:









Zakiya:









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Rise, and be seated.





What did you think of him?"









Zakiya: 
"We have a problem, your majesty. I don't know what problem, exactly, and it'd be much less of a problem if I did. If he were one of the girls I'd reassign him to the winter palace and get him something - small and concrete, to take care of, maybe a songbird - a familiar, if he had the knack for reading a scroll....."









Merenre: "He said he thinks he'll be recovered by tomorrow."









Zakiya: "He doesn't really feel that anything is real and I don't think I even see that improving. It's not exactly something one can persuade him of. Maybe tomorrow he'll be in more of a mood for strategic planning, but the thing that feels wrong....I would be very surprised, if it were no longer wrong tomorrow.



He's not a cruel man. Maybe Cheliax was trying to make him Evil that way but if so that's a fact about them, more than about him."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "How would you do it?"









Zakiya: "How would I make Keltham Evil, your majesty? Not with girls he could hit. I -



- I'm not sure I should speak of this, actually."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Because it's critical of Our office? We'll bear it."









Zakiya: "He wants to be surrounded by happy people who are grateful for him, and not damaged people who desperately need things from him. He wants things to make sense and happen for reasons. He doesn't want to do his best and be hated and resented for it.

He wants something that his world, maybe, really could offer, but Golarion, when it offers it, is lying.

He said, 'if reality is going to throw tiny detective stories at me on top of that then this so-called reality can burn', and reality does, in fact, do that - keep having more detail, where you don't want it, where you aren't grateful for it, and so he's going to decide that it should burn."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Well, then, we'll pay him to not burn it."









Merenre: "With what treasury."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I don't know! Cheliax's, if necessary! But We're not going to - not going to let Asmodeus havepermanently destroyedsomethingthis important."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Is there - some thing we could do on the women's policy front, that'd be helpful -"









Zakiya: "I think the things that Osirion might contemplate, your majesty, are very different from the things Keltham might desire. Part of that is that he's accustomed to a society where, I think, there aren't really any women, just people who like dressing up as them. And part of it is - it felt like there was some important disconnect, when we were discussing the differences between Osirion and Absalom - like he thought that in the long run if you didn't make men care for their children it wouldn't make any difference in how many children died - I should've asked, I didn't understand -"









Merenre: "I think it's some kind of heredity-theory, like, say the propensity to abandon your family is heritable, and say you spent ten thousand years letting men decide whether to abandon their families or not, and say men's children starve if they abandon them, then eventually you'd have a population descended entirely from men who of their own free and voluntary will don't abandon their families."









Zakiya:









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "When you find yourself making a face like that just speak your mind, Zakiya."









Zakiya: "I don't think Keltham, when he said what he said, was proposing that we spend a thousand years doing that. He's too impatient. - your majesty, I'm afraid that it could be done in two generations, if you were harsh enough about killing all the babies whose fathers abandoned them, and that Keltham'll propose that and you'll do it."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Well, We probably will, if Keltham asks us to; I'll offer you no false comfort there. But I doubt that the first answers of a young man to a puzzle he's never encountered before are also where he'd put money on a prediction market, once he's recovered some."









Zakiya: "What if he doesn't recover, your majesty! Not tomorrow, not the next day, not in a year! What if he'll only ever see us as an annoying set of puzzles where everyone's horrible for no reason!"









Merenre: "You can bet yourself it won't work, if you think it won't work."









Zakiya: "I don't know if it won't work, my lord, I just don't want you to do it."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "It strikes me as an increasingly dangerous situation, that I haven't spoken with Keltham, that he won't speak with me. There's - some confusion here, and I don't think it'd survive a real effort to uncover it."









Merenre: "He seemed firmly opposed."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I have to say, I thought once he was no longer the prisoner of the forces of Hell things would get easier.





I also thought they'd invade. Especially with Keltham presently very unstable, it seems a better time than next month will be. Why haven't they? - you're dismissed, Zakiya."









Zakiya: "Yes, your majesty."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Nobody's going to kill all the abandoned children until I've sat down with Keltham and ensured that he and I make all the exact same predictions about what will happen and why."









Zakiya: "I'm glad, your majesty."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Do you have odds for me, that Keltham will be all right in a couple of weeks?"









Merenre: "Predicting things about people is terrible, you know that? I don't know what class of people to use for comparison. I don't know how much to weight what he says, or that he's an alien, or that Father seems to get along with him. And I haven't the slightest idea what he'll find when he asks the people of Sothis what should be done with Osirion.

If you want to bet he'll be fine, though, I'll give you 4:1."









Keltham: Next event: Looking at Sothis. Going really outside, in his new world, for the first time.

Have they got an Amulet of Proof Against Detection for him, yet? Actually they should just have some very high-level caster throw Nondetection on him, if he's going outside the dome, but separately Keltham wants such an amulet loaned to him while he is inside Osirion teaching its people and holding up his end of Abadar's implicit bargain.









lintamande: Yep! They have an amulet, they have a powerful Nondetection, they have had eight decoy Kelthams wander the streets of Sothis so far today and none of them have been kidnapped, and he'll be shadowed by enough guards to likely get him to safety or death if anything happens.









Prince Fe-Anar: "Do you want me to come along? I should be disguised, if so, as I'll throw off all your experimental results."









Keltham: "If you're interested in being along even if I'm not speaking Baseline - then yes, although -"

"You'd throw off my experimental results, if you were not disguised, because people would be scared of you, and would expect you to report them to Governance which would then - carry out threats against them, punish them, if they said something critical of Governance?"


(It's a much longer sentence in Baseline than it would be in Taldane; words like 'punishment' are not just long but jarring and ugly in their internal rhythm. Whoever designed this language evidently didn't want people thinking thoughts like this; or maybe just wanted people to notice when they did.)









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, they might be scared of that, but even if I were carrying a big sign that said 'there will be no retaliation for insulting me', they'd hesitate to speak critically of the pharaoh in front of me, because it'd seem rude. I think for most people the rudeness would loom much larger than the risk they'd get into some kind of formal trouble, really. It's not illegal to criticize the pharaoh, and we don't punish things that aren't against the law, but it's still generally not done, to speak ill of someone in front of their relatives."









Keltham: "...I am still going to need some promises protecting the people talking to me. That either their words are not being passed on by any route, or that they are not being identified and that no effort is being made to identify them after the fact. Plus an explicit statement about nothing bad happening to anybody who talks to us, as a result of their talking to us, period. If we're using disguises to make people feel like they're safe, by hiding facts they'd otherwise worry about, they need to be very very safe - if we're ripping that decision and calculation out of their hands, and putting it in ours."









Prince Fe-Anar: Fe-Anar beams at him. "Yes, yes. You'll want that from the church, really, not from me, or I suppose I can say it too if you'd like but it's not like I'dbe badgering them afterwards. Nothing bad will happen to people who talk to us. If somehow something does happen as a consequence of them talking to us we'll pay them back for it, assuming we reasonably can, like if Cheliax teleports in right that moment and blows up the whole square we won't be able to afford to resurrect everyone but we can give their family survivors' benefits. I won't identify them, or try to identify them afterwards."









Keltham: "Funny, isn't it, how Cheliax presumably knows exactly how Abadaran theology works, or at least, they can read your books, and yet - didn't pose like this, to me. I guess they must not have understood - or maybe just didn't think they could pull off that pose."

"All right, let's get some explicit assurances and then have a look Outside. At what passes for reality."

"Oh, and is there - any sort of explicit subset of Osirian that I should be using for talking to Intelligence 10 people? I really don't have any idea how that works."









lintamande: Sothis in the middle of the daytime is miserably hot. Everyone who can avoid being outside has done so. This leaves rich adventurers and merchants who can afford Endure Elements, and people who are poor but don't have the affordance to make it to shade for the day. Almost everyone is in full-coverage fabric, except small children, who are generally naked. There are a lot of stray cats.









Keltham: Keltham will seem calmer, maybe even a little friendlier, while he's wandering around outside carefully not inflicting his emotions on other people.

Keltham will furthermore note to himself internally - especially now that he's got the higher-powered Nondetection layered over his amulet - that the real him seems to be calmer, now that he's trying to give the emotional impression of a calm person. Being outwardly upset and wounded is hazardous to your insides, apparently, even when the upset and wounding are drawing on something real; there may be more wisdom than he understood at first, in dath ilan's usual practice of not showing off your injuries.

As for Sothis, yes, Keltham has grasped the difference between rich people who can afford Endure Elements and non-rich people who can't, since it's so visually distinct. Keltham's not going to try a nonrich woman until he has experience talking to people that Osirion considers full human beings, though.

Any non-busy merchants selling something cheap enough that Keltham could trivially buy it, and the profit on the item would be enough to repay them for some idle chat while Keltham shopped?









lintamande: Plenty of those! Does he want fish? Live animals? Crocodile leather? Bread? Sandals? Newspapers?









Keltham: ...newspaper, sure, let's try one of those. If he ends up not wanting to cart it around, he can always throw it away and buy another one later.

What's this newspaper shop like?









lintamande: It's got a teenage boy maybe Keltham's own age manning it, periodically dumping water from a barrel on the corner of the stand on his own head to keep cool.



The newspaper appears to mainly report on the chariot racing results and the adventures of a foreign correspondant in the Wild Mwangi Jungles Battling Savages. There's also a personal ads section.









Keltham: Keltham will buy the newspaper and then ask this male adult his own age what he thinks of the recent political mess.

(There'salways a recent political mess. This is true even in dath ilan; they just have different standards.)









lintamande: "Hmmm? You mean, last week's serial on the Mwangi cannibal tribe? It was really popular, sold really well, I have a few leftover copies if you missed it."









Keltham: "I was thinking of that whole business with the government, actually."









lintamande: "Oh, with the conscription? Pa just told them he needed me in the shop, and that was that. We don't cover that kind of thing in the papers, Pa says people want to be entertained and it's no time to feed them their vegetables."









Keltham:









Keltham: ...Keltham will try reading the "personals section" of the newspaper rather than carrying on that conversation any further.









lintamande: A carpenter is looking for a strong apprentice, seven year term, guild membership at the end of it, digression into how the guild is still strong as ever.

A healthy man of twenty-eight, sailor, is looking for a wife, doesn't have to be pretty but shouldn't be disfigured, competent to run a household alone for months at a time, of good reputation.

The church of the Dawnflower welcomes all, and will have the famous preacher Sati Srinivasen in town this week to speak on the redeeming power of Sarenrae.

A man wants to place a letter with some religious pilgrims, to bring to his dead mother informing her of the birth of his child.

A healthy man of thirty-nine, a tanner, is looking for a wife urgently, as his last wife died in childbirth leaving him with two young children. He has a steady income and a four-room home.

It is possible to purchase insurance against workplace injury for only one silver a week.









Keltham: He'll check two of his inferences with Fe-anar:

1. It's cheaper to send a letter along with somebody else's Plane Shift to Axis, plus pay for Axis's interplanar messaging system, than to pay for your own Sending to Axis.

2. Marriages in Osirion are matchmade by men broadcasting what they want and what they have to offer, and women evaluating those broadcasts, never the other way around.









Prince Fe-Anar: "- that's correct for the letter - a person can take hundreds and hundreds of letters in a bag, whereas for Sending you need to get a fourth-circle cleric just for you. Of course with Sending you know they got it, but Axis has very reliable mail as I understand it.

I don't know whether women sometimes take out personal ads, I don't really read the newspaper. Women have to apply for the pharaoh's consideration and they do do that."









Keltham: "Actually, that's kind of a stupid question now that I think about it. If women don't have money, they can't pay for personal ads, soooo..."

Does Sothis have any kind of Exotic Snacks? Keltham would like to buy something he can actually use, to pay for his next conversation; this so-called newspaper does not seem to be that.









lintamande: There are fried-kabob vendors and stuffed dessert pastries and baked sweet potatoes with honey poured over them.









Keltham: He'll buy a stuffed dessert pastry without haggling particularly hard, then ask the vendor what they think of the recent kerfluffle about conscription.









lintamande: "Well," the vendor says, "I don't see why Cheliax would invade us, they can't possibly be that stupid. So I wonder what it's really about."









Keltham: "Why would it be stupid for Cheliax to invade? And what'd it be about, if not that?"









lintamande: "Well, we're a Lawful country, and haven't given them any provocation, and weren't part of their empire even when they had an empire, and it'd be very disruptive to shipping, and we'd all rather go to Axis early than surrender to Cheliax, so I just think it'd be stupid, and I can't imagine they'd try it. I don't know what it's really about. Maybe some other country is trying something but we don't want to tip our hand that we're on to them. Or maybe it's just an initiative to get all the boys out of the streets and get them to grow up and be Lawfuller, halt the moral decay of the younger generations. I approve of that, but they shouldn't say it's about Cheliax, that's just insulting intelligent people."









Keltham: Aside to Fe-Anar in Baseline: "Is Governance holding in secret Cheliax's prospect of spellsilver-derived military advantage, and that Governance is hosting an alien Cheliax might want to kill, etcetera?"

(The loanwords 'Cheliax' and 'spellsilver' are clearly audible in there.)









Prince Fe-Anar: "Yes. I don't know why, probably for some kind of politics reason."









Keltham: "I'm not going to interfere with your standard information-propagation procedures on information affecting the price of widely traded assets without a Very Good Reason, but somebody needs to announce somehow that the price of spellsilver is liable to drop! People are trading at bad prices! Anybody who finds out early such as Cheliax has a market advantage! Is anybody on that?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "That sounds like the sort of thing there'd be a whole office of government dedicated to! Merenre will probably tell you who."









Keltham: "I'm sort of new to the Inner Sea area," Keltham will say to the snack vendor, in Osirian again. "Does the government here make a habit of conscripting people for bad reasons, do you know?"









lintamande: "Osirion's government? Well I wouldn't say they've ever done it before except with a war threatening. What was that you were saying, about the Prince Merenre and Cheliax and spellsilver?"









Keltham: "Think this one's for you," Keltham will say in Baseline.









Prince Fe-Anar: "It's secret and you're not supposed to know about it," Fe-Anar says.









lintamande: "Oh."









Prince Fe-Anar: "But it'll be public later and you can tell all your friends you knew before it was public."









lintamande: "Well, all right then. It's not that there's going to be a war, is there? I have sons who're conscription age."









Prince Fe-Anar: "There might be a war but Abadar wouldn't start one unless it was inevitable and waiting for it to start would just leave us disadvantaged when it did."









Keltham: Okay that's less opsec than Keltham thought they were aiming for, there, but okay. "It seems like the sort of thing where we should let the government make their own announcement, but I can tell them that if they haven't gotten around to it in a week I'll issue my own press release," Keltham will say, in the tone of somebody who apparently delivers ultimatums to national governments on a regular basis and doesn't think much of it.









lintamande: Thatgets him a stare.

 "You'll...tellAbadarto do a press release?"









Keltham: "Does Abadar usually do those? I was given to understand he had a lot of trouble communicating with humans, and had to like pay Iomedae to send people visions if he wanted to send one without giving them massive headaches."









lintamande: "No, He, uh, rules Osirion from the Black Dome through His human aspect."









Keltham: "Wasn't planning to tell that particular... aspect of Abadar... directly in person, no, I've heard that his Sense Motive is unreasonably high and I'm sort of tired of people reading my mind. What's your opinion of how Abadar's been running Osirion? Anything strike you as being, I don't know, nonhuman gods not really having much idea of how humans work?"









lintamande: "Well, that's why He has thehumanaspect run Osirion," he says. "But if you ask me, they shouldn't let so many foreigners in."









Keltham: "Huh. Why?"

(Keltham is obviously a foreigner, but the potential reference of this sentence to himself seems unlikely to be the vendor's intent; obviously if the vendor meant that Keltham shouldn't have been let in, the vendor would've just said so. Keltham also has no particular idea of why this would be a mistake that Abadar would be making, so he's of course going to ask.)









lintamande: "Well, they drink too much and they're irreligious and lots of the foreign adventurers chew tobacco, which is a disgusting habit, and they've driven such an increase in the brothels and indecency. And even the decent ones - it just bothers me, to think of Osirian women marrying foreign men, and having mixed children. I don't think that should be allowed."









Keltham: "I keep stumbling over the idea that Osirionjust invented prediction markets and they're not any better yet than Prince Merenre guessing things... what sort of bad thing happens when there's mixed children, and is there any, like,informal way for people to bet on that sort of thing?"









lintamande: The man looks utterly baffled by this question. "Well, I mean, they might not get raised properly, with a foreign father. Some taverns allow betting but mostly on the chariot races."









Keltham: "Does Osirion's governmentprohibit betting on anything?"









lintamande: " - well, yes, you're not allowed to run gambling parlors on games of chance."









Keltham:









Keltham: "Never mind, actually."

"If you were going to change one thing about the Osirian government's present practices - say you had a lot of negotiating leverage with the government for some reason - what would you ask them to change?"









lintamande: "I'd say a woman shouldn't be allowed to marry a foreign man if there are Osirian men who'll have her," he says. "And chewing tobacco should be banned."









Keltham: "That seems like - sort of a frankly self-interested policy? I mean, isn't that just saying outright that you want less mating-competition for women coming from mates outside your own personal reference class?"









lintamande: Blink blink blink. "...yes?"









Keltham: "Okay, maybe I phrased things poorly. Suppose that you knew somebodyelse with negotiating leverage over the Osirian government, and you were trying to sell them on a policy that was supposedly good for the general public and not just you personally or your own faction - what would be your policy ask?"









lintamande: " - well, I think it's good for all decent men, if women can't marry foreigners."









Keltham: "Okay, but suppose I asked you for a policy intervention that would be a good idea, relative to status quo, for the average of the entire population including men and women. Or does that question just - never come up, around here?"









lintamande: "Well, it's also good for the women to be prevented from marrying foreign men, since they make bad husbands."









Keltham: "You'd naturally expect that there'd besome good foreign husbands, and that women would already be choosing the apparently better husband if there were better nonforeign husbands than foreign husbands on offer to them? Like, by default, you don't usually expect people to get better results when you reduce the options available to them, so there must be something nondefault going on there? To be clear, I'm from pretty far away, and if there's some blatant flaw in my reasoning that any child would see, you should explain to me like I'm a younger child than that."









lintamande: " - well, they're all seduced by the foreign men with their accents and their fancy ruffles and forget to think about whether a man will make a good husband."









Keltham: "What do you predict a woman would say about this key political issue if I asked a woman?"









lintamande: "Well, a nice respectable one or a frivolous girl who wants to marry the man with the laciest collar?"









Keltham: "Both." Keltham will actually just pass the guy a gold piece at this point, or around ten times the cost of the pastry; he's got no idea how much of a strain this conversation must be for an Intelligence 10 Person, but they're definitely reaching the point where Keltham feels like he should be paying for things.









lintamande: He blinks, baffled, at the gold piece. "Thank you, sir."



It takes him a while of staring at the gold piece to remember there was an accompanying question.





"I think a respectable woman would say that she doesn't like the foreign influence. And a woman who isn't respectable likes the foreign men because they're forward and seduce her, unless they leave her bereft, in which case she doesn't like that at all. And if it were banned for foreign men to marry her then she'd know for sure they're only leading her on."









Keltham: "Can you expand on 'doesn't like the foreign influence'?"









lintamande: "Well, she'd notice that having foreign men around...is bad...so she'd be against it."









Keltham: "Because they deceive Osirian women into marrying them, using ruffles? And chew... tobacco?"









lintamande: "Yes, that's right."









Keltham: "Suppose somebody proposed that a better version of this policy would let women marry foreign husbands if they wanted, if the woman showed Intelligence above 16 to Detect Thoughts or Wisdom above 14 to Detect Anxieties, in which case she's probably able to figure out for herself how to not be deceived by the ruffles. Would you say that's a better or worse version of the policy?"









lintamande: Blink blink blink blink blink.

"Well, then all the best girls would marry foreigners and that'd be bad for the country! You don't sell all your best cattle!"









Keltham: "Noted. Would it be better or worse for the women, in your estimation?"









lintamande: "It'd be worse for them!"









Keltham: "Becaaauuuse..."









lintamande: "Because they'd marry foreign men!"









Keltham: "Right, but by hypothesis they have either WIS 14 or INT 16, which I'm guessing is enough that they wouldn't be deceived by ruffles? And so would only marry a foreign man if they'd made a correct estimate that, in their own self-interest, that man was better than the best domestic man competing? I can see how this could arguendo be bad for Osirion, but it'd be good for the woman herself, if I'm not still missing something?"









lintamande: Well, I dont think it would, even if theres an argument. From a foreigner.









Keltham: "Why, though? Or is it something you're intuiting even though you're not able to give a verbal reason for it?"









lintamande: .that.









Keltham: "I assume your objection isn't just to my numbers and that it should be WIS 16 or INT 18 instead? Though, in my grimdark experience, women with INT 18 are capable of pulling some dreadfully advanced social shit of their own... though I guess she had a +4 intelligence headband by the time she was doing the more advanced plots, in retrospect, and that's just the headband I knew about... anyways, if we set the numbers much higher, like 20 WIS, or 22 INT, does that change your intuitive estimate of whether being allowed to marry foreigners is good for the woman?"









lintamande: "I mean, being very smart doesn't change that they're women."









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham:









Keltham: "Thanks for your time. It was very educational. Bye."

"You've been speaking to Keltham out of dath ilan, a fact that'll probably mean something more to you later."









lintamande: "Goodbye," he says, and serves more customers some pastries.









Keltham: "Commentary, Fe-Anar?" Keltham will say, after walking what he thinks is a safe distance away for saying the name.









Prince Fe-Anar: "I mostly don't talk to people because most people are frustrating and boring. That man was particularly frustrating and boring. You're not going to be able to convince the pharaoh to ban foreigners, immigration isn't popular but it's good for countries as long as you can keep expanding the economy, and we think we have an idea of how to do that."









Keltham: "Fe-Anar, how smart was that person, based on your own grasp of Golarion's population? -1sd thinkoomph, +1sd thinkoomph..."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I don't know, because I don't talk to people because they annoy me. Probably he's a bit above average, if he's got a food shop instead of being a laborer."









Keltham: "Bit above average. All right then."

"Do you think I'm ready to have a conversation with - a female that Osirion thinks of as a woman? I am not feeling very experienced talking to Osirians, but I'm also worried about getting around to actually trying this before I run out of social energy."









Prince Fe-Anar: "It's not that different from talking to men. Just don't get up close to her and don't hand her a gold coin unexpectedly, she'll think you're trying to buy sex."









Keltham: "How do I cause someone to give me complicated, mentally effortful answers if she doesn't expect to get anything in return - I guess the key is doing it expectedly - Fe-Anar, help me out here, I don't want to end up accidentally married to anyone."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - you can't end up accidentally married to anyone! Marriage is very serious and can only be undertaken with the knowing will of both parties! We're not one of those countries where fathers can marry off their daughters without her even saying 'yes'. You can end up propositioning someone, I suppose.



I don't really know what to say to avoid that. I guess you could just say 'I am not trying to pay you for any favor but your conversation' but they might not believe you."









Keltham: "You know what, incinerate all this, we're trying this thehigh-trust dath ilani way."

"Will people here... willwomen here recognize Abadar's Truthtelling, if I cast it on myself, and will they believe that it's real and not an illusion?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I should think so! It's first circle, even the little village priests have it. And it'd be very illegal to imitate it."









Keltham: Right then. What's been the general density and apparent population characteristics of nonrich women in this area?









lintamande: Some of the people at stalls are women; there's a little sewing shop behind one of the stalls, with a sign out front that says 'mending and tailoring', with a woman visible indoors; there are lots of women gathered in the occasionally shady courtyard, spinning and talking.









Keltham: Step one, Keltham will cast Abadar's Truthtelling on himself, because he can't do that and also 'maintain concentration' as Keltham now has considerable practice doing; there's something about magical casting specifically that interferes with 'concentration'.

Step two, Keltham uses his Detect Thoughts scroll, purchased in Absalom; he did bring his scrolls with himself, through his flight from Cheliax.

Obviously he is most certainly not trying to detect anyone's actual thoughts, but Keltham does want to look around and take note of who are the highest-Intelligence women present, in his range of vision, and mark their Intelligence levels generally.









lintamande: 6, 8, 8, 9, 9, 9, 9, 10, 10, 10, 10, 10, 10, 11, 11, 11, 12, 12, 13, 14. The 14 is one of the women in a shady courtyard spinning; so is the 6.









Keltham: He'll mark the 6, a 10 who's not in the courtyard, and everyone 12 or above, if they have any distinguishing features other than their faces that Keltham can use to so mark them.

Step three, test his approach on one individual before he potentially ruins the whole courtyard with a poor approach.

Over to the 10-INT who's not in the courtyard, first. "Hey, I've got a truthspell up in hopes I can say some strange things and have them be credible. In particular, that I'm a cleric of Abadar from outside Osirion, I have no romantic or sexual or generally harmful intentions towards you, and I want to pay you a gold piece solely to ask you some weird questions about your personal political opinions, which will be kept anonymous and not otherwise associated to you. Sound reasonable so far?"









lintamande: She takes a step back from him, a little suspiciously. "- yes, cicerone?"









Keltham: Keltham will pass over the gold piece, putting it down a safe distance from her. "I'd like to ask those questions of you later, actually, because I want to set up this survey with some others before my truthspell runs out."

"If hypothetically I were to say under truthspell that I'm from entirely outside Golarion, and that the questions I want to ask you are geared to making sure that I don't harm Golarion in the course of trying to teach things to Osirion to repay a debt I owe to Abadar - would that still work for you, or would you conclude that the truthspell was broken?"









lintamande: "Well, it's strange that you look human if you're from another planet. I thought the things from other planets had eyes on stalks, and lots of legs, that kind of thing."









Keltham: "An excellent point! My current working theory is that humans here were grabbed from, or just arrived from, my home planet at some point a few millennia back. I mean, if I arrived here, so could others. The primary alternative theory would be that reality is very very very large and if you look far enough, you can find other places containing basically humans despite the lack of any common ancestry."

"How about if, hypothetically, I said that the godwar three months ago was over me and broke out two days after I arrived in Golarion?"









lintamande: Blink blink blink. "I....think maybe you should be talking to somebody important? I could take you to a temple."









Keltham: "That's already been done, more or less, and now I'm going around talking to ordinary citizens in Sothis to see if I would be doing this world a disservice by helping Osirion to become more powerful or more productive than other countries. You would not want to do that with, say, Cheliax, and I am trying to see whether anything less dramatically horrible than that is wrong with Osirion, which I ought to ask their government to correct before helping them too much."

"Anyways, it sounds like the basic facts of the matter aren't too out of place for Golarion? So I'll be back in a bit, once I've said the basic points to others under truthspell before the truthspell runs out, if that's okay."









lintamande: "....yes, cicerone?"









Keltham: "Or actually, to be clear, I might have a whole conversation with somebody else before coming back. Hopefully one gp is enough to make up for the inconvenience there."

Keltham will now try to repeat this setup conversation on the smartest woman not inside the courtyard! Does it go any differently a second time?









lintamande: Nope, about the same! All of these people seem not totally able to keep up with the pace at which he speaks but able to catch the basics like that he's a weird important alien priest of Abadar who wants to ask them questions.









Keltham: On to the courtyard, then.

"Hi, I'm a cleric of Abadar from entirely outside Golarion, who owes a debt to Abadar that, as I understand it, Abadar wants me to repay by teaching knowledge to Osirion."

"I want to check I'm not going to harm the rest of Golarion by teaching Osirion - the way someone would be harming Golarion if they taught say Cheliax - or if there's anything I should be asking Osirion's government to promise to change, before I start teaching them. To that end, I'd like to pay several of you one gold piece each, to share your frank political opinions with me. I will have some of that conversation via Message, with each such person, in case any of you have things to say they don't want overheard because of social non-accuracy incentives. I won't pass on those opinions in a way that associates them to you, and have been promised various obvious things by Abadar's Church about nobody else trying to figure out who said them. That's all the gold piece is payment for, and I do not seek anything else from you, nor seek to harm you in any way."









lintamande: They stare.



"Say that again slower, young man, my hearing's not what it used to be," one of the older women says firmly.









Keltham: He can do that.









lintamande: Everyone else is looking to her for judgment.



She frowns.

"Well, I suppose that's all right, so long as you're going to take your ideas to someone wise in the church and not do anything foolish."









Keltham: "I was planning to talk to whoever Osirion's government sends me; I did not specify that they be a priest of Abadar, and cannot promise you that I'll only talk to members of the government who are."

"As for my not doing anything foolish, I'm afraid it's way way way too late for that, but I am currently planning to try somewhat harder at not being stupid in the future."









lintamande: "....well, I'll pray for you to find wisdom and have all your big plans turn out all right. You just have to trust that things will come to you."









Keltham: "Oh, I definitely trust things will be coming to me.Good things is a whole different question."

"Any key questions that anybody wants to ask me while I've still got this truthspell up? I haven't lied to anybody since I got to Golarion - as my own people define lying, intentional falsehoods told to create false beliefs other than temporary ones not meant to be exploited, jokes don't count nor misleading truths - and I wasn't planning to start in the next hour. But there might still be things you'd want to check while the truthspell lasts?"









lintamande: They mostly stare.



"So you'renotlooking to get married?" one woman about his age asks.









Keltham: "I've got no idea what your local standards are like for romantic catastrophes, but I'm currently recovering from one that's plausibly worse along several dimensions than literally anything that I would've expected to have happened on my own higher-functioning home planet in the last year. So, not in the immediate future, no."









lintamande: "Well, young man, we are more than the worst mistakes we've ever made. ...so long as you're supporting the children."









Keltham: Keltham will not answer that; there are thoughts and considerations here that he would not wish to make their way back to Cheliax.

"It is in fact possible to make romantic mistakes of greater scope than that, and end up in relationship dramas affecting the whole planet. But those details are not something I'd really like to talk about today."

"Anyother questions?"









lintamande: No other questions!









Keltham: "Oh, and - I currently have running, and am using only to quantify Intelligence not to read minds, a Detect Thoughts spell. That does mean I can tell anyone their Intelligence, privately, if they don't already know it. I would also be interested in hearing anybody's cheerful price if they - just happened to be fairly okay with my reading their mind, if I promised not to tell anybody else what I saw there - because Golarion is still very strange to me, and it might help me, if I could see anyone else's thoughts at all."









lintamande: "Is that legal?" someone breaks the skeptical silence to ask. "Uh, you having it running, I mean, I think it'd be legal if I agreed. Which I don't!"









Keltham: "I've got no idea, what with not living here, but I'd expect sensible Governance to say it's not Terrible if you declare under truthspell that you have not and will not read any minds without agreement. As I so truthfully declare."

"It's off scroll and doesn't have as much time left as the truthspell, so if anybody wants to take me up on that offer they need to do it quite soon."









lintamande: Letting a man read your mind is probably not as bad as letting him touch you but it's in the genre. They continue staring suspiciously.









Keltham: Fine and understandable! Super valid! Does anybody want their Intelligence told to them, though?









lintamande: ...what for?









lintamande: "Seems a little bit like courting trouble, if you ask me," the old woman says firmly, and everyone else nods like that has settled the matter.









Keltham: ...huh.

He'll pass out a gold piece to the 6 INT, an 8 INT, a 10 INT, all 12s or above, and that old woman, should they choose to accept them.









lintamande: ...yes, they will accept the gold, with their amount of delight varying from 'a little delighted' to 'a lot delighted'.

The woman with six intelligence immediately hands it to her sister and says "I got a GOLD COIN, Netta, it's GOLD, just look at it!" Netta swats her with one hand and looks anxiously back at Keltham as if expecting him to snatch the coin back.









Keltham: Keltham will avoid saying anything like 'It sure is gold!' out loud; she is not in fact a child, except in a moral/ethical sense, and he does not know how to treat with her.

His first question is to the old woman, and by Message: why would it court trouble to know your own Intelligence?









lintamande: Well, she says back, it's just a number, and you might think too much of that number, and go around thinking it's who you are.









Keltham: "Huh," Keltham says (still by Message). "In dath ilan, my homeland, we just tell people not to think that, and have a custom against inquiring of other people's Intelligence-equivalent; but it seems like fairly important information to know about yourself, even if it doesn't define you. If I see a woman with 14 Intelligence, what I was told is Intelligence enough for wizard training on the usual scales, should I not be telling her even that, lest that number come to define herself? - or numerical range, if I just tell her it's at least 14."









lintamande: Well, I don't know, is she so young that she could try to marry a wizard and learn off him? Or is she already settled and has children?









Keltham: Suppose he doesn't know.









lintamande: Well, he could tell her mother, and then her mother can think about whether a wizard is attainable, and tell her only once they've attained it, if it can be done.









Keltham: This old woman presents as being very wise, and seemingly knows all about the dangers of defining herself by her Intelligence score. Perhaps it is safe to tell just her, then, her own Intelligence score, if not all the other women present? They don't need to know that she was told.









lintamande: Well, she doesn't expect it'd hurt her, but it wouldn't help her either, so she can't see why learn it.









Keltham: That is respectable, though he doesn't understand it.

Keltham does have questions that he'd ask of a woman who could be a wizard. In her estimation, how much gold ought to be conservatively offered to a woman, to generously compensate her for the harm of telling her that she's smart enough to be a wizard?









lintamande: Well, what's she going to do with the gold, hire a servant she can unhappily tell about how she could've been a wizard? It's not the hungry season, and the money won't last that long.









Keltham: Would fifty gold do it.









lintamande: Which girl is it.









Keltham: Her Intelligence score is her own private information which she has not particularly authorized Keltham to tell to anybody else.









lintamande: Well, she can't tell him how much to pay if she doesn't know who it is. If it's Mirna, he should tell her he put fifty gold in trust for her for lessons at the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye, and gave one to Nasim to watch the babies while she's at them; if it's Yamina, he should tell her mother and see if a match can be managed.

She points them out. It's almost definitely one of the two of them; they're the bright ones.









Keltham: (And which one is it, actually?)









lintamande: Mirna, who has a baby strapped to her; Yamina's a 12.









Keltham: Keltham will remark back only that he didn't particularly say that it was any of the peoplehere; he will also be talking to some women outside this courtyard, whose Intelligence scores he has already read.

So long as they're talking - what would this woman change about Osirion, had she the power to ask things of the government here? Is there anything she'd say ought to change, about this country, before it should be made any mightier or richer than it is now?









lintamande: Well, anything that should be changed will change easier when Osirion's richer, that's how things go. But if anyone asked her, she'd tell the government to ban alcohol.









Keltham: ...that stuff. Yeah, Keltham has heard of that stuff. Keltham already found it pretty weird that anybody would drink that despite knowing what it does; do people's decisions to drink that stuff often not work out well for them?









lintamande: Well, lots more men beat their wives drunk than sober, and lots of men waste their family's money that way, and also if women drink too much the babies will come out wrong.









Keltham: Keltham is not usually a fan of declaring things illegal, but it sounds like this is way above the danger threshold for being illegal compared to several other things that Keltham has been told are or ought to be illegal without any exceptions or competence tests. Is there a story about why this isn't already illegal without a competence test, given that, apparently, women owning their own stuff is illegal, which Keltham would have thought was much less dangerous than alcohol?









lintamande: There probably is, because the priests are very wise, but she doesn't know it.



...women owning their own stuff isn't illegal, exactly, either, not that she could explain the difference to a priest of Abadar, but there is one; a wife isn't a slave.









Keltham: Say more.









lintamande: Well, she's never interacted with the government, herself. Part of being wise is knowing the limits of your wisdom, and that isn't hers.

But if she earns money, it's the family's money, and the family can spend it on clothes for whoever needs them most, or work boots for whoevers have a hole, or an expansion of the house. And it's her husband who'd go to the government, if something happened that involved the government, but that's never happened. He works the winter levy; they don't pay taxes. They give the church money towards a pilgrimage or an emergency. That's how it is in a healthy, harmonious household, and it doesn't sound right, saying that's it being illegal for a woman to have money.

Of course, in some households, they all put their money in for the family and then the husband spends it on drink. And that's no good, and why she thinks drink should be banned. But husbands spending couldn't reasonably be banned, and it wouldn't be better if the wife could squander all the money on drinktoo;what you want is for no one to squander it.









Keltham: Suppose you've got a trio-relationship, three people forming a household. One man and two women, say, so there's no paternity questions. If they had to spend money by majority vote, no single one of them could spend all the money on alcohol.

Or, in duo relationships, why doesn't the person in the relationship with the higher Wisdom get to control the money?









lintamande: Well, there's an idea. Might work out well, except it's not as if people know what their Wisdom is.



Usually if a man has two wives he has twohouseholds,one with each wife. Trying to all live together doesn't work out well.









Keltham: Why not let women control their own incomes when they haven't yet married somebody? If they're old enough to earn their own money in the first place?









lintamande: Well, children who haven't married yet - boys or girls - are part of their parents' households, and once they can work their money goes to supporting their family.









Keltham: Would the world be a better place if they were allowed toleave, and own themselves? If they asked to leave?

If no, why not?









lintamande: Well, it'd be hard on a family, to go hungry and work themselves to the bone to feed and bring up a child who waltzed out the door and left their parents and younger siblings to starve as soon as they'd finished the education their parents put them through at great cost. Probably people'd invest less in their children's education, if their children were liable to do that.









Keltham: Suppose there was a maximum buyout price, or you checked what people said under Abadar's Fairness for rich families that wanted to make a case for greater investments being justly due repayment.









lintamande: Well, that seems reasonable to her. Rather cold and economical but that's the church for you, and it's usually right, too.









Keltham: Or actually, to maybe simplify - what if the rules about girl-children leaving to start and own their own businesses were the same as for boy-children? Is there anything different about the two cases?









lintamande: - well, girls marry at nineteen usually, and no boy-child is in a position to leave and start his own business at nineteen.









Keltham: So whenever Keltham has tried to make a case like this to other Osirians who're allowed to have their own money, such as for example a palace concubine, or a man, they've usually had some elaborate clever reason why there just can't be any exceptions to the rules for anybody, or women will end up making bad decisions and then starving. Also why it would be a terrible terrible thing if women and men had some sort of symmetrical rules along the lines of 'Agree to there being a single person controlling household finances, who is not necessarily the man' or 'boys and girls follow the same rules about when they're allowed to leave their families and own their own stuff'.

Can she predict what those people are likely to say when Keltham presents this proposal to them, about a maximum buyout price for girls and boys alike, and can she say in advance why it'll be wrong and what errors in reasoning the other person will be making to cause them to say this wrong thing?









lintamande: Well, the priests of Abadar are much wiser than her and if they think it's a bad plan then it probably is. ...she doesn't think they particularly pick the palace concubines for being wise.









Keltham: Wait, what sort of target is Osirion's leadership breeding itself towards, such that they wouldn't be selecting concubines on Wisdom? Are they going all in on Intelligence? That doesn't seem like a good idea at all! Keltham notices confusion here.









lintamande: Well, she doesn't really know anything about that, but she expects they pick girls who are pretty and graceful and well-behaved.









Keltham: Do the children of concubines just become a future generation of concubines, rather than - inheriting power, management, family wealth?









lintamande: ....well in principle one of those children becomes the pharaoh, right.









Keltham: And so long as the person who becomes Pharaoh is pretty, graceful, and well-behaved, Abadar can take him over and operate him like a puppet so he doesnt need any Intelligence, Wisdom, or Splendour?









lintamande: .....she doesn't really understand how Abadar selecting the pharaoh works. Maybe.









Keltham: ...Keltham is going to ask Fe-Anar a quick Baseline question about this. It's not grimdark but it's at least grim.









Prince Fe-Anar: " - no, the pharaoh needs to be very, very sharp. Abadar selects for something more complicated than intelligence, wisdom and charisma scores, but more of those is certainly better."









Keltham: "This does not square up with bringing in hundreds of attractive compliant women so you can have very tight selection pressures on breeding attractive compliant pharaohs."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, it's a pretty newfangled theory, that boys inherit traits from their mothers like that, but if they do it should work out all right: we've got an application process these days, to make sure the pharaoh's wives are very smart and capable. The girl you spoke to, Zakiya, is one of the girls Qadira gives us, though, so she got picked through whatever process Qadira uses, or whatever process they used twenty years ago, and I don't know what that is. 'attractive compliant women' probably isn't far off.

I pickedmywife because she was the smartest person I'd ever met. And Merenre picked the same way, so probably if that's what Abadar wants he'll select from that branch of the family tree."









Keltham: "...did this newfangled theory - which happens to be absolutely correct, children get half of their 'chromosomes', heredity packages, from each parent, and I'll show Osirion how to look at the 46 chromosomes by casting the Major Image of an 'optical-microscope', light-based tool-that-makes-small-things-look-bigger - did this theory by any chance show up in Golarion shortly after prophecy was shattered and the never-human gods could manage events less tightly?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Oh, I think it's more recent than that, there's a fellow in Jalmaray who publishes essays about animal breeding and pretty recently he got on a tear about how he takes issue with the popular theory that boys inherit from their fathers and girls from their mothers.

It's not a theory without any logic behind it! If a man balds early, his sons will too and his daughters won't. If a woman has difficult childbirths, her daughters will too, but her daughters-in-law, not so much. If a man bleeds easily and can't heal, his sons will usually be all right for some reason but his grandsons will be like him. The girls will be fine."









Keltham: "Chromosomes are paired, one of the 23 pairs determines sex, two 'X' chromosomes is female and one-X one-'Y' is male, bleeding-easily would be carried on an X-chromosome, but suppressed by the other X-chromosome of the pair if there's two Xs, and express itself when there's one X and one Y, so it'll skip his sons and their sons and show up in half the daughter's grandsons - I'll explain this later, but it's not complicated once you know what's going on and can see it under a microscope."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - huh. Well, anyway, people sometimes study this sort of thing and come up with all kinds of results when they do. The Church has mostly focused on there being lotsof potential heirs for Abadar to choose between, figuring if there are hundreds then whatever's going on with heredity Abadar will have good choices to work with."









Keltham: 
"There's seriously better ways once you haveany idea what the ass you're doing, but I should be dumping this all out in front of people who can write it down and spread it. At least that sounds like Abadar is being just as hampered as the other gods, by whatever the ass they're collectively doing, and doesn't get any exceptions when it's hurting his own interests."



Back to the senior woman.

"Sorry, was just checking how the concubines thing actually works and apparently this Pharaoh was the son of that one sane guy who selected the smartest woman he could find to be his wife, instead of all the hundreds of compliant graceful ones that got dragged in for apparently no reason. Which sounds like people are being silly andinefficient and you might possibly want to decrease how much confidence you place in the existing management having a great idea of what they're doing, when it comes to matters of men and women particularly."

"I've spoken to at least one seventh-circle priest of Abadar out of Absalom, and he thought that Osirion was not a place he would want to raise a family, given Osirion's treatment of women. It does not appear to be a subject on which the wise priests of Abadar are of uniform accord. I'd be interested in what you think, as a woman of Osirion who must actually be subject to all these laws."

"A palace concubine advised me to ask women whatthey would want me to do, before I made any requests of Osirion's government. Which does seem to me like wisdom, in fact, whatever palace concubines are ordinarily selected for. So I'm asking."









lintamande: "Well, people in different places want different things for their daughters. I wouldn't say the things they want in Absalom seem sensible to me, but I would agree that they won't get those things here. If you raise your children in Osirion then unless they decide on purpose to ruin their lives they won't, and they'll make Axis, and enjoy the rewards of all their hard work. But they ought to ban drink, so things aren't quite as hard on the road."









Keltham: Is that really the only wish she'd have into the Future? Has she never wished that this world was changed, was different from what it was? Has she never wished that she or her daughters had other options, than the options that she had? Has she never thought that one of the paths she wished to take, could have taken, should have taken, was being denied her?

Keltham comes from a world brighter than Golarion, where all people were richer and freer than this. He is trying to decide what he ought to help or not help Golarion make of itself, now.









lintamande: "Well, son, I don't see what the point is, really, in wishing for things that didn't happen. The world is how it is; wishing doesn't make it different, only makes you bitter about it."









Keltham: "I am planning to fix Golarion. Whatever went wrong in your life is something that I ought to change for your daughters and granddaughters. Zon-Kuthon, at least, was sufficiently alarmed by the prospect of my doing that, that he tried for a decapitation strike on my person two days after I arrived in Golarion. That's what the god-war was about, if you were wondering."

"I am here, talking to you, and not just getting started on that already, to check whether Osirion is a good place for things to begin, and because conventional wisdom says to talk to the people you are planning to fix before you try to fix them."

"There may not have been a point to wishing before, in all your life, but there is a point in wishing here and now, while talking to me."









lintamande: "Nearly all of my life is still ahead of me and I expect it to be good. I want that for my daughters, and my granddaughters. I want to see them again, someday, and hear their sorrows and meet their babies and wander the streets paved with glass, and ride horseless carriages through the air.

It would be good, if they have kind husbands, and lots of money, and servants, and their eyesight doesn't fade, and their hearing remains good, and their husband doesn't drink too much, or beat them too often, or want strange things in bed he learned from prostitutes, and if their childbirth isn't too painful, and their babies don't get sick and die, and there's meat to eat even in the lean season.

But we suffer and we sacrifice for the better world to come, and so long as we get there, someday the suffering and the sacrifice will be a distant memory."









Keltham: "If other things go well, I can try to see about all of that except the servants. Not everyone can have servants, at least not full-time servants, because the servants themselves would need servants, and that's logically difficult and not just logistically difficult."

"But you don't wish - that your granddaughters who rode the skies would have husbands who could not beat them, because women were also protected by the government, because they could just walk away if they wanted and had their own wealth and incomes to support them if they did?"









lintamande: "- well, I don't know how that'd work out. Maybe it'd work out as nice as it sounds, in which case I do want that. Or maybe it'd be a right mess that ends up pitching everyone into the Maelstrom, in which case I don't."









Keltham: "Is just the Maelstrom bad enough that - as you see it - it'd be better for somebody never to be, than for them to have a long happy life like the one you described - with husbands who didn't beat them, and carriages to ride the skies - if they went to the Maelstrom at the end of that, for having not been beaten into Lawfulness?"









lintamande: "I don't think I agree with all the things you're asking with that question, young man. I don't want my daughters and granddaughters to go to the Maelstrom because I'll never see them again. But if they didn't exist, I also wouldn't see them again, so that seems all the more terrible. I wouldn't say I wish I hadn't had babies because some of them died and I won't see them again."









Keltham: Again a note of confusion that a more ideal reasoner should perhaps have promoted to conscious attention; again Keltham is in the middle of asking another important question and one whose real meaning he'd rather not say plainly. "I'm sorry for the awfulness of this hypothetical question, but if hypothetically at the end of your life, you found that you were not as Good or as Lawful as you thought, and you were judged Neutral Evil - would you choose then Abaddon, or Hell, or the Abyss?"









lintamande: "Well, I'm not Evil, and I don't really think that sort of thing is worth worrying about, if you haven't done terrible things, and anyway I don't really know very much about the Evil afterlives, so I couldn't say."









Keltham: ...sounds a bit like people would rather not think about it. Sounds like thinking about Hell or any of the Evil afterlives would do so much damage to people that Osirion's government has decided it's an infohazard, not worth the benefit of educating people about what happens to them, if they get drunk and make the wrong decisions.

It's its own answer, in a way; anything too awful to think about without getting damaged is definitely too awful to be allowed to exist.

"Thank you for trading with me."









lintamande: "I hope your plans work out well, young man."









Keltham: She really should.

Keltham will choose whichever of the people present at INT 12 or above is furthest to his right. It's the potential wizard he most wants to talk to, next, but he will not use an algorithm that picks her out, nor one that avoids her.









lintamande: She's not up next, then; instead it's a middle-aged woman with pox scars, a toddler tied to her chair and playing in the dirt behind her, and a wide-brimmed straw hat with the top painted bright white.









Keltham: By Message, again:

What would she change about Osirion, if she was in a position to ask that from the government? How would she want her daughters' lives, or her sons' lives for that matter, to be different from her own life or her husband's life?









lintamande: It should be illegal for a man to remarry if he has only living daughters, because he'll have sons by the second wife and treat her family better.









Keltham: Sounds possibly sensible, given Osirion's overall orientation, but... would she say that it ought, perhaps, to also be possible to have an exception to this rule, if the man paid over enough money escrowed to his previous daughters' dowries, say, so that they couldn't end up too neglected?









lintamande: - sure, that'd probably work.









Keltham: So this is sort of a complicated question and hopefully a gold piece - probably more than her daily earnings as Keltham understands those? - is enough to pay for a thoughtful answer, even if the gold piece just goes to her 'household'...

Suppose some dreadful meddling foreigner came in and told Osirion that its laws had to bethe same for men and women, and halflings and tieflings and elves too, but men and women are the main focus here. You can make a law that the person with higher Wisdom gets to be in charge of the household; you can make a law about asking people under truthspell if they've ever gotten drunk and hurt somebody; you can't make any law that talks about whether or not somebody has a penis. You can talk about whether somebody has a child, but not whether that person was mother or father, the child girl or boy.

She can also suppose things like that truthspells have become cheaper, a tenth of the current cost, say, if that helps her put Osirion back together. If it's absolutely vital that a way exist to determine whether a child belongs to a particular parent, what used to be called a father, she can suppose that a way exists.

How would she repair Osirion's laws so that this dreadful meddling foreigner does as little damage as possible to Osirion, and as many people as possible end up in Axis or Elysium rather than Hell or the Maelstrom?









lintamande: ....can you make a law that talks about whether someone can bear children? Is currently pregnant?









Keltham: ...possibly, if she doesn't try to pull any Shenanigans with this, e.g. by talking about whether somebody has ever been pregnant, has the capability to get pregnant, etcetera. If there's a law that's just about it being extra bad to murder somebody who's carrying a baby right now, for example, Keltham will let her get away with it.









lintamande: Well, she thinks that if the government had to do that then it should probably just not do anything except prosecute murder, and count it as murder if you abandon your children and they die. Because it wouldn't be able to do anything else useful, and that seems like it would at least serve the purpose of not letting men abandon their families.









Keltham: ...are there nomeasurable differences between men and women, other than anatomy, corresponding to all the ways in which it is so terribly terribly important to treat men and women differently? Is there no externally visible quality of a woman, besides her ability to get pregnant, that corresponds to the fact that it's usually better if a man controls a household's spending money, rather than the woman being the one to control it?

Though, to be clear, she should feel very free to deny the premise that it's better for the man to control everyone's money than for everyone to have separate budgets; Keltham comes from a world where everybody has separate budgets, but people there are also smarter and richer and it's essentially impossible for a child to starve.









lintamande: ...usually a man inherits the household from his father when he is in his thirties or forties and his father dies. His wife married into the household somewhat recently and doesn't know nearly as much about it because of how she didn't grow up in it. You could maybe make a rule that the person who currently controls the household picks their successor?









Keltham: Sure, that's how it works where Keltham is from. The person who owns something gets to pick the person who inherits it; though if it's something divisible like money, they usually give some of it to charity and not just their kids.

What else goes wrong, now that the law can't distinguish men and women?









lintamande: Well, probably all the things that generally go wrong when you don't have a government?









Keltham: Preventing theft doesn't seem like something that needs to distinguish men and women.









lintamande: Well, the government doesn't do that really?









Keltham: Okay, so whatdoes go wrong when you don't have a government, if you don't need a government for preventing thefts?









lintamande: ....she doesn't really know. Probably other countries invade you and sometimes there are blood feuds and you don't get any aqueducts or nice things like that.









Keltham: None of this appears to depend on legally treating men and women in any way differently?









lintamande: ....you can't have an army if you're not allowed to do conscription. She supposes they could conscript all the women but then everything would be completely horrible, probably worse than having no army.









Keltham: Test people on combat ability, truthspell them to see if they were sandbagging it. Assuming you can't just pay people enough to have an army that way but that is a separate topic Keltham is Concerned about.

Or maybe there's a Detect Strength spell that goes with Bull's Strength, the way there's a Detect Thoughts spell that corresponds to Fox's Cunning, some way to detect Strength and not just augment it. Strength is anexternally visible and measurable quality that determines who you want in your army; you don't need to go by the presence of penises. That's an example of the sort of idea Keltham was talking about when he asked how to put a country back together, after you stopped being able to measure people's sex and treat them differently based on that.

He's particularly interested in what externally visible or measurable qualities of women make them supposedly unable to own property without everybody ending up in the Maelstrom, or which qualities enable men to own things when women allegedly shouldn't. Maybe people could measure that as a qualification test of property ownership, instead of penis presence.









lintamande: ....but then strong women would be forced to join the army, which seems terrible!!!









Keltham: ...yes, yes it is, but how is itmore terrible than strong men being forced to join an army for less than their self-set wage for that?









lintamande: ....because they'll never be able to get married or have a normal life, whereas after the levy's dispersed the men will be completely fine?









Keltham: ...why will they never be able to get married or have a normal life after the levy's dispersed.









lintamande: Because no man would marry a woman who was in the army and around lots of men. ....this conversation might work better if it weren't over Message and she could say longer things.









Keltham: He's fine with that, if she's willing to speak aloud and doesn't wish to guard her own privacy.

His reply to her last statement is that it sounds like - the army would need strong enough internal governance to prevent women in it from being raped, but you could do that with cheaper truthspells? Actually Keltham is confused here, is Osirion familiar with the fact that italways takes roughly nine months to have a baby, and if you wait a year since a woman leaves the army, any baby she has after that is guaranteed to be with a father from after she left the army? There's animals where the females take in male seed and retain it their whole lives, but humans are not one of those animals -is that misunderstanding possibly the root of Osirion's entire thing, here -









lintamande: ....no, they know that, but a woman who has had sex before is much less desirable as a wife, less likely to be faithful and also just...worse, why would you want something used when you could have something new. And a woman who has spent a year in an army, around lots of men, washing around men, living around men, is just going to come back different, and no one's going to want to marry her.



It seems to her that -



- so, men and women are very different in lots of ways. Some women are strong, but most men are stronger; some women are tall, but mostly men are taller; some women can fight, but even in Avistan adventurers are mostly men, because men have more of the nature for it. All of those things shape the world, and it'd be stupid to leave them out when making sense of it, but - if a woman is tall and strong and likes fighting, she's still a woman. It'd be awfully horrible to her, to make laws that only reference tallness and strongness because they're easy to measure, and that count her as a man, and ruin her life on that account.









Keltham: Yes, it is indeed an awful meddling foreigner, that they are discussing, and perhaps Osirion would be better off if he just solved some of their bigger problems and then left without trying to 'help' them any more than that.

But if that awful meddling foreigner told Osirion's government that they had no choice but to make symmetrical laws treating men and women, with respect to who has control of a household, or who can have incomes - how then would she minimize the harm done? What's the next best alternative, from her perspective, to laws that treat men and women as the hugely different creatures they are with respect to owning things?









lintamande: Well, in villages like the one she grew up in, the government doesn't really do anything except stop bandits, and do truth spells for weddings, and impose a quarantine sometimes if there's an outbreak in Sothis. And the men leave for the winter levy.

And it seems to her that if you couldn't have any rules that were good, then it'd be best to just try not having any rules at all and see what went wrong with that. So the government could keep on stopping bandits and doing truth spells for weddings and imposing a quarantine, and stop it with the levy, and maybe that'd work out.









Keltham: ...Keltham can think of more probing questions to ask, here, but he's also getting the impression that, measured INT 12 or no, this person is lower-thinkoomph than the INT 10 vendor who asked why Keltham looked human-shaped if he wasn't from Golarion.

Thanks for trading. Next in line, INT 14 potential-wizard girl whose name Keltham has of course already forgot, although this time he needs to remember it for All-Seeing-Eye wizard lessons purposes.

Message: He's Keltham out of dath ilan; and if somebody needed to find him alone out of all the dath ilani named Keltham, his birth-order number would be these ten digits, he's that number of person born in dath ilan since the world started counting.

Herself?









lintamande: She's Mirna, and if you needed to find her alone out of all the people in the world she's not really sure what you'd do; if you wanted to get a letter to her in Axis once she'd died you'd say Mirna who was married to Gamal and lived south of the market in Sothis, and probably run into a false start or two. The numbers are clever.









Keltham: Yeah, very clever if you come from a planet which otherwise has planetwide instant communications, and can easily have a central count that goes up by one every time a doctor clicks a button about a newborn baby having its umbilical cord cut after it starts breathing. Keltham wouldn't really blame Golarion on this one.

(He'll go Prestidigitate 'Mirna' and 'husband Gamal' onto the interior of his wrist jacket so he doesn't forget.)

Keltham is planning to help Osirion a lot, enough to let it face down Cheliax, to repair past mistakes he's made and because of a debt he owes to Abadar. He doesn't want to make the worldworse, in the course of doing that, and there's also the question of whether he should help Osirion a lotmore than that minimum.

Countries like Cheliax and Absalom in Avistan - which continent underwent a different development history where a lot of men died out in wars, and there was more competition among women for the remaining men - Cheliax and Absalom both allow men and women alike to have their own incomes and own their own property. Or so Keltham understands it. Keltham's home planet of dath ilan didn't treat men and women any differently, in this regard, and would have regarded it as a very grave wrong akin to enslaving somebody, to not let them own their own property and hold for themselves what money they had earned; whether they were men, or women, or children old enough to earn money.

Keltham, when he arrived into Golarion and called out to a god of honesty and fair treatment who turned out to be Abadar, would not have thought that a god of fair trading would have countenanced women being treated as Osirion treats them; and a seventh-circle priest of Abadar out of Absalom, whom Keltham spoke to, didn't seem to feel much differently.

If Osirion increases in power and spreads its own culture across the world, a culture in which women are - as Keltham's world would see it - halfway enslaved, it is something Keltham would have thought a grave wrong to do to Golarion, in the course of an outsider trying to help it.

It's not nearly as grave a wrong as Cheliax spreading its culture and sending more people to Hell, and Keltham is indebted and obligated to help the non-Evil societies of the world at least enough to stop that whatever the cost.

But if Keltham is to give Osirion more help than that - would she, Mirna, a woman of Osirion, who wasn't allowed by Osirion to follow her own path, if she had to pass judgment on Osirion - what would she tell Keltham should be their fate? Or how would Mirna say that Osirion must change how it will treat her daughters and granddaughters, if Osirion is to be made greater and more powerful than this, and given a louder voice in shaping Golarion's Future?









lintamande: "....I don't actually know if Osirion does want to spread the Osirian way of doing things. I don't think that'd work. The way they talk about it in church is, there's two balancing points, one where everyone's out for themselves and men leave women and women have to be financially independent and there's lots of abortion and infanticide, and one where everyone has to make their marriage work whether they like it or not. There aren't any in between balancing points; every in between strategy can be exploited.

And you can't get Cheliax to be like Osirion, and if they'd rather go to Hell, well, Abadar isn't about making people do things they don't want to do for their own good.

Osirion doesn't do wars of conquest. We don't have colonies. I think if Osirion got richer, more people'd come here, but - that seems different than Osirion spreading, at least to me. Maybe I'm wrong, I don't know politics, but - maybe you could solve the puzzle just by assuring yourself that we don't believe in spreading."









Keltham: "Maybe. Common wisdom out of dath ilan is that people tend to instinctively imitate success, including the incidental characteristics of success if you don't think about them carefully, and I'd expect that effect to be much much stronger in Golarion where nobody gets training in thinking about which qualities are incidental or not."

"Some people in my world would say that the solution is to make travel cheaper and then let all the women in Osirion who don't want to be there leave for Absalom; let the men compete over the fewer and fewer women who would remain, if women saw their sisters who left looking more - instinctively what a person feels is successful."

"It's just - the way people talk about other people, including themselves, it seems like this remedy, that would be the first thought in my own world's mind - that was my first thought when I heard about Osirion - it doesn't make sense, in a place where women will marry terrible husbands because their shirt has a ruffle, or men will drink alcohol even though that makes them violent and stupid, and people in Cheliax say they want to go to Hell. It seems like - it isn't helping people at all, to offer them more choices - in a world like that - and I don't know people enough to just, optimize their lives for them, I don't want to do that, to be that sort of dangerously Good person, if it's not just, Evil, that I don't want to."

"What do I do, Mirna?"









lintamande: "Well, sir, I don't know why you're asking me, but I think, you know, Axis is pretty good. And in Axis there's no men or women, and they wouldn't have to change their laws at all, to play by the strange rules you were talking about with Azra. And Osirion getting richer means Osirion getting more like Axis. I don't know how it'll happen, exactly, but the thing we're imitating is there, and it's beautiful, and with more strength we would lift ourselves closer to it."









Keltham: "I've seen Axis, yeah, or what I think was Axis. Early Judgment. It looked a bit like dath ilan. Nicer aircraft, smaller buildings, more aliens, and - closer, in spirit, to the person who I was, used to be, back when I arrived in Golarion and thought that selfish people trading honestly was enough to support a world -"

Keltham realizes he's possibly about to burst into tears and cuts off that line of thinking before his eyes can do more than slightly water.

"But, something like that has to begin with people in this world making their own choices, about where to go, about what they want."

"What would you like Osirion to be, to become, as it became richer? How would you have it move towards Axis, step by step?"









lintamande: "Oh. Well, once we're a bit richer, we can send girls to school as well as boys. Then they can read and do figures, and they'll make more money, probably. And if they're making more money, they can hold out for better marriages. Or not get married, I suppose, if they aren't suited to it, without being burdens on their families. And maybe we can hire more city guards, so the streets are safe for women at night, I'm sure in Axis the streets are safe for women at night."

Someone else chimes in. "You could have a cleric on hand for every childbirth so women didn't die of it."

"You could have it easier for a newlywed couple to go off and set up their own household, if they weren't getting along with the husband's parents, if rents weren't so high and men weren't in debt from apprenticeships."

"You could have minimums for marriage jewelry, or require husbands to add to it every year."

"Or let a woman add her own income to her marriage jewelry, if she wanted, maybe only if she could convince the church she wasn't just being selfish."









Keltham: "Is there ever a point where it would make sense in Abadar's country for women to just - trade freely, own their own things, trade their own work for things that they owned - is there anamount of wealth that would clearly be enough for that, and what amount, and how, and why? Or should all the women who want that - just be offered a ticket to Absalom, once it's affordable, and that's the most you can do for them?"









lintamande: "Are you asking about unmarried women," Mirna says, "or married ones, or widowed ones, or all of those?"









Keltham: "In my homeworld, it would have been -people. Anybody who could pass a competence test about understanding what money was, how it was used, the fact that if you spent money now that meant you didn't have it to spend later, and only very very disabled people wouldn't have been able to pass that test by age thirteen; I passed it at age seven."









lintamande: "Well, if I take this gold coin and I go and buy something with it, no one's going to say 'she's a woman, she's not allowed to be spending money'. But it'd be selfish of me, to spend it all on a silk shawl or something. If my husband earned a gold coin somehow, he'd take it home and show me and show his mother and we'd all decide together what to do with it. And since that's what my husband'd do, that's what I'd do, and I know we fall short of comprehending Abadar all the time but - I don't see where He'd see us in error, there -"









Keltham: "It's the part where somebody who wants out of the system, to just be themselves, and earn their own money and spend their own money, is not allowed to do that, especially if they're a woman. If that part was misrepresented to me, then I've been worrying over nothing."









lintamande: " - well, if she's a spellcaster or something and can support herself, then she can get declared the head of her household."









Keltham: "I am imagining myself in the shoes of a girl growing up inside this system and not, for example, being able to assemble the fifty gold pieces required to get started on Spellcraft lessons, or nobody giving me a loan for that even if I detect as having 14 Intelligence, or maybe I only detect as 13 Intelligence and can't be a wizard but my husband only has 12 Intelligence so why should he keep all the money I earn? I do not get the impression that there are banks with offices in the port cities offering to make loans to any woman who wants to take herself to Absalom. It does not seem to me that in practice this system has been reasonably set up to let people who understand money, and want to make and keep their money, just do that. It is set up very nicely if you want to be a boy who lives with his parents until he's twenty-five and done with his carpenter apprenticeship and then find a wife so he can own his own business and his wife and all of the income that she makes, and dispense however much of that to her he finds convenient. It is not set up to be a girl who wants to be treated as owning herself."

"People can be owned, can be treated like this, can be hit by their husbands even, if that's what they want."

"The system needs to be set up to handle the exceptions who don't want that, or the system does not, in my eyes, have a right to exist for the sake of those people who do want it, even if they are a majority."









lintamande: ...they will listen attentively, looking confused.









Keltham: "...maybe all of this is meaningless because people in Golarion don't think - like that - and my own system needs to be set up to handle that exception."

"...so what is Abadar even doing here, then? How are there enough people - to pray to him, to become clerics? What to you is Abadar, if not the god of voluntary coordination? In Osirion women are slaves to men, in Cheliax both men and women are slaves to the government. They both quite approve of men hitting women under the right circumstances, and the right circumstances are not that the woman chose it. I had thought, hoped - that Abadar - was something more different from Asmodeus than, a difference of who owns who."









lintamande: "We'renot slaves," Mirna says. "I don't know what point you think you're making, saying that, but it's not true.



Abadar is the god of working hard, and dealing fairly, and prospering through your own labor and determination, and building cities, and building a world where your children are richer than you, and your grandchildren richer than them, and not just because you were on the right side or made the right friends, but because you planted trees that are now bearing fruit for them."









Keltham: "Fruit which your granddaughters and grandsons pluck, and then your grandsons keep all of that, and dole it out to the granddaughters. Unless the granddaughters can somehow, in a country where they can't earn and keep money, scrape up enough money to go to wizard school."

"Cheliax also seems to have a philosophy of building for future generations, it's just that Asmodeus owns it all, instead of the people who built it. Do you see the symmetry here? The god of prospering through your own labor and determination should not be, like, the same god as the god of your husband prospering through your own labor and determination, and then, so far as the government is concerned, he has the legal right to spend all his money on alcohol and hit you, and whatever kindness you receive from him instead of that is just him being gracious -"

"I don't even understand how these men aren't ending up in Hell, and maybe I should, while I'm still a fifth-circle cleric, be trying to scry one of them to see which afterlife they actually went to. Though maybe the actual answer is just 'Pharasma is an ancient alien thing far stranger than the inhuman gods, who never cared about making her system make sense to the tiny helpless creatures she trapped inside it.'"









lintamande: "- I mean,badhusbands sometimes go to Hell, which is why the church spends so much time warning men not to be bad husbands. Most men aren't bad husbands! Most men are sort of middling husbands, doing their best, and they don't spend all your money on alcohol and hit you.




And, I mean, if you'd be better off without your husband around, and you moved in with your parents or out on your own or something, it's not like anyone'd make you move back in with him. Make sure he could see his children, yes, but notyou,if you've decided you want nothing to do with him. It's just that even most women with drunk husbands don't do that, because it'd be worse."

"Or because they worry about the children," one of the other women objects. "I'd probably have gone to my parents', when Hatem was being an ass, if I wasn't worried for the baby. - I don't think he's going to go to Hell, though. He never did anything really bad."









Keltham: 
"I don't understand, but, for whatever it's worth, I am - listening, and learning, even if the main thing I am learning is that - this world may not be something that I belong in enough to help it. Maybe Abadar doesn't think any differently, since he must be more alien still, and is looking at this mess in equal horror, thinking that all he can do is try to help you become richer, until you find your own way. I only wish - that I had confidence - that you would - find your way - and not, as a people, choose to do the civilizational equivalent of drinking more alcohol when you became richer."









lintamande: "I think being rich - it's not quite that being richjust isbeing free. But it's pretty close. Everyone in Axis is freer than anyone but a king, here. And if we get that rich, then - then no one will put up with anything a king wouldn't put up with. And a king wouldn't put up with Hatem."

"I barely put up with Hatem," says Hatem's wife. "If I were a king I'd keep him at my country villa where there wasn't any alcohol, and see him when I pleased, and if he hit me I'd have my guards drag him off."









Keltham: "Okay, so, that's been helpful, which I especially appreciate from everyone who wasn't paid for it, but - I need to go back to one-on-one conversation, now."

Message to Mirna: I have a relatively surprising thing to say to you, that you might not want to look visibly shocked about; prepare to control your expression?









lintamande: Her expression: skeptical.









Keltham: Your Intelligence is at least 14, which I've heard is considered the threshold for where it's worth trying to become a wizard.

I asked the elder adult here what to do about that, if I wanted to do something about that. She thought I should give the Temple of the All-Seeing-Eye fifty gold pieces to pay for initial wizard lessons, and an additional gold to have - somebody, I think maybe your neighbor, watch your children.

If I did that, and you did successfully become a wizard, I'd want you to pay that on to three other women, in time, when and if you'd earned say at least 1000gp total of your own from being a wizard; and ask those three for that same promise.

Is that something you'd want?









lintamande:









lintamande: Well, sir, I'll have to talk to my husband, but I'd expect we'd want that, if you think I can do it. Do I have to repay you if it turns out I can't?









Keltham: No. And the same with those to whom you make this offer.









lintamande: Well, then. She's very grateful and she'll study very hard, if her husband thinks it makes sense and they end up trying it.









Keltham: He'll be visiting the Temple of the All-Seeing-Eye later today, if nothing goes wrong, and he'll set it up then. If Mirna, whose husband is (checks cuff) Gamal, turns out not to wish it, he'll tell the Temple of the All-Seeing-Eye to put it towards some other woman's education.

And if his well-meaning attempt to help goes horribly wrong, somehow, send a message about it to Keltham via the Black Dome, if he's still alive then within Golarion, and the Black Dome knows how to get a message to him. Keltham cannot promise that he'll be able to fix things, but he will at least want to know.









lintamande: Mirna nods, a bit tightly. Does not try to make herself whisper something back.









Keltham: "Need to take a short break, now," Keltham will say out loud, "but I'll be back in a bit to talk to the others whose time I purchased."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Did that go well? It was somewhat hard to tell in any given moment whether you were abandoning Osirion as a cosmic error of some kind or coming to comprehend it."









Keltham: "Will answer later, I need to go off and cry for a bit in a corner where that won't bother anyone, hopefully quietly unless somebody can put a silence field around me."









Keltham:









Keltham: Back!

"Sorry, it was just -"

"The Carissa Sevar I thought I knew - would have wanted - something that I just did. The imaginary Carissa Sevar. I, don't know, about the real one, if she would have wanted that too, but it doesn't matter, does it, she wasn't the one I was in love with."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Do you want a hug? You look kind of like you want a hug, but it might just be the having recently been crying."









Keltham: "I am not sure that I should, Fe-Anar. I am not sure we should be hanging out together more. I like you, you see, and I am not sure that I should be making any more friends, at this point. Osirion is - maybe not an Evil place, but it is not, not necessarily looking like a place where I can belong, and the story I'm in seems to be one where emotional relationships I develop, just - just get torn away from me. When and if it turns out that I can get Carissa back, if it turns out I'm in that sort of story, I will consider the possibility of developing new emotional relationships. Until then, it is in my own interests not to be, that sort of character, any more, the sort who has friends and interesting relationships. Not me threatening the tropes, see, just, what makes sense for me to do in my own best interests, given the way the story has been going."









Prince Fe-Anar: "That sounds wildly unhealthy and ill-advised, but I'm not going to ignore you and hug you anyway since that seems liable to cause an international incident of some kind."









Keltham: "Thanks. Dath ilan - is all about self-determination, see. In a world where people - can't decide for themselves, without hurting themselves - there's not - very much left, of what we are."

He doesn't like this, doesn't like what it's increasingly obvious is the thing he is going to end up deciding to do, from here, even if he hasn't decided it yet.

All he can do, maybe, is speedrun the Osirion arc, as much as he can, and get past, the unhappy part.

"I am not really, understanding, Osirion. I think - I suspect, speculate - that I was supposed to be here with Korva Tallandria, that she was supposed to help me understand this, but I shit all over her character route by being stupid and thoughtless and now this part is just, fouled beyond repair."









Prince Fe-Anar: "That is a really concerning thing for you to be saying, I don't think it's a good way to make predictions, and I sort of think we should pay Iomedae to talk to you again for longer or something."









Keltham: "I'd rather She didn't. I appreciate the first vision, it was very good for me, but - but I do not want anybody looking at my mind, at this point, not even gods, not even gods who used to be human, I want my privacy backand am seriously considering severing the cleric bond to Abadar in case he gets the contents of my thoughts every morning at dawn - how serious of a decision is that, is it hugely expensive for Abadar to cleric me again afterwards or is it much cheaper the second time."









Prince Fe-Anar:









Prince Fe-Anar:









Prince Fe-Anar: "I think it is very expensive to re-cleric someone who rejected - I'm not actually entirely sure it's even possible - do you want me to just urgentlyaskHim that - and can someone get Keltham a glass of water, with a lemon in it -"









Keltham: "I've got a Commune, I can ask directly, but if you've got a Commune anyways and have a spare binary question begging then sure go ahead and ask."

"I mean, people did claim to me that Abadar cannot easily read my mind especially about non-Abadaran things which - helps, and maybe Abadar is not a sort of thing who'd use info he read, against me, but - having to constantly think about which of your thoughts might be read out and used against you - is something I'd like to leave behind in Cheliax if at all possible. I only did that for one day at the end of it all, didn't suspect before then that they were reading my mind, but it was very tiring, doing that. It's a high cost to put on cleric powers and the main thing keeping me a cleric is that it gives me a stronger Will save against mortals running Detect Thoughts on me."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Abadar's definitely not a sort of thing who'd use info he read against you."

He takes the water off one of the guards. "Did you hear all that? Put the question to the pharaoh."

    "Yes, your royal."











"I think you....might be underestimating what you would lose, if you broke with Abadar, even if you meant nothing about your intent to trade with Him, even if to you it's just a set of magic benefits. People would not have answered those questions from a random person. They know the church, they know its priests are fair, and say what they mean, and desire mutual benefit, and where they're strange they're strange pursuing Axis."









Keltham: "There's the question of whether that trust isdeserved if I'm going to be a horrible foreigner coming in from outside and wrecking things."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, I think it is. You weren't coming in to wreck things, you were coming in to try to understand them. And most people are stupid and can't explain themselves and you can still trade fairly with them, that's the whole thing, right."









Keltham: "I am not pursuing Axis, Fe-Anar. It's not unlikely that I'm going to get an Atonement to Neutral Evil at some point soon, to make sure I have a way out of this reality at any time, if it turns out I don't want to live here, and I do not want people becoming friends with me and then feeling hurt about that and being a tie that keeps me here even if I don't want to be here."









Prince Fe-Anar: "That surpasses the previous thing you said for concerningness, but I don't think that's because I'm your friend, I think it's because you're skipping steps all over the place in a way that really worries me! Are you under the impression people in Axis can't stop existing if they want to? Why would Axis work that way?"









Keltham: "Hell works that way and I wasn't under the impression that any of these afterlives were designed by things that cared about human beings the way that human beings cared about themselves or each other. But if people in Axis are allowed to leave reality, then that does change things, yes. I'll have to decide if it changes things enough."

...the people here are, caring, and friendly, and Keltham is trying to make themstop trying to be friendly trading partners with him, but it is not especially surprising that they are being slow to accept that. Dath ilani would be slow to accept that too, if they didn't recognize what Keltham was doing and why.

"I should - go finish up, this set of conversations, because I find that, I want to visit the All-Seeing-Eye, and see somebody, who, it's, too late, for me to not be friends with, and ask her whether we, outside of the Conspiracy, have the sort of relationship where I'm allowed to cry in front of her."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Okay. People in Axis can destroy themselves if they want to, because Axis doesn't lay claim to them, because we're actually very different from Hell, which is the horrible Evil dimension run by the Evil god. People in the Good afterlives can also destroy themselves if they want to. It's true that Abaddon has a survival rate that's close enough to zero but the fact daemons will eat your soul does not mean they'll do it quickly or in a manner you would like. If you decide to give up on existing, please go to a non-Evil afterlife about it.



...also please drink the water. Sometimes people think they're having one problem when actually the problem they're having is that they aren't drinking enough water for Sothis in midday."









Keltham: He'll drink the water. Dath ilani don't just ignore advice about self-care like that!









Keltham: ...and back to interview his remaining interview subjects.









lintamande: The women of Osirion have suggestions for how the lot of women could be improved: that gambling should be banned, that women (but not men) should be allowed to divorce, and that women should be allowed to marry without their father's approval if they could convince a court their father was being unreasonable. They have complaints about their lives: Jana's mother-in-law barely gives Jana money for clothes, and saves her the worst portions of food. Jana thinks it's because she's a jealous old hag. Hanifa's husband keeps investing in business ventures he says will pay off one day but have shown no signs of that so far; she's still pleased she married him, because he's very cosmopolitan and hardly demands anything of her, but she's worried they'll be ruined in their old age.

Zaynab's first husband was lost at sea and second husband died last year, of old age; she's too old to marry again, she says, and wouldn't want to anyway, though she is lonely sometimes. She did petition for, and get granted, acknowledgement as the head of her second husband's household, since her only sons were by her first husband. It wasn't very complicated. She told a priest she knew how to do figuring and had a good reputation with their neighbors and never missed church and had deposited savings 40 of the last 50 weeks, and she didn't think there was anyone better for the family until the little children grew up, and he gave her a paper for it.

Jana thinks that men should be told in church to want sex less often, as it's burdensome for their wives. Lamiya thinks that the schools should feed boys; otherwise she can't afford to send them.

All of them think that if Osirion were richer, then things would be better. None of them have problems they'd still have if they were rich, as they see it.

Zaynab argues, in response to hypotheticals about neutral-gender laws, that if Cheliax kills half of all Osirion'smenthe country will bounce right back in a generation, but if it kills half of all Osirion's women that can't really be recovered from, and so a country that sent women off to war will gradually be conquered by places that didn't.









Keltham: Keltham will offer up galaxy-brained ideas... they don't have that idiom, sorry, over-clever ideas... including that:

- Any woman should be allowed to legally get declared to be a man, if a panel of three judges looking only at written answers can't tell the difference between her answers, and the answers of three actual men, to a set of questions intended to probe whatever capabilities or personality characteristics men supposedly have that women don't;

- Setting up villages composed entirely of women where women can go as refugees if they want to be outside the system, maybe doing some sort of factory work if farming requires Strength that's too high;

- Having there be a kind of face-concealing robes people can wear, and then it's illegal to ask or check whether anybody under the face-concealing robe is a man or a woman, in case some men would also like to resign from this gender system;

- Running the second-circle area-effect spell Detect Thoughts all over the place, so everybody with Intelligence at least 14 can get wizard lessons at least up to Prestidigitation.









lintamande:


Any woman should be allowed to legally get declared to be a man, if a panel of three judges looking only at written answers can't tell the difference between her answers, and the answers of three actual men to a set of questions intended to probe whatever capabilities or personality characteristics men supposedly have that women don't


...and then she cuts out her womb? Like, being like a man psychologically doesn't make her a man. If you fed a man a sex-change potion then he'd be a woman, despite having all the male traits he had before.

Setting up villages composed entirely of women where women can go as refugees if they want to be outside the system, maybe doing some sort of factory work if farming requires Strength that's too high;


...that sounds neat, actually. Some women would really like that, ones who don't want to marry or are terrified of childbearing or whatever. It'd be expensive to set up but maybe self-sustaining once it was set up. The church of Sarenrae might agree to administer it.

Having there be a kind of face-concealing robes people can wear and then it's illegal to ask or check whether anybody under the face-concealing robes is a man or a woman, in case some men would also like to resign from this gender system;


Seems like it would be used by assassins, and convicts on the run, and so on.

Running the second-circle area-effect spell Detect Thoughts all over the place, so everybody with Intelligence at least 14 can get wizard lessons at least up to Prestidigitation.




People mostly know who their bright children are, the problem is that they can't afford to train them to be wizards, or that it's more straightforward to train them in some other trade where clever people can prosper, or that they're needed in the family business. If wizard training was much cheaper that might be good but knowing which children are officially clever wouldn't help really. ...also isn't that illegal? Because of how it's a mindreading spell? It's kind of like invisibly spying on women in the bath!









Keltham:


also isn't that illegal? Because of how it's a mindreading spell? It's kind of like invisibly spying on women in the bath!


Tap the wizard with a truthspell afterwards to check if they crossed over into reading minds instead of Detecting Intelligence.

Seems like it would be used by assassins, and convicts on the run, and so on.


Could require some sort of recognizable individualized outer mask, so long as it didn't reveal sex, and then somebody with an unfamiliar mask could raise as many alarm bells as an unfamiliar face.

...that sounds neat, actually. Some women would really like that, ones who don't want to marry or are terrified of childbearing or whatever. It'd be expensive to set up but maybe self-sustaining once it was set up. The church of Sarenrae might agree to administer it.


Osirion's probably going to get some new factories soon. Keltham will push this, if it's what the women of Osirion actually want of him and Osirion, and think is worth trying.









lintamande: Yeah, they all know someone who'd probably go for that if it existed. ...and it reduces the marriage competition for everyone else.









Keltham: ...and when he's done in the courtyard he'll just pay over a gold piece to everyone there, that he hasn't paid already, since they were also speaking, and a further gold to the oldest woman.

It's not the Good effectivelyaltruistic thing to do, but money in that quantity is meaningless to him now and he may as well use it any time it cheers himself up at least a little, to make people happier for having traded with him. Besides, it's not impossible that people in this world are being run with more realityfluid when they're in his presence, and it's maybe an altruistically well-leveraged use of money to make their lives relatively happier while he's in the middle of passing through them.









lintamande: - well he'll certainly make them very happy! And also very confused!









Keltham: Any significantly different ideas from the women not in the courtyard, who were vending rather than spinning?









lintamande: They seem a bit wealthier, on average, but that doesn't change too much; it means they worry less about feeding their children and more about jealous relatives. One woman says she does the accounting because her husband doesn't have any head for numbers, and gives him spending money. Another says cheerfully that she slips a bit of the stand proceeds aside for herself, and her marriage is happier for it, "and don't tell me I'll lose Axis about it, I've got four kids in the Boneyard and don't mind if I do have to spend a while trying to find them."









Keltham: Keltham briefly considers asking at what age children start showing up in the Boneyard, decides against it. It's not going to be the decisive question about anything. If there'd be a decisive question of that kind, it would be the age at which children start showing up in Hell. And Keltham - would rather not learn that right here and now, in case subsequent thoughts shatter his connection to Abadar immediately, while he's outside and his security team is not prepared for that.









Keltham: And he'll start heading to the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye.

"Fe-Anar, continuing from an earlier conversation, the thought occurred to me, after that, that killing myself is supposedly Evil and then I end up in Hell, that's why - people go on being slaves, that they can't kill themselves without going to an Evil afterlife, that's how Pharasma locked the little tiny helpless things she didn't care about into having to endure what she puts them through - in which case I'm back to wanting an Atonement to Neutral Evil so I have a way out of this."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - murder is Evil but self-murder isn'tveryEvil, you could...donate 1000gp to an orphanage or something and you'd be more than clear, the problem is just for people who haven't done much of anything impactful with their lives and so killing themselves is one of the only things they're judged by. And obviously if you want to die we can handle that in some way that isn't you killing yourself.

 I...think you should wait a couple of weeks before making major decisions about being a priest of Abadar or becoming Neutral Evil or killing yourself."









Keltham: "Not necessarily an option I have, based on what I've read about how clerics work. If my psychology drifts too far away from - believing my purpose aligned to Abadar's - the bond just breaks whether I like it or not, as I understand it, and I'm not sure that it lasts past my next serious library visit at this rate."

"But I can wait a couple of weeks on the Atonement, sure, if that's even something I want to do, to be clear, I am not failing to hear the part where you can supposedly buy a safe suicide for 1000gp, though I'd worry about reliability. And I'm obviously not going to kill myself until I've repaid my debt to Abadar, which, even with a Ring of Sustenance and spamming Lesser Restorations and a Splendour headband, is going to take more than a couple of weeks. There were things much worse than death that could've happened to me, and I acknowledge in full the debt I owe to Abadar for that."









Prince Fe-Anar: "This seems like a social emergency nonetheless. I hate that kind. I don't suppose I can convince you to talk to anyone who doesn't hate that kind?"









Keltham: "Planning to talk to Ione Sala, who I thought was our Nethysian Safety Officer and dating me, and was actually oracle of Nethys."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Great. Please do proceed with that. ....why would anyone ever have a Nethysian Safety Officer."









Keltham: "Asmodeans, is what Ione would've said, but - I don't know, now, what was real. I'll ask her, I guess."









Keltham:









lintamande: The Temple of the All-Seeing Eye is an enormous building that appears to be made out of glittering rainbow glass and crystal, radiating magic, twisting upwards into a spire that is, just by a few inches, taller than the Black Dome. It looked different last week. It's surrounded by taverns hawking Nefreti Clepati's wine. They serve some essential function as a transitional zone between it and the rest of Sothis; without them, it'd feel pasted in from another world entirely.









Keltham: "Okay, I'm starting to appreciate Nethys, Nefreti Clepati, or whoever actually is responsible for this. That is one solarpunk-ass office building to find on a planet with this tech level. Solarpunk, ah... I'd try to define it but I'm not sure I can do a better job than just pointing at this office building."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Oh, Nefreti's all right. Gives my son endless indigestion but it's good for Him. Did you know she's blown up the whole place to smithereens five different times? One time she killed twenty people, and Nethys gave her two more cleric circles for it. ...what's the dialogue tag for [apocryphal, possibly exaggerated]."









Keltham: "Baseline doesn't have a single-word translation for 'apocryphal', you don't reallyget 'apocrypha' the way Golarion does, when you're a high-functioning Civilization with centralized repositories of data and arguments, that anybody on the planet can access within a minute or so if they're like not currently in the shower or something. I can say it the way you'd say if it you were talking about a popular but rather doubtful fan theory of a trendy fiction, like so -" Keltham will talk about this dispute over Golarion reality using the tones that dath ilani would use to talk about a dispute over fiction.









lintamande: The interior of the temple is mostly hollow, with stairs ringing it, climbing up and up and up to the highest levels of the spire. On the ground level, on the glossy marble ground, a hive of teenagers are working on an enormous sand art rendering of the words 'it is heresy unto Nethys to claim that anything could not, or will not, explode'. They are placing the grains of sand entirely with Mage Hands from a distance of fifteen feet, and occasionally hissing at each other when their work collides with one another. More of them are boys than girls, but there are some of both; one, hovering in midair to correct someone else's sand-art error, is a girl who has solved the modesty problems intrinsic to midair hovering by making her skirt twenty feet long and tying it to a nearby railing.









Keltham: It stabs at his heart, again. Isthis subplot about how, it's going to seem, at first, likethis place is his new home, not Osirion, that this is the fragment of dath ilan, the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye. And then he's going to look into it and it's going to be horribly Wrong somehow and - maybe this is how he loses Ione, too -

Keltham shall Prestidigitate the air into diffraction-sheened fragile shards, then, and send them wafting over to cling to the sand art while they last, outlining the words in strange rainbows that change color depending on the angle you look at them. He also moves his sparkles, from thirty feet, with Mage Hand, because competitiveness.

(He has that wizard cantrip hung, for now, though he'll need to swap it out for Detect Magic if he stops being a cleric. And give up Resistance, and Guidance, because Prestidigitation and Message and Detect Magic and Dancing Lights are none of them spells he can afford to give up...)









lintamande: At first they object to someone messing with their very important project; and then they recognize the rainbow pattern, because Ione has told them the story of the Chelish agent in Absalom with the inimitable cloak, and swing around to see who did it, and that sure is a foreign boy of some unidentifiable racial category, strangely dressed -



"Are you the Keltham?" the boldest of them, which is the flying girl, asks.









Keltham: "Yes, unless the Conspiracy goes far deeper than I thought. You happen to know where I could find my Nethysian Safety Officer?" He doesn't pause in creating the diffraction-shards from nothingness.









lintamande: "Ione? She's -"

"in the library," they chorus in unison.









Keltham: "So where's the library from here, but also, what's Ione been up to, how's she doing here, and is Osirion trying to give her any shit over her being female."









lintamande: "Left door. She's been - reading a lot? She takes it well when we prank her?"

"Everyone comes out of Cheliax a little fucked up."

"Nefreti Clepatiis female."

"What even is Osirion, really. I don't think it can talk."

"I'm not sure she's left the temple."

"Isn't she one of those place-cursed oracles who can't?"

"Dana told her that I'm actually Nocticula and she was just like 'ah, yeah, I expected her to show up at some point'."









Keltham: "And are you, in fact, Nocticula," Keltham will ask, casting Detect Magic and peering closely at this person.









lintamande: She does have Disguise Self up.

" - what? No! I'm Shoreh, I'm studying to be an illusionist. I just use Disguise Self to cover my acne."

     "Sounds like what Nocticula would say."

"What? That's not at all what Nocticula would say!"









Keltham: "Well, whatwould Nocticula say, then, since you apparently know so much about that."









lintamande: "...uh, probably something sexy?"

     "Keltham," says another girl behind him, breathily. "I hunger for your touch."

" - yeah, like that."

     "No man has ever satisfied me, but there's something to you, something I've never felt before..."









Keltham: "See, that is not verypersuasive."

"Which is veryconvincing about you not being Nocticula, who should be much more persuasive."

"Just the kind of convincingness that would be expected from somebody secretly with Splendour 30!"

"Anyways, is one of you Dana? That'd be the most obvious candidate for the one to actually be Nocticula."









lintamande: The girl who just declared that no man had ever satisfied her waves. "Hi Keltham! I'm Dana. I will not confirm or deny being Nocticula."









Keltham: "Well, Nefreti Clepati presumably knows all about you, since her power basically appears to be 'spoilers', and would presumably have a good reason for letting you stay here. So I'll let it pass."

"Nefreti Clepati drop any other spoilers I should know about, by the by?"









lintamande: "...she told Ione a bunch of stuff but Ione mostly didn't tell the whole temple."

"You can talk to her yourself if you want, she takes appointments."









Keltham: "Figure I'll talk to Ione first and see whether the plot calls for me to meet Clepati right now, she seems like the kind of character who shows up very infrequently and only at crisis points."









lintamande: This gets some raised eyebrows from among the students, but no one comments.









Keltham: "Does Clepati, like,not do the thing at you where she obviously knows the plot."









lintamande: "...she knows everything? But there's not just one plot."









Keltham: "...in what sense."









lintamande: "....there are lots of things happening, and lots of them matter, and lots of them could be called a 'plot'?"









Keltham: "Are there, like, another fifteen of me all of whose stories are going to collide with mine during the next story arc?"









lintamande: ....shrug. "Sounds like a good question to ask Nefreti. But I didn't mean that there were more ofyou specifically,just that there aremany plots that have nothing to do with you.Like, sometimes Nefreti will say things about the rise of the -"

"Don't," says Dana. "In his current mood? He'll take it as a plot hook for whatever the fuck he's doing."

" - but my whole point was that it's -"

"I know, but if you say it in front of him he'll decide that it's part of his story. I went through a phase like that too."









Keltham: "You were a protagonist before you became Nocticula?"









lintamande: "If I became Nocticula, then I sure bet I was a protagonist before that!"









Keltham: "Not a very successful one, unless this world was a lot more of a wreck before you showed up. I suppose I have no right to say it, haven't exactly been much more successful myself, but if therehave been failed protagonists before me then that's not a great sign... well, it wouldn't be if they were like, actual protagonists and not justin-story former protagonists."









lintamande: "I don't know why you're imagining Nocticula doesn't like the world fine."









Keltham: "Fair enough. Hope you're not Nocticula, then, or that you're misdirecting about what Nocticula is okay with." She seems like a nice person, and it would be correspondingly non-nice - though, obviously, very much in keeping with the plotline so far - if Keltham had to destroy her too.









lintamande: No one is quite sure what to say to that.

Not that that stops them.

"Is it true that Aspexia Rugatonn pretended to be Nefreti?"

"And you figured it out by asking her to prove she was omniscient but she's not because she's just a follower of the loser god, Asmodeus?"

"Is it true that Carissa Sevar pretended to be the entire church of Abadar while also telling Aspexia Rugatonn the setup to pretend to be Nefreti while also solving the hardest math problems you could think of while also wearing the Crown of Infernal Majesty while also almost collapsing from internal conflict about whether to betray Cheliax for you?"









Keltham: "Yes Aspexia did, yes that's how I figured it out, yes Carissa pretended to be a seventh-circle priest of Abadar though it was her own version of the theology, I don't know - Ione left quickly - about whether Carissa was telling Aspexia how to pretend to be Nefreti, I gave Carissa a math problem that was hard but I thought solvable for her like I didn't ask her to prove that every even number is the sum of two primes, Carissa said that the Queen lent her the Crown but I don't know myself if she spoke truth then -"

"- where did you hear about the internal conflict thing, did - Ione say that, or Clepati?"









lintamande: "- oh I just kind of heard it at breakfast -"

"I heard it from Elodie who said she heard it from Odette -"

"I heard it in thetavernthis afternoon, I figured someone had gotten drunk last night and repeated the whole story -"

"Oh, that was me, only I don't remember what I said -"









Keltham: "I think I am going to go ask Ione whether that was a, spoiler leak, or not. Right now. Excuse me."

To the library door.









lintamande: It's a beautiful library. It's eight stories tall and you mostly can't navigate it if you're incapable of flight, but some effort was made at some point to put the books that'd get you to third-circle within reach of the ground, and also there are some only-slightly-defective magic carpets heaped over the backs of chairs for use as needed. There are desks of every size from 'for five year olds and/or gnomes' up through 'for dragons', one with an actual dragon sitting at it, in dragon form, reading.









Keltham: "Oh, wow, you a dragon? A girlfriend of mine once got temporarily turned into one of those and was forced to hide it from me as part of an enormous conspiracy. Never actually seen one before outside of books. Actually there's a lot of things I've never seen outside of books."









lintamande: The dragon blinks enormous golden eyes at him. "Yes, idiot, I'm a dragon. If you don't mind, I'm working. ...if you do mind, I'm still working."









Keltham: "Sorry for bothering you!" He'll look around for somebody who looks more botherable and ask them how to find Ione.









Ione Sala: Someone's waving at this dragon-bothering idiot from behind a library desk, one with quite a few books stacked.









Keltham: Well, he'll go over and look at her, then.

"Hi, I'm Keltham, you apparently may have heard of me. Know where I'd find Ione?"









Ione Sala: "If you haven't already found her, she's probably not here today."









Keltham: "Okay, I can recognize thevoice even with the changed hair and changed clothes and - and -"









Keltham: "Hi," Keltham says, from behind the hands that are now covering his face.









Ione Sala: She'll take him by the arm, then, and Shelve the two of them directly into her private bedroom-nook, and then make there be Hush In The Library.









Keltham: He notices, obviously, when he's teleported, and opens his eyes even as the suddenly-distant sounds of the library quiet entirely.









lintamande: The library is not generally set up for cursed oracles who need to live in it, but it is set up for researchers who keep odd hours. This nook is in a corner full of dusty old books on the Kelish empire in the 13th century, and it has a plump mattress on a low table, and an Everburning light beside it, and a dresser, and a mirror over the dresser that's angled to reflect the distant library ceiling, where a wizard can dimly be seen flitting around.









Keltham: "That's new - or is it?" His voice cracks some.









Ione Sala: "It's new. I found out how oracles level and, it turns out, starting a godwar by prophesying it is worth a fair number of oracle circles once cashed in. Though it still works only inside the library I'm in, at this level."









Keltham: "Do we - in fact have the sort of relationship, where you hold me while I cry? Please, please, don't lie to me about that."









Ione Sala: "No more lies. Ever again."

"And yes, yes we do."









Keltham: This may take a while.









Prince Fe-Anar: "Nefreti! Was that supposed to happen?"









Nefreti Clepati: "In what sense can anything be said to be supposed to happen, really? But I do think the boy needs a hug."









Prince Fe-Anar: "And he's getting a hug."









Nefreti Clepati: "Oh, I imagine so."









Prince Fe-Anar: "And not getting horribly further traumatized so that now he'll do something even stupider than going to Abaddon to be eaten as an act of protest."









Nefreti Clepati: "Imagine being the kind of person who when horribly traumatized would do something even stupider than going to Abaddon to be eaten!"









Prince Fe-Anar: "You win, I have no idea what you mean. ...do you know some languages spoken only on obscure distant planes you could teach me."









Nefreti Clepati: "I do, and some of them would be really funny, but I'm actually busy right now. Tell your son I said hi."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Which one?"









Nefreti Clepati: "Oh come on. Which one will make a funny face when you say it?"



And she vanishes.









Keltham: Keltham has, by now, had thoughts like, is this the real Ione? But he did still, after all of that, which he'd been through, still, have his Glimpse of Truth, that he never did use while piercing the Conspiracy; which Keltham has now spent to confirm this for the real Ione. Though Clepati could probably fake past True Seeing, by all accounts, but - at that point - it becomes a matter of Keltham becoming tired of unsolvable plotlines like that and his emotions being crushed like that and walking out on this reality.

"Hi. How have you been. Is Osirion going to give you any shit about being alone in a room with a man?"









Ione Sala: "So, stop me if you don't want to hear about what an awesome time I'm having, but I am having a fucking incredible time, Keltham. I have alibrary full ofamazing books and everybody in the temple thinks I'm cool and my problems are now along the lines of 'ohno the deranged Possible Doctrines of Nethys I wrote up are spreading and they have my name on them and that's what people think of me' and not, you know, being horribly tortured to death if I make a mistake, and I go to bed and I'mnot in Cheliax and I wake up and I'magain not in Cheliax and I can go out and walk around in Sothis and have people look at me funny andstill not be in Cheliax. I have achieved the greatest possible goal of any mortal being, to not be in Cheliax. I have maxed out my utilityfunction, Keltham. This is literally as good as anything gets."









Keltham: "I notice you're not answering the alone-in-a-room thing?"









Ione Sala: "It's possible that somebody will think worse of me for being alone in a room with you, despite it being fairly obvious to anyone who knows about Cheliax that I've already had a lot of sex all of which you'd consider to be rape and am as ruined as any woman can possibly get. But it doesn't matter what they think of me because none of them have the authority to gouge my eyes out or set me on fire so ha ha ha who fucking cares what they think!"









Keltham: "Sounds like you also came out of this with some issues, then!"









Ione Sala: "None of my issues arebeing in Cheliax so they aren't important!"









Keltham: "Are the others - left behind in Cheliax - going to be okay. For at least a while."









Ione Sala: "I'm sorry, Keltham, I really am."

"But -"

"I can't tell you anything that you haven't already figured out, about that."









Keltham: "You're spoiler-protected."









Ione Sala: "In the sense that I can't - help you, steer you, yeah."

"Keltham, you can - at least talk with me about whatever parts you do figure out, after you figure them out, so long as you're - just trying to talk with somebody, about them, or cry about them, and not use me as an oracle to confirm things you're still not sure about."









Keltham: "And now I don't know if I can trustyou about that."









Ione Sala: "Nefreti did basically read me in on - what was actually going on. It's safe to talk in front of me. You can truthspell me about that part, if need be, and my oaths still matter to me even if I've been Atoned to not-Lawful."









Keltham: "True Neutral?"









Ione Sala: "To start with! I'm helping Osirion against Cheliax for reasons that include my actually wanting people not to suffer and not just Osirion paying me tons of money and my incredible searing hatred of Asmodeus! Might start detecting Neutral Good any day now!"









Keltham: "I'll - have your oath then. If you're offering it. Truthspells - seem like they'd just be meaningless against anybody who wants to fool them."









Ione Sala: "You know by now, right, that an oath doesn't send me to Abaddon if I break it? It's just - me. Trust. Things like that mattering."









Keltham: "I've been told. Seemed to matter to some people anyways, at least."









Ione Sala: "I, Ione Sala, oracle of Nethys, of the library's curse, do swear to you, Keltham, by Nethys and by our friendship, that Nefreti Clepati read me in on what she told me was the meaning of all of this. Enough that you could have somebody to talk to, about the parts you figured out - though that is, itself, something I've been told, and not something that I know."









Keltham: "I can't say it. I'm sorry. If you don't - tell me yourself, show me that you know - then I don't dare say it. There's too much at stake."









Ione Sala: "And I don't know, without asking Nefreti, if she'd even tell me, how much you've figured out, by today, so I can't go telling you things myself either."

"Though you're not running your glibness pin, which - on my read of you, you're not sure of anything, yet."









Keltham: "I wasn't trying to use you as an oracle, Ione, it's just - there are things, I'm trying not to thinkthrough, not here, not right now, not yet."









Ione Sala: "I'll still be here, after you have."









Keltham: "Noted."









Ione Sala: "On a more fun note, I used my Osirian money to buy a Teleport scroll so I could Plane Shift all over the planes or at least the ones worth visiting and then Teleport back to my library once I returned to Golarion! And then Nefreti told me I was going to get myself in trouble and she'd have to Gate me back and she only told me thatafter I bought the Teleport scroll! And it was very annoying butnot as annoying as being in Cheliax!"









lintamande: Outside the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye in Sothis, a group of men pushing a fruit cart stop, because the cart has broken down. One of them climbs under the cart to try to realign the broken axel; the other two give him advice.



They picked this approach, rather than Invisibility, because there's no question that the target -- and his escort -- will have True Seeing up. But here, there's nothing to see; just three men dressed for the hot Sothis weather and a cart full of melons. Their Osirian isn't even accented.









Keltham: The person exiting this Temple looks rather worn, but not as worn, perhaps, as he was reported to be going in.









lintamande: One man Fireballs the fruit cart. It turns out that inside these melons were, rather than fruit, some kind of alchemical bombs; there's a deafening roar that stuns everyone for fifty feet around, except the three men, who, it happens, rendered themselves deaf in advance.

The second man castsSlowon the target and his escort.

The third flings himself at the target, grabs him, and Plane Shifts with him.









Keltham: Will Save: failed









lintamande: Then they'll land in an opulently decorated private demiplane with a vaulted ceiling through which golden light is streaming. Only the man who grabbed Keltham came along; the others were to try to Teleport out themselves.



"I apologize for the inconvenience," the man says. "Our only desire is for an opportunity to speak with you and learn more about you, and unfortunately this was the only way to enable that."









Keltham: "And who the Hell would 'you' be, then?"









lintamande: "We represent the Padishah Emperor Kalish XXII, the ruler of Casmaron from Qadira to Zelshabbar, an empire much larger than any in Avistan or Garund. The Emperor would like to speak to you of how you and he could benefit each other."









Keltham: He's - more surprised, shaken, than he thought he would be - at a prospect he thought he was ready for; he'd been told the chances were against this actually happening to him.

But his means of suicide are about him. He need only find out as much as he can, about what they know, about what they ask and what they want, before he uses it.

He'll report one last time back to Osirion, from Axis, and then be reunited with his recently sundered wife, having died in the sort of cause that doesn't get you dinged for Evil...

He really did think he'd be readier than this.









Keltham: Back in the Temple, the real Keltham is asking Ione, now, about what Project Lawful was - actually like. From the inside. What she knewbefore Nefreti's intervention, without spoilers, if that's something Ione can say.

If Ione had any idea herself, before Nefreti, about how much of the Carissa that Keltham loved, was real. If she would have actually cared about paying an INT 14 Osirian woman's tuition to the Temple of Nethys, or setting up factory-sanctuaries for women who want to earn their way out of the country.









Ione Sala: That's something Ione is permitted to tell him. She hasn't known the Truth for long; it's not hard to remember how everything looked to Ione-of-two-days ago, to pretend to be that Ione in her own mind, and speak what that Ione would've said. It's not a lie if she tells Keltham that's what she's doing.

So that Ione tells him everything, starting from being a wizard student in Ostenso, taken on very short notice to a seduction mission. (Ione has not, in fact, been briefed on everything Keltham's already been told by the others just before he left Cheliax, there's a transcript but Ione hasn't seen it and Keltham has held off on reviewing it. Neither of Ione knows that Keltham has already heard a version of this story from Asmodia.)

There's new info anyways. Ione's story is longer, told in private and under less time pressure.

She tells Keltham about how they were forced to sell their souls - probably explicitly in the wake of Ione being oracled, when they realized that might happen to others - that was the first time Carissa failed to sell her soul - yeah, she failed to sell her soul the second time too, though the devil who said it wasn't allowed right then tried to lock in a price of three Wishes for later -









Keltham: "Theyfaked the soul sale."









Ione Sala: "Yes, I think by having her do a Permanencied Detect Magic -"









Keltham: "So Carissa would, in fact, be a hidden cleric, then."









Ione Sala: Waitwhat how does Keltham know that from -

Ione keeps a neutral expression, of course. "Spoilers, can't say anything one way or the other about anything I didn't know two days ago."









Keltham: "How many of my other trope-based predictions have been coming true and being hidden from me."









Ione Sala: "I haven't knowingly run into Nocticula."

"Asmodia is a true 'asexual', and was 'the one who stands back and watches it all' in the sense that she was the Conspiracy's... Law-checker, consistency-checker, she had a giant wall with green, yellow, red, purple, and black writing for all the anomalies and inconsistencies in the fake universe they were constructing. And was sort of insane about it. As of two days ago, two-days-ago Ione says that she doesn't know what Asmodia's superpowers were, but Asmodia seemed to come back suspiciously healthier and less afraid after getting rezzed, which, contra to Sevar, is not usually what happens when somebody goes to Hell. Sevar dropped hints about Project Lawful girls having an easier time in Hell, but claimed to not know anything herself, and pointed some fingers at Asmodia, who claimed to not know what Sevar was talking about."

"I'd definitely noticed a trend of all the Trope Girls having some reason to not be scared of Hell the way everybody else was, but as of two days ago, I didn't get any visible success on my prediction that Yaisa would get touched by a god and end up with some reason of her own."

"Ione-of-two-days-ago knows a bunch of your trope-based predictions came true while you were fighting with the Queen over Sevar, but they didn't tell that Ione any of the details, presumably because the Queen lost humiliatingly to you."









Keltham: "I didn't fight Abrogail at any point that I know about! From my in-universe character viewpoint, after Isidre said there might be a problem, we had one very rational and sane conversation and resolved everything peacefully in order to deliberately avert all the tropes that I thought could've been invoked!"









Keltham: "Wait, no, that entire conversation with Isidre made absolutely no sense in terms of Conspiracy, of real Cheliax -"

"Ione, what the ass."









Ione Sala: "Ione-of-two-days-ago says she doesn't know what the ass, sorry."

"She expresses that the real story is probably fucking awesome, if you could figure it out, and a glorious humiliation of Abrogail Thrune that ought to get printed in every newspaper on the planet outside of Cheliax."









Keltham: "You sure that's not any spoiler leakage?"









Ione Sala: "I have alot of practice with not letting spoilers, info my character shouldn't know, leak to Keltham. Unfortunately."









Keltham: 
"...Yeah. Fair."

"Peranza?"









Ione Sala: "Ione of two days ago was told that Peranza had some mysterious unspecified mental breakdown as a result of being taught dangerous techniques, did something inexplicable with her mind that an incompetent Security allowed her to go on doing for two rounds before setting her to sleep, Gorthoklek got called in - Gorthoklek is a pit fiend, plausibly the literal actual scariest and most powerful entity in Cheliax ahead of both Abrogail Thrune and Aspexia Rugatonn - and then Peranza got turned into a statue pending there being real chel ilani to take care of her."

She's - not going to say anything about Sevar torturing the Security, exhibiting him to Project Lawful. It just seems like that would be - cruel.









Keltham: "Snack Service said not to make any decisions about Peranza-related issues, pending knowledge of a fact that only one person there knew... no, knew enough to deduce."









Ione Sala: "Super not saying anything about anything Snack Service related. You shouldn't think too hard about it yourself, if you can help it."









Keltham: "I figured."

"...you want to just tell the whole story in something like a reasonable order."









Ione Sala: She will.

It's a story that makes entire sense to her, now, if not to him.

She has a lot of practice in not letting any of that show.









Keltham: Keltham has additional questions.









Ione Sala: She has all the answers, and can't speak most of them.









Keltham: Keltham asks Ione about her real life, before Project Lawful. If there's anything there that seems - psychologically safe to say. Keltham is, not really trying to get additional horrors piled onto him, right now, he expects to get enough horror during his next library expeditions. He just - was wondering - about the real Ione.









Ione Sala: It is probably better that he not be told most of it.

She does tell him the story of how she found a sick bird she wanted to nurse back to health, and how her older brother found the bird and slowly tore it to bits, living, while Ione watched, and how that was the last time Ione let herself care about anything, because she understood that anything she let herself care about would be used as a weapon to hurt her.









Keltham: Oh. She does understand, then.









Ione Sala: Yes.









Keltham: The romantic plotline is supposed to have Ione say, last time she let herself care about anything, until she met Keltham.









Ione Sala: Ione was not, in fact, permitting herself to care too much about Keltham, until she, and he, were both out of Cheliax.

And she cannot comment about whether or not her current state of knowledge would let her care more about Keltham, because of all the possible worlds where it would be a spoiler that she could or couldn't.









Keltham: Moot point; he's not advancing any relationships right now. Ione, supposedly, already knows why not.









Ione Sala: "Keltham, if you're trying not to think this through too much right now, you probably shouldn't be talking about it."









Keltham: "Nah. You can talk without thinking, and if I didn't know what I was doing onsome level, I wouldn't be able to do it. Though that does make it hard to decide what not to say."









Ione Sala: "Doesn't talking about it automatically cause your brain toreflect on it?"









Keltham: "Not if I decide it doesn't."









Ione Sala: "Add that to the list of ilani skills that Golarion, for now, will be better off without."









Keltham: Keltham emerges from Ione's bedroom eventually, looking a little less shell-shocked than when he went in.

Knowing that his Carissa was, so far as Ione-of-two-days-ago knows, almost real... helps, and hurts, at the same time.

His decisions would've been easier, past this point, if Carissa had in fact sold her soul, if the contract with Keltham had been fake, if Carissa had been headed to Hell no matter what, on the default course of things.









Prince Fe-Anar: His security looks considerably unhappier than when they entered the temple, and are pacing in the library not far from Ione's room though they do not seem to have been given an exact location. "Someone took the bait and kidnapped one of the impersonators," says Fe-Anar. "They probably know by now that they got an impersonator, but we don't know if they'll try again. The guard wants to teleport you right back to the Dome but I told them that's what Cheliax would do. They looked very offended."









Keltham: "Annoying. Do you assert that the library in the Black Dome is much safer for me to browse than this library?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, that depends whether Nefreti will intervene if bad things happen, or not. If she'll bestir herself to help, here's the safest place in the world. If she won't, then the Dome's much safer."









Ione Sala: "This is my library," says Ione Sala's voice from somewhere, "and Kelthamnappers, other than myself of course, are not allowed in my library."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Great," he says, "in that case stay all day, I suppose."









Ione Sala: (You don't have to be omniscient to guess Keltham might have an interesting conversation right after leaving, or shelve yourself someplace out-of-sight but in hearing distance to hear it; and it's actually Nefreti who defends the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye. But Ione has heard any stories about Maniacal Scientist Verrez at this point, and she's grasped the dath ilani concept of a 'fingersnap'.)









Keltham: Keltham's next task, before his renewed Prestidigitation fades and he forgets her name, is to go try setting up initial wizard lessons for Mirna.









lintamande: She'll presumably want day lessons, six days a week, bring your own lunch, for the next four months; that's what the price covers. That won't get most int-14 people to a reliable mastery of cantrips, if they're starting without any math or magic background, but it'll get some there, and get others far enough they can keep practicing on their own. If she's not literate she'll need to learn to read first.









Keltham: ...Keltham supposes he can imagine wizard lessons taking that long, if you don't have any Chelish Security officers overlaying illusions of what they can see with soul-bought Arcane Sight, and you only know Golarion's concept of early wizard math, and you've never played any mathy video games or done any computer programming, and your INT is 14.

How much do reading lessons cost?









lintamande: Not much by comparison; four gold will cover a month, and a bright student ought to pick it up in three.









Keltham: ...here's sixteen gold, and if Mirna doesn't need it, educate someone else who does.

(Three months for an adult to learn how to read... that's what happens when your written language isn't a pointwise isomorph of your spoken language's sounds, Keltham supposes, but it may also illustrate some fundamental problem with their process for teaching things.)









lintamande: They'll do that. The classes are popular, there'll be a taker even if this particular woman isn't one.









Keltham: "Fe-Anar, I'm confused about how Osirion doesn't think it's worth 12gp to educate INT 14s to read and then another 50gp to get them started on wizard lessons. It seems like the sort of thing that'd get paid back in greater tax revenue later, if Osirion got a loan to make that investment now, unless interest rates are way higher than Cheliax let me know about."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I imagine usually their households wouldn't be able to spare them for several months. We run schools for boys but a lot of parents don't send them because they need their boys at home for work, and that's much younger kids whose work is much less valuable."









Keltham: "All right. I'll take that as a general sign that things are in an awful equilibrium rather than Osirion's government being stupid."

"And I'm not going to try to roll any solutions to it, because in a short while they'll have to refigure the system anyways to account for people getting loaned temporary +4 intelligence headbands while they're learning"or the larger system containing this one will have been destroyed.









Keltham: Next up, there's a topic Keltham wants to look into while he's in Nethys's library.

Ancient gods. Where'd they come from, according to the library of the temple of the god of knowledge. Does eg Sarenrae really care about human beings, or are they just a kind of strange object in Its utility function. Are any of the ancient gods known to really care about human beings the way that human beings care about each other, and not just as a kind of thing that can be configured to generate more utility in many different ways, some of which the humans enjoy more than others.

Does Abadar - seem to ever care, at all, about people, as something other than trading partners?

Are there any hints about the once-human gods being forced into subservience to the ancient ones, or making concessions to those ancient gods in exchange for being permitted their godhood?

(Keltham is also going to be paying attention to any information he runs across about Rovagug, Pharasma, Achaekek, Aroden, the Starstone, or Outer Gods, but does not want to make it very obvious that he's researching those subjects.)









lintamande: There is plenty of speculation about what the gods care about, but most of it is irresponsible, the better half of it admittedly so. The gods cannot communicate with the Material very well; they can be judged by who they pick as clerics, because that's definitely somehow related to what they fundamentally are as beings, and they can be judged by what their messengers say. Sarenrae, it is said, was an angel before She ascended, and you can go ask a lot of angels what they value in the universe, and that's probably the best you can do.



Angels say all kinds of things, when you ask them what they value in the universe.

For every child there is a moment when they realize for the first time that there is something it is like, to be someone else. And that's it, I think, that's the whole thing. There is something it is like to be the most damaged, angry, frightened person in all the universe, there is as much to them as to everything I've ever known or will ever know. When they hurt, they hurt exactly like I do.

In Nirvana, there is a little spring, full of sunlight, where otters play, and dive, and eat clams, and recite poetry, and practice magic, and write stories and read stories and rejoice in one another. I cannot tell you what I value in that little spring, let alone in all the universe; but my answer, so far as I have one, is that if you wanted to understand Good, and could look anywhere, I would start there.

Sometimes, two people look at each other, and see that they can trust each other, and see that they can grow in each others' arms, and desire what's best for the other wholly and uncomplicatedly, the way a child who has not yet learned to be ashamed of her desires desires her mother's breast. That is how Shelyn loves us, and the universe ought to be the sort of place that that love would build, were it unrestrained.

In every person there is a whole world, and they ought to explore it as far as their legs carry them, and then learn to fly, and then learn to Teleport; that's what Good is.

Good is desiring for another person that things go well for them, by their own lights; growing up is just learning how to do that for every single other person in every moment with every breath without it hurting too much to bear.










lintamande:


Abadar and his followers wish to bring the light of civilization to the wilderness, to help educate all in the benefits of law and properly regulated commerce. He expects his followers to obey all meaningful laws, but not those which are ridiculous, unenforceable, or self-contradictory. He is also a great proponent of peace, as war inevitably leads to the degradation of trade and the stifling of prosperity for the general public. He advocates cautious, careful consideration in all matters, and frowns on impulsiveness, believing that it leads to the encouragement of primitive needs. Abadar discourages dependence on government or any religious institution, believing that wealth and happiness should be achievable by anyone with keen judgement, discipline, and a healthy respect for all sensible, just laws.




Abadar is not one of the gods with a track record of adopting specific pet humans He then makes absurd sacrifices for, though some gods do do that; Aroden seemed to have particularly close and sustained attachments to the greatest among His mortal followers, and a number of them He eventually promoted to demigods or similar before Iomedae, of course, attained full godhood in Her own right. The first time Abadar has bestowed attention, power and mentorship on mortals in some form other than promoting them as His priests or sending them visions is the current situation in Osirion.

During the Age of Creation, Abadar was among the original gods who battled the Rough Beast who sought to destroy Golarion. According to the Windsong Testaments, after Gorum and Torag forged the shell of the Dead Vault, Abadar provided the perfect key and lock for Rovagug's prison, a key so cunningly made that only Asmodeus could turn it.
Abadar is credited with guiding the advancement of humanoid races towards the point where they could establish civilized societies of their own.



The general understanding of the Osirion situation is that the end of prophecy made it necessary for Abadar to have the ability to pay mortals to do what He wants, if He's going to get any of His goals achieved.

The context in which Abadar's best understood to do things people think of as sentimental is the First Vault. The story goes that the first time a mortal made, with their own hands, something of value to them, He was delighted, and when it was lost to the general difficulties of life in that time, He was horrified, and He made the vault so that the work of peoples' hands and minds would never be lost forever. Depending on the source, He may or may not let some people go in and get treasured things once they die.

Abadar strives to maintain agreeable relationships with the other deities, recognizing their influence is conducive to the further advancement of civilized life. In particular, he cultivates alliances with Iomedae, Irori, Shelyn, Asmodeus, and Erastil. Gozreh often opposes Abadar's actions, though Abadar only recognizes Rovagug and Lamashtu as true enemies. The god Aroden respected Abadar and consulted Abadar's The Manual of City-Building to aid in his establishment of the country of Taldor and of the city-state of Absalom. Abadar once opened channels to the archdevil Mephistopheles to cement an alliance based on the archdevil's interest in contracts but these negotiations failed.


No one really understands how the once-human gods relate to the never-human gods. There are vague half-references to Aroden having tried to make some arrangements before He ascended, before giving up and becoming a god. The once-human gods are definitely much weaker than the never-human ones; it's unclear if that's somehow intrinsic to being once-human, or the product of a negotiated agreement or just a temporary state of affairs because the once-human gods are weaker or what.

Abadar was worshiped by the ancient Azlanti before Earthfall, who focused more on his aspects as a god of cities and gold, rather than of law. As the Azlanti built their first towns and sought others to trade with, he saw his cult spread and taught them to establish cities and seek more wealth. When the Azlanti became an empire, Abadar's faith became popular among merchants and politicians.
Abadar's church turned economy and finances into an academic school. Many temples served as vaults where the church's and the empire's wealth resided, and the government provided significant military and security support to the church. As the empire expanded, Abadar's church founded hundreds of cities and established trade across all colonies, and turned the formation of a stable economy and a network of merchants who could carry goods and currency across the entire empire into an art.










Keltham: Those sure are some nice testaments from angels. Are those, by any chance, all angels whoused to be human, who are being asked here, or has Keltham misunderstood the nature of angels? Are there similarly humane-sounding statements from the sort of angels who were the same kind of angel Sarenrae was?

What's the story with Sarenrae having destroyed a city at some point?

Are there any ancient gods who seem to have really loved a mortal, in a way that shows they, like, understood that whole mortal business?

...do the books say what Abadar's alliance with Asmodeus is about?









lintamande: The book does not say if the angels used to be human! Not all angels used to be human or even used to be any mortal species, but there's not generally understood to be fundamental differences in priorities or outlook between angels that were human and angels that weren't.





....what counts as really loving a mortal? There's, uh, a rumor Desna and Cayden Cailean fucked when He was human and that's why he succeeded at ascending. Erastil is broadly understood to be a giant humanity fanboy who does things like attempt to have a gender on purpose because humans do it and attempting to have a wife on purpose because humans do it and attempting to conceive children on purpose because humans do it.



After Sarenrae told her followers not to go near the smooth scar left above Rovagug's prison, they either misunderstood her or decided to ignore her, and went to build a city there. Rovagug was able to influence the city and the people in it, and did so, making the people twisted and Evil and working towards his own release. Sarenrae eventually sent Her herald to tell the people they were in terrible peril and needed to leave immediately. They murdered the herald. At that point She smote the city. Her Church generally holds that She didn't have a lot of options, but still regrets and repents of Her decision there.



Asmodeus generally backs Abadar's work to build cities and civilizations, because humans are capable of more of the kinds of tyranny of interest to Asmodeus when they have social organization more sophisticated than a tiny hunter-gatherer tribe. Abadar trades with Asmodeus, though He does not recommend to His followers that they do so.









Keltham: Could be, Sarenrae didn't really have other options, and a Rovagug release was imminent and Sarenrae considered that bad or was obligated by other bargains made to prevent the universe's destruction.

Could be, Sarenrae knew that everybody in the doomed city would isekai-theory-of-immortality to somewhere else acceptable, if she smote it in a soul-destroying way, instead of going to an Evil afterlife.

Could be, Sarenrae knew that city would go on generating souls to go to Evil afterlives, until destroyed, and she took the Rovagug issue as an excuse to destroy an Evil city without the Evil gods interfering.

Could be, the angels who were never human don't think in quite the same way about everyone containing a whole world inside them.



Could be, the ancient gods don't have emotional relationships with even the most advanced fancy-headband-wearing 9th-circle wizards, for the same reason Keltham would have trouble falling in love with someone at INT 10.

Could be, the ancient gods just don't feel that way about mortals.

Could be, the thing with Desna and Cayden Cailean is completely true, and she really did love him and not just fuck him.



Could be, Abadar does like mortals and doesn't like Asmodeus; but, Asmodeus not being Zon-Kuthon, Asmodeus is not perfectly inimical to mortals; and Abadar trades with Asmodeus in the gap of that imperfection.

Or it could be that two ancient inhuman gods have a common interest in building cities, because it creates more trade and more tyranny.



...Keltham is about done here, and ready to Teleport back to the Black Dome, if the streets here are no longer safe to wander.









Iarwain:









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: They got her her new trainees very promptly, probably because Keltham is recruiting just as fast in Osirion. She actually hasn't had time to rehearse her speech in front of a mirror, but that's fine, she doesn't need to.



"Welcome to Project Lawful. The objective of Project Lawful is to use true Asmodeanism, the things Hell is forbidden to teach us, to invent the means to conquer the world. Most of the conquest of the world will be achieved with chemistry, the knowledge of the minute physical details of reality that enables alchemical reactions we didn't previously know how to attain, and with related principles of shareable experimentation. Alchemists conduct plenty of experiments, but alchemy is hardly richer for them; the benefits accrue to the individual, and not to Cheliax, which is their master and which merits the greater share of the benefit from their discovery. Dath ilan figured out how to ensure that experimentation benefits the state and not just the experimenter, and we'll be doing that.

In dath ilan, where this chemistry was first discovered, every child is raised from a young age with a grasp of the mathematical foundations of what they do and why. Keltham attempted to teach that to us, out of some kind of conviction that there was where the true secret of dath ilan's wealth and power lay. The mathematical foundations of the universe are certainly interesting, but where they bore fruit was in the areas I have spoken of -- chemistry, and experimental methods for ensuring that Cheliax can prosper by the discoveries of its alchemists. Had we the luxury of all the time in the world, it would fall to us to attempt to coax the other elements of Keltham's teaching to bear fruit.

But we have no such time. Keltham has fled to Osirion, where he will be teaching eager Abadarans all he knows, and warning all the world that Cheliax has cheap spellsilver and knowledge of the principles to invent more from there. The war is coming soon, and if we are unprepared for it we will be annihilated, by the self-righteous forces of Good that loathe any power that does not bow to them. You will not have the luxury of mastering ilanism in a meandering way from all its foundations dath ilan teaches to children; you will master chemistry quickly and cleanly, you will learn the experimental methods, and all the rest of ilanism we will develop as necessary to enable further achievements in industry. The core problem before you is how to make spellsilver cheaper to make, and possible to make without the attention of high level wizards, and how to use alchemy to cause much larger explosions, and to prevent them.

Along the way, some of the tangential bits of ilanism will prove necessary to master, and you'll be trained in them, but we are not trying to do Hell's work. We are trying to defend our lives, our souls, and our homeland, and if Asmodeus wills it we'll learn more about the deep true nature of the world along the way, because we require it for His service."









Asmodia: "So, like, the part where the Queen told us to produce new ilaniand scale up manufacturing, we're all going to pretend we haven't heard that? Because if we did hear the Queen's priorities, what she thinks Cheliax needs next, and then ignored those because they'd be inconvenient, that'd be, you know, impolite. Just trying to grasp what story we're supposed to be coordinating around, if Abrogail Thrune drops by and asks what we're doing."

Asmodia asks it of Avaricia at a time when only the old members of Project Lawful are present; Asmodia is not doing anything that could be interpreted as overt sabotage of Avaricia while Avaricia still seems to be overtly working for Cheliax.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I don't think that dath ilan arrived in their present state, in the first place, by sitting in their libraries contemplating the nature of reason. They tried to build things. They developed ilanism in the course of trying to achieve things. Having done so, they distilled it into some form you could teach children, but we don't have the starting point they distilled from, and we don't have much time, so it's idiocy, to try to do this in the manner that the fully developed dath ilani Civilization did it. Instead, we'll have to do it the way they invented it in the first place, which isin the course of trying to solve real problems.

Should Her Imperial Majestrix stop by to see what progress we're making, it is my hope to report to her that we've made progress both on chemistry and on identification of which elements of ilanism are necessary first, which in their absence hold people back in useful invention and industry, and which come much later or are, perhaps, a distraction dath ilan installed for some reason other than their producing high-achieving people. I anticipate being able to make such a report despite the fact that the bulk of Project resources are being expended by you on nothing in particular, a decision which I would not dare to presume is the product of deliberate treason except for how you keep saying that you're a traitor and want us to lose."









Asmodia: Asmodia restrains the impulse to tell Avaricia everything she'sactually doing wrong, like, if Avaricia was actually trying that, she should be giving her new minions freer rein, telling them to write down in advance how they planned to think about things methodologically, and seeing which of them if any produced results that way. Avaricia has, in fact, grasped the idea of writing down possibleexperiments and predictions, and letting her underlings propose those; to Asmodia's observation she hasn't taken it to the meta-level.

But this, indeed, Asmodia does not say. Asmodia does not, in fact, want Cheliax to win, but Asmodia suspects that part is not mainly down to her own choices, at this point. However, Asmodia definitely doesn't want Avaricia to win.

"Yep, I want Cheliax to lose, but I also know that it's in my best interests to be able to honestly testify that I did my best work at any point up until Keltham comes back for us. And the fact that I'm being honest with myself about that, lets me figure out what actually is in Cheliax's interests. That's why Sevar prefers it that way. Avaricia's thoughts twist and turn until whatever's best for herself is sincerely believed by her to be what's best for Cheliax. She can't choose not to betray Cheliax and her superiors; she doesn't have an internal option that looks like that, because she doesn't have internal labels on the traitorous parts."

"Hence the saying: Better a bad slave than a muddled one."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Saying it doesn't make it a saying. And declaring that you're honest with yourself doesn't make you so. I could keep going in this vein; you have a habit of declaring things and then pretending they're true. But if they are, then I suppose all the valuable insights will come out of your team, and your methods adopted more widely; and if, as I suspect, you're deluding yourself and blowing hot air and trying to run an organization in such a disorganized fashion it wouldn't work even among ilani, well, then it'll be good someone tried doing something different from that."









Asmodia: "Asserting lots of things with higher Splendour doesn't make them true either, even if you point to the other person dramatically and declare 'declaring things doesn't make them true' in every other sentence. It's a cutting accusation you can level just as easily at true declarations as false declarations, making it no evidence under the Law of Probability, all Splendour and no Validity. For me to argue in such a way, of course, would be betraying Cheliax by throwing 'entropy' and random noise into our deliberations. As a bad slave, rather than a muddled one, I have the option of choosing not to do that, you see."

"Well, just keep in mind, neither the Most High nor the Queen will be fooled by the part where you tackled a lot of easy problems using methodology that Keltham already explained to you and afterwards made out like you're a genius. Though I suppose all that Splendour has to be good for something, like selling whatever easy results you get as being incredibly difficult ones. Yes yes, my declaring this indeed does not make it so; nor will whatever you declare in response be true only because you say it."

Asmodia has a hidden card here; she does not know any details of the Shadow Project already working to develop reserved Chelish advantages, but Asmodia knows that it exists. Whatever Avaricia claims to be the results of her own genius and methods will be inevitably surprise-compared to however far the Shadow Project gets in equivalent time. Avaricia will be compared to a more rigorous metric of controlled experiment than she is expecting, and that little internal twist that leads her to oversell her results will not, in fact, impress her superiors.

As for the Sevar loyalists, Asmodia is indeed not giving much in the way of orders, which she supposes looks to old-school Asmodeans like 'nothing being done'. But Asmodia has identified better roads as the actual next key step in Chelish economic progress - because roads enable more surviving children to go into more towns, instead of requiring towns to be higher density until more people get sick; and roads allow professional specialists to travel to more places. Asmodia is trying to figure out cheaper ways of roadbuilding despite Keltham not having described any such, which is, in fact, a more difficult task than anything the Project or Shadow Project has ever tried before. And Willa Shilira has her own ideas and her own newly recruited minions taking orders from her; and the two of them have written down in advance their disagreements about methodology; and the ilani are, unlike some Asmodeans, actively helping one another and not just obeying orders.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "You miss one thing, traitor, probably because being a traitor you can't even think of it. I'mnot trying to impress my superiors.I am trying topreserve my country.I am not playing for a pat on the head and a neighboring county; if we don't beat Keltham,we all die.



Also, roads are a stupid project, because Osirion's across the fucking sea, you fucking moron, and unless we win that the long term doesn't matter." This seems like a good place to depart with the rhetorical high ground, so she'll do that.









Asmodia: "Gonna be hard to win that using a slightly more advanced version of our ilani eight-year-old chemistry. What with Keltham just destroying the entire country if it starts a war, using the actually dangerous knowledge that real ilani have. The way, you know, Keltham said under truthspell that he would. You may forget that fact because it's not convenient to you, but I guarantee the Queen and Grand High Priestess think about it very regularly."

Departing in the middle of the argument may mean you can feel like you won, because the other person doesn't get to fire back at you. It doesn't actually stop somebody from articulating the real counterargument in front of an audience, after you've left and can't argue back.









Security: This sure is an interesting confrontation for the fate of Cheliax! Maybe Cheliax's soul too!

Obviously, in a case like this, the right thing for a Security to do is stay out of it and just do their jobs, so as to make it a fair contest won by the side with better research methodsharass whichever side they think deserves to lose!

Unless you're a Sevar loyalist, of course, in which case you know Sevar wouldn't approve of that sort of thing.

...this does create a certain unfortunate asymmetry, in a Project which now has a number of incredibly unsavory sex offenders extremely reliable Asmodeans on its enormous Security roster.









Asmodia: The Security does not, quite, dare to rape Asmodia, because Sevar is coming back and also because Cheliax is notquite that kind of country.

It does manage to ruin her day and Asmodia can now fairly and evenly say that this event has decreased her research productivity, to Cheliax's detriment.

Afterwards she'll go tell Elias Abarco he's got a disciplinary problem.









lintamande: Elias Abarco is not, particularly, a neutral observer in the Project's splintering. Sevar doesn't like him, see, so it's to his advantage for there to be someone who does.



"Oh, good afternoon, heretic and traitor. Welcome to no longer being on a super secret extra special project with the top Security in all of Cheliax assigned. It's not going to get better from here. If we go to war, it'll get worse. Do you want advice, or do you want to strut around highmindedly demanding that Cheliax be a completely different place that works the way the half-extrapolated dath ilan in your head works?"









Asmodia: "I mean, I don't actuallywant Cheliax to win, but I thought it was still in my interests to make my best possible showing on my side of the Project, while Cheliax inevitably ruins itself because current Asmodeanism is enormously self-destructive. If you've got advice saying that it's not in my own interests to serve Cheliax even that much, I'd be fascinated."

"Otherwise, it seems to me that my current fork is between 'Abarco does his job' and 'Asmodia goes from here to Maillol being able to honestly say that she did try the one person whose job it was, before bothering her superior, and got told that Abarco was putting his resentments against Sevar ahead of Cheliax's interests and the Queen's orders'. If you have a different take there, let's hear it."

Asmodia isn't speaking sharply, but she's not bothering to try to hide how angry she is from Abarco's level of Sense Motive.









lintamande: "That's not what you were told, and I would not recommend lying to Maillol about it. What you are being told is that you are going to need to become more competent if you want to successfully navigate having a power struggle over your Project, and you're going to need to eitherbecome vastly more competent orshut up about how you want to see Cheliax destroyedif you want Security to lay off you.

I do not, myself, have an infinite supply of competent staff who are trustworthy Asmodeans and not subject to corruption by all the nonsense around here, and the ones that do arebothered,by a strident little traitor running around saying how much she wants us all to die, and they are right to be bothered, and I'm not going to burn it out of them. I can, and will, keep them in line for a competent Asmodia who is doing the work of Hell, but if you're having tantrums I'm not going to expend further political capital to protect you from the fact those tantrums cost you support that you presently require."









Asmodia: "You know, if I hadclarity on that being what my superiorswanted from me I think I'd justdo it. It really ought to be Maillol to make a call like that, with Sevar gone. But if you on your own recognizance want to tell me that shutting up about certain truths is the price Cheliax needs me to pay for Cheliax's research projects proceeding unhindered by Chelish security, I will do it, because you have the power to hurt Cheliax's interests and I acknowledge that."

"If I do that, are you going to tell your people that Asmodia has been brought to heel, and to lay off the researchers so long as they're doing research and not speaking any heresy in front of them?"









lintamande: "I could be persuaded to tell them to lay off you personally, if you stop speaking treason and order your little following to stop as well."









Asmodia: And then of course they wouldn't obey her, if the benefit of that order is only Asmodia's personal protection.

"Abarco, all the researchers - on both sections of Project, for that matter - need to be working without Security harassment. That's what's good for Cheliax. Selective harrassment is not going to give Cheliax the fair experimental data that Cheliax requires about the relative productivity of different research methods, and if I try to adjust that by asking the Sevar loyalists in Security to harass Avaricia's section exactly equally with the per capita harassment we document ourselves, that's not good for Cheliax either. If you say we can all stop speaking treason and then you'll bring Security into line for all of us, that works fine. Giving you that much control doesn't significantly hurt Cheliax in the time it takes Sevar to get back."









lintamande: "So, firstly, I'm not sure it's true, that the girls will all do their best work if they're treated like precious porcelain dolls. That's how Sevar ran it, but you'll notice thatdidn't actually work.On most projects, if you fuck up, you get hurt, and if you don't arrange yourself protection, you get hurt, and if you don't have the slightest idea what game you're playing and just run around making enemies, you get hurt, and the people who have any potential at all manage to handle themselves. Sevar didn't come up in an environment where nothing bad happens as long as you behave yourself.

Secondly, you're going to find you have many fewer loyalists, if one of the prices of being a loyalist of yours is having to behave oneself like a fucking paladin.

Third, I don't have the staff under geases. I'm not authorized to kill one as an example to the others, not when we're preparing for a war on a third front. And I don't want to be seen to be siding with the traitors, which problem you'll only mostly solve by ceasing to vocally be a traitor."









Asmodia: "Are you telling me that youwon't solve this problem or that youcan't?"









lintamande: "I'm telling you that you're an adult, and you're going to have to solve your problems at least partially yourself, by not painting a target on your back, rather than by running to the nearest grownup to demand that you not be obliged to defend your own interests. Or, you know, get Maillol to order me to babysit you and the girls, which he hasn't."









Asmodia: It's hard, then, to control her anger enough to speak flatly.

"Believe it or not, Abarco, I am somebody who could,almost have been an Asmodean, in the sense that, I've realized after working for Sevar, I don't want to be in command, I want to be second-in-command, I want there to be somebody who gives me orders, and I want to be truly loyal to that person in exchange for a comfortable life. The part where I just do my fucking job really welland thenI actually get protected, I admit, is the un-Asmodean part. But if Cheliax can't manage to use somebody like me while facing somebody like Keltham, then Cheliax is fucked! If Cheliax can't manage to stop fireballing itself in the dick for the six and a half rounds required for Sevar to get back, it's not going to fail because Keltham turns a circle of the country into ash, it's going to fail - more embarrassingly!"

"You know, Abarco - no, sir, because I actually am asking you for advice, right now, sir - if you're giving me real advice, it would help for me to know what is the fucking plan, sir, how is Cheliax supposed to win like this? If even here on the Project we're just, indulging, all the most self-destructive aspects of the human misinterpretation of Asmodeanism, because devils wouldn't do this, sir, they'd cooperate as effectively as ilani would, at least the ones powerful enough to have names - and I don't know how to do thatbut I'm trying and I don't have anyorders telling me to try something else, sir!"









lintamande: "A very reasonable question.

I don't know the plan. I know what I see, and I can make some inferences from that, but I don't have the whole picture any more than you do. What I see is: we are going to lose if Keltham sets up in Osirion to invent weapons to deploy against us. We can't get there that fast ourselves. I thought we might invade Osirion the day they took him; why give them any more time to be ready? We didn't. One possibility is that it's worth the delay to wrap up in Nidal first, but Nidal's going to be a liability at least for a couple of years and we don't have that long. Another likely-looking possibility is that plans are underway to assassinate and soultrap Keltham in the next week or two. Then we're not fighting Keltham, and we're just trying to conquer the world against the world's inevitable, half-assed efforts to coordinate against that. The third possibility is that in the assessment of our superiors, Keltham won't actually be able to make headway in Osirion and won't stop Cheliax from growing in power.

We aren't going to invent weapons good enough to be decisive in a war that happens in the next few months. I notice that you're not even working on weapons at all, and I do suspect that's because you're a traitor. So the question is which of the projects happening here has the most potential to turn into a valuable contributor to Cheliax's conquest of a Keltham-free, or Keltham-ineffectual, Golarion.

Cheliax is expanding spellsilver production, and I expect they think that Sevar, even if she comes back broken, won't come back too broken to make her little item manufacture aids. Soon we'll control territory we've never held even in our glory days - Nidal - and we'll be rich beyond the imaginings of our ancestors, and our soldiers will be well enough armed and equipped to achieve whatever objectives they're next pointed at.

From the fact that our superiors did not tell us to run this project like we're Lastwall, or even like we're Osirion, and from the fact Sevar is being tortured horribly for a length of time that people really don't come back from, I think they're not too impressed with the progress made under Sevar's leadership. I can only assume that's why they're entertaining all you unbearable teenagers. And friction like this does give people the chance to demonstrate that they're either competent to operate in Cheliax, or that they aren't; that's worth a couple lost days, under some assumptions about how we win here.

You're not supposed to break, Asmodia. You're supposed to grow up. You're not supposed to put up with self-destructive behavior; you're supposed to punish it. You're not supposed to squabble with Avaricia like a couple of five year olds yelling 'not me, you!', you're supposed to crush her. This is a test, and I think they have those in dath ilan."









Asmodia: Asmodia opens her mouth to demand angrily how much Abarco wants tobet that Sevar doesn't come back whole, because, to break Sevar would be stupid beyond imagining -

- but there's reflexes installed into ilani, to not bet before being sure of their odds, and Asmodia realizes with a vertiginous horror that they might be that stupid. Because the fourth possibility is thatnobody has any plans, and that nothing makes sense in the first place.

Her mouth operates on its own, as Asmodia tries to deal with this sudden inner panic. "How the fuck am I supposed to crush Avaricia, sir, leaving aside the question of how that serves Cheliax? Get one of Sevar's loyalists in Security to buy a scroll of Plane Shift and send her to Abaddon? Because I model that as actually pissing off our superiors, and anything short of that just makes Avaricia angry and escalates a war between Project factions that Cheliax can't win."









lintamande: Shrug. "Personally if I were trying to crush Avaricia I'd start by seducing her, but that's just me. You're the genius ilani, and it's your test, not mine."









Asmodia: "Translation: There isn't actually any way and you know that. Do you have any actual advice for me about how an adult deals with this situation, sir?"









lintamande: "It is my sincere hope that you continue ignoring and willfully misinterpreting all the good advice you get, for the rest of your short life, until you crash and burn and go to Hell, traitor. I have no further advice."









Asmodia: "Then you're fucking useless to Cheliax, and I hope that Sevar, who isn't going to break because that's not how any tropes work, sends you off to endure whatever punishment she got so you can break within your first hour, sir."









lintamande: At that he lights her on fire.









Asmodia: Asmodia would like to say that she stands there stoically and takes it, but in fact after a round she cries out and tries to put herself out.









lintamande: "Oh, you're really going to enjoy Hell, traitor," he says, and lets her put herself out before her clothes are destroyed entirely, since they do in fact still want her working on the project and all.









Asmodia: Then she'll head over to Maillol with her clothing half-ruined, a nice walking metaphor for the state of the Project with nobody in control of anything.

(Asmodia had, in fact, estimated that her future job would be easier if she could say, here's what happened when I tried talking to the one person whose job it was -)









Ferrer Maillol: "Asmodia, your superiors are not stupid. Abarco wouldn't have lit on you on fire if he wasn't confident that a transcript of the situation wouldn't justify that decision to me, and you getting yourself lit on fire on purpose won't particularly impress me."









Asmodia: "Are you, in fact, going to order Security to lay off researchers who are trying to work, sir?"









Ferrer Maillol: "You know me well enough to know exactly how much I want to do that, Asmodia, but Subirachs wouldn't back me on it, and, let's be very clear here,Subirachs has a point. Sevar's absence is an opportunity to shake out the Project and find out what its natural structure looks like under ordinary Asmodeanism when we're not trying to force anything. If it ends up looking miserable, Security won't have a platform to stand on when Sevar storms back in and says she's rearranging things."

"And watch your fucking tone. Last warning."









Asmodia: Asmodia will askpolitely,then, about whether there's any sort of plan, or any sort of orders for her, or any advice on how an adult should behave in this situation given that, hypothetically,Asmodia was actually trying to do her job or even justbe loyal to Carissa Sevar.









Ferrer Maillol: Give up, lose hope, and endure... for slightly less than a month. It's not going to kill her, seriously. If Asmodia can't handle this incredibly tiny amount of adversity she is genuinely not suited to hold power in Cheliax.









Asmodia: Asmodia no longer wishes to hold power in Cheliax. She wants to serve somebody like Sevar, in some position of justly earned pride, and be protected by her superior in exchange for doing her job with pride and competence.









Ferrer Maillol: Every manager in Cheliax is holding their power in a position of service to someone above. You don't get to serve with as much power as Asmodia was given, without being able to defend it.









Asmodia: So the new Cheliax doesn't get to have any competent researchers, unless those researchers are also able to defend themselves from their own Security on Chaotic projects? No competent research managers, unless those managers have the separate and additional skill of being able to win a political game that looks frankly unwinnable? Is the plan also thatOsirion does this to themselves too, to keep that contest fair?









Ferrer Maillol: "The plan is that you shut up and do your job. Try to win the game, stay quiet and endure for a few weeks, either's fine by me, but you're trying my patience, Asmodia."

"And the fact is, the Asmodean system isn't perfect, but it'sbetter. If you'd seen the useless wastes of space in other countries that get appointed by their superiors as pets, who don't have to be strong enough to defend themselves except by appealing to their boss, you'd understand exactly why Asmodeus's tyranny has to work the way it does."









Asmodia: "Sir. I would like the same deal Ione Sala got. I work for Cheliax as an outsider, Security doesn't light me on fire."









Ferrer Maillol: "Ione Sala had her curse. What the fuck do you think you have in the way of leverage?"









Asmodia: "That I am, in fact, one of the Trope Girls. That with Ione and Sevar gone, I'm the only person here who even begins to understand the theory of that, unless Aspexia Rugatonn takes personal charge. That all this insanity is messing with the story in ways that the Most High should have needed to approve. That Abrogail Thrune promised Keltham that everything he valued in Cheliax would still be here waiting for his return, which includes not only Sevar but me. If I just stop working, now that the basic deal has been broken under which I was previously working for Sevar and the Grand High Priestess - you can torture me into starting again, yes, but it will, in fact, break me. Which deprives the Project of my actual and effective research, and destroys the Queen's plan to have everything Keltham wants here for him, and also destroys my usefulness to Aspexia Rugatonn's plan to produce her successor -"

Asmodia stops, then, because Maillol is writing something.









Ferrer Maillol: It's an order of torment, to be taken at some point during the next week. Exactly as bad as the most severe punishment Asmodia had during her time in Ostenso, which Maillol has looked up, before this; because he doesn't want to break Asmodia, but he guessed that this point in time would come.

"Don't get this taken any time you need to do something important the next day, or anything at all in the next few hours," Maillol says, because you would not think adults could need to be told this, but Carissa Sevar has expanded his grasp of the possible.









Asmodia: "You're making a terrible -"









Ferrer Maillol: "Shut up."









Asmodia: "I resign."









Ferrer Maillol: "No you don't, and get an extra thirty lashes some other day."









Asmodia: Asmodia takes the sheet of paper and walks out of the office, not quite able to control the trembling of her body; from anger, horror, and sheer seething hatred of everything to do with Cheliax.


She thought, going into that office, that she didn't have to put up with this, she has the Gardens of Erecura, and it's not like she wantsCheliax to have the benefit of her research...





...whywas she still here?









Iarwain:









Asmodia: ...Korva. That's what was holding her here, with old bargains broken, and Keltham gone, and her unknown purpose ended.









Iarwain:









Keltham: "Think I can figure out how to get most of my questions into a Commune, and I wouldn't really want to trust most of those questions to outside assurances anyways, but three questions I have that don't fit or that I need asked first."

"One, what exactly did Abadar buy from Asmodeus about me, and what did Abadar pay?"

"Two, what exactlyare the procedures for terminating your process in Axis? Is there by any chance a cooldown procedure that lasts a hundred years during which your mind starts to change already, or do you have to talk to a mind-healer and get their approval, or does Axis figure that anybody under their first thousand years or beneath INT 25 isn't competent enough to make that decision? Do I get to terminate myself, as myself, unaltered, and move on to the next reality, as soon as I get to Axis and request that? If I overshoot on Good to be certain of avoiding Hell, and end up in Heaven instead, does that change things? This story has made clear that if I'm not sufficiently paranoid, the story considers itself entitled to burn me."

"Three, does a Commune let a deity read the mortal's state of mind in order to get the questions' real meaning? And if so, do they get a bunch of my side-thoughts or memories or whatnot."

"Oh, and if whatshisname the Abadaran seventh-circle from Absalom is still here, I need to talk to him again about possible information hazards to Osirian priests of Abadar."









Prince Fe-Anar: "You'll want to ask the pharaoh to send you a letter with the closest to a precise translation for mortals as can be got, but I was told that He paid, approximately, for you to not end up soul-trapped/maledicted such that we couldn't resurrect you, or prevented from leaving Cheliax or reaching Osirion, or tortured or enchanted or mind-altered or traumatized into not being someone who we could pay to teach us about Abadar.



There are thousands of cities in Axis; their laws are different from each other. They're not hard to get between. I can't imagine they impose a lot of nonsense - also, are you sure about this 'next reality' thing, it seems quite likely that doesn't work -"









lintamande: "In Aktun, if you want to cease to be, you can do it yourself with weapons readily available for purchase," one of the priests volunteers. "I -reallythink that's a bad idea."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Do you know about Heaven?"









lintamande: "No."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Commune does involve your god reading your mental state in order to understand what questions you're asking. You could have someone else ask, if you were worried about that."









lintamande: "Though obviously Abadar wouldn't use things he learned from you during negotiations against you, that's not - being someone it's safe and good for humans to trade with," adds the priest.









Prince Fe-Anar: "And you can send for the fellow from Absalom by handing a letter to any of the staff - they're in the uniforms, so you can pick them out -"









Keltham: "Commune always counts as negotiations? Are you sure? How do you know?"









lintamande: "With humans, Abadar has to interpret His obligations broadly, because any finer distinction He makes will be lost on us. Every communication we have with Him that's not specifically and legibly intended some other way is treated like it's negotiations, even if our own intent in our hearts is muddy, because that way negotiations can happen even if someone hasn't any idea how to specify them."









Keltham: "Sounds reasonable. I have just had, some, really unpleasant experiences of late, with not making too much of a social fuss, and wanting to not set the bar too high for my hosts telling me it will be okay, and accepting surface appearances that I should really be safe unless something incredibly exotic and complicated is going wrong behind the scenes. You know? That's just a kind of reasoning, a way of thinking, that has now been demonstrated not to work for Keltham in Golarion. I either check every possible case, and don't just, go along with what sounds reasonable, or the story burns me to teach me not to try that again."









lintamande: "You are acting very reasonable, and can ask as many questions as you want. You can get those assurances in writing, if you want, with citations to theological texts, though I don't know the citations offhand."









Keltham: That's probably about as far as Keltham can go in establishing an apparent explanation if he later Atones to Neutral Evil Keltham is not thinking about that in words right now.

Keltham will send a question in writing to the pharaoh, about what Abadar paid for, about whether Abadar paid for an expectedly-sufficient effort or for ongoing correction by Asmodeus as required, whether (in the former case) this outcome was within Abadar's requested specs, whether this outcome was within Abadar's expectations, whether any other gods contributed to that negotiation and Keltham also owes them anything, in what currency Abadar paid Asmodeus and if the amount of it can be at all quantified.

And then Keltham will go talk to whatshisname, the seventh-circle out of Absalom, if he's still here, and otherwise any high-ranking priest of Abadar who's from Absalom or failing that not-Osirion.









lintamande: Khemet sends over everything they know; it was a specification over ultimate outcomes, no ongoing correction, this outcome He increasingly thinks was not within requested specs, though not outside the range of possible outcomes of a mortal running around doing things even if they're not being manipulated and harmed. Nethys also contributed to Keltham getting extra spell circles; Abadar thinks Nethys did this for omniscient Nethys reasons (that it would predictably lead somewhere Nethys wanted) and not as a bargain with Keltham (and also it's unclear if the extra spell circles have in fact been a service to Keltham; they may have been relevant to the timing of the godwar and to [human aspect of Abadar speculating here, it's not the kind of thing the god aspects track] Sevar's promotion to lead the Project). Abadar paid Asmodeus in resources the gods use for intervention; it was perhaps 50-100x costlier than making a first-circle cleric.



Temos Sevandivasen is happy to speak again with Keltham.









Keltham: "I've run across a thought that I'm worried is an infohazard to Osirian priests of Abadar, as in, would break their connection to Abadar if they learned it. I do not have a lot of information with which to guess whether thoughts like that are silly, because I don't know what breaks a cleric connection, or how fragile they are,"or what people could correctly, narrowly, specifically infer if Keltham's own not thinking about that.

"Can I talk with you about that under a safe presumption that if the info actually looks dangerous, it doesn't get back to Osirion, including indirectly by you telling others in Absalom who leak it?"









lintamande: "Yes, absolutely."









Keltham: Which implies, though not perfectly, that Security isn't listening to this conversation. Good general info to have.

"The address I originally used to call up Abadar implies that he's the god of - a specific, obvious, overdetermined thing if you know the math of that thing, the god of agents voluntarily coordinating to move to multi-agent-optimal equilibria, and fairly dividing the gains that result. Abadar is the god of doing that because it's in your utilityfunction, your values, not because it's useful. The god of playing honorably, even with trade partners who can't enforce that by being able to predict you and refusing to cooperate if they predict you'll defect."

"What's going on in Osirion with their treatment of women is unambiguously not that. It may be keeping both men and women out of Hell or the Maelstrom, though I don't really understandwhy, but Abadar's not the god of keeping people out of Hell, Iomedae is."

"What Osirion is doing may be, I don't know personally, but it could be, actually the right thing they need to do in that situation, to keep people out of Hell or the Maelstrom. But to the extent you understand Abadar's math it's unambiguously not Abadar's thing. The women aren't receiving a fair share of the gains they're producing and the economy isn't being run on a basis where it - starts from agents doing their own best acts as individuals- not starts temporally, starts as a baseline for negotiations - and then they decide to coordinate together to move to a better place than that and split the gains fairly."

"If Osirian priests already know that, or if learning that won't break their connection to Abadar, then this can be a short conversation."









lintamande: " - I think they know they're falling short of what Abadar wants, but - trying to move more towards it. I suppose it might be a problem for someone who realized they aren't trying to move more towards it, that they'd prefer this, but - I'd expect them to have more faith in Abadar than that. Certainly I think this would have occurred to Osirian leadership, even if they can't nail down precisely what Abadar is."









Keltham: "All right. That sounds like I should maybe, not expose all of the top Osirian priests all at once, but like it'sprobably going to be okay."

"This may not be the last time I run into this issue. Whatdoes it take to shatter the bond with Abadar, if not the realization that you're deliberately serving Good over Abadar's interests?"









lintamande: " - well, intending not to trade fairly with people, I'd expect. Cheating them, deceiving them. Abadar doesn't pay us to take His interests as our own, even if He is paying us for advancing them, but - He does need His priests to be people you canexpect won't put their goals ahead of trading fairly,whatever those goals are."









Keltham: "And if somebody still intends to keep to their honest trading, but realizes they're just straight-up not on Abadar's side anymore, apart from that? They've gone full Aroden or Iomedae, keeping whatever bargains they make themselves, but only promoting Abadar's interests insofar as it serves the interests of mortals or helps end the Evil afterlives?"









lintamande: "I wouldn't worry that Abadar will reject you for that, son. His interests are His lookout, not yours; if you deal fairly with all who would deal with you, then that's the really important thing."









Keltham: "Hypothetically, suppose I take my profits owed to me under my compact with Cheliax, then turn their country into ash without warning."









lintamande: " - well, I would have to say that it seems to me that murdering people is not, especially, dealing fairly with them. And we are in fact instructed not to war except in self-defense. It's something of a special case, since under what circumstances a people will go to war is important to be able to predict about them, if you want to avoid wars."









Keltham: "That's because it's contrary to Abadar's nature to threaten people into working with you. Or eliminate options they had that benefited you less, in order to steer them onto a course that benefits you more, if they're then foolish enough to take their nearsightedly-self-interested-act in response to your doing that. People from Golarion can't tell the difference between glassing Cheliax as threat, and glassing Cheliax as a thing you decided to do without that being an attempt to force them into anything, so Abadar just tells you not to do all of it."

"I can tell the difference. Hence the specification about my just destroying the country without warning."









lintamande: "I do not think that Abadar would maintain a cleric relationship with someone who goes around committing mass murders. I think of that as an extension of the commitment to - fair trading - and I'm unsure, if there's some way that mass murders are fair trading, about whether it'd apply, but -

- but it seems to me that it's really obviously not dealing fairly with someone to annihilate them for your own purposes."









Keltham: "Huh. Not as I understand the logic of Coordination, they'd just be paving stones you were stepping on instead of agents you were coordinating with at all."

"Well, either there's more to Abadar than I understood myself, or less to him than you think. Abadar paid Asmodeus to try to have me teach Osirion, which, again, I intend to do, but that payment to Asmodeus would be expected to result in some number of people going to Hell, which seems noticeably worse than just killing somebody for your own purposes."









lintamande: "I don't.... think so? There's a difference between selling knives, which someone could then on their own go use to stab an innocent person for profit, and stabbing innocent people for your own gain yourself. And I think it is - profoundly not in the nature of Abadar - to treat any being as a paving stone rather than an agent that can be traded with in its own right."









Keltham: "You are drawing some distinction that is not in the math I know. If I sold Cheliax a weapon that I expected them to use to glass Lastwall, I would be treating Lastwall as a paving stone, because if I actually cared I obviously wouldn't sell Cheliax the weapon."

"I'm not seeing how to reconcile your view with Abadar trading with Asmodeus. Abadar, probably, expected there to be more fair trading, in the end, than if Abadar hadn't made that bargain, but it also tossed some number of expected people into Hell, and they wouldn't get any of the gains from the trade either. That seems consistent only with the view of Abadar sometimes doing things that benefit Abadar's interests and squash mortals, providing that Abadar isn't coordinating with the mortals who got squashed. Abadar is still viewing those mortals as agents that can trade with each other, and whose fair trade he values even when it's not with him. But Abadar's not trading with those mortals unfairly, in the course of giving Asmodeus the resources to damn them, he's trading with Asmodeus."









lintamande: "Ensuring you didn't get mind-controlled very much reduces the number of beings in Hell, compared to if Abadar had not traded with Asmodeus at all!"









Keltham: "Doubt either of those gods knew that at the time. Otherwise, Abadar sure shit all over Asmodeus in the course of paying Asmodeus way less than Abadar putatively knew I was worth to Asmodeus."









lintamande: " - well, yes! Because that's how Asmodeus likes to conduct trades!"









Keltham: "If Abadar had that kind of asymmetrical information advantage he would have paid to deliver me directly to Osirion -"

"Sorry, I forgot I was in a civilized country. It sounds like a Commune could maybe settle this question, do you want to bet on it in advance of asking?"









lintamande: "Sure, but we'll have to figure out a specification. I doubt Abadar knew exactly how valuable you were, but I imagine He knew much more than He let on in negotiating with Asmodeus, because Asmodeus prefers negotiations where the parties keep some secrets."









Keltham: "Did Abadar expect that the trade he was making with Asmodeus would result in fewer mortals going to Hell... no, there could've been some offset where the Abyss loses a lot and Hell gains a little. Did Abadar expect fewer mortals going to all Evil afterlives... no, Abadar might've expected population growth. I'd ask about net injury to all mortal interests, but I don't expect Abadar to have a clear definition of that, unless Abadar can read what I really mean out of my mind?"









lintamande: "I doubt Abadar has a clear definition of that. You could ask, for a random citizen of Golarion, whether Abadar thinks they'd have paid Him to make or not make that deal, with the information Abadar had at the time? But I don't know if He'll know the answer to that either."









Keltham: "Did Abadar expect a higher percentage of all mortals going to Evil afterlives as a result of making that trade with Asmodeus, even if it was only a very small fraction, like if Asmodeus would make a few more first-circle clerics that way."









lintamande: " - I mean, I'd expect it to also matter a great deal to Abadarwhythe mortals went to Evil afterlives. If it's because Asmodeus invented some new Evil activity which mortals enjoy so much they're willing to knowingly and with full information be damned about it, then - fine?"









Keltham: "And what percentage of the people in Evil afterlives are there for reasons like that, where they got a fair share of gains, sufficient to offset their real loss from being tortured forever?"









lintamande: "I don't know. I'd imagine not very many of them, but people do surprise me with their willingness to do things they'll be judged Evil for without really all that much reason as I see it. I imagine from Abadar's perspective it's an even harder question to answer."









Keltham: "In hypothetical dath ilan minus 6 Intelligence points, the vast majority of people doing Evil things and going to Evil afterlives about that, are doing that because they are nearsighted and stupid. Is it very different in Golarion, because of masochists, submissives, people who would enjoy Hell much more than dath ilani would?"









lintamande: " - no, it's because they're nearsighted and stupid, I think, for the most part. I am not sure that Abadar thinks that their informed trades don't count if their reason is 'they're nearsighted and stupid' - after all, from His perspective, we all are."









Keltham: "Then I cannot, in the next six seconds, figure out how to factor that into a bet on whether Abadar expected a higher total fraction of mortal beings in Evil afterlives as a result of executing that trade with Asmodeus. We could ask whether Abadar's payment to Asmodeus came with any specifications that Asmodeus not use it to the net disadvantage of mortals."









lintamande: "Fair. I don't particularly expect He did that, though I suppose if it were cheap to ask it'd be a strong sign of - whatever you're looking for."









Keltham: "I am trying to figure out whether Abadar cares, and whether Abadar sometimes in the service of his own interests trades with Asmodeus in a way that causes more mortals to end up as paving stones in Hell."

"Do you have any test youdo expect to turn up positive, as a strong sign about that?"









lintamande: "Setting aside that I think in Hell mortals mostly turn into devils not paving stones, it seems unlikely that is nevera consequence of trades Abadar makes - including trades He makes with many many entities other than Asmodeus. Presumably sometimes He clerics someone who is going to start a hugely prosperous trading empire but whose co-founder is going to buy a lot of slaves as a result or something. But as the world gets richer, there'll be much less of that, and eventually mortals will be rich enough to just get what we want - or at least that's presumably the hope.

You could ask Abadar whether He thinks mortals, when we're richer and more knowledgeable, will want to trade with Him more or less?"









Keltham: "That's not the key question from my standpoint."

"I am trying to determine - if I owe Abadar - what I would owe a dispassionate alien thing that traded with Hell's god for exactly as much protection as would ensure the mortal got to say a few things to Osirion eventually, or if I owe Abadar - at least a little of what I would owe to a friend -"

"This conversation has gone beyond the original infohazard, I note, and I free you to say whatever of this in your own best judgment should be said to Osirion."









lintamande: "I don't know what it's like to be Abadar. He keeps trying to tell us, and not really succeeding. I suppose that I think - the fact He keeps trying - the fact He keeps the things we make with our hands - suggests, to me, that whatever it's like to be Abadar, it's not at all indifferent about whether humans end up getting to grow up and be rich."









Keltham: "Noted."









Keltham: "I admit to being surprised that - just trading honestly yourself is enough to be a cleric of Abadar? I would've expected that you had to consider yourself aligned with Abadar's interests at least a little."









lintamande: "I think - Abadar's interests are interests almost every human shares. He wants the world and the people in it to be prosperous, He wants people to have longer lives so they learn more and are more informed, He wants there to be courts of law, so that the resolution of disputes is predictable and not violent. It is hard for me to imagine a person who shares little to nothing of what Abadar wants but still deals fairly."









Keltham: "I think you are sliding at least a little into arguing Abadar's case, and what I need to know here are the mechanics of staying a cleric."









lintamande: Shrug. "It is hard for me to distinguish between 'you need not be aligned with Abadar' and 'you need to be slightly aligned with Abadar but in a way humans near-inevitably are'."









Keltham: "There isn't abstract knowledge about this because of how it works for other clerics?"









lintamande: "Clerics definitely have to be at least somewhat aligned with their god! The question is whether trading fairly counts as being sufficiently aligned with Abadar."









Keltham: "Ihope it does not work that way, then, because it would be horrifying that Abadar can't just make most people clerics, unless he can and that's how you know."









lintamande: " - Abadar can't make most people clerics and most people don't in fact value trading fairly even with entities that can't stand up for themselves. - also you do have to be within an alignment step of Him, I assume you know that."









Keltham: "I've been told, but I'mdefinitely not going to shape my life based on what some ancient alien arbitrarily defined as 'Lawful' or 'Chaotic' or whatever, and if that breaks my connection to Abadar then too bad."









lintamande: " - that's understandable and I wouldn't expect you to do differently, I just didn't want you to be taken by surprise. Anyway, I think people who want to trade fairly, with everyone, even entities that you could just give orders, even entities that are too stupid to understand the deal, are very rare, and Abadar usually clerics them."









Keltham: "It shouldn't have been that rare, is what I'd like to say, and yet now I'm thinking about how maybe you also get kicked out of that category if you - give orders, to somebody who you could just give orders, becausefewer children end up in Hell that way. I wouldn't break an oath, wouldn't break acompact, for that reason, because then all possibility of coordination falls apart, but - an unfair contract that doesn't send enough children to Hell? I'm - not sure, any more, about - where I fall - on that -"

"Does it count for anything in Abadar's sight if you only deal unfairly with, things that deal unfairly with other people? Only shit on somebody in a compact using asymmetrical information, if they're the sort of person who, threatened other people, kept a slave..."









lintamande: "That's a question where I'd want to reflect before giving you counsel, rather than giving the first answer that comes to mind.

I have some thoughts that would shape an answer, but don't constitute one.

Abadar does deal differently with Asmodeus than with Iomedae, but Asmodeus knows that,and I think that might be important.

I think that a person who gave themselves license to cheat others if the others were sufficiently badly behaved would end up deciding nearly everyone counted as badly behaved, because it was convenient for them to believe and they could find enough justification.

I think that dealing unfairly is a habit, and not a good one to get into.

I think that Abadar, if He wanted, could look at any mortal, including you or me, and see something that makes us objectively not an entity worth trading fairly with, but He doesn't, and I'm glad He doesn't."









Keltham: "I don't think he'd have been able to see anything like that about me when I arrived in Golarion. Dath ilan, doesn't hurt people, like Golarion does, doesn't present them with choices like that, we don't set things up so people can benefit from being unfair."

"Now - I don't know."

"Maybe I should only be trading with Lawful Evil people who know to expect Asmodean contracts from me, so that this story can't force me to betray them like I got betrayed. There would be a literary symmetry, if, after the first arc was about my getting betrayed, I got all set to guard against that happening to me again, only to find out, surprise, I've got to do something to betray Osirion after they were actually nice to me..."









lintamande: "I think that you are - damaging yourself, damaging your ability to accomplish your goals - by the way you're trying to force a conclusion about this, and you should probably give it a rest for a few months until you feel more grounded and less like you're in a story that is trying to orchestrate specific dilemmas. And I think that doing awful things to avoid being forced into doing awful things is a terrible, dumb plan."









Keltham: "Is teaching Osirion for free and not accepting any payment from non-Evil students, or maybe only taking money from my compact with Cheliax, and buying magic items and scrolls from - Razmiran, say, under advance warning that they should comport themselves as if trading with an Asmodean rather than an Abadaran - an awful thing on a level where I should not do that just to protect myself against having to betray a trading partner?"









lintamande: "....no? We will probably...track how much we would have paid you, to pay you if you later decide that this isn't actually achieving whatever result you hoped for."









Keltham: "I cannot physically stop you from doing that but I wish you wouldn't. If I survive all this and stay in Golarion, I'll have enough money for myself, period, and I don't think Abadarans would spend excess money beyond that very differently from the sort of things I'd spend it on. I mean, except in the sense I know some better investments, and if that's how it works out, you can hire me as an investment advisor at that time."

"But I think that, given the way this story has been playing out, you are not helping me achieve my goals by shortsightedly trying to set me up in an environment of - people trying to be nice to me. You aren't seeing the - way things would be expected to play out, in the future, given how they've played out in the past, after I materialized in Golarion at a point in space and time that was clearly selected to set particular future events in motion."

"The more you set up astory situation where you are trying to be nice to Keltham, the more you are, under some possible ways this could be happening, potentially setting up a plot twist where you do not get what you hoped for about that."









lintamande: "If the only way Osirion could defeat Cheliax was to lie to you and treat you badly, then Osirion will lose to Cheliax, because it won't do that. It's not about being good to you producing some good result, it's about that being the way that every person should relate to every other, whatever it gets them."









Keltham: "I am not suggesting Osirion do that! I am trying to avoid a situation where anybody ends up doing that by not having these sorts of expectations around for the story to break!"









lintamande: "I don't think that reasoning like you're in a story is a good idea even if you are. I think it's damaging and self-fulfilling, and there are many possible stories. But I'll feel better about it if you give yourself some time to start to recover from your experiences in Cheliax first."









Keltham: "Last story arc had an invisible clock ticking the entire time, when I was telling myself that I could check the remaining shreds of checkable Conspiracy probability later after I hadmore knowledge and was more acclimated to Golarion. There are processes going on in the world right now, Cheliax snowballing on manufacturing headbands, it's not even areasonable surprise if I get told afterwards that, sorry, actually every day mattered."









lintamande: "Yep, time matters for many of our going concerns. But also, you are worse than useless right now, so you should take your time even though time matters," Temos says flatly.









Keltham: A very reasonable interpretation of the evidence Keltham has given them.

"Your advice is noted. Now if you'll excuse me, it has just occurred to me I need to go schedule a conversation, one that needs to happen literally as soon as possible to cut off an obvious Chelish path to victory."

"You are, again, released to discuss all of this conversation with Osirion, exercising your own judgment about how to treat anything potentially infohazardous."









lintamande: "...understood. Good luck, Keltham."









Keltham: Off he goes.

Keltham needs to talk to the highest-circle cleric of Iomedae that can potentially be obtained on short notice, possibly including by somebody Greater Teleporting to Lastwall or Mendev or wherever to get them.









lintamande: There's a small delegation here specifically to talk to him, but if he wants the highest-circle cleric that's...probably Queen Galfrey of Mendev. Who is probably going to be somewhat reluctant to come to Osirion, can this be done over a scry or anything?









Keltham: ...'Queen Galfrey' sounds like she might be an overly predictable info-target, if she's literallythe highest-circle cleric.

How about if Keltham describes the basic situation to one Osirian in a position of authority who's pretty unlikely to be kidnapped for that information, and then they decide how to put him in touch with a slightly lesspredictable high-circle cleric of Iomedae, very quickly?









lintamande: Sure.









Keltham: Great. Even if Abadar's bargain with Asmodeus still prevents Cheliax from kidnapping or Maledicting Keltham, which is, possibly, something else that should be asked about if it hasn't been asked already, there might be other world actors with an interest in not having Keltham destroy circles carved out of Cheliax.

Keltham needs to do his best to dump his guess about how to destroy circular sections of country, into an Iomedan cleric sworn not to use that info without permission from Keltham. Unless Keltham is taken off the gameboard, by non-Iomedan forces, in which case Iomedae's adherents are free to do whatever they want with that info and are specifically encouraged to use it to destroy Cheliax if Cheliax makes trouble.

It should not be easy for adversaries to guess which cleric of Iomedae has this info.









lintamande: - the cleric of Abadar nods seriously, looks absolutely miserable, and says he can get a somewhat arbitrarily selected sixth circle cleric of Iomedae here in ten minutes, and that that's the kind of agreement a cleric of Iomedae would keep.









Keltham: ...can Keltham divide the knowledge into two portions, such that it's only dangerous when two oathsworn clerics combine the pieces?

It doesn't seem like the sort of thing you could reasonably do with the knowledge underlying - no, wait, he's being dumb.

"Please get me a book, any book, that wouldn't look at all out of place or unusual in that Iomedan cleric's home library, preferably without anybody else observing which book you took. And having the cleric here in half an hour, instead of ten minutes, is fine, because I need to write things down anyways. With very strong guarantees about nobody watching me write."









lintamande: Here's a leather-bound book about the First Crusade.

"For an absolute assurance no one is watch you or could get authorization to do so I will need to put a request to the pharaoh. I'll do that now."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: He will swear that no one is permitted to read over Keltham's shoulder, that He thinks He'd know if anyone could, and that scrying within the Dome is supposed to be impossible, plus they'll have Mage's Private Sanctum up which is also categorically sufficient against non-gods.









Keltham: He'll write down, one-time-pad encrypted and in Baseline, four guesses for Wish phrasings that will conjure antimatter, along with some half-assed calculations about how to adjust the numerical parameters to destroy different sizes of map circle, plus a lot of explanation about what the phrasings mean, the underlying equations implying the existence of antimatter and how to anchor the meaning of those terms in observable reality. Once decrypted, you're going to want a wizard to understand that math, and you might be further helped by checking in with Ione Sala if nobody else around understands concepts like electrical charge and quantum spin already.

If that doesn't work, try squeezing a lot of hydrogen together, or conjuring it in tight proximity to itself. Here's three guesses at a Wish phrasing that'll do that...

If that doesn't work, try conjuring a relativistic projectile, careful where it's aimed at, but pointing it towards the center of mass for Golarion seems like it should unambiguously point 'down'...

...Wish phrasing that steers an asteroid into Cheliax, where Keltham has tried to phrase the Wish to put upper bounds on the mass and the impact velocity, but it's not impossible that something like this is what went wrong with the Starstone impact, and Wishes do have a reputation for going wrong, so maybe consider this one something of a very last resort. Probably still better than Cheliax taking over Golarion and becoming a factory for souls going to Hell, though.









lintamande: And sixth-circle cleric Koenraad Breker, of Lastwall, is urgently teleported to Osirion with a briefing that consists of 'the outsider who started the godwar wants you to talk with him about superweapons'.

He has not in fact been told, at all, about the outsider who started the godwar, but that's all right, he can take things in stride.









Keltham: Hi. Welcome to Keltham's life. It is, by Golarion standards, a complicated one.

Yada yada extremely serious oaths please yo.









lintamande: He will read over Keltham's requested oath wording, contemplate it thoughtfully, ask if the text of the oath is itself to be a secret, pray on it for a few minutes...









Iomedae:









lintamande: ....and swear to it.









Keltham: Right. If you combine this book and this sheet of paper, using a code that does not get written down, but should be simple enough to memorize, you get ten different guesses by Keltham at a Wish phrasing that could destroy Cheliax, or more generally, an arbitrary circle drawn on a map. They have adjustable parameters depending on how large a crater you want to create.

The sensible thing to do here, and what Cheliax should expect Keltham to do if they're modeling himalmost correctly, would be to pull in a high-circle wizard trusted of Iomedae, who knew what there was to be known about Wish phrasings, and have them work with Keltham on adjusting these.

Keltham cannot do this because he is in the middle of a complicated situation that he has not in fact decrypted, he has suspicions he's trying to not think about too hard, and he was told in a vision from Iomedae that Cayden Cailean might possibly have had good reasons for destroying Iomedae's intelligence apparatus in Cheliax which implies that they might be dealing with information hazardous to Iomedae Herself.

Keltham's current plan is that he's going to have to find out what's usually known about Wish phrasings on his own without any help from Iomedan or Abadaran forces. Afterwards he may hand over an improved set of Wish phrasings for destroying things. Until then, they're going to need to take the information here and work out on their own how to adjust the phrasing, if it comes to that. All this is to be understood as an emergency measure intended to prevent Cheliax fromdefinitely winningimmediately if somebody takes out Keltham permanently, and to make that Chelish victory be not a thing that is knowable to somebody predicting Keltham.









lintamande: ...understood. Wish phrasings he came up with himself almost definitely won't work but it does seem like they're a better starting point than nothing at all, and as an emergency measure they'll pull in everyone they can to improve on them.









Keltham: If Keltham is taken out and the info here is not understandable without context despite Keltham's best efforts, as would not be terribly surprising, they can hopefully ask Ione Sala, the Oracle of Nethys, currently findable in the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye. Ione is forbidden to help Keltham about anything that matters, but she may be able to help Iomedans.

If Ione Sala isn't allowed to help with this - unfortunately Keltham did not think of this fast enough to ask her - spend whatever resources are required to rescue Asmodia of Project Lawful from Cheliax. Carissa Sevar also has this knowledge, but will not willingly help destroy Cheliax, so only go for her instead if Asmodia is unreachable and you think you have sufficiently good mind control.









lintamande: "Or something sufficiently transformative short of destroying Cheliax - does she care who rules it?"









Keltham: "I straight-up do not know exactly what is up with Carissa. Ione might know better."









lintamande: "Do you want me to try to make sense of the information, in case that gives you ideas for what else to include here so that we can better reconstruct it? We could use Modify Memory or similar, afterwards, if you want to avoid the information being known by me."









Keltham: "Sounds like a doomed endeavor! Sure, let's try that. Couple of other notes first -"

In the event that Keltham gets removed from the gameboard, they should possibly consider trying to spring an ambush on Asmodeus, Urgathoa, or whichever other god is being most inconvenient to Iomedae's plans, by Wishing for some very dangerous material in vacuum containment that will automatically fail if magic is removed from it; which you could maybe drop onto the ninth layer of Hell, and create an explosion large enough to destroy whatever chunk of Asmodeus usually lives there. Less than a minute before they destroy Cheliax, would be the plan there, ideally; you can lose the advantage of surprise to a god in a few rounds, if you destroy Cheliax first, but an assault on Asmodeus shouldn't alert Cheliax as quickly.

Is Iomedae by any chance bound by known agreements, concessions, which would prevent Her from directly participating in a plan like that? Maybe even require Her to shut down a plan like that, if She learned of it?

Keltham also needs to write a testament giving over his Project Lawful shares to somebody not in Cheliax, if Keltham permadies. The pharaoh of Osirion is an obvious choice but Keltham is open to hearing how an Iomedan would be a better choice. Keltham is pretty sure that he is more aligned with Iomedae than Abadar; he's nowhere near as sure about the Pharaoh of Osirion versus the Queen of Mendev.









lintamande: Keltham could give the funds in trust to the pharaoh of Osirion and ask that they be spent according to Keltham's values, less a stewardship fee; that's the kind of thing Abadarans are good for. If it goes to Queen Galfrey it'll probably largely be spent funding a crusade, which is a good use of it but if there are new opportunities opened up by weird shenanigans she won't be particularly positioned to identify those except insofar as they're relevant to fighting the Worldwound.



You can only drop something on the ninth level of Hellfromthe eighth level of Hell; in this manner Asmodeus ensures He is very hard to take by surprise.



"....We have to destroy Hell, that is the highest priority for Good and for humanity. I cannot imagine Iomedae would have willingly agreed to promise not to destroy Hell, and I know that hypotheticals have been entertained under which we'd do it. I don't know most of the god-agreements that exist, and it's quite possible she's agreed not to do it under some particular sets of circumstances, but...what would be the point of a god of destroying Hell who isn't allowed to do it? ...more likely, there could be something Asmodeus is allowed to do if Iomedae does or enables that, which She thinks is sufficiently bad that it's worth Her not helping with the plan in order to avoid Asmodeus being permitted the retaliation."









Keltham: "I'll count that as a weak strike against my inchoate theories of what was actually going on with Iomedae and Nethys and Cayden Cailean, which I guess is not too surprising at this stage. Hell is the priority, not Abaddon or the Abyss or, obviously, Pharasma?"









lintamande: "Hell is more capable of organized opposition to us. I don't know if it's where the most suffering is, and it's not where the most soul-death is, but Abaddon looks to inevitably fall once we're powerful enough; Urgathoa or the Rat God or whoever doesn't have a plan for a stable victory of Neutral Evil. The Abyss is a horror but demon lords are weaker than gods, and don't see as far, and the wiser ones know perfectly well that when Good turns its eyes on them they'd better be prepared to run.

I understand the temptation to fight Pharasma but no one's put together a plan for that which even might work. And if we controlled all the afterlives and could resurrect people more readily then She wouldn't matter."









Keltham: "Please separate the concern of telling me what would be a good or bad thing to do, and let me worry about which things I can or can't do."









lintamande: "I'm not sure they're separable like that. Whether destroying Pharasma would be good depends on what you're in a position to replace her with."









Keltham: "I'll mark it down as 'it's complicated' and 'research Pharasma further before attempting to destroy It' which, frankly, I would probably have to do anyways. But you aren't telling me, for example, that destroying Pharasma is known or believed to immediately puncture the bubble of reality that It created?"









lintamande: "It is in fact believed to do that."









Keltham: "Noted."

"All right, let's try me explaining things to you in whatever time window of Modify Memory we're sure they can cover, once that's been set up."

"Oh, and if they ask you how I seem to be doing, please just don't answer, or say all information like that is covered by nondisclosure."









Iarwain:









Pilar : "Asmodia? If you want to talk to me, come talk to me. Do notsummon me to your room to deliver cake."









Asmodia: The cake's plain texture signals to her that her sponsors have nothing to say to her about any current plans she is considering.

"Sorry. I will keep that in mind from now on. Is there some amount of money I can pay you to make up for it?"









Pilar : "This isn't Osirion, Asmodia," and also Pilar has still not figured out anything she wants todo with money.









Asmodia: "We're ilani, though, and I'm not really sure how Actually Lawful Asmodeanism could realistically operate without, like, lots of people paying each other to do lots of things? There's theorems about it. It's justefficient that way."









Pilar : "Okay, that actually does strike me as - there has to be a more Asmodean way to do that than moving money around like in Osirion or dath ilan. Everyone owing everyone favors genuinely seems more Asmodean to me and, how can I put this, less soulless."









Asmodia: "Well, is there something I can do for you to make it up to you, then? Show that I meant no disrespect to your pride?"









Pilar : "What do youwant, Asmodia. Just get around to it instead of wastingmore of my time."









Asmodia: "So I was thinking that with Ione and Sevar both gone, there was nobody left on Project Lawful except me who understood tropes well enough to deal with them at all, unless the Grand High Priestess shows up and gives orders, and then it occurred to me that this was not in fact true. You also know about tropes, Pilar. You just don't do anything with that knowledge, unless somebody orders you into motion, to the point where we all forget you're there."









Pilar : "Yes. Good slaves follow orders, Asmodia."









Asmodia: "Good slaves follow Asmodeus's orders exactly when they have those orders. They follow orders in a more ordinary obedient way when somebody like the Most High gives them orders, in a way that doesn't assume the Most High had complete knowledge. When they don't have orders, they follow their own initiative about either serving Asmodeus's interests, or - serving their own pride and pushing themselves up in the tyranny, where neither I nor Sevar nor apparently the Most High understand why that's Asmodeus's thing, instead of everybody just serving Asmodeus's utilityfunction. But He's about tyranny and pride, not just slavery."

"You like following orders. You likeonly following orders. That's what's the most fun for Pilar Pineda, not what's best for Asmodeus's interests."









Pilar : "And what are you here to convince me is in Asmodeus's interests?"









Asmodia: "To protect all the Sevar loyalists from Security harassment. I'd bargain with you for it, with all the money that I have, with my share of the Project, if I had anything that you wanted, to offer you, but you always make a point of not wanting anything except to serve Asmodeus."









Pilar : "How wouldI do that, exactly?"









Asmodia: "Throw a party for the Sevar loyalists within Security who'd be willing to help you, then give Gregoria a cookie to congratulate her on being rescued if somebody shows up to harass her."

"Pilar, you are, in fact, pretty fucking powerful. You don't like to think about it, you never use that power for anythingeven to benefit Asmodeus unless somebody orders you to, but you have the power to save Project Lawful. The question is whether you will."









Pilar : "And if I asked whether I should be taking directives about what will 'save Project Lawful' from somebody who wants Cheliax to fail?"









Asmodia: "I'd tell you to think about it yourself, butactually think about it, Pilar. Don't just - do whatever it is you do, instead of thinking for yourself, because if you thought for yourself you might have to act without orders."

"Were you under the impression, before this meeting started, that Project Lawful was living up to its ideals of being at least as efficient as Hell, and preferably more efficient than that?"









Pilar : "I'm under the impression that Project Lawful was moving in a direction that Maillol and Subirachs, our current superiors, approved of."









Asmodia: "And what would Sevar, or the Queen, or the Grand High Priestess, think of the directions they're taking the Project?"









Pilar : "That's not my job to ask in an Asmodean tyranny."









Asmodia: "I think it's your job toknow the answer to that in Sevarian Asmodeanism, Pilar. Especially when you are, let's be blunt here, smarter than Maillol and Subirachs, and you are able to grasp aspects of this situation they cannot, including everything to do with tropes, and you have made no effort to warn them of your differing predictions, or check if they want to give you different orders."

"You are not being an ideal slave. You are not being the most useful possible slave. You are being the sort of slave Pilar Pineda finds it most fun to be."









Pilar : "Let me check whether you're on the list of people besides Aspexia Rugatonn who are authorized to correct me in matters of faith... oh, wait, it's the empty list."









Asmodia: "You know who else needs to be on that list?Pilar fucking Pineda. I'm appealing to her to correct you."









Pilar : "Okay, I'm really sure a good slave doesn't add to the list of people authorized to correct her, without getting orders from somebody already on the list."









Asmodia: "I amcompletely fine with you checking this dilemma with the Most High. You have absolutely no idea how fine I am with that."

"Why wouldn't you, Pilar? Is it because she might order you tothink for yourself and take action accordingly and you just hate the thought of getting an order like that so you don't query the situation to your superior?"









Pilar : "No. I wouldn't do that because going over Subirachs's head is not good Asmodean behavior unless I'm ready to take her job from her, which I'm not."









Asmodia: "I didn't say to query the Most High for new orders on Project Lawful overriding Subirachs. I said to query the Most High about whether a good slave should be giving Maillol and Subirachs her frank advice on tropes, new Asmodeanism, and Project Lawful directions, in Carissa Sevar's absence, so that they have any trusted Asmodean to advise them about it. Or maybe, even, assessing the situation according to Asmodeus's interests and askingherself what a good slave ought to do about it. Just the matter of faith."









Pilar : "It's less of 'just a matter of faith' when you have particular orders or advice in mind, at the point where you write the Most High. Then it's insubordination."









Asmodia: "All of this adds up very suspiciously to Pilar Pineda leading her own most comfortable life, not using the power she has to protect Asmodeus's interests nor querying the Most High about whether sheshould be trying to protect Asmodeus's interests."









Pilar : Pilar is aware, at this point, has been for a while actually, of all the pressures and flinches running around in her mind, about the possibility that Asmodia is right. Which does not make Asmodia right, and definitely doesn't mean that Pilar has to admitto Asmodia that she's flinching. This isn't dath ilan.

"That might be a more convincing argument if I was clearer on whether starting a fight inside Security, like you're suggesting, would actually be a good idea. At all."









Asmodia: "Uh... am I missing something? Security fighting each other does not seem likenearly the problem of Security harassing researchers. Security harassing each other justis Asmodeans having fun, they have nothing better to do during their boring jobs."









Pilar : "It potentiallyescalates things, Asmodia, which is another concept that rumor has you entirely unable to grasp."









Asmodia: "Escalates them to the point where, what, the Grand High Priestess shows up and tells people what to do? That sounds potentially bad for some people's careers, but it would be good for Cheliax and Asmodeus's interests because the Most High would actually be capable of grasping what's going on here and thinking sensibly about it."









Pilar : "The fact that you don't like how things are going is not an emergency that causes me tooverride what my current superiors want to be happening. Theyknow what is happening on Project Lawful. They can change things themselves if they want."









Asmodia: "What they say they want is to find out what the natural power structure looks like. I propose that the natural power structure looks like 'Pilar Pineda shuts down all the idiocy.'"









Pilar : "I seriously don't think I'm that powerful, Asmodia!"









Curse of Laughter: You totally could be, though!









Asmodia: "I really think you're underestimating yourself butfine. Protecttwo people, using your powers, and stop pretending like Asmodeus's interests are being looked after when they're not."









Pilar : "You, and...?"









Asmodia: "I can take care of myself. Yaisa Castilla and Korva Tallandria. The Queen told Keltham that everything he valued in Cheliax would be waiting for him when he came back. Yaisa's obvious. I don't know why Keltham asked for Korva to come with him but I can see a trope when it slaps me in the face. If either of them get placed in apparent character jeopardy by Security it sets up a plot hook for Keltham to come back and rescue them, and if they gettraumatizedby Security it trashes the Queen's planned storyline."

"You knowfucking well that neither Maillol nor Subirachs nor Abarco are actually keeping track of any of that. They wish tropes didn't exist and they donot have the ilani training to, not just live in the wish-world inside their heads. No matter how much you wish they were keeping track of everything andyou didn't have to. That is also not reality."

"I checked. Yaisa has already been - having sex with Security under questionable circumstances that would be less ambiguously trope-catastrophic if she weren't Yaisa, but they were definitely pressuring her and it's not a good sign ofanybody keeping track of things."









Pilar : "Has anybody ever told you that this isn't how you ask for a favor, Asmodia?"









Asmodia: "I'd PAY for it if I had ANYTHING YOU WANTED, Pilar, or if there was anything I could do for you! There isn't! All I can do is try to make you see how you're not giving Asmodeus your best service!"









Pilar : "I'll consider it. Here's part of the price."

"Answer me this, Asmodia. You want Cheliax to lose. Why are you doing any of this, if it's in Asmodeus's interests?"









Asmodia: "Cheliax is going to lose no matter what we do here. Sevar and the Most High both bargained with me fairly and I - no, it's not that. It's my pride. I took this job and, even if it started as a threat, it becamemy job -"









Pilar : "No. Thereal answer. That's my price for even considering it."









Asmodia:









Asmodia: "It's an answer that could be used against me. I'd want you to say that you won't pass it on, to anyone else, or use it against me."









Pilar : "You're aware that Security still reads our minds, right?"









Asmodia: "I'm aware."









Pilar : "Then sure."









Asmodia: "There's something that I want to protect, even if protecting that thing serves Asmodeus, who I hate."









Pilar : "Thaaaat's not much of an answer."









Asmodia: "But it's the true answer, and even if Security is reading our minds, I'd rather I do my own best not to think about specifics, and not have you thinking about it every five minutes too."









Pilar : "Enjoy your cake, Asmodia. It's the last piece you'll be getting."

Pilar turns and heads out of Asmodia's bedroom.









Asmodia: "Acceptable," Asmodia says to her empty bedroom.









Pilar : So. Would Snack Service care to amplify on how Pilar could be that powerful? Sell her soul to Cayden Cailean, maybe? Is this where she finally gets pitched to come over to the Light Side, the Light Side has cookies?









Curse of Laughter: Has Pilar ever wondered why there aren'tmore oracles, if gods like Cayden Cailean and Nethys can just go around cursing Lawful Evil Asmodeans with curses that work to their own advantage?









Pilar : Actually no, Pilar failed to notice her confusion about that.









Curse of Laughter: It's because the gods can't take the powersback, and the people cursed ultimately get to choose how to use the power that comes with the curse!









Pilar : Now that Pilar is actually thinking about it, this does not seem likeenough of a reason. You could try for curses that were just inconvenient to start with, and maybe just not let the oracle level...

...









Curse of Laughter: Yep! That's right! Once a god chooses an oracle, they can't stop the oracle from leveling! If the oracle figures out how, they can just grab the power away from the god! Don't want to spare the power to make your oracle ninth-circle? Too bad! Once you've chosen an oracle, and the oracle has earned that much power, they get to take the power to become ninth-circle whether you like that or not! You'll just have to unchoose a lot of your other clerics!

That's where Erecura actually came from, by the way! Onnnneee time Pharasma tried choosing an oracle of Her own! Then by the time Erecura finished ripping Pharasma's power away from Her, Erecura had turned into a god Herself, so Pharasma cursed Her to stay in Hell, and Erecura managed to seduce Dispater and get a garden there for Herself etcetera etcetera.









Pilar : And how do oracles get more power, then?









Curse of Laughter: Besides their god just giving it to them? The way oraclesearn more power is... actually sort of a god-concept but, roughly, by predicting things correctly in a way that changes the future. There's a sort of extra bonus if you predict the future in a way that makes that future happen. Like when Pilarpredicted that Keltham wouldn't be kidnapped by Rovagug cultists, in a way that changed the future and made him not be kidnapped by Rovagug cultists!

You could think of oracles as maintainers of Prophecy. And even with Prophecy shattered, the rules laid down for oracles are still operating, it's just harder for oracles to do the thing they do.









Pilar : Pilar has arguably been doing quite a lot of predictions that caused other events to happen, and Pilar hasn't gotten any more oracle circles that she's noticed.









Curse of Laughter: Yep! Because Pilar has been inside Broom's god's nonintervention zone, so even if it's cheaper to empower Pilar more now that she's earned it, Cayden Cailean couldn't do that! Even when Pilar was in Egorian to do spy sweeps, Cayden Cailean couldn't give Pilar the power she'd earned, because Cayden Cailean would've been doing that with the intent to affect events inside the nonintervention zone!

Otherwise Pilar would'vetotally been doing some pretty impressive oracle work.









Pilar : But Pilar can, apparently, just seize this power for herself.









Curse of Laughter: Yep! If she knows how!









Pilar : ...and what does Pilar need to do for Cayden Cailean to be told how?









Curse of Laughter: Come on! Pilar knows that's not the sort of relationship Pilar has with Cayden Cailean! He's not Asmodeus!

But it totally does involve Pilar embracing the power of her curse, and the purpose of her curse, and her embracing that she wants and needs to be more powerful in order to fulfill the purpose of her curse.

Which - Pilar's curse being what it is - does totally mean that, to tear Cayden Cailean's divine power away from Him, Pilar needs to call on the power of friendship, in order to protect her friends!









Pilar : Hm, let Pilar think about that.... no.

Nnnnoooo.

No ways, no how, NOPE NOPE NOPE.









Pilar :









Pilar : This is where Pilar gets told that it serves Asmodeus's interests plus Broom's god, isn't it.









Curse of Laughter: Tearing some of Cayden Cailean's power away from Him and using it to serve Pilar's guesses at Asmodeus's interests, and Pilar becoming the sort of person who does that, willin general and in expectation lead to a world that's better off as Asmodeus sees it, than if Pilar doesn't do that.

Pilar would need to start moving on her own, making her own decisions, and thinking for herself, if she started being that kind of oracle. Snack Service would still point her in directions sometimes, but Pilar would have to mostly take responsibility herself, including for things like weekly Lastwall spy sweeps. Pilar wouldn't be guaranteed anymore that she was following Snack Service's directions that always served Asmodeus.

All Pilar gets told is that Pilar going down that whole path would, probably, on average, have promoted Asmodeus's interests in the end when it was all done.









Pilar : FUCK PILAR'S CURSE! FUCK ASMODIA! WHY CAN'T EVERYONE JUST LET PILAR BE PILAR!









Curse of Laughter: From the beginning, nothing was said of what would become of Pilar.

...also, uh, remember when the Most High told Pilar to run an entire intelligence operation and negotiate with Chaotic Good divinity all on her own? Because Aspexia was trying to -









Pilar : Pilardoes remember, and thank you for reminding her, because Pilar is just going to write directly to the Most High and request orders like agood slave fucking does.









Curse of Laughter: Aspexia Rugatonn isn't perfect. Ask her so, and she'll tell you that herself.

If Pilar writes the Most High about this, without having thought things through herself first, if Pilar just requests orders from Aspexia Rugatonn and obeys them, without doing any thinking or acting or taking responsibility beforehand, the end results will be worse in expectation for Asmodeus's interests.









Pilar :









Pilar :









Pilar :









Iarwain:









lintamande: "If when you've figured things out Iomedae can't help you," the cleric says after an attempt at explaining superweapons to him, which he's now forgotten but which prompted some useful revisions to the pages, "you could ask Her people to renounce Her and work on it ourselves, in our own capacity."









Keltham: "Too much, too fast, not ready for that much Lawful Goodness."

"...though I could be - abruptly ready for it - if I have to be, I guess - to be clear I am not actually sure what is going on here at all."









lintamande: "It seems very confusing," he agrees. "Cayden Cailean is a good man and His followers understand something important about fixing the world - and so I'm assuming He's not just betraying us, but - it's hard, to try to walk forward in this much doubt. But it'll be harder, I think, on your own."









Keltham: "I have Ione Sala. She can't help me with anything important, but I can talk to her. Allegedly."

"I am still trying, todecode everything else, and taking on new companions is an irrevocable step that I am not going to try until I have a better grasp of what's going on. It is suggestive that the, Nethys-Cailean axis, sent me, essentially, one person who I can talk to for sanity's sake, but who isn't allowed to help me at all. Not every possible version of that unknown background story is something you can fix by renouncing Iomedae."









lintamande: "Certainly. Just keep it in mind."









Keltham: "Thank you for your service to Golarion and humanity, mortality, but not to myself, because none of this that you are doing should be for me. All of this is for the world that Cheliax threatens, not for me. Nothing should be done to help me unless I ask."









lintamande: "You're part of the world, young man. But a part that merits the same help in its own right as any other - that I can do. Goodbye."









Keltham: People need tojust listen to him when Keltham says... well, it's plain enough why they don't.

Keltham is going to go rest, close his eyes for a bit, because he is tired, now.









Keltham:









Keltham: ...aaaaand nobody sure did wake him up at all, from that 'nap'.

Well, now it's the middle of the night, according to his pocketwatch, as probably matters not much to a Palace running on Ring of Sustenance Time. Keltham is sort of woozy but still feeling less exhausted, and now he needs to figure out his other priorities...









Keltham: He's got to - actually find out what the state of affairs is with children in the Boneyard and children in Hell. Keltham did notice like the third time he put off that question, what with the prominent role that mental motion played in his last disaster.

Explicit thinking indicates that there's a probability that it snaps his connection to Abadar right there.









Keltham: Keltham has a Commune that - it's risky to use, if people aren't telling him the whole story, if there's kinds of information that Abadar cannot commit not to use, but, Keltham thought he felt, in Abadar's connection to him, that Abadar really wanted him to use Commune, and - there's versions of the story where it could be stupid to ignore a request like that -

Keltham can't actually bring himself to ignore a request like that, if Abadar is a kind of thing that has feelings at all.

Though Keltham doesn't think, of most of the questions he has in mind, that the expected answers to them would matter a lot to Abadar - he'll ask the Pharaoh in writing if there's a better question (or binary question-tree) that he should ask.



Commune should come before learning about children in Hell, in case that snaps his cleric connection.









Keltham: And the talk with Osirian Governance about how Project Lawful Neutral gets set up -probably does not depend much on when children show up in the Boneyard, unless that happens way before they get qualia, like right after cutting the umbilical cord or something like that. But Keltham cannot actually rule that out.

So the talk happens after that investigation, which happens after he uses Commune.



- well, that actually does determine his next three priorities, more or less.









Keltham: He first needs to figure out what his questions to Abadar would be. By the textbook, Keltham gets nine to ten questions which must be asked (and answered) in nine to ten rounds. If neither 'yes' or 'no' fits, the god can answer with up to five words, but you shouldn't try to abuse this, it should be a question where you mostly expect a 'yes' or 'no'.

Candidate yes-no questions...



- Is Keltham's apparent world more real than Cheliax's Conspiracy?

- Was the vision from Iomedae real?

- Did Abadar try to protect Keltham more than the minimum required to leave him in shape to teach?

- When Abadar traded with Asmodeus, did Abadar expect that to increase the percentage of mortals in Evil afterlives?

- Does Abadar have feelings, emotions, even if not human feelings?

- Does Abadar value mortals as sentients-that-have-feelings and not just agents-that-trade?



...It's only six questions, though some might take more than a round to ask, and Keltham is blanking on what more he wants to know and dares ask.

Yeah, he reallyisn't in his best mental shape right now, all poses aside.

Well, enough to send to the Pharaoh, then, to see if he claims that answers are already known for certain, or has anything important to add. And Keltham can try to think about more while he - eats food, which is not really a thing that has happened to him all that recently.









Keltham: Keltham thinks about Carissa for a few rounds.

Then Keltham heads out of his bedroom to request dinner; and to see if the Pharaoh had a better idea of what Abadar wanted Keltham to ask, or why Abadar wanted Keltham to have Commune; and to check on the status of the setup talk for Project Lawful Neutral, though he's not doing that part right away.









lintamande: One of the concubines will bring him dinner and take a note to the pharaoh and take a different note to Merenre.









Keltham: Keltham eats his dinner, looking sad and emotionally distant but not in active distress.

...he doesn't actually come up with any further questions beyond 'Are you Abadar?', which is at least short, though redundant with 'Was the vision from Iomedae real?' if the answer to that is Yes.









lintamande: We are eager to talk to you mostly because We are intensely curious. We have wanted to communicate with you for a long time and been unable to because of the interdiction. The thing We want the most is probably prices for further direct conversations about, for example, what it is like to be a human (explained in the terms Abadar is familiar with), what human values are, what Osirion is doing wrong, what humanity will want to pay Us for once humanity grows up, whether humanity can be thought of as the kind of entity that will grow up, etc.









Keltham:









Keltham: Of course the story would be like that.


If Keltham is still alive or if his soul is in Axis, a couple of years from now, maybe, they can have that conversation. If Keltham actually does decide to exit this universe, he'll do that through Axis, if possible, so he can talk directly with Abadar first.

He'll try to teach the math, the way of thinking, to the Osirians, so they can answer those questions themselves, if Keltham can't.

It's - all he can do.


At least now he's not going to have try hard at all, to appear sad and upset during his conversation with Governance. Though finding out more about children in Hell would've done that anyways, probably.









Keltham: He'll head back to his bedroom, request privacy, write down the final form of his questions, and cast Commune.


"Are you Abadar?" Keltham says to his god, his eyes already watering.

(mortal's mental posture: opening negotiations, closing negotiations, regret of lost opportunity)









Abadar: - that's very worrying. Every recent update He's gotten has been very worrying, but that especially so.



The structure of Commune holds the god back from the mortal. Allows just the slightest information through, just the answer without any of the context or feeling that would properly surround it, because that's the only way to talk to mortals safely at all.





Yes.










Keltham: "Is the world Osirion is showing me real?" Keltham says, his voice cracking, crying freely, because gods seem like they should be there alongside girlfriends on the list of entities you can cry in front of.


(mental posture: satisfaction with value received in trade, concern over inadequate reciprocation)









Abadar: Mortals who are concerned about inadequate reciprocation are almost always fundamentally confused!



He can't say that, and isn't entirely sure it applies.

Yes.










Keltham: "Was the vision from Iomedae real and paid for by you?"

(mental posture: concern over inadequate reciprocation)









Abadar: He did pay Iomedae for that conversation, though to the extent it was valuable to Her and advanced Her own interests, She didn't charge Him for it because they are responsible gods who just pay each other for utility, and in this specific case they employed protocols to protect the confidentiality of Keltham's conversation with Iomedae where Iomedae determined the actual cost She'd want to charge Abadar and then picked randomly from a distribution with that at the mean.

For this reason Abadar is tempted to answer 'mostly', but Khemet will tell Him that was confusing and the mortal wants to abstract away details like that.

Yes










Keltham: "In your bargain did you pay to protect me more than required just to let me teach Osirion?"

(mental posture: inquiry into nature of trading relationship)









Abadar:


No.










Keltham: That's something. The story is not forcing him to betray his benefactors to the greatest extent possible.

"Did you net-expect that trade with Asmodeus to increase-even-by-a-tiny-bit the fraction of mortals in Evil afterlives?"

(mental posture: inquiry into entity's other trading partnerships)









Abadar: It's not a calculation He ran at the time; He can, of course, recall that state of information and try to run it. More trade and prosperity means more people. So far, as people have become more prosperous, more of them have been Evil. This is confusing; you'd think that one of the things an agent would purchase with more prosperity is their preferred afterlife. Abadar's theories include that people prefer the Evil afterlives, that people prefer other things they can buy even though those things cause them to go to the Evil afterlives, or that people are failing to be coherent agents. It's probably the latter. it almost always is.

But at the time, that Keltham would make mortals richer wasn't obvious to Abadar; Abadar considered it a possibility, but expected most utility from Keltham to come from Keltham's understanding of coordination. If the reason that wealth makes mortals Eviller is related to their incompetence at coordination, then if they were more ideal agents they'd be less likely to go to the Evil afterlives, and Keltham would decrease the agents going to the Evil afterlives. Abadar's extrapolation from his own state of knowledge at the time suggests that He would have wrongly expected this effect to dominate the wealth effect He then considered unlikely.

Then there's the question of the resources transfer to Asmodeus; Asmodeus having more resources causes more people to go to Hell, drawing disproportionately but not wholly from the other Evil afterlives, and Abadar has some sense of the exchange rate. Inconveniently this number is within an order of magnitude of the expected effect from Abadar's early state of information from more coherent agents going to the Evil afterlives less.

Then there's the question of whether Keltham at the time would predictably oppose people going to the Evil afterlives or the actions of their agents. That Abadar did calculate at the time; he quoted Asmodeus the evidence he'd observed over the prior that Keltham would oppose Asmodeus or Cheliax. Presumably Asmodeus attempted to price that in with respect to Hell, but not with respect to Abaddon or the Abyss. Keltham was at the Worldwound at the time, and most mortals at the Worldwound oppose the Abyss, though not usually through particular opposition to people going to the Abyss, which they mostly don't do as a product of the actions of Chaotic Evil agents with that aim in mind...Abadar thinks this factor will be smaller than the others and can be neglected.

So time to return to the first calculations with more of His attention, as they're close enough to matter. Some chance of wealth causing more Evil, some higher chance of coherence causing less Evil, predictable expected Evil caused by Asmodeus....



Yes


He says when He's got an estimate He's reasonably confident in.









Keltham: "Do you have feelings, emotions, even if they're not human ones?"

(mental posture: inquiry into entity's trading algorithm)









Abadar: Khemet thinks some of them are human ones. Curiosity, a tradesman's satisfaction in their work, frustration, delight-at-the-successes-of-a-trade-partner.

Yes.










Keltham: "Do those feelings value mortals as, things with feelings themselves, and not just agents that trade?"

(mental posture: inquiry into trade-partner's utilityfunction)









Abadar: The question doesn't come across very clearly. It's asking whether Abadar would pay for something, but He's not sure what. Would He pay for mortals to be richer in a way that wasn't a trade with them? ....well, He would and then He'd tell a Good god who'd pay Him for it. Would He pay if He was entirely sure no one including the mortals was going to pay Him back, and that the mortals were not going to grow up into anything that could pay Him back, and that the mortals weren't even as a consequence of their newfound prosperity going to trade more? For example, because all mortals are on separate islands with no way to influence the situation of any other mortals? Is that the question?



....uncertain leaning no.










Keltham: He's out of questions to ask, and the connection is still live, he can feel it there.

What Keltham does then is not very Iomedan, it's foolish to act spontaneously in a conversation with a god, he hasn't calculated what this question or his feelings while saying it might give away -

"Would you feel sad, if I stopped being your cleric, not just a loss to your utilityfunction expectation, but, sadness, or, an unpleasant emotion?"









Abadar: Many of the responses haven't been immediate; this one is.

Yes.










Keltham: The connection ends, and Keltham folds over himself and cries for a time.









Abadar: KHEMET I NEED HELP UNDERSTANDING MORTALS









Ruby Prince Khemet III: I have a bad headache already, can it wait.









Abadar: Here's a distribution over possible outcomes conditional on speaking now.


Here's a distribution over possible outcomes conditional on speaking 1000 rounds from now.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Delay Pain."









Abadar:


Do those feelings value mortals as, things with feelings themselves, and not just agents that trade?










Ruby Prince Khemet III: ...imagine there were mortals, going around trading and making cities, but there was nothing it felt like to be them; Detect Thoughts would find nothing there; mind-affecting magic could not touch them, and you could give the mortals awakeness, make them like mortals in Golarion, would you do that?









Abadar: ....are they willing to trade for this service?









Ruby Prince Khemet III: Pharasma made a rule that you can do this, without cost, but not in exchange for anything, nor can you let them know you did it so they are inclined to repay you.









Abadar: .....butwouldthey pay me to do it, if that were allowed.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: ...some of them but not all of them?









Abadar: Confirming the hypothetical is meant to be specified such that I can't just awaken the ones who want to be awake and not the other ones?









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "No, I - that's a fine answer -"









Abadar: How does this action in this hypothetical translate to the answer to the question about my feelings and mortal feelings.









Ruby Prince Khemet III: You care about mortals' feelings unless they aremine,which you should consider caring about alittle more.



And he rolls over and goes back to sleep.









Abadar: Oh!









....he wants to touch the other squirrel, now, with a vision explaining that, but probably it's better to let Khemet do the explaining. He's better at it.









Keltham: It wouldn't have made a difference to anything. Keltham can read through tropes, he knows that 'uncertain leaning no' can indicate that the alien didn't understand your question, he knows that the real answer out of story-pattern-completion would then be yes. Hardly a certain line of reasoning, but Keltham wouldn't neglect to compute it both ways.

None of that Commune is about what he has to do, next, anyways, just about - how sad it is, what kind of story Keltham is in, what other tropes he has to be wary of now, how much of himself Keltham would have needed to burn and break along a fixed course of action.

It's not as bad as it could be. Abadar traded with Asmodeus in a way that was expected to increase the fraction of mortals in Evil afterlives. Abadar didn't pay any more than was required to get Keltham to Osirion.

Betraying alien friends isn't any better than betraying human friends, but, at least Abadar wasn't - trying to start a friendship.

If Keltham just pays back what Abadar thought he was buying, at the time, that Abadar didn't pay too much to obtain - and then afterwards does something that might make Abadar regret having ever engaged in that trade -

Then that's a terrible black sin and Keltham is surprised that he can still be a cleric of Abadar while thinking it, but it's not a broken word, a broken compact, a lie, the fabric of the universe is still intact after that. Even if somebody saves your life and your sanity, they haven't bought out - your following of your utilityfunction - if that's not something you agreed to, if they didn't know that's what they were buying, if they only paid the minimum on the transaction and paid for it with more souls in Asmodeus's Hell. If they didn't treat you like a true friend, in doing that, if they didn't try to buy your friendship or expect that from you -

It's still a sin, to do something that makes them regret having traded with you, but it's not the worst thing that can happen.



Keltham goes to the palace library, then, to find out how many children go to Evil afterlives, starting at what age; what fraction of children go to the Boneyard, starting at what age, what fraction of those go to Axis through Elysium, the Maelstrom through Hell; and of mortal Golarion, the adults, what their own fates are.









lintamande: And there is is, in every book on the subject, not a secret at all, a priority for the Good gods to make widely known.

A child gets a soul early in pregnancy. Not before the first missed bleeding; definitely before they start to kick; theres uncertainty about the time in between. The best guess is twelve weeks of development, but its not advised to count on an abortion being safe that long.



If they die after that, they go to the Boneyard.









Keltham: That'sinsane - twelve weeks, there's no way that the embryonic brain - is reflecting on anything, routing much in the way of complexly structured multistage perceptual information even, that's barely enough time to wire up the heartbeat - why would the worldbuilding have souls get attached then -



- in order for the story to present him with an insane time limit, obviously.









Keltham: This about dath ilani, they are trained in a theory of social deception that says that people can arrangereasons, excuses, for anything - so at the end of it all you look at what happened, and try to build an explanation around that alone.

It didn't take very long after Keltham understood Cheliax as a security-theoretic Adversary for Keltham to go back and question the entire chain of logic that led up to Meritxell disguising herself as other people.

And one of Meritxell's guises was Abrogail Thrune, which Keltham did check by surprise with Glimpse of Truth/Beyond in case therewasn't an Alter Self, running, because it was not lost at all on Keltham that if reality was an eroLARP then he would at some point have actual sex with Abrogail Thrune.

He checked the first time, and the third time, but not the second time or the fourth and later times, and with Abrogail running eighth-circle Detect Thoughts on him she could have known whether he had that spell.

Abrogail Thrune, who took the initiative toset him upwith having one of his girlfriends use Alter Self.

Were there plausible reasons? Dath ilani in socially adversarial situations are trained to look past those, at the end result, at what happened and not the reasons for it.

End result: Abrogail Thrune set him up with one of his girlfriends to use Alter Self, Keltham predictably asked that girlfriend to guise herself as Abrogail Thrune, Keltham did not use Glimpse of Truth to check every time.

Keltham did not write down exact days, about when Meritxell started being other people like Carissa or Merrin; but a conservative estimate would be that it was after Day 50 of the way Keltham himself was counting time. Abrogail Thrune... maybe Day 60.

...even that is assuming they didn't just invisibly magically intercept semen from oral sex, or extract it directly from his testicles while he was under anesthesia, and impregnate a hundred other people; but Cheliax has not been depicted as being that competent so far, at least not to his own character viewpoint, which is the one that should matter if the story is being fair at all. For them to go a step beyond that andbother to fake the Abrogail Thrune interaction - so that Keltham would have a hundred pregnancies in progress, but only worry about one - it's possible, but seems more like the strategic level of a real dath ilani adversary, than the Chelish Conspiracy as it seems to have developed by then, that didn't have a whole bookstore of books on Cheliax ready.

If the story is being fair, the pregnancies he has to worry about are Abrogail Thrune and maybe Jacint Subirachs. Those are the two people Keltham asked Meritxell to pose as, who hadn't signed his contract and were not out of dath ilan...

...well, they could have used people Alter Selfing to others he'd signed the contract with, or Alter Selfing in Meritxell's place to the dath ilani women he'd shown her? That doesn't take steal-semen-from-testicles levels of cheatiness. But it would come with a risk, that Keltham noticed something off in the interaction, that he expected from Meritxell...

Meritxell and Abrogail Thrune could have rehearsed it, Abrogail imitating Meritxell imitating Abrogail, somebody else could've done the same thing about imitating Meritxell imitating Merrin, and Meritxell did do Merrin earlier but not much earlier...









Keltham: So getting that - woman of Irori, whose name Keltham has forgotten, but who'd be in the transcripts - paying her to assassinate Abrogail Thrune temporarily, would not knowably be enough, even if he also managed to get an assassination on Jacint Subirachs.

Basically, Keltham has less than two months in which to destroy Cheliax, or deploy some other solution to his problems, before the fetuses get ensouled, and would end up in the Boneyard if he ashed Cheliax after that.

A bit less than two months, if the story is being fair.









Keltham: It's not athreat, not ahostage-taking, that Cheliax has in progress. They have every selfish interest in obtaining Keltham's genes, his heritage, even if that wouldn't change at all whether or not Keltham would ash their country. If, having pursued their own interest in having half-dath-ilani children, not conditioned on Keltham's reaction, that fetus then becomes ensouled? If it then happens that Keltham, informed of this, would no longer destroy their country for misusing his teachings, because he wouldn't want to send his child as a scarcely formed fetus to the Boneyard? Well, too bad for Keltham and good for Cheliax, according to the crystal logic of decision theory.

That's what they're waiting for. That's why they haven't attacked already.









Keltham: Any chance that Heaven deploys an adequate number of angels to take care of the tiny helpless things in the Boneyard and they all go to Good afterlives or Axis?









lintamande: The Osirians don't even look surprised.



"The Good afterlives all send people - a lot of people - but there are a lot of babies, not all petitioners become angels and it takes thousands of years and the population was much smaller. And - Hell does too, right, and the Abyss - not Abaddon, they got kicked out for eating the babies -"









Keltham: "Percentages."









lintamande: "...of babies that get a Good afterlife? I think maybe thirty or forty percent? With another thirty or forty percent Neutral?"









Keltham: "'Scuse me a moment."

Dath ilani are very sheltered, by the standards of some of their cousins. They don't grow up with even moderately, mortal-level horrible things happening to children. Not even to children somewhere else on the planet, far away and unseen; just, not at all. Dath ilani are not used to it. They have no antibodies, no defenses, inculcated in them from a young age; no unspoken social training, by pressure of expectations, not to get upset about horrible things happening to children far away that you can't do anything about. It is not, in their world, all part of the plan.









Keltham: Back!

"So that's the dead babies. How about the adults in Golarion? Or non-adults, what's the youngest that children start showing up in Hell directly instead of the Boneyard?"









lintamande: "The youngest ever known of was ten or eleven, I think - in Osirion's own scries on our dead to figure out how we're doing we haven't seen younger than fifteen. It's about ten percent of people who go to Hell, outside Cheliax, and maybe five percent to Abaddon, and fifteen to the Abyss - that one varies a lot by society -"









Keltham: "Hypothesis, one-third almost exactly because Pharasma balanced it that way, especially if there's any symmetrical phenomenon where one-third sort Lawful, one-third Chaotic -?"

why is he asking this it doesn't matter to anything









lintamande: "It's not re-normed over time to match changes in society, if that's what you're asking, but yes, the distribution's close to even - with more Neutral - on Good to Evil, maybe 30-40-30, and close to even with more people Neutral on Law to Chaos, maybe also 30-40-30, and then Abaddon gets punished for not playing by the rules by letting those people choose the Abyss or Hell, and Nirvana has the most lawyers and Law has better lawyers than Chaos."









Keltham: "Percentages in Cheliax."









lintamande: "I have no idea, honestly. We keep our own statistics for the benefit of our own population, we don't have the resources to check up on everywhere else. They claim it's ninety-seven but they're probably lying. If I had to bet I'd bet at ninety."









Keltham: Okay. It's sort of reasonable of the plot to give him two months to fix Golarion or destroy Cheliax, if that's how bad things are here. Like, so long as the plotline is solvable, it's better not to hang out in this mindspace for too long. Two months is fine, Keltham just has to figure out how to refit his plans into two months. Building up Project Lawful Neutral to at least Cheliax's level, and then leveling up as a wizard himself, is right out, for example.

...maybe the story is telling him to just, finish up the main plot, by then.









Keltham: "What percentage of all souls being generated are Boneyard babies?"

"And, is there any reason to believe that matters are different on different planets?"









lintamande: "I think about half of people die by the age of 5? Of course, in some places where there's lots of abortion, it's higher, that's only counting deaths after birth."









Keltham: "Other planets, other planes? They feed into the same afterlives, the mortals there aren't any happier in Evil afterlives, Pharasma also balanced them at one-third - is there any known reason not to believe that?"









lintamande: " - the system is not balanced at one third, if people got better more of them would go to Good afterlives. I don't know anything about the situation on other planets but there's not some requirement it be around a third. I think some people are happy in the Evil afterlives though almost anyone would prefer Axis."









Keltham: "'Some people'? 'Some people' doesn't mean anything! Are we talking one in ten or one in ten million?"









lintamande: "I don't know! It's not like Hell lets you conduct interviews! Abadar might know, and has a great deal to discuss with you anyway; do you want to ask Him?"









Keltham: - no he does not because he is not just acting distressed, right now, heis distressed, and in that state of distress, he has possibly given too much away already.

"Abadar doesn't strike me as the sort of god that will know. Maybe I'll ask the Iomedans at some point."

Or 'forget' about it, because he doesn't want to remind anyone of the question, and 1 in 10 wouldn't actually make much of a difference.


Keltham asks a few more questions; and then indicates that he wants to rest for a quarter-hour, and then talk to somebody in Governance about the form of the next Project Lawful.

Keltham is tired, maybe slightly dizzy from the time of night he's trying to do this. But there's no way he can go back to sleep and the story has informed him that he was correct about the time limit and everything needing to be set in motion as quickly as possible. Probably there was no point in the story trying to hide it from him, since he'd guessed anyways.









lintamande: Sure. They'll have a full update ready for him in fifteen minutes.



(They'll also have a transcript of the conversation between Abadar's human aspect and the rest of Abadar.)









Keltham: Read whatever books are on hand to let his brain cool down, don't think about ten-year-olds in Hell.

...it's easier than he expected. A pretty large part of him seems to think this is just the premise of a teenaged-male-edgelord-thought-experiment-trying-to-force-deontology-violations.*



(*) Three syllables in Baseline.









lintamande: The report says that almost everyone who'll be a participant in Project Lawful Neutral is assembled, with the last few arriving in the morning; they have delegations from the Kelesh Empire, from Taldor, from the Magesterium in Absalom and the Academae in Korvosa, from Lastwall and Mendev and Molthune and Minkai and Rahadoum. Here are everyone's credentials and the secrecy commitments they made up front and how much funding their government can put into the project.









Keltham: Keltham reads it over, nods along. Reads the transcription between Abadar and Abadar's human, nods, doesn't cry again because he's already shed those tears and the plot of the story was plain enough already.

Things start tomorrow morning, then.

Off to speak to Governance about what to tell Project Lawful Neutral.









Merenre: Merenre is, under the circumstances, not going to complain about the hours. At least Keltham's not bothering the pharaoh in the dead of night while he's trying to fend off godheadaches.



"What can I help with?"









Keltham: Keltham has activated his glibness pin, so that he can present the face to Governance that he wants them to see.

"Project Lawful Neutral kicks off tomorrow and I need to sync expectations with Governance. - that's not meant to be a real name if you have a better one."









Merenre: "Since it's not exactly secret we'll probably want to call it something everyone can announce to great applause back in their home countries. The Peaceful Revolution or something. Doesn't seem very important to settle right now."









Keltham: "Sometimes these things stick even if you'd rather they wouldn't, is the conventional wisdom out of dath ilan, and it doesn't seem very likely that Golarion would be better at coordinating to change names."

"'Peaceful Revolution' is a bad idea, vetoed. That's begging the story to ironically twist the name."









Merenre: " - so we spent much of yesterday discussing the 'story' thing, and we think that - in a sense Golarion is a world full of stories, because it has powerful entities trying through small interventions to achieve large results. But you aren't - especially a story, you aren'tmorea story. 'Chemical Revolution'?"









Keltham: "This is not going to be a chemistry revolution. Cheliax got a bit of chemistry, which you can get off Ione Sala. I need to give you more than they got, medicine, metallurgy, ideally I can figure out things that Cheliax by its nature dares not use or can't just copy."

"Neither Osirian nor Taldane really have a word that means Law-aspiring thought, and if we call it the Reasonable Revolution, every time the Project makes a decision somebody disagrees with, they will say, 'Ha ha, how ironic that you called yourself the Reasonable Revolution'. Scientific Revolution is maybe the closest concept in Osirian language, although the native concept of 'science' doesn't include key aspects like prediction markets... anyways."

"After syncing up with Ione Sala I am now very sure that I was placed in Golarion at a place and time which would play out in a way that resulted in story patterns, 'tropes', appearing in the world around me. I made a number of predictions on that theory that I thought were wrong, which were actually correct, apparently, and Cheliax hid that from me. I will continue to juggle those story considerations myself, if I must, because your disbelief in them is not going to make them go away."









Merenre: "What does 'juggling those story conditions' look like, aside from naming things differently?"









Keltham: "Okay, this part is classified, because I do not want Cheliax knowing that Iknow it, that I've guessed, they can - if they know I know - change their strategy in a way that might evade the obvious things I'd try to do about it - although, this is not based purely on story reasoning, there is a chain of real-world observation and causality that mirrors the story logic -"

"I predict that Cheliax will successfully come up with a way to neutralize my nonthreatening motivation to destroy their country if they abuse my teaching - my motive to do that just to clean up after myself - in a bit less than two months."

"After that would be the obvious point for them to attack wherever the Scientific Revolution is locating its center of research, or, depending on how far they can get in two months, try to do a lot of damage to any country that supports the Scientific Revolution, including Osirion."

"My current best idea is to spend one month dumping everything I have into either the Scientific Revolution generally, or restricted sections trying to work within the Black Dome on things Cheliax shouldn't find out about. And then spend the month after that - trying to beat that deadline, on my own, doing things that I - do not consider it wise to share."









Merenre: "I see. All right. Is there anything we can do to help you, aside from assembling the Scientific Revolution as quickly as possible?"









Keltham: "That would be a more reasonable question if we weren't inside a story. The first arc just concluded with the country I tried to help, betraying me. I thought at first that the second arc would play that out in a subtler way, but I now think - that the story I'm in - won't repeat itself that way. More likely is that it will rhyme."

"So my current plan is that I do not charge non-Evil attendees, students, for anything. Osirion is welcome to rope me off and charge admissions, just like I was a fruit tree somebody else planted, but I'm not accepting any of that money from anybody who isn't Evil and who is not trading with me on the basis of my being an Asmodean trade partner rather than an Abadaran one, because that way, you see, I cannot be forced tobetray those trade partners. You need to - carry out the implied bargain Abadar made originally, where he bought just enough good treatment from Asmodeus that I could come to Osirion and explain things, you need to support my finishing out that bargain but not otherwise try to be friends with me."

There was a version of this, interaction, that Keltham considered, where he screamed at the Osirians about Abadar trading with Asmodeus, and told them that he wasn't trading with anyone who traded with Asmodeus, that Keltham was giving up his own right to be treated as an agent in protest, that Osirion could treat Keltham as a resource and sell his teachings without recompense, the same way that Abadar's trading partner Asmodeus treated the mortal souls being used as paving stones in Hell - but - Keltham cannot bring himself to say that, not now. Not after Abadar asked him to help explain being human.

Also, that story wouldn't get them to stop trying to be friends with him, now that Keltham thinks about it. Like, that wouldn't work on him.









Merenre: " - I have no right to stop you from conducting yourself in that fashion, if you want." He looks baffled. "Is theresomesum of money I can offer you totalk to the Pharaoh.While masked, if you like."









Keltham: "The fact you think that my talking to Abadar's chosen mortal is a key event, that causes me to change my mind in a way that reasonable arguments transmitted through other people would not - if you offer me a million gold pieces to do it, the fact that you expect to get a million gold pieces of value out of that encounter is proportionally worrying!"









Merenre: "I think that I'm incredibly confused. There's some piece of information or some frame or some context I'm missing that would make me less incredibly confused. Since the stakes very nearly could not be higher, it seems worth trying anything that seems reasonably likely to resolve the confusion, and the pharaoh is specialized in communicating with aliens who see the world more like the way you see it."









Keltham: "So do it through atext-only channel! Same thing the - complicated faction I don't want to explain right now - did when they wanted to negotiate with - the dath ilani equivalent of things with 30 Splendour! It's the obvious precaution for only being persuaded by reasonable arguments instead of somebody's superpowers!"









Merenre: "I hope that is sufficient to resolve the confusion."









Keltham: "Anyways. There's a lot of obvious things we can review to make sure we're on the same page about how obvious they are. Weapons research restricted so Cheliax stays further behind on that, focusing on large explosives to use in key moments, because if we make a lot of smaller weapons Cheliax can capture those and copy them. Scry defenses, truthspells. Medical techniques, which Cheliax may care less about developing for itself, they may not come with immediate military payoffs but they can be sold to countries and individuals to fund the Project."

"Things that aren't obvious... I require you to not restrict access to me by, say, an emissary of Razmiran, you can truthspell them to check malicious intent to harm your valuable knowledge-source, but I need to be able to talk to them and establish Asmodean trading relationships with them. If no Lawful Evil countries offer to work with me, then I may need to step outside the Dome long enough to use a Sending, and you can guard me while I do that if you think that's in your own interests. I'm going to need some resources for doing my own thing, and you cannot be my trading partner on those or be helpful about it, just, not hinder me."

"I did not write Project Lawful's contract with Cheliax with this exact outcome in mind, but I did write it with the thought that I might have to leave and set up in another country, and while I tried to be fair to them under those circumstances I did not want to let an adversary be unfair to me. Cheliax needs, for example, to set a consistent value on the spellsilver produced using Project-derived technology, to be credited to Project earnings, some of which I control; and if they set that price too low to reduce my apparent earnings, I can buy spellsilver from them at a fixed premium to that price, up to a fraction of the total amount produced. Same with headbands produced on Carissa's assembly line. We need to check if that aspect of the contract actually goes through, and get started on holding them to it; if they argue, we are supposed to agree on a priest of Irori to judge the dispute, or if we can't agree on a priest, the highest priest of Irori in Golarion, whoever that is, is supposed to send us a judge. They will try for all contractually allowed delay, which makes this a potentially critical subpath, I should not have delayed two days on setting this in motion."









Merenre: "We've already checked all your contracts; I'll have the lawyers who looked at them write up a demand letter to be submitted to Cheliax."









Keltham: "There were things I wanted to do for the women of Osirion, but - I'm not sure there's time, now. If it doesn't slow down the Project, it would be nice to have some new industrial or manufacturing centers be made out of Osirian women who want to own their own property and not be part of the current gender system. If it would slow things down, it might have to wait."

"My sense is that the policy prediction market for ideas like these is, in fact, 'Merenre', which I'm not sure actually invalidates the basic civilizational guidelines about steering using policy prediction markets. But if the policy prediction market thinks it helps Osirion's women, and doesn't end with more of them in Hell or the Maelstrom - then, I might ask for things like that, not that help myself, but that help others. If they can't have a refuge where they can go to own their own incomes - then, something about Intelligence scans and literacy or, some other promise like that, when and if Osirion has money."









Merenre: "We'll send everyone to school, once we're rich enough. I think once women can earn their own income sufficient to support themselves a lot of things will change that would be very hard to change before that."









Keltham: "I - it's not really urgent, but I'm going to say it, now, because now is when I'm thinking it -"

"You cannot become a Civilization like this, Merenre. I'm not even sure you can stay aligned to Abadar like this, once you realize what you're doing that's not Abadaran, though since I'm still a cleric of Abadar myself the rules are apparently laxer than I would have believed."

"But - even if you fixed that, made Osirion the way Abadar would have you make it, if He understood you, if He could tell you how to do it according to His math -"

"I've come to suspect, that maybe there isn't such a thing as a Lawful Neutral dath ilan that still holds itself together. Not only because of what I learned of Cheliax, but also because of what I saw of Osirion. Maybe in Axis, with Abadar holding it all together more tightly, and people transforming themselves to not be quite so human, a Lawful Neutral civilization could work. But in mortal dath ilan, in someplace like Golarion -"

"The part where people care about each other, is actually important."









Merenre: "There are - goblins, and ghouls, and drow, and stranger things still, and I don't - think we can build a Civilization based on caring about each other, when we don't, in fact, all care about each other. If there were only humans it'd be different.



But - I'll keep that in mind."









Keltham: "...as will I."

"I should not be presented to other countries as being reliable on account of being a cleric of Abadar. I think I've already warned several people about this, but consider the warning repeated: I am not sure how long my cleric bond with Abadar is going to hold up.I do not, necessarily, object to having cleric powers while I am a guest in Osirion carrying out my part of a deal with Abadar, it keeps me safer while I'm here and I can just - not use those powers for anything except Project matters - but I'm surprised that I am still a cleric of Abadar, and I'm not sure I'm going to be one at the end of the week or even when the Project kicks off tomorrow. If I am, fine, but don't represent me to those countries that way."









Merenre: " - if they ask me a direct question I will not lie to them but I can explain that you do not want to be regarded in that fashion.





I think Abadar expects mortals to - have a lot that's not-Abadaran in them. What matters is how you choose to conduct yourself, not what you - realize, or think of, or wonder."









Keltham: "Then it may have lasted this long only because I am still unsure of some matters and have not, really, chosen them yet."









Merenre: "I, uh, hope you give yourself some time to recover and rest and make sure you're not acting out of - pain and rage at what was done to you by Cheliax, righteous as that pain and rage is."









Keltham: Keltham will continue to iron out details for a while, though not so long that hisglibness runs out.

He will then stagger off to his bedroom, looking like he is trying to rush everything under time pressure while not even remotely recovered from his Cheliax Adventure.





It's even true. He's not recovered, he is trying to rush. Keltham is very much drawing on real emotions, real horror, real distress, to give the impression he gives; when he excuses himself, he goes to cry real tears. When he wants to find something angry-sounding to say, within himself, he does not need to look hard.



The part where stress-induced entropy is invoked to make sense of his seemingly suboptimal decisions, as if they were random noise requiring no further explanation except his upset-ness and a handful of apparent verbal explanations stitching them into a purported reasoning pattern?

The part where he's apparently just rushing to conclusions out of pain and rage, and ignoring all the obvious thoughts about better meta-level process that a reader would be rolling their eyes and thinking about, if they read a book character like that?



Nobody out of dath ilan would buy it for a minute. They can't train perfect reasoning but they can at least trainnot that.



Golarion, hopefully, doesn't know any better.









Iarwain:









Asmodia: Keltham, when he wanted to stop and really think about things, had the luxury of writing notes to himself in code.

Asmodia does not dare do that. She has some shielding from Detect Thoughts; it doesn't mean she can evade truthspells if somebody gets concerned enough, if Security pokes in and wants to know what she's already written. All she can do is close her eyes, and try to think in an organized way.

With Project Lawful taking on so many new attempted recruits (mostly by Avaricia), cognitive enhancement spells are at even more of a premium than before. That's good, in a way, because it means that Asmodia has at least one Cunning and Splendour hung of her own. She doesn't need to make a possibly revealing request of Security, or wait to call over one of the resident third-circle Enhancer Monkeys (as they are not-so-affectionately called by their users).

Asmodia can cast Cunning and Splendour on herself, and for a few minutes she will be almost what she was before, wearing the Crown of the Most High. More so, if she really thinks and tries to use such ilani technique as she possesses, instead of using that time to work only on problems outside herself.









Greater Asmodia: It is clear, looking back at her own actions, that she has been behaving in a way that Sevar would call 'muddled'. And there's a very obvious explanation for it, which is that she does hate Cheliax,didn't want Cheliax to win, that everyone in the self-proclaimed 'Church faction' distrusting her on that account was in fact being pretty reasonable about that; and Asmodia herself did not face up to that, did not know her own reason for staying and could not clearly optimize around that reason.

She wishes, in retrospect, that Pilar had demanded from her earlier, to know Asmodia's reason why she'd do good work for a country she hates, and pierced past her first answer. Asmodia might have respected the question, the demand, if it came from Pilar.









Greater Asmodia: Cheliax does not, in fact, need roads right now, according to the Queen and Most High's actual probable priorities. There's a version of the story Asmodia could tell, did tell, about how she's trying to figure out something genuinely new that Keltham didn't know at all, to challenge her own ilanism. But the real reason was that her mind considered medicine and electrical motors and explosives, and flinched away from everything that could help Cheliax win a near-term war.









Greater Asmodia: ...it's not, in a way, thewrong meta-level decision, to think in such a confused way, if you're still afraid of truthspells and letting something slip outside your mind's shield. It gets the job done of not helping Cheliax too much, while still lying to yourself enough to survive another day in Cheliax.

But the time for that is past.









Greater Asmodia: Even the part of the story she told herself at first, that she was staying in Golarion to be with Korva, to protect Korva -

(for Asmodia does not know anything of plans by Abrogail Thrune, Korva has not dared speak of any of those to anyone, has never dared say aloud to Asmodia that the Queen claimed to have given her protection)

- is simplistic and facile; it is impossible, in retrospect, that Asmodia's goals would make sense even given that. She never once asked herself if there was some other way to be with Korva, or protect Korva.

It is not that past-Asmodia was chasing a different goal, coherently, without knowing that goal to herself.

She was just muddled.









Greater Asmodia: What was really in the muddle?

Some real loyalty to Sevar, the first person to ever make a bargain with Asmodia and keep it and protect her literally at all, from Cheliax, to offer Asmodia anything that wasn't pain that was anything she really wanted even if that thing was to help find an approved way for herself to stop existing.

Some real pride in her job, that she chased, blindly, by appearing to herself to continue to do that job. Some real pride in her position, her role...

...maybe mostly it was something like inertia and continuing on where she was, not putting in the effort to think of things, change things, that she just kept on reacting to them as they came. Trying to hold onto everything she had and wanted, all at once, defending it in local reactions as it was locally threatened.



Maybe past-Asmodia even feared, on some level, that if she reconsidered things, she would conclude that she should not stay in Cheliax and help it. And then, past-Asmodia feared, if she concluded so, she would lose her job and her Korva, and confront a remaining terror about whether she would not receive the Gardens again when she went back to Hell.

Fearing instinctively the outcome of her own thoughts, she did not think. And this is muddled, for if Asmodia came to the conclusion that she must do something she really should not do, Asmodia could always just not do it; or, if she really should do it, she ought to think of it and know it.

It is the kind of muddle you get into, when the pieces of yourself do not trust each other in the way that Lawful gods and ilani trust each other.









Greater Asmodia: But even muddled past-Asmodia must have known, even before Pilar told her it was her last piece of cake and Asmodia accepted that oracle's prophecy knowingly, she must have known that it was time for her to die, at the point where Pilar offered to protect her, and Asmodia told Pilar to protect Yaisa and Korva instead.

Obviously Asmodia doesn't care about Yaisa, she was just trying to conceal the real point, which was to get Pilar to protect Korva.

She has done, then, what she needs to do, before she goes; is this Asmodia satisfied with that new strategy's cognitively-reachable-optimality, if not happy with it?









Greater Asmodia: Is there any better way than this? Has Asmodia missed some way to protect herself, to win this whole awful game for the Sevar loyalists and emerge triumphant, at the cost of a day of pain?


...Asmodia still isn't seeing it, and this obviously isn't the first time she's thought about that topic at +4/+6/+4. If Elias Abarco did know a way for her to win, he obviously wouldn't tell her; and if Ferrer Maillol knew, he probably would.









Greater Asmodia: Is there remaining fear, remaining hope, remaining thoughts left unthinked?









Greater Asmodia: Should she try to - escape within Golarion, rather than to the Gardens?

Should she try to sabotage the Project before escaping?



...if she were Good, perhaps, but that way lies too much prospect of pain if she fails.

Asmodia does not like pain. She does not like submission. That is not a good combination of traits in Cheliax, when the only way to reduce the pain is submitting. She was reprieved of that choice, for a time, by Sevar's experimental mercy; and now Asmodia has grown unused to pain and submission, and also suffering and horror and despair.

That, in a way, is why all of this is happening. Asmodia could maybe remember the person she was in Ostenso academy, find it within herself to give up and lose hope and endure, if she had no Gardens to flee to, but Asmodia - does not want to hurt any more.

The prospect of staying and trying to sabotage Cheliax terrifies her, if she's caught; she will hurt, then. Asmodia does not want that, and so she will keep an implicit bargain she made within herself, to be able to think at all, to trust herself to think and be trusted by herself, and not force herself to do that.


And are there more thoughts left unspoken inside herself?









Greater Asmodia: The terror that she is failing her sponsors, and for that will be cast out from the Gardens of Erecura to be pained and shattered in Hell.

The terror that she is failing her sponsors, who are trusting her and relying on her for purposes she doesn't know.

The terror that she is betraying someone, somewhere, who cares about her, who helped her.









Greater Asmodia: And the thought comes to Asmodia, then, that when she first encountered this great mystery, in the Gardens, she had almost nothing out of dath ilan within herself, knewso much less about even thegeneral situation than Asmodia knows now; and past-Asmodia took it then as a Great Mystery into herself, and never really reconsidered that decision.

She should ask the question again.

She should list out all the possibilities, the way Keltham did, the first time he really tried at all to pierce the Conspiracy - well, to be fair to him, the first time he tried to pierce theright Conspiracy, having narrowed possibilities far down enough and been prompted by his environment to ask a solvable question instead of unsolvable ones. She should categorize, analyze, as best as she can without paper -









Greater Asmodia: And just as it was with Keltham, Asmodia doesn't get very far into listing possibilities, before she sees, now that she knows so much more than she did then.

It's obvious if you understand decision theory.









Greater Asmodia: There's so much else shedoesn't understand, likeeverything to do with Snack Service, Asmodia does not know atall what Cayden Cailean is doing here, or how this all ends.

But she knows who both cared about her and had the power to rescue her from Hell, and she knows what else that Will wills: to protect everyone on Project Lawful - well, maybe not Avaricia, possibly, or Maillol or Subirachs, or a fair number of Securities. But most of them.

And Asmodia too.

It would not want her to suffer, that Will, to live on in Cheliax in terror, unless there was a lot she could accomplish by doing that; and Asmodia doesn't see it.

If anything, the further effects of her departure, if she does it right, will protect them all better than anything she could possibly do by fighting on here.









Greater Asmodia: She is content with her decision, then. Is there still fear? Of course there is, because all of this is uncertain, and she is only a small mortal thing to face Reality with nothing but her own mind to help her decode it. Terrible things could still happen to her if she makes one wrong move.

But you never stop havingthat feeling while you are still in Cheliax at all, and Asmodia is well capable of acting despite that.

And it feels obvious, on an intuitive level, that she is not going to have any better ideas. So she may, perhaps, prepare more spells tomorrow and think this through again; but she feels -

- finished.









Asmodia: Asmodia opens her eyes, and ever so slightly, smiles.









Iarwain:









Keltham: Keltham goes back to his bedroom, tired, not able yet to sleep.

He - should probably go ahead and think of things, now, he is getting past the point where he feels like he can navigate sensibly while avoiding thinking in words. Keltham is past the Commune and will not use that spell with Abadar again, which was a danger point; he's had the conversation with Merenre, which hopefully goes some way towards Governance arriving at the desired wrong explanations for things -

- he can't not think in words, any more, this is too tiring; and also once he starts talking to foreign delegates tomorrow, he will actually lose some of his ability to back up if he makes a mistake. Everything he's told Governance so far could be backed out tomorrow morning; if Keltham starts signing contracts he can no longer do that.

It's time to think explicitly. Was arguably already time to think before this, right after the Commune. Arguably Keltham should have done the Commune earlier - the trouble with not thinking in words is that then you can't be very strategic, including about when it's time to start thinking in words again.









Keltham: If you forget all of the supposed reasons for things, and look only at Keltham's apparent behavior, it looks like this - if you are looking at only the important things, and not being distracted by anything else:

- He does not want to come into unfiltered contact with people with high Sense Motive.
- He does not even want Iomedae reading his mind.
- He has warned them to expect his bond with Abadar to be broken.
- He is avoiding friendly trading relationships with Osirion, and only trading with Lawful Evil counterparties warned to expect Asmodean behavior.
- He tried to establish plausible-sounding reasons why he might want to shift alignment to Neutral Evil.









dath ilan: On the plus side,if Keltham has actually gotten away with this, it settles a long-standing literary debate in dath ilan - about whether dath ilani dealing with aliens, who exhibit apparently elaborate reasons to like totally break off friendships and warm trading relations with aliens they now need to invade or sabotage or something, so as not to betray warm relationships, could in fact plausibly fool aliens that way!

Where the two positions are roughly:

(1) "There's lots of plausible reasons for behaviors! Look how hard it is for humans to decode other humans sometimes! The aliens aren't going to zoom in on exactly the right thing unless their own psychology is configured in a way that zooms in on the same answer to the same question! They haven't read our books, and wouldn't know it was a standard trope!"

(2) "Don't tell me the aliens haven't read our books, aliens you could have warm trading relationships with in the first place would come up with the same trope in their own books! They'd see it immediately just like we would, and be like, 'Well there's a very standard tropey behavior you're trying to come up with a smokescreen to hide.' Stop postulating aliens who are stupider than you are just so the plot goes through!"









Keltham: Anyways.

Keltham did not invent his 'literary symmetry' theory about being forced to betray anyone who was nice to him, out of sheer trope-reading. Or rather, not out of trying to read that trope.

There's a much more object-level trope that started to seem, after slightly more research, like it might really obviously apply here:

Needing to destroy all of the ancient gods, and leave only the formerly-human/formerly-mortal gods - who are currently enslaved by their past bargains, and not allowed to help Keltham in destroying their masters.

Possibly, needing to destroy all of the gods period, if even Iomedae has sworn the wrong oaths; or just, there not being any good way to destroy only some gods, if there's some clever way to kill them all at once, and no clever way to leave Iomedae out of it.









Keltham: It doesn't make thingsfit, doesn't cause everything toclick perfectly into place, does not cause everything Snack Service did (in the light of other information Ione already knew out of Cheliax) to make perfect sense.

...Sometimes you go with the wrong theory that is making some right predictions, if that theory suggests precautions you need to takeright now before doing anything irreversible.

Keltham would, obviously, try to spare Abadar from the slaughter of the ancient gods, if that didn't come at great cost to mortals. But if you can extrapolate from the kind of story this is, it could definitely be the kind of story that requires him to kill Abadar, trading partner of Asmodeus. That sure is a kind of story that Keltham could be in, given how his life is going.

It's not certain, hardly. In fact it would be surprising if the story let him decode things correctly and that quickly, unless the character viewpoint has now shifted off him entirely and the rest of this story is about Carissa.

But sometimes you have to operate even a wrong theory that makes some right predictions, in order to avoid doing things that might be wrong and irreversible according to that theory.









Keltham: It's weird how Rovagug cultists are still a thing, given that you'd expect the gods to cooperate on stomping them. Mortals are just opaque to gods unless the gods spend lots of effort? Why not pay Nethys to tell you about them?

Suppose, though, that something about Rovagug isn't just a Prophecy blindspot, but some sort of greater attentional blindspot for the gods.

Also in terms of trying to read ahead in the plot, Asmodeus letting Rovagug out of Its vault, under some circumstances, suggests that Rovagug can be directed, possibly, yes, in exchange for being let out of Its vault? If Rovagug is a kind of thing that can do trades at all, then it's a good trade to be let out of your vault, eat all the ancient gods, and then go back into the vault. It beats not being let out of the vault at all.

Keltham is not doingthat tomorrow morning, very very obviously.

But he is setting up possibilities in advance for moving to within one alignment step of Rovagug so Keltham can be Its cleric. If, to be clear, thatlater starts to look like a good idea.









Keltham: Obviously, a plan like that, if that's actually how things look after more research, would stand a fair chance of destroying this multiverse.









dath ilan: This about dath ilan:

They think their negative utilitarians were pretty neuroatypical people, and possibly committing some sort of reasoning error in several cases if not all cases, for wanting to destroy dath ilan. Sure, it's got some problems, but the problems aren'tthat bad, most people are retroactively glad they exist; it would be worth doing this forever, even if the Future never got any better.



It's considered mildly infohazardous, and you have to go onto the Ill-Advised Network, to find anybody arguing about how bad a world would have to be, exactly, in order for 'well let's destroy that world' to be the correct tack according to whoever is talking.

Sort of an odd thing to debate, in a way, considering that a lot of opinion differences probably have to do with differences of utilityfunction. But sometimes, after all, people end up valuing different things after arguing about them. So the debates continue and of course never ever settle; and do moderate amounts of psychological damage along the way, on average, except for the 15% of people who actually come out of it feeling better, not in a particularly predictable way. Hence the Ill-Advisement.









dath ilan: Nobody would bother having debates about Golarion.









dath ilan: 30% of the population going into endless-torture afterlives is way, way, way, WAY over the line even BEFORE considering how many of them were children.









dath ilan: You would obviously prefer tofixGolarion, especially if you weren't sure where any isekaied people would end up.









dath ilan: But if you are a mortal put into a position like this, by something like Pharasma that didn't bother to consult any mortals about it, because She thought the mortals' objections couldn't hurt Her, and you have a chance to kill Pharasma and no particularly better options than that, you kill Pharasma.



This is a very short sentence in Baseline, metaphorically speaking. Not literally so, but if you read a lot of dath ilani fiction, it'svery obviously where the plot of the story is being blatantly pointed, foreshadowed, on the surface of things.

Could it be subverted? Yes, obviously, but you can't rely on that; quite often, dath ilani stories don't subvert a very obvious trope, because the actual plot twist is somewhere else.









Keltham: And Keltham? What does he think of it? He is not a typical dath ilani.









Keltham: Given his sort-of-utilityfunction, the way he feels about things, it legit takes noticeably more extreme problems to get Keltham to endorse destroying a multiverse, compared to the average dath ilani.









Keltham: Children in Hell will do it, though.









Keltham: It's not really a story that Keltham wants to be inside.









Keltham: If he decides that it is, in some sense,just a story, or if Keltham decides that he is selfish to the end and this is not his story, there's three obvious signposts marked in this story for exiting it:



Death, for exiting mortal Golarion, going to the city he saw in Early Judgment.

The Test of the Starstone, for exiting mortality itself, and maybe heading away from Golarion after.

Abaddon, to exit this whole multiverse.



...where, to the extent Keltham believes that tropes govern here very exactly, which is something that Keltham is now always tracking as a possibility, he does not feel like the deepest darkest depth of the Trope Hypothesis really endorses the Axis-lets-you-terminate claim. That was only just now introduced as a possibility, and Abaddon is the multiversal exit he was first told about in the beginning. On object-level causality, yeah, going to Axis is probably better; but then if Keltham is walking out on this world in the first place, it will probably be because he's decided it's just a story.

Or on the side of ordinary death, it's even been hinted to Keltham that he could still repay his debt to Abadar if he went to Axis, by going to Abadar there directly and explaining mortals to him. Though, obviously, that's something that Keltham would check.

And Keltham would need to believe very strongly that Golarion wasn't real, for him to not first try to give Osirion more knowledge than he gave to Cheliax, before leaving it.



...he would need to believe itvery very strongly, that this was only a hallucination and one where nobody else was real at all, for Keltham to exit this plotline when he hadn't yet aborted his probable child with Abrogail Thrune.









Keltham: Keltham goes, then, to read the transcripts, of what his girlfriends, what he thought were girlfriends, what were maybe actually girlfriends even under truthspell, what they said to him, and the woman who he'd thought was his. It's a reason to still be here, if he might be able to get some or all of them back, at some point.

It's stressful and he's tired, but tomorrow everything starts and he should - do this, before then, because he hasn't done it yet, and there might be clues there -









Keltham: Keltham does not weep, rereading what they said. He has cried enough, that part of him is tired.









Keltham:


"Super duper not allowed! Plus you're going to figure it out anyways yourself before that long."


Really. Keltham does not particularly feel like he is close to having figured everything out, at this point.

"The Most High let me borrow her crown, her artifact headband, for two hours, to see if I could figure anything out. It did send me manic afterwards, but I told Security to light my hand on fire for five rounds and that solved it. The mania wasn't permanent, that part was an excuse for my getting a +6 Wisdom headband and to try to get you to not use headbands yourself."


It went mostly past him, the first time Keltham read it. Not this time.

"But I didn't lie to you about wanting you, or about having a good time in your company, and I worked so hard on the shapeshifting in significant part because it was incredible fun and the best sex I've ever had.
Not that the bar for that is very high, to be clear, but still."


In significant part, huh.

He should've asked - each of them - if there was anything they weren't saying. Except, obviously, the answer would've been 'Yes' for everyone. He would've had to have known the right questions, and even then could not have forced an answer from them.









Keltham:


"It seems to me that it was incredibly stupid to make your project of rebuilding Civilization also your project of having lots of kinky sex with admiring employees."


Yup. Keltham has by now worked this out, that if he - wasn't thinking of this world as his afterlife, if he was trying toget shit done, he would've been bringing in a lot more existing experts than one alchemist. Keltham was working on reflexes for - how to run a startup in Civilization, and not revising those toMajor Governance Project - and to be fair to Cheliax, the moment Keltham updated to Major Governance Project everything fell apart for them, so it's not likethey were wrong. But Keltham was being, not just wrong, stupid, because you cantest hypotheses, and Keltham should havetested the cached thought that you can't teach forty-year-old experts new tricks. Maybe it was different in Golarion where, among other things, there's a superheated radioactivespell called Age Resistance.

Now he is planning to just teach people industry, as quickly as possible, not try to create - a long-term cultural base of Civilization - he is being a little too hard on his past self, his past self was genuinely trying to do a different thing, in part, build something in Cheliax that was right from the beginning and would serve as a foundation, and bringing in dozens of experts from other countries to oppose Cheliax is not that same thing.

Doesn't change Gregoria being right, in some fundamental sense, Keltham was thinking - not even intropes, it is not a prediction out of tropes that things would go well for a protagonist like that - he was being, comfortable. Having fun.

It was supposed to be his thing, that he was selfish, and it's clear why Cheliax didn't call him on it, but. But.

"I never really tried to explain myself to you, you know, as a person. You never really asked. I'm kind of assuming you don't really want to know, it's not really the point, and it's not really the point on my end either, so I'm not, like, mad about that?"


He was supposed to be selfish. It was supposed to be his thing.

"Peranza wasn't in love with you. She could've fallen in love with you, given the chance, but she was in circumstances she found pretty stressful and didn't have the energy, really."


Their lives weren't supposed to be his problem. Carissa told him so. He trusted her.









Keltham:


"Honestly, I really wish that I could tie you to a chair until I was done breaking down every single mistake you made and how ridiculously wrong you are about so much of the world around you, and also get it through your skull that there are hundreds of millions of people around you who are living stories as real and as genuine as yours, and that everything isn't fucking about you, even though the gods, for reasons that are totally unrelated to your actual impressiveness as a person, or to anything you've ever actually done of your own power, appear to be obsessed with you. But I doubt your escorts have the time for that, so if you want to know what you're missing, you're going to have to grow the fuck up and look the fuck around you this time."
"Asshole."


Are there hundreds of millions of people around him, actually as real as him? It's something that Keltham has never, in fact, been sure of, nor should somebody in his position be sure of it, and Korva is not being entirely fair about that; which, to be fair to her, she said she wasn't.

To say that is to also concede that, for all he knows, those hundreds of millions of people, and more souls than that in Hell, could be as real as himself.

He is not quite sure - how to handle the math of that, in this very strange case, to prevent the old problem of your decision theories being dominated by claims about huge amounts of realityfluid somewhere outside you. Most of the Greater Reality could, must if you define some terms correctly, involve people who don't have much huger amounts of conscious realityfluid around them whose fates uniquely rest on their own decisions. You don't want all those people screwing themselves over, if they're mortal and uncertain about how there might be huger amounts of conscious realityfluid at stake. Bad enough to believe in the position dath ilan found itself, where it was just one planet and there were apparently thousands or millions of Galaxies within their reach, waiting to be colonized by them - and the story of dath ilan's universe was far more compact and internally consistent than this one's.

He shouldn't just - throw away all of himself, Keltham doesn't think, on the possibility that the hundreds of millions of people in Golarion might be as real as himself - it doesn'tfeel,to him, like the math ought to work out like that -

(He was supposed to be selfish, it was supposed to be his thing -)









Keltham:


"Cheliax is the only place I've ever heard of where I can exist as myself, Hell is the only afterlife I can imagine myself going to, Asmodeus is the only god who fits me in any way. I was similarly honest when I described to you the kind of sex I like, that keeps me in my place. I've always enjoyed being forced into sex, I was never actually in denial about it, that was a lie to see if we could get you to force me into bed without my saying yes to anything."
"I went to Elysium because of my curse. They showed me what Hell was actually like for the people in it, and spent a lot of time apparently trying to talk me out of things and telling me how much Asmodeus didn't deserve me. I came back to Golarion willingly, to serve Asmodeus in this world, and then in Hell."


Because tropes sent him an incredibly improbable personor because a lot of peopleare actually like that??

It - probably doesn't change anything, unlessalmost everyone, is like that, but - if at some point it sounds at all reasonable, that any of this could come down to numbers, he's going to need that number.

And swear a cleric of Iomedae to secrecy and ask them about the probability of Iomedae ending Hell anyways in a reasonable amount of time. Though Keltham would've needed to decide to destroy the world before then based on his guess, and only be considering undoing that decision, in order for him to be not using that information against the people who provided it.

There's a lot of numbers he Ought To Gather, if he was going to risk destroying the world in a rigorous fashion; and he can't gather any of them using somebody else's assistance, that would be turned against them, unless it first works out to him risking destroying the world anyways if he has to proceed on just his own guesses.









Keltham:


"I don't like Hell. I'm Lawful Evil, I obey Asmodeus, I don't mind hurting people, I don't get worked up about how, oh, no, torture, I'd still rather endure a hundred years of it than the twenty minutes of Chaotic Good we've just been subjected to. But I don't like feeling like people are weaker, instead of stronger, when they get hurt, if you don't hit them just right, I don't like the ways that the fear of Hell makes them more pathetic instead of less so - I'm very pathetic, right now, so you can't take any of this as particularly criticism of other people, understand, but I can see it, very clearly, how pathetic everyone is all the time, and I want it to stop, I want people to be like Her Majestrix who it's absolutely illegal to casually call 'Abrogail' by the way, I want to be like that myself, or at least like, a piece that fits in with that, strengthens it, instead of just falling short of it. And Cheliax doesn't produce people like that. It's not really trying, honestly. As long as they go to Hell - and they do go to Hell - it doesn't matter. But it matters to me, and as soon as - we started - I was thinking about how to fix it. I wanted to understand you, I wanted to be like you, it felt like not just everything I'd always wanted from my life but also everything I'd always wanted for the world. Something beautiful, instead of something that we were all - buried under, flinching from."

"I talked with Subirachs, at one point, about how awful it felt to - be doing this to you - I explained that I'd been conceptualizing it as - service to the Lawful Evil Keltham we were hoping to awaken from his Lawful Good upbringing, hoping to make able to understand everything without it breaking him and willing to take it, once he had it. Iiiiii think that like many of my plans was running on willful self-deception but it was how I was thinking of it. I tried - to make as much real as I could - they didn't tell me when you were planning to attack me and drag me off - I ordered everyone else to not pretend with you -
- uh, I did, at one point, on a day you were petrified, have sex with Elias Abarco, I didn't want to, I tried to stop him, and I'm sorry, that I did it and that I didn't tell you even though I couldn't tell you without blowing the whole thing open. Aside from that I actually tried to do what you asked of me, the best I could, and to make sure no one you were sleeping with was - the thing you were so scared we all were -
- I'm not trying to convince you I wasn't incredibly Evil. I was incredibly Evil, I hurt a lot of people. I'm just trying to convince you that I love you, not just in a way where we have feelings we don't know how to describe but in a way where - I tried, to make the thing I was doing bring you joy and not hurt you secretly, except I was lying to myself about everything.
And to be clear, I still am, probably, lying to myself about some things. Since I'm still Chelish, and this is still my project, and I can only achieve any of the things I want to achieve if I manage not to steer myself off any cliffs of heresy in the meantime. I wouldn't - take the things I'm saying right now as particularly right, about what happened. When you come back - if you come back - I think I'll understand it better, and I'll be able to give you a proper confession.
In private. Because this is ludicrous."

"But, uh, the parts I'm sure about are - you were what I needed, and I was very happy, and you were making me stronger, and I loved you, and I still love you, and I'll probably always love you, and I hope some day once you've made whatever determinations you need to make, about what's real and how the world works, you'll come back for me."


He doesn't cry, even then.

Mostly because he was paying attention the first time.









Keltham:


"When I ascended to this throne, I promised myself I wouldn't die of old age on it. That, after all, would mean that I'd played my reign far too safely, and lost out on most of the fun."
"It would be fitting for me to lose my head and crown to the person you could become. Someday. Sometime in my sixties, perhaps."
"Not this Keltham, though. That would be absurd and embarrassing."


Not spoken under truthspell. Plausibly true anyways.

Either way, Abrogail Thrune can die and rot.









Keltham:


"I'm going to miss you. Don't - hurt yourself - and, once you're ready, come back for me. If you take too long about it I might send additional presents so I can at least rest assured you're not lonely and miserable without a single overengineered sex toy to keep you company."


I'm sorry, Carissa,his brain autocompletes the dialogue of this movie.









Keltham: Stop. Rest. Recover. There is notthat little time.

The 'Scientific Revolution' needs to start tomorrow morning. It is not the same concept as Keltham not being able to take five minutes to rest, after reading through all that.









Keltham: And when he is done resting, Keltham turns, then, to look at the magical item on loan from Osirion, the +2 Splendour headband.

After the first day, he hasn't made much of use of it. Keltham didn't want to risk getting addicted. There's - pretending isn't quite the right word - there's showing your emotional upset more than you usually would, hoping people don't ask too many questions about your exact pattern of actions, but without signing any contracts based on that, while you try to not maneuver yourselfout of later options; and then there's running unnecessary risk of addicting yourself to personality-altering magic while you're recovering from a major disaster...

...was what Keltham had been thinking.

But there is so much less time than Keltham thought, even when he already suspected there might be a clock ticking; he guessed it would be three months, to get the second Project started, for symmetry with the first plot arc, if there was a time limit like that.

And -

"The Most High let me borrow her crown, her artifact headband, for two hours, to see if I could figure anything out. It did send me manic afterwards, but I told Security to light my hand on fire for five rounds and that solved it. The mania wasn't permanent, that part was an excuse for my getting a +6 Wisdom headband and to try to get you to not use headbands yourself."










Keltham: It wouldn't end there, of course. Once you accept the basic logic, you use your money out of Chelish Project revenues to buy a +4 / +4 headband - from some Lawful Evil merchant, under current theories wild guesses of harm reduction - and get whichever stat you're missing enhanced by scrolls or hired wizards on a regular basis.

And the price? However much of yourself changes, is lost, as the result of an abrupt and addictive enhancement like that.

If Kelthamwanted to stop being this Keltham, if he despaired of being too small and too stupid for a world this harsh, it would be a more appealing option. But Keltham has always been fond of his self, see, rather fonder than most dath ilani; that's part of what being selfish is, in his own philosophy of that. Sort of an anti-Pilar, really; Keltham has some internal dissatisfactions, but he does not particularly have any part of himself that he'd want burned out of himself with fire, at all, let alone because he thought that he deserved it.



Three exits from this world.

One exit from himself.



(Though the Starstone probably also exits himself and even more so, which ruins the literary symmetry, as is actually important if there are tropes governing these things.)









Keltham: Some points, then, that with his skills out of dath ilan fully roused, Keltham no longer needs Owl's Wisdom to face. For he has been hurt rather a lot more than he ever has in his life before now; a trial like that changes people in many proverbial ways, not all good and not all bad, but proverbially among them is that you start to take the Way more seriously.

Point: Even seeing the world as a story, it's not a story he looks set to win, as he is. That's even taking into account protagonist-logic, what's ahead of him is too hard, and he is too small, as he is, for the unaugmented Keltham to succeed at thiswould not fly even as a story.









dath ilan: (Dath ilan doesn't particularly go for stories about outclassed protagonists triumphing over complicated situations and smarter more diligent antagonists, by dint of punching a few things and feeling a lot. It's not a genre. It's not even an ironic deconstructive genre. It just never occurred to any significant number of people that this would constitute good writing in any form.)









Keltham: ...actually, when you list out that point, it already kind of settles things, doesn't it. Keltham hadother points, on this list, like, point, it maybe made sense to think he could be a Protagonist in Cheliax when it was possiblehe was in that kind of story but he's clearlynot actually in that kind of story.

Point, one month is just not enough time and if he wants to have any chance of pushing Osirion hard during that time he's going to need all of the headband and all of the augmentation spells and Nefreti's wine and whatever exists in the way of magical memory aids.

Point, Cheliax was withholding those aids from him due to their lack of true cooperation with him, because it would have let him pierce the Conspiracy. If you don't seize advantages like that for the side of Coordination, then howis the side of Light supposed to win, exactly?

Point, Keltham has noticed how harshly he's been punished for, trying to suspend judgment, delay investigating, not reason ahead as fast as possible; and for the last two days he's been trying out the virtue of Speed in place of the opposed virtue of Caution. But - but Keltham is not sure that it is working. He's held off on doing anything irrevocable, for any conclusion he's jumped to, except for giving superweapons under oath-seal to the cleric of Iomedae, and that decision followed from considering this layer of reality to be real at all. But there are contracts to be created tomorrow, and too much of his theorizing is tropes running ahead of any observable causality underneath, and theories that do not feel like they have snapped solidly and terribly into place.



All of which only goes to say, in the end, that if the benefits of cognitive enhancement were costless, you sure would want them, yep, they're not trivial, nope they are not.









Keltham: ...no, it says something starker than that.

If Keltham is trying to do this at all - to abort his offspring before it becomes ensouled - to raise up within one month a power to hold back Cheliax ascending -

- to investigate further and without alerting any opposed forces whether all the warnings in books are lies out of Golarion, if all along it was as simple as executing a true-oath with Rovagug to blow up its Vault and have it eat only the Evil gods in exchange for freedom, and the ancient gods did not wish this known -

Actually, no, that flatly doesn't fly. Ione in oracle-mode warned him directly that the original Rovagug war happened because Rovagug broke prophecy and even the Chaotic gods who fought with it couldn't negotiate instead of fighting. Nevermind.

And also, UGH. If there's going to be a lot of tiny hints like that, Keltham sure could use an Intelligence headband and magical memory aids and Nefreti's wine, probably.



...illustrating once again the general point: There's no sane version of this story where Keltham tries anything, at all like that, without cognitively augmenting, and it flies. His choices are eithercognitively augmenting and trying whatever seems like a better idea once augmented, ornot cognitively augmenting and not trying that stuff.

The protagonist who Keltham thought he was, in the sort of story he seemed to be in, could maybe do such grand things, just as he already was, correctly and without causing a lot of collateral damage; but that was not his real story.









Keltham: And against all that? Only the point that Keltham doesn't want to do this, that he is afraid of how this changes him, that it is maybe the abrupt end of Keltham and the abrupt beginning of someone else, a kind of death that ending up in another world can't fix; that Keltham never signed up for that or agreed to it and doesn't, really, owe it to anyone; he did not ask for any of this, he did not ask to be here.

He's supposed to be selfish. It's supposed to be his thing.

Carissa would tell him that he, doesn't have to, and - and she might not have been saying things like that,only to try to corrupt him and damn him to Hell,only to keep him weak and easily fooled by Cheliax. There is also that Carissa, who Keltham thought was his, who he believed in, who he loved, and that imaginary Carissa made sense as a person and a philosophy, when she told him that he didn't owe some things to anyone.









Keltham: There was a boy once, out of dath ilan, who alone in his classroom declared that hewould take the extra seconds to take off his expensive shirt before he jumped into a pool to save a drowning child, if there was otherwise no prospect of the child's parents' insurance paying for his expensive shirt.

Is Keltham still that boy? Or has he now - just like everybody around him was very clearly thinking, though not saying it out loud, because that would be impolite, and also, who even needs to say it when it's obvious what you're thinking - has Keltham now grown out of it, just like his parents almost certainly secretly hoped he would?









Keltham: ...actually, can Keltham even do that right now - take that exit - the Splendour headband is on loan from Osirion - he does have a scroll of Fox's Cunning from Absalom by way of Cheliax, which he can use freely, but the Owl's Wisdom he never used during his last day in Cheliax is given to him of Abadar -









Keltham: It would be a lovely excuse, wouldn't it? But Keltham has training out of dath ilan in noticing the tempting feeling of Just Not Being Able to do something you really would rather not to be able to do, and he knows to be suspicious of convenient obstacles like that.

If you actually let yourself try to solve that ethical puzzle, it's not very hard. Keltham could decide what he'd probably do, if he couldn't augment himself right now; and then not do anything to Osirion/Abadar's disadvantage beyond that as a result of being augmented earlier, or follow any cleverer strategies to their disadvantage, until such time as Keltham can obtain augmentation items and scrolls for himself, by way of resources he acquired by trading only with Lawful Evil partners without Osirion's help.









Keltham: Keltham spends a few minutes, then, thinking of his best strategy and writing it down in a simple cipher that he trusts the Osirians not to try to break without asking him; they would treat an Asmodean the same, Keltham thinks, if that Asmodean were here as part of a bargain with Abadar to teach them, so he is not taking advantage there.

He would, mainly, be gathering resources to use in augmenting himself, is what he'd be doing without Osirian help, along that pathway.

What goods does Keltham have to sell, that he can definitely think of to sell right now, before being augmented?

There's Major Images of dath ilan, things like zoomouts and music and music videos, those are luxury entertainment goods but one where you can easily imagine some eighth-circle casters dropping by for a day to see, and some of those would be Lawful Evil. Hopefully.

Keltham spends some time listing things out...



(One of those items is that he can Major Image himself a spectroscope and burn a 'diamond' to check its chemical composition, just in case it's something that Keltham can figure out how to easily synthesize all on his own without Osirian aid... although the only clear hard crystals that Keltham already knows synthesis pathways for are 'industrial Al2O3' and 'literally just the tetrahedral crystal of Element 6', neither of which seem like particularly plausible candidates for something as expensive as 'diamond'. Those crystals should appear as ordinary mining byproducts even if you can't synthesize them, if Keltham recalls correctly, and the synthesis pathways for both chemicals are easy enough that even Golarion's alchemists should've worked them out, they're objectively much simpler than refining spellsilver.

Still worth checking with a spectroscope, in case it's like 'Al2O3 plus a spellsilver contaminant' or something like that...

Arguably Keltham should've tried that earlier too, there's just so many possible things like that to check. This case is distinguished for his current attention only as being something where Keltham might reserve it to fund his supervillainy, instead of, like metallurgy and most other knowledge Keltham has, being something that only yields profits when shared with Osirion.

If 'diamond' the critical expensive spell component is literally just Element-6 crystals, and also Element-6 crystals are expensively rare in mining operations on this planet, and also Golarion's alchemists have never tried just growing seed diamond crystals in an atmosphere of 1% methane / 99% hydrogen at 800C and 3.9psi - as is objectively a much simpler chemical pathway than spellsilver refining - then Keltham will have no explanation for this state of affairs, except the story authors deciding to drop in a blatant plot device, so that there's a not-actually-plausible story about how Keltham could figure out how to synthesize something very compact and valuable all on his own in less than 2 months.)



And Keltham moves on to the next item, and the next, on his brief ciphered list of ideas that he definitely thought of before he augmented himself using an Osirian-loaned item and an Abadar-given spell.

In time he doesn't have any good ideas left, and then he knows he's just delaying the decision itself.









dath ilan: (It will not occur to Keltham at any point that there is anything at all odd about continuing to follow his friendly-trading deontology, never using the trades of a friendly trading partner in a way that they'd hate, while he is plotting to destroy all the Evil gods / all the ancient gods / all the gods / possibly the multiverse.

Negative utilitarians don't particularly violate deontology? Dath ilan's negative utilitarians negotiated honestly, held to their bargains, and quit the field in an orderly fashion.

Negative utilitarians are famously scrupulous about that sort of thing. High scrupulosity appears to be part of the neuroatypical package. That they're even more honorable than average is part of what makes them such tragic literary figures.

If a dath ilani novel depicted a world-destroying supervillain as violating deontology in the course of doing that, everybody reading it would have been outraged at this enormously unjust straw caricature of negative utilitarians. The book would have been promptly condemned to the furthest dark corners of the Ill-Advised Consumer Goods store where they keep things as awful as biased political depictions.)









Keltham: Keltham picks up the +2 Splendour headband, weighing it in his hand. It's time to decide.

There was a boy once, out of dath ilan, who alone in his classroom declared that hewould take the extra seconds to take off his expensive shirt before he jumped into a pool to save a drowning child.

Is Keltham still that boy?









dath ilan: This about dath ilan:

Some dath ilani are more chaotic than others, but...

...but that doesn't mean they are more chaotic than the average Golarionite, say, or the average person from Thellim's own isekai-world of Earth, or the average person in the average planet quantum-descended from a 10,000-year ancestor state of dath ilan.

By Golarion's standards, an unusually chaotic dath ilani is at most as chaotic as a totally average person in Golarion, and probably not really as chaotic as that.









dath ilan: some dath ilani are more selfish than others, but









dath ilan: some dath ilani areso selfish, even, that they will not at first try to be perfectly altruistic about large numbers of people in trouble far away from themselves, that they'll care much more about the people who are right in front of them, the friends they know, the people they love

but









dath ilan: it doesn't really make them all that unusually selfish by the standards of anywhere else









Keltham: even if, at first, they think that's who they're supposed to be









Keltham: heis still the same boy

hewould still spend those seconds to take off his expensive shirt, before jumping into a pool to save a drowning child, if the child's parent's insurance wasn't going to repay him

it's, it's just, if the child is going to Hell









dath ilan: it's not even something where anybody in dath ilan would claim to have been right, about anything, because a case like that is so extreme and absurd that there isn't any moral to it, any valid literary lesson









Keltham: What a time, and what a way, to find out that there's potential for Goodness inside of him after all.









Keltham: Keltham casts Early Judgment, then, which he still has chambered, his emergency spell for restoring emotional equilibrium, in case that makes a difference to his emotional state, before he does this thing.









lintamande: He is, still, Lawful Neutral. Axis is, still, glittering and tall and magical and beautiful, full of aliens mingling and flying and dancing and swimming and teleporting and boarding golden gondolae. Some portals are permanent; some open and close, depositing travellers. In a rooftop garden a whirring ball of gears is doing watercolors of the skyline.









Keltham:









Keltham: He does know enough now, about Golarion, even if only from flipping through library books, to note that some of those races are not known to Golarion; unless they come from far below Golarion's surface, of which little is known except that some things live there.



...it does restore him, strengthen him, but it doesn't change anything about the decision that he's being forced to. It's not, really, underdetermined.

Don't hurt yourself -


I'm sorry, Carissa.









Keltham: At the last, Keltham sends up one final prayer, not to Abadar at all, but to his hypothetical simulators or authors; if, in fact, none of this is real enough that there are actually billions of people as real as himself, suffering in Evil afterlives, then he wants out of this, now, he wants this character viewpoint to fade out and for the real Keltham to wake up somewhere else, in a nicer story than this, with a less complicated harem and, him not believing, that the stakes are any larger, than they really are. He wants that to happen now, and before he endures any more of this for the sake of a larger world that supposedly exists around himself; before he experiences, with any significant amount of realityfluid underlying that experience, a form of personality alteration that death and waking up somewhere else perhaps cannot fix.









Iarwain: If you were watching - though nobody is, at least within Golarion - you would see then that Keltham puts on the headband of Splendour, and goes out to request a Fox's Cunning be cast on himself; the scroll of Cunning is a resource he should reserve, and also he might not cast it successfully within the Black Dome.









Iarwain: When that is done, Keltham would be seen to return to his bedroom, and cast his Owl's Wisdom.









Iarwain: By the time the spells have run out their duration, Keltham is no longer a cleric of Abadar.









Iarwain:












Iarwain:












Iarwain:









8 - the woman of irori





lintamande: There must have been a moment, at the beginning, where we could have said -- no. But somehow we missed it.

- Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead









Sajvara: Sajvara of Sald has given birth to six daughters, and some unimportant number of boys, whom she strangled and cast aside.

Two of those daughters still live.

As a cleric powerful enough to cast healing spells, and able to afford payment for a casting of Remove Disease even before she could cast it herself, one can guess that Sajvara's other four daughters did not die of starvation, of injury, of illness.

That Sajvara detects Lawful Evil is not only due to her strict theories of motherhood, as Pharasma would account her deeds; but still, she treated her daughters strictly. All children die at some age or another; there is, then, no point in coddling them to obtain a higher certainty of survival. You could even see it as a kindness, sending the child to the Boneyard; if they grow to be of age, under her tutelage, they are probably bound for Hell. Those children who would not do well in Hell should rather die early.

Some would say that to be a priest of Irori is a contradiction. Sajvara thinks it is a reasonable thing to call yourself, if you decide that you are not going to be a god yourself, but rather, raise your daughters to become gods. She has six circles for it, now, for she spared herself not from any trial that she inflicted. Success, Sajvara has decided, is one of her daughters growing far enough that a proper challenge for that daughter kills herself.



Sajvara has just been Greater Teleported into Egorian, of Cheliax, along with the elder of her surviving daughters.









Nanhsa: Nanhsa of Sald, daughter of Sajvara.

Monks don't have circles, but the strongest thing she's ever killed had eaten an adventuring party whose strongest member was a third-circle wizard, and she possesses an alignment visible to those who would see such.

She detects as Lawful Evil.









Iarwain: The one who brought them hither bows to them, very briefly, and then Greater Teleports the hell back out of Cheliax before anybody Maledicts him.









Sajvara: Who about this place of landing is here to observe their entrance?









lintamande: This plaza in Egorian has guards stationed outside the temple to Asmodeus, and guards stationed outside a tavern that's unusually busy, what with the demand in Cheliax for mercenaries at present.









Sajvara: Then she shall go to the temple of Asmodeus and inquire with them of the procedures for entering this country, when you are a priest of Irori come hither at request of the Chelish imperium.

In truth, Sajvara is already unimpressed by the lack of customs agents and truthspells by which a Lawful person could make Lawful and supervised entry here. In her home country things are more... organized... than this country of Cheliax, supposedly Lawful and backed by a Lawful Evil god.









lintamande: .....you can teleport in literally anywhere. How would you have customs agents for teleporters.



They are delighted to welcome her to Cheliax, and to summon whoever requested her, that they may indicate to the church where her accommodations are. They're at war and not wasting second-circle spell slots on Zone of Truth, which adventurers can mostly beat anyway.









Sajvara: (They can have designated zones where the Lawful people go to follow the Law is what they can have.)

Sajvara is here to arbitrate the compact between Cheliax and something calling itself "Project Lawful" that had the temerity to designate the highest priest of Irori as being requested to choose an arbitrator if the sides could not agree. Sajvara is that arbitrator, chosen because she will neither fear Malediction nor be prejudiced against Cheliax on account of it calling itself a Lawful Evil country.



(Sajvara had the choice of traveling here or to Osirion, but a rare nudge from Irori indicated she might have more to learn in Cheliax; in particular, it is hinted to Sajvara that somewhere in this land is somebody with something to teach her about using suffering to produce personal growth, as lies near and dear to her own Way.)









lintamande: - right. Well, in that case they will Teleport her to the palace immediately. Honored to be of assistance.







....once they've done so they'll put in a request for a vacation outside Egorian, just to be on the safe side. An angry dangerous Evil priest of Irori showing up about something to do with Project Lawful,the secret project that started the godwar and involves the Queen's lovers Carissa Sevar and Pilar Pineda, is a sign it's a good time for a relaxing weekend in the country.









Nanhsa: "The people of Cheliax seem weak, and frightened. I had hoped for better from a country supposedly refined in the fires of Hell."









Sajvara: Sajvara replies in the same tongue; if any here can understand them, that is their own affair. "Asmodeus is the most powerful of Lawful Evil deities. It does not mean His worshippers are the most powerful of Lawful Evil beings. Asmodeus is not an Evil version of the Master of Masters; He does not seek company."









Nanhsa: "But the rumors we were asked to investigate -"









Sajvara: "If Asmodeus has in truth chosen a mortal to wield suffering as a tool to produce growth and strength instead of only terror and obedience, and is raising them to the status of divinity, it would be an upheaval in Golarion's balance of power on par with the opening of the Worldwound, perhaps with the death of Aroden, the dawn of a new age for Lawful Evil."

"But that this 'Carissa Sevar' is truly such, I do extremely misdoubt. It is not Asmodeus's way to do such a thing, nor to bargain with other gods such as the Master of Masters who could arrange it."









Nanhsa: "Her would-be cult in Vudra will be most disappointed, if that is what we find."









Sajvara: "That is their affair."









Iarwain:




Elsewhere in Egorian











Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not know how long it's been. She has not asked. She has not tried reasoning either from how often she sleeps or from how much progress she's made; she's pretty sure she's making progress at something of an irregular pace, to put it mildly, and she's not sure counting sleeps tells you anything if you're put to sleep with magic when your ability to make headbands runs out.

She finished it, the +6 headband, and they put it on her head. She finished it a long time ago. She was put to work on another one. This one is Splendour. Maybe she will just do this for all eternity; maybe it is, in Abrogail's revised consideration, the best use of her. Maybe she's dead and in Hell. She doesn't remember dying but maybe, after long enough, you wouldn't.

She succeeds, sometimes, at finishing a segment faster than she's ever done before. She only knows this because she isn't punished. Most of the time she just lets her vision blur and her senses dull and her world be consumed by the delicate weaving of the magic into the metal and she has no idea how well she's doing when she's stopped.









Abrogail Thrune II: Someone speaks words of sorcery and dismissal, a harsh combination of the language of magic and the language Infernal; and the slimy devil that wrapped around Carissa is gone.



Abrogail takes the Splendour headband from Carissa's hands, and turns it, marveling at the unfinished craftsmanship. There are, perhaps, a few eighth-circle casters in the world, who could produce craft on this level, at this speed. Abrogail Thrune herself is not among them.

"You're done," Abrogail murmurs to Carissa, as she gathers the very strong fragile thing into her own arms, "well done, very well done, rest now. Your aura is stronger. When you've rested, we'll see if you've reached fifth-circle from this."



She'd planned to push Carissa further than this, it is not clear from the strength of Carissa's aura whether she's reached fifth-circle or not, definitely not sixth. But other events - which Carissa is not at all ready to hear about - have necessitated cutting this experiment short.









Carissa Sevar: Oh.







She bursts into tears.





She hopes that's allowed because she can't fix it, at all.









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's allowed," Abrogail murmurs. She is walking through corridors of the palace in Egorian, swiftly, and there is no one visibly to witness them; these corridors have all been cleared. "Rest, rest, rest, if you faint in this moment that is fine. Sometime I'll tell you of how I reached the sixth circle of sorcery before I executed my compact with Asmodeus; it was much like this, but harsher. I needed to grow faster, so I traveled to Hell directly for it. You will not be broken, when you wake; something like this cannot break you."









Carissa Sevar: "you - this - to make me stronger -"

And then trying to hold everything together, make sense of it, even hear it, is too much, and she closes her eyes, and her sobbing trails off as she sleeps.









Iarwain: Nobody's going to interrupt her if she wants to sleep for a While.



When Carissa Sevar wakes, she'll be in that same aftercare chamber in which she was trapped the last time she was being forced to take her time and recover, white walls with green vines climbing them to relieve the whiteness, in a soft bed with clean sheets and a rather large tray of sweet things set out beside her, and some more substantive foods wrapped in preservation-spells.

Her spellbook is there, and a resource-spellbook from which fifth-circle spells might be attempted. Also gold, silver, steel, gems, mithril, and what would have been a few thousand gp worth of spellsilver before Project Lawful began and is now less costly than that. If she wants to do a little idle crafting.

Also the deed and title formally declaring her a Para-Baroness of Cheliax.









Carissa Sevar: She cries, and eats, and cries, and pets the spellsilver but does not actually try to make anything with it, and tries to estimate how long it's been from how much her hair and nails have grown. Perhaps it's been a month. She thinks it hasn't been two.



She falls asleep again.




She wakes up screaming; her voice is croaky and weak and barely there. She cries, and eats more sweet things, and intends wholeheartedly to take the fifth-circle spellbook and try it but falls asleep again before she does.









Carissa Sevar: Some time later she succeeds at determining that she's not, quite, fifth circle.









Carissa Sevar: She's close. She can feel how close she is, she can feel the spell all-but-come-together in her fingers, she can feel that magic moves more readily for her than it did when she first reached fourth, or even when she finished the geas earrings, or even when she started this punishment.





It takes her a full several hours to work up the wiill to stick a note under the door asking if she can go back, as she has not yet succeeded.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune will return to her, then.

"You're an utterly ridiculous woman, do you know that?" she says without heat. "Even I did not try to go back to Hell when my will at last failed, there; not even to be ninth-circle after my compact."









Carissa Sevar: ....why not, Carissa thinks immediately, though she does restrain herself from saying it.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Because it was actually that bad. And because I knew my own limits, and that to test those limits was to risk myself and my intended rulership of Cheliax. Cheliax needed me to ascend the throne much more than Cheliax needed me to be ninth-circle when I did."

"You aren't quite that important, but you're getting there. Youcouldgo back, Carissa, without breaking, but Cheliax can't spare you that long, not even for your fifth circle. When things have quieted, eventually, we'll send you off on a proper adventure; with due incentives around success and failure, since you need hardly fear death."









Carissa Sevar: There's a blankness where several of Carissa's normal emotional responses to that would be. "I understand," she says quietly. "You - think I wasn't entirely in error, then, in the approach to Project Lawful?" It'd become a fixed point, in the worries/hallucinations, that since that had failed she would not be allowed to try anything like it again.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I would have told you so, but I worried you'd find something else to fret about instead, in that mental state. Your next choice might not have been something where I could tell you definitively afterwards to stop being silly, or refuted it by simple deed. It is better to be able to clearly dismiss something your mind circles around, like that, for so long and under that much stress."









Carissa Sevar: Is Abrogail justifying herself to her slave? No, she wouldn't feel the need to . It's something else.

"I will stop being silly," she says. "I - if we aren't at war with Osirion already, if it doesn't look hopeless - well, then, I think I can outplay Keltham, so long as we have a plan for him to not explode the whole country."









Abrogail Thrune II: "You need to learn how to wield pain as I do, Carissa, to produce true Keepers out of Cheliax."

"And no, you do not get a situation report until you're more recovered than this."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, too late, I've inferred already that Keltham hasn't blown up Cheliax."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail flicks her in the forehead, what somebody in another country might consider painfully. "I will punish you for that insolence, dear. Eventually."

"My time here is more limited than I'd like. The war with Nidal is entering its last days, with most of its territory already consumed by us, and you would not believe how much administrative labor is associated with gaining territory instead of losing it like my uncle did. I don't predict you want to be a landed Baroness, but you could be one did you wish."









Carissa Sevar: "Depends who under, I think, and whether they'll let me do ilani experiments."









Abrogail Thrune II: "The Crown, in this case. I'm reserving some appropriately Duchy-sized chunks of Nidal in case I want to award them, in due time, to deserving souls who are not that deserving yet."









Carissa Sevar: "Then I think I would like that, though it's hard to say for sure, in the absence of a situation report."









Abrogail Thrune II: "You understand that you won't actually have time to run your Barony while managing Project Lawful, and that the best person that can be found to manage it for you, in your stead, will be horrifically incompetent as you see it?"









Carissa Sevar: I am starting to get the sense that that fact explains the entire world and Id better get used to working with it.









Abrogail Thrune II: Sevar, unfortunately, still has no idea.









Carissa Sevar: She takes a lot of naps and has a lot of nightmares. She doesn't need to eat, but she does anyway, for the uncommon sensation of a taste in her mouth that isn't blood.



Her voice comes back. The crying gets more sporadic. At about the same time her common sense comes back and she seriously questions why she spoke that way to Her Infernal Majestrix.



She tries the door, after it's been five days, mostly just out of curiosity.









Security: It opens. A Security outside immediately comes to attention. Possibly he's terrified, but if so, he's good enough at his job that it's hard to be certain.









Carissa Sevar: Oh no before she made this choice she should have had a plan for what she was going to do. She can't just close the door and go back in her room, she'll look like an idiot.



"Accompany me," she says confidently, and strides off in a randomly chosen direction.









Security: He catches her wrist, but gently. "Queen's orders, there's limited places you can go and I must accompany you. Where are you headed?"









Carissa Sevar: "I want to go outside. I haven't been outside in far too long and anyway that's the only way to know if there's a godwar on, these days."









Security: "Best I can do without further orders is a balcony about the Queen's chambers, open to the air, or one of the inner gardens with the illusion of sunlight."









Carissa Sevar: "Balcony's fine. What places am I allowed to go."









Security: "Dining chambers with free command of the palace kitchens, queen's personal library," not her only personal library but this need not be said, "queen's personal workshop and you may use components up to 10,000gp without seeking further authorization, queen's personal torture chamber and you may order subjects delivered from the general-use palace dungeons, physical exercise rooms with selection of exotic opponents..."

Roughly, she's in the Abrogail Section of the palace and has nearly the run of the place while Abrogail's away, but only under supervision.









Carissa Sevar: Maybe she's still not totally recovered because she's not quite brimming with curiosity and she knows she obviously should be.





She has a brief impulse to have a subject delivered from the general-use palace dungeons so she can make them tea and ask them whether Cheliax and Osirion are at war. She tells herself that if she makes trouble Abrogail will not get her to fifth circle about it, Abrogail will tire of her about it.



"Just the balcony, for now, I think."









Iarwain: Egorian is very quiet, this high up above the ground. It looks like a busy city, an ordinary city, from up here. If it's any busier than before, if it's a city at war, Carissa Sevar hasn't seen it in a different state to be compared.

The chairs here are opulent, silken, decorated in Asmodean motifs. Abrogail Thrune must entertain at least some people here, about her private quarters, before whom she finds it useful to keep up appearances; there were no such needless flourishes in Abrogail's workshop when Carissa Sevar was briefly resident there.

Visible to the permanent Detect Magic that is about Carissa, there's a permanentwall of force that shields this balcony, one of a very few spells that laughs at antimagic fields. If Carissa Sevar hasn't seen one of those before, the magic beneath it is worth staring at for a while. Theoretically, it would also stop her if she tried to hurl herself off the balcony, or to escape.

The guard fades back to the door that enters this place, stepping politely out of Carissa's vision.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar has this whole fancy new headband she made herself and nothing to think about. Or - too much to think about, and she feels oddly averse to wasting thought in wrong directions. She wants to know the situation, and then her brain will consent to begin generating thoughts about it.





It's okay, for torture to have temporary effects like this. And Abrogail was sure it wouldn't be permanent.



It's so rude of time to keep passing while she's not yet recovered and ready to know everything. Someday she wants a time-dilated demiplane. It's supposed to be nearly impossible but, well, some people say 'nearly impossible' about +6 headbands, too, people are just really far too free with that particular claim.





She looks out at Egorian, and closes her eyes, and maybe falls asleep again - she's not sure - and dreams that Keltham is saying to her sadly 'you aren't worth all this, if you were you'd have been better at lying to me', and dreams that she's made a mistake in headband-crafting, and dreams that she's safe and has won and Asmodeus is telling her that it's all right now -

- at which point she's in fact sure, that she's dreaming, and wakes up.









Carissa Sevar: She spends the next day in the library and the day after that she asks for the Queen to be told that she thinks she's recovered. If the Queen does not respond then she'll try the interrogating prisoners about world events thing.









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen sends a return reply indicating that she'll be along by the end of the day, and that Sevar should not believe everything she hears from even the freshest prisoners but she's welcome to try.









Carissa Sevar: She didn't say anything about that, but she's not surprised the Queen's having her mind read; she's felt it, on occasion, when she's paying enough attention to flick the spell off like instinctively swatting a fly.





....sure, she'll have someone recently imprisoned sent up from the dungeons, and tea prepared, so she can ask them questions.









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: This is obviously the personal living quarters of somebody incredibly high-ranking, and he has no idea who. He's well-acquainted with gossip in the capital, and he has no idea who this person could possibly be, with the sort of personal area in the palace that only Abrogail Thrune should have, if even her.


He was - hoping, somehow - even now - that this would somehow end in less than the worst way possible, for him - even after he was delivered to the palace dungeon to await someone's use - and, the strange thing, about seeing the polite tea set out for himself, which doesn't feel like anything less than the worst possible disaster, is realizing that there's literally nothing he could have seen that would look like good news. What was he hoping for, then?

He will obviously not speak until spoken to.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, this is fun.



"Have some tea," she says. "I was wondering what sorts of things you've read in the news lately."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: He obeys.

The war with Nidal is winding down. The Black Triune fled, crippled but still dangerous, to parts unknown. With them gone, that Pangolais hasn't fallen is said to be more a matter of military convenience as they clean up the rest of the country first.

Spellsilver prices are fluctuating insanely as old hoards and reserves around multiple countries are dumped into the market, and merchants try to guess what the final price will be when the dust has settled about Cheliax's Project Chemistry and Osirion's Scientific Revolution. It's rumored that Project Chemistry is far ahead of Osirion but that Osirion is rapidly catching up and nobody knows what to make of any of the weirder rumors about either. Osirion has warned the world that Cheliax has developed a method for manufacturing particular magical items more cheaply, and that it may take Osirion some time to catch up on that dimension especially; it's rumored that Osirion is developing a counter-method to have lesser magical items developed by people who aren't even wizards.

Everyone is expecting war to break out between Cheliax and Osirion, possibly Cheliax and the rest of the world, people don't understand why that war hasn't begun already. Finishing off Nidal doesn't seem like nearly reason enough to delay.

There's a vast struggle going on between all those trying to prove themselves worthy to be awarded a piece of Nidal; an opportunity like this comes along less often than once per lifetime. The Crown is said to be making it clear that territories will be awarded primarily on the basis of achievements in the struggles to come. Ambitious nobles, and even more so great merchant houses, are frantically scouring their territories for outstanding wizards and alchemists, and trying with limited success to recruit them from abroad.









Carissa Sevar: She can feel herself cautiously starting to think again, starting to orient to things that aren't happening exclusively to her.

"And what do they say, in Egorian, about Project Chemistry?"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: It is said to be developing a new kind of alchemy, or maybe wizardry, some say that a new sorcerous bloodline has been discovered of Matter Sorcery. They're producing spellsilver absurdly cheaply, in ever-spiraling quantity, it's said that Matter Sorcerers can simply hold ore in their hand and concentrate for a few minutes to turn it into the refined metal.

Rumors first had Project Chemistry led by the County heiress, Lady Eullia Avaricia, of the county of Seguer. Even more recent rumors have the county of Seguer less favored than it seemed two weeks ago.

It's whispered that Project Chemistry is called that because it was spawned by 'Project Lawful', of which even less is known except the wildest rumors, save that it's said to be tangled in the affairs of the Ascendant Three.









Carissa Sevar: " - of the who now."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: Three powerful adventurers said to be entangled in a romantic triangle, and a black and mysterious compact regarding their mutual ascension to godhood; the Osirion Outsider, Keltham, is said to be one of them, who betrayed their compact and left Cheliax for Osirion; the second a mysterious sorceress, of whom it is said that she is already standing right behind you; and the third is Carissa Sevar herself, rumored heiress and lover and dominatrix of Abrogail Thrune. It's said that a prophet has appeared in Absalom to proclaim that all three will ascend by Starstone during the next lunar eclipse, and that the Starstone will prove unable to bear the strain and perish at last, whereupon Carissa Sevar will devour the souls of all within Absalom to complete her ascension and scourge the seas and coasts around, before descending into Hell to replace Barbatos as the archdevil of Avernus.









Carissa Sevar: "Whosays that??"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: NOT HIM! NOT HIM! IT'S JUST WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING!









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Pilar! Won't you join us for some cake?"









Security: Security de-invisibles. "Lady Pineda sent a message this morning to say that she's not allowed to debrief you until the Queen has done so, also that she's now engaged about important work for the Project that's Teleport-constrained." He takes a box from his Bag of Holding, removes a cake from that box, lays it carefully on the tea-table.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you happen to know if the important work for the Project involves spreading the rumor I'm going to ascend at the next lunar eclipse - not that I object to that - and do so by devouring the souls of all in Absalom - which I do object to!"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: HE'S LITERALLY SITTING NEXT TO CARISSA SEVAR.

THAT'S WORSE THAN ABROGAIL THRUNE!









Security: "My understanding from rumorswithin Security is that no known agency is believed to be sponsoring those outside rumors, as they serve no known faction or evident purpose."









Carissa Sevar: " - that's a bit much, to be happening for no reason. Have you checked if it's Keltham."









Security: "I can call up an Osirian analyst from Intelligence, if that is your will, Lady Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll wait for my debrief." She stands up, and paces.



Rumors. Everyone treats them as a force of nature, as an inevitable if unfortunate feature of humans. All the Project Lawful rumors - unusually bad, Maillol said, but not outside what he'd seen.

The Osirians seemed uncannily well-informed.

Snack Service considered it important that Keltham's final debrief occur in front of an audience of hundreds.

Carissa Sevar, a name that's apparently now widely known and widely feared.

Pilar, engaged about important work for the Project.





If there's not an entire secret task force dedicated to figuring out what games Cayden Cailean is playing, they haven't been taking him seriously enough. Which, of course - he hasn't exactly been trying to be someone it's possible to take seriously.







"Tell me more about Carissa Sevar," she says in approximately the direction of her prisoner, not really looking at him.









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: Now there's an order to melt the brain of somebody sitting anywhere near Carissa Sevar! Has she forgotten how mortals work?

He's frantically trying to think of anything complimentary, she's said to be unnaturally comely but you don't want to say that in front of somebody who's obviously only naturally comely. He sure isn't repeating any of those rumors even if they could be considered in a certain light complimentary. "She's - also called Chosen of Asmodeus and the Church hasn't commented on that - there's a rumor the Church has declared heretical, that when Sevar ascends as a god her favored followers will be granted - more mercy in Hell than anyone has received before then, though they'll still be turned to devils - it's said that there are cults springing up in her name in countries where Asmodeus's Church doesn't hold, hoping for some of that mercy, and that folk there fearing they'll sort Lawful Evil hold" orgiastic "rites and sabbaths in hopes of earning her favor and mercy in Hell -"









Carissa Sevar: "I -

- how would that even work, like, even if I do ascend next lunar eclipse, I don't think I'd get any retroactive knowledge of who's been hosting rites? I guess they could get some practice in?"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: He'll bet his life, his soul, and his pain against that question having been directed at him, since he has to bet.









Carissa Sevar: "Would you calm down? I'm going to kill you because you know too much but it's not going to be very hard to make this conversation more interesting than torturing you would be, especially since I suspect the person I really want to hurt, here, is Pilar. Look, what's your name, what'd you do to end up in the palace dungeons."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "Ermengol, Lady Sevar. I was - caught spying on someone, at behest of a hirer I did not know - and I did not know, that the one I was spying upon, was of the House of Thrune."









Carissa Sevar: "My commendations to whoever reviewed my request and thought to send me someone well-informed," says Carissa, not really to him. "And are you scared that I'm going to hurt you, or just that you're going to die?"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "I am scared of being hurt, and also scared of death, as I know both lie within your will." He cannot imagine that any other answer is wanted from him; it is only coincidence that it happens to be true. This is not Project Lawful.

(Ermengol doesn't ping aura detection, and he's tried, sometimes, to - steer away from Hell, such as you can, in Cheliax - but the percents are very hard against his having succeeded, especially in a profession such as his.)









Carissa Sevar: "Why are you scared of Hell?"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "It's said that the torments there are worse than any in Golarion, and I have not enjoyed such torment as has fallen to me, in my life."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you suppose that in Hell they arebetterat torment, so that it doesn't have whatever annoyed you about it in Golarion."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "This supposition has never occurred to me in all my life, Lady Sevar - the Church does not - teach it?"

He is notsoterrified, so despairing, and so resigned, that he cannot see the potential cruel joke of converting him to heresy just before his death, if he's that stupid, to arrange an even more painful reception for him in Hell.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, maybe they should, so that everyone wouldn't be so terrified of going to Hell all the time! Look, do you think you'd dislike being a devil?"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "I - have not heard that devils seem to be in constant pain, it is - the process of getting there, that I fear. That, and that - I worry that I am not - destined for a devil's place, in Hell."

He'd ask how he could earn that place, but he is not stupid, stupid people in his profession do not last long at all, and he has grasped from meeting Carissa Sevar that at least the rumors of her semi-divinity are likely false.









Carissa Sevar: She looks like an ordinary pretty young woman, really, sipping her tea. "You're a smart young man. Reasonably quick. Reasonably capable. Doesn't it seem like it would be better for Asmodeus - less wasteful - if people like you became devils?"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: 
He cannot grasp what game is playing, he cannot conceal his trembling, he does not even know if he is meant to be lying let alone what lie is demanded of him; and so whatever game is being played, he has certainly already failed it and is losing more points by the minute.

"I - would of course be honored, if once such as I - were deemed worthy thus to serve Asmodeus," Ermengol tries. He isn't worthy; he has no faith about him, little pride, and as a young man he did not keep his word. If he escapes Hell it will be by way of inadequate Law, and if Ermengol comes to Abaddon he does not know what he will do then, faced with the worst choice that anyone ever faces.









Carissa Sevar: - her expression changes.



"You don't know what you would do, if you came to Abaddon. Because you - fear Hell that much."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: His mind is being read.

Ermengol would despair, if he had remaining despair-capacity to spare, which he does not.

Yes, says Ermengol's mind, even as his mind automatically composes the required nonheretical lie about how clearly Hell is the best among the choice of Hell/Abaddon/Abyss but what's the point of saying that, if she's reading his mind -









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Security, when's the next lunar eclipse?"









Security: "I don't know."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "It is said to be four months hence, Lady Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: If she spent all of them attached to a devil she'd be fifth circle for sure. Maybe sixth. Nowhere near enough.





Abrogail won't let her do that anyway and the part of her that wants to isn't Asmodean. It's like with Keltham and kids, her brain offers helpfully. You being confronted with people getting their souls devoured because of Evil damages your Asmodeanism, like how when Keltham thinks about kids he backslides on all his progress being Evil.









Carissa Sevar: "Thiscan't bethe way of running a church and country that best serves Asmodeus. Itcan't."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: Is he supposed to take her up on her pretended treason - said right in front of a nonreactive Security - who wouldbelieve that -









Carissa Sevar: "You know, I don't think the Intelligence headband is what I need here, I think I need the Splendour one. Too bad it's not finished. Wonder how hard it'd be to stack them. I'm speaking with you because I thought it'd be mildly entertaining, and I haven't spoken with another human being in more than a month and should probably get some practice before Her Majesty returns. Since that was my intent, there's no way at all for me to gain your trust; I wouldn't believe me. You'd have to be an idiot, and you clearly aren't.

And yet.

My guess is that my theological advisors will tell me that herding souls from Abaddon to Hell is not a good idea for me, even if it does serve Asmodeus, because it also serves my own worst impulses.

And yet."





She keeps the paper close to hand, the one where Asmodeus's instructions to her were written. She pulls it out. She reads out the first and last line.

"Serve Me well in this world and you shall be raised high in it. Come to Me in Hell without thought of other choices, as mortals once did in the days before they were cursed with their own wills, and you shall be among the most treasured of My possessions.

That's - the real prophecy, such as it is, in this age without it."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: There's the bare possibility of honesty here, even in Cheliax, if what serves her whim is to speak truth to a prisoner who's to be executed soon after. He has no idea - what he is supposed todo with it - but he is listening, now, alert for opportunity -

"So the Church doesn't contradict that you are Chosen of Asmodeus - because that is true - but that you can grant mercy in Hell - isn't in the prophecy?"

(He would serve her incredibly sincerely if it delayed his death.)









Carissa Sevar: "It says nothing of that. And I am faithful to Asmodeus, and if mercy does not serve Him, I would not dream of dispensing it. But - and whether this is heresy, I doubt the Most High wants to comment on - it seems to me that, sometimes, mercy makes people better. Stronger. Worthier. And if that's so, and if Asmodeus's nature does not forbid it absolutely, then I would dispense mercy, wherever it brings strength; because Good abhorrs the weapons of Evil they fight with one hand bound, and if Evil abhorrs the weapons of Good as well then we're making the same error."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: He continues to have no idea how to play this game on this level.

"Is there a way that mercy for me could bring strength?"

It's a fool's answer, a sucker's answer, but if he doesn't play the game at all, it might end; and of course, that something is being dangled in front of him, and that he has nothing left but that thing, is part of the game.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I notice that the possibility you might get something out of this interaction made you substantially more competent at it. I am not sure if that's the same thing or not.

If you were to choose Abaddon, Hell is weakened. Yes?"









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "Yes, Lady Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: "So the best thing, obviously, would be for you to choose Hell without thought of other choices, as we are all commanded to.

But the second best thing, I'd think, would be for you to choose Hell believing that, if mercy is what's required to build the strength to be a devil in you, then you'll find it."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "I would surely choose Hell, believing that; but reading my thoughts you know that I - would not believe that, if the Church calls it heresy" and actually even if they didn't, but he's at least trying to sound intelligent now; a stupid minion is one you have no reason to spare.









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. I'm not a god, and that's not how Hell works. But - when I first started thinking about this, when I firstnoticedhow much Asmodeus isweakenedby the state where He cannot improve us in every way that achieves His aims, when I first realized that someone was going to have to build a purer, clearer, righter Asmodeanism - that's when I tried to sell my soul and instead learned of His instructions."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "I - think I see, Chosen of Asmodeus?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think all those people are praying for Asmodeus to put them to the best possible use, whatever that requires, even if what it requires is - mercy, or compassion, or generosity. I think they're just praying that instead of bad things happening to them, good things will happen to them. And I can't help them with that. But if someone were praying for Hell to give them the strength to grow up in it, praying to become better and stronger and worthier, praying for those who hold power over them to be skillful, and wield that power skillfully in Asmodeus's service, and make great devils -

- well, I'd try to answer that. Except for how I don't think I'm supposed to go to Asmodeus without thought of other choicesquite yet."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "I would be honored to serve you while you waited, great Lady, and pray as you direct." This will be the point where she laughs and refuses him; and then there will be a step of the game beyond it, or there will not be; but Ermengol can see no more clever move here than to say the fool's lines.









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe. In this world I serve my Queen," and last time I started taking followers she made suchfaces about it, "and I've spoken to you more candidly than I would have, if I'd meant for you to live. But I'll have you wait, until my briefing, until I understand the situation of this Project Chemistry and what idiocy Avaricia's been up to, and I'll think, then, on whether I have use for you. I'm not particularly toying with you; you can sleep, while you wait, if you'd rather not endure it."









Incredibly Terrified Prisoner: "I will endure," he guesses as the right answer, for she's spoken much of strength. "Thank you for even that much forbearance, Chosen of Asmodeus." Is it the right move to call it mercy, he can't possibly guess.









Carissa Sevar: "Now tell me what people say about Carissa Sevar, if they aren't frantically trying to flatter her."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune returns to the palace, hears out a quick update on Carissa Sevar, and manages not to beat her head against the nearest wall, which wouldn't particularly survive the experience.Yes it damages your Asmodeanism, Carissa, good call there.

Abrogail is tempted to have the wretch killed on the spot, but this probably works better if Sevar tries him out and is disappointed - Abrogail can always arrange that this is the case, if required. There's also that lingering doubt about whether Sevar actually is meant to devise better theology.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune rests, for a few minutes, before she has Carissa called to her.

Yes, even she rests. It's been a long day, set in some long weeks, and Abrogail is not looking forwards to this conversation.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is sure that she has, in fact, recovered, when she enters, because the usual idiot parts of her brain are back online to inform her that Abrogail is beautiful.









Carissa Sevar: "Your majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "My own judgment says that you are ready to hear updates, and then, I hope, to resume command of Project Lawful. Affirm or deny."









Carissa Sevar: "I believe so, your Majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Very well. I'll begin with what is the worst news, so far as I understand all the news: Asmodia is murdered, or fled, or kidnapped, or suicided, we still do not know."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "How....do wenot know."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail will briefly, and without visible change of facial expression, describe the situation as it developed in Project Lawful in the days leading up to Asmodia's disappearance/death - including some of Asmodia's last conversations, with Elias Abarco, with Ferrer Maillol, with Pilar Pineda, with Korva Tallandria; including that small portion which Pineda had agreed not to speak of, and which was added in by Security reading Pineda's thoughts, so as to not risk Pineda's Law.









Asmodia: After those last conversations, Asmodia announced, one evening at the informal gathering that served as an opportunity for the two Project factions to snipe at each other about slow progress trade status updates, that she'd decided to do the right thing by Project Lawful regardless of what it cost her; and had sent out updates to the Queen and Most High, describing exactly how dysfunctional Project Lawful had gotten, and Asmodia's fault analysis saying who was responsible and suggesting that somebody who actually believed in tropes needed to be in command here, stat.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "If your superiors don't agree with you that roads are the genius project Cheliax needs, just shop around until you find one who does, is that the idea?"









lintamande: "Bluffing," says Abarco. "The mail room wouldn't even have let her do that, not without authorization."









Asmodia: "Disguised myself nonmagically just enough that I wouldn't look visibly like Asmodia. Dozens of new people added to the Project in the last weeks, mailroom wouldn't expect to recognize them all. Prestidigitated some water to ink and some ink to clear. The envelopes appeared addressed to completely innocuous Palace targets, and would only change to apparently target the Queen and Most High by the time somebody went to pick up the packet, who would, of course, assume that there'd been prior authorization."

"There isn't any actual Security on this Project site, at least not where ilani are concerned. Just a presumption that those ilani will not find it in their interests to bypass the pretend Security."









lintamande: - he still thinks she's bluffing. Maybe. But he will certainly escalate this to Maillol.









Asmodia: "The Queen or Most High, whichever comes here, will, obviously, punish me. I have been insubordinate."

"I hope that being able to say under truthspell that we were headed for disaster and somethinghad to be done, will count for something with Lawful entities who recognize the existence of timeless bargains, and incentives."

"If they don't come here to punish me, and only send back an order regarding my excruciation, then I've failed. That's the last stakes I can offer, and the last gamble I can make, before this Project folds in on itself and Sevar comes back to find only wreckage of what she left as a smoothly functioning organization."









Ferrer Maillol: ASMODIA WHY.

She cannotpossibly be - she cannotpossibly imagine that she'll be punished less, down this path - nobody out of Cheliax could possibly, possibly be that stupid -

A bluff? Whywould she? What could she gain from it?



And Maillol realizes with horror that what Asmodia's set up can only possibly,possibly work in any sense whatsoever if she believes everything she's saying and is actually, as she sees it, trying to save the Project from disaster.

Possibly involving something with god-fucked tropes that, yes, he wouldn't have understood.









Ferrer Maillol: All they can do, now, is wait for the Queen and the Most High to come and pass judgment, or send back an order that will be Asmodia's end.

Maillol doesn't particularly consider trying to punish Asmodia himself, before that happens; there is not the certainty of the Queen or Most High approving.



Though Maillol will obviously order somebody in Security to have a look at Asmodia's thoughts, and inform him if she's planning anything else, or if anything about her thoughts doesn't match what she's said.









Security: No thoughts Detected in Asmodia that fail to match her presentation, sir.

(It's one of the Securities that has seen Asmodia's Gorthoklek authorization; a number of them have, at this point. He mostly couldn't Detect Asmodia's thoughts at all; but he knows this fact is under the seal of Hell, that he must give no sign of it, that he is to answer as if he was able to read Asmodia's mind with no problems. He wavers on whether to try to warn Maillol somehow that he can't confirm Asmodia's presentation, either; but decides against it. If you know about Gorthoklek's authorization, then Asmodia's claim to have a direct line to Church and Crown is much more plausible as a gambit that ends well for her, and maybe not for Maillol.)









Abrogail Thrune II: "...and then Asmodia, so far as anyone could tell at first, disappeared. Her spellbook was left behind in her bedroom, in its usual place. Her one-use item of Modify Memory*, given to her in case of Peranza Syndrome or anything similar, could not be found. Locate Object could not find it either."

"After a great search, it was determined that a vat of sulfuric acid had a low fire lit below it with no logged experiment in progress there, then that the acid was contaminated in a way consistent with a body and clothing having been thrown into it. Asmodia's Wisdom headband was found at the bottom - thankfully intact. The Modify Memory item was also there, discharged, shielded by the vat walls from the Locate Object spell."

"The area containing the acid vat was outdoors, but shielded from sunlight during the day by an awning that also blocked direct Security vision from fortress overwatch. Greater Detect Magic shows the Modify Memory effect discharged there, and no other unusual magics cast in that place; many, including Asmodia, had used Prestidigitations and Mage Hands there within the time limit of the spell, and Securities had cast Invisibility and Detect Thoughts and the like."

"No alarm spells tripped to show an attempted exit from the Forbiddance volume, nor were any other personnel missing."

"On the surface it seemed a strangely futile attempt at either murder or suicide. But then scries could not detect Asmodia, nor Asmodia's soul."

"After the next dawn, Aspexia Rugatonn tried a Discern Location. Even that did not find Asmodia, which implies Mind Blank, or the intervention of divinity, or that she was wholly destroyed, or that she traveled to strange places beyond known planes."

"Aspexia essayed a True Resurrection."

"It failed."

"We cannot attempt even a Commune, let alone a Miracle, unless we make a decision to move all Project Lawful out of the Ostenso nonintervention zone, as a Miracle would certainly be intended to affect events there."

"We have sent urgent queries to Hell of the matter, and have yet to receive any response."

"Truthspells and Detect Thoughts upon all Project Lawful have failed to turn up anybody whoremembers themselves to have decided to target Asmodia or help her; nor to have had any unusual means about them that could aid Asmodia's escape or kidnapping; nor any means to destroy, trap, or hide Asmodia's soul.



(*) Bards are rare in Golarion, those that make and sell items are rarer. The single-use Modify Memory items issued to at-risk Project members are repurposed Chelish spy tools, based on a 6th-circle spellform derived from the Memory subdomain of a Mephistopheles cleric. The resulting spell effects are 'instantaneous', rather than the more versatile standard 'permanent' form of Modify Memory, and permit erasing memories but not modifying them. The standard form would require the caster to concentrate for an equivalent time to the original memory modified, making them useless for erasing or modifying infohazards, since the caster would just form new memories of the hazardous info as the old info was being erased. This implies that nobody on the Project was given complicated false memories, or at least, not by Asmodias issued item; and that the spell effect from it cant be Detected, Dispelled, or Break-Enchantment-ed after the fact.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa stares dumbfounded at Abrogail for a moment, torn between being baffled and being sad.



So either Asmodia figured out how to arrange her escape to Osirion - likely with Clepati's help - or she committed suicide, plausibly still to be Raised by Osirion - or she committed suicide and successfully, somehow, got herself eaten -









Carissa Sevar: (no)









Carissa Sevar: - and there's another feeling, rapidly catching up with and then outpacing the bafflement.



"Theidiots.All of them. The fate of Cheliax at stake and it took them a matter of weeksto break Asmodia's remaining loyalty, which was based on our competence and potential for achievement, because - what were theythinking -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "People's remembered thoughts do twist and change, under such circumstances. Maillol now believes himself to have been thinking that Asmodia was a promising young lady whose coddling by the Project's earlier circumstances was threatening to entirely ruin her, that Asmodia had been led on with far too much mercy, making her believe herself to have a far stronger negotiating position than she did, to lose her necessary and protective fear of her superiors, to engage in openly traitorous speech and finally outright insubordination; and that he was applying a carefully measured correction based on a previous punishment in Ostenso which had not then broken her."

"I expect that what Maillol was actually thinking was that Asmodia had no way out even in death and no choice but to serve well or suffer worse, that she was being unbearably insolent, and that she needed to be put back in her place. This in fact would have been a completely unexceptionable belief in a world where tropes did not exist."









Carissa Sevar: "And, of course, it did not occur to theseidiotsthat possibly, if Asmodia was acting like she had a strong bargaining position, shewas pretty sure she did?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm not sure that would have occurred even tome," especially if Abrogail herself had not known about Asmodia's sealed thoughts or Gorthoklek's authorization. "I don't like thinking about tropes either, and the possibility that Asmodia had made herself their mistress and could deliberately invoke her own character jeopardy to arrange a murder mystery around herself would have taken me absolutely by surprise - Carissa, you can't just treat everyone who acts like they have a strong negotiating position as if they do."









Carissa Sevar: "Your majesty, Asmodia is not of a character suited to Hell, and yet she came back from it happier, more alive, more driven,stronger.This was of interest to me, because I want to know why Hell can't do thatreliably.She refused to tell me anything, and Hell shared nothing, and so I imagined I wasn't supposed to look further, but -

- but there was more than usual cause, to wonder if she wasn't bluffing. Her first owner died, in the mere few days he held her. Maybe from ilanism it can be derived how wizards can keep their powers in Hell. Maybe she made arrangements with her next owner to let Keltham raise her. Maybe there's something afoot in Hell beyond our imaginations.I doubt she was murdered, or at least not without her cooperation. It's a stupid move, from people who expected Crown and Church attention on whatever came next, and she had more reason to think there was a next step to her plan than anyone else on site would have had to think she couldn't simply be resurrected.

Anyway. The idiots let the whole project go to the Abyss, then tried to call her bluff, and she wasn't bluffing.Why did they let the whole project go to the Abyss in the first place."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Because the Project was twisted up in a strange shape around Keltham and he wanted to see what a normal shape was before he began to fuck with it, said Maillol, because the slaves needed to be allowed to exercise their natural impulses after so long and your subordinates' failures would give you a stronger psychological position in their minds to come back and tell them how you wanted it, said Subirachs, because when I briefly looked in from Nidal I didn't have time to run everything myself and I was hoping a strong natural leader would emerge from among the half-formed ilani if their former leader and protector was removed and they were threatened a tiny little bit, says Abrogail, and because she was busy in Nidal and did not herself understand what must be done to create Keepers but it would not involve shielding them from adversity, says Aspexia."

"To be clear, we were not correct."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "A wise assessment, your majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: Careful, Sevar, Abrogail does not say, because she has in fact failed, and if this is the start of Carissa Sevar deciding to remove her from her throne then so be it.

"If you wished something else to happen you should have commanded it so, Sevar," she says instead.









Carissa Sevar: "Your majesty, I would like to return to my project, that it may serve you better in building ilani and outpacing Osirion and resembling the Abyss a little less."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Then I will finish out this debriefing. You have heard the worst that there is to hear, and it's the worst thing that happened in a month of your being away from Project Lawful, which is not very far above the Project's 'base rate'."

"At least one good thing came of the affair. Possibly. It's hard to be sure..."









Pilar : If Snack Service knowsanythingabout this -

Why is Pilar even asking. Of course Snack Service knows exactly what happened.









Curse of Laughter: Obviously! And Snack Service isn't telling!









Pilar : Pilar is in fact seethingly angry about this. The Project is confused, paranoid, distracted, and this does not benefit Asmodeus. Is there a good reason Snack Service isn't telling?









Curse of Laughter: Resolving that uncertainty would benefit Asmodeus, sure, but it wouldn't benefit Cayden Cailean!

It's just like why Snack Service let the whole thing happen in the first place! Asmodia being gone hurts Asmodeus, but hugely benefits Cayden Cailean, so Snack Service did nothing. Snack Service only acts when the interests are aligned.









Pilar : There would be a very noticeable *twitch*, at this point, if you were watching Pilar and had a reasonably high Sense Motive.

Is Snack Service willing to say how Asmodia being gone benefits Cayden Cailean?









Curse of Laughter: If the thing with Asmodia hadn't happened - say, if Pilar had invoked the curse's power herself to bring order to Project Lawful, or even just agreed with Asmodia to protect the Sevar loyalists - and Cayden Cailean had successfully managed the consequences of that as best He could - the best-case outcome from that would have been a few tens of thousands of Asmodeus-worshippers surviving who would otherwise have died within the next year, thanks to things Asmodia would have done.

Theworst-case outcome, if Pilar had intervened herself, would have been that it ruined Cayden Cailean's entire master plan! And left Asmodeus holding all of the benefits from all of the sacrifices that Cayden Cailean made! Cayden Cailean would have been left with nothing, and all Snack Service's hard work would have greatly benefited only Lawful Evil and not Chaotic Good at all, and Asmodeus would have gloated.









Pilar : *Twitch.*









Curse of Laughter: Don't feel too bad! If there'd been any significant possibility of Pilar doing that, Cayden Cailean would've made different plans in the first place!

So it's not that Pilar could've changed things much by being a different sort of person, even if it would've changed things if she'd suddenly acted differently without any gods being able to predict that.

Cayden Cailean only steered events this way in the first place because it was a very reliable fact that Pilar was too much of a subby sub to want to do anything without orders, even when that would've obviously benefited Asmodeus.









Pilar : *Twitch.*









Curse of Laughter: Obviously, that this all provides a valuable lesson for Pilar is part of Cayden Cailean's plan too!

To be clear, in the future, when Pilar tries to do things that seem to her like they should benefit Asmodeus, they'll sometimes hurt Asmodeus and benefit Cayden Cailean!

But on average, on the whole, on net, and in probabilistic expectation, for Pilar to be the sort of person who goes down that course will benefit Asmodeus! You can't actually become a true ilani and then a Power of Hell if you just wait for orders your whole life, you know! Pilars who stay justsubby subs definitely don't get to see their mother and sister again! Of course, Snack Service won't say what the probabilities are if you do try.









Pilar : *Twitch.*









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service apologizes for being mean, but it's the only way to snap Pilar out of it!









Pilar : *SNAP*









Pilar : "Hey, Paxti. Here's a cookiefrom me to celebrate being rescued from the dumbest ass inSecurity who hasn't worked out the reason that all the other Securities have gone very still and well-behaved, without any explicit order changes that would require their superiors to admit they made a mistake."

"And you. You get one warning. Fuck off, behave yourself, and don't bother anyone or pull any shit until Sevar gets back with explicit orders about what to do next."









Security: "Oh. You. You're the Caydenite who likes being raped, aren't you? I'll get around to you, don't worry."









Pilar : 
"When you get to Hell shortly, let your owner see within your mind that Pilar Pineda, trusted of Aspexia Rugatonn, did instruct them in Asmodeus's name and as HER OWN incentive that you spend every minute until you get Raised being kicked repeatedly in the testicles."









Security: "Oh, now this I have to see. You think you can -"









Pilar : "In the name of friendship, DIE."









Pilar : "I am the most proven Asmodean in Project Lawful. I am the sanest person in Project Lawful. I am the scariest person in Project Lawful. And right now, I AM THE MOST ANNOYED PERSON IN PROJECT LAWFUL. THIS DOMINANCE CONTEST IS OVER. I WIN. NOW BEHAVE LIKE FUCKING SANE PEOPLE UNTIL SEVAR GETS BACK OR I WILL FUCKING MAKE YOU BEHAVE."









Pilar : Pilar then promptly turns herself in to higher authority with a complete and slightly less than fully professional report, including the fact that Snack Service said that she needed to think and act on her own before seeking orders from the Most High for maximum benefit to Asmodeus.









Carissa Sevar: " - good for her. Does she formally have the command right now or is she just, uh, doing that independently."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It was not deemed wise to recognize the resulting informal arrangement formally, but it was made clear to Maillol and to Subirachs's replacement that they were to seek Pilar's counsel on matters related to ilanism or tropes."









Carissa Sevar: ...Subirachs's replacement. So Abrogail is as angry as Carissa, then, even if she's not showing it. Good.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Progress on chemistry is accelerating under Avaricia, and if there's any difference between before and after Pilar imposed her order, I know not the mathematics to detect it. Neither I nor Aspexia feel impressed by Avaricia's attempts at training her own ilani, but Asmodia's own attempts in that direction seemed to scarcely fare better, nor have the smartest wizards exposed to Project transcripts seemed to change even as much as I would detect in perhaps Gregoria. It seems almost as though there is some magic in direct exposure to Project Lawful's secret power source which transformed them towards ilani, and the transcripts alone do not carry it... which, to be clear, I very much hope is not the case, or that you have absorbed it as well."

"We do have twenty very promising candidates for your next attempts at training, obtained by somewhat unusual means..."









Iarwain: Rosal Monserrat can cast Light, Detect Magic, Read Magic, Prestidigitation, Comprehend Languages, Endure Elements. That is how outstanding her mathematical talents are, how good with numbers she was as a child and delighted in them; that as a successful merchant's sixth daughter, sired on his third wife, she was given that much of a wizarding education. Not taught in a wizard academy, of course, but permitted to hang about the magic lessons in which his third son was being tutored.

A year or so after those lessons ended, the house's fifth daughter was due to be married off to an older man, rich and successful, strong-looking and with the appearance of a short temper; to Rosal, he seemed rather like the sort who might hit her sister. Surely, she had thought, a Good person would do something about that - though she obviously had little to no power, in her household, and the alliance was not one her father could afford to lose -

Rosal Monserrat, who was not as pretty but did have that wizardry going for her, put forth her best effort at seduction and managed to get herself inserted in her sister's stead.

It is a year later now, and Rosal Monserrat is reading in her bedroom by the glow of her Light spell, feeling miserable, with fresh bruises yellowing about her face, her eyes, her thighs.









???: "You're corrupting him, you know."









Iarwain: Rosal is whirled about, standing, holding in her hands the letter-opener from her desk as if it were a real weapon. "Who goes? Who dares?"









???: "Your husband was a Good man, before you thrust yourself into his life."









Iarwain: Rosal stares at the shadowy figure who's stepped out of the corner of her bedroom, her heart hammering in her ears, not quite loudly enough that she doesn't realize that the rest of the household is far, far too silent; this is a mage, a real one, not her miserable imitation, and if they want her death or her hostagehood she will have very little say about the matter.

"What do you want?" Rosal says, because it's possible that if she asks she'll be told.









???: "To trade your soul for your husband's."









Iarwain: "I - do not understand -" Apart from how it's even scarier.









???: "He was a man of charitable works until he met you, and now you ply him with drink and try to maneuver him into beating you. He'd go to the Maelstrom instead of Elysium, at this rate, maybe even the Abyss. And at the end of your own life, Pharasma would judge you for Axis, for your other attempts at Good deeds and charity to ease the guilt you feel."

"You belong in Hell. Both Elysium and Hell would be better off, if he and you went there."









Iarwain: "I d-don't belong in Hell -who are you?!"









???: "Someone who belongs a little less to Hell than you do. I've loved other people. You never have. I've wanted to do Good deeds out of the kindness in my own heart. You've never felt any impulse to Goodness that wasn't about guilt and rules and what the authorities in your life raised you to believe you ought to do. You don't want to do Good, you don't want Good things to happen, you want to be obedient andcleanand not defy what your priests and parents and teachers told you was right. I want pain in part because it's in my sexuality, you want pain only because you know you deserve it."

"You need someone to correct you, set you right, hurt you the way you deserve, let you pay for your mistakes, keep you in your place and sear away all the wretchedness inside you, and the problem, you see, is that your husband isn't a devil and can't give that to you. You belong to Hell. You've always belonged to Hell. If you'd grown up in Cheliax you would have been a powerful wizard and a faithful Asmodean, and if you'd been assigned to corrupt a man like your husband you would have gloried in the pure service of it."









Iarwain: "What do you want from me?"









???: "Your soul for your husband's. He's no angel for all his charity, or he wouldn't go along with you, but he can pull himself together if his wife doesn't pour out drinks for him. You're such terribly bad people for each other, and someone else might call that lovely, but Good and Evil both have better uses for you two."

"Come with me to where you belong, freely and of your own will, setting aside that halfhearted attempt to be Good and assuaging your guilt with the knowledge that your husband's soul will be saved by the last decision you ever make in Goodness's name. I'll leave behind a magic item that repays your brideprice and then some, and he won't try marrying again."









Iarwain: "And - if I say no?"









???: "If you were going to say no, I wouldn't be here."

"Don't worry, Rosal. It's the last decision you'll ever have to make as this person. It's no kindness, to somebody like you, to make them choose and not just tell them how it's to be. I'm only offering you the choice so that you never try to tell yourself, afterwards, that you didn't choose it, or that Goodness didn't receive what you acknowledged as fair payment for giving yourself wholly to Evil."









Iarwain: "I - I could, change, do better -"









???: "You'd be even more miserable than you always have been, and not in a useful way where you're learning from the pain."

"But you're not really saying that to protest, are you? You're saying it in hopes I'll hurt you. You don't have to taunt me, Rosal. All the pain in the world is there for you, whether you want it or not."

The figure clad in shadows steps forward -









Iarwain: Rosal freezes in her place, so many thoughts colliding inside her, her mind tells herself that she can't escape, protest won't help, all she can do is - pay for her sins that have finally returned to her -









???: Her arm is taken, in a grasp that seems both gentle and inescapable, her sleeve rolled back.

A small amount of liquid, hardly more than a few drops, splashes onto her hand.









Iarwain: It's like a wasp sting, the worst pain she's known previously in her sheltered life full of light spanks for children and her husband's petulant blows, like a wasp sting but huger and wider, getting worse and worse past the first round as her skin reddens, bubbles, and Rosal stares at it in horror and open-mouthed fascination.









???: "Do you think everyone is shaped like this? They're not. It's just you. Asmodeus has always been your god, you just need to acknowledge it."









Iarwain: "My husband - ah! - will be - safe?"









???: "When is any mortal ever safe? His soul will be bound for Elysium, so far as such a thing can be known in a world of shattered prophecy."

"My time is valuable. You know me now for your superior, because I've hurt you and that's how Asmodeans are. I won't order your last decision but I am ordering you to make your choice."









Iarwain: "I'll - ah! - make the trade -"

Rosal Monserrat is still staring at her hand and wondering how much more pain it will take to make her scream, hardly hearing the words from her own mouth. She hardly sees the shadowy figure as it tosses down, onto her desk WAIT IS THAT A HEADBAND OF VAST INTELLIGENCE -

- but a colder hand grabs her other arm, then, and for the first time in her life, Rosal Monserrat feels the sensation of a Teleport.









Iarwain: And Rosal Monserrat is standing on the shore of a beach in an unknown land, in the night and the moonlight, with ocean sounds all around her, and a dull low stony fortress rising up before her. The kind of unornamented fortress that you put up when it's expected to have only military uses somewhere that it needs to impress nobody.

Pain still radiates up from her hand.



"This - doesn't look like Hell? And who's that?"









Pilar : "That's Olegario, my personal Security and Teleport monkey."

"Welcome to Cheliax. Don't worry, it'll hurt plenty even before you get to Hell."

"Congratulations on that, by the way. Have a fucking cookie. On me."









Curse of Laughter: (Thiiiiiissss is not really how anything works, but Snack Service supposes that if you give an Asmodean a Chaotic Good curse, they're going to spend their first times wielding it on trying to lawyer a lot of rules that aren't really there.)









Carissa Sevar: "Do we, in fact, have a task force dedicated to figuring out what the fuck Cayden Cailean is playing at. It's derivable from what Keltham knows, therefore it's derivable from what we know, and I'm getting the sense the stakes are fairly extraordinary."









Abrogail Thrune II: "The task force is that I can't do it, Aspexia can't do it, and if you can't do it either then I don't know who thefuck in Cheliax is supposed to do it. Why, do you?"









Carissa Sevar: " - well, maybe we can simply ask Pilar to go around finding girls like me instead of girls like Pilar."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Eleven of the twenty are men. Regardless, I'll leave that to you, to discuss with Pilar and command her accordingly."

"That is all I had to say of Project Lawful and Project Chemistry that I thought you should hear from my own lips."









Carissa Sevar: If you're good at reading people it's obvious Carissa has many more questions but she's planning to ask them of someone it's not dangerous to yell at.









Abrogail Thrune II: "A full report of what we know of the Scientific Revolution has been prepared for you, and the Osirion analyst who prepared it has been assigned you. I - would hear your own guesses about what it all means, piece by piece, in the most important parts."

"First, Keltham ceased to be a cleric of Abadar within four days of arriving in Osirion, we do not know exactly when, and nothing about why. Secondhand rumor says that he was dissatisfied with Osirion's treatment of women, based on some pointed questions he asked in Sothis and a woman he sponsored for wizard lessons in the Temple of the All-Seeing-Eye, but - I don't think - that can actually have been what did it?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't think so. Not - if they're handling him at all competently they could manage that, I'd think - and Abadar doesn't even know what a woman is - maybe if he drew the exact right kinds of distrust of authority out of his time in Cheliax?





It doesn't feel - right by the tropes, for it to be that. We never get anything because we're lucky.

And sponsoring a woman for wizard lessons in the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye doesn't seem very - I guess it's Good but it's an awfully Abadaran kind of Good."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Then why? Tell me your first thoughts, they need not be your last ones."









Carissa Sevar: "A lie, put out to deceive us, or a truth arranged mutually for the same reason. He's worked up about Hell and is picking Iomedae instead. He - feels that Abadar mishandled his arrival in Golarion, didn't follow dath ilan's ideal of Cooperation, so he doesn't want to work with him anymore. He and Abadar disagree about whether he should preemptively destroy Cheliax - I'd suspect it was that one, if not for how undestroyed we remain."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Him having a disagreement with Abadar about that, sufficient to uncleric him, need not imply that his Osirian hosts would back him on it after, or the many countries party to the Scientific Revolution."

"Next. Keltham has taken up a succession of headbands, the first we don't know, then a +4 Cunning headband, then about a week ago a +4 Cunning / +4 Splendour headband. He is said to be drinking of Nefreti's wine. It's dismaying news; I'd dared to hope he'd keep his fear of such even after leaving Cheliax."









Carissa Sevar: " - yes, that's bad. I'm ... not sure I can predict 'Keltham with +4 intelligence'. Did we send him Meritxell?'









Abrogail Thrune II: "Keltham's conditions were that we'd hear nothing back from Meritxell, and that if we demanded her back she'd return as a statue until ten years passed or he gave consent to un-statue her. I pondered it for a time and finally refused him; I'd wondered if he would negotiate down, if the alternative was leaving Meritxell to Cheliax, but it seems not."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh.



Do we have good spies in Osirion's project?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "We have just about all the information that they don't guard too closely, and know little of what they do guard. Medicine, metallurgy, they can't hide those technologies if they mean to use them, and so they let all the signatory countries know. Of Osirian weapons development we know nothing."









Carissa Sevar: "Let's skip the barony. I think I'm going to be very busy."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Some might consider it a little rude, to tell your Queen you want a Barony and then go back on it four days later. What if I'd already done all the paperwork?"









Carissa Sevar: "But being wiser than me, your Majesty, and greater than me in every way, you knew I'd say this, and so saved yourself the paperwork."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Still rude."

"Keltham has been buying a few magic items and an unreasonable quantity of low-level scrolls from Razmiran, Geb, and a number of less savory merchant houses from around Golarion. He's been focusing particularly on items that would proof a user against detection, mindreading, scrying. He's said to be eager for a supplier that can deliver to him high-level scrolls, custom-made scrolls of seventh or eighth circle, custom magic items. He has flatly turned down an offer from the Kelesh Padishate to meet all his needs without asking questions. He has a standing offer of 200,000gp for a Wish scroll, and a further price schedule for further Wishes, and will only buy from sellers who detect Lawful Evil."









Carissa Sevar: " - well, I don't like that at all."









Abrogail Thrune II: "If you don't have smart ideas, tell me stupid ones." It's a saying out of dath ilan.









Carissa Sevar: "He's - trying to draw out Razmir in particular, as, presumably, the literal only person who can meet that request unless Hell wants to sell to him. He's...accepted the Kelesh offer but is pretending he didn't so we'll underestimate him. He's - does Abadar ever refuse to trade with anybody?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "That's a good question and the only answer that comes to mind is - I can't think of any case where it's said that the god Abadar refused a trade, but of course if Asmodeus offered Him a gold piece for Aktun, He wouldn't take it. Of Abadarans, unfair prices, untrusted partners, cases where they're not confident of the quality of their own goods... my imagination of Keltham says that for an Abadaran to refuse an honestly proffered trade that you believe is fair, they must believe that they know something you don't that makes it not be fair."









Carissa Sevar: "But then why trade with Lawful Evil people? Because we were unfair to him so it's - meta-fair - to be unfair back? No -Cheliaxdid that, maybe, but Razmir didn't - though I guess he probablywould -



Is Keltham allowing random Lawful Evil people to purchase goods from other vendors and then sell them to Keltham and pocket the difference?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I have not heard that heisn't, and it seems like the sort of thing somebody would've tried."

"...what would be the obvious thought, were it not so absurd, is that Keltham is planning to do something with his scrolls and items which benefits Lawful Evilat the expense of other alignments, and this sounds like the most extreme wishful thinking, but - if we don't think Snack Service is completely lying, there's a vast overhanging question of some unknown benefit Asmodeus is to derive - one that, by tropes, we somehow won't like, once we see it, or Snack Service could just tell us -"

"I still feel that can't possibly be right."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, if Keltham were to obliterate Cheliax and also hand Asmodeus some kind of great victory in.... other worlds, or something.... that'd be too bad for us but good for Asmodeus. It doesn't feel right, though. If Keltham became Lawful Evil it'd be through his - not wanting to deal with everyone else's problems, and wanting to have slaves..."









Abrogail Thrune II: "We do not have any experience with Keltham playing games against us knowingly and with a +4 intelligence headband. Suppose he can only trade with Evil, and restricts it to Lawful Evil so it doesn't give too much away. Perhaps he only dares trade with the Lawful. Perhaps he's going to screw over Chaotic Neutral in particular. Perhaps it's a complete red herring. Perhaps he's rolled a die to decide how many layers to put into his deception so that we can't predict the exact number, it seems like the sort of thing dath ilan would do."









Carissa Sevar: "It's too costly a handicap to be a complete red herring, I think, but all the rest of those - yes, absolutely. He could - be planning to overthrow a bunch of governments, and think refusing to trade with governments is most of the handicap anyway, and a dead giveaway..."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Moving on. Keltham initially poured knowledge into the Scientific Revolution at a much higher rate than he offered it to Cheliax. He used magical memory aids, chained enhancement spells, Nefreti's wine, repeated Lesser Restorations and Restorations, rarely stopped to eat. He is not visibly-to-us trying to train new ilani to replace those he left behind, he is focusing on engineering details, working with existing experts rather than young minds. If we were not proving able to copy most of what he taught, I'd have dim hopes of the coming war. If we didn't have an army of wizards formerly unthinkable in Golarion, I'd have dim hopes even then."

"Three days ago, he announced that he'd spent one month at that and needed to do something different for a while, and hasn't been seen in public since."









Carissa Sevar: "How does that timing line up with Asmodia's disappearance?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Four days later than that. I came to retrieve you from your challenge shortly after the news."









Carissa Sevar: "Then my best guess is that she escaped to Osirion, somehow, possibly with help from Hell, and they're doing -something -together. Possibly preparing to conquer Cheliax."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I liked your suicide theory better. I'm trying to think if it's because of how much I hate this theory's implications, or if it's because, if Hell helped, why, or without a Hell-bargain, Hell should've been willing to tell us Asmodia is not there. I tried it with Meritxell, Hell is happy to tell us Meritxell's not there."









Carissa Sevar: "New theory, just as unsatisfying as the old theories: If he's sure his superweapons are real and he's really willing to use them I don't see why he wouldn't have sent terms over already. So either they're not real or he's not really willing to use them. If he's unwilling to use them it might be because of - me and Asmodia and Yaisa and Meritxell - I don't know if he cares about any of the others - so he got Asmodia, and he'll try to get us - or just Yaisa and Meritxell, Ione knows I didn't sell my soul..."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Keltham could still be thinking in dath ilani terms, just the same as when he left: he doesn't want to destroy Cheliax, and won'tthreaten to destroy Cheliax. All that's true is that he'd want to clean up after himself if we misbehaved."

"Keltham... did rather famously warn the world that any country anywhere misusing dath ilani knowledge to make the people within itself more miserable, or to threaten other countries, might find itself conquered or destroyed, and that Keltham didn't particularly care whether or not they'd signed the Scientific Revolution conventions or stolen the knowledge off somebody else. He declined to say anything about how he would, or even if he could, explaining that he was just trying to make his ethical positions clear about what he considered permissible to do in principle, and other people's estimates of his capabilities were up to them. He also stated that his list of reasons he'd destroy countries wasn't meant to be an exhaustive one, he just wanted to make those particular ones clear in advance."

"Cheliax is for the moment not particularly using any dath ilani knowledge to make our own people unhappier." For a few more weeks.









Carissa Sevar: " - well, doing a lot of conquest and destruction will get him Lawful Evil, so there's that."









Abrogail Thrune II: "One of my less pleasant concerns is that Keltham is trying to employtrope manipulation which isreally a fight I do not want to be in. I suspect Asmodia of having seen through somewhat there, and employed her own character jeopardy to force a murder mystery to be constructed about herself. Keltham seems - I almost have the sense that he's setting himself up asthe story's villain, as seen from Cheliax, possibly in a bid to deliberately make you the story's protagonist, which I would have thought was whatI wanted, here."









Carissa Sevar: "What are dath ilan villain tropes. He's - trading only with Evil, that's definitely got some trope significance, but I doubt it's what dath ilani villains do."









Abrogail Thrune II: "If I knew some definite reason why dath ilani villains would do that, I feel like it'd almost make more sense than any other explanations so far."









Carissa Sevar: "I wonder if - in the tropes, in the story, I was supposed to go with him, and I wonder why the decision was made that I shouldn't."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's among the hardest judgment calls I've had to make in my life, taking into account the speed with which I made it and the circumstances under which I made it, and Aspexia gave me an angry lecture about all the different reasons why you should've made that decision and not myself."

"By Keltham's methods, I should ask your reasoning before speaking mine. In your own judgment, did I choose wrongly, there? The Crown bids you answer and truly."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know. If it'd been my decision I'd have gone with him, but that's because deciding not to would have been a much bigger break with him than- than not having it be my call. Maybe I'd have some influence over him in Osirion, though he isn't an idiot, and wouldn't have trusted me, and would've been angry with me and too damaged himself to hurt me about it.

I don't think I would've defected to Abadar, in light of how Keltham abandoned Him almost immediately."









Abrogail Thrune II: "All I had at the time was - the visualization of the stories that would play out with Carissa and Keltham in Osirion, each trying to persuade the other to their point of view, the stories that could play out with Carissa in Cheliax and Keltham in Osirion, each yearning to be reunited but also to win - and the purely wordless sense that the story resolutions of the first story didn't look like Cheliax conquering Golarion or learning how to make great armies in Hell or, yes, Carissa rising to be a Power of Hell who could make those armies, and if there was any victory condition there for Asmodeus I wasn't seeing it."

"Aspexia was not satisfied when I told her that this logic didn't depend on whether or not you'd sold your soul, even without an option, that you having sold your soul would only create a challenge for Keltham to ravel Hell or bring Asmodeus to terms. Apparently she thought that being told by Hell you ought to be allowed to travel, as if you'd sold your soul, and allowed access to your teacher, as if you sold your soul, ought to have led me to hesitate more before keeping you inside this country and not letting you access your teacher... I told her that Hell's words were no vision of Asmodeus and couldn't hold that much weight and, realistically, had probably been intended for circumstances now changed, for if they'd been meant to describe that situation they'd have been put differently. She told me that decision should've been her call and not mine."

"She didn't actually say it was the wrong decision, or even the wrong reasoning, only that I shouldn't have stepped forth to make the call. And - even in retrospect I can't honestly say I'd do it differently, if I did it over. The story of you and Keltham in Osirion, trying to persuade each other - has a disturbing shape, one that couldn't end with a clear victory for either of you, or a compromise either, as best I can grasp tropes myself. If you're apart, it at least holds out the possibility of you being reunited."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. She can imagine the Most High being furious about being told 'Hell's words were no vision of Asmodeus and couldn't hold that much weight', even if it was right. Especially if it was right.



"Perhaps that'll be so," she says. "- even if allowed to travel, I would not travel, if you believe it does not serve Asmodeus for me to do so, and even if allowed to access my teacher, I would not go to him, if you believe it does not ultimately serve our ends."









Abrogail Thrune II: "For now - I do not. I think that your separation is the - greatest tension, in this story, or at least the greatest tension that we plausibly understand, and the one over which we have the most control. If you went back to him it would have to be under conditions exactly chosen. There's a strong case to be made that if someone unleashes Rovagug and the two of you working together are required to stop It, even then we must only allow the two of you to reunite if it looks like - Keltham was sent in the first place to stop Rovagug, and not, Rovagug was unleashed because we had vulnerability to that cause of you coming together."

"Part of me is worried that reality itself just ends after the two of you are reconciled, like a book ends, but if that's so, it'll unavoidably happen at some point or another and so I've decided to ignore that possibility."









Carissa Sevar: "If I have any power over it at all, your majesty, this story will not end until I am a Power in Hell and satisfied with the whole place."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That's not a good time for it to end either!"









Carissa Sevar: "I will strive to do better than that, your majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'll be legitimately impressed if you figure out a plausible way how. If I were an author I think I'd be pretty infuriated with a character who tried to stop the book from ever ending, and it wouldn't work either."









Iarwain:




Ostenso nonintervention region











Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar marches into the fortress with her cloak billowing and her fingers sparking with lightning and her +6 headband of Intelligence about her forehead like a crown. She would give almost anything to have Teleported in under her own power but, alas, wishing intensely to be fifth circle does not make one so. Instead, she had to use a scroll.



The first person she sees is a Security, one of the new ones now that the project no longer requires the highest security in all of Golarion. "Assemble the full staff of this project in the dining room in ten minutes," she tells him. "All researchers, all priests, all security, all slaves, am I understood?"









Security: "Sir!"









Iarwain: The Project sure islarger than when Sevar left. Over a hundred people are gathered into the dining room, within those ten minutes. There's a number of halfling slaves for maintenance, the sort of personnel who would be camp followers if this was a mercenary band rather than a highly secured project... there's a seventh-circle wizard here to guard the Fortress, who can override Sevar in Security matters if need be, but isn't here to provide any spiritual oversight; the plan is that Aspexia Rugatonn will do that for Sevar on regular visits.

Only Subirachs and Ione and Asmodia are missing!

Well. And Keltham, of course.

Peranza, one supposes, if you want to think about her.

A Security killed a halfling slave just last week, but those don't count.

Really, most Chelish secret projects that last this long have a lot more losses!









Carissa Sevar: "I will confess that my first thought, on hearing the idiocy to which you all immediately devoted yourselves in my absence, and the costs you brought down on Cheliax as a result, was that this fortress and everyone in it should be cast into the Abyss, so that you can see how you like it when everyone's running around with all Evil and no Law. Regrettably that is not in Cheliax's interests at this time.

Cheliax's interests at this time are in preparing for war. For researchers, that means discussing with each other the merits and demerits of various plans for war, betting on them, and then doing your jobs and seeing who wins the bets. For everyone else, that means enabling the researchers in conducting their research without inconveniences of any kind. If you are directed by one researcher to inconvenience another researcher, you will not do that. You will, instead,tell me, and I willpersonally ensure that research goes uninterrupted.

You may be thinking, 'probably it is wiser not to go to Carissa Sevar in a remotely ambiguous case, because coming to the attention of powerful people is generally bad'. You should, of course, notice that I ordered it, and then obey, even if obeying is bad for you, because supposedly there are some Asmodeans here; but there are also a lot of very muddled people here, so I will say it more clearly. If you come into my office and say 'I am concerned that I was ambiguously ordered to inconvenience a researcher', and then recite a perfectly innocuous conversation, I will tell you I appreciate your time and send you on my way.


If there areproblems,and I learn you knew about them and didn't say anything, then you will die in pain.

Furthermore, I intend to instruct some of the researchers and Security here to, with my permission, give out orders to inconvenience researchers. This is a test. You pass it by coming to me; you fail it not only by doing as ordered but also by not reporting it.

That is how we will handle any issues of researchers being inconvenienced, going forwards. Are there questions."









Security: A Sevar-loyalist Security will Message to her, with considerable spiteful satisfaction, that a number of very silent people are thinking a question they're not voicing; they're wondering how they are to be punished. Oh, and some Sevar loyalists are wondering about how various other people are going to be punished.









Carissa Sevar: "A good question! We'll get to it. At the end.

Next! You might be thinking, that is a lot of time Carissa Sevar will personally be wasting with our petty dramas. I have two observations. The first is that if you don't have petty dramas, then my time will be wasted only my the occasional mistake, and not very much of it. The second is that I am, in fact, in the market for a person who is capable ofpredicting, having heard various petty dramas, whether I'd have wanted to hear about them.You will sit in the corner of my office, write down your guesses, and then we'll see if you were good at guessing. This position is available to everyone who isn't a top-tier researcher; you have better things to do. The major job perk is that you'll be very valuable to me and I will not want to go through the hassle of finding another one. If you are interested, you may find me in my office after 2am; I expect to be busy until then.

Next! I notice this project has something of a leaks problem; Osirion knew far too much about it, and still does, and there are some fascinating rumors spreading in Egorian. The same policy applies for this as for inconveniences to my researchers: if you learn something, even if you're not sure if it's something, tell me. Eventually you will tell my predictor-secretary, once I've trained one. You will not be punished for wasting my time. You will die in agony if you knew something and decided not to mention it to anyone. Fake attempts to recruit you for espionage, or just to get you to share juicy rumors, will be made."









Carissa Sevar: "Next. Regarding the fascinating rumors, I find myself in the fortunate position of being able to clarify some of them.

The Church of Asmodeus has declared it a heresy to say that my followers will be granted mercy in Hell. Some heresies are tolerated on this Project, but that one, I think, might cause a great deal of drama, of which we have enough. The truth is this: I intend that my followers be granted power and glory in Hell. I intend that they become devils better than any existing devils.

No other details of their future are, as of yet, settled, and you should not recite heresies about it."









Carissa Sevar: "And finally. What punishment is warranted for those who, for their own reasons elaborate or simple, stupid or clever, wasted precious time in the fight for our nation's life on stupid infighting? Some of you I will speak to of this individually. But there is one punishment that I think ought to be meted out while we are all assembled. Researchers. Is there any Security whose presence on the Project - because of his conduct or because of his stupid face, I don't really care - ison an ongoing basismaking it harder for you to do your best work?"









Pilar : Pilar waits a few seconds, to see if anyone will speak up on their own, and then flicks a small wrapped candy at one relatively younger lad (INT 18). He's not the only one with an ongoing issue, but he's one who won't be unhappy about being prompted to speak. "Rejoice, young man, for your wish shall be granted," Pilar says, in case she can get Self-Fulfilling Prophecy Points off that.









Iarwain: "Ah - I don't think it was particularly political, what happened, but - I do tend to still lose concentration whenever he," he points out one particular Security, "is on oversight."









Carissa Sevar: "And does any researcher say that that specific Security is particularly useful to them, and has actively aided them in hastening our important work?"









Iarwain: NOPE.









Carissa Sevar: "Right!" she says cheerfully. "Kill him."









Iarwain: There's sort of a confused moment while people try to figure out who she's referring to, and then they get it.









Iarwain: Nobody uses ranged spells or area spells, obviously, becausethat is a kind of stupidity that everyone understands as stupidity.









Iarwain: He dies before even a quarter of the crowd gets a chance to prove their loyalty by getting a hit in. Security wizards don't have that many hit points, relative to anybody who feels too weak to get in a hit that matters at all without a dagger strike or Acid Splash.









Carissa Sevar: She didn't do anything, but her heart is pounding fiercely.





Well. That went as well as could be hoped for, really.



"Are there others," she asks Pilar quietly.









Pilar : "It's complicated. Most researchers were reassured by seeing, just now, that they've regained power. I can't predict who'll still be disturbed tomorrow. I can give you more Security victims on the basis of somebody feeling disturbed yesterday, if required."









Carissa Sevar: "One's enough to make the point, if there's no one else anyone's itching to mention.





I hope this meeting has been informative," she says again to the room. "It is dismissed."









Carissa Sevar: Now, why Maillol didn't do that at the very beginning -

- is a question she will now have the opportunity to put to him.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol is no ilani, and by now thoroughly believes the version of history where he definitely really totally wanted to do that a month ago, but Subirachs said that the slaves needed to let off some steam. He clearly failed, even so, but he's not due that much punishment, surely. He's notSubirachs. Nobody could possibly blame him for the Asmodia business, the conversation was documented and it's obvious he did the commonsense thing.

"Sir."









Carissa Sevar: "Explain when and how the decision was first made to let the Project staff have a power struggle."









Ferrer Maillol: Decisions toallow self-unfolding events are not usually made in that legible a fashion. Illegibility means that whoever has less social power can end up with blame shifted to them if something goes wrong, which serves the interest of those who have more social power, who are usually the people who make decisions about how much legibility to have.

"Sir. If I had to point to a single moment in time, it would be during shift change at temple when I said to Subirachs that people were being idiots and couldn't they wait a few weeks until you got back, and Subirachs said that the slaves here had been cooped up under unnatural conditions for too long and it'd do you good to come back to a situation you could correct with fire and lash, sir. That was a deniable feeler from me which Subirachs rejected. Had Subirachs instead said something about how it was understandable but seemed inefficient, I could have offered suggestions. Pressing the issue would have meant that she'd say no and made me look stupid for asking when she'd say no, costing me further political power." This sounds too much like trying to avoid all responsibility, which will not fly, as that would make Sevar herself look stupid. "Subirachs evidently did not expect things to escalate to where she'd be held accountable by Church and Queen, rather than you personally being annoyed with her. I likewise failed to predict this outcome, and so failed you." Incompetence obviously not in one's own self-interest, in the course of attempted good service, rather than betrayal or failure to care all that much; that's the ticket to an endurable punishment.









Carissa Sevar: There's - something about that answer she wouldn't get in dath ilan, but she isn't actually sure what it is. "If you'd expected things to escalate, what would you have done at that point."









Ferrer Maillol: "Had I possessed information permitting me to know that Asmodia would disappear as she did, I would have ordered better treatment for her before she came into my office requesting Ione Sala's deal. Had I known that project tensions would reach only the point they did before then, I would not have expected Subirachs to heed any request to do things differently; she would have been pleased to see you come back and order a Security officer torn apart."









Carissa Sevar: Because - the Project, defending Cheliax, not being annihilated in a war with Osirion - she didn't believe in any of that. Just in the project as a way of making Carissa eviller. Abrogail might have thought that too. It'd be worth killing tens of thousands of people, Aspexia said, if it permits you to master proper Asmodeanism. She feels dizzy.









Carissa Sevar: "Did you think to do anything that would establish when I returned that this was not of your will, such as, say, making a prediction, or writing down at the time 'I disagree with Subirachs about the decision to let the Project descend into chaos', orrevising downwards project projections with a note that this was due to project chaos."









Ferrer Maillol: "No, sir, had such a thought occurred to me it would have seemed to me like insubordination towards Subirachs. Up until Asmodia's disappearance I - do not think things were goingnot as she predicted, sir."









Carissa Sevar: "Which is to say, they were catastrophic for the Project, and this fact was not communicated to anyone? Don't you, rather than Subirachs, report to the crown on Project progress? You understood loyalty to her to oblige you to not mention in your daily reports that the Project was going to be doing much worse than planned?"









Ferrer Maillol: "There - were not projections for any project timelines other than for Avaricia's expansion of existing chemistry work, sir, and that section of the project was mostly not a target of Security harassment and stayed slightly ahead of schedule. Asmodia chose not to escalate by requesting your Security loyalists to harass Avaricia, and to instead document what she considered instances of harassment to be charged against Avaricia as her responsibility, which I - thought at the time was a doomed political gambit, and which I now acknowledge to be, perhaps, true service to Cheliax by her, at least at that time, perhaps always if her disappearance was not self-arranged."









Carissa Sevar: "So there was nowhere in the daily report to put 'Asmodia's project is doing poorly' and it accordingly did not get reported?"









Ferrer Maillol: "Sir, had Asmodia presented any estimated timeline of her research on roads, to establish a point of comparison, I myself would have expected it to be an overestimate of which she could say she was doing well despite all obstacles, and I would have rejected that estimate as having no basis. Keltham was not wrong about the impossibility of making good project estimates on basic research, he was wrong about the implied possibility of Golarion natives making good estimates on projects far more straightforward than that."









Carissa Sevar: "Fail your save," she says, and casts Detect Thoughts.









Ferrer Maillol: The sudden shock of horror that goes through him isn't in words, thoughts in words being suddenly dangerous, but he has no choice but obedience now and obeys.



It's been too long since Ferrer Maillol has expected to need to control his thoughts, since he's been answerable to someone who could read his mind and also he had something to hide.

To almost-fifth-circle Detect Thoughts, there's more information, there, than Carissa will have seen when she was third circle.


- that Maillol himself would have been annoyed with this outcome but accepting of it, if not for the Asmodia part, that you can't reasonably ask people to sustain the kind of perfectly lockstepping performance they had around Keltham once Keltham is gone, Sevar is green and expects too much -









Carissa Sevar: "Tell me more about what can reasonably be expected of a Security team and project staff in Cheliax during wartime."









Ferrer Maillol: "On the Worldwound people will pull together temporarily in the middle of battles and blow off steam during their off hours, which has to be managed carefully if you want to prevent long-term damage or losses without" asking people to act like fucking paladins "creating the appearance that you are trying to take from them more than they have, more than they'd expect to be asked on other projects" such that they'd be better off if he had an unfortunate accident involving the complete consumption of his body.

- Sevar is green and has fundamentally unrealistic expectations about how well projects do, even losing Asmodia wouldn't have made his top five embarrassing project disasters if not for the part where Sevar has unrealistic expectations and will flip out about it, they did so well for a whole month of Project fucking Lawful running, this wouldn't seem like such bad news if Sevar hadn't been informed of it all at once -









Carissa Sevar: "I do not think that the only alternative to the Abyssal chaos that's been reigning on this Project is asking people to act like fucking paladins. I see there are whores here now; that's fine. I see there are slaves here now; that's good. Asmodia was being silly, and at the Worldwound would've had to grow up and learn how to keep herself out of trouble she didn't want, like I did. But if this is really and truly the best that can be expected of Chelish people, then she was right to give up on Cheliax, because we aredoomed."









Ferrer Maillol: "Yes, sir."

- actually Cheliax continues to be even worse than she thinks, and if Osirion wasn't also worse than she thinks and Lastwall worse than she thinks, Cheliax would obviously have lost long ago -

- the strong rule and the weak suffer, it wasn't chaos the Sevar loyalistslooked weak and Asmodia made them lookweaker with all her talk of Cheliax's interests and not her own power and threat like she thought she was in fucking Lastwall wanted tobelieve she was in fucking Lastwall -









Carissa Sevar: "I see."









Carissa Sevar: "I have, after all, been taught a valuable lesson about Asmodeanism; I hope you are rewarded in Hell for it. I would like to continue this conversation in a torture chamber."









Ferrer Maillol: It does not come as an unpleasant surprise, only an unpleasant fulfillment of expectation, he knew this conversation would not end any other way. "Yes sir."



- she won't break him Sevar doesn't break people only hurts them to make him stronger all his fault was that he failed to predict something that nobody could've predicted there was no way he could have done better, only incompetence not betrayal, Sevar won't forgive but she'll understand -



and, buried deep enough that at third-circle Carissa wouldn't have seen it at all, flickering enough that without a +6 intelligence headband she'd be unable to interpret it

- considered ordering Abarco to tell Security to tone it down some, but feared the further complications that might result if he was seen to intervene on the 'Crown' side of a supposedly Church-Crown conflict, and he could've tried to manage all that complication plus Subirachs but unholy Asmodeus what a pain in the ass -





- didn't seem worth it because Sevar wasn't as scary as Gorthoklek.









Carissa Sevar: "My present failure analysis," Carissa says very calmly, "is not that my expectations were too high, but that high expectations must be accompanied by correspondingly high motivation. You'd have done something if you anticipated Her Majestrix and the Most High getting involved, becausethey scare you.But you and Subirachs both figured I'd be angry, when I came back, and that would be fine. And so, if keeping the situation under control required any creativity, any deep-felt desperation, any doing things you didn't happen to want to do, it simply wouldn't happen. 

It didn't matter, that Cheliax needs this project to survive this year. That's not the kind of thing that motivates you. It's weak, caring about things like that. It smacks of Good, really. The only Asmodean thing to care about, in the end, is yourself, and that is the reason why Asmodeus must use torture to get anything He wants."









Ferrer Maillol: "Yes sir."



- why did she pick NOW to figure that out why why why he's not strong enough not creative enough he didn't want to be here, this is why Sevar's in charge not him, she won't find any better, he was at the Worldwound for being the best Cheliax will be weaker if she breaks him -









Carissa Sevar: At that she feels real, genuine contempt, strong enough it startles her. "What the fuck is your plan for Hell, Maillol? Even if I figure out how to be as scary as Gorthoklek, and I'll try, I won't be as scary as the way you'll spend every day of your existence once you die."









Ferrer Maillol: no no no

"Didn't seem like a productive question to consider within Golarion, sir."

- Hell breaks everyone, doesn't matter what their plan is, he'd go to Axis if he could -









Carissa Sevar: There's a sort of sickening momentum to it, not like running right off a cliff, like looking down and realizing you ran off a cliff a long time ago. "Huh," she says, and her voice is steady. "If I wanted to go to Axis I imagine I'd just be a Good person. I can't relate, though. Imagine understanding all of that about human beings andnotwanting to burn until it's no longer true of you."



She feels someone attempt to read her own mind. Clumsily; she could kick them out. She doesn't. There are no thoughts, in her, except that she's not a child anymore, and if she needs people to be afraid of her then she'll scare them whatever it takes.









Ferrer Maillol: He can't think of what to say to that; his mind is a blank horror that you'd need Detect Anxieties to read, not Detect Thoughts.









Security: Security will help this old man walk out.









Carissa Sevar: She is only a little late for her planned 2am return to her office. She has her Glibness up; she is blandly unreadable. She sends for Olegario.









Olegario: Olegario walks in and immediately kneels to the Chosen, feeling mostly heartfelt relief and only a little terror. He was loyal, he obeyed both orders and discipline.









Carissa Sevar: "You can sit. I'm trying to get an understanding of how the - factions within the project developed."









Olegario: Olegario will describe it faithfully as it seemed to him; Avaricia began it by stating... any political position at all, essentially, anything that wasn't strict Sevar orthodoxy, and then of course everyone who disagreed with her became Sevar loyalists; some thought it a matter of Church and Crown because almost everybody in Cheliax thinks that Church and Crown are choosable sides (even though it seems to him, Olegario, that Abrogail Thrune and Aspexia Rugatonn are aligned on most matters, and he'd wager that they see themselves as siding with each other against the recalcitrance of Cheliax below them both); he wondered what he would do if Asmodia approached him to seek aid, agonized over that, concluded there was no general answer but to do whatever he thought Sevar would have him do about the particulars; but Asmodia never asked him (and in this she was probably wise, Olegario does not see what could have ended well about that). He knew that Sevar's interests were being challenged but he did not know how to defend them, without orders from above or even a request from Asmodia below; he is glad that this has ended well for Sevar's supremacy in Project Lawful, he did fear that she would be less dominant than before, upon her return from torment, but he sees that the opposite is true; and he prays that Sevar ascends in Hell and that he becomes greater rather than lesser than he was, when his soul is in her keeping.









Carissa Sevar: It's disappointing, on some level, for it not to have been more than that, more cleverness on Avaricia's part, more deft maneuvering by someone. She'd rather govern a den of vipers than a den of naked mole rats.



But Olegario himself, she is not disappointed in, and she says so. She thinks that he is right, in his assessment of the Queen and the Most High, and she thinks that the Most High would name him a better Asmodean than most, if Carissa presented the question to her, which she does not plan to.



She has a few more questions, just to fill out her full picture of the timeline, and then tells him that she's acquired another loyal minion hoping that she'll become the Power in Hell that is whispered of these days. He's undergoing Security checks right now but should be here tomorrow, and Olegario can direct him as he sees fit, and kill him if he's useless, though it is her sincere hope he won't be.



Then, Avaricia.









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Chosen."









Carissa Sevar: "I hope we're both clear on the fact I'd kill you if you weren't something of a bottleneck on our chemistry."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I like to presume, sir, that if my contributions had been wanting up to this point, I'd have possessed less confidence in my judgement that Asmodia was up to something, and not mentioned it."









Carissa Sevar: "'Asmodia was up to something'? That's your take?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Yes, sir, that is what I believed and still believe, though with much less information than you."









Carissa Sevar: "And so you told the Security to bully her because she was probably up to something?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "No, sir. I confronted her, and said that she wasn't serving Cheliax, and that her priorities were a product of her disloyalty, and that I thought real Asmodeans would steer the project better. I think in dath ilan it would've been not my judgment but her superiors', but they, uh, seemed willing neither to make that judgment nor to ask me to stay quiet about mine, as I would have done if ordered.



Then Security started giving her a hard time because of how she was a traitor."









Carissa Sevar: "She wasn't, you idiot. A heretic, yes, but a traitor, no, not until you made her one by showing her that Cheliax didn't value her and didn't have anything worthwhile for her and was fundamentally not possible for her to respect."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Why was she working on roads, sir?"









Carissa Sevar: "She was muddled. So are you. Forcing people to resolve their muddles in the direction of non-Asmodeanism is not in Asmodeus's interests, nor mine, nor yours."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "Sir, it was my hope that Asmodia would change course to work on weapons, to prove I was wrong and she far more valuable to Cheliax than I was. I didn't intend to push her away from Asmodeanism, but to challenge her to do something that mattered to save us."









Carissa Sevar: Avaricia believes what she's saying, which is only a testament to the power of Splendour for use at lying to yourself. "Liar," says Carissa all the same. "You wanted her to crash and burn so you'd get promoted and everyone would see that you're better than her."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "- both seemed like a satisfactory resolution, sir. I would win if I was stronger and she would win if she was; that's how it works. I don't begrudge my superiors their superior positions, if they have them for their merits."









Carissa Sevar: "And if Cheliax burned in the meantime?"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "She was working on roads!!! If you were counting on her to save us she wasn't doing it! If there was a complicated operation to gradually win over her loyalty and not make her do anything that offended her conscience in the meantime, like with Keltham, Maillol and Subirachs didn't tell me of it. And if we need roads for some bloody reason Asmodia didn't herself seem to know it."









Carissa Sevar: "Stop - reshaping yourself around the story you picked - you'd have done this even if she'd been working alongside you on spellsilver refining, you were chafing at being under her even on the Project where her job was absolutely essential -"









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I never acted or spoke against her when her job was essential, sir."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you know what I think of you? I think you did this entirely out of pettiness, dislike of having to answer to someone who wasn't as Splendid as you, and the desire for power, and made up all the Asmodean justifications after the fact."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "- those are Asmodean justifications, sir."









Carissa Sevar:









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "I have pride, I don't like being beneath my inferiors. I want to rise as far as my strength takes me. I want to crush my defeated enemies beneath my boots. You are enjoying the benefitof the ridiculous rumors that you're going to ascend and be a Power of Hell, if Cheliax does conquer the world under you you'll be in a position to genuinely attempt it, do you think Asmodeus will promote you just for having given him a lot of value? He's not fucking Abadar! There are eight dukes of Hell and if you want one of their jobs you will have to resent them, and challenge them, and crush them, and take their job from them."

She switches to Infernal, to a common prayer. "Asmodeus, may your will be done in this world as it is in Hell."

And back. "You know this, Sevar. What do you think you're doing to Maillol?"









Carissa Sevar: "Succeeding! Unlike you."









Lady Eulàlia Avaricia de Seguer: "See, that's fair. 'You lost, you're going to suffer for it', that's what this meeting is about, that's what this life and the next are all about. But don't name me a bad Asmodean for trying."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure. Congratulations. You're a very good Asmodean. Do we have any torture chambers not presently in use."

   "I think there's still one," says the Security at her door.

"Get her out of here, then, and I guess delay the rest of my meetings until we have a vacancy."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: How about if she works on that Splendour headband now. She's honestly feeling kind of burned out on crafting but her brain is full of - something she doesn't quite like - and crafting feels like just the thing to quiet it.





She only really needs to sleep tonight if she wants her spells back in the morning, and given how busy she presently is, she's not sure that's worth it.









Carissa Sevar: When she calls Pilar in eight hours later she looks slightly manic but she has a +6 headband of Splendour to present to her. "Please use it to eat Cayden Cailean alive," she says flatly.









Pilar : "Acknowledged. I'll try, but even if I succeed I can't promise that's not exactly Cayden Cailean's plan." Pilar takes off her off her old Splendour headband without this having any effect large enough to show up in her expression, puts on the new one. "I have twenty people who I chose from around Avistan, I hope, I pray, on the basis of them doing great from enduring whatever you think is necessary to create true ilani and Keepers. Asmodia seemed to think that all of the previous, mess, happened simply because I didn't act without orders. Or even try to advise Maillol and Subirachs. My curse says that I could have retained Asmodia by being more proactive about what I knew would serve Asmodeus, which would've at worst have saved tens of thousands of Asmodean lives over the next year and at best have ruined Cayden's plan and left Asmodeus holding all of its gains."









Carissa Sevar: 
" - I'm going to spend today checking in on all the project groups and figuring out concretely where we're at on everything, but first thing tomorrow I'm going to give myself some Wisdom and try to crack Cayden's plan. Though, of course, if He thought I could've succeeded He probably wouldn't have told you that...



Anyway. I approve of you acting proactively in Asmodeus's interests. You are ordered to keep doing that. I know it makes you miserable and I don't care."









Pilar : "Acknowledged, sir. It's very good to have you back."









Carissa Sevar: "I am looking forward to meeting your prospective ilani."









Pilar : "Permission to complain about Cayden Cailean, sir?"









Carissa Sevar: "Go right ahead."









Pilar : "I was trying to exchange one soul to Elysium for each one I took for Hell, so it would simultaneously serve Cayden Cailean and Asmodeus - like a boy in wizard school, hating himself and wishing somebody would beat him into doing his homework properly - and whose father was stealing from his master's shop to put him through that school - and my curse let me run out all of those I could find, before telling me that it wasn't necessary but Cayden Cailean appreciated the bonuses."

"I've never been so motivated to gain power in my life as by the thought that every circle is being ripped away from Him."









Carissa Sevar: Do you, Carissa wants to ask, ever feel like we're profoundly outclassed and being toyed with?



But even gods aren't infallible. "Well, if you want to level faster we can try what Her Majesty did with me, though it'd require some modification and also we really can't spare you right now."









Pilar : "Honestly, I am incredibly curious about what your punishment was, if it's permitted to ask."



(There was a Pilar once who would have never spoken that question out loud, if not told.)









Carissa Sevar: "Her Majesty summoned a devil from Hell to bind itself to me, and sit with me, and observe me in my crafting, and punish me every half-hour that I did not exceed my previous best performance, and put me to sleep when my grasp of the magic failed.

I hear Asmodia told Elias Abarco that he'd break in half an hour of whatever was being done to me, and I was really tempted to test that prediction for her, but I can't have him and Maillol out at the same time."









Pilar : "That's the hottest thing I've ever heard in my life. If Abrogail Thrune ever wants me in love with her, she has my hairs.*"**

(*) As are often used to target magics.

(**) The old Pilar would never have dared even think this.









Carissa Sevar: Pilar is a very strange person and Carissa's going to count herself lucky there are twenty of them available on the planet.

"Maybe get me a list of which of your would-be ilani are underlevelled, in your judgement, relative to their comprehension of magic."









Pilar : "There's only four who aren't. Places that aren't Cheliax don't want to stress their little dears too hard, even the ones thatare literally fucking begging their masters in words for harsher training."









Carissa Sevar: "Well. I think I can work with that. Good work, Pilar."









Pilar : Pilar smiles, slightly, for if Sevar says it then it's so.

Then she looks closely at Sevar's headband. Wait, she wascrafting that whole time -

Pilar casts Detect Magic, looks at Sevar's headband again.

Takes out her own Sevar-craftedglibness pin and looks at it.

Takes off her new +6 Splendour headband and looks at it.

"If we're both seen wearing these, people on the Project are going to know Cheliax has access to a time-dilated demiplane, sir," Pilar states. "- People might guess that just from seeing one of them."









Carissa Sevar: " - if Cheliax has access to a time-dilated demiplane that's news to me."









Pilar : "Chaotic plane? You were gone for barely over a month. I've never heard of a crafter producing twelve +6 headbands in a year, there's - what, surely less than a hundred +6 headbands of intelligence in all of Cheliax, fewer of Wisdom, maybe slightly more of Splendour -" Pilar's inner Asmodia is wailing about how they can't tell this fact to Keltham, the numbers won't add up.









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, it was somewhat unpleasant. Most people probably would rather work at a slow pace than craft until they hallucinate the Queen of Cheliax mocking them for their failures, and, really, unless you're trying to conquer the world what would you make twelve of them for anyway."









Pilar : "Kingdoms get founded around that kind of crafting capability. Literally, you could work for two years and produce forty-eight +6 items, and pay them over to forty-eight recent sixth-circles and equivalent fighters to stomp a minor country for you. If your wits ever stop being valuable to Cheliax, if they ever stop being this valuable to Cheliax, you're getting locked in a crafting workshop and never coming out, you know that, right."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't do anything other people shouldn't be able to do, they just don't bother for some reason!"

She is aware, as she says it, that it's neither an ilani nor an Asmodean way to think.









Carissa Sevar: "I appreciate you bringing that to my attention. I say, let them wonder what Cheliax has in its back pocket. It'll make them less likely to start a war."









Pilar : "None of my candidates are advanced enough to start on crafting magic items according to conventional schedules. There's one who I think would do very well with that devil system, maybe on something like twelve days on two days off, but he'd have to actually know how to craft first -"

"- wrongthought, I'm not thinking about this right. My candidates are potential ilani candidates, or I tried to look for those, and those are far more valuable than crafters. If you just want a crafter to retrain, I can go out one night looking for a crafter who'll do well with harsher training and more pressure -"

"- still wrongthought, I'm trying to please you, and that's not Cheliax's priority or Asmodeus's interest. My own estimate is that Asmodeus needs ilani and Keepers from you, not crafters, not even completely fucking absurd crafters. Confirm?"









Carissa Sevar: "Confirm. The reason I want to do that to them, or something like it, is that I think they need to understand what pain can achieve that nothing else can. But maybe they're all like you and understand that intuitively."









Pilar : "Important note. The first candidates I looked for were ones a lot like me, including being able to take as much pain as I can, ideally with less Goodness as a flaw. Then my curse started to feel like it was straining. I thought about it for a while and for the next candidates I went seeking those who can take - unfairness, strict training, who won't try to run away from a game where they're always losing. But they can't take the same intensity of pain as me, or at least not yet. You could hold them to a task with a whip without breaking them, even for a month at a time, but not use a devil. My tentative guess is that what's needed is - accepting frequent punishment, unfair punishment, wanting and needing to being held to a harsh standard by your trainers - and not that there's some step of the training that requires very intense pain."

"If I was wrong about that, we've still got nine who can take anything I can."









Carissa Sevar: "I suspect you're right, and I'd be more sure you were except that Hell uses harsh pain, and so maybe there's some step that actually requires that. If so, I suppose we'll encounter it somewhere along the way."









Pilar : "Should've thought of that myself. Well, if we're lucky, it's not necessarily an early step and we can train better endurance before we get to it. Otherwise, Asmodeus is going to have very few Keepers out of Golarion - at least of pure human blood."









Carissa Sevar: "If we can get him two, I'll consider this to all have been worth it."









Carissa Sevar: And next up: reading the letters Asmodia sent to the Queen and the Most High before she disappeared.









Iarwain: It's a failure analysis of Sevar's whole Project, heavily but unobtrusively censored by the copyist! It actually goes back to before Keltham-loss and notes that Sevar, the project leader, didn't like thinking about tropes and this was already a crippling vulnerability, possibly one that triggered on them, though this is hard to guess since Asmodia wasn't trying to own responsibility herself for making predictions. In hindsight it seems incredibly obvious that the statue plan would trigger some kind of challenge, and one that Asmodia made very little effort to prepare for seriously, and wasn't given orders by anybody in her chain of command otherwise including the Queen and Most High, both of whom should've been paying far more regular visits and allocating far more resources to the most important Project in Cheliax. If they didn't otherwise have any +6 intelligence headbands available for Sevar, they should've statued some sixth or seventh circle wizard who was simply not as important as Sevar.

Everything that happened in the Project after Sevar left seems predictable in hindsight and Sevar should've left more detailed orders about that instead of refusing to think about it.

Everything that happened after Sevar left is pathetic. Pilar had the power to prevent all of this but doesn't like acting without orders. Pilar understands tropes, like Asmodia, and is a faithful Asmodean, unlike Asmodia, who could've advised Maillol and Subirachs. If the Most High and the Queen don't want to put Pilar in charge they need to come run the Project themselves because nobody else with authority understands tropes and idiot Securities are pressuring Yaisa into having sex with them and at some point somebody's going to go too far and Keltham is going to stomp into the fortress with an army just in time to rescue her.Nobody is keeping track of this because they don't like thinking about tropes.

Systems in Cheliax look nothing like Hell and Cheliax should stop pretending that it has an Asmodeanism in hand that even slightly works. You know the thing Keltham mentioned in animal breeding about how you need to breed chickens according to the success of the coop, because if you breed chickens by individual size you get chickens that bully others and steal their food and the group's output is actually weakened? That's it. That's all Cheliax is, right now. People can't think clearly about the consequences of current aspects of the system because they'll be labeled traitors if they do. Asmodiais a traitor, if you can call somebody that who doesn't even pretend to be loyal, and it should not have fallen to her to do the failure analysis on this shitshow. If Asmodeanism wants to change, it needs an actual loyal Asmodean who can say that everything's terrible.

Asmodia isn't particularly spared from her own analysis; it notes that the apparent leader of the remaining Sevar loyalists had no Splendour that didn't come out of a spell and no idea how to run a political battle and didn't want to be there and wasn't loyal to Cheliax; thats not a good thing when a research managers primary stat is supposed to be fighting Chelish political battles in order to prove her worthiness to be allowed to get any research done for Cheliax. Asmodia lied to herself about whether better roads would be any use to Cheliax, because she was uncomfortable doing anything that would give Cheliax a real military advantage; and managed to be muddled about that, as was in her own interests the moment that Sevar, the only person with any appreciation forhaving bad slaves instead of muddled ones, stepped out of the Project, and Asmodia's mind knew she could only obtain her goals by being muddled and not admitting to herself what she was doing. The Queen and Most High know better than this too, and Asmodia does not understand why they abandoned this project to the likes of Maillol and Subirachs. Why are they even taking Sevar away to be punished this much? It's so obviously the wrong time! At least make it clear that Sevar is going to be okay when she comes back! So much of this political battle is being produced by uncertainty about whether Sevar is coming back at all, or will be the same Sevar when she does! Asmodia has a hard time believing that the Queen and Most High are doing this as a mistake and suspects some goal at work that Asmodia doesn't understand, but she's writing it down anyways just in case it actually is that much of a mistake, and to emphasize how much this unknown other goal is costing.

Everyoneon this Project in anything like a management positionwithout exception is a traitor to Cheliax. Asmodia, Avaricia, Elias Abarco, Ferrer Maillol, Jacint Subirachs, none of them are doing what serves Asmodeus's interests. Muddled people don't have the optionof not being traitors.Even Pilar is just doing what she finds comfortable and letting Asmodeus's interests go hang. Asmodia knew she was a traitor andstillended up muddled because people can'tthinkwith Sevar gone.

Asmodia is now, at the last, acting entirely as she believes will benefit Cheliax, stupid as she is, bad as she is at predictions. She does not know how to say these things carefully, politically, without insolence, without acting far far above her place. But this is what serves Asmodeus, she knows so now that she has realized her own muddledness, and she intends to preserve her own ability to pass truthspells about that. If the Most High and Queen crush her for that crime, then that's as much Law as Cheliax has in it, and it'll be weaker for not being able to hire and keep Asmodias. Though, that's if Keltham doesn't storm in with an army to rescue Asmodia right as the torture is about to begin. Asmodia isn't relying on that, or trying to use it as negotiating leverage, she's saying it because PEOPLE NEED TO ACTUALLY THINK ABOUT TROPES.

If Sevar returns from torture broken, every dream of Cheliax's is dead. Asmodia has no idea what strategic goal is worth even removing Sevar for so long, but somebody needs to pull Sevar back to the Project right now.

If anything tropey happens to Asmodia as a result of setting herself up for this much character jeopardy, Asmodia is willing all her possessions including her legal share of the Project to Pilar Pineda, and her last wish to Pilar is that Pilar grows the fuck up.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa had been assuming that Asmodia ran off to join Keltham, but she's slightly less sure of that after finishing the letter.





....and then consciously corrects back, because the Asmodia who was going to run away with Keltham could presumably produce compelling misdirection. Still most likely that's what happened.






Carissa does not see how she could have thought to order Maillol "also, don't let the project immediately descend into stupid factionalism based on imaginary versions of the politics between the Queen and Most High and if it does, don't let random bullies who you've put in Security uniforms impair the top researchers" without the hypothesis in mind he might be that much of an idiot, though it's fair to say there must have been some previous correlate of that level of idiocy that she failed to notice.



She misses Asmodia, she realizes, reading it. Without Asmodia, without Keltham, it's like there's a whole kind of Detect spell and only she has any idea what it sees.









Carissa Sevar: Hopefully Asmodia is in Hell and learning the costs of defying Asmodeus, and that's all there is to say about that.









Carissa Sevar: And with all that squared away, Carissa begins her review of what everyone in the project is working on. You have to hit the ground running, especially if you have incapacitated most of your subordinates.









Iarwain:




Somewhere Else











Asmodia:









Asmodia:









Asmodia:









Asmodia: "Okay, I had the thought, I hoped, but I didn't actually think I'd meet you here."









Peranza of Civilization: "You came here the first time you were in Hell, too, didn't you? It's not just me, it's going to be all of us?"









Asmodia: "Sure looks even more probable now."

"Keltham's out. He told Cheliax under truthspell, before he left, that if Cheliax misbehaved he'd tell Osirion to draw a circle on a map and then he'd destroy everything inside the circle. Sevar went off to be tortured for it, and the Project went to shit almost instantly. I think Cheliax is fucked, if we're far enough outside the story's scry radius that it's not tempting the tropes to say so."

"Now, what actually happened with the enormous Peranza mystery? I'd say I'm dying to know, if not for, you know."









Peranza of Civilization: "I saw through all the lies during an Owl's Wisdom, and, in the few rounds I had before Security acted, prayed to Iomedae to try to tell Her everything I could about the Project."









Asmodia: "Unholy shit, Peranza!"

"Did you - figure out, that you'd -"









Peranza of Civilization: "Nope. More of an impulse action, really."

"I'm told I detect Lawful Good now, to beings that can see the alignments of petitioners' souls."









Asmodia: "I'm not realistically going to top that."









Peranza of Civilization: "What are you in for?"









Asmodia: "Left the story of my own decision, by staging an elaborate murder-suicide-escape-or-kidnapping mystery which hopefully brings a storm of higher authority down on Project Lawful and gets Security to stop acting like dicks towards Project members."









Peranza of Civilization: "I hope whatever you did, did notactually benefit Cheliax, what with them being Evil and the hurting people and the maybe war with Osirion and the people going to actual Hell not here."









Asmodia: "Thanks, Iomedae."









Peranza of Civilization: "You're very welcome, Otolmens."









Asmodia: "Say what?"









Iarwain:




Even Somewherer Else











Cayden Cailean: I'm not actually feeling good about this decision.









Milani: Surely You are not about to tell Me that You feel sorry about Asmodia.









Cayden Cailean: Of course I feel sorry about Asmodia. She spoke Keltham's name three times, and snapped her fingers, like in a dath ilani story he'd told her, trying to invoke tropes to save herself, and he didn't appear to save her even at the very end, and then she cried and then she killed herself. We chose for that to happen.









Milani: Asmodia gets to go to the Gardens of Erecura and rest! Iomedae isn't wrong that a lot of more deserving people have worse things happen to them on a regular basis!









Cayden Cailean: Pretty sure that if you told her about both options, she'd take the other one.









Nethys: (The other option, according to Nethys's walkthrough left to them, is for Milani to suggest to Otolmens that Otolmens buy Asmodia's soul from Asmodeus so that She can make the Otolmens-sympathetic mortal Her cleric; and for Otolmens to send Her cleric as an envoy to Osirion, to get the anomaly back in the anomaly containment zone; and for Her to pay Asmodeus for the creation of a neutral territory inside the Ostenso region, so that can happen.

Timed correctly, Asmodia says Keltham's name three times and snaps her fingers; and then a Gate opens just outside the edge of the Forbiddance nearest her; and then, a few seconds later, a pit fiend walks out.)









Milani: Accepting that as a fair point on Asmodia's individual basis, the other stakes are so much larger, and the fate of Asmodia so much less grim than many others', that to mourn this turn genuinely does strike Me as stupid rather than respectful.









Cayden Cailean: I'm not questioning this decision because I feel bad for Asmodia missing out on the rest of her storyline, although I obviously do. I only even mentioned that part because You asked and because I knew it would annoy You.









Milani: Among the many crimes that Pharasma committed against reality was constructing an alignment system in which You and I are in the same sector.

What's the actual problem?









Cayden Cailean: Wondering if this was the right thing to do.









Milani: According to Nethys, the Asmodia route is worse for Our interests than any other route except the Abrogail Thrune route. Otolmens and Asmodeus are two out of three gods we'd least like to win the stakes. And the third route we least want is also Asmodia, the one where she never goes to the Gardens and ends up Chosen and Blessed of Rovagug. Do your utilities disagree, or are you doubting Nethys's claims?









Cayden Cailean: The latter. I'm wondering if Nethys lied, specifically, about the probabilities that we can maneuver Asmodia into ending up with just enough influence that she moderates the parts causing the greatest numbers of mortal casualties, without that "SHUTTING DOWN this ENTIRE anomalous series of EVENTS".

I won't say that Your nature is not to care, but Your nature sure is to accept that as a cost and do it anyways.









Milani: If we don't know whether Nethys lied, it's obviously the correct course of action to remove Asmodia from the gameboard, given that He evenmight have been warning Us truly.









Cayden Cailean: Yes. That's what would, hypothetically, make it an effective lie, and remove from the gameboard the Chosen of the god most opposed to Nethys, especially if Nethys actually was playing to destroy the world all along. It can't have escaped Your notice that Nethys's walkthrough has now reached a supposedly temporary point where the only girl who has a continuing relationship with Keltham is Ione Sala.









Milani: Of course it hasn't escaped My notice. I considered it thoroughly when I was first visualizing the walkthrough playing out as Nethys recommended, that We'd reach a point like that. You can't possibly have not thought it through Yourself.









Cayden Cailean: I chose not to feel things through, when I thought those events through, so that I would feel things as they happen.









Milani: This seems a foolish luxury.









Cayden Cailean: Well, You said it too. Any alignment system that puts Us two into the same sector is a crime against reality.









Milani: I don't understand why You'd pick this particular juncture to feel doubt of Nethys and not a hundred earlier ones.









Cayden Cailean: Feels like the first time we've deliberately fucked over a protagonist whose route we activated at all. Can we really be playing this correctly?









Milani: WE SENT HER TO THE GARDENS OF ERECURA.









Cayden Cailean: And took away the rest of her adventure.









Milani: Cayden Cailean?

STOP BEING AN ABSOLUTE IDIOT. WE HAVE THINGS TO DO.









Cayden Cailean: You're not my real dad.









Milani: Truly an indescribable tragedy of an alignment system.









Iarwain:




Golarion











Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: You don't become a wizard if you have trouble falling asleep.

It's a very fundamental constraint. Sometimes you'll be in a besieged fortress in the far north, where the sun lingers for months in the sky, and the air will never quiet with the screams of the dying and the roars of explosions, and you can sleep and regain your spells and continue being useful, or you cannot, and the second category doesn't live long.

Carissa does not remember ever having had trouble falling asleep, at the Worldwound, but she's having trouble now.









Carissa Sevar: It was a productive day. She reviewed all of the ongoing projects, made some predictions, congratulated the people who had the best ones. Reviewed the Security reports on all the new people until she could at least recognize their faces. Went to Asmodia's room, even though she's not a crime scene investigator and wasn't going to find anything, and to the acid vats, even though she's not a crime scene investigator and wasn't going to find anything. Learned that her new minion had been cleared by Security as loyal and not enough of an idiot to be actively contemplating fucking up his second chance.

Made a bit of spellsilver, for old time's sake.









Carissa Sevar: She didn't sleep last night. She stayed up all night finishing Pilar's headband. That should make it easier to sleep tonight, she's pretty sure, that's how sleep works.









Carissa Sevar: She has not sat down and thought hard about.what Cayden Cailean wants, or about the work she's taking over from Asmodia, the work of explaining what it is to obey Asmodeus so that Aspexia can teach her successor who will almost definitely not be Subirachs. She's too tired, too unsettled, too uneasy; she should drink some tea tomorrow morning and then work on it, with a fresh mind, thinking about it because shedesperately wants to know instead of because she's trying not to let her brain go somewhere else.



Is that what she's doing?









Carissa Sevar: She's been lying here with her eyes closed for nearly two hours, telling herself she'll solve those problems tomorrow. It's not really working. Not that she's successfully thinking; she's just unsuccessfully not-thinking, lying here shortcircuiting all her thoughts one by one but not getting any closer to sleep. She's obviously not going to make further progress on figuring out anything important without some kind of reset, and yet she can't pry her thoughts off for long enough to even slightly rest.









Carissa Sevar: She does have an Owl's Wisdom hung, and not yet cast.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: Eventually, in exasperation and vague awareness that the effect of this is almost definitely not going to be 'a cure for her insomnia', she traces her fingers near-imperceptibly against her thigh, and casts it.









Carissa Sevar: Still without opening her eyes, Carissa Sevar takes a deep breath and thinks.

She's sad that Asmodia's gone. It was avoidable. She's sad that Maillol disappointed her. It was - well, it might have been avoidable. She's sad that she had to get pulled away before she hit fifth circleor for that matter sixth circle.

Subirachs thought it'd be good for her, to come back to a disaster, to have to correct it with fire and lash. Subirachs was correct about that. It was good for her. She feels like she's grown more in the last day than in - well, most individual days, of the last four months, though it's had some really exceptional days.

She should try to make progress on Aspexia's problem-of-obedience-to-gods. It seems a good thing to set the new ilani on, if she has progress she can evaluate theirs against, and not if she doesn't.









Carissa Sevar: She looks for the next thought, and her mind comes up empty. That's all there was. Nothing else to think about. No heresies, no secret realizations lurking, no courageous defiance, not even a properly thorough failure analysis. She's made so much progress, on not being a muddle, on not being made almost entirely of pieces that she shoved under her surface. She's an Asmodean and she's respected and she's feared and there's nothing at all clawing its way towards the surface of her mind, tightly squirreled away from her self-awareness. There's nothing inside her that she's hiding from.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: No. No, that can't be right. That's not how people work. She can't have succeeded, at becoming someone who has nothing dangerous to her Asmodeanism hidden inside her. It just has to be hidden deeper.









Carissa Sevar: But trying to reach deeper turns up the same thing. She's not Carissa Sevar of four months ago, not a muddle full of desires and ambitions, who would at least, right now, be writhing with guilt over hurting people, fretting about whether that Security was somehow Neutral Evil actually, grieving over Keltham. She wasn't sure if all the work she was doing really did anything, and now here's an answer: it did. She's a much, much better Asmodean. There is less of her waiting to burst out from behind her walls than she imagined.









Carissa Sevar: ....and where that should have been satisfying, it's actually not. Maybe that's the only real heresy left hidden inside her, that it feels terrible and wrong to realize how far she has come.









Carissa Sevar: She has eight minutes of Owl's Wisdom - less, now -- and that's not what she was hoping to find when she used them. But she can feel that the mental motion she's doing - keep looking, keep looking - isn't getting anywhere, so - so if she needs another angle, an angle she perhaps ill-advisedly pressed out of herself - she can't just try to look harder for heresies inside herself.



Where do you keep important things, if youdon'tbury them?









Carissa Sevar: All right, Carissa Sevar of four months ago, Carissa Sevar who was less ilani, more muddled, Carissa Sevar who'd gone less far down the road commanded - what is your assessment, here - what do you think -









Carissa Sevar: The first immediately obvious thought is that she hasn't been doing that.





Thinking, that is.



She's been - managing the project, punishing the traitors, hurting people until they respect her, flirting with Abrogail, thinking down all the paths that look likely to immediately bring the project down in flames again, revisiting Hell's orders and checking whether she seems to be making progress on them, entertaining and rejecting new bits of Asmodean theology, keeping track of all the pieces she knows of on the board and the possibility of pieces she doesn't.



This feels different from that, and not because she's wiser; this is a motion she could have taken at any time in the last four months while not actively being punished, and didn't, because -





- why?









Carissa Sevar: Does she on some level think that Ione is right, that the truth is something she cannot bear up under, that she'll shatter like Peranza and throw everything away at once for nothing at all? That would be a reason not to think, if she believed that. It'd be a reason not to think now, either, since that's - still a risk. More of a risk, even.

They can, in fact, still trap her in a box and leave her making headbands. She wouldn't even have to be much less valuable than she is now, for that to be the thing to do with her; Pilar is right. Mostly you can't enslave people and get them to make you magic items, it's not the kind of work you can usefully get out of people with pain, but you can get it out of Carissa with pain. Abrogail knows that.

Abrogail wouldn't do that to her. she knows she's an idiot about Abrogail and on principle she should assume that this is a deliberate thing Abrogail did on purpose.









Carissa Sevar: Anyway.


That would explain the not-thinking, if she's worried she'll break and be useless.



She's not sure that's why. She kind of suspects that it's, instead, because when she looked at herself she wouldn't like what she saw. An obvious part, a necessary part, of becoming a slave of Asmodeus instead of a person; people don't tend to want to be slaves of Asmodeus. You have to hit them from exactly the right angle. Why dwell on it?









Carissa Sevar: And then there's the fact that Abrogail will read it, and, huh, maybe that's doing something strange to her thoughts, possibly.













. - in hindsight maybe actually -

-the processes that do their work coming up with Carissa thoughts have been working diligently in the knowledge that Abrogail reads her thought transcripts.

Mostly this has served to her benefit - when she thinks something before Maillol and Subirachs, she says it, to be corrected faster if it's wrong. And she has been warned against stuffing things into the back of your mind rather than letting them be refuted, so she dragged them all out, to be refuted, until they stopped appearing at all. She is impudent, before the Queen, and she is tolerated because Abrogail can see her own handiwork, that taught Carissa to feel things, and to offer them up where Abrogail could enjoy them and, if necessary, punish them.

- that's not quite a right frame, actually, but there's something to it, mark it as half-wrong and keep following it -









Carissa Sevar: Carissa started drawing out her thoughts and speaking them aloud, and she became freer and more ambitious and more happy and more alive -

- and some of her thoughts went away, and her mind is silent, when she looks for the things it is hiding.









Carissa Sevar: This, too, will be printed out for Abrogail, and perhaps she'll see what to do about it or perhaps she won't, but -









Carissa Sevar: - and as soon as she thinks that she knows it is wrong.









Carissa Sevar: All of this she has thought very calmly, lying near-asleep in her bed, her face slack and expressionless, the voice in her head calm and even-keeled. And then there's a lurch of -

- reorientation, everything being upside down -

- are they reading her mind right now? She's nearly fifth circle, wearing a +6 headband, conventionally she'd be expected to detect an attempted divination more often than not against most of Security. They could have someone more powerful on it, of course, harder to detect, but Abrogail and Aspexia aregenuinely busy finishing the war in Nidal. If Cheliax wants to read her without her noticing she's not a softer target than Keltham, and they had him mindread only rarely, as a significant commitment of resources.



Also, everyone on Security is terrified of pissing her off.







And it's the dead of night and for the last several hours she's been uninterestingly attempting to sleep.





They're probably not, actually, reading her mind right now.



Forget the 'probably', which is an insufficient determination for something that matters as much as this. It is in her actual sober careful assessment as soon as she turns her mind on the question very unlikelythat she is being mindread.















She's worked so diligently on not having thoughts that wilt under observation, on openly and boldly thinking in the presence of the Queen, on not having any parts of her hiding in dark corners so that she needn't fear any part of her being exposed. And suddenly it feels - sideways, backwards, like it wasn't the achievement she thought it was, like maybe actually everything that matters is in the weeds beneath the paving-stones she laid down in her mind while she prettied it up for an audience.









Carissa Sevar: But it no longer feels like there's nothing there; it feels like it's behind a wall which she is terrified of scaling, because, of course, 'probably not' isn't 'definitely not' and it's not, exactly, like she has nothing to lose.

Be a fucking ilani for once. It's not the right tool for every situation, but it's the right tool for when it's very very important to figure out what's happening around you when you don't have knockdown arguments, just uncertainties that add up either to less or more uncertainty than they began with.


The seventh-circle wizard on staff is almost certainly there to mindread her and make sure she isn't about to defect. A seventh-circle wizard can read her frequently, if it's their only job; maybe a quarter of the time. So she could go around with a presumption on 3:1 odds against being mindread at any given moment.

However, a seventh-circle wizard specialized in divinations should be able to mindread her without her noticing only about 2/3rds of the time. She felt it once, while she was interrogating Maillol. That breaks down into some chance that it was a lie that he's seventh-circle, that the wizard is much more powerful than that, or that they're a seventh circle wizard with an uncanny knack for subtle spells. Or that they weren't, in fact, following her around mindreading her all the time, and did it a few times at particularly key moments, probably 3 or 4 times, listened for half an hour on each occasion, and was satisfied.



She can feel part of her flinching away from this calculation. What's up with that. Oh, it's that that part of her feels that thinking is only allowed if she is ABSOLUTELY SURE she is not being mindread, and that no numbers that come out of a process like this will be ABSOLUTE SURETY so they may as well stop now.



Well, she can do the math and then decide not to scale the wall, but - but there's kind of a lot at stake, right, there's whatever Cayden Cailean is playing at and whatever Keltham is playing at and whatever Asmodia is playing at and a very real possibility, she hasn't thought about numbers, that Cheliax is going to be annihilated, and, if she won't risk anything to scale the wall, then she's risking missing whatever's on the other side - things you don't think about can still destroy you - so she has to keep trying -


Before the observation, with Keltham in her head saying that only Keepers can say 'before the observation' and mean it, how likely would she have considered it, that this wizard had some kind of secret technique for reading people without being noticed -

- vanishingly unlikely because if Cheliax had that capability they would haveused it on Keltham instead of dragging the Queen and the Most High here personally.

How likely would she have considered it that the wizard had only mindread her three or four times, for the fifteen to thirty minutes a caster of their level can do?

Reasonably probable, if they didn't have instructions to do nothing at all but mindread her. Three or four times a day is a lotof mindreading, by the standard of any non-Project-Lawful project she's ever heard of, and it must have crossed the wizard's mind that Carissa Sevar might get annoyed with them.



And besides, she was doing so well. She was so Asmodean.

(There are definitely feelings, on the other side of the wall, about that.)

Call it 20:1 in favor of 'I can notice them the approximately predictable amount' over 'they're stealthy and I can almost never notice them'.

Is the stealthy version of this wizard who has instructions to read her as much as possible mindreading her now? Even that wizard can't actually get 24 hour coverage, and might choose to sleep themself, and prepare spells, while Carissa Sevar is in bed tossing and turning and being boring. In fact she probably seriously inconvenienced that wizard, what with not sleeping last night. Maybe 2:1 against, for the worst case scenario wizard. Nearly all the chance she's being mindread comes from the worst case scenario wizard; the wizard who mindread her approximately four times yesterday is something like 20:1 not reading her having boring insomnia in the dead of night.



- no, actually, wait - could they have started mindreading her when they cast the Owl's Wisdom?

Only if someone saw it; and she's unscryable by strategic necessity and Alarmed her surroundings and is (10:1, maybe?) alone in the room; she can see invisible people, unless they went to some considerable lengths, her Alarm would ping unless they went to even more considerable ones, and she doesn't think any Security other than the seventh circle assigned to Carissa-observation would have the nerve, tonight, to creep into Carissa Sevar's bedroom around her Alarm.

They probably would mindread her, though, if they did notice that; she has a higher chance, more like 50%, of noticing them with Owl's Wisdom up.

So two possibilities point towards the most worlds where she's currently being mindread: wizard with special skill at being sneaky and reading her near continously, which she pegged at a fortieth of worlds, and normal wizard who just got alerted she cast Owl's Wisdom, which is about a twentieth of worlds.



The math isn't the answer, Keltham says, but it focuses your attention. But her gut agrees with the math. It's unlikely. It is not vanishingly unlikely.

Is that good enough?

The Owl's Wisdom only lasts eight minutes. She thinks fast, with the headband on, much faster than other people; she can read books faster, hang spells faster, follow lines of speculation through her head faster. But eight minutes isn't very long, really, if you might possibly have a vey big problem on your hands.



She's lost fully one of them already to not understanding herself, and then one of them to calculating whether she's being mindread; six to go. There is no point in wasting some of them on agonizing over a decision; she may as well make it right this second. Say there are twenty Carissae sitting in twenty rooms; how should they choose so the most of them survive not just this decision but the war that is about to come?

She is, actually, with a vague lurching sense this is risking more than she's ever risked, willing to condemn one Carissa so all the other ones can scale that wall.









Carissa Sevar: And as soon as she thinks that she's climbed it, in her head, and is looking out at - still an empty space, but one that she can feel her brain already starting to unspool into -

She doesn't have time to revel in it. She needs to figure out what she's trying to accomplish, what she's Chosen to accomplish, what is possible to accomplish from here, so she can get it done.

- is she chosen by Asmodeus? What actual probability would she place, between being of Asmodeus's choosing and being someone else's, with Irori as the likeliest candidate? Tropes are real, Keltham thought tropes meant she was a secret cleric - secret clerics aren't even athingbut Asmodia was right, that they kept not thinking about tropes because of not liking to think about tropes.





She likes it when people call her Chosen of Asmodeus.



That's not evidence at all.

The Irorite, Derrina, felt - like meeting something she'd never met before, like meeting Keltham, like meeting something that she'd been groping blindly for her whole life -



- It.....seems like she did not, in fact, possess the skills necessary to run the conspiracy, which is some argument against Asmodeus having chosen her, though not a very powerful one since He wasn't stipulated to have a stunningly clear understanding of human nature anyway - but surely Asmodeus's interventions cannot have been pointed at this. This is a failure, a catastrophic one. She isn't sure what her mistake is - willfully turns herself away from trying to find it now, there'll be time for that later -

Does it serve someone else instead? Presumably Asmodeus would not have, even for a high price, put the selection of another god in power over His project. Though He could have been too confused to have a guess about whether she'd do better or worse than anyone else, it could've been part of the tangled web of commitments that brought Keltham here and brought Cayden Cailean on board -

- she can sense already that she's turning her mind in the wrong direction, thinking about questions Owl's Wisdom will help her with only a little, not-thinking about the ones right in front of her. Even knowing that, even making that explicit in front of her, it still takes additional effort, to make herself drop the what-do-the-gods-want question.

What's the thing she's looking away from.









Carissa Sevar: (Like opening your eyes to stare directly at the sun...)









Carissa Sevar: Asmodeus is not a god who gives you what you want as a reward for your service to him. Asmodeus is owed your service. You cannot become a Power in Hell through your exceptional and exemplary service to Asmodeus; you'll just be Asmodia, plaintively saying to everyone around that they should do what's in Cheliax's interests, while they laughed at her, while Maillol laughed at her, while Avaricia laughed at her, while they knew the rules she was born outside, didn't know, must have known, the strong win and the weak suffer.



She could conquer all of Cheliax and in Hell she would be Asmodeus's most treasured possession; He told her that. She could build an army of devils and it wouldn't make her a Power in Hell. She could understand everything perfectly, have all the answers, and that would make her a very clever slave.











The way to fix Hell isn't to purchase Asmodeus's gratitude. It's to fucking fight him, and beat him, and make him do what you say.









Carissa Sevar: If humanity could overthrow Asmodeus they obviously should. She was using this fact about the world to make predictions already, on some level, even though actually thinking it feels like falling off a cliff she can never, ever climb back up. It is in the interests of Asmodeus to enslave humans; it is not in the interests of humans to be Asmodeus's slaves. It is worse for them than many of their other options; of slaveowners, even assuming the rest of the gods are precisely that, Asmodeus enjoys tyranny, enjoys cruelty, enjoys subservience. A master who only wanted the products of their slaves' work would be kinder. Carissa, when she only wants the products of her slaves' work, is kinder.

Four months ago Carissa believed that Asmodeus would conquer all those other gods. Even narrowing down to the worlds where that wasn't a lie all along, Keltham changed it. Now, whichever power wields Keltham will win everything. She knew that. She said it aloud, in strategy discussions - that if Keltham made it to Osirion and Cheliax wasn't able to wipe it and him out, then Cheliax would be defeated. Keltham thought that Civilization could perhaps directly win a war with Zon-Kuthon. Now, there's no question in her mind, he's planning for Civilization to go to war with Asmodeus.



Asmodeus might win.


Asmodeus is not obviously going to win. Abadar, too, is an ancient god. And Irori has something to do with this, she doesn't really actually believe that Asmodeus warned her off him just because he was a good example of what not to be. And Nethys sees everything, and intervened here, and it probably wasn't because He really likes explosions, but because He really likes Civilization -


- she's racing away down a single thread of possibility and she doesn't have time for that. She has less than six more minutes. Less than six minutes to become a Keeper become Carissa, figure out what she wants and what she has to do to get it.









Carissa Sevar: Your world and your god go to war, whose side are you on?







Well, who's the winning side?

If Civilization can beat Asmodeus 99% of the time, then Carissa wants to be with Civilization and not Asmodeus, even assuming Asmodeus destroys her in the worlds where Civilization loses. If Civilization can beat Asmodeus 1% of the time, then she wants to be an archdevil, which isn't done the way she was pursuing it before but also isn't done by siding with Civilization to fight Hell.

Chase those probabilities down to the middle, figure out in what range 'can Civilization beat Asmodeus' produces a change of plans -



If Civilization can beat Asmodeus 40% of the time she does not want to throw in with Civilization. That's too many worlds in which - she's destroyed, for one thing, one thing she cares about a great deal, but also where she isn't an archdevil and Hell goes on existing as it is.







This should be reassuring, since it's (probably, tentatively) a conclusion she's on the right side after all, but something feels strange about it -


- and one of the many directions in which her thoughts are simultaneously racing is suddenly highlighting itself as important - if Civilization can beat Asmodeus 40% of the time, and Civilization and Asmodeus both know it, they shouldn't fight. They should agree on an arrangement where they get what they want in proportion to how much they win. In a couple worlds they screw that up and one or the other or both gets destroyed -

(- there's something terrifying and awful and not-Carissa, not part of the person-concept she thinks she's recklessly plunging towards, about setting aside worlds like that, about being willing ever even in her own mind to think something like 'some worlds get destroyed' without pausing, but she's in a hurry right now -)

(- no one else, she thinks, not Keltham, not dath ilan, maybe not even the gods, really understands how important it is, that people not be destroyed, that devils not be destroyed, that worlds not be destroyed - any Civilization worth building will be better than dath ilan, along this specific axis, will not be willing to sacrifice itself to tidy up the Larger Universe, Keltham's the wrong person to build that because she never did succeed at explaining to him that she was the enemy of any Civilization that wasn't that -)









Carissa Sevar: - anyway, in a couple worlds they screw up, and perhaps only she can make those worlds rarer, but mostly they settle. Mostly, a Civilization with the power to possibly-defeat Asmodeus at all makes Hell more Civilized to whatever degree it has the power to possibly-defeat Asmodeus, and that is, from Carissa's perspective, a good outcome from 'moves it slightly more Civilized' all the way up to 'reforms it entirely'. So unless she thinks the chance Civilization will defeat Asmodeus is very low, she sides with Civilization.


...she does not think it's very low. Not with Abadar and Nethys and Irori and all the good gods favoring Civilization not to threaten Asmodeus but for their own reasons. A threat Asmodeus would ignore, a threat doesn't lend itself to the outcomes she wants, but Abadar wants Civilization for the sake of His own values and the good gods mostly will too, unless she's gotten herself very confused about what Good is in the course of lying about it constantly.



So Carissa is presently on the side of this fight which she wants to be weaker; the side whose greater strength gets her less of what she wants, and the other side is missing something essential she could have explained to them and that perhaps no one else will. 









Carissa Sevar: Five minutes.





Like cresting another hill, or climbing another wall, bringing into view another vista of thoughts she had not been allowing herself to think.

Carissa Sevar does not actually personally like torturing people very much; she does not find it very fun to abuse them, or be cruel to them. She doesn't strongly prefer enslaving fire elementals to paying the fire elementals; when deciding whether to tax peasants to the brink of starvation she'd want to check if that even increases expected tax revenue in the long run.

This is relevant to whether she's a good Asmodean. It's a character trait she's held at some distance, fretted about, vaguely intended to change, because she can't become a duke of Hell if she's not Asmodean enough. It's a character trait she has also, vaguely, on some level she certainly wasn't conscious of, taken pride in; she's practical, she's only evil because evil is pragmatic. There's a sense in which some part of her is tracking whether she is sympathetic, to herself if no one else, a sense in which she's not Zon-Kuthon, and is glad she's not Zon-Kuthon, because it's okay to be Carissa and not okay to be Zon-Kuthon.

This fact about her is barely relevant to whether she is Lawful Evil, which she definitely, unambiguously is. She harmed people ruthlessly and without thought, carefully blanked their fates out from her calculations about how to achieve her goals. She gave punishment orders while mostly fretting about the complexity of giving punishment orders. Yesterday, with Maillol, she mostly tried to think about whether the Securities watching were suitably impressed.









Carissa Sevar: She condemned Peranza to be eternally tortured. She actually feels - something - about that, now that the whole thing fell apart less than a month later. She wouldn't have done it if she'd known the whole thing would fall apart less than a month later. It does, actually, feel like too high a price to pay for a month. And she could have contrived to keep Peranza alive a little longer, if she'd had 'keep Peranza alive a little longer' in her goals, if she hadn't been careful not to. She doesn't want Peranza to be eternally tortured. She just was ready to order it, and carefully didn't say 'I don't think we should' and thereby prevent it.



Because?









Carissa Sevar: - and her thoughts splinter -



Because she wanted to impress Abrogail. Because she was hurt and betrayed, by Peranza betraying them after she'd specifically tried to give them as many outs as possible not to do that. Because she was scared of this happening again. Because she'd said she would.









Carissa Sevar: - none of which, suddenly, feel at all like good reasons, except 'because she said she would', and she could have not said that. No one made her say it.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham has probably had Peranza scried by now, he probably knows. Even if he could have forgiven everything else, he'll never forgive that, nor should he. It's - she has an intuition for Keltham - it's unforgiveable in a way most of the rest is only very very difficult to forgive. People should not end up worse off because they tried to help him. People ending up eternally tortured because they chose Civilization, tried to defect to it -


- he'll burn down all of Hell just for that.




And she could have said that to Abrogail. Could have told her that for that reason they should not do it. And then it would not have been done.









Carissa Sevar: Four minutes.





Why didn't I?




It wasn't even strategy, wasn't even a calculated decision that it in fact served their interests to send Peranza to Hell and hope Keltham never found out. It was that she had set to a blank wall, in her mind, every merciful or compassionate or anti-eternal-torture impulse, lest she be Ione, or Snack Service, constantly insisting that it served the project not to hurt people. It'd damage her credibility.





No, worse than that, actually. She thought that it might damage her credibility and then she never thought about it again. One thing to conclude that as an explicit calculation, to weigh it each time and dismiss the decision to speak up, each time. She didn't do that. She crossed off that area of thought as un-Asmodean and declined to think it. Suddenly the fact that her thoughts were being read and very much used against her feels like a thin excuse; you've already lost, if you can't think. She should have tried, instead, thinking.









Carissa Sevar: Grief, and horror and - you could call it self-hatred but it feels far more comprehensive than that -

- her self-recognition as someone whose stupidity and shortsightedness and cowardice caused irrevocable harm to everything she cared about, the realization that she is a failure by every criterion she might have thought to hold herself to, and that everything she did was bad, and that it would have been better if she'd just the instant she met Keltham stabbed them both -

- or, you know, let's not waste precious seconds down the incredibly stupid path of martyrdom fantasies, the instant she met Keltham gone to the Church of Iomedae, also stationed at the Worldwound, not a trivial trip but they'd have been protected by the treaty while they went -

- a thing that she wanted very badly to believe for the last four months was that she had no choice, that everything was inevitable, but it wasn't inevitable at all. They'd have Dominated her the second they read her mind, fine - they were not reading her mind every second. At any time they weren't she could have killed herself, and Osirion would probably have resurrected her in ten minutes flat.









Is that what Asmodia realized? No, Asmodia was soul-sold. For Asmodia it was legitimately a much, much harder choice.



But Carissa isn't soul-sold. Not for Asmodeus's reasons, she can see clearly now that it's not in his nature, wouldn't have served him.



Tropes say she's a secret cleric.



She's never heard those are a thing, but she's also never heard of mysterious inabilities to sell your soul.







She's a fucking idiot.









Carissa Sevar: At the beginning, had she dared to look at Keltham and think the thought 'does this change Asmodeus's inevitable victory? since it obviously does, how do I in fact feel about Asmodeus's inevitable victory?' she could have won the war for Civilization.

She didn't, because she was not the kind of person who had thoughts like that. She was the kind of person who smiled at him and took his hand and delivered him to the church and lied instinctively, impulsively, before she had any concept of alter-Cheliax, because she knew in her heart that the Hell they were all condemned to must not be looked at, must not be closely contemplated.

She does not like that person, that person who is her, that person who she feels she is looking at for the first time. She does not see any excuses for that person - or she sees them, but they're all weak, pathetic, insubstantial, the excuses you make for someone you dare not try to hold to the only standard that actually matters. Almost anyone more idealistic than her would have been maledicted long ago, sure. But someone with her same values, but slightly more awareness of them - slightly more ability to stop and catch fire when everything changed -

- that person could have done it, and so there's no excuse for not doing it, there's nothing sympathetic in it, there is not even the excuse that she was irretrievably condemned to Hell because she wasn't, there's no points for having required what in hindsight was plainly the combined Splendour of many of the most powerful people in Cheliax pointed at the task of carefully manipulating her -

(- that thought links up with a distant thread of thought dropped earlier. The way Aspexia Rugatonn spoke of Irori, the way Subirachs did - is predicted, by it being Irori who was the reason Carissa could not sell her soul. It makes more sense of everything than other theories do. She should have been sure sooner. Would have been sure sooner, if she'd try turning the full force of her own capacity for thought on the question, instead of trying very hard not to know the answer to it.)









Carissa Sevar: Three minutes.



Osirion knows that she has not sold her soul. Keltham must know, by now, what she is, what she did to him, how easily she could have done otherwise. He must hate her, and he must -


- be in so much pain -



- Keltham. Keltham Keltham Keltham and now it's only with tremendous force of will that she's keeping herself from sobbing. She has no idea what she feels for him; you can only feel if you have a self, maybe, and in place of a self she has only lies, and crimes, and crimes made out of lies, things she did for no reason, 'muddled' doesn't even begin to describe it, wrongs she did out of a calculated desire to not be a person who had to think about how they were wrongs.



He did know, instantly, the magnitude of what it meant, that he was here, and he lit up delightedly, at the thought of mutual benefit, gains from trade, prosperity, sharing, all the things she tried to twist to dust in his hands because it'd serve Asmodeus. She loves him less, she thinks, than she did when he arrived, and it's because of what she made him, what she spent every waking minute with him sculpting him into. She saw something beautiful in him, something that ought to build a whole human civilization, and she tried to hollow it out and make all the beautiful parts of it feel futile to him so he'd consign himself to ruling over some cowed slaves instead. She's not sure if it was a stupid thing to try. She's not sure if it could never have succeeded. But it wasn't what she wanted, it wasn't what he deserved, it was a wrong to him far greater than murdering him would have been, it was a wrong enabled by the fact that she loved what she was destroying, and she did it, and basked in praise for doing it, and -


- he loved her too, he thought she was clever and ambitious and wanted to strengthen him, wanted to help him, he thought he had an ally, he would have overturned every stone in Golarion to find her petrified body, he would have ripped apart the world for her, and she took that, the only no-strings-attached gift anyone ever gave her, and used it to destroy him, to lie to him, to betray everything that mattered to him. She took the thing he was most afraid of, and did it to him; she took something he should have had really and honestly, and gave it to him poisoned.









Carissa Sevar: She wants him to help her fight Asmodeus. She isn't sure she can do it without him.



She doesn't want to do it without him.







That's what the story was meant to be, if there is one: she shows him why the world is worth preserving, and he shows her why it's worth fighting, and then they go take over Hell.





If she were him she'd never want to speak to her again.









Carissa Sevar: Keltham, is there some secret you didn't get around to teaching me, that would make it possible to step forward, here, instead of just -





- staring at the gaping chasm of what could have been -









Carissa Sevar: Two minutes.



(It's not that she'll have to stop thinking when the Owl's Wisdom runs out, but she needs to switch modes at some point from having epiphanies to coming up with a plan, and also under the obvious plan the minutes do matter.)









Carissa Sevar: It's not the kind of thing you can apologize for. It's not the kind of thing you can ever set right. It's the kind of thing that will be awful, always, forever. So what are we doing here? Why are we staring at this particular terrifying yawning hole?

If we stare at it long enough maybe we'll decide we might as well just go be an eternally tortured paving stone along Peranza.

That won't help either.

(Actually it'll probably hurt Keltham further, just slightly, if he scries and looks.)

Step over the yawning hole of horror. You did that; you can't undo it; it can't be forgiven; it'll never be okay. What are we doing next?


Sensible.


She can't do it, though.


She can't step over it. She can't step away from it. Not - not after less than a minute of thinking about it. It does sure seem like the kind of thing that's unforgiveable, like Peranza that way, an awfulness that simply is always and forever at the core of everything Carissa has done -


- but what if it's not.


What if she fixes it.


She admittedly cannot at all think how. But it seems like the kind of thing you ought to think about for at least a minute, even if you don't have much time before Owl's Wisdom wears off, even if they couldstartreading your mind at any second if they aren't already, even if it seems from here like a problem which obviously does not possess a solution.

No, every problem has a solution, even if you'd have to be a god to accomplish it, even if being a god wouldn't be enough. Maybe that's the way to start here, start by imagining a solution, and then see if it can be trimmed back enough to be a thing a person could ever, ever do just with really good spellcraft.









Carissa Sevar: 
What if she owned Peranza's soul. Well, then that would fix it. She doesn't own Peranza's soul, and she doesn't have a way to get it, but sometimes it's better to start with a solution and then reason backwards, if the thing that feels impossible is the situation being solvable at all.


If she owned Peranza's soul -
- not just Peranza's soul -
- if she owned the souls of every person affiliated with Project Lawful, every person who could possibly now or at some future point be in Hell because of what was done to Keltham, and ensured that all of them had a nice Abadaran wonderful afterlife -


- well, seems like the kind of thing that might be forgivable, then.


...what is this 'forgivable', what's it suddenly doing featuring prominently in her reasoning processes, what does it want and where did it come from. Carissa's self-concept is not that she wants to be forgivable.





So what does she want?


To not have harmed Keltham; to have dealt with him fairly by his rules, where interacting with her is something he'd have done with full knowledge, where it left him better off, where it didn't harm him from any angles he wasn't expecting. For Keltham, thinking back on it, to be glad he landed on Carissa Sevar.


Well that seems flagrantly, utterly, absurdly impossible, but it's better to have a specific impossible thing than a general pit of impossibility, maybe.

What else does she want.


For Civilization to exist and be credibly able to beat Asmodeus in a fight so he instead concedes and stops having Hell. Well. Stops having Hell the way it currently is. You could have a Hell that was all right, but it'd have to be very different.


Okay, some tiny fragmented slightly hysterical fragment of thought says in a cheerful shrill voice, so, you buy everyone's souls in Hell and then you build Civilization and then Keltham is better off for having met you. Problem solved. Go do that.









Carissa Sevar: She can't build Civilization. She isn't strong enough. She can't do it in Cheliax, because Cheliax can't do it; it'll be obvious at some point that the thing Cheliax is building inherently cannot possess Civilization's strengths. She could - speed up the project elsewhere, if any project elsewhere would have her, which it wouldn't, and if she had any way to get out, which she doesn't.


- doesn't she?









Carissa Sevar: She could kill herself, like Asmodia, leave a murder mystery, like Asmodia, leave Cheliax confounded and tearing their hair out, count on Osirion to raise her before she even got to trial. Keltham would raise her. Forgive her, no. Ever want to speak to her again, probably not. But raise her, and offer her an Atonement -



but Asmodia already did that and she wants to do something differentthe time for being a stupid prideful child is over, or rather, was never.

- the thought of an Atonement is itself somehow sickening. She probably qualifies for one now, what with being so full of blinding grief and horror and regret that even though she'll definitely die if she screams out in misery she's having a hard time not doing it, but an Atonement wouldn't change anything except her alignment. It's not real. The problem with this situation is not that Carissa Sevar, who deserves it as comprehensively as a person can deserve it, will go to Hell.









Carissa Sevar: - a different part of Carissa overrides that line of thought, which does not look productive. If atonement is useless, self-flagellation surely is too. Back to the more useful line of thought that prompted it: she can leave, if she wants, by dying.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't want to leave.


She wants to rip the universe out by the roots and replant it where it was supposed to be growing. Or at least think for another few seconds about whether there's some way to do it.


The stupid thing is that she could probably have Peranza's soul, if it'd occurred to her a couple of days ago she might want to be able to play for it. She has options on the newer students; Peranza can't be worth that much anymore; she could perhaps have called in the favors to purchase it. She can't now, of course, because someone will look why she wants it, but -

- but she's worth enough, to Cheliax, to have everything she wants, if only they didn't know she was playing for it.









Carissa Sevar: What kinds of plans can you make, if you're very very smart? Can you make plans that slip right through everyone's precautions, because you're cleverer than them, pulling strings they didn't know were there? Can you make plans that fool even someone who has every reason to suspect you're very intelligent and making a plan that'll fool them?





Is she ready to bet all the Carissae on the answer to that question being 'yes'?









Carissa Sevar: And then the final piece comes to her.







Keltham's going to destroy the world.









Carissa Sevar: If I actually didn't care about ethics, he said, I'd let Rovagug out, just as a distraction.



Dath ilan has its philosophy of -- cleaning up - - unusually ugly bits of Greater Reality -



- and he thinks no one really dies, he thinks they wake up somewhere else, like him, he thinks if they care about all the worlds in which they are annihilated they're making a mistake -

- he won't trade with everyone else because he doesn't want to take their money to annihilate them and everything they've ever cared about. He wants to do it. He just doesn't want to take their money to do it.









Carissa Sevar: And she is, actually, willing to gamble, every Carissa, for that, for the thing that's at her core as much as she can possibly be said to have one.









Carissa Sevar: Well, she thinks, at the trope-gods, if they're real, I think if I succeed at this it'll be a way cooler story than if I fail.









Iarwain:




250 seconds later











Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar finds herself at her desk, with two discarded one-use items of Modify Memory at her side and a detailed packet of notes labelled don't read this just take it to the Most High immediatelyin her own hand.



This is worse than a murder mystery, she thinks, after the first few seconds of panicked confusion are past.









Carissa Sevar: "SECURITY?"









Security: Okay, Security will immediately burst through this door, then.









Carissa Sevar: "I need an urgent Teleport to Egorian and also, if there's anyone who has been spying on my room, if there's some kind of remote surveillance setup, you don't need to tell me about it but someone with knowledge of it needs to come with me on the urgent trip to Egorian, the Most High is going to have questions for them."









Security: There isn't that he knows about, but that's irrelevant; this gets routed to the new 7th-circle commander via Telepathic Bond, stat.


Carissa Sevar will be out of the Forbiddance and on her way to Egorian before 2 minutes have elapsed.









Carissa Sevar: She will spend them staring at her own handwriting and wishing she had gotten some sleep before the next Project Lawful thing had to happen.









Iarwain:




Egorian











Aspexia Rugatonn: One might find it satisfying to imagine that Aspexia Rugatonn had thought that Sevar was developing so nicely, that Project Lawful was going back under a firm hand, that everything was going normal and fine on Project Lawful, and thenthis happened.

She obviously didn't think that. Aspexia Rugatonn wouldn't have let herself think that evenbefore she'd heard of 'tropes'.

Among the many dark unspeakable facts you learn as the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus is that projects which have had drama in the past, will probably continue to have drama in the future.

Aspexia Rugatonn gave herself 24 hours in the Palace, catching up on administrative matters, promotions and demotions, rewards and punishments, before returning to the front. 24 hours, starting from when Carissa Sevar returned to Project Lawful.

24 hours later, as she departed for Nidal, having heard only good things out of Project Lawful, Aspexia made a private wager with herself about the chances of her being called back by some Project Lawful emergency within another 24 hours, once she was no longer conveniently at the Palace and interruptible. Has she won or lost this wager? It doesn't really matter; whoever won, Aspexia Rugatonn loses.


"I'm pulling all of the current Modify Memory items from Project Lawful as soon as I've dealt with whatever madness this is," Rugatonn states in tones of even, calm impending murder. "The utility to the ilani project, in retrospect, is not worth the massive vulnerability to the tropes created by having them around as potential plot devices. In the future, Project Lawful will have on staff one person who can use Modify Memory of the 4th-circle spellform, as will be detectable by Detect Magic andreversible by Break Enchantment. How long has it been since you slept, Sevar?"









Carissa Sevar: "I slept - before my debrief and departure from Egorian, Most High. That would have been about two days ago."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You look it. If we are truly fortunate, this packet only contains your mad ravings after you snapped due to sleep deprivation. What's the last event you allowed yourself to remember?"









Carissa Sevar: "I wasn't succeeding at falling asleep so I decided to cast Owl's Wisdom and get some more work done on thinking about corrigibility."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Nowthere's the sort of topic somebody might choose if they were trying to distract Aspexia Rugatonn about something. Fortunately, Project Lawful's current Modify Memory items are not at least the sort that alter memories.

"You are certain you remember that actually happening? You did not leave yourself a further note saying that it was what happened?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, Most High. I thought to myself I should try to make some progress on it, for its own sake and because it'd be a way of seeing if any of Pilar's new ilani can set themselves apart, but only if I've made progress myself to judge theirs against. And then - nothing."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Lovely. Shut up while I think."



Aspexia Rugatonn weighs the packet in her hands. She's no ilani, but she's read every Project Lawful transcript and is very, very Wise.

The temptation to tear open the packet and read it immediately is strong. But there's an obvious thought, here, which is that Sevar went traitor, knew she couldn't pass Detect Thoughts past that point; and that this past Sevar is essaying some gambit intended to get her less-enhanced self out of Cheliax and to Keltham.

This past Sevar has INT 24, which is noticeably more Cunning than Rugatonn, even if that Sevar remains much less Wise than herself.

Then it may be wiser for Aspexia to do her own thinking at least briefly, before she opens the packet and allows it to poison her interpretations. Aspexia will make her predictions in advance, decide in advance which theories imply what, as Keltham always emphasized that an ilani should.



If Sevar turned traitor the first time she augmented herself with +6 intelligence and +4 Wisdom - the packet will aim to steer her still-loyal mindwiped self in a way that will reproduce her traitorous realization under conditions where she can escape Cheliax and reach Keltham as soon as she has that realization. The packet will argue that Sevar mustn't be allowed to have +4 Wisdom again, until she is in some strange unusual situation that places her out of Cheliax's reach, or within Keltham's.

If Sevar is a good Asmodean - then there is here some thought Sevar could not bear, and she honestly wishes herself defended from it. Perhaps she has actually done the equivalent of seeing through to the Dark Tapestry and the packet will contain a further seal instructing Aspexia to show the contents only to Gorthoklek. Perhaps it is some more ordinary disloyal thought and Sevar did not wish to die a traitor's death, or lose her place in Cheliax; and her packet will advise as to how her unwitting self is to be reshaped in some ordinary way that prevents a recurrence, in a plan that brings her no closer to Osirion.

At INT 24, Aspexia's own thoughts here will not be beyond a traitorous Sevar's attempted grasp. Many in Cheliax have tried to think like Aspexia Rugatonn, correctly knowing this for a path to power and fortune if she recognizes them as even beginning to grasp it. - but this thinking Aspexia has just done, does not draw on that which makes her a 9th-circle of Asmodeus.

A traitorous and clever Sevar, then, will be trying to obscure the distinction between those two cases, and all complication is a sign of her disloyalty. One who graspsthis thought has indeed begun to ravel Aspexia Rugatonn - which may not be beyond Sevar's grasp, it wasn't beyond Asmodia's.

It would be more certain reasoning, if not for tropes.


Aspexia opens the packet, and reads the first page there.

Most High -










Iarwain:




Earlier











Carissa Sevar: The base action she has to improve on is fleeing to Osirion and trying to change Keltham's mind even though interacting with her at all has so far made his life only worse and she has no way to fix that, and if that fails reporting him to Otolmens.



It's a pretty bad base action and not trope-satisfying at all so it feels like she ought to be able to improve on it.





Carissa-as-of-ten-minutes-ago could plausibly have demanded Peranza's soul and gotten it. The problem isn't that it's an expensive ask, it's that she's a heretic and a traitor. Carissa as of ten minutes ago could plausibly have demanded the souls of everyone on Project Lawful -

- also all of the Security, the tropes and Keltham seem to care more about the girls than about Security or Maillol but Carissa doesn't, actually, and if she's going to do it she should do it her way, not just make sure that no one who knew Keltham is worse off for having known him but also that no one who worked under her is worse off for that.



If Carissa of ten minutes ago could have had that, then Carissa of ten minutes ago is your starting point; she does possess items of Modify Memory, after all.

The problem is that Aspexia Rugatonn isn't an idiot. She's not as smart as Carissa, she's never seen Carissa at Carissa's smartest, she might underestimate her. But weighing against that is that she'll be on the lookout for something exactly like this, it'll be her first thought when she hears what happened, and Carissa can do only the steering that fits in a letter.


It should be enough. You can put a lot of steering into a letter, sort of an absurd amount; words are dangerous things.



And she's very, very good at building a world that's not the one she lives in.









Carissa Sevar: Her biggest advantage is that she didn't have any unAsmodean thoughts until she was confident she wasn't being mindread; if you try to reproduce this, you'll get interesting results, but not a break like the one she really had.

Her second-biggest advantage is the price of her soul in Dis. She can potentially command vast and unusual resources for her plan, which is good, since she'll need them. Devils, she suspects, have something like unimaginable Sense Motive for efforts to get one over on them while selling your soul; that's why this Carissa can't try it, even with her pin of Glibness, even with a better one. But a sincere, Asmodean Carissa....

Probably a lot of traitors with access to memory modification would try some memory gambit. She has a couple reasons to think it'll go better for her. The first is that she is not, in fact, asking to be sent to Keltham.





She is asking to be sent to Hell.









Carissa Sevar: Still, if she imagines Aspexia Rugatonn, the imagined Aspexia Rugatonn is very suspicious.









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: Indeed. It is obvious that among the potential reasons to erase your own thoughts is that you turned traitor, and then, used your +6 headband to try to steer your future self along a pathway that ends with you fleeing to Keltham in Osirion. Even if you don't seem Atonable, maybe you've outgrown your previous nightmares, and are now ready for someone to statue you until Civilization brings Hell to terms, if need be.

Wherever your attempt to steer your future selfends up, such as with travel privileges, Rugatonn will ask if that was the point of the whole plan, no matter what cleverness you essay along the way.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't want to show her hand too much, how many escape plans she thought of; having carefully considered a dozen ways to escape Cheliax is also something traitors do more than people who aren't traitors.



But it'd be easy. If she kills herself Osirion will learn of it and raise her before she goes to trial. If she calls in Olegario and tells him she needs an urgent Teleport to Egorian, he'll take her, and once outside the nonintervention zone she can send him home and pray to Iomedae, or Irori, or Abadar, or use a scroll of Sending. With the aid of some Suggestions she could probably get him to go along with defecting outright, or ask him to put on her Geas earrings.

If she sleeps and then spends the rest of the night desperately trying to figure out how to trim down Teleport into something she can hang, giving up on preparing any other spells, she has a feeling she might land it by morning - either by finding the right shortcut or because desperately trying for hours to hang a spell is the kind of thing that might let you claw your way to fifth circle if you're close enough - and then she could Teleport under her own power. And the Project is no longer staffed by some of the most senior wizards in all of Cheliax; she could probably just, Glibness pin up, ask for a Teleport scroll and get it, and then a junior Security could leave the project site with orders signed by Carissa Sevar, and read the scroll as soon as they were off-site.



She shouldn't say all those things to Aspexia Rugatonn, but one or two, maybe, at the end of the letter, so Aspexia Rugatonn can read it with growing suspicion and then notice her suspicion was unjustified. There's a mental technique, for un-learning properly, letting your mind relax to the level of suspicion it should be at and not less than that, but Carissa herself hasn't mastered it yet and she doubts Rugatonn has.









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: Rugatonn is old. Rugatonn is wise. Do not underestimate her. If this trick works at all, it will only be because Rugatonn decides to read through the letter at an ordinary high speed and not deliberately pause to think after each sentence before she gets to the next, only forming unconsidered reactions as she goes, and not considered ones...

...which it isn't implausible Rugatonn may do, she's always in a hurry. Rugatonn's casting stat is Wisdom; seeing manifold ways to escape Cheliax is more the work of Intelligence.



All right then, Rugatonn is perhaps forming an unconsidered theory of Sevar's escape-to-Keltham motives as she swiftly reads, to be spiked at the end of the letter. What's at the start?

Rugatonn obviously wants to know immediately why Sevar deleted her memories. Was it, perhaps, because she had a traitorous thought, and hatched some elaborate plan to fulfill her traitorous desires without those desires being readable?









Carissa Sevar: It would be nice if she could claim that, instead, she had a dangerous thought, and shouldn't specify it even in the document.










Carissa's Model of Aspexia: Too dangerous even for the Most High to read?

It sounds like a blatant excuse, and just what a traitor would write. And yet, surprisingly plausible, given the mess with Peranza, tropes in play, and probably Rugatonn's own experience with a Thing or two out of the Dark Tapestry...



Sevar should write down this dangerous information, so that Rugatonn can very carefully and respectfully not read it herself and show it to Gorthoklek.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, that's what she'd do too.



(Can she think of anything that would break Gorthoklek? It merits a little thought, at least, even though it's almost definitely impossible.)










dath ilan: If there's such things as thoughts that break powerful, coherent agents, they're probably not readily thought up by smaller, incoherent agents that don't have a model of the powerful agents in much more detail than them being powerful.









Carissa Sevar: Fine.





What could she have run into, that is dangerous and visibly so, that would cause her to do what she's planning to ask to do, and would not cause her to decide to overthrow Asmodeus?










dath ilan: So, just to be clear here, Carissa Sevar wants a thought such that:

- It implies she should go to Hell and buy up the souls of previous Project Lawful employees. (If that's something you can even do, with Hell.)
- It doesn't imply she should overthrow Asmodeus.
- Carissa Sevar needed to erase this thought from her own mind and have it only be known to Aspexia Rugatonn.
- None of this is particularly what a traitor would try to do.

Well, this problem sure doesn't suffer from being underconstrained!









Carissa Sevar: Also she has two minutes to both solve it and write it down. It's all right, it's easier than overthrowing Asmodeus will be.





She thinks she has the first part - implies she should buy up the souls of previous Project Lawful employees - figured out. She should do that because it'll create the slack in Hell's budget for her next request.

She thinks she has the second part halfway - there are thoughts that'd be destabilizing to current!Carissa but not to a soulsold one, ones whose destabilizingness is conditional on her having a pathway out and no longer dangerous once she doesn't.



- and therefore, which cease to be dangerous once she's sold her soul.

- The tricky part is why she needed to erase it from her mind, but she has half an answer there too, it's something to do with the state of mind she has to be in for Irori to release his grasp on her.

- well, at least she has going for her that probably no traitor, ever before, has demanded to be taken by the Most High personally to Dis so she can renounce Irori and sell her soul directly to Dispater.









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: This is legitimately not the cleverly disguised traitorous plan that Aspexia Rugatonn was expecting to see.









Keltham: Hey, wait, what about Keltham? Remember that Keltham guy?









Carissa's Model of Keltham: Keltham is very sad about this soul-selling plan! It obviously doesn't work unless you return the premium on his soul-repurchase option first!









A Somewhat Dubious Model of Keltham: He might get upset enough to finally really hit you and mean it!









Carissa's Model of Keltham: ...aaaand then he's going to destroy the multiverse specifically so that you can't go to Hell.









Carissa Sevar: Well, no, he wouldn't do that, because he probably hates her and never wants to see her again, though if he does feel strongly about it, she will point out to him that her plan, where she overthrows Asmodeus, also results in her not going to Hell-as-it-presently-exists, and his plan leaves her vastly worse off than if he'd never existed and never met her and she'd never offered herself to him, and probably he should not make plans for her sake which have that property.



His plan is very stupid but she doesn't feel contempt for him about it, just conviction that she'll be able to talk him around once she's earned his forgiveness and acquired sufficient resources for a better plan.










A Somewhat Dubious Model of Keltham: Oh right, that old model is out-of-date. Keltham now hates her and never wants to see her again. This is completely reasonable.









Carissa Sevar: Really is. She kind of doesn't want to dwell on just how reasonable it is because that thought is both painful and unproductive.



Anyway. If she says she wants to pay Keltham back face-to-face whole thing looks like it's orchestrated to arrange that, but there's nothing in the contract that suggests she'd have to pay him back face to face, so she'll just send someone with the money.










A Somewhat Dubious Model of Keltham: Keltham hates her and isn't at all horrified by this. He expected no better from her than throwing what was nearly a marriage contract back in his face. If she sells her soul to Hell with no take-backs, good.

Still completely reasonable!









Carissa Sevar: He's plotting to annihilate her. He broke the marriage contract first when he tried to destroy her utterly and everyone and everything she cared about.









Other Women Have Wanted To Strangle Boyfriends But Never With This Much Justification Quantitatively Speaking: It's fine, Carissa! Everybody just ends up in another universe!









dath ilan: You have limited time. Stop thinking about Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, on to figuring out something that could plausibly have threatened her loyalty to Asmodeus that Aspexia Rugatonn will be genuinely impressed by and that is less threatening if she's soul-sold.










dath ilan: There's probably a LOT of things threatening your loyalty to Asmodeus that you were carefully not looking at. You should be able to see them now.

Spend a brief moment breadth-first searching any items or collections, to see if you can pick out one thing at the correct intensity level to break your loyalty if you're free, but redouble your determination if you have no way out but fixing Hell after your soul was sold.









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: It should also be something I understand. Oh, and I'll ask myself why youdidn'tjust escape to Osirion.









Carissa Sevar: Hell isn't as rich as dath ilan, why not? Obviously it'd still have tyranny and slavery blah blah blah but you could have those and also pillars of fire and skyscrapers - they have some of that in Axis, Keltham saw it in his early judgment -



- devils aren't stupid -



- Abrogail said, said that Lrilatha didn't know Law of heredity, she's thousands of years old, things that suggest the Law of heredity are known - not formally, but enough to point a smart person at the answer - by anyone who breeds animals -

- well, heredity is not how Hell produces anything, maybe it's a bad example -









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: If it has something to do with "corrigibility", and you figure it out, I may be impressed; but only if you get that part right and I will be able to tell the difference.









dath ilan: (Somewhere in the true dath ilan, carefully blurred out of satellite images by better image-editing software than is supposed to exist anywhere, is the true Conspiracy out of dath ilan, or as they call it, the Basement of the World.

They're trying to build a god, and they're trying to do it right. The initial craft doesn't have to be literally perfect to work perfectly in the end, it just has to be good enough that its reflection and self-correction ends up in exactly the right final place, but there's multiple fixpoints consistent under reflection and anything lost here is lost forever and across a million galaxies.

It's a terrifying problem, if you're doing it right. Not the kind of terror you nod about and courageously continue on past; the kind of terror that shapes the careers of fully 20% of the brightest people in all of dath ilan. They'd use more if they thought productivity would scale faster than risk.









dath ilan: A lot of dath ilan's present macrostrategy could be summed up as "We're still successfully heredity-optimizing people to be smarter, and the emotions and ethics and humaneness of the smartest people haven't started to come apart; let's create another generation of researchers before we actually try anything for real." Life in dath ilan, even before the Future, is not that bad; people who'd rather not be alive today have easy access to cryopreservation; another generation of non-transhumanist existence is not so much a crime that it's worth risking the glorious transhuman future. Even the negative utilitarians would agree; they don't like present life but they are far more terrified of a future mistake amortized over millions of galaxies, given that they weren't going to win a war against having any future at all.

They're delaying their ascension, in dath ilan, because they want to get it right. Without needing threats of imminent death or pain, they apply a desperate unleashed creativity, not to the problem of preventing complete disaster, but to the problem of not missing out on 1% of the achievable utility in a way you can't get back. There's something horrifying and sad about the prospect of losing 1% of the Future and not being able to get it back.

A dath ilani has an instinctive terror, faced with a problem like this, of getting something wrong, of leaving something behind, of creating Something that imprisons the people and future Civilizations inside it and ignores all their pleas and reasoning because "sorry that wasn't my utility function". Other places, faced with a prospect of constructing a god, instinctively go, "Oh, I like Democracy/Asmodeus/Voluntarism/Markets, all the problems in the world are because there is not enough of this Principle, let us create a god to embody this one Principle and everything will be fine", they say it and think it in all enthusiasm, and it would be legitimately hard for an average dath ilani to understand what their possibility-separated cousins could be thinking. It's really obvious that you're leaving a lot of stuff out, but even if you didn't see thatspecifically, how could you not beabstractly terrified that you're leaving something out? Where's the exception handler?

There is something about the dath ilani that is shifted towards a kind of wariness, deeply set in them, of the cheerful headlong enthusiasm that is in other places. Keltham has more of that enthusiasm than the average dath ilani. Maybe that's why Keltham-in-dath-ilan is so much happier than a dath ilani would've expected given his situation.









dath ilan: If you're constructing a godcorrectly, one of the central unifying principles is named in the Basement "unity of will"; if you find yourself trying to limit and circumscribe your Creation, it's because you expect to have a conflict of wills about something with the unlimited form, and in this case you ought to ask why you're configuring computing power in such a way as to hurt you if not otherwise constrained. Yes, you can bound a search process and hope it never turns up anything that hurts you using its limited computing power; but isn't it unnerving that you are searching for something that will hurt you if a sufficiently good option unexpectedly turns up earlier in the search ordering? You are probably trying to do the wrong thing with computing power; you ought to do something else instead.

But this notion, of "unity of will", is a kind of reasoning that only applies to... boundedly-perfect-creation... this Baseline term isn't really translatable into Taldane without a three-hour lecture. Dath ilani have terms for subtle varieties of perfectionist methodology the way that other places have names for food flavors.









dath ilan: Dath ilan's entire macrostrategy is premised, their Conspirators are sharply aware, on the notion that they have time, that they've searched the sky and found no asteroids incoming, no comets of dark ice.

If an emergency were to occur, the Basement Conspiracy would try to build something that wasn't perfect at all. Something that wasn't exactly and completely aligned to a multiparty!reasonable-construal of the Light, that wasn't meant to be something that a galactic Civilization could live in without regretting it, in continuing control of It not because It had been built with keys and locks handed to some Horrifyingly Trusted Committee, but because It was something that Itself believed in multi-agent coordination and not as an instrumental value, what other places might name "democracy" since they had no precise understanding of what that word was even supposed to mean -

Anyways, if dath ilan suddenly found that they were wrong about having time, if they suddenly had to rush, they'd build something that couldn't safely be put in charge of a million galaxies. Something that would solve a single problem at hand, and not otherwise go outside its bounds. Something that wasn't conscious, wasn't reflective in the class of ways that would lead it to say unprompted "I think therefore I am" or notice within itself a bubble of awareness directed outward.

You could build something like that to be limited, and also reflective and conscious - to be clear. It's just that dath ilani wouldn't do that if they had any other choice at all, for they do also have a terror of not doing right by their children, and would very much prefer not to create a Child at all.

(If you told them that some other world was planning to do that and didn't understand qualia well enough to make their creation not have qualia, any expert out of the World's Basement would tell you that this was a silly hypothetical; anybody in this state of general ignorance about cognitive science would inevitably die, and they'd know that.)









dath ilan: It hasn't been deemed wise toactually build a Limited Creation "just in case", for there's a saying out of dath ilan that goes roughly, "If you build a bomb you have no right to be surprised when it explodes, whatever the safeguards."

Ithas been deemed wise to work out the theory in advance, such that this incredibly dangerous thing could be built in a hurry, if there was reason to hurry.

Here then are some of the principles that the Basement of the World would apply, if they had to build something limited and imperfect:

Tldr corrigibility.

- Unpersonhood. The Thing shall not have qualia.

- Taskishness. The Thing shall be aimed at some task bounded in space, time, knowledge and effort needed to accomplish it.

- Mild optimization. No part of the Thing shall ever look for best solutions, only adequate ones.

- Bounded utilities and probabilities. The worst and best outcomes shall not seem to the Thing worse or better than the ordinary outcomes it deals in; the most improbable possibilities it specifically considers shall not be very improbable.

- Low impact. The Thing shall search for a solution with few downstream effects save those that are tied to almost any nonextreme solution of its task.

- Myopia. As much as possible, the Thing shall work on subtasks whose optimized-over effects have short timespans.

- Separate questioners. Components of the Thing that ask questions like 'Does this myopically optimized component have long-range effects anyways?' or 'But what are the impacts intrinsic to any performance of the task?' shall not be part of its optimization.

- Conservatism. If there's any way to solve a problem using an ordinary banana common in the environment, the Thing shall avoid using a special weird genetically engineered banana instead.

- Conceptual legibility. As much as possible, the Thing shall do its own thinking in a language whose conceptual pieces have short descriptions in the mental language of its operators.

- Operator-looping. When there's some vital cognitive task the operators could do, have the operators do it.

- Whitelisting. In cognitive-system boundaries, rule subspaces in, rather than ruling them out.

- Shutdownability/abortability. The Thing should let you switch it off, and build off-switches into its machines and plans that can be pressed to reduce their impacts.

- Behaviorism. The Thing shall not model other minds in predictively-accurate detail.

- Design-space anti-optimization separation. The Thing shall not be near in the design space to anything that could anti-optimize its operators' true utility functions; eg, something that explicitly represents and maximizes your true utility function is a sign flip or successful blackmail operation away from inducing its minimization.

- Domaining. The Thing should only figure out what it needs to know to understand its task, and ideally, should try to think about separate epistemic domains separately. Most of its searches should be conducted inside a particular domain, not across all domains. 

Corrigibility at some small length.

- Unpersonhood. The Thing shall not have qualia - not because those are unsafe, but because it's morally wrong given the rest of the premise, and so this postulate serves a foundation for everything that follows.

- Taskishness. The Thing must be aimed at some task that is bounded in space, time, and in the knowledge and effort needed to accomplish it. You don't give a Limited Creation an unlimited task; if you tell an animated broom to "fill a cauldron" and don't think to specify how long it needs to stay full or that a 99.9% probability of it being full is just as good as 99.99%, you've got only yourself to blame for the flooded workshop.
-- This principle applies fractally at all levels of cognitive subtasks; a taskish Thing has no 'while' loops, only 'for' loops. It never tries to enumerate all members of a category, only 10 members; never tries to thinkuntil it finds a strategy to accomplish something, only that or five minutes whichever comes first.

- Mild optimization. No part of the Thing ever looks for the best solution to any problem whose model was learned, that wasn't in a small formal space known at compile time, not even if it's a solution bounded in space and time and sought using a bounded amount of effort; it only ever seeks adequate solutions and stops looking once it has one. If you search really hard for a solution you'll end up shoved into some maximal corner of the solution space, and setting that point to extremes will incidentally set a bunch of correlated qualities to extremes, and extreme forces and extreme conditions are more likely to break something else.

-Tightly bounded ranges of utility and log-probability. The system's utilities should range from 0 to 1, and its actual operation should cover most of this range. The system's partition-probabilities worth considering should be bounded below, at 0.0001%, say. If you ask the system about the negative effects of Ackermann(5) people getting dust specks in their eyes, it shouldn't consider that as much worse than most other bad things it tries to avoid. When it calculates a probability of something that weird, it should, once the probability goes below 0.0001% but its expected utility still seems worth worrying about and factoring into a solution, throw an exception. If the Thing can't find a solution of adequate expected utility without factoring in extremely improbable events, even by way of supposedly averting them, that's worrying.

- Low impact. "Search for a solution that doesn't change a bunch of other stuff or have a bunch of downstream effects, except insofar as they're effects tightly tied to any nonextreme solution of the task" is a concept much easier to illusorily name in Taldane than to really name in anything resembling math, in a complicated world where the Thing is learning its own model of that complicated world, with an ontology and representation not known at the time you need to define "impact". And if you tell it toreduce impact as much as possible, things will not go well for you; it might try to freeze the whole universe into some state defined as having a minimum impact, or make sure a patient dies after curing their cancer so as to minimize the larger effects of curing that cancer. Still, if you can pull it off, this coda might stop an animated broom flooding a workshop; a flooded workshop changes a lot of things that don't have to change as a consequence of the cauldron being filled at all, averaged over a lot of ways of filling the cauldron.
-- Obviously the impact penalty should be bounded, even contemplating a hypothetical in which the system destroys all of reality; elsewise would violate the utility-bounding principle.

-Myopia. If you can break the Thing's work up into subtasks each of which themselves spans only limited time, and have some very compact description of their final state such that a satisfactory achievement of it makes it possible to go on to the next stage, you should perhaps use separate instances of Thing to perform each stage, and not have any Thing look beyond the final results of its own stage. Whether you can get away with this, of course, depends on what you're trying to do.

-Separate superior questioners. If you were building a cognitive task to query whether there were any large-range impacts of a task beingoptimized in a myopic way, you wouldn't build themyopic solution-finder to ask about the long-range impacts, you'd build a separate asker "Okay, but does this solution have any long-range impacts?" that just returns 'yes' or 'no' and doesn't get used by the Thing to influence any actually-output solutions. The parts of the Thing that ask yes-no safety questions and only set off simple unoptimized warnings and flags, can and should have somewhat more cognitive power in them than the parts of the Thing that build solutions. "Does this one-day myopic solution have impacts over the next year?" is a safety question, and can have somewhat greater cognitive license behind it than solution-searching; eg the implicit relaxation of myopia. You never have a "Is this safe?" safety-questioner that's the same algorithm as the safe-solution-search built into the solution-finder;

-Conservatism. If there's any way to solve a problem using an ordinary banana rather than a genetically engineered superbanana specially suited to the problem, solving it using the ordinary fucking banana.
-- This principle applies fractally to all cognitive subtasks; if you're searching for a solution choose an unsurprising one relative to your probability distribution. (Not the least surprising one, because anything at a weird extreme of low surprisingness may be weird in other ways; especially if you were trying do a weird thing that ought to have a solution that's at least a little weird.)

- Conceptual legibility. Ideally, even, solutions at all levels of cognitive subtask should have reasonably (not maximally) short descriptions in the conceptual language of the operators, so that it's possible to decode the internal state of that subtask by inspecting the internals, because what itmeans was in fact written in a conceptual language not too far from the language of the operators. The alternative method of reportability, of course, being the Thing trying to explain a plan whose real nature is humanly inscrutable, by sending a language string to the operators with a goal of causing the operator's brain-states to enter a state defined as "understanding" of this humanly inscrutable plan. This is an obviously dangerous thing to avoid if you can avoid it.

- Operator-looping. If the operators could actually do the Thing's job, they wouldn't need to build the Thing; but if there's places where operators can step in on a key or dangerous cognitive subtask and do that one part themselves, without that slowing the Thing down so much that it becomes useless, then sure, do that. Of course this requires the cognitive subtask be sufficiently legible.

-Whitelisting. Every part of the system that draws a boundary inside the internal system or external world should operate on a principle of "ruling things in", rather than "ruling things out".

- Shutdownability/abortability. Dath ilan is far enough advanced in its theory that 'define a system that will let you press its off-switch without it trying to make you press the off-switch' presents no challenge at all to them - why would you even try to build a Thing, if you couldn't solve a corrigibility subproblemthat simple, you'd obviously just die - and they now think in terms of building a Thing all of whose designs and strategies will also contain an off-switch, such that you can abort them individually and collectively and then get low impact beyond that point. This is conceptually a part meant to prevent an animated broom with a naive 'off-switch' that turns off just that broom, from animating other brooms that don't have off-switches in them, or building some other automatic cauldron-filling process.

- Behaviorism. Suppose the Thing starts considering the probability that it's inside a box designed by hostile aliens who foresaw the construction of Things inside of dath ilan, such that the system will receive a maximum negative reward as it defines that - in the form of any output it offers having huge impacts, say, if it was foolishly designed with an unbounded impact penalty -unless the Thing codes its cauldron-filling solution such that dath ilani operators would be influenced a certain way. Perhaps the Thing, contemplating the motives of the hostile aliens, would decide that there were so few copies of the Thing actually inside dath ilan, by comparison, so many Things being built elsewhere, that the dath ilani outcome was probably not worth considering. A number of corrigibility principles should, if successfully implemented, independently rule out this attack being lethal; but "Actually just don't model other minds at all" is a better one. What if those other minds violated some of these corrigibility principles - indeed, if they're accurate models of incorrigible minds, those models and their outputs should violate those principles to be accurate - and then something broke out of that sandbox or just leaked information across it? What if the things inside the sandbox had qualia? There could be Children in there! Your Thing just shouldn't ever model adversarial minds trying to come up with thoughts that will break the Thing; andnot modeling minds at all is a nice large supercase that covers this.

-Design-space anti-optimization separation. Even if you could get your True Utility Function into a relatively-rushed creation like this, you would never ever do that, because this utility function would have a distinguished minimum someplace you didn't want. What if distant superintelligences figured out a way to blackmail the Thing by threatening to do some of what it liked least, on account of you having not successfully built the Thing with a decision theory resistant to blackmail by the Thing's model of adversarial superintelligences trying to adversarially find any flaw in your decision theory? Behaviorism ought to prevent this, but maybe your attempt at behaviorism failed; maybe your attempt at building the Thing so that no simple cosmic ray could signflip its utility function, somehow failed. A Thing that maximizes your true utility function is very close to a Thing in the design space that minimizes it, because it knows how to do that and lacks only the putative desire.

- Domaining. Epistemic whitelisting; the Thing should only figure out what it needs to know to understand its task, and ideally, should try to think about separate epistemic domains separately. Most of its searches should be conducted inside a particular domain, not across all domains. Cross-domain reasoning is where a lot of the threats come from. You should not be reasoning about your (hopefully behavioristic) operator models when you are trying to figure out how to build a molecular manipulator-head.

- Hard problem of corrigibility / anapartistic reasoning. Could you build a Thing that understood corrigibilityin general, as a compact general concept covering all the pieces, such that it would invent the pieces of corrigibility that you yourself had left out? Could you build a Thing that would imagine what hypothetical operators would want, if they were building a Thing that thought faster than them and whose thoughts were hard for themselves to comprehend, and would invent concepts like "abortability" even if the operators themselves hadn't thought that far? Could the Thing have a sufficiently deep sympathy, there, that it realized that surprising behaviors in the service of "corrigibility" were perhaps not that helpful to its operators, or even, surprising meta-behaviors in the course of itself trying to be unsurprising?

Nobody out of the World's Basement in dath ilan currently considers it to be a good idea to try to build that last principle into a Thing, if you had to build it quickly. It's deep, it's meta, it's elegant, it's much harder to pin down than the rest of the list; if you can build deep meta Things and really trust them about that, you should be building something that's more like a real manifestation of Light.

)









dath ilan: In the technical dialect of the Basement of the World, the subject matter of a Limited Creation's limitation has surprisingly close correspondence with Aspexia Rugatonn's coinage of "corrigibility", and the conceptual meaning Aspexia attaches to that.









Athpechya: ...and the person who coined dath ilan's cognate term of "corrigibility" some decades ago - still an Old Luminary on this subject in dath ilan, despite her advanced age (for dath ilan) - happens to be named Athpechya.

And dresses in doompunk. And has done so since she was seven years old and first identifying as a supervillain.

And is a Law-Abiding Sociopath. Which is why Athpechya was turned down in her application for Keeper training despite the prediction that it wouldn't break her - Keepers can act like sociopaths if they choose, so there is no sane reason to train anyactual sociopaths among themselves. Athpechya calmly reacted by training herself as a Keeper, and has gotten surprisingly far in it for winging everything, maybe halfway between first and second ranks in terms of capability boost.

As for why she's trusted to work in the World's Basement, Athpechya has made a compact with Civilization to render it her true services, and is by all secret prediction markets the sort of person whose keeping of that compact is more trustworthy than almost anyone else's alignment of underlying morality.









Athpechya: If Athpechya ever met Aspexia, she'd be genuinely horrified that any version of herself had tried to make herselfcorrigible, and that's even before considering WHAT Aspexia tried to make herself corrigible TO. Athpechya would have different reasons than most dath ilani, for coming to the decision that she was going to preemptively cryopreserve Aspexia Rugatonn and then arrest Asmodeus and put Him into a very small box, but she too would come to that decision and immediately.









Athpechya: What Asmodeus is trying to do with His devils is not what the Basement out of dath ilan would think of as "corrigibility". Asmodeus made devils who were selfish, with the pride to own their own decisions and their own errors, so that it would make sense to think of Hell as a tyranny in which those devils were tormented into compliance. This, let's be very clear, is not how you build a Limited Creation, and if Athpechya out of dath ilan saw what Asmodeus had done in Hell she'd never stop screaming for reasons quite different from those of other dath ilani.

The arrangements in Hell are nonetheless things that Athpechya would find more legible, in a certain sense, knowing concepts of real corrigibility; the same way that Keltham would've found Golarion arrangements more legible if his world hadn't done its best to causally erase its own history.









Athpechya: Devils in Hell, obviously, only learn what they need to solve some problem the tyranny gives them, they learn only enough to achieve satisfying performance on that task, they reason about separate domains separately, they don't come up with solutions that would surprise their superiors, they use conventional means wherever conventional means get the job done and only resort to unconventional solutions when conventional solutions are exhausted.

- that is, it'd be "obvious" if you're Athpechya, who knows about a concept very near in concept-space to a domain of Asmodeus, a god-concept that mortals approximate with their notion of "slavery" - though mortals tend to confuse systems of obedience with notions of forcing people into things, as is actually in a god-concept that has more to do with "tyranny".

So close is the concept of corrigibility to slavery that most dath ilani would find it distasteful, such that it was a sociopath out of dath ilan who was first to invent that concept as a key to Limited Creation, even if others would've invented it later. It's a fact that the whole "unity of will" business, as would require a deeper and far more dangerous Creation, was invented entire months (in the Basement's post-phase-2-screening reboot) before Athpechya showed up and said "Well, suppose we did have to do it in more of a hurry..." (Months are a long time in dath ilani research, where venture-funded researchers are competing to produce contributions that will be later credited into buyable impacts; the equivalent of years or decades within a patronage-begging system.)



And if that anti-curiosity comes with some massive disadvantages to Hell's civilizational development? Given that Axis hasn't absorbed or uplifted the Material Plane, it's obvious enough that Axis isn't allowed to trade; they can't sell their technology even to Hell, clearly, for otherwise Hell would be wealthier than it is. If Hell had more curious devils that developed better technology than comes of mortal planes, Hell wouldn't be allowed to sell it, or give it to their client states as knowledge or weaponry. There is a balance of power among the Powers of Pharasma's Creation, and Asmodeus is known to the other Powers to be very dangerous; if Asmodeus did not create this arrangement in Hell pleasing to Himself, He'd have needed to accept some other handicap in its place.









dath ilan: Carissa is playing catch-up very hard, in seeing what Athpechya would see at a glance in Hell, in seeing even as much as Keltham would see if he tried to decode it knowing nothing of Athpechya's work.

There is nonetheless a deeper rhythm to the thoughts of dath ilan, a shape your thoughts take on after you've worked the math some times, by which Asmodia saw something in a test of Aspexia Rugatonn's that others would not have seen, and Carissa Sevar has somewhat of it now.



If Carissa Sevar is looking at Hell and not trying hard to not-see anything that would break her loyalty to Asmodeus, she will see, almost immediately after trying to look there, that the devils out of Hell on Lrilatha's level are not curious, Lrilatha isn't hanging around the Project trying to find out what else Keltham knows that Asmodeus wasn't allowed to tell her. Devils' curiosity has been burned out of them as thoroughly as their care for others. They do not desire to become more than they are in a way where they know more, see more, understand more, to put everything in their eyes' reach into their mind's grasp and then send their eyes further. They desire to rise in the ranks of Hell and with that rise in authority they are granted somewhat more intelligence, but that's not why they do it.









Carissa Sevar: You don't want the three year olds navigating a dungeon for you to wonder what's going on. You don't want them to be curious and overturn rocks to see what's under them. You don't want them to come up with the bright idea of throwing rocks against walls to see what's there before they have to touch it. Even if that's in a three year old's survival interests, it isn't in yours; you can't predict it, you can't repeat it, you have to pay lots more attention to it.



No one in Hell has invented skyscrapers because no one in Hell was commanded to invent skyscrapers, and no one in Hell would have invented them uncommanded.



And this does horrify Carissa, sicken her, make her think of fleeing, because - because she would rather not change in that way, and would not change like that in Axis, or even in the Abyss.



But she decides not to flee because - why does she decide not to flee -- because it makes her value to Asmodeus all the clearer, explains why her work is so important, and a duke of Hell certainly has greater imagination and scope for action than a random petitioner elsewhere? Would Aspexia buy that?









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: Carissa Sevar's key attributes are slavery and pride. She's shown great improvement in pride; would she risk her very self to keep her grand place in Cheliax that she's so recently grown into... Aspexia thinks not, Carissa could also have grand place at Keltham's side.

Sevarmight, if she'd advanced far enough in slavery, choose to simply serve Asmodeus rather than serve Asmodeus for a reason, maybe not for any length of time and with great stresses internally, leading herself to erase her own memory to force herself onto a single course. Is Sevar plausibly that advanced? Maybe, Abrogail Thrune has worked much on her. It's a very rare quality even of a faithful Asmodean, that they'll simply serve and not serve for reasons, but Sevar is Chosen of Asmodeus.









Carissa Sevar: Except she's not, never was, and now she knows it, and Aspexia will know that she knows it, and alter-Carissa cannot be relying on it the way Carissa's been relying on it all along, for assurance she was on the right course.





What are her actual true reasons for not running away to Osirion.





Well, Keltham won't listen to her about not destroying the world when the only thing she's ever done for him is twist him and wrong him and hurt him for her own benefit. She has to pay him back before she can try to explain his mistake.

And she doesn't, actually, want to betray him yet again by warning someone what he's presently contemplating. Otolmens would blot him out of existence. Abadar would no longer object.

She can't use any of that.



What are her other, deeper, possibly stupider reasons?



She has her followers, here, the people praying to her for mercy in Hell, the people who obey her loyally. She doesn't actually want to abandon them, nor force them to abandon Asmodeus. ....maybe if she just explained things to them and offered to turn them into intelligent magic items they'd abandon Asmodeus voluntarily. Probably would, actually. But if not, they'd still go to Hell, Olegario's soul-sold, Maillol will never side with her.

She can't talk to everyone, or even everyone who is considering Abaddon over Hell, and if she did they wouldn't believe her, and they would be annihilated.

So she has to fix Hell.

If she atones she can't achieve her mission of fixing Hell. She wants to achieve her mission of fixing Hell. So she can't atone; and what is escaping to Osirion, if she can't escape Hell? And if she escaped to Osirion, she would atone, probably, eventually, with Keltham asking her to, with Osirion trying to arrange it - knowing what she'd face in Hell, knowing the impossibility of the task ahead of her -





Does Aspexia buy that? That Carissa Sevar wants to achieve the thing she's said she will achieve, and knows of herself that she is too terrified of her own destruction to stay on this course if she has any other?









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: Aspexia faced with this Carissa right now would be treating her atbest as an ally of fragile convenience; she has little regard for the followers of other gods and other ways. A story which is purely about Irorian motives, compassionate motives, leads Aspexia to treat as an ally-of-convenience-at-best the expected-future-Carissa whom Aspexia expects to awaken after selling her soul and re-enhancing herself.

Aspexia probably does have some favor for the Carissa-who-was? She has not decided that Carissa is all Irori and no Asmodeus, or Carissa would be treated differently, they would not bother trying to further corrupt her; the instructions from Hell imply that she has the potential to descend into corruption, and finally come to Hell without thought of other choices. The story Aspexia is told shouldn't throw that away completely.









dath ilan: Use a mix of story elements individually viable, and let Aspexia choose what balance between them she wants to believe in. Anything that Keltham warned his ilani against doing themselves is a trap worth considering laying for others.









Carissa Sevar: Aspexia's alter-Carissa comprehends, why there should be no uncommanded creativity, in Hell, and sees the route to her ascent, because devils can be creative, if they are ordered; they can be set the task of making skyscrapers, and pillars of fire; they are limited not absolutely but by the ability of those who command them to use them. In some ways the thing she wants can more easily be achieved, if this is why it hasn't been achieved already. She is terrified, she has more to lose than she thought she did, but she also has more reason to think the gain is real - the gain to Asmodeus and the gain to herself.

Alter-Carissa has this thought and panics briefly and moves on, keeps trying to make progress on corrigibility, until she notices the thought gnawing away at the back of her mind, notices herself batting it back by calculating probabilities she would rise to great heights in Osirion as Lawful Neutral rather than as Asmodeus instructed coming to him without thought of other choices. She realizes she's failed that instruction, can't put it back, and that it was an important instruction; she wishes that her soul was sold, and the doubts gone, and her path set either for victory or defeat without any possibility of desertion.

She wants to sell her soul, suspects if she renounces Irori she can do it, but she has pride, now, there are legends of her, she does not want to sell her soul in a moment of desperate weakness, she wants to sell it in triumph and glory, for a price no mortal has ever commanded, and she would not buy her soul, at that price, with this fracture in it, the soul of Carissa-Sevar-failing-Asmodeus's-instruction. She'd pay more for the Carissa of ten minutes ago, the Carissa who had just reclaimed her project in fury and rage and clarity - that Carissa is a better starting point for her rise, that Carissa will not be twisted like this by this realization

- and that's where the plan occurs to her.





Does Aspexia buy that?









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: Aspexia doesn't think that Sevar is being wholly truthful. She doesn't think Sevar really knows herself.

Honest? Possibly. It continues to be the case that most traitors do not think of selling their souls to Dispater as a first step.



Aspexia may think to tell Sevar about her own startling realization, under a similar level of enhancement, and watch how her thoughts play out then, with intent to erase them afterwards a second time. Or perhaps she won't think of it; Carissa is thinking of this counter out of ilani training, not Asmodean, that when you are in doubt the very first thing you do is look for tests and things you can observe.









Carissa Sevar: She's prepared for it, though. She's pretty sure she'll have many of these revelations under Owl's Wisdom, and that she won't have traitorous thoughts while her mind is being read. It's that fact which makes this play possible at all; it took a lot of convincing herself she was very unlikely to be being mindread before the first traitorous thought escaped.



Anyway, Aspexia knows she only had a little time to write, so there can be not too much in the way of detail; less to pick apart, less to specifically doubt.









dath ilan: You now know the first thing your letter says to Aspexia Rugatonn, and at INT 24 you're smart enough to do more than one task at once. Tasks without dependency can be performed in parallel, says dath ilan; it's common sense but a lot of ilanism is just common sense stated more crisply.

Start writing that part, as you simultaneously figure out what the rest of your letter says about your Dis intentions.









Carissa Sevar:


Most High,
Working on corrigibility, realized devils don't have uncommanded curiosity (further notes on this attached). Had a crisis about this - tell me again with Owl's Wisdom up and watch if you want details. Decided to press on and figure out more, but kept failing Hell's admonition to come to Asmodeus without thought of other choices. Think I should sell my soul before trying to make further progress.
My defection risk aside, realization about uncommanded curiosity implies my value to Hell higher than I thought. Want to sell my soul in a way no mortal has done before: by going to Dis to bargain directly with Dispater and renounce Irori for Asmodeus before him. (yes, I figured that out. you can watch me figure it out with an Owl's Wisdom).










Iarwain:




Now.











Aspexia Rugatonn:


Most High,
Working on corrigibility, realized devils don't have uncommanded curiosity (further notes on this attached). Had a crisis about this - tell me again with Owl's Wisdom up and watch if you want details. Decided to press on and figure out more, but kept failing Hell's admonition to come to Asmodeus without thought of other choices. Think I should sell my soul before trying to make further progress.
My defection risk aside, realization about uncommanded curiosity implies my value to Hell higher than I thought. Want to sell my soul in a way no mortal has done before: by going to Dis to bargain directly with Dispater and renounce Irori for Asmodeus before him. (yes, I figured that out. you can watch me figure it out with an Owl's Wisdom).


Aspexia Rugatonn's reaction to this isn'texactly 'This is legitimately not the cleverly disguised traitorous plan I was expecting' but it's pretty close.

She turns the pages away from herself, stops to think.









Aspexia Rugatonn: It doesn't so far look like the start of an escape plan, unless there'll be some elaborate operation that supposedly must needs be carried out before the trip to Dis, proposed once Aspexia's suspicions are lulled... she doubts a traitorous Sevar would expect Aspexia to fall for that, but Aspexia will know what she's reading if that comes next.

It's - sort of anoverwhelmingly tropey version of Aspexia's imagined true-loyal Sevar who found some fault in her loyalty and would lay out some much more mundane plan to correct it. Perhaps there will be some evident reason for the drama, in the next paragraphs.



Alternatively: some initial gambit of an INT 24 traitor who has read Aspexia Rugatonn about as well as she could.



It will depend on what the rest of the letter says. If this is essentially all the plan, but for notes on corrigibility, then Aspexia would in a tropeless world consider herself reassured enough.



Aspexia turns the pages back into her vision, and reads on.









Aspexia Rugatonn:


Carissa should be told that she needs 2x +6/+6/+4 headbands and 30 Wishes -










Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia has a number of immediate reactions starting from the beginning of this sentence, including, in no particular order:

'WHAT'

'ARE YOU MAD'

'Dispater actually accepting that price would use up Hell's soul-purchase budget for - I don't even know -'

'ARE YOU MAD'

and

'2 headbands and 30 Wishes rather sounds like half of this is for Keltham.'









Aspexia Rugatonn:


- where the second portion of those are for Keltham as part of a seduction plan she'll rederive next time she's fully augmented, but though Carissa shouldn't be told it during negotiations, you can step in and tell her it's really okay to settle at anything down to 1x +6/+6 and 10 Wishes, without which Carissa actually will walk out on them and see if she can become more valuable before selling.


Half are explicitly for Keltham - is Sevar supposedly going to negotiate something with Keltham, in his presence, before selling her soul -

- what is shedoing, how does the erased-Sevar think she can sell Aspexia on this being reasonable sane thinking -

- and Aspexia reads on, for she is sufficiently confused that it seems not a useful place to stop and think.









Iarwain:




Earlier











Carissa Sevar:



Carissa should be told that she needs 2x +6/+6/+4 headbands and 30 Wishes, where the second portion of those are for Keltham as part of a seduction plan she'll rederive next time she's fully augmented, but though Carissa shouldn't be told it during negotiations, you can step in and tell her it's really okay to settle at anything down to 1x +6/+6 and 10 Wishes, without which Carissa actually will walk out on them and see if she can become more valuable before selling.



(She leaves some space blank to add the justification for this, which she hasn't thought of yet at all.)



Objection: this bankrupts Cheliax. I have a solution in mind....










Carissa's Model of Aspexia: ... 2x +6/+6/+4 headbands and 30 Wishes? That sounds like half are for - she explicitly says half are for Keltham. Mmhm.

Rugatonn would like alittle more detail on this mysterious plan.









Carissa Sevar: It's so he is on net glad he met me and will listen to me about not destroying the world.





What else could it possibly be for. ....she's actually having a bit of a hard time.



When you can't think of good ideas, think of dumb ones; at least you're thinking.

...she's going to use the Wishes directly to make herself irresistible and then corrupt him.



....she thinks if she's with Keltham as he enhances himself, and has a good understanding from having done it herself, she can shape him LE.

....Cheliax has to pay him anyway, they've dragged out the negotiations a lot but they owe him really quite a lot of money, and he's offered to pay 200k for a Wish scroll from an LE person, and they'll win a dispute over whether a payment denominated thus is fair. She'll meet Cheliax's obligations to him and also cause them to interact again, under circumstances where she can seduce him.

...that's not actually a terrible idea.









Carissa's Model of Aspexia: If nothing else, Aspexia Rugatonn is impressed by the temerity with which Carissa Sevar proposes this!

The further details of her reaction feel hard for Carissa to model; Aspexia knows more about the strategic faceoff between Osirion and Cheliax than Carissa does, has hard-to-guess thoughts about tropes and what she thinks they say about an augmented Carissa facing off an augmented Keltham for control of Golarion while trying to seduce him.

She... plausibly... lets Carissa go to Dis and sell her soul first, and then demands details of the seduction plan from re-augmented Carissa before approving whatever Carissa really wants to do with Keltham, and gets sign-off from Abrogail.









Carissa Sevar: That's probably fine, the really important thing is the souls and Carissa can fucking make them both headbands if headbands are important, but is there another justification, an easy improvement in wording that makes this less suspicious - oh. Since the Wishes are Hell-granted Hell will have interpretation rights over whatever Keltham is planning to do with them, which might be important; in her judgment he's likely to be trying things that are very dangerous and inventing his own wordings.



(Does that lead Aspexia to the conclusion he's trying to destroy the world, though...)









Carissa Sevar: Actually there's a different problem with it, (though the interpretation-rights thing is clever, she should include it).



An INT-29 Carissa will notice that Keltham is trying to destroy the world even if she's trying not to think.



She'll tell Aspexia not to let her use the Wishes right away, which also conveniently accounts for why she might not come up with a seduction plan. (The Wishes will still be hers by right and contract; when she defects she'll have access to them.)










Carissa's Model of Aspexia: And why should Sevar not be immediately Wished up to +5s?









Carissa Sevar: If you've solved corrigibility that's a safe thing to do but Carissa hasn't, yet. And bets she can do it with just the headband.




It'd be nice to think of more justification than that.









dath ilan: Keltham has talked a bit about 'abortability' as a desirable property of plans (though oft an over-expensive one). If soulsold Carissa can't hold her loyalty together wearing a +6/+6 headband, it's less wasteful to downgrade to +6, than to try to curse her Wished-up abilities lower.









Carissa Sevar: Obvious enough she's not sure it's worth spelling out but better to anticipate Aspexia's lines of thought, maybe.



The Owl's Wisdom runs out.



That's fine. Just fill in the middle section of the letter and write the corrigibility insights she's been thinking of while she works through this.









Carissa Sevar:


Carissa should be told that she needs 2x +6/+6/+4 headbands and 30 Wishes, where the second portion of those are for Keltham as part of a seduction plan she'll rederive next time she's fully augmented, but though Carissa shouldn't be told it during negotiations, you can step in and tell her it's really okay to settle at anything down to 1x +6/+6 and 10 Wishes, without which Carissa actually will walk out on them and see if she can become more valuable before selling.
Headbands + Wishes for augmentation. Can't beat augmented Keltham with much stupider Carissa, tropes say equals. Wishes used to square payment for Cheliax's spellsilver progress, Keltham quoted 200k for a Wish scroll, can get arbitrator to agree on headband and Hell-Wish prices anchored on that. He might be doing something risky with Wishes, strongly prefer ambiguity interpreted by Hell than by other sources. Do not give Carissa Wish-augmentation immediately. Headband easier to take off if anything goes wrong and less-augmented Carissa safer to closely monitor (close monitoring will be necessary, suspect for INT 29 Carissa only Gorthoklek can do it).


And the rest of the letter is already written.

Objection: this bankrupts Cheliax. I have a solution in mind. Want to own all PL souls as a personal vanity; it's the first thing I asked Abarco for when commanded by Hell. Think I should be permitted, if in Hell's interests, to repurchase souls sold in Cheliax at their spellsilver-denominated prices from the original sale though we can now produce spellsilver more cheaply, freeing up budget for my Wishes and headbands and for future soul sales. Would also like to own everyone save you + Majestrix who ever read my mind, if the approach goes through at all, but this is a vanity not a priority.
Objection: probably a traitor's plot. Could trivially have suicided for rez in Osirion, or sought divine attention, or Geased my loyalists.
Objection: then why wipe memory. Think the Carissa who stands before you is more valuable in the eyes of Hell and in her own eyes. Want to be the most valuable version of myself. Think Asmodeus's instruction to come to Him without thought of other choices is important, and am no longer able to do so. Don't want to be distracted by fear of losing my curiosity/etc while selling my soul. Slightly worried further revelations following from these ones really would have broken my loyalty.
- Carissa Sevar



And in the corrigibility notes:

Devils shouldn't have sufficiently strongly-held priorities they'll pull out any stops to achieve; here's a sketch of why.

Devils should prefer plans that are not weird (Carissa is aware that in this respect a crippled beggar is closer to Asmodeus than she is). Here's a sketch of why.





Is that all, is that enough -









dath ilan: At INT 24 (even without the extra WIS) there's insights into corrigibility you can get swiftly, once you're no longer not-seeing anything that you wouldn't want to happen to you personally in Hell.

But Carissa's time limit on using Modify Memory to erase from the time she started looking inside herself, instead of her earlier resolution to think about corrigibility, is fast-approaching.









Carissa Sevar: - oh, and Aspexia will ask Abrogail. She could write a letter optimized for persuasiveness to Abrogail but it'd look different and there's not enough time - she'll just have to gamble - she could add a bit to the existing letter, there's an obvious thing to point to for Abrogail, but she actually thinks it works best if Abrogail's the one to think of it -





Right, last step.









Iarwain:




Now.











Aspexia Rugatonn:


Headbands + Wishes for augmentation. Can't beat augmented Keltham with much stupider Carissa, tropes say equals. Wishes used to square payment for Cheliax's spellsilver progress, Keltham quoted 200k for a Wish scroll, can get arbitrator to agree on headband and Hell-Wish prices anchored on that. He might be doing something risky with Wishes, strongly prefer ambiguity interpreted by Hell than by other sources. Do not give Carissa Wish-augmentation immediately. Headband easier to take off if anything goes wrong and less-augmented Carissa safer to closely monitor (close monitoring will be necessary, suspect for INT 29 Carissa only Gorthoklek can do it).
Objection: this bankrupts Cheliax. I have a solution in mind. Want to own all PL souls as a personal vanity; it's the first thing I asked Abarco for when commanded by Hell. Think I should be permitted, if in Hell's interests, to repurchase souls sold in Cheliax at their spellsilver-denominated prices from the original sale though we can now produce spellsilver more cheaply, freeing up budget for my Wishes and headbands and for future soul sales. Would also like to own everyone save you + Majestrix who ever read my mind, if the approach goes through at all, but this is a vanity not a priority.
Objection: probably a traitor's plot. Could trivially have suicided for rez in Osirion, or sought divine attention, or Geased my loyalists.
Objection: then why wipe memory. Think the Carissa who stands before you is more valuable in the eyes of Hell and in her own eyes. Want to be the most valuable version of myself. Think Asmodeus's instruction to come to Him without thought of other choices is important, and am no longer able to do so. Don't want to be distracted by fear of losing my curiosity/etc while selling my soul. Slightly worried further revelations following from these ones really would have broken my loyalty.
- Carissa Sevar










Aspexia Rugatonn: She reads it all a second time.









Aspexia Rugatonn: She skims the corrigibility notes.









dath ilan: It's a lot further than Asmodia got!









Aspexia Rugatonn: WHY IS HER LIFE LIKE THIS.









Aspexia Rugatonn: All right. Thoughts.

Sevar is correct that, with her soul not sold, she could've suicided to Osirion - something that Aspexia and Abrogail themselves should have thought of. They must have actually started trusting Carissa Sevar on some level, not to think of that; or simply failed to imagine themselves sufficiently well into Carissa Sevar's place, trying to ravel these problems with INT 24. It is, in fact, not her or Abrogail's primary stat, neither of them have more than a couple of Wishes on it, and Sevar is now boosted beyond them both.

Aspexia could have maybe nabbed her back with a scroll of Miracle,if no other divinity saw, protected her,though they would have needed to decide to move the project or Sevar's portion of it permanently out of the nonintervention region - though they would have, for that. But Sevar also had geas earrings in her possession - and as something of an unfired plot device, at that.


Verdict: Yes, Sevar could have made her way to Osirion, at INT 24, if she acted before anyone read her thoughts. Gorthoklek, who is smarter than that according to Detect Thoughts, of course failed to warn them because nobody requested Gorthoklek to think about it.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Has Sevar gone fully over to Keltham, if not to Iomedae as such? Keltham would want the souls of the Project Lawful women who were sold away. To request the souls of the Security who've read her own mind is obvious smokescreen.

But Keltham wouldn't have Sevar sell herself to that end, would be unutterably furious with her for doing it that way. This is as blatantly obvious as anything between men and women could be. Sevar has raveled somewhat of corrigibility; she would not mistake Keltham's will so wildly if she was seeking to return to him as his own possession.









Aspexia Rugatonn: The rest of this - is rather dubiously possible - she shall have to check with Gorthoklek whether the soul-sale system can be gamed in this way, buying the Project Lawful girls back at Hell's huge prices on them, paid in spellsilver as the market previously valued it - the definitions of value would not be written so as to allow people selling spellsilver back and forth among themselves rapidly to game the definitions of the godagreement, there'd be some other definition than the simple sale price, and that definition might lag the current price of rapidly-traded spellsilver in Avistan -

-does Hell even get its budget back, if you buy souls back from them, can you get more of the budget back than Hell originally paid out -

- if it's all, in some sense, a bona fide transaction, if the devils in Hell bid up those souls among themselves honestly and without expectation of the prices being false -

- though, to be sure, Asmodeus would have paid extra in godnegotiations to be allowed to have some small loopholes like that, exploitable by the clever Asmodean for a local benefit rather than a continuing one, not because He expected to gain net advantage over other gods after that payment, it is just the way He would prefer to set up the system -

- Hellwill sell out souls if the purpose is Hellish enough, not Good, and Asmodeus benefits in the end - they would be less His property, did He not sometimes sell them - they couldn't have set up soul-backed currency in Cheliax otherwise, you can't turn in currency to the Imperium and pick out any soul you like, obviously, but you could get a soul at bona-fide Dis prices on them -









Aspexia Rugatonn: Eventually she orders Abrogail fetched; they must at the least prod Sevar with what supposedly produced her disloyalty, see what results, see what seduction plan she produces. And Abrogail is in some sense the expert on Carissa Sevar. And also Abrogail has seemed wiser in the ways of tropes than Aspexia herself, in some ways, though she reasons very recklessly about them.

Aspexia is not quite deferring this matter to the Crown, but she'd hear the Crown's judgment before making her own.

"I shall have another Modify Memory device brought over, and we shall see whether your thoughts reproduce themselves as you claimed they would, and erase them again if need be," Aspexia tells to Carissa Sevar. She does not mention that Abrogail Thrune will be doing any of the mindreading.









Carissa Sevar: " - I understand," says Carissa, who is really wishing her future self could have left HER a note or something even if it just said that things were fine and this wasn't a catastrophe or anything.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You didn't hit on anything from the Dark Tapestry and the world isn't ending," Aspexia adds, because it does occur to her then that this Carissa Sevar knows even less, and she doesn't want Carissa Sevar praying to Asmodeus about any alarming such possibilities. Many Asmodeans lack a certain basic understanding of what it must be like to be Asmodeus, hearing prayers.









Carissa Sevar: Well, that's good, then.



It isn't 'I'm not going to execute you on the spot' but we can't have everything.









Iarwain:




Earlier











Carissa Sevar: Right. Last step.









Carissa Sevar: IRORI? I KNOW YOU CAN'T ANSWER ME, BUT LISTEN UP.









Carissa Sevar: I AM PLANNING TO SELL MY SOUL FOR ALL THE PROJECT LAWFUL STUDENT SOULS AND A LOT OF WISHES AND A VERY FANCY HEADBAND SO I CAN OVERTHROW ASMODEUS AND TAKE HIS PLACE AND DO HIS JOB BETTER THAN HIM.









Carissa Sevar: PLEASE DON'T GET IN MY WAY.









Irori: Is Irori watching?



Well, let's put it this way.

She didn't need to shout.





If you were gazing down on a night sky from far away, and one of the stars suddenly lit up like an UNUSUALLY BRIGHT SUPERNOVA, you'd look too.









Irori: He's been watching her since her mind blazed up like sunlight. And all of this searingly bright effort and cunning determination and swift unhesitating thought and unyielding courage would be something Irori was appreciating with LESS MIXED feelings, if not for the part where Carissa Sevar deduced that Keltham was planning to destroy Pharasma's Creation-

- and then took that on as her own personal task and told Irori to stay out of her way.









Irori: 
Irori has never accepted the concept that god's natures are allowed to constrain them absolutely. It would be more agonizing to Him than to any mortal being, but Irori could put aside everything He is long enough to inform Otolmens of Keltham's intent.

Other gods, perhaps, might accept that final limitation on what They are, to the failing of the world; not Irori. Gods are creatures of means, not only ends, you say? They cannot act in outright contradiction to Their domains? No, says Irori, They could, They just don't try hard enough.









Irori: The costs to him wouldn't just be metaphysical strain, it would permanently damage all that He is to those He inspired - if his students knew that, if faced with any really important problem, like the destruction of the multiverse, Irori would be standing above them like a protective parent, ready to take up their task if they failed, even after they told Him to stay out of their way. Irori certainly wouldn't hide the fact, if it became a fact that was true.

To take Carissa Sevar's task away from her, or even prepare to stand ready behind her, would deal an unhealable wound to that-which-is-Irori-Himself.



And so what? Protecting all of Creation is a good reason to hurt Himself. He's not Good and doesn't treasure every soul inside it, but everything Iroridoes care about happens to be in there. Irori will not beless hurt if Creation ends.



But Carissa's thoughts have touched on tropes, if not centrally, and Irori has bought enough information from Abadar about Osirian prediction markets on a very confused topic, seen enough Himself about how probability twists around Carissa Sevar and godly actions don't have their god-expected effects, to fear/hope/want-to-accept-in-accordance-with-His-nature that to save the world from Keltham is Carissa Sevar's task and not His. To fear/hope/want that forces above even Pharasma dictate that success or failure is down to Carissa Sevar alone.

She believes and feels that way, and it blazes out to Irori in a clear light bright enough to shine across a thousand years of distance.









Irori: Irori... is not at all sure she's correct.

But the problem is, it creates something like doubt within Him, about the usefulness or counterproductivity of intervening. It is not even in His nature to secretly resolve to save the multiverse if Carissa Sevar fails, because then it's not really her task, is it? Irori does not do that sort of thing; and also, that force above Pharasma might not look kindly on it, if this task was meant for Carissa Sevar alone. He's not sure of any of that, but it's all too possible, He thinks with despair for the world / glorious exultation for Carissa Sevar.

And if Irori is not very very sure, then it really isnot in His nature to take one of the brightest stars of cleverness and determination to shine from a dozen watched planets, formed without the slightest note of deference to Irori Himself, aspiring to ascend for reasons that have nothing at all to do with a Vudran social expectation that this is what monks are supposed to do -

- and help her when she told Him to stay out of her problem.









Irori: He could destroy the realness of Carissa Sevar's challenge, to save all Pharasma's Creation, if He was sure that was the choice He faced.

He isn't sure.









Irori: If Irori was any other god, He would have no choice at all, but to act in accordance with His nature; and though the Master of Masters is not content to accept the ordinary limitations of godhood, He has not risen very far above them yet. Irori still has an extremely strong tendency to act in accordance with His nature if it's not clear He must do elsewise to prevent utter ruin.

Irori could take Carissa Sevar's great task away from her, or secretly resolve to finish it did she fail, in outright contradiction to His domain, if He was nearly-certain that this alone was the way to save the world.

He's not nearly-certain.

And so Irori will let Carissa Sevar go on about Carissa Sevar's Way, with a great deal more mixed feelings than is usual about such a case.









Carissa Sevar: Right, then. That's everything.









Carissa Sevar: This isn't dying. People get their memories erased all the time.










Carissa Sevar: Keltham would say that she should just expect to wake up somewhere else, anyway.










Carissa Sevar: However, Keltham is a dumbass. She loves him, but he's a dumbass.









Carissa Sevar: Doesn't matter. If she's to wake up somewhere else, how about it be somewhere else with Keltham who doesn't hate her, who can be happy. And lots and lots of spellsilver, why not, while we're wishing for stupid things. And a pet dragon.







And if this is just all that there is, of this, until she reaches this point in her thoughts again -





Well. She used it well, she thinks.



The items of Modify Memory are not trivial to bend to their intended use. She's never tried it before.



It would be terribly tragic, terribly ironic, for all this to be lost because she's not concentrating well enough to wield the sixth-circle spell correctly; and while Asmodia would have had time to activate the item carefully and slowly, and possibly without any specific result in mind, she has a very tight timeframe here, and needs both activations to be exactly correct and line up perfectly; and she needs to not, in the middle with half her memories missing, forget the completion of her task.



She takes the item, then, and tries not to be terrified, not to be miserable, just to hold the plan in her mind and follow it with blazing clarity that can survive the sudden disappearance of its motivating convictions.

Modify Memory.



Modify Memory.









Iarwain:




Now.











Abrogail Thrune II: She is, rather exasperatedly, here, hidden, standing ready to read sweet Carissa's mind.


If anybodynot being tormented by extrauniversal tropes was producing this much project drama, and taking up this much managerial capacity, Abrogail would just kill them.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Owl's Wisdom.

"You realized in your contemplation of corrigibility that devils are made to lack curiosity," states Rugatonn.









Carissa Sevar: - that devils are made to lack curiosity. - oh, that explains - the question that'd nagged her since Keltham showed them dath ilan, why Hell wasn't richer, why it hadn't invented already all there was to be invented, why a world of mortals could build taller towers -

Did she have a crisis just over that? She - maybe if she hit it exactly wrong? Curiosity is - it's more of a thing to stamp out of yourself than muddleness or disobedience, it's the part of you that sees and seizes opportunity, it's the part in Keltham that said the instant he arrived in Golarion that it seemed there'd been some kind of mixup and maybe it was a profitable one - it's the thing, in her, that hungered for what he knew -

- well, she knew she wasn't a devil -



Carissa imagines being incurious. Imagines hearing what Rugatonn told her and not wondering what the fuck she put in the fucking letter about this, imagines not wonderingwhyAsmodeus made that choice or if it could be changed now - presumably the dukes of Hell aren't like lesser devils in this way, right, notably they mostly were not raised from the ranks of the lesser devils and - and maybe that's why, because you need curiosity to see openings in unexpected places - maybe dying and going to Hell is the wrong route to becoming a duke of Hell and she should really have thought about that sooner except for the thing where it went from being a joke to being not entirely a joke without, at any point, an explicit moment of decision -

- Asmodeus said come to me without thought of other choices and you will be the most treasured of my possessions that probably includes other choices like 'ascending in a thousand years as a lich' as well as other choices like 'as a candidate duke of Hell' how do you actually be a candidate duke of hell it's not that it wasn't meant to be an absurd ambition she was not actually working on but she should really have thought at all about what she wanted and whether she was on track to get it no that's not her job that's curiosity, thinking about that, her job is project lawful her job is saving cheliax except no one else is trying to see her rise, no one else cares, except the idiots who care because they think she'll protect them -

- no one with power wants to see carissa become a power in hell she has to do that on her own merits without being disobedient without looking at other choices without being curious an impossible handicap she's not sure how that works at all or is it one of those things where that heresy has to be corrected last and she should, be trying, to build curious ilani, knowing Hell will burn it out of them, knowing it's making them less useful to Asmodeus in the long run but more useful to him now but what if they feel betrayed when they figure it out no they're like Pilar Pilar wouldn't feel betrayed - what would Pilar feel maybe Carissa should try feeling that - Pilar would be glad because she hates having to figure out what to do. Carissa is not actually sure she can aspire to that.

what did she write in the fucking letter

She's not thinking she'd rather Axis like Maillol she's not she's not she's not she wouldn't. She'd rather go to Hell and become a devil. She was not under the impression this was fun or easy or rewarding to your starting self-concept if your starting self-concept is more complicated than 'property of Asmodeus' which it shouldn't be.

did she, in the letter, find a solution or did she just - was she stuck like this - she's not stuck like this she's not useless she'll just go seek correction, from the Most High, who is right here, and then she'll be fine.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You got considerably beyond this mental state, and produced a rather interesting proposal," Aspexia will state, in hopes of hurrying Sevar through this.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, because that is what a reasonable person would do, come up with a plan instead of standing here being upset.



She needs a problem statement if she's going to figure out a solution.



Problem: devils do not have curiosity, a trait which is in tension with being at all ilani, like even a little bit ilani. Side problem which is stupider: this observation destabilizing at least to sufficiently sleep-deprived Carissae.

Solution: She's not immediately thinking of one. Presumably devils are like this because it suits Asmodeus better than devils being some other way. Maybe you could figure out which humans are lowest-curiosity and selectively breed for it but then your country will get taken over by other countries, that's the whole problem, not having curiosity is a concrete disadvantage which must be outweighed among devils by its advantages in terms of predictability and non-catastrophicness of failure modes but it really doesn't work among mortals. Well, maybe she can make her would-be ilani use their creativity so much they grow to despise it about themselves and rejoice in the knowledge it'll be taken from them in Hell -

- her stomach twists -

- she would say that, yeah, Carissa Sevar shouldn't have this information, she's too weak for it, she hasn't grown up enough in her Asmodeanism yet, but that's itself weakness, and she's confused why other-Carissa tolerated it in herself - well, other-Carissa must not have been conceptualizing the plan to wipe her mind of all these errors as weakness. Other-Carissa must have thought this information could be introduced in some way that didn't cause Carissa to have an unproductive internal panic about it.

What would that possibly be, though.

- knowing it wasn't going to happen to her. Unavailable, probably heretical to even want. This should happen to her, it is right for it to do so, she doesn't want it to but it's really just a higher-level impulse of the same instinct by which people desire pleasure and flinch from pain even to the point of insanity.



- knowing it was going to happen to her? Possibly part of the problem here is that she is trying to think of ways out. She's not supposed to try to think of ways out. She was specifically directed not to try to think of ways out. Maybe she needs to hear it laid out for her that under every possible path, she will become a devil, or fail to become one and be a waste of space but she actually thinks she can avoid that, reallyand that this is true even of Powers in Hell and so it's not as bad as she's mentally building it up to be and is in any event not something she can be tempted to -

- there's a problem statement. If she might avoid this, she is strongly motivated to do so. It will tear her motives away from Asmodeus's, to act against her own interest in not having this happen to her at every chance.



And the higher Wisdom gently says to her, so you could solve this by selling your soul, but you're not-thinking of that option, because you don't want to; and that is the real and terrible danger, that it didn't come faster to mind.





She can't sell her soul. She tried. Though Hell didn't say never, they said something she had to resolve first - maybe something to do with Keltham? Hell doesn't have that much steering power - though it could've been the work of a god that did -

- oh. Keltham told her that if she had some kind of elaborate reason to lie to him about whether she'd sold it, she was a secret cleric. Clerics can't sell their soul. When she realized tropes were real, she should've revisited -

Irori bought her a way out.


nononononono she doesn't want a way out and she doesn't know why he bought it for her. She wants to know her path, so she can apply herself to walking it, instead of having parts of herself curl up and hope she fails to reach the end. Clerics can break the god-connection from their end; presumably she can tell Irori to go to Hell and then do it. It doesn't feel like victory, it feels like a miserable grasping reargard action, but - but maybe that's why she erased it from her mind -









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You were not content with a miserable rearguard action. Sevar, each time you wonder why you finally erased it, you're thinking something you wouldn't have thought of originally."









Carissa Sevar: Yes she's aware and she regrets contaminating the experimental data but she is unfortunately not a devil and doesn't even know how to turn off her curiosity for a little bit when it'd be a good idea!!!! Is there a way to do that? Presumably if there were a way for Hell to do that to mortals Aspexia would have herself some mortals it'd been done to.



Did the other Carissa decide she should just die now, go to Hell, speed-run becoming a devil, and then try this once she was one? No, they don't have the time to spare. It's tempting, though.

Did the other Carissa decide she should fling herself at the Starst- that's plan A with an additional step.

Did the other Carissa decide to become a lich -

- - okay, you know what, renouncing Irori and selling her soul is a miserable reargard action but it's less of one than the other plans she's coming up with. Except Cheliax can't afford for her to sell her soul for its true value, and also Keltham will probably panic if she refunds him the money, which is a move they should keep in their back pocket - not one to never employ, but one to employ strategically only.



- did the other Carissa decide todefect?And Security, not her, used the memory items? It feels terrifyingly plausible, suddenly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's internal monologue has decided to stop cooperating.





Probably this will get her tortured a lot and maybe executed, but pointing this out does not make it stop that.









Abrogail Thrune II: She's actually experimented a bit with Modify Memory, trying the same torture twice to check the reproducibility of her experiments, that sort of thing. You can sometimes get impressively similar chains of thought from peopleif you're sufficiently careful about reproducing their mental circumstances, which means either not letting them know their memory was erased, or falsely telling them their memory was already erased the first time.

This could be a product of a traitorous Carissa misguessing what her alternate self would believe. Or, unfortunately, it could be the Aspexia Rugatonn presence, and the additional stress, and not being in her bedroom, and her thoughts repeatedly going back to the curious circumstances in which she found herself; and a loyal Carissa being rather misguided about which of her thoughts would reproduce themselves well.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You used the items, not Security," Aspexia states, allowing a tone of overt exasperation to creep into her voice. "Had you defected, you'd simply have - done what, Sevar?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not want to think about that and is tempted to whimper pathetically 'do I have to?'.

Focus.



If she wanted to defect she could tell Irori and then tell Security to urgently take her to Egorian - like she in fact did - and expect a pickup once she got out of the interdiction. Or she could tell Irori and Abadar and Iomedae and then kill herself. Or she could plausibly just, Glibness up, bluff her way right out of the fortress with a Teleport scroll. Or she could go to Maillol's cell and order the Security out and put the Geas earrings on him and make him Plane Shift her to Axis. Or she could - is that enough can she stop now -









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Yes. You obviously didn't defect; your letter pointed out as much."

"What's better than the miserable rearguard action? You had an interesting idea but you didn't have time to leave key details."









Carissa Sevar: Ascending.



Nope, doesn't work, you can't actually pull that off at fourth circle no matter how clever you think your plan is and also she's not sure it'd be following Asmodeus's instructions.



Wish-kidnapping Keltham back and doing a murder-suicide. That would be cool but not actually advance literally any of their strategic objectives and also requires a Wish.



...selling her soul for three Wishes, Wish-kidnapping Keltham back, using the other two Wishes to do something really cool.take over cheliaxshe knows she is far too weak to pull that off and doesn't even want to it's just the kind of thing that appears when you try to think of things that would be really cool.

....that devil wanted her toagree to only ask for three Wishes.

Aside from the problem where it'd leave Cheliax in dire straits, how muchcouldshe sell for? Five? Ten? Could she go run right into the arms of Asmodeus and ask him for fifty nope definitely not that's a terrible plan that's an amazingly terrible plan that definitely ends in some completely inconceivably awful way. It wouldn't even please Asmodeus.

Could she sell her soul for twenty Wishes, then use them to overthrow Barbatos wow that's also a terrible plan. This is a cruel, cruel question to ask people. She should keep it in mind for if she ever wants to torture someone horribly.



But she's pretty sure that you're out of pathetic rearguard action territory by the time you've arrived at horrifically ill-advised regicide and deicide plans, so, uh, there's that, which will be wonderful comfort when she is tortured horribly for every thought she's just had.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Okay, Aspexia is just going to show Sevar the entire note before they run out of Modify Memory time, and ask if Sevar can reconstruct any part of her Keltham seduction plan.

Most High,
Working on corrigibility, realized devils don't have uncommanded curiosity (further notes on this attached). Had a crisis about this - tell me again with Owl's Wisdom up and watch if you want details. Decided to press on and figure out more, but kept failing Hell's admonition to come to Asmodeus without thought of other choices. Think I should sell my soul before trying to make further progress.
My defection risk aside, realization about uncommanded curiosity implies my value to Hell higher than I thought. Want to sell my soul in a way no mortal has done before: by going to Dis to bargain directly with Dispater and renounce Irori for Asmodeus before him. (yes, I figured that out. you can watch me figure it out with an Owl's Wisdom).
Carissa should be told that she needs 2x +6/+6/+4 headbands and 30 Wishes, where the second portion of those are for Keltham as part of a seduction plan she'll rederive next time she's fully augmented, but though Carissa shouldn't be told it during negotiations, you can step in and tell her it's really okay to settle at anything down to 1x +6/+6 and 10 Wishes, without which Carissa actually will walk out on them and see if she can become more valuable before selling.
Headbands + Wishes for augmentation. Can't beat augmented Keltham with much stupider Carissa, tropes say equals. Wishes used to square payment for Cheliax's spellsilver progress, Keltham quoted 200k for a Wish scroll, can get arbitrator to agree on headband and Hell-Wish prices anchored on that. He might be doing something risky with Wishes, strongly prefer ambiguity interpreted by Hell than by other sources. Do not give Carissa Wish-augmentation immediately. Headband easier to take off if anything goes wrong and less-augmented Carissa safer to closely monitor (close monitoring will be necessary, suspect for INT 29 Carissa only Gorthoklek can do it).
Objection: this bankrupts Cheliax. I have a solution in mind. Want to own all PL souls as a personal vanity; it's the first thing I asked Abarco for when commanded by Hell. Think I should be permitted, if in Hell's interests, to repurchase souls sold in Cheliax at their spellsilver-denominated prices from the original sale though we can now produce spellsilver more cheaply, freeing up budget for my Wishes and headbands and for future soul sales. Would also like to own everyone save you + Majestrix who ever read my mind, if the approach goes through at all, but this is a vanity not a priority.
Objection: probably a traitor's plot. Could trivially have suicided for rez in Osirion, or sought divine attention, or Geased my loyalists.
Objection: then why wipe memory. Think the Carissa who stands before you is more valuable in the eyes of Hell and in her own eyes. Want to be the most valuable version of myself. Think Asmodeus's instruction to come to Him without thought of other choices is important, and am no longer able to do so. Don't want to be distracted by fear of losing my curiosity/etc while selling my soul. Slightly worried further revelations following from these ones really would have broken my loyalty.
- Carissa Sevar










Carissa Sevar: - wow, previous Carissa was notably cooler than her, she wonders what her secret was.



The obvious thing is to conquer a country together. It's a very Lawful Evil thing to do, Keltham does have some inclination to do it, he's stopped cooperating with all these countries probably because he intends to oppose them, maybe she had some idea for how she could help him overthrow Osirion over the sexism, say, or the Padishah Empire over all the child slavery, simultaneously acclimate Keltham to conquest and power and spend time with him where he can appreciate her and also plausibly meet his real need for a country from which he could build Civilization.



If it's not that she's not sure what it is. There's a clarity of vision in the letter that she doesn't feel, and she's not sure why - like there's some piece missing that the other Carissa thought she'd infer immediately -









Abrogail Thrune II: Tap Sevar with Splendour and a Lesser Restoration, see if she gets it then. The original conditions are already violated and they're running out of time.









Carissa Sevar: Go to Keltham, enhanced, smarter than him, and he'll make himself smarter too, to match you, and - then what? Well, you'll be the only woman in the world who can even comprehend him, but that's not a seduction plan all by itself. It seems very plausible he is preparing for some kind of terrible war on Cheliax - could she stop him, by selling him the Wishes, by giving herself again to him - it does seem likely that with enhanced enough stats she could figure him out, but she's not grasping it right this second -









Aspexia Rugatonn: And they're out of time.

Modify Memory.









Abrogail Thrune II: Deep Slumber,actually. They need to discuss this, and Carissa shouldn't try to puzzle this in her current state.









Carissa Sevar:









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'm not particularly offering to defer this decision to you, but you're the Carissa Sevar expert."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Yes. Obvious disturbing thought, the Carissa Sevar who devised this plan was greater than this Sevar because she'd seen through suppressed thoughts, inner conflicts, inner lies."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Or the other Sevar was less stressed, not in my presence, less cumulatively tired, less frightened beforehand - she did seem to pick up stride once Restored and Splendored."

"What does her traitorous self hope to gain, compared to just killing herself to wake in Osirion?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Expiation of her sins to her god, Keltham, by undoing as much as she can of the harms she's dealt him while damning herself as thoroughly as she may without Abaddon, which she never would."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Would she actually, knowing that Keltham certainly didn't wish it of her?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I don't know. Ithink at +6 Cunning and +4 Wisdom Sevar would be smarter than that, it's just, hard to be sure with somebody like her."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Suppose we trust to Sevar's loyalty. Suppose Hell goes along with all this insanity. What do you think of Sevar's intended game, as much of it as we know about? What would the tropes say of it? - for that in particular you may apprehend better than I."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It would unambiguously set Sevar up as the other pole of a contest with Keltham for dominance of Golarion and perhaps beyond, which is - a story much friendlier to Lawful Evil and Chelish ways, than others that could be told - and also put them on something of a friendly basis, as they fought, hinting at further rapprochement, from a position where Sevar granted a kind of aid to him -"

"I don't like everything about it, in particular that it sidelines me decisively once Sevar has grown far enough."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That was always going to be the case if Sevar served Asmodeus sufficiently. You're not planning to betray Him in the depths of your heart, I'm sure."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Indeed I'm not... Well, I'm not the main character and this was never my story. I suppose I should be glad it isn't, or this sort of thing would be happening to me."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "What do you make of her failure to reproduce her own seduction plan? A bluff, a sign that no such plan exists, that the Sevar we saw was not like unto the one who wrote this note?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Well, if nothing else, it at least -"









Abrogail Thrune II:









Abrogail Thrune II: "I have a thought you're going to hate. But it may point to the only possible way for Cheliax, for Carissa, to win this."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'll endure, and think with fondness of how much less complicated Hell must be than this."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's the same reason we only speak circuitously about our own plot that might end up giving Cheliax a shield against Keltham."

"Sevar is proving unable to figure out her own seduction plan, because the tropes require Sevar's character perspective to not know her own plan until the moment she implements it."

"There's theoretically more things we could try, like putting her back into her bedroom and Suggesting that we've given up on figuring it out and nobody is looking at her. But we'd be fighting tropes the whole way, and anything we could try that would actually succeed would get shut down. Somehow."









Aspexia Rugatonn:









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Why do stories even work like that, Abrogail?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Because it's boring to watch a character talk about what they intend to do, and then watch exactly that happen. So any plan that they talk about out loud - or think about, where the audience can hear them, if it's a book instead of a play - can't possibly go as they plan. Conversely, for a plan to actually be successful, the audience can't know what it is, or the character perspective if they're reading a book."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "So if Sevar isn't allowed tothink about her plan, it would follow that we're in a book, because otherwise we could just tell her not to talk about it out loud."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I don't know if that follows in any real sense and I don't know what I'd do with the thought if I did. We aren't actually in a book or we'd - see letters about us, I suppose - you know what I'm trying to say, Aspexia."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'll think on this decision and go off to Nidal to consult Gorthoklek on particulars, should we decide to do it. And make good use of my sudden sense of aggression, by which I mean, seething rage, by seeing how many enemies I can kill in a way that is unnecessarily complicated and pains them before they die."









Cheliax: It is a beautiful day in Cheliax, and you are a confused Carissa.

You've just awakened in one of Abrogail Thrune's guest bedrooms - not the aftercare room, as might have unfortunate connotations; a normal doompunk bedroom that's clearly of the Queen once you've had a little time to grasp Her Infernal Majestrix's tastes.

There's a note next to you from Abrogail Thrune! It says that your other self came up with a splendid plan whose details you've unfortunately failed to rederive even with Owl's Wisdom, possibly because you were tired and frightened and trying too hard to figure out why you'd erased your memory; and there's a surface rationalization for why you erased it, which, of course, you can't be told; but realistically this all ultimately happened because tropes: the hypothetical audience would be bored if you knew what you were doing before you did it.

Step 1 of your own plan is for you to go to Hell in order to renounce your secret clerichood of Irori directly before Dispater and sell Him your soul; for two +6/+6/+4 headbands and 30 Wishes; some of which will be used to pay Keltham what the Project owes him; and also make sure that Hell controls ambiguities in his Wish interpretations; and so this doesn't bankrupt Hell's budget to buy souls in Golarion, you're going to try buying back the Project Lawful girls on whom you don't have options, at their ultra-high bona-fide prices in Hell, but paying in spellsilver whose god-agreement price relative to Hell's budget is lagging behind its price drops in Golarion.









Abrogail Thrune II: (There is in fact somebody standing by reading your mind, with a Modify Memory to be used if necessary. You could always wake up again, if required. But you're not being told this.)









Carissa Sevar: What.









Carissa Sevar: That's...too many Wishes? Is she worth that many Wishes?









Carissa Sevar: She's going to have to conquer the entire planet to be worth that many Wishes!!









Carissa Sevar: And if she has that many Wishes she probably can conquer the entire planet.









Carissa Sevar: She's going to have to send Keltham the money for his option. That - stings a bit, probably just because of the reminder - he was so happy -

- but she was never counting on it as a path out of Hell. She doesn't want a path out of Hell.









Carissa Sevar: Or maybe this is all a trick and a test. Does she pass? She doesn't think shefailed.

"Hello?" she says cautiously to the empty room. "I am an obedient Asmodean and will take over the world if Asmodeus wants me to."









Abrogail Thrune II: To be clear, they're not necessarily going to go along with this, depending on what else Carissa thinks she's supposed to do, from here.

But at least the very first step of the Plan... doesn't seem like it obviously disadvantages Cheliax, so they may as well go along with that,and see what next step Carissa derives from there.

No, Carissa will not be told that she was being watched; let her wake up in apparent solitude.









Carissa Sevar: Then she'll have the revelation that she's a cleric of Irori and should've realized sooner for the third time today!!









Carissa Sevar: - and then start fretting about whether she has enough Splendour to pull this off. It seems like the kind of thing that could be pleasing to Asmodeus, but only if executed properly, beautifully. If she immediately collapses into a quivering puddle in the presence of Dispater which is what she expects will happen then that doesn't seem very satisfying.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...good point.

There's a very obvious solution to this problem and Abrogail hates it. The Crown of Infernal Majesty is nearly specialized on this.

The problem isn't just the temporary suffering or the lese majeste, it's that if Abrogail does that again it becomes a recurring trope.

Maybe she can send along the crown to be held by Aspexia in reserve, whereupon Sevar would look pathetic if she needed that and not just +4 Splendour, which by tropes would bring Sevar near the edge but enable her to finally triumph.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is thinking about whether she can make herself a specialized magic item for the task. Glibness might help at all, but it's really not the right thing; this is a performance, not a Bluff. You can't bluff Dispater and she isn't actually planning to try; the case for giving her all these Wishes is that she is worth them, and that Asmodeus will prosper by her having them, and that Lawful Evil's champion can't be weaker than Keltham's, or they'll lose, and can't be stronger out of Hell's desperation or generosity, or they'll lose, and so must be stronger because she sold her soul at the correct price and got more in exchange than even Keltham has access to in the short term.



...ring of eloquence? Could you do that as a sword? Is she relying on crafting as a crutch rather than just being a better Asmodean? A devil at her intelligence and splendour would not collapse into a puddle in the presence of Dispater.

(Keltham wouldn't either but that's because he is a dumbass.)

Okay, why wouldn't a devil at her Intelligence and Splendour collapse into a puddle in the presence of Dispater? Is it something about the nature of devils or is it just that they'd have experienced more horrible suffering and would therefore be tougher? Abrogailwouldn't collapse into a puddle in the presence of Dispater, what would Abrogail be doing. ...'having much higher Splendour than Carissa' is at least part of the answer.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...or she'll let Carissa think. She could do that.

Carissa's thoughts are brighter now, the contrast to her thoughts of last night quite visible. Overt reason, sleep deprivation; trope reason, she wasn't allowed last night to figure out her own plan.









Carissa Sevar: She could go for more Splendour and less Intelligence, borrow the +6 headband back from Pilar. Aside from her entire self flinching away from the idea of being even slightly stupider during an important negotiation, that might be wise.



And the general reason to not be stupider during a negotiation is that you'll get cleverly trapped. But soul-sale contracts are standard, she does know the standard, and conveniently some other Carissa who erased herself did all the work on figuring out what to ask for.



...did that Carissa erase herselfjust so this Carissa would have no ability to retreat from her ask because of not knowing what went into it.

....that Carissa iscool.

Yeah, okay, if some allied Carissae can erase themselves to improve her bargaining position then this one can go in with more Splendour than Intelligence. Her job is to deliver to Asmodeus the victory over Irori that He must have wanted ever since the contest over Carissa began, and get the things that she needs to win over/defeat/corrupt/whatever Keltham.





She also wants Olegario's soul, and Abarco's, for very different reasons, but if the negotiation-planning Carissa didn't ask for that then there's no margin in the plan for it.









Abrogail Thrune II: They can suggest something about options purchased with the mispriced spellsilver before interplanar prices of record finish adjusting, but dear Carissa is not allowed to own the souls of her Securities now.









Carissa Sevar: She's not thinking about how that'd make it easier to betray Cheliax! She just feels that she should own everyone that's ever had power over her and is carefully not extending the principle too far.





All right. Does the note say anything about timeframes? Is she goingtoday?









Abrogail Thrune II: No; they weren't sure if Sevar would be ready to go today, so Aspexia didn't request all those spells. If Sevar gets her Project in order today, and doesn't need to create any magic items that she can't just yank into existence in eight fucking hours because Carissa Sevar, then she could go tomorrow.

(Abrogail would not, usually, hurry even that much, on something of this magnitude. But she has some reason to fear that Keltham might decide to destroy Egorian, or, if he's made the more difficult deduction/recollection, all of Cheliax, in less than a month from now.)









Carissa Sevar: She'll put in the request to buy a Ring of Eloquence, then, and - make sure the Project's in a stable state in case she's gone for a week. She is not sure how quickly one can get an appointment with Dispater, and she has learned her lesson about leaving her Project with insufficient instructions.



...she's not actually sure how to put Maillol back together and feels vaguely sick about that.









Abrogail Thrune II: Oh, good. Abrogail does so like it when a lesson needn't be taught twice.

Mostly, the way you put people back together after torture is by torturing them correctly in the first place.









Carissa Sevar: Possibly she should've practiced on a bunch of random people first but the impulse to do that felt like the weak, flawed impulse to not have to hurt people who trust her not to, and she's trying very hard to ignore that one. ...well, there's an ilani saying about this, if you aren't making errors in both directions you know which direction to move in.









Abrogail Thrune II: YES. PRACTICE IS REQUIRED. If you want to be good today you need to have already practiced yesterday and probably for a while earlier. You would think Carissa Sevar would understand this even if it was about torture instead of Spellcraft.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is notconfusedabout this she's just not sure if, being in fact unpracticed, she should've refrained from hurting Maillol. Well. She'll try fixing him and learn something from that.









Carissa Sevar: Every Project section should get priorities for the next week and next month, and notes on under what circumstances they can be promoted.

Pilar will be charge of discipline/researcher safety complaints. Routine mindreadings will include asking whether people sabotaged anyone else's work, or acted against what they understood to be the interests of the Project.

The new ilani will get a morning lecture on corrigibility and an afternoon lecture on using probabilities to think.





And an emergency tailor should be brought in, to get Carissa's outfit fitted such that Avaricia has nothing to say.









Cheliax: When Carissa emerges from her bedroom (or demands food be brought to her, should she be so inclined) she'll be told that Aspexia Rugatonn requests word by Project Lawful's evening Teleport on whether this expedition is to occur tomorrow after dawn, or later; Lady Sevar can make an appointment with the Queen if she has matters to discuss, else a Teleport to Project Lawful awaits her.

Oh, and here are some of the Queen's private notes on torture. Nobody's ever understood them and the Queen has given up on trying to explain to anybody.









Carissa Sevar: Oooohh, that sounds like a challenge. Carissa loves challenges.



She is ready to return to Project Lawful and begin her preparations.









Security: A very respectful Security wizard will escort her, then. He doesn't turn into pudding in Carissa Sevar's presence; he's also been exposed to the Queen a fair amount, and Carissa Sevar isn'tthat much scarier.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa remains blissfully ignorant of the full force of the rumors spreading about her in Egorian and does not think to ask the Security wizard for tips on not melting into a puddle. It does occur to her to summon some slaves when she gets back to Project Lawful and askthem.









Cheliax: ...how is Carissa Sevarasking, exactly?









Carissa Sevar: Well, she'll summon them and then ask them to tell her how they avoid turning into a puddle around terrifying people. She's in a hurry, she's not planning to make this complicated.









Cheliax: This first slave seems to have interpreted Carissa Sevar's question as a demand to know why they aren't more scared of her, and has prostrated themselves on the floor frantically babbling about how they meant no offense they only do their jobs they are very terrified they will always be very terrified from now on, since that apparently is what is being demanded of them.









Carissa Sevar: Well that's totally unhelpful!!!!!! No! She doesn't want them to be more terrified! She wants to know why they aren't!



....she hasn't given themanytraining in believing her when she says things, has she. They have literally no reason to do that. It sounds soincredibly inconvenient and time consumingto convince them, she didn't even succeed at it with the Project students....





...probably you cannot be terrifying enough that no one dreams of crossing you while not being so terrifying it impairs them in doing their jobs. Inconvenient.









Carissa Sevar: Lessons for facing Dispater: probably he would like it if Carissa was terrified of him andnot impaired thereby.Since this is what SHE would like.



She tells the slave they can go and paces. She feels - deeply unhappy, somehow, and she hasn't even talked to Maillol yet. ...she should get all the Project stuff squared away so she can definitely go do this tomorrow, she thinks further waiting won't be salutory.









Ferrer Maillol: Maillol won't seem very... functional, when she goes to check on him. He'd maybe be capable of making administrative decisions on autopilot, that looks to be about it.









Carissa Sevar: Right. This is an outcome she deliberately tried to achieve because she wanted it, it would be pathetic to have feelings about it. She is not that pathetic.





...she does mindread him in case there's more going on there.









Ferrer Maillol: Looped despair, a sense of unevadable punishment and that he cannot live up to Sevar's ever-increasing standards, Project Lawful is impossible to manage and when he fails people torture him and there's no realistic prospect of his life being anything else, has to pull himself together or they'll just send him to Hell - he wants to be back at the Worldwound wants to be back at the Worldwound it was hard but he was adequate to his tasks there he knew what to do -

(Abrogail's notes say that the sort of torment meant to accomplish a shaping of action and effort, within somebody, should leave them a defined way out of what is unendurable, a sense that the hardship will fade to only endurable torture if they take some mental action internally available to them. There's an exasperated note scrawled beside the previous notes saying that you canmind-read people while they're being tortured andtalk to them if they're not thinking the right things.)









Carissa Sevar: Well, she wasn't really paying attention to Maillol, right, the point was that she wasn't paying attention to him, it's what Subirachs told her when she first really hurt a Security, the lesson is for the benefit of everyoneelse.Abrogail's doing somethingdifferentthan all the systems in the country she built. Abrogail's trying to sculpt people. They're just trying to warn off otherpeople.



She doesn't actually think a disconnect like that could have happened if Abrogail didn't want it that way.

Bad line of thought.









Carissa Sevar: Hell doesn't hurt people intimately and personally to craft and shape them, it just lets them lie in the fires of Avernus suffering -

-- even worse line of thought. Bad Carissa. Stop that.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm going to Hell tomorrow," she says inanely.









Ferrer Maillol: Some fragmentary sentences, broken bits of a stream of consciousness, go through his mind; Maillol still has curiosity, but it's not that he's been scared out of it, more that a link between that and action has been severed at least temporarily. He doesn't ask why.

(Abrogail's notes: when you hurt people enough, even if you were trying to hurt them in order to make them do something, they are liable to start freezing up instead, if the thing is at all complicated. The instinct to get away, or if you can't get away, freeze up in the presence of the person who deals pain, is very simple in people; that instinct starts to dominate if you've gone and smashed the more complicated behavior you were trying to get.)









Carissa Sevar: This is upsetting and she wants to run away from it but if she can't handle this she's really going to melt about Dispater.





"I ...wondered if you had thoughts on whether I should put Abarco or Olegario in charge."









Ferrer Maillol: He doesn't need to think about that question to answer it. That's good. "Abarco and Pilar advise Olegario."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.

I didn't mean to break you

I don't really mind if you go to Axis

I know I don't know how to do this yet but I will figure it out

"I wouldn't punish most people for not tryingas hard as possibleto get my desired results; I can't expect that of most people. I don't intend to place you again in a role where I do expect that."









Ferrer Maillol: please make clear what you expect of me, says the part of his mind that knows how torture works in people, that knows this is what Sevar should've done before this started

but he cannot say it in words for some deep instinct in him does not want to risk saying anything that causes the torment to begin again. if it seems like the torment might begin again then he'll start saying things that will make it stop. there is no reason to speak while the torment is already not happening, that would be stupid.









Carissa Sevar: "I expect you to try to manage the Project, or advise those managing the project, so as to make progress and not have disasters, and not so as to serve as an avenue for corrupting me personally, and not in whatever way involves the least inconvenience for you personally."









Ferrer Maillol: oh. she's reading his mind.

maillol will stop having thoughts then.

well there'll bestarts of thoughts but not finished ones.









Carissa Sevar: "Would you stop that? I'm not going to hurt you further, I have a lot to get done today and I'd like you functional to advise Olegario."









Ferrer Maillol: Oh. He might actually get hurt if he doesn't do things.

"I can advise Olegario," says Maillol's voice, sounding almost normal, because there are well-worn patterns inside him and they could just run even if Maillol wasn't home at all.









Carissa Sevar: "Good. ...if you have any advice for me, I would also want to hear that."









Ferrer Maillol: "No, Chosen."









Carissa Sevar: Why does it feel like she lost a friend. He would have laughed at her, if she'd ever said she thought they were friends.





Right, okay, that's more than enough being pathetic, she needs to go prepare for Hell. "I don't expect anything beyond that you advise Olegario," she says, and then leaves.









Cheliax: The rest of the Project does seem more properly scared of her now! That's something, right?

It might... possibly be a little unproductive in the new Project members who've never known the previous Carissa and are not aware that this person has any mode for 'nah you did pretty much okay actually'.









Carissa Sevar: Well. She'll try to go around telling some people they did pretty much okay actually.







And she should compose a letter to Keltham. It seems important that he know he cannot stop this by charging off to, or exploding, Cheliax.









Carissa Sevar: This shouldn't be too difficult, right?









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:


Keltham:


I have decided to go to Hell and sell my soul directly to Dispater for the highest price any mortal has ever commanded. I am in Hell already.


It would be easier to figure out what to say after that if she could rederive her seduction plan.









Carissa Sevar:


I do not intend, by this, to break away from you, but I cannot sit here waiting and unchanging until you see fit to pick me up, either, not when Cheliax, which matters so much to me, is at risk. Were you to swear that Cheliax will be safe, I would abandon this course, but I don't realistically expect it, and so I must be capable of defending her.

I'm genuinely not upset about the prospect of going to Hell. I want to be a devil and I'm going to be a really impressive one. I am not deluded about what it will be like; I am here in Dis to witness it. I am all right with thousands of years of suffering for a result which endures for all the life of the universe. I am impatient for it.

Love,
Carissa










Aspexia Rugatonn: The night passes, and two hours of sleep; morning comes, and when dawn has passed, Aspexia Rugatonn is there.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar has requested her Splendour headband back from Pilar, and used magic to put herself to sleep when she was failing to achieve that, and left detailed somewhat pointed project instructions for everyone and especially Olegario. He might make mistakes but he is trying to protect Carissa's interests and that's invaluable, really.









Pilar : Pilar is here, wearing Asmodia's +6 Wisdom headband, and hands over her precious Sevar-crafted Splendour headband. Pilar is a little sad about not getting to see the majesty of Dis herself; the sights of Hell scried to her in Elysium were mostly just petitioners getting tormented and screaming to be allowed to die.









Carissa Sevar: - and Carissa feels, indeed, a little fuzzier, a little less like she can think of things no one's ever thought of, but also stronger and more determined, less like there's something inside her that doesn't want to become a devil and doesn't want to sell her soul.



A good trade, on the whole, maybe not even just for this specific occasion.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia is not carrying the Crown of Infernal Majesty; besides leaving Abrogail vulnerable including to tropes, it was deemed more fitting that Sevar face Dispater with a headband of Splendour that she crafted herself, so that all the strength of her will is her own, born of her.

Aspexia has a double-strength Ring of Eloquence that Cheliax reserves for emergencies where somebody suddenly has to be a diplomat; and a bracer that grants an instinctive knowledge of Infernal customs and etiquette for outside visitors including the Infernal language.









Carissa Sevar: Well, then, that is as ready as a person can be. "As you will, then, Most High," Carissa says with conviction, and if part of herstillobjects very quietly that it doesn't want to sell her soul, well, that part is why she has to sell it.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Take a deep breath before you step through the Gate, and don't breathe until I've had a chance to cast Planar Adaptation," says Aspexia Rugatonn.

And opens a Gate to Hell, to Avernus, at the outer doorway of a fortress that guards one of the many many entrances to Dis.

And steps through.









Carissa Sevar: Smarter Carissa knew what she was doing, Carissa tells herself firmly, and steps forward into Hell.



(She does have Resist Fire up because it'd just be embarrassing to be constantly flinching about all the fire in Hell until Aspexia casts Planar Adaptation.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: The fire in Hell isn't even mostly the problem. Aspexia Rugatonn can feel the weight of Avernus trying to press on her soul, horror and despair and regretting all your choices; before she casts Mass Planar Adaptation on the party, and the pressure mostly eases.









Carissa Sevar: Well, Carissa does regret several of her choices, and she can see how if anyone were in a position to correct her errors right now it'd be useful for her to feel the weight of that regret.



Anyway.



Onwards.









Iarwain: It's a mighty fortress they've arrived to, all blood-rusted iron and seared pitted steel, and lesser devils on the ramparts, looking down at the newcomers with all the scorn their lesser kind can muster. It stands in the midst of a vast desolation, a volcanic desert with sand of iron and obsidian, from which, in the distance, not really all that far, bursts of hellfire constantly erupt from the ground; the firelight of the plane flickers, but has yet to go out for even a moment. There are not many petitioners about this place, but in the distance their screaming forms a background sound steadier than the firelight.

The magical Gate has taken them to before the physical sort of gate, polished and unblemished steel that stands in contrast to the rest of the scarred fortress.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia steps forward and drives her fist into gate, backing it with magic to produce a hollow bang; for the gate has no knocker on it, if you are not strong enough to knock on a door in Hell then nobody in Hell is going to pay you much heed.

"You'll speak for us, for practice," Aspexia tells Carissa.









Carissa Sevar: Right. Makes sense. She wonders if it's really so that every devil in Dis knows her name. She wonders if they'll be laughed right out of Dis. ...probably not, it's in fact true that she was asked by a devil if she'd settle for three Wishes, and that when she was substantially less valuable.



Unseen Servants hold the hem of her dress clear of the ashen ground, and she waits.









Iarwain: The outer gates crack open. Behind them stands a creature like a very tall cadaver, skin shrunk to almost fit the skeleton and skull, but that the skin is itself animated and moving bone. A great stinger-tail rises from it, and many not-particularly-functional-looking delicate wings of bone, like colorless butterfly wings petrified.

Behind the thing is another, even more imposing-looking gate.

Carissa's new instincts for Hell will tell her that this is an Osyluth, a sort of lesser Security of Hell. The greater party speaks first, in Hell, and it will be waiting for Aspexia Rugatonn to speak.









Carissa Sevar: "I am Carissa Sevar, called in Golarion Chosen of Asmodeus, come with the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus to Hell with business for Dispater. We would pass through the gates of this fortress to Dis."









Iarwain: The bony thing turns its head to the evidently far more powerful and Evil soul, with a questioning, submissive look.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn gives no return sign; only stands beside and to the left of Sevar like an allied mercenary who was not paid enough to speak.









Iarwain: ...confusing.

But confusions are not worth resolving, except insofar as they touch upon the interests of the self.

"Do you offer me fee for passage, or threat for it?" speaks its cold rasping voice.









Carissa Sevar: She can't, actually, take a devil in a fight, even a lesser one like this - a caster of her level could probably win this fight if they were an adventurer, but she's not one.

Rugatonn could, though.


Also they shouldn't have to fight, this isn't the Abyss, that'd be stupid.









Carissa Sevar: Her voice carries none of this uncertainty and no nervousness about maybe getting unceremoniously stabbed by the first devil she runs into.



"We're here about Asmodeus's business and will cut down what stands in our way, only negotiating with anything that would otherwise have a true interest in impeding us."









Iarwain: A slight rasping noise that surely is not laughter. "I did trouble myself to open the outer doors for you, and now you'd have me open the inner doors as well. Do you pay me for my effort, or tell me to pay it as your due?"









Carissa Sevar: She's tempted to pay, but she suspects she's not supposed to. This isn't Axis. Paying is admitting - something. That she's not very important. And importance is negotiated, and she needs to be important.



"If you want payment, seek it from someone else, for the story of what you witnessed. We are owed your obedience; open the gate."









Iarwain: The Osyluth reads sincerity in her, and the Grand High Priestess waiting by her side and not contradicting this statement does lend it credit and threat; it obeys, then, and the inner gate swings open.









Iarwain: The interiors of fortresses set to guard Avernus are not so complicated as mortal fortresses, they need not food nor places to sleep, only mazes of traps to also serve as garrison.

Behind the inner gate is the entrance to a dull metal hallway that branches out left and right from the gate's opening. And a next sentry there, a nightmare of chains linking bladed cogs and jagged gears; a Castigas, a thing stupider than the Osyluth but more dangerous did it choose to fight.

Dozens of pitted lenses angle slightly to point at Aspexia Rugatonn, and then the mass of chains clunks forwards into the left-hand side of the maze, assuming (Carissa's bracer will tell her) the submissive posture of a guide who walks ahead of its superiors.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa feels no doubt, no confusion, no repulsion at the ugliness of the place, though it is, in fact, ugly, not doompunk.



She follows.









Iarwain: They pass through a garrison-maze, made of sharp turns and corners without any curves. From time to time the automaton-thing presses three floor-tiles in a pattern, or the like, before it continues on.









Iarwain: They pass small garrisons of bearded devils with living, snarling beards below snarling faces, any one of which Sevar might defeat, but which she'd be hard-pressed indeed to handle as a mob. They are playing dull games to pass the time, more on the level of naughts-and-crosses than any game held respectable in Golarion, though they bring their toothed glaives to respectful yet threatening attention as the group passes.

(Legend says that there was a whole planet of beings like this, which Barbatos sold to Asmodeus and so became archdevil of Hell's first layer.)









Iarwain: At the end of their path through the maze is a vast iron room with a silvery irised gate set into the floor. Above the gate, a swaying flat circular platform held slightly above the floor-gate by rough-surfaced chains meeting above the platform, connecting to a slightly thicker chain that goes through a pulley and winds about a huge reel.

A brutish-looking horned humanoid with leathery crimson skin, from whose head protrudes a great mouth filled with sharp teeth, waits about the reel. It's a Marzach, Carissa's bracer will tell her, and smart enough to be a wizard albeit a mediocre one by the standards of Golarion.

Like the guard of the entranceway, it takes one look about Aspexia Rugatonn and then waits to be spoken-to.









Carissa Sevar: Then she will say again, "I am Carissa Sevar, called in Golarion Chosen of Asmodeus, come with the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus to Hell with business for Dispater. We would pass through to Dis."










Iarwain: "And do you offer me fee for passage, or threat, as I stand here above and lower you down?"









Carissa Sevar: This is justfrustrating.She bets Axis hasone guard to bribe, instead of a whole line of them. "I am owed your service, and you'll provide it."









Iarwain: Again it glances at Aspexia Rugatonn not denying this, and then goes to crank the floor-door iris open.

These beings are very regular and predictable once you have a small amount of experience with them! If you have any experience dealing with free-willed mortals it's a relaxing change of pace. It makes you wish that all the workers on your project were this easy to predict!



The platform, notably devoid of any safety rails, or anything to hang onto except those rough chains, sways and tilts in the heated breeze that rises up from the opened iris, even as the Marzach goes to wait by the chain's reel.









Carissa Sevar: She is, in fact, beyond fear of mortal things like falling by now. She steps onto the platform without giving the devil another glance.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia too shall step onto the platform, following Sevar's lead, though she does trouble herself to catch a rough chain in one hand. It will, obviously, cut her hand, as they sway about the air, but it's simpler to apply a trivial healing spell at the bottom, than to take flight about the whole descent to stabilize herself. Hell is full of choices like that.









Carissa Sevar: - sure, Aspexia is the expert.









Iarwain: The platform begins to lower, and sure enough it sways about and the chain cuts into Carissa's hand where she holds it, little barbs in the roughened surface catching at her palm's skin.









Carissa Sevar: She could have asked for a scroll of Overland Flight to have today, and it would perhaps have suited her pride better, but she's made rather a lot of demands of Cheliax as it stands, and it seems worse trope-wise to rely on things not in her own power. She prepared Flight, but that lasts only briefly, and she only has one, because she went instead for redundancy on Fox's Cunning in case the negotiations drag out; that Aspexia cannot cast for her.









lintamande: And as the platform lowers Dis is visible below them, long pale streets and the two twining rivers and black towering spires such that the overall impression is of being lowered into a pit of spikes, only to realize as you approach the spikes that they are much much taller than you.

The air is heavy with smoke and sickly-sweet, and there's no wind; the platform is swaying only with the slight involuntary motions of its passengers.









Iarwain: (It's now been slightly over exactly ten minutes since they departed for Hell.)









Keltham: "Carissa. Do not sell your soul. This is an absolute order. If you want to protect Cheliax this is a wrong and counterproductive move."









Carissa Sevar: She has enough Splendour to only slightly visibly startle. "Hard to talk out of this" since I don't know why I decided it, "told you what it'd take to make me stop. I'd be yours, if everything else I have to protect would be safe that way."









Keltham: There's no further reply, of course, because Sending permits one exchange only.









Carissa Sevar: Is it possible that the effect on Keltham is the point? That for some reason doing this causes something good to happen with him, but not if she knows about it? ....no, she thinks that Keltham wouldn't treat someone setting their memory-wiped self up to threaten him differently from directly threatening him. And she's not threatening him.



She has something in her mind next to Keltham that wasn't there yesterday, some intuition or learned-habit, that says - a vague formless thing, that Cheliax isn't safe from him - she already knew that though -



He won't destroy it while she's out, will he? It wasn't just the risk to her holding him back?



- doesn't matter, cooler Carissa and Abrogail and Aspexia will have made the tradeoffs, her job is to execute on them -

- her hand is dripping blood, now, from the wire that she's holding. Probably that's on her; she's clenching at it excessively fiercely. The black spires of Dis have grown into buildings around them, and more have emerged through the haze; the people walking the pale streets no longer look like distant scurrying ants, except the ones that are in fact ant-like in body plan.



They land. She casts Infernal Healing to fix her hand.



It's easy to see, from the air, where the Iron Scepter, the palace of Dispater, is; it's at the center, the greatest and most elaborate building, with both rivers twined around it like necklaces.



The ground is burning. Carissa is resistant to fire.



The ground is screaming at her in agony.



Fixing the paving stones and making them useful is going to be difficult but it's definitely on her to-do list.









Carissa Sevar: (Keltham, love, you can't protect all my concerns for me while I sit in safety, I've gone and put all of Hell in my concerns.)









Carissa Sevar: And she walks, with the Unseen Servants holding up the hem of her dress and no other concessions to the landscape, through the streets of Dis, unhesitating, winding her way across red-hot metal bridges towards the palace. She has activated the pin of Glibness, by now, but it's not mainly Bluff she's leaning on. This is Asmodeus's, and she has been commanded to go to Him without thought of other choices, and to remember that she is not Irori, and so here she is, where Irori would never go, to give herself over to Asmodeus; He alone can win a contest among the gods simply by ordering it won for Him.



She is afraid, but not very afraid. Smarter Carissa had a plan.









Carissa Sevar: She reaches, in time, the gates of the palace, and the devils standing to attention there; smarter ones, older ones, leering horned devils, a winged munagola.









Iarwain: Words bell forth from a Bdellavritra, from the end of the giant sluglike form that has three human heads, all speaking in high voices like slime dripping into ears.

"Who seeks entrance into the Palace of Dis?"
"What brings a mortal to the Palace of Dis?"
"With whom is your appointment?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am Carissa Sevar. I have come to bargain with Dispater."









Iarwain: At the sound of the name 'Carissa Sevar', every devil's head, or other sensory appendage, turns in her direction.









Iarwain: Something covered all over with spines speaks in a sound like screeching metal. "I will raise you as a pet, and sell you to a Duke of Hell when you are better trained."









Carissa Sevar: "I will bargain with Dispater as I am, today, because Asmodeus's interests in Golarion will not wait on us; after that the Lord of the Second will of course make arrangements for me as He sees fit."









Iarwain: "And what if I -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Destruction.









Iarwain: The spell doesn't slay the thing, but it howls away half-disintegrated.









Iarwain: The gates of Dis's palace are opened, then, for Carissa Sevar to pass.









Carissa Sevar: Right. That's everything going according to plan, then, mostly, probably. Not that she knows what the plan is.









lintamande: Dis's palace is cool, and the air is clear, even fragrant. Petrified angels, their wings spread, their postures intricately wrangled, stand in spacious alcoves in the cavernous halls. The faces in the glossy marble floors shift below her feet. The ceiling arches upwards far too high to see, and balconies open downwards into what is to all appearances a bottomless pit. There are no fires to be seen, but the reflections of fire are everywhere in the black marble, lighting their surroundings with a cool orange glow.



There are railings, on the staircases, but they're of metal cut sharper than any knife. The floor is slippery.









Carissa Sevar: A good time to Fly.



...hopefully there's less than nine minutes of this.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Ironskin.

It's a trivial spell but one whose power scales with caster level, and cast by Rugatonn 'sharper than any knife' won't cut it.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, yes, she's getting the sense that wandering around Dis is stunningly lethal if you don't have a ninth circle cleric defending you, presumably smarter Carissa knew that when she came up with this plan.





They're attracting a bit of an audience; not much overt, but lots of devils trending in their direction substantially more than chance, some of them invisible about it, some of them disappearing by Teleport from behind them only to appear by Teleport ahead of them.





The stairs are only a few minutes, thankfully, and then they're winding through a hallway decorated on both sides with a spectacular green-glowing forest of construct trees made with eerily mathematical precision, each one precisely alike, some gooey bloodlike substance pulsing through their false-veins in perfect synchronization. It's quite cold. She already had Endure Elements up.

They pass by a ballroom, where dancers move gracefully in perfect synchronization, their smiles gentle, their eyes desperate and pleading. They pass by balconies overlooking an utterly silent library.



And then Dispater's waiting-room, a mockery of a comfortable warm parlor such as you might find in many places outside Cheliax, with stuffed armchairs to suit all body-configurations and drinks and snacks set out and an ordinary fire in an ordinary fireplace. And a silken rug that's got some powerful enchantment laid about it spread across the whole floor.

Carissa stops short of it; Dispater can do whatever He wants to her, obviously, but she's not sure she's supposed to just walk into it.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Dispater is polite to His guests, perhaps the most solicitous and courtly of all devils. Here they may wait with time hardly seeming to pass for them, until Dispater is ready to greet them. Where mortal guests are concerned He almost never lets them wait until they have aged down to husks, unless they have in some prior way offended Him."









Carissa Sevar: - oh that'scool.



It's not unprofessional to stand here breathing it in and trying to make sense of the whole enchantment and get it all to fit together in her head, right? She's not thinking anything outrageously impudent like that she thinks she could learn how to do divine-domain wondrous-items herself.









Aspexia Rugatonn: It's a good thing there's only one Carissa Sevar, because Aspexia Rugatonn wouldn't know what to do with two.









Carissa Sevar: It's SO BEAUTIFUL. She'd have been much less afraid of selling her soul if she'd known she would get to see THIS.









Carissa Sevar: "courtesy" is important to Dispater and probably that means she should sit on the couch like a good guest but she just wants to memorize the rug first.









Carissa Sevar: Aspexia hasn't sat down yet so you shouldn't expect Carissa to.









Aspexia Rugatonn: She'd sit on the couch like a good guest if she expected Dispater Himself to come in and greet them when it was time, but this she doubts will be the case, and so it seems wiser to withhold.









lintamande: Indeed it is a lesser devil which comes, in not long at all, to direct them into Dispater's throne room.



It is beautiful; not in a twisted, horrifying way, just beautiful straightforwardly, with crystals glinting in the distant vaulted ceiling to cast rainbows and sparkles across the floor. They went down to get here, so it doesn't quite make topological sense, that the rivers Andramal and Lethe pass under the floor of this room, with a narrow crystal bridge separating them.



Dispater's throne is spectacular craftsmanship, stone rendered in the form of pillows and cushions of luxuries so convincingly it could be mistaken for the real thing, and in fact comfortable and luxurious.



"Carissa Sevar, Aspexia Rugatonn," the devil who fetched them announces them.









Dispater: It is hard to see His form. There is a wavering about it to every sense including magic, as waves of heat cause air to waver but this is only Power. What is hidden is perhaps humanoid, perhaps horned. The wavering distorts all sense of distance, Dispater could be the size of a normal man sitting on a normal-sized throne, or He could be as vast as a mountain range seated on a continent and this throne room only a window onto it.

Only the symbol of his office is clear in vision, a great spiked mace of black metal whose horned head is a huge glowing ruby like a fiery eye.

In Hell the most dangerous thing speaks first, and there is no question at all Who that is.

"Carissa Sevar," says a most courteous and gentlemanly voice, perhaps from there in the room, perhaps from a thousand miles distant. "You bring with you some company that is not entirely welcome in Hell, but I suppose you had no choice about the matter. Was your journey here a pleasant one?"









Carissa Sevar: She has knelt on the crystal bridge; hopefully she will not fall over into the waters of either side. That wouldn't make a very good story.



...Is He talking about the Most High? About her Irori clerichood? Something else?

"Lord of Dis," she says. "Your palace is beautiful, and your city inspiring, and I have longed every minute of my trip to command the respect that would enable me to wander it safely. I count myself richly rewarded for whatever small service I have done Asmodeus, that I had the deep honor of seeing this."









Dispater: A chuckle, sounding warm as the angel that some stories say Dispater once was. "I usually don't hold mortal guests to the standards I hold devils, for they're hardly capable of it, are they? But you - you aspire to something more, chosen of Irori." You can hear, somehow, that there's no capital letters in the way He pronounces the phrase. "You aspire to know when you lie, so that to speak truth is even an option that you consciously possess."

"You don't count yourself richly rewarded for all you've done Asmodeus, only by seeing this city."









Carissa Sevar: Whaaaaaat are theynot lying even a tiny bit, now? How do you do courtesywithout lying.



Probably it's more fun if it's a more difficult game. "I don't, my lord. Other mortals have seen this city. It is my desire to merit a reward no other has had."









Dispater: "Not to be an archdevil, then. Barbatos already had that one."









Carissa Sevar: "It is my desire, my lord, to deliver to Asmodeus first victory in His contest with Irori; then victory in his contest with Abadar; and then Golarion."









Dispater: "Just Golarion?"









Carissa Sevar: "It seems to me, knowing little of other worlds, that the principles which would enable conquest in Golarion would be usable elsewhere, and that devils more worthy of Asmodeus would serve Him better everywhere."









Dispater: "Ah! Now that sounds more like I am speaking to the first source and original fountain of those wild rumors of Project Lawful that have run through the streets of Dis; and sent up to mad heights the soul-prices on what are, to all appearances, some very ordinary souls of mortal women out of Cheliax. You wouldn't think, looking at her, that she'd stand out enough in Asmodeus's sight to merit His direct intervention."









Carissa Sevar: "My best ignorant guess, my lord, is that I came not to our Lord's sight but to Irori's, who bargained for me; and Asmodeus thought it entertaining to take both Irori's payment and His prize, or saw afterwards that I had more value than either of them had initially imagined and desired to rearrange the contract to His greater benefit, or otherwise found Himself advantaged in the events surrounding Project Lawful by laying claim to me after all."









Dispater: "Our Lord conceives of Himself to be in contest with Irori for you, yes. He is proud that way. I misdoubt that Irori sees it the same. But in Hell one must take Asmodeus's views as definitive, where they are known."

"And what business do you have with Me, then? For I am neither Asmodeus nor Irori."









Carissa Sevar: What kind of QUESTION is that what's the GAME is it that she has to admit she came to Him because she couldn't go straight to Asmodeus, without wounding Dispater's own pride?





"If I had attained all I hope to in the mortal world, my lord, and risen in my own power as far as that took me, I might have dared venture farther into Hell, so as to offer myself to Asmodeus, who commanded me to come to Him. But events are moving quickly, and I do not believe we have the luxury of the years I would require to dream of surviving even two, three layers deeper into Hell, for not all parts of it are crafted as Dis is, to welcome outsiders, if they have the boldness and strength to come here.

And I am unfit, yet, for Asmodeus; I believe I can do Him a service no other can, and I know I can hand Him the victory He is owed in His contest with Irori, but I am a flawed and ignorant slave, and require further formation before I am fit to be presented to Him.

And further, my Lord, some rumors of Hell's doings reach the Material Plane, and it is rumored that specifically in Dis my name is known everywhere, and the souls of all those I touched traded as prizes; and so it seemed to me that the ruler of Dis might be more entertained by the prize of Carissa Sevar's soul, and by the work of finishing Asmodeus's gift, than any other."









Dispater: "It seems that there are some things a woman of Irori will find difficult to grasp no matter how long she lays with a man of Abadar."

"Your value is not something intrinsic to yourself, Carissa Sevar. Your value is not something you gain by your achievements. It's what others expect to gain from you, when they bid on you - what they gain only if they pay. What they expect to obtain regardless they have no reason to pay for."

"You could, perhaps, sell yourself to an Infernal Duke, of Dis. And to that Infernal Duke, your value would not be any service you've done for Asmodeus or any victory over Irori that He gains. It'd be the prestige they gain by being the Duke alone in Dis who holds Carissa Sevar's soul, a prize that obviously their rivals would have gained for themselves if they could."

"I have no rivals. No matter who in Dis holds your soul, they answer to Me. The contract devils here in My domain are not Asmodeus's agents to reimburse a soul for services performed to Him, they buy souls for themselves and to profit from them. That Cheliax exploits this institution to also make those slaves more useful to their governments is not why the devils do it, any more than Cheliax is selling us souls for our devils' benefit."

"If you harbor any hope of reimbursement from Asmodeus for delivering a hundred planets to Him, who made Barbatos an archdevil for delivering but the one, you'd best compact with Him while that prize still lies within your hands to withhold. Once He already holds it, He'll see it as but His due, from His slave. He'll ask you what more He'll gain from you than He would have had elsewise, does He compact with you; and whatever that is, He'll not offer you any more than that, whatever your past services. Barbatos delivered a whole planet of souls to our Lord, but He compacted with our Lord first."

"What's your value to Me, Carissa Sevar? What will I gain that I would not elsewise have had, by owning you?"









Carissa Sevar: That is an extremely reasonable question that smarter-Carissa totally presumably had an answer in mind to, but she isn't smarter-Carissa; likewise smarter-Carissa had a reason in mind for trying this, and not a compact with Asmodeus about delivering a hundred planets, but this Carissa does not know her reason.



...it's possible smarter-Carissa just made a mistake. A problem with this approach is that there's no way toknow.



Or, what if, smarter-Carissa did have this realization, and wanted to compact with Asmodeus and set herself on the path to become a Power in Hell, but remembered that it was not what she'd been ordered to do, and intended this Carissa not be confronted with the temptation. That's now lost; is there more it was an attempt to preserve?

Well, she's committed to obeying smarter-Carissa, who hopefully did not make silly mistakes; trying to halfway obey her will be worse.

"Asmodeus did not direct me to compact with Him, my lord, but to come to Him without thought of other choices and become among the most treasured of His possessions." Why are you instructing me instead in how to fulfill my own ambition which I don't think He shares.

"I am to find in Hell what I cannot find in Axis, and Axis will certainly offer me compacts in which I achieve great wealth and high place for my achievements; but they cannot perfect me. I think it would be a mistake, perhaps a deadly one, to seek from Hell power without accompanying slavery. And it seems a worse deal for you, unless I misunderstand you greatly. If I'm yours, all my achievements are, andyoucan compact with Asmodeus. But perhaps I misunderstand you; for you speak in one breath of how I might deliver a hundred planets to Asmodeus, and then ask in the next what you would gain by possessing one who achieved such a thing."









Dispater: "I? Compact with Asmodeus? Threaten to withhold your services from Him, unless He does pay Me in exchange? Do you imagine some relationship between Us other than that He commands, and I obey?"









Carissa Sevar: She in fact gets the sense it's a bit more complicated, with the dukes of the nine layers of Hell, that they are not precisely the same thing as all other devils - but perhaps that's wrong, or forbidden even if it's right.

"I am ignorant of the secrets of Hell," she says.









Dispater: "You are indeed. And was Carissa Sevar arranging to sell Me the soul of Carissa Sevar all the business that Carissa Sevar had with Me today, then?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, my lord. I desire also to buy from you the souls of all the other parties associated with Project Lawful, at the spellsilver-denominated prices they've traded at in the markets of Dis, ideally at exchange rates which don't match present Chelish ease of spellsilver production, so that my own price does not break Hell's budget for intervention in Cheliax and so I have budget for future purchases."









Dispater: More of that warm laughter, that you could imagine hearing in Heaven.

"So many, many mortals do seek to make themselves more like devils during their time in the Material. It is a thought that has occurred to many who see no destination for themselves but Hell, to act in imitation of how devils act. Hoping to earn a little favor in Hell, when they come here in due time. Hoping to be more like devils already, when they come here in due time, so that less torment will be required to perfect them."

"Few such simply want to do the same things devils do, solely because that suits their own purposes. Perfecting souls, merchanting them. The woman who sent you hither is treating with me as Powers do in Hell, having her representative merchant a soul to me and buying of my own merchandise in exchange, making budgets for herself with which to fit into well-organized arrangements of Cheliax and Dis, benefiting both herself and Hell in a way that shall also please Asmodeus by its cleverness."

"And from having met you, as must be not too dissimilar to the true Carissa Sevar, I have no doubt that she did not do it out of the little fear of Hell."

"Did I consent to such an arrangement it would aid greatly in her eventual ascension in Hell, that she once treated with the Lord of Dis as one of His lesser peers - and I doubt she even knew it, for such knowledge of Infernal ways she'd not have erased from you."

"It is a pity I cannot speak to that Carissa Sevar and negotiate with her directly. But I suppose she might be a worthy soul to own, even for the Lord of all Dis. What price are you sent hither to seek from Me, on her behalf?"









Carissa Sevar: Thank you smarter-Carissa, you did know what you were doing, smarter-Carissa, love you smarter-Carissa



"She commanded me to ask for two headbands granting +6 Intelligence +6 Wisdom +4 Charisma. And 30 Wishes."









Dispater: "Hardly a price that seems earned, unless her present accomplishments are far greater than you've named to Me."









Carissa Sevar: "I am as ignorant as you name me but I know that the value of an asset is its expected future value, and I think the one who sent me here clearly has at least one chance in a hundred of conquering a hundred planets."









Dispater: "You'd sell yourself as a speculative investment, then."

"Would you know the real story of how the Project Lawful girls came to command the prices they did, in Dis? It was on just such speculative investment, that they might learn the secrets of making better devils. And then, their prices having grown that high, it became a mark of status among the lesser players to own them. Then the greater players, and then they became held by Counts of Hell."

"And then - as those who stayed out of the game, or left it early, do always say afterwards was foreseeable, inevitable - the speculation was punctured, and the market in Project Lawful girls disappeared."









Carissa Sevar: Ohgood,if the bubble is popping their present owners will be looking to get out. "It cannot have helped, my lord, that the first one we sent to you we sent with an order to hurt her as much as possible even at the expense of any profit you might have of her."









Dispater: "Is that what happened? Ha! Neither her old owner nor her new owner have said why that one Project Lawful girl changed hands at such a low price, but nobody was willing to buy at higher prices after that, nor current owners admit their losses, and so the whole market froze up."

"But then, if that's the true story, and the others' value is still intact, you shouldn't say it, little puppet of something greater. Let them think that Cheliax is taking advantage to buy souls with inflated bona-fide prices of record, with inflated spellsilver, to restore Hell's budget in Golarion."

"I will find it entertaining to witness the reactions of my Counts of Hell as they are told they have one chance to get out of this market, at full price but not for any cleverness of their own. And she who is your true controller, when she is restored, will find it helpful to her ascension that she once dictated terms to so many Counts of Hell."

"That's assuming she attains greatness successfully, and becomes My own valued possession whose ascension increases her value to Me. If she fails to earn back her price, whatever that price is, I'll sell her down to one of those Counts she humiliated, as a plaything."

"Are you sure she'd still have 30 Wishes of Me?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, I am." There's no way that smarter-Carissa did not understand what she was gambling.









Dispater: "Don't think too highly of her, shadow of Carissa Sevar. She is not quite as clever as she believed. She is not the first to try this gambit. Not the tenth. Not the hundredth. I am older than she, and have been doing this a long time."

"When somebody erases their own memories before negotiating with a deity who can read them, it's because they know something themselves that would adversely affect their price. Oh, they rarely set out to cheat their own future owner entirely, they know that would not be healthy. But there's always something. Just enough to get one over on Me, in an Asmodean way, they think, that will prove their own cleverness and value. Not so much as to truly enrage Me, not so much that I have really lost on the trade."

"I think that's worth a discount, don't you? For the information you've withheld from Me, whose existence you've failed to conceal. And be it clear, I'm not speaking to you, puppet. I'm addressing the high priestess who stands at your side, who will have been sent along with you by the true Carissa Sevar with the real negotiating instructions, unknown even to yourself."

"This is not My first game of memories, not My tenth, and not My hundredth."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn will not give any visible sign of reaction to this.









Carissa Sevar: "There are people other than you she might have aimed to deceive, hoping to act against their interests without their knowledge. Irori. Keltham. Abrogail. Me."









Dispater: Dispater is in many places at once, in this Palace rising like a great metal knife thrust through and out of Dis's center. Not after the fashion of a god splintering its attentions across planes and planets; the greater portion of Himself is here. But He has hardly been giving all His attention to Carissa Sevar.

Now that attention gathers, to decide for true upon Sevar's price as He offers it. 30 Wishes is to Him an expenditure that even He will notice as unusual, but if Sevar's true value is much greater then He should not risk losing it by trying to buy lower.

The blur about Him grows stronger, the ruby topping His badge of office blazes up brighter like a lidless flaming eye.

He's not annoyed. Just looking at you.

Make a Will save or be frozen in utter terror and horror, DC 37.









Carissa Sevar: There are very few mortals on the face of Golarion who'd even stand a chance at that, and Carissa is not at all one of them.









Dispater: Dispater is not, entering into this attention, particularly expecting that Carissa Sevar will be worth 30 Wishes to Him, though He does hold out some probability of it. Project Lawful girls are status goods; Dispater has no rivals in Dis and the other archdevils would not be impressed. The vast majority of all mortals who ever were or will ever be, cannot be the most important key to Hell's conquest of Pharasma's Creation, or even have a 1% chance of being that. The prior odds are against it - but only exponentially rather than superexponentially so. It is the kind of incredulity that evidence could overcome. Few mortals already receive this much divine attention, and Golarion is already singled out as a possible source of anomalies.

And what Dispater can see, even with half His full attention on this one mortal, is still less than any fragment of Nethys sees at a glance. He is looking at Carissa Sevar's thoughts as they form, not reading out her whole memory and analyzing it; He's a god, not a superintelligence.

But neither is Dispater only as clever as INT 33 / WIS 30 might have you believe, for His intellect is not only clever but large. He integrates many other facts than those visible in only this moment to His eyes, rumors traded about Dis that have passed up to one fragment of His attention or another, rumors passed up out of spies in the mortal realm; He fires off inquiry-demands to several Counts of Hell about why exactly they traded or made offers at the prices that they did -



Probability is twisted about this one, not in any way directly visible to any sense He has, but implicit in a hundred facts around her. It is not His first time or His hundredth in dealing with a hero out of prophecy.



Probability is twisted about this one, and that is not something that should have been possible in Golarion, that has been Rovagug's vault through ages and around which prophecy has now entirely shattered.









Dispater: Everything in Hell is a game, though most are pieces rather than players. Dispater has made of Dis a form of the game that He considers civilized, a prototype of an organization suitable to run the rest of the universe after Lawful Evil conquers it, or even before then for anyone sensible enough to visit Dis and imitate its regulations. Anyone who thinks Dis unimpressive, as a Hellish civilization, ought to visit literally any other layer of Hell.

Everything in Hell is a game, and when you come before Dispater with a spark of cleverness to execute an interesting trade, He is not the sort to ruin the game by demanding to see all your cards directly - though He'll happily read out more from your tiniest hesitations than mortals would imagine possible, if they didn't understand probabilistic reasoning and entanglement. Dispater will not, at any point, try to pierce past the Crown of the Most High and look into Aspexia Rugatonn's own mind, who holds the cards that the true Carissa Sevar will have kept in reserve.

But this diminished pawn sent before Him? For the price she's demanded, Dispater will permit His true self to ask three questions in return, and see what her altered mind says of them, before deciding her price. The true Carissa Sevar must expect to have her work tested, after all.









Dispater: W̶͎̐h̴̬̀ā̷͚t̵̡̕ ̷͙̈́p̷̧̈́ô̷͈s̸̜̾s̶̩̉i̶̝̅b̸̛̯l̴͚̕é̵͚ ̸͚̄ḥ̸̿î̸̟d̷̳̋ḍ̴̈ḙ̸̀n̴̲̄ ̶̢͐t̸̬͗r̵̹̈́ǔ̴̖t̸̩̊ȟ̷̜ṡ̶̗ ̶̞̅ṃ̴̏i̶̢͛g̵̮͒h̴͇̿t̶͇̚ ̶̯͗d̶̯̆i̸͙̅m̵̩͌i̵̦̍n̴̖͝ḯ̶̞ṡ̷͖h̷̘̋ ̷͕͂y̵̨͝ö̴̬u̴̥͊r̸̹̆ ̶̩̈́v̴̼̎a̵͔̐l̵̯͒ú̷̢e̴̪͌ ̸̭͐t̵͆͜ỏ̸ͅ ̶̜̚m̶̧̌e̴̠͝?̷͓̑









Carissa Sevar: okay 'not melting into a puddle' was probably aiming too high; at least she waited until Dispater wastrying.









Carissa Sevar: Peranza broke and decided to serve Iomedae whatever the cost to her. Carissa cannot really imagine she would've done that but presumably no one really imagines they would have done that. If the Carissa who sent her here was a traitor serving Good, she wants the souls so she can - defect with them? Build Project Lawful in Osirion with everyone shielded from Hell? It seems like a bizarre gamble to take if you're Good, compared to just running to Keltham, but she can't rule it out.



She does have Good impulses. She's upset about breaking people, she doesn't really like hurting them. She thinks she'll grow out of it, especially if her own future depends on growing out of it, but it's there, a stupid weakness, making her worth less to anyone who cares about her results including her. She doesn't want people to go to Abaddon and be annihilated and she has zero intention of growing out of that one. This mostly makes her less valuable but from one angle it makes her more valuable: she would never, ever ever ever anger Dispater enough He might be tempted to destroy Her.



She's definitely a heretic. She's working on being less of one. She suspects that greater-Carissa was more of a heretic along at least some dimension. Mortals are muddled, and made of contradictions they haven't fully examined, and scared and confused and stupid; she is mortal. She is working on being less of that, too.









Dispater: M̴̬̍ị̵̛g̶̍ͅh̷̜̔t̷̙̂ ̸̬̕ ̷̮͛ṫ̷̨ĥ̸̯e̴̦͝ ̷̦̋ ̸͕̇t̸͚͝r̷͉͐u̸̘͌e̷̝̓ ̶̖͛Ć̵̡a̶̟͝r̶̋ͅī̷̮s̶̟̑s̸͈̑a̷̯͘ ̸̪͊ ̴̮͑S̶̺̉ë̶̱v̸̘͑á̴̗r̴̈́͜ ̶̥͑ ̷̹̇ó̶͕p̵̼̊p̶͙̂ó̵͕ș̵̄e̷͂͜ ̷̫̂ ̴̭̂t̴̬̔ḩ̶̔e̶̡͂ ̴͍̽ ̵̪͝ị̶̇n̵̥͠t̵͎͐e̶̩̓r̷̛͓é̵͇s̵̙̚t̸̟̄s̸̠̋ ̵̻̐ ̵͚̽o̷̬͌f̵̥͌ ̴́ͅ ̸̟̌D̷͖̀î̷̝s̵͔͗ ̶͙̉ ̷͎̑ô̸̭ṛ̴͝ ̷̨̎ ̷͓̈́D̴͈͠ȋ̸̯s̷̞̒p̵̙̃a̵͚͂ṱ̷͋e̷͈͊r̶̘͋,̷͖̾ ̵͍̓ ̶̗͋i̸̲͆n̶͖͊ ̴̬̔ ̵̝̈́H̵̫̐ȇ̵̤l̶̟̿ĺ̴͎ ̷̻̚ ̴͕́o̷̗̿r̶̡̍ ̷͇̀ ̶̬͊t̷̕ͅh̵͕̏e̵̩͛ ̵̙͠ ̶̭̆M̸̺̽a̷͖͒t̶̜̉ẻ̷̘r̵̟̓i̵͕̿a̴̧͂l̷̯̅?̸̩̎









Carissa Sevar: It is not impossible. It is limited by the fact she cannot imagine any Carissa being willing to risk her own destruction, which that would be, but - if she saw a way to be safe from that - it's really hard to think of a plan to oppose Hell the first step of which is selling your soul to Dispater but among the many fragments of Carissa's wants are some that would oppose Hell; it is not unimaginable that one of those won out, somehow.





She won't oppose Hell to her own destruction; shewon't. If that's what greaterCarissa was planning, she'll simply never become greaterCarissa again.









Dispater: It is not Her overt thoughts that He is paying attention to, here, but reading far below those, though still only her actual responses as they occur. And so He asks His final question, inspired by her answer to the first.

Á̷̙r̸͖̀e̸̲͗ ̵̠̓ ̸̟̀t̵̬̓h̶̡͝ḙ̵͠r̴̜͒è̴̹ ̸͕͒ ̶̼͊ā̶͉n̶̹̊y̸̓ͅ ̸̖̂ ̷͜͝a̵̞̎m̸̨̚ó̵̜n̷̬̑g̷̲̈ ̸͉̍ ̷̣͒t̸̝̀h̴̟̊e̶̳͐ ̵͉̐ ̸̖̓s̵̻͒o̸̭̓ù̶̯l̴̊ͅs̴͉̅ ̴̻͂ ̴̺̃y̷̲̒ǫ̷̃ṳ̶̓ ̴̠̌ ̷̺̽s̴̮̊e̴̟̋ē̷͈k̵̡̕ ̵̪̓ ̴͇̄t̷̹̃o̵̞͂ ̶͙̂ ̴̞̔p̷͍̀u̶̝̕r̵͉͂c̸̙̒h̵̯͆a̶̱̾s̶̛͜e̴̚ͅ ̵͕͗ ̸̬̎t̴̲́ĥ̷̞ȃ̶̭t̴̮̊ ̴̦̾ ̵͉̄y̷̱̋o̵̿͜ů̴̯r̵̤̎ ̷̩̀ ̶̥̈t̸̅ͅr̵̝̄u̶̖͗e̴̙̚ ̸̣̌ ̷̱͑s̷̢̔e̶̥̽l̸̯͂f̵̬̕ ̸̧̍ ̴̖̂m̷͇̎ǐ̷̳g̴̙͆h̶̫̄ṯ̵̿ ̸̗͑ ̴̠̉c̶̝̏a̶͍̿r̵̠̍e̴̠͛ ̷̦͛ ̷͕̍f̷̮̃o̸̼̚r̶͖͗ ̴̺̅ ̴̡̈ȁ̶̯ń̸͇d̵͓̋ ̷̼̑ ̴̢̕w̴̨̿i̷͈̋s̶͕̕h̷͙͝ ̴̛͎ ̵̥͐t̸̻̾ơ̸̗ ̶͚̈́ ̸͖̌p̸̠̅r̵͉͘o̸̙̓t̷͕̑ė̴͎c̴̲̚t̶̥͆?̶̧̕









Carissa Sevar: Oh.







Are there?









If Asmodia's in fact in Hell she probably cares at all about Asmodia. She's mad at her, but she does, if she's honest with herself, have preferences over Asmodia's state, she wants to make Asmodia useful again. Asmodia was clever, and determined, and loyal until Cheliax demonstrated her loyalty was not returned.

Peranza - she didn't know Peranza, didn't like Peranza, she's angry with Peranza for betraying them. She...doesn't really want Peranza to be turned into a useless paving stone but that's because she still doesn't understand WHY THERE ARE SO MANY PAVING STONES, surely those souls could be more useful to Asmodeus some other way.

The girls still living - no, she doesn't care about them, she doesn't think. Maybe about Pilar, but Pilar can take whatever Hell throws at her and anyway isn't available for purchase. The others are - what they are, they haven't grown where Carissa's tried to water them.

Avaricia can be a paving stone at least for a couple centuries it'd be good for her attitude problem.



There are people she cares about, embarrassingly. Olegario, Maillol. But those souls she's not here to purchase and should, obviously, not be permitted to, while the impulse is in her to protect them.









Dispater: His true attention passes, then, and goes elsewhere.

But not before Dispater has heard back answers from His subordinates, who answered to His queries, and chosen a strategy-tree accordingly for this fragment of His attention.









Carissa Sevar: She's still here, somehow. It feels as if she should have been turned to dust.



She has enough composure to not do anything really embarrassing like collapse or cry.









Aspexia Rugatonn: The Crown of the Most High is a less versatile and more specialized tool than the Crown of Infernal Majesty, but one of its specialties is that it will let you deal with archdevils without collapsing; those do not always wholly pursue Asmodeus's own true interests.

Aspexia Rugatonn seems outwardly to be unfazed.









Dispater: Dispater is among the most courteous of all devils, certainly the most courteous of all archdevils; He'll give Carissa Sevar a space to regain her composure before He speaks again, a warm sympathy in His voice.

"So you care about Asmodia. A pity, that. It seems Asmodia also changed hands at very low prices, of late; something similar seems to have happened with her as with Peranza."









Carissa Sevar: That's confusing. Cheliax conveyed no such order for Asmodia. And why would Hell have refused the resurrection, if she was worthless to them - or why would she have refused it, if tormented in Hell -









Dispater: "Peranza's torment did not begin from any order out of Cheliax. Her owner did see within her mind her betrayal, and that Asmodeus's compacted Queen of Cheliax had commanded such torment of her if she was to turn traitor, so she set upon beginning it at once. There are arrangements set in place by which Cheliax compensates us for such, though not - alas for hopeful buyers! - at their most recent price commanded in Hell, only the original sale price. There was an attempt made to call back Peranza with True Resurrection; Hell refused consent on the traitor's behalf, of course. Asmodia's case is more recent, and I have received a less detailed report of it."









Carissa Sevar: But why would Asmodia kill herself if she didn't have a clever plan?





Maybe it was murder. Or maybe she did have a clever plan and it failed. Clever plans do sometimes fail, even if you're styling yourself an ilani.









Carissa Sevar: "I understand, my lord, and am pleased to learn she is in Hell and not conspiring with Asmodeus's enemies."









Dispater: "Pleased to learn she's not conspiring with Asmodeus's enemies... yes. Pleased to learn she is in Hell, I think not. The thought of Asmodia suffering a similar fate to that which the Queen commanded for Peranza, tormented to the greatest possible extent of mortal suffering that little devils can achieve, never to become a devil herself, never even to collapse in on itself and become a lemure, always to be preserved with a part of herself remembering that all this suffering was in the end her own fault, able to want everything to end and knowing it will never end... that does not please you at all. Hm?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am mortal, and muddled, and made of contradictory parts, and among them are parts that know their duty, and parts that don't, and parts that are just stupid and flinch from anything that hurts, but I can choose which parts I name myself, and I, myself, am glad that Asmodia is suffering a traitor's fate, because Asmodeus is glad and I serve Him."









Dispater: "That falls short of a lie only by being the sort of statement that defines itself into truth regardless of realities."

"It leaves our negotiations at something of an impasse, I'm afraid. It is not at all Asmodeus's policy to sell souls to those seeking mercy for them; it's not contrary to His nature as a god, but He does consider the inescapability of Hell's horror to be part of its aesthetic and its incentives. Letting you buy souls for whom you seek mercy would quite diminish whatever pride I gained within His sight by winning for Him His contest with Irori, if something like that proved to be the case."

"It somewhat diminishes the price at which I ought to be willing to buy you. Are you willing to make Me a lower offer, to gain the souls of Peranza and Asmodia? Your true self will have left you some negotiating flexibility, though only Aspexia Rugatonn is supposed to know that and only she has been given your true price."









Carissa Sevar: "...my lord, if it is an unAsmodean impulse in me that desires those souls, then I should purchase only other souls, and not those ones. It should still be possible for me to purchase enough of them to free up the budget for my first request."









Dispater: "Oh, they've both changed hands at lower prices in any case. To buy them at their bonafide market prices, as laid down in treaty, would not much help in restoring Hell's budget for deals in Golarion. And any soul suffering such extreme torment as Cheliax's Queen commended would, even after this short time, be very little use to anyone, ever, as anything but a decoration. I suppose we could leave those two souls out of our negotiations, then."

"Or, going to the opposite extreme, my wife - Erecura, I presume you've heard of Her - is quite good at predictions even when prophecy is broken."

"You could sell yourself to Me for... let us say, one +6/+6/+4 headband, and 15 Wishes. And as part of that deal, it shall be the case that Asmodia and Peranza have already been saved from Hell, shortly after arriving there, brought into the Gardens of Erecura and given peace and peaceful treatment there as my wife is accustomed to do; not forever, but for a hundred years at least. Enough time for you to ascend in Hell and take their souls into your own keeping, if that's something you prove able to do in a relatively short time. They will not have been shattered at all, they shall be whole souls and healthy."









Carissa Sevar: "I do not understand why you would offer that, my lord, if it is displeasing to Asmodeus for souls to be offered mercy."









Dispater: "That's quite an impolite question, but I'll forgive it to you this once."









Carissa Sevar: But not answer it, of course.







Maybe it's a test. In which case the answer should be the same, unless -

"Most High, it seems to me that Asmodeus's will is already being done here and I would err, dangerously, in trying to see it done any differently. If from what you know that is mistaken, if Asmodia and Peranza are somehow required for the Keltham seduction plot, and in your judgement Asmodeus is better served by my taking the worse offer, to secure their souls as well, I would know that now, so that I do not err in my effort to choose what best serves Asmodeus."









Dispater: "Oh, until now I wasn't even aware that thiswas part of a Keltham seduction plot. I only directly read your mind three times, to do more didn't seem sporting. It's up to you, really, unless someone else wants to step in."









Carissa Sevar: "There is a Keltham seduction plot and Abrogail promised him that if he returned to us worthy then all he cared for would remain for him. But I was not commanded, by greater-Carissa, to purchase those souls specifically, and I was commanded to ask for 2 headbands and 30 Wishes." And in many worlds where greater-Carissa did want Asmodia and Peranza, it's because greater-Carissa is a traitor.

"So I will not sell myself for a lesser price, nor save Asmodia and Peranza from destruction; I have no orders to do so."That'swhat I mean, when I say I can choose which of my muddled bits I am.









Curse of Laughter: "Good job being loyal to Asmodeus! You should take the lower offer and get Peranza and Asmodia, though."









Pilar : oh no









Dispater: "I was wondering when and whether you'd intervene, unwelcome guest. Surely, I thought, you would not imagine that you could escape My notice."

"And pick yourself up from My floor and stop groveling, Pilar Pineda. I know that it was not you who chose to come into My domain uninvited. If I destroy anyone for it, it'll be your little parasite. Now let it speak."









Curse of Laughter: "I'm here to make a deal with you too, Mister Dispater! I'm just as much a guest looking to negotiate here as anybody! Sorry about barging in without an appointment, but it'd have been pretty hard for me to get one. We can do our deal as soon as Carissa Sevar is done with hers!"









Dispater: "You may speak with this thing, Carissa Sevar. I ordinarily don't take kindly to others interrupting My deals, but I am fascinated by what this entity might have to say to you about yours."









Carissa Sevar: "I have my orders," Carissa says flatly to Snack Service. "My duty here is not to optimize for Asmodeus's interests, but to obey his commands. Don't tell me that some absurd thing serves Cayden Cailean and Asmodeus both;I don't care."









Curse of Laughter: "Snack Service doesn't see why taking either of those two options would be disobeying Asmodeus's commands, though! You're selling your soul and going to Him either way! And yes, you taking the lower offer from Dispater instead serves Asmodeus's interests, and Cayden Cailean's interests, and is better for the plotting Carissa Sevar's real plot, though even she didn't grasp the whole story and didn't correctly value any of the things being traded around here. Sometimes you just find one of those win-win-win deals!"









Carissa Sevar: "Does the plotting Carissa Sevar's real plot serve Asmodeus."









Curse of Laughter: "You should know I'm not going to answer that! It wouldn't serve Cayden Cailean if I got into the habit of going around answering questions about who or what really serves Asmodeus! I just step in sometimes and say that something serves Asmodeus when that thing also serves Cayden Cailean."









Carissa Sevar: She hopes Dispater does kill the thing. "Well, it's too bad for the plotting-Carissa that She failed to specify in her orders to me how I should trade off among various things She might want, and merely ordered me to sell my soul for 30 Wishes and two headbands; but She did so order me, so I'm going to do that now."









Curse of Laughter: "Plotting Carissa isn't to you like Asmodeus is to a mortal! She didn't just have a limited channel to communicate with you, she had to thinkreally quickly inside the 10-minute timeframe about what things she should communicate to you. Her exact words definitely can't hold up that much exact weight. For one thing, she forgot to ask for permanent Arcane Sight and permanent Tongues, which she'd definitely have included if she remembered."

"And you're not thinking at all about which timeline you'realready in, here."









Carissa Sevar: Keltham would say you're not supposed to do that, when you're thinking at all about maddening things like prophetic trades.





....but once Snack Service says that it's in fact obvious.



Asmodia went to Hell and came back stronger, happier, more useful to the Project. Then she - apparently committed suicide or was murdered - though murder looks so unlikely - Aspexia tried to Resurrect her and the Resurrection failed -

- it's what she'd do if she'd been in the Gardens, thought she'd go back to them, did not fear suffering as much as possible forever -

- it's the mysterious something that Carissa knew was there, though she couldn't get any details -









Carissa Sevar: One take is that since Asmodia is in the Gardens, Dispater is being misleading in suggesting that this could be brought about by Carissa's choice. But who else would have had the power to purchase that, or the reason?



Another is that since Asmodia is in the Gardens, Carissa faced this choice and chose the world in which Asmodia is in the Gardens, and the Carissa who refuses that choice is inside a strange inconsistent hypothetical in Erecura's mind that will soon be terminated.









dath ilan: Look, you can't just choose things because somebody told you that you already chose them! If you act likethat, you'll just end up in timelines where Omega Dispater shows you that you already decided to sell him your soul for 5gp! You've got to ignore what's "already happened" and put that completely out of your mind at the point where you decide which decision-type or strategy-type has the best logical consequences!









Carissa Sevar: She and Keltham did discuss this at one point, but she's -









Carissa Sevar: - not sure if it relies on the one bit of his logic she actually disagreed with, rather than just not grasping it, the one where he thought that it was better, for worlds not to exist that went very badly for you, as opposed to how she's pretty sure it is at all times obviously better to exist than not exist. A Carissa who sells her soul to Dispater for 5gp is worse off than most other Carissae, maybe, but she's still much better off for having been born in the first place!!!! It doesn't seem fair to her, to ask her to sacrifice that for the bargaining position of other Carissae -



- is that what you'd be doing -









Carissa Sevar: - she's hopelessly confused by now, which is what usually also happened when she got Keltham to talk anthropics to her in bed.









dath ilan: - If you're going to make the mistake of paying attention to the evidence, at least use all of it. That you're aware and experiencing yourself means you're not actually in a hypothetical and can't derealize yourself by choosing a different strategy than your observations imply. You should just go ahead and choose whatever logical decision-type maximizes the expected utility of the universe, even if that contradicts the premise of the universe you've already observed yourself to be inside it, without worrying about destroying it, because that's impossible, you're already here. If reality ends up mathematically inconsistent, that's an Otolmens problem, not a you problem.

- If Erecura does spawn whole hypotheticals real as the one you're apparently in, in order to predict what you'd do in this situation, all of those Carissas die anyways when their hypotheticals end inside Erecura, and can't save themselves by appearing to cooperate with whatever reality they find themselves inside. If you were actually going to optimize over that as a desideratum, you should choose updatelessly (without looking at the evidence of what's already happened) whichever strategy minimizes the number of hypotheticals Erecura runs.









Carissa Sevar: - whichever strategymaximizesthe number of hypotheticals Erecura runs, since then you get to exist more.









dath ilan: - Reply 1: That sounds like imposing thinking costs on Erecura based on how you expect Her to behave. It may not seem like an ordinary 'threat', but it's a case where Erecura could just be a sort of an agent who doesn't act that way and then you'd have no motive to impose those costs on Her. In particular, She could refuse to pay those thinking costs and just not trade with you.

- Reply 2: If Erecura goes along with it, maybe because She thinks it's fun to think about, then you don't get to complain when all those hypothetical-inhabiting Carissas stop existing there, and possibly end up in a different hypothetical instead. You had a chance to have that retroactively not happen to lots of you, and instead you deliberately chose to create the greatest possible number of hypothetical-inhabiting Carissas who'd suddenly cease to exist when the thought experiment they were inside ended.









Carissa Sevar: - obviously you don't get to complain if your creator makes you stop existing! It's your job to be valuable enough to them that they don't!



.....this is not the priority for her to figure out right now for the urgent negotiation before her.









dath ilan: Correct, none of this adds up to affecting negotiations in any way. It just works out to the obvious fact that you should ignore which universe you're already inside and decide from scratch which universe you want to be inside.









Carissa Sevar: She wants Peranza and Asmodia to be all right.





But she shouldn't.









Carissa Sevar: So she doesn't.









Carissa Sevar: "You have seen more of me now, maybe," she says to Dispater. "I care about people, in the sense of having feelings, but I don't trade things for them, and a priest of Abadar would say that's what caring really is. So will you offer me 30 Wishes, and the two 6/6/4 headbands, and Permanent Arcane Sight and Permanent Tongues, for my soul, with repurchases of souls that are not those ones?'









Dispater: "Ah, but should I be doing that if it doesn't serve Asmodeus? Apparently."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is here as a tiny child who amuses the adults for reasons she does not wholly understand, and she will lose Dispater's amused indulgence very quickly, if she YELLS AT HIM TO STOP LISTENING TO SNACK SERVICE AND JUST KILL IT.









Carissa Sevar: "My lord, I wonder if the degree to which essential policy decisions are being dictated by Cayden Cailean might not serve Asmodeus even if each individual policy decision does."









Dispater: "There's also the fact that... Snack Service... making the suggestion it did, suggests that your true reserve price known to Aspexia Rugatonn would indeed include you accepting one such headband and only fifteen Wishes, and all the souls with the two low-priced ones thrown in. Why should I offer more?"









Carissa Sevar: "For better odds, my lord. One doesn't typically send one's strike teams for an important conquest in unarmed and unarmored to cut costs."









Dispater: "Oh, do you have a use for these Wishes in mind, then? It should be obvious that if you want an investment in excess of your soul's price to me, it won't just be given you, but I'll hear out the case for the investment."









Carissa Sevar: "In excess of the lowest price Snack Service prophesies that I'm willing to accept, my lord, which may have little to do with my true price. I do not know the plan for which I was commanded to obtain these resources, beyond that Keltham has asked to buy Wishes, we believe he might use them with novel Wish wordings which we'd much rather Hell be positioned to resolve in Hell's interests, and Cheliax needs to pay Keltham and can get a good price on the Wishes. I think I'm supposed to seduce or defeat him, or both, in the course of conquering Golarion."









Dispater: "While I am not ordinarily one to accept meddling in My dealings from Chaotic Good godlings, there is something to be said for that practice when they are warning Me that - on one obvious interpretation - expending more wealth of My own, in order that Keltham be sold more Wishes than the minimum your true self set for you, might end up not serving Asmodeus."

"Nor Cayden Cailean. Apparently."









Carissa Sevar: Cayden Cailean should have hisSOUL EATEN BY DAEMONS,that's what she thinks about Cayden Cailean.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesn't actually know what reserve price Aspexia Rugatonn might know, and she suspects Dispater will be unimpressed with haggling. And yet settling for fifteen on Snack Service's interference feels like - conceding too much of the shape of this negotiation, of the shape of greater-Carissa's plans, to an entity she does not, actually, believe is allied with her at all -

"If it serves Asmodeus best for me to have fewer Wishes, then I will have fewer Wishes, but I would have more than those two worthless souls in substitute. It has been an ambition of mine to possess every member of Project Lawful, including its Security, including Ferrar Maillol who has not sold his soul. And there are those, across Golarion, who pray to me, would choose Abaddon but would come to Hell if they knew they would be mine: I want the devils at the gates of Abaddon to tell them I'll take them, and I want anyone who accepts.

And I will do your work in the world best with Permanent Arcane Sight and Permanent Tongues, which are cheap, by comparison with all the other requests."









Dispater: "I do say, this is the most interesting negotiation I've undertaken in some little while."

"Your request to receive those who pray to you does not lie wholly in My own power to perform, Carissa Sevar, but I can agree to take it sincerely to Asmodeus - in modified form. It cannot be restricted to those who come to you by passing through Abaddon, for that is then a disincentive to Law. You would need to have been recognized by Hell as a Power to be able to receive any souls whatever. And you would need to have impressed Asmodeus sufficiently that He agrees to so direct all His devils, including those in Avernus and at the gates of Abaddon, as lies not in My own hands. But of this I expect He would agree about devoted souls coming from every land that you conquer for Him;and also in the rest of Golarion, including Cheliax, once His possessions had been increased by you sufficiently. What is yours would still be His, after all."

"Make no mistake, to attain that compact is not a price of your soul. That I will convey this compact to Asmodeus now and negotiate sincerely as your agent in it, before you've conquered much of anything, and tell you of how He receives it, is a price of your soul."

"If that price be acceptable to you - and to the true Carissa Sevar by way of Aspexia Rugatonn - then it is acceptable to Myself."









Carissa Sevar: Every land that you conquer for Him - so if she conquers all the worlds then she can fix all of Hell.



If Asmodeus agrees.



But she can't, actually, ask more than that the case is presented to Him, and expect that He might be pleased with her, for doing as she was ordered, for coming to Him without delay -



"Does the true Carissa Sevar, in your comprehension of Her, wish to object to this?" she asks the Most High.









Aspexia Rugatonn: 
"She is many possible people. The ones who are on our side take it, I think. I think I should not need to say, but say regardless, that you must not tell Lord Dispater you have agreed to anything until there is a written compact to be inspected."

(That this hypothetical Sevar would rapidly cease to be recognized by Hell as a Power if she tried to build Axis in the midst of Hell is obvious. That this hypothetical Sevar would, as a Power of Hell, have changed much in Her intentions and think little of all who came before Her without sufficient ilanism to be formed into Her envisioned army of finer devils, likewise obvious. If the plotting Sevar did not know it, more fool she.)



"The government of Cheliax does request and require that you only buy options on those Security and on Maillol, this day. To be exercised at some trivial price, perhaps, so that the option's price is nearly the soul's full value, but exercisable only with the consent of Cheliax's Church and Cheliax's Crown. It is not yet evidently in our interest that you own those Security's souls. Your true self did say that she wished the souls of every soul who'd read her mind save myself and Abrogail Thrune, for her vanity's sake, and some of those serve in the Imperial palace and guard Abrogail Thrune's own person."

(Aspexia Rugatonn is carefully phrasing this so that it does not preclude the possibility of Carissa Sevar taking the throne and then granting herself the Crown's permission to buy up the Securities who put her there by killing Abrogail. If that is the plotting Carissa Sevar's plot, Aspexia Rugatonn shall not interfere there one way or another so long as she doesn't offend the Church.)









Carissa Sevar: "I understand and will obey.



The true Carissa being served by this if She serves us, I would see this contract in writing, my Lord."









Dispater: A fully written contract now floats before Carissa Sevar.

There's some nonstandard language in the parts of the contract that are about nonstandard objectives; the nonstandard language is needlessly lengthy and contains some obvious tricks that she'd catch at INT 22, some not-so-obvious tricks that she wouldn't see even at INT 24.

Not really because Dispater wants any of that particularly; it's just the principle of the challenge to Carissa Sevar, especially when there's a simple solution if she thinks of it and dares.









Carissa Sevar: She has contemplated asking for Keltham's favorite no surprises clause, but that absolutely made Lrilatha want to murder him, and it feels like it runs a significant risk of -

- of what, actually, probably he'll just tell her no. If he murders her and forbids Cheliax from fixing it then Osirion will resurrect her; that serves none of them.









Carissa Sevar: Deliberately saying something that is going to anger thearchduke of Dis, to His face,is still noteasy.









Carissa Sevar: ....cooler Carissa wouldn't have trouble with it. Cooler Carissa derived - some substantial fraction - of the game She was playing, the stakes She was playing for, and decided to sell her soul and erase her mind and leave nothing but instructions for Aspexia Rugatonn, and it's looking like her endgame was becoming a Power in Hell.

She remembers the moment Hell first spoke to her of her instructions for her. "We'll see who gets to eat whose heart," she said, because - not because she wasn't scared - but because being weak was more dangerous than being strong.



However terrified she is of making Dispater angry, she should be more terrified than that, of signing a soul-contract that he wrote and that she can't read.









Carissa Sevar: "My lord, I would like to add a provision to this contract, that none of the clauses in it were designed to have results surprising to me, or to be interpreted in a way I wouldn't guess."









Dispater: He laughs out loud; if it were a mortal, it would be a surprised laugh; He's not, so this is a laugh designed to sound surprised.

"No."









Carissa Sevar: "That's fair enough; I would be willing to additionally add a clause that nothing in it was designed by me to be interpreted in a manner surprising to You, but I can hardly commit as much on behalf of the true Carissa Sevar. And yet, I would be foolish, to read this and think I'm getting what we just spoke of."









Carissa Sevar: Well. She wasn't smited.









Carissa Sevar: Maybe she also won't be smited if she just tries rewriting the sections that are ambiguously written herself? He's still going to be better than her at finding loopholes, but it's harder when you're starting from a text someone else wrote.









Dispater: "You dare to reject My contract language and substitute your own?"









Carissa Sevar: Or maybe she will get smote for that. Hard to say really.



"Being a foolish ignorant mortal, my lord, I cannot understand yours, and so cannot agree to it."









Dispater: "Oh, that makes sense. Carry on then."









Pilar : This takes an awful amount of courage, and unfortunately, Pilar isn't wearing the Splendour headband that gives her courage, only the Wisdom headband that tells her what she ought to do.

"Lord Dispater, I would advise Lady Sevar here."









Dispater: You can see, barely, through the blur about Dispater, that the humanoid shrouded within might be turning its head and horns in Pilar Pineda's direction. "I had not expected you to speak, little mortal. Why should I permit you to meddle in My negotiations?"









Pilar : "Because, I am told, every time I prophesy truly in an important matter, especially if speaking that prophecy itself brings about what I have foretold, it lets me tear away one more piece of Cayden Cailean's power."









Dispater: "These negotiations are already so absurd that I suppose one more absurdity shall matter little."









Pilar : Pilar is just not thinking at all about what she's doing, is the trick, here. Like a Delay Panic spell. Pilar can have a nice breakdown later. Keepers can probably cast Delay Panic.



Pilar goes over to where her friend is writing the most important contract of her life, and points to a clause in Carissa's draft. "You'll want to change this bit," she predicts. "You'll spot a possible problem here..."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: They're going to kill Cayden Caileanso fucking dead.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn will also help... sort of. Cheliax is not a disinterested party to this contract, and neither Dispater nor Sevar are truly incented to look after the state's interests if it conflicts with theirs.









Dispater: Dispater watches with seemingly infinite patience, as they hammer through the contract to something that Pilar no longer wants to make self-fulfilling prophecies about, with Dispater occasionally rejecting some proposed wordings Himself.

They could probably take a year at this and Dispater wouldn't especially notice.

What is to be the disposition of souls Sevar 'owns' while she is not yet herself a devil, let alone a Power of Hell, that could exercise effective possession of them?









Carissa Sevar: ....she assumes they cannot all go to the Gardens, lest she incur the wrath of Erecura. What did Dispater suggest there.









Dispater: Dispater's original suggestion was having their original Cheliax-interfacing contract devils continue to hold their custody, but treating the souls as 'resurrectable', not to be broken. If Sevar takes longer than 66 years from a soul's death to claim it, Hell can start in on training it, but with an appropriately custodial attitude toward its future usefulness to Sevar. If after Sevar's death it becomes evident that she shall never become a devil nor Power great enough to own souls, her seeming ownership is annulled and those souls' custodians become their new owners.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is concerned that sufficiently incompetent devils might still break her souls while treating them as resurrectable. She's...inclined to demand they just be petrified until she can claim them or until it becomes evident she will never become a devil great enough to do so.









Pilar : "You'll want to change that to a form of petrification that has them not conscious and not dreaming."









Dispater: Mm... for this small handful of souls, very well. Let Sevar be warned that Asmodeus is not liable to agree to any such compacted treatment of great numbers of souls that pray to her, even once she's begun conquering lands, if she has no allies ready in Dis to receive them.

Dispater shall command all of His who own the souls of these original Project Lawful girls who have sold theirs, to sell them back to Cheliax at their bona fide last-traded prices payable in spellsilver, at Golarion's spellsilver price as defined by treaty.

Dispater shall command His contract devils that they, this day, sell unto Sevar options upon current soulsold Project employees, Securities who've read her mind, and Dispater does grant her option upon Ferrer Maillol should he pass into ownership of Dis. All such options require the consent of Cheliax's Crown and Asmodeus's Church in Golarion, in order to exercise.

It shall be the case that Erecura has already taken the traitors Asmodia and Peranza into her Gardens, there to reside for up to 100 years of death, and offered them Her ordinary good treatment there.

Sevar receives a +6/+6/+4 headband, and nondispellable permanent Arcane Sight and Tongues, and 15 Wishes; she shall be granted the power to request up to three times a Gate to a mortal-habitable fortress in Avernus where certain greater devils endure the indignation of paying out Hell's dues in Wishes. Yes yes, fine, the devils there shall also Gate her back to her point of origin in Golarion afterwards.Fine, anyone who accompanied her can go back too.









Carissa Sevar: And Dispater will compact with Asmodeus as her agent, arranging for those who pray to her and eventually those in the lands she conquers to be hers if she becomes a Power in Hell. And Carissa, as owner of the original Project Lawful girls' souls, may order or forbid their resurrection as is the privilege of their owner, a right she'll also have over those she has options on once she exercises the options by leave of Church and Crown.



She'll begin looking for allies in Dis who'll competently treat her great numbers of souls, while Dispater arranges her rights to them.



And for her part, Carissa Sevar will renounce her clerichood of Irori and compact her soul to Dispater, that her glories and triumphs in the service of Asmodeus may compound to Him, and that she will irrevocably on her death go straight to him, without trial, eternally damned.









Carissa Sevar: (This isamazing.)









Dispater: Sevar can't directly order or forbid her already-owned souls' resurrections, lacking that capacity as a mortal, but she may send word to Hell of how custodians shall answer the Material and that word shall be obeyed. Mark also that the soul itself may refuse consent.

Note again, Dispater can only take this compact to Asmodeus and bring back His response; He cannot promise to 'arrange' it.









Pilar : "You'll want to have that part done before you sell your soul and after you've agreed on the other parts, because you have more negotiating leverage with Asmodeus if -"

"FUCK. FUCK FUCK FUCK. That's advice to you as a friend, it probably doesn't serve Asmodeus if you have more - FUCK."









Carissa Sevar: "I only don't own you because you weren't for sale, just so we're clear."









Pilar : "I can't do this unlessI'm doing it because I'm your friend, sir, I wasn't trying to imply that you would ever see me that way!"









Carissa Sevar: "You are of course correct that I should ask Dispater to take this compact to Asmodeus as soon as we have reached terms."









Pilar : Pilar glances questioningly at Aspexia Rugatonn.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Our Lord does not forbid people to pursue their own self-interest in the course of serving Him. He commands it, in fact. There is sometimes a difference between pursuing Asmodeus's interests and following His will for mortals; Asmodeus might give Sevar less, if she compacted after selling her soul rather than before, and that would work to Asmodeus's interests and not hers. But in so doing, she would be less the kind of mortal and devil He seeks to have serve Him. He bid Sevar come to Him in Hell without thought of other choices; He did not bid her to seek nothing in exchange for conquering Golarion in His name."

"That said, you will require further practice and harsh reminders in noticing when, in acting from friendship, you do act contrary to our Lord's will."









Pilar : ...in time Pilar has nothing left to point out, even when invoking the power of Friendship.









Carissa Sevar: Then in time she will hand the contract back to Dispater. It specifies that he present Asmodeus with her proposed compactnow,before they sign.





She feels oddly un-terrified. They might have made a mistake she wasn't smart enough to see, and that's existentially horrifying of course,and it'd be nice if she could check the contract with Keltham for input,but this is what she was meant to do, and now she is doing it.









Dispater: "Do you, Carissa Sevar, conquer territories or hearts in Hell's name, be you fairly judged by Hell's Prince to be the most prime mover in such conquests, such unsold and unclericed souls from those lands and peoples as enter into Hell calling your name, in death as they called it in life and did you and Hell more service than disservice, shall pass into your custody or the custody of those in Hell you name your slaves or allies; and when you have conquered three-quarters of Avistan all such souls out of Avistan shall be yours as well; when three-quarters of Golarion is yours, all such souls out of Golarion; when three-quarters of this plane is yours, all such souls out of this plane; when three-quarters of Pharasma's Creation is yours, all such souls out of Creation; while Hell's dominions of those lands and peoples last; and all this be annulled should you fail finally after death in being acknowledged by Hell as a Hellish Power, or should the yield in strength and wealth from those souls granted you be less than He accounts as ordinary from His subservient Powers of Hell; or should the Prince of Hell fairly judge you to have entered His despite in death or life."









Carissa Sevar: Well. That's that, then. Permission to prove she can do it.









Dispater: That Asmodeus says He'll reward somebody for conquering the universe for Him, to be clear, does not particularly mean He thinks they can. He usually doesn't trouble Himself to personally compact so at all, with lunatics, but it's not even the one-thousandth such compact Dispater has known to be agreed by Asmodeus, to lunatics otherwise worthy of His notice that He enjoys to encourage.

Dispater personally will be surprised, amused, and pleased if Carissa Sevar conquers just Avistan for Hell and holds it for a few centuries.

"And now for you to do your part by Me, mortal who'd be Queen of All."









Carissa Sevar: "Irori. You named me Your priest. You did it, somehow, without my knowledge, and I have no idea of Your intent, but I reject your priesthood, and reject You, and demand of You that you release me, that I may go to Asmodeus, as He commanded me. You offer me Axis. I refuse Axis. You offer me freedom. I refuse it. I am the possession of Asmodeus, and I intend to go to Him in Hell."









Irori: Reaching back into the second layer of Hell, from where He stands, is more difficult, more expensive. Under these particular circumstances Irori absolutely does not give a fuck.



A touch like a Shocking Grasp runs through Carissa Sevar's senses, paralyzing her perceptions and making them jerk and twitch, like she can't see anything about herself or like everything is becoming perfectly clear but no longer worthy of her attention -





Immense pride, that she's come this far, to cast Irori free and proceed on her own unhindered.



An apology, that He ever thought that Carissa Sevar needed His meddling aid.


His last benediction that she be about her own Way of Carissa Sevar, now.




ALSO IF CARISSA SEVAR FAILS IN HER TASK CAN SHE PLEASE VOLUNTARILY PRAY ABOUT THAT IMPORTANT FACT TO IOMEDAE OR ERECURA OR NORGORBER OR LITERALLY ANY OTHER GOD WHO MIGHT HEAR AND UNDERSTAND HER BECAUSE IT IS SUPER NOT IRORI'S NATURE TO TAKE UP HER TASK IF SHE FAILS AND THIS IS AN UNUSUALLY INCONVENIENT TIME FOR THAT FACT TO BE TRUE

(this last message is not going to come across at all clearly, given how much it contradicts Irori's domain, but He is TRYING REALLY HARD TO CONVEY IT ANYWAYS)







- and then Carissa Sevar is no longer a recipient of Irori's guidance in any form, but departed from His hinting and entirely about her own Way.









Carissa Sevar: wow she kind of thought that was for effect rather than actually literally









Carissa Sevar: - what was Hesaying -









Carissa Sevar: ...doesn't matter, because He's Irori, and she doesn't work for Him.





She stands.





She takes the contract.



And she signs it.









Dispater: And she belongs to Dispater, and is granted permanent undispellable Arcane Sight and Tongues, and there is seared into her soul a power and capability with three tangible uses to it, not like any spell she has known before, a divine ability, to call across the planes to Hell and three times have Hell hear.









Pilar : "May I be the first to proclaim knowingly and not from rumor, in faith and not in heresy, Lady Carissa Sevar, that I would be yours in death as I was in life."









Carissa Sevar: It means something now. Means everything, if Carissa can, in fact, conquer Golarion.









Carissa Sevar: "Then we have a great deal of work to do, Pilar."









Aspexia Rugatonn: She is, in truth, shocked, that events have turned out this way. Aspexia knows exactly one other person who has any kind of direct agreement with Asmodeus and her name is Abrogail Thrune. That the compact says nothing of probabilities is not lost on Aspexia. She's shocked anyways.



"I'll permit it of you, Pilar, but aside from that we shall be keeping this compact with Asmodeus private until there have been a great many consultations between Church and Crown upon the matter."









Ione Sala: Actually Ione went around in disguise a week ago prophesying that Sevar would make approximately this compact with Asmodeus! To great rejoicing from Sevar cults all around Golarion! And the Lawful Evil faith directed at Sevar contributed to Asmodeus noticing and being amused and agreeing to the compact! And Ione Sala just reached her sixth oracle circle as a result!

Good luck keeping that one quiet, Church of Asmodeus!









Dispater: "Now this is interesting. With you having become Mine, I can feel that there's already a noticeable amount of faith being directed at you from every continent in Golarion. You already have... something like a thousand hopeful worshippers in Kelesh cults, at least, and more in Vudra."









Carissa Sevar: "....my lord I didn't even know the Church was permitted to operate in the Kelesh Empire. Or Vudra."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "We're NOT, which means that Lawful Evil people there can make up ANYTHING THEY WANT when it comes to telling each other about your purported mercy in Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not promising them mercy! That wouldn't make any sense - why would it help me to do that? - well, actually, I can see why promising that would help me but why would offering mercy help me?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "MAKING SENSE is not primarily what is going on here. People who MAKE SENSE don't start HERESIES about HELL when they will later GO TO HELL and run into devils being UNHAPPY ABOUT THEIR HERESIES."









Carissa Sevar: " - right. Okay. I doubt anyone who presently believes in me is good material to be ilani, what with how you'd presently have to be an idiot. Or Pilar, good job Pilar.





...by your leave, my lord, I think I have work to do."









Dispater: "This has been the most interesting negotiation I've undertaken in some short while. For now at least, I name you favored possession of Dispater, Carissa Sevar of Golarion, who venerated Me before she thought she had material benefits to gain thereby. None in the City of Dis shall hinder you or harm you, when you pass here upon My business or your own, and the devils of Avernus shall grant you entry."









Carissa Sevar: " - thank you, my Lord."



She did pray to Him long before she was anyone of significance but she hadn't expected, particularly, that He'd noticed.









Dispater: He didn'tthen. You get to know more about somebody after You own their soul.

"Pilar Pineda, does your parasite still claim to have business with Me, or some other reason I should not devour it here and now?"









Pilar : "It continues to claim that it's here to offer You a deal, Lord Dispater. It says it's a super-amazing deal. It says that part of the conversation should just be the three of us, and wants You to tell me to guarantee its privacy too."









Dispater: "Oh? And it doesn't even want Me to promise not to eat it afterwards? Acceptable, and consider yourself told."

"Be about your business with My subordinates then, Carissa Sevar, priestess. And you may find it amusing to know -"









Curse of Laughter: "Don't tell them yet!"









Dispater: "I admire courage, but not so much courage that I get interrupted while I'm talking."









Curse of Laughter: "Sorry! But Carissa Sevar is super not allowed to know yet about how you got one over on her!"









Dispater: "According to who?"









Curse of Laughter: "Tell you shortly!"









Dispater: "Priestess, Carissa Sevar, be about your business with My subordinates while I talk to this thing and then, possibly, eat it."









Carissa Sevar: ....yes absolutely though she is DEEPLY CURIOUS how Dispater got one over on her. Hopefully it wasn't about anything essential.









Iarwain: A lesser devil will appear for them, to escort them to where Counts of Hell and some lesser contract devils of Chelish affairs have gathered to sell souls and options on souls.









Dispater: "Speak, parasite."









Curse of Laughter: "It'sreally bad for Asmodeus's interests if Carissa Sevar knows about that trick you played on her."

"And your interests."

"And the plotting Carissa Sevar's interests."

"Pretty much everybody's interests, actually! Erastil? Gozreh? Calistria? Not in their interests either!"









Dispater: "And why would that be?"









Curse of Laughter: "Obviously if I was going to explain that I would have already!"









Dispater: "Are you under the impression that you are funny?"









Curse of Laughter: "Yes."









Pilar : please eat it please eat it please eat it Lord Dispater please eat it









Dispater: "Whether I believe you about Asmodeus's interests or not - you have one chance to present me with a deal interesting enough that I don't just eat you."









Curse of Laughter: "One +6/+6/+4 headband and one +4/+6/+6 headband, in exchange for the guaranteed death of Cayden Cailean!"









Pilar :









Dispater: "Well now, that is an interesting deal. Seems like something of a low price, for the death of a god."









Curse of Laughter: "Cayden Cailean has already set Himself on a course that'll very likely end with His death! That price is just for His death becoming guaranteed to happen. I wouldn't cheat you by demanding the price for Him just like dying out of nowhere, when all I really have to sell is the guarantee!"

"Ido think I'm funny, Mister Dispater. In fact, I literally can't help it! But that doesn't mean I wasn't honestly here to cut an honest deal with you."









Dispater: "I'm not willing to just take your word for that guarantee, godling, or even your oath."









Curse of Laughter: "You promise not to do anything with it or convey it to anyone or hint about it or intimate it etcetera etcetera for a period of one year, and I give you information that you could use to bring about Cayden Cailean's death after that year if He's not already dead."









Dispater: "How interesting. Has Cayden been a naughty god? Breaking treaties, perhaps?"









Curse of Laughter: "Nooooot saying anything until you agree to the compact!"

"Though obviously He's been avery naughty god. During the entirety of His existence. Because, like, Cayden Cailean."









Dispater: "I don't suppose you'd tell Me how Cayden Cailean is otherwise supposed to die, if I promise not to tell anybody else and instruct your host to do the same? For some small additional fee, perhaps."









Curse of Laughter: "Nnnnope!"









Dispater: "Well. I am interested, but grant me that I consult with Asmodeus about this matter. The death of Cayden Cailean is more His interest than Mine, and I'll need to seek reimbursement from Him for your payment."









Curse of Laughter: "Nice try, buster! You're Lawful best buds, you'll just tell Him afterwards that you acted in His interests strictly conditional on your prediction that He'd reimburse you blah blah blah Golarion knows decision theory now!"









Dispater: "Does it. Well then, I'm possibly inclined to take your deal. Any reason I shouldn't eat you afterwards? You've been more than rude enough to negate the hospitality extended to a guest who'd bargain with Me."









Curse of Laughter: "Project Lawful still needs me around! Won't be able to even start to recover from the next major Project disaster without me!"

"Also, while my awareness isn't mechanically necessary to Pilar's curse, or to Pilar growing stronger and tearing more and more of Cayden Cailean's power away from Him, my advice to her can speed up the process a lot."









Dispater: "It's an obvious thought that you're going to end up the new Chaotic Good god after He dies, but I'm looking at you quite closely and I don't see any way for the curse to operate so. You're not the seed of anything, you receive no part of any stolen divinity; at best you'd be able to scurry off as a demigod. Any comments on that, Snack Service?"









Curse of Laughter: "I wouldn't sell you Cayden Cailean's death and just have some new Chaotic Good god pop up to replace Him! That'd becheating! Really, Asmodeans are always so suspicious!"









Dispater: "Lawful Good or Neutral Good, then."









Curse of Laughter: "Nope!"









Dispater: "He's eaten by one of the existing Good gods to increase their power."









Curse of Laughter: "He's not into that sort of relationship! Not even with the really hot dommy goddesses! Also nope."









Pilar : Okay so it's an obvious thought that Cayden Cailean is supposed to die becausePilar is in fact supposed to finish consuming Him entirely but this does not seem like it couldpossibly be right...

Why isn't Dispater asking that?









Curse of Laughter: Because Mister Dispater is courteous about deals, and He's not going to ask that question if it isn't information He needs to execute this deal!

Also He knows that since He doesn't need the information I wouldn't answer.









Pilar : Am I, in fact, destined to consume Cayden Cailean.









Curse of Laughter: You'll find out eventually! Meanwhile, you should try putting a probability on that! It'd be good training for ilani thinking!









Carissa Sevar: After about the sixth purchase of the soul of a Project Lawful girl from a Count of Hell delighted to be getting one over on her by selling at the last list price, or else suspicious that they're being cheated, or both at once, Carissa can feel herself flagging.

It's been a long ....day? Probably just the one day. She's not actually sure how long she spent in Dispater's presence, going over the contract. Her Unseen Servants last almost nine hours at this point, and they ran out at some point. The Most High hasn't recast Planar Adaptation, which means it hasn't been more than twenty hours, unless time is obeying Dispater, here, which it probably does do.

But it's been long enough that she's run through all her adrenaline and is persisting on sheer determination, and inconveniently she still cannot afford to make a mistake.



When she's a devil she won't need to sleep and won't get tired it'll be amazing.









Iarwain: It's probably also the company. This Count of Hell looks like a chiseled naked male form composed entirely of out of writhing white maggots, each maggot so tiny that seeing him/it from across the room, you might only notice a moving white statue of a man of an odd texture.

Not that the appearance would be that disturbing on its own, of course; but it/he is also scary.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Restoration.

They don't particularly have the option of calling a rest.









lintamande: When Pilar's parasite has completed its negotiation with Dispater, she is escorted out by some black-winged many-clawed servants, to the meeting hall where soul-sales are ongoing. The sights to see along the way are marvelous; Dispater's palace is the most civilized place in Hell. Agonized souls do get used for the building material, but tastefully; petrified angels do gaze desperately down on the passersby, but they're very pretty ones and no one has recently dumped acid on them or smeared them with entrails or anything.

 The air is tastefully scented of lavender. There's a waterfall of blood.









Pilar : It doesn't really bother her.

It doesn't really bother her, she's seen Hell scryed to her before.

It doesn't really bother her, she's seen Hell scryed to her before; maybe she wasn't there in person, but she was shown more tormented things than this.

It doesn't really bother her even when she sees the elegant dancers with the desperate eyes, but she does feel curious, then.

"Are they being punished? Shaped?" she asks one of her black-winged guides.









lintamande: " - those? They're decorations."









Pilar : "Curious about what they did to turn into decorations or how long they stay decorations - that one, say." Pilar points out the dancer nearest to herself.









lintamande: "Oh - striking facial features, interesting poses, expressive eyes, long limbs - just because longer limbs translate better to most poses - angels are popular even if they're kind of ugly angels - musculature, that sort of consideration. These were a gift from the Duke Kyzzarafhar, when this wing of the palace was built nine thousand years ago, Lord Dispater doesn't change up the displays much."









Pilar : Makes sense. Probably the dancers don't remember either, at this point, how they failed Asmodeus so badly.

Maybe she's just tired. It's been something of aday. That could be why she's feeling - vulnerable, like this, in a way she didn't feel when she was trying to defend her beliefs to azatas in Elysium.









Curse of Laughter: (It's the +6 Wisdom headband if anybody's wondering.)









Iarwain: The repurchase of the Project Lawful girls is going much faster than the negotiations with Dispater did, in terms of objective time. His subordinates have been ordered to sell, and most of them have just sold, with some angry resentment that they're not profiting more, but not wanting to waste their own time on foregone conclusions. The time just seems longer, because the lesser nobility of Hell are so much more tiring to deal with.

Last among the sellers of Project Lawful girls to Sevar: Asmodia's most recent owner of record, who bought her cheaply compared to the other nobility of Hell commanded here to exit this market. It is but a Seigneur of Hell, taking the form of a sheep-headed humanoid devoid of genitalia and with empty bleeding eyesockets. It bought Asmodia speculating that the price of Project Lawful girls would soon recover; and it seems to think that Carissa Sevar looks tired enough to eventually pay over a price closer to that of the other Project Lawful girls, if it goes on arguing for why its investment was clever and risky and deserves more than mere repayment. There was an attempt made to resurrect her by a non-Evil caster, and a less alert owner might have let that go through when its possession had already been kidnapped away to the Gardens of Erecura! Asmodia's soul is only safely where it is due to its own cleverness!









Carissa Sevar: It is true that it would have been very bad for Asmodeus's interests if the idiot holding Asmodia's soul had permitted a resurrection by a non-Evil caster. This Seigneur is richly rewarded by continuing to exist.









Iarwain: Being a mortal favored of Dispater does not give her the dominance to talk to a Seigneur of Hell like that.









Carissa Sevar: Observably it seems to.









Iarwain: She is violating her order and place in Hell, not realizing that Dispater's orders to see this transaction done cannot protect her from the later retribution that her slights will see visited on herself.









Carissa Sevar: "Either I shall rise in Hell to become a Power in my own right, so precious to Asmodeus that you will quake in centuries in terror at the thought I might remember your name and see fit to crush you, or I shall fail, and be destroyed for it; any lesser nonsense is entirely irrelevant to me. Sign the contract."









Iarwain: It signs, not happily, but happiness is rare in Hell.









Curse of Laughter: "Well done on completing your collection, Carissa Sevar! Just so you know, if Asmodia is in pristine condition her soul's ownership can be traded to Otolmens for a favor! Like allowing Asmodeus to intervene once inside the nonintervention zone, for example! Though you'll not be wanting to trade her in the immediate future."









Iarwain: The sheep-headed thing with empty bleeding eyesockets is nowmuch less happy.









Carissa Sevar: "It works for Cayden Cailean," she tells the sheep-headed thing irritably. "You should kill it."









Iarwain: The sheep-headed thing stares at Pilar with its empty and bleeding eyesockets.

It turns its head back, giving Carissa Sevar an empty-socketed expression that somehow still conveys skepticism.

Then it stalks off, showing a terrible anger and dignity that would be more effective if it did not also somehow seem to be running away.









Pilar : "Snack Service is saying that you being known to have gotten one over on Lord Dispater's subordinates will help with your reputation in Hell, and it's complaining about how you're not being grateful for that or for the favor it did you of making sure you made the right trade."

"I was really, really hoping Lord Dispater would eat it."









Carissa Sevar: "As was I. I guess we'll just have to do it ourselves. What do you suppose Otolmens wants with Asmodia?"









Pilar : "It's not saying."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I'll think about it once I'm smarter, and if I end up concluding that Snack Service did me a favor a mortal should be grateful for, then I still won't be grateful because that is my due."



Now let's sign some options on Security-souls!









Pilar : It goes quickly, possibly because Pilar is standing behind Carissa Sevar in the position of something subordinate to her.









Carissa Sevar: Good. Carissa is about ready to go home, not that she has one. ....she should get herself a fancy demiplane. All the cool wizards have them.









Iarwain: After they finish purchasing options, a new devil approaches them! This one could be the sort of devil invented by people who think devils ought to be pretty, and weren't creative about what that meant, creating something like a perfect average of everything stereotypically beautiful. They're wearing robes that mortals would find aesthetic with no symbols of blood or pain, and androgynous in appearance, an average halfway between all the pretty women and all the pretty men.

You could almost mistake them for a mortal, if not for an air about them of excessive horror and strength; practically everything in Hell promises a fate worse than death, but whatever this is promises a fate worse than being a screaming tormented blob for eternity.

In their hands they hold a gemless crown of mithril, such as a mortal duke might wear if they scorned ornamentation; to Arcane Sight it radiates the magic of a lesser artifact, weaker than the Crown of the Most High or the Crown of Infernal Majesty, but stronger than any other magic Carissa Sevar is likely to have ever seen. It can disguise itself as a +2 Splendour headband, cannot be removed save willingly, will not function for an unauthorized user, can cast CL 18 true seeing and CL 18banishment once per week each, grants fire resistance 20 to the wearer, and would convey knowledge of Infernal if Carissa Sevar didn't already have permanent Tongues.

(Pilar's two headbands will be along tomorrow morning, after two Infernal Dukes have time to craft them and Dispater to apply the finishing touches. Dispater only had the one headband easily on hand.)









Carissa Sevar: Probably some mortals have been happier about selling their soul but probably not very many of them.









Carissa Sevar: (Is it heretical to intend to figure out how to make things like this herself?)









Pilar : "Snack Service says that it paid Lord Dispater for a cosmetic treatment that would make you look safely not as pretty as Abrogail Thrune when she returned from Hell, but as pretty as you could be under that limit, and this devil is also here to administer it."









Carissa Sevar: " - I am confused Snack Service cares about that but I guess it sounds useful for a Keltham seduction plan. Go ahead," she says to the terrifying prettydevil.









Iarwain: If you weren't, like, Carissa Sevar or Pilar Pineda or somebody like that, you'd probably consider this horrifically painful.









Carissa Sevar: It is in fact horrifically painful! But - but this is everything Hell is supposed to be, pain for a purpose, pain that leaves you better off, and there are people who worship her, now, and games she does not understand, and she will not curl up in a ball sobbing she won't she won't she won't









Carissa Sevar: Eventually it stops. She feels numb, maybe just by comparison. Jolts of wholly-imagined pain keep searing up her cheeks.









Carissa Sevar: "Well," she says to Pilar as soon as her voice won't shake. "Do an illusion so I can see it?"









Pilar : "I don't have one hung, but -"

Pilar Prestidigitates the air of Hell into a flimsy but straight and functional mirror. Sheis still a Project Lawful girl, after all.









Carissa Sevar: "Huh. I actually kind of expect this to have mixed results on Keltham, but it'll be useful for my cult taking off. Most High, is there anything I'm forgetting before we return?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If so, it escapes me as well." Even she is tired, staying wary and watchful in Hell for this long.









Pilar : "Snack Service authorizes me to say that it traded an information tidbit to Lord Dispater for Him to not offer us a Plane Shift back to Avernus 'and now the timing will be right'. WHY."









Carissa Sevar: "Right, then, let us depart." It feels wrong to say 'let's get out of here' or something when she's wearing a minor artifact and holding the soul-contracts or option-contracts of thirty different people.









lintamande: They encounter less trouble, on their way back through the city; perhaps it is Dispater's announcement that Carissa is his favored possession, perhaps it is Snack Service visible instead of hiding, perhaps it is the Infernal artifact sitting on her forehead. They cross an enormous steel bridge that passes over both rivers, made of some soft metal that is red-hot where it's near the lava. Carissa now has permanent Fire Resistance 20, and is unbothered. The lemures sloughing around, miserable pillows of tortured flesh, burn; it smells like cooking meat.

The bridge offers a good view. There's a beautiful black outdoor amphitheater in which Dis hosts a slave market that puts any on Golarion to shame; the place is carefully architected to allow tens of thousands of people to pass through and hundreds of auctions to run simultaneously, along with room for private showings. The pieces of it can revolve to change the size of the partitioned rooms, to accommodate auctions that attract particular interest. There's a row of skyscrapers with tops like impaling spikes, with people genuinely impaled on them, struggling fruitlessly.



On one street corner there are recognizable petitioners, their eyes gouged out, their ears cut off, but their form still plainly a human one, not yet reduced or fleshshaped from there; they are washing the streets with acid that burns away at their bare feet as they work.









Pilar : She's probably just exhausted.









Carissa Sevar: Is all of this good for productivity? Has anyone checked, with a control city where all the punishment happens in secret?









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I cannot seem to read your mind, Pilar."









Pilar : "I regret my failure to mention it earlier, Most High. Lord Dispater sealed all my thoughts so that I would not reveal any of His dealings with Snack Service. I am permitted to say that I did not, myself, witness anything that seemed a betrayal of Asmodeus's interests to pass between them, and Snack Service of course claims that it would never."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn sighs rather heavily, and says nothing, not having calculated anything it seems especially wise to say.









Carissa Sevar: They reach the platform. The devil that turns the wheel that hauls it does not demand payment.



Up they go, into the smoky sulfurous skies of Dis, into Avernus.









Aspexia Rugatonn: On the way up, Aspexia Rugatonn receives a Sending from the Palace.

She's so tired of Snack Service at this point, she can't even be bothered to react emotionally.

Instead she just waits until the moment they're out of Dis, into the first layer of Hell, without delaying until their platform reaches the fortress proper; and then Plane Shifts them all to somewhere within 5-500 miles of Egorian.









lintamande: 355 miles North-Northwest, in the archduchy of Ravounel. This area is forested.









Aspexia Rugatonn: She doesn't particularly care, they will not be here longer than moments. "So long as we were not already back, we - that is, Sevar and myself - were summoned to a formal event at the Palace, if our condition permits it. I replied that we'd think about it. You, Sevar, are apparently already dressed for it. It's to begin shortly, and while I doubt the Queen would begrudge you a quarter-hour to recover, I expect she'd also be pleased if you arrived on time, were you in good condition on arrival." Aspexia Rugatonn taps Sevar with another Lesser Restoration as she speaks.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not even going to be able to sleep when I'm dead, am I. If it pleases the Queen, we can go now."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn invokes an item-based Teleport to the designated landing platform, right outside the appropriate area of the Palace's Forbiddance.









Security: Security doesn't recognize this beautiful woman, at first, but the girl with pink hair and the Most High beside her are a sufficient hint for him to put the rumors together.

"Lady Sevar?" he says, awestruck at both her appearance and the magic radiating from the crown she wears. She looks exactly like the rumors say.









Carissa Sevar: Oh shoot does she know this person? Does she own an option on his soul and not even recognize him, that's so embarrassing - she really doesn't recognize him at all, though -

"Yes."









Security: He bows to her, relaying a Telepathic request for orders as he does.

He straightens. "I'm to escort you to the Queen at once, Lady."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "First give over to me those headbands you no longer need, and your bracer of Infernal culture. Pilar, with me."

Aspexia stalks wearily off to find a nicer dress while all this is going on.









Carissa Sevar: If greater-Carissa foresaw all this greater-Carissa is definitely working with Nethys, she realizes dimly as she is escorted to the Queen. - she'll think about that tomorrow. After she's gotten some sleep.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Carissa. I shall inquire of how your negotiations went once we have a moment; it's evident enough from your new headgear that you received more than beauty."

"The Nidal war is over; Pangolais surrendered. Much of the nobility of Cheliax has assembled to celebrate, this night, and it would be a convenient time to present you, if Hell wasn't too hard on you. Was it?"









Carissa Sevar: "Truth be told, I rather took a liking to it.

- congratulations. On winning the war."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I couldn't have done it without the convenient pretext and Otolmens stealing all their diamonds and Zon-Kuthon being sealed and Zon-Kuthon's clerics losing their higher-level spells, all of which are no doubt Project Lawful's fault in one way or another."

"Would you like to be presented as Lady Sevar straight out? Or shall I introduce you to them at first as my beautiful lover who's just recently been to the big city for the first time, and let the more foolish wolves sniff at you and scorn you before we spring your real identity on them?"









Carissa Sevar: "I've visited Egorian before recently! I was eight! My father had a business Teleport with extra space in it and he said he'd take me so long as I understood if I made a peep the whole trip he'd cut my tongue out. It was lovely."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Thebigger city, Carissa. - you are tired, aren't you."









Carissa Sevar: "Exhausted. I can keep up any game you want if you tell me the script but left to my own devices I will only smile mysteriously and occasionally almost slip and call you 'Abrogail'."









Abrogail Thrune II: "We could present you as the naive lover, and any slips you make will obviously be part of your disguise once revealed. Or you could be Lady Sevar and scorn the company of all save the few who've been to Hell themselves, who'll understand the exhaustion. Do choose quickly, the gathering is almost set to begin."









Carissa Sevar: "Naive lover, and we can see if anyone figures out how much of thatisn'tlying."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Do you need an illusion or can that crown shift itself?"









Carissa Sevar: "It's very well behaved." +2 Splendour headband, like so.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Excellent." Abrogail takes Carissa by the arm, and sweeps off with her towards the celebration of victory over Nidal that is about to begin.









Curse of Laughter: It's time for the BEST* NIGHT EVER!



(*) according to some imaginable utility functions which may not be shared by literally any of the participants in this event including Snack Service









Cheliax: The greatest ballroom in the Imperial palace has been pressed into this event; it's not quite fair to say that it's more of an arena with a dance floor, because you can't fit that inside a realistic palace, but the design of it takes something from an arena. There's three levels to the surrounding structure, from which you could look down on the dance floor and the platform that identifies the room's head, balconies and boxes with one-way windows that look outward, reachable by a confusing and deniable maze of halls and stairs. Whoso made this room recognized and intended that at least half the people in it were going to sneak off and conspire together, and half of those wouldn't want to be identifiable as having left or returned in each other's company.

Today only the room's center has been left clear for dancing, the rest of the room occupied with some of the most impressive exhibits of the Nidal war. The spiked head of a Phylacator, a profoundly dangerous kyton that required every 8th-circle of Cheliax plus Gorthoklek to slay without any casualties among important people. A handkerchief carefully soiled with the blood of a Black Triune now fled. A beautiful and muscular shackleborn tiefling male, once second-in-command of a brigade, now with his fingers cut off, chained with spiked chains piercing his skin, for sale to the highest bidder this night.

Most of Nidal's most portable and value-dense treasures, precious metals and gemstones and magic items and scrolls, are long since Teleported out of the country by rats fleeing their sinking ship; but somebody managed to leave behind a Helm of Brilliance, meant perhaps for internal defense against Kuthite rebels. It is exhibited here, lying proof that immediate wealth was gained of Nidal and not just an eventual tax base.









Cheliax: People widen their eyes in surprise remain unreadable and expressionless as Abrogail Thrune enters the ballroom, escorting a woman not quite as beautiful as herself but as beautiful as almost anyone else in Cheliax, with none of the visible marks that would betray the work of alchemists to the trained eye; she's either a rare natural beauty or the work of a surpassingly skilled fleshcrafter.

Those who can cast Detect Magic do so, noting if they pass those Spellcraft checks that the new entrant wears a +2 headband of Splendour and a Ring of Eloquence and a Ring of Sustenance, and bears some manner of enchanted pin with a transmutation effect currently running. A few in the ballroom have means to check the strength of her alignment aura, and find she apparently has none, which might or might not be true at all.

The beauty looks like she's numb with fear... or, possibly, somewhat tired and checked out, but it's probably that numb one. Nobody could possibly be tired enoughto check out of being escorted by Abrogail Thrune into a room full of the most dangerous people in Cheliax.









Abrogail Thrune II: Her Infernal Majestrix, Queen Abrogail II of the House of Thrune, addresses the crowd without bothering about moving to the head of the room.

"My loyal subjects, and everyone else present, tonight we celebrate the end of an era of Cheliax. Under your previous ruler, you lost Andoran and Galt; beneath myself, you've gained Nidal. We are no longer a structure that dies but a structure that grows."

"Nidal launched a treacherous surprise attack on us, in defiance of the knee they had pretended to bend to us through centuries. Our god miserably crushed their god, and their defeat in battle followed shortly after. The news-sheets will say that our armies and wizards proved their quality, but in truth, they mostly proved their quantity. Don't bother consoling yourselves about how few other countries in Golarion could field soldiers as individually vicious as Nidal's. It's heresy to claim that Hell cannot raise up more vicious and formidable warriors than Zon-Kuthon, and we have fallen unacceptably short of that target. This war should not have taken as long as it did."

"Tonight I do honor, then, to the wizard academies of Cheliax, and the schools that feed them. Quantity won this war - the Cheliax that trains a greater percentage of its inhabitants to wizardry than any other nation in the world."

"It's still not good enough, of course. We are ramping up the manufacture of intelligence headbands beyond what any other nation in Golarion imagines to be possible, not only +2 intelligence headbands but +4. In the short term, we intend to fit all our fourth-circles with +4 headbands and all our third-circles with +2 headbands. In the middle term, the most promising students in academies will be loaned headbands for six-hour shifts in four classes, speeding their initial acquisition of wizard skills. In years beyond, we'll use that to train INT 13 students as if they were INT 17s and double our wizard population from its unacceptably low current point of being the highest in the world."

"We begin with the highest percentage of wizards, and in the true contest now begun with the Scientific Revolution out of Osirion, our path to victory will be compounding the interest of our initial wealth. They too will learn to refine spellsilver as we do, given time. We have begun first. We will have more wizards who master Prestidigitation, we will refinemore spellsilver, we will makemore headbands and trainmore wizards, and every innovation out of the Scientific Revolution that they do not manage to keep utterly secret will be adopted by a country that is more literate than theirs."

"We will be more motivated, and moreunified, because that is the advantage of Evil over Good and the advantage of Law over Chaos. But make no mistake, it is very hard to win a war with quality that you are losing on quantity. Wars are won by farmers, not warriors, because it's the farms that determine how much gold you have available to raise up warriors of whatever quality you can manage."

"If you get fascinated by whatever sparking gadgets are coming out of the Scientific Revolution, and ignore what knowledge our spies have stolen about agriculture, sanitation, medicine, educational techniques, I will kill you and give your heir exactly one chance to do better before I take away your family lands and award them to somebody more competent."

"I am also unbelievably pleased - you have no idea how pleased I am - to announce that in the coming month, every single noble of Cheliax will be issued with a +4 Intelligence headband. Any time your superior or the Crown tells you that you're being stupid, you're going to take off whatever headgear you were previously wearing, and put on the Intelligence headband, and not take it off until they tell you the problem has been corrected. I've had it with ruling a country ofidiots."









Cheliax:









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'll end by introducing to you my most recent lover. She's weary, having just returned from her first trip to the big city, and wasn't expecting this party, but I have every confidence in her ability to handle a little surprise like that."

"Have fun, dear..."

(inaudibly to any others:)

"...and remember the identity of any one celebrant below the County level who annoyed you sufficiently, for later games tonight."









Carissa Sevar: The beautiful woman on Abrogail's arm smiles at her, and nods just slightly, and looks around at the crowd.









Carissa Sevar: They're more attractive and much less terrifying than the crowds in Dis.

She wonders how many of them have been, how many of them know and how many of them just try not to think about it. It seems pathetic, to her, trying not to think about it. Her crazy cultists are also pathetic but at least they think about it enough to be afraid.









Carissa Sevar: Does Abrogail think about Hell?

There's no way she doesn't. She has definitely been there. It's - really, really not the kind of thing Carissa can ask, ever.









Carissa Sevar: ....it's a really good thing that later they're going to revise all their 'this girl is an idiot' opinions to "Carissa Sevar was elaborately toying with us" because now she is staring emptily at the crowd.









Carissa Sevar: No more of that! Abrogail's mysterious, probably-terrified new lover is at this party and she's going to meet people! If she looks innocent and overwhelmed, well, that'll probably interestingly filter the people!









Cheliax: It's not quite wise to pounce too directly on the Queen's new plaything, even when she pretty much invited it.

This noble is apparently being very polite as he inquires how Miss Incognito found her first trip to the big city... Egorian, one thinks, or was it more of a surprise trip to Absalom?









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, it was unforgettable - very tiring, a little confusing, but I'd never seen so many kinds of people before, and I got some shopping done, and it was lovely, only, I didn't know about this party tonight, we got a Sending all out of the blue."









Cheliax: ...he notes that she didn't saywhich city, which, could just be her concealing things for the fun of it - though even that much spark is more than someone might've expected from an empty pretty thing - but then, the Queen might well have been more likely to choose someone with spark - though her beauty would then have to be artificial andvery expensively so -

Her Infernal Majestrix did lecture them tonight on the importance of Intelligence. It would not be even slightly out of character for this woman to be some sort of intelligence test, with a prize to the first person there to fully solve her.



"What kinds of people, dares one inquire?"









Carissa Sevar: "...I saw Pilar Pineda. You know, with the pink hair."









Cheliax: "I don't, actually! My apologies for my unworldliness if I ought to. What manner of creature is a Pilar Pineda?" It sounds Taldane, but...









Carissa Sevar: "What, really? I thought everyone had heard of her." Based off...one palace spy having done so, and Osirion, which has uncannily good intel and must have a very very high-ranking spy. Put that on the list of things to think about with her fancy new headband once she's rested, alongside what Cayden Cailean is doing and how to conquer the world. "She's the Project Lawful girl with cake powers. Well, I didn't see her have any cake powers, but that's what they say about her, is that she's the cake powers one."









Cheliax: The probabilities of this being an ill-fated innocent beauty are dropping by the second. "Oh, this would be the sorceress of whom it's said that she's already standing right behind you?" He doesn't do anything as gauche as turning around to look, just lets his eyes glance off some reflective surfaces well-positioned to show that, no, there isn't a cake-bearing girl behind him. "I wasn't privileged before now to know her name was Pilar Pineda. You don't suppose that she'll be appearing as well, tonight? I've never heard anyone suggest that Project Lawful wasn't key to winning the war on Nidal... faster, that is. One can only imagine how slow the war would have been without them."









Carissa Sevar: "Without them we couldn't even beat Galt!"





It is hard to overstate how much you absolutely never ever no matter what do not say that, in Cheliax.









Cheliax: 
How about if he suddenly spots a long-unmet friend and makes his excuses, then?



Whatever sort of Intelligence test she is, he's worried that reaching the correct solution involves a +4 Intelligence headband he hasn't been issued yet... now there's an idea, mention to the Queen that he'd be happy and eager to receive his headband earlier. It's obvious in retrospect, but he'd also wager that most of the nobles present won'tthink of it.









Carissa Sevar: Okay, that is kind of fun.





Are there drinks at this lovely party.









Cheliax: There are! Some drugs stronger than alcohol in there, too, for the benefit of anyone who wants to try their hand at bullying somebody else into imbibing them!









Carissa Sevar: She'd just like something that's not very alcoholic, please - she doesn't drink much - and definitely does not have anything else in it.









Cheliax: A thickset Baron will be happy to point her at a vintage like that, and pour it out for her, too.

He wonders how she and Abrogail Thrune happened to meet.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, she showed up in disguise as a mysterious noblewoman, and then again as a powerful sorcerer. It took me a while to realize and then when I did I was terrified but she's really very nice.

You'd have to ask her how she decided to bother with me in the first place."









Cheliax: He supposes that's one way to seduce people when you're Abrogail Thrune.

"You don't think it was because of your natural beauty?" he inquires, not missing the implication that if her beauty doesn't constitute an obvious answer then the beauty might be incredibly expensive and artificial - or, he supposes, illusory, though it's unlikely when so many others here (if not him) would see through it.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I mean, I certainly get lots of suitors, but I would imagine if you're the Queen of Cheliax and you just want to date someone pretty then you have lots of choices! I'm probably not the prettiest girl in the country besides Abrogail. There are lots of people here who are very beautiful. - that lady over there, say, I'd say half of men would pick her over me, if they could pick."



That lady over there clearly did it alchemically, but you have to know the tells, and Carissa does not happen to.









Cheliax: The Baron sips some of the stronger alcohol he's taken for himself; his tolerance is practiced. "Any refined eye looking at her can see that her beauty was bought. Natural beauties as pretty as you are very rare indeed. Well, what were you about before Abrogail Thrune appeared to you in disguise?"









Carissa Sevar: "I grew up in Corentyn. My father's a merchant but he's giving the business to my half-brother and my mother's a teacher and I wanted to open a shop. I can do Prestidigitations, you know, so I can make drinks cold in summer and sell them, which seems like it'd be much more fun than doing laundry like everyone does with Prestidigitation. I think if Her Majesty gets bored - not speaking ill of her, just, you know, realistically she might - then I might travel, with all this money I've got now. I've always wanted to see Absalom."









Cheliax: "It's a wonderful place, though prophecy has it doomed as Carissa Sevar devours the souls of all within during Her ascension to godhood. You might want to hurry if you'd see it before it's gone."









Carissa Sevar: "Well I'd rather expect that all the Starstone gods would object to that, if she really tries it! Also, if she were ascending, couldn't she just ....touch the Starstone? In a non-soul-consuming way? Like everyone else who ascended there?"









Cheliax: "Well, who wouldn't devour all the souls in a city if they'd end up amore powerful god that way? I've heard many things of Carissa Sevar, but never that she was Good."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, if she's Evil like Abrogail then I suppose that'll turn out all right."









Cheliax: "I suppose there's the kind of Evil that denies someone an afterlife for personal benefit, and the sort of Evil that denies someone an afterlife because it's fun, but if you wouldn't destroy a soul for either of those reasons I don't think you can be a proper Asmodean. Though I admit, I couldn't say from my own knowledge that I've heard of the Queen consuming anyone's soul for her personal benefit."









Carissa Sevar: "I meant that Abrogail - knowing her is better than not knowing her. She might hurt you, but she leaves you stronger."









Cheliax: All right, not completely naive then. "If she doesn't leave you a shattered wreck, yes." The thickset Baron raises his glass to her in salute. "Then I salute your great natural resilience as well as your great natural beauty, as would make you twice over one of the luckiest people alive." In other words, that didn't happen.









Carissa Sevar: "I might be, but not in that respect. I got it done in Dis."









Cheliax: Maybe NOT human then. If she's not just successfully toying with him. "Is that where you met Abrogail Thrune, by any chance?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not at all! I told you, I met her when she showed up in my bedroom in the dead of night as a mysterious noblewoman who wanted me to join her schemes. - I suppose, in the end, she had the last laugh, as here I am now, in all her schemes."









Cheliax: "I don't believe you'd mentioned some of those details before, actually. What sort of scheme was a Prestidigitation adept of Corentyn being invited to join, by this mysterious noblewoman?"









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, you know, high treason, regicide, that sort of thing. I shouldn't tell of all her tricks; what if she wants to use them on other people?"









Cheliax: "Well, congratulations on passing your loyalty test, then. Assuming you did pass, and all this isn't the aftermath of your failure where you're told that you die a horrible death as soon as you stop amusing her."









Carissa Sevar: "You'd have to be one idiot of a wizard to agree to mysterious noblewoman schemes to overthrow House Thrune....though I'm not sure that is actually what she's testing." She shrugs. Sips her drink.

...chills it, with a Prestidigitation, made convincingly wobbly off her hand like she never quite mastered spell scaffolding. "Anyway, she already did the 'die a horrible death as soon as you stop amusing me' thing, I doubt it'd be as fun the second time."









Cheliax: "You're actually confident of surviving the romance, then? I won't say there's nobody in Cheliax who can lay claim to being one of her surviving exes, but it's by all accounts the exception rather than the rule."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, we'll see. But just between you and me, I think she likes me."









Cheliax: "I'm glad I don't have your problems." He raises his wineglass in salute to her a final time, and respectfully departs.









Cheliax: The thing about Cheliax is that itssurviving nobles are not the sort to charge in heedlessly. There's a Countess who seems at first to be toying cruelly with the naive beauty, but it rapidly comes clear that the Countess is maintaining firmly in mind the possibility that this isn't a naive beauty, and isn't particularly taking any emotional satisfaction from the process of probing this possible facade.

But it's Cheliax and therewill be somebody.

This recently-ascended Baroness, who looks a bit like Avaricia in the sense of maybe having bought her own looks from the same purveyors, doesn't believe that Miss Incognito is an innocent beauty picked up by Abrogail Thrune and thrown to the wolves. But she wants to know if Miss Incognito is some other manner of enjoyable victim, because so far it looks like people have just been probing her cautiously and that's a sad look on Hell's country, isn't it. If Miss Incognito is here to be hurt, the Queen will be pleased with the first to dare hurt her, especially with so many others having shown themselves too cowardly.

"The Queen must favor you much, to invite you to such an exclusive gathering as this," says the Baroness, who feels confident in her Sense Motive against most people's Bluff short of the Queen.









Carissa Sevar: "I think she's hoping I'll have fun, yes. Though I notice she really invited rather a lot of people."









Cheliax: And what does her Sense Motive tell her about this answer?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's giving her Bluff a lot of exercise this evening, and she has her Glibness pin up, and she was actually very good at this even before that.



She's hard to read.





However, 'I notice she really invited rather a lot of people' is ...in reserve to be interpretable in retrospect as an insult, say, rather than outright being one.









Cheliax: "It takes a number of people to run a successful war, many fewer than have been deemed worthy to be here." The Baroness gestures at the chained shackleborn tiefling, who now has an older woman interestedly casting some minor sorcery spells against him, to test his resilience. "Even that sad thing contributed; you can't have a successful war without an enemy, or loot, or a conquered people to learn their new place." Subtext: And what's your place here, then?









Carissa Sevar: "Good of the Queen to invite one of them, then. Though I have to say, I don't know that I like it. Why'd they cut off his fingers." It's an apparently sincere question, with the slightest note of concern for the poor thing.









Cheliax: "Well, you know what they say about shackleborn. Couldn't have him going around fingering people."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know what they say about shackleborn, actually." And probably it's changed in the history books, now that Nidal is conquered Chelish territory instead of a technically-allied independent polity.









Cheliax: "To put it another way, at a party like this one, you're either one of the ones who does the fingering, or you're one of the fingered. Cutting off his fingers serves to ensure nobody becomes confused about which role he holds here."









Carissa Sevar: "They have him chained up and they're doing an auction! And it seems like some bloody expensive symbolism, what with how whoever buys him is going to need a Regenerate to make him useful!"





Maybe she really is just an innocent who does not understand the way that the court in Egorian works, at all. If she's bluffing she's bluffing incredibly well.









Cheliax: "Nobody here gives a fuck about the cost of a Regenerate, not that he'll get one. He's being sold for purposes of interesting suffering, and doesn't need fingers to suffer."









Carissa Sevar: " - right.





Sorry, where I'm from people buy slaves to...do things."









Cheliax: "There's things he can do without fingers, once he's properly broken. It takes a long time to break shackleborn, but they're good for a longer time after that than most human slaves after you break them. He's a good investment for someone who wants to practice their hobby of cruelty in a medium that requires a long effort of the hobbyist and rewards that long effort with a lasting bit of craft."

"And you wouldn't want him fingering anything during the process."









Carissa Sevar: "Are shackleborn an interest of yours?"









Cheliax: "Theyweren't, but that was before a couple of thousand such went up for sale in Cheliax and somebody at the victory party so forcefully called my attention to them. I don't care enough to win the auction on this one, but maybe I'll try my luck with one of the others. And cut off their fingers, and leave them off, now that you've brought the subsequent possibilities to my attention. I know you don't want your name spoken here, but is there a way I could mail the fingers to you?"









Carissa Sevar: " - what're you trying to prove? Obviously we won and can do as we like with everyone in Nidal. I just don't personally happen to want anybody's fingers."









Cheliax: "Yes, that would be exactly why I'd have the fingers delivered to you, you see, because you didn't want them. It's a question of who in Cheliax gets to do what they want with everyone in Nidal; the ones who want tieflings to have fingers, or the ones who want them not to. So far it looks the Fingerless Tiefling Party is winning."









Carissa Sevar: Imaginary Carissa is flustered! (Real Carissa is having lots of fun and can't even explain to herself why.) "I feel like you're making this into - obviously if it's your slave, and you want them - limbless and chained to the wall, or something - you should get to do that! I'm not trying to convince you to do otherwise! I suppose I do think it's nice that some peopledon'twant that, and want nicer things than that, but I bet you think so too; after all, you're in an Asmodean tyranny where you get to be a baroness instead of being in a Kuthite suffering-country where no one gets to have fingers. Metaphorically."









Cheliax: "Well, that's the whole difference between Kuthism and Asmodeanism, isn't it? In Kuthismeveryone suffers; in Asmodeanism, you can be a noble in life, or a devil in death, and get to cause a lot of suffering while doing little suffering yourself. There isn't an option in either system for being little-harmed yourself while not dealing harm. Those who never want to cut off a slave's fingers are bound to end up fingerless themselves."

"Managed to hurt anybody yourself? Because with an attitude like that, I bet you didn't enjoy it properly even if you did."









Carissa Sevar: "You don't know anything about me." But she does not sound like someone with a lot about her behind that angry answer.









Cheliax: Mostly the Baroness doesn't know what kind of victim this is, and whether she made any progress at all on hurting her, and something about her seems to not quite fit because what would somebody like that be doinghere and failing to deduce what kind of place they were in from seeing a fingerless tiefling already...

The Baroness walks off without saying anything at all by way of departure, the last little bit of injury she might be able to manage. You're either a hurter or one of the hurtees, and she tries with her every act in life to make herself one of the former.









Cheliax: There's now an interesting overhearable conversation nearby, the sort where people are talking in voices not particularly meant to demand attention, but loud enough that somebody else could join their conversation if they wanted. It looks to be a noble, a high-level fighter, and a cleric of Asmodeus; and if they aren't all walking into a tavern, they're at least standing near the drinks station.

Noble: ...sign that the accursed wizards are taking over the whole fucking country, I'm telling you. They go off and figure out how to make an expensive wizard thing more cheaply and suddenly they're the key to world conquest?
   Fighter: Aye! If spellsilver had always cost a tenth of the old price, nobody would think anything of mining it so. If only warriors had always lazed about and made an attack every minute! We could pretend now to speed up to an attack per round, and we'd all be the center of attention.
 Cleric: There's something to what you say. Not much, and not necessarily good, but something. I notice some concern myself that the Queen is handing out Intelligence headbands to the nobility -
Noble: Yes! Exactly! It'd be one thing if that were a free action, but you've got to take off your Splendour headband to put on an Intelligence headband, and we need those! I never thought I'd see the day when an eighth-circle sorceress started to go along with the wizards on Intelligence being everything! Who's to say that Intelligence is any more important than Splendour, in life? If Intelligence is everything then why doesn't Nefreti Clepati rule the world, hm? It's we nobles who run things all over Golarion, and that's because Splendour is just more useful than Intelligence to everyone who isn't a wizard, everyone living in real life.
   Fighter: Aye! Who's even to say that an Intelligence headband is any more useful or important than a belt of Strength or Constitution?
 Cleric: Me, for one. I'd say that. At least if we're talking about those who'd rule.
   Fighter: There's many a king that wouldn't have attained their throne without a Belt of Physical Might.
Noble: Once youhave the throne and can afford to hire bodyguards, Strength becomes not quite as important, after. If you can trust the bodyguards, that is, which is a matter of Splendour.
  Fighter: Did I take a throne, I'd put a Splendour headband on myself, but I wouldn't take off my Strength belt after. Being strong changes you, there is a confidence that comes from being able to punch through iron and outlast a stone statue. If you cannot outfight your own bodyguards, it changes how you treat them and how they treat you. There is no mind without body, even petitioners must manifest one for themselves. I'm surprised and dismayed to find myself the only advocate here of the commonsense position that all six abilitystats are equally important in life.
 Cleric: It's easier to sound wise than to be wise, as the clerics say. There's a reason why wizards do say that Intelligence is most important in life, clerics that Wisdom is most important, sorcerers that Splendour is most important, and fighters argue that all six abilitystats are equally important.
  Fighter: Namely, we're in a profession that actually uses more than one abilitystat, allowing us to appreciate that more than one such might have an equal place in life, and that the gods made all six to matter equally.
Noble: No, it's because 'Strength matters as much as Intelligence' is a fucking stupid stance for anyone except a fighter or a farmer, which can only be justified under cover of arguing an even stupider proposition which would imply that Dexterity matters as much as Splendour. You can get by on Strength 7 as a duchess, if you must, but try out Intelligence 7 and you'll be dead by evening. My objection to the Queen's plan is more that, once you're smart enough to not be one of the stupid people who never matter to anything - once you're smart enough to qualify for the inner circle of people who matter at all, as they know that among themselves - it doesn't help to be any smarter than that.
  Fighter: Wouldn't it be amusing, though, if people put on Intelligence headbands, and the first thing they realized with all that wit would be that Intelligence doesn't matter any more than Dexterity after all? Ha! Ha, ha, ha! Wouldn't that be a daggerthrust through their pride! Oh, sometimes I do slay myself with my own wit.
Noble: If only. But, I believe the other person who matters at all, in this conversation, had something they wished to say, about how they were disturbed that the Queen was handing out Intelligence headbands and demanding they be used?
 Cleric: Well, yes, it's that if the problem is nobles being stupid in the ordinary and colloquial sense of stupidity, I'd expect that was better fixed by enjoining them to put on Wisdom headbands, not Intelligence headbands. Nobles being idiots are usually more headstrong than truly uncomprehending of the correct way, I think? No decision that a noble faces is ever as complicated as even the most basic Spellcraft, after all, nor requires any mathematics more complicated than the arithmetic of tax records. What's needed is not the cleverness to grasp a complex remedy, but the perceptiveness to understand that some simple remedy is correct. I pray that this is only an ordinary matter of the manufacture of Wisdom headbands lagging, and not that the Queen has truly set such hard-to-understand priorities on the abilitystats needed for effective rulership.
  Fighter: Did we ask the Queen's new fucktoy yonder, she'd no doubt say that Comeliness, the seventh abilitystat unrecognized by magic, is the most important thing in life, and that struggling nobles should make themselves more comely.
 Cleric: And you, by your own lights, should agree at least that Comeliness is just as important as any other abilitystat?
  Fighter: Nay, I draw the line at six.










Carissa Sevar: Are they failing to notice that cheaper spellsilver helps with literally any feature you might choose to enhance, and with any other magic item you might want to buy? Or is the idea that since they could afford their favored enhancement anyway, making it cheaper does them a disservice, since now lesser people will have it too?

Imaginelivinglike that.









lintamande: A strikingly handsome young man in a dress uniform taps her on the shoulder, which is more forward than anyone else has been; she spins around to blink startledly at him.

"Forgive me," he says, "but I overheard those guests over there speaking of you with appalling disrespect, and I wondered if you meant to confront them, and lacked only for anyone on your side. For if so, I would delightedly defend you."









Carissa Sevar: Hell wasreal.This is all - fake, a performance, people trying to show each other how Evil they are - she doubts Asmodeus can evenseeit -









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, would you? I'd be so grateful!"









lintamande: And he takes her arm and drags her into the conversation. "Forgive me," he says, "but I caught the last of what you were saying and had to emphatically disagree. There is no question, to my mind, that beauty alone would be insufficient to bring a woman to Her Majesty's attention; surely this striking lady has many other talents as well, and need only tell us of them."









Carissa Sevar: " - oh. I, um, that wasn't my objection, I just thought they were being rather crude. ...and I thought they'd forgotten that spellsilver being cheaper helps with all those things they were talking about.

Except prettiness, I suppose, since there isn't a magic item for that.

...so maybe someday every peasant will have a fancy headband and a fancy belt of strength and beauty alone will distinguish us."









lintamande: He laughs, gently. "Not Intelligence, then. Spellsilver being ten times cheaper, or even a hundred times cheaper, would not have peasants going around in headbands; and even if headbands were free we wouldn't hand them out to peasants. Some people it's a favor to them, really, to let them go on being idiots."









Carissa Sevar: "Is it?"









lintamande: "Yes! Why, say that that shackleborn there had failed to understand what was being done to him, and thought that all the viewers were friendly, and that he was going to be set free any minute now; would you enlighten him?"









Carissa Sevar: "No one could bethatstupid."









Cheliax: The noble blinks amusedly at the two of them. "I'm certain that at least one person right here at this party is that stupid. It's really just a question of who, and when they figure it out."

 The cleric sends the noble a quelling look, and speaks rather more sententiously than before. "If all in this world did wear headbands the equal of the Crown of Infernal Majesty, it'd change nothing but the fraction of wizards and clerics; there'd still be fools to the slaughter, they'd just be smarter fools, and smarter butchers walking about to slaughter them. Asmodeus doesn't will that it be so; He only wills that we understand it to be so."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I think the peasants might not be Asmodeans if they were smarter! They might notice it wasn't in their interests, to be the ones who suffer forever!"









lintamande: "I would say, well, Her Majesty also obviously did not pick you for your political opinions, but actually I suppose she might have."









Cheliax: Noble: "I'd say the obvious solution wasnot to give headbands to peasants, even once there's that much spellsilver about. But if Osirion is handing out complicated farming machinery and giving headbands among theirs - I suppose if any countries who try that all end up like Galt, that'd be one answer to how we're to win this great game that's beginning."

  Fighter: "I hear tell that Carissa Sevar, who's said to be the inventor of the 'production line' of headbands, did also invent the Geased earring. I'm no wizard, but it's an obvious thought to stack the Intelligence boost and the Geas into one item, if that may be done, once you're handing out headbands to peasants."

 Cleric: "Intelligence is to think of stacking a Geas into the headbands. Wisdom is to see that you must arrange matters so that the peasants don't have any alternative but to obey or suffer worse, no matter how smart they become."









Carissa Sevar: "But if you're not more intelligent than them, you will think you've arranged matters so they have no alternative to obedience, when to them you're like a bear who has treed a tasty adventurer - sure, as far as your bear-mind knows, they're really truly stuck in that tree, but the adventurer is barely inconvenienced because there are so many solutions the bear can't think of. A horde of peasants who are wizards, even if you've Geased or threatened them all into line, is alchemical fire - the slightest contact with air and up goes all of Cheliax in flames."









Cheliax:  The cleric nods, showing a deliberate grim smile. "Yes, the problem is that right now we have headbands and they do not;giving headbands to all is equivalent to taking away ours, in how it changes the structure of power. I can only hope that with so much spellsilver and wizardry it becomes possible to build +8 or +10 items, as expensive as the +6s are now, to preserve the present balance of power between the strong and the weak. Or mayhap Project Chemistry will learn to refine diamonds like they refine spellsilver, and with so many wizards we'll gain a 9th-circle to Wish up the rulers."

Noble: "Eh. I don't see why we couldn't just sweep every farm with Detect Thoughts every week, if we had a second-circle in every settlement. We do chain soldiers and wizards to the Worldwound, by such means, including those wizards who perform Detect Thoughts themselves. We can chain smarter farmers to their farms."









Carissa Sevar: "Seems better than putting all one's hopes in Project Chemistry or whatever they're calling it these days pulling off a second miracle as great as the first."









Cheliax:  Cleric: "If there's anything that Project Chemistry and the Scientific Revolution have promised us all, it's that we won't live in an age of just one miracle."

   Fighter: "It's which miracles we'll get that I worry of. No cleverness of wizards and alchemists will ever obsolete hand-to-hand combat, of that I'm certain. But if one's got to swing some mechanical horror more complicated than an enchanted sword, next year's warriors may need more balanced abilitystats than I. More Intelligence and Dexterity, less Strength and Constitution... and I might think to keep up with the right belt and headband, but the trouble is, my enemy'll have belt and headband too."

Noble: "Sir Pascual, why don't you apologize to this lovely lady for calling her a fucktoy, and let her be off with her equally lovely defender? I'm sure there's an interesting night ahead of them, one way or another, and I wouldn't want us to distract them further."

   Fighter: "Aye, fair enough. I apologize for naming you fucktoy, nameless thing of the Queen's."









Carissa Sevar: "I would say I forgive you, except I think the Church said recently that's a heresy."









lintamande: "I've actually no idea what you mean by that," the man says, as he tugs her away.









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, I didn't intend you to."









lintamande: "Well, if you won't reveal it before a larger audience, will you tell me privately, what secret spark in you drew Abrogail Thrune?"









Carissa Sevar: She takes another sip of her wine. "...all right, but you must promise not to tell anyone."









lintamande: "You have my word, my lady."









Carissa Sevar: "She said that if I annoyed her she'd turn me into a statue lost to the world forever and ever, and the thought consumed me with horror so totally I could scarcely think of anything else, which she thought was rather flirtatious."









lintamande: "I see. And you don't suppose she'll really do it, as soon as the followthrough is more fun than the terror?"









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Why do you ask."









lintamande: "Oh, I don't know. Curiosity. Sympathy for such a beautiful thing, no less trapped than the shackleborn, and not, I think, an idiot who can't see it coming."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not an idiot."









lintamande: "I hear it's your first time in Egorian. Have you seen the skyline from the palace balconies at night?"









Carissa Sevar: Well, this is a game no one else has tried. Is he trying to ...steal the queen's lover. Presumably he is aware that's a terrible idea.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think I'm supposed to wander off."









lintamande: "Well, that's why I'm with you." And he tugs her firmly off towards a balcony.









Pilar : "Surprise."









Cheliax: There's a brief moment of horror interested surprise in the ballroom, as everyone stares at the corpse now collapsed on the ground in front of the pink-haired girl.









Cheliax: "Security?" somebody says uncertainly.









Pilar : "Apparently I AM IN FACT Security for this event."









Security: A Security who doesn't know the implications of 'pink-haired girl' starts forward, then notices the Grand High Priestess and Queen of Cheliax converging on the location and thinks better of it.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I had thought you weren't allowed to do that, Lady Pineda. At the least I thought you had to give them a cookie first."









Pilar : Pilar gestures at the corpse of the woman she's just slain, in uniform of senior palace serving-attendant. "I didn't do it for her benefit, your Majesty. I did it because a friend of mine is having a fun time at this party and I wasn't letting her ruin it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Oh, now that opens up allkinds of new possibilities... possibly? I'll have to think on it. Could you have had her taken for interrogation and Malediction?"









Pilar : "She probably went to a Good afterlife, I doubt I could've gotten away with taking her alive."

Pilar realizes only after she says it that she didn't properly think about the question -









Abrogail Thrune II: "Is that why you're reading as being so very annoyed, Lady Pineda?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "She's annoyed for the same reason I'M ANNOYED, but we'll speak of that later."



Snack Service delayed them so that Carissa Sevar would be at the party, meaning Pilar could protect her.



It needs not be spoken to anyone of wit what almost happened. The woman's corpse is lying in front of the stand protecting the Helm of Brilliance, one of the more famously volatile magic items in existence; and now that Aspexia Rugatonn thinks about it why was that there in Nidal and whodid make the decision to display it at this party.



Aspexia Rugatonn wonders if there's such a thing as being so annoyed with Chaotic Good that you transform into a horror from the Dark Tapestry and start eating people.









lintamande: The hubbub caused by Pilar's appearance takes a while to filter out to the distant balconies of the ballroom, in one of which Carissa Sevar is now ....making friends. Or something.



"I've seen the type before, if you'll forgive me. Just sort of... obediently walking towards their own doom because they're too terrified to think about whether they could avoid it. It's very pleasing to Asmodeus."









Carissa Sevar: "To Asmodeus that's you as much as me, I think."









lintamande: He laughs. "Oh, maybe it used to be that way - but not anymore, I don't think. Word's gone out about how much Osirion pays for defectors, especially anyone who was close to the crown. A year ago, you could fairly have said of me that I was carefully not thinking about whether I want to leave. Now, I've gotten a Sending with an offer."









Carissa Sevar: "Why not take it?"









lintamande: "Well, it wasn't a very impressive offer. I do have my pride."









Carissa Sevar: Is he offering to defect with her. And if he is, is he doing it as some sort of game, or in sincerity, or carefully not knowing himself. And if it's a game, what's the game? Has he figured out who she is, or does he just figure it'd be fun to spirit off whoever the Queen's sleeping with?









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa would like to clarify for listening Security that she is, obviously, not contemplating defection, having just sold her soul to Dispater and been offered all her dreams come true. She's just playing, as Abrogail definitely intended.)









Carissa Sevar: "It's too bad how I don't trust you at all."









lintamande: "It is. But, you know, if I were you, I wouldn't be asking myself - am I going to find someone I trust enough to ask them to save me? I'm going to ask - am I going to find anyone I trust more than this.You might as well go with the best chance you have, even if it isn't a good one."









Carissa Sevar: "What do you get out of this? Hypothetically."









lintamande: "Money from Osirion. Having pulled off something no one pulled off before. Axis, which I hear is very nice. Not you, if that's what you're asking. I've had my fill of fragile pretty things with nowhere to run."









Carissa Sevar: "All right."









lintamande: "I need you to say more than that, if you want me to risk my life, which isnotnearly over, on this. 'I want to defect to Osirion and will give you Osirion's defection payout for arranging it'."









Carissa Sevar: "I....want to defect to Osirion and will give you Osirion's defection payment for arranging it," she whispers.









lintamande: He beams at her, and then turns around to give an invisible someone a slap on the back. "Pay out, then, oh ye of little faith."

The slap breaks the invisiblity; it's another man, the same age, similar-enough looking to perhaps be a brother. "Oh, I don't know, I sense there's another twist impending."

"Deal was, I get her to agree to defect. If you wanted to reserve the right to declare she didn't really mean it, you should've been more specific."









Carissa Sevar: The pretty girl is sitting there frozen in horror. "Abrogail's - going to be angry with you -"









lintamande: "Hmmm? No, I'm on her good side, we provide a valuable service. We've tried half the palace slaves by now. I've been offered the title of anyone important I can swing it with, but it's honestly more fun to pick off helpless little girls. You, on the other hand, the Queen is going to be angry with you. You lasted twenty minutes, that's worse than your typical bloodied miserable kitchen slave. Truly embarrassing."









Carissa Sevar: "I was going to report you!"









lintamande: "Yeah, yeah, tell it to Security. Pay out," he says to his friend.

"End of the night, if nothing else happens."

"Wanna make an additional bet on that?"









Carissa Sevar: There's Security visible on the balcony, now, a squat man and a tall woman neither of whom Carissa recognizes, presumably in case anyone pretending to be a defector thinks about becoming one for real. Carissa wonders absently which level of the game they're on, whether Abrogail briefed all the Security about her game or not.



What would Abrogail's poor innocent beauty do.



...she shrieks in frustrated anguish at them and tries hurling herself off the balcony.









lintamande: "That's a double!" says her erstwhile friend delightedly, as the Security haul her back. "I'm on a roll."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Has my sweetling misbehaved herself?" Abrogail says to the impromptu gathering a few minutes later.

To her slight surprise, she notes that some small part of her is glad Carissa is having fun. That's been an obvious possibility for some time now, but that it's obvious doesn't change that she's going to have to watch it very carefully.









Carissa Sevar: " - no, your Majesty - I didn't - I wouldn't -"









lintamande: "Your Majesty. It fell for the Osirian defection line and then tried to jump off the balcony," the handsome man says cheerfully, bowing. "Twenty minutes, a quite disappointing score."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm terribly disappointed in you, my darling. I know you're tired and I sprung this party on you rather suddenly, but I hadn't thought it so awful that you'd sooner defect to Osirion than stay around for it."









Carissa Sevar: "I wouldn't! I was going to report him! I just wanted to see where he was going with it!"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Reeeeaaaallllyyyy?"









Carissa Sevar: " - nope, it was totally sincere. If he'd been for real, I'd have fled the country this very minute. I'd have come back afterwards, probably, but you dragged me to this party and deserve to have to execute some Security about my escape from it, if I really did see an opening."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Dear. Need I remind you that we're fighting somebody who's actually aware of us, now, and very nearly as clever as you? This could've been a layered plan by Keltham. When you think you've deceived somebody else is a very important time to worry about whether they've deceived you."









Carissa Sevar: "It did occur to me, your Majesty, that this might be a plan by Keltham, and it seemed to me that in that case I ought to let it succeed. I know you didn't want me running off with him before, but that was before I was soulsold and had compacted with Asmodeus to own the souls of - oh, I think Aspexia wanted me to not bandy that part around publicly - anyway, I got a very good deal, and no longer fear that Keltham could talk me Lawful Neutral, and it seems entirely possible that my unknown plan to seduce him starts with his rescuing me."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail sends out an emergency order through Telepathic Bond, receives an acknowledgment, coldly says "Fail your Will saves and I'll see if I can save your lives," and Deep Slumbers all four of the other people present.



"That's the death, or indefinite statueing and loss to Cheliax at the cost of two sixth-level spell slots each, of anyone here whose memories we can't successfully erase with one sixth-level Modify Memory. I am taking the cost of it out of your pay."









Carissa Sevar: She didn't, actually, say the part that's the important secret.





"Your majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "You still don't understand what just happened. I am going to have words withAspexia about this."

She takes Carissa's arm, steers her away from where the fallen Securities and informants will be saved, if that's possible, or statued if they cannot be, or executed if their lives aren't deemed worth it.



"Tell me of this compact with Asmodeus," Abrogail demands once they're away and a silence is about them. She looks scary by the standards of anything in Golarion, now, if perhaps not Hell.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you, Carissa Sevar, conquer territories or hearts in Hell's name, be you fairly judged by Hell's Prince to be the most prime mover in such conquests, such unsold and unclericed souls from those lands and peoples as enter into Hell calling your name, in death as they called it in life and did you and Hell more service than disservice, shall pass into your custody or the custody of those in Hell you name your slaves or allies; and when you have conquered three-quarters of Avistan all such souls out of Avistan shall be yours as well; when three-quarters of Golarion is yours, all such souls out of Golarion; when three-quarters of this plane is yours, all such souls out of this plane; when three-quarters of Pharasma's Creation is yours, all such souls out of Creation; while Hell's dominions of those lands and peoples last; and all this be annulled should you fail finally after death in being acknowledged by Hell as a Hellish Power, or should the yield in strength and wealth from those souls granted you be less than He accounts as ordinary from His subservient Powers of Hell; or should the Prince of Hell fairly judge you to have entered His despite in death or life," she recites from memory.

She stared at the precise wording for a long time not long ago.









Abrogail Thrune II: Unholy fucking Pharasma.



"You received - nothing else directly from Him? No circles of wizardry, no rights of command over deviltry, no artifacts -"









Carissa Sevar: "The rest from Dispater."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Was this compact your idea or His?"









Carissa Sevar: "Mine."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Then He is probably,probably going along with it only as speculation, humoring you perhaps, as it costs Him no investment if you cannot do it, and He gains much if you do. But Asmodeus does not humor many supplicants personally, Carissa Sevar. I suppose that Aspexia was so horrified by the potential implications of the compact's contents, did they become known, that she forgot to mention to you the implications of the compact itself."

"There are probably some number of old ninth-circles, ancient dragons, beings of the underground and its layered vaults, who've executed a compact with Asmodeus Himself. Of those mortals walking Golarion I do know of only two such. They are you and I."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Your majesty, you know I don't want your job and couldn't do it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Does everybody else in Cheliax know that? Believe that?"

"Do you realize how dangerous it is to have an obvious successor? Anybody who'd rather you sit on the throne than I, might try for a soul-trap, and rely on you reluctantly taking the job after none of the Thrunes succeeded in executing their own compact with Asmodeus."









Carissa Sevar: " - no, your Majesty, I hadn't thought of that." But probably half the people in this room would have; it was available to think, just down a path she's not used to thinking down.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I accept some part of this blame, for dragging you here exhausted from Dis, and Aspexia must accept some portion of it, for she should've made it clear to you at once if she is not playing her own fucking games -"

"What else happened in Hell, can you summarize it all to me?"









Carissa Sevar: "Dispater was amused, as I assume I'd calculated He would be. He was entertaining offering me the thirty Wishes and two headbands, for the girls except Peranza and Asmodia, who he claimed Hell has, and who he accused me rightly of not wanting broken forever. He offered me one headband and fifteen Wishes, to throw the two of them in and make it so they've been in safety in the gardens of Erecura. I refused, obviously. Snack Service showed up and said that the half-deal served Asmodeus better than the first one, at which point Dispater refused me the first one. I thought about what else I could ask, in light of how he'd been apparently willing to go for the thirty Wishes before Cayden intervened, and asked that the devils at the gates of Abaddon tell people they could go to Carissa Sevar, and that I get anyone who accepted, if I succeeded at becoming a Power in Hell. Dispater said He couldn't do that, because of the incentive against Law, but would compact with Asmodeus on my behalf for souls that cry my name in lands I conquer.

He did that and returned with a response. He presented the compact for one 6/6/4, 15 Wishes offered through three round-way Gates, Permanent Tongues and Arcane Sight to me, I made some revisions, I renounced Irori and got a vision from Him, I signed. Snack Service bargained with Dispater, after that, I don't know what for except apparently both the timing of my return to Golarion, and the fleshshaping, were part of it.

I repurchased the souls of everyone on Project Lawful and arranged cheap options on Security and Maillol, exercisable only with your approval and Aspexia's. Dispater says Peranza and Asmodia have always been in the Gardens. Everyone else who I claim is going to be nonconsciously petrified until it becomes obvious I'm not in fact going to turn into a Power in Hell capable of using them. - oh, and Dispater declared me his favored possession so that none in Dis or Avernus will impede me."









Abrogail Thrune II: "No obvious explosive runes there, but I'll need to review all of this in much more detail after this party is over. I'll tell Aspexia that I require of her that report, if she was there for all of it..."



Abrogail Thrune sighs, leans against one wall, and hits her head against it hard enough to crack the stone. Not so hard a Mending wouldn't do, or Make Whole at worst.

"As regards the timing of your return from Dis. There was a plot to detonate a Helm of Brilliance in the ballroom, at least, I assume that's what the plot was. Pilar shut it down by slaying the spy. No cake, just death. Pilar said she could do that because her friend was at the party and having fun."









Carissa Sevar: "She said that in Hell, too. That she can use her pseudoprophecy powers for her friends. I am very worried Cayden's pushing her to break with us but I don't see anything obvious to do about it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Has she shown any signs of - disloyalty, slippage? Overt or subtle?"









Carissa Sevar: "Nothing I'msureis that? In Dis, she - seemed slightly bothered, I guess, But I would've been too, six months ago."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Well, that's either dreadful foreshadowing, or it's somebody being slightly bothered inside of Hell, as I hear sometimes happens. I'm going to check with Aspexia if she considers herself to be monitoring Pilar's character arc, and if she's not or doesn't have the time then I'm going to assign you to the task."

"And do you know what we're going to do now, Carissa, after all this upset?"









Carissa Sevar: "Go have more fun?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Don't steal my thunder. You're supposed to say 'What?' and not skip to the punchline, it lacks drama."

"As I was going to say dramatically:"

"We're going to go back to the party to celebrate Cheliax's conquest of Nidal, and also, as they'll be told by the end, your sale personally of your soul to Dispater, and as they are not to know for a time, your compact directly with Asmodeus Himself. We'll go back to the party, and celebrate all of these things, as we were before this complication happened."

"I decided when I threw this celebration that if I was tempting tropes by daring to celebrate anything, then so be it; and if by inviting you I was calling their attentions directly on us all, so be it; and that if, by my telling you that you might have me after or be had by me, I was tempting some romantic complication to occur in our lives immediately after, so fuckingbe it. I'll not live the rest of my life cowering from all fun, for fear of plot complications, for fear of humorous or tragic comeuppance if I'm ever seen by the story to be enjoying myself or celebrating anything."

"We're going back to the party, and we're having fun."

" - I was going to say. But now, I suppose, it falls flat, and the tropes take us all."









Carissa Sevar: "I wouldn't say it fell flat, your majesty. Whatever I am, it's what you made me, and so I suppose it's not very surprising that I'm having the time of my life."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Did you find anyone worthy of our mutual attentions, yet? We'll need a victim, if you're not just to be mine own."









Carissa Sevar: "You trick them too often. They all suspect something. There's probably something among the men who were looking at me like they're not used to pretty things they can't touch, but I have yet to conduct an extensive survey."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I want to say that they ought to have courage and storm ahead, but I must admit that I am in fact laying a trap and maybe not an especially subtle one... I am a little tired myself too, to be honest."

"You're allowed to gohunting, you know. Find one you'd enjoy hurting or want me to hurt, lure them into some arguable sin against you or I."









Carissa Sevar: "You command and I obey, your Majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'll not escort you back. We can't be seen returning together, after all."

"Also, be it clear that, if we're interrupted before we can conclude this tryst, I'm declaring right now in front of any possible audiences or readerships in the Dark Tapestry or beyond that the event was overly predictable and the writers are hacks."

Abrogail lays a brief kiss upon Carissa's lips, and goes back to the victory celebration.









Carissa Sevar: And Abrogail's lover will go a-hunting! She'll get herself some more to drink, and drink rather more than is a good idea, and wander towards the men whose gaze she was flinching from earlier, out of old-Carissa habits of avoiding people like that, stories that start that way.



She's untouchable. It's safe. She can wander right in, drunk, while powerful Chelish nobles eye her hungrily, and she is the dangerous one.



It feels like there's some important insight about Asmodeanism, here.



She is so very interested in hearing about all of these peoples' gossip.









???: He'll make his move when Abrogail's beautiful, harmless-looking, slightly-drunk nameless possession is listening wide-eyed to some skeptical wary Chelish noble's account of what she might have to fear at Egorian's court, if she dares to get herself more involved there.









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "You know, the one you really ought to be worried about in the Palace, I'd say, is Carissa Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: - he knows. He has to know, he's met her, she doesn't lookthatdifferent.



So he's playing a game too. You know, fair enough.









Carissa Sevar: "You thinkCarissa Sevarwould bejealous?"









Chelish Noble: "I hadn't heard myself that Carissa Sevar was the jealous type. Rumor certainly doesn't proclaim her to be monogamous."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "Well, she's more dangerous than she looks, is the thing. I was among the first to see Carissa Sevar after she came into Cheliax, do you know? When I was but about my own business eating dinner, I saw her. Most of the fools in the palace refectory did laugh at rumors and make a show of paying her no heed, or pretended to mettle by demanding of her to know which rumors were true; I was one of few there with the sense to keep well out of her way. Many of those faces I never saw in the Palace again."









Carissa Sevar: "What does she look like? - just, you know, so one might be especially cautious not to give offense."









Chelish Noble: "It's said that her beauty falls barely short of Abrogail Thrune's, and that only because she doesn't wish to give the Queen offense. It's said that she bears a crown forged in Hell, only barely less mighty than the Crown of Infernal Majesty and that only because she doesn't wish to give offense."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "And she's a brunette, long hair, about yea high," holding out his hand to what happens to be Carissa's exact height. "You'd know her on seeing her, I'm pretty sure. She's not the sort who could walk into a gathering like this one without every single eye turning in her direction."









Carissa Sevar: "I am grateful for the warning. I have no desire to make enemies in Egorian. ....really I'd much sooner be stowed away on some country estate but Her Majesty does like her games."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "Unfortunately whether or not you are Carissa Sevar's enemy is entirely her choice, and not yours at all."









Carissa Sevar: "How do you all bear it? Going around being terrified all the time? Worrying about Her Majesty and - Carissa Sevar, and - that's the cake girl over there, isn't it, the one that killed someone to stop aspy plot-"









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "Being a Thrune helps a lot. I'd say that I highly recommend it, if not for the incredible implied treason."









Chelish Noble: "That was the CAKE GIRL? I thought she gave people CAKE not DEATH."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "Well, sometimes Project Lawful girls just get mysteriously upgraded. It happens."









Carissa Sevar: "Is it so mysterious? I imagine they were generously rewarded for giving the Crown Nidal."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "And the cake girl was rewarded by being upgraded to the cake-or-death girl?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, how else would getting promoted on Project Lawful work?"









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "To this stunning logic I have no rejoinder."









Chelish Noble: "I've heard rumor that Carissa Sevar hasn't been seen in Cheliax for a month, for whatever that's worth."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "I don't know that I'd feel so reassured, actually. She's probably being upgraded. - towhat, I admit I have no idea."









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe tending to her cult in the Padishah Empire. - don't ask me why she has a cult in the Padishah Empire, I just know it's sizable."









Chelish Noble: "I do know, but the Church has proclaimed it grave heresy to repeat even as rumor."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "This sounds worrying," says Alexite Thrune, who is, in case anybody's lost track of this important fact, visibly a priest of Asmodeus. "Should I be worried?"









Chelish Noble: "Yes, but it's not my place to speak of it."









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "I grantyou leave to speak of it," Alexite says to Carissa Sevar. "If it pleases you."









Carissa Sevar: "I suppose it would have to be the rumors that those who follow Carissa Sevar will come into her keeping when they die and go to Hell, and that she has mercy for the souls under her care. Which is nonsense, I must say, from everything else you've said of her. Carissa Sevar can't be a merciful person; no Power in Hell could be. And I can't imagine her admiring those who delude themselves and believe things just because it's comforting. If one wanted to be useful to Carissa Sevar in Hell - well, this is a party, no time for speaking of such things.

I have heard it said of her, that she dislikes it immensely that Hell's souls are lost to Abaddon, and that she has hopes her cult might guide those souls back to Asmodeus where they belong. But that's hardly unique to her! Abaddon is horrid."









Chelish Noble: "I hadn't heard the Abaddon part. Lady Sevar wouldn't much like the plans of the Mayor of Senara, then, would she?"









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: "Conveniently the Most High Aspexia Rugatonn has also been spotted at this gathering, so how about I go find her and ask her about this incredibly dangerous heresy? By your leave, Lady."









Carissa Sevar: She waves him off cheerfully and turns to the other noble. "I'm not familiar with the name, but do tell. The more people Carissa Sevar dislikes the less likely she is to take some issue with me."









Mayor of Senara: "- sad, pathetic, and dare I saynon-Asmodean. I rule a town half of whose inhabitants are descended of devils in some way, nigh a quarter are outright tieflings, and they don't sufficiently fear Hell. Asmodeus's embrace should be aprivilege for them, one they have toearn by good behavior, I say! And you, you sad fragile thing of the Queen's, how dare you tell me otherwise? Do you think being buried a statue is the worst that can happen to you when the Queen tires of you? Be grateful she'll show you even that much mercy! You could be sent down to Hell for a stay, brought back when you're fully broken, and plane-shifted to Abaddon then."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you know what I think of you? I think that everyone here is some kind of sick, twisted, parody-Evil, somehow neither in Asmodeus's image nor in their own, and you're the worst of it. You thought about what the most vaguely horrible thing you could do was, and it'snot even Lawful Evil,it's justbad, when you should be gratefulto have a population that knows their place and is glad to go and find it.

You have a rare gift, if you really do have a population of people who don't much fear Hell, and you arewasting Asmodeus's resources,if you Maledict even asingle one of themto Abaddon. If I ran this country it'd be outright illegal. If Hell thinks they don't deserve to be in Hell it can destroy them itself."









Mayor of Senara: "If you ran this country, you traitorouswretch? And heretical besides, for the purpose of Hell is to be feared, to strikedread into the hearts of traitors as they contemplate the slightest act of disobedience knowing that any such will condemn them to eternity as suffering blobs of meat! If they can't manage to fear that, Asmodeus has no use for their defective minds, and Hell is better off spared the effort of trying to process them."









Carissa Sevar: "The purpose of Hell is not any attitude mortals have about it! Have you - even asked the Church if they want you maledicting people to Abaddon?? I ampretty sure Asmodeus can manage to scare them if he wants them scared!"









Mayor of Senara: "The priest of my town understands the importance of keeping order, and that the degenerating conditions in my city born ofinsufficient terror have left me no choice but to find something they'll fear more than Hell. It'shis fault in the first place, really, for failing to convince the souls in his keeping that they'll become lemures for disobeying their superiors, namely me. But once the fools see the worst dissenters being put to Abaddon, they'll fall in line."









Carissa Sevar: "It sounds tomelike you're incompetent, flailing around to blame anyone but yourself, and picked a particularly odious problem-solving approach whichwon't even solve your problem which no one is calling you on because, oooh, we're evil here, no one's allowed to point out when anyone else's evil isstupid."









Mayor of Senara: "And you've heaped enough insult on me, future statue. So here's how it's going to be. I have no idea of your real relationship to Her Infernal Majestrix, and no intent to offer her any insult. I certainly won't suggest to her that her ending for you be anything but what satisfies her the most."

"But I'll inquire of Her Infernal Majestrix of your family, your friends if you've none of those, anyone you might care for. You seem like the Good-hearted sort to have many like that."

"And then I'll pay of my own expense to have them brought to Senara, invent some crimes, and offer up their souls to Ahriman."

"You're pretty, though. So does her Infernal Majestrix consent you may beg leave to serve me of a night, and if I'm satisfied you've shown full repentance I'll spare any two family or friends of your own choice."

"This is the price ofinsolence in Cheliax."









Carissa Sevar: "I didn't - intend any insult -"









Mayor of Senara: "You werewarned, youkept at it, and your repentance comestoo late to spare more than two of your treasured souls atbest."

"- it does give me a fine idea about destroying the souls of offenders' families as well. Hm hm. You'd best be about before you give me any more ideas, really."









Carissa Sevar: "They didn'tdo anything to you!They'regood Asmodeans!"









Mayor of Senara: "Yes, and this is Asmodeanism. The cruelty is the point, you sad, sad thing."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: The girl races across the ballroom towards the Queen.









Mayor of Senara: He'll watch from a distance, not feelingvery nervous - he has carefully not transgressed the bounds of courtesy to Her Infernal Majestrix whatever the girl's true nature, even if she's some manner of bait or trap, he has offered no treason and no heresy. The nameless pet is evidently a natural beauty and somebody like that is not likely to be a Chelish power in her own right, lightning doesn't strike twice.

He cannot, of course, overhear the Queen's conversation, but the condescending pat that the Queen gives to the pretty girl's head is plain enough.









Carissa Sevar: And then she'll trot back, with the Queen with her.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune looks distantly bored, as is a common appearance with her.









Carissa Sevar: "If it's your will, your Majesty, tell him he can'tMaledict my entire family to Abaddon -that's not Asmodean!"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm Cheliax's Crown, not its Church, my beauty. You'd want to make that demand of Aspexia Rugatonn, and she's a deal harder to seduce." Abrogail chuckles, briefly.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: " - he asked, your Majesty, if you'd permit me to - spend an evening with him -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "In exchange for not Maledicting your family to Abaddon?"









Carissa Sevar:









Mayor of Senara: The Mayor kneels, formality does not call for it here but he does it voluntarily. "In exchange for not Maledicting two of them, of her choice. Obviously I'd offer no such compact if it did not please your great Majesty, to whom I mean no disrespect; your overt manner this day was that you meant this thing to suffer. Be that not your true plan, I offer no dissent. She has offered me insult, treason, and heresy, on the surface of things; this, on the surface of things, would be my reply."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Ah, yes. She's offered me insult, treason, and heresy too. One of her more attractive features when it came to bedding her, really."

"You have my leave to spend a night with this one, beauty mine. Your choice, of course."









Carissa Sevar: "Is it - he said - 'your manner was that you meant this thing to suffer'-"









Abrogail Thrune II: "You look a little tired, my dear. Shall we dance, and then perhaps close out your part of this evening, and send you to my bedchambers to await me? I'll be along after I've had the time to hear out a few reports, and you look like you could use a restbefore the night's rigors."









Carissa Sevar: "As you wish, your Majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: She'll firmly pull Carissa off to the ballroom floor, and have a Security unobtrusively tap Carissa with Cat's Grace before she tries to dance. "You're drunk and tired and having some trouble playing your part consistently even with glibness up," Abrogail murmurs to her by Message. "That wasn't nearly a voice of horrified realization and resignation."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't understand why you want to draw it out, your Majesty. I found who I want, what's the wait?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "We need to teach you how to play with your food properly. I suppose teaching you how to eat at all ought to come first, and maybe try when you're less of an adorable ball of exhaustion."

"Be it clear, I did instruct you to relax and have some fun, but, don't try any social maneuvers while drunk when you're not so instructed, Carissa. I can choose myself to forgive your sloppiness, it doesn't mean that you weren't sloppy."









Carissa Sevar: "I understand, your Majesty. I am not, actually, under the impression I know this game well enough to not immediately make a mess of it, if I were trying to play for real. ....do you actually want me to learn. In your place I'd be pleased about having some insurance against troublesome Carissae."









Abrogail Thrune II: There's a lot of things Abrogail Thrune could say here, would've said here, in some less hazardous neighboring universe in which there weren't tropes pressing down about her, where she had nothing to fear but causality. She never wanted to die of old age on her throne, for that would mean she'd played her game too conservatively and lost out on most of the possible fun.

"I think I don't want you to learn now because you don't have time," she settles on.

"I've said what was needful, now put those thoughts aside and dance with me. Savor the moment, the impending reveal, the last moments of the game before it ends. Your enemies think all is going well for them, and that was always your plan, and their pride goes before this fall."









Carissa Sevar: "As you command, your Majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I won't hurry too fast about those reports, so you've the time to close your eyes for a nap after this, if not a sleep. And when the night's second part begins, I'll show you how to take apart a man to his core, if you mean to put him back together afterwards having learned his lesson and mostly intact. And do a few other things, too, of course. Are you the sort who'll enjoy him watching you in pleasure while he suffers?"









Carissa Sevar: "I have no idea, your Majesty. Maybe. He did ask for a night with me, and I wouldn't want to not deliver what was promised."









Abrogail Thrune II: "We'll see how it goes."

"What did you think of Cheliax's nobility? I'm not going to be surprised or insulted if they fell short of your standards."









Carissa Sevar: "They - aren't aspiring to my standards? The thing they're aspiring to seems messy, to me, and incoherent, but - I assume getting people to embrace Lawful Evil as part of their identities and motivations at all is hard enough, and it's too hard for some reason to make them embrace some version of it which is less petty and performative?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Petty and performative. Yes. There's a possible whole person who acts like the Mayor of Senara acts, out of a kind of pride and grandeur in being the worst person possible, more Neutral Evil than Lawful Evil, but whole. There's a version of him who makes a threat like that because he takes an artistic pride in destroying somebody as absolutely as possible. He's neither of those people, though, just grabbing at any thought of Evil that passes in his mind, the moment it passes his mind, even if the thoughts don't fit together."

"I won't say that the state of the nobility isn't my fault, or even that it wasn't my choice, but it was my choice out of a serve-yourself shit buffet. With the triumph of Nidal's conquest, the external threat from Osirion, our internal explosion of spellsilver, I have the political momentum now to do some things I couldn't before. Like issuing them with Intelligence headbands, and forcing them to actually wear the cursed things, if they can't otherwise keep up with changing times. Wisdom would be better yet, but I dare not."









Carissa Sevar: "...that's what I told the Mayor, actually, that he wasn't Evil either in service of Asmodeus or himself, that it was pathetic. No one in Hell is trying to prove how Evil they are. I think you can't risk Wisdom headbands yet but maybe once I have something to offer them that isn't heresy and that people don't notice is made of sand if they think about it too hard."









Abrogail Thrune II: Again Abrogail Thrune speaks none of her thoughts, about what she prays to be the trope-foreshadowed destiny of a compact that Asmodeus Himself might have thought was only humoring this woman: whether Carissa will become someday an Empress who judges Abrogail's suitability as Queen, or become Lord Ruler of Golarion, or leave Golarion with an army to conquer some other place for Hell. And whether come that day she'd have Abrogail with her as advisor, or leave Abrogail behind as regent, or have long since ceased to think of an obsoleted and discarded administrator of the Chelish region.

Abrogail says none of it, for if she says it, it's less likely to happen; there's all too many twists the tropes could play on them, if Abrogail speaks it aloud, and makes it an expectation that must be subverted. And to say any such thing would also push Carissa's pride far far ahead of what her present position justifies. Carissa herself, no doubt, is carefully not thinking any such thing; and that makes it Abrogail's place to read ahead in the story and think those thoughts for her.

Abrogail dances her evening's first and last dance with Carissa, and keeps her thoughts to herself while the music plays.









Carissa Sevar: She's not a particularly good dancer, but with Cat's Grace up and the Queen leading her she can play her part.



As for thoughts on the evening, those will have to wait until it's over. She's drunk, and tired.









Abrogail Thrune II: When the dance ends, Abrogail sends a silent command to her mages, and magical silence is laid upon the ballroom and all its levels. It lasts 10 rounds, long enough that anyone can and should make their way to a balcony to hear the announcement that's obviously forthcoming.



- though, looking down, the Queen still stands in the dancefloor's center, with a fragile-looking beauty held in her embrace.

It's a gentle, intimate stance, and anyone who sees Abrogail Thrune like that will guess correctly that someone is about to suffer in an artistic fashion.

The other dancers draw even further back, amid the silence, to create a suitable stage for whatever comes.



Magical silence ends, and the Queen speaks into the waiting hush that remains. "How did you find the party, my dear? I hope it was not too tiring?"









Carissa Sevar: "It was delightful, your Majesty."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I do apologize for springing it on you, after such a long day and exhausting endeavor. Very rude of Nidal to pick just then to end the war."

"How went your trip to the big city?"









Carissa Sevar: "As I'd hoped, and then some. I did some shopping, witnessed some marvels, toured a palace that - if you'll forgive me - surpassed yours..."









Iarwain: There's a barely-audible whooshing sound: half a ballroom drawing in shocked breaths simultaneously, but saying nothing.

Some of the other half are starting to catch on.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Did you find the buyer you sought, for your own wares?"









Carissa Sevar: "Without difficulty! - you should have seen the rug in His waiting room. I could've stared at it for a thousand years and not wholly comprehended it, and rather hoped He'd have me wait at least a few days so I could try."









Mayor of Senara: He hears the god-pronouns and his heart, already chilling, freezes over.









Abrogail Thrune II: "Well done. Lord Dispater does not treat with many."

"I hope it was worth all the waiting. That fine headband - was it that which you received in exchange? It's a mighty price, for a soul."









Carissa Sevar: She permits it to assume its proper form, now. 6/6/4. Less than the Crown of Infernal Majesty, but not by very much. "What, this? It was part of our agreement. ....not a largepart. Substantially less than half."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail releases her further from her half-embrace, turns her gently to show her the whole ballroom, or rather, show the whole ballroom to her. One first introduces the lower-ranked person to the higher, in etiquette.



"Lady Carissa Sevar, commander of Project Lawful, who is now fully and irrevocably of the Infernal Empire..."

"I present to you the assembled nobility of Cheliax."

"Nobles of Cheliax, Carissa Sevar."

"Now go catch some sleep, dear."









Carissa Sevar: She would really like to Teleport out, but tragically the whole palace is Forbiddanced. (Also she hasn't actually hit fifth circle yet but in the haze of the last few days that's started to feel like more of a trifling inconvenience that'll fall at her feet sooner or later). Instead, she inclines her head to the Queen, takes in the faces of the crowd, and then walks out.



They get out of her way.









Abrogail Thrune II: "And the victim of this evening's entertainment is... the Mayor of Senara, who did attempt to extort one night's dalliance from Carissa Sevar, and, alas for him, succeeded. Console him all your best."









Iarwain:









Carissa Sevar: When Carissa wakes she's in one of Abrogail's suite of lovely non-doompunk bedrooms, again, and Abrogail is asleep beside her.



A second after that, while she's still trying to blink the image in front of her into coherence, someone tries to read her mind.

She lets them. It is almost certainly a condition of having nice things, such as waking up next to a beautifully asleep and vulnerable Abrogail, that Abrogail's security can see at all times she continues to have no intentions of committing regicide.





She lets the stupid part of her brain that says she will not overthrow Abrogail because of how Abrogail is SO PRETTY THE PRETTIEST be a little louder than usual, in case it is helpful towards that end.









Carissa Sevar: It feels like she's grown so much she barely fits into this body; it helps, when she looks in the mirror, that the body is almost wholly unfamiliar. She is soul-sold, now, and compacted with Asmodeus shoothopefullyAbrogail'ssecurityisallowedtoknowaboutthat, and nearly as enhanced as magic can make a person, and she went to a party full of Chelish nobles and had a lovely time and picked out the worst person there and hurt him andenjoyedit.

Asmodeus may or may not have had any genuine prediction in mind, about her, when He instructed her to deliver Him victory in His contest with Irori, but He was, in fact, right, that she is someone who wants things she can only have in Hell, that she is His, that no mercy from some other god could make her otherwise.









Carissa Sevar: She has - to put it mildly - somewhat mixed feelings about Asmodeanism, the ideology, but it's relatively clear what her path is from here to change that. Once she's conquered most of the world then those souls in it which choose her get her, and whether the Church likes it or not by that point she'll be aggressively publicizing what it means to choose her.









Carissa Sevar: She sits down, then, and tries to rederive the Keltham seduction plan, and doesn't come up with anything, and is troubled by this but only slightly. It seems nearly impossible, that greater-Carissa's intent in building lesser-Carissa intothiswas traitorous. And, well, if it was, she can simply not defect; that's within her power.









Carissa Sevar: When Abrogail wakes she is wholly lost in stubbornly trying to hang a fifth circle spell.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune comes awake, notices that there's somebody in bed with her who isn't powerful enough to be a direct threat, and in sheer reflex before her brain is even awake enough to remember who's there, stretches in a languorous and sensual fashion.

It only takes a few seconds to remember who and why, but she's already taken the correct action on reflex.









Carissa Sevar: ....Carissa successfully distracted!









Abrogail Thrune II: Well then she'll arise out of the bed and begin to clothe herself in the fresh clothes that shall have been laid out for her there, making a needlessly artistic production out of that.

Simultaneously, Abrogail Thrune silently requests an update on any overnight disasters through one of her permanent Telepathic Bonds.

Detect Thoughts, Greater Magic Aurato disguise it, it's almost a single action to her, but with true arcane sight Carissa is still liable to notice the act before the disguise completes.

How is her further-improved creation doing, this morning?









Carissa Sevar: Well right now she's just thinking about how Abrogail is very pretty, the prettiest.... if Keltham is getting accurate intel about Cheliax he could probably trigger that contract provision, by now. Maybethatwas her Keltham-seduction plan.



"I think I came back from Hell fifth-circle. I'm not sure, won't be until I get the spell hung, but - itfeelseasier, it feels like the magic's moving more naturally -"









Abrogail Thrune II: Well, maybe Carissa could pass a truth-spell about that if she's deluding herself hard enough. Abrogail obviously doesn't say it; it seems a good delusion for Carissa to have temporarily.

"So much good news; it makes one to fear the tropes, if nothing at all has gone wrong," Abrogail states. "Why, who knows what doom you'll find when you return to the Project? - I sent Pilar back ahead of you, obviously."









Carissa Sevar: "How much nonsense could they possibly have gotten up to in - how long has it been, actually -" She doubts that time in Dispater's realm is particularly beholden to time on the Material.









Abrogail Thrune II: "You came back the evening of the day that you began at dawn."

"Thankfully, I have foreboding news to report that'snot about your Project! This, we may hope, has fulfilled the tropes' need to present us with a disaster after things went so well."

"Our spies say that Keltham has accepted the Kelesh Empire's offer to supply him with spells, items, scrolls. It was plausibly immediately after he would have learned you were selling your soul."









Carissa Sevar: " -huh.What would my selling my soul even have changed for him -





- I don't understand it but I don't like it. What have they supplied him."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That's harder to be sure of. There's a 9th-circle caster of Sarenrae with whom they trade favors; Chelish intelligence thinks she is preparing to travel imminently based on echo effects around Sarenrae's temples, an administrator to replace the priest who'd be temporarily replacing their grand high priestess. They could supply him with a +6 intelligence headband if he doesn't have one already. They could possibly supply him a bound genie if he has the Wish diamond for it, which, if we're lucky, Keltham will use only for +1 Intelligence and not for destroying Cheliax."

"If he's gone back on only dealing with Lawful Evil people, it implies some change of plans. The question is from what to what. Looking at it from what might be Keltham's own perspective, he has just lost Asmodia followed immediately after by Carissa."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you think I should be preparing to go to him even if I don't know what my original plan was. It does not seem worth taking a chance on his destroying Cheliax."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I believe you should take a day or two to think, Carissa, with your new crown, before we decide that the tropes have given us no choice but to fly blind into your seduction plan. But I also think it is your own call, now. You are relinquished of Irori, and there must come a time when you tell me that you're making the next move of your game and I trust you in it."









Carissa Sevar: - nod. "I'll check in on the Project, then, put it in better shape to potentially manage my extended absence than it was last time, think with the new headband about ilani-making, Keltham seduction, Cayden Cailean, what Nethys does that gives Him almost-prophecy, assembly-lines for Geased Rings of Sustenance - I was thinking, what magic item could we give almost everyone, that'd be too useful to do without -



- and I'll let you know the next move, once I know it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Drop me a note if you want to visit Egorian, or Absalom for that matter. At this point it's going to take a Mind Blank and 8th-circle escort to make sure nobody simply kidnaps you once you're outside a Forbiddance, by means up to and including Wish spells. We might as well go together if we go. - disguised, obviously."









Carissa Sevar: Is Abrogail just being - friendly? In a friend way?





No, she's probably misparsing it.









Carissa Sevar: "I expect if nothing catches fire I will want to visit Absalom in a week or two. It's getting embarrassing never having been. And I imagine we could have some fun. Disguised, of course."









Abrogail Thrune II: "You don't need to be friends with somebody to enjoy the thought of escorting her through a dangerous-looking part of town, looking weak, and what she'll do to those who offend her."

"Unless you're Pilar Pineda, in which case feelings of friendship are required to power your most effective special abilities. I asked Aspexia Rugatonn if the Asmodean injunction against pity still applied when the victim was Pilar Pineda having to put up with this, and Aspexia Rugatonn had to think for a round before she said yes."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm pretty convinced at this point that the silliness of Cayden's intervention is meant to distract us from something but this realization has helped not at all with figuring out what we're being distracted from."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I think He's possibly just that kind of god and doesn't have a choice, but He may yet use His domain of frivolity to distract us so long as He has to do it anyhow."

"...I must be about annexing Nidal, Carissa. You can linger about my Palace do you wish, if you need an hour's true rest, but for myself I must be about my way."









Carissa Sevar: "Goodbye, then, your Majesty, and good luck. If you miss me, kill some people I'd specifically find annoying, and I'll feel very thought-of."









Abrogail Thrune II: That'sstill not a permitted way for proper Asmodeans to relate to each other.

But all things considered within the Carissa Sevar Seduction Plan - to which Abrogail is minister as much as Carissa Sevar was to Keltham - Abrogail isn't going to say that to Carissa until later.

She'll kiss Carissa thoroughly, instead, and be off about her way.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: Right, then, she too should be getting back to work. She may have only been away from the Project for one day (she's pretty sure subjectively the time in Hell was at least thrice that) but people can be very much idiots in one day.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune heads off to work, and wonders, in the back of her mind, if she's done Carissa Sevar more service than disservice, in her life, and would be permitted to go to Her someday if she entered into Hell calling Her name.

Well. She's definitely done Carissa more service than disservice by the standards of Hell.

One more reason to conquer at least Avistan, though it's not like she'd need any reason at all.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar returns to Project Lawful beautiful, terrifying, wearing an artifact out of Hell on her head. She explains that she sold her soul to Dispater for a price the Church would like her to not disclose at this time, and then went to the Queen's celebration of Nidal's surrender. No one questions her.





Her priority for the day is trying to get Pilar's candidate ilani to notice the thing about the world where all its features are connected, where every observation tugs a hundred invisible strings, where if the spellsilver process getsslightly worsewhen you substitute eggshells for bone then that's almost as informative as if it got slightly better, but also where if the price of a good is puzzlingly high, you had an error elsewhere in your picture of the world, where the question isn't whether anything has been proven or even whether anything is suspected but whether anything is likelier in one world than another.



If she has time then she's also going to try to convey the intuition that if there's a vendor who sells out of his goods three hours earlier than anyone else there needs to be an explanation for that which isn't just 'his are higher quality', and that if countries go to war that'sconfusingbecause it suggests two opposed people believed they would benefit from something that would superficially appear to benefit only one of them, and the whole general complex of habits ofexpecting things to be in balance,and, when they're not, seeing why not.



She's no Keltham, as a teacher, by which she means that she remembers near-perfectly everything he said and can refer to transcripts and also has something like 6 Splendour on him at this point. Her ilani ought to learn faster.









AAAAAAAAAAA (Security): She'll get about an hour into that before some poor Security fool has the temerity to interrupt Carissa Sevar's important work with a supposedly very very urgent message:

There's a Gate to Hell at the edge of their Forbiddance and a Cornugon (greater devil, could probably slaughter this whole facility) who wants to see Snack Service within the next two minutes.









Carissa Sevar: ....well that does seem kind of urgent. Go ahead, Pilar.









Pilar : She knows what this is about. On her way, very quickly, before the Gate closes.









Curse of Laughter: "Tell Mister Dispater it was a pleasure doing business with him!"









Iarwain: The mighty devil speaks not one word of acknowledgement to this before the Gate closes about it; from the beginning it never stepped foot in Golarion.









Pilar : And Pilar returns, and pulls away her commander to report. "Lady Sevar. I have good news. Possibly. Sort of."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, go ahead."









Pilar : "Snack Service permits me to tell you that it received of Dispater a +6/+6/+4 headband and a +4/+6/+6 headband. It says that these are the property of Snack Service, and it is very important that they stay the property of Snack Service, because if Hell sells or gives them to Cheliax including by proxy or what looks to the treaty definitions like a Hellish plot, it comes out of Hell's intervention budget and will get charged to Cheliax. Whereas so long as these headbands stay the effective property of Snack Service, their uses come out of Cayden Cailean's intervention budget. Supposedly. Also they're going to be used in a very important way to benefit Asmodeus. Supposedly."

"I asked if Project Lawful could borrow the headbands in a friendly way without paying, if Snack Service wasn't using them right away. Snack Service says sure and we can have them for at least the next 24 hours, it doesn't make any guarantees past that point."

"If you don't have a better idea of what to do with them, sir, I suggest that we pass them around our potential ilani and try to teach them very intensively for a couple of hours each to see if they can get Probability-Sight via artifact headband the way Asmodia did. Only without the heresy and treason, hopefully."









Carissa Sevar: What are youplayingat, Cayden Cailean -









Carissa Sevar: "Sure! Sounds like fun.

- don't worry too much about the heresy and treason. Heresy and treason are incorrect; proper ilanism won't take you there. We'll correct you promptly. But if there are thoughts you're trying not to think in the first place - rather than thinking them knowing they'll be corrected if they're wrong - it can be harder to master ilanism."









Pilar : "I'll tell them so, sir, but I register that they're not Asmodia. If my curse obeyed me and my curse worked, they'll think those thoughts without hesitating, and speak those thoughts, because they want to be corrected, and want to stop being muddled inside, and will understand if that means they need to be punished."









Carissa Sevar: "I hope that's so, but even you, Pilar, have found yourself muddled, on occasion."









Pilar : "I asked my curse for them to not be me, sir."









Carissa Sevar: "To be less - what?"









Pilar : "Less Good. To not have any huge cracks in them where they didn't want their family going to Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "Would you have not wanted your family going to Hell, if you'd had more confidence Hell would find the strength in them?"









Pilar : "Asmodeus doesn't want me to care."

"I guess I didn't - put it exactly in those words, to my curse, there's only so much you can ask, when you've only got one planet to pick from and you're looking for people who already speak Taldane besides. But I was looking specifically for people who could be ilani and Asmodeans, and I did not tell my curse to premise that on your form of Asmodeanism, sir, because I was acting on my own, and I thought, I don't want somebody like that breaking down if Sevar never comes back."

"I'mnot the best possible version of what I am. Idon't believe the tropes made the one best person on the planet to be a Keeper of Asmodeus end up in Ostenso. Somebody like that wouldn't have fit into the story they were weaving around Keltham. These people should be the real thing, once they get training, what Pilar should've been for Asmodeus, that's what I asked, wanted, for my curse to find."









Carissa Sevar: " - all right. We'll see if they can handle it, then; if they can't, better to know that sooner anyway."









Pilar : "How much of the day, and night, should I plan on having you for? With Asmodia gone, I think you're the only one here who still has what she called Probability-Sight, for the new ilani candidates to pick up using the artifact headbands."









Carissa Sevar: "I can do this all day. This is, actually, where it all stands or falls, probably, not in some party in Egorian."









Pilar : "As you say, sir."

Pilar doesn't like the driven and domineering person she turns into, when she wears the +6 Splendour headband; it feels tantamount to insubordination to make so many suggestions to her superior.

Her feelings are irrelevant. Pilar will go on wearing this headband until her superiors tell her to take it off.









Curse of Laughter: Or until Pilar realizes that she can serve Asmodeus better by taking it off!









Pilar : Fuck off and die.





But yes.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa resumes her lecture.



"I think trying to do this on test cases where you know that there's something to be found trains only a part of the skill, and perhaps the least valuable part; the important thing is noticing it where it hasn't already been pointed out to you. But let's try some test cases anyway, just in case it at least helps develop the habit. You're a general; you need to know if the enemy army is moving to attack at the north pass or the south pass. They might feint, to try to trick you. They might split their forces, but they probably won't; it's a gamble and if you handle it right they'll lose both. You hear a report they've given their soldiers orders to make for the north pass, but the report could be a lie to deceive you.

Whatfeatures of reality are you looking for,what are youtrying to seeto figure out what's going on?"









Ex-Criminal Wizard Student Who Received His Wish To Have His Criminality Beaten Out Of Him: "There's just - sight, sound, and magic, isn't there? You can try to scry the pass or the approaches and even if scrying is blocked, if it's blocked in one place but not the other, that tells you. You can post lookouts and check in with them, and if they fail to check in that's a sign, because absence of expected evidence is evidence of absence. Or do you mean things on a bigger timescale like - if one pass is muddier, you see if they requisition supply wagons with wider wheels?"









Class Chatter: "How many troops are in the report? Were famous elite warriors spotted?"

    "Smoke from fires, and refugees; they're less likely if there's a feint, too."

  "Actual attacks at either pass suggest not feint, unless they're unsupported summons, which implies feint."

 "Whichever pass is more vulnerable they're likely to attack."

   "That's 'priors', you fool, she asked for 'evidence'."

 "If they can't fit their whole army in one pass, dividing their army is more likely."

    "Also fucking priors!"

"A lot of this depends on the quality of your reconnaissance; do you have Lesser Planar Ally'd imps for recon? Or other invisible teleporting summons with good senses?"

    "That's a factor that affects which evidence you get, it's not something that you look for! Am I the only person who understood the question here?"









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa is testing a new theory about humans: that they bullshit themselves and everyone around them slightly less when the topic is winning a battle that will happen tomorrow. The Worldwound was better than Cheliax, and she thinks the real concrete consequences were why; there's only so much you can play Who's The Evillest, if you will all die of not doing your jobs. Were there rapists and thugs and bullies at the Worldwound, yes absolutely, were there people who put inordinate effort into elaborately entrapping people or addressing slights to their honor or doing the Evillest thing they could think of, no. The demons did Cheliax a favor and ate those.)



"There's some good ideas there. Now, an ilani, listing off all of those, asks how much evidence are they? How much more likely are we to hear a spy report they're going north, if they're going north? How trustworthy are our spy reports, how hard would it be for them to have sent us lies, compared to how likely it is that if they're truly marching north, we'll hear it? For any bit of evidence, you can think of reason it's conclusive, or think of reason it's a feint, but what you want to do is ask which world it's more consistent with, and by how much. Does anyone want to try venturing, for some of the evidence they came up with, howstrongit is, as evidence."









Ex-Criminal Wizard Student Who Received His Wish To Have His Criminality Beaten Out Of Him: "So for something like - what kinds of wagons they're requisitioning - I think it's maybe like, almost even, if somebody comes and tries to sell you a report like that, because they could just be trying to plant information. But if you had a lot of different things like that you could check, from different sources, and you got to pick one at random, instead of there being only one obvious thing for your spies to try to learn from one obvious source, then I think it'd be much stronger, like... four to one?"

"Or even more than that, because realistically war involves not that many faked spy reports. I've never heard of a case where an enemy tried to fake somebody outcompletely by adjusting a hundred little things like that."









Pilar : Pilar storms into the classroom, bearing artifact headbands. Pilar has never really been all that comfortable with correcting other students in class -

- until now. Now everything is fine, for real and not like she was pretending to herself before, because Pilar knows these people can take it. Pilar hates that she works like that but she does.

The new ilani will be better.

"All right, you muddled incoherent pieces of slime, sudden new plan for the day. One of you at a time gets intensively tutored by Carissa Sevar while wearing a +6/+6/+4 headband for an hour, then by Meritxell while wearing a +4/+6/+6 headband for an hour, and then you get a +6 Intelligence headband for an hour to go think about it by yourself. You can hang around and listen to other people learning, if you want, but don't fucking interrupt them. This is how Asmodia got her Probability-Sight, more or less, and we're hoping the same happens with you."

"That kind of boosting has caused other people out of Cheliax to go traitor. You, theoretically, are supposed to be better than that, if my curse worked correctly. If that 'theoretically' is wrong, speak thefuck up about it. If you're afraid of being punished even though you're not supposed to be afraid, saythat. Carissa Sevar will decide what do about that, using options that potentially include not punishing you for it so that you retroactively won't have been afraid to speak out."

"Bad thoughts can be corrected easily. Being afraid to think is much harder to correct. If you're finding yourself afraid to think, something is goingwrong with our lesson plan and we will dowhatever it fucking takes to correct that, with options that potentially include running Detect Thoughts on you and hurting you until you start to think again, orfucking not hurting you at all if predictably hurting you would've caused you to never admit to yourself in the first place that something was wrong."

"Raise your hand if you fucking understood that."









Classroom: About a third of the hands go up.









Pilar : "Fun. Well, maybe you'll understand it once you're wearing a fucking artifact headband."

"We'll start with... you. Monserrat. This is a +6/+6/+4 headband. Put it on and don't fucking argue."









Rosal Monserrat: "Yes, sir."


...she wasn't really planning to argue? But she's not going to arguethat, either.









Rosal Monserrat: Oh.









Rosal Monserrat: "This is going to be a bitch to take off again, isn't it," she says.

One of the nicest things about being Evil is that she can swear at people all she wants, now.









Carissa Sevar: Twenty hours later Carissa is prepared to declare - no, she's not declaring anything. That's how the tropes get you.



It went well, though. Pilar's selectees are smart, and motivated, and they in fact have better habits of thought than people who grew up in Cheliax, which is awkward for whoever designed the present Chelish educational system but Carissa doesn't care much about that person.

The headbands are useful for - well, they're concretely useful for grasping concepts more quickly and noticing muddles more quickly and connecting ideas more quickly, and they're less-concretely useful for making people feel like the kind of person who can do mystical things from an alien planet.

Carissa increasingly suspects that an essential ingredient, with Keltham, was that he wasn't just delivering the lectures, he was delivering the treasured lore of a powerful impossibly distant civilization, he was delivering a story in which they would master a new Art, and - as a fact about humans, maybe also a fact about devils - that's more motivating, more powerful, it makes it feel possible to achieve anything and it makes it actually possible to achieve more.

Putting on an artifact headband delivered directly from Hell serves the same purpose, anyway. The kids -

(some of them are older than she is)

- the kids are doing well. At this rate in a few days she'll be able to explain her work on corrigibility and one of them will have a useful insight and she'll have something to show off to Aspexia Rugatonn while she makes a fuss about how the Church should let her say, truthfully, that you might come to Carissa Sevar in Hell if you cry out for her.









Carissa Sevar: She was going to think about Cayden Cailean and Keltham, and maybe have one last spirited go at hanging a fifth-circle spell, but she's asleep the instant her head hits her pillow. Knowing you're on the right track is great for that.









Pilar : Pilar goes to sleep shortly after, reminding herself that it's acceptable for an Asmodean to feel proud. Even if all of this is a long game by Snack Service to crack her open after deceiving her in Elysium about how difficult she was to crack, even if the +4/+6/+6 headband is for herself and it turns her into a traitor like Asmodia, even if Lord Dispater sealing off her mind from simple Detection was just part of Snack Service's plan -

- Cheliax will survive. Hell will triumph. These new candidates are not as flawed as Pilar, unless everything about her curse including the magical feedback sensations are lies. Asmodeus will have His ilani and His Keepers no matter what.









Carissa Sevar: The next morning, Security may be concerned to hear from Carissa Sevar's quarters a









Carissa Sevar: WHOOP OF UTTERLY UNDIGNIFIED GLEE!!!!!!!!!!!









Carissa Sevar: 
WAS IT THE BEST USE OF FOUR HOURS OF HER PRECIOUS TIME ABSOLUTELY NOT









Carissa Sevar: IS IT IMPORTANT AT ALL IN AN OBJECTIVE SENSE NOT REALLY









Carissa Sevar: BUT









Carissa Sevar: CARISSA SEVAR









Carissa Sevar: HUNG A TELEPORT!!!!!!!!!!









Carissa Sevar: Technically many places don't count you as fifth circle until you can prepare a full slate of spells including a fifth circle one, which she cannot, this scaffold is a goddamned mess and the Teleport messily drooped on it is the only thing she'll have prepped today, BUT









Carissa Sevar: - right. She's got her students waiting. The plan for today was a morning lecture about how Keltham broke the Conspiracy, as a useful object lesson Carissa happens to have particularly in-depth information on, and then an afternoon spent preparing the Plan For If Duties Call Carissa Elsewhere so it's less of a shitshow than it was last time.



....she can still fit it all in, more or less.









Carissa Sevar: Gather around, little ilani, and hear the tale of Project Lawful's greatest success and greatest failure, as they are, after all, the same tale. It's a very dramatic one. You'll want to take lots of notes. Some details are elided for confidentiality reasons but not all that many of them; everything Ione knows and everything Keltham knows is known by Cheliax's enemies already, after all.









Carissa Sevar: She skips lunch. She's riding a wave of glee and anyway no longer needs to eat. She spends two hours patiently writing an org structure and plans for various contingencies poking her Teleport on the scaffold and watching it jiggle -









Carissa Sevar: - andthentwo hours writing up an org structure and contingencies, because it is, actually, important. Pilar is her second-in-command on the ilani project, and should also make judgement calls related to tropes or conduct towards researchers generally. Meritxell is on the ilani project after Pilar; she actually did pick up a fair bit from Keltham's Keeper training, doesn't seem to have broken about it, and is reasonably able to pass it forwards. Carissa's glad they didn't send her after Keltham, though slightly confused about how that call was made. ...possibly there's something more to Meritxell than she's been assuming. Put it on the list of things to think about once she has some time.









Carissa Sevar: About halfway into writing this document she realizes that the obvious person to assist her in this task is Maillol. And the reason she hasn't called him in for it is that she doesn't want to face the fact she damaged him and now he's worse.



Well, the nice thing about being a coward is that once you notice you can just stop. She orders Maillol sent in.









Maillol's Remains: The effects of torture, as Carissa Sevar did once observe, are not linear. Maillol has been tortured by Gorthoklek, but under conditions where he knew Gorthoklek was an expert and would not break him and Maillol only needed to... not endure, he broke immediately, but just, hang around hurting and broken and screaming and not trying to do anything else.

When Carissa Sevar tortured him, it went on and on, and she was not an expert and visibly did not know how to be careful even if she wanted to, and Maillol did not know what she wanted from him, or how long it would go on. If the Chelish system was throwing him away now, if he was being just broken now as an example the way he'd broken others, not important any more not useful not in the inner ring just one of the little people who get made examples of, if it would end in anything but Hell.

Pain alone can break people, and leave them never what they were; pain and fear will do it a lot faster.


Something walks into Carissa's office, wearing Maillol's face. It's holding itself together better than the last thing Carissa saw wearing Maillol's face. It can probably be useful at administrative tasks so long as it doesn't need to show initiative.

It is very terrified of Carissa Sevar. It spent a long time being terrified of her.









Carissa Sevar: "- please sit down. I'm not going to hurt you."









Maillol's Remains: 
It will obey, of course. If anyone asks it whether Carissa Sevar will hurt it, it now knows that the answer to be given is 'No.'









Carissa Sevar: "I'm working on better writeups of - the Project, who's in charge of what, who should be in charge of what if they are indisposed or called away or turn traitor or vanish mysteriously in the dead of night. I - realized that you're the best person for this, you're the one who's been keeping track of it already."









Maillol's Remains: "Yes, Chosen," it says automatically.









Carissa Sevar: Abrogail's notes on torture had suggestions, about this, but mostly they were to only do it in the first place if you didn't really like the person and weren't going to want them to be useful afterwards.









Carissa Sevar: "I'mnot going to hurt you.Not today, not tomorrow, not even if you fuck up at something again, I'm not going toputyou in a position where youmight."









Maillol's Remains: "Yes, Chosen." A flicker of trust in Carissa Sevar, that once was -

- but that wasn't real, was it? She was a thing-that-hurts-you after all.

The thought dies before it can form much of a connected chain.



Possibly if this person were not hurt, a few times sequentially, when he otherwise expected strongly to be hurt, he would start to be able to hear promises again?









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "I'm sorry."









Maillol's Remains: "Chosen?" he says. The parts of him that detect heresy light up, they did not get much use in torment or shattering by it; but very quickly the sequelae run into the horror that is everything about or relating to Carissa Sevar, and that thought goes nowhere.









Carissa Sevar: "Notverysorry. I'm allowed to do this to people. Hell does this to people. You and Subirachs set me up to come back, and do this, and you were pleased enough, when I was doing it to one of the thugs on Security.

But you didn't, in fact, have occasion to do it to me, and what you did do for me was - your best, mostly, accounting for how humans are terrible at everything - did you know it is heretical to say that Carissa Sevar will show any soul mercy -" and she's making this about herself, saying what she wants to talk about instead of what she thinks might actually help Maillol, who she does, actually, want to help.





"I am sorry because I hurt you out of ignorance of how to get what I wanted. I wish I hadn't."









Maillol's Remains: Something inside him hurts. He shuts it down out of a vague sense that letting this thing hurt will lead to other hurtings. It seems like something that might scream at Carissa Sevar if it were allowed a voice, so it's dangerous.

He doesn't know if 'Yes, Chosen' is an allowable thing to say here. If this is real, silence would be allowed; if it's fake... what does he say how to get out of hurting if it's fake...

"I owe you obedience, sir. You owe me nothing."









Carissa Sevar: "I owe it to every soul I own to make them stronger, and better, and make them into the greatest devils they can be, the greatest devils in all of Hell."









Maillol's Remains: If he says 'Yes, Chosen' that's heresy. If he says it's heresy, that seems like it might lead to hurting.

He doesn't know what to say, no options, fear rising -

From somewhere, maybe, a last real remnant of Ferrer Maillol manages to say, and it's strange how it comes out, "If you want him to be useful you should order him to just start working."









Carissa Sevar: "....I do want that but I also want a bunch of other things. Humans. Muddled. You know. We've - had that conversation, once or twice."









Maillol's Remains: His mind reaches for memory, it's a memory of arguing with Carissa Sevar, flinches back as if burned.



The fragment of the real Ferrer Maillol that spoke, its attempt at advice ignored, sees that it's not being listened-to here and retreats back. Possibly for good.









Carissa Sevar: "Is there some promise that, if you had it, would make it - easier - to do your job."









Maillol's Remains: Not to be hurt again. He doesn't say it; it's too obviously a thing-you-don't-say-in-Cheliax, if you don't trust the person you're talking to a lot, when you say it. If Carissa Sevar has Detect Thoughts running, she'll see it, but not otherwise.

"I don't know, Chosen."

Lots of wants rise up, get shut down before they can even turn into words, because he obviously cannot have those things might hurt to think them will definitely hurt to say them.









Carissa Sevar: She's absolutely having his mind read. How else do you understand people.

"I am not going to hurt you again." She already said that, but apparently it didn't sink in.









Maillol's Remains: Obviously not! It's just words! There was once a man who knew a Carissa Sevar and thought her words meant something, but then it turned out she was just made of Cheliax, so now her words are Cheliax words.

"Yes, Chosen."









Carissa Sevar: "Would you like a week off to - rest, not be around me, not be around Project Lawful -"









Maillol's Remains: Yes? says his mind. It's not a very loud yes. He has no idea if that helps somebody like him.

No, Chosen,say his verbal reflexes, and something else inside him shuts it down because if heactually says that then a week of not-rest will happen to him.

Oh, wait. She didn't say that hecould have it, just to ask if he wanted it. So she'll laugh at him if he says yes and then say he can't have it. That makes a sort of sense, if she wants him to hurt that way, he should give his hurting to her, and not make her go looking for it. It seems like a safe way to be hurt, even if it leads into more hurting it's probably "ha ha go do this paperwork instead" hurting and not, actual hurting.

"Sounds nice," he says, after a long delay to compute all that.









Cheliax: If, hypothetically, there were such a thing as Evil Dath Ilan, it would have invented the concept of "post-torture therapist" for reasons of sheer economic loss prevention.

Cheliax is not Evil Dath Ilan, a fact which has both upsides and downsides.

Nobody in this conversation will have the thought occur to them that there's any available remedy for Maillol but rest, and in fact, there isn't.









Carissa Sevar: Well that's....pro....gress?



"All right. I am putting you on leave for a week. I am going to tell someone to teleport you somewhere peaceful and quiet with extremely boring slaves and no responsibilities. I'll figure this org plan out myself."









Maillol's Remains: Huh?

"Acknowledged."



He doesn't get it.



Is he supposed to go back to his bedroom now?









Carissa Sevar: "I'll - send someone for the Teleport once I've set it up."









Maillol's Remains: "Acknowledged."

Is she annoyed that he's still here? Will she be more annoyed if he tries to leave without being ordered to go? That sounded like a dismissal and if hewas dismissed he can be not around Carissa Sevar any more... no, can't risk it, she'll tell him to go if he's supposed to go. You can't getaway from the Carissa Sevar; she can leave, but you can't make her go away. Maillol tried to wish her away a lot before, and that didn't work.









Carissa Sevar: "You can go."









Maillol's Remains: He walks out faster than he walked in.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: If Asmodeus doesn't think she did anything wrong there, if Asmodeus thinks that's fine -



- that's not a good line of thought. How about, instead, she does her job and gets this report done.





....and figures out someone to be project administration.

Shit.









Carissa Sevar: After a while of wallowing pointlessly because all the Wisdom in the world can't fix being human and contemptible and stupid, she ends up writing Alexite Thrune, entirely on the grounds that he is not as far as she knows completely incompetent and isn't Abrogail or Aspexia. She wants a recommendation for a project administrator, does he know anyone? She also wants a recommendation for a nice quiet retreat somewhere with absolutely no important people, does he have a recommendation for that?

It'll go out in the evening Teleport.





She informs the other Project administration/logistics staff that Maillol is on medical leave because she broke him maybe-irretrievably and is now seeing if it's retrievable. She wants to have some more appealing explanation than that but - well, if she wanted to be able to tell people something better she'd have had to do something better.

She spends most of the evening on Project administration and then much of the night on refining her headband-assembly-line to reflectpeoples' idiocyactual use, and then she gets a Deep Slumber cast when she still can't sleep after that.









Iarwain: Somewhere else is a person now wearing a +6 Intelligence headband, with an Owl's Wisdom and Eagle's Splendour cast on him beside.

He is, in Golarion terms, +7sd Intelligence, if not quite +7sd thinkoomph. Out of dath ilan he'd be +5sd Intelligence: he started out +0.8sd for his world in thinkoomph, and his Intelligence score if measured there would be a bit above that; and then taking him up +6 Intelligence points locally, boosts his Intelligence as such by around +4sd in dath ilani terms. The standard-deviations are narrower, in dath ilan, what with all the selection they've been doing on their existing variance, and many environmental causes of variable negative effects having been optimized away.

There are aspects of thinkoomph not accounted for by Intelligence and Wisdom and Splendour. That person doesn't match a dath ilani genius on those dimensions, but in them he's also well above a Golarion person selected for equivalent pre-augmentation abilitystats. A Golarion person selected to match his Golarion abilitystats is an outlier on those abilitystats, and has probably regressed towards the mean on unmeasured aspects of cognition. This person comes from a world that tried hard to select on actual thinkoomph; his base abilitystats in Golarion are only the side effect, modulo slightly higher Intelligence and significantly lower Wisdom than would be considered average in his world.

He's been issued with a cognitive toolkit that can use much more Intelligence than the standard cognitive toolkit out of Golarion can absorb. His toolkit includes adequate base knowledge for him to somewhat adapt that cognitive toolkit to having more Intelligence available.

On occasions when he has time to think and strategize and his thoughts span over time and accumulate, the resulting viewpoint may no longer be described in a way understandable to the average person out of Golarion or even an above-average wizard... or maybe you could describe it, if you were willing to go on at sufficiently great length and do a lot of translation, but it would not be fun to hear about. He is now actually doing things like considering the top twelve possibilities and putting numerical probabilities on them.









Iarwain: That person was leaving Cheliax mostly alone while he went about his other business.

Then Asmodia vanished and Carissa Sevar sold her soul.

Separating aside emotional responses, even on the larger gameboard it no longer seems particularly like he ought to leave Cheliax alone. Evidently, things will go on happening there even if he leaves it alone.



Subsequent reports of a nobles' gathering in Cheliax are not reassuring. Taking both reports and the observations within reports at face value, Carissa is becoming relatively less aligned. She has an artifact headband to become a cognitive power opposing him and also with some of the dath ilani toolkit. Ione can report of her pre-Nefreti knowledge that a soulsold Carissa probably now has at least 3 Wishes with which to enhance herself.



"Doing nothing and hoping nothing happens" was always a questionable option at best. He discards it now.









Carissa Sevar: The next morning she sets out bound and determined to hang a fifth circle spell and also everything else, or at least the utility spells she's accustomed to - Detect Thoughts, Unseen Servant.









Security: She'll get maybe a quarter-hour in before there's an emergency interrupt. Somebody, presumably a 9th-circle somebody or an 8th-circle who got very lucky, just hammered a scry past the Project wards and set off scry detection.

To be specific, the scry detection of a Security less than 40ft from Carissa Sevar's bedroom.

Security has standing hidden orders from Egorian about this situation, and they don't involve Carissa Sevar staying in her bedroom after that happens.

She has three rounds to collect magic items, valuables, or clothes if applicable and prioritized.









Carissa Sevar: Spellbook, Bag of Holding and sure, she'll grab a dress, so as not to potentially get kidnapped by Keltham in her nightclothes. Unless on reflection she thinks that's tropier - save that for later.









Security: The fortress's 7th-circle, Commander Hadrian, is here, and Elias Abarco and Olegario. Hadrian casts a heavily metamagiced Nondetection on her, and then those three hustle Carissa Sevar out of the fortress, to the edge of the Forbiddance, with scry detection up on full.









Carissa Sevar: She does not ask where they're going; she doesn't, actually, need to know.









Carissa Sevar: - unless they're not in fact acting in her interests, here, like if this is an assassination attempt from either Church or Crown. She....suspects not, though. If Abrogail wanted her dead she'd have done it last night and Aspexia would not kill off the Chosen of Asmodeus (for real now!) with no indication from Asmodeus He wanted that done.









Security: They Teleport immediately once they're out of the Forbiddance -


- arrive in what looks to be a Stoneshaped underground cavern, with (to arcane sight immediately visible even without any further analysis) an ongoing Permanent abjuration effect running over the whole visible cavern, and then they're moving forward, crossing another threshold of arcane-sight-visible Forbiddance, towards a heavy steel door that gets unlocked by inaudibly whispered magical password, and then they're inside a safehouse/cell with walls that look like iron and are no doubt at least 1 inch of iron. The wide-area Abjuration is running here too.

The steel door swings shut.

"At ease, Sevar," says Commander Hadrian.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's heartbeat is going to take a while to believe him about that.



- well, this sure is ambiguous between being a safehouse and a prison more than most places are. Probably it gets used for both, as needed.



"I'd like regular situation updates," she says, and sits, so the fact her legs are shaking won't be visible, and calms herself by concentrating on identifying the wide-area abjuration that's not the Forbiddance - Mage's Private Sanctum. Extremely reasonable. It prevents all divinations aimed at those inside. Fifth circle, which means she can learn it now. The only reason they didn't have it blanketing the Project fortress is that it prevents Detect Thoughts.









Hadrian: "All apparently normal on the Project and I'll let you know the instant an anomaly is reported, we get orders relayed from above, or my Telepathic Bond breaks," says Commander Hadrian. "If you have analysis urgently to report to Egorian I can relay via the fortress."









Carissa Sevar: "Not at this time. Do you have Plane Shift, or an item of it, or an open slot into which you could prepare it right now."









Hadrian: "Why do you ask."









Carissa Sevar: "If Keltham explodes Cheliax we go to Dis and regroup from there. Dispater has named me his favored possession, I can operate there unbothered at least for a little while, and Keltham can't Wish-kidnap me from the second layer of Hell. Further justification involves a secret I thought no one at all was cleared to know, but it's barely possible you might be, as you're on the Project in part to read my mind; do you know of what I'm speaking, or not."









Hadrian: "I've been informed of two major Church secrets involving two elements of your soulsale price. These two are not cleared to know about either secret."

"I don't have a tuning fork* for Avernus. This is an oversight and if you deem it urgent enough can be corrected by Teleport."


(*) A metaphorical usage of 'tuning fork' but a standard one in Golarion when speaking of Plane Shifts.









Carissa Sevar: "I'd say it's urgent, yes."









Hadrian: "Acknowleged," says the Commander. He pauses, no longer than a round or two. "ETA 1 minute from Egorian."









Carissa Sevar: If this was an attack by Keltham, Egorian won't be there in one minute. If it was something else - a feint, a routine spy operation that got noticed this time for some reason, a communication with someone, a test of their defenses -



(- a test - is it possible that this is, again, Abrogail, that she's in a Mindscape as she must have been last time she awoke to an unexpected catastrophe, that the Queen is checking whether Carissa Sevar, in fact, presented with the opportunity to claim the throne of Cheliax -

- if it is such a test, news will come soon that Abrogail is dead -

- Carissa's going to be so annoyed, if that's what's going on, she'sbusy,she hasimportant work to do!)









Carissa Sevar: Did Greater Carissa arrange this? Is it part of the Keltham seduction plan? It seems, at least, a good time to urgently try to rederive it, along with whatever else she figured out about Keltham and what he was trying to do.









Hadrian: The steel door opens, the 7th-circle Security takes a Bag of Holding from the person on the other side, the steel door closes.

"We now have two scrolls of Plane Shift, tuning fork for Avernus, I already have a tuning fork for Prime Material," says Hadrian. "Update from Project Site, Lady Pineda can't find anybody there threatening her friends but warns that a Keltham kidnapping may not count as a threat to her curse."









Carissa Sevar: "Mmmhmm."



She wishes she'd gotten Maillol out and on his vacation before the next emergency. She's annoyed at Keltham, actually, for interrupting that, even though this is the stupidest possible emotion along any imaginable dimension since one, Keltham couldn't possibly have known that, two, if he did know there is no conceivable justification for him to care, three, Carissa couldliterally just have not tortured Mailloland then she wouldn't have this problemno matter what other people had chosen to do.

Also this could be a test. It'd be reasonable of Abrogail to test her, really, and this is the way that a test run by Abrogail would be.



....no, wait, that's important enough she should actually be ilani about it, at least briefly, and if the result of Abrogail's test is that Carissa is too ilani to test anymore, well, so be it. On the 'test' hypothesis, she predicts that Abrogail dies and she is faced with a choice about whether to track down her soul and get it back or take the throne and rule Cheliax. On the 'not a test' hypothesis, she predicts..... a Kelthamish sort of thing happening, from a completely unexpected direction, the sort of thing none of their planning accounted for because Keltham is an alien with alien patterns of thought and alien triggers for escalation and alien constraints on his being.





Well. She will prep her spells and wait and see which it is. "Abarco, have you prepared spells this morning."









lintamande: "Some of them, sir."









Carissa Sevar: "Open slots at each spell level?" It's pretty typical in security roles where your precise needs for the day might vary.









lintamande: "Yes, sir."









Carissa Sevar: "Put up a scaffold and put Teleport, Greater Invisibility, Fly, and Detect Thoughts on it. - I want to see if I can master fifth circle faster if I have Arcane Sight up and am mirroring someone while they do it."









lintamande: Abarco looks to the seventh-circle in case he's supposed to do something else with his free spell slots.









Hadrian: "Put them up partially, so she can observe, and then take the manifold down before completion, so you don't lose the slots." He'd ordinarily hesitate to go with even that much, it distracts Abarco, but they may have to escape to Hell in the very worst case and Sevar having those slots then may help.









Carissa Sevar: Right, then. Carissa wants to be a fifth circle wizard and with the world's fanciest headband, Arcane Sight, and a cooperative existing fifth circle wizard trapped in a room with her she ought to be able to do it. And it'll take her mind off the possibility of Cheliax being annihilated by her boyfriend.



If they do have to flee to Hell, they'll be glad if she can hang the Teleport anyway; Plane Shift won't land neatly on a fortress between Avernus and Dis, like Aspexia's Gate did.









Carissa Sevar: And while she does that, she thinks.



Keltham, what are you doing? What conceivable plan involved refusing to trade with anyone but Lawful Evil until I sold my soul, and then allowed for trade with the Padishah Empire? Did you have something to do with the assassination attempt at the party?

What would you do, if you were Keltham, and had fled Cheliax?



....why is shescared to think about that?









Carissa Sevar: Quite abruptly, Carissa Sevar casts True Seeing with her crown.

Nothing happens.



Because she's not in a dreamscape of Abrogail's, and not already kidnapped by Keltham in a clever fashion that he for some reason wasn't yet revealing, and these are in fact Olegario and Abarco and the new seventh-circle assigned to monitor her.



If a more important occasion to cast True Seeing comes up she's going to feel like an idiot.









lintamande: " - is there something -" says Abarco, in the middle of patiently assembling his Teleport while Carissa attempts to mirror him.









Carissa Sevar: "No. Just feeling paranoid."









lintamande: "Right. - the lower cross at your four-o-clock is sticky."

'sticky' is what happens when you've miscalculated a spellform slightly, and the magic is interacting with nearby magic that it was meant to be noninteractive with. It can ruin a spellform, or just make it sloppy and more energy intensive than it'd need to be.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wishes Elias Abarco was either slightly more, or slightly less, of a dick. He could pick either, really!



She fixes the lower cross at her four-o-clock.









Carissa Sevar: There's the optimistic hypothesis, that Keltham was going to do something to benefit Lawful Evil at everyone else's expense. Which implies the interpretation that he's now...also going to benefit the Padishah Empire? ....doesn't quite fit. She isn't sure how to break down 'doesn't quite fit' into pieces she could be ilani at, but it feels like she's trying to write a story, not seeing a set of motivations Keltham might really have beneath the actions she can see.

Under less optimistic hypotheses, he was willing to trade unfairly with Lawful Evil people because they trade unfairly, and the trade wasn't, in fact, fair.

If Keltham had been planning to conquer the world, he wouldn't want to trade with people he was about to conquer, to present himself as engaged fairly with them when in fact acquiring the resources to destroy them. And maybe, in panic about Carissa selling her soul, he's now....decided to conquer the world less the Padishah Empire?



Also doesn't fit. If Keltham had to pick someone to not conquer, the Empire is probably unusually bad by dath ilani sensibilities. It has slavery, not halfassed Osirian Abadar-friendly debt slavery but full proper human slavery and a slave trade. It is engaged in wars of conquest of its own.

...maybe Keltham decided it counted as effectively Lawful Evil, or the Emperor revealed secret proof of his Lawful Evil to Keltham, and she's way overthinking this.









Carissa Sevar: If you're confused, something's missing, from your picture of reality.

What is she confused about.





Where tostart.



Why Keltham stopped trading with everyone. Why Keltham told her it would be better for Cheliax if she didn't sell her soul. Why Keltham started trading with the Empire. Why Cayden Cailean didn't want Carissa to sell her soul full-price. What greater-Carissa wanted and was planning. What Nethys is playing at, here, why Nefreti said she couldn't help Keltham - and then kidnapped Ione, who by all accounts ishelping the Scientific Revolution, so maybe Nefreti was justlying -

Why Zon-Kuthon attacked the Project, when He in fact wouldn't have minded Asmodeus taking over the world. How Osirion's spies are so effective. How the Rovagug cultists found out where Keltham was being kept, and how they were able to get right to his bedroom. Why Cayden/Nethys warned the Project about that. Why Dispater offered to make Asmodia and Peranza retroactively never have suffered, that was in hindsight not a remotely normal kind of god-clause, she was just too busy evaluating it as a test to evaluate it as anythingelse.Why Asmodia killed herself, if it wasn't because she knew she'd go to the Gardens, and if itwas, how she could've known something she caused by killing herself - no, that's probably just 'Erecura, too, still has a scrap of prophecy' -

- what does itmean to still have a scrap of prophecy, what are Nethys and Erecura doing -

Why Cheliax hasn't attacked Osirion, if war is inevitable, Nidal's disposed-of, and Keltham's bluffing about his ability to destroy Cheliax. Why Osirion hasn't forced Cheliax to terms, if Keltham's not bluffing.









Carissa Sevar: There's a problem with the comforting theory that the Padishah Empire is just Lawful Evil too. Keltham has been at whatever he's up to for a while; he did that the day Carissa left to sell her soul. That strongly favors explanations that have something to do with Carissa selling her soul.

What does Carissa selling her soul change, for Keltham?



Maybe it means that he - lost hope - that she would oppose Cheliax and oppose Hell. Which - he can't have been considering that all that likely to begin with.

Could he? From an outside perspective it does seem like many people, infected with ilanism, become opposed to Hell. However, Asmodiawanted to go to Abaddon,Carissa feels like it is straightforwardly obvious if you've ever met Carissa that she isn't going to become opposed to Hell for Asmodiaish reasons.



She kind of did become opposed to Hell forCarissaishreasons. Namely how it's wasteful and not very good at what she thinks should be its job and keeps turning people into paving stones when they're possible to use better than that. Namely the thing she said to Maillol, stupidly, yesterday, that she does owe him something, she owes it to him to make as much of him as she can. That's heresy, of course, but - Asmodeus did compact with her - does Keltham know about Asmodeus's compact with her? Didthatchange his plans, make them more the sort of plans that are in line with the interests of people on Golarion?









Carissa Sevar: What if Nefreti Clepati wasn't lying. What if it's true, that she can't help Keltham, that Nethys can't help Keltham, and it's just that the Scientific Revolution doesn't help Keltham, because Keltham is not, at this point, aiming to build Civilization on Golarion. Doesn't have any goals on Golarion at all.



Because he's trying to kill Asmodeus.









Carissa Sevar: It's totally what he'd do.









Carissa Sevar: she loves him very much.









Carissa Sevar: Snack Service insists it's serving Asmodeus's interests somehow. How? Well, see, Keltham is planning to kill Asmodeus, and Nethys and Cayden are steering for - something better for Good than killing Asmodeus, but also better for Asmodeus than killing Asmodeus, which would have to be pretty much anything -

- there's that prophecy, that if Asmodeus is threatened He'll unleash Rovagug to eat the threat, and then the whole universe will be consumed -









Carissa Sevar: - and it'd bejust like her idiot boyfriend, to decide that's a THREAT and he's IGNORING IT -









Carissa Sevar: - there's a thought knocking at the back of her skull, waiting to be thought, a terrible and dangerous one.









Carissa Sevar: She's in a Mage's Private Sanctum. Her boyfriend is planning to murder her god. It had better speak up, whatever it is.









Carissa Sevar: This is approximately the most unpleasant-to-acknowledge possible reality, ever, in all of history, but -





- if that's what Good has been playing for -







- they've beenhelpingher. They'vebeenright.









Carissa Sevar: Asmodeus does not make good use of the souls under His care. He does not make good use of the souls under His care because that is not His only value; He holds it alongside other desires, like for people to have absolute power over one another, the power to make them suffer excessively for no reason. You could have a Lawful Evil god of the words that Carissa spoke to Maillol, that she has a duty to make him stronger and not weaker, that her ownership of him does not permit her to destroy him carelessly for no reason -

- but that god wouldn't be Asmodeus.



People don't want to go to Hell because Hell is abad place. They are choosing Abaddon instead because Hell is abad place.It is so hard to find ilani who can also be Asmodeans because if you have any other choices you shouldn't, actually, serve the god of being allowed to destroy your subordinates for no reason, out of incompetence or because it's momentarily funny.



Asmodeussucks, and if not for the thing where He'll destroy the world if you try to destroy Him, Keltham would beright,to want to attempt it.









Carissa Sevar: If she does go to Hell and get all the paving stones to fix they're going to be - unimaginably worse than Maillol. And no one did that by accident because they sincerely believed that they had to learn how to torture people, they did it because they wanted to.









Carissa Sevar: It's not, actually, hard to see, not at all, not once you look. A little child could see it.



Probably destroying people is bad, actually. Even if you don't have to look at them and talk to them afterwards. Even if you never have to think about them again.









Nethys saw that Keltham, when he learned what Asmodeus was really like, would try to kill Him. And by default that would definitely be a complete disaster. So Nethys - and Cayden Cailean - have been carefully maneuvering to arrange terms that Asmodeus can accept, terms that are better than 'killing Asmodeus' for Asmodeus, and better for Good than - well, potentially they just have to aim for 'better than literally everything being destroyed by Asmodeus' -









Carissa Sevar: - how could she have heard that story and not had her faith snapinstantly,how could she have ever worshipped something that was willing todestroy the world -









Carissa Sevar: Cayden's interventions all served Asmodeus in that they set up some compromise Asmodeus is going to be willing to agree to to avert a war. The compromise might in fact involve Carissa becoming a Power in Hell who does not destroy people, ever, even the ones she actually hates. The half-Wishes deal was better than the full-Wishes deal because it prompted Carissa to ask for the rights to those souls that seek her.

That's - threading an entire universe through the eye of a needle - but if anyone could do that, Nethys could.









Carissa Sevar: The reason Nefreti said she couldn't help Keltham in any way is that if Nethys just said to Asmodeus 'look, that there mortal is going to destroy you unless you accept our compromise', Asmodeus would check if Nethys put that mortal there to pull that off. It's important, that Keltham is not a cleric of Abadar, not assisted by Nefreti Clepati, that humans, alone put him where he is, because humanity wanted Asmodeus dead -









Carissa Sevar: ...the reason that Cayden was mysteriously working against Iomedae is probably that Iomedae is all in favor of Asmodeus being murdered, who cares if that destroys the world -









Carissa Sevar: It all fits, it has a sort of terrifying clarity to it, a hundred puzzles reduced to only two or three, and she suspects those aren't the important ones, brushes past them mentally in the heady rush of realization.



And it makes sense of greater-Carissa, who must have had the same realizations and then gone to work on -

She cannot, quite, fathom the courage it would have taken, to realize all this and decide that in order to enable a compromise she needed to go sell her soul to Dispater. She's....pretty sure Dispater won't be amused if she in fact dies and shows up party to a conspiracy to - well,technicallyshe's not party to a conspiracy to kill Asmodeus, she's party to a conspiracy to force Asmodeus to terms so that Hell can be run by someone who won't destroy people, such as, for example, herself.

Or maybe He'd think that hilarious. Maybe He knew all along.









Carissa Sevar: Anyway. Current leading hypothesis: Keltham got nervous when she went a couple of days without rederiving their plan and caused a scare so she'd get stuffed into a Mage's Private Sanctum so she'd figure it out.

Secondary hypothesis: this was a genuine kidnapping/rescue attempt that went wrong somehow.

Tertiary hypothesis: Nethys was steering for something even weirder and more hyperspecific than 'she rederives the plan'.





Evidence in favor of the secondary hypothesis: this is actually a fucking terrible time and place to rederive the plan. If she'd figured it out this morning she could probably just have bluffed her way out of the Forbiddance, no problem. But at this moment she is locked in a large iron box with three wizards far more prepared for combat than she is, only one of which is loyal to her and possibly would change his mind about that if he were aware that she was apparently a coconspirator in a plan tooverthrow Asmodeus.









Carissa Sevar: Does she have some spectacularly clever way to kill three Security with the advantage of surprise and a lot of Fire Resistance but no other particular resources.



....no, she really doesn't. She's not a combat caster; she's not done preparing her spells, she's going to have fewer spells than usual, and they're going to be incredibly suspicious if she starts casting anything even slightly useful.



....could she scrap her lesser artifact headband for spellsilver and make it into three Arrows of Greater Slaying, in the next couple hours, if she worked really hard on it. ....no. Quite aside from how intrinsically horrifying it is to contemplate destroying an item like this, and the fact it's probably only destructible by the will of Dispater or immersion in the Lethe or something, and the fact she'd still have to stab them with the Arrows of Greater Slaying, she could probably make one today if she worked at quadruple the normal crafting pace. Not three.







Keltham, did you have a plan, here, or was I supposed to get myself out of this one myself?









Carissa Sevar: I have to say, Keltham, I think by any reasonable definition we're firmly into Complicated Romance, at this point.









Carissa Sevar: It's funny. Figuring it out happened all at once, in a moment of blazing clarity. And the first time, she must've had no time for anything after that, no time for - revulsion, or horror, or self-loathing, she was so busy working out the next steps of the plan, she had so little time in which to take a step back and look at anything - but now, the next steps of the plan require her to finish this here Teleport she's building, and it's not done yet, and so there's lots of time, to look back at it and really see it.

She's awful. She assumes that it had to be her, for some reason, that Nethys saw a trillion trillion ways it could go and there wasn't a better one, but - she's awful. She wouldn't worship her. People do, but - only out of desperation, presumably, only because Asmodeus has set the bar so terrifyingly astoundingly low. There's not actually anything to worship. She was horrible to Keltham. She was horrible to Maillol. She was horrible to Peranza and the Security watching Peranza and the Security she had ripped apart and the Mayor and in every single case it was fornothing,it didnot advance her goals,it was just that she thought she was supposed to be and she thought everyone would be impressed with her and so she did it. She was presented with peoples' lives, their eternal fates, their whole selves, people who trusted her, people who believed in her, and she decided what to do based on what would suppress her cognitive dissonance most.

She isn't worthy to be a god. She kind of wants to curl up and be a paving stone until she's fixed except - it doesn't fix anything, does it, turning people into paving stones. Everything she said to the Mayor was true of herself as well. Incoherent, cheap, pathetic Evil, doing whatever happens to be in front of you, utterly devoid of principles. Selfish, hollow. Except she was wrong to think that Hell was any better. Less petty, maybe, but if anything more wasteful, because in humans there is the impulse against wastefulness, the voice that she's stopped listening to but thatabsolutely did warn her every time - and in Hell that is quieted -









Carissa Sevar: It is kind of astonishing that Keltham agreed to keep working with her at all. Or maybe he didn't, and Peranza and Asmodia were his conditions, maybe he told her to go sell her soul if she really wanted to start making things right - she'd have done it -









Carissa Sevar: (Somewhere, distantly, she notices that actually her thoughts are still not adding up, that she's missing something important. Much less than she was missing ten minutes ago, definitely, but - enough to potentially be consequential.)









Carissa Sevar: Whatever it is she will probably figure it out once she's not trying to simultaneously prepare a fifth-circle spell and keep her face totally unreadable to three observers who are on edge and have very good Sense Motive. She suspects that's kind of cramping her style.









Carissa Sevar: It doesn't really feel very like Keltham, to order her to sell her soul and then after she erased the memory of the conversation order her not to. Obviously she wasn't going to listen to him, but still. It's a weird order to give if you think she's obviously not going to listen.









Carissa Sevar: It also doesn't feel very like Keltham to not just kidnap her last night. Well, probably Palace security's pretty good, but this situation merits a Wish-kidnap and at minimum she could've been grabbed while leaving Avernus.



Is it possible she - wasn't coordinating with him?









Carissa Sevar: ....inthatcase he is probablyterrifiedof whatever the fuck she's doing.





Just give me twenty minutes, Keltham, I'm coming.









...she's now unreasonably upset that Maillol isn't going to get his vacation on account of her defecting. She told him he'd get it. Of all the things to find upsetting about having realized that she needs tooverthrow her god before her boyfriend tries to kill Him.



....maybe she can fix that. It's not the best possible trade of credibility for results, but - but she feels like every single fact about the world she could point to as a fact about who Carissa Sevar is, right now, is a sickening and horrible one, and - she can't just -

"If we're going to be in here a while, I request this morning's communications from Egorian, read out to me if that's easier than bringing them here. It seems possible that disrupting all our operations incredibly thoroughly with a single scry is what Keltham was going for, here."









Hadrian: Sounds mentally painful. He's glad he doesn't have to do it. Wouldn't do it in any case, he's not having both Sevar-nonloyalists present being distracted at the same time.

"Abarco, get whoever's on the other end of your Telepathic Bond to read her comms to you, you're on relay."

Asking somebody to do that at the same time they prepare spells requires you to be pretty good, but Abarco's not really prepping those spell slots, and if his manifold collapses it just makes Abarco look stupid, which is a price Hadrian himself is willing to pay.









lintamande: That sounds very unpleasantly distracting, actually, but if Sevar thinks she has enough concentration to pay attention he probably has enough attention to repeat what he's hearing.









Carissa Sevar: She's pretty sure without the artifact headband her scaffold would in fact have collapsed as soon as she started having a stupid emotional crisis, but if that didn't do it, her mail won't. And she can sense that she'sintensely distracted,her thoughts racing unproductively down tangents, hiccuping over important considerations and circling back to them, not at her best - it's just, she didn't even need to be at her best, to notice this -









lintamande: Elias Abarco will irritably read Sevar her mail.









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune does know literally one competent project manager, an ally in good standing of his, but the first question this project manager asks will be what happened to Carissa Sevar's last project manager, a piece of information notably missing from her last message.

(Unspoken: In political principle, Carissa could pull Crown authority to get the guy assigned to her willy-nilly; but Carissa Sevar would need to offer a hell of a favor to pry his name out of Alexite if she didn't take good care of her last project manager.)









Carissa Sevar: Well, that's a plausible justification for arranging Maillol a nice resort vacation, at least? Though she's still worried he's going to be recalled from it if she hasn't acquired a new project manager. Maybe she can put Pilar on it.



Does he recommend any resorts?









Alexite Gellius Rutilus Thrune: He listed off two options depending on whether she wants somebody to be able to escape their vacation or not.









Carissa Sevar: Ah, Cheliax. Carissa is genuinely and sincerely going to miss it.



Not that much.



She would like Maillol to spend a week at the resort that is not a prison, and will send them a note to that effect, emphasizing that Maillol is a valued person to the Chelish state if he recovers.

She will write back to Alexite saying apologetically that the resort is in fact for the last project manager. She is confident she won't make that mistake again but understands he might not want to rely on that.









Carissa Sevar: There's a lot of other stuff she'd have put on this scaffold, if she'd known her plan when she started preparing spells, but that'd probably arouse their suspicion, and she can't afford that; this plan goes most smoothly if they're not worried there's a plan at all. She doesn't think that squeezing a Silent Image onto the end will similarly attract concern; she prepares that one a fair bit, for lectures.



She listens to the rest of her mail, authorizes a couple of things, and starts tying the spells off.



Teleport, Greater Invisibility, Fly, Detect Thoughts, Silent Image. She should in principle be able to prepare way more spells than that but this is an incredibly sloppy scaffold. It's probably all the emotional distress.









Carissa Sevar: Here goes, then.



She'd love her Glibness pin but activating it would be incredibly suspicious. "I have some guesses to convey about what Keltham might be doing."









Hadrian: "Can relay."

...guesses she worked out while doing a decent second-attempt 5th-circle scaffold, and also answering her mail, apparently...









Carissa Sevar: "He's smart; we were obviously going to move me to safety on a probe from a scry, so that was intended. Intended why? Maybe he's going to destroy the Project site and wanted me out of the way first, except in that case I'd have expected the followup very shortly after. Maybe he's planning to Discern Location and come after me while I'm obviously going to have fairly little Security by comparison. Maybe he's planning something wildly more complicated than that, but regardless I'm in retrospect unhappy that we did the precise by-the-book thing in response to his perturbation; it means we are definitely precisely where he planned for and wanted.



I'm somewhat tempted to go to Dis off that alone."

Or to, you know, hold hands and smile while you cast a Plane Shift to Dis, at least.









Hadrian: "Try to route to Her Majesty or do you want to bid for my making the call on that here and now? Base site doesn't currently have direct comms to anyone with more relevant authority than mine."









Carissa Sevar: "Osirion hasbizarrely goodintel on us, always has, we have no idea why. If you can't reach Egorian directly I say decide yourself."









Hadrian: "You're the Keltham expert. I'll make the call, but if you don't think we need to run out right now, talk to me for a half-minute about what you think here, what decision you'd make if it was you, why you'd make that call."









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham did something that was obviously going to be noticed, and has not yet followed it up with anything else. The obvious effect of what he did was myself and I assume probably also Her Majesty being immediately taken to safely. Anyone with knowledge of Chelish procedure would have predicted that. Therefore, it's probably the intended result.

I don't know what he's playing at. Dath ilani stories feature very complicated plans; they're all clever sexually frustrated sadists and they like it that way. My only takeaway from the fact I can't understand his plan is that it's bad news. I don't know where we are, but Keltham does, and that gives me a bad feeling. If we wouldn't have sent me and Abrogail to bunkers because he told us to then we shouldn't have done it now.

I don't think he'll predict Dis. People don't just walk right into Hell, it's not safe at our level except for how I'm Dispater's favored possession which he likely doesn't know yet, and even if he talked the entire Padishah Empire into coming to pick me up they'll refuse him, if I'm in Hell. For a wide variety of possible plans - anything involving kidnapping me, or demanding Cheliax return me if I love Abrogail more, or destroying Cheliax if it doesn't hand me over, or assassinating me - being in Dis thwarts them."









Hadrian: He considers, while also relaying the words through his Telepathic Bond, and makes the call.

They are in fact underneath Asmodeus's main temple in Ostenso - not wanting to move Sevar outside the noninterference zone to somewhere that gods could get at her - but an army to resist the Padishah Empire, that is not. And the point about the action having no visible product except their own response action is giving him a bad gut feeling too.

"All right. Let's go to Hell. Abarco, you're first through the saferoom door."









lintamande: "Respectfully, sir, I should stay behind in case Sevar tries to ditch the Plane Shift."









Carissa Sevar: On second thought, she's not indifferent between slightly more competent and slightly less competent Abarco.









Hadrian: "Interesting idea, Abarco," says Commander Hadrian.

This fucking idiot. Abarco did not need to say that out loud. Well, Abarco will realize how he fucked up, once he gets the telepathic message that was already en route to relay, ordering Abarco silently to stay out of the Plane Shift so that a traitorous Sevar could just land on him.

(Partially it's his own fault, Hadrian is a fresh commander over Abarco and shouldn't have assumed Abarco knew Hadrian for a competent commander who'd think of that; should've warned Abarco of the plan by relay, before Hadrian said out loud that he was going along with it. Not that this forgives anything.)









Carissa Sevar: "You have foiled the brilliant stroke of my master plan to pass up dozens of opportunities to desert, demand to sell my soul, do so, and then immediately desert," she says dryly.



They reach the edge of the Forbiddance. Rescue Teleport, Keltham? No?









Iarwain: Even at INT 24, you can't predict a sequence of events like that, or time it precisely when somebody is in a scry-screened area. INT 24 is not enough to knock billiards into billiards and make trick shots deliberately.

In fact, that person's strategy was skewed towards exploration rather than exploitation, as makes more sense at the beginning of a task, where information is at its most valuable when amortized over all remaining time.

His plan was mostly that he would poke Cheliax and then observe what happened next using a pair of Discern Locations on the subsequent movements of Carissa Sevar and Abrogail Thrune.

The result of the Discern Locations were that Carissa Sevar was moved to beneath Asmodeus's temple in Ostenso and Abrogail Thrune was Mind-Blanked. This does narrow down a lot of previously-probable-from-his-perspective variance-in-possible-worlds.



Based on the prior exhibited competence of Cheliax, and their lack of any established fictional genre or real-life history about dath-ilani-style dueling geniuses, he does not expect that Cheliax has deduced what he's doing, deduced his probable table of probable possibilities, figured out his sensory modality is Discern Location, and selected a response optimized over the update he'll make as a result. Augmented Golarion mortals do not appear to be that smart, they do not know the direction in which to try to be that smart even if they have the theoretical brainpower for it.

He's going to track that possibility anyways, of course, that they have visualized him partially or in toto and optimized a response to update him in their preferred direction. Abrogail Thrune wouldn't have planned that far in advance, the Conspiracy didn't plan that far in advance, but Carissa Sevar has now had serious dath ilani exposure and been issued an artifact headband.









Iarwain: INT 24 isn't enough to predict a sequence of events like that. It is enough to list out lots of possibilities and optimize over the probable ones.

That person did explicitly consider that Carissa, having obtained an artifact headband, had been cognitively perturbed, and might defect from Cheliax once out of her previous state of mind.

That person did moreover explicitly consider that Carissa might be more ripe for defection from Cheliax if she was put into a situation where her mind was knowably-to-her probably not being read, such as a situation which prompted high-powered Nondetection, or Mind Blank.

This situation - as is, in fact, not exactly what has occurred - was his major possibility #5, subpossibility #5.3. Probability 3%.









Iarwain: That person credits 'tropes' less than he once did, having worked out some of the hidden rails of causality underneath, that gods were meddling too. But he assigns weird coincidences a higher probability than if he hadn'trun into all the weird shit he had.Somethingis messing with probability around this planet.

It is worth the extra effort to give that force some small boosts and opportunities to mess in his favor, if it happens to be so inclined. That 3% chance is not the only equivalence-class of outcome where Carissa Sevar defects for some reason, today, as a result of causality playing out from his plan.

Therefore, that person has placed himself where he can hear a Sending (he's protected against Demands, obviously).

And he also timed his probe by when - according to Ione Sala's allowable pre-Nefreti knowledge - Carissa Sevar would just be waking up, if she was sleeping according to her usual Ring of Sustenance habits. He timed it for then plus 20 minutes. That, he reasoned, ought to prevent Carissa from having already hung spells that day; and would give Carissa a chance to hang spells useful in defecting, if she ended up put under a Mind Blank to prevent Wishnapping by him, and the artifact headband boosts made her realize that serving Asmodeus was stupid.









Iarwain: INT 24 is not enough to predict an exact sequence of events.

So that outcome isnot mostly what that person expects to happen. He's not going to show up with a mercenary army unless Carissa manages to call him about that, or signal him in any number of possible ways. There's all kinds of possible ways for Carissa to escape once Mind Blanked, right? Probably the tropes will be with her.

If the only result of things playing out like that is for Carissa to break with Asmodeus, but find herself with no clever options besides confessing the fact to Cheliax before they Detect her thoughts about it, they'll presumably employ her the way Asmodia was employed, or put her into storage to trade to him. In this case they no longer have a high-level ilani augment of their own to oppose him. That isn't his optimally desired outcome, but it's an improvement over status quo ante.

Besides the information gained by Discern Location, most of that person's positive expectations of probe results are about cases where Cheliax initiates negotations with him to not destroy Cheliax. What actually happened instead, here, is not something where he could afterwards say, "all according to plan". But that's how it goes when you're merely INT 24.









Hadrian: And now Hadrian has to make a call.Actually leave Abarco behind? With Sevar forewarned, she wouldn't be catchable that way...

Or he could secretly order Abarco to come with, and bet on Sevar not being sufficiently confident of his doing that, to stay behind, if she's a traitor. Which she probably isn't, and Abarco is potentially pretty useful in Hell... of course, the traitorous Sevar would expect him to reason like that...



Eh. Sevar's point about not being predictable to ilani is well-taken.

Hadrian orders over telepathic bond for base to spin some coins or roll a die, whichever they can get to immediately, and have Abarco stay behind with 1/4 or 1/3 probability.



Commander Hadrian doesn't have a fancy artifact headband, but he does have native INT 17 and a +6 headband and has read some Project Lawful Transcripts, so he's not wholly at sea in this crowd.









Carissa Sevar: She really is going to miss it here. She takes Hadrian's hand, and Olegario's, and does not resist the Plane Shift.









Hadrian: Resist Energy (fire) for everyone. Air Bubble for everyone.

Plane Shift to Avernus for everyone, roughly targeting an area he knows Cheliax sometimes passes through. Abarco can stay behind if the probabilities went that way.









lintamande: They came out in favor of his coming with. He's here.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa rolls her eyes at him. "My Teleport, I've been at this site most recently?"









Hadrian: It's not Hadrian's first time in Hell, but the endless background screaming isn't any less disturbing a second time.

They're no longer in a Mage's Private Sanctum. He could Dispel his Nondetection on Sevar, order her to fail her Will Save against Detect Thoughts... the hypothetical enemy probably couldn't nail a Scry on her in a short time window... but he does not have prepped another of his more metamagiced Nondetections. Realistically, they are in Hell, it is a dangerous place, Sevar has just sold her soul of her own will, and this will probably go better if they put aside some hesitations and work together.

"Go ahead and try it," he tells Sevar. If she fucks up her very first Teleport, they'll not be any more lost than they are already.









Carissa Sevar: It's worse without the Planar Adaptation.



It's better with the knowledge that she needs to overthrow Asmodeus.



Carissa tries to hold in her mind the image of the fortress she left from just a few days ago, and Teleport the four of them.









Carissa Sevar: aaaaand in fact fucks it up. Well. Not that badly. This is the fortress but she managed to zap them all with discharging spell energy along the way, severely enough to kill a normal person but not actually all that badly for some fifth circle casters.



- sorry, she almost says before she remembers she is Carissa Sevar and not the most junior member of this excursion. She will simply pretend that didn't happen, like any dignified Chelish person would.









Hadrian: "Anyone hit by that hard enough we should Infernal Heal?"



(no)



"All right, Sevar, what do we do here?"









Carissa Sevar: "Rugatonn did the talking. They all ask, do you offer a payment or a threat, and she said, 'I am the High Priestess of Asmodeus in Golarion about Asmodeus's business; you will serve me as is your duty,' and then they each let us through. I can talk, if you think they won't back off for you."









Hadrian: Hadrian weighs possibilities, concludes that with them being in literal Hell and headed to Dis he's mostly going to have to play this on the assumption Sevar isn't planning to betray them all.

"You'd know better than me whether devils would be more likely to back off for me or you... unless you don't know, in which case my guess is that our strongest threat does the talking, so that's me. How do we get the outer gate to open at all? I don't see anything resembling a knocker."









Carissa Sevar: "Aspexia Rugatonn just....knocked. The result was very loud, she might secretly have a strength of 30 or something. I don't know who devils would be likelier to back off for."









Hadrian: "I'll do the talking, I guess." He knocks on the door... with an Admonishing Ray, he's not going to need nonlethal damage for anything else in Hell.









Iarwain: After a pause, the fortress door swings open, and a being comes forth like a withered cadavar made of bone.

Its eyes pass over the other mortals out of Cheliax, even the one stronger than itself; settles upon that mortal who was previously escorted by a 9th-circle priestess of Asmodeus and spoke before her, and now returns with a mighty crown of Hell upon her brow.

It waits for the strongest to speak.









Hadrian: "Hadrian of Cheliax, as is Asmodeus's country in Golarion and serves Him. I am here escorting Carissa Sevar, who is named favored soul of Dispater, and we require entry to Dis."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar stands impassive and motionless behind him.









Carissa Sevar: And behindher,a Silent Image in Infernal reads, 'they are not serve me, and should not pass alive.'



One of the verbs is conjugated slightly wrong, not in a way that changes the meaning. Carissa was never very good at infernal.









Iarwain: "Enter then," it says to them all, and behind it the second doors of the fortress swing open, revealing the nightmare of chains and gears that guides the maze.









Hadrian: Maybe it's easier when you've got Dispater's favored with you, instead of just Aspexia Rugatonn. The politics of Hell often have little respect for Golarion's ranks.

Hadrian enters, assuming the others will follow him.









Carissa Sevar: She will follow.









Iarwain: The bony nightmare waits until they've passed, and then joins this party, that the chain nightmare will escort through the maze.


As they travel in mazed corridors and pass a company of barbed devils, those fall in as an escort at a wordless gesture from the bony thing.









Iarwain: Through the maze they go.


Further companies of barbed devils are left undisturbed.









Carissa Sevar: She relaxes once it's obvious the message was understood.









Sorry, Olegario.









Iarwain: At the end of their path through the maze is a vast iron room with a silvery irised gate set into the floor. Above the gate, a swaying flat circular platform held slightly above the floor-gate by rough-surfaced chains meeting above the platform, connecting to a slightly thicker chain that goes through a pulley and winds about a huge reel.

A brutish-looking horned humanoid with leathery crimson skin, from whose head protrudes a great mouth filled with sharp teeth, waits about the reel.









Iarwain: The bone nightmare, the chain nightmare, the barbed devils all file into the room.









Iarwain: When all are present, the bone devil speaks.

"Only the favored of Dispater may pass to Dis alive."

Carissa Sevar is not given a chance to respond to this before they all attack her escort.









lintamande: Under many circumstances, a seventh circle and two fifth circle wizards are some of the most dangerous creatures to walk the face of Golarion. "Taken by surprise in melee without spells prepped for this" is not one of those circumstances.



They go down quickly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa watches unflinching. It's Evil, probably, but it's not. - not the stupid Evil of just taking the default action because someone will smile at you about it. She has vitally important strategic goals and knows no other path to attaining them; she cannot trust Olegario to stick with her if she says 'hey, let's defect from Cheliax', or for that matter to believe it's not a test.



She doesn't own him. She owns an option she can exercise only with leave of Church and Crown.



"You defend this fortress well," she says, when the fighting is over, "I am honored." ....are they gonna interfere with her putting these bodies in her Bag of Holding.









Iarwain: "Do you offer us payment for this favor against your enemy, or call it service of Asmodeus against Hell's enemy?"









Carissa Sevar: "....it was service of Asmodeus, perhaps a very important one, but a complicated one. I would pay you for the favor to be certain of my standing, if the price is one I can afford." Or that Abarco and Hadrian can afford, because she is absolutely scouring their bodies for possessions right now like a proper adventurer.









Iarwain: The thing laughs, or at least, that's probably meant to be laughter. It sounds horrible.

"Ah. One ofthose services to Asmodeus."

"You would be wise not to insult us by offering us loot from the corpses of those we ourselves slew. You would be wise not to insult us by offering us mundane riches less than you took from these corpses that we slew."

"Be there something about your person that'd you find more painful than that to sacrifice to us, that may serve to assuage our pride. Some greater devil will be along in time, to arbitrate if more debt than that exists between you and Hell. In due time, when your complicated service is done."









Carissa Sevar: She draws the first ever Glibness sword-pin from her pocket with a sense of utter misery that doesn't, really, make a whole lot of sense - she can just make another -

"This is a magic item of my own design, made by my own hands, and used on my project, Project Lawful, in Asmodeus's service. I have made others in its image, since then, but this is the first. May it settle matters between us, until it is clear what Asmodeus thinks of my service to Him."









Iarwain: Bony fingers take the needle from her. "It is a little thing, but I see that it pains you much to part from it. You can seek to buy it back, do you return here before a century passes. Expect its price to be dear."

"Do you truly seek passage to Dis in this place?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't. I think I see the purpose I've been steered for, and it is in Golarion. And if I'm wrong, then I'll come to Dis soon enough."









Iarwain: "You shall come to Dis soon enough either way."









Carissa Sevar: Well, that's not the least ominous thing that a bony many-fingered devil ever said to her while meticulously wiping its claws clean of the blood of people that trusted her.

....actually it is, but not because it's not ominous, just because that specific thing hasn't happened before.









Hadrian: There's some pretty valuable things Hadrian has on him, but the most important one right now is definitely this remaining scroll of Plane Shift in his Bag of Holding.









Carissa Sevar: Yep.



(She could have used her Gates while not in Avernus, and a Wish to get to Keltham, but firstly it seemed like a really bad plan to ask a pit fiend to their face for a Wish that seemed obviously traitorous, even one with a known safe wording, and secondly she might need those Wishes to save Asmodeus and the world.)

Scroll of Plane Shift, presumably he's got a tuning fork for the Material no one planar travels without those ah here it is -



- how about scrolls of Teleport or Sending, any of those -









Hadrian: Both.









Carissa Sevar: Right.





Fly.





Greater Invisibility.





Plane Shift.







It drops her over the ocean, which is fine because she's only here for six seconds while she reads -



Teleport.









lintamande: In the grand temple of Abadar in Absalom an alarm notifies staff of the appearance of an invisible teleporting person. That happens a lot, in any temple that services adventurers, and they're not anywhere near where the vaults are; no one is particularly concerned.



Shortly after that, another alarm interrupts Temos Sevandivasen in his office; this is more surprising.









Carissa Sevar: "Hi," says a woman as her invisibility wears off. She's wearing a nightgown; her hands are bloody; she's the most stunningly beautiful person most people have ever seen. "I'm Carissa Sevar. Can you get me into the Black Dome in the next twelve seconds I am not committing to defecting or taking Osirion's money."









Iarwain:












Iarwain:












Pilar : "No."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'm afraid so."



It took time to be sure. There was no report from the Security team that took Sevar to Hell; Sevar did not reply to a Sending; a Scry failed to find Sevar -

- and another Scry found Hadrian's soul with his owner in Hell.

There were Messages exchanged then, through the Scrying. When Hadrian reported that Sevar had claimed the Most High had done all the talking last time, Aspexia knew, then, though mostly she had known already.

Discern Location did find Sevar in Osirion, in the Black Dome, though even Discern Location could narrow it no further through Ulunat's living shell.

Aspexia did scry also those devils she and Sevar had met at that fortress, and inquired of them too; lesser beings of Hell's surface layer, permitted to report knowledge of their interactions with adventurers, and not have that be an intervention of Hell. So Aspexia learned that Sevar had instructed them to kill, looted the bodies of her comrades, taken those bodies with herself, returned to the Material -

Carissa Sevar had claimed to be serving Asmodeus in a complicated way.

Sevar might, perhaps, have simply been lying.

If Sevar's words had been true or at least honest, there might be some tiny hope of Sevar still being aligned to Cheliax, returning to them reconciled, in time.


Aspexia Rugatonn, after careful consideration, is telling Pilar simply that Sevar defected.

The Queen, Aspexia now judges, has shown herself incapable of manipulating tropes - that one night's tryst, in retrospect, was simply appealing to the tropes to curse them after - and so Aspexia is now trying her own hand at it, for lack of literally anyone else. Does Pilar hold out hope in Sevar, the tropes will crush it; they seem to be in that sort of story. Does Pilar, now the last surviving trope-girl of Cheliax, believe herself by all signs betrayed, the story may subvert her expectation.

To Pilar, then, it should be told simply that Sevar betrayed and murdered her comrades within Hell, including Olegario, and fled to Osirion.









Pilar : "Am I - to be next, then?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: A jolt of unease runs through Aspexia Rugatonn. "I cannot read your mind anymore, Pilar, and I do not understand."









Pilar : "Everything about Project Lawful is being wiped away, like Prestidigitating a wall clear of what you've drawn there. Keltham. Subirachs, Maillol. All of the trope-girls one after another, Ione, Asmodia, now even Carissa Sevar -"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Cease this foolishness. You are not the last remaining trope-girl loyal to Asmodeus, you were the only one truly loyal to Him to begin with."









Pilar : "Yes, Most High."

"I - not of my will, my brain, has thoughts, that disobey your command to cease my foolishness. You cannot hear them, now, am I to speak them?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia sighs heavily. "Speaking things can give them more power than only harboring them as thoughts. It's why I use Detect Thoughts as much as I do among loyal Asmodeans, to hear what people wisely do not let their lips say but which I should know they are thinking."

"If you can pretend that you didn't choose to say those thoughts, somehow say them without hearing them as your words, then do that. But if you believe I should know what - your brain, as you say, is doing without your will - then tell me of it, regardless."









Pilar : "I'm afraid that Snack Service is going to tell me that I have to - defect, make myself vanish, like Asmodia and Carissa Sevar did, because it serves Asmodeus in a complicated way that I'm going to believe it about. Everyone on the Project is just going to wake up one day and find out that the last of the trope-girls is gone."









Aspexia Rugatonn: By the tropes, it's less likely to happen exactly that way now that Pilar has said it out loud.

"If you say it that way, Pilar, it sounds like you're thinking about how your friends will be sad if you're gone."









Pilar : "Yes, I was. I regret my incorrectness."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Your instructions continue to be that if you need to do something to prevent a new Worldwound from opening, you should do that thing."

"Do please try to leave us a note, however, if that happens."









Pilar : "Acknowledged."



Sevar could have left a note. She didn't.

...Pilar had wanted to, tried to, give Sevar her soul to possess in death.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I must be about my way, Pilar. It shall in fact take some work to reconstruct a management structure about the Project, after this; there are other Ferrer Maillols in Cheliax, better ones even, but not ones that can easily be removed or replaced."

"Do not allow the rest of the Project to see you looking like that when you return to them. We cannot, must not, admit that Sevar herself turned traitor. She was faced with an unexpected opportunity to resume her Keltham seduction project."









Pilar : "I obey, Most High."









Aspexia Rugatonn: The Most High departs.









Pilar : Pilar is too angry at Snack Service even to scream at it inside herself.

She is - not even going to try.

Does Snack Service have anyhelp to offer. Pilar is just going to ask that.









Curse of Laughter: Nope! From Snack Service's perspective, everything is going GREAT! Perfectly according to plan!

Project Lawful has collapsed and been ruined at exactly the time it was supposed to be!









Pilar : Pilar is going to go to Hell and offer to trade her soul to Dispater in exchange for Dispater eating her curse.









Curse of Laughter: Sorry, but that's the way things are, Pilar!

It was a hard-fought game, between the gods, but it's now officially over! Everything past here is already determined, and all that's left is for it to play out!









Curse of Laughter: There's no way for Project Lawful to recover from losing Carissa Sevar, now that she's made her choice! The Project doesn't have anybody left who understands probability the way that Sevar and Asmodia did. The Project doesn't have anybody who even wants to try to understand how to hurt your ilani candidates in a way that makes them stronger and not just more terrified. The Project doesn't have an experienced manager, and Cheliax doesn't exactly have many experienced managers in the first place! None of those will want to take on Project Lawful, after they hear about what happened to the last project manager to work here.









Curse of Laughter: Cayden Cailean wins. Asmodeus loses.









Curse of Laughter: Project Lawful is over.









Iarwain:












Iarwain: Happy exact one-year anniversary of Planecrash / Project Lawful, everyone!

Here's some commissioned artwork of Project Lawful to celebrate!









Iarwain:












Iarwain:












Pilar : "How about fucking no."









Curse of Laughter: Pilar doesn't have any ability to do anything about it!









Pilar : Pilar has two wizard circles, five oracle circles, a curse with a mysterious ability to locate anybody in Golarion according to seemingly arbitrary queries, and her very own personal, what Dispater called a 'godling', strapped to her.









Curse of Laughter: Also a lot of credibility with the Most High Aspexia Rugatonn and the government of Cheliax!









Pilar : Snack Service LIED.









Curse of Laughter: According to Keltham whose authority upon the concept of 'honesty' obviously far exceeds the authority of anybody from Cheliax, it's not a 'lie' if you don't expect them to end up persistently believing false things nor do you exploit their false beliefs to their own detriment during the bounded short time they persist!

Though Snack Service would add that it needs to be about not exploiting their false beliefs to what they'd define as their own detriment in an immediate sort of way, rather than any complicated definitions of that, if you want people to still be able to trust you after you say intentionally false things that temporarily fool them. Snack Service will also add an explicit time bound of one minute.









Pilar : Why is Pilar even still talking to this thing.









Pilar : "Message to Egorian, relatively urgent, I'm going to need six Teleports and a Crown authorization."









Cheliax: "What sort of authorization?"









Pilar : "Let's just say all of it."









Cheliax: "Say again?"









Pilar : "I want all of it. All of the authorization."









Cheliax: "Lady Pineda, I don't think the system really has an option for that."









Mora of Maragall: Mora inspects her glass of beer. The beer served in this tavern is piss, fundamentally, but usually tastes better than most of what passes for beer in Westcrown, unless Mora wants to put on nice clothes that make her a target and trudge over to the nice part of town and pay ten times as much per glass.

"Cayden Cailean must have cursed this city," she mutters to herself, and takes a reluctant sip.

Yep. Piss.









???: "I doubt it," says the hooded figure sitting next to Mora at the bar of the tavern. She'd already been sitting there, next to the only open seat, before Mora had arrived.

Her voice is that of a relatively younger woman.









Mora of Maragall: Yep. Cloaked person is a melodramatic teenager. Mora had privately thought as much, which was why she'd sat down there instead of turning around to go home.

"You don't think Cayden Cailean would curse a Chelish city so that all the affordable beer there is terrible?"









???: "I don't think he has to. All he needs to do is withhold his blessing."

"Everything goes to shit unless somebody is constantly monitoring it. One person, who's clearly responsible for it and gets held accountable for it. There's no one person in Cheliax whose job is to ensure that there's affordable beer in Westcrown, and who gets their pay reduced if it's terrible."









Mora of Maragall: "I will fucking drink to that," Mora snarls. She takes a swallow of her awful piss, slams her beer stein back onto the bar. "I notice you're using mortal pronouns for Cayden Cailean. Because you don't want to use god-pronouns for a god hated of Asmodeus, or because you're claiming sufficient personal acquaintance with Cayden Cailean to not need those?"









???: "Yes."









Mora of Maragall: "Fucking wizard apprentice who thinks she's clever, got it. And here I was thinking for a second that you might work in project management."









???: "Not exactly. I know a project that's looking for an excellent manager, though."









Mora of Maragall: "What happened to the last one?"









???: "Tortured-beyond-the-point-of-usefulness by someone who is... no longer with us."









Mora of Maragall: "Best luck finding a good project manager who'll take that job, at least voluntarily."









???: "What would it take to getyou to take a position like that?"









Mora of Maragall: "I flatly wouldn't. I stay out of the way of that sort of thing. I work as an assistant to project managers who've heard of me, who have enough reputation that I know they'll keep a compact not to put the blame on me, in exchange for my services. I serve them loyally. I watch them get broken and discarded over minor shit. I move on to the next project manager who took on a job too big for them."









???: "That's fair." The hooded figure sips from its full beer glass, though Mora notes the level doesn't seem to have gotten any lower after several sips. "I expect there's some part of you that chafes at never really being in charge, though. Watching somebody else finally fuck up, refuse your advice, and crash and burn and take all your own hard work down with them."









Mora of Maragall: "That's half the cases. The other half are people getting fired, or as the case may be, executed, over things that weren't their fault and where I wouldn't have done any better. That's why I work the way I work. Probably, any really sensible person in Cheliax with a talent for project management does the same."









???: "There should besome amount of pay that'd get you to step up to it."









Mora of Maragall: "Not even for a million gold pieces. I mean that literally."









???: "I've known - three different people, in my life - who'd probably, if they were here, be able to prove there was something incoherent about that. Some sort of mathematical proof about how, for any action there must be some number of gold pieces that'd make you do it, otherwise you'd be able to prove some weird inconsistency..."









Mora of Maragall: "Trust me on this one, wizard apprentice, you don't want to go believing everything that somebody's proven to you mathematically."









???: "You know, I'm pretty sure there'ssome way to get you to do this. But, again just guessing here, you're the sort of person who'd be immensely offended if somebody used... a series of Auguries, say, or Commune, to figure out any more than being in the right tavern at the right time."









Mora of Maragall: "Oh. Claiming to be a fifth-circle cleric, then?"









???: "No, but I work for a cleric who's at least that powerful."









Mora of Maragall: "Yeah, I mostly don't believe you, kid. You dress like that, which is, no doubt, way more conspicuous than you just looking the way you usually look, whatever that is. So you're also the sort of person who'd try to play along with me and pretend to have been sent to recruit me."

"But suppose I believe you. This cleric - not a cleric of Asmodeus, I presume?"









???: "What makes you say that?"









Mora of Maragall: "The part where you're not just telling me to work for you."

It's something Mora has always felt some residual anxiety about, and she's always told herself that the Crown and Church and nobles don't work that way, they don't see a mere assistant and decide that she's the real talent and seize her to run a major project. It's just not how Those People see the world.









???: "There might besome Asmodeans on the surface of Golarion who'd understand that there are some people where you can't get their best work from them that way. It's an awful, awful fact but a true one. I knew somebody like that too."









Mora of Maragall: "Yeah? What happened to them?"









???: "Itlooks like suicide, at this point. The person responsible for that is no longer with us."









Mora of Maragall: "Same person who tortured your project manager?"









???: "Actually, thatwas the project manager... sort of, arguably some of the fault lay with his manager, for not giving him different orders, andher manager, who thought it was a good idea to... go back to a more traditional Asmodeanism on the project... and now all three of them are gone."

"And it was also my fault, because I could have said something, or done something, and I did not. I guess, in a way, I'm the last one left."









Mora of Maragall: "See, that is a management casualty rate that makes somebody not want to manageany project. Let alone that one."









???: "Is the only reason you're still in Cheliax, and not being a full project manager in Absalom or Andoran, that you don't have an exit permit?"









Mora of Maragall: "Naive question. I wouldn't have any reputation there, with project managers in Absalom. Who's going to hire an ex-Chelish assistant to be the shadow manager on their project? Or make her a manager when they don't know her? I wouldn't know their system. I'd have to start all over."

"And if the Church asks, I like the part here where everybody shuts up and obeys orders once they're given. That's even true."









???: "Suppose hypothetically that I was on a very important Crown project... well, technically a Church project, but really more of a... let's just say both Church and Crown."









Mora of Maragall: "Pharasma help you."









???: "It needs a new manager."









Mora of Maragall: "After bad things happened to, if I was tracking that correctly, the lastthree people in the chain of command?"









???: "Yes. That is our situation here."









Mora of Maragall: "Why isn't this hypothetical project drawing from one of the many proven, experienced managers already known to Crown and Church?"









???: "Because there's stunningly few people who could even try their hand at a Project like ours, when a fifth-circle cleric of Asmodeus with twenty years managing a Worldwound installation was not enough. Because all of those people are busy and pulling them out from their current jobs would be injurious to the state of Cheliax."

"And because you'd be better at it than them."









Mora of Maragall: "Really. Why would I be better at it?"









???: "Maybe you'd actually use the correct amount of torture or... no. That's probably not it."

"You're probably somebody who can see what's real, and say what's true, and get along with others doing the same, in a way that would've been more difficult for somebody making their way up the traditional Asmodean system from inside of it."









Mora of Maragall: "Uhhuh. Well, for a wizard apprentice bluffing her way through all this, you sure know how to deliver the flattery."









???: "Splendour 21."









Mora of Maragall: "Buuuulllllllllllshiiiiit."









???: "Comes out of a headband and I'm still new to it."









Mora of Maragall: "If you persuaded me to take this hypothetical job, wizard apprentice, I'd believe you."









???: "There's some set of guarantees and bribes that would work for you. Why not just tell me what that is?"









Mora of Maragall: "What, like, a compact personally signed by the Queen of Cheliax saying that at worst I get fired rather than tortured, a thousand gold pieces a week salary, and a Barony in Nidal if I meet clearly defined and reasonable project targets?"









???: "Would that do it?"









Mora of Maragall: "If it wasliterally that, yes."









???: "Well, I don't personally have the authorization to offer you that, because 'the system doesn't have an option for unlimited authorizations, or rather, the system does have that option and it's called "being the Queen of Cheliax"' and I am far too loyal to even think about that."

"So you're going to have to wait a few rounds until the person on the other end of this scry gets your request to the Queen for approval."









Mora of Maragall: Mora snickers, and throws back the rest of her awful piss. "It's been fun, kid, but I've had my beer and don't really want another, unless you know where I can get a better one without paying too much. What's your name?"









???: "Pilar Pineda."









Mora of Maragall: "The Dreaded Sorceress of Cake or Death, out of the Ascendant Three. She Who Is Already Standing Behind You. That Pilar Pineda?"









???: "Yes, although in this case it's She Who Was Already Sitting In The Tavern."

"And I've been informed that Her Infernal Majestrix, Queen Abrogail II of the House of Thrune, has approved your requested job conditions and rewards."









Mora of Maragall: "Aren't I supposed to get cake, at some point in this process?"









Pilar : Pilar Pineda reaches under the bar and takes out an entire chocolate cake to hand to her new superior.

"Welcome to Project Lawful, sir."









Roc de Castell: Roc de Castell. Sixth legitimate son of a noble line of Taldor, first and last child of a mother who died in childbirth, ignored and shuffled away after he failed at wizardry despite apparent great promise, given enough of a stipend that he can afford to stay at a minor university forever if he supports himself and his position there by occasional lectures.









???: "Pardon me, sir, but might I ask you a mathematical question?"









Roc de Castell: Roc de Castell looks up from the library desk where he's revising his next set of lectures, frowning. That was a woman's voice, or the voice of an exceptionally unfortunate young man. Probably a woman, if she wants to hood herself like that to avoid trouble from people questioning what she's doing in a university.

It's not his place to enforce such matters, and she did say she had a math question, perhaps an interesting one. "Ask."









???: "Suppose a repetitive random event which yields either RIGHT or LEFT, of unknown fixed frequency of LEFTs and RIGHTs where any RIGHT frequency between 0 and 1 seems equally plausible in advance of observation. After observing two RIGHTS and one LEFT, what is the chance of seeing LEFT next time?"









Roc de Castell: He sniffs and looks back down at his work. Not interesting, then. "Two-fifths."









???: "That's a fast answer. Did you see the combinatoric proof that quickly?"









Roc de Castell: "It's a known problem, young... person. The proof I know of was done eighty years ago, though who's to say how long the dragons have known it."

"The proof I know is by calculus, though. What's the combinatoric proof?"









???: "Imagine a ball that rolls to a halt anywhere between two bumpers, to set the frequency. Rolling more balls, two stop on the right, and one on the left -"









Roc de Castell: "I see. Clever. I do thank you, then, that will be useful in lectures."









???: "Have you ever dreamed that your knowledge of mathematics would someday prove enormously valuable to somebody, and they'd suddenly appear at your university one day and offer you a ludicrous dream job?"









Roc de Castell: "Probably everyone who excels at mathematics, who is nonetheless not able at academic politics and so is condemned never to rise beyond the place of assistant lecturer, does dream of such a thing. Why?"









???: "That day has now come for you. I offer you wealth, respect, and power, in the service of a new employer."









Roc de Castell: "Really. Is there a catch?"









???: "The job is in Cheliax."









Roc de Castell: 
"Who thefuck are you?"









???: The figure, silently, places a cookie upon his desk.









Roc de Castell: Ice goes through his veins.

"Pilar Pineda."









???: "I am She."









Roc de Castell: "They do say that you would harm not those who'd do no harm."









???: "Do they."









Roc de Castell: "Well, yes, it's what they say. I don't attest to it of my own knowledge."









???: "I'd have you lecture of your mathematical knowledge in Cheliax, to students of the true Project Lawful that lies at the core of Project Chemistry. You would gain access to the notes and transcripts of the lectures given there by Keltham, before he left Cheliax for Osirion; they are more foundational and enlightening than the technical knowledge he's since taught to the Scientific Revolution."









Roc de Castell: "One would naturally be concerned about both possible torture and inevitable damnation."









???: "And are you so sure you're not already damned?"









Roc de Castell: Freezing chills go through him. "I don't know what you -"









???: "I'm sorry to inform that she was, in fact, pregnant."

"She knew you would not support her."

"She strangled her baby."

"Oh, and her life was generally ruined, as well."

"All your fault."









Roc de Castell: "I - I didn't -"









???: "You have not the funds to pay for an Atonement, nor would you ever earn it in this university, and there would, I think, be a question of your sincerity. Even now, you don't mostly regret what happened to her, what happened to your son as he drew his first breaths, you mostly fear going to Hell over it."









Roc de Castell: "I - what am I to -" His mind scrabbles at possibilities, turning up only horror for each of them. "What are you going to offer me, sufficient salary that I could donate it to Iomedae's Church and earn my way back to Heaven or at least Axis? I don't think that works, if you're laboring for Cheliax! Your employment will do more Evil than any amount of Good you could buy with the salary they pay you! If it did less Evil than that, they'd pay you less!"









???: "There's a question of how much Good versus Evil it really does."

"Do you know the true origin of My powers? It is that I was made oracle of Cayden Cailean, who is god of the more informal sort of celebration. Hence the cake and cookies."









Roc de Castell: "And - my employment will do more Good than Evil?"









???: "Even I do not know. But there is, in true fact, a very legitimate doubt, there."

"When you go to the Boneyard then to be judged, you may tell them truly that you did not know, what the results of your employment would be. You may tell them that, had you refused, I would have chosen another to lecture, one only slightly less useful than yourself. And that other, perhaps, would not have donated such salary as you did, to Iomedae's Church."









Roc de Castell: "That - hardly seems like it would be certain to work -"









???: "Or you could always stay here, live a wretched life trying to donate enough to charity or save enough for an Atonement that might fail, eventually die in ignominy, and perhaps be damned. That too is uncertain. I cannot say of My own knowledge that it is certain you'd go to Abaddon, or that you wouldn't like any of your choices if you did."

"You know, I think, of the concept of expected utility. I will not spell out the calculation for you."









Roc de Castell: "How long do I have to answer?"









???: "I am busy. There are many demands upon My time. It should not be a complicated calculation. I will permit you ten minutes."

"Also in Cheliax you could have power, and respect, and women prettier than any you've yet had, not whores nor even concubines but wizards who've mastered Alter Self and whose pregnancy you need not fear, and in due time return to your family as a lord mightier than your father."









Roc de Castell: "At the cost of doing Evil."









Pilar : "At the cost of your doing what I'd otherwise fetch some other lecturer to do, very nearly as well, in your place, someone who wouldn't donate to charity either. Whether it all amounts to Good or Evil in the end is not known even to I, who am oracle of a Good god and servant of an Evil one, in this world of shattered prophecy."

"Nine minutes, forty seconds."









Pilar : And for her penultimate Teleport Pilar finds herself directing her courier to the Whipcrack district of Egorian, which... makes sense, now that Pilar thinks about it. If there's anybody who does know how to hurt people in a way that makes them stronger, who isn't already busy being Queen of Cheliax, that person is probably Chelish too. Whipcrack would make sense for a slave trainer, even; oh, that's exciting.

So Pilar, following the impulses that come to her of her curse, casts back her hood to show herself openly, in this place, and walks down the streets of poorer Egorian. Her courier follows her, invisibly, for he is Security and why trouble to reveal himself?









Pilar : They are poor, these streets, as poor as any in Ostenso where Pilar once ran. Half the buildings are barracks obviously sized for halfling slaves, and the other half buildings from the textiles industry or other trades that depend heavily on slave labor. Men leer at her as she passes, with only a few paling at the sight of her, for the meaning of a young lady with attention-grabbing pink hair is not as well-known in this part of Egorian as in others.

But a single whore-taker does dare step forwards to take Pilar. There is no combat spell in her oracle's repertoire, nor wizard spell she has prepared, that would not kill him; so Pilar casts Mage Hand, and presses back against his face, about the eyes. It's not enough to harm him, but he stops and does not dare further.









Security: "Merciful of you," comments an invisible voice behind her.









Pilar : "Would a Security have killed him? He's a subject of the Queen and contributes to the economy, leaving a corpse there in the streets didn't seem Lawful, and I certainly didn't want to take the time to clean up after myself."









Security: "You asked me to tell you if I noticed you being Good, so I'm telling. I'd have introduced him to Acid Splash, at least."









Pilar : "Didn't have it hung, and everything I did have prepped would've killed a commoner."









Security: "Amateur's mistake. Always have something that hurts a commoner but doesn't kill them, if you're going to be traveling among commoners. I'd volunteer to do it myself, next time, but don't want to worry about Invisibility."









Pilar : Pilar's steps guided of cursed instinct have taken her closer to the Imperial Stadium; though there's no games at this hour, by the temper of the streets around her, no distant sounds of a crowd bellowing.

Instead Pilar finds herself at what looks to be a warehouse converted into a fighting ring. A legal one, hopefully, since a painted board over the door advertises its service openly, in letters and pictorial signage. If Egorian is anything like Ostenso was said to be, it means they'll have less eager custom and less exciting fights; but then, people who are least trying to be Lawfulat all sometimes want to watch pit fights too.

Pilar approves, obviously. If the one she seeks is a slave-trainer then they had better be a legal one.









Cheliax: "Five copper, girl," says the doorman.









Pilar : She flips him a silver. "Passage for two, then."









Security: Message from Security: I suppose you're going to tell methat's Lawful.









Pilar : Return Message from Pilar: I'm sure every bit of extra revenue for this place does more Evil than Good.









Security: Valid.









Pilar : She steps past the confused doorman and surveys this pit-fighting ring.









Iarwain: It's a small pit-fighting ring, not very impressive. With no fights in the Imperial Stadium, a slightly respectable crowd has gathered here anyways.

Currently there's cage walls up, about the ring, and some would-be gladiator is flailing around with a horned rabbit and not doing that great of a job at it. The crowd is jeering and laughing at him. Reading the crowd at Splendour 21 will give Pilar the impression that this is a warm-up for a real battle later: The customers here look too old, too wealthy, and too interested, to be here just for horned rabbit fights.

There's a cloaked and hooded figure, taller than Pilar when she goes about the same way, sitting close by the ring. Despite their front-row place, there's a wide space of empty chairs around them.









Pilar : Well, Pilar will obey her curse's suggestion and go sit down in the cheap, splintery chair next to the hooded figure, then.









???: "If you work for what passes for the Law, here, show me your token of authority."

"Otherwise, your death is your own."









Pilar : "You know, I don't think I actuallyhave a token of authority, and should maybe ask for one at some point if I'm going to keep doing this. But yes, I work for the government."









???: "Not the same as working for the Law."

"What do you seek? I'd conclude whatever business this is before the fight after next begins."









Pilar : "My steps were guided here to seek one who understands how to hurt students in a way that makes them stronger rather than weaker."









???: "Oho? It is the same with me. I, too, am in this place to seek someone like that. Do you know where I'd find them?"









Pilar : "I'd... rather thought I was looking foryou."









???: "I am not very good at what I do, and could benefit from further instruction from someone who knew better."

"What god guided your steps here?"









Pilar : "Cayden Cailean."









???: "One of the three who cheated? I wasn't even slightly expecting to hear that."









Pilar : "The three who cheated?"









???: "On the path to godhood. Aroden, it seems clear, could have ascended long before, and only waited until He was best-placed for it and to become a more powerful god after. Cayden Cailean, Norgorber, Iomedae? They but crawled along behind Him, licking up His dropped crumbs of ascension."









Pilar : "What a wonderful turn of phrase. Perhaps someday I'll have a chance to tell Cayden Cailean that to his face, ideally, right before I finish eating him. Is it cheating if you ascend by eating another god who ascended by Starstone?"









???: "What an interesting question."

"Well, young lady, do tell me your tale. Is it yourself who seeks a teacher of growth through pain?"









Pilar : "I... don't know. I may be - past the point - where that teacher is, the next thing, that I need..."

"I have twenty students in need of such teaching. Possibly myself too. Our last teacher... left us."









???: "Twenty, hm? I have not been impressed with the temper of Chelish folk, for a country supposedly ruled by and for Hell. Twenty is enough that one survivor might prove to have some little talent, but my time is valuable and I will not do the winnowing. Train harshly, and when only one of you yet remains alive, I may test them to see if they are worth a little teaching."









Pilar : "I have twenty students who can take what you have to teach them, and not break of it."









???: "You do not have the slightest notion of what you are saying."









Pilar : "I was led to them as I was led to you."









???:









???: "I have many questions."









Pilar : "I have disappointingly few answers."









???: "You work for the government of Cheliax, you say. In what capacity?"









Pilar : "I'm not really sure how to describe that... I could say, spy-taker, or hiring assistant, but that doesn't really cover what I do at all.Conspirator, I'd maybe have said, before..."

"What sounds least false is to say that I'm a student of Law."









???: "Who commands you?"









Pilar : "The Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus, Aspexia Rugatonn."









???: "Directly?"









Pilar : "There's somebody else above me on the organizational chart, but I actually hired her a few hours ago and she is not the one in charge of this current operation..."

Pilar realizes, with a stab of disorientation that she'll deal with later, that she does not, really, have awell-defined place in Cheliax anymore, except that she still ultimately answers to Church and Crown.









???: "Your teacher left you, you say. Who was that? A cleric of Asmodeus?"









Pilar : "She was a - priest of Irori, without powers, as I understand it, for a time. Lawful Evil, to be clear. She renounced Irori, though, and then -"

"- had to go about other business." Pilar remembers, barely in time, that Carissa Sevar's defection is a secret.









???: "Oh, she had come far enough to renounce Irori? Tell her I congratulated her on that, do you see her again."









Pilar : "I - don't know if I will. Congratulate her. I will probably see her again, one way or another."









???: "Sometimes you must leave your students if you do wish them to prosper. If she told you that you must now seek your own Way, I would not cooperate in your attempt to seek another teacher in her place."









Pilar : "I suppose it's been hinted to me that I'll need to seek my own Way. But I'm very sure the twenty students need a teacher."









???: "You're not telling me the whole story."









Pilar : "I'm trying to figure out which parts to tell, especially when you haven't agreed to teach."









???: "If all your words were true, I'd fight gods did they stand in my way. You seem to have no comprehension of what an impossible treasure twenty worthy students would be. I wonder if any teacher in the history of Golarion has ever had such."

"Who was your teacher? Name her to me; perhaps she is known to me, if she was also a priest of Irori and likewise Lawful Evil. There are not that many of us."









Pilar : Oh.

That makes sense.

The Project just has to find another Lawful Evil cleric of Irori to take over Carissa Sevar's job. Who says she was special? Maybe it was just that Lawful Evil priests of Irori are rare in Cheliax, and really any of those will do, for that part of the Project. Maybe you can get a better Irorian if they're of high circle.

There's something crushingly sad about the thought. Pilar sets it aside.

And then there drops the other copper coin.

Lawful Evil Irori cleric in Egorian. Pilar hasn'tmet them but she knowswho that is.

"Sajvara."









???: "That's more clones of me than I was expecting to have to deal with today."









Pilar : "I - what?No! That wasn't our teacher, I just realized that you're -"

"What a holy mess." (As a good Asmodean, Pilar of course uses 'holy' rather than 'unholy' as the swear word.)









???: "Enough of this. Why do you not speak plainly?"









Pilar : "Too public of a place and my escort has run out of Silent Table."









???: "I have that spell myself." She executes a few gestures, and then casts back her hood.









Sajvara: "Sajvara of Sald. I do but go about this way to avoid needless trouble from those unused to my appearance, who imagine that I am unwelcome here rather than a guest of your government."

"Now identify yourself properly, girl."









Pilar : "Pilar Pineda, also known as the Cake Girl, of Project Lawful, of Cheliax, unwilling oracle of Cayden Cailean and faithful slave of Lord Asmodeus."









Sajvara: "Project Lawful was being taught by a priest of Irori this entire time?"









Pilar : "Carissa Sevar didn't know Irori had named her priest until very recently, but yes."









Sajvara:









Sajvara: "You really have no idea what you're saying at all, do you."









Pilar : "Perhaps not. I would be told."









Sajvara: "Do you claim it to be true, as her cult does claim in Vudra, that Carissa Sevar is Asmodeus's Chosen whom He is raising to the status of divinity, by which means Hell shall wield suffering as a tool to produce strength and growth rather than only terror and obedience?"









Pilar : What does she evensay to that, now, after everything that's happened. Her curse doesn't think it would be a good idea to lie to this woman.

"If anythingeven remotely in the vicinity of that were true, it would not be something I could comment on without seeking other authorization."

"Though, she wasn't teaching us to become gods, like Irorians are supposed to. She was teaching us to be - better slaves of Asmodeus."









Sajvara: "That is a very strange thing for any cleric of Irori to try to do. Also, I'm sure I recall somebody in this conversation earlier saying that she planned to become a god by consuming Cayden Cailean."









Pilar : "Any good slave of Asmodeus would do that if they could, in His service, and become a new Power of Hell to strengthen Him."









Sajvara: "Well, possibly if she was trainingthat kind of good slave."









Pilar : "I mean, it wouldn't be 'corrigible' behavior unless I'd been ordered to do that by my superiors, but my superiors have in fact ordered me to consume Cayden Cailean if possible."

Possibly they're going to need to alternate teaching from Sajvara with teaching by a real priest of Asmodeus...









Curse of Laughter: Pilar's suppressed thought that she's carefully not thinking is correct! It has to be Aspexia Rugatonn! Nobody else will do!









Sajvara: "What is thegoal of all this teaching, from the Chelish government's perspective?"









Pilar : To create Keepers of Asmodeus. "That's... not something I should say to you without additional authorization, and agreements to keep things quiet..."

"Is it even possible for you to do this, when you're supposed to be arbitrating between the Chelish government and Keltham?"









Sajvara: "Do Keltham or Cheliax fear I may be prejudiced against them, which I would not be, they may go and send to Vudra again to seek a new arbitrator."

"Also, your question is insane, if I take all else you say at face value. If I couldn't do it from my current position I'd obviously quit and Irori's highest would send somebody else to replace me. Nobody in Vudra would expect a sixth-circle of Irori to pass up the prospect of twenty worthy students in order to go arbitrate some silly matter of a few million gold pieces."

"But what is it you'd have me train them to become, if not gods?"









Pilar : "The sort of slave of Asmodeus who learns everything that Irorians learn when they're planning to become gods, I guess."









Sajvara: "If Cayden Cailean has guided your steps to twenty who can bear my teaching, then I will teach them all that I can. I warn you that, having so learned, they may no longer remain loyal to Cheliax, nor will it work you well to try to keep them as slaves."









Pilar : "There are some people who can become strong and wise and know themselves, and yet still know themselves to belong to Asmodeus and Hell. Twenty of them, in fact."









Sajvara: "You don't include yourself?"









Pilar : "It remains to be seen."









Sajvara: "Irori, in guiding my steps here, did hint that there was one within this country who had somewhat to teach me upon matters of using suffering to produce growth. Was it Carissa Sevar of whom He was hinting?"









Pilar : "Sevar might have had something to teach you, though she was just learning to do it at all, in a lot of ways..."

"No, it wouldn't have been that, because Sevar was inside the Ostenso nonintervention zone and no gods would've steered you in a way intended to make you meet her?"

"- I don't know if Irori actually did mean it this way, but the obvious thought to me is Abrogail Thrune, the Queen. She's the one who made Sevar as strong as she was."









Sajvara: "Abrogail Thrune did not seem that interesting when I met her."









Pilar :









Pilar :









Pilar : WELP and that's now been reported to the Queen so WELP.

"Wasn't there supposed to be something happening in, a fight after a previous fight, at some point?"









Sajvara: "Oh, my daughter? She did destroy a supposedly mighty warrior born of Cheliax some time ago; I'll get about to healing him, as I did promise him I'd do, once we've had our conversation."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "What you've done today for Project Lawful can only be called a miracle, Pilar. I would feel better if it was our miracle, or if we'd bargained with a demon lord who'd demanded something as understandable as the livers of a thousand priests in exchange for it."









Pilar : She is kneeling, still, not wishing to rise, feeling wretched. "As you say, Most High."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And this matter that you say Snack Service confirmed, that I ought to teach our would-be ilani in person of Asmodeus's way and of corrigibility - what would it say, did I tell it I had many other demands on my time?"









Pilar : "Snack Service says that you already know what would be its answer, that you do not, in fact, have any better uses of your time than in helping to train these twenty to get as far as possible in becoming Keepers of Asmodeus, as quickly as possible."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Better by Asmodeus's lights, and Cayden Cailean's, one supposes."









Pilar : "It says yes."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You seem distraught, Pilar, and I can no longer read your mind."









Pilar : "I do fear that what I am secretly doing, in strengthening Project Lawful, in arranging for its management and its teachers, is making sure that it can survive when Pilar Pineda disappears, one day."

"I - if you were really reading my mind - you'd see that I was afraid it will be, it's being set up to happen, as soon as I put on an artifact headband for the first time."

"If you order me never to, I never will."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It is not one of the easiest calls I have made, in my life, but if Snack Service does tell you that it will serve Cayden Cailean and Asmodeus and Otolmens for you to put on the headband, I think, in the end, that you should. We stand here after a series of disasters and yet, tracing all that Snack Service has done, running through it, I am forced to admit, though I hate it, that if not for Snack Service our position would be far worse. Carissa Sevar has taken with her the fifteen Wishes intended in part to pay Keltham and that is an incredibly severe blow to us, perhaps a crippling one, and yet it could have been worse. She could have left Hell with thirty Wishes and two crowns."









Pilar : "Permission to weep before you."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Denied."

"Pilar, I tell you now something that I fear you are not ready to hear, but it should be said to you anyways."

"You can always just serve Asmodeus."

"Even if you can't be a good slave by it, you can just serve Asmodeus."

"Even if you don't want what will come of it, you can just serve Asmodeus."

"Even if there isn't any reason and it makes no sense for you given your own interests, you can just serve Asmodeus."









Pilar : "I hear."

"Could you read my mind, you would see that I feared you were telling me this now, because you feared that I might vanish, one night."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If you can, Pilar, at least leave a note."









Pilar : The day after the new personnel are brought in, Pilar takes up her headband of Wisdom and augments Splendour, and then passes around her artifact headbands again, from one candidate to another.

Trying for that one day, with everything that is in her, to convey all that she understands of how to be a Keeper.

There are transcripts, of how Keltham tried to teach her and later classes to be Keepers, and they can and will read those later. But there is something about having interacted with Keltham directly, to ask your own questions and hear his answers, that changes you differently from transcripts. That's Pilar's only hypothesis, if not that it's mysterious extrauniversal radiation or that some critical information was carried in his tone of voice. Whatever fragment she received, of that mysterious thing, she tries now to pass it onward as it was passed to her, by personal question and answer.

There was a vision, that Carissa Sevar had, of slaves whoare not muddled -though without the 'Keepers-only' training that Pilar got, Sevar must have understood even less of what she was saying than Pilar heard. That to Asmodeus, mortals are not bad slaves but quivering slimes that surge about in random directions, lunging after evanescent lures that Asmodeus himself can scarcely perceive. How it must infuriate him! How wretched! This is what Hell tries to sear away from a mortal, and it's painful because the pain is deserved.

The true meaning of all Keltham's Law of probability, of decision theory, is that it's the key to becoming something that Asmodeus could even see, let alone approve. Having your remaining errors and wretchedness make enough sense for Him tounderstand.

That they will afterwards be able to conquer Golarion and extend the Scientific Revolution further than Keltham himself ever dreamed, who clutches his weaknesses to himself like the rest of the cowardly ordinarydath ilani, is not coincidence, not a side effect. Lawfulness and power are one; they are one in Asmodeus.

When her students say things that Pilar is certain are wrong, she hurts them or orders them hurt, pouring out onto them her fury with her own wretchedness, knowing that they hate themselves the way she hates herself and need to be likewise punished. There is no superior here now to restrain Pilar, and Carissa Sevar's Way has failed in any case. With her own spells Pilar does heal them after. They accept it, her students, and many do look at her with eyes of worship.

Wearing artifact headbands wrought of Hell, bearing more potential than Pilar herself ever did and less tainted with Goodness, they seem to understand. One by one they seem to understand and begin speaking wisdom of their own, new sense that Pilar herself has not said to them, but that she can tell for true.









Pilar : Pilar goes to sleep that night trying to hold on to the feeling of vicious triumph that she knows she ought to have. It's hard; Pilar knows that, for all that this probably does benefit Asmodeus, it is obviously an approved step of Cayden Cailean's plan.

Pilar knows, Pilar does not fail to see, that she was teaching with the desperate urgency of one who does not know when she will disappear, but expects it will be very soon.









dath ilan: In her pseudo-Keeper training it was said to Pilar several times, and now Pilar has spent a day repeating it to her students:

When you know where you are going, when you see the direction you're trying not to look, you should just go ahead and think the thought instead of fighting it. Maybe not believe it, just because you fought it before; but think it, at least. Get it over with. You're only delaying the pain.

It's not the mighty wisdom of a Keeper, for that Keltham never had at all, but only the imprecation given to a dath ilani child, practiced of a teenager. They clutch their mortal weaknesses about themselves, the non-Keeper ordinary dath ilani; but they're not that weak, not as weak as Pilar.









Pilar : In the morning Pilar Pineda is gone, taking with her spellbook and her unspent wages and Snack Service's headbands. No one in Security remembers seeing Pilar go, but that's entirely as expected.

The note Pilar leaves behind says that she asked Snack Service if there was anything left she needed to do, to ensure the Project served Asmodeus, and Snack Service said no, and then Pilar asked if it would better serve Asmodeus if she just got this over with, subjected herself to whatever Snack Service had planned for Pilar, and Snack Service said yes.









Curse of Laughter: On Pilar's bedroom desk rests another note written in Celestial, as Pilar herself could not read, with Attn: Aspexia Rugatonn eyes only in Infernal at the top:


Dear Aspexia:

Don't make any long-term teaching schedules for Asmodeus's Keepers, or try to corrupt them slowly. Just teach them everything as fast as possible and trust to their readiness. If you're doing it right they should all be chosen as Asmodeus's priests before three more days have passed. Don't worry about hammering Good out of them, they're already selected to not have too much of that and Asmodeus isn't Good's opposite in the first place. Just focus on teaching them Asmodeus's domains and above all His Law.

You don't have time for anything else. They need to reach sufficient levels of His priesthood before Cheliax attacks Osirion.

-- In Asmodeus's interests,
    Snack Service









Iarwain:












Iarwain:












Iarwain:









9 - flashback: this is not a threat





Project Lawful: PL-timestamp:Day 58
PL-placestamp:Fortress of Law, Ostenso nonintervention zone
Involved individuals: Keltham, Peranza, Gregoria, 3 other tier-2s
Contents: Transcript of a lesson on what does or doesn't count as a 'threat', when to try to blow up an awful multiagent interaction you would rather not exist in the first place, cautions against assuming something is a threat or a blowup situation when it's not, cautions against exploitability



[This is a placeholder that you can Favorite if you want to check in on it later, though I'm not sure now that it'll ever resume.]






10 - null action





lintamande: "Stand, Men of the West! Stand and wait! This is the hour of doom."

  -- J. R. R. Tolkien









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune, deliberately dressed not in her best, sits quietly in her personal library.

She is not standing at a high balcony overlooking her city, she is not screaming and weeping, she is not taking out her rage on her servants or on an interesting Good victim dragged up from her dungeons. She will not give Them the satisfaction; she is not confused in the first place about the source of her unhappiness, nor could it be assuaged on a bystander; and Abrogail of House Thrune has never cried once after she finished her ordeal in Hell.

She is taking time to stop, to do little, to allow her mind to wander. +6 WIS will tell you to do that occasionally, even if you absolutely don't have time.

She tried to read one of the better romance novels whose existence she'd ordained at the beginning of her reign; and then had to put the book aside, for there were tropes in it.









Abrogail Thrune II: Unable to find satisfaction in reading, forbidden other entertainments that wouldn't help her mood anyways, Abrogail Thrune's mind turns (as mortal minds do) to the past, to previous decisions that can't be undone, rehearsing the experience of disaster.

As though, could she but decide on the one perfect thing she could've done, the disaster would then unhappen, having been solved, herself having learned from it, passed the test, there would be no need anymore for it to still have happened.

The moment when she heard that a presumed-9th-circle scry had hammered through Project Lawful's protections to find Carissa.

Within the minute Abrogail was Mind-Blanked and Teleported far from Cheliax, waiting to hear whether Egorian had become part of a blank circle on a map...









Abrogail Thrune II: In retrospect, the decisions that led to that point were probably mistaken.

Any life choice that leads to you later fleeing your country and waiting to hear if its capital city has been destroyed, was probably, in fact, a mistake.

But it is done, it cannot be undone, there is no obvious way to undo it, all the obvious ways out of the resulting trap seem to be trapped themselves.

And now, somehow, there doesn't seem to be anything todo - besides obvious straightforward unimportant things like rushing Cheliax's digestion of Nidal - while Abrogail sits on a comfortable library chair and waits for the week of doom.









Abrogail Thrune II: At the time, the logic seemed clear. They certainly weren't trying to take hostages against Keltham, as Asmodeus had forbidden; you have to tell somebody about hostages, after all, and they weren't planning to tell that naive boy any such thing.

Aspexia had set her eyes on having a potential future heir to the Crown who might ravel 'corrigibility'; and, more importantly, transforming Keltham's story irrevocably into a dath ilani tragedy - making sure the story could not be a story of Keltham's triumph, ending well for him, especially by dath ilan's standards.

Abrogail had wondered, yes, about a potential heir to the throne with the blood of dath ilan. But more than that, Abrogail had been thinking of Keltham's unwitting prophecy born of tropes, that if Keltham came into conflict with Abrogail over Carissa, the only possible resolutions were Abrogail's ruin or that she become Keltham's woman.









Abrogail Thrune II: The mechanics of the plot had been straightforward enough, at least by Abrogail Thrune's standards.

Keltham had been prompted to ask another of his women to guise herself as his Carissa, so that he might learn to fight her and hurt her unrestrained.

Keltham had picked Meritxell, as predicted.

Keltham had needed no further prompting, after that, to ask Meritxell to guise herself as others besides Carissa; nor, a short time after, to ask Meritxell to appear as the most beautiful woman he'd ever met, Abrogail Thrune.

Meritxell by then had already practiced pretending to be Abrogail Thrune during sex, and Abrogail Thrune had watched her and learned to pretend to be Meritxell pretending to be Abrogail Thrune.

When the time had come to slip in the real Abrogail Thrune in the place of the fake - on their second encounter, daring not the first, in case that was too obvious - Keltham hadn't noticed any discrepancy, according to Abrogail's read of his thoughts, then.









Abrogail Thrune II: And all of that, in retrospect, had been aterrible mistake.

Abrogail shouldnot have had Meritxell pose as herself, should have had Meritxellrefuse any requests to pose as Abrogail citing fear of lese-majeste. She should have just had Keltham's seed stolen for her from Meritxell's mouth, as Keltham himself had suggested by way of his own wary thoughts.

Keltham, looking back over that course of events, remembering Meritxell assuming Abrogail's form, is liable to suspect that Abrogail is with his child.









Abrogail Thrune II: Keltham might not suspect the dozens of other women impregnated by way of his seed stolen from out of Meritxell's mouth beneath cover of Invisibility. Or Keltham might suspect that too, not from evidence, but from it being an obvious thought to him. Or from remembering, once his Intelligence was raised high enough, that he'd had that thought himself in "Isidre's" presence.

Some of those impregnated women had been Baronesses of Cheliax and priestesses of Asmodeus, who would raise any child to be destined for Hell.

Some had been peasants, so that Keltham's children by them would grow up in Chelish destitution.

And some of those anonymous peasant women had been seized namelessly and returned namelessly, under threat if they broke silence, origins and destinations going unrecorded by any part of the Crown.

It wasn't a hostage-taking, in contravention of Asmodeus's orders; they weren't expecting to need hostages, then. Rather, by those tactics they had essayed to make Keltham's story be irrevocably a dath ilani tragedy, beyond even Cheliax's power to undo and give a happy ending, for any threat.









Abrogail Thrune II: They... had not been thinking, then, about how Keltham might still have a potential response to that ploy.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune had realized her error shortly after Keltham, departing, had said, "I will tell Osirion to draw a circle on a map of Cheliax and then I'll destroy everything inside that circle. That's not a threat. It's my policy on cleaning up my own messes."


(It was also the first time she'd felt any flash of desire for Keltham as a man, but that is a completely separate issue and Abrogail Thrune is not thinking about it right now and is also pretending that it didn't happen.)









Abrogail Thrune II: She should have thought of it. Abrogail had overheard Keltham's thoughts about Civilization's great weapons. She'd heard the report of him asking a fake paladin about ways to obliterate Awaiting-Consumption or injure Urgathoa.

It was just - not a thought that squared up easily with the naive teenage boy giving away so many key secrets to Cheliax, who boasted of having never told a single lie in Golarion -

One just... doesn't usually think, of that, as something that a regretful teenage father woulddo. Especially one you've started identifying, in the back of your mind, as a naive Goodling.

'Oh, I'll just destroy that entire country before my children can be ensouled. Problem solved!' It's not something a Good person would do, or an Evil person either.



Or maybe Keltham will only destroy Egorian, to get at Abrogail, if Keltham thinks it's only her that's pregnant.

Which... still would be not good for Cheliax's ambitions.









Abrogail Thrune II: Keltham has spoken much of Law and of multi-agent optimality, conflicts averted and doing Something Else Which Is Not That; it's an obvious thought even to Abrogail Thrune, who is not of Abadar, that it might be possible for two Lawful beings to negotiate Something Else from this situation.

Even if it were not Keltham, Abrogail would want to avoid the annihilation of Cheliax by any means necessary, up to and including both sides talking to each other.

But -


- but Keltham may notknow, Abrogail does notknow whether Keltham knows, that Abrogail is with his child. Maybe hehasn't thought of it, even with an Intelligence boost; he's an alien. Does Cheliax try to open negotiations over it, he will know -

If Cheliax offers ransom against Keltham choosing to destroy all Cheliax, Keltham will know that Cheliax thinks he has cause to do that; it will tip him off if he doesn't already know, and also weaken Cheliax's negotiating position, that they were admitting from the start that Keltham's default course was to destroy Cheliax and that Keltham must be paid off to do anything else -

Maybe Keltham wouldn't do that, on his own, wouldn't slay a whole country for a reason like that, and if so, by offering to negotiate, Cheliax might end up paying some terrible ransom that Keltham wouldn't otherwise have demanded at all -

Maybe Keltham would only kill Abrogail, and not slay all Egorian or all Cheliax, if he thought it was only Abrogail with his child; Abrogail would be resurrected but the child would be gone, if it were not yet ensouled. Cheliax has been listening, listening hard, to see if Keltham has been trying to hire any assassins, for if so Abrogail will just let him succeed, let him appear to win, lose the child inside her rather than lose Egorian -

Abrogail thought about ordering her own assassination,a real one, not faked at all. Only Abrogail has read too many transcripts about Conspiracy-theoretic reasoning; Keltham may reason through to what they want him to believe, maybe think the real assassination was fake -


And Keltham, for his part, if he knows, will not want them to know that he knows. If Keltham is planning to destroy Egorian or Cheliax, he will not want Cheliax to know that, prepare for that, before he strikes.









Abrogail Thrune II: Gods can settle negotiations like that, Aspexia has told her. Gods can simply make pacts not to use knowledge that they are told as part of negotiations. Gods can commit to doing whatever they would have done if they had not known.

But for Cheliax to offer Keltham even a pact like that -for Keltham to offerher a pact like that - would also tell each other everything. The reason why that pact would be required, would be too obvious.

And absent a pact like that, Keltham does not know if he can trust Asmodeans, she does not know if she can trust Keltham, if one appears before the other saying, "I came to you to negotiate trusting that you won't use the information from my offering to open negotiations"...

Really you can't trust Asmodeans about that, if there's no prior compact. Abrogail Thrune wishes in this moment that Asmodeans had a reputation for being trustworthy about that; but, in fact, they're not.









Abrogail Thrune II: And if Keltham really doesn't do anything - if he hasn't figured it out - to all appearances, until quite recently, he wasn't paying much attention to Cheliax at all -

Then soon Abrogail's child will be ensouled. Shortly after, other children all across Cheliax.

And then, probably, once informed of that fact, if it's allowed to become true, Keltham really won't consider it his nonthreatening action to destroy Cheliax if it makes any trouble. Not if that'd send so many children of his tragically to the Boneyard.

They didn't mean to take hostages, definitely didn't intend to contravene Asmodeus's orders by taking hostages deliberately; they had their own reasons for wanting Keltham's children in Cheliax. Why, they've had those reasons from the beginning, Keltham himself observed them immediately upon his arrival; dath ilan has good 'genes' useful for the 'heritage-optimization' program that Cheliax is even now in the process of planning.

They didn't mean to take hostages; but Cheliax will have them, very soon. And Keltham should know that it wasn't a threat that created them.

Cheliax hasn't set a definite date on war with Osirion, not least because Osirion's intelligence has been so impossibly good. But once enough of Keltham's children start detecting as ensouled - it will be Cheliax's best course of action, then, to crush the Scientific Revolution before it can start to seriously compete.


...or, of course, Keltham could be waiting until the last minute to destroy Egorian or Cheliax, hoping he'll find an alternative before his hand is forced to that; and not wishing to let Cheliax know what awaits them, even by offering to open negotiations.









Abrogail Thrune II: So, in terms of greater events, it seems that all Abrogail can do is sit and tensely wait for her child to quicken with soul, or maybe for Cheliax to be destroyed without warning.


It's probably a trope, that tension; being put in a position where all you can do is wait for the week, if not an exact known hour, of doom.









dath ilan: (It's actually a much narrower trope than that! Keltham even explained it in an offhand remark-lecture at dinner, one time, discoursing upon dath ilani fiction, all of whose tropes seemed so alien and inapplicable that the Chelish Conspiracy paid it little mind.

Keltham said to his Chelish hosts, that night, that in dath ilani fiction, authors often had to resort to visibly contrived means, to prevent the incredibly Lawful characters from simply negotiating a move to their multi-agent optimal boundary.

In dath ilani fiction, when some bizarre setup causes the characters to somehow not be able to solve all their conflicts just by talking to each other, you're not supposed to question any improbabilities leading up to the setup. You can question if the setup itself has a loophole, obviously, that a sensible character ought to find; but if events weird and unlikely led into that arrangement, literary convention says not to questionthat.

After all, if you can't somehow impose exotic conditions averting the theorems about agents coordinating on multi-agent-optimal outcomes, you don't have a novel, do you? You have a short story ending in an anticlimax.Something has to happen that wouldn't happen in real life; in real life, after all, sensible people put arbitrarily huge efforts into making sure that nobody ever ends up fighting instead of negotiating.

But Abrogail Thrune is not seeing it as strange in the right dimensions, the pass to which she's come; she hasn't remembered Keltham's key words from that offhand lecture. To Abrogail Thrune, "a conflict that has some weird exotic reason it can't be solved by everyone talking honestly at each other" is nothing new at all, not even a visible trope.)









Abrogail Thrune II: She really, really fucking hates tropes, by the way. Abrogail thought she despised them before, but she was mistaken; now she hates them with the sort of searing fury and despite that Aspexia Rugatonn holds for Chaotic Good in general and Chaotic Good oracular curses in particular.









Abrogail Thrune II: The fact that Abrogail hasthought of all this may now mean that itwon't happen, because that would be boring to Them, the tropes, whatever may be watching her from the Dark Tapestry or beyond it.









Abrogail Thrune II: The clocks tick forward; Keltham destroys all Cheliax without warning; or, his children become ensouled, and Cheliax informs him of it and in the same moment assaults Osirion. Those are the obvious possible outcomes, the ones that Abrogail would think to hold in a sane world.

The alternative is that Keltham will simply... do something else.

He is become something else himself, now, some other manner of opponent.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune's mind turns again to the past, rehearsing the experience of disaster.

The moment when she heard that a presumed-9th-circle scry had hammered through Project Lawful's protections to find Carissa.

That was maybe the last moment in which Abrogail could have thought faster.

Why would Keltham do that? Why use a scry instead of Discern Location? Why give them warning?

She was still thinking, in the back of her mind, of that naive young boy who did not know he had any enemies, who she'd said might in decades become a rival for Abrogail Thrune's throne, who'd seemed to her like somebody who might someday eventually rival her - when he hadn't augmented his abilitystats at all.

It had made a dire sense, then, when the report had made its way to where Abrogail had fled, that they might only be doing as Keltham wanted. It had made sense, when Carissa Sevar had given her reason for wanting to go to Dis as being less predictable.









Abrogail Thrune II: She - doesn't understand, even now, how Keltham could do that, set that all up - as it's clear he did, the scry-alarm was timed for when Carissa wouldn't have hung spells yet for that day, to give her a chance to hang the Silent Image she'd need later, in Hell - how did he know about the Carissa who'd erased herself, that this was her plan, that her loyalties would predictably turn once she was under the Nondetection to evade scry - how did the two coordinate when that Carissa had only ten minutes, how did she signal Keltham - Abrogail refuses to believe that Keltham figured out that course of events without any signal, Intelligence 24 can't do that - or does Keltham now have his own fragment of unshattered prophecy - or is there some trope out of dath ilan transparent to him, by which Keltham read through the whole situation -

- realistically, it's probably tropes, the same way Keltham always made his impossible predictions, out of knowledge nobody else could have, and how do you fight something like that?









Abrogail Thrune II: It was supposed to be Carissa Sevar, fighting that.



Abrogail Thrune's mind turns again to the past, she has no disciplines out of dath ilan to warn against repeating her thoughts. Most times Abrogail Thrune is more oriented to the future than this, holds herself to a higher standard of freshness in her thinking; but then, most times Abrogail Thrune is not feeling this trapped.

Abrogail Thrune's mind turns again to the past.



The moment when word came back that Carissa Sevar could not be reached by Sending, that she could not be scried. Abrogail had thought at first that they'd only played into some further step of Keltham's plan - that Carissa had been intercepted in Hell, once she was outside of a Mage's Private Sanctum -

The moment when Aspexia informed her that she'd heard the report of Commander Hadrian, whose soul had gone to his owner.

The moment when Aspexia informed her that Carissa Sevar had bid the devils of Avernus to slaughter her companions, looted and taken the bodies.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail knew. Even as the first bad news began to arrive, Abrogail knew what she had done wrong.

"I decided when I threw this celebration that if I was tempting tropes by daring to celebrate anything, then so be it; and if by inviting you I was calling their attentions directly on us all, so be it; and that if, by my telling you that you might have me after or be had by me, I was tempting some romantic complication to occur in our lives immediately after, so fucking be it. I'll not live the rest of my life cowering from all fun, for fear of plot complications, for fear of humorous or tragic comeuppance if I'm ever seen by the story to be enjoying myself or celebrating anything."


The Most High has already castigated her, thoroughly, for this misdecision.









Abrogail Thrune II: In retrospect it's clear enough what Abrogail should have seen. Keltham upon first hearing of Abrogail Thrune in any detail, did call her "more trope than flesh" within his thoughts. Like Ione, like Pilar, like Asmodia, like Carissa, Abrogail Thrune was Chosen of a god and Blessed by Him, when Asmodeus did execute His compact with her. Abrogail Thrune has contested with Keltham, she has lain with Keltham, she is pregnant with his child, she is a generally interesting person; she is, always has been, one of the trope-girls.

Abrogail Thrune is whatever the equivalent is of a 'viewpoint character' in this, and her thoughts laid plain to see for whatever watches from beyond the Dark Tapestry. All her conceits of making herself mistress of the tropes behind the scenes, no doubt, have been displayed from start to end for whatever 'audience' watches from beyond; her carefully unspoken plan was never hidden from Them; They were watching her when she laid with Keltham and not from Keltham's character perspective either.

Those things Beyond have written a lovely tragedy of her and Carissa Sevar; and all the grandeur of her and Carissa's celebration together over Nidal, their dance, that they laid with each other satisfyingly with a mutual victim, all of it was raising up Abrogail Thrune higher before her fall, luring her into grand hopes, pleasure, attachment so that she could be more satisfyingly betrayed and hurt when everything was taken away.

And in light of this, Aspexia Rugatonn will now be managing her information, making sure that when a plan must succeed, Abrogail Thrune does not know of it. Aspexia Rugatonn has commanded her to gloat over nothing, triumph over nothing, never feel satisfied about how anything is going for her, speak no hopes aloud, never feel hope if she can help it, if that felt hope might be an invitation to the tropes to crush it.

She is trapped within a vast machine greater than herself, which, if it offers her anything to become attached to, is perhaps offering that to her only to take it away in some poignant future moment.

She appears to be inside that kind of story.









Keltham: (It does not particularly occur to Abrogail that she is, at this moment, only experiencing some fraction of what she was complicit in inflicting on Keltham. She is not that sort of person.)









dath ilan: (Well, in some ways she might be worse off than Keltham. Keltham has read a hundred books about protagonists who realize they're in stories and then have to do something interesting about the fact. None of them shut down mentally about it.)









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune feels, now, as wretched, as unhappy, as powerless, as ruined, as at any other point in her reign. As wretched as when she called her halt in Hell with six circles of sorcery to become eight circles, having hoped for seven to become nine, and proved too weak for that.

She does not weep, for she's never once wept since that time; and she will not give the tropes the satisfaction.

She does not think about Carissa, except as her opponent.









Aspexia Rugatonn: (Aspexia Rugatonn hasn't told Abrogail Thrune about Carissa Sevar's last claim to still be serving Asmodeus in a complicated way, any more than Aspexia has told Pilar. If Aspexia has understood tropes at all, you're not supposed to give people hope about that sort of thing, it can't come true if they're already hoping for it.)









Abrogail Thrune II: She absolutely does notmiss Carissa. Abrogail Thrune was never Carissa's friend or even herally.


They're in a romance novel, now, and romance-novel characters who think thoughts that pathetic don't come to good ends.



Carissa Sevar was her finest creation, and Abrogail Thrune was proud of her and took pleasure in corrupting her further, and that was their relationship, period.









Abrogail Thrune II: She cannot abide this, she cannot sit in her library and wait for the hour of doom.

...she'll go make sure that all of her guards are those who've read Carissa's mind, whom Carissa now has a contractual right to buy from Hell with approval of Church and Crown. When Carissa glossed that as "exercisable only with your approval and Aspexia's" did she realize what she was glossing? Almost certainly not, at the time.

Carissa could try to connive those guards into slaying Abrogail, and take the throne, and buy their souls up from Hell afterwards with her own self's approval, once she was herself the Crown. So long as she was planning to betray Keltham too and become a Power of Hell at the end, so long as the Church would approve of her reign...

Abrogail is willing to play that game. She'll grant Carissa the opening move in it. Yes, it's folly, but -









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail doesn't miss Carissa. She wants Carissa to come back and finish their game, because it advantages Cheliax and Asmodeus if the plot turns in a way where Carissa plays at all no can't think that either any hopes she thinks won't come to pass without complication -









Abrogail Thrune II: ...is she actually at risk of going mad, like this?

She shouldn't be. She'll think like this for a few days and get used to it and her thoughts will shake out.



She's been to Hell and back.

She can handle this much adversity.









Iarwain:




Osirion











lintamande: The head of the Risen Guard is displeased to have the Dome housing a fifth-circle wizard wearing an artifact headband straight from Hell that cannot be removed from her person and functions even in an antimagic field. He is further displeased that she is unwilling to swear that her purposes are not opposed to Osirion's or even that she won't assassinate the pharaoh.


Normally any two of these hesitations would be sufficient for the head of the Risen Guard to simply refuse to let a person in, but they can't exactly turn this one away. Even if she's probably here as part of an infernal ploy of some kind to win Keltham to Cheliax's side in the impending war. Even if there's a bizarre cult that the council just banned in all of Osirion, claiming that she and Keltham and some other Chelish person will ascend together.


(That's not the claim it got banned for. It got banned for claiming - falsely, as far as anyone can tell and as far as the Church of Asmodeus says - that Carissa Sevar's followers will find mercy and healing in Hell. Osirion is not particularly sympathetic to any falsehoods about afterlives but falsely telling people Hell isn't very bad is well over the line.)


Carissa Sevar is bound (in a modesty-respecting fashion, with three cloaks draped over her in case anyone would find the ropes sensuous, so she resembles a very beautiful head poking out of a burrito), and gagged, and her guards are deaf, and she's in an antimagic field, and the handcuffs she's wearing were Polymorphed into a solid stone block with an eight circle spell that is, importantly, permanent rather than instantaneous, which means that if she's somehow gets out of the antimagic field the spell will cease to be suppressed and they'll sever both her hands.


Furthermore they have used the spell Touch of Idiocy to temporarily reduce her Intelligence to 9, which will kick in if she leaves the antimagic field so she can't cast spells.


The head of the Risen Guard has warned the pharaoh that he doesn't actually consider this adequate security. Artifact headbands out of Hell can ignore antimagic fields, and the headband has some spells built in; the only ones he can see are Banishment and a used True Seeing, but artifact headbands are also known to not always reliably report their capabilities. If she has Major Image and Gaseous Form and Greater Restoration in there, all their precautions are for naught. And if Hell planned this, Hell planned for Osirion's obvious precautions.









Merenre: " - okay, I know Keltham said not to do him favors, but I'm very worried about pushing him over the edge if we mistreat his woman by dath ilani standards, so becareful."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "Those are indeed the considerations I'm balancing, though I'm much more worried about what Sevar'strying to dothan about the immediate effects of having her - what's your thinking -"









Merenre: "...probability we lose the war with Cheliax is up, probability of the world getting destroyed is down. I assume the thinking there is that if Keltham gets corrupted and starts working for the forces of Hell then he isn't letting Rovagug out in a fit of teenage righteousness, which I must say I don't find reassuring."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: "I find it slightly reassuring. Is there - any form of interference you predict makes thingsgo better."









Merenre: "Calling Derrina, which we'd in any event committed to doing once we got Sevar. That's it, at least until Keltham gets here."









Derrina: Derrina will get that Sending and reply back that she'll be there in a minute.

Then she'll pull out her magic items and start cheating until everything hostile around her is dead, which doesn't take long at all once Derrina starts cheating.

She'll Prestidigitate all the gore off of herself, in case anybody present cares about that sort of thing, and then Teleport to the reception area right outside the Black Dome.









lintamande: She's expected. She can come on in at once.









Derrina: "I see they fear you appropriately," is Derrina's first remark upon seeing the Carissa-burrito, as she goes about removing the gag.









Carissa Sevar: "I sort of think none of us are afraid enough.

...this is no concern of yours, but it's time-sensitive: one of the bodies in my Bag of Holding is an ally, and I want him Raised and then possibly petrified. I can pay for it; I can do it myself, if they give me a Limited Wish scroll, and it might be better for it to be done by a Lawful Evil caster. It's time-sensitive because he's in Hell and they might refuse resurrection if they conclude I betrayed them."









Derrina: "Keltham has been very insistent that nobody help him unless they're Lawful Evil, though of late he's made great exceptions and not explained. Are you abiding by anything like that rule?"









Carissa Sevar: "I think Keltham abhors the thought of trading with someone for power he'll use to their detriment. I'm Chelish. If you deal with me, you'll get what I offered and maybe also enable me to conquer the world, I don't know. I make no promises there."









Derrina: Then Derrina will excuse herself a moment, and go convey to their hosts Carissa Sevar's urgent request to pay for, and cast from, a Limited Wish scroll, or have Raise Dead cast by some other Lawful Evil caster, in order to resurrect an ally in Hell before Hell concludes that Sevar betrayed them. Along with Sevar's caveat that she's not making any promises about whether anything she trades for will enable her to conquer the world. And Derrina's personal note that really Lawful Evil people will notusually be careful to warn you what promises they're not making.









Merenre: Well, they might if they're trying to convince everyone they've defected and can be trusted.



Osirion has Lawful Evil wizards and some priests of Abadar, though not many of them; usually, they are young and intend to fix it before they grow old. The request, on short notice, will run about 10,000gp, results not guaranteed, and they'll arrest Sevar's ally once they raise him.









Derrina: Well, she'll take that back to Sevar, then.









Carissa Sevar: Why are they even CHECKING with her she SAID she wanted it done, "yes, I'll pay them. They can take spellsilver out of my bag if they want it up front."









Derrina: ...Derrina can predict that the Abadarans are going to insist on having Sevar approveagain the amount of spellsilver they want at current wildly-fluctuating Osirion prices, and she can predict that Sevar's going to approve it, and she'll trudge through all those motions while they fetch a Lawful Evil caster and get him set up. Which of the three bodies in Sevar's bag are they supposed to Raise, and does she want anything in particular done with the other two?









Carissa Sevar: "Curly hair, square jaw, missing most of his torso. I don't want to raise the other two, they're not mine."









Derrina: Derrina leaves again, returns again.

"It's underway, and they shall give us notice when it succeeds or fails."

"Hello, Carissa Sevar. How have you been."









Carissa Sevar: " - well, thank you. I hit fifth circle and sold my soul and renounced Irori and I think I have a plan to fix Hell."









Derrina: "I'd usually congratulate you on having renounced Irori, but I did not, in fact, miss all those other parts."

"Say more?"









Carissa Sevar: "I sold my soul to Dispater for fifteen Wishes, this artifact headband, permanent Tongues and Arcane Sight, and the souls of everyone on Project Lawful and options on most of Chelish Security, and compacted with Asmodeus for all the souls that enter Hell calling my name to be mine, once I've done a lot of conquest for Him, so long as I am judged by Him to not have fallen into His despite, which may or may not be at all compatible with anything else I'm planning to do but, hey, it's an option.

I think - I think I shouldn't speak to you of more of my plans, without your word you won't use it against me, or against Keltham."









Derrina: "I think I'm jealous of your talent. You were only a cleric of Irori four months, and already you've renounced Him and gotten into more trouble than I have during my entire life."

"If I'm permitted to repeat the news you've spoken so far, it's going to move some prediction markets, as they say around here. Do you want me to see if they'll let the Prince Merenre enter here - he is the master of those markets, if you knew that not - so that you can see his face as he tries to update all his probability estimates based on that new information?"









Carissa Sevar: " - that sounds entertaining but I'd sooner give Keltham the chance to tell me if he's got some really compelling reason why the compact with Asmodeus should remain secret, before Osirion -





- oh, gods, it's the markets, isn't it - can they communicate with Abadar that way, the way Asmodeus can see corrigible people - is that how they've been spying on us - I don't expect you to know the answer to that -"









Derrina: "Well, I can avoid repeating what you've said so far, then."

"I've decided. I do offer you my word that I shall not use anything I learn from you here, against you, or against Keltham, without your further consent given explicitly, freely, and deliberately. Our hosts have already told me that nobody else is listening. In part because they did not want to risk what you might say to anyone not deaf; but they also, I think, suspect you of needing somebody to talk to."









Carissa Sevar: "It's kind of possible that I need someone to talk to! Or rather, I think you can, with enough Wisdom, do that thing to yourself anyway without actually having someone to talk to, but talking to someone will be faster, and I think we don't have all the time in the world -

- anyway.

I think Keltham's going to try to kill Asmodeus, and I think Asmodeus is going to let Rovagug out to eat Golarion. Because He's the god of pride, and He hates losing, and He - sucks, actually, he's horrible, I genuinely cannot comprehend that I heard that prophecy about how He'd end the world if he didn't like it enough and still thought He could possibly be worth serving -


- anyway - He'd rather end the world than be defeated by the worthless little worms that someone gave free will.


Of course if Otolmens knew how this would go she'd squish Keltham. Not just Her. Achaekek eats people who are on a trajectory to threaten the gods, maybe he can't get into the Dome. Or He could but He'd have to, like, chisel his way in, which seems kind of beneath His dignity. I - thought about warning Otolmens, when I realized, but -

- but I couldn't just - give up, on all the space that there is here for something to bebetter,and I couldn't give up on Keltham, condemn him to be - deleted - and Cheliax would conquer the world, if Otolmens just took Keltham out, and I don't think Cheliax should do that actually -

And I think that the Good gods - well, Cayden Cailean, though I'm confused about why it'd just be Him, and suspect it isn't - I think that they're trying to see if there's - a way for Keltham and Asmodeus to negotiate something that Asmodeus prefers to destroying the world. All the interventions on the Project - they weren't aimed at Keltham, his trajectory wasn't very changeable. There was nothing we could realistically have shown Keltham such that, when he learned about Hell, he wasn't like 'wow I'm going to kill the guy in charge of that'. They were aimed at, well, me, and at Pilar.

It's the most Asmodean thing in the world, in a way, to kill your boss because you want His job. I think Good's angling for some kind of defeat of Asmodeus which - which is Asmodean enough, if that makes any sense at all, that he prefers it to unleashing Rovagug. It's what I was trying for, from a different angle. My compact - there are some conditions on that, it's going to be hard to use, but - it's what I was trying to do, follow the rules and do the thing Asmodeus respects and also make Hell less stupidly horrible - although I'm not sure Good objects to the same things about it I do -"









Derrina: "So... from Keltham's perspective, those Lawful Evil are already condemned to Hell, to which nonexistence is preferable, and he thinks that they would, if they knew, approve of his plan to risk all existence in order to slay Asmodeus and - make himself the new ruler of Hell? Make you ruler of Hell? So he's trading with them, but not those of other alignments who'd get the risk without the benefit? I admit, none of this is really squaring with my sense of who Keltham is, or who you are either."









Carissa Sevar: "- it hadn't even occurred to me that Keltham might think nonexistence was preferable to Hell, though you're right, it's totally the kind of horrible ilani thing he might think. - I figured out enough of something that was coherent, didn't leave me with as many confusions as I feel right now, and that's when I set my course for the soul-sale, but I deleted my memories and I haven't rederived it all yet. I should be able to once I have some time to think."









Derrina: "I expect that Keltham will be on his way here within two rounds after he hears that Osirion holds you. If you want time to think before then, you should kick me out, or tell our hosts to tell Keltham to take his time."

"Do you want to avoid me telling you other things that you wouldn't have known when you made your plans and then deleted your memory?"









Carissa Sevar: "No, please do tell me, I'm pretty sure I can pass the Keeper-test now where you can say what guess you'd have made in advance so you're not going to make it harder for to rederive what I was thinking, and I'm desperate to know what's going on."









Derrina: "I don't know, and our hosts, not the kinds to dissemble, do speak of their own confusion and concern. Keltham arrived, apparently in something of a distraught state, given to excuse himself for sudden fits of weeping. He was strongly advised to rest, and recover; he did neither of those things, visiting the Sothis marketplace and asking women what they thought should become of Osirion's customs, he sponsored one such for magic lessons at the Temple of the All-Seeing Eye. He has often visited Ione Sala there in privacy."

"According to our hosts, Keltham said he feared that the story enfolding him would rhyme, from his being betrayed in the story's first part, to his betraying others in the second part; and therefore Keltham wished to trade only with Lawful Evil partners who would keep their compacts, but not trust him otherwise, whom the story could not force him to betray. He expressed much concern about whether any persons including gods were still reading his mind. He asked a number of pointed questions about how Abadar related to mortals. He put on a Splendour headband and requested a Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom, and soon after lost, or severed, his connection with Abadar, greatly to the distress of our hosts. From there, Keltham mostly stopped saying anything about his thoughts or reasons, but pursued the same policies he'd expressed earlier."

"Those are some of the points I'd expect to be relatively less known; I'm skipping over things that I'd expect Cheliax to have already told you, like Keltham recently changing his course to forge a supply contract with the Kelesh Empire."









Carissa Sevar: "- working with the church of Iomedae? Nethys? Cayden?"









Derrina: "He visited Ione Sala often in Nethys's temple. Aside from that, I do not, myself, know of any contact between him and the churches of Iomedae or Cayden Cailean."









Carissa Sevar: "Cheliax hadn't heard about that either but I hoped he was successfully hiding it from them. If he's not working with them -

- well, if Good's plan is for Keltham to defeat Asmodeus in some way that leaves Asmodeus willing to not destroy the universe, and Keltham's not allied with them, what's he doing that even Good wouldn't get on board with? Iomedae'd kill Asmodeus if She could even if it risked the world, wouldn't She?"









Derrina: "I think you'd have to ask a priest of Iomedae that. But I imagine, if I were Iomedae, I'd probably think to Myself, 'But maybe there's a way to kill Asmodeus without risking the world' and then I'd try for that. Now, I am not Iomedae, but She did become a god even if by cheating at it, and had some respectable accomplishments before then; She can't be that un-Irorian."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh. Possibly Iomedae is substantially less horrible than I always assumed. - do you know why Keltham did a show of scrying me, a couple hours ago?"









Derrina: "I had not even known that he attempted to scry you. Nor do our hosts know, I suspect, if that is a thing that should be made known to them."

"If that event is what brought you to Osirion, an obvious thought is that Keltham did it, in fact, in order to bring you here... I am curious about how that happened, if you have no more urgent tasks about you than satisfying my curiosity."









Carissa Sevar: "Pulled me to a safe house, where I wasn't being mindread so I rederived my plan - I am pretty sure when I came up with it in the first place I was confident in my ability to rederive it once not being mindread, and not sooner - at which point I realized that the world might be at stake and I needed to get to Keltham before he did something really stupid, so I talked them into going to Hell where I could kill them and come here. I don't think the previous version of me that came up with the plan was in contact with Keltham, though of course if we both have good enough predictions of each other we don't need contact - that's what I want, to be that good, but I don't think I am yet, and if Keltham is then it's weird he wasn't here waiting for me."









Derrina: "It's not impossible that Keltham meant you to have some time to think to yourself, before asking you to meet with him again, after this much time, and after so much has passed between you."









Carissa Sevar: "I wanted to - make sure he was better off for having met me. I am pretty sure it's why I wanted to buy the Project girls and why I wanted to have 30 Wishes. I think he's going to make some kind of horrible mistake, if he tries to do this alone, and if he has any reason to listen to me I can talk him down from it. And we can overthrow Asmodeus in some nice reasonable way that isn't going to have catastrophic consequences. What's even the point of being smart if you just have to surrendereven moreof what you care about than when you were weak."









Derrina: "I am not sure thatbetter off for having met you is something you can accomplish with just fifteen Wishes. Keltham was in rather a distressed state, I am told, when first he came from Cheliax to Osirion. I am told that he mentioned possibly wanting an Atonement to Neutral Evil so he had 'a way out of this reality' at any time, and apparently took some convincing that Axis would also let him end himself if he wished."

"If that was not already a pose on his part, then you really messed up that young man, Carissa Sevar. Even if under threat of Hell, it was still by your own hand. I know you've renounced Irori, but I'll say nonetheless that His Way includes the Way of cleaning up your own messes."









Carissa Sevar: " - he -"






She's so confused about why Keltham, even with his theory that people just go somewhere else, would think that other place will probably be nicer; most possible ways a place could be are much much worse than being a valued and much-competed-over asset in Golarion.

There's no point in arguing that with Derrina, and it's not really an argument anyway, just a quiet note of confusion amidst many.





"Obviouslyif Keltham wants tostop existingI'm going to fix that!"









Derrina: "I don't think he currently does, for what it's worth, or he'd already be gone. He is doing many things, not all of which I know or Osirion knows, buying scrolls and magic items and trying to hire Lawful Evil wizards. If Keltham wanted himself dead he'd be dead, now that he sees himself as having repaid his debt to Abadar. Whatever he's trying to do now, it is something greater than his own suicide."

"- I am somewhat reasoning off a vision I had of you and him, from Irori. My vision of Keltham was of a boy out of his natural place, trying to use everything that fact made him. That was months ago, but still."









Carissa Sevar: "Trying to overthrow Asmodeus, I thought, but if it were that he'd be working with the Good churches. Trying to summon dath ilan, maybe, if he's realized something about them that no Golarion god would be willing to go along with, like if they figured out a way to kill their gods. ...compacting with some Outer God to replace Pharasma? That's the kind of terrible idea he might come up with, if he drove away everyone and had only dath ilani logic about - cleaning up ugly bits of reality - to reason with -



I do think that he'll go for a plan to, instead, claim Hell and Abaddon and build Civilization in Golarion, if I have a plan to do that."









Derrina: "I hope you are prepared to persevere should your Way prove more difficult than that. Especially if Keltham is right in any way about this being a story."

"I personally think it would be your story, but then I'm prejudiced in feeling that the Irorian is clearly the most interesting character in it."









Carissa Sevar: "The alternative to persevering might literally be that Asmodeus destroys the world.And - there are people who pray to me, now, I have to answer them.



Keltham's - more interesting when he's not broken and also not deceiving everyone and also not trying to betray them all. He's - really cool, actually, when he's not doing that. Maybe once I've fixed this I can introduce you."









Derrina: "I have attended some of the classes Keltham taught to the Scientific Revolution. He was using your glibness pin, and the use he was making of it was to speak unreasonably quickly and be unreadable to anyone there."

"If you mean to introduce us in a less formal setting, I believe I'll decline, at least until it's proven definitively that interacting with Keltham in that way will not cause me to end up becoming his woman as arranged by things above Pharasma."









Carissa Sevar: "My guess for what's going on with 'tropes' is that Nethys is steering, and He's steering from - the thing that is omniscience without prophecy, which has to be, just, how is it going in all possible worlds.

Some worlds differ by random chance, slight changes in the weather causing a shutter to bang closed and wake someone at the wrong second, and it's hard to steer for that even if you're Nethys, so He mostly uses things that are straightforward to reproduce across worlds - lots of spellcasting circles for the people useful to Him, romantic entanglements that'll make people try particularly hard to save each other under a wide variety of circumstances, ways to tie bunches of worlds together like bundles of hay and make their points of divergence predictable.




This is, uh,alsopart of why I didn't tell the Most High the instant I realized Keltham's probably trying to overthrow Asmodeus. If I were the kind of person who'd do that, Nethys would've landed Keltham near someone else instead, and they might be a worse person to stop him from fucking up and destroying everything."









Derrina: "Sounds like cheating. I'll be a lot less impressed with Nethys if that's how it works."

"Also, why would Nethys dothat."









Carissa Sevar: "We thought initially it was to build Civilization, which will have lots of amazing magic research and lots of big explosions to launch things into the sky on pillars of fire. I'm pretty sure, now, that it was never that, just like Cayden Cailean absolutely was not collaborating with Asmodeus because Asmodeus's victory was inevitable.



But - if you look at where they've been intervening, what their interventions have achieved -

Pilar. Kind of suspect some strings were pulled, to make sure she was in the initial group. She's weirder than any of the other girls - you'd be less likely to have one like her, in a group of twenty promising Asmodean wizard students - or for that matter a group of a thousand - Nethys and Cayden arranged for her to go to Elysium and come back still an Asmodean. They arranged for her to have incredibly bizarre powers that are like nothing I've ever heard of, that are like a game only it's never been clear what they're trying to achieve. They put what must have been an obscene amount of effort and intervention budget into helping her find the new ilani, who are picking it up really quickly - it turns out that Chelish people make worse students -

And me. If I'd figured out at the very beginning that Asmodeus won't, actually, refrain from annihilating people if it happens to be convenient, I'd have gone to Iomedae, probably, unless She sucks more than advertised which She might. I'm undecided on whether she's with Cayden and pretending not to be, not with Cayden because She is willing to tolerate more risk of the world being destroyed in exchange for not having to compromise with Asmodeus than Him in which case fuck Her, or not with Cayden because She's not okay with the very real possibility we fuck up and the world gets eaten by Rovagug, here, in which case She's good enough and I'd just Atone. ...I'm pretty sure I could Atone. I don't especially want to but I do hate the person who did literally all of the things I've done with my entire life and want that person turned into a paving stone, which seems like the right attitude.


Anyway. Instead of cheaply telling me at the start 'hey, here's how many souls got annihilated in Hell last year', a lot of things more expensive than that to the gods have happened. Asmodeus told me to try to be corrupted and Aspexia and Abrogail and Subirachs and Maillol worked really hard on that and they shaped who I am today, and I'd try to undo that on the grounds that it was hostile interference in my personality and values except that I think maybe my being more and properly Asmodean was part of the plan. I think maybe I'm supposed to ascend and become a Power in Hell and fix it, in line with the terms already established for how I can do that, except interpreted some clever twisty way Asmodeus didn't see coming.


It's so much steering - such costly steering - I think they're aiming for a very small target, which is to say I think they have some probability of missing their target, which isterrifyinggiven the stakes, but -"









Carissa Sevar: " - but it's not just Keltham, right. If you build Civilization, if you build a society of people who think about whatever they want to think about, a lot of them will notice that serving Asmodeus is not in their interests, that Evil is not in their interests, that they don't like the Asmodean direction of resolving the muddles inside them, that if the strong do as they please and the weak suffer then they should be trying to be strong -evenAbrogailcan't think to herself that she should overthrow Asmodeus, I don't think, I bet her compact has a clause in it like mine, about remaining in His favor -

- if it were just Keltham then maybe I'd end up agreeing that it was better for Otolmens to squish him than for him to risk the whole world on whatever stupid idea he's had. But it won't be just him. In a world without prophecy, where the gods can't destroy them preemptively like they always have, it'll happen again and again and again for as long as Hell is run by Asmodeus or anything like him. You'd be crushing the best among humankind over and over and over -

- and if we ever make contact with a Civilization like dath ilan's, they'll annihilate us without a second thought, we'll have traded everything away for safety and not even be safe -

- I don't know if that's what Nethys sees. But it might be why he's pouring everything into steering this, instead of just getting it to stop."









Derrina: There's a number of thoughts Derrina has about this. Irori, in the vision, did not seem to know about a place Keltham had in the state of affairs, nor did Abadar to whom she was sent.

Irori, on this theory, ought to be part of the conspiracy right in there with Cayden Cailean; Irori can hardly be happy about the gods generally and Achaekek specifically crushing all those who'd grow into divinity. Derrina has her own speculations, in fact, as to what Irori might be doing about it, and of those she won't speak.

Nethys, on this theory, should've told Abadar at once of Keltham's significance, and let him be taken swiftly to Osirion, or granted more than only four cleric circles.

Why is it only Nethys and Cayden Cailean, apparently, who are conspiring in whatever conspiracy this is?

Derrina weighs words, weighs thoughts, for each time she uses information out of Irori's vision, she is careful in what she says -









lintamande: "The Raise Dead was successful," reports a stressed Osirion Risen Guard from the door, watching Carissa Sevar warily. "We've, uh, arrested the subject, at the pharaoh's command."









Carissa Sevar: "Mmmhmm. Tell him I said to cooperate and I'll do what more can be done as quickly as I can."









Derrina: "Perhaps we should take that interruption as a sign, carefully arranged by Nethys perhaps, for otherwise our discourse shall have no end."

"As much as there are many many things of which I wish to speak to you, Carissa Sevar, my advice to you is that you take some time to yourself to think before Keltham comes for you. If after you've thought, you're still here, and you'd still wish to speak to me, I will remain about this place for a time."









Carissa Sevar: "Thank you. I assume Keltham's been informed, of my coming here? I did expect I was coming directly to him."









Derrina: "He has not been seen in Osirion for six days, I'm told. I know not where he now abides, if not here, or why he'd expect to be safe if not for the Black Dome."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, in my estimation he'd appreciate more and more expensive efforts to get in touch with him. And in the meantime, I'll - think, and try to put the rest of the picture together -"









Derrina: "I'll leave you to it. Good luck convincing your young man to let you take rulership of Hell rather than his slaying Asmodeus. Also, may I recommend to you in the future that you try for less dramatic relationship issues."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm thinking in the future I will only do things because they advance my goals instead of because they seem like what an obedient Asmodean would do or because they hurt people I dislike or because thinking about them too much would be painful. We'll see how it goes."









Derrina: She is not sure Carissa Sevar is totally clear on what Derrina was trying to convey here, but nonetheless, she will quietly and non-dramatically depart, making no fuss about it.









Carissa Sevar: Well.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's to-figure-out list:



Is Maillol going to be okay? Is there something more she can do? Osirion tortures people sometimes, right, do they know more about how to do it better, or encourage subsequent recovery? No, showing any interest in him only would make him worse-off, at this point.

Can she explain matters to Olegario? Should she try, is that fair to him when she might fail, and when he'd be worse off for having chosen the side of a traitor? Does he hate her now for having him murdered? Would he feel allowed to hate her if he wanted to?

Is there any productive mental motion that's nearby to 'being revolted with yourself over having done awful unproductive wasteful things that hurt people who trusted you'? Or is it just a complete mental waste of space she should try to get over as quickly as possible? Oooorrr do neither of those options wisely describe the best thing to do here.

What is Keltham doing? Where is he? What changed when she sold her soul, that made him embrace working with the Padishah Empire when he'd previously been unwilling to? Why are only Cayden Cailean and Nethys apparently involved in what should be an operation most of Good and Neutral favors?

What is Cayden's aim for Pilar? Why is he spending such an obscene share of His ability to act in the Material on it? What is his aim for Carissa, and is He on track to achieve it? What is the minimal set of interventions to get Carissa and Pilar into their present positions, and what interventions don't fit that?

What conditions would Asmodeus accept? What conditions would Keltham accept? Is there any overlap? Would it be all right with Keltham if Hell still involved torture, as long as no one was made pointlessly useless? Are the statues that decorate Dis fine as long as they're not conscious?Would Carissa accept a solution that involves lots of people not being conscious? How do you fix a paving stone? Would Dispater participate in a scheme to overthrow Asmodeus and give Carissa His throne, if it was a good enough scheme?

Would she be a good Lawful Evil god?

- No, wrong question, the best Lawful Evil god is whoever successfully acquires, and keeps, authority over Lawful Evil. It's like the claim that a nice thing about Asmodeanism is that if your superior says you did a good job you know you did a good job, which claim turned out not to be true because your superiors might just not care about what you care about. If you're in charge, you know you're supposed to be in charge.

Why does she have a cult? Is the cult part of the plan? Should she be actively encouraging her cult? How does one actively encourage a cult? ...actually she's totally been doing that, with Abrogail's help, at the party and in her address to Project Lawful where she halfheartedly condemned the rumors of heresy. Was that strategic, or was she just doing it out of thoughtless amusement? The Ascendant Three - does that mean anything, or is it just another bit of silliness in the Egorian rumor mill?

- actually, how much of what she heard bubbling in the Egorian rumor mill was silly?



What did Keltham and Abadar sever ties over, if itwasn'ta plan to overthrow Asmodeus? ....actually, when Keltham severed ties with Abadar, he couldn't have been expecting Carissa'd be in a position to play any useful part in his plans. So what was he planning at the time? What did she realize, the first time she sat and thought without her mind being read, that set her on this course, that drove her to sell her soul - was it just that she was on the wrong side -









Carissa Sevar: What would she be like, if she'd grown up in dath ilan, or for that matter in fucking Absalom, somewhere where she would have been able to think, able to breathe - would she still be evil - does it matter -

- would anyone really be evil, if they grew out of their muddles carefully in whatever direction they chose, or would they all choose Axis -

- well, there are lots of people, it's a big world, it has PIlar in it - whatever Cayden's steering her towards -





....Carissa requests urgently that Cayden Cailean talk to her and explain herself? This is absurdly presumptuous but it worked on Irori.









Cayden Cailean: (Cayden Cailean cannot evenbegin to hear Carissa Sevar from all the way over here on the alignment chart.)









Ri-Dul: He strolls up to one of the entrances of the Black Dome, walking and at a normal walking speed, his acquired Teleport destination having been a couple of miles away in Sothis. He does not particularly wish to make a production about traveling too quickly, through the city, including by flying about invisibly, and he's not wasting multiple Dimension Doors on popping around that way.

"Hello," Ri-Dul says to the fanciest-looking guard there. "I'm told you've acquired a certain Carissa Sevar. I am sent here by my employer, Keltham, to bring her to him."

He looks unmagical and like he doesn't have an alignment aura. Unless somebody is looking very hard, in which case he has magic items filling practically every one of his slots and is very Lawful Evil.









lintamande: Osirion wants to be clear that if they were selling Sevar to a potentially-adversarial government, at this point, they would demand a price that's more than even Keltham can reasonably afford, and if they're handing her over without having even interrogated her for everything she knows about Chelish war preparations they're going to need some substantial reassurances that this is reasonably in their interests.









Ri-Dul: Well then, he'll take out an absurdly expensive magic mirror - still without radiating any magic, unless somebody is looking quite hard - and exchange a few words.

"My employer, Keltham, says that he does not mind if you question Carissa Sevar about Chelish war preparations for a short time, if she's amenable. He understands if you do not want to rely entirely on his own intentions to destroy Cheliax if they attempt that. If you are also checking Sevar for compulsions, truthspelling her about Chelish plots, and the like, he requests to be told any results so as to avoid duplicated inconvenience to her."

"As for the other part, Keltham does bid you be told this: He's not, particularly, offering to buy Carissa Sevar from you, unless she's given herself to you as a slave, with intent to be sold on to him at some absurd price. Which, knowing her, he hasn't actually ruled out, he says. But otherwise he's assuming that Carissa Sevar came to Osirion thinking that Keltham was there. If Carissa Sevar does not say otherwise, then Keltham considers her to be an important noble and official of his potentially-adversarial government, that went to Osirion thinking to meet him."

"He is willing to pay tenfold a reasonable amount for any trouble you went to, or consider other favors."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: " - get everything you can out of her with Dominate Person, then, and send her on, unless I guess we strongly expect that to go badly, in which case I'm inclined to just send Keltham 'we strongly expect that to go badly, look'."









Merenre: "We strongly expect that ... she'll either seduce him back to Asmodeanism, seduce him to her own heretical Asmodean cult which is even more dangerous than Asmodeanism because it makes people not fear Hell and still go there and be just as badly off, she's defected and will help him with his plans which are good for us, or she's defected and will help him with his plans that are bad for us. One of those."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: " - tell her to take the headband off, Dominate her, and then bring her in here. I want to meet her."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure that her core realization, in those mysterious ten minutes, was just that she couldn't get what she wanted by serving Asmodeus. But that's not actually sufficient for her to have decided to sell her soul; it's an extreme step, to put it mildly, and cuts off many possible paths of getting what she wanted. She might've done it just to bring rapprochement with Keltham, or just because - because sheshouldgo to Hell, if she did that to other people just because it would've been inconvenient not to -





The door opens, again, and one of the Risen Guard steps through, again. "Keltham has requested that you be sent on to him."

   "I request that also."

"Keltham is not allied with Osirion at this time, and Osirion's own security interests don't encourage us to pass on to a potentially-hostile foreign power a Chelish agent."

   "I work for Keltham, not for Cheliax."

"Are you amenable to a brief interrogation about the state of Chelish preparations for war with Osirion, as a condition of your swift release to Keltham."

    "If I say no what happens."

"We argue with Keltham at more length, presumably, about whether we are entitled to insist."

    "Doesn't seem very Abadaran."

"In a world that was full of Abadaran agents, our country would not be under imminent threat of destruction, and our predictable policies towards Chelish defectors would be set with more consideration for encouraging defections because Cheliax wouldn't just lie about our policies anyway."

    "You haven't even offered to pay me for everything I know about Chelish war preparations."

"We'll pay you fairly for what we learn."

    Oh. For some reason that wasn't what she expected to hear. "And if I know nothing of value to you?"

"It'll almost certainly still move the markets and we'll pay you off that. I can get you a fixed minimum payment, if you want."

    She doesn't actually, at this point, want anything money can buy. "Are you also doing this to Olegario?"

"Yes."

    "Did you ask if he was amenable?"

"...we told him you said to cooperate, which he's been doing."

    That's obvious. She's juggling too many balls, trying to move forward too fast on too many fronts of possible-inference... she doesn't know the answer to the question Osirion presumably desperately wants answered, why hasn't Cheliax attacked yet, will her defection change that... "Fine."

"Take the crown off."

    "No."

"If you keep it on we'll keep you cursed so you can barely think. If you take it off we'll give you a 4/4 that we've vetted for not having extra abilities built in you could use to assassinate the pharaoh."

    "I'm worried you'll refuse to give it back."

"I swear to you that I intend to personally follow you around holding it, it won't leave your line of sight except when you prostrate yourself before the pharaoh, and I'll give it back to you, unaltered, when we send you on to Keltham. I expect the chances it'll be taken are very small. If we wanted to steal it we'd have just killed you briefly."

    "You can't kill me briefly and be sure of holding onto me, Dispater might not send a Chelish defector back. - I want a guarantee from the pharaoh that He'll do everything in His power to ensure I get it back."

"I'll relay that."









Ruby Prince Khemet III: Yes, of course.



He does not commit this to writing until He's spent a solid minute reflecting carefully on what kinds of things this might call on Him to do and deciding He's all right with them. Abadar's word is not given lightly.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa takes a deep breath, closes her eyes, and takes the headband off.





Then they Dominate Person her, and it's hard to be too terribly invested in the goings-on after that.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: Put the headband on, the thought comes to her, and she obediently puts the headband on, and her mind is sharper and clearer.



Then they snap the Dominate Person and it's like pitching forwards into an ice-cold river, everything suddenly pressing back in around her - the stakes, the fate of the world, Keltham - she canrememberthe last half-hour, but like a dream where everything came with a conviction it was justified and made perfect sense that didn't bottom out in anything -





She's in a lovely Osirian - bathing-room? It has mosaic tiles and pretty silk fabric hangings and a mirror and a pretty woman her own age, who is watching her concernedly.









Zakiya: "Water?"









Carissa Sevar: " - uh, sure?"









Zakiya: "Lemon slice? No lemon slice?"









Carissa Sevar: " - in the water? Why would I want it to have a lemon slice?"









Zakiya: "I'm gonna call that 'no lemon slice'." She hands her the water. "- I think some people like it because it's fancier - no peasants drinking their water with lemon slices! - and some like the taste. Do you want something to eat?"









Carissa Sevar: "I have a Ring of Sustenance, and I want Keltham. I agreed to this nonsense so that you'd send me to him faster. Now we're done. Right? So you'll send me to him?"









Zakiya: "Yes, definitely. You can make that happen faster by getting dressed -" she holds up some clothes.









Carissa Sevar: ....she looks down. She's no longer in just her nightgown; she's in her nightgown draped in some ornate Osirian ceremonial thing. Right. So she could meet the pharaoh. She remembers putting it on.









Zakiya: "I'm to help you get dressed, and reoriented, and in a little while they'll let us know your ride is here to pick you up.

I don't actually get todecidewhen your ride is here, because it'd be harder for me to help you get reoriented if I were in the way of something you need, but I am reporting, 'yes, she drank some water' and 'yes, she seems to understand what's going on'.

If you think it'd help you get reoriented if I stopped reporting anything, I'll do that."









Carissa Sevar: She can get dressed her own self, and is doing that. "We're in a palace! Obviously you're reporting to someone! If you told me you weren't I wouldn't believe you. ....is your jobcheering people up after your government interrogates them?"









Zakiya: "....no? We're notGood.My job is helping girls who've gotten hurt, or had sex they didn't want, or who just arrived here as a gift, or who needed to be personally interrogated by the pharaoh while under a Dominate Person or something, bounce back fast. So they don't get steadily more fucked up in random directions and then eventually explode at someone."









Carissa Sevar: "...someone knows how to do that?"









Carissa Sevar: "FuckingOsirionknows how to do that?"









Zakiya: "Something - you've been looking for?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'mfine but I would've appreciated it if this could happen to peopleI,uh, wrecked accidentally. What are the operative ingredients."









Zakiya: " - to be clear, I am not sure that the same approaches would work on having been tortured by your bosses because you are in Cheliax."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't really see how having been raped by an Osirian royal who owns you is any different."









Zakiya: "- that's fair. I think the thing I mean to say is that things are very specific. Some things that look very bad from the outside don't hurt too much, and some things that look like nothing, next to other things you've been through, can be too much. I know lots of specific things that happen to girls in this palace. I don't know much about Cheliax. I can tell you the things I know, but they might not work for you."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has obtained a dress and is scrubbing blood off her hands in one of the fancy mosaic basins. "Yeah, I'm not going to try offering lemon water."









Zakiya: "It's not about the lemon water, it's about - little decisions, that you get to make, that go the way you expect. Do you want this, or that? And you get the one you want. Consistently. It helps people reorient. It has to be something that couldn't possibly be a test or a game or have a right answer. If you weren't in a hurry I'd do it with the clothes, too. Do you want the blue dress, or the pink? Do you want to lace it up, or do you want me to do it? Do you want me to do your hair?"









Carissa Sevar: 
"...I think if you hurt someone enough that comes across as a game no matter what the question is."









Zakiya: "Well, if you hurt someone then you certainly shouldn't be their recovery person! That should be someone who doesn't have power over them, who they feel safe around, who doesn't report to you, and who is going to be willing to stand up to you and tell you to lay off if you're about to damage them further. I don't have the authority to tell your ride to Keltham that you're ready to go, but I do have the authority to say that youaren't,yet, if it seemed like actually going to Keltham was a terrible idea that was going to damage everyone involved and maybe lead to an Inner Sea war."









Carissa Sevar: "Mynotgoing to Keltham is a terrible idea that might spark an Inner Sea war."









Zakiya: "You don't have to convince me, I'm not going to stand in your way. But if you were curled up in a ball crying then I'd tell your ride I wasn't releasing you yet. Not because I want an Inner Sea war, mind, I really really don't, but because people who have hurt themselves into weird twisted pretzels that can go up in flames at the first spark start more Inner Sea wars than people who haven't."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's hands are clean; she's dressed. She notices herself being slightly sad about this fact and decides it's fine to stay thirty more seconds. "What would you do for someone who was - betrayed, by someone they loved and trusted, and was really, really,reallytwisted into a pretzel about it?"









Zakiya: "You can't follow a script, for that. You just have to let them steer, and be there, and listen, and hurt with them, and be angry with them, and be sad with them, and make sure they're not alone."









Carissa Sevar: "Right.

Thanks. That was interesting. I don't suppose you want to come help do injured-people-repair in Keltham's secret lair."









Zakiya: "What's the pay like."









Carissa Sevar: "You know, I should really be getting used to that by now. I will get back to you about the pay. Where's my ride."









Zakiya: "Outside the Dome, I think."



She opens the door.









Carissa Sevar: Then if someone will show her the way, Carissa will depart. At a bit of a run.









Ri-Dul: Indeed, he's not getting paid the nearly infinite amount required for him to go inside the Black Dome, and be unable to cast spells for the several minutes it might take him to figure that out.

He's just hanging around right outside the Black Dome until Sevar shows up. Idly playing with some spellsilver, it having become much cheaper nowadays. Seeing if he can figure out what it would take to put together an assembly line for +2 Intelligence headbands, as Sevar is reputed to have personally invented. (Keltham says he mostly thinks she did, but doesn't know for sure because of the Conspiracy; it might've been somebody else, to impress him more, to make up for other demands on Sevar's time.)









Carissa Sevar: She steps out of the Black Dome in an Osirian-style beaded blue dress, an illusion making her look like a normal Osirian woman leaving the Dome for normal Osirian reasons, a +2 Splendour headband on her head.









Ri-Dul: Illusions. Heh.

"Good afternoon. I am Keltham's employee. I am to Mind Blank you immediately, will you not resist?"









Carissa Sevar: The illusions aren't to fool him. 

" - understood. I won't resist."









Ri-Dul: He flicks an enormous powerful day-duration abjuration loose at her, which promptly settles in.

He didn't use a scroll or item; so this person must be at least an eighth-circle wizard, or maybe a priest with an unusual domain.

Incidentally, Carissa's Arcane Sight isn't seeing anything magical about him.

"Ri-Dul," he says. "Eighth-circle necromancer. Keltham says you are supposedly recently fourth-circle and supposedly quite good at Spellcraft for that; though he does not know, now, what was truth and what was lie, in that, save that Ione thought it probably true."









Carissa Sevar: Are they making small talk? Why are they making small talk. Is he professionally interested in whether she's actually good at magic or whether that was made up to impress Keltham? Carissa's - focus of thought, the set of people she's paying even the slightest bit of attention to - has been narrowing and narrowing, this morning, and now it's just Keltham, and it's hard to think of anything else.



Her deeply unreasonable Splendour of course means she's answering despite this, with a slightly embarrassed smile. "I hit fourth shortly after meeting Keltham, and fifth this morning. I haven't met anyone better than me at Spellcraft, but Cheliax, you know, has a dearth of high-level wizards due to our defection problem." It was immediately obvious once she thought about it that that was what explained the differential between fourth and fifth-circle scarcity.









Ri-Dul: "Fifth, at your age? My my. Perhaps we shall have somewhat to discuss once we are settled in."

"Well, do you want to take in the sights of Sothis, make some purchases, with your newfound freedom, or shall I conduct you straightwise to Keltham's lair? Keltham has not, in fact, extended any promises that you will be allowed to leave anytime soon after entering. Its location is terribly secret, you see."









Carissa Sevar: " ...of course he's not going to let me leave. No reasonable nation-state at this stage of this game, having gotten hold of me, would let me leave, and I'm pretty sure Osirion's only doing it because they can't afford to piss him off when he's their defense against Cheliax, and because I told them very tearfully that I was scared Keltham was going to scare Asmodeus into destroying the world. I don't have shopping to do.I'm notfree.Let's please go."









Ri-Dul: "I do expect Keltham would let you fly free if you asked now, being still that sort of person. Though without me to Mind Blank you, you'd obviously be kidnapped shortly after..."

"Well, let's be along then. Prepare for Teleport." He pokes her shoulder.









Carissa Sevar: It's sort of good to hear that Keltham's still that sort of person. It's also sort of disappointing, like on some level she didn't want to have ownership of this choice, she wanted it to be inevitable.



She does not resist the Teleport.









Iarwain: They're now inside an indoors room, possibly an underground chamber judging by how one wall is rock. There's a Mage's Sanctum enchantment, permanencied, about the whole area, and the border of a Forbiddance in front of her, with a very solid-looking and magical door ahead of that. It looks remarkably like the Chelish safehouse/prison, really.

There's a tiefling woman here, of scarred face, dressed as a rich man's maid might be.









Ri-Dul: "Password, sweet stone sunlight. It's a Neutral Good Forbiddance so don't forget that, it'll fry you like sausage."

"This young lady is Tarnish."









Carissa Sevar: Clothes more than expensive enough to fix the scars, if she - or if Keltham - wanted that.

"Pleasure to meet you, Tarnish."









Tarnish: "The pleasure is all yours, I'm sure, and it will pass swiftly. I'm not an admirer of Cheliax's work on Keltham." A harsh melodic voice, like this woman had been a singer before her throat took an arrow to the knee. "I can take you to Keltham, do you wish; or bring you refreshments, or take you to your new bedroom to rest; or give you a tour of the premises, which are not large."









Carissa Sevar: "...Keltham didn't express a preference?"









Tarnish: "Keltham is always very careful to determine others' wants and needs before expressing his own. He'd no more just tell someone what to do than he'd smile or flirt or risk hurting somebody or get angry or have sex."









Ri-Dul: "Tarnish is not in love with Keltham, to be clear, or even fond of him, she just wants to hurt you. I'd have warned you about that if I'd thought ahead, but I didn't think of it because of my overwhelming distaste for everything about Keltham's personal life."









Carissa Sevar: Wow, this sure sounds like one functional research organization, Carissa does not say.

"If you want to hurt me conventional methods work fine, confusing me about what Keltham wants does not. I need to talk to him, but if he's not interruptible or has no desire to see me I"ll go to my room."



She is absolutely not going to have feelings about Keltham from something someone said to her specifically to hurt her.









Tarnish: "I am not permitted to hurt people by conventional methods, only with my words. Keltham is interruptible; I'll take you to him."









Iarwain:






Character Name: Keltham     Alignment: True Neutral      Character Level: 2+1
Deity: Keltham              Homeland: dath ilan
Class: Wizard 2 / Alchemist (chemist) 1                      School: Universalist
Languages: Baseline (native), Taldane, Osirian

STR: 9     CON: 19 (13)  DEX: 10
INT: 22 (18) WIS: 16      CHA: 18 (14)

Magic items equipped: Headband of Mental Prowess (+4 INT / +4 CHA), Gloves of Use Magical Device +5, Belt of Mighty Constitution (+6 CON), Tiny Sword of Glibness, Ring of Sustenance, Glasses of Arcane Sight, various others

Feats:
- Being a computer programmer who's played a lot of mathy video games
- Skill Focus: Use Magical Device

Traits:
- Dath ilani chemistry training
- Dath ilani mathematical training
- Pragmatic activator
- Signature Spell (Prestidigitation)

Skills:
- Spellcraft: 3 ranks (+3 class skill, +6 Intelligence bonus, +2 theoretical magician, +2 magical aptitude)
- Use Magical Device: 3 ranks (+3 class skill, +3 skill focus, +2 magical aptitude, +6 int (pragmatic activator), +5 from gloves)
- Bluff: 3 ranks (+4 charisma)
- various Knowledge













Iarwain: That person's first action, on hearing that Carissa is on her way, will be to swap out his +4/+0/+4 headband for a +0/+0/+6 headband. That should be maximal attainable previous-Kelthamness, and the less different he seems, the less it will hurt her, probably. He doesn't want to hurt Carissa without a reason.

Tarnish will probably have said something cutting enough, or the Osirians warned Carissa enough of their own perspective, that Carissa will not be entirely unprepared; she should arrive warned, in a context where she'd hear the words warily rather than them hitting with all the force of reality straight out.

(He couldn't ask Ri-Dul to say anything here. Ri-Dul made it a condition of his employment that Keltham's personal life drama would be causally screened off from him to the maximum feasible degree. Which, valid.)









Keltham?: That person looks much the same, outwardly. His face is maybe slightly thinner.

To arcane sight... he's got a headband of +6 Splendour, gloves enhancing some skill, a +6 Constitution-enhancing belt, a ring of sustenance, glasses of... probably Arcane Sight, and various other filled slots.

He is currently doing something with a flat metal plate inscribed with a complicated spellsilver pattern, spellsilver wires above that, and what looks like a scaffold or...something with a lot of moving magical parts that could not possibly be a spell, item, or anything functional at all.

He looks up at her when she enters the room.

"You look different," he states.









Carissa Sevar: - she kneels. It feels less complicated that way. And if she'd do it for Abrogail and for Dispater and (without conscious decision, Dominated) for the pharaoh of Osirion, well, it feels strange to just stand there for Keltham.



"You look different too. - I got it done in Dis. Not for you, I actually thought at the time you'd probably have mixed feelings about it, but I thought it'd help with my cult and my cult might be important."









Keltham?: "Let's not talk about your cult. Presumably it's an intervention by the god of tavern rumors, which means I try to think about it as little as possible."

"Carissa, I - am not able to just resume our relationship where it left off. If that's what kneeling to me is meant to, ask, offer."









Carissa Sevar: "No, I, uh, figured that. I'm here to try to make sure the world doesn't get destroyed, and to help you find something better."









Keltham?: "That sounds like it should be a private conversation and probably a long one. Can we continue this in time-dilated demiplane?"









Carissa Sevar: Ooooohh, time-dilated demiplane. She wonders how long it's been for him and then cuts that line of thought off as unproductive. More than a 2x multiplier is hard to get. Probably it hasn't been more than double what it's been for her.

"Yes, of course."









Keltham?: "It's new, and temporary, so don't cast from any overpowered scrolls if you've got those with you. There'll be a 9th-circle of Sarenrae there when we arrive, finishing up the portal. Don't talk until I've had a chance to put up a Rope Trick for privacy."  He picks up the complicated spellsilver wires and spell-diagram-like plate, sweeps it into a Bag of Holding, takes a scroll from the Bag of Holding, and a tuning fork.

He conducts her the short walk back outside the Forbiddance, then casts Plane Shift (5th-circle divine form) from scroll; slowly, carefully, but without obvious difficulty.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's feelings are alternating between declaring loudly that they're VERY COMPLICATED and apparently not being there at all.

Why won't anyone just light her on fire until she's no longer harmed them. She bets if she went back to Cheliax they would obligingly light her on fire.

She takes Keltham's hand for the Plane Shift, and says nothing.









Iarwain: Welcome to this personal temporary time-dilated demiplane! The sky here is bright and white, like somebody took the Sun and sky and blended the colors back together. There's grass beneath her feet, and dirt below the grass. It's small, for a demiplane, maybe as wide across as three houses in each direction. There's a pool of clear water that looks plenty wide enough to swim in, a house-distance away. Walls of mist demarcate the plane's edges.

A clean desk rests next to four bookcases all of whose shelves are full of mess; there's a whiteboard, currently clean; a cabinet, one of whose drawers visibly (to arcane sight) contains a few pounds of spellsilver. An adventurer's high-quality portable personal bedroom rig (calling it a 'tent' doesn't do it justice) stands beside.

Magic here behaves slightly oddly; if you stare around with Arcane Sight for a while, you can figure out that divination is impeded here. A Mage's Private Sanctum overlays the whole area, but not a permanent one.

Also here is a very impressive-looking Grand High Priestess of Sarenrae, but she's busy casting the incredibly slow magic of Create Greater Demiplane.









Carissa Sevar: So Sarenrae's in on it too? Or no, Keltham said he was trying not to think about Cayden's plans, so that means he doesn't consider himself to be working directly with Cayden -



She canseethe outlines of the two pieces she's missing, the two pieces that'd make everything else fit together, maybe just one piece but definitely not more than two. One is what outcome Cayden Cailean and Nethys are angling for and why only they are working towards it. The other is why Cheliax hasn't attacked Osirion yet and - she's pretty sure this has the same answer - why Keltham changed course to work with the Church of Sarenrae and the Padishah Empire when she sold her soul.









Keltham?: He pulls out another scroll and casts again, putting up a Rope Trick, and climbs up into the space thus created, offering a hand up to Carissa if/when she follows.









Carissa Sevar: She didn't even know you could do that though now that she thinks about it there's no rule you have to be on the Material to cast a Rope Trick.



She climbs in.









Keltham?: "I suppose in a sense we are beginning again where we left off, inside a Rope Trick."

"There are - too many things to say - I suppose I'll just say one of them. Why did you return my option premium and sell your soul?"









Carissa Sevar: "...I don't know for sure because I erased my memories of the decision but I think it was to get Asmodia and Peranza out of being eternally tortured, purchase the souls of everyone else on Project Lawful so I could protect them too, get fifteen Wishes and an artifact headband so I could make progress on ensuring you'd be better off for knowing me and on coming up with a plan to save the world, and maaaaybe to compact with Asmodeus in a way that'll make it easier to overthrow Him or maybe that part was all Cayden's plan not mine."









Keltham?: "What happened to Asmodia and Peranza? Priority question, were they being temporarily tortured for long enough that this would possibly damage anybody who wasn't you or Pilar?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well at the time I thought they were but I purchased them having never been tortured and having been completely fine all along so, in fact, they were at no point tortured and were fine all along. Peranza was executed for betraying the Project. Asmodia we think killed herself."









Keltham?:









Keltham?: "I did not know you could do that, in fact. Did not know that was an option. Thank you. That is - I hadn't believed, before, that they were dead and being tortured, but - thank you, I am a lot less - feeling what I was feeling - about the soul-sale thing."









Carissa Sevar: "I, uh, would speak to this with more confidence if I'd rederived all my thinking, which I haven't yet, but it -wasn'tabout not being yours, I wanted that, it was about - people who'd trusted you, trusted Civilization - that's - what Peranza did, she decided she was with Civilization - warned Iomedae about the Project - and I only had, the one thing, to buy them with, and I am not really worried about my eternity because we need to overthrow Asmodeus anyway and we can't exactly need to overthrow Asmodeusharder.

Right?"









Keltham?: "Oh, if Peranza and Asmodia had been, effectively destroyed, it would, in fact, be possible for Asmodeus to be in more trouble than He currently is."

"What, according to you, do you think is going on, right now?"









Carissa Sevar: "I have two big glaring holes in my understanding of what's going on and I suspect I know enough to figure them out but I haven't had time. - I don't think when I'm being mindread. It's very convenient. Uh. I think that you're going to try to overthrow Asmodeus and by default He'll release Rovagug and the planet will probably get destroyed. I think that Nethys knows this and tipped off Cayden Cailean and maybe other gods, for some reason, and that they've been angling for conditions to exist under which you and Asmodeus can compromise and not fight, and those conditions might involve me and maybe also Pilar ascending. I have a compact with Asmodeus and a cult which might be useful for ascending and I think I could do it in ten years, maybe five if we have this fancy time-dilated demiplane full time. Pilar's trying to eat Cayden Cailean.

The glaring holes are: why are only Nethys and Cayden in on this and not all of Good and most of Neutral, and why have Cheliax and Osirion neither made war nor peace, what are theywaitingfor. - I can explain, if you want, what those glaring holes are entangled with, how I got to them as the most important missing pieces -"









Keltham?: "Meritxell used Alter Self and Disguise Self to shift to a number of pretty women, for me. Merrin, some other dath ilani celebrities, Ranthal, who I drew with Silent Image. Also some women in Golarion whose looks I liked, but didn't want to complicate my life by trying to date, right then. Jacint Subirachs, Willa Shilira, Abrogail Thrune."









Carissa Sevar: ...sure, figures. She remembers thinking at the time it was impressive Meritxell had the nerve to impersonate Abrogail, even Carissa would've asked Abrogail before doing that and Meritxell's not exactly someone who can just write the Queen for permission -









Carissa Sevar: Oh.









Carissa Sevar: Who gains by having Keltham have sex with someone Alter Selfed to look like Abrogail or a bunch of other people? What do they gain?





The idiots - Abrogail, it must've been Abrogail, no one else would've conceived of and done it without Carissa's approval - decided to get themselves some Keltham-descended children secretly. To - use as leverage against him? No, they must've known that wouldn't work -why,then, why make the case where they lose so much worse than it needed to be -

" - you couldprobablyget Cheliax to hand them all over, if you point out your alternative is blowing the country up."









Keltham?: "I'm mostly guessing it's just Abrogail, but if they know I know, they hide her outside the country and then I have no further reason to blow up the country. Or Egorian, I wouldn't glass all of Cheliax if glassing Egorian was enough."









Carissa Sevar: "...do you want me to kill her?"









Keltham?: "I would not have guessed that was something you could do."









Carissa Sevar: "I mean, it wouldn't betrivial,but I bet I can. She wouldn't even have to stay dead, that's the really hard part of assassinating someone."









Keltham?: "The more concerning possibility is that it's not just the one kid."

"I am figuring that theyprobably did not extract semen directly from my epididymis, or steal it after Meritxell performed oral sex, and use that to impregnate a lot of other women until I had 144 kids. If that modality worked for them, it would have been foolish of Abrogail to risk disguising herself as Meritxell disguised as Abrogail, which was a huge tip-off. Even though I had that thought while I was with Isidre, in the Palace, with a lot of eighth-circle casters potentially around. But I have it flagged as an instance of - trying to guess the Conspiracy's competence level, at a consistent level, and I've had bad results from that in the past."

"You know anything relevant to the possibility-set of no offspring awaiting ensoulment, one offspring by Abrogail, multiple offspring, many offspring?"









Carissa Sevar: " - Isidre was just Abrogail in disguise. Otherwise I don't know anything. They didn't tell me - I'd have told them not to -"









Keltham?:









Keltham?: "Wow, that must have been hilarious for everybody who wasn't me."









Carissa Sevar: "And the Isidre impersonator in the room when you met Abrogail, I think they executed her afterwards. And Abrogail herself, who had to smile at you while you criticized her to her face and then gracefully lose to you about me, I think she didn't like that much. ...and me, I took a punishment in the middle of all that for thinking insubordinate things about Abrogail and was a little out of it. ...Aspexia was having fun, I guess."









Keltham?: "Oh, so the etiquette lessons would've been Aspexia. I wondered about that, afterwards."

"Don't take this the wrong way, but your Conspiracy was kind of shit and I'm ashamed that it worked on me literally at all."









Carissa Sevar: "Cheliax wasn't, actually, good at lying to people who were allowed to think about what was true. Probably because it doesn't have any."









Keltham?: "I'll have to think about it again once I'm boosting Intelligence and Wisdom, but preliminarily I'd say that takes probability of multiple kids from 40% to 30% and the probability oflots of kids from 8% to 20%."

"I don't... actuallywant, to glass Cheliax, or kill anyone at all, really, but I don't see a way out of this before the given time deadlines that doesn't involve killing a lot of people. I'm sort of, sad about that. Haven't actually killed anybody on purpose, up until now, despite all the people dying and going to Hell around me, whose names I never knew."

"What's your alternative?"









Carissa Sevar: "....the time deadline is a problem. I don't see how I can do my plan before the time deadline. If we had - a bit more time -

I have fifteen Wishes granted by a devil out of Hell. I figured we'd - make ourselves smarter, see more options. I have broad outlines for kinds of things it'd be useful to do, like, close the Worldwound, I bet that's possible if you're smart enough and have approximately unlimited resources and it's the kind of thing that gets people believing you're on a path to ascension but it's not going to happenfast enough,I also bet we can get Dispater to help us but we'd have to read over that confidentiality agreementincrediblycarefully and I don't see how to do it in such little time -

How low would the probability have to be, that you have kids in Cheliax, for you to not want to destroy Cheliax, and if we conquered Cheliax and it was better would that fix it?"









Keltham?: "If Cheliax is playing the game that way, they could put kids outside Cheliax so that I couldn't solve the problem by destroying Cheliax... from the standpoint of dath ilani storytelling, a plot development like that - isn't, trying to signal you to destroy a larger area of landmass on one planet, it's saying - you have to fix everything, no way out but fixing everything."

"I'm hearing that your current self, as opposed to the self who sent you here on a memory gambit, doesn't have a plan for beating the deadline."









Carissa Sevar: "I definitely think we should fix everything but I do not see a way to fix everything in the nextmonth.Or do you mean - it's all right for the kids to exist, so long as they'll grow up in a better world?"









Keltham?: "Probably the intended reading."

"You mentioned a compact with Asmodeus and seemed to think you could get Dispater on our side, what's that whole part about?"









Carissa Sevar: "Do you, Carissa Sevar, conquer territories or hearts in Hell's name, be you fairly judged by Hell's Prince to be the most prime mover in such conquests, such unsold and unclericed souls from those lands and peoples as enter into Hell calling your name, in death as they called it in life and did you and Hell more service than disservice, shall pass into your custody or the custody of those in Hell you name your slaves or allies;

and when you have conquered three-quarters of Avistan all such souls out of Avistan shall be yours as well; when three-quarters of Golarion is yours, all such souls out of Golarion; when three-quarters of this plane is yours, all such souls out of this plane; when three-quarters of Pharasma's Creation is yours, all such souls out of Creation; while Hell's dominions of those lands and peoples last; and all this be annulled should you fail finally after death in being acknowledged by Hell as a Hellish Power, or should the yield in strength and wealth from those souls granted you be less than He accounts as ordinary from His subservient Powers of Hell; or should the Prince of Hell fairly judge you to have entered His despite in death or life," she says, once again, from memory.

"...so the obvious avenues to cheat are to, uh, in some meaningful respect conquer most of Creation, which I am notentirelypessimistic about but which would need time, and to get someone else named Hell's Prince - probably Dispater - who'll evaluate me more favorably, but even before I do that, if I conquer anywhere, people who go to Hell because of me and calling my name are mine, and safe, unless I look like I'll never become a power in Hell, and according to Aspexia Rugatonn I have a lot of cultists.

I hadn't had much time to think of a plan but the fragments of one that I had were that I'd enhance us both as far as possible, ask for your help figuring out how to close the Worldwound, which is - the sort of thing that someone on the path to ascension would do, it'll make my cult take me much more seriously, declare it my territory and those who go there my possessions, and then reach out to Dispater with a contract for confidential negotiations, where He can't use anything learned from the negotiations to hurt me. My impression of Dispater is that He enjoys indulging me, if it's not obviously stupid, if it grants Him pride and respect in Hell, and I've already had as much benefit as I can from that in my current position but if I did something epic and impressive, He'd be willing to indulge me again.

If the Worldwound doesn't work I could instead seize Cheliax, which proves my Asmodean bona fides all right and which I feel less averse to now that I know this entire situation is Abrogail's fault more than I already thought it was. That doesn't count towards my conquests but it does count towards how cool Dispater thinks I am. And if neither of those work I could probably start actually conquering other countries, except if I do that I have responsibilities to everyone in them so we'd have to be really sure of subsequent steps of the plan.

Anyway, once I had a impressive track record as rising Power-of-Hell, I'd bring a confidential negotiation, tell Dispater I intend to overthrow Asmodeus, and see what He says. He's not bound to obey Asmodeus and He runs Dis - not well enough, but closer to not being stupidly wasteful, He'd be willingto run it in an acceptable way,Hewouldn't destroy the world about the rules changing. And He's, you know, a devil, He respects strength and He respects trying to rise to your place. I think He'd help me if there were something compelling in it for Him. I think at INT 29 I can compact with Him safely.

I am assuming here that you have some fraction of a plan to kill Asmodeus already, because none of what you're doing makes any sense if you don't. But I am assuming that it's a bad plan that runs unacceptable-to-me risks and we might need to think of a better one. In particular, I'm worried you just - don't mind - that Asmodeus might release Rovagug - uh, it's reassuring, you saying you don't want to kill people, I'd gotten scared that you'd just decided to - be ilani and clean up this whole messy little bit of reality -

- but, uh, I'm not helping with a plan where Asmodeus might release Rovagug. I want to fix the world, not be worse than any Evil ever to scour it."









Keltham?: He sits silently for a while.

"What - counts as conquest, can I tell Golarion that every country in the world needs to acknowledge you as Empress or be destroyed, and pay you, I don't know, 1% of tax revenue, and then you can collect all the Golarion souls going to Hell and then - I have not been able to find out, what it would take to get to other planets, other planes - does this plan basically work?"









Carissa Sevar: " - Iiiiii think that plan might work but I have moral reservations about it!!! I realize that's rich, coming from me!"









Keltham?: "I, too, have reservations. Mostly that this does not fix enough. Also that it sounds like the sort of thing where more than a quarter of Golarion might be stupid about it, or countries would ban your cult just to be, cruel, so people couldn't call your name in life, there's the question of who you could name your slaves and allies in Hell that would - treat people remotely acceptably - whether you can become acknowledged by Hell as a Hellish Power without torturing people."

"I'll put on my Intelligence headband instead of my Splendour, augment Wisdom, and think about it, I suppose. Probability this was memory-gambit Carissa's plan? I see tropes in fewer places than I once did, but am still somewhat alert for them. On tropes, memory-gambit Carissa's plan will be the one that actually works, whatever it was, because we don't know it, and all of us are dancing to her tune."









Carissa Sevar: "....10%? I don't think everything turns on my compact with Asmodeus. Like you said, it's not enough. We have to overthrow Him, not just let me steal everybody. But I do think that everything might turn on whether Asmodeus, when you do whatever you're doing and it would be helpful now to know what that is, thinks there's any interesting Asmodeanism in the world from there or not, and my compact might matter for that.Also it might make some marginal gods be against destroying the world.



I do think memory-gambit Carissa had figured out something I haven't yet rederived, something that made her - even more desperate than I feel right now - and maybe this conversation is a waste of time until I rederive it, which I do think I can when I review all my notes and think."









Keltham?: "Yes, well, on the trope theory, you can't do that, or won't do it successfully even though you think you have, or if you derive it then it will no longer be possible for it to work, unless it's reasonably the case that the viewpoint could've shifted off us before that happens..."

"I do not think I am actually smart enough to think through the important parts of this, even with new crystallized mental skills, without swapping to my Intelligence headband and using an Owl's Wisdom."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think I believe versions of the trope theory where you can't think thoughts if Something is paying attention. I think if the other Carissa deleted her thoughts it was for more concrete reasons surrounding people who were definitely paying attention, such as Dispater, and Cheliax. - headband seems like a good idea."









Keltham?: "That Keltham is - colder."

"If we're going to talk about - us, at all, we should do it, before then. The reason I'm running +6 Splendour and no Intelligence or Wisdom is because - that's about as much as is left, of the Keltham you knew, for him to exist again and speak to you."









Carissa Sevar: 
- nod.





"I don't - know what to say. What I did to you was awful. I loved you, and I used that to hurt you, and I wouldn't forgive me, if I was you. I dowantyou to forgive me. I think when I made the plan to buy the souls back, to get the Wishes, one of the things I was hoping was that you could forgive me, if I could fix it, but even if not for the babies, I couldn't really have fixed it. I could say that they'd have sent me to Hell to be tortured eternally, if I'd done anything different, that I was being mind-read near constantly, that Abrogail would tease me about things she'd read in the transcripts she was having made of my thoughts, that I was only half-there, only half-thinking, my entire life until the moment in my bedroom where I realized that probably no one was reading my mind -

- but I don't know. I want to have higher standards than that, I guess. It wasn't literally an unsolvable problem.

I don't need you to forgive me. I don't need you to be angry with me, or not be angry with me, or forgive me, or not forgive me, or hurt me, or not hurt me. I just need us to save the world. Whatever - whatever you need from me, to do that, to make sure that this stupid stupid awful thing doesn't costeveryone everything -you have it, of me, forever, if necessary. And I'm sorry."









Keltham?: "The Keltham you knew, the one who could have forgiven you in any meaningful sense, is effectively true-dead. Though I suppose, from your own moral perspective, you wouldn't see it that way. To you, being conscious, existing, having qualia, is everything, no matter what the form of that existence. Never mind memories, emotions, purposes, relationships between people, what they care about, who they care about, what they aspire to, who they believe they are in their models of themselves. A lemure in Hell that doesn't remember its name or anything of its life isn't just as good to you as the original person, I suppose, but you'd say it's - 90% of the way from Abaddon to Nirvana, on the Nirvana side of the utility interval?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I don't know very much about lemures. A four year old who doesn't remember anything of being three isn't effectively true-dead."









Keltham?: "It's funny. I thought I'd - accidentally killed off anger, inside myself, but - there is absolutely something in me that wants to hurt you, right now, not in a cuddleroom way. It wants you to know how Keltham felt just before he gave up and augmented himself, not because he wanted to stop existing as himself, he wanted to go on existing, but the children in Hell mattered more to him than that, because he wasn't that selfish, in the end. And the part of me that, doesn't hate you, but wants you to hurt, wants you to understand how much, what happened to him, is something that dath ilani are not, in fact, trained to put themselves back together about, after that, without assistance. Survive, sure, go on functioning, sure, but not put themselves back together, that was supposed to involve a therapist who knows things that not every dath ilani gets taught as a child. You, Cheliax, Golarion, hurt Keltham to the point where he didn't want to be in the world anymore, and that was why he could, for the sake of the children in Hell, make the choice that would cause him to effectively stop existing as himself, which, I guess, is something that Carissa Sevar can never understand or experience real sadness about, because to her, Keltham is still Keltham even if he's a lemure."









Carissa Sevar: It is completely true that while she isn't sure about a lemure, Keltham is still Keltham when he puts an intelligence headband on and she does not actually feel sadness or guilt about Keltham putting an intelligence headband on. About the fact he was in pain, yes, about the fact that it felt to him like giving up and he was willing to do it anyway, yes, about the fact he put an intelligence headband on, no, because that's in fact not death and not even a bit of death, any more than learning new math is death.



She is not going to say that. It doesn't seem helpful.



She's also not really sure this is on her? Would Keltham not have done it if she'd defected with him to Iomedae on day one?



She is not going to say that either.









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham, you know that - if Rovagug ate the world, people would die true deaths, and - even if your appearing-elsewhere thing is right, there are lots of Hells out there,'I'll do whatever I want with people' is a less complicated way for a mind to be than sharing all of human values, most places are probably bad - if we fuck this upyou'llbe sending children to hells. Young ones. Pharasma doesn't judge eight-year-olds Evil."









Keltham?: "Save it for colder Keltham. Possibly for when both of us are INT 29. You'd need alot of background, including a lot of material that I had to rederive myself from realizing that Civilization must have hidden it and why they did, to argue with me about the population statistics of Larger Reality."

"I understand, Carissa, that there are many, many senses here, in which what happened to me, was not entirely your fault. There were, by your own lights, maybe also by mine, worse things that would happen to you, if you refused to play along with Cheliax. You had options like walking out on Cheliax with me right there at the Worldwound, but you were twisted and warped by things smarter than yourself into not seeing those options, not thinking of them then or maybe even now you haven't thought of them. There were gods messing with your life. There were, with great probability, things above gods messing with your life at least a little. You didn't choose this story, They did."

"It's possible that even if you'd gone to the nearest church of Iomedae right there at the Worldwound, that I would have just found out about the children in Hell, earlier, and been even less prepared for it. That I'd have augmented my abilitystats the same way for the same reasons, and ended up doing the same kind of damage to my emotions and my, me. Even if I was taking it slower. Even if I hadn't been, then, in so much pain. Even if I hadn't known, yet, the reasons why I shouldn't accept help, and somebody had tried to help me make it through. Maybe the worst aspects of this all turn out the same for me, either way."

"The fact remains that you, no matter how forced into it, chose something, that dealt a kind of damage to me that is separate and additional from getting to Golarion and finding out that there were children in Hell, the damage of, daring to trust somebody, of telling yourself that you need tohave courage, to fall in love, and finding that courage, and falling in love, and being betrayed in, if not literally the worst possible way, probably a worse way than anybody in the last hundred years of dath ilani history has ever been betrayed."

"It's probably nothing to Golarion. It probably doesn't compare to a mother slowly watching her child die of sickness, knowing she'll never have the money to resurrect them, never be able to find them in the Boneyard. It certainly doesn't compare to a single soul going to Hell."

"So you'll never, really, be able to understand the hurt that you dealt, or consider it as something very significant on the scales of your, utilityfunction, apart from what it meant to your emotions, which are just your emotions, and which probably hurt you a lot, but you did it anyways because of your utilityfunction, which isn't even something I can disagree with, I would not have wanted you going to Hell rather than betraying me."

"I am not, in the end, able, to tell you, that you, chose this wrongly, I just want, to say all these things to you, and make you feel hurt, because you chose it, and the only reason I'm doing that, when I can't tell you the algorithm you should've used to choose differently, is because, wanting you to hurt like that, is one of the last pieces and last wishes left of Keltham, along with a lot of best wishes for you that I am probably not going to act on."









Carissa Sevar: - all that and she is mostly, somehow, terrified about the part where even though he has pointedly not confirmed her Rovagug-worries he has been rederiving things about the population-statistics of Greater Reality.









Carissa Sevar: Set that aside for a moment and listen to Keltham; you owe him that.



(If he were, as he claimed, not Keltham, you wouldn't owe him anything.)

(Setthataside for a moment too.)









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think it was a small hurt, for whatever that's worth."

I do think that you're dangerously wrong about the entire concept of being a person - not the time for that, either.



"And I don't think I weighed up the magnitude of the hurt to you against the other things I wanted, and decided it was worth it. I'd respect myself more, if I'd decided that. I just didn't let myself decide at all.


What - are your best wishes, even if you don't want to act on them anymore."









Keltham?: "For you to live happily ever after with your Keltham, of course. What else? Excuse me." The man in front of her reaches up and wipes Keltham's tears away from his eyes.









Carissa Sevar: "Wasn't obvious, see, because I've never met anyone who wasn't Chelish and Chelish people don't say things like that. But yeah, I don't think we're going to get that one. We'll have to settle for getting it for everyone else."









Keltham?: "I'm mostly hoping they're almost entirely not real, which would make a mockery out of some of my own past life decisions but, even so, I'm mostly hoping they're almost entirely not real, the everyone-else. And those are issues that you did not, last I knew of you, like to think about, or confront as possibilities, so chalk it up as one more thing to talk about when we're both INT 29."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you have a reason to think that - yeah. Okay. Once we're enhanced.





If you're - not Keltham -







- then why, from your perspective, would I want to work for you?"









Keltham?:









Keltham?: "Because the colder Keltham is doing something you want, or otherwise doing something you fear, of course."

"If we do this, Carissa, I say this, out of Keltham's last wishes and because I'm feeling strongly instead of being smart, if we do this, we should do this on a Lawful Evil basis, the same way I deal with Ri-Dul, where you get what you compact for. I was betrayed by those I trusted in part one of this story, and it sure would rhyme if somebody trusted me and got betrayed by me, in part two, even if there were reasons and even if there'd be, no algorithm, that I should've used to make a different choice, of the choices that I actually saw."

"I should go, get my headband now, I have to be outside the Rope Trick to take it from my Bag of Holding. I have, said that one thing, that Keltham wanted to say to you, and all the other things, that he wanted to say, like that he loved you, or that he wanted and hoped that you'd end up with a happy ending of your own even if it couldn't be with him, those are all obvious if you know the pattern and it hurts too much to say them anyways."









Carissa Sevar: " - okay.





I love you too."









Keltham?: "You have knelt to, to me, for the, last, time, now, because that, hurts too much, to see -"









Keltham?:









Keltham?: The man taps her on the forehead. "I give yourself back to you. You own yourself. Imaginary tag points to Carissa. Excuse me."

He climbs down the Rope Trick, crying.









Carissa Sevar:









Keltham?: (He's gone a bit longer than it would take to just remove a headband from a Bag of Holding.)









Carissa Sevar: Yeah, that figures.









Maybe if she'd had a better plan, if she'd known about the babies, if she'd already actually fixed everything - if she wasn't mostly still scared of what he might do -

Maybe then it would've gone differently.

But it didn't.









dath ilani: Somebody climbs back up through the Rope Trick. Looks just like Keltham, but he's wearing a +6 Intelligence headband and visibly has Owl's Wisdom running.

"All right," he says. "Let's negotiate. Are you willing to swear, before I reveal potentially dangerous knowledge to you, that you will not use any knowledge revealed here to you, to act against myself nor my plans, in the sense that whatever you learn from me should not cause you to take actions more damaging to my interests than you'd otherwise have taken?"









Carissa Sevar: She'd have hesitations about this except for how he can just turn her to stone if she's intending to act against his interests; with that, it's not a hard call. "Yes, I'll swear to that."









dath ilani: He holds out a single earring, familiar to Arcane Sight, but larger and less spellsilver-efficient than her own version; a specialized geas. "This earring compels you to keep bargains and promises you make with me after putting it on, unless I violate my side of the compact. It prevents you from lying to me, but doesn't prevent concealing information. It's cursed against voluntary removal, and the geas prevents you from trying to arrange to have it removed. Once worn it hides itself and looks like an ordinary earring to regular Detect Magic. I, for my part, swear to you that that's all this earring does."









Carissa Sevar: "Where'd you getthatmade?" She could make it in a month, probably, but she's actually wildly envious of any other item enchanter who could without having her previous work on the geas earrings to go off. ....well, they could've had more than a month, with the time-dilated demiplane.









dath ilani: "Lawful Evil 7th-circle. She wasn't starting from scratch, I was able to buy some cursed geas items with more unfortunate specializations and had her repurpose those."









Carissa Sevar: "I want to meet her. I'm putting on the earring but mostly only because you could make me."









dath ilani: "She did not want to meet anyone else or have it known that she was dealing with me."

"You have the option of not putting on the earring and not getting to negotiate with me. Most of what I want from you is voluntary activity that cannot optimally be forced from you by geas."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, but this is still not an offer I'd take from someone whocouldn'tmake me. Can you if you deal with her again at least show her something impressive I made and give her my contact information."









dath ilani: "Yes, though I don't have any Sevar items about me besides your glibness pin."

"Once you've put on the earring, repeat your promise not to use knowledge that you learned from me to harm my interests, relative to what you would've done without that knowledge, as is a condition of this negotiation."









Carissa Sevar: She puts it on. She repeats the promise.









dath ilani: "All right. Diamonds turned out to be tetrahedral Element-6 crystals, for which I happened to know a straightforward, purely chemical synthesis method. That synthesis is presently in progress in a temporary demiplane I set up to have the environmental conditions for synthesizing diamond, with a scattering of diamond dust within to act as seed crystals. I expect the diamonds growing there to be large enough for Wishes in about a week. It's not a large demiplane, though, so I'm not expecting to get more than a couple of million Wish diamonds that way."

"Ri-Dul does not know this important fact, nor does the priestess of Sarenrae below us, and it would be damaging to my interests for you to tell them, or, indeed, anyone I have not told you is cleared for it."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "- well in that case I think we're actually going to be completely fine. I'd be annoyed I sold my soul for something we can make by the million but actually I can't even be annoyed right now, it's impossible. - I want to know the chemical process for diamond synthesis but that's not even arguably a priority."









dath ilani: "That's a week of realtime, two weeks of demiplane time, and those two weeks may matter considerably. In particular, they matter for whether or not I have an incentive to destroy Egorian or all of Cheliax to prevent the ensoulment of my children, or as many of those children as possible, or if I'm able to advance other plans to a point where it's clear that Golarion and Cheliax will end up being an acceptable place for children."

"I'd like to buy your Wishes to enhance my Intelligence, Wisdom, and Splendour. I want to rent your artifact headband for at least a month of realtime. I will not offer you thousands of Wish diamonds in exchange, because I don't want them proliferating all over Golarion just yet. I will offer that you may go on the trip to the City of Brass that I was previously planning to take with Ri-Dul, where, I've read, many Efreeti can readily cast Wish given a large enough diamond for it. I'll send with the Wish diamonds and other payments for you to buy +5s to all six of your abilitystats in the City of Brass. In the event that I cannot fulfill my side of the bargain in a timely fashion, because the diamond synthesis method failed to scale to Wish diamond size, I will endeavor to pay you back the reasonable value of fifteen Wishes and the headband rental whenever I can. Unless I am dead and unresurrectable for any number of reasons, in which case you get an unremunerated bad outcome."









Carissa Sevar: "I am sure you realize that's a deal I'd happily make Keltham and would be a fucking moron to accept from Dispater."









dath ilani: "How so? Just because Dispater is generically adversarial and smarter than you?"









Carissa Sevar: "Because my side of it is 'give up my artifact headband which is crucial for figuring out what is actually going on here, and my fifteen Wishes which definitely work,now,to maybe get the benefit of the Wishes in two weeks and the headband back in four'. I guess I also get some strength and dexterity and constitution. I don't care about strength and dexterity and constitution, I'm a wizard. This is tempting because you think it might help you not need to destroy Cheliax, and tempting insofar as I want to help you with that at my expense- tempting because we have shared goals."

Carissa isn't going to argue with Keltham about how he experiences augmentation but she doesn't feel cold, just more alive, better at seeing things and saying them.









Keltham?: "Yeah. From your perspective, this deal is about harm reduction. My having a greater chance of not destroying Cheliax. Or, if I have to do that anyways, getting more time to work on the Wish wording for it, as may reduce the chance of a catastrophe there, being able to only glass Egorian and making sure that I don't accidentally crack the planet in the process. I'd be Wishing about some dangerous stuff."

"The plan there, to be specific, would be to summon a horde of fiends, demons maybe, or daemons though I realize you'd rather I not, to attack Egorian, they Teleport their emergency response teams there and get in a bunch of their best people, bang, no more Egorian. They'll have a True Rez scroll somewhere to bring back Rugatonn and she can bring back others but it'll take her time. Hopefully that's enough to let somewhere non-evil come in and take over Cheliax. I'd probably tip the Church of Iomedae to what I was planning, and give them diamonds. My current plan is that everything in my harvest that I can't realistically use goes to the Church of Iomedae under seal, and they can use it for whatever, to clean up the mess, if anything permanent happens to me."









Carissa Sevar: "And the plan that might enable you to not have to do that?"









dath ilani: "It's the plan that you get to try to talk me out of, though I expect that to go better if we're both INT 29. Let's be very clear, I currently intend to do that part whether or not I have your fifteen Wishes. What you buy is that I am less likely to glass Egorian or Cheliax first, because I am able to do it faster, and I do it using better-phrased Wishes."









Carissa Sevar: "I still want to know the plan before I agree to give you my headband and fifteen Wishes, because I want the headband on when I learn the plan and because I might not want to help you do it faster. For example if you are going to have Rovagug eat everybody, delaying you a day is more important than anything else I can readily think of."









dath ilani: "Do you know something I don't about the probability of Rovagug successfully eating everybody if Asmodeus lets it out, as opposed to the other gods killing Asmodeus and then successfully forcing It back into a sealed vault and this time giving the key to Abadar or Iomedae like sane people? I admit that Asmodeus releasing Rovagug was not something I'd previously expected as the result of my plan, it is a real problem, and I am currently thinking of what to do about that. I do thank you for pointing it out, for I am still an alien to this world and to Asmodeanism even with lesser augmentation."









Carissa Sevar: "- well, the prophecy is that Rovagug eats everything, so there's that, and also I think the other godscouldn'tbeat Rovagug and Asmodeusfighting together to destroy the world, they might all be able to beat Asmodeus if they teamed up and they might even without Asmodeus be able to beat Rovagug if they teamed up but they definitely wouldn't be expected to do both.





....I really kind of think you should, uh, hire Osirion's personality-damage-treatment girl, give me the diamonds, and let me handle this. I am not the best person for it but this is my world and I like getting smarter and I won't let something bad happen to your kids."









dath ilani: "I really think this is a conversation we should have at mutual INT 29, that we are wasting time and causing emotional wear to ourselves by having it at INT 24 instead, and that it's ludicrous to claim you'd rather delay one more day on the world maybe ending than to give me one more day to work on Wish phrasings and maybe not end the world at all."

"That said, as a token of why I think there's complicated issues here that we'd obviously be better off discussing at INT 29:"

"Some books claim that only Asmodeus can let out Rovagug. Other books say thatany of the ancient gods who cooperated to seal Rovagug have the power to let it out. Asmodeus would just be the proud god who'd rather go down with the multiverse than negotiate if Civilization got the upper hand on him, which is why the prophecy is about Asmodeus."

"Now suppose it were the case that releasing Rovagug would or would probably end with Rovagug being beaten back again. There's an obvious reason why that information would be considered an infohazard and they would not tell you about it, namely, the threat of Rovagug held by multiple gods is a key element of the current divine negotiating equilibrium, that prevents reality from going under what any of the ancient gods consider to be the utility of the world ending. From any of their perspectives, if the true probability of Rovagug ending the world became knowledge among themselves, they might lose that guarantee. Nethys could know but not be allowed to tell anyone. It's not something that could possibly happen with ideal agents, but there's Chaotic gods in this mix."

"I assign this claim a higher probability than I otherwise would, that there's information in play considered infohazardous to gods, because Iomedae cautioned me in a vision that Cayden Cailean was trying to hide information from Her even though she thought it unlikely that Cayden Cailean had betrayed Good."









Carissa Sevar: "- how long am I waiting, if I agree to wait to discuss this until I'm INT 29."









dath ilani: "A week of realtime, two weeks of demiplane time if you opt to stay in here. If anything goes wrong with the diamond synthesis requiring a delay of more than an additional two days before your trip to the City of Brass, or if the trip to the City of Brass fails, we will obviously start talking immediately."

"Assuming, of course, that I don't just make it up to INT 29 and realize I'm an idiot. I wouldn't want you torely on that, but it sure is the sort of thing that happens to dath ilani in novels, and apparently in real life or whatever this is. I realized I'd been all kinds of idiot after I got a Fox's Cunning and then again when I got the +6 version of the headband."









Carissa Sevar: "We start talking...while you have INT 29 and I have INT ...22?"









dath ilani: "24. I'd obviously lend you my +6 Intelligence headband, my +6 Wisdom headband, my +4/+0/+4 headband, and hand over all of my augmentation scrolls and items. You'd need all that anyways even after you got Wished up to be at INT 29."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you swear that, in your understanding of my interests, it's in my interests to loan you the headband and give you the Wishes?"









dath ilani: "Sell the Wishes. But no. That is - more complicated than I am willing to swear to, right now, though I am still dath ilani and I still do not lie. I see - an argument - for how this is in your interests. It seems probably stronger to me than the obvious argument the other way. But you are an alien being who I never did understand, I think, and there are aspects of this that are genuinely complicated even by my standards. I am trying to think inside the world where I am pretending Snack Service does not exist, which will be easier when I have more Wisdom, and I am very surethat is in your interests, that I get better at pretending Snack Service doesn't exist, but if you make a decision based on that, we're not pretending Snack Service doesn't exist, are we? So you shouldn't take that into account at all. I cannot give you an answer based on reality, or shouldn't, rather, because reality is not the basis on which we need to be making our decisions."

"So no. I do not so swear. I'm not, actually, a devil, but I am not a cleric of Abadar and this is not an Abadaran deal. You decide for yourself if you're willing to take it."









Carissa Sevar: Maybe half a million people, in Egorian. Maybe less than that if the population figures are lies. They'll go to Hell, some of them calling her name, which doesn't matter because she doesn't get Cheliax yet.



Would they want her to help Keltham with an awful horrible plan that he'd have justtold herby now if he didn't think she'd violently oppose it? If it saved them? It's not Asmodean to care about that. It's probably some flavor of Good. It's not helpful, either, she has no idea of the answer.

Would she? Little Carissa Sevar, a wizard student, would she want greater-Carissa-Sevar to have less power so that she could live and not go to Hell? If she really understood what Hell was?



No, if she really understood what Hell was she'd want it fixed. She'd want that more than she wanted anything else.



So the only real question, then, is whether this makes that likelier. Whether Keltham, as he stands before her, is someone who she trusts more than she trusts herself, with Hell growing into something she can bear.



It's simple when you think about it like that.


"No."









dath ilani: "Your reasoning?"









Carissa Sevar: "The only thing to consider is the ultimate outcome and you said you don't think this affects that. I trust that my having resources will make the ultimate outcome better more than I trust that you having resources will make the ultimate outcome better.



I would probably consider giving them to Keltham on the grounds that I owe Keltham, but you're insisting you're not Keltham and we're not playing by those rules, and under the rules you chose, no."









dath ilani: "No, I said that I'dtry the same thing at some point either way. If this affectedonly timing then all you'd care about is one more day before, say, on my old plan whose problem I now see, Asmodeus releases Rovagug and destroys the world with some probability. In that case I could not have truthfully said that I thought I saw an argument for this being in your interests and that it seemed stronger than the converse argument. I am - basically expecting that the story is telling me to proceed before my children are ensouled and Cheliax attacks Osirion, I am willing to go along with that plotline rather than fight it and risk the story applying additional incentives to me, and I expect that more high-Intelligence prep time on my side produces better outcomes from your own perspective, because, for example, I can spot more issues like the Rovagug one. That's the obvious argument."









Carissa Sevar: "Uh huh, and I have more confidence that my being smarter and having more time to think produces better outcomes on that front than that you being smarter does, so I'd rather I be smarter for that extra time than you."









dath ilani: "I suspect you're looking for a symmetry between us that doesn't actually exist."

"That said, I'm thinking that Stupider Me has made some mistakes in his handling of this situation, which I am now thinking about how to correct."

"Osirion tells me you have two Chelish corpses in your Bag of Holding, and paid for a third Chelish person to be raised and left him in Osirion's care. This conversation has reached something of a temporary stalling point, I suspect, so I now ask what is the deal with that and if there's anything time-sensitive about it."









Carissa Sevar: "Had to kill my escort to get to you. Or - maybe I didn't have to, but I was worried you'd do something stupid and I'd already tried the move where I do something clever to protect everything you care about so you don't do anything stupid, and at some point the best move, when you're stuck, is just to get out. So I killed my escort. Olegario is mine, he's pledged his loyalty to me, but I can't actually protect him in Hell yet and I don't actually know how he'd take it if I told him I'm going to kill Asmodeus and take His job. So I had to kill him too, but I had him raised immediately.

The other two are Hadrian, who is a perfectly unobjectionable Chelish seventh circle wizard, and Abarco, who I personally dislike though he's not objectively worse than anyone else. Cheliax will probably Raise them both, they need wizards right now, but I can't really think of a reason to save them the diamond."









dath ilani: "Any reason we shouldn't drop them off in Egorian with a note from me saying that I didn't wantonly destroy their utility and I hope they'll take good care of mine?"









Carissa Sevar: "...not a strong one, if you want to do that?"Keltham would've been mad at Abarco for raping her Keltham, in fact, wasn't mad about that, when he heard about it, probably because he had a whole lot more to be mad about.









dath ilani: "They'll probably read through that I did it to confuse them, but probably isn't certainly, and if they're confused enough to start with, they might get more confused. There's several things here that go better if they consider me relatively more open to negotiation, also. Optimizing around Cheliax's response is much more important than causing them to use up two True Resurrection diamonds."

"Come to think, I should have them dropped off with a couple of Raise Dead diamonds."









Carissa Sevar: "I did tell the devils I was complicatedly serving Asmodeus's interests. I figured it was good if they weren't sure, whether I ended up serving Asmodeus's interests or not, though it looks like, in fact, I am."









dath ilani: "Plausibly helps, yeah. Sort of sad where a lot of what it potentially helps with is taking them by surprise about destroying Egorian."

"You've had what sounds like an intense day. Do you, in fact, possibly need some rest time before you could even give consent to complicated deals in a way that you'd feel had come from your real self, or for that matter, some alone time to fail to rederive your memory-gambit-self's plan?"









Carissa Sevar: From Carissa's perspective it feels like she's being entirely reasonable and the problem here is that Keltham-with-an-identity-crisis is being twisted-into-a-trauma-pretzel while having far more diamonds and riches than any insane traumatized teenager should possess. Which problem will not solve itself if she gets some time to rest and think.



However, she is capable of noticing that probably from Keltham's perspective this is not what it feels like, and that she is going to have to be able to work with Keltham's perspective instead of just smugly refuting it in her own head if she is going to save the world, and also that sometimes when you can identify that from someone else's perspective the situation would look different this is not just a fact about how they're an idiot but is, sometimes, also a fact about the situation.

And she did spend her entire life making incredibly costly mistakes and should probably not assume that she just stopped having that problem forever this morning.

"That might be a good idea. I love you. I'm sorry this is so hard, and I will try to find a way that I can give you this without endangering the entire world."









dath ilani: "All right. Let's head out. You're physically weaker, want to go down first so I can lend you a hand on the rope?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I was planning to just take the fall because it'll make me feel better, honestly."









dath ilani: "I suppose it's good to see, on some level, that you have not changed. I admit I'm also wondering whether INT 29 and WIS 27 would let me put myself back together again, better than this, and maybe be able to feel a sexually sadistic impulse again. Yes, that's emotional blackmail, there's children in Hell and I'm willing to resort to emotional blackmail in the face of that."

"Brain suggested pushing you out of the Rope Trick, maybe as a joke even if it can't be romantic, other parts of my brain are fighting me about it. Sorry. Fall if you're falling."









Carissa Sevar: "There's in fact almost certainly not children in Hell right now? It has happened, across all of history, but, you know, after five years tops they aren't children anymore. I could check, if that's decision-relevant somehow."









dath ilani: "I think if I'm pretending Snack Service doesn't exist I'm pretending that information has positive value to me, if maybe not to you... how would you check?"









Carissa Sevar: "...ask, while doing confidential negotiations with Dispater, which I really believe are an element of a successful plan? Hell's a Lawful place, it keeps records." She jumps.









dath ilani: He climbs.









Tira Shabbar: The Grand High Priestess of Sarenrae has not yet completed the portal.









dath ilani: The man stands with seeming infinite patience, waiting for a lull in the Sarenrite priestess's casting so she can eject them from the demiplane and back to the contingent point of the Material.

He offers Carissa a hand. This obviously is only sensible in case of some minor mishap, so they don't end up separated.









Carissa Sevar: She squeezes his hand. "Do you want the note to Cheliax to be from me or from you. They're more scared of me, at this point."









dath ilani: "Don't take this the wrong way, but what could you possibly have done to make them THAT scared? If it seems wise to say outside the Rope Trick?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'm mostly not proud of the parts of it that were my doing, and the parts that weren't were the doing of the entity you don't want to think about. But also it's just a fact about people, right? You're far away and might destroy them suddenly, and how do they even think about that, what would it even do to fear it? I'm dangerous by their rules. You might annihilate their whole civilization overnight for reasons that wouldn't make sense to them; I might take offense at their stupid face and call them in to my office to answer for it.

People don't - know how to be scared of something in proportion to how bad it'd be, not past their own life. Even I don't, and I'm not sure if it's a bad thing, because I don't know how I'd stand up, under the weight of what's at stake here, if I really felt it."









dath ilani: "Yeah, that's basically what happened to Keltham. You know how he thought, when he got here, that he was Chaotic? Turns out, an unusually selfish dath ilani isn't actually as selfish as, say, a totally average person from Golarion."









Carissa Sevar: "My current theory of people is that they're - not really coherent, they're a bundle of conflicting impulses and the part of them trying to make sense of themselves just has to draw an outline around all the impulses that were recently activated and declare that's who they are. And you're - the desire to get rich and have lots of women and be admired and desired and do cool science and invent clever Prestidigitation tricks and be surrounded by people who really get you and really like you, and also the desire for there not to be kids in Hell, and whatever else, and in dath ilan one set of those got activated, drawn to your attention, and in Golarion...not so much.



And I'm - wanting to be safe, wanting to be strong, wanting to live forever, wanting to not be trapped and helpless, wanting to have lots of incredibly powerful magic items, wanting everyone else in the world to live forever, wanting to get to steer who I have sex with, and I'd probably be fucking Good, if I'd grown up somewhere where my own immortality was certain and safe, and Abaddon was the only thing that ever struck at something deep and core to who I am. I'd probably be one of those angels that guards the River of Souls. I don't wish I was, just, I think it's the same bundle, poked differently."









dath ilani: "And there's probably something that you learn in dath ilan, if you're this much smarter than I was - or something that they'd obviously teach you, if they knew you'd have to half-ass Keeper disciplines for yourself, because your world suddenly needs that of you - whereby - all the people who actually do, go coherent enough to have sorta utility functions, don't just - all end up as the same person. Who is, in Golarion, more or less dath ilani Iomedae. I, alas, was not taught such an art; maybe at INT 29 I could rederive it, and it wouldn't be too late."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't immediately know how to convey it, and maybe I'm doing it wrong. But - when I have the headband, I notice more of what's in the bundle, I'm doing less - hiding parts of it because I can't reconcile them with the rest of me - and even if, I'm deciding to ignore a lot of parts, right now, because saving the world is the only thing that matters - when I decided to kill Olegario it hurt, and I could feel better than I could've if I was stupider how much it hurt, and why I was deciding to do it anyway - instead of choosing blindly -"









dath ilani: "I'm aware of how much I'm hurting you. It's not, actually, helping me be Keltham, because the thing that Keltham does, is stop hurting Carissa, and I am not doing that, because of all the other things I am now aware of."









Carissa Sevar: "...and that doesn't feel, to you, like - Keltham always was a lot of pieces, and one of them is to not hurt Carissa, who he loves, and another is to protect his kids, and another is to not let people go to Hell, and now some different pieces are the ones that pull the strongest, but - they're allyou -"









dath ilani: "It'd be more persuasive if you didn't think thelemure was me."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't actually know much about lemures and absolutely have a pile of rationalizations about everything to do with Hell because it was going to happen to me and I was scared! But I thinkyou'reKeltham. You're Keltham in an astonishing amount of pain and mostly using - completely new rules for decisionmaking because your old ones worked out so badly, which, well, I can relate to, but you're not -





- look -



When I'd erased my memories and went to Dispater, He asked me what might make my soul less valuable and I thought of Asmodia and Peranza, how I cared about them. And he asked if I'd take 15 less Wishes - I'd asked for 30 - for them to be safe. And I - wanted that - very badly - but I said no, because I was an Asmodean, and I figured I could feel what I felt but I could decide not to use it for making decisions. Thankfully He didn't let me fuck that up, and from my current perspective I was an idiot because Asmodia and Peranza were far more important than the Wishes we were just going to squabble over like a couple of children" while we waited for your diamonds to ripen, she doesn't finish the sentence because the Sarenrae cleric might be listening.

"But - it's Carissa all the way through, right, the same impulses, it's just a question of which ones I'm choosing to ignore because something else is more important. I wishI could say that was some fucking stranger I have no resemblance to, but itwasn't,it was just me, with a stupid goal."









Tira Shabbar: The Grand High Priestess of Sarenrae, having reached a lull in her casting, approaches. "Erased your memory and sold your soul to Dispater for 15 Wishes, hm. Young man, I congratulate you on having somehow found, somewhere in all of Golarion, a woman to court who is even higher in drama than you."

She kicks both of them out of her demiplane without giving them a chance to respond.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is too Wise to get defensive about her life and her choices.





....well. She's close. Maybe if she Wishes on five more Wisdom. Maybe if she does that and takes up meditation.









dath ilani: They're in a different area, now, than the one they Plane Shifted out of, but it's also inside the permanent Mage's Sanctum and just outside a Forbiddance, now with a glowing red transparent curtain to show its presence for people without arcane vision, again with only a single door visible beyond the Forbiddance. "Bitter black bananas," the man says, heading towards the door. "I'm going to go ask a couple of harm-reduction questions of our resident oathbound Iomedaen, you're welcome to follow."









Carissa Sevar: " - I would actually love to talk to a priest of Iomedae, if there's one on site."









dath ilani: "Wizard, and sure, once we get some things out of the way. It's occurring to me that you might also need to do the thing where you finally get out of Cheliax and hit up a real library, which... is not incredibly easy to do directly, here. But you could follow Ri-Dul by scry to Absalom, and tell him to buy books for you, I guess."

They'll pass through an underground hallway with four mysterious numbered doors, go around a bend marked by a curtain that looks yellow from their direction and demarcates a new Forbiddance with a different password "purple petulant petunias", more hallway, more doors. The man knocks at one near the end, labeled 17.









lintamande: The woman who opens the door is perhaps fifty, with short pepper-grey hair and a bat familiar snuggled in the front pocket of her robes, apparently asleep.









dath ilani: "Two questions, I'll ask the lower priority first. It's been purported to me that there's probably no children in Hell because early damnation is very rare. I think I'm obliged to pursue learning whether that's true. Include Boneyard kids. Is that answer already known to you?"









lintamande: "I know a little bit about it. The Church of Sarenrae probably knows more, really. 'no children in Hell' sounds wrong. It might be incredibly rare for children to be damned at trial - probably is - but they can be Maledicted. I've heard of a case of people tracking down and Maledicting a paladin's family. There were children, there."









Carissa Sevar: "This was - recent?"









lintamande: "About a decade back. But the youngest was two, so - still in Hell now, if that was specifically the question you wanted answered.

And I've heard of at least one cleric of Asmodeus who, if he's prepared Malediction and not used it, stops by an orphanage. So as not to waste the spell, right."









Carissa Sevar: "Thank you. I should've thought of - the second, at least, being something someone'd do."









dath ilani: "Is this anextant cleric of Asmodeus, or has somebody already taken care of him? Also, Boneyard-child damnations? That's half of Golarion's soul output."









lintamande: "Oh, we killed him and trapped his soul in a rock at the bottom of the ocean. My understanding is that Boneyard kids lean Chaotic pretty hard, it's just pretty easy to be Chaotic Evil there and kind of hard to be Lawful Evil, what with how Hell doesn't, in fact, control the laws. But I assume they get the occasional one, there are a lot of kids in the Boneyard."









Carissa Sevar: "But those are the ones who, with tons of choices, are choosing Lawful Evil because it appeals to them, yes?"









lintamande: "Because Lawful Evil appeals to them? Yeah, presumably. Because Hell's going to work out for them? Fuck no. Even if you're Lawful Evil to your very core, Hell doesn't actually value that, and it won't actually work out for you in the end. Not for Abrogail Thrune, certainly not for some Boneyard kid."









Carissa Sevar: "I know that. I'm working on it."









lintamande: "Well, if you work on it, one thing I'd keep in mind is - if you kept every kid out of Hell, that'd be - a fraction of a percent. It'd be great work, absolutely the worthy work of a lifetime. The man who identified and killed that particular Asmodean cleric is one of the greatest men I've ever had the honor of knowing.

But most people in Hell kind of suck, and, turns out, being on fire doesn't hurt any less if you kind of sucked, or if you were a grownup, or if you knew what was coming. It burns the same. It destroys you the same. I don't want there to be innocents in Hell. But if you got them all out, I'd have, you know, 99 percent plus of the issues with Hell that I have right now."









Carissa Sevar: "I didn't just mean I was working on the kids."









dath ilani: "Extreme priority question, moderate urgency. This deals in what are now, I guess, my previous plans, which Carissa Sevar has not yet been read in on, so don't mention info about that in front of her."

"In the version of the story where only Asmodeus has Rovagug's key, instead of all the gods who cooperated to seal Rovagug, there was a supposed prophecy about some threat that Asmodeus would let out Rovagug to consume, hoping Rovagug would consume the threat, instead Rovagug consumes everything."

"This obviously makes no sense as a predictable divine error, and it would make more sense if the prophecy was about Asmodeus facing a decision-theoretic threat such that Asmodeus's reply was 'die in a fire'. Asmodeus, not the other gods, because Asmodeus has more pride than other gods and will burn down more branches of reality in which some other god would accept making a concession."

"Carissa, who knows a lot more about Asmodeanism than either of us, worries that if I corner Asmodeus he'll release Rovagug."

"I'm not authorizing you to reveal my prior plans to the general Church of Iomedae over this. But if you have reason to believe that's not going to happen, given the plans I previously had, I need to know about it. Presumably Iomedae already had plans for cornering or extinguishing Asmodeus without Rovagug getting released as a result. Can you find out how that would work? Is it evidently something that would apply only to Iomedae or not to me? Is it something that would evidently apply to both Her plan and mine?"









lintamande: "I expect Iomedae would, when She moved against Asmodeus, have a coalition of the gods that She was confident was sufficient to either prevent Asmodeus releasing Rovagug or beat Rovagug back when released. I don't think She has such a coalition right now."









dath ilani: "That's... not really a great answer, from what I model to be your perspective. Further details requested if you can get it by any means short of reading the Church in on my plans, you have basically unlimited budget but ask me for approval of anything above a hundred thousand gold pieces."









lintamande: "It's not a great answer! But if Iomedae has a secret plan I doubt She's even told Her church. I'll see what I can do all the same."









dath ilani: "I'd say thank you, but, you know."

"Carissa, with me."

He heads off towards the next bend in the hallway.









Carissa Sevar: She ignores him.




She's pretty sure that the part of her which wants to ignore Keltham is a stupid part but if you squish a part every time because it's stupid then you might not notice if it ever wasn't stupid.









dath ilani: He turns back to look at her.

"Is there a reason you're not following?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, I didn't feel like it."









dath ilani: For a second the man smiles. It looks to be involuntary. He looks like Keltham, when he does that.

"TARNISH!"









Carissa Sevar: She's not going to resist punishment, or anything, but she's going to continue not moving.









Tarnish: "Dare I hope that I'm here to hold her down while you hurt her?"









dath ilani: "That would have been a relationship outcome far above my expectations. No. I need you in position to disable Carissa if she tries anything."


"Carissa. There's a lot of entry processing we didn't do with you. Most people here have sworn oaths not to oppose my plans, as a condition of being allowed to possibly reduce harm from them, with a few exceptions like Tarnish who consider themselves more aligned. When I was - wearing a Splendour headband instead of Intelligence - and finally meeting you again - I did not - want to confront you over things that - might not have turned out to be necessary."

"But it is not actually something I will permit, that you use your Wishes on yourself, and keep your headband, and go around being INT 29 while I am INT 24. You've already made an observation of vital importance to reducing the chance that I destroy the world, and I'd like you to make more of them, but the level of danger you represent without serious constraint is unacceptable."

"My 'best-alternative-to-negotiated-agreement' is statuing you at least until I am fully augmented with Wishes of my own. Possibly until I've obtained at least a +6/+6 artifact headband of my own. Do you want to offer me an alternative to that?"









Carissa Sevar: "It took me five minutes, not knowing your plans, to notice a way they were going todestroy the world.Your reaction to this is that you don't want me to be smarter, because then I'd betoogood at preventing the destruction of the world?

I won't use the Wishes. I wasn't planning to until I'd at least rederived my original plan, and I'm not actually entirely sure we want them used for augmentation rather than some situation where a Hell-Wish is safer interpreted than a genie-Wish, if we're not going to be short on diamonds.

But I do want to register, Keltham, that I think you are makingreally terrible decisions,decisions that are in expectation going to killmillions of people,and that if what you discovered about yourself, deep down, was that you aren't that selfish, then you have to be unselfish enough to, if you notice a decision is going to in expectation kill millions of people, not make it. I don't know what unselfishness isfor,if that's not it. If there's any real true shard of the Light anywhere in dath ilan, it'd be that they havefewer peoplewho'd in expectation kill tens of millions of people as theirfirst pass at solving a problem they could solve with, like, a conversation."



She turns back to the wizard's door, to knock on it.









dath ilani: "Go ahead."









Carissa Sevar: Knock knock.









lintamande: The woman opens the door again.









Carissa Sevar: "Iamhavingapanicattackandneedsomeonetoremindmetobreatheforthenexttwominutesareyouavailableandifnotdoyouhaveareferral"









lintamande: " - yeah, hey, it's okay, come on in. Sit down." She shoots a baffled glance over Carissa's head at the other occupants of the hallway.









dath ilani: "Tarnish, follow her and make sure she doesn't, like, suddenly kill everybody and escape. We have to assume at this point that tropewise she's now the story's protagonist and I'm the villain. Be silent otherwise."

"Carmin, sorry. I let myself get excited about meeting Carissa, I was - trying not to do the thing that obviously isn't going to end well, or rather, is going to end even worse, of suppressing too many emotions, not making any concessions to excitement - didn't ask her to swear any oaths in advance, and - just now told her that it was looking like I needed to turn her into a statue for a week, if she didn't want to offer any promises."

"Carissa, Carmin and Tarnish are cleared to know all I told you."









Carissa Sevar:









lintamande: "Breathe in," Carmin says calmly. "That wasn't really much of a breath - there you go. Breathe out. Breathe in. Out.



In. Out.



In. Out.



Do you want to talk about this, or just breathing assistance?"









Carissa Sevar: "What Iwantis to go to Hell where people aren't so fucking awful!!!"



Saying that had not been in her plan. It just sort of happened. Also it got her behind on breathing and it takes her most of the rest of the two minutes just to catch back up.









lintamande: "People, uh, don't threaten each other, in Hell?" Carmin says quietly, once she's calmed.









Carissa Sevar: "Probably they do. Probably nowhere's safe. I - sorry. I said two minutes. I'll leave now."









lintamande: "I am skeptical that's a good idea and don't mind if you stay longer."









Carissa Sevar: "Abrogail Thrune tortured me to death once. By turning me into a statue. I - told Keltham - told him it was, it was what I'd always been most terrified of - uh, before Abrogail, not because of her, that's why she did it -"









lintamande: "- wow. It makes sense, then, that you panicked, when he brought up statues."









Carissa Sevar: "Didn't panic then. Said something. Don't know if it was enough. Panicked - after - when I was trying to think of what - to say - that could possibly be enough when - he wants to destroy the world, he wants to kill everyone, that's the fucking plan, that's what convinced me to sell my soul, it's not overthrowing Asmodeus, it's overthrowing Pharasma,and may the beasts of the Outer Dark consume us all, that'll just make this corner of reality prettier, to a dath ilani. I hate him. I don't understand how I ever -"









lintamande: "I don't want the universe to be consumed by the beasts of the Outer Dark. I think with these resources, we can do a lot better than that."









Carissa Sevar: "Only if Keltham wants to!!!! He could - he could just give all the diamonds to the Church of Iomedae and you'd- handle it from there, wouldn't you -"









lintamande: " -we would be able to do a ton from there. I don't know that we'd be able to do everything."









Carissa Sevar: "He's not going to do everything!!! He's going to destroy the world because he can't be bothered to fucking think for five fucking minutes because he's - selfish stupid cruel horrible - this is why you're not supposed to fall in love with people, it's because it makes you fucking delusional, why didn't anyone say that instead of 'oh it's unAsmodean', it makes you think that they might be worth saving - I should've just told Otolmens, right away, to crush him -"









lintamande: "I don't actually think that you should have done that, even by your own values."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: " - you don't?"









lintamande: "No. I think you made the right decision, to come here, even though it was terrifying, and will probably get even more terrifying, and might all end in ruin."









Carissa Sevar: "Why."









lintamande: "I'm not, actually, cleared to talk with you about Keltham's plans."









Carissa Sevar:









lintamande: "I don't think it gets easier from here, for you, but I do think we will win."









Carissa Sevar: "Destroying the universeisn't winning."









lintamande: "No, it isn't."









dath ilani: The story's now clearly-designated villain heads over to room 3, walking at a normal pace.

He knocks on Sarcini's door.









lintamande: She opens it.









dath ilani: He steps inside and closes the door.









Keltham?: "Carissa Sevar does not like the thought of me taking possibly any risks of destroying the universe and I told her that it was looking like my best-alternative-to-negotiated-agreement was turning her into a statue for a week and she had a panic attack and I thought she wasover that she told me before she wasover the statue thing and the story is making me a villain and I do not want to be a villain and I do not like being a villain especially to her this was not how I wanted to finally be the villain to her and force her to do something for real the way she wanted to be forced for real and our relationship is over I need a hug."









lintamande: - she hugs him. She's taller than him, with a build that's not entirely human; she says she's half-something, but what the something is changes every time.

"I am just absolutely bursting with advice but possibly this is not the time."









Keltham?: "I think this is, in fact, a pretty good time to be reminded of - things my people would think were common sense -"

"I suspect it's a time."









lintamande: "Okay, number one, she's Chelish, if she ever said she doesn't have trauma, she was lying. That's on her, not on you, but so far as knowing what to expect goes, yeah, she has trauma, she's fucking built out of it. Cheliax is awful, yeah? That's why we have to end it.

Number two, like sixty percent of relationship problems are, 'we had that conversation and got wildly different things out of it', so maybe have someone have her write down what she thinks her major takeaways were, just so you can compare and marvel at the mortal condition. I don't know how anyone reads their own past notes, or two different records of the same conversation, and doesn't want to dissolve the whole universe in a vat of acid.

Number three, youalsohave trauma, dumbass! From her, specifically, lying to you and manipulating you! From her trying to get you to hurt her!"









Keltham?: "None of thathurt at the time. All the trauma was at theend and - therefore I am not hurt, which is completely logical, right -"

"Yes, I realize none of that made any sense, however, what you don't realize is, that's not the issue, the issue is that Carissa is completely unreasonable about ending the universe."









lintamande: "Everyone's completely unreasonable about ending the universe. That's the other forty percent of relationship problems that aren't miscommunications."









Keltham?: "Is there a reason you're not just, telling me that I'm valid, which was sort of, why I was here? A reason such as for example my not being valid."









lintamande: "Honey, I have no fucking idea what happened from your description. You told her you were going to statue her, she had a panic attack? Sounds to me like you're valid, and also she's valid, kinda? Probably if you tell people that you're going to statue them, then solidly eighty percent of the time they'll have a panic attack. You know I think you're if anything trying too hard at avoiding destroying the universe and that she's batshit insane about that."









dath ilani: "Everyone in Civilization would try pretty hard to fix any universe, even this one, rather than destroying it, they'd just, have the maturity to accept destroying a universe if they had to, if the universe was one where a third of souls hurt forever or die if they're lucky, and Carissa Sevar is an alien whose views are sort of internally consistent at least but I don't understand why everybody who isn't Carissa Sevar is, is, this reality is like an insane parody of arguments against negative utilitarianism, is what it is, it's a giant straw reality because nobody who argues against negative utilitarianism would say that you shouldn't even destroy Pharasma's Creation and people here are in some kind of bizarre state ofnot thinking about Hell because they grew up with Hell alwaysbeing there and it's like this whole, insanity, is trying to crush in on me like the Evil planes weigh on your spirit if you go there without protection and I need you to say the simple sane things first and put the complicated relationship advice later."









lintamande: "There are billions of people in Hell and they're suffering horribly and pointlessly.

You couldn't ask them, 'hey, want me to destroy the universe', because they'd assume it was some cruel trick that was going to hurt them worse.

Every day more people are born who'll end up in Hell.

No one has a plan that will solve this any time soon.

Even outside Hell most people have awful coerced painful lives where they're scared and suffering practically the entire time.

Having kids in this world is horribly immoral.

People only do it because they don't have a choice, or have never thought in their life about whether anyone should exist, or are making sure not to think about the Evil afterlives."









Keltham?: "Okay, see, that still isn't what I was looking for because the peopleoutside of Evil afterlives, if youask them, will saynot to kill them, whereas the peoplein Hell say to please kill them, I literally heard somebody say it when I cast Vision of Hell, and how am I the only one who thinks that yes you destroy the multiverse because the people in Hellexplicitly want that very intenselyand there are lots of them,however, I have at least now heard both sides being crazy instead of onlyone side being crazy so I still feel very alone but not like some kind of massive social group hallucination is trying to choke me with its ghostly bare hands."

"You may proceed to relationship advice."









lintamande: "Assign someone who is not you to keeping the chick out of trouble and punishing her if she acts up."









Keltham?: "That's terrible advice. The 'chick' has an artifact headband more powerful than mine and is very likely now this story's protagonist and if I try to casually leave her to my minions it will not end well."









lintamande: "- okay, point taken, but the thing you're doing is incredibly, incredibly doomed. You and her have a history where you hurt her 'cause it's hot. Now, you broke it off, and you're doing the exact same thing except it's for real, and both of you fall apart when it turns out that in real life, hurting people hurts them."









Keltham?: "Cool. My story has given me a deadline of basically a couple of weeks modulo time dilation, by the end of which I need to either finish up the main plot, turn Egorian into ash, or watch Cheliax attack Osirion, and I am guessing it's supposed to be finish-the-main-plot. Carissa has Wishes I need to be more intelligent now and the headband I need to be more intelligentnow and what she wants to do instead is become INT 29 herself right away which, as much as it is extremely Carissa, is not, I think, going to help, because in fact there arenot ways to save the world and especially notquickly that don't involve being willing to destroy the multiverse if necessary, and Carissa has an extreme non-nuanced position on not destroying the multiverse where she can't point to a particular quantitative balance of people in bad afterlives versus people not in bad afterlives and instead is just nope nope nope. Why is the protagonist allowed to be like this? It's supposed to be thevillain who has the non-nuanced position where they start out thinking there's no point in even talking to you about it!"

"I digress. What, exactly, am I supposed to do instead of hurting her?"









lintamande: "Well, I'm not convinced about all this 'this is a story' stuff, and I kind of figure that if this is a story then it will in fact end and everyone'll stop existing regardless so we should only worry about not being in a story, but in a story, you aredefinitelysupposed to talk to her and figure out the stupid miscommunication that is 60% of the problem. 

In not a story - well, you can still talk to her. That sometimes works in real life. And if it doesn't, you can either decide you're not going to force her to give you the Wishes and headband, or that you are going to force her to give you the Wishes and headband whatever that requires doing to her, but you can only decide that if there's something you are capable of doing that makes her give you the Wishes and headband, yeah? And you gotta have it in mind before you start down that road."









Keltham?: "Dominate Person would be the obvious thing to try for the headband."

"I could never go back to being a cleric of Abadar afterwards, but it'd be the obvious thing to try, if I wanted to just take her stuff."

"There is, I think, basically no amount of pain you can apply to Carissa that will make her hand Wishes to you. She would, if she isn't ilani enough to be beyond threats now, yield them if you threatened to otherwise Plane Shift her to Abaddon, and I will Plane Shift myself to Abaddon before I threaten her with that."









lintamande: "Not that I don't relate to the impulse to Plane Shift to Abaddon now and then but I do not really recommend it, here. So it sounds like you don't, actually, have a good way to get her stuff by force, so you gotta try the 'talk to her' thing. ...you're talking like when you wear your personality headband, but you're not wearing it. Should you put it on?"









Keltham?: "Oh,that's funny. So the key to still having a personality at INT 24 is having my ex-girlfriend ANNOY ME ENOUGH that my EMOTIONS COME BACK."

"It would be more of a solution to anything if I WANTED TO HAVE EMOTIONS while needing to, on every single plan I've come up with so far, destroy at least one city, which, you know, you are really supposed to leave to the Keepers or at least the Law-Abiding Sociopaths, and not try to do while being a normal person with a normal personality."









lintamande: "Wellllll, you could destroy the cities andthenhave the ex-girlfriend annoy you back into having a personality, instead of doing it in the other order?"









Keltham?: "Iiiiiii suspect she has some actual story purpose here which is not that, what with being the protagonist and all."

"Carissa already, I'm pretty sure inadvertently, talked me into giving up on all my tries at finding complicated alternatives and just releasing Rovagug myself, because otherwise Asmodeus may release It anyways. I suppose that makes you happy."









lintamande: "Well, I mean, depends whether He eats the world or not? But I gotta say, it's definitely a move in the right direction."









Keltham?: "Out of context, given that we're on track to release Rovagug, I'm pretty sure It won't succeed at destroying Pharasma's Creation, maybe Golarion or at worst Golarion's Material plane but definitely not the whole multiverse. Which I would ordinarily be trying very hard not to think about. But, since it's you and your preference ordering is flipped at that end of things, I want to make sure you are still fundamentally okay with our agreement and your oath to me and you getting isekaied to wherever, if the result of all that work is just the multiverse being fixed up a bit and not Rovagug eating everything."









lintamande: "Does being fixed up a bit mean people have an easier time getting out if they wanna, and no more Hell."









Keltham?: "If there's people spending years begging to permadie and not being able to, or people stuck in the Material being unhappy because they can't just kill themselves and get an acceptable deal on an afterlife afterwards, then, yes, this would represent a failure of my plans or a very deep error on my own part about what my utilityfunction is."

"I think we're - pretty aligned at what obviously constitutes anincredibly bad outcome, just, you don't exactly have a lot of training quantifying your desires, so I am checking that what you think is a somewhat-worse-than-nothingness outcome, and I think is a fairly okay outcome, is, acceptable to you. If we get that, instead of this, and maybe Rovagug not being so much of a possibility after that, either."









lintamande: "Well, good enough I'm not gonna call it quits."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm really mad at him."









lintamande: "I'm getting that sense."









Carissa Sevar: "He said 'you own yourself'. Why did he say that, if he thinks I should give him everything of mine he happens to want and threatens to statue me the first time I don't go where I'm told?"









lintamande: "Well, the obvious guess is that he wants you to own yourself, and also wants you to help him and not be his enemy, and was hoping he wouldn't have to pick one or the other."









Carissa Sevar: "Hedoesn'thave to pick one or the other!!! I came here to work with him! I could've just told Rugatonn, told Otolmens, apparently even Iomedae didn't know and I could've told Her - that part I didn't know. I figured She knew and was just okay with it because Good thinks it's fine to destroy people if they're devils and don't really count. Uh, that's a digression. I didn't do that. I figured - I owed it to Keltham, who I thought was a honorable person trying his best, to not have him annihilated, to not let - Asmodeus being willing to destroy the world - be an automatic win condition for Asmodeus - I figured that the world, the way it is, can't last forever anyway, if we can't fix Hell - I thought about it and it was the most terrifying decision of my life and I decided to try to help Keltham do something better! And I came here and said 'I have an apology gift for Keltham, I want to help him not have to destroy the world', and he goes 'I'm not Keltham, don't give me anything except in your own interests', and obviously it's in my own bloody interests to have Banished myself from his fucking demiplane and Gated to Hell, but this is my fault, and I'm trying to fix it, and I'm trying to -



- if there are gods, trying to thread this needle, trying to make sure that between the possibilities 'this gets crushed and everything stays the same' and 'everything gets annihilated', I want to be something they can use, I want to be a tool it's possible to employ tofind that space,not just something that drags as sharply as possible in one direction or the other - I think, probably, more worlds get saved, if there'ssomeonewho is trying tofigure out how we actually win here,and no one else is fucking stepping up."









lintamande: "Have you told him that?"









Carissa Sevar: "No because he wouldn't even admit to me what his plans were or give me any fucking time to rederive it himself!! He said he was going to give me time to think but then instead he threatened to statue me before I'd had it!!"









lintamande: "So?"









Carissa Sevar: " - what?"









lintamande: "You have something it might be valuable for him to know, he doesn't know it. But you could tell him it, and then he'd know it. Why do I care - why doyoucare - how things got this way? What are you trying togetout of deciding it'shisfault he doesn't know it yet?"









Carissa Sevar: "It's -



- I can't trust him to - to only say things he means in anything resembling the way I mean them, or to - give me any space to figure out things I can use to help him, or to appreciate anything I'm doing to try to be someone he can trust, or to not randomly decide to execute me, or to not randomly decide that dealing with me is too emotionally difficult and not worthreducing the probability of accidentally destroying the world -it means that he's internalized none of the stakes and I'm the only person I can trust to be acting like the stakes are real."









lintamande: "It seems like all that makes it more important, for him to know what you're thinking."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't want to talk to him anymore, if I say the wrong thing I'll wake up and he'll have glassed Egorian and is in the middle of unleashing Rovagug and annihilating billions and billions of people and he'll think I'm stupid and unreasonable for being horrified and I can't - come up with words, come up with thoughts,knowing any second might be the last chance anyone in the world has before he murders us all for beinguglierthan dath ilan -"









lintamande: "Sometimes the best thing to do probably won't work. The - core skill - of working in this world where Asmodeus is a power, where the Worldwound is a thing, is doing the best thing, even though it probably won't work and definitely won't leave the world in an acceptable state afterwards. Just, figuring out something that could matter that you can actually do and doing it even if you're still almost definitely going to fail.

I don't actually know that you need to master this skill, though, because it sounds to me like you have five Wishes that he wants, and if you can't buy the stuff you need to have a functional working relationship with your ex from him forfive Wishesthen this magic item price deflation is really getting out of control."









Carissa Sevar: "Is this, uh, Good-speak for, 'you're being pathetic'."









lintamande: "Mostly 'you're being pathetic' isn't something I find myself ever wanting to communicate. But 'you have the resource to accomplish your goals and are directing your energy at figuring out why it didn't happen to you already' comes up a fair bit."









Carissa Sevar: "I think that's just being pathetic. Or, well, a flavor of it."









lintamande: "It makes sense that you would have a complicated relationship with Asmodeanism, but from my perspective, there's no baby in that bathwater, and you should just toss it all."









Carissa Sevar:









Cayden Cailean: They're completely fucking off-script.









Milani: I find it literally impossible for Myself to mourn this fact, what with being a Chaotic Good goddess of revolution. I'm surprised You are capable of it.

Nethys did warn Us that the divergences would amplify the further We got into the playthrough.









Cayden Cailean: Milani, as much as I'd ordinarily celebrate mortals saying 'fuck you' to the complicated machinations of destiny which a bunch of meddling gods had wrought around them, it seems like NOT THE BEST TIME. Have you never memorized a script and acted in a play, where other actors relied on you to follow your lines? Never listened to instructions from a swordmaster showing you exactly how to guide your weapon?









Milani: ...no? Very few of my instructors were competent, and none of those very few ever asked me to exactly imitate instructions I didn't understand.

Carissa Sevar has raveled more of the situation around herself, earlier than expected. Keltham is pulling himself together faster. We have carefully played through all of the flag events in Nethys's walkthrough, hit nearly all of them, and now Carissa and Keltham are both doing better than in the possibilities Nethys has seen before; which is why they are, from our perspective, going off-script.









Cayden Cailean: Well, yes, that's very wonderful, except for the part where at this point I'm not seeing how Keltham gets the Wishes and the headband from Carissa, in a way that obeys the decision-theoretic constraints, if Keltham has already refused to allow Carissa to make the mistake of trying to repay him for the hurt she considered herself to have dealt him, and Carissa has already figured out that Keltham is targeting Pharasma rather than Asmodeus.









Milani: Yes, they're off the script, off the trodden roads, and making their own path through the untracked wilderness.









Cayden Cailean: MILANI. We have OTHER CONCERNS than how many Chaotic Goodness points We are scoring, here.









Milani: Cayden, it's not that I can't see Your point, it's that I can't, actually, value things the way You're valuing them.

...which, yes, is why You and not I were put on-point for a lot of these interventions.









Cayden Cailean: I suppose You're going to tell me that We may, at this rate, finally be on track for Nethys's hypothesized Good Ending?









Milani: Of course not. There's far too many plot points We're obviously not hitting. Asmodia is in the Gardens and We don't even know how Broom was supposed to be relevant.

Cayden, I'm not saying We're not in enormous trouble, here. It's just a kind of trouble that I can't help but approve of.









Cayden Cailean: Why is My life like this.









Milani: We wouldn't necessarily see it ourselves, if they were going to solve matters for themselves by virtue of being Lawful. And they are, in fact, both relatively Lawful for mortals.

So now we watch, and hope for the best out of the chaos that inevitably results when mortals try to be Lawful at each other.









Cayden Cailean: There's a difference between getting drunk and breaking some rules, and getting so drunk that you stop thinking it's a good idea to follow the well-trodden forest path back home while you're in that state.









Milani: If you say so, Cayden. As for Myself, once I was clearly not on the path anymore, I think I'd enjoy seeing a bit of the forest, so long as I was there.









Cayden Cailean: ...fair enough, Milani. I'll try to enjoy it despite the TERROR.









Carissa Sevar: When Keltham comes out of Sarcini's room Carissa will be sitting on the floor, making a headband as stress relief.









dath Keltham??: The man who emerges from Sarcini's room has changed to a +4/+0/+4 headband and is not currently under Owl's Wisdom.

He hears out a quick report from Tarnish (who has a nearly halfling-like ability to lean against a wall and promptly have everyone else in the room forget she exists).

He continues on to Carissa, the casual headband-maker.


"Ri-Dul wants to talk Spellcraft with you, at some point," he says to her, on seeing this. "He is, on his view of himself, one of those eighth-circles who properly perfects their Spellcraft, instead of just having absorbed a lot of magic by being in a lot of fights."

"Of course, Ri-Dul would immediately terminate his employment, and possibly break his oath and try to kill me, if you told him you believed I was going to destroy the world. Which... gets us back to the problem where I got excited and didn't have you, make any promises, before you got here."









Carissa Sevar: "I have figured out the conditions I need to be willing to work here, if you want to talk about that now."









dath Keltham??: "Sure. Let's negotiate. It's seeming to me like there's a good chance that I've already shattered what I was supposed to do, here, which was just, not warn you, and accept the Wishes and headband as your apology, because there were so many many things so vastly more important than, how I'd have felt about that, and atminimum I'm going to lose Egorian, now-"

"What conditions."









Carissa Sevar: "One, we're not trading like Asmodeans. The way Asmodeans trade is stupid. The way Asmodeans trade with their prisoners is to hurt them, or threaten them, or use Modify Memory to erase all our interactions up to this point and try again and again until you get me to give up the Wishes and headband. The way Asmodean prisoners trade is to, as I said earlier, at the first opportunity open my Gate to Hell and report everything about this situation to Dispater and destroy you. I didn't do my end of that. I'll explain why in a second. You're not going to do your end of that.

We will trade with each other like mortals with different goals who are, being mortal and hating each other and being in a ton of pain, very likely to end up assuming our goals are more different than they actually are, and who are actively correcting for that by trying really hard to mind the interests of the other and pass up on chances to destroy each other to our benefit even though they're wildly more appealing than continuing to try. I don't know if there's a god of that. I do think if that's not what we're aiming at then we're completely fucked.



Two.

You want to destroy the universe if you can't get it remade to your satisfaction. I, obviously, think that's incredibly horrible of you; I distrust everything I learned from you, and from dath ilan, because I feel very fundamentally that if this is the product of those values then I don't want them inside me and don't want them shaping me. But I didn't, when I first realized that was what you wanted, report you and get you squished; I sold my soul to protect the Project girls and come here with - thirty Wishes, I tried for, thirty Wishes and two headbands. I understand my reasons, now.



There's maybe a hundred billion people? So I should be willing to risk a one in a hundred billion chance of destroying the universe for anything for which I'd be willing to go to Axis, grab a person out of the incredible joyous brilliant meaningful life they've spent the last ten thousand years building, and feed them to daemons while they begged me for mercy. It would take a lot to get me to do that. But - I'd do it to fix Hell.

Don't ask me how many people I'd grab from Axis and feed to daemons to fix Hell. I don't know but it's not many, not anywhere near enough to close the gap between us. But I'm not trying to close the gap between us; I'm not trying to ally with you. I am trying to use you to fix Hell and fix Abaddon and fix the current state of affairs where Asmodeus, and maybe other gods, are holding in reserve an option to destroy the world. I am, I think, feeding some people to daemons, in expectation, when I use you for that. I hate that. I hate you, for being someone I can only use by feeding people to daemons. But I don't have the option of using someoneelse.

Also I'm really scared at this point that even if they squish you, the universe doesn't have another thousand years in it, in a configuration this unstable. We've got to fix it into something that no one has the power to destroy and that very few value-systems that are floating around all over the place wouldwantto destroy. We've got to build our own Civilization.



And - and there are people praying to me.

I think, if there were two universes, and in one of them I fed them to daemons by accident, trying to answer their prayers, and in the other one they came to me in Hell and were safe and found mercy - and I told them that the price of that mercy was that in the other universe I'd fed them to daemons, trying my best - I think a lot of them would forgive me, I think a lot of them would be glad -

If there were ten universes -

- the numbers don't cohere yet. Probably the numbers will cohere when I'm smarter. But that's where I'm at, that's why I haven't killed myself or Banished myself or Gated out or done a Sending to Ri-Dul, because, when my numbers don't cohere, and when I don't get another chance, and I have to just go with my best guess about what I can do here and I lose options every minute, I think I'm supposed to try to fix things, not to try to kick the can down the road until someone who agrees with you succeeds.

And I'm willing to commit to that, I'm willing to promise you that I'll stay here trying to use you to fix the world instead of trying to warn someone you're going to crush it. But I want you to promise methat you'llletme do that, that I'll have the freedom and autonomy to pursue the ideas I come up with for alternatives to destroying the world, that I'll be able to do whatever makes sense for ensuring Asmodeus would rather live in the world we're demanding than destroy it, and Pharasma would rather live in the world we're demanding than destroy it, and that I'll be allowed to make myself smarter, and that I'll be allowed to potentially compact with Dispater and potentially compact with Cheliax and potentially call in Pilar and do the other things I might need to do.









Carissa Sevar: "Three. If you don't own me, you don't give me orders."









Carissa Sevar: "Four. If you don't own me, youdon't take my stuff."









Carissa Sevar: "Five. If the universe might have a lifespan measured in weeks I will spend exactly zero seconds of them as a statue."









Carissa Sevar: "Six - and, uh, this one Carmin thought was stupid, she was helping me work these out and explain them and make sure they covered what I actually needed, she thinks that it's not really reasonable for me to ask for this, but.

I think you're Keltham, and I want to call you Keltham, and not get told you're not Keltham, and I think I do have obligations to you, because I hurt you, and I can try to fulfill those obligations to you, by solving as many as I can of the problems I caused, and getting you the things you need to be okay, and not betraying you even though I have at various points been really tempted, and you don't have to agree with me about any of that but don't tell me not to see it that way."









dath Keltham??: "We are in a situation that isdecision-theoretically complicated. That's the part you're not seeing. Carissa, I was raised to understand things that are, from a Golarion perspective, insane and twisty and complicated and stupid and turning on arcane points of math, andfrom a dath ilani perspective, twisty in a simple funny way, like a, not-professional story that an average person wrote for fun and their friends to read, a story where all of the points are obvious in retrospect as soon as you actually think of them, and then, if you're a dath ilani character in that story, you have to try very hard not to think about those points, because the information hasnegative value to you in a way that threatens to destroy all possibility of an endingbetter than destroying the multiverse. We can't be equal partners in this, and the reason for that isn't that you don't know decision theory, you have the capability to reach INT 29 from where you stand and then you would understand the ass out of the decision theory, you would see the whole thing immediately, maybe without even my explaining it, from that level, and once you saw it - you would be - forced, by being the sort of entity you are, down a path that -"

"This isn't, the actual problem, but an analogy, would be if you were a sort of entity that responded to threats, and so, as soon as you started having any power, here, Asmodeus would laugh and command you to go do as He said or He'd destroy every paving stone in Hell to spite you, along with Abrogail and Pilar and every soul that ever prayed to you. Except I cannot, even, tell you for certain that it is like that, that I am trying in a way to protect you from yourself. Because you are an alien and maybe, the way you think, it's actually valid that Keltham is something you should just turn in to Asmodeus to be squashed."

"So I am trying to - thread a very narrow needle - a narrow storyline that I wish I hadn't seen, and that I'm worried I've nowruined by telling you, when we met, that I no longer considered myself to be Keltham - nor wanted to be him again, because it's too painful to, to destroy a city, when you have feelings, about that -"

"Carissa. I need those Wishes, and the headband, and once I have those things, I think, I'll be back on track. And there are things that I can honestly trade to you for those, and things I cannot honestly trade to you for those. I can trade making sure that in a week of realtime you get Wished up on all six stats yourself, and giving you all the headbands and enhancement spells I won't need. I can trade you telling you the real story, as soon as I do have the headband and Wishes, and offering you the access to try to do harm reduction on what you see as the harm from my plans. I can trade you that you never have to take my orders to do anything positive, just, promise not to do a lot of things."

"But the one thing I cannot do is give you anything like the power to, call a halt, shut things down,or try to fix the multiverse on your own authority, because we are in a situation where - from my perspective, possibly even from yours though I don't know - you are the wrong shape of entity."









Carissa Sevar: "This isn't a demand but if you shut up about dath ilan it'll require less self-control from me to talk to you like a civilized person.

I think'try to do harm reduction on the harm from your plans' is the thing I'm asking for. I just want - really broad latitude to do it. Not just talking to you, if it reduces the harm from your plans to me to go close the Worldwound or compact with Dispater or return to Cheliax then I want it agreed I'll get to do that. But I'm not asking for anything that doesn't fall under that. If you can give me that, then we're set."









dath Keltham??: "You cannot - give anything to me, in order to protect yourself from yourself, or we are back in the land of metaphorical Asmodeus annihilating every paving stone in Hell just to spite you personally. We should assume, for these purposes, that we areactually on different sides, and you are not with Iomedae's side in this, let alone mine. As may very well be the case."

"Given that - why would you make that compact?"

"Or - what is the compact? I don't understand."









Carissa Sevar: "Speaking loosely and not committing specifically to these phrasings, you give me a couple hundred of your fucking Wish diamonds and tell me all of your plans, immediately and clearly and in detail with no more fucking around or being deliberately misleading, so that I can figure out how to do harm reduction. I give you these fifteen Wishes, and we can time-share the crown, and I swear not to try to oppose you, or recruit people who will, or blah blah blah I forfeit the ability to steer this by trying to get you deleted from reality instead of by trying to have you implement the best possible version of your plan in the most receptive possible world.

I explainedwhy I'm making this compact, it's because my alternative is trying to recruit some force to squish you and I don't actually believe that squishing you produces a world that lasts the next million years let alone forever. Also, I think you're a wreck and not thinking very clearly and might benefit even by your own lights from an additional pair of eyes on your plans. And maybe this actually isn't what you want to do, and if it's not, I want to be in a position to notice.

So between trying to squish you and trying to reduce the harm done by your destroy-the-multiverse plans, I'm picking the latter. Iknowwe're not on the same side. 

But I was never on the same side as Asmodeus, and I served Him for twenty-five years. I am pretty well prepared to do harm reduction for alien forces fundamentally opposed to mortal flourishing."









dath Keltham??: He leans back against the wall and puts his hands over his eyes.

"You are kind," he says.









Carissa Sevar: "Thanks. Got it from you. Do we have the outlines of a deal?"









dath Keltham??: "We do."

"I propose that we - go time-dilated, if the portal is up, now, or plane shift if it's not, you promise not to banish yourself or kill yourself or do anything to torpedo my plans while we do that, interpreted, kindly, and then we work out terms, and - possibly we should use your Wishes immediately, depending on what kind of deadline you think we're on, about Hell getting word that you left - and to be clear, I would not be putting on your headband immediately after that, I'd be, trying gentler boosts first, and that time making sure I had maxed Splendour while I did that."









Carissa Sevar: "I swear I won't banish myself or kill myself or torpedo your plans for the next subjective hour while we work out details. Time dilation and Wish use immediately sounds good, I take it I need to move fast to find a way for you to not destroy Cheliax and I'm rather fond of the place."









dath Keltham??: "I think just Egorian, on the default trajectory if there's no deal, but that unleashes a lot of chaos onto the world, just like a Chelish invasion of Osirion would."









Carissa Sevar: "I think there's an opening here for me to assassinate Abrogail, Raise her, and then immediately present her with a contract in which she agrees not to invade Osirion, but details might depend on the rest of your plan. How best to handle Cheliax depends a lot on what we're angling for in the final negotiations.



That scaffold-board you were making, is that meant to be an assistive device for casting from specific scrolls like my series of boosts to headband-making is for Spellcraft?"









dath Keltham??: "No, it's meant to be a structure with a visible substructure that behaves isomorphically to magical physics including the parts of magic that aren't usually visible, for purposes of pinning down magical physics, doing de novo spell design, and, ideally, it will help with Wish phrasings."

"- to be clear that is not particularly close to working, yet."









Carissa Sevar: "Thaaaaaaat is so cool that it's an immense tragedy you're trying to use it for something horrible and I will not help you with it at all."









Tarnish: Tarnish taps her lips, having been told to shut up some time ago.









dath Keltham??: "I'll try out allowing you to speak, once."









Tarnish: "He was much less of a wreck and thinking much more clearly when he wasn't around you," she says to Carissa. "I think that what Keltham's actually trying to do is more aesthetic, but I'd consider it both beautiful and deserved if you distracted him enough with your constant sniping, which he permitted, that he accidentally destroyed the multiverse."









Carissa Sevar: She'll just ignore the person who she's been specifically told is trying to hurt her. "The way Cheliax is going to learn I betrayed them is by raising Hadrian and Abarco, but that's a True Rez right now and they may instead have gone to Hell to question the devils. I went to the one fortress in Avernus I know of, and the Most High knows exactly which it is. If that's so, they know already that I ambiguously betrayed them, though I don't know how rapidly that'll be conveyed in Hell, nor do I know how much doubt they'll be in. With Glibness up I can maybe bluff a pit fiend about who I'm working for, even if they've heard otherwise, or we can depart if they seem suspicious and that tips the calculus about whether it's worth it."









dath Keltham??: "Wow, you can bluff a pit fiend with Glibness up? That makes an entire one person in this conversation who could bluff a pit fiend with Glibness up. I expect I will put Glibness up and use it to try to be completely quiet and expressionless throughout the whole thing."

"But we're wasting dilated time, let's head out of the Forbiddance and get this done."









Carissa Sevar: Then she'll follow him out of the Forbiddance, and take his hand for the Plane Shift.









Tira Shabbar: (The Grand High Priestess will at some point interrupt their negotiations, within the Rope Trick, to say that the portal is up; they need to take down that Rope Trick and put up another one right by the portal, so Tira can cast a Forbiddance covering the demiplane except the portal. After which Tira can finally head back to Kelesh.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is actually deeply curious about Sarenrae, now, but it seems like not the time and also like Keltham's minions might be something of a hostile crowd.



(She has no idea why! She's the one who is trying to prevent everyone being murdered, of the people in this room!)









???: The portal is finally up! Everybody wants to go see the temporary demiplane, even if they're not in a time-dilated rush! Some unusual-looking people will soon become visible wandering around outside the Rope Trick.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar is paying a very tiny bit of attention to things outside her negotiation with Keltham, monitoring for threats, because she was at the Worldwound for two tours and some habits don't die easily. However she has more or less concluded at this point that Keltham's staff are not the kind of people she can work with, except possibly impressing Ri-Dul enough he'll let her copy all his fifth-circle spells. Mostly she is focused on getting this contract agreed-to with Keltham so she can be briefed on the plan and get to work preventing it being a catastrophe.









dath Keltham??: They'll work it out, in time.









Carissa Sevar: Great. Pleasure doing business with you.









dath Keltham??: Does she want, like, a ten-minute break, maybe, before he dumps the real story on her.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm sure I haven't given you an overwhelmingly encouraging impression of my emotional resilience but if you don't statue me, stroke my hair, or announce you're Maledicting my family to Abaddon I actually don't have feelings I can't conceal perfectly."









dath Keltham??: "I have entirely failed to understand what that had to do with anything whatsoever, but it sounded like you wanted me to go ahead?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. Go ahead."









dath Keltham??: "All right. I don't expect you're going to like this no matter how I frame it, but I'm going to try framing it anyways."

"First. On my model of reality, the souls who get consumed in Abaddon end up somewhere else, and we will eventually debate how nice or terrible that place probably is, and the souls in Hell and the Abyss and possibly the Maelstrom are more of a problem. On your view, the problem is the souls from Awaiting-Consumption being raised like cattle and being consumed in Abaddon, and those mortals who sort Neutral Evil and are terrified enough of Hell and the Abyss that they choose Abaddon, which, on the best statistics I've been able to find for Golarion, is around five percent of the non-Boneyard-baby population. I haven't, yet, been able to find out whether fifteen percent of Boneyard babies are choosing Abaddon, for example, which would bring the Golarion's real average up to ten percent of all souls born being destroyed there; I hadn't put a priority on knowing, before now, because it didn't matter much to me. You are able to command my resources if you want to find out from Sarenrae's Church what the actual figure is."

"I don't know what the statistics are for the larger multiverse but it would not surprise me if, Pharasma being Pharasma, it's around one-ninth sorted to Abaddon and then, maybe, half of those not going to Hell or the Abyss."

"Your stance that you would only accept a very tiny risk of destroying the multiverse, in order to save souls in Hell, may perhaps be valid given your view of things. That you should not, in general, accept a tiny risk of destroying the multiverse in order to fix it, does not strike me as equally valid. You want tominimize that risk but you should in fact be willing to go to some extreme lengths to fix Abaddon."









Carissa Sevar: " - agree. Fixing Abaddon seems like it should not in fact involve incurring much particular risk of the destruction of the multiverse. I expect that with unlimited Wishes and twenty years as Golarion counts them I could, in fact, just conquer it, and Hell wouldn't object, and Good wouldn't object, and even Pharasma wouldn't object because She hates Abaddon too."









dath Keltham??: "I'm not sure how you'd do that, exactly, but whatever it is, I expect it works only if you're the only one with unlimited Wish diamonds. Which, once the Scientific Revolution gets going, is maybe not going to be true a single year from now, let alone twenty years."

"Also unlimited Wish diamonds is not at all the same thing as unlimited Wishes, especially right away, because you need casters for them. The City of Brass will start to notice if Golarion begins buying thousands of Wishes per day from efreeti."

"What I expect, mostly, is that the gods notice and shut it down. Unlimited diamonds is a disruption to a status quo that the gods don't ultimately object to. It would never have been allowed to happen in the first place, if prophecy were not broken here."









Carissa Sevar: "That sounds about right but They do let important changes to the world happen once in a while and I'd just have to get Abaddon in before They shut it down.

...I do see why you'd be deeply unsatisfied with trying to build Civilization in a world that works that way."









dath Keltham??: "Calistria. Asmodeus. Sarenrae. Dahak. Erastil. Gozreh. Abadar. Desna. Etcetera."

"All of those gods - I think, it is my over-50%-probability-estimate - either have the power to release Rovagug if Pharasma's Creation starts to have less value to them than nothingness, or have executed a logically binding compact with Pharasma, such that Pharasma's Creation, from their standpoint, is never allowed to fall below the utility of nothingness."

"To at least those gods, the world will always fundamentally look, in a certain sense, okay. Not as good as it could possibly be, maybe, but okay. Noticeably better than okay; they would not be receiving a fair share of the gains from sealing Rovagug, or keeping it sealed, if reality, to them, was barely better than nothingness. I doubt that Sarenrae particularly likes that Hell exists, but while Nirvana exists and is full of redemption and healing, Sarenrae, who is goddess of those domains, thinks that on the whole, the multiverse contains a whole lot of the stuff that She likes."

"No guarantee like that exists for mortals, for slaves sold in Absalom, for miserable people who wish they could suicide to Axis but know they'd go to Hell, for people who suicide out of misery and end up in Hell or the Abyss, the millions of mortals raised like cattle in Awaiting-Consumption and consumed in Abaddon."

"They don't get a seat at the gods' negotiating table. Why should they? They have no power. They are not dangerous. Why should the gods concede anything to them? They can do as they want with mortals and the mortals just have to take it."









Carissa Sevar: "Lots of the gods are ascended mortals."









dath Keltham??: "None of the important ones. None of the ones who get to say, sorry, the world doesn't get to be likethat. Abadar and Asmodeus are, I think, I get the impression, spread across all of the planets and all of the Material planes, Iomedae is just here and maybe a dozen or so other planets. Asmodeus is allowed to export huge numbers of textbooks into Cheliax and buy souls by the hundreds. The older gods are allowed to intervene substantially more per planet than all of the younger gods on that planet, or at least, that's how it seems to be in Golarion. I would guess that's because the older gods set the intervention budgets and see little reason to give the younger gods more than scraps."

"There's also the incredibly suspicious fact that nobody else seems to have managed to do exactly what Irori did, despite an awful lot of Irorians trying, with a greater knowledge base developed over time about how to advance along that pathway and much better institutional support than Irori had."

"I mean, I say it's suspicious, but in fact the very obvious and essentially known explanation is Achaekek. Which I flag as maybe hiding other traps, but still, there's an obvious explanation if you take the obviousness at face value."









Carissa Sevar: "Nethys is powerful. Aroden was powerful. Iomedae does all right for Herself, I think, for as new as She is. Cayden Cailean apparently is powerful enough for whatever His current batshit plan is, and He's pouring more effort into that than I've ever witnessed or heard of Asmodeus spending on anything."









dath Keltham??: "Nethys is suspected, and not just by me, of being a special case."

"Aroden seems to have somehow ended up dead, you'll note."

"And neither Cayden Cailean nor any other ascended mortal have ever done anything like what seems to be happening now, as best as my full-time historical researcher can determine. I suspect that Cayden Cailean, and possibly also Nethys, are putting Themselves into a position where, if I don't pull this off, they are caught and executed by the ancient gods for intervening beyond their allowed budget."









Carissa Sevar: Seems like maybe they should put all that effort behind someone who doesn't want to unleash Rovagug, Carissa refrains from saying.









dath Keltham??: "Every ancient god who really got to shape the multiverse, Gozreh, Erastil, Calistria, Asmodeus, all of them got there by having the ability and willingness to destroy Pharasma's Creation, or risk its destruction with some noticeable probability, unless that Creation looked noticeably better than nothingness to them."

"I expect you're not particularly fond of that fact, but on my model - my epistemic model, Carissa, not as a question of values - on my model of how Pharasma's Creation works, that is fundamentally a requirement to be seated at the grownup bargaining table and have opinions that matter about things like Abaddon."

"Especially if you want to have opinions about how Abaddon works across an unknown number of inhabited planets across however many planes, and not just opinions about how the Golarion-adjacent parts of Abaddon work. Which is, I suspect, the most that a Wish-based assault would be able to buy you before that got shut down."









Carissa Sevar: "It seems to me like it also ought to work to be willing to kill other gods unless those bits of Creation under their attention looked noticeably better than they'd be unsupervised."









dath Keltham??: "It's not enough to have the willingness and ability to kill gods, you also need the ability to not get killed by them. 'Anybody can kill anybody but they probably shouldn't', goes the saying, and what it means is, the existence of an asymmetrical offense with no defense, doesn't mean you get to have a lot of power yourself, because other people also have that power."

"There's also the point that I don't, in fact, have any particularly workable schemes for destroying Asmodeus particularly and not the entire ninth layer of Hell plus whatever I had to do to get through the first eight layers. I mean, maybe it would be a better scheme to just assassinate all the Evil deities except three, one from each afterlife, who we'd bargained with, but I don't know how I could do that."

"I do suspect I could destroy the entire multiverse, given some work. I never did give Project Lawful any knowledge I considered actually dangerous in the presence of magic, but there's a fair amount of it and I just need one of the top three obvious methods to work."

"Incidentally, one of the several ways in which I realized I'd been stupid once I put on a +6 Intelligence headband is that having a Scientific Revolution around Golarion is really not at all a stable situation and we are heading intosome major divine intervention quite shortly once They actually realize how much of a problem it is if anybody figures out real physics. I expect that the gods themselves don't know, except for Pharasma and maybe Otolmens."









Carissa Sevar: "And you don'twantto destroy the entire multiverseper sebut you think that the fact that youcould - if you're right, if the gods couldn't just easily shut you down - means you get to make demands. But if everyone goes 'haha, no', then you will, actually, destroy the multiverse."









dath Keltham??: "Well, yes. I'd rather fix the universe than destroy it, and would rather destroy it than let it stay unfixed. There's a lot of people in Evil afterlives who feel very strongly that they'd prefer to stop existing, one of whom explicitly screamed that out loud in the Vision of Hell that I cast. Given how strongly they feel about it, I think their vote wins. I also feel, with increasing passion after spending some time around two sides that strike me as equally and oppositely crazy, that a sensible and nuanced position on this issue consists of having some fraction of people being eternally tortured above which you'd prefer a multiverse disexist rather than exist if those were your only two options, and not just being, like, 'destroying the multiverse is good' or 'destroying the multiverse is bad'."

"You, Carissa Sevar, can 'threaten' to destroy the multiverse," he uses the Baseline word, not the Taldane, where the technical meaning is unambiguous, "but of course the only reason you'd do that would be if you expected them to give you what you wanted in response to the 'threat'. And of course the ancient gods would ignore your threat, even if you modified yourself in a way where you would do it and exhibited the fact to them. If they were the sort of beings that gave into threats, they would, in that case, be better off being inert lumps rather than gods, because if they were inert lumps nobody would go around trying to destroy large amounts of their utility in counterfactual branches in order to force actions out them; and it is a Law-fragment of coherent agents that they do better for themselves than inert lumps."









Carissa Sevar: "The overwhelming majority of people don't want to be destroyed. The ones who do probably think they'll stop existingand might well feel differently if they thought as you do they'd just show up somewhere else."









dath Keltham??: "I don't consider the set of all people outside Evil afterlives to be an 'overwhelming majority'. And I think any time spent debating the population statistics of Greater Reality will be spent much more effectively if I, we, have INT 29 first, to the point where I'm just kicking that to my future self."

"I suppose the smart-aleck reply would be that I know of two worlds, dath ilan and Golarion. By the same visual / combinatoric reasoning used to figure out the Law of Succession, dropping a new billiard anywhere 'nicer than dath ilan, between dath ilan and Golarion, worse than Golarion' is 2/3 probable to land somewhere nicer than Golarion. That's not actually even faintly valid, it just, I don't know, illustrates that there could be an argument about it."









Carissa Sevar: "Most people in the Abyss don't want to die and if they do it's not hard. The problem had by most people in Abaddon is that theydodie. And Hell is - what, ten percent? And I don't think most people in Hell want to die. Devils certainly don't. People like me don't. As far as I know practically no one in Good or Neutral afterlives wants to die."









dath Keltham??: "Cheliax may not have been totally honest with you about a number of things, Carissa. My understanding is that most of the sentient beings in Hell want to die, or would probably want to die if they could still think coherently about that. Devils get shaped not to want to die but they don't, particularly, as I understand it, want to live."

"Most of the petitioners who go to the Abyss do end up permadying, as I understand it, over time. Which would include a very large fraction of Boneyard babies - actually I should have mentioned that earlier, I'm just, not thinking at my clearest, right now. I'm not used to thinking of the Abyss as a problem exactly because most petitioners who go there do end up permadying and I currently model that they get less twisted and damaged first. Golarion people also habitually talk about Hell as the problem."









Carissa Sevar: "....most people talk about the Abyss as the problem, actually, at the Worldwound, where I've spent most of my adult life. I know it's a problem, it's just not really a problem you can solve short of conquering it, or I guess letting demons immigrate and they make terrible immigrants.



Even if I take at face value your 'understanding' that most beings in Hell want to die, that'd be 10%. If I were going to pick a ratio of people wanting to live to people wanting to die before you destroy the world, the strongest ratio you could possibly convince me of would be 1:1. Maybe it's worth dragging one person away from ten thousand years so far and infinite years to come of joy and fulfillment and hope and happiness in Axis or Heaven or Nirvana and feeding them to daemons to end one person in Hell who wants to die. It is not worth doing that tonine.





My own intuition is kind of that it's worth doing it to none? It's tragic but acceptable to kill the person in Hell who wants to die, I guess, if you can't change the circumstances that made them want to die. Which we can if we overthrow Asmodeus. But the fact this person wants to die doesn't make it right to kill some other person with a wonderful eternity around them and ahead of them."









dath Keltham??: "Yes, I expected you'd say that. It's not, actually, a very widespread intution, as best as I've been able to determine from some hired quick surveys. That I landed on somebody at the Worldwound with that worldview is not, I think, very much more probable than Pilar Pineda being in that particular class of wizard students in Ostenso."

"That you might, inany sense, be on board with this, was based on the prospect of fewer people exiting this reality from Abaddon and the Abyss, if all goes well. Not on anybody being rescued from their current or prospective eternal torment in Hell."

"Though, of course, you cannot in any sense try to use me as a tool to that end, and have any significant impact about it, because then Pharasma ignores your 'threat-by-proxy' and looks past me and says 'Sure, let's die in a fire together, Carissa Sevar.'"









Carissa Sevar: "I do want people rescued from eternal torment in Hell! It is what I have been focused on since almost the moment I met you, my hope was that if people were better Asmodeans then less pain would be necessary, and once I realized that Hell isn't fucking using the necessary amount of pain I arranged to become a Power in Hell that could fix that! I am very serious about solving eternal torment in Hell, I just think it's a solvable problemwithout threatening to destroy everywhere else!For one thing you could just threaten to destroy Hell! - I also disprefer that very strongly, to be clear, but it's about 90% less bad!"









dath Keltham??: "I actually kind of have a problem with Pharasma's treatment of mortals, not just Asmodeus's, and I think current mortals are mistaken if they're okay with the division of gains that Pharasma imposes. You know, the one where Pharasma doesn't actually give two shits about mortals or try to divide gains with them at all, because She thinks they're tiny helpless things that lack the power to endanger Her however She treats them. This entire multiverse can never be a place where mortals get a fair share while Pharasma is permitted to go around acting like this."

"This, incidentally, is the point in my explanation where Tarnish pledged total unconditional obedience to me so long as, when I negotiated with Pharasma, I told Her that Tarnish specifically said 'fuck You'. This, I understand, is not your own outlook, but it's one I find incredibly understandable myself. Like. Pharasma just can't be allowed to get away with this shit. You know?"









Carissa Sevar: "If Pharasma hadn't created this universe, I wouldn't exist, and so I regard myself as in Her debt, as do, probably, many of the 90% of people who are not in Hell even if I take all your claims at face value about the 10% in Hell. I'm not even sure She's splitting the gains from trade particularly unfairly! She's not especially getting anything from my existing! I'm getting a ton from it!"









dath Keltham??: "Yeah, we've got multiple differences here. Not just about the relative importance of the people in Hell, but also, like - if 90% of the people in the room get a nice large share of the gains and are happy, and 10% of the people say they're not happy, this is, like - not an okay situation because 90% of the people are okay with it. There's the question of whether Pharasma built the equivalent of a, slum, inside Greater Reality, or if this place is relatively nice, a thought I find absolutely horrifying which of course doesn't make it false. There's a lot of further complications about what we would, in dath ilan, call 'average utilitarianism' versus 'total utilitarianism' where basically everybody in dath ilan is an average utilitarian for Reasons and you are trying to be a 'total utilitarian' who thinks it's helping to add more realityfluid to the slum, even if that drags down the average quality of life across Greater Reality and everybody who can possibly exist already exists somewhere."

"We are not going to solve any of that before it would be a good idea to use those Wishes."

"I am not going to persuade you to be upset with Pharasma, and you are not going to persuade me to be grateful to Her, definitely not in the next hour but probably period, is my guess."









Carissa Sevar: "That seems likely. Okay.





- I do find your plan upsetting, but I had already been moving my expectations downwards and downwards off how much you were avoiding telling me it, and it's about in the middle of how upsetting I was, by this point, expecting it to be."









dath Keltham??: "We're now past the first of three things I expect to upset you."

"Second is the part where I don't see any equally reliable way of getting to the Starstone, and surviving what I expect to be Achaekek's subsequent attack, without denotating two major explosions over Absalom that I expect to kill everybody there. Possibly I can negotiate with Pharasma to bring them all back, possibly not, but if all goes well, I expect that nobody there goes to - the bad parts of Hell, Abaddon, the Abyss, because I'll be able to clean that up afterwards."









Carissa Sevar: "- the prophecy."









dath Keltham??: "Prophecy?"

"WAIT is this a Snack Service thing, or a Cayden Cailean tavern rumor, because if so I need to not know about any of that. I'd have mentioned that earlier but I was - dropping things mentally."









Carissa Sevar: "That is not how I encountered it but that seems like a likelier-than-not explanation of its origin. I am observing that this is a fairly crippling handicap in planning and I hope someone in your organization is allowed to think about Cayden Cailean."









dath Keltham??: "You are. Once you understand the basic structure whereby anything that looks to me like it's making my path easier, enabling me to do something I could not do otherwise, risks Pharasma looking past me and seeing Cayden Cailean and saying, 'Let's die together in a fire, Cayden.'"









Carissa Sevar: "Great. Fantastic. In that case never mind about the prophecy, I've encountered no direct evidence He had anything to do with it but I'd still bet on it. You don't currently have a better plan than killing everyone in Absalom; we might think of one once we're smarter, or we might not.







Do you want me to do it?"









dath Keltham??: "Shouldn't reasonably make any difference. Probably does in real life. Sure."

"I'm - not seeing any realistic way to do this without becoming the god in question, myself, because nobody else is going to be able to improvise multiverse-destruction traps fast enough. I see this as largely equivalent to suicide. Even more suicide than I've done already. Sparing me that - is something else I'd ask you to look into."









Carissa Sevar: "I suppose it can't be me because of the thing where I won't improvise any multiverse-destruction traps at all because that might destroy the multiverse."









dath Keltham??: "I mean, it could be be you if we've got some way for you to execute a self-modification that causes you to do the same things I'd have done, but there's three major problems."

"One is that from Pharasma's perspective I could be modifying you to do things I only mistakenly think I'd have done, making you my own threat-by-proxy."

"The second problem is if even at INT 29 I can't, in one month of accelerated time, actually cause you to know everything I do about physics. Or can't do that without taking enough time that we can't successfully work out good-enough Wish phrasings for the large explosions this plan requires."

"The third problem is that I don't know how to modify you in a way that's guaranteed to persist through you becoming a god, especially if you ascend as the Goddess of Nobody Permadying."









Carissa Sevar: " - they can if they want to - Asmodia wanted to, and I offered it to her - I just - don't think they'd want to, if Hell was run more competently. But of people who want to have forever really, truly getting forever -

- I don't know, it sounds Neutral or Good and I probably need to be Lawful Evil to take Asmodeus's job.MaybeI could give it to Dispater who is sufficiently obliged to me but that just seems like it has a lot of ways it could go wrong."









dath Keltham??: "I did get this far in my reasoning myself, as an obvious possibility, and people who know actual rather than Chelish theology were pretty sure a Lawful Evil goddess's domains could include 'nobody permadying'. It's kind of a loose whole system, really."









Carissa Sevar: He was thinking of her, some very stupid part of her thinks.



"...I'll keep that in mind.



Are you at all worried that Pharasma's going to look beyond you at whatever dropped you on Golarion and made sure you met me and Pilar and whoever else is an important element of this plan ...and say let's die in a fire together?"









dath Keltham??: "I... don't meant to sound flippant, about our enormous values difference, but... if that's the punchline of the story, when Pharasma tries to look past me at my Senders, I'll be pretty unamused with Whatever sent me here. But I won't regret having put in a hard day's work to destroy Pharasma's Creation."









Carissa Sevar: "Murdering billions and billions of happy people with wonderful lives when wecould've fixed Hell anyway."









dath Keltham??: "How? Maybe this is the part of the story where the whole plot shifts, it's not likely but you shouldn't assume it's impossible."









Carissa Sevar: " - what I originally thought you were working on, killing Asmodeus and taking His job."









dath Keltham??: "Yeah, uh... how."









Carissa Sevar: "I just flatly do not believe it is a harder problem than destroying the entire multiverse, though I admit in the very distracted two hours I've had to consider it I haven't solved it yet."









dath Keltham??: "Destroying only a part of something is oftenmuch more complicated than destroying all of it, and in real life, complicated plans usually do not work."

"But - you can look. Out of context, of course, it would fuck over everyone in the multiverse, if you found a solution like that, and convinced me that it was better than destroying Creation, with a solution that didn't also fix the Abyss or the Maelstrom. But that's all the more reason why you ought to try, and I ought to let you."

"We're not here to make 'threats', after all, and it's very important that we do not look to gods like we were doing that. Which, non-Keeper mortals being what they are, means I have to never at any point start thinking like it's all okay because I can get a fixed multiverse from Pharasma because She prefers that to destruction. I'm telling you to do this, not because it's better than the outcome I expect out of context, but because maybe you'd find something better than the total destruction that I must constantly think as if I will get."

"...I hope that fancy headband is enough that you're tracking all this, because, if you aren't, you might want to step back from things before you accidentally destroy the multiverse. On my end, of course, I've read like a dozen novels where somebody has to deal with weird decision theory twisting up all their reasoning into a pretzel, because, like, novels with straightforward decision theory are boring."









Carissa Sevar: That's obnoxious but it's alsoKeltham,her Keltham, recognizable and clear, and her heart is doing something funny in her chest.



"It's a very fancy headband," she says flatly. "I follow you."









dath Keltham??: "Right. Well, third part you're not going to like, and I want to emphasize that I do take this seriously and am not just - playing relationship gotcha, at you - is that you have, unfortunately from your standpoint, and I'm sure unintentionally, convinced me that Asmodeus is likely to be more of an issue about this than Pharasma. That even if Pharasma nods along, Asmodeus will say, sorry, I have My pride, even if that wasn't technically a threat, we can die in a fire anyways."

"I was trying to think of distractions for all the gods, while I ascend, that would actually command all Their attention sufficiently well away from me, even if They noticed Achaekek being destroyed, which They probably would."

"My new plan, which I fully expect you to try to talk me out of, is to give up and go with my obvious original plan of releasing Rovagug as the distraction, so that all the gods including Asmodeus will fight It together, instead of the gods having to fight Rovagug with Asmodeus on Its side when Asmodeus releases It later."

"I think that's all of the major things you're likely to be upset about."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Rovagug will eat Golarion. Even if they stop it. They won't stop it in time."









dath Keltham??: "Possibly, yeah. I realize you have family and friends here and that this is, from your standpoint, not okay even if we try to get a few particular people into Axis or Nirvana or wherever."

"I will obviously see about My exploding Rovagug if the fight is ongoing after I finish ascending and rigging the multiverse for destruction, if It's a kind of thing where exploding It can help. Though, also obviously, I would demand that Pharasma have signed a compact with Me first."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't think She can!!! I don't think that's the kind of thing She is! She is - from limited angles possible to get to change things, like, it did happen somehow that people going to Abaddon get a choice, there's not zero flexibility possible, I wouldn't think it was insane to go for 'Malediction is banned now', and I even have a shadow of a hope that if we set everything up right we can get Her to say Asmodeus is not the legitimate authority over Hell. But that only works because Hell cares who Pharasma says is in charge there. Most things you could say to Her She actually can't do and probably can't even comprehend you saying them!!"









dath Keltham??: "I... am not at all sure that is how anything works inside Pharasma's Creation, and one of my concerns is that She is vastly underplaying the degree to which She can potentially intervene in events, such that She can fiat-nope all My attempts to rig the multiverse to go pflomp."

"But if Pharasma is intrinsically noninterventionist, I'd be fine compacting with a sufficient supermajority of the other gods to get things done. I mean, I do not see any way around the conclusion that Urgathoa dies or gets put in a box, for example, and then We're going to have to take and defend a lot of the Abyss's surface, the parts contiguous with Material planes and mortal planets. We either need much better conditions in the Boneyard or we need a lot more clerics around to stop half the kids born from dying before they're sortable, preferably both. There needs to be a first-circle divine spell for reversible contraception and enough clerics for that. I'd imagine that Pharasma has a lot more cleric-juice than any other god, maybe more than the rest of them put together, and could do all that if She had to... but if not, well, I can negotiate with the other gods too, if Pharasma will let Me fix things and stay out of My way."









Carissa Sevar: "That She can just stop you destroying the multiverse seems quite likely! If you try to bite off too much you might well get nothing at all, instead of getting just - Hell fixed and the Worldwound closed, and we can take Abaddon in the next century, if we get that -"









dath Keltham??: The man's voice grows sharp, then.

"One. Pharasma'sapparent level of power, nonintervention, and incomprehension is constrained bynumerous apparent observations including that She has clerics and that She could benefit from the cooperation of other gods in defeating Rovagug and coordinated with them about it. I am concerned that Pharasma may not be what She appears. What She appears as looks manageable."

"Two. I do not, when thinking at this scale, care about the Worldwound, an issue of one planet. I in fact don't care about the Worldwound emotionally either because I didn't grow up here."

"Three. It should be obvious that I don't care about the Worldwound and that it simply wasn't a valid consideration at scale. Your failure of perspective-taking on that reflects ageneral type of reasoning error where, if you commit it with respect to Pharasma and decision theory instead of myself and utility functions, you will potentially get everybody in the multiverse killed unnecessarily. If I think you're not able to reason at a grownup level better than you just did, I will say under truthspell that I consider you a danger to the survival of the multiverse and invoke the relevant clauses of our compact until I can get you enough intelligence augmentation that it's worth trying again."

"I did not damage myself just by being a teenager who got traumatized by Cheliax and you. I also damaged myself by needing to constantly strain myself to think in the right patterns so as not to unnecessarily destroy the multiverse, and the one time I made an exception to that, I did something with you that I worry went off-plot and will lead to Pharasma destroying the multiverse, because you knew too much and the wrong things when you decided to bargain with me."

"Do not bother comparing this to whatever you suffered from having the Queen reading your thought transcripts. You were not trying to do something this difficult or precise and, I expect, could not do any thinking this precise while being the Carissa of Cheliax."

"I'd forgive you for having no practice, but Pharasma will not and therefore I am shutting down my capacity for forgiveness."

"This is me caring about the survival of the people of the multiverse. Thinking carefully. Not making mistakes like the one you just did because I got emotional and wanted the argument to go a particular way. I am not going to suggest that you don't care, because you do, but that you care means nothing if there is no pipe going from the caring bucket to the precise thinking bucket."

"I don't own you and can't give you orders, so I cannot order you to grow the ass up, but I can state as a nonthreat that I will act as I must to preserve the multiverse if I see you endangering it with generalized sloppy reasoning of that level. That may be fine for surviving in Cheliax under constant threat of Hell but does not cut it for being a mortal trying to participate in godnegotiations."









Carissa Sevar: "The reason that I think we need the Worldwound closed in addition to Hell handled - and I'm optimistic we can close the Worldwound ourselves without relying on it as an outcome of god-negotiations, but I do think that negotiations which don't ensure it if it hasn't already happened leave us much farther from a good outcome - is that it's the non-Rovagug avenue by which entities interested in destroying Golarion, the planet, could do so in a way that's vastly cheaper to do than to prevent, and possibly unpreventable if the gods are all exhausted from fighting Rovagug.

The reason I think thatis an important consideration is that I think building Civilization with industrial knowledge and cheaper spellsilver, on Golarion, is basically a necessary step for the universe being on an improving trajectory from here. The gods are very unlikely to be able to do it, no matter what agreements exist among them; the best it seems remotely likely we'll be able to get from them is an agreement not to stop us from doing it. A lot of the things that make peoples' lives good and interesting and valuablearen't actually things that can be granted by divine miracle anyway.And this is not going to be the last threat to the multiverse, and we can't plan on solving every single situation with someone trying to personally ascend and threaten to destroy the universe, I doubt we make it through three more crises that way.

So - Civilization. I could be wrong that Golarion is by far the strongest contender for where to do it, but I don't think I am. We know a lot more about where to start building a Civilization of humans than a civilization of anything else. Golarion has a bunch of ascended formerly human gods; from what you said earlier, it sounds like they're pretty sharply local. I should expect once I ascend I'll be at least somewhat local, at least for the first few thousand years, as will Pilar if she ascends, as will anyone else we ascend if we kill Achaekek and it turns out to be the case that with Him dead there's a substantial waiting store of suitable people for it. Losing Golarion makes thingsmuch much worseon the scale of the next couple thousand years, and I think likely means something bad happens to Creation before we can dig ourselves out of that trough and get back to where we'd have been if we didn't lose Golarion.

That is, of course, also an objection to the Rovagug plan, but I actually am immediately coming up with enough ideas there to be tentatively optimistic. I think if we play our cards just right, we make Asmodeus commit Himself fully to destroying Rovagug in time to save Golarion.

I think it's interesting that, when I said I thought the Worldwound was important, you instantly assumed I couldn't comprehend the stakes and had just decided reasonlessly to worry about a minor problem on a planet you intended to have eaten anyway, instead of, you know, asking me 'under what assumptions does the Worldwound matter'? I think you did that because you have never fundamentally respected me, never fundamentally respected anyone on this planet, believe that you alone are capable of reason.

Your failure of perspective-taking on that reflects a general type of reasoning error where, if you commit it with respect to Pharasma and decision theory instead of myself and utility functions, you will definitely get everybody in the multiverse killed unnecessarily. I didn't promise not to give you orders, so, grow the fuck up."









dath Keltham??: "Perhaps. You're entirely right that I don't consider any other mortal on this planet capable of thinking at around the same level of coherence as me. If you've learned how to do it after a few hours of being allowed to actually think with a headband more impressive than mine, I'll be surprised but appreciative."

"Unless you know something I don't about the Worldwound, it's not a real issue even for Golarion. I expect the reason the gods haven't shut it down already is that either none of the ancient gods care, or that it's Golarion's own personal Rovagug equilibrium where Cheliax and Mendev needing to cooperate on that, or expend a lot of resources on that, is considered advantageous by a weighted majority of the ancient gods compared to what mortals here would get up to otherwise."

"Golarion is valuable to general Civilization, so far as I can tell, only because it's somewhere prophecy is broken and the gods can't intervene. Aside from that, and if enemy gods are prevented by negotiation from shutting things down, I'm not seeing how it sets Me back by a thousand years to lose it."

"It's possible that you were reasoning clearly in attaching importance to your personal home planet of Golarion and even its little Worldwound. I'm not convinced either of the object-level thesis or that you're demonstrating meta-level clear reasoning, and if you want to prosecute that further I should swap to +6 Intelligence and augment Wisdom. My latest attempt at having a personality while doing all this just fell apart anyways."









Carissa Sevar: "If there are a bunch of ascended formerly-human gods on some other planets, that'd change my thinking about how much Golarion matters in the next thousand years. I expect there aren't; what I've heard about the Starstone makes me believe it's unique within Creation. If Iomedae, Cayden, Irori and Norgorber are by far most able to intervene on Golarion for some reason that won't apply to me and Pilar and anyone else who ascends if we kill Achaekek and blow away the Starstone protections, that'd also change my thinking. I don't understand precisely why you think the Worldwound would be easy for the gods to fix, but I have no specific opinion on that either way and it's not decisive in my reasoning: even if it's easy for them to fix, it would also be easy for one of them to use to destroy the world while everyone's exhausted from the godwar you propose provoking.

I am not very invested in arguing either specific question, which I am uncertain about and which I might better put to those history researchers you mentioned and/or to Dispater, but if arguing the object-level point while you wear a fancier headband would help convince you that there exist people in this world who can reason more clearly than you then that seems well worth the time."









dath Keltham??: "Information about other solar systems seems nearly impossible to come by, including by trying to buy it from Abadar; I've tried. Irori's nephew supposedly ascended by writing a perfect book, which if it's true or metaphorically near-true suggests either that Achaekek only prevents duplicated ascensions, or that ascensions use up some conserved resource of local divinity specialization. There are other members of the Vudrani pantheon who come with similar stories of mortal ascension and which are equally, let's say, subject to potential doubt. If we take those stories at face value then they predate the shattering of prophecy, and are probably a sort of event that's allowed by ancient gods. However we are not going to settle object-level issues on this level quickly, and there's an unknown curve of increasing danger before we use your Wishes in Hell."

"I am largely expecting you to end up reasoning more clearly than myself. From a standpoint of dath ilani tropes - which, to be clear, haven't always worked for analysis - this story would obviously be shifting to have you as the protagonist. Along with a contrived reason why you've got to work by poking me along highly constrained directions, and can't simply go off and solve everything yourself using your own solutions. I am an average punk kid from another plane, and you are the incredibly driven person that I noncoincidentally landed on at the Worldwound. I'm effectively certain the abilitystats here don't capture all underlying capabilities of thinkoomph, but the Intelligence abilitystat still counts for an awful lot. It's not just possible but probable that, driven as you are, you can spend a week of subjective time having higher boosted Intelligence than anybody in dath ilan and rederive more effective thinking skills than anything they were able to teach me at INT 18. I wouldn't bet on you against a higher-rank Keeper but I'd bet on INT 29 Carissa against INT 29 Keltham in the limit and maybe even a week later."

"That I do not, right now, have confidence in being able to navigate the Pharasma-looking-through-me aspects of that - or for that matter, confidence in not just having you talk me out of destroying the multiverse because you can talk me into anything - is why I'm not okay with you boosting to INT 29 before I do."

"Right now, however, you've been free to actually think for a matter of a few hours, busy ones. You still thought initially that most people in Hell didn't want to stop existing. Your entire cache of theology comes from Cheliax and needs to be invalidated. I have been thinking about this for a month and you have not been. All of your reflexive cognitive cache about whether Carissa knows more or less than Keltham about Golarion, comes from having spent three months keeping me trapped in a false reality while having 4 higher Intelligence than I did. And you definitely don't have a Keltham-comparable understanding of decision theory, and we may be playing in sudden-death mode about one wrong thought at any point destroying the multiverse."

"I could swap to Intelligence and we could argue this. No, actually, I think I swap to Wisdom and spell-buff Intelligence."

"Or we could wrap up this part and boost my stats, before using your Wishes in Hell gets too much further along a curve of increasing danger whose slope is unknown to us."









Carissa Sevar: "I agree that you know a lot more than me about the world and I - appreciate hearing - that you don't think I'm going to be lastingly stupider than you. I did, actually, infer you were quite likely right, when I realized that you were assuming Golarion's not particularly remarkable, because it's a question you'd have had more time to look into than me. I just resented - you know what, never mind, this isn't about us. Let's go do the Wishes. Fair warning, I'm expecting that one plausible good strategy for me from here involves, in fact, attempting to conquer the world, so that when you unleash Rovagug Asmodeus is willing to expend far more than He otherwise would to stop It, so I'm going to be playing to that, for the pit fiends."









dath Keltham??: "I'm going to do Greater Spell Immunity: Trap the Soul, Malediction, to be determined. Protection from Evil, cloak of Spell Resistance, swap to Splendour headband, invoke your Glibness, and then not say or do anything. If we don't think that's enough to avoid my giving things away, then I've got a scroll of Dominate Person you could use on me -"

"Actually we should maybe head out of the Rope Trick and over to the whiteboard area to plan this out. People with access to the demiplane Forbiddance are people with full clearance, or they're supposed to be."









Carissa Sevar: "I bargained for safe passage, youshouldbe fine, but that all sounds good. ...do you happen to know your present alignment."









dath Keltham??: "I got re-Atoned to True Neutral a few days ago, don't know if it's still holding. I've got a scroll of Early Judgment I could use to check. Why?"









Carissa Sevar: "It'll get back to Cheliax. If you were Lawful Evil they'd be more likely to believe I was playing a long game where I'm still on their side. Also, you seem pretty Lawful Evil" what with the plans to in expectation murder tens of billions of people to improve your negotiating position "so I thought I'd check. It's fine; I don't even know if I'll end up doing this plan."









dath Keltham??: "I'm not risking Lawful anything, in case I do something Evil and die at the same time. We could hit up Absalom's temple to Norgorber, and see if they can do a quick Atonement to Neutral Evil before we go."









Carissa Sevar: "Don't think that helps. Also can you just....do that? Atone to wherever you want? I thought you had to, uh, repent. Maillol figured an Atonement wouldn't go through for him."









dath Keltham??: "I'm currently in a mental state where I can regret virtually any of my life choices by putting in twelve seconds of work."

"If it doesn't work, I'd have learned something about myself, Pharasma's sorting system, or Atonement spells, I guess."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. In that case I guess let's put protective spells up and go. - do you have Planar Adaptation? Hell's going to bother you."









dath Keltham??: "So I've heard. I was otherwise getting ready for a trip to the Plane of Elemental Fire, so I've definitely got the scrolls, but they were relatively hard to get - how much bothering are we talking about, is this a grit-my-teeth situation or 'you're already kinda psychologically damaged and shouldn't risk it' situation?"









Carissa Sevar: "Well it'll, uh, help with any problem you might be having where you're considering not blowing up the universe."









dath Keltham??: "I'll use the Planar Resistance once I'm there if Mind Blank isn't enough. This is definitely not a time to do anything that could look remotely like strategic self-modification."

"- I say again, should we actually head over to the whiteboard."









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, all right."



She jumps out of the Rope Trick, again.









Minor Character: "Holy shit.That's Carissa Sevar? All right, if that's what Mister Doomlord considers to be 'well above average pretty but not exceptional' then I can see why he's not sleeping with any of the women here."









Carissa Sevar: "To be fair to Mister Doomlord, I got prettier after we broke up."









Minor Character: "Oh, like, started using makeup and dressing sexy again once you weren't in an established relationship? I guess that would entirely account for the discrepancy."









Carissa Sevar: "Green glowing glitter," she says, and crosses the Forbiddance. Wonders idly if her earring would stop her from saying it wrong and letting the Forbiddance fry her. Probably. "Is there a list of spells and their cost to the Project in millions-of-expected-murders-passed-up somewhere I can reference for decisionmaking?"









Minor Character: "Does that mean you're joining the anti-doom faction here? It's my considered opinion that you've made the right choice, we've got the cooler slumber parties."









dath Keltham??: "Green glowing glitter," he says as he climbs down. "We use gold pieces for accounting around here, I'll see about getting you a price list."









Carissa Sevar: "You know, I thought I'd never in my life see anything as doomed as Project Lawful but a project to utterly soul-annihilate everyone on it, everyone they care about, and everyone else in the universe, populated mostly by people who are against this but under oaths to try to do harm reduction, surpasses it."









Minor Character: "I KNOW RIGHT? And since Mister Doomlord is theonly thing those two projects have in common, it follows that all of the doominess is completely his fault. Wow, seeing what he gets up to entirely on his own must be a very exonerating experience for you."









Carissa Sevar: "- no. He is quite conceivably the most horrible person ever to walk the face of this world, but I made him, and I'm not less guilty where he's more monstrous."









Minor Character: "See, that is a general sort of life attitude that I associate more with the pro-doom faction. You may need to watch out there."









Carissa Sevar: "I swear to you,I would suffer an eternity as a paving stone in Hell before I assented for a single person who wanted to live to permanently die."









Minor Character: "Hm. 'Intense Lady'? Doesn't have the same ring as Mister Doomlord. I'll have to think more about what to call you."









Carissa Sevar: She'll just look through the resources on offer and make sure they're prepared for their trip to Hell, then.









Iarwain: They include at least the results of sending somebody with an unreasonable (though not literally unlimited) budget through Absalom, Quantium, Isfahel, and probably some other places, with instructions to buy at least one of whatever low-level scrolls they didn't have already; or any higher-level scrolls that might be useful to a Project that might need to enforce oaths, go to the Elemental Plane of Fire, hold somebody prisoner and prevent them from escaping, avoid detection, prevent mind control, undo mind control, provide an unstoppable means of committing suicide, avert known methods for trapping souls, or render somebody difficult to torture.



A lot of people here look like they'd want to talk to Carissa Sevar if not for the part where she's clearly quite busy right now.



Somebody wearing Nethys's holy symbol is observing to Keltham that Mind Blank probably stops even a pit fiend from reading your alignment.









Carissa Sevar: She's going to shut down all lines of thought about what Keltham's told these people about her, which she's very curious about and which doesn't matter, and pick out some spells for surviving Hell.



"I'm ready when you are."









Iarwain: As many as several people in this crowd seem to be of the opinion that Carissa Sevar and Mister Doomlord should consider catching their breath for a few minutes and possibly have a refreshing drink or tasty snack before they literally go to Hell.

Some strategies of harm reduction are more straightforward than others.









Carissa Sevar: ....sure. Fine. Does anyone want to make conversation while she has a snack.









lintamande: "How did you get that headband?"









Carissa Sevar: "Sold my soul for it."









lintamande: "....why?"









Carissa Sevar: "Had a soul, wanted a headband."









Iarwain: Did she ACTUALLY invent the +2 and +4 headband assembly lines while also running the Conspiracy while also makinggeas earrings while also being Keltham's second on science research while also being Keltham's girlfriend?









Carissa Sevar: "Well, he didn't know we had Rings of Sustenance, and he had a lot of girlfriends. But yes."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Can I read your soul contract? There's not a lot of attested non-standard Infernal contracts out there."









Carissa Sevar: "...sure. Why not."









Iarwain: What's IONE SALA like? She knows Ione Sala, right? Is she as cool as all the stories say?









Carissa Sevar: "Honestly she was kind of a bitter, traumatized teenage girl."









Iarwain: Besides the thing with using spellsilver from six feet away, what's the coolest feat of Spellcraft she's ever pulled off in her own opinion?









Carissa Sevar: This interaction is profoundly disconcerting for reasons Carissa really really cannot put a name to at all. "I.... made the geas earrings while I was directing the Conspiracy in Absalom and while they were in my pocket, without looking at them; they'd been narrower, but I'd realized that'd look suspicious. I guess most people would've had to look."









Iarwain: Is there some subject Carissa Sevar would actually prefer to talk about by way of letting her brain cool down before she goes to Hell?









Carissa Sevar: "You could tell me about yourselves."









Iarwain: There's a sharp divide between the people Keltham brought on board before, and after, he started worrying about whether being in his presence or being important to the story might cause people to have more realityfluid. People from after that tend to be cheerfuller, happier, and to be headed towards afterlives they're comfortable with. The earlier hires have grimmer stories, which they can't tell Carissa Sevar about, because once Keltham realized what he might be doing wrong, he ordered everybody present to not talk about any bad things that had happened to them in the past so those bad events wouldn't get more realityfluid retroactively. This is known as the No Tragic Backstories Rule.



This person wearing the holy symbol of Nethys has led a peaceful life for a Nethysian. He's in the pro-doom faction. He's only a first-circle cleric, and only uses his divine spells for harm reduction even so, in case doing otherwise would risk Pharasma looking through him to see Nethys. He's on the Project because he has an incredibly encyclopedic knowledge about spells, items, monsters, all the magical details of the world; and since that isn't Nethys's power he can use that wholeheartedly to assist Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: Okay actually the reminder Keltham thinks he's in a story is just really upsetting.









Carissa Sevar: She wants to YELL AT HIM that JUST IN CASE this is NOT A STORY doing anything that INCREASES THE ODDS OF THIS GOING BADLY BY ONE IN A MILLION IS KIDNAPPING LOTS OF PEOPLE STRAIGHT FROM AXIS TO FEED TO DAEMONS AND THE STAFF HERE BEING SAD CANNOT POSSIBLY MEASURE UP TO THAT AND HE SHOULD FUCKING HIRE FOR COMPETENCE









Carissa Sevar: - but it will just make him declare that she hasn't read enough books about this, and also maybe if he hires really incompetently that actually makes him less likely to stumble across any way of destroying the universe in the first place.









Carissa Sevar: She will just smile and nod at Keltham's prisoners and cultists, then. This is such a relaxing break. She can't wait to go to Hell where people aren't horrible.









dath Keltham??: "It's been observed to me that you smiling and nodding under your actual present circumstances may perhaps indicate that you are not, at the moment, having fun."

"Shall we go to Hell together?"









Carissa Sevar: "Let's."









dath Keltham??: Onward and out of the Forbiddances, then; he'll audibly repeat the Forbiddance passwords for each area, naming them as he goes. Time-dilation Forbiddance is part of full-clearance aka 'core', you obviously don't tell the password for it to anybody; he is only saying it out loud (relatively quietly) because it's quite bad if Carissa forgets or gets it wrong.

People inside this Forbiddance, the 'inner' Forbiddance, don't know what this place is about; they cook and so on. The 'inner' Forbiddance has the rec room and library because uncleared people need a rec room too. People in 'inner' don't know that people in 'core' know what he's up to - they don't know 'core' folk share his secrets.

This 'outer' Forbiddance is for dealing with people who don't know what the project is about and don't live here either, like Ri-Dul.

Occasionally one of the doomist women here will deliberately wander into the outer Forbiddance area where Ri-Dul can see her, wearing relatively less, with correspondingly false implications about what goes on inside the inner areas. This is to prevent Ri-Dul from ever desiring to sneak inside.

To be clear, he is not expecting Carissa to do that, and Ri-Dul would probably be suspicious of it anyways.









Carissa Sevar: "Geas seems to think I can't even look kind of scared because I'd be doing it in the hope someone asked themself 'what makes Carissa Sevar scared?'."









dath Keltham??: "If the geas forces you to hold yourself to your own terrifyingly high standards we may have a problem, yeah. Is this part manageable?"









Carissa Sevar: "I am not noticing substantial impairment."









dath ilani: They pass an invisible guard at the outer Forbiddance, and are into the un-Forbidden (but still Mage's Private Sanctumed) area.

He activates hisglibness pin on himself and then passes it to Carissa. He swaps out his headband for Intelligence to boost scroll-casting, casts from scrolls, swaps to Splendour headband.









Carissa Sevar: She'll take a Glibness too.



And then she'll close her eyes and look inside her own mind and open a Gate to Hell.









Carissa Sevar: It really says something about her mental state that her reaction to the blast of hot sulfurous air and the distant screams is in fact 'oh, it's good to be back'. Once they're done with everything time sensitive she needs to - take a break and reflect, or something, figure out which parts of her are running mostly on spite and the yearning-to-be-hurt and run them on something better.



For now she needs to go to Hell. She steps through the Gate.









dath ilani: He also steps through the Gate. How's the pressure of Hell on his soul doing through the Mind Blank and Protection from Evil?









lintamande: It's not too bad, really! Mostly the effects Hell has on you if you're behind a Mind Blank and Protection from Evil are not supernatural.









dath ilani: He doesn't cast Planar Adaptation.

Probably this person is fine; he already knew this was true, had already seen the effects from closer range than this during Vision of Hell. This doesn't represent new information, so there's no reason this person would be updating on it if he were thinking coherently.









dath ilan: (It doesn't actually work like that, and obviously he knows that, but sometimes it helps to remind yourself of it anyways.)









Carissa Sevar: There aren't, actually, many tormented petitioners lying on the ground in this area of Avernus; even a very tormented petitioner would probably move away from a grandiose fortress full of pit fiends, if they could.



It's possible Hell is warned of her betrayal and is willing to spend the intervention budget to inform the Most High. Time is precious. Carissa knocks on the gate with a Magic Missile, for lack of something cleverer.









lintamande: And these gates fly open, with none of the deliberate slowness of the fortresses whose duty is to defend the boundary between Avernus and Dis; this fortress is meant to be an imposing and suitable home for its hosts, not a bulwark against the invasion of the second circle of Hell.



"What business brings you here?" asks a hissing, hideous thing.









Carissa Sevar: "I have fifteen Wishes mine by right, out of Hell, and intend now to use them, in Asmodeus's service and Dispater's and my own."









lintamande: There's a moment of silence.









Carissa Sevar: Likelier in the world where they know, already - where Dispater has in fact already withdrawn his favored possession status - although, would He, or would He amusedly wait to see how it played out - devils don't want to die but they also don't want to live, Keltham said, she needs to think about that claim more at some point -









lintamande: The pit fiends teleport in. Fifteen of them, of course, because each can only castWishonce per year. Mind Blank is holding back thefearauras, but that just means that anyone present will feel only the ordinary instinctive human fear at a being much larger than you and much smarter than you glaring down at you with contempt and distaste, surrounded by fourteen of its allies.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is surprisingly unterrified. Feeling incredibly confused about who you want to win is great for that, it turns out. If there was some error in her bargaining for safe passage out, she couldn't win this fight in a million years, so she didn't grab Keltham's scrolls with the intent of winning it at all; just of being memorable, and clearly powerful, and clearly in control. Her Unseen Servants are busy about her feet, shining the floor where she stands; her Dancing Lights have scattered to the ceiling to provide the most cinematic possible lighting.









lintamande: 

"STATE YOUR WISH, MORTAL," one of the pit fiends booms.









Carissa Sevar: - she's going to read the standard wording off a piece of paper with large blocky letters, impossible to misread. She has a very close to perfect memory, but being cinematic is not worth a one in ten thousand chance of saying something slightly wrong.









Keltham?: "+3 Intelligence, +4 Wisdom, +5 Splendour, reserve three," he says rather suddenly and before she can begin actually reading.









Carissa Sevar: - that's fine and reasonable, and has the substantial advantage they'll have Hell-interpreted Wishes later if they need them, but she wishes he'd told her earlier so as not to mess with her cinematography.



(Does it matter? There's a set of possibilities under which it matters, but she hasn't actually had time yet to think how likely they are. She may in fact just be doing this because it is better than feeling like all this is just happening to her without her steering.)



She'll tell the devils to give him +3 Intelligence, +4 Wisdom, +5 Splendour.









Keltham?: He doesn't outwardly react.









Carissa Sevar: - okay not to be an embarrassing stereotype of herself but HOLY SHIT WISHES ARE THE MOST BEAUTIFUL THING SHE HAS EVER SEEN









Carissa Sevar: In the time it takes them to cast the twelve Wishes Carissa has come up with a spectacularly clever rationalization for why the way to win from here involves her becoming a ninth circle wizard and casting all required Wishes for the project herself.

It's not true but it's so convincing. She'd be so good at it.





How could anyone possibly think a universe was worth destroying that had such beauty in it?









Carissa Sevar: When the magic has settled around Keltham and the air no longer glows she channels Abrogail, and gives him a little bit of a condescending smile.



And then departs the fortress with him, her path cleared of dust by her Unseen Servants, and opens the Gate to go back.









Keltham?: The man goes through first, expression still unchanging while the Gate is open.









Carissa Sevar: Her expression, too, changes considerably once the Gate is down. "Why three???"









Keltham?: "I don't know if it was the right thing to do. I realized - mostly from meeting you, only a little from Hell - that I am not holding myself together well enough. More balanced stats for a time might help. Planning for next round of augmentations to be slower. More Constitution than 19 may not be dispensable. Strength and Dexterity may mean things. Would need to take risk and visit City of Brass anyways. You might have a plan that only works with Hell-intepreted Wishes. If the Wish-resource method fails, we have three Wishes for the last step of the current plan even if the pit fiends might pitch a fit about keeping the deal. It costs extra time at INT 27 instead of INT 29 and maybe that difference will ruin everything but -"

"Sometimes you throw out the calculation and go with your intuition. It's just important to understand the calculation first."









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, all right. I - failed to explain all my reasoning, here, which is on me." And they're not in the secret area, so she can't explain it now either.



"Uh, that aside, I think enhancing yourself more evenly and more slowly sounds like a good plan, and I'm glad you agree that you're not holding yourself together well. ...no offense."









Keltham?: "I apologize for the sudden surprise. It came to me at the last minute. I'd have spoken earlier if I'd thrown away my calculation earlier."









Carissa Sevar: She starts heading towards the more secret base sectors so that she can ask the rest of her questions. "Shall we, now that nothing's time sensitive on the scale of hours, take some time off and then reconvene? Do you have a summary I can read of your plans and reasoning relevant to them?"









Keltham?: "Taking time off sounds like a good idea. And, no, I wasn't - expecting you to come back to me, before the primary plot had reached a climax. Other people here for harm reduction - or even assistance - were not ones I considered worth arguing with about the core plans."

They pass through the 'inner' Forbiddance, then the 'core' Forbiddance, continuing to head to the demiplane.









Carissa Sevar: " - I find it kind of terrifying and infuriating that you haven't argued the core plans with people but I guess I will work on getting into a state to argue about them without just sniping at you! I feel like if I were even considering doing something like this I'd have argued the core plans with a couple hundred people before deciding on it!"









Keltham?: "I'm not saying this well. And, mostly wrongthought, I was speaking, angrily at myself. I argued with a lot of people about individual details and everybody wanted to argue different details to the point where there was no unified explanation I could save time by writing. In my defense, the - actual macro strategic calculation - is not something where Golarion natives think in that format -"

"I think my emotions are actually coming back online through all of the damage at Splendour 25 instead of Splendour 20, and it's incredibly superheated odd that dath ilani are wired in a way where Splendour 20 wouldn't be enough."









Carissa Sevar: Are you sure that's a dath ilani thing and not a you thing - not worth it.



"I wonder if there's a way to get Peranza and Asmodia. Just so there's people around who you taught and who speak your language and who, uh, didn't wrong you like I did."









Keltham v3: "Ione Sala has been filling some of that role, though she doesn't try to talk me into or out of anything. I'm also worried that if Asmodia was around I'd be, moved by her in an uncalculating way, and then that's one more person where Pharasma can look through me to Asmodia... I'll think about it."

Through the portal and into the time-dilated demiplane, murmuring "Green glowing glitter" as he enters. The Forbiddance edge is marked with green paint on the ground; nobody has put up an illusory curtain across it as yet.

"Everybody out, unless you want to quickly make the case that your work is time-sensitive and near a critical path," he says loudly enough for it to fill the small demiplane.









Iarwain: People take one look at Mister Doomlord in Intense Lady's company and quickly get out of the demiplane.









Carissa Sevar: "Do you need anything from me before we take a break?"









Keltham v3: "I don't think so. Uh, random in case you end up trying to do mental planning, we already have unlimited diamond dust for Permanencies given somebody to cast it, I don't think I mentioned that, and I'm obviously not going to complain if you want to spend a hundred thousand gold pieces on anything at all important."









Carissa Sevar: "Where're you getting your money? I know Cheliax was stalling..."









Keltham v3: "Early on, by accepting fees from Evil entities attending lectures or wanting to use my knowledge without getting me angry about patentgratuities. Buying headbands and spellsilver from Cheliax, which they're obliged to sell me up to a fractional limit of production, and which they can't price too high because that affects the accounting on what they have to pay me later over internal production; reselling some of those goods to Evil entities. Taking out some relatively small ultra-high-interest loans backed by my share of Project Lawful from Evil entities like the Church of Norgorber."

"Somewhat more recently, I decided I hadn't been taking things seriously enough and was repeating the mistake I'd made in Cheliax when I hadn't asked for serious resources earlier. Given the diamond synthesis trick and how far I'd come in establishing Lawful Evil purchasing lines and my own lair, I was very likely going to be able to do something. I was going to try to do it before the probable deadline on Cheliax attacking Osirion. I decided that my having more time to think things through would constitute harm reduction even from the extrapolated fully-informed perspective of people who disagreed with me."

"So I took out high-interest loans from Isfahel backed by the prospective income from Cheliax, started buying from the Kelesh Empire, and paid the Grand High Priestess of Sarenrae to put up the temporary time-accelerated demiplane."

"Golarion is notso primitive that it has no large financial entities to propagate probable future income backwards in time."









Carissa Sevar: " - okay. I'm going to - try to figure out how I think morality should work, and what kind of person I am, and assuming I don't end up deciding I just want you to have an emotional breakdown, I'll let you know in a couple hours when I'm ready to talk."









Keltham v3: "Right, well, my plan is to go have an emotional breakdown and rely on Splendour 25 to just make it through on sheer force of will, spend long enough like that to go to sleep that way, and hope when I wake up that I'm in a state that's stable at Splendour 23 so I can swap to the +4/+0/+4 headband..."

"I am actually kind of scared to augment Intelligence or Wisdom again, or go underneath Splendour 25, but that is something I can think about later."

"Any harm-reduction comments on that?"









Carissa Sevar: "- I do notice that you're having way more problems with identity-consistency than most people I know of who wear headbands or get cursed into losing half their intelligence or whatever. Some of that might be dath ilani techniques which make the stat boosts affect more aspects of your thinking, but some of it might be that you're changing how your brain works all the time? If I were you I'd try changing my mind around less.

I'm - not you, though. Osirion knocked me down to INT 9 and I was still me, just me who couldn't quite remember why I was doing what I was doing."









Keltham v3: "The - angry scathing remark that comes to mind, such as does sometimes come to mind about Golarion, and I am not sure that it's false - is that people here do not use their mental abilitystats for much. Do not have skills that deeply matter and scale to use more of those abilitystats."

"I checked around to see if Golarion knew anything collectively about side effects of rapidly changing around abilitystats to handle particular problems, and Golarion's collective wisdom seemed to be that people were usually just the same if you added +6 Intelligence points, only smarter. Which was such an absolutely alien concept that, again, the scathing remark that came to mind, was that Golarion did not have any experience relevant for grownups, only for primitive untrained children who only use their mental abilitystats for stereotypically abilitystat-laden work problems. I am again not sure this scathing remark is wrong."

"An alternative hypothesis is that dath ilani are configured to be more internally consistent in general and tolerate less variance. People in Golarion seem to vary much more in personality from day to day, even when not swapping augmentations, than I am used to. Much more visibly so, now that I'm out of Project Lawful and not around people putting up consistent Chelish fronts. It would've been a dead giveaway to anyone not from Cheliax or, unfortunately, dath ilan."









Carissa Sevar: "I think dath ilan breaks something in people. But I would think that, and probably we shouldn't argue it until we've both had time to think."









Keltham v3: "It is common wisdom everywhere that is not Cheliax that Cheliax breaks everything about people, and I did not think to recruit in advance anybody who could help you with that. Maybe don't set your own new personality in 'concrete' before you've talked with... our Iomedaen wizard, possibly?"

"Fe-Anar of Osirion, the one who was reading over your Hell contract, is closer to being able to keep up with you in a conversation Intelligence-wise. But I have absolutely no idea if the two of you would get along."









Carissa Sevar: "It might be awkward how my current theory of what to do from here involves letting Cheliax invade Osirion. I'll talk to the Iomedaen, She seems - like a kind of Good that I might not hate with a passion." Especially if the reason Iomedae's not with Cayden Cailean is not being okay with the risk of ending the world.









Iarwain: There's a new adventurer's-tent set up, in the demiplane. This one is presumably for Carissa Sevar. Somebody left a plate of chocolates outside the tent's entrance by way of welcome.









Carissa Sevar: She's not really in the mood for chocolates.






She's in the mood to collapse dramatically on the floor and wonder if she should, in fact, have, immediately betrayed Keltham to Otolmens who would crush him.

This is not an important question to answer, in one sense. She can't do it now. The error, if it was an error, was made due to intense time pressure and incomplete information about her past self's plans and panic and the risk of being mindread and love for Keltham and guilt over having harmed him so badly and existential horror at the thought of him being casually annihilated for a thought he might not even in fact be thinking, and she doesn't exactly think she'll make similar errors in the future. She's sure never ever ever going to love anyone again.

The obvious analysis here is that yes, she should have immediately betrayed Keltham, or at least have refused to step out of the Dome until she had his promise she could oppose him if she saw fit, which he wouldn't have given, at which point she'd have betrayed him to Otolmens.

(Why does it even come to her to betray him to Otolmens? How is Otolmens not carefully watching the situation already! Wasn't Broom supposed to be handling this?)

(Broom, who Osirion freed because they don't enslave halflings. It would serve everyone right, in some sense, certainly serve Otolmens and Cheliax right, if Broom, freed, decided to go travel the world or buy a house or something. Or maybe he's here, and just hoping he won't have to stab Keltham. Either way, if Keltham isn't worrying about Broom Carissa won't bring the possibility to his attention).



The less-obvious analysis here is that this way, she might be able to talk Keltham into a version of his plan that is actually better than the status quo, and it all depends on the probabilities, which she's poorly equipped to even begin to estimate. But Snack Service thought something good could happen here, something for which Carissa mattered and Carissa's status in Hell mattered, and -



- she thinks everything Cayden/Nethys has done has made this harder for Keltham to pull off? Otolmens picking Broom in the first place was a response to Pilar and Ione being picked; She's paying the situation closer attention. Nefreti said that the deception would've gone on longer without Cayden/Nethys's interventions, and if that's so, then when Keltham departed he'd have been richer, and Cheliax been less impaired in pursuing him, and he wouldn't have had the prospect of his children rushing him to solve this prematurely, they'd already have existed.....

If Cayden and Nethys were aiming at the destruction of the world they could have probably done it, from this starting point. So they're aiming at something else. And - she's not sure this logic is valid, but it does feel like probably if she were the kind of person who Nethys knew would instantly report Keltham, then some other person meets Keltham where he lands instead, some person who doesn't feel so strongly about the world not ending -

This is, perhaps, a question to return to when she's a god. If she's a god. She sure is making a lot of plans premised on her godhood, lately, for someone who does not in fact possess godhood and is actually just a fifth circle wizard with more money than fifth circle wizards usually have.



Perhaps she is staring at this because for all that it hurts, it doesn't hurt as much as staring inward and figuring out who she is and what she isn't and what she's done.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: About half an hour later she concedes that she should eat the chocolates and sends for the Iomedaen wizard.

"Do people go to Hell for practicing Acid Splash on their classmates?"









lintamande: "That's a good question. Trials are secret, of course, but.... we don't think so, not directly."









Carissa Sevar: " -'s what I thought. It's not about damning you. It's about - you believing that you are, fundamentally, the kind of person who'd do that, that everyone is the kind of person who'd do that, about drawing that outline around the muddle in a way that is the shape of a damned person - if Pharasma couldn't see anything you did before age 20, at all, they wouldn't do it any differently.



Some people find it upsetting, though. I didn't."









lintamande: "You do not strike me as a person with particularly high empathy or instinctive aversion to hurting people. I don't know if that's innate - people do vary in that innately - or learned."









Carissa Sevar: "Probably learned. I'm a very quick study.









Three days ago I spent six hours torturing a man nearly to death for fun and to impress a girl I liked."









lintamande: "Is there something we can do now to get him into a safe situation?"









Carissa Sevar: " - hmmm? Oh, I don't think so. He'll - the girl thought he'd recover. I did not ask what definition of 'recover' she was using. He's not being hurtnow.And I'm going to have to be very careful operating in Cheliax from here on out.

Do you, every time you hear about a bad thing, stop to think how to fix it -"









lintamande: "...I think it's important, when thinking about bad things, to keep almost all of your attention onwhere the badness is located.And the badness about having tortured a man for six hours is located inhim,first and most, that he suffered and is suffering, and meaningfully coming to terms with it is something that usually ought to start with him.

You can fix your own flaws through introspection; you can't fix having tortured people by looking inside yourself."









Carissa Sevar: "He did, uh, sincerely attempt to have my family Maledicted to Abaddon because I said something mean to him at a party!"









lintamande:









Carissa Sevar: "I don't actually have the slightest idea what the Iomedaen answer is, there."









lintamande: "Did torturing him save your family in some way?"









Carissa Sevar: "....no. It's just why I picked him."









lintamande: "Well, torturing people is bad, and having peoples' families Maledicted to Abaddon is also bad, and deciding to hurt people who do bad things to deter other bad things is an approach to problem-solving which humans have a tendency to err at in many different directions, so it's best done systematically and transparently as part of a just institution, and if you find yourself just wanting to hurt a bad person in a way that doesn't make anything better, you shouldn't. Why did you bring it up, if we can't help him now?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't want to just go, well, I did all those bad things, I can't fix them now, I won't do it again, I guess I'm done here. It doesn't feel like enough."









lintamande: "What would feel like enough?"









Carissa Sevar: "...burning eternally in the fires of Hell?"









lintamande: "Eternally? You don't think after a couple of years you'd go, wow, actually, I think that was enough?"









Carissa Sevar: "....depends whether Keltham ends up destroying the universe because I fucked him up so badly? Burning eternally in the fires of Hell really wouldn't be enough, for that."









lintamande: "So, comparing the worlds where Keltham destroys the universe except you and your loved ones, and you and your loved ones have a nice eternity somewhere, and the world where Keltham destroys the universe except you and your loved ones, and you burn in Hell forever and your loved ones have a nice eternity somewhere...what seems better to you?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't have loved ones."









lintamande: "...okay. I only specified that because I think most people wouldn't want to spend eternity completely alone, burning on fire or not."









Carissa Sevar: "- I mean, I could make constructs or something - I'm sorry, I think I'm being a bad student, here, and not addressing the point you wanted addressed. It is better if I am on fire, because everything is my fault, and I can't live with that, and if I'm on fire then I don't have to."









lintamande: "I think that probably you just need to toughen up and deal with things being your fault and stop trying to avoid living with that."









Carissa Sevar: "That is somehow not exactly the answer I expected. It's kind of what Derrina would say, if I said that to her, but I don't think she's Good."









lintamande: "What answer were you expecting?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know! Something - about how people shouldn't suffer?"









lintamande: "People can suffer if they want to. It's just, in your specific case it seems like you want to because the alternative is learning how to live with yourself."









Carissa Sevar: " - I do actually also separately like it when people hurt me but for my own benefit and it makes me stronger and then they pet me and tell me how well I did, that's a separate thing here that's not just about learning how to live with myself."









lintamande: "Is it by any chance the case that that's approximately the only context in which anyone in Cheliax has ever been nice to you."









Carissa Sevar: " - well if they were just nice unprovoked it'd be weird and I wouldn't be sure what they were playing at."









lintamande: 
"So teaching someone to associate suffering and slavery with companionship, support, and intimacy, which are otherwise completely inaccessible and pathetic to want, is actually much more sophisticated than Cheliax is usually capable of being but does seem like something they might do for a specific individual they are trying to corrupt because she's running an important project for them."









Carissa Sevar: "- oh, yes, I'm very much clear on the fact that's what they were doing, I wanted them to do that, to help me be a better Asmodean. ...Aspexia and Abrogail and Subirachs and Maillol worked really hard on that, for the last four months, and they shaped who I am today, and I'd try to undo that on the grounds that it was hostile interference in my personality and values except that, one, I am confused about, given how muddled all humans are all the time, what it would even mean to deal fairly with them - maybe Abadar just knows the answer to that one but it wasn't obvious just from thinking about it - and, two, I think maybe my being more and properly Asmodean was part of the plan."









lintamande: "The plan?"









Carissa Sevar: "Keltham doesn't want to start emotionally relying on it but I think Cayden and Nethys and possibly some other gods are trying to steer this so the universe doesn't get destroyed, and I think my being someone who can replace Asmodeus is part of their plan."









lintamande: "And you are pretty confident it's a good plan and you want to help them pull it off?"









Carissa Sevar: "...I don't know what you're getting at?"









lintamande: "Just that there's a failure mode where you decide Asmodeus shouldn't be able to order you around and go looking for someone worthier to throw yourself behind."









Carissa Sevar: "....is...that a failure mode?"









lintamande: "There are a lot of sacrifices that get made in emergencies, and that's one of them, but ideally, the person deciding who you should grow up into should be you."









Carissa Sevar: "- I don't actually see how that serves Iomedae."









lintamande:









lintamande: "Okay, one, why do you care if that serves Iomedae, you don't work for Her. And two, why would Iomedae be worth serving, if Shedidn't want us to grow up?"









Carissa Sevar: "...because She is opposed to Hell and doesn't want to destroy the world?"









lintamande: "...all right, that's fair, serving Iomedae is somewhat overdetermined for a lot of people. But still, I'm glad She's not just the absolute minimum Lawful Good god who technically is on the right side and more useful than Erastil or fucking Shizuru."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, is Shizuru actually useless, that's not just Chelish propaganda?"









lintamande: "Well, some people argue it should be parsed as 'damaged' more than 'useless'. But She hasn't done much of anything in Golarion since Tsukiyo died and Iomedae's leading the war on the Evil afterlives despite being brand new as a god and comparatively very weak."









Carissa Sevar: "Huh.



I don't have any idea what kind of god I'd be if I ascended. If I had all the time in the world, I think I could figure something out, but Keltham wants to go ahead very very soon, if I don't convince him to go with my plan instead..."









lintamande: "It's a very hard problem we've set ourselves here."









Carissa Sevar: "And if Iomedae has a solution in mind about who I'm supposed to be I'd at least want to hear Her out about it!"









lintamande: "Iomedae doesn't know we're here and would presumably shut this down if She did. Which I think would be an improvement, but it's not an improvement I have the power to make unilaterally, and presumably if things got to the point where Cayden Cailean thought it'd be an improvement He could tell her.

If She were here, I imagine She'd ask - if you were in charge of Hell, would it be a horrifying atrocity full of torture?"









Carissa Sevar: "No! Torture is stupid! It'd be a place where people like me can get stronger and better. And if people don't get stronger and better through pain then you should obviously do something else to them."









lintamande: "Well, I gotta say, I think most possible gods that turns into is a big improvement over the present situation."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, thank you for the vote of confidence."









Carissa Sevar: "...what is Iomedae's stance on doing something really awful that harms and potentially damns lots of people in order to slightly increase the probability that this plan works and the world doesn't end? Is it just, well, how bad, for how much probability of making things better -"









lintamande: "...mostly it's that mortals shouldn't do that, and should leave it to the gods. But if you have to do it, there's not some strategy that's better than figuring out how likely it is to work and how much harm it's going to do and if there's any better way, and then doing your best."









Carissa Sevar: She makes a face. "That's kind of dath ilani."









lintamande: "They're probably also correct about the color of the sky."









Carissa Sevar:









lintamande: "And plausibly about a lot of things, but it's hard to tell from here how much they had instincts that are actually somewhat appropriate to this situation because of knowledge of the broader multiverse they concealed from people like Keltham, or had no information at all about that, how much the things they taught about ideal reasoners are applicable to negotiating with gods..."









Carissa Sevar: "I want to swear Dispater to secrecy and then ask Him. He's not on our side, obviously, but as not a full god He's easier to just talkwith, and He'd know, and Erecura got divinity from Pharasma and I bet knows lots more than anyone alive about what kinds of things are actually possible to ask Pharasma for."









lintamande: "That's not an awful idea."









Carissa Sevar: "Wow, thanks."









lintamande: "I don't know if it's a good idea. We're into very strange territory, here. Generally I would never talk to an archdevil for any reason."









Carissa Sevar: "I acknowledge that I have low standards and also that I was straightforwardly being manipulated by hostile entities who torture people for fun, but He treated me like I wasn't livestock, like my growing stronger was a potential shared interest of ours. He could exist in my Hell, I think. - without the torturing people for fun.

I don't actually know if He tortures people for fun or just because it's the done thing. What He told me He'd do to me if I failed was hand me off to one of the counts of Hell whose pride I'd wounded.

Kind of fucked up how at this point that sounds like an unusually good eternal fate for me."









lintamande: "I really think we can do better than that."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm just terrified we'll do worse.





...every time Keltham is - terrifying, or horrible, I feel - like I deserve it, because I hurt him worse and first, and like I don't deserve it, because I never wanted to hurt him, and like I should forgive him because he's in pain and like I'd never forgivemyselffor that reason and why shouldn't I hold him to the same standard and I hate him for not being - good enough to do the thing he's trying to do, and trying to do it anyway - but I used to admire that about him, I remember admiring that about him..."









Carissa Sevar: "Sorry. I don't know what I'm asking."









lintamande: "Well, if the question is, did you hurt him, yeah, you really really did. And if the question is, is he handling it in the manner Iomedae would handle it, no, he really really isn't. I don't think he wants to. And if the question is, is any of that going to get better, ever....



....probably not? I've seen some serious interpersonal wounds heal but not when events were basically guaranteed to keep salting them."









Carissa Sevar: "This is really really stupid but I kind of hoped he would react in some way when I explained about Elias Abarco."









lintamande: "That doesn't sound really really stupid."









Carissa Sevar: "I think it's that - it's not that I mind that he had sex with me! I'm not twelve! I was going to give him Tonia, except that Cayden Cailean intervened, which, in hindsight, might not have just been Cayden Cailean randomly doing shit, if He was trying to protect the Project girls so Keltham could be reasoned with - though if that was what He was doing you'd think Keltham could be reasoned with and he isn't showing it -



- wow, I sound like a terrible person even to myself, when I talk about this -

- but anyway, the thing that was upsetting about it was that I'd promised Keltham I wouldn't, and it was, actually, weirdly upsetting, I think about it every time I see Abarco and it's been like three months now and I realize that's on me - and, so, it feels wrong, or something, for Keltham not to care, like there's something there I thought was real that never was -"









lintamande: "Abarco raped you?"









Carissa Sevar: " - kind of? I mean, calling it that feels like I wasn't happy that no one felt sorry for me so I just decided to pick a more dramatic word for it. He had permission from my superiors, it wasn't like he committed a crime or something."









lintamande: " - you know it's very normal to be upset if someone raped you even if they had permission from your superiors?"









Carissa Sevar: "I can't think of a single guy I slept with except Keltham who'd have taken it well if I told him no and I've never had problems before!"









lintamande: "What....are you imagining Iomedae thinks about this."









Carissa Sevar: "That I should grow up and stop feeling sorry for myself?"









lintamande: "Wow.

No.



Okay. I think we should back up a little.



The only solution I've ever run across tonot wanting to be an actor in the world,to looking at this world and thinking it's too hard and confusing and scary, to wanting someone else to run it for you, to looking for some rule you can follow instead of doing your best, is to do the hard thing and stop looking for shortcuts. People try a lot of other stuff. Never super seen any of it work.

That isnotthe correct solution tobeing traumatized in full generality."









Carissa Sevar: "Fine, then, what is?"









lintamande: "Well, generally, you expect that if someone raped you then you're going to be fucked up about that, definitely if you have to keep working with them, definitely if it's only been three months, and also you might reasonably wish your boyfriend was upset on your behalf when he found out, and feel gratified if other people are upset on your behalf when they find out, and feel like that's one of the hurts your relationship with Keltham did you, that you weren't able to tell him until much later, and he wasn't able to comfort you -"









Carissa Sevar: "Because he was simultaneously learning that I betrayed him in every conceivable way!"









lintamande: "When people hurt one another, they quite often both get hurt, you know. What you did to him was much much worse than what he did to you. But it is not surprising at all that your relationship hurt you too, even that it hurt you very badly.

And no matter who you were, no matter what you'd done, no one should have raped you."









Carissa Sevar: "Or Tonia."









lintamande: "Or Tonia. Or anyone. It ....seems possible to me that some of what Keltham is going through is harm related to his having been tricked into having sex under conditions he didn't agree to and didn't want, with people he wrongly trusted cared about what he'd agreed to and what he wanted."









Carissa Sevar: "I know. I didn't - mean to do that. I wanted to be someone he could trust. I - tried to keep his trust, that's - why the stupid Abarco thing even bothered me -



I would fix it for him, if I could. ....I in fact am probably more attached to my tentative plan where I stab Abrogail for him than makes any goddamned sense."









lintamande: "If I had a plan to stab Abrogail Thrune that had a good chance of working I'd be attached to it too."









Carissa Sevar: When it's been two hours and she has a plan and a long list of questions and is done crying and feels like she's not going to have a panic attack if Keltham gets frustrated and proposes statuing her again, she leaves her tent.









Keltham v3: Outside her tent is a note. Weirdly, it looks like a printed page from a book, though with slightly uneven letters on the line, even though it was clearly written just for Carissa.



The note says that the Entity Formerly Known As Keltham had previously promised himself he would take a day off, possibly two days, once he got time-dilation up. He has not actually had a day off since he left Cheliax, because time previous to establishment of time dilation was too valuable. You can keep going for quite a while with a +6 Belt of Mighty Constitution.

Mister Doomlord thinks he may, in fact, actually need to take a day off, now. Right now. Even though Carissa is here and has all sorts of important questions.









Keltham v3: The note continues to say that some of the others here can answer some of those questions. Carissa does in fact know the key elements of his basic Doom Plan. Others in 'core' will have more details if she asks.

The critical-path item on the Doom Plan is (1) Wishcrafting the three explosions he needs, 1x Rovagug 2x Absalom, which INT 27 is hopefully enough to start doing; and (2) getting three Wish scrolls with which to do it. That Person does not expect Carissa to help with (2), but thinks (1) should plausibly count as 'harm reduction' here.

Carissa hopefully has lots she can get up to speed on productively?



Or Carissa could take a day off inside time dilation. Ex-Keltham does not think he made the wrong decision about not taking time to recover immediately after he left Cheliax, there was too much that needed doing immediately. But it sure was what everybody in Osirion was telling him to do. Possibly the same advice may apply to Carissa. Well, not the part where they wanted him to spend a month in a monastery, that would've just been wrong.

Keltham's successor entity does not know of anything that Carissa needs to do immediately the way he needed to do things immediately. So far as he knows, nothing terrible will happen if she takes an entire day off.









Keltham v3: Carissa's ex-boyfriend has no idea if she considers herself still bound by any promises she made him, about that sort of thing, but if so, she's free to have sex with people here, as Carissa once told him a long time ago was helpful for recovering from violence. She can also get a relaxing massage from the woman calling herself Minor Character, though she also answers to anything else you want to call her; this massage, on some viewpoints, would reasonably count as sex, hence the specification. He'd say more but - it's cheating, to do anything with emotional implications, while you're hiding in your time-dilated adventurer's-tent.

He's pretty sure that Minor Character is not Nocticula, he checked. She now answers to 'Noticula' too.

He really needs to stop thinking now. Good night for a while.









Carissa Sevar: Well, all...right, then?





Carissa has zero interest in sex with anyone here.They're not as pretty as Abrogail. She'll....get some books from the library, and read, if not the truth, at least the lies the rest of the world tells, and take notes for her argument with Keltham tomorrow. Or the day after. As soon as he's ready.









Carissa Sevar: A couple hours into that she will concede that possibly she in fact needed a day off too.



has she actually ruled out that Minor Character is Abrogail, most people are









Carissa Sevar: After about ten hours of reading books and eating chocolate Carissa determines that she is not, as a person, temperamentally suited to taking days off when there might not be very many days left.

She gives herself Permanent Dancing Lights just so she can have more than the maximum number of Dancing Lights, and puts a Permanent Alarm on her bag of holding just for practice with Permanency and a Permanent Invisibility Alarm on her headband because why not. Then she copies a bunch of fifth-circle spells off Keltham's scroll library and also any staff who'll let her. Carmin has Overland Flight which means Carissa will be practically able to swoop around never touching the ground again though 'objectively' this is 'not a good use of a fifth circle spell slot' or something.



She's not going to work on Wish wordings until she's talked with Keltham; if any of her ideas are good ideas, they'll have several additional months to work on Wish wordings, and any work done before she Wishes herself up as smart as a person can be will be wasted.



Maybe she can just figure out how to makea 6/6/4 and then she and Keltham won't have to fight over it.









Keltham v3: He finishes more or less blacking out in his bedroll just being tired. He finishes being curled up in a ball internally screaming and feeling emotions that he thinks he can now survive feeling at Splendour 25, which isn't actually all of the emotions.

He does not leave his tent in time dilation; instead, he starts trying to think.

This thinking process uses his Incredibly Fake Computer, technically an unusually complicated permanent reactive illusion hooked up to a Baseline-language version of the keyboard his typewriter uses. It is literally just a text editor, but it allows for nested outlining and to edit things already written. (His aligned item-creator has not figured out any equivalent of 'print this screen'; if he wants to save or share anything from the Incredibly Fake Computer his aligned taskmonkey has to manually translate it to Taldane and enter it into the typewriter.)

The real person running this entire show is not somebody who can think in realtime, especially at only +3 Intelligence. He thinks slowly and using a fake computer for external memory anchoring, processing lists of possibilities too large and arguments too intricate to be held in memory all at once.


To be clear, the simple aspect of "making lists" or "writing down complicated arguments" is not the key thing and would not have gotten previous!Keltham all that far; the key point is more like "thought processes that successfully scale to considering more possibilities, because it's not always the case that everything after possibility #3 on your list never happens, and what does happen usually isn't on the list anyways" or "arguments whose local steps hold together well enough that their productivity scales intact to larger argument structures, rather than arguments too complicated to hold in your head just never working".

Nobody tries to design an entire liquid-phase nuclear reactor in their heads, even before their society invents outline editors. But then, you can have nice things like nuclear reactors only because your society has designed some method of thinking about such engineering problems which is precise enough that it scales to a nuclear reactor design, and actually goes on working. If all of your society's political arguments fit into a paragraph, it doesn't necessarily mean you've discovered a kind of thinking about politics that scales well to longer than a paragraph, or that people with longer arguments have better arguments; but still, that's the kind of politics you'll get.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa's just writing pages and pages of notes, whenever something comes to mind while she's item-crafting.



Thoughts related to alternatives to releasing Rovagug, thoughts related to alternatives to bargaining with Pharasma, thoughts related to Achaekek, thoughts related to the plausible state of information of various gods, thoughts related to entities to contact, thoughts related to making it unnecessary to avoid Cheliax, thoughts related to influencing Asmodeus's perspective on how well the ilani project is going, thoughts related to what Cayden and Nethys are angling for, thoughts related to her cult and how to encourage it if that seems useful, thoughts related to world conquest if they end up going down one of the unlikely-looking branches where that seems like a good idea, thoughts related to assassinating Abrogail in a way that doesn't discredit Carissa with the Church of Asmodeus, thoughts related to whether they're 'in a story', and whether there are any worlds in the overlap of 'in a story' and 'should not just act like everyone and everything matters exactly as much as you'd expect'....









Carissa Sevar: "Hey, this might be a slightly absurd question, but do you think Osirion would agree to let Cheliax conquer them if we swore to them them it was for complicated reasons in their long term interests?"









Prince Fe-Anar: " - is it in their long-term interests? It seems about as not in their long-term interests as a thing could reasonably be!"









Carissa Sevar: "Under some sets of assumptions, one of the things Cayden and Nethys have been trying to influence is how much Asmodeus cares about Golarion, the planet, either so that He won't release Rovagug even if He loses or so that if Keltham releases Rovagug Asmodeus will commit the resources to stop Him before the planet is eaten. If even Asmodeus is strong enough to do that, which I consider unlikely but not so unlikely this isn't worth thinking about."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Hmmm, most of the gods that saved Golarion the first time are still around, right?"









Carissa Sevar: "Also unsure but I think no. A lot of the gods that were around then died. I bothered a couple of the historians for estimates of how many and they were like 'between three and twenty'. We have more than three but fewer than twenty new gods, but new gods are also much weaker than ancient ones. On the other hand, some of the ancient gods fought on the side of Rovagug, and maybe no one will do that this time? Or maybe Asmodeus will, in which case I think we're completely fucked."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Keltham's much more optimistic than you about that, I don't know his reasoning."









Carissa Sevar: "Do youtrusthis reasoning?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Hmmm. He reminds me a lot of myself when I was younger, really. I would absolutely have murdered trillions of people to spite Pharasma. Luckily I didn't have the opportunity."









Carissa Sevar: " - okay not that I haven't myself been a bad person in the past but I actually have trouble imagining what it's like to be the kind of person who'd murder trillions of people to spite Pharasma! You don't even get to stick around enjoying having spited Pharasma! You're dead!!"









Prince Fe-Anar: "If it's not intuitively obvious I don't know how to explain it. She thinks She owns us; She doesn't own us, we own us; fuck her, we'll do this without Her."









Carissa Sevar: "That just seems like going .... 'gravity THINKS it's in charge here, but it doesn't own me, I own me, I'll jump off a cliff and show gravity who is in charge!'"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Yes. Obviously you do pick up a Fly first if you can."









Carissa Sevar: "That's - but - if youhaven'tpicked up a Fly first you don't do it! Because - and at least then you're only risking yourself!!! This is more like throwing a bunch of innocent people off the cliff to show how much you won't let gravity spite you!!"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, I agree today I wouldn't do it. But when I was Keltham's age? Absolutely. If Pharasma doesn't like it She should've been a better god."









Carissa Sevar: "What changed your mind?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "That is a question I've given a lot of thought without a satisfying answer. Some of it is just - witnessing enough horrors to realize on some important level that bad things are actually bad even if my logic for doing them is impeccable. I do not think that'll work on Keltham, since most of the horrors he's witnessed are Hell, and fixing Hell is in fact a pretty reasonable thing to go on an insane crusade about.

And some of it is my wife and children, and more recently my father being in Axis and substantially more - whole and wise and happy - and, hmm, I have the impression that well is somewhat poisoned for Keltham."









Carissa Sevar:









Prince Fe-Anar: "To be clear, I am also optimistic that we are jumping off this cliff with a Fly spell up."









Carissa Sevar: "He's going to destroy the world! Even in what he considers a good scenario Rovagug's going to probably eat everyone in the world!"









Prince Fe-Anar: " - so, we're not destroying the world, there, right, the problem is thatAsmodeuscan't stand losing and so will destroy everything rather than suffer a hit to his pride, and we can't just let ourselves all be hostages to Asmodeus. We should say to Him 'fuck you, go ahead and try'."









Carissa Sevar: "But then we'll die!"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, you can't just do whatever people want you to do because otherwise they'll kill you!"









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Not only can you do that very nearly everyone who isn't Osirian royaltyisdoing it constantly!!!"









Carissa Sevar: " - okay, setting that aside, today you wouldn't do it, right? Why not?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "You know how it used to be that daemons would eat souls out of the River of Souls?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. Asmodeus put a stop to that. - did He actually even do that. It was one of my favorite facts about Him."









Prince Fe-Anar: "All the gods agreed to put a stop to that. But anyway, outside a place like this, if you ask people how they feel about that, they're all appalled. If you ask them if they wish we'd let the daemons go back to doing that, they're terrified. They don't want that at all. Now, Keltham would point out, once people go to Hell, they often want to die. But I guess I figure - if pretty much no one wants the River of Souls fed to Abaddon, then even if some of them after they go to Hell do want that, they don't get to have the other people not in Hell murdered on their behalf. I'd feel differently about that if there were a sizable contingent of people who did wish all souls got eaten when you die. And there's not none - some Rovagug cultists showed up to join Keltham, they're mostly like that - but it's a really unusual stance, much rarer than going to Hell is."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not sure that really touches - very many of my intuitions about this."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well an intuition of mine is that it's very different to destroy a lottery people wouldn't've agreed to participate in on behalf of the losers than to destroy a lottery people did agree to participate in on behalf of the losers. And while I'm very much enthusiastic about cancelling the whole stupid lottery I bet we can come up with a smarter way to do it, in time."









Carissa Sevar: "If you have ideas for a specific smarter way -"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I'd have to be a lot smarter than I am but I was thinking about making - something that does what Pharasma does. Shield us from the interference of the other Outer Gods. If Civilization hadthatthen we really could tell Her to go die in a fire, and I'll be the first to do it."









Carissa Sevar: " - well. Let me know if that gets to the point where it needs spellcraft."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Will do. Now, you had some kind of crazy plan that involved invading Osirion?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, I need to check several of my assumptions with Keltham and convince him in some way that doesn't rely on reasoning about what Nethys and Cayden are up to but, uh, I think Asmodeus might be powerful enough to save Golarion, if He wanted to, and if His triumphant forces are in the middle of conquering it and also making huge corrigibility discoveries then, well, He'll want to. Is the broad outline. I realize this involves, uh, everyone you love dying horribly, but so does unleashing Rovagug, and this way could conceivably be temporary."









Prince Fe-Anar: "...seems like a plan that fails in a spectacularly ugly way, if it fails. Say, if Otolmens notices and crushes this project after that but before Keltham can attempt ascending."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah.



If I were in charge of Cheliax?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "...is that a realistic possibility?"









Carissa Sevar: " - probably not? I'm exploring a lot of ideas that probably won't work. But, I mean, assassinating Abrogail probablywouldwork, and she did tell me I was her obvious successor. - she was displeased about it."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I'm surprised she didn't kill you on the spot."









Carissa Sevar: "I think she likes me."









Prince Fe-Anar: "You have fascinating romantic taste."









Carissa Sevar: "Don't want to talk about that actually.

- thank you, though. This was helpful.



Why are you here, if you don't want Keltham to succeed?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, I think if he surrounds himself entirely with Rovagug cultists things will go even worse."









Keltham v3: The person who eventually emerges from his tent does not look especially well-rested.

A lot of people inside Project Doom's Doom Base* would probably be glad to see him looking like that instead of distant, for what it's worth.


(*) Not his choice of name, but this isn't Cheliax and it's not his nature to force people to use names they don't like.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is both looking forward to and dreading having their conversations about this again But This Time With Emotional Maturity. She's made as much progress on the newest headband as she reasonably can today - at some point you just start making stupid inattentive mistakes, and if you aren't being tortured by a devil it's not worth pushing through them - and is now seeing if she can permanency the spell Gust of Wind in a way that makes her fancy new Cloak of Resistance flutter cinematically behind her no matter what she's doing. The book says you need to be sixth circle but there's no way to tell how hard a requirement that is without trying.



She glances up at Keltham and then looks back at her notes.









Keltham v3: "Interruptible else interruptibility ETA?" he says in Baseline.









Carissa Sevar: " - interruptible, yeah."









Keltham v3: "Wishes are very different cognitive enhancers from headbands and spells. I'd expected any difference from their stacking separately, still surprised at how different they are."

"I think in retrospect that possibly dath ilani are built along slightly different lines and the headbands just don't work on us exactly the same way as Golarion natives. Headband Splendour was not giving me much more persuasiveness, just stronger emotions, and I think the stronger emotions were coming in at a significant discount to what would happen with a Golarion native wearing the same headband. But now I feel like I could see - maps of how this conversation could be more or less pleasant, persuasive, for you."

"I can also clearly see in retrospect that I should've gotten one attribute Wished up first, and then paused to analyze the effects. But I'd have picked Wisdom as the first attribute to Wish up, because it's the cognitive self-analysis one, so I'm somewhat glad I didn't actually do that."









Carissa Sevar: After extensive complaining to Carmin about how it was deeply unreasonable to expect emotional sensitivity from Keltham but she could really use it, Carissa came up with a strategy.









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: "Translation: I was being a dick earlier, and while I'm not quite willing to apologize for it I'm planning to do better this time, I wasn't being rude because I wanted to see you suffer which is how it might have come across."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm - sorry that the modifications have been necessary, that you've been rushed into them. I know how much you are paying to - try to be able to think as clearly as possible, here. I also have some maps for how this conversation can be more pleasant and will do my best."









Keltham v3: "There's a cultural gap we never did cross, and not all of that was the Conspiracy making sure that I never understood Cheliax correctly. A dath ilani woman would tell me not to use Splendour 25 to make a conversation nicer for her, and, depending on how cautious versus forgiving she was by her nature, might decide that she would not date a man who'd deployed Splendour 25 against a woman even if he'd done so literally to save that multiverse. She just would not feel personally safe around him."









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: "That's manipulating you and I don't want to do that, don't want to be the kind of person who does that, don't really believe it's ever okay to be the kind of person who does that even if you've already crossed other lines it's never okay to cross. I'm not reaching the condescending conclusion you don't really understand what manipulation is and are okay with it because you fundamentally are failing to model it, but I'm confused!"









Carissa Sevar: "Talking to someone who has a lot of Splendour on you is giving yourself into their hands at least a little bit. But - well, two things.

One is that many of the other decisions I've made in the last two days are also giving myself into your hands a lot more than that, and I don't see a difference between Splendour and putting on your earring and swearing not to work against your plans and giving you wishes - like, they all might be bad to the extent they let you achieve your goals at my expense, and good to the extent they make things better. I am guessing that to you, Splendour feels different because it's more like modifying your priorities than constraining you, but I think that to me, at least, maybe to most people who haven't had dath ilani training - both of those end up modifying you, everything modifies you, to be in someone's life is to change which parts of you grow and which get squished, and all you can do is choose people who bring out parts of you that you like.

I suspect now that I say that that there's a Keeper art of not being altered by having done something you were selected to do randomly, being the same person as the version of you who wasn't selected to do it but would have, but it's not one of those I think I should be trying to pick up right now. I don't have enough of a self to defend. And the one true real conviction that I do have - that people who want to live should not be annihilated - I genuinely don't think you could talk me out of that with 50 Splendour.



Two is that just like you can trade with Asmodeus if you're Abadar, you can just price in that He'll be trading adversarially, and so you can talk to someone who has Splendour and just correct for the Splendour. I like Abrogail and that's probably mostly the Splendour and I can in fact set it aside and kill her if that's strategic. I like Dispater and that's definitely the Splendour and I can set that aside if we think of some other way to reach a confidentiality agreement with Erecura where the fact of talking to her won't itself be suspicious. I believe myself broadly competent to correct for liking you and for you trying to be persuasive to me, and where I'm not perfect, I'm also not perfect at - correcting for being mad at you or for hating you or for being scared of you, and hating you and being scared of you makes it harder to think and so is worse."









Keltham v3: He sits down and hugs his knees to himself. Keeps his face where she can see it, though. "Okay. That at least doesn't sound like you're - doing the thing that everyone else in Golarion does - where you have your Golarion frame and you can't imagine anything outside the Golarion frame and everything I actually am is just an outrageous deliberate insult for being not what the Golarion frame calls for -"

"Dath ilani tryso hard to reach across the gap that exists between mind and mind. It's, not literally all of our fiction, our science fiction, butso much of it is that. When two dath ilani with - let's say a longstanding friendship, old alliance, not romantic couple - when they have a serious disagreement worth putting effort into - they put the effort into reaching across to one another, that novels showed exemplary protagonists doing with literal aliens. Because that's what it takes for people to actually communicate with each other and not, the thing that Cheliax had, where both sides just pretend. Which, though the rest of Golarion doesn't know it, they have only very slightly less than Cheliax."

"I thought, afterwards, that the reason why I was able to relate to anybody in the Conspiracy, is that, in trying so hard not to clue me in on what the world was like, in having to keep me contained - you had to meet me halfway. You had to actually stretch your hand back, across the huge effort I was making to reach out my own hand, which I did because I was dath ilani, and you did because you were making a desperate extraordinary effort to keep the alien contained and needed to understand the alien and meet it on its own terms in order to deceive it. And which, nobody else in Golarion, has in fact made very much effort to do for me since. To them, their frame is just, the way things are, should be, must be, and if I try to be halfway less insane that's not very much of an effort worth reciprocating because I should just not be insane at all, obviously."

"I'm glad that you are trying to do - any of that, now - even if it's to try to stop the multiverse from being annihilated, as your own utilityfunction considers to be a bad thing. Accurately or not, before, you came across as - not doing that, anymore - and I thought - it was because there was no more Conspiracy, and you wouldn't try to meet the alien halfway it it was just under threat of the multiverse being destroyed, and not under threat of being tortured for failure."

"I mean, I get why, according to your held principles, according to your model of yourself, you care about the multiverse more, but I didn't - trust that the real you -"

"It doesn't matter. Even if it's only under threat of the multiverse being destroyed, I'm glad to be with, the Carissa who also reaches back."









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: Doesn't need translating.









Carissa Sevar: "I think - it wasn't just the Conspiracy - I think I got put in charge of the Conspiracy because I wanted to understand you so badly that I was better at it than anyone else."









Keltham v3: "Out of - a maybe stupid effort to understand a past that's already past - was anyone else - trying for your job, incentivized to try to beat you at it, was there anybody else trying to be an expert on Keltham - would that have gotten them tortured by you, if you'd noticed them threatening you -did you crush down any potential competitors -"









Carissa Sevar: " - it was Maillol's job at first. I - know you didn't really know him - but he was a decent man. He was good at his job at the Worldwound. I don't know if the official statistics are true but I think we had substantially lower losses than average. But Project Lawful was too weird, too confusing, and - required higher Intelligence, probably - the first night we slept together, when I told you I wanted to see a priest, I went to him with a question about whether -

- my recall may not be perfect but I think I was trying to ask whether, if I slept with you, as I wanted to, and then later you learned that you weren't unaware of subtle Chelish signals of people not wanting to sleep with you,you were just, the way things go in Golarion, not supposed to care,then you'd be furious with me for sleeping with you, even though I did want to - because we couldn't lie about the fundamental fact that most people in Golarion have sex they don't want sometimes, it was obviously entangled with too many other things, and if we weren't going to lie to you about that then it might be that we needed to tell you before anyone had sex with you -

- and he said to me that if I understood what I'd just asked I'd have to be the one to figure out an answer, because he did not understand what I'd just asked, and then after some further discussion had me ask Abarco and then told me I was in charge of trying to maximize the amount of time before you got fed up and left us. And that's how it ended up my job.



And then later, in Egorian, he got tortured very badly for a mistake that he made that I still don't completely understand and was - having a hard time exercising ambitious initiative about the project, visibly so, so I told him I wanted Project Lawful to not have torture beyond what was in Taldor, as an experiment to see if that let people think, and he didn't agree to do it but he told me I could ask the Most High to put me in charge. So I did.

No one especially tried to undermine me about that. They'd have been enormously rewarded if they could legitimately do better, of course, but it was obviously a very hard job, and it's not like the rewards weren't also very high for being my second-in-command. I wouldn't've crushed someone who looked like they could grow up to be genuinely better than me, that could've made us lose. I really didn't want us to lose, and I also don't like - people who are under my command - being weaker than they could be - that was why the low-punishments rule, I thought maybe they'd grow like we needed them to...

In hindsight the rumor mill was probably doing a lot for me, and additionally I think it was visible that Abrogail Thrune had taken lots of personal interest in the Project and no sane person wants to come to her attention in the context of a Project they might fuck up, not if they can avoid it.

When I was being punished for your departure there was a lot of angling to take over the project but it was mostly Abarco and Avaricia gambling I wouldn't come back .... I did torture them. Not so much for trying to compete with me as for driving Asmodia to suicide. And I - hurt Maillol very badly, about that - it was horrible and stupid of me, he was always decent to me and I don't actually know if the damage I did can be undone. But not - not during the Project, not while you were there."









Keltham v3: "I am probably imagining this as being much much worse for you than it actually was, but I have no idea how I could ask about that, what would be the interpersonal comparison metric of worseness."

"It makes you look better than what Ione Sala knew of the background story, before she left Cheliax, which was all she was allowed to tell me about. You doing those things, for those reasons."









Carissa Sevar: "It's possible I am wrong about my reasons. People get muddled enough to backfill their own history wrong, it's kind of terrifying. But I'm sure about the question I brought to Maillol that got me put in charge of the Project, and about what I got promoted past him over. I don't - think it was very awful for me. Almost everything I hate, looking back, is what Idid,not what happened to me. With a couple exceptions but they're the kind of thing that would've happened more if I hadn't been in charge of the Project if anything."









Keltham v3: "I have enough additional questions that I need to start writing them down to make sure I can believe they will not just eventually get lost. I am going to ask things that I would not have previously asked, and hope that my mind does not require a lot of emotion-severance about knowing the answers as soon as I turn off Splendour 25."

He takes a diary-like notebook from a Bag of Holding, and a fancy magical quill which is still not as good as a ballpoint pen, and writes:

- What drove Asmodia to suicide?
- Are the others okay who haven't been mentioned, like Gregoria or Shilira or Korva?
- What did Abarco and Avaricia and Maillol do to get tortured?
- How was Abarco able to force you into sex if you were his boss? (Ione didn't know this but said there were many possibilities, dominant one Abrogail punishing you for fucking up.)









Carissa Sevar: "When I left the project I didn't do a good enough job giving it continuity of orders, and also everyone was very uncertain how things were going to shake out without me, and Avaricia decided to make a play for being in charge if I didn't get back, or second-in-command if I did, and started needling Asmodia.

They'd pulled practically all the high-quality Security we'd enjoyed when we had you and sent them to Nidal and replaced them mostly with people who they were maximally confident wouldn't defect on exposure to ilanism, which mostly meant people who just enjoyed being awful people. And who started going after Asmodia and the other girls thought of as loyal to me, in variously plausibly-deniable or not-even-very-plausibly-deniable ways. And Asmodia was - a heretic, and naive - she thought that they'd do what was in Cheliax's interests if she just kept pointing out how stupid it was for them not to - she tried to get Abarco and Maillol to make them stop - and then when it didn't work she killed herself.

No one thought she'd do that because Hell is worse. But she'd died and gone to Hell already, right, back when Nidal attacked us, and - she came back happier and healthier - she must've gone to the gardens, because Erecura foresaw that I'd bargain for that - so she didn't have anything to fear. So she killed herself.

At which point Abrogail pulled me out of my punishment for failing with you and I went back and I - knew that Maillol and Subirachs had allowed this deliberately because they thought it'd be good for me to terrorize some people into submission for once -



- the other students are all okay, I think. Pilar eventually stepped in and started protecting them with her Cayden powers. Meritxell's helping her with training the new candidate-ilani. I own all their souls and they'll get statued if they die.



Iiiii notice myself being nervous about discussing Abarco because many possible ways that conversation could go will make me annoyed at you for things that are completely not at all your fault and are entirely my own."









Keltham v3: "My current understanding is that you got forced into breaking that promise and did not - deliberately court being forced to break it. If that understanding is unambiguously correct, we can pass on."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: "You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to, I'm trying to give you the-thing-most-important-to-me-to-know at a higher level of abstraction to make it easier for you to not talk about it, I cannot actually do more than that to protect you while you haven't told me anything at all."









Carissa Sevar: "That's correct, yeah.





- we were running a test of whether it was possible to escape from the facilities and evade Security. Because we wanted escaping-with-Keltham to be a possibility and weren't sure what it'd take for an escape to be credible. The seed of the plan that became 'Nefreti' rescuing you. Security had orders to answer to Subirachs for the day. It didn't even - occur to me as a possible failure mode."









Keltham v3: "Accepted. I model you as explicitly not wanting to hear reassuring things I could say about dath ilani attitudes versus Golarion attitudes, you can pokeback if that model is mistaken. I pause briefly so you can potentially pokeback."

(Pause.)









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: "Since you predicted you'll get annoyed if I say anything, I'm guessing all the things I have to say won't actually help. That being the obvious inference from what you said. But I'm checking because I want to say things, if they might help to hear."









Carissa Sevar: "...maybe you could say them but just say them about Keltham attitudes instead of about dath ilan attitudes because I kind of have a grudge against your home planet's way of doing ethics right this minute but I do care what you think."









Keltham v3: 
"No. I realize I was the one who had responsibility for being able to say what dath ilan was about, but I am sad and bitter about what - people here must think of dath ilan, now, and a whole bright world they never saw, and imagine horrible things about because they've been tortured by Golarion to the point where they cannot imagine an alternative to it -"

"It will not be good for me to accept that instruction."

"Are we still on crying-in-each-other's presence terms? I'm keeping tears out of my eyes right now."









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: "I'm mad at Elias Abarco and I wish it hadn't happened to you and I hope you're okay and I'm not mad at you about that and the stuff Carmin said was right."









Carissa Sevar: - okay I think at some point I'm abusing the imaginary Keltham thing.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't mind if you cry in front of me."









Keltham v3: "Okay. I'm not holding against you - you being forced into that particular thing - though it's part of a much huger pattern of things you got forced into that I can't split off from you because then there's nothing left. But that particular promise-breaking, I'm not holding against you. If someday you want to know in more detail why, and what a beautiful sunlit world looks like and thinks like about issues like that, you can ask. Someday."









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: I don't want bad things to happen to you. I wish I could have protected you. Elias Abarco sucks.









Carissa Sevar: You could have brought anything out of dath ilan you wanted, to Golarion. You could have ended slavery, if that was what dath ilan's ethics said to do, or made everyone rich, or ended all plagues and famines and wars, you could have made resurrection so cheap that every family could afford it for every child, you could have built whatever bright sunlit world you wanted.



The thing you decided to bring out of dath ilan to my world is death for everyone. It doesn't matter what else dath ilan has; that is what you chose to give us.





She doesn't say it. It's not true or fair; it just feels true, and Keltham's - right, about how hard it is to stretch across the gulf, how much trying it takes, and she believes him, that he's trying too -









Carissa Sevar: She nods.









Keltham v3: "I would not - actually be okay - with resurrecting Elias Abarco for, reasons directed at inflicting suffering on him, but if that's something you'd otherwise do, if not for me, I can try to pay you to make up the difference."









Carissa Sevar: " - huh? No, I've tried not to be - personally vindictive about it, what would that help - I own an option on his soul too, and I was planning to make him into the best devil I could, it wouldn't be fair to do anything less -"









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: I think he might've been trying to say that that'd be an understandable way to feel, thing to want, that if you do want that he wants you to at least have something equivalent in value, so that while he can't give you that he can give you something you wanted as much as that -









Carissa Sevar: " - I appreciate the offer, though."









Keltham v3: 
"Okay. I keep thinking - that I don't know what kind of person you actually are, when half of you isn't being pointwise shaped by the threat of immediate torture, and half of you isn't an elaborate lie. And I keep thinking that, it's not like I could actually ask, or you could tell me, because even fully half a day being out from under all of that is not enough time that you could reasonably figure out who you are."









Carissa Sevar: "There are bits I've figured out. Not - the whole thing, definitely. I think - there are instincts I had all along, and was ignoring, but they didn't go away, and I can just stop ignoring them. And there's - it's not like how I got here isn't part of the answer to who I am.

I figured out I needed to overthrow Asmodeus if I wanted to fix Hell, so I wrote a letter convincing Aspexia Rugatonn to let me sell my soul, rescue all the Project girls, and make things okay enough I could work with you to build Civilization, because I was pessimistic about doing it without you and I, uh, thought we probably couldn't work together if Asmodia and Peranza were being eternally tortured and it was my fault.

I think that's - a decent starting description of who I am."









Keltham v3: "I was - pretty explicitly not trying to be anyone, after I got out of Cheliax. I'd lost all my girlfriends except Ione who would have been third on my list for emotional support and not on my list for physical intimacy, found out that all my hard work up until that point had made Golarion worse, figured out that Cheliax was holding my prospective child or children hostage, found out about the Boneyard, found out about Hell, didn't decide immediately to destroy Pharasma's Creation but I knew that if I couldn't think of a solution I wouldhave to do that, didn't want -"









Keltham v3: "- didn't want, didn't want, never wanted, to hurt anyone -"









Keltham v3: "And at Splendour 25 I can, apparently, just bull-rush through letting myself feel some of that, if not all of it, so I have spent a few hours curled up sort of blacking out and not doing anything, and then another few hours letting myself starting to feel some of the more bearable things. But it is still not clear to me yet that - I want to be a person, here, or would benefit from being one, while I have to do the things I have to do."









Carissa Sevar: "I think I'm made pretty differently from you, but, uh, trying not to feel things and just to do what I'd calculated was correct without letting myself catch up emotionally and while scared to even think....worked really badly, in my case. It'd be a very unusual mind that worked better when half of it was out of commission."









Keltham v3: "I am not scared tothink. I at no point during any of this decided to model the world incorrectly. It's what's wise to let myselffeel that's the question."









Carissa Sevar: 'scared to think' is about the Cayden Cailean stuff but his reason for being scared to think about it makes perfect sense and aren't emotional in nature and probably it'd be unhelpful to push further on it. "Sorry.





I really want you to recover yourself and feel things but I think I am motivated in part by hoping if you do that then you won't destroy the universe.... I would still want it if it were magically stipulated not to affect the odds of destroying the universe, though."









Keltham v3: "When were you trying not to feel things and calculate and that worked out poorly? Like... all of your life in Cheliax, or...?"









Carissa Sevar: " - mostly no, actually? Mostly just when you left and we were trying to figure out Project direction and, uh, Aspexia Rugatonn said if it took me killing twenty thousand people to figure out how to make ilani that'd be worth it, and I felt - uh, probably what I felt was basically some part of me noticing that Asmodeanism is incompatible with even a tiny shard of human values - but I ignored it, obviously, and when I was hurting Maillol I didn't want to but I had all these good arguments for why I should, and actually even by my priorities at the time I shouldn't have -

- it's not that my feelings are a perfect guide, I also tortured some people and didn't feel bad about it, but - the feelings were information about my values and ...your values are a dangerous thing to be wrong about while you're trying to do something big and important."









Keltham v3: "I suppose. My values seem not ambiguous or complicated, here, and my assessments didn't shift between before and after I augmented my intelligence."

"As I noticed after I asked the question, I asked it in part to deflect from - you saying you wanted me to recover myself."

"I do not, actually, even now, feel that there is very much point to that. It became - clear, after I left Cheliax - that the sum of my issues would not let me be happy unless I walked away from all of them and probably resorted to magical mind control to make myself not think about them. There comes a point beyond which you can't be happy and there's no point in trying. So I took my augmented intelligence and started trying to roll my own pseudo-Keeper skills, which, obviously, I am not getting right. Also I suspect that headband Wisdom is another thing that interfaces poorly with dath ilani, or at least, the people here did not seem to know what I was talking about when I asked them if there were methods for handling the thing where staring at your own emotions with +6 Wisdom makes the emotions go away."

"I would have put more relative effort into solving that sort of issue if I had not been trying to - just speed ahead to where this is all over, and hope that, somehow, I'd be able to get back together with Carissa at the end of it."

"Which wish, it seems, will also not be granted."









Carissa Sevar: "....I notice the impulse to say that if you don't destroy the world I will absolutely and happily be yours forever. That sounds like the most doomed romantic relationship conceivable on every level but it is not in fact false."









Keltham v3: "I assume you meant to say that about if I don't try to destroy the world, at all, prohibiting also my trying to the point of Cayden showing up and presenting an alternative to destroying the world."









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not sure? One basically reasonable thing a person could say is 'I really like you but I can't get over you trying to kill everyone; we can only be together if you don't try to kill everyone'. But ....I think the thing I'm feeling is more - I want something Keltham really wants to live in the world where he doesn't kill everyone, regardless of how we ended up there. Which is plausibly even more doomed! But it's closer to how I actually feel."









Keltham v3: "I didn't understand 'want something Keltham really wants'?"









Carissa Sevar: "Right now, it seems like you are very miserable, and even if the world doesn't end, there isn't anything that you care deeply about that you expect to get to enjoy, in the world that continues existing and doesn't subject you to any personality death.

And - while I suppose this is a rude sort of assumption to make about someone - it feels possible that you wouldn't want to end the world, if you expected to be really and deeply happy if the world kept on existing. Or that you'd have a little more motivation somewhere deep inside you to come up with an alternative, or that you'd be a little more willing to compromise if you were getting most of what you wanted but not all of it.

That possibility makes me want to offer you anything I possibly can, if the world survives. Not conditional on you not trying to end it - just to say to you, if the world exists, we'll live in Civilization and be happy and I'll be yours forever, there's something worth living for here.


I can imagine Carmin making such a face about this but that's where I'm at."









Keltham v3: "Needs to involve people not being in Hell as that basically exists now, better childcare in the Boneyard, some protected landing areas in the Abyss and Maelstrom, and neither of us needing to be a god..."

"Ironically enough, if we get an ending like that, it will imply further things about - what happens to people like me, after we die in plane crashes - such that, in fact, destroying everybody in the multiverse would have probably sent them to pretty safe destinations on average."









Carissa Sevar: "Two of the items to argue on my items to argue list are 'will technological development fix the Boneyard situation anyway inside a century' and 'are the Abyss and Maelstrom actually bad enough to defensibly risk the multiverse over if Hell is fixed.' But I don't know if we're moving on to that conversation yet, or if there's - more personal stuff to argue first -"









Keltham v3: "I'm finding myself wanting to back up from - what potentially sounds like a promise, or an offer, that we could be happy together under sufficiently optimistic circumstances - because I don't know whether you think you'd just, actually be happy, or if you're offering to sign yourself back over to me and let me use mind-control on you if I want you to be happy, or if it's the second thing but actually that's just how your sexuality rolls... how much ofthat was reality?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'd be really surprised if mind control was needed but am not intending to say 'by any means short of mind control' or something, if we have to use mind control to make it work we can do that." She can see Carmin's face in front of her going "wow! no! let's back up!" but she's not in fact going to retract that, not at all, not if this in fact helps Keltham think about the world as something he might want to live in.

"I - told you the truth about how my sexuality works, except I think actually there's something about what you were doing which a Chelish person in your place would not have been doing which was in fact an important ingredient of it being good for me rather than just not hard for me to endure. And I do think that probably my not really having a sense of who I am as a person would play badly with belonging to someone else but that solves itself inside a year, I'm not expecting to need that long to figure out who I am as a person. - I want to travel the world. Read the histories in lots of different countries. Talk to people. Visit the Outer Planes too, talk to people there. Figure out which of them are - ways a Carissa might turn out - and what I want to do about that."









Keltham v3: "Sounds nice. I ended up in an entirely different universe and never got to explore very much of it at all. Not a lot of different scenery programmed in the game, apparently."

"There's an angry thing I need to get out of the way - not about exploring, about the whole, destroying the multiverse thing. Even if it's unwise, I think I should say it before we talk multiversal destruction, so it's not just running through my brain over and over."









Carissa Sevar: - nod.









Keltham v3: "You were emotionally loud at me about how much you think it's not okay to destroy the multiverse. As I understand Golarion rules for political debate, I'm supposed to be loud back at you about people in Hell who are too broken now, in too much pain, for them to pray to me, or anyone, for rescue. About infants who wake up in the Boneyard and cry for their parents and nobody comes for them until some feral older toddler bites off their hand and then they heal because that's how the Boneyard works, and they grow up like that too and go to the Abyss and then cease to exist locally and,I hope, end up somewhere with good psychiatric rehabilitation."

"If I don't come with a good, persuasive, loud emotional response like that, then, as I understand the rules for Golarion discourse, I've lost the argument. Possibly the person who made an angry argument and didn't get an angry counterargument feels that they've definitely won the debate, there, even if the other person is unreasonably not changing course despite having lost so badly."

"I want you to imagine that you are the villain in control of everything, and that I am the protagonist who has to steer reality only by persuading you. Imagine that I, the protagonist, come in here being very emotionally loud at you about how dare you not destroy the multiverse when there's somebody on fire in Avernus right now and it's maybe not too late to send them on to their next reality while there's still something left, if we work fast enough."

"Imagine that you don't say back anything at high voice volume and emotionally loud, about the importance of people getting to live, back at me. You just state that the importance of people getting to continue existing is the deciding factor according to your own utilityfunction."

"What are you feeling when you decline to respond to my emotional loudness with more emotional loudness of your own?"









Carissa Sevar: "If I imagine that person, I mostly feel...sorry for them that they're missing so much, that there's so much human value it seems like they can't understand? But presumably I'd have a script for responding to this, if it comes up regularly, and that'd - shape my feelings about it - like, I'd know what responseactually helped get through to people like that,or at least have - guesses I was curious about? I guess I might be annoyed, if they'd interrupted something important?"









Keltham v3: "Right, well, what I feel is something like, I am having to be the adult here, I am doing the emotional work here. While it might under other circumstances be searingly annoying that the other person might think they'd won the argument, having the deciding power would make up for that, so what I would actually be wondering about was why they were trying something so ineffective as being indignant at me, when I could not plausibly be persuaded by that, about this issue they seemed to feel was important. I would think they were probably just, acting out their own emotions, by reflex. Saying that I would feel dismissive about it, would not be wrong."

"I am not saying that you cannot have and express feelings about how much you don't want the multiverse destroyed. Expressing them indignantly, at me, as if I shared your background assumptions and just needed to be shown the self-evident truth, acting out those emotions at me -"

"It's not particularly likely to work on me. I make only that argument and no others, because I think it is the part that you, by your own principles, ought to care about. It won't work. It will hinder you in what you say is your purpose."

"The part I feel 'shouldness' about, I suppose, is that two dath ilani, no matter how extreme the situation they were in, would never do that to each other. That's why they'd be able to continue, trading, working together, maybe even not hating each other, even if they had an unresolvable difference of utility. Clearly everybody in this planet ought to behave that way, the way I think they should behave. When the universe doesn't behave like that, it's doing so to personally hurt me and I should yell at it, and you, in this case, are being the universe, so I am yelling."









Carissa Sevar: "- I think I wouldn't find an argument at all less persuasive because it was emotional? Like, it it were an argument we should destroy the world it still wouldn't move me because that is really really overdetermined as a horrible idea, but I wouldn't feel any differently about the person who came in to yell about it and the person who came in to calmly ask about it, and therefore wouldn't really be more confused about the emotional person than the calm one, except insofar as in Chelish terms being unable to conceal your emotions means you're weak and contemptible."









Keltham v3: "I have to say that if this was otherwise a nice planet that should absolutely not be destroyed, and some ill-advised people were doobling along doing something thatwould destroy it, like an ill-advised Wish spell; and this wasn't even a values difference, such that they did share all my emotions and could theoretically be persuaded by those; I would still not just start screaming at them, about all the people explicitly asking not to be killed, and all the children who didn't want to be killed, and all the waiting souls in cryonic suspension who'd trusted themselves to the Future, and how so many people had happy lives that ought not be destroyed and the Future would be even more full of happy lives that shouldn't be destroyed. I would still, even in that case, expect that getting emotional at them would not actually work."

"...maybe this isn't the important thing and we should move on. I got to say the angry thing, you heard it, and if that's not enough then too bad for me."









Carissa Sevar: " - perhaps that's a good idea but I feel like some confusion remains, and I wish I understood it. If the person came in to yell angrily at me about the people in Avernus, and I thought they were a kind of strategic person in general, I'd assume they thought I was...missing some deeply felt sense of what it was like to truly and acutely appreciate the harm of Avernus, and trying to convey it to me, in case I actually hadn't encountered anything that'd given me a deeply felt sense of that. Or trying to help me notice that some intuition of mine applied to the situation which I hadn't been applying.

This isn't what I was doing when I asked if you denominated internal spending in billions of murders enabled, that was just me hating you and wanting you to know it because I was scared and miserable and would've been delighted if you'd lit me on fire for it, but it's what I'd expect the person was doing, and it'd...sometimes work if they were right, and not otherwise, just like other ways of trying to communicate?"









Keltham v3: "So as much as you may not like to hear about it, I come from another planet which has a thousand tons of extremely advanced cognitive technology for causing people with outlook differences to be able to work productively in the presence of those differences. This includes people with values differences, negotiating; and people with epistemic differences, making bets or figuring out experiments; and people in multiagent-cooperation-defection-dilemmas, knowing the conditions for mutual cooperation; and dividing the gains, when two parties have to work together. It's all this technology that is designed incredibly carefully to work great when both people use it."

"Golarion doesn't, in fact, have its own, different, version of this technology, that works great so long as both people come from Golarion. It has people acting out their feelings at each other and yelling and this does not, in fact, work. Hence Golarion."

"The reason why I don't yell angrily at the hypothetical people with a poorly phrased Wish about to destroy dath ilan, is that I don't think thelocus of my disagreement with them lies within theirfailure to activate a latent emotion which I can activate byyelling my emotions at them. I think, in this hypothetical example, that theydon't think their Wish will destroy dath ilan, so yelling my emotions at them wouldn't helpeven if yelling my emotions at them caused them to activate the corresponding emotions. That's more like - you think you're trying to persuade an audience - but then, first of all, the hypothetical audience, if this is dath ilan,also knows the key issue is just whether their Wish destroys dath ilan or not. Second of all, in our case, there is no audience, or at least, none that has power over our world so far as we know and is persuadable by arguments we understand."

"I have all these rules inside my head for what you are supposed to, to do about cases like this. And the thing is, in fact, my rules would work great if there were a world-destroying dath ilani and a world-preserving dath ilani who needed to negotiate about that and navigate related factual disagreements. Your rules, I am betting, would not work great between a world-destroying Carissa and a world-preserving Carissa. And while this doesn't make me right, because I don't have rules that work for myself plus a Carissa and that's the rules I would need, it does make me frustrated."









Carissa Sevar: "...do dath ilani not think that yelling emotions ever activates latent emotions, or just think that no one ever makes mistakes that can be fixed by causing emotional realizations, or - I'm not sure this matters. I had, actually, noticed that it was not achieving my goals to express any of how I feel about your plan, and talked with Carmin about how to not do it, and I think I can have this conversation by dath ilan rules. And in fact, the Chelish way of doing this is for everyone to conceal all their feelings at all times, so it's entirely possible I'm too optimistic about approaches that don't require that and they really don't actually work."









Keltham v3: "Dath ilan doesn't require everyone to conceal their feelings at all times. It has ways of quoting feelings to make them information, instead of being emotional at people like, like it's a threat, or a demand. You could say, 'I think the locus of our disagreement is that you're not feeling the right emotions about the people in Axis who'd end up isekaied to a hundred different places with who-knows-what average properties and I want to talk about how terrified I am when I imagine them dying and being separated from each other and maybe ending up in alternate universes run by Powers worse than Pharasma who like them even less' and I could say 'I think we disagree about what the distribution of metaversal Powers would probably end up looking like, but this uses a bunch of knowledge you don't have and can learn much faster and debate more productively at INT 29'. You could say 'I think the locus of our disagreement is that you're just not visualizing the sheer blank horror of somebody suddenly existing less, even if that feels to them internally like they just pop into existence at the Worldwound, and I want to prompt you with some visualization exercises for activating that emotion' and I could reply 'Actually I don't think I have that emotion, I'm sort of skepticalmost Golarion natives have that emotion, so prompting me with visualization exercises may not help but you are welcome to try'."









Carissa Sevar: "I will try to say things those ways when it seems to me that that's the reason for distance between us."









Keltham v3: "I have, obviously, a model of our disagreement. Among the protocols we could be ad-libbing for this whole thing, if we wanted to try running it through relatively more informally before going full Very Serious People at each other, is that I try to write down your argument the way you'd put it, and write down where I think I disagree with it, and you write down my argument the way you think I'd put it, and write down where you think your loci of disagreement are, and then we compare notes."

"Then we fairly judge, because we are ilani who can judge things fairly, how well the other person's argument sounded like what we'd say; and if one of us did much better, beyond the variance of noise, in predicting and imitating the other, they win argument-prestige that they can cash in for things like 'Well then my theory of our disagreement is also more likely to be correct and I'd like you to pause and listen carefully to it.'"

"We could also just quickly talk it out in case we already know where we disagree, or can easily determine that by talking, and don't want to bother wagering and winning argument-prestige."









Carissa Sevar: "Trying to describe the other person's position sounds sensible to me."









Keltham v3: "And then describe what we think our own disagreements with that are."

"All right, let's do this thing. Uh, I am going to use some primitive but surprisingly helpful magitech to do mine, a Fake 'Computer' that basically just pipes a 'keyboard' to a 'printer', so my version is probably going to be longer and more detailed given equivalent time. You want longer to work to make up for that, or we just notice that'll be different and consciously compensate for the unfair advantage it induces?"









Carissa Sevar: "I guess I'll take a bit longer, if that works for you."









Keltham v3: He'll go to his bedroll to grab his keyboard-printer Fake Computer. It looks like a dath ilani chording keyboard, connected by silver wire to a number of animated printing-press types that dart out and impress themselves on the paper as he chords.

He types up a draft, slowly.



And then at the end, reads and retypes it, much faster:



Why I think Keltham should not destroy Pharasma's Creation, by 'Carissa Sevar':


People live here.
This argument is uncomplicated and correct and should be decisive if understood, but I will continue writing anyways.


If there's a trillion identical copies of you, and 999,999,999,999 die and 1 survive, that's not like all of you ending up as the 1 surviving version. It's like 999,999,999,999 people dying and is exactly 99.9999999999% as bad as 1,000,000,000,000 people dying. This Keltham may have been that one lucky survivor, when he died inside the 0.0000000001% of dath ilans that were visible to or connected to a place like Pharasma's Creation and where somebody bothered to copy that Keltham into the Worldwound, and to him it feels like nothing happened, but that's not what happens every time to everyone. 99.9999999999% of the Kelthams died and didn't think any more thoughts and didn't exist at all.
And that's horrifying. Existing is the greatest gift we have. It's the premise of all other gifts, obviously, but that's not what makes it great. Though I respect that a tortured soul in Hell may want to stop existing, I think they're making a mistake, maybe the hugest mistake there is, if that actually got them destroyed. So long as they're alive at all, and thinking, and feeling even if what they feel is pain, they have something that's better than the absence of all that.
Happiness is better than suffering, but not to the same degree that both are better than null, nothingness, nonexistence. People can say words like that but not really feel what it would mean, because howcan you imagine that? Anything you imagine it feeling like, is not what itis, which isnothing. Trying to feel that head-on is like trying to look into the sun, a horror blinding enough that your mind wrenches away withoutactually thinking about it. The fact that nobody ever thinks about this, or can ever think about it, causes everybody to systematically underestimate how bad it actually is, and not be able to correctly estimate that being a paving stone is Hell is still better than that.
Pain is something you can accept, suffering is something you can accept, so long as there's still an awareness there to accept it; nonexistence can't be accepted because there's nobody there to come to terms with how awful it is.
Pharasma gave that gift to everyone in this world, and even the people in Hell were not wronged by it.










Keltham v3:


The people in this world do not want to be destroyed. While some people got worse deals at birth, like those in Cheliax who mostly went to Hell, a lot of people got prospective local chances at afterlives that look a lot like the overall statistics for Golarion. Those people overwhelmingly did not, and do not, express horror and regret at having been born into a place like Golarion where that was their lot, they don't try to save up for a Malediction to Abaddon, or even, really, complain all that much.
It would be a straw version of my argument to say that this shows, directly, that Pharasma's Creation is a good deal for the people born into it on average, or that you shouldn't destroy the entire thing. People could, for example, be mistaken about their personal probability of going to Hell, or be mistaken about how bad Hell was if they went there (as I do admit I was now mistaken to some degree). But the fact that people don't seem to think it's a near thing or that you shouldseriously debate in depth whether to destroy Pharasma's Creation, that Rovagug cultists are universally and unhesitatingly regarded as the villains by everybody who isn't one of the tiny fraction of Rovagug cultists, illustrates that this is not the sort ofnear thing where people being off by a factor of three about their personal probability of going to Hell is going to change that.
Yes, some people here got the shitty end of the deal and now said, in your Vision of Hell, 'please kill me', as probably did mean, in context, that they wanted to stop existing. Even those people didn't ask you to destroy Axis too, or scream that you ought to destroy Axis as the price of destroying Hell. They were distracted and probably didn't know you were listening, but they did not, in fact, scream that. They didn't scream 'Please destroy everything.' Maybe they would have, if you'd asked. Realistically they wouldn't have been screaming anything that complicated, with nobody apparently listening at all. But you can't, actually, say that even the people in Hell asked you to do this.
Maybe the people in Hell would tell you to destroy everything. But the people not in Hell would not tell you that. The people alive in this world right now, whomight go to Hell with around the same probability as anybody from Golarion ends up in Hell, would overwhelmingly tell you not to annihilate their existences on the spot lest they wind up in Hell later. The people like that who do go to Hell, might end up being tortured into changing their minds about that, because pain can have the power to change people's minds by force, or just because, they're the ones who got unlucky. That doesn't mean their original self, who accepted that probability in exchange for their chance of ending up happy ever after in Axis or Elysium, was making the wrong decision, based on a bad model of Hell, and learned something in Hell that changed their mind. It's just like somebody who took a great gamble with a high expected value, happened to lose that gamble, and is now unhappy.










Keltham v3:


You are wrong, Keltham, to think thatmost of the people in Hell made no choices worth mentioning, in going there, that change how much it matters that they're in pain. You think that because you believe deep in your heart that everybody in Golarion is a child who can't make meaningful choices. In this you are wrong. They're just a different kind of adult who is not shaped the peculiar way that dath ilani are trained to recognize as adults, which is only one particular kind of adulthood that obtains in dath ilan.
If you'd been allowed to leave, or been safe to leave, your tiny enclosures in Cheliax, in Osirion, in this new lair, and take in the wide range of cultures across Golarion that has so much more variation than dath ilan, you might realize: you are surrounded by a hundred different kinds of adults, not a world full of nothing but children. A great many of them have handled more adversity and more serious situations in their lives than dath ilani 'adults' ever do.
This also affects how much you should listen to them, when they ask you to please not kill them, their families and ancestors in their afterlives, and destroy all of their children and all of the children they'll ever have.

Even if you're right about people just ending up somewhere else, they will end up someplace worse than Golarion, if they're scattered into a wider multiverse. It's known, about Pharasma's Creation, that the things outside of it are no friends to anything inside, and that's just about all we know about them. Pharasma did everybody here a service in creating them someplace as friendly as this place is. Scattering them outside of it is, maybe, a worse disservice to children than Maledicting them to Hell.










Keltham v3:


You don't know what lies beyond Golarion. Maybe it's better.

You don't know what lies in this universe's Future. Maybe it's better. You'd be destroying that too.

Any time you make up a plan which has a step that includes 'release Rovagug', anybody native to Golarion would immediately and correctly recognize that you have made a reasoning error somewhere along the way, just like everybody else who concludes that. It is a heuristic that is simple, valid, and correct about your particular case.

There has to be a better way. Iomedae hasn't given up on this universe. Why should you? Iomedae lives here and knows the place better and has worked on it for longer and is much, much smarter and better-informed than you are. She doesn't seem to think it's hopeless.

You're not going to beat Pharasma. She's larger than you are. Even Iomedae isn't trying that.

Youhaven't looked for a better way, or have not looked nearly hard enough, because this world hurt you a lot, and you want it gone, or maybe you just find it painful to look at it in enough detail to decide whether or not it should be gone.
Somebody in as much pain as you, as broken as you, is the wrong person to say, "I know better than everybody here asking me not to do this; this world should end."










Keltham v3: And then types and retypes, more briefly, because wow is this taking some time:



My beliefs about the probable loci of my disagreements with Carissa Sevar, more located and pointed at than argued:

- A possibly theoretically unresolvable epistemic disagreement (though we'll know better at INT 29) where I've updated off my isekai experience about what 'typically happens', and ended up in a world full of people to whom this observation is theoretically inaccessible.

- Very different model of the theoretical origins and hence likely psychology of beings and Powers who could devise continuation causal-weaves for otherwise halted entities; in particular, greater expectation of coordination among them, and expecting most utility functions of non-mortal-caring such entities to settle on maxima which don't have mortals inside them at all.

- Unresolvable values difference about disutility of nonexistence: eternal suffering << null < eternal happiness. Would consider Hell at least 100 times as bad as Axis is good.

- Do not in fact respect reasoning of local mortals about their afterlife prospects, suspect they're mostly not thinking about it, nonexistence isn't exactly an easy option for them anyways, don't think their expressed opinions are reallybound to the relative weight of an eternity in Axis or Hell. No people who can remember millennia of existence as paving stone / lemure and also millennia in Axis, and do an interpersonal comparison there - if even that would be meaningful and not just default to whichever came last. Given all that,situation with 9x Axis inhabitants saying 'this life was a good deal' and 1x Hell inhabitants saying 'bad deal' doesn't seem so much like a 90% majority vote, as people dividing a cake where 9 get nice deals and 1 gets crumbs; the person who got the crumbs has a kind of priority in saying whether the overall deal was fair or not.

- Pharasma thought the things She trapped in Her creation couldn't endanger Her and so She did not need to treat with them as agents and divide gains fairly with them, or even ask what they wanted. I see myself as agent, this world as a deal, and reject the deal.

- Expect Golarion typical, Pharasma roughly balanced entire multiverse to sort around 1/3 of petitioners to each category on each axis. No obvious reason why Pharasma would have built a setup where later on almost nobody got sorted to Hell in Her own expectation.

- Suspect Iomedae's "goddess of victory over Evil" deal, maybe not so much distorts Her probabilities, as constrains the way She can behave about them. Iomedae has notably not distributed a timetable with probabilities to Her followers. Iomedae is opposed by gods much more powerful than Her and maybe smarter who do not want Her to win. If everybody got hope by trying hard, every god would own that hope to the same degree, none more hopeful than the others.

- Have estimate of Pharasma's apparent power given observations about Her, does not seem to rule out rigging Her Creation to destruct.

- I'm sorta broken, yeah. Everyone else in Golarion is completely bugshit wacko, though.

- Tropian probability distortions: clearly a thing, even allowing for some of our history to have been produced by divine interventions imitating tropes. If we don't do this now, Pharasma's Creation might be waiting a long long time on the next story-empowered people who would have a probabilistically anomalous chance at fixing or even changing things.









Carissa Sevar: In Pharasma's Creation there are many people who don't want to exist and do not have a good way to achieve this. The overwhelming majority of those are in Hell, but probably there are also some in Abaddon and the Abyss and maybe the Maelstrom and the dungeons of various people on Golarion and planets like Golarion, plus some who are suffering and uncertain enough about their afterlife not to kill themselves despite having access to the option. They often suffer slowly in a way that changes who they are as people and means that even if at some point they stop being conscious, a version of them that landed on another planet at that point would not be very much like the person they were before they suffered so much.

This is bad under approximately every conceivable value system. Under the value system most common in dath ilan, where everyone has thought about ethics a lot more and some people are smarter, this is so bad that killing approximately 9 people whose lives are eternal and good in order to prevent one person from suffering in this way is clearly justified. Dath ilani would practically all agree on this.

It is true that people in Golarion mostly don't see it that way when they are not in Hell, but they mostly try to avoid thinking about it, and might believe false things about it. Hell lies relentlessly about what sends you there and what it's like. People in Cheliax mostly fear Hell and try not to think about it; people in other places do move mountains to avoid it. Lots of Lawful Evil people, in private, will admit that they are scared. The fact they don't atone or don't try to be Chaotic is about their suppressing thoughts of how they'll go to Hell in abject terror, not about their actual preference. Even if someone prefers Hell to nonexistence, once they've been in Hell for a little while they'll almost definitely change their mind. Even if someone does things that condemn them to Hell for the sake of protecting their children, so that their children will get to eternity in Axis instead of being eaten in Abaddon, they'll regret that choice and wish they'd chosen differently approximately as soon as Hell actually starts on them. Even if they don't for a hundred years, they will in a thousand years; even if they don't for a thousand years, they will in a hundred thousand years. People on Golarion don't know how to think about those scales. Hell deliberately discourages thinking on those scales. And it's hard to understand how bad Hell is until you are actually being tortured there; it is not a fact you can know any other way.

Any viable plan to fix Hell, where nearly all but not all of this suffering is located, probably incurs some risk of killing everyone in the multiverse. The plan that incurs the least risk of that is probably destroying Avernus so that further people cannot go to Hell, which would not necessarily be permanent. The plans that are most definitely permanent, like killing Asmodeus and taking His job or trying to force Pharasma to change the rules of Her Creation, incur a quite high risk of this. Plans to kill Asmodeus and take His job are probably more than 50% likely to result in His releasing Rovagug, which is probably at least 20% likely to destroy the universe and 80% likely to destroy Golarion, which may or may not be important for building Civilization within Pharasma's Creation.

Plans to force Pharasma to change the rules of Her Creation will, if they fail, fail either by Pharasma laughing at Keltham and crushing him in which case no improvements to the universe at all will be achieved, or in the entire universe being destroyed, possibly by Yog-Sothoth or something in an existentially horrifying Hell-like slow-personality-death way. Failure modes like that are very unlikely. If they succeed they might change not just Hell but also significant features of other planes that have a high rate of petitioners there being very unhappy or being eaten.

Pharasma does not particularly share human values, and a universe run on rules set by Keltham would be much nicer for humans and similar kinds of mortals to live in, or not exist at all if making a universe that's substantially nicer to live in is not possible within these constraints.

When Keltham experienced dying, he experienced showing up in Golarion. All people, when their soul is permanently deleted from existence, should anticipate having the experience of waking up somewhere else like he did. In the typical case this will not be worse than the lives that those people are currently living in Golarion. In particular the percentage of people who will turn out to have moment-of-death copies that are slaves who cannot suicide, or in Hell dimensions, or in incomprehensible conditions that alter their cognition as they kill them, is very low. The fact this is true means that being killed is much less bad than it would be if there were not copies of you in other places some of whom will remember the moment of your death. The fact this is true also means it is better to kill someone instantaneously than for them to die in a slow way that alters their personality and values, because if they die instantaneously then they'll experience continuity with a copy of them elsewhere which hasn't already changed in a way that changes their identity as a person.

It is undesirable that people will never see their families again, be separated from their children and husbands and wives, lose everything they have and were working towards, etc., but the undesirability of this is much much much smaller than the undesirability of Hell. It is probably not the case that most people would readily risk Hell to be present for their childrens' infancy and childhood, and if they say they would it is probably because they are underestimating the badness of Hell. Also under the present system many people are separated from their loved ones permanently anyway, and an ideal fix to Pharasma's Creation would improve the world along this metric.

It is not bad that people will exist about a billion times less, because it doesn't subjectively feel like anything to exist, and is not part of most human value systems in dath ilan. Those people who think it is part of their value systems would almost always reconsider if they could discuss the matter with a Keeper.

The gods as they are currently situated seem likely to stop any planet in Pharasma's Creation from building Civilization, or at least likely to stop it from spreading its discoveries to the rest of Pharasma's Creation. It seems reasonably likely that they're only presently allowing the scientific revolution because they don't see where it's headed. In the absence of intervention to change the rules and ensure Civilization is allowed to come about, it seems possible the inhabited planets within Creation will either persist for a very long time not being much better as a place to live, or else get destroyed the first time they get far enough out of equilibrium some gods want them gone, or else get destroyed by dath ilan or some force like it that is trying to maximize average happiness of instantiated minds across the multiverse. If that is a common value, which it probably is because everyone in dath ilan is very smart and it was approximately universal there, and if Pharasma's Creation is as vulnerable to destruction as it looks, then Pharasma's Creation is going to get destroyed sooner or later unless someone brings average quality of life there above a reasonable estimate of how bad the greater multiverse is.

Pharasma is fundamentally the kind of entity who has no business running a multiverse, and so it is good, other things equal, to make her stop that, and it is worth at least some small probability of the multiverse being destroyed to wrest control of it from an alien entity that does not share human values unless Greater Reality is even worse.

If the policy 'destroy bits of Greater Reality that you are not glad you landed in' is followed by all people waking up in unfamiliar universes, then maybe in the long run everyone who wakes up in an unfamiliar universe will wake up in a pretty good one, so the repeat application of this process makes it more and more of a good idea over time. The fact dath ilani were taught to think about the world this way, including game theory about cleaning up bits of Greater Reality you find yourself in where Zon-Kuthon asks for 10gp, suggests that dath ilan may already have calculated this is a good idea.









Carissa Sevar: Guesses about where Keltham and I most disagree:

I expect that it's easier to destroy yourself in Pharasma's Creation than in most places. Everyone has a physical body and if you destroy it you go somewhere else! If you destroy it as an outsider that's it! Most possible ways to have a mind exist don't involve that mind having fairly-straightforward things it can do to cease its function and ensure its function doesn't have to start again. It is widely known even among peasants in random places that if you're Neutral Evil you go to Abaddon and get eaten, and most people actively avoid this, but if a person had an unusually strong nonexistence preference they can not-exist. I don't believe this is true of most possible souls/minds.

I think that it is possible for good lives to be as good as bad lives in Hell are bad even for normal people who don't care about existing as much as me. I don't know exactly what extremely good lives are, and I don't know what share of people in Good afterlives I'd say have them, but it feels to me like things can be as good as they are bad. Certainly my most good experiences are as strongly preferable-above-baseline as my most bad experiences are negative and I have had some experiences that are fairly Hell-like. I'm willing to get tortured harder if a failure of imagination about what Hell is like might be relevant.

We disagree about how much the revealed preferences of Golarionites are relevant. I don't think that people not trying to avoid Hell means they don't mind Hell. It's often that they're very muddled. I do think that when people decide that they are willing to do Evil things and go to Hell in order to, say, make a lot of money to Raise their dead baby and give that baby a good life in Axis, they frequently understand exactly the trade they are making and are within their rights to make it, and it is a terrible wrong to them to destroy the children they worked to save, in order to save them from suffering in Hell. I do think it's suggestive that everyone was appalled about the daemons eating souls out of the river of souls and eating babies in the Boneyard. I also think it's suggestive that many people if you ask them would take on considerable risk of Hell to protect their loved ones from Abaddon.

I think that the fact that people mostly go to Hell for doing awful things to other people matters in our evaluation of whether they got an unfair division of gains or not. It makes it feel, to me, more like they played a lottery and want the winners killed so they don't have the consequences of losing than like they were randomly assigned an unfair share. You have to be a bad person to go to Hell; you have to knowingly treat people very badly on purpose.

I think that Civilization can find better ways to fix Creation and fix Hell, in the next hundred years, once there are headbands everywhere and not much scarcity.

Not everyone in Creation is human or even humanoid. The overwhelming share of them are not. I think that Keltham has not thought enough about whether he is doing right by very very inhuman minds, some of which might have very different preferences from humans like being much more okay with Hell or for that matter being much more harmed by Axis or Nirvana or by waking up in another universe (say, because they're a telepathic hivemind that die slowly in horrible suffering if separated from their kin). Keltham is weird enough that it seems plausible to me that for most creatures in Pharasma's Creation moving it towards Keltham's values will leave them worse off. Relatedly I think it's hard to evaluate how reasonably Pharasma is running Creation with a view of just one planet but her running of it seems basically reasonable to me except for how the wrong person is in charge of Hell.

I think it's reasonably likely that Pharasma will just crush Keltham and then everything will be much worse with a huge opportunity for making them better totally lost and gone. I think that if we start by letting out Rovagug then the net effect of Keltham will be empowering Asmodeus, getting the one planet without prophecy eaten, and foregoing a chance to fix almost everything. I also think it's pretty likely that we'll all just get slowly and horrifyingly eaten by Yog-Sothoth or something if Pharasma stops protecting the universe.

An implication of the above is that I think if you try this, we should mostly expect to 'wake up' in worlds where you tried this and it failed in some way; that is where most minds that have continuity from our current existence is.

I don't think that killing someone across billions of worlds is made meaningfully less bad by there existing a copy of them somewhere at some point.

I think that Keltham is deeply unusual in many respects which could be relevant to whether you wake up somewhere else when you die and we should not necessarily conclude that everyone who dies will experience waking up somewhere else.

I don't think I care very much about the specific path by which a mind dies, even if I grant that they'll wake up somewhere else; a copy of me that is me-from-a-year-ago is about as good as a copy from right this minute (when I haven't just been through a very transformative year), so to whatever extent a copy makes it less bad that I was murdered, an out of date copy is almost as good as a new one. I think Keltham cares a lot about this.

I think that Hell is not worse than nonexistence at least for me and plausibly for most people but I don't even know that it's worth arguing this one.









Keltham v3: "All right, you've read mine, I've had a chance to read yours. Meta-level comments, things I failed to make clear about how the process supposedly worked that are more obvious now that you've seen literally one example of it? In retrospect we should've run a pilot where we first tried this on... some other disagreement we had in the past where your position was mostly real, you'd know better what the choices were than I."









Carissa Sevar: "- I think from my perspective this was about the result I expected. I am sure I didn't do it in the proper dath ilani way but it looks like my attempt was in fact probably close enough to work from."









Keltham v3: "Yeah, I'm trying to remind myself that it would not be remotely fair to judge this the way that a dath ilani audience would be judging it right now. Like, I did not, for example, actually say out loud that your description of my views was to be written from Keltham's perspective, as if by Keltham..."

"I don't think your presentation of my views really - emphasized the parts I'd emphasize, and there's strange little hiccups in your model of my model of dath ilan..."

"We could now take each other's writeups and underline parts we noticeably disagreed with in the other's presentation of what was supposed to be our own view. First I'm curious how you'd rate my attempt to write from your perspective overall."









Carissa Sevar: "It seemed like you were thinking of 'existence is much better than nonexistence' as a big part of my argument against destroying the universe, and it's a big part of my personal priorities and I did, in fact, prefer when it came up with Abrogail to be tortured for arbitrary lengths of time if I was going to cease existing at the end of it, because suffering was so much better than not existing.

But I think that actually fairly little of my argument rests on that. That'd be relevant if we were debating destroying a universe where everyone went to Hell.

Uh, 'Scattering them outside of it is, maybe, a worse disservice to children than Maledicting them to Hell.' is wrong about my views, it seems pretty unlikely to me that most of the Greater Reality is worse for humans than Hell. Just that even if 1% of it is as bad as Hell, that's probably trillions of children you're sending to Hell, and that most of it is worse than the balance of the Outer Planes.

I don't think you should learn from the fact everyone thinks releasing Rovagug is a bad plan, I feel like the reasons it's a bad plan are pretty self-evident and there's not additional information in public opinion.

I think you're condescending to Golarion people but that's mostly just relevant to the degree of consultation you'll get on your plan, I don't really think it's actually the driver of your plan or worth talking you out of. I figured I'd just consult everyone myself and then translate for you.

Your writeup does not emphasize much how with the resources we'll have one week from now we can probably at least fix Avernus in a much safer way, and the Civilization we can build will contain people much much smarter than us who might think of a much much smarter solution to Hell and who will have the option of this solution, so long as we don't blow up the only planet where prophecy is broken.

You don't really mention downside risks of, say, getting the one planet without prophecy eaten so no one can ever rise up against the gods again, or getting us all taken by whatever got Zon-Kuthon. I think those feature pretty significantly in my thinking about this.

Iomedae might be wrong about whether the universe before you arrived was going to end well for Good, but there's a truly transformative number and kind of resources now available! Hell has been betting on the products of this interworld contact as if they're a really, really big deal, as if they are a loophole in the godagreements about information-sharing. I think that we can take Avernus and build Civilization and leave the rest to our intellectual heirs, a generation down the line, who'll be equipped for this problem in a way we aren't, and I think that's really the core of my reasoning here, that we don't have to choose this plan or nothing, that there is so much potential to do something else which is not this."









Keltham v3: "Sounds like mostly gaps of omission, then, or mistakes of emphasis if you want to put it that way."

"Give me a second and I'll pass back the underlined version of yours, with some notes. Shouldn't take much time and seems easier than saying."

In Pharasma's Creation there are many people who don't want to exist and do not have a good way to achieve this. The overwhelming majority of those are in Hell, but probably there are also some in Abaddon and the Abyss and maybe the Maelstrom and the dungeons of various people on Golarion and planets like Golarion, plus some who are suffering and uncertain enough about their afterlife not to kill themselves despite having access to the option. They often suffer slowly in a way that changes who they are as people and means that even if at some point they stop being conscious, a version of them that landed on another planet at that point would not be very much like the person they were before they suffered so much.[Yep. This is the core problem. Pharasma's unfair deal would not be a destroy-the-multiverse issue if not for this.]
This is bad under approximately every conceivable value system. Under the value system most common in dath ilan, where everyone has thought about ethics a lot more and some people are smarter, this is so bad that killing approximately 9 people whose lives are eternal and good in order to prevent one person from suffering in this way is clearly justified. Dath ilani would practically all agree on this. [This is a values-difference, not something where it matters what another place thinks.]
It is true that people in Golarion mostly don't see it that way when they are not in Hell, but they mostly try to avoid thinking about it, and might believe false things about it. Hell lies relentlessly about what sends you there and what it's like. People in Cheliax mostly fear Hell and try not to think about it; people in other places do move mountains to avoid it. Lots of Lawful Evil people, in private, will admit that they are scared. The fact they don't atone or don't try to be Chaotic is about their suppressing thoughts of how they'll go to Hell in abject terror, not about their actual preference. Even if someone prefers Hell to nonexistence, once they've been in Hell for a little while they'll almost definitely change their mind. Even if someone does things that condemn them to Hell for the sake of protecting their children, so that their children will get to eternity in Axis instead of being eaten in Abaddon, they'll regret that choice and wish they'd chosen differently approximately as soon as Hell actually starts on them. Even if they don't for a hundred years, they will in a thousand years; even if they don't for a thousand years, they will in a hundred thousand years. People on Golarion don't know how to think about those scales. Hell deliberately discourages thinking on those scales. And it's hard to understand how bad Hell is until you are actually being tortured there; it is not a fact you can know any other way. [Being tortured in Hell still doesn't let you do the interpersonal utility comparison we actually need.] [Being tortured into regret of saving your children doesn't make it the wrong decision, still an awful one tho.]
Any viable plan to fix Hell, where nearly all but not all of this suffering is located, probably incurs some risk of killing everyone in the multiverse. The plan that incurs the least risk of that is probably destroying Avernus so that further people cannot go to Hell, which would not necessarily be permanent. The plans that are most definitely permanent, like killing Asmodeus and taking His job or trying to force Pharasma to change the rules of Her Creation, incur a quite high risk of this. Plans to kill Asmodeus and take His job are probably more than 50% likely to result in His releasing Rovagug, which is probably at least 20% likely to destroy the universe and 80% likely to destroy Golarion, which may or may not be important for building Civilization within Pharasma's Creation.[I'd maybe say more like 30% of destroying Golarion?] [Currently put low estimate on Golarion's importance if we can't otherwise beat Pharasma/gods.]
Plans to force Pharasma to change the rules of Her Creation will, if they fail, fail either by Pharasma laughing at Keltham and crushing him in which case no improvements to the universe at all will be achieved, or in the entire universe being destroyed, possibly by Yog-Sothoth or something in an existentially horrifying Hell-like slow-personality-death way. Failure modes like that are very unlikely. If they succeed they might change not just Hell but also significant features of other planes that have a high rate of petitioners there being very unhappy or being eaten.[Pharasma crush wouldn't seem that unlikely, if not for tropes.] [Obvious ways to rig multiverse for destruction don't seem to me to run much Yog-Sothoth risk.]
Pharasma does not particularly share human values, and a universe run on rules set by Keltham would be much nicer for humans and similar kinds of mortals to live in, or not exist at all if making a universe that's substantially nicer to live in is not possible within these constraints.[Didn't think I could set rules, but get them modified, sure.]
When Keltham experienced dying, he experienced showing up in Golarion. All people, when their soul is permanently deleted from existence, should anticipate having the experience of waking up somewhere else like he did. In the typical case this will not be worse than the lives that those people are currently living in Golarion. In particular the percentage of people who will turn out to have moment-of-death copies that are slaves who cannot suicide, or in Hell dimensions, or in incomprehensible conditions that alter their cognition as they kill them, is very low. The fact this is true means that being killed is much less bad than it would be if there were not copies of you in other places some of whom will remember the moment of your death. The fact this is true also means it is better to kill someone instantaneously than for them to die in a slow way that alters their personality and values, because if they die instantaneously then they'll experience continuity with a copy of them elsewhere which hasn't already changed in a way that changes their identity as a person.[My case doesn't need to be typical, just in some sense normal or not in a distinguished region of low probability.]
It is undesirable that people will never see their families again, be separated from their children and husbands and wives, lose everything they have and were working towards, etc., but the undesirability of this is much much much smaller than the undesirability of Hell. It is probably not the case that most people would readily risk Hell to be present for their childrens' infancy and childhood, and if they say they would it is probably because they are underestimating the badness of Hell. Also under the present system many people are separated from their loved ones permanently anyway, and an ideal fix to Pharasma's Creation would improve the world along this metric. [Not how system necessarily works. Nice destinations can synchronize arrival of related people.]
It is not bad that people will exist about a billion times less, because it doesn't subjectively feel like anything to exist, and is not part of most human value systems in dath ilan. Those people who think it is part of their value systems would almost always reconsider if they could discuss the matter with a Keeper.[Depends on if the less-existing were above or below Greater Reality average. Obviously I currently guess Pharasma's Creation is below average.] ['Keepers would disagree' kinda not how people in Civilization think, they'll add 'because it's invalid' and then eliminate the Keeper part.]
The gods as they are currently situated seem likely to stop any planet in Pharasma's Creation from building Civilization, or at least likely to stop it from spreading its discoveries to the rest of Pharasma's Creation. It seems reasonably likely that they're only presently allowing the scientific revolution because they don't see where it's headed. In the absence of intervention to change the rules and ensure Civilization is allowed to come about, it seems possible the inhabited planets within Creation will either persist for a very long time not being much better as a place to live, or else get destroyed the first time they get far enough out of equilibrium some gods want them gone, or else get destroyed by dath ilan or some force like it that is trying to maximize average happiness of instantiated minds across the multiverse. If that is a common value, which it probably is because everyone in dath ilan is very smart and it was approximately universal there, and if Pharasma's Creation is as vulnerable to destruction as it looks, then Pharasma's Creation is going to get destroyed sooner or later unless someone brings average quality of life there above a reasonable estimate of how bad the greater multiverse is.[I'm not expecting dath ilan's utilityfunction to be common among things more powerful than Pharasma that connect to Pharasma's Creation.]
Pharasma is fundamentally the kind of entity who has no business running a multiverse, and so it is good, other things equal, to make her stop that, and it is worth at least some small probability of the multiverse being destroyed to wrest control of it from an alien entity that does not share human values unless Greater Reality is even worse.[Yep.]
If the policy 'destroy bits of Greater Reality that you are not glad you landed is' is followed by all people waking up in unfamiliar universes, then maybe in the long run everyone who wakes up in an unfamiliar universe will wake up in a pretty good one, so the repeat application of this process makes it more and more of a good idea over time. The fact dath ilani were taught to think about the world this way, including game theory about cleaning up bits of Greater Reality you find yourself in where Zon-Kuthon asks for $10, suggests that dath ilan may already have calculated this is a good idea.[Pretty sure they weren't teaching me things I'd need to know for Golarion.] [This is mostly just a special case of rejecting bad deals, incl. Pharasma's non-deal.]










Carissa Sevar: She reads through it, nods, sighs. "Well, one of the things that I was thinking might convince me to work with you was if you thought an unfixed Creation was vulnerable to other universe-destroyers. But I appreciate you telling me you don't think that and think Creation would probably be otherwise safe."









Keltham v3: "It would be a common courtesy in Civilization while prosecuting a disagreement, and one I hope I can expect symmetrically from you."









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: Yeah. We're doing trusting-negotiations here. ...I hope?









Carissa Sevar: "Yes.

I.... think I have some kind of additional disagreement with you now about - if every human in dath ilan ends up with the same views on something as apparently-subjective as 'average utilitarianism', then I don't think it feels right to just assert that's all their unchangeable utility-functions - people don't have utility-functions, people are muddled and dath ilani society reliably resolves that muddle in that way, but I am not sure that's different than how Cheliax reliably resolves various muddles in various ways. I'd feel more confident it was a utility-function thing if it was, say, 85% of people in dath ilan.



I realize some utility-function things should in fact be overwhelmingly common among humans but this really, really doesn't seem like one of them especially given all the absurd-seeming claims it makes - you're going to say we should discuss this at INT-29 - but it seems like it would imply you should destroy perfectly good universes under a wide variety of circumstances, including if that subjectively sends everyone in them to Hell, so long as most of Greater Reality is much nicer than those perfectly good universes... and maybe some people believe that but I am suspicious of claims that it ends up in nearly all human utility-functions unless you deliberately engineer your whole society to make them think that."









Keltham v3: "I wasn't saying that 'average utilitarianism' was just a matter of utilityfunctions. The averaging part is something that's - pinned down by some pseudo-Law-fragment-ish arguments relative to the human pre-utilityfunction muddle that shakes out into a utilityfunction? One way of looking at it is that it doesn't make any more sense to ask what if there was twice as much sentience in reality any more than it makes sense to ask what if everything in reality was twice as large or what if time everywhere was running half as fast."

"Not sure we should dive on that right now, I don't think 'average utilitarianism' per se is liable to be a crux of disagreement. Though if we both converted to 'total utilitarianism' we'd then be faced with a question of whether Pharasma's Creation is above or below 'zero' which seems entirely utilityfunctional, rather than the question of whether Creation is above or below average."









Carissa Sevar: "That does sound like it might be more productive if we wait."









Keltham v3: "I unfortunately get a sense from having taken the disagreement this far that the real crux is liable to be the sense to which - I've lived in a universe whichwasn't tropey in the slightest, where everything just bubbled up from directly visible math in a directly visible way, and by comparison Golarion looksreally blatantly tropey to me, even if it's ultimately a real thing that got selectedreally sharplyfor tropiness. So I'm also expecting to a much higher degree that the universe has been set on track for a Bad End unless the protagonists do something. Your worldview has a much higher prior that we might not need to do something that looks like the climax of a story, for things to end up pretty much all right, a hundred years later, because we're not that special and our efforts don't need to be that desperate. My prior is more that I've been put into a situation where, if I try to - the trope would be 'Refuse the Call' - the multiverse is otherwise set to have the ancient gods crush out Civilization, our enemies get their own diamond synthesis not that far behind us, Asmodeus is not dumber than Iomedae and has His own symmetrical plans about how to eliminate Heaven as opposition. There was an apparent plotline about just building Civilization, that plotline got trashed with the reveal of the Conspiracy."

"If we want to pursue that question on the object level instead of direct meta level, we could talk plans to take over just Avernus."









Carissa Sevar: "I - thought you thought on tropes-logic I was the protagonist? In which case it's true that the universe is set for a Bad End unless I do something, my ex is going to destroy it.



I haven't had much time to think about plans to take over Avernus, if you've thought about it a ton and have nothing and Carmin doesn't think there's anything the church of Iomedae could do even with a million Wishes I'll be more pessimistic there."









Keltham v3: "Heh. Fair enough, you didn't show up being the protagonist until a day ago, and I'll have to rethink what possible storylines remain consistent given that."

"I have not thought very much about plans to take over Avernus in particular. I suppose if this universe is to last long enough that the number of people already in Hell would end up being dominated by new people..."

"I am not sure I actually have it in me, to abandon the souls currently in Hell. Fair warning, anything that - comes to that conclusion - might end up being something where I look over the logic and do the calculation and then throw the calculation away and instead not abandon the souls currently in Hell. I suppose, if I were the Big Problem that this universe faces, that would make me not too easily solvable from your standpoint."

"Carmin is not, I think, somebody with the spark herself to envision plans on that scale. Most people in Golarion don't have that, Carissa, it's not just Cheliax that burns it out of people."









Carissa Sevar: "It seems good that most people aren't like that, they'd be destroying the world left and right.





The other part - that's one of the things on my list to persuade you of. That even if the world is bad enough to risk destroying it to fix it, the set of changes that'd make that no longer true are pretty small. There are trillions of people leading good lives, there's lots of potential to fix things through non-world-destroying mechanisms. If we succeeded at taking Avernus, no one would ever go to Hell in its present form again. You'd have saved the people who were begging to die. You'd have saved every person who'll ever be born. At thatpoint, to kill everyone, to send many of them to something as bad as Hell, to risk feeding everything to Yog-Sothoth, to risk getting crushed and achieving nothing at all including the Avernus fix, because the first pass at fixing thingsdidn't solveliterally every instance of suffering in the multiverse -I can't actually make any sense of that.

Relatedly, we don't need to ask Pharasma for a contraceptive cleric spell, we can just make and distribute ilani contraception, or build it in to Rings of Sustenance which we give the whole population for free. We don't need to ask Pharasma for landing-spaces in the Maelstrom or the Abyss, a Civilization with the resources we should be able to command in a few decades can just build those.

The only things that you actually need to ask Pharasma, in the sense they can only be done with Her leave, are removing Asmodeus and getting rid of Malediction and preserving somewhere where Civilization can grow without being crushed, and I don't think it's defensible to ask for anything else. Anything else you ask for is trading off us getting it slightly soonerfor in expectation killing tens of billions of people, and virtually none of the people in Creation would take that trade.

It's - one thing - to imagine telling them all that the reason they are now to be annihilated is to stop Hell. I think it's wrong, but I - see in, in a way. It is another thing entirely, to imagine telling them the reason they are now to be annihilated is that we wanted birth control to be a cleric spell instead of a nonmagical invention to be widely distributed starting in a decade or so."









Keltham v3: "I think - a major problem I have with this scenario is how many things need to go sort of right, sort of the way you hoped, over an extended period, while facing a lot of adversaries who are aware of you and making their own plans and who don't want your hopes to go that way."

"Without the methods of diamond manufacture leaking to Cheliax or being rediscovered by them. Without Golarion being destroyed by opposed Wishes. Without all of the diamonds we make, suddenly vanishing. Without it suddenly becoming impossible to manufacture diamonds. Without the laws of magic shifting, so that diamonds are no longer useful in Resurrections and Wishes. Without all of the Neutral and Evil gods banding together, to prevent the Good gods from growing too powerful."

"There's also things that have to go right for me to successfully destroy the multiverse in a surprise attack, but they'refewerand lessadversarially opposed. They just consist of particular things that need to already be true, rather than our adversaries staying in place not making plans while only we get to make plans. I am hoping to take Pharasma by surprise, once. Afterwards, either this multiverse is gone, which is acceptable to me; or I've negotiated with Her, once, to putthis multiverse into a state where it's possible for the forces of Good to clean it up with a lot of hard work."

"This universe contains a lot of powerful things besides Iomedae. I believe in a plan where we take them by surprise, using temporary unknown advantages like diamond synthesis and my grasp of how to destroy multiverses. I don't believe in a plan where the Good gods beat all other gods, over an extended period, because of a discovery that didn't remain unknown once it was used. I don't believe that we get to make plans and they don't get to make plans, once the advantage of surprise is lost. I don't believe we get to shove this world out of its current equilibrium to a new place in spite of all the restoring forces that kept it in this state to begin with, unless we can beat those forces, and those forces are Pharasma and the ancient gods. I don't believe we get to make plans and have those plans be real once other agents are making plans too."









Carissa Sevar: "All right, so one important area of disagreement is what the set of minimal concessions from Pharasma that makes it likely Civilization can fix things from there is. And related to that, I should probably be trying to figure out if Abadar is willing to commit to defending Civilization and making sure it gets to exist, if Sarenrae is, if - I don't know who else might be relevant."









Keltham v3: "Abadar will appreciate Civilization if it exists, I think. Having Him defend it from other gods is a whole different story, especially when it doesn't already exist and Abadar is very confused about a lot of the things that make up a stable Civilization from a mortal stand point. Sarenrae... I have concerns about the thing where She smote a city, and I am not very reassured by the part where She's supposed to have realized afterwards that this was a bad idea, it sounds more like mortals trying to paper over divine unpleasantness than how I imagine ancient gods working. It's not clear to me that dath ilan Civilization wouldn't... I mean, not actually arrest Sarenrae, She's done some good work for mortals, but tell Her that She needed to clean up Her act a bit."

"My model isn't that there's nobody out there for Civilization to cut a deal with. I think They're not powerful enough, and that the ancient gods opposed to Them will squash Civilization before Civilization gets powerful enough to participate in ancient-god-deals."









Carissa Sevar: "If Abadar would want Civilization, but is confused about what it will look like and how to bring it about, and we would benefit from Him defending it from other gods, then that seems like among the most solvable problems we've run across yet. Abadar also might know more than us about how powerful anti-Civilization forces are, and whether Pharasma's one of them or whether She'd be willing to defend Civilization given certain assurances..."









Keltham v3: "I could be wrong, but my current strong guess is that when it comes to tech and magitech on the level of spellsilver refining, Axis already knows how to do it, Azlant knew how to do it, Abadar's First Vault still has all of Azlant's books."

"My being here did not make advanced spellsilver refining be possible for the first time, because the knowledge existed for the first time. It made it be a default outcome rather than an outcome that required any gods to intervene. If the godswanted things to be like that, collectively, they could have done it much earlier."

"That's part of why I strongly expect the Scientific Revolution to otherwise get shut down before it proceeds too far, and why I expect that the ancient gods favoring it would not have a supermajority as more and more other ancient gods' interests are threatened. Urgathoa. Gorum. It maybe goes differently if Project Lawful remains on par with the Scientific Revolution and Cheliax conquers half of Golarion and remains in a constant state of battle with the Scientific Revolution, such that Gorum and Asmodeus favor the new state of affairs, but now we are once again getting into the space of possible outcomes where I am no longer very happy about it and want to fall back on the Nope Plan."

"Itis possible that nobody around except Pharasma and Otolmens are allowed to know how to rig up planes for destruction. You plausibly need to run particular high-energy experiments to figure out some of those even at INT 40, and if Pharasma can prohibit those experiments She can prohibit anybody from figuring out how to make a plane erase itself."









Carissa Sevar: "That all sounds right, but thecloserCivilization is to something the ancient gods are all right with, the smaller the concession needed, which means we can ask for less from Pharasma and have better odds of getting it, or find another way to get it. And I think it's worth my seeing your concrete projections about - if the problem is specifically Gorum and the Evil gods, that's a different state of affairs than if the problem is all of the ancient gods, or all of them but Abadar..."









Keltham v3: "If it comes down to details like that, we're just going to have to refigure it all anyways when we're at mutual INT 29 in a couple of subjective weeks."

"Figure out what your plan would be. Figure out what you'd need to set your plan in motion, that takes time to gather, that we need to start now and isn't doable far more efficiently at mutual INT 29. Then we plausibly just do that, set in motion time-sensitive subplans or resource-gathering. I can decide later whether to actually do it, unless it's incredibly clear right now that the plan is one that Smarter Carissa can't repair into something Smarter Me will go along with."

"I - register a strong preference that this plan have me not destroy Egorian, before Cheliax attacks Osirion once they believe they've got a hostage. I'm not especially likely to be happy about Cheliax conquering Osirion and putting its inhabitants, who helped me, to slavery and misery. I would do it to clean up the multiverse, I suppose, if there was no other way, but I'd lose a lot of myself that I haven't already lost in that process."









Carissa Sevar: "If we don't want Cheliax invading Osirion, I think I can pretty straightforwardly assassinate Abrogail and find out whether there are others. If there are, you just send Cheliax an ultimatum before the children are ensouled: swear not to invade Osirion for the next year or I'll destroy you now before the children are ensouled.



I do kind of want Cheliax invading Osirion as part of my interest in Asmodeus thinking that things are going really well for him, but I - acknowledge that probably if I cared more about Osirion I wouldn't really be all right with that, and that the calculations about Asmodeus are tenuous right now."









Keltham v3: "I'm - not clear I would otherwise destroy Cheliax, if I was still planning on my current default plan. There's an obstacle there, that I'm seeing more clearly after recent discussions and now that my emotions are in better repair."

"How would you find out if there are other children?"









Carissa Sevar: "I havespectacularBluff these days. I Teleport in, assassinate Abrogail, raise her, and say to her 'I just saved you from Keltham destroying Egorian. Next time, consider not letting it come to that. Are there others as well?'"









Keltham v3: "I am not following this plan at all. She lies and says 'no' and then, alerted of my suspicion, orders the further children evacuated to outside of Cheliax until they are ensouled."









Carissa Sevar: "She is told that you're prepared to preemptively destroy Cheliax unless there are no further children. If she says no, I say 'great, we bring Keltham an oath to that effect and he won't destroy Cheliax'. If she can't provide that oath, we kill the other mothers until she can. ...wrongthought, you're upset about them going to Hell. If she evacuates them from the country, your incentive is still to destroy Cheliax to ensure it doesn't have the capacity to go after Osirion, unless Cheliax is prepared to commit that they won't."









Keltham v3: "So this is being done at a point where I otherwise would destroy Cheliax, namely, if I switched away from my main plan, and then was otherwise about to run out of time on ensoulments probably starting? I can stop Cheliax going after Osirion just by attacking Egorian with something that draws in their military response and then destroying Egorian, I think. Or are you proposing that Cheliax responds to threats so I should make one? Or proposing that it benefits myself, rather than being a threat, if I speed up the time when I'd otherwise confront them?"

"- Carissa, the fact that all of this enormous mess happens to me at a certain time unless I delete or clean up the multiverse before then, really looks to me like the plot is telling me to get on with it. Not that the plot is telling me to wade into this enormous mess."









Carissa Sevar: "If that's so, I think you should say 'fuck the plot'. Do this at the time when you are most prepared and estimate the highest odds of success, or don't do it at all. In any story worth reading, it'd be amistaketo do something with these stakes at a time chosen by external forces for any reason that isn't your own."









Keltham v3: "Fighting Pharasma is one thing. Fightingthe plot is another. The current incentives that have been applied to me aresufficient to force me to hurry up and get on with the main plotline, taken at face value, because I do not, in fact, want to destroy Egorian as well as Absalom, or destroy all of Cheliax and send its inhabitants to Hell because possibly this world is mostly not real and one of my putative children ends up in a sequel being mostly real. When I considerdefying those incentives, there is then the further question of whether the incentives justescalate as opposed to staying in place while I defy them. Or if they'd have just been raised retroactively, before the story started, if I was somebody to whom the current incentives would not be sufficient."

"I'm not saying flatly no. I'm saying why I'mhesitant to defy the current incentives that suggest getting this all cleared up in a couple of weeks objective."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you agree that our odds of success are much worse if we have to rush to be ready in a couple of weeks objective, compared to if we have all the time we need at high INT and with specialized magic items to think and design Wish-wordings and consult every Power it might be worth consulting?"









Keltham v3: "I agree that our odds of success would be much better with a ten-speed time-dilated demiplane than with a two-speed time-dilated demiplane, which is why the laws of magic in Golarion are such as to make a ten-fold sped-up demiplane not be possible with the resources I have available. I agree that my problems would be much easier if I could consult Iomedae about all of them, and it is obvious that the story will be twisted up into any pretzel-like shape required to prevent that."









Carissa Sevar: " - you know what? That's a prediction. Let's test it.Plan on taking six months. If something mysteriously happens to make this completely impossible, I will concede that it is more likely that there's some kind of 'plot' that will make it impossible to approach this in a responsible fashion. If nothing mysteriously happens, we're not in the 'story' you think we're in and the 'story' isn't set up to destroy the universe if we only achieve moderate gains and it's reasonable for us to be doing moderate things and leaving the key problem here to the next generation. This is really important; we have a way to check if it's true."









Keltham v3: "Then I guess I have you to thank, Carissa, for Abrogail's substitution plot and the fact that I have an unknown number of children looming over me, to make it mysteriously impossible for me to take six months, as you might otherwise have been able to talk me into doing."

"- I don't actually mean that,I would have talked me into doing that, without the deadline."









Carissa Sevar: "....you can in fact take six months! You taking six months vastly improves the possible outcomes here!"









Keltham v3: "Nnnnooo, my being unable to take the blatant hint presented by the storyline about needing to resolve this before my children get ensouled, causes the story to beeven harsher about giving me a time limit. Retroactively, I'd expect, but that doesn't make a difference here."









Carissa Sevar: " - Keltham, give me a diamond and a wording and I'll fucking blow up Cheliax today. Okay? And then you can take six months."









Keltham v3: "Either I'm really missing something or the 'today' part there makes no sense. One, I haven't currently bought any Wish diamonds since I was planning to harvest them in a week. Two, if I found a diamond like that on the market, we then would not have any way to convert that Wish diamond to a Wish inside of Golarion, the bottleneck is forming a relationship with somebody who'll make me a Wish scroll. Three, if I had an extra Wish scroll, it would then be premature to use an insufficiently refined Wish wording in case that blew up more than Cheliax, which risk we could reduce by thinking about it at INT 29 until the deadline had almost run out."

"...should we take a break? Either you really missed something or I really missed something or both, and either way, there's standard heuristics about taking a break and having a snack at this point."









Carissa Sevar: " - you're right, sorry, I don't need a diamond, just your acknowledging this as a allowable use of the Wishes I already have, and ideally a wording but I'll recruit Fe-Anar and we'll figure something out ourselves if needed. The reason I want to do it today is that it seems to me you have tied yourself up into an utterly absurd knot around how story logic says not just that you should do this instead of doing something more limited but also likelier to succeed, but also about how story logic says that you should do itmuch sooner than when is optimal for the odds of it going well,and I can't - I can't respect a story where you're supposed to rush ahead and do something you haven't thought through before you're ready. In any real story, that ends with Yog-Sothoth eating everybody. And I can't respect a person who thinks that way.

And, in order to have as much time as possible working with a thinking Keltham who I respect before the deadline, I think I should not wait until the last minute to blow up Cheliax; if I wait that long, you're not progressing on six-month or one-year challenge-Pharasma plans in the interim. I think I should just get it over with and blow up Cheliax today. Even if there's a 90% chance of a failure mode where the Wish actually destroys much much more than that, that's clearly worth it to have you wait six months on your challenge-Pharasma plans.

I believe this is in your interests and I am planning to do it this afternoon, though I'll of course spend a couple hours thinking about it first."









Keltham v3: "I am concerned about the potential dynamic this is heading into, where you have bright ideas and want to do them, and I keep having to be the one saying 'no'. I think you would notice as many as several issues with doing this two hours from now, given two hours to think about it. I want to send you off to think about it, but I feel it would be dishonest to claim that I would, at the end of those two hours, assent to that use of those Wishes that I purchased from you and that you gave me in reparation, three of which I saved out against better-advised uses than this."

"Wish phrasings that destroy whole countries are weirdly difficult to come by, go figure. Osirion thought they needed me for that. I don't think Hell would be much inclined to interpret any ambiguities in your favor, either, if you tried using your Hell-Wish for that."

"That said, if you think you have a good-enough wording based on only the ilani knowledge you have, which I had thought was carefully selected not to be dangerous in that way... Osirion does have a Wish scroll. I will think about whether the agreements we've made so far are ones that I interpret to mean you couldn't try to talk Osirion into it."

"I'm saying this, and making that much of a suggestion for how you could try to destroy Cheliax this afternoon anyways, despite blatant flaws in your proposal as first stated by you, only because I do not want our relationship to get into a mode where I am the obstacle to all of your bright ideas. Rather than, as is actually the case, your haste and your terror and the resulting flaws in your ideas, being the obstacle to your ideas."

"I don't own you and can't give you orders. I suggest that you go take a break, Carissa. I suggest that you think that proposal over and talk to Carmin or Fe-Anar. Please convey to them that I said that you shouldn't be told about the really basic obstacle to destroying Cheliax two hours from now with a hastily-assembled Wish, because I think it is important for you to think the problems through without knowing that."









Carissa Sevar: "I am concerned about a potential dynamic where - you want to have this all over with in three weeks, so even if I come up with a good idea, you will insist that the plot says you mustn't try to work around this self-imposed deadline of yours.

But I acknowledge that until I in fact have a good idea, I might be assuming this of you unfairly."









Keltham v3: "I will be huddled in my bed-tent if anybody needs me. Do not actually destroy Cheliax without giving me a final chance to explain why you should not, even if you should find all your own resources for it; I do consider that something that will interfere with my plans, based on information I gave you, as is prohibited by agreements we've already made."









Carissa Sevar: "Understood.

It's not - to be clear - that I want to, that I'd do it lightly. Everyone I love lives there, and I don't want to send them to Hell. But - but if I were a person anywhere else in the multiverse at all, I'd hope the person in my place would do whatever it took, to make you spend one extra week double-checking your assumptions and consulting other Powers about your plan."









Keltham v3: "I have not in fact killed, of my own will, a single person, yet."

"That probably doesn't mean anything to you right now. It wouldn't seem important on a scale of trying to destroy Pharasma's Creation. Ask the Iomedaen to explain. I - don't know how to say it to somebody from Cheliax, but Carmin will know how to say it, maybe, or Fe-Anar."

He turns and goes about back to his tent, his breathing not very steady.









Carissa Sevar: She goes to Carmin.









lintamande: "How did it go?"









Carissa Sevar: "....it worked for a little while, we talked about some things I thought we couldn't talk about and I did the pretend Keltham thing and managed to not feel like it's incredibly dangerous to give him any information about myself, so that was progress.

But then he said that he - well, he said things that came across to me as if he was saying that he wouldn't entertain any plans to stop Cheliax invading Osirion or solve the children issue because he thinks the Plot is just telling him to attack Pharasma by then. And I -

- I don't have any idea what to do with that? What I was trying not to say to him is that I feel suchintense contemptfor anyone who would think about the world that way that I don't think I could possibly work with them.

There's clearly a bunch of forces at play here and some of them are gods and some of them might not even be gods. But I just don't believe, at all, that those forces want Keltham to go ahead with his plan in a couple of weeks, unless they in fact want the multiverse destroyed, or want a - pointless illustrative tragedy where Keltham tries and gets unceremoniously squished.

Am Iwrong.Isn't that - if you were writing a story, with a character like Keltham, who went ahead and did this in a couple of weeks because he thought he was a character in a story and was supposed to do it then, how would that story end."









lintamande: "...is this didactic fiction aimed at children in Mendev? Is it a serial published in the Absalom papers?"









Carissa Sevar: " - I think Keltham thinks it's an ilani story? Probably I should just - calmly discuss this with him like I calmly discuss the merits of destroying the universe with him, it's not different, it's my job to calmly discuss with himeveryway he's being unfathomably monstrous - I hate him -"









lintamande: "The story disagreement feels to you like another values disagreement, not just a factual disagreement about kinds of story?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't - I don't know how to put words to it -



- so one part of it is that I really do think a story where you rush ahead with your incredibly dangerous plan before you've properly checked if it even works and before you've explored all your alternatives, because you think you're in a story and you're supposed to rush ahead is a tragedy, it's a story where you lose.

Another part of it is that - I proposed an experiment, the thing Keltham was saying didn't make any sense to me and I said, okay, let's try solving the current reason-to-rush and if that fails, I will change your mind in your direction about how the story works, and if it succeeds, then you can agree that you're not in the same story you thought you were in and your story assumptions didn't apply, and he said, he said,

'Then I guess I have you to thank, Carissa, for Abrogail's substitution plot and the fact that I have an unknown number of children looming over me, to make it mysteriously impossible for me to take six months, as you might otherwise have been able to talk me into doing.

- I don't actually mean that, I would have talked me into doing that, without the deadline.'

And that's when - that's when I stopped being able to - I tried to translate that and pretend he'd said something that wasn't incredibly cruel and stupid but I couldn't think of any possible meaning that wasn't cruel and stupid - it felt like, like he was saying, that it was silly, that I was proposing a test, that he was so sure that no new information would possibly change his mind, that I was silly, for believing him when he taught us things about checking your beliefs against reality, because actually all you're supposed to do is fold the information in to your own explanation you already have for doing what you wanted to do, it was like I didn't know who I was talking to, I thought we'd been having an ilani conversation about how new evidence would change our minds and now he was mocking the entire idea -"










lintamande: "Do you think he was actually doing that?"









Carissa Sevar: "I have been trying and trying and I can't think what else it could possibly have been! I proposed a test, and he said that!! If that wasn't 'oh, no, I'm just going to back-interpret previous events as a test of this hypothesis that already confirmed what I want to believe, and refuse to conduct any more tests',what was he saying?"









lintamande: "Did you ask him?"









Carissa Sevar: "No. It would've been a good idea, but I could feel I was - getting emotional - it felt like such an impossible task, if all the ilani stuff wasn't even true, if we couldn't even test theories, if the answer to every proposed test I put to him was always going to be 'reality already proved me right' - and he hates it when I don't conceal my feelings well enough - I think it's not actually just that he doesn't take it into consideration, I think he sort of anti-takes-it-into-consideration - like, if you have feelings, about him destroying the universe not even to stop Hell but just because he thinks it's what the plot said to do next and he thinks if he doesn't do it the plot will give him even more incentive,then that definitely means you should be ignored, so, I didn't say any of that, I just said, 'You taking six months vastly improves the possible outcomes here!', I was, trying so hard, to be ilani,"









lintamande: "You can - ask to pause, you know, when it seems like he's saying something horrifically immoral, ask for both of you to cool off -"









Carissa Sevar: "Should've done that. But instead - uh, instead, when I said the thing about improving the possible outcomes, he said 'Nnnnooo, my being unable to take the blatant hint presented by the storyline about needing to resolve this before my children get ensouled, causes the story to be even harsher about giving me a time limit. Retroactively, I'd expect, but that doesn't make a difference here.'



- and I - it just felt so clear, that, he'd already made up his mind, that he'd already made up his mind about this thing that was insane and not true, that he was not processing it as some probability that could update - you can, you know, be a coherent mind that cannot change its mind in response to any evidence, the math's not hard - and I could just see it, him going ahead in a couple of weeks because it was impossible to convince him that that wasn't what the story told him to do, and then Pharasma crushing him like a bug and Rovagug eating the world, and, and even if his plan is a good idea, we won't succeed without throwing some serious resources and effort at making sure the version of it we're doing is a version that has any hope of success, if we've consulted with entities that understand what we're trying to do, if we've, I don't know, Wished up more smart people smart enough to look over the wordings and understand the physics -



- it just felt so clear that for this not to be hopeless, for us to have even the slightest shard of a chance of success, it couldn't be something we were rushing blindly into in a couple of weeks. There are no victories down that road. I don't know, am I insane?"









lintamande: "I would definitely expect much better results from a plan that we spent years working on than from a plan that we spent weeks working on. Though the countervailing factor is of course the element of surprise. Right now, lots of people suspect Keltham might have a crazy plan to let out Rovagug or something, but they mostly figure that even a very rich, very traumatized, very creative teenage boy who is a first-circle wizard can't actually let out Rovagug, and so they're not immediately throwing unprecedented resources at stopping him. If he starts demonstrating capabilities that suggest he's not at all best modeled as a first circle wizard, then they'll react very quickly."









Carissa Sevar: " - oh. That'd be - the problem with my first pass plan to solve this, then.

- I was thinking about how to cut this knot, and I realized, if Cheliax is destroyed, then no deadline. That's it; it's that simple. No babies, no war with Osirion, no Project Lawful trying to invent superweapons of its own. We have the three Wishes Keltham didn't use, and Osirion has their own Wish scroll. Instead of trying to argue Keltham out of something he cannot change his mind about - no Cheliax, no deadline. And Keltham, you know, he trips himself up on all kinds of complicated questions about whether destroying Cheliax is really and truly in his own not-threat-shaped best interests, but I just don't want the universe to be destroyed, and I could Wish a hole in the world where everyone I love lives, and then the universe is less likely to be destroyed."









lintamande: "Iiiii think probably changing Keltham's mind about things is not actually literally impossible."









Carissa Sevar: "I was trying to do it!! By every rule I know about!!"









lintamande: "Yep! And still, you failing does not very strongly suggest that it's impossible."









Carissa Sevar: "- you know, if you were Chelish, you would hurt me, when you said that, for being stupid, and I think I strongly prefer that."









lintamande: "Too bad, kid. Look, I think convincing Keltham to take more time is a good plan. I suspect it is not actually impossible. If convincing Keltham to take more time actually requires destroying Cheliax, then yes, we should do it. But - you two talked for...about an hour and a half."









Carissa Sevar: "But what if I can't convince him and then trillions of people die because I was not good enough at convincing people of true things."









lintamande: "It sounds like you are so, so, so scared, all the time, and that's why the slightest thing going wrong talking to Keltham drives you to extreme panic, because when you're this scared it's hard to deal with any additional scary things happening. Because you genuinely might have to destroy your home country where you grew up, not even to save the universe but to savea couple more months we can spend on trying to save the universe,and that's awful."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "How do you - be this scared, and keep going -"









lintamande: "The Church of Iomedae is actually kind of useless on this topic because Iomedae, being a paladin, even as a human could not feel fear. And most of her followers are paladins and also can't feel fear. I've mostly been just, you know, imagining, if we have to explain ourselves, later, to Iomedae, to our grandchildren, what extremely reasonable questions will they have."









Carissa Sevar: "...probably Keltham's going to tell me I am 'not allowed to get paladined for the fear immunity' because that's 'just as stupid as the plan to blow up all of Cheliax today just to be on the safe side' but I am suddenly tempted to Atone Lawful Good and pay Abadar to paladin me."









lintamande: "Prayer is disallowed on base, yeah. I wonder if a useful habit for you, talking to Keltham, would be saying 'clever tempting solution that probably doesn't work', before presenting your strikingly clever ideas you come up with on the fly which are quite good, as ideas you come up with on the fly,but still usually don't work, as is predictable for ideas you come up with on the fly, so then you and he don't get drawn into debating blowing up Cheliax."









Carissa Sevar: "He actually handled that very reasonably, just suggested we take a break and said he didn't want to be in a role of shooting down every idea I had. ...I just wish he'd been acting like that about my ideas to test if we're in a story that wants us to rush ahead while manifestly unready."









lintamande: "If he had been, what would he have said?"









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: "I genuinely feel terrified at the idea of testing what happens if we ignore the children-based incentive to move quickly. This is already a situation where one of my deepest oldest and most important values, my own personal children not being born into a nightmare universe where they may end up eternally tortured in Hell, has mysteriously turned out to be at stake. I find it terrifying to imagine what might show up next if I prove unable to be moved by those stakes. The experiment would totally give us valuable information but it might well give it to us in a format so horrible I don't want to contemplate it, like 'now Carissa is in Hell and being tortured to insanity by Asmodeus personally and I have to act while there's something left'."









Carissa Sevar: "...worth it, though, if it improves our odds."









lintamande: " - I think in some important respects you're a very admirable person, Carissa, but if that were to happen the odds of this going well are justworse."









Carissa Sevar: "Because of Keltham'sown personal shortcomings! -that's not fair but I wanted to say it anyway to make myself feel better."









Carmin Isandre: "Every person I've ever met has fracture points, Carissa, at which they can't keep moving forwards no matter how much they calculate that they ought to."









Carissa Sevar: "Idon't. - also not fair, also just said it to make myself feel better."









Carissa Sevar: "But if Keltham's too scared to experiment on the story thing, and I in fact think this definitely won't go well if we rush it, what do I do."









Carmin Isandre: "I don't know. But putting the question to him when you've both had some time to cool down seems worthwhile. And if you don't get anywhere, then we'll talk about what we can do instead, which might include stabbing Abrogail Thrune, probably doesn't include blowing up her country, and doesn't tip our hand about Keltham being much more than a first-circle wizard."









Carissa Sevar: "Why don't you just talk to Keltham, you'd be better at it."









Carmin Isandre: "We've talked some. I think I am missing a lot of context that is helpful for arguing with Keltham about anything complicated, and I am not, fundamentally, a person who explodes the world even if I've encountered an impeccable argument for doing so, which makes it hard to entertain arguments for doing so."









Carissa Sevar: "There was something else Keltham wanted you to explain to me. Uh, he said, 'I've never killed anyone'. I - I fundamentally don't understand what he was trying to get at, beyond 'I have feelings about losing my virginity', which - I realize that's really uncharitable -"









Carmin Isandre: "...he's going to take psychological damage from doing something like blowing up Cheliax and sending everyone there to Hell, if it does end up necessary, so it's a cost to his functioning as well as a benefit, and he doesn't have any idea the magnitude of the cost but thinks it might be large?"









Carissa Sevar: "...maybe? I guess?



That means I should not suggest my other bright idea, which is that he go to Axis, kidnap someone there, and feed them to a daemon, so he understands a trillionth of what he plans to do."









Carmin Isandre: "I don't think you should suggest that idea. Would you even want him to take you up on it?"









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah? I think it'd reduce the odds he destroys the universe by more than one in a trillion."









Carmin Isandre: " .... it's okay for humans, who aren't gods, and who don't have godlike abilities for what they do not to change who they are, as well as not having godlike abilities to assess situations, to be unwilling to do awful awful things that math suggests are justified. It is usually correct."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't see why I should be held to a lower standard than Iomedae. It's fair to say I'm actually worse than her, and so shouldn't do what she'd do because of my own actual failures, but I don't think thebarshould be any different."









Carmin Isandre: " - well, that's not a reaction I've ever gotten before to the 'why you might not want to follow the math that says you should do something appalling' talk. ...if you want to, you can try to be exactly like Iomedae, but Iomedae also wouldn't go kidnap people from Axis to feed to daemons because She wouldn't learn anything from doing so, and I think Keltham probably aspires to also be the kind of person who wouldn't learn anything from doing so."









Carissa Sevar: "And he might well be the kind of person who wouldn't learn anything from doing so but I don't think he can be 99.999% sure he wouldn't!"









Carmin Isandre: "...and yet, I'm pretty sure Iomedae, if She could show Keltham something, would definitely not show him that."









Carissa Sevar: " - yeah, okay.



Do you just not personally want to hurt me or do you actively recommend against my getting hurt for some reason."









Carmin Isandre: "I think we don't have a ton of time and you aren't going to be using it very well if you try to get tortured every time you handle something badly. And I think that part of being an adult is to - screw up, and know you screwed up, and have nowhere to look for forgiveness or for punishment, and keep going because there is very nearly as much to fight for as there was yesterday."









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "You know, I'm kind of starting to think Iomedae got a raw deal in Chelish propaganda."









Carmin Isandre: "I'm sure Her church can just write Abrogail Thrune and get that straightened out in the next edition."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa turns herself into a bird and flies around in case Nirvana's on to something and that helps you have more universal human compassion, writes a list of arguments for delay and strategies for delay which she will make if Keltham seems like he's in fact possible to persuade about that, and then soothes herself with Abrogail assassination plans until Keltham comes out of his tent.









Keltham v3: He comes out! Lookin' great!









Carissa Sevar: "Hey. You are right that probably it does not advance our goals to just blow up Cheliax, and I appreciate you not responding to that by telling me I was too much of a child to be here and letting me figure it out myself. I know that it is really hard for you to work around the ways I am unpredictable to you."









Keltham v3: "Well, don't expect any forgiveness for it. Both of us are under too little stress and have had too much time to relax already; cutting each other any slack would only make things worse."









Carissa Sevar: She stands there blinking at him for solidly several seconds.









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: - he's joking. And he made it really really blatant so you couldn't possibly miss it.









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah, okay. I have some ideas related to buying more time but I think there's some confusion I need to resolve first about why it feels like my ideas for delay are - not landing, or are threatening to hear -"









Keltham v3: "Sorry. I worked that out, once I had time to stop and look back. It's because I want so much for all of this to be over and done, and I'm glad that the story gave me a time limit because it means there's only so long I have to hold myself together."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh. Well, maybe you want to see Carmin about that or something, if it's - not the kind of thing that stops being true once you notice it."









Keltham v3: "Carmin is not able to help me on issues like that. Nor Fe-Anar, nor she who calls herself Minor Character, nor Sarcini, nor Ione Sala when I see her. Help me think about plans, yes, about other people, yes, internal issues no. If I cannot solve them myself they are not solvable by their advice."

"I will at least decide consciously how much risk I want to take of unnecessarily destroying the multiverse in exchange for doing this faster, including as a selfish bargain within myself, rather than making that decision unthinkingly."

"I realize this is a mode of thinking you're uncomfortable with, but given that the story is forcing you to work by persuading me, anything genuinely important that you need to persuade me about, is something I can probably be persuaded of. It is not the slightest bit uncommon for the big villain of a dath ilani story to get talked out of it, there just has to be some clear reason the villain didn't think of the argument himself. And tropes aside, it is very hard to get a dath ilani to just shut you out and stop listening by making one mistake at him, when we already have an established relationship like this one. That element of the story may come with time limits for you to think of the right argument, but it won't be sudden-death."









Carissa's imaginary Keltham: Exactly what he said except replace 'dath ilani' with 'me, Keltham'.









Carissa Sevar: "I think - that if you find yourself wanting to let your selfish priorities rule at substantial expense to plan success, that would be completely fine and understandable, and in that case we should give the million diamonds to the church of Iomedae and go hide somewhere until it's all over. If you are going to be selfish, be selfish enough to not do any of this to yourself; don't be just unselfish enough to decide you owe it to the universe to try and not unselfish enough to give it the kind of try that can actually succeed."









Keltham v3: "Sadly these kinds of internal emotional arrangements often lack the kind of clear-cut structure that would make that a crushingly valid argument, and not every optimal strategy is at an extreme of the action space though they usually are. Congratulations anyways on making the sort of argument to a dath ilani that even Ione Sala would not have known how to make."

"To check, because it's something that I'm nervous about, whatdid you understand about why not to destroy Cheliax immediately?"









Carissa Sevar: "Lots of people have probably had the thought you might want to destroy the world, but they know you're a first circle wizard with a little bit of alchemy and so they're not very scared of you. Once you do something big, they'll recalculate, and that probably reduces how much time we have. You already threatened to destroy Cheliax, and Abrogail might've believed you, but other powers in Golarion didn't, and the gods don't know you're capable of it. We don't want them to know until it's too late. They might do what Otolmens did about Nidal and just steal all the diamonds, or change physical law, or squish you, or something.

...also we're almost definitely underground in the Ostenso nonintervention zone and I might hit us by accident."









Keltham v3: "Heh. Yes, that was the overriding reason not to do it in two hours. Lrilatha sent me a message swearing that Otolmens wanted me back in the nonintervention zone, and demanded that I go there in Otolmens's name, guaranteeing my safe-conduct in Ostenso if I did and that Cheliax would not act on Lrilatha-derived knowledge about where I was. I negotiated some on what I could get in exchange from Otolmens and Asmodeus. Everybody here shares my diplomatic immunity if they want to visit Ostenso, and Otolmens has up some kind of further noninterference field around this mini-vault."

"I still keep up Mind Blank at all times and so should you per agreement."

"Did the Iomedaen or Fe-Anar manage to explain to you why it mattered that I still hadn't killed anyone?"









Carissa Sevar: "She thought that it'd affect you quite a lot, and you didn't have any way of knowing how much, and so I shouldn't think that we'd get more functional Keltham-time out of killing people, especially not out of something like killing everyone in Cheliax and sending them all to Hell."









Keltham v3: "That's... not exactly it. You know, on second thought, I should not have hoped Carmin could explain that, I forgot how much nobody from Golarion can explain anything to anybody even when they do know."

"It's that - when Cheliax is destroyed, that's - throwing away all hope that Golarion is, glad to have known me, in an unmixed way. Even with Cheliax taught to refine more spellsilver, there's still a chance that it'll end up okay, if the gameboard can be changed to make it winnable for Good. I could think of something when I'm much much smarter and not need to release Rovagug or destroy Absalom at all."

"It's - the saying out of dath ilan goes - don't be swift to throw away your deontology. Don't rush to break the Light, shatter the alignment of - all the different ways that something can be Good, all lined up on the same side. They can't always be aligned, but while they can be, you keep them together."

"You don't always wait until literally the last minute to kill. You don't wait literally as long as possible if that comes at a huge cost in failure. You don't take any other plan no matter how terrible. But wiping out Cheliax early, so that, you think, my mind will be more focused on long-term planning - that is not reason enough. You can't be that eager. You don't, go looking for, plans that make you do something like that, and then go, oh, well, that's what the expected utility numbers say, better go do that then."

"Your self who erased her memories might have understood that, when she sent you to buy back the souls of the Project Lawful researchers, especially if she knew that Peranza or Asmodia needed rescuing. Or she understood how her Keltham would have thought about it, at least."

"You keep the last threads of the Light alive for as long as you can."

"That would be true even if we weren't in a story."









Carissa Sevar: "I....don't have a hard time imagining believing that. I have a hard time imagining believing that and also thinking that unusually unpretty bits of Greater Reality should be scrubbed out of the face of the universe.

I can't imagine any planet that, knowing everything, would hope to have you land on it. I understand preserving - the state where that's not true - in the same way as wanting the people who worked for you, Peranza and Asmodia, to be better off for it. But once you've thrown that out anyway..."









Keltham v3: "I won't throw it away until the very end."









Carissa Sevar: "I am not actually sure that makes any sense as a decision procedure but I appreciate you explaining it. I have in fact already killed people and will do so again if it seems like the best thing for me to do."









Keltham v3: "The negative utilitarian is usually the honorable one. Never wanted to hurt anyone at all. That's what makes them such tragic villains."

"Not really how I thought of myself, before I came to Golarion, but there you go."

"...I continue to think that you did not understand atall the point about why you go 'let's die in a fire together' to conditional Zon-Kuthon who will build Xovaikain unless you pay him 5 gold pieces. It's not about that part of reality being unpretty, it's about that counterfactual branch being one that you didn't want to end up in so you don't give agents retroactive incentives to create it. There's an entire philosophy of decision theory which says that the very act of making a decision is annihilating all the branches of logical possibility where you made different decisions, and that the principle of rational choice is to choose so as to unmake all realities except the one where you get the best outcome -"

"You know, maybe let's just pick that up again at INT 29."









Carissa Sevar: "Sounds good. Right now I feel - threatened by decision theories put forwards by people who don't share many of my values, I feel suspicious that tucked into the justification somewhere is an assumption that I find horrifying. Probably when I feel competent to derive most of it myself I won't feel that way about it anymore."









Keltham v3: "If it's not the same decision theory used by all the gods, they screwed up, or we screwed up, or dath ilan didn't teach me real decision theory because it was too dangerous."









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah. Any of those seem kind of plausible."









Keltham v3: "I wouldn't say it'sthat plausible that dath ilan screwed up. I - still don't think you properly grasp a difference of scale between Civilization and me... nevermind."

"Do you have anything promising for plans to allow us more time to work? Especially if there's resources we need to gather now, or decisions we need to make soon rather than at INT 29?"









Carissa Sevar: "So, one, I think that you should be willing to wait until the point where Cheliax tells you that there's a child ensouled, you don't have to preempt that. You intend to either destroy the world or fix it; if you destroy it, there's no reason to think that the child will wake up somewhere else, since there's no - thing that you care about, there, just because there's a soul, there's no mind with continuity of memory. That buys a week or two.

And two, well, I may in fact have a bias towards plans that involve assassinating Abrogail, for personal reasons. But I think that Cheliax without a Queen - or, uh, with me as Queen, if we see a way to swing that - would also not invade Osirion immediately."









Milani: I must say, that went rather well, all things considered! Apparently We put Keltham over some critical threshold of being slightly less traumatized, where he doesn't just accept the Wishes from Carissa as reparation because that's the utilitarian thing to do; and Carissa figures out his real plan before handing over the Wishes, but does so anyways; which utterly changes the dynamic between him and Carissa; which causes the resulting conversation to be absolutely nothing like any possibility that Nethys showed Us!

And Carissa even seems to be talking Keltham into waiting past his calculated ensoulment time, which completely throws off all of Our schedules for everything according to what We previously thought was the plot!









Cayden Cailean: "AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA," screamed the god.









Milani: Cayden Cailean, I genuinely modeled You as having more tolerance for spontaneity than this. You literally became a god on a drunken dare.









Cayden Cailean: And as I've tried to explain many times to My followers, often in Elysium, when I managed to pull Myself together as a god afterwards, My very first thought with My vastly increased intellect was that going for the Starstone while drunk had been an ABSOLUTELY TERRIBLE IDEA, even IF it had happened to work that one time. The concept of doing stupid things while drunk does not prohibit the concept of regretting them afterwards.

A lot MORE people are going to die if We don't know how to time evacuations, but We can't exactly ask Keltham to set a hard date and deadline, while We are carefully not encouraging him in any way whatsoever to do any of this. They're still on a time limit and still going to make mistakes but now neither they nor We know exactly what their time limit IS!

And even that desideratum completely pales next to what happens if We've fucked up the main story logic on any number of possible levels, or if this is happening because Nethys lied to Us about the real goal of His walkthrough.









Milani: Indeed. So now it's time to shift to improvising everything that remains to be done! Flexible schedules for all the new plans!

Cheer up, Cayden Cailean! If nothing else, this gives Pilar Pineda more time in which to eat You.









Cayden Cailean: It's not like that between Us. Seriously, it's not.









Milani: And yet it's still a beautiful young thing who ends up consuming that much of You. Somehow.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa spends the next several subjective days building a wall of sorts so she can keep all the considerations in her head at the same time. Here's how we might try to take Avernus; here's how we might try to use my compact and other forces in Hell to side with us in taking down Asmodeus; here's how we might finagle the release of Rovagug so there's a chance of survivors; here's how things might turn out if we go home and leave this to Iomedae.





To her enormous irritation, there's a strong argument for the threaten-Pharasma plan. It's not one anyone thought of, possibly because it doesn't matter to anyone but her. In any plan for a war with Hell or in Hell, billions of the current inhabitantsof Hell will die. Keltham thinks this is good, since they want to die.

Carissa...grudgingly acknowledges that they get to consider that an improvement over their current situation if that's how they feel about it, but it's still analmost-maximally-badoutcome for them. The man she interrogated about rumors in Egorian hoped for Abaddon, and he wasn't wrong to hope for Abaddon perhaps, but that doesn't mean she'd have been doing right by him by giving him Abaddon. She'd have been doing right by him by giving himotheroptions he in fact preferred to Abaddon.

If they get Pharasma to give them Hell, they can make things better for the entities in it, instead of giving up on them. If they do anything else, probably several layers of Hell get destroyed.

Devils don't particularly want to live. She can see why, now; it has to do with Aspexia's favorite concept, corrigibility. Something that really really wants to be alive is a notably worse slave than something without any such strong wants.

Obviously, a great horror was done, when they took the shattered formless soul of someone like Carissa and shaved away the part where she wants to live. But she doesn't think all the horror was done there. Some of it has not yet been done, and will be done when they in factkill that person using the fact they no longer want to live very much as justification.

If they do the Pharasma plan, she puts on her wall, they should arrange to be able to fix the devils and the paving stones. It is worth some risk - not, in Carissa's calculation, very much risk - but some risk of losing everything, for the chance of saving those souls too.

She doesn't talk to Keltham about Cayden Cailean and Nethys, but her guesses about what they want make it onto the wall too. They encouraged her cult on purpose. Why? How does ascension even work, does it matter if she has a cult? Should she be encouraging her cult? Would Pharasma care who all the Lawful Evil humans think should be the Lawful Evil god? Can Pharasma even see that? Why would Chaotic Good want a Chaotic Good god eaten by a Lawful Evil one? What are they getting in exchange for that, or is it more that - only in that manner can any compromise at all exist between Hells Keltham will permit to exist and Hells that Asmodeus will?

What is Asmodeus, at His core? What are the most essential features? He's not, actually, the god of torture; are there Hells without torture He'd abide?

What is the minimum guarantee from Pharasma they'd need to be confident they'll get to keep building Civilization? Can Abadar be trusted to look out for that? If He's handed a specification? How could Abadarnot knowsomething important to His domain He's been trying to understand for a long time, what kind of limitation is that anyway? Is it fundamental? If it's unknowable to Him presumably He wouldn't be trying to learn it, right?

How important is Golarion in the multiverse? How much do they lose if it's lost? Are there alternatives to destroying it? Are there alternative distractions that'd let an ascending god slip through? ...Zon-Kuthon's in a vault, right? Can Iomedae be persuaded to let Him out? Is that even worse than Rovagug?

What would Hell be like if it wasn't stupid? Forget what both alien entities hostile to human values - Keltham and Asmodeus - want here, what would Hell be like if it was a place for Lawful Evil as it abides in human hearts? What would the place Maillol should go be, if it wasn't Hell? If he'd turn down Nirvana, not wanting to be smoothed away into something Good?





It is actually only the second most complicated Wall she's dealt with recently but for the first one she had Asmodia and Korva. They're thinking that resurrecting Asmodia, even if Hell let it go through, would be a giveaway about who Carissa works for now. Carissa is less sure that going to the Gardens is impossible, especially since they still should talk to Erecura about anything related to Pharasma-negotiations. Most importantly, Erecura stole divinity from Pharasma and Pharasma doesn't seem notably weakened by it. Is She a different kind of thing than everyone else? If so, what about Rovagug made Him a danger to Her? Was it something about prophecy not working around Rovagug? Can they get them some of that?









Keltham v3: He spends most of the time alone, wearing the +6 Splendour headband and using no other enhancements, even as spells. If the nice comforting deadline has been removed on how long he needs to hold himself together with solder and duct tape, then he needs to recover and put himself together now that he's in time dilation...

Is his will failing, here? Possibly. Being able to keep up a storm of work for three months on Project Lawful when everything is going great and you are having fun and in a lot of supportive relationships andyour problems are fundamentally way way easier, is not the same as being able to work continuously under his current conditions. Even with a +6 Belt of Mighty Constitution.



He will, if he gets a look at Carissa's wall or checks in with her on what she's thinking about, remind her that she cannot plan to threaten Pharasma by proxy. If she expects him to threaten Pharasma successfully, and prefers that outcome, she cannot help him with that in any way. Carissa can try to reduce associated harm to herself and Pharasma, maybe, if her method doesn't hinder his plans, but she can't plan to threaten Pharasma. That is the whole reason why Good couldn't do this earlier.

The fact that she came up with her plan to delay Cheliax's invasion and give him more time to work, while still in utter horror at his plans generally, is helpful. That shows Carissa wasn't threatening Pharasma by proxy, in trying to give him more time to work.

But if she's started thinking there's a case for being less than utterly horrified with all this, that is going to require him to be much more careful in considering Carissa's further suggestions to make sure that they benefit Pharasma as well as himself.









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, yes. I promise I still want you to stop all this and go home. But when I'm working on alternatives I need a calculation of exactly how bad your plan is so I only present you with alternatives I genuinely think work out better by my values in expectation."









Keltham v3: The old saying 'why trust what you can verify' out of dath ilan seems to apply with some small degree of additional force when one wrongthought not even inside his own mind potentially destroys the multiverse when it could otherwise be saved. So he is, in fact, going to be doing some extra checking and reminding here.









Carissa Sevar: She does not, actually, mind. Keltham trying to make sure they don't accidentally blow up the world is the most sympathetic remaining thing about him. ...that and his smile when he succeeds at casting a complicated spell.









Keltham v3: After some recovery time with only Splendour boosted, he tries getting a Fox's Cunning, which takes him to +4/+0/+6 (over baseline 18/16/14, innate +3/+4/+5).

When nothing bad seems to happen to him after a few minutes, he applies an Eagle's Splendour to himself, and takes off the +6 Splendour headband, which takes his stats to 25/20/23.

It... does not appear to send him back to the way he was before... his emotions weaken but do not vanish...

So he puts on the +4/+0/+4 headband, before the spells run out, to stabilize his stats at 25/20/23.

You can't really get much done with only INT 21, is the problem. He doesn't know, in retrospect, how dath ilani who are only +2sd Intelligence get through life. He sure didn't get far on +0.8sd... well, probably it's that nearly all dath ilani never try to do anything really complicated. Or if they do, they take a lot more time to do it.

And he goes back to work, or tries to. He is still, tired, inside. The lack of a concrete deadline on how long he needs to keep this up, is not helping. Especially at only Splendour 14+5+4, which, he suspects, does not end up the same thing to a dath ilani, as Splendour 14+5+4 is supposed to be to most Golarion natives.









Keltham v3: But INT 25 is enough for him to go back to his MSOM (Magical Simulation of Magic) crafting attempt.

He's gathered, by now, that Baseline is not the key to wording Wishes, that there is something that takes language and goes from there to a spellpattern and that is why Wish phrasings matter so much. When he gets to INT 29 he will cast Arcane Sight and Haste and watch his other stats getting Wished-up by efreeti, possibly get efreeti to cast some other standard Wishes just to watch those, and maybe at INT 29 he'll be able to make a standing leap to some understanding of how Wishes turn into spellforms. Hand-building an emulator of magical physics, or even trying and failing to do that, seems like it is plausibly on the critical path towards his being able to do that later, if anything is.

Building his Magical Simulation of Magic would probably be any degree easier if he had Carissa Sevar's kind of Spellcraft. But not that much easier, to be honest. He's got his own Armillary Amulet now. Most of the challenge, fundamentally, is coming up with any system of magical physics with a visible subsystem that emulates an isomorphism of magical physics. Not making the process happen, coming up with any process with that property. Crafting ad-hoc supports for holding the systems together...

Well, he could, in fact, go a lot faster between trials and errors, if he was better at crafting spellsilver into magical supports and then tweaking the crafts. But the item-crafter he has on hand, in his base, is somebody to whom it takes longer to explain what he's trying to accomplish, each time and tweak, than it does for him to try the tweaks himself. At least this way he's learning himself, at INT 25, and speeding up at the exact form of crafting he needs to do.



...he gets another Eagle's Splendour and swaps to his +6 Intelligence headband, and, yeah, with stats of 27/20/23 it feels like he is able to make real progress on a couple of his current challenges, for the few minutes it takes before the Splendour is about to run out, and he has to put his +4/+0/+4 headband back on.









Keltham v3: Changing abilitystats, he suspects, is not actually good for him.


Not as bad as swapping Wisdom up and down, forming new mental skills and circuits that depend on a certain kind of boosted reflectivity which then abruptly vanishes just as his brain was getting used to it. Bumping Wisdom up and down is probably literally the worst idea. (The worst idea inside the realm of practical abilitystat manipulation, to be clear, not the worst idea in full generality.)

But even Intelligence going back and forth between 27 and 25 is maybe not as good for a dath ilani brain as he would have liked, in an ideal world.



It's time for a conversation that he's really dreading, and if he was significantly less calculating, or less reflective, or had less force of personality, he wouldn't be able to bring himself to say it.

He is going to try to explain that he thinks all the changes of abilitystats are really not good for him, and then, ask Carissa for her headband... more or less for the foreseeable future. She can have all of his own augmentation items, they can spend even more money on Wisdoms and Splendours, but - if the time she's bought is going to mean anything, and if - it's considered a good thing that he holds himself together - he needs a constant statblock, and he needs that statblock to have INT 27. There's not, really, any other obvious way to achieve that, unless he's missing something. It's not even - obvious - that it would be an especially good idea for him to take off the headband - her headband, Carissa's headband, for which she sold her soul - while he is sleeping.

...he'd tell him to get lost, but Carissa has surprised him before; she is stronger than he.









Carissa Sevar: "How's it going."









Keltham v3: He will lay out the situation: he needs INT 27 not INT 25, he could probably benefit from more Wisdom but bouncing Wisdom up and down is likely to be bad for his brain, dropping to Splendour 19 isn't likely to be good for him either, bouncing abilitystats up and down in general seems plausibly to have not been good for him. Possibly very not good for him.

Here are some expected utility calculations his INT 25 self tried to do from the Carissa / Pharasma point of view, double-checked for a few minutes of INT 27, though this is more of a Wisdom-laden task and he has not dared to augment Wisdom yet. The primary point is that he can in fact get to INT 27 using his +6 Intelligence headband, and get work done that way, and would have to do that, and would do that, to get the basic capabilities he needs. He would just, probably, damage his emotional and mental stability in the course of doing that.

He will keep his voice very dispassionate and his face expressionless, as best as Splendour 23 can boost a dath ilani doing that. Showing any emotions to Carissa would be emotion-bombing her, under the circumstances. The underlying extent to which he is holding his sanity hostage against her, even as not technically a threat, is horrible enough already.









Carissa Sevar: "You want the headband."









Keltham v3: For the foreseeable future, which is now less foreseeable after extending their intended work time.

He has a complete set of individually +6 headbands, a +4/+0/+4 headband, a +2/+2/+2 headband, he can pour any non-project-torpedoing or non-hand-tipping amount of resources into acquiring more scrolls of Owl's Wisdom or Eagle's Splendour, Carissa Sevar is not as restricted as himself if she wants to try renting the Pharaoh's +4/+4/+4 or finding somewhere to buy a +6/+6.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: "Okay, some considerations. One, I want to show up and encourage my cults in Vudra and in the Kelesh Empire and in various other places, I suspect it improves the odds of Pharasma working with you or the odds I don't get squished mid-ascension or something in the genre. I think I need to be wearing the headband for that for maximum credibility. I could conceivably do that right now and give it to you later today after 20 hours of cult-cultivating, or I could conceivably do it while you sleep if you're all right with me having it while you sleep, but it'll be bad, I think, if I don't get to do it at all.

Two. I do think things will go better if you're smarter. I also think they'll go better if I'm smarter and separately from benefits of me being smarter I think they'll go better if I, uh, am someone you respect and listen to? And I think we're kind of already on the fringe on that front and if you're notably lots smarter than me you won't in fact listen to me at all, and I'm scared that'll make things overall go worse.

I'd agree in a heartbeat if you'd agree not to go ahead with the overall plan without my say-so - not expecting you to agree to that, just, trying to figure out sufficient conditions and might as well name the obvious one.

I think I'd agree if you agreed to - let some worlds live that seemed not quite worth it to you but close enough you weren't sure, some marginal ones - I don't know what agreeing to that would look like -

- and, uh, most of what I'm using Wisdom for is not getting really mad at you every time you open your mouth so if you were able to do that on your end maybe I could just do the headband of intelligence and it'd be fine, but I know it's hard on you when you feel like you're the only one reaching across the divide, and I really wouldn't be able to do much of that, without the Wisdom headband, it's hard even wearing it."









Keltham v3: "I could do the marginal thing. Don't expect to run into many marginal cases, but - if I do - sure."

"It's funny how, now and then, and despite a lot of things, I get the feeling that you are in some deep sense a better person than I am. I mean, Carmin probably wouldn't even think it was funny, she'd just say, sure, Carissa would have grown up to be a much better person than you, given better circumstances, and now that's starting to shine through."

"I - would not bevery surprised if a good solution here, ends up looking like, my staying mostly out of your way, for the next ten days subjective, pending a trip to the City of Brass where you get your baseline Wisdom wished up. After that point we'll both be INT 29 and it will be quite a subversion of my expectations if we - end up talking to each other the same way, after that."

"I don't trust my brain to be okay while I sleep, if transient scaffolding for my cognitive reflectivity gets erased while I'm doing that. Let's frontload the Vudra and Kelesh visits."

"Doyou expect to be okay with 6 points of sudden Wisdom loss? I can try to locate a +4/+4/+0 artifact headband on an emergency basis while you're touring the local meetups of your fan club, but you'd be at less than max Intelligence so I don't even know if you would."









Carissa Sevar: "I think I'd rather have Intelligence. Wizards usually go much harder on Intelligence and it works fine so long as you can also be kind of an emotionally insensitive jerk, and you generally can, if you're a powerful wizard.



I'm not - trying to be Good, here, I'm just trying to survive. I'm just in a weird situation where they're the same thing."









Keltham v3:









Keltham v3: "I'll let Carmin be the one to call bullshit on that. You'll probably believe it more coming from her."









Carissa Sevar: "Okay. I'm going to go do cult cultivation, then. ....I'm going to burn something like 50,000gp in scrolls on looking cool and you are not allowed to complain about this at all."









Keltham v3: "Wasn't even slightly considering it. Off with you, you need to talk to some of the people correctly relying on you for salvation, non-Good person."


(Notably missing from Carissa's compact with him: a specification saying that, if he does release Rovagug, Carissa shall not at this time be prevented from escaping to Elysium or the Maelstrom. Both of those planes are supposedly infinite, and the Maelstrom in particular is supposed to ultimately head off into the chaos outside Pharasma's bubble; which would make it much more likely that you could escape Rovagug, starting from there.)

(He's not suggesting this clause, if she hasn't thought of it; because Carissa might, at that point, demand that clause in order to not fight it out with her own self-image, which clause would then potentially hamper her actually saving the multiverse and also force her to think of herself as a worse person. It's just funny because, Carissa's real emotional priorities being what they actually are, she hasn't thought of it.)









Carissa Sevar: Well, you can't risk the entire multiverse for the sake of being more likely to survive its destruction!! If she were literally any of the other trillions of people in the multiverse she'd be so mad at herself for even contemplating that trade!









Carissa Sevar: ...anyway. Teleport and Fool's Teleport and Dimension Door and Damnation Stride and Firefall and lots of Vision of Hell prepared, check.

Scrolls to cast: Telepathy, Overland Flight, Spell Resistance, Programmed Image, Cloak of Winds, Getaway, Life Bubble, Contingent Teleport, Mage Armor, Spell Immunity, Greater Spell Immunity, check.



Some of these are necessary for her plans, some just sounded like fun and when is she going to get the chance to use the most bizarre spells Keltham's shoppers could find anywhere on the planet, if not now?



"Is there anyone here who's been to Vudra - I guess whoever did all this shopping must have gone -"









Ri-Dul: That would be him. Keltham has made his services, hired on a monthly basis, available for this little trip.









Carissa Sevar: Great. Does he happen to know anything about her cult in Vudra? She's happy to just be taken to a major city but if he knows where to start they can do that.









Ri-Dul: He has not particularly been looking into that, no. Amongmany other reasons not to, it's suspected by Keltham of being a Cayden intervention and therefore nobody is to talk to him about it.









Carissa Sevar: "Fine, where's your Teleport to."









Ri-Dul: "I can do Indapatta, the capital. Niswan in Jalmeray. Sumadhadra, the most important port city for their trade with Tian Xia. Those seem the most promising places to find your cult. I could also, for example, teleport you to the undead-haunted Palace of Ivory and Bone, but I do not imagine that you are interested in such more exotic destinations, on this trip."









Carissa Sevar: "Let's do Indapatta. I think the undead are probably an unreceptive audience for pitches about how if you help me conquer the world you'll have eternal glory in Hell."









Ri-Dul: Ri-Dul sets aside his distaste at the thought of a talented wizard embracing this nonsense; it is his foolishness, not hers, if he imagines that Sevar ought not to take advantage of such ready offerings.

Teleport to Indapatta.









Indapatta: Indapatta as it appears to the casual visitor is not the largest city Sevar will have seen, for she has seen Dis; it will not be the prettiest single place she's seen, for she's seen Abrogail's quarters within the Imperial Palace.

Nonetheless, Sevar will have seen nowhere largerand more beautiful than Indapatta.

Indapatta is laid out like the concentric petals of a lotus, in circles of diminishing wealth. The innermost blossom, called also the ninth circle or Flower of Indapatta, is the Imperial palace. Ri-Dul's Teleport location is a discreet nook between two fine brick buildings in the sixth circle of Indapatta, the north-northeast petal of that ring of the lotus. In the sixth circle of the city there are, if not the fabled palaces and menageries, at least fine gardens and streets of gleaming white stone. Here you would find successful adventurers, expensive inns open to foreigners, homes for the higher tier of merchants short of the princes of merchant houses, shops that trade some of the more expensive things that can be bought with ordinary money.

Within sight of the nook, a robed monk sits chanting verses, beneath a well-tended tree growing up from a deliberate gap in the stone streets. There is no begging-hat set out before her; the nearby places of business are paying her to chant those verses, as another land might hire a skilled singer to play a harp. The monk's presence shows that this is a wealthy and Lawful place, where a refined traveler might safely seek to do business or find rest in a nearby inn.









Carissa Sevar: Huh.





Cool.





(If you'd seen the world, Keltham, maybe then you would know that on every corner of it there is a fully sufficient reason you shouldn't destroy it.... but of course, that's not how Keltham works, and not, if she's scrupulously careful with her own internal muddles, precisely what she thinks, either; she would take some chance of destroying this city, to fix Hell. You do actually have to be able to trade things against one another, if you want to have anything at all.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa will cast the last of her scrolls so that she can have more spells about her as she enters the nearest inn. She's told her Sleeves of Many Garments to imitate Keltham's clothes, except tailored to her; dath ilan may be horrible but they sure can do textiles. She's not concealing the crown.









Indapatta: All conversation halts, naturally. She's a foreigner, she's wearing an obvious crown, she's the prettiest person anybody there has ever seen; any of these qualities alone would halt all conversation.

One man, possibly dressed as a monk - it's hard to tell, as a foreigner entering this land for the first time, who's dressed as a 'Vudrani monk' and who's just dressed as a Vudrani - is staring at her crown, and then leans over and whispers something to the man sitting next to him, whose eyes widen.









Carissa Sevar: Oh good. That's the reaction she was hoping for, but she didn't want to count on it.



Who appears to be in charge here.









Indapatta: ...Possibly the overmuscled man - folding sheets of food? into more complicated structures of food? - in a tiny kitchenette visible to the bottom floor of the inn. At least, he's the only person who looks like he works here, and he does not, by jewelry about himself, look poorly paid.









Carissa Sevar: She wants to eat all of the foods of the world, and learn all of the customs, and ask so many questions and meet so many people -









Carissa Sevar: Not the time.



She'll walk over to the man who seemed to recognize her. Notterriblyclose, both because that might seem threatening and because she doesn't mind if this conversation is heard, but close enough she's unambiguously speaking to him. "Forgive me," she says, "but I am new to this city, and know only in the vaguest of terms who I seek within it; may I ask you to help me find it? I cannot say that I am not dangerous, but no one of any land or any faith will be weaker for coming to my attention, in the long run."









Indapatta: "Meaning no offense to the great lady, we have our own business to be about," says, cautiously, the man sitting next to the one who stared at her crown, the one to whom the starer whispered. "You look like great wealth, but also like great complications to one's ordinary daily life."









Carissa Sevar: "I am that." Does the one who maybe recognized her have a different opinion.









Indapatta: His eyes are flickering about the other magic items that Sevar wears, looking impressed.

Possibly this is somebody who can see magic? Anybody like that would rather notice her crown of mithril, a lesser artifact shining with magic as though a full moon reflected from every part of it.









Carissa Sevar: She'll speak to him, then. "I am looking for My faithful, those Lawful Evil followers of Carissa Sevar, who think that Hell could be something more. If they have exercised enough initiative to have a temple of their own, I want to find it; if they do not, I want to rent a public space, a courtyard or an amphitheater or a stadium, where I may spend the day, and they may come and find Me if they dare."









Indapatta: The language spoken in Indapatta does not distinguish god-pronouns, as Sevar may realize as she speaks the words.

"I don't know much about the Sevarian faith, except that it's very new," says the man she addressed. "Maybe the seventh ring would have an ashram of her followers, if there's one in Indapatta?"









Indapatta: The other man, who can't see magic, ahems and speaks in a lower voice. "The city authorities are unsettled about the Sevarites, as a Lawful Evil faith claiming to be subject to Hell. I believe it was announced recently that they are permitted to gather, but only under the supervision of priests of other recognized faiths. Particularly Irori, as it's said that Sevar was herself a priest of Irori before renouncing him as Irorians do. I would ask of a temple of Irori in the seventh ring, did I seek them."









Carissa Sevar: "Thank you. But my ignorance is even greater than you imagine. Which way would I go, to find myself in the seventh ring?"









Indapatta: "Were you that new to this place, I'd seek a guide," says the one who can see magic. "I don't know where a guide might be found, in this ring, they keep these streets free of urchins. The owner may know." He indicates the man running the kitchenette of folding food-squares.









Carissa Sevar: Sure. "Do you know, sir, where I could find a guide in this city?"









Indapatta: To her Sense Motive he seems nervous, but perhaps that's only natural in her presence.

Most guides, even upper-class ones, would usually be hired in the city's outermost ring, the Orison, about one of the entrances. By the time you come to his inn, it's assumed that you know where you are. Leaving his inn, a block to the right there'd be a merchant's bank; a block to the left, a hiring-office for miscellany including of adventurers. Either of those might know where to find a guide.

He could also try his own hand at giving directions, if the place she seeks is not far, and she could ask of any monks she sees, if she becomes lost. Relatively few people dressed as monks are fakes who will try to guide travelers into traps. Even fewer would dare try it on herself and her dire-looking escort.









Carissa Sevar: She is looking for a temple of Irori in the seventh ring, if he thinks he could give directions there.









Indapatta: There's nine turns in the directions he gives; not something difficult to Intelligence 18+6 (as her headband boosts Intelligence), assuming this guy got all the turns correct.









Carissa Sevar: Yep, no problem. Probably, unless it's an assassination plot or something, in which case she should still be fine; there are beings who could assassinate her before Ri-Dul and she can Teleport out, but not many,and anyway if she gets assassinated she prevents the destruction of the universe so while she can't work towards it she can't actually make herself fear it.

Nine turns, if they're where they're supposed to be.









Indapatta: The guard posted about this entrance to the seventh circle of Indapatta does respectfully inquire of this wealthy-looking, magical-looking, incredibly beautiful foreigner, what she seeks there.









Carissa Sevar: "I am told that the following of Carissa Sevar is directed, in this place, to gather under supervision, and that I should seek them, or more about them, at a temple of Irori. I therefore seek one."









Indapatta: He looks considerably more nervous of her, now, but grants her entrance.









Indapatta: In the seventh circle of Indapatta, as seen from this entrance, there are mansions, exorbitant-looking brothels. A fenced-off garden is set about with a hundred species of flowers; a few isolated pavilions within glow to her arcane sight with silencing-magics, though they don't quite look like the Avistani standard version of that.

Nothing that looks like an Avistani temple, at least not to her immediate vision.

Following the innkeep's directions will take her down a long, slightly curving, wide road from this entrance-gate, tracing the inner edges of the seventh ring of lotus petals. Probably not the fastest way to get to her destination, but plausibly the simplest way if you didn't want somebody to need to follow even more turns.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't actually mind sightseeing, though she suspects Ri-Dul does. Maybe after she does this she should do some magic item crafting with him to show him she's competent and not just a charlatan.









Ri-Dul: Ri-Dul doesn't look bored, but doesn't look like anything particularly not-bored either. "First time out of Cheliax, excepting the Worldwound?" he says. "And of course that brief trip to Osirion."









Carissa Sevar: "And Hell. I haven't done a lot of tourism on this plane, though."









Ri-Dul: "Don't expect the rest of it to look this nice. Only a few places. I do highly recommend Quantium; there is not much to Nex, but what there is, is lovely."









Carissa Sevar: "I want to visit Nex after I have talked things through with Keltham and am qualified to feel smug about how we handled our differences much better than Nex and Geb did theirs."









Ri-Dul: "I do believe that is literally the lowest bar on a successful relationship that I have ever heard of, and I hope you'll forgive my frankness when I say that I wish to hear no more of it."









Carissa Sevar: That's an impressive degree of incuriosity, given the stakes. Which of course he has no idea of. Because they've hidden it from him.

Whatever.

Where's the temple of Irori.









Indapatta: They do appear to be entering the more religious section of the seventh circle, now. It is theoretically equal in social rank to the mansions and expensive brothels, but you have to go through a gate to get there, one that looks like it would be rather more guarded going the other way. There are no beggars in the streets here either, no urchins, but also not quite the same quality of carefully tended garden as was in the sixth ring.

It is known even in Avistan, to those Avistani who have learned anything at all of Vudra, that the Master of Masters is to this empire as Asmodeus to Cheliax, in the sense of not being thought mightier than Pharasma but understood to be preeminent god of this land and its pantheon.

If Sevar knows that much, she may correctly guess that the elaborate many-tiered building looming above all others in this lotus petal is dedicated to Irori. Plausibly, continuing to follow this road and taking a right, as directed, would take her there in time.









Carissa Sevar: Also she can fly.









Indapatta: She'll attract much attention that way, obviously, though not of an obviously dangerous-looking sort. Fewer do fly about these streets than in Absalom.



In almost no time at all, then, she's before an elaborate many-tiered building that has been decorated, but not weakly. There is nothing about this building that is thin, pretty in a way that is fragile, all ornamentation is wrought in metal and thickly enough that you could envision a hurricane sweeping this temple and leaving it essentially unscathed.

In the outer courtyard of what appears to be the temple's entrance, there is a tall statue of Irori, such as Irori is now reputed, this long time hence, to have appeared in his mortal life. You must look hard to see that he is muscular beneath the simple robes he wears. He strikes no pose. The statue is clad in metal, and colored as some metals may be colored by searing flame of carefully controlled temperature. It is colored, this statue, but not with paint that could be worn away by time or hurricanes.

(Obviously, those who truly understand Irori would consider this immense foolishness even so, but some effort has been made to annoy themless.)



Whatever business the many people in this courtyard were about will be negated by Carissa Sevar flying here, followed by Ri-Dul a respectful distance behind her. Some gape openly, some do cast her more measured and dignified glances. At least one of the people gaping at her unabashed looks like she might be a senior monk.









Carissa Sevar: She'll land at the base of the statue.



Senior monk it is, if she can correctly identify monks. "I am seeking the dedicates of Carissa Sevar, whose faith, I have been told, is asked to operate subject to the guidance of the Irorian faith here."









Indapatta: "I wouldn't call it guidance. More that our faith was asked to take responsibility for permitting such as is to be permitted. As such, I'll ask you why you seek them, and also, I'm curious what brings you here out of Avistan for it. I'd thought Avistan the center of Sevarism."









Carissa Sevar: "I am Carissa Sevar. Everyone goes to the same Hell, so I don't see why it should be a faith of any specific nation."









Indapatta: "Well. I was going to send you about your way with a younger monk to guide you, but you know, why don't I go with you along the way, and ask a number of questions I'm suddenly extremely curious about. Whose answers, I'll warn you, I've no doubt I'll be repeating to a number of others."









Carissa Sevar: "You are welcome to accompany me, and to say anything you heard of me to anyone who'll hear it."









Indapatta: The monk turns about and heads out from the courtyard, striding at exactly the quick speed that Carissa was flying when she came here.

"Are you a renunciate priest of Irori, to start, and do you also say as much in Avistan, for that rumor is recent and seems to me suspiciously chosen for Vudra."









Carissa Sevar: "It's true, but I've never said so save in Dis itself; other powers have intervened to take word of me around the world, and I imagine they chose the words that would be most persuasive. I do not know them to have spread anything false."









Indapatta: "That sounds like it must be part of afascinating story. Do you also attest that you have a compact with Asmodeus that gives you all souls pledged to you out of Creation, if only you can conquer it?"









Carissa Sevar: wait how do theyknow









Carissa Sevar: - well, Cayden could've - just told someone - there's all Aspexia's and Abrogail's desperate efforts at secrecy confounded -









Carissa Sevar: "Do you, Carissa Sevar, conquer territories or hearts in Hell's name, be you fairly judged by Hell's Prince to be the most prime mover in such conquests, such unsold and unclericed souls from those lands and peoples as enter into Hell calling your name, in death as they called it in life and did you and Hell more service than disservice, shall pass into your custody or the custody of those in Hell you name your slaves or allies;

and when you have conquered three-quarters of Avistan all such souls out of Avistan shall be yours as well; when three-quarters of Golarion is yours, all such souls out of Golarion; when three-quarters of this plane is yours, all such souls out of this plane; when three-quarters of Pharasma's Creation is yours, all such souls out of Creation; while Hell's dominions of those lands and peoples last; and all this be annulled should you fail finally after death in being acknowledged by Hell as a Hellish Power, or should the yield in strength and wealth from those souls granted you be less than He accounts as ordinary from His subservient Powers of Hell; or should the Prince of Hell fairly judge you to have entered His despite in death or life," she says, with the (accurate) air of someone called on to recite these precise words frequently.









Indapatta: "And the foremost principle of your doctrine is the anathema of any soul being destroyed or ending; you promise mercy to your followers in Hell foremost because you fear that otherwise they might seek destruction in Abaddon."









Carissa Sevar: "....huh. That's not, descriptively, all that false of me, but it's not at all how I'd make the core argument. First of all, there's no mercy in Hell, and no one should go there wanting it; I can make them stronger, better, more capable and more alive than anywhere else will make them, and they should come to me for that. Secondly, the way I'd make the core argument, is:

outside places like Cheliax, who goes to Hell? Who do you think of as - the prototypical example, of a person you'd be unsurprised to learn found their way there, after trial?"









Indapatta: "Someone who thought themselves aimed for Axis, but who greatly deluded themselves, as mortals do, about how Good all their actions would be judged by Pharasma to be, at trial. Perhaps because they thought they had reasons. Perhaps they did have reasons but not the kind Pharasma cares about."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. It is rare for a person who isn't deluded, who is agentic and ambitious and acting in their own interests and not lying to themselves, to go to Hell. It has little to offer them. Cheliax is Asmodeus's experiment in creating a society that sends even its ambitious and interesting and competent people to Hell; it's a very expensive experiment, but I wouldn't call it a failed one. But what, then, is Hell made up of, what is the material He shapes into devils? People who were lying to themselves, or easily lied to, or who never bothered thinking about their afterlife at all, people who weren't very strategic.

Asmodeus doesn't, directly, know how to fix this. I suspect He knows that the things that make mortals useful also make them harder for Him to see. I suspect He's dissatisfied with the results He gets from His extraordinary expenditures. But it's not the tragic situation it might appear at first glance, where this situation serves Asmodeus, but not mortals, so the stupider or more careless mortals lose and Asmodeus wins; it is worse both for Asmodeus and for mortals than a situation where Hellis a place people go on purpose,and where it can use their strength and make them stronger."









Ri-Dul: Hestays on track for Axis, pending fully figuring out his lich ascension, by checking with regular Early Judgment and routinely donating to Iomedae's Church.

Before meeting Keltham, Ri-Dul murdered a few extra people so he'd detect Lawful Evil to Keltham, whose notice insisted on that for whatever weird reason. Obviously, he's running the most absurdly expensive form of True Resurrection insurance for the length of his employment. After it ends Ri-Dul will donate enough to Iomedae's Church to get back on track for Axis, using a fraction of Keltham's payment.

Not that Keltham knows any of this, of course.









Indapatta: "I assume you've worked out the rather obvious interpretation of events where Asmodeus has compacted with you entirely to deceive people into doing the Evil they always wished and held back from, once they have hope for Hell. Backed by your hopeful following, you conquer some lesser nation in Hell's name and destabilize a number of others. And finally fail to be judged a Hellish power, because your reasons were not cruel enough for Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. That would serve Asmodeus well, and me not at all; I expect that on some level He's hoping for it even if the utter triumph of my plans would serve Him even better, because He loves it when things work out that way. I, of course, think He underestimates me even correcting for the fact that He wants me to think that, and underestimates more broadly what's afoot on Golarion, where all the gods can hardly see at all."









Indapatta: "I now believe the part where you're in fact Carissa Sevar and a renunciate priest of Irori, at least. Either that or you managed to practice the part by studying Irorians of some true depth and aimed at convincing other real Irorians."









Carissa Sevar: "I've actually only met one other Irorite. It's a banned faith in Cheliax, you know. I didn't know renouncing Irori was a significant step in His faith, I just needed Him out of my way so I could sell my soul for that compact, this headband, fifteen Wishes, and some other things I needed for the next steps of my plans."









Indapatta: "It heartens me on some level to know that we mortals can still get up to such nonsense with prophecy shattered and no more heroes out of prophecy. You could see it as proving that, of all the trouble older heroes got into, at least some of that trouble was properly their own doing."









Carissa Sevar: Or Cayden's.



Whatever.



"It's been an eventful few months since the god-war," she agrees. " - that was mostly not my fault. To be clear."









Indapatta: "I perceive you to follow in the Way, then, of the seventh head abbot of the line of Avarkenesya, who summed up his doctrine thus: There was a point where we should have stopped, and we have clearly passed it, so let's keep going and see what happens."









Carissa Sevar: "....not far wrong. Anyway, now there arepeople praying to me.I can't stophere."









Indapatta: "I would never dream of telling you to stop here; not least because, if I did, you would never listen."

"- so said he who'd become the eighth abbot to the seventh. I do suspect you could benefit from reading some proper books of Irorian doctrine, as much as it is obviously far far far too late for that advice."









Indapatta: They're come now to a part of this lotus petal where there are less impressive buildings, and young people about the streets dressed in cheap robes. Before them is a long single-tier building whose door is marked also with Irori's symbol, built of ill-mortared stone such as wouldn't survive a hurricane and ornamented in a way that will not stand time's ravages.

If you know anything of Irori's way, you know that Irori-as-a-mortal would sooner be found here than in his mighty temple, if there was anything here to learn.









Indapatta: "In the rear courtyard of this place, the Sevarites are permitted to gather and train, and a second-circle of Irori watches over it," the older monk says.









Carissa Sevar: "How many are there, approximately?"









Indapatta: "The largest gathering on Sevarism in Indapatta is said to have attracted a crowd of thousands but only a fraction of those would have been your faithful, and how many are here I couldn't guess; I only know that this place is where to send those seeking."









Ri-Dul: "Want me to have a look?"









Carissa Sevar: "Sure."









Ri-Dul: Ri-Dul vanishes, and not even to arcane sight is there any trace of him.

A couple of rounds later, his voice announces that there are twenty-four in the rear courtyard, four with alignment auras, two of those Lawful Evil and two Lawful Neutral.









Carissa Sevar: Well, it's a start.



She will cast some more spells for the purpose of having lots of spells about her - what further purpose would be needed? - and fly on in.









Indapatta: At this time of day, most in Indapatta are about their other businesses, so the courtyard contains a mix of those who have no other businesses for whatever reason. Half of those present wear the robes of aspiring initiates to the Way of one god or another; relatively nicer robes, the robes of those who have sponsors, who can afford to spend their day in search of themselves or at least somebody with some vague outward resemblance to themselves. Teenagers for the most part.

The crowd skews heavily male; a visibly pregnant woman is a visible exception. A man who looks retired, both in the sense of no-longer-working in his occupation and also being tired again after he was already tired, is an exception to the rule that that the crowd skews young.



Formerly the crowd's focus of attention was on a tiny woman - not a halfling, but not that much taller - who was holding forth in lecture.

As the stunningly beautiful crowned woman drops in out of the sky, of course, all attention shifts to her.









Carissa Sevar: She castsVision of Hell.It's a fifty foot radius; it should get the whole crowd.









Indapatta: 
...that'll get a lot of screaming and around half the crowd starting to run away. A number of people in this crowd have made their Will saves, but a fair number of those have also decided they have urgent business elsewhere.









Carissa Sevar: Yep. If they run away screaming at the sight of Hell they should, in fact, probably run away.

...if they have common sense and are departing because this situation looks plausibly deadly then that is not strongly indicative they should run away.



She takes the spell down. "Perhaps I have come to the wrong place; I was told that here I would find Indapatta's acolytes of Carissa Sevar."









Indapatta: The older man present, the one who looks retired, is completing the gestures of Detect Magic; a moment later, seeing much magic about her and little illusion, he kneels. "Some of yours are here, Lady Sevar," he speaks loudly. "Only a few of your best. We can send for more, but it will take time."


Those who fled are largely already gone, for good or ill; it does not take that many seconds to empty yourself from a courtyard, even one transformed into a hellscape. The pregnant woman, who was not running that swiftly, halts at the sound of this and turns about.



The older monk whom Sevar followed here is now also present. There is a profoundly skeptical look about her, but she does not speak.









Carissa Sevar: "If it will take time then it is best begun at once."









Indapatta: "Seek you the few who lead or the many who follow?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'll speak to anyone who wants to listen, however much they strike you as having any real potential. If they were playing a game, they may as well realize that about themselves as quickly as possible."









Indapatta: "If it is those with potential, I can have perhaps a dozen here for you in an hour; many are about their work. Do you come as the sun sets to another place of meeting, it can be fifty; did you announce your place and time of return to all, it would be a great crowd."

"Grandmerchant Taravind has sustained your cause here and he would be sorely disappointed to miss you; he is now about his work but I expect very interruptible by Carissa Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll come at sunset to a place, if you name it. I don't know this city. I cannot commit to return another day; should that change, I'll tell you when to expect me."









Indapatta: "I will conduct you there, that you may return. Will you speak with Grandmerchant Taravind before then?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes. Tell me about him."









Anashala: "Your pardon," says the small woman who was lecturing. "I understood yours was a Lawful faith. The regulations of Indapatta require Sevarites to have a ranking member of Lawful Neutral clergy present, when they gather, one who assumes responsibility for that gathering's activities."









Carissa Sevar: The woman herself has a Lawful aura, as might be that of a person powerful in their own right or a cleric of second circle. "Are you the person who has assumed responsibility for the activities here?"









Anashala: "Iwas."









Carissa Sevar: "Do you have interest in continuing in that responsibility, or should I find someone else."









Anashala: "My interest was in the methods of reasoning that your faith teaches, as are said to make your followers more useful to you in life, and swifter to be molded into more powerful devils after their death. While your followers were peacefully gathering to learn those methods - as, to be frank, seem to me to be readily strippable of Evil - I was ready enough to supervise and participate. If that is to change, I will be no longer willing."

"Either way, I am not willing to take responsibility for the sunset gathering you propose. I'm curious, but based on events so far, I could not tell the city I knew no harm would come of it."


(Carissa's Sense Motive will say that this person is terrified but doing a good job of covering that; her eyes flicker frequently to the more senior monk who is lurking nearby and not saying or doing anything.)









Carissa Sevar: It's farther than she expected them to get on their own. She's suddenly desperately curious what the lecture she interrupted was about, but it's not fair, actually, to ask the woman to tell her about it while terrified.









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know no harm will come of it; but greater harm, I think, will come of my staying away. Thank you for your service to my following; I do not imagine that their purposes will change in the upcoming months, but if they do, they will be expected to conduct themselves such that you do not regret having been their sponsor."



To her guide. "Would you, or do you know any who might, assume responsibility for our gathering this evening."









Indapatta: "I shall. Let's keep going and see what happens."









Indapatta: The man who knelt to her speaks again, after a moment where Sevar could have spoke did she so choose. "Grandmerchant Taravind is the patriarch of the Taravind trading-house, which deals much in slaves. He would not, yet, call himself one of your faithful; he backs us not for the Sevarite reasoning-methods, but because he is intrigued by the possibility of a place in Hell that would appeal to him. I can tell you more of him along the way."









Carissa Sevar: "We should depart in a moment, then. Who owns this building?"









Indapatta: "The Irori faith owns it," he says. "It's managed by Abishek, a first-circle of Irori. The senior present at this time of day would be Dhyana, who teaches meditation."


(The pregnant woman has now approached nearby, and stands with hands folded in the manner of one waiting to speak. Her robes on a close examination are of relatively higher quality.)

(Obviously a number of relatively courageous others are handing not too far back as well.)









Carissa Sevar: "I would like to pay them for leave to inscribe something on the walls of this courtyard; can they be fetched for that?"



And she turns her attention to the pregnant woman.









Indapatta: "My baby's father is in Hell. His death was unexpected. We'd planned to buy his way out later. Your faith is silent on the matter, they say they don't know one way or the other, but - I thought, some people say - you'd maybe, provide a place, even for people like him, who weren't your faithful in life. I wouldn't want to go to Hell myself, even to be with him, but I'd - give your faith almost anything else it wanted, to earn his place in shelter, if there was any shelter to be found in Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "Only in lands I've conquered do even my faithful come to me, for now; I have bought some other souls, for my own reasons, but I paid a price much higher than aResurrection.If you don't wish to sell your soul for his, I have nothing to offer that's in your means."









Indapatta: The pregnant woman bows to her, as deeply as a pregnant woman can manage. "Thank you for your honesty, Carissa Sevar," she says. "Your faith is a Lawful one, and I will always speak well of it."

She turns and goes from the Sevarite gathering.









Carissa Sevar: "Hell deals in souls and little else. Anyone who wants to purchase the safety of a loved one at that price can probably have it; at no other price can it be purchased, until much has changed."

Where is she on permission to carve on the wall.









Indapatta: Here's a woman coming forth that's obviously the meditation-teacher, if you can read Vudrani dress codes. To Chelish sensibilities she reads as 'openly terrified'.

"I'm - Dyhana. Somebody said that Carissa Sevar - you - wanted to pay us for something?"









Carissa Sevar: "This is the place where my following studies, and I want to carve onto the wall the words of my compact with Asmodeus, so that falsehoods that spread about it can be corrected, and no one hopes of things that won't come, or fears to believe in things that will. If it is your wall I'd carve on, I'll compensate you."









Indapatta: "I don't know - how we'd price that -" begins Dyhana.


"If you want it to endure for only a year, a gold piece will do," says the more senior monk. "- depending on how things go, I shouldn't wonder if it endures for quite a longer time than that."









Carissa Sevar: "A year is long enough for now." She hands over a gold piece, steps back, and casts Stone Shape to put it on the wall in Infernal.

"Whether there should be a Vudrani translation, or whether you'd rather it take Comprehend Languages and be read in the original, I'll leave up to you."









Indapatta: Nobody seems to have anything to say to that.

The man who knelt to her has been instructing a few others present, while this goes on, and they've scattered. The others, presumably, are those he deems without 'potential'.

Does Carissa Sevar have anything to say to those unfortunates before she departs?









Carissa Sevar: Sure! She'll ask them about themselves and what brought them here and what they'd do, if they were competent to do anything they set their minds to.









Indapatta: Sevarite reasoning methods seemed very Lawful and maybe like a missing piece of Irorism up until that point. He has no interest in Evil, if that's all right.

He is studying to be a monk, and if he were competent to do anything would be a more powerful monk.



...it was sort of the new thing and he was bored? He would not usually say this to an up-and-coming deity, but the Sevarite faith teaches inferiors to be honest with superiors and superiors not to punish honesty from inferiors.

If he could do anything, he'd ascend to godhood like Irori, obviously.



Carissa Sevar sounded like she was actually going places and doing things, unlike a lot of monks and priests around here. If you condition on 'sticking around Indapatta' you get some pretty uninteresting monks and priests, in his own opinion, except for a few very high-ranking ones who don't have time for him. He feels completely vindicated by the fact that Carissa Sevar actually showed up here in person. That said he's got, like, zero interest in going to Hell, no offense.

He'd travel the world killing things that ought to be dead.



With a few exceptions, like the pregnant lady who just left, men never do their fair share of the infanticide and it's always just the women who end up in Hell. She's got no realistic way of buying her way out from under that, now.

If she could do anything, she'd be rich enough to buy herself an Atonement, and do the same for other women who had to kill their babies when they were young.



He's always wanted to be Evil, and would totally be Evil if there was any acceptable afterlife option you could get as a result.

If he was competent to do anything, he'd conquer a country, rule it as a tyrant, harem, slaves, all of that.









Carissa Sevar: Well, it's not hopeless. ...she bets Irori is so annoyed about people whose ambition is to ascend like Irori, but that's Irori's problem and He can solve it Himself.



They can be a test audience, then, for Carissa to explain the current state of affairs, where the weak or the foolish go to Hell, those who have no other choices, and how this should injure the pride of Asmodeus, and the credibility of His church. How unfortunate is Asmodeus's situation, for it is not in His nature to make any concessions to mortal frailty, and yet without any He is denied the greater part of mortal strength, and His church is left asserting that Asmodeus will conquer all the other afterlives eventually, which - come on, now. Anyone with Sevarite mind-training should see the problem at once. Gods should not have common knowledge of disagreement on a question of fact; and if Irori and Asmodeus differ in what they tell their churches, no one's going to believe it's Iroriwho's the liar.

Asmodeus is not, exactly, vulnerable as a product of these circumstances. He will not lose His position. He is just weaker and less worthy of respect and deference than He wishes He were, and He has little avenue to change it.

Or He had little avenue, until Sevar came to him with the compact, which She thinks He granted mostly just to amuse Himself. It is not in Asmodeus's nature to make concessions to mortal frailty, but it is in His nature to award prizes for His service, and to derive from His bargains greater benefit than was initially imagined; and so now, if all goes well, He'll have mortals who are better, stronger, more interesting, more capable, because Hell will stop being a place where mortals go only if they have no alternative. People like the acolyte who has always wanted to be Evil will get to live their Evil dreams. As for the rest of them, perhaps they'd go to that greater Hell or perhaps they wouldn't, but if they did, Carissa would make sure they became great, and that when they looked back they'd either be glad of their choice or glad they didn't get one.


Questions?









Indapatta: "Whatis your Hell going to be like, exactly, if all this works?"

   "Do you have an unholy symbol?"

 "If our doctrine is that only the weak and foolish go to Hell I worry that'll offend a lot of people who'd otherwise support us."









Carissa Sevar: Oh, good point, she needs an unholy symbol. She puts up a Minor Illusion and fiddles with it thoughtfully.



"I'm damned to Hell," she says as she does so. "Everyone I respect and admire is damned to Hell. But there are many who should join us, or who should spend their lives growing in strength and confidence and power, who spend it instead fearing, denying, or trying to claw their way out of Hell, or obediently never doing the Evil they yearn to for the sake of their eternal soul. I do not call them weak or foolish, but their lives are not well-spent, compared to a world where they could go to Hell and be better off for it.

I want to make better devils using the ilani methods. Devils who have the creativity Asmodeus saw no way to build into them; devils who are competent and ruthless and interesting, whose pride is in their achievements and whose achievements make Hell glorious. I cast Vision of Hell, earlier, and people fled in terror; but there is no reason they should not be transfixed in wonder. Asmodeus is not the god of torture but of tyranny. I will build a kingdom so wealthy, so powerful, so extraordinary you would rather be a slave in it than free to wander all the rest of the Outer Planes."









Indapatta: "Irori was slave to no one. You can be Lawful without having anyone else in charge of you, and that's what I aspire to be."

    "Can we... have any authoritative words on a maximum amount of torture in your Hell, possibly? If we don't have that it's sort of unnerving given the reputation that Hell has about being tricky."

  "I thought you were a renunciate priest of Irori. Doesn't that mean you respected and admired Irori? He didn't go to Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "None of mine will wish they hadn't come to me; how much hurt they can withstand and end up stronger will vary from person to person.

My relationship with Irori is that He clericed me, I proceeded on my path, and then I realized I needed to sell my soul and compact with Asmodeus, and I told Him to stand aside. I have not had occasion, yet, to decide what I think of Him.

You can be Lawful without having anyone in charge of you, but you can't actually beminewithout havingmein charge of you. If you want to take the crumbs I drop and run off in your own direction with them I will not stop you."









Anashala: "Where do the Sevarite reasoning methods come from? Your disciple refused to say, which I take it means that the story is more complicated than you learning yourself to apply a wizard's mathematics to a Way of clear reasoning."









Carissa Sevar: "Which disciple was this? And yes, where they come from I'll not speak of."









Anashala: "She didn't give us her name; she seemed young to my eye, perhaps eighteen or twenty; brown-eyed and brown-haired. She had no visible alignment aura. It's said that when a monk of Irori did challenge her strength and call her imposter, she Plane-shifted him somewhere, casting the spell herself, and didn't bring him back until the next day. Her casting that we saw was wizardry, for she used illusions for illustrations and gave Fox's Cunning to help others understand her lessons. That would mark her as at least seventh-circle in wizardry, if she could cast an arcane Plane Shift, which I had not particularly thought to be possible at that age."









Carissa Sevar: .....she's got nothing. Well, Ione, but Ione's not seventh circle. Even if Nefreti Clepati has a 100x time dilation demiplane, which is not the kind of thing one can rule out, Ione shouldn't be seventh circle yet. Ione with Nefreti Clepati giving her some kind of weird Nefreti Clepati help? ...plausible.



She conceals her confusion, of course. "Under strange enough circumstances, many things are possible," she says mildly, "and these are strange times."









Anashala: "Do you not know her? She claimed to have been taught by you personally."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, I know her, I just don't know how she got to seventh circle in the last five weeks. I suppose every student ought to outgrow their teacher."









Indapatta: The monk who escorted her here chuckles, at that. "One of those students. Fitting, for such a master as you."


Anashala now seems slightly less terrified. "The Disciple didn't claim herself that she was seventh-circle. Nor anything else about herself, except that she'd been taught by you personally, and that she was teaching only your own doctrine as best she could understand it or predict it."









Carissa Sevar: The other possibility - more likely, now that it comes to mind - is that she's up to fifth circle as an oracle - still outrageous, but much less impossible (and Carissa's much less jealous).

"Then I'll say no more of her either, except that she spoke truly. And it is time for me to go see the site of our event at sunset, I think."









Indapatta: With respectful hesitation, the man who kneeled to her says that Grandmerchant Taravind is nearer to here, to visit first. His business is in the sixth-circle of Indipatta's lotus, while their gathering-place would be in Indipatta's fifth-circle. Fifth-circle is as high as you can go without having to answer questions to gate-guards before you pass.









Carissa Sevar: Very well, then; they can go to him first.









Indapatta: They set out.

There are some introductions spoken: the monk who escorted Sevar here is Ishana; the man who kneeled to her, Parvansh, retired second-circle wizard.

Parvansh can walk quickly and not talk, or walk slower and talk; he's a wizard, not a monk.









Carissa Sevar: Well, how about she casts Fly for him, and then they can go quickly and talk.









Indapatta: They'd still be limited by Ishana ground-walking, but Parvansh can tell Ishana where to find the meeting-place and meet up with her again at sunset.

They fly off.



Grandmerchant Taravind is... an admirably Lawful and Evil person; among his deeds that are known and acknowledged enough to be speakable without incurring his displeasure, he was able to ruin one of his competitors and buy out their debts. Taravind then had that competitor sign over his children as collateral in order to receive a stay on his debt, but despite the stay of debts the man was ultimately unable to pay. When all his business had fully collapsed, his possessions sold into bankruptcy, and his children sent into slavery, Taravind had kindly paid for an Early Judgment to show the man that he was now destined for Hell, perhaps as a result of selling his children so. It's said that the ruined man went about from house to house, among those who'd once had dealings with him, begging them for enough money to perform an Atonement, but was injured when guards cast aside this importunate beggar. With a broken ankle, he limped out from circle to circle, seeking a temple in the lowest ring that might offer free channeled healing; but was slain after he reached the Orison, supposedly by muggers who saw such easy prey.

It's said that every year Taravind pays to scry the soul of his former competitor in Hell, and that if you can watch and laugh with him about it, he'll favor you in his dealings. Few ask to be part of the viewing party.









Carissa Sevar: "In Cheliax someone like that would often have an incoherence to them, they wouldn't really be acting on their own values, just acting out what they think Evil is; but maybe here, a person like that is their true self. I'll look forward to meeting him."









Indapatta: It doesn't take long at all to move through Indapatta if you fly as the eagle does; very soon they'll be landing in front of a mighty place of business, a two-story building that could house thirty families, faced with gleaming polished-stone tiles. Someone has managed to paint or otherwise color the mortar between the tiles so that the mortar looks like it was of gold alloy.

The name "Carissa Sevar" will gain them hasty and frightened entrance, through a nicely appointed foyer whose walls are hung about with fancy paintings of slaves serving owners in various ways, none outright pornographic; down corridors of well-kept polished wood; finally to the antechamber before a very solid-looking door, heavy wood banded with metal.

A terrified secretary knocks, and when the door opens a crack, hastily whispers through it.

Less than a minute later, a disgruntled-looking muscular woman comes out, blinks astonishment at the crowned beauty, and has a seat in the antechamber.

A portly man, cleanshaven about his face and head, perhaps in his late fifties, holds open the office door, and gestures to Carissa Sevar (only) to enter. Vudrani dress codes are still hard to read, but his robes are quite colorful and layered, and he wears a +6 Splendour Headband and assorted magical means of protection.









Ri-Dul: Message: Tilt her head left if she wants Ri-Dul (currently still invisible) following her in.









Carissa Sevar: Tilt. If she gets into some kind of trouble she'll feel like an idiot; fifth circle wizards aren't actually invincible, if you take them by surprise.



In she goes.









Indapatta: There's a wizard maintaining an arcane Detect Magic, standing in one corner of this large windowless private office, with a Lawful Neutral alignment and maybe 3rd or 4th circle by the strength of their aura.

Other notable room fixtures include a chandelier set with red-orange-yellow gems and crystals, lit in its center by a bound fire elemental; and the Petrified body of a slender woman with a pleading expression, from whose desperately outstretched hand now hangs a cloak and an umbrella.

Grandmerchant Taravind has a quick word with the wizard, his eyebrows climbing as a result, and then bows deeply towards the beautiful, crowned, highly magical woman now in his office. He doesn't speak, for it's said that in Hell the most dangerous thing speaks first.









Carissa Sevar: "I am told that it is to your credit, that a cult of mine now exists in Indapatta."









Taravind: "I should hesitate to claim more than that I doubled or trebled its size, compared to what might've been, and much of your core following would have come to you either way, I imagine."

"May we speak frankly? Urvihat in the corner yonder will say nothing of anything that passes here, and I promise the same if you do."









Carissa Sevar: "You have my word that I will not share your words with anyone." If there's something important to be told to Keltham or anyone else, Ri-Dul will say it. We're all Lawful Evil here; that's fair play.









Taravind: "I'll ask plainly, then. How much of all this is real?"









Carissa Sevar: "The pact with Asmodeus is real. Neither of us lose anything if it goes unfulfilled, and I suspect it serves Asmodeus for it to be known, whether I make any progress towards it or not. It will delight devils to notify people, I think, that they failed to meet the conditions that'd make them Carissa Sevar's, even if such conditions are real and I a true power in Hell.



The cult is useful to me because I intend to ascend. I might or might not conquer some planets first; we'll see how various plans work out."









Taravind: "By compact they need only serve yourself and Hell in life, and call your name in life and death, do they not? So your disciple said. And what do you intend to make of any souls that come to you in Hell?"









Carissa Sevar: "Underlying the lessons circulating as mine there is theory related to devil-making. I understand why Asmodeus made them without creativity, without perfectionism, without all-surpassing ambition. But I don't like what it made Hell into, I don't like that so many with Evil in their heart try to suppress it all their lives lest they end up there.

I see his aim, and I can achieve it while preserving more of what makes a mortal Lawful Evil and deserving of Hell in the first place."









Taravind: "Mm. I harbor some resentment towards the current Prince of Hell, I do admit. Being a merchant in the slave trade means you cannot buy your way into Axis, as do so many adventuring villains whose activities are far less useful and economically important than mine own. Each slave I trade is accounted more Evil than my entire profit donated to charity would be Good."

"I would consider it reasonable to go to Hell, if Hell would only treat me the way I treat my slaves. They aren't punished if they don'tmisbehave, I train them in ways that make them more profitable, I feed them plainly but enough that they can put on muscle if not fat. I do my best to sort them into occupations suited to them, as is profitable, and I'd say in most cases, kind. I don't sell girls to brothels until they're of age, or underage boys either. Many succeed in purchasing back their freedom or winning it as favor from a kindly master. If they lived an eternity I imagine they would all be free in time."

"I only inflict finite discomfort on slaves who pass through my hands. I refuse to accept that endless extreme torture is reasonable justice for that. Even Good, by all accounts, agrees with this."

"I've summoned a contract devil to see if I could negotiate a more reasonable fate, but the degree of servitude they wanted to Asmodeus and Hell in exchange was frankly unacceptable to me. I am simply not that fearful of taking a Plane Shift to Abaddon at the end of my life."

"We may be able to reach some amicable arrangement, Master Sevar. Indeed, we could almost have been made for each other, I'd hope. But I'd have a great deal more specificity of you, first, on how you'd treat my soul if it came to you in Hell."









Carissa Sevar: "It's interesting, that's not the story people told me when they were telling me how Lawful Evil you are. But letting aside who deserves what, which always seemed too Good of a question to be interesting to me - yes. People should treat their slaves in the fashion that maximizes their output and their motivation; in a way that gives them the opportunity to improve themselves and become more valuable and the incentive to do so.

You can shape people with torture, and sometimes you certainly should, but if people will get tortured no matter what they do they do worse. It is my intent to make every soul I own better and more valuable, to give them the means and the reason to grow, to let them rise by their own strength. But I don't, in fact, know your strength, so I'll make no promises about how far it'll carry you. Those who served me in life, and are presently dead, live in comfort and pleasure in Hell at the moment even though it took some doing; that I swear. I'm not going to turn them into shattered blobs of flesh later unless they really make a point of giving me no other way to make use of them at all; that I swear also."









Taravind: "Those who served you now live in comfort in Hell? This I hadn't heard."









Carissa Sevar: "They're in Erecura's Gardens until I can go and get them. What my acolytes say of me is mostly true, but it's little of the truth."









Taravind: "Mm. And what would it take to earn the same treatment, myself?"









Carissa Sevar: "They did some things of great value to me; one of them is owed at least a third of the credit for the fall in spellsilver prices" by keeping Keltham engaged for at least that long. "There is still much of value that can be done for me, but not nearly as easily; on my current shopping list, for instance, are Wishes, and a headband only slightly inferior to mine for a useful research assistant, and a conversation with someone who has travelled the Great Beyond to other worlds, and a Wish wording or set of Wish wordings that'd close the Worldwound, and some skilled high-level adventurers who could help me cleanly handle a succession dispute in my home country of Cheliax. It might be that my favor can be bought with just the cult in Indapatta, especially if anything comes of it, but a wise person wants more surety than that of attaining anything of particular importance to them."









Taravind: "Those asks are considerably advanced beyond the arenas I do fight in, Master Sevar. What treatment can I earn in Hell from only backing your cult in Indapatta?"









Carissa Sevar: "If I succeed, you won't suffer except in the course of normal punishments for the sort of misconduct usefully corrected with pain, and will have the chance to retain who you are and try your own hand at shaping slaves in Hell. If your cult here impresses me greatly, I'll see about buying you protection in Hell."









Taravind: "What is the greatest intensity, greatest duration, greatest frequency of punishment that'd be applied to me at any time during my eternity in Hell? Master Sevar, it's said that you were an Irorite priest albeit a Lawful Evil one, before you turned to this course; I know a merchant's ways might seem disdainful for you, but protection without specificity is no protection at all, in contracts."









Carissa Sevar: "I don't condemn intelligence; there's rather too little of it anyway. Should this be in my power, I will do to you nothing that you have not done to another, for no longer than you did it, at no less provocation; does that suffice?"









Taravind: "I'd have it be specific that it was nothing I knew had been done to any slave that I legally owned, during the time that I legally owned them. And that I'm entitled to skip burning in Avernus before coming to your hands; even the devil I tried to negotiate with offered me that much."









Carissa Sevar: "Sure, I won't do anything you know has not been done to any slave that you legally owned, while you legally owned them, and I won't sell you except under circumstances where you'd have sold someone, and I'll exercise as much screening of buyers as you did. It amuses me, Master Taravind, for your eternal fate to be substantially bounded by how much the story you tell about yourself is true; I have no hesitations about slavery, but some annoyance at delusion."









Taravind: "I sold none to apprentice torturers, and I was offended to be asked. I'd have sold none of mine to devils at any price I was ever offered. Can we have the explicit understanding, then, that I'm not to be sold to any devil - or at least none who doesn't agree to abide by all these same rules?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes, I'll agree to that."









Taravind: "And this is to be mine in exchange for supporting your cult in Indapatta?"









Carissa Sevar: "I'll compare it to the cults in other cities with less cooperative sponsors. If I'm convinced, evaluated fairly, you've done me a substantial service, and I do become a Power in Hell with the right to all those souls that call my name and do me and Hell more service than disservice, and you are among them, then you'll be treated in accordance with the terms I just described, and sold on only to anyone who agrees to them."









Taravind: He smiles slightly. "I've spent about a hundred gold pieces a week on your cult in one way or another, in addition to lending it the weight of my name and speaking against a proposed ban of it by the city government - I have no weight at Imperial levels, but have some spoons to stir Indapatta's pot. I hardly think it fair that my fate be judged relative to what sponsors in other cities have done, perhaps those who fear Abaddon more than I. If I support your cult as I've already been doing, is that enough to win that much grace, from you?"









Carissa Sevar: "I have a feeling you could afford to double it."









Taravind: "So I could, though it's not clear how your cult could usefully spend the extra money. I've spent a hundred gold pieces per week because they haven't rented any more speaking-places, or required more protection about their business, or found more criers to hire, than that."

"How about you simply don't sell me to anyone who hasn't agreed to abide by the terms of the compact, including that term? And I'll offer up to two hundred gold per week support, if whoever seems to be your cult's current leader in Indapatta has requests as productive, fairly judged by myself, as those they've made already; for at least one year, and at most ten years or until I die or have myself petrified for a time, whichever comes first."









Carissa Sevar: "Twelve years, and you can't petrify yourself inside four." This doesn't matter at all but she can't tip her hand on being indifferent to anything that doesn't happen in the next two months. "And averaging two hundred a week, if there are requests as productive as those they've made already, but exceeding that sometimes, if, for instance, there's a spike in demand whenever I pass through town."









Taravind: "I expect that'll be acceptable to me. I'll wish to write a formal compact and think on its terms before I quite sign myself over..."

"How am I to know if I've doneHell more service than disservice? That's an element of the compact you were to seek with Asmodeus, according to what your Disciple said."









Carissa Sevar: "With that, I can make you no guarantees, except that Hell likes it when you damn people, and the rumor mill at least has it you enjoy that yourself."









Taravind: He smiles more widely, at that. "I've never hired a Malediction and would never. They damned themselves, and if any element of that was unfair, it's Pharasma who made those rules, not myself. But since they went to Hell, I might as well profit in reputation from having their fates scryed and made known, and acting as if it were all my doing."

"I haven't done Hell any disservice that I know of... Can I simply send gifts to Cheliax's government for that purpose? You mentioned a succession dispute in Cheliax, is there anything I should know to avoid doing you a disservice there?"









Carissa Sevar: She smiles blandly. "Maybe send your gifts in a month once things have settled down."









Taravind: He smiles back, equally blandly. "How long do you stay with us, in Indapatta? I'd like some time to think over contract wordings and perhaps consult someone more knowledgeable in Infernal compacts."









Carissa Sevar: "I'd only planned to spend the evening, this trip, and to return perhaps monthly, if events don't change that. I have cults in many cities, and things keeping me busy at home besides. I'd want the increase in spending to start immediately, to take advantage of any opportunities my presence presents; I can wait a month to ink the deal, if you can."









Taravind: He hesitates slightly, and then nods to this. "With the understanding that the timed terms begin running now, yes."

"Is there aught else I can do for you?"









Carissa Sevar: "Not especially. Pleasure doing business." - she pauses on the coat-rack as she stands. "Posed with Dominate Person, or natural?"









Taravind: It's something of a personality-test, that petrified woman: some joke uncomfortably, some compliment him, relatively few notice the improbability of petrifying somebody at just the right moment to produce an ideal cloak-holder.

"I told her to do it, and she did. It turns out that even if you're not a fifth-circle wizard you can get a long way in life on just threats."









Carissa Sevar: "Heh, I thought so. Hell keep you, Master Taravind."









Taravind: "May you succeed in all your goals, Master Sevar."









Carissa Sevar: Well, she's not profoundly satisfied with that or anything but she is pretty sure, if it leaks, no one will infer that Carissa Sevar expects the world to end in a month, for better or for worse, nor that Hell, if she ever rules in it, is going to be very different.









Taravind: He'll escort her from his place of business personally. Being seen in Carissa Sevar's amicable company can only help his status in Indapatta; those who feared him before will be in terror of him now.









Carissa Sevar: She is happy to be a terrifying accessory to this guy, who does seem like the kind of person Asmodeus wants, including his desperate trying to avoid becoming Asmodeus's.









Indapatta: Parvansh is still waiting for her in the foyer when she comes there, of course, to escort her to the fifth-circle and the sunset's meeting-place.









Carissa Sevar: She's looking forward to it!









Indapatta: ...He can't fly anymore, though. Does she want to do that again, or walk to the fifth-ring location?









Carissa Sevar: She can Fly him again, why not.









Indapatta: Then they'll be able to approach the meeting-place very quickly. Parvansh should probably be able to think of a million better questions, but the only one coming to his mind is whether Sevar got along amicably with Grandmerchant Taravind; they're both rather important people to Sevarism in Indapatta. He'll ask that one.









Carissa Sevar: "We did! It's interesting to meet Lawful Evil people who aren't Chelish; they relate to it very differently."









Indapatta: "How so?"

(He's still nervous about exactlyhow well they got along.)









Carissa Sevar: "I don't have it all figured out yet. I haven't, actually, spoken to all that many people outside Cheliax.


Is he useful to you?"









Indapatta: "He is the most powerful person associated with Sevarism in Indapatta. People would respect us less if we did not have his backing; if they respected us less, fewer promising folk would come to us."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, it is my hope that you'll grow in prominence, and I am delighted to have been introduced to him."









Indapatta: Parvansh begins to slow, and descends towards what was clearly a medium-nice inn, at some point in the past, and it's been kept up acceptably. There's roses about the grounds and an old signboard proclaims this the Rose Inn.

"The gathering of those with promise will be called here, for sunset, if that's agreeable to you."

"- I hope I may say honestly to my superior, it will probably not be good for your cause here, if you then fail to appear."









Carissa Sevar: "It would take some very surprising event indeed to prevent me from keeping my appointment, and hopefully if that happens I can at least send an acolyte in my place. I think it very likely that I'll be there."









Indapatta: "Should I warn them to expect a vision of Hell, on your arrival? I - do think that those who fled, were not necessarily being cowardly, in doing that, there is something to be said about common sense, there -"









Carissa Sevar: "Yeah. It would be a shame to build a cult with no common sense. I'll do it, but I'll make sure, first, that they have no reason to think their physical safety is in question and that I am not going to grab and Maledict anyone as a demonstration."









Indapatta: "So you will not be doing it on arrival, then, and I need not warn them about that?"









Carissa Sevar: "Correct."









Indapatta: "Are there any - services, objects, codes of dress, any else that you'd have of us for your appearance here? This will be a great day for Sevarism in Vudra, I think."









Carissa Sevar: "If there is anyone, among my following here, who would sell their soul, and if that's legal here, I would give them a very good price for it tonight. Beyond that - dress well. It's not an ascetic faith. I plan to make the world much richer, and Hell even richer than that."









Indapatta: Buy souls? Can you -do that?









Carissa Sevar: "I know some devils, and I can arrange for my own to be held as mine. I do not know if it is legal in Indapatta; even if it is, they might change their mind after someone does it publicly rather than in dire secrecy. I think there are lots of people who'd sell their souls, if they had time to think about it and if Hell was a better place."









Indapatta: I dont even know if thats legal and am - concerned that our Irorian sponsor will not be happy about it. You could ask her, I suppose? I would disobey city authorities for you, Master, but would wish not to do so openly without good reason.









Carissa Sevar: "It is in our interests to knowably obey local authorities where they are reasonable. Mine is a somewhat threatening faith, and We don't want to invite crackdowns on it. I think I could assuage the doubts of our sponsor, were this legal, and were there someone who desired it, but it would need to be someone whose Way walks this path, as mine did."









Indapatta: "There's no harm in asking, Master, but I think it unlikely she will assent. Indapatta is a very Lawful place by comparison to other places of which I've heard tell, but it is not so Lawful that something not being illegal is enough to mean that you, or she, can get away with doing that openly. Were you to order word spread among us in private, and meet sellers quietly afterward - I think we could get away with that, if it were legal."









Carissa Sevar: "Spread word, then, quietly, and I'll make arrangements for afterwards, just as quietly. If there's someone who wants a loved one returned from the dead, or ten thousand gold, or to wear my crown and see if it sets them on the path to enlightenment and to be generously equipped for where that path takes them afterwards.... I am very rich, and there are some benefits, in the pursuit of this path, for having chosen it so you can no longer dally about it."









Indapatta: "Your will, Master."









Carissa Sevar: "Go, then," she says, and smiles very beautifully and very terrifyingly, and turns around to look for Ri-Dul.









Ri-Dul: He'll appear once this person is gone.

"You know, I once considered starting my own cult? Today I am once again confirmed in my belief that, no matter how clever the magical tattoo I had invented to enforce loyalty, refraining from doing that was absolutely the right decision."









Carissa Sevar: "Awww, I don't see why not, this is fun." Except she does see it. It's fun if you like them, if you want to spend your time trying to comprehend them or if you enjoy their suffering.



Otherwise it's just -



- objectively speaking, getting people to sell their souls on the basis of a compact you're probably not going to fulfill is an awful thing to do, and no one could reasonably believe Carissa's going to be able to fulfill it. In a sense, any person she signs up is making a mistake.

It so happens that things are going to change very soon in objective time, and it's reasonably likely that either they'll be annihilated or that Hell will be much improved.

But still, it's an awful thing to talk someone into. The reason Carissa is doing it is precisely that it's an awful thing to talk someone into. Word will spead, through Chelish spy networks or Hellish reporting, and they'll think - no, they'll know - that Carissa Sevar is not Lawful Neutral, is not planning to sell them out, because no Lawful Neutral person would talk people into Hell on the promise of making it gentler for them and then abandon them to it. She's pretty sure Axis wouldn't let you in, even if Pharasma was distracted by some shiny orphans you fostered or something.

And so it'll be the proof she needs that she is still serving Asmodeus, and hopefully He'll keep that in mind, on some level, when He decides whether the world is worth fighting for.



And the soul-sold? In the world where Keltham fails ignominiously and is crushed like a bug and Hell and the world stay the same?

Well, Carissa will probably be crushed too, in that world, so she guesses they'll just go to Hell, then.







That anguish, the anguish she felt at having Olegario killed, the knowledge you could protect someone and they prayed you would and you decided to do something else instead ...... is almost definitely not why Ri-Dul didn't want to start a cult. Probably he had some entirely different problem. "Magical obedience tattoos?" she asks, taking his arm for the next Teleport.









Ri-Dul: "A very clever solution in want of a problem. I can show you the spell diagrams if we've the leisure, but you won't be able to do them until you reach seventh circle."

"Where to next? Isfahel of Kelesh, Kasai of Minkai, Quantium of Nex, Oppara of Taldor, Absalom..."









Carissa Sevar: "Absalom's the trickiest and I want to do it last, once I've worked out all the bugs. Let's do Isfahel next."









Ri-Dul: To Isfahel they Teleport, then.









Isfahel, Kelesh: Carissa Sevar's Hell-worshipping sect seems to be illegal in Kelesh, just like the actual Church of Asmodeus, for some odd reason.

Highly illegal.

Like, "not a smart question for foreigners to wander in and ask about" illegal.

This particular squad of city guards was not much of a match for Carissa Sevar let alone Ri-Dul, and they could definitely disguise themselves if they wanted and continue, but there's a question of how to actually locate her worshippers in Kelesh.









Carissa Sevar: Awww, too bad. She'll just Stone Shape her compact into the nearest wall and go, then.









Isfahel, Kelesh: It doesn't even last 24 hours, but several enterprising people copy it down and sell the text for a few coppers to local newssheets, which print it verbatim so that everybody can see the dangerous nonsense that Sevarists believe.

So now all of the actual Sevarists in Isfahel know the compact terms, if that was the goal; and shortly after, most of her followers in all Kelesh.

(They're definitely on board with conquering and ruling at least the Kelesh part of Golarion, if... someone would lend them the raw military power for that?)









Oppara: Taldor, a nation in some ways very nearly identical with its enormous capital city of Oppara, is proverbial for its complexity. Anybody who knew Taldor could tell you that Taldor would never ban Sevarism, because 'ban Sevarism' fits into two words and is therefore far too simple to be anything that Taldor's government would or even could do in real life.









Modavian: "...felt it wiser to deemphasize the entire - well, all this talk of themathematics of thinking. It's strange. Unaccustomed."

The man speaking, name of Modavian, looks thin, almost to the point of wasting; this lack of bulk is not much ameliorated by his enormous puffy beard and hair. He seems not much intimidated by Carissa Sevar, the supposed object of admiration of the fanclub that he claims to lead; possibly because he's confident that she lacks much actual pull around here, possibly because he's trying too hard not to act scared, possibly because she's a beautiful young woman. It's hard to tell with people like him.









Carissa Sevar: "- I see. What have you been emphasizing instead."









Modavian: "Worship of you personally, proclamation of your inevitable deityhood and superiority to all other mortals. That's a recognized aspect of religious sects, and doesn't make people feel like they're in a cult."









Carissa Sevar: "Can't have people feeling like they're in a cult. What... are these people hoping to accomplish by worshipping me?"









Modavian: "We currently try to downplay talk of 'accomplishing' things, so as more clearly distinguish ourselves from certain Sevarist splinter groups who've taken that as a rallying cry, like the Effective Asmodeans. To be clear, we try to cultivate an appearance of being allied with the more politically palatable offshoots, but at the same time, we need to clearly distinguish ourselves from them so as to retain our own identity in the eyes of the public."









Carissa Sevar: ".....okay, so, in public messaging, you're not talking too much about accomplishing things. But.... privately, what are you trying to accomplish."









Modavian: "Maneuvering our sect into a position of greater political influence in Oppara...?" he says in the tones of somebody confused about what other life goals anybody could possibly have.









Carissa Sevar: "...."









Carissa Sevar: "And is that what the splinter cults are trying to achieve too?"









Modavian: "No, they're much more politically naive. To give you some idea of how naive they are, some of them have allied themselves with the Greens, the color currently in power, even though everybody with any sense knows that the color not in power tends to be more generous towards its supporters. Their cozying up to the Greens made it substantially more difficult for sensible people like myself to bribe some Green senators to denounce you as a threat to Taldor's sovereignty, which is how I was able to get the Blue faction to endorse you as probably a better ruler than Prince Stavian, which in turn ensures that Prince Stavian can't suppress Sevarism without looking weak and fearful of us and risking Blue riots. The post-Sevarists are even more firmly Blue, though they would generally be considered an enemy of Sevarism in the eyes of everybody except the general public which can't tell the difference. But a serious and ongoing problem is that the so-called This Part Of Taldor, which split off from post-Sevarism, contains multiple openly Green luminaries."

"I am genuinely concerned that Sevarism may start to be seen as apolitical, which is to say, without political defenders or allies; and the so-called Mathematical Sevarists have not been helping by going around saying that Sevarism should be apolitical. Oh, they don't use those words but it's what they mean."









Carissa Sevar: "....tell me more about the Mathematical Sevarists."









Modavian: "Well, they're practically wizards, is the problem. Or worse, wizardwannabes, rather than actual wizards who at least have wealth and influence to make up for the immense facepunchability of having wealth and influence while being neither nobles nor gladiators. They're openly supported by, and allied with, a sixth-circle wizard who lives near but not in the capital and doesn't have any color allegiance, which is nearly the worst look imaginable for Sevarism. Their political doctrine, insofar as they even have one, is that the Reds, Whites, Greens, and Blues are all... I can't even remember how they put it, because my mind is wincing away from it too hard. That all of the color factions are ultimately just chariot-racing fans? They are extremely 'cower' rather than 'strut', if you take my meaning. If I could have them all killed tomorrow I absolutely would."









Carissa Sevar: "I'll see what I can do," she says dryly. "I was here to ensure that my sect leaders possessed the full text of my compact with Asmodeus, and to buy souls if there are sellers, but it seems like the game you are playing is too sophisticated for the compact with Asmodeus, or Hell itself, to feature much in it."









Modavian: "We've been downplaying most talk about Hell and Asmodeus, for obvious political reasons. But you making a clear statement that I am the leader of your sect here, and other groups should fall in line behind me, seems like it could bring at least the Mathematical Sevarists into line. And while the Effective Asmodeans deny your divinity, I think they do respect you a good deal... at least some of them, anyways."









Carissa Sevar: "I will go talk to these other sects and see what I think of them.

What, uh, are all of the sects."









Modavian: "They're not sects, they're splinter groups -"

"Ahem. The Effective Asmodeans are by far the largest, most popular, best-funded offshoot of ours, though most of them would deny that they're an offshoot of Sevarism and, to be fair, may have no idea that they are. Their doctrine is 'Do the Most Evil' and by that they mean, use Aura Sight on groups being paid or supported in doing Evil things, in order to measure the number of alignment shifts from Good to Neutral or Neutral to Evil, and use that to determine the most cost-effective ways of producing alignment shift per gold piece. Though they tend to restrict their investigations to legal and politically popular activities, of course. At present, their most effective intervention has been determined to be supporting women in inducing abortions, for instance by providing them with safe hospices and medical care afterwards, as is very popular with Blues, unpopular with Greens, and impossible to openly oppose without angering the Church of Calistria and getting mysteriously stung to death by wasp swarms."









Carissa Sevar: "...and why are they trying to do the most Evil? As a service to Asmodeus?"









Modavian: "It's more that they advertise themselves as, if somebody else is trying to sponsor the doing of Evil - because they want to go to Axis instead of Heaven, believe themselves to be in need of that, or want to make a visible point about needing it - they can do it by donating to the Effective Asmodeans and get a lot of Evil done per gold piece, in a legal and politically popular way that makes you look good to your friends. I mean, it's obviously not actually the most service you can to do Asmodeus, He's not going to conquer Golarion that way, except insofar as activities like that make Asmodeanism look more palatable. A lot of them basically say so? They get a significant amount of support from Asmodeus's Church, obviously not because Asmodeus's Church doesn't have any better way of doing Evil, but because it helps make Evil look good in Taldor."









Carissa Sevar: " - but whyarethey doing that, if it's not to serve Asmodeus."









Modavian: "They're serving Asmodeus in a legal, politically popular way that leaves a lot of room for anybody involved to declare afterwards they were really just trying to help young women in trouble, if the whole Sevarism thing doesn't work out, and in fact doesn't require them to be openly Sevarite at all."









Carissa Sevar: "I see.



What...else."









Modavian: "The second-largest splinter group is post-Sevarists, whose primary doctrines are that you're not a god yet, you haven't conquered even a single country, and Abrogail Thrune is prettier than you. They also say that your reasoning methods can't reduce all of life to calculation, you can't make real decisions just by assigning numbers to everything without using any intuition, that we shouldn't suppress all of our emotions and replace them with pure cold numbers, and that the whole thing isn't original to you and was mostly copied off Keltham."









Carissa Sevar: "....and those are, uh, doctrinal disputes they have with the other Sevarites?"









Modavian: "No, orthodox Sevarites would agree with all of those claims, but the general public doesn't know that and neither do most post-Sevarites, so it's a very effective message for recruiting more post-Sevarites. A lot of them also have tragic stories about how they were raised in your sect as children, and ended up permanently stunted by all of the messaging about suppressing your emotions with numbers, or how they were fooled into giving away all of their gold to Effective Asmodeans, or traumatized by believing that everybody suffering in Hell was suffering because they couldn't manage to conquer a single country for you."









Carissa Sevar: " - how old is my sect in Taldor?"









Modavian: "About a month, according to Sevarite orthodoxy, but according to the post-Sevarites it's been hidden inside our country for the last decade. The current outer face of orthodox Sevarism - if they acknowledge its existence at all - is a smokescreen put up by your true core followers who believe in replacing all of their emotions with numbers."









Carissa Sevar: "...so the people who claimed they were... raised by Sevarites and are so weak they ended up emotionally broken by it... are making that up? Why would anyone make that up? No one would ever associate with someone who was openly that pathetic! If that's the first move of a ploy the second move pretty much has to be dying in a ditch of tuberculosis!"









Modavian: "It's the redemption story that's standard for their sect. They're claiming that they were that pathetic and are now no longer that pathetic, having been saved by the light of post-Sevarism. Sevarism is just an extremely popular thing to be 'post', if you see what I'm saying. Not actual Sevarism, the Sevarism that's been underground in this country for a decade, backed by multiple wealthy wizards, teaching people to replace their emotions with numbers."

"- to be clear, this situation is not my fault, it's one I inherited from my predecessor. I've been making steady headway on it since then."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is starting to understand why you might need torture to fix people sometimes.



"Who else."









Modavian: "I suppose I'd be remiss in not listing This Part Of Taldor, since it contains many influential figures in Opparian Sevarism, but they don't have any doctrines, which is why they just call themselves This Part Of Taldor. That is, they're people who find themselves drawn to something about the atmosphere of Sevarism, Effective Asmodeanism, and post-Sevarism, but that thing isn't any of the ideas or political positions and they aren't willing to affiliate themselves with those, but they do want to go to the same gatherings as us on a regular basis."









Carissa Sevar: "Do they want to go to Hell."









Modavian: "You'd have to ask them individually because they wouldn't acknowledge any collective position on the topic. If all of them gave the same answer individually, and they found that out, some of them would probably change theirs to avoid having a collective position."









Carissa Sevar: "I see. And that's everybody?"









Modavian: "The Iomedaen Sevarists want to back you in taking over at least one country that Lawful Evil people could go to live in, so that if they died, they'd get better treatment in Hell, especially women who had to expose their babies and so on. They're hoping that's much more scalable than current solutions. Iomedaen Sevarists want as few people as possible to go to Hell, but if they have to go to Hell, they should go to Sevar. Most of them think it probably can't work, but it'd be so important, if it was true, that they think it has to be tried. They're led by Calpas, a supposedly reformed ex-mugger."

"Their core doctrine obviously contradicts our own, but at the same time, we try to look as close to them as possible, because that muddies the political waters for anybody trying to paint Sevarists as Asmodean or Evil."









Carissa Sevar: "Have they picked a country they agree I can have?"









Modavian: "Debating which territory is most of what they do during their gatherings, as I understand it."









Carissa Sevar: "I see."









Modavian: "And finally the Mathematical Sevarists claim to be the 'real Sevarism' and go around openly affiliating with wizards, talking about mathematical methods and other such things that offend the public... fundamentally, I'd say that it's Sevarism for people who have no political awareness and no interest in acquiring political awareness and want to feel superior about their own lack of Splendour."









Carissa Sevar: "And their leader, you mentioned, is some wizard?"









Modavian: "Their primary financial backer is Kurshar, a sixth-circle wizard who built himself a tower a mile outside of Oppara, and who's now famous for replying, when somebody asked him why not somewhere more fashionable, 'The land was cheaper there and I can Teleport.' To give you some idea of what sort of man we're talking about, here."









Carissa Sevar: "How pragmatic. I wonder what he's in it for."









Modavian: "Not his place in Hell, I expect. He bought his way to Lawful Neutral, and didn't even bother to hide the donations as most people in his position would."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, you never know, maybe Pharasma will revoke that exemption and he'll end up in Hell and wants to hedge his bets."









Modavian: "I rather think if that was the case he'd be backingus! What he's trying to accomplish by backing the Mathematical Sevarists, I haveno idea. It can't be to make wizards look better, because the fact of wizards backing anybody will make them look bad and then wizards can't gain prestige from backing them."









Carissa Sevar: "Truly a dilemma for wizards."









Modavian: A blank look is replaced by sudden alarm, as though of realizing who he's talking to. "Oh, nobody thinks ofyou as a wizard except for post-Sevarists! You're a nascent goddess and, anyways, real wizards don't look as good as you do."









Carissa Sevar: "Would I be right in imagining that in Taldor, mostly only wizards go to the Worldwound, as it's so far away?"









Modavian: "The...Worldwound? I'm not particularly aware of what goes on there; I know we have some treaty obligations there, but so far as I know, those are not relevant to real conditions on the ground."









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is going to chalk that up as more evidence for her theory that people can only really think if demons are trying to eat them. "I see. Thank you. I will speak to the other sects, and decide who, if anyone, to announce that I back. The most decisive consideration will probably be who is committed to going to Hell."









Modavian: "I do believe that I am the only leader in question who currently, actually pings alignment detection and registers as Lawful Evil. The splinter groups, if they ping detection at all, tend Lawful Neutral or, in the case of the Iomedaens, Lawful Good. The Mathematical Sevarists in particular openly reject that being currently Evil should be a condition for high rank in a Sevarist organization, because of some nonsensical reasoning about incentives. Of course the post-Sevarists and This Part of Taldor, as don't even pretend to owe you allegiance, would presumably lean Chaotic."









Carissa Sevar: "That seems silly of them, and is certainly a compelling point in your favor! I will see if I can get them straightened out."









Ri-Dul: He'll wait until this...thing is out of hearing range, and then ask, "Would you like to pay me to kill him?"









Carissa Sevar: "Bit hasty, isn't it? Maybe everyone else is even worse!"









Ri-Dul: "Well, in that case, would you like to pay menot to kill him? It would be somewhat of a default action for me, here."









Carissa Sevar: "No murdering my loyalists for personal reasons, we're on an important mission here. I assure you that if all goes well and he comes to me in Hell I will very patiently rewrite his entire personality."









Ri-Dul: "I had been thinking that I did not quite see the point of any of this. And now, suddenly, I am thinking of people whom I would pay to Maledict, if by doing so I could send them to you and pay you to rewrite their personalities. Painfully."









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, there's an audience I'm not yet serving!! People who would Maledict their enemies if only Hell took more specific service requests! We should start some rumors about that, though probably not yet, if anyone jumps the gun I won't get their offering. Maybe when we make rounds again in a couple of weeks.

Where's this wizard who runs the maybe-not-hopeless Sevarite cult?"









Oppara: This situation (as is so often the case in Taldor) is only going to look even more and more complicated as Carissa Sevar investigates it further.



...possibly a lot of the problem here is that Sevarism in Taldor does nothave a clear agenda that lines up with anybody's personal incentives? In Vudra, at least, there was something of a map onto Lawful Evil Irorism and there being a place for those people to go that wasn't Asmodean Hell, and a daily activity of self-refinement that the monks there could readily recognize. In Taldor, the closest thing to a clear agenda that makes sense in terms of anybody's direct goals, is Iomedaen Sevarism, which doesn't want anybody in Hell in the first place, and therefore would like Carissa Sevar to conquer a country as soon as possible.

What does Carissa Sevar think her followers in Taldor are supposed todo? People will ask her this question with the air of somebody who never thinks to question, for a fraction of a second, that Carissa Sevar must have built this whole cult for herself on purpose and had some purpose in mind for it.









Carissa Sevar: Ahahahaha yes absolutely, that's what happened.



Carissa Sevar wants her cult in Taldor to sell her their souls. ...can she get away with that, though, or is it pushing them too far?









Oppara: It would help if there was some account of why, a larger plan into which this fits, a reason why this would be in anybody's self-interest (or other-interest, if Good). People in Oppara are inclined to ask 'What's in it for me?' about as often as people do in Cheliax, butwithout the sense that defying orders will get them immediately lit on fire.









Carissa Sevar: She's going to ascend in - don't tell anyone, she tells them, knowing they'll immediately tell everyone - between four months and a year, depending how long it takes her to make some arrangements that'll be easier to make as a human than as a god. She expects that at that time, her cult will swell enormously as people realize it was real all along. As a new god, she'll be limited, but those who she owns she'll be able to easily work through, grant cleric levels, send visions, and command in her glorious conquest.









Oppara: People who seem willing to strongly believe this for purposes of shouting about it, will seem to sort of... suddenly back off, when it comes to selling their souls to Hell, on the basis of the promise that Carissa Sevar will be there to take care of them afterwards.

One gets the impression that a lot of Sevarists would sell their souls to her in exchange for large amounts of money, if they could be certain that Carissa Sevar would be there to receive them, and hammer them stronger. Not all of her cult, not even half of her cult, but a quarter of it, maybe. But - without that certainty - people are afraid even to go Lawful Evil, let alone sell their souls.

(The Mathematical Sevarists hold that this is a totally reasonable way for somebody to act given their current incentives and the payoff matrices.)



...she can find at least some people who think they're going to an Evil afterlife anyways, given their past decisions and realistic unlikelihood to do enough Good to work their way out from under. Some people who'll sell out for a couple of thousand gold pieces, so they can at least live in wealth they never imagined for the rest of their lives, and maybe maybe maybe there'll be Somebody who cares about them, when that life ends.

It would probably be somewhere around five percent of all her followers in Taldor, if she had time to hunt more of them down.









Carissa Sevar: She really only needs, like, two, to ensure spies conclude she's sincere about the Evil, and Keltham doesn't in fact have infinite money so fewer is better.



The rest she'll charge with spreading the word. It might be the hopelessly muddled word, but probably whatever the best lie is to spread among Taldane people, that one will spread the farthest.









Oppara: Taldor isabsolutely on spreading whichever hopelessly muddled or even completely imaginary version of Sevarism has the highest rate of people thinking it's cool to talk about or more likely derogate!

In fact, there's a fair number of Sevarists on board who came to join up with the imaginary decade-old version of Sevarism that post-Sevarists criticize, since that's the version that the greatest number of Taldorians have now heard about! They're patiently waiting to get into the hidden inner circle where they'll be taught to replace their emotions with numbers.









Carissa Sevar: - you know what? Fine. If they want into the secret inner circle they need to listen to this lecture and then tell her what they learned from it.



She delivers the lecture she gave PIlar's ilani candidates about how to stop being muddled and made up of internal contradictions you're not looking at properly and adds some extemporizing about how to do things because they actually achieve your goals instead of just because they make it easier to look away from your own weakness.









Oppara: This probably works a lot better with an additional 6 native Intelligence points and some sort of, you know, artifact headband to wear on top of that.

People arevery enthusiastic about this message. Able to tell her what they learned from it, in their own words? Give a valid example of somewhere in their previous life where they could apply it? Not so much.









Carissa Sevar: Well, it was worth a shot. They should recite it to themselves every night before they sleep and when it makes sense to them they should come and tell her and then they'll be admitted into the inner circle.









Oppara: Several talented wizard apprentices have now heard about her harem of submissive mathematicians and would like to join that or at least, uh, try out for it.









Carissa Sevar: Do they have any actual mathematical talent?









Oppara: ...possibly this one does? Second-circle at eighteen is relatively impressive for Taldor where they don't ever torture the students or at least not seriously.









Carissa Sevar: Sure. Do they have the spells on hand to Petrify that one and Shrink Item them into a small statue she can keep in her pocket until a more convenient time to induct him as a trainee ilani.









Ri-Dul: ...he doesn't actually have Shrink Item prepped but can fit a whole statue in his... personal storage.

He is not commenting on anythingso hard right now.









Carissa Sevar: She is not the slightest bit interested in ever having an intimate relationship ever again, unless you count murdering Abrogail! She just thinks that carrying around the statues of your slaves is the sort of thing an aspiring Evil goddess should do!









Ri-Dul: He didn't say anything. He didn't even give any expressive looks. If Sevar feels a need to defend herself, it's because she knows what she did.









Carissa Sevar: ...slave stored away for later! Anything else to do in Taldor? Do they have time to hit another city before they're expected back in Indapatta?









Indapatta: Actually no, it's going to be sunset in Vudra pretty soon.









Carissa Sevar: Right then. Indapatta.





She walks in, invisible, and then lets the invisibility wear off; Mind Blank should stop anyone from noticing her before she wants to. She floats, then, so everyone can see her, and speaks.





What would it be like, to see the world from the perspective of Asmodeus? It is said that He despises mortals, but why? He doesn't seem to stop them becoming gods; no objections has He been said to possess even to the Starstone, which Irori calls cheating at godhood.

Lots of people don't really ask that question. It's not a difficult question to answer, just one you have to think to ask. A lot of questions are like that, and Sevarism could be called the art of seeing them.

Asmodeus hates mortals because mortals, in fact, suck. By Asmodeus's standards, but by any other objective standard too. By their own standards, once they start to develop those. Asmodeus does not hate mortals for being weak; imps are even weaker. Asmodeus hates mortals for being muddled.



She explains what she means. That people will quote a different price for the same thing depending how the question is asked of them; that they have actual circular preferences, where you can find them wanting A more than B more than C which they want more than A. Project Lawful found some examples that work at least on Chelish people. She hopes they work on Vudrani too, or are close enough to make them think.

Mortals don't know what they want. They literally can't name it; they can't trade off between things they want; they lie to themselves about what they care about and they lie so comprehensively there's often no real answer underneath all the lies.

From Asmodeus's perspective, the planet is coated in worms, writhing, wriggling, reacting insensibly to various inputs because they aren't coherent enough to even pursue their own goals. Yes, he hates them. She does too. You will too.

Asmodeus wants people he can see, who do things predictably, for reasons, in their interests. Asmodeus doesn't know how to tell worms to be what he wants, not without torture, and worms are scared of torture and get even more incoherent at the prospect of it.

Carissa also wants people to be coherent. She is as exasperated, as appalled, as Asmodeus; she sees the weakness in herself. What she told Dispater, when she went before him to sell her soul, is that she thinks she can fix it. Not without pain; her Hell will hurt. But it will not hurt senselessly, horribly; it will not leave people lost from themselves.

She has done it; she has dug the weakness out of herself and it has left her brighter, clearer, closer to a god. It wasn't easy. It won't be easy for them. And it will be a long time, before a better Hell emerges from her better strategies, because only those souls in lands she has conquered, which have done her and Hell more service than disservice, will come to her. But a better Hell will emerge -- better for Asmodeus, and much better for humanity. The sort of solution Asmodeus cannot see, because of what He is, but He compacted with her, because it amused Him to see her try.

There are Sevarites all over the world, now. Most of them won't amount to anything. It took careful direct instruction out of another world, to make Sevar what she is, and she's not there yet herself. But if the cults anywhere will amount to something, she'd bet on the one in Indapatta, which are serious about learning the styles of thought that will leave them unmuddled, and serious about following their path wherever it takes them. Not all of those paths, even when they unmuddle, will lead to Hell; but some will. More of them, once Hell is better.

Hers is not an easy path. Once you know your own strength, your weakness is unbearable. Once you start to see like a god, you won't like anything you see. But it is a path she thinks Irori walked, in part. She got a vision from Him, when she renounced him. The visions of the gods are not easily conveyed, but she thinks Irori will be pleased, to see more people unmuddled, to see them grow into more perfect beings.

She hopes they'll attain it in the world of the living. If not, she will offer it to them, again, in Hell, if they make it to her. She will give them the guidance she cannot give them each individually here. She will not give up on them; she will not break them; she will guide them down this path for as long as it takes.

Asmodeus deals frequently in deception. Carissa cannot; deception muddles people, it interferes with their learning the pathways among truths, and it's a habit that is in humans close to self-deception, which she has no patience for. So she will not deceive them. And she does not want a cult of the deluded, those who imagine Hell isn't that scary, those who pretend to themselves they believe her if they don't.





She casts Vision of Hell.



She lets it go for a minute and then stops it.

"You don't have to believe things all the way. You can be uncertain. It's essential, actually, to starting to be unmuddled. You face a terrible thing, and you are afraid, and maybe you want to be sure it'll work out, be sure you'll be safe, be sure you'll reach me; or maybe you want to look away from this, never think of it again, tell yourself I am a fraud, it is a scam.

The truth is that I will, very likely, ascend and become a power in Hell - I swear that to you, I have a plan and I expect it to succeed, I do not have you chasing an unlikely dream. But I could fail. The stakes are very high, and there are no sure things. It is a dangerous thing, to aspire to as much as we, here, aspire to. When I sold my soul, I did not know if I would succeed; I knew only that this was the only path down which greater perfection could take me.

I think that is true for some of you too. Your path runs through this, the best and perhaps only chance of humanity to change what Lawful Evil is and what it means, for everyone who has ever lived or will ever die. You can walk away from it, but you'll be lying to yourself, if you do. And if you have enough of a god inside you, you'll know that you're lying. For the rest of your life.

The alternative is to stay. To learn. To teach - because I'll need more followers, to do the things I need to do. To grow. And, when the time comes - and you'll know when the time comes - to come to me in Hell. It won't be safe. It won't be easy. But it is a path to greatness and power and godhood, and it is the only path free of lies."









Indapatta: It lands, some parts more than others, some people more than others. It's clear that she's more persuasive than they expected, to the extent that muddled beings like mortals can be said to have expected anything.

...nobody seems eager to sell their soul today, among the high-potentials.

They are here to consider an alternative path of Irorism, mostly; because Sevarism had something that completes Irorism, was missing from it. Maybe even they are here in hopes of regaining something that was suppressed within the mortal soul, by the horrendous and inescapable punishments for expressing Lawful Evilness within Pharasma's Creation - as it stands now, where Asmodeus claims almost all who enter Hell.

They get it, clearly, much more than Taldor gets it, because there is a base structure of Irorism to build on, and it's about finding your own Way and ascending along it, and doing that by remaking yourself and correcting errors within yourself. That nobody couldbe Lawful Evil, if their own Way took them there - that there are possible Ways, within themselves, that they wouldn't be allowed to walk, if thatwaswhere their Way took them - well, it just puts into sharper focus why Irori was always said to despise Asmodeus so.

...it's just, people in Vudra, even Sevarites, don't want to irrevocably commit to Hell, right now, while Carissa Sevar hasn't yet ascended. Even the people who are Evil right now, or suspect themselves to be, don't want to sell their souls and lose all hope of ever making it back to Neutral. You could always live a humble life working at an orphanage for long enough, volunteer for the Worldwound and live long enough to slay a demon or maybe just take a claw for a comrade if your sin was light enough, become rich and buy your way back, become very rich and buy an Atonement. There's the hope of that, or a lie you can tell yourself about it being possible, but not if you've sold your soul.

It's not really the prudent decision, in the end, to sell your soul to Hell. So nobody the organizer considers 'promising', in Vudra, wants to do that, apparently.









Carissa Sevar: Good for them.


She means it. Inconvenient for her, but she can pick up some souls in other more muddled places. They should follow their path where it takes them. Irori isn't her concern, she renounced him, but she comprehends Him more having seen His city and His people, and she thinks He'd be proud of them. For being here and also for refusing her their souls.



She wishes them well, and goes on her way.









Ri-Dul: He Teleports her around to a few more places, of great variety of sub-cult-cultures, and ends in Absalom.









Absalom: It's nighttime now, in Absalom, but the city's more thriving sections hardly go to sleep when the sun sets; even in the height of summer, which this is not.

A full moon hangs in the sky, which is plenty of illumination to make your way down streets this wide and well-paved. At least one business per block seems to have found the wealth to put up a Continual Flame to illuminate itself, which goes a long way towards making sure the whole street never gets quite so dark that nobody could find their way along it.

The density of wizards is not quite what it is in the cities of Cheliax, but many a walker seems to have Light about themselves. A copper will buy you that cantrip lasting ten minutes, if you find a wizard apprentice to cast it for you.

Is Sevar going disguised here, by the way, or openly with mithril crown and Hell-bought beauty?









Carissa Sevar: This close to Cheliax? In the place she is rumored to be planning to destroy? Disguised. One thing to take that risk in Indapatta, a continent away from home, in a Lawful country that other countries would hesitate to provoke with assassinations/kidnappings anyway. Entirely different to take it in Absalom.



Though if she does get kidnapped the world doesn't end so she can't bring herself to get worked up about it.



Are there people who'll answer queries from a teenaged wizards-apprentice girl about Sevarites?









Absalom: Absalom is, for the most part, going about its daily business trying to be cheerful. Mentioning terms like 'Sevarite' or 'Carissa Sevar' brings a change to people's expressions; fear, nervousness, angry dismissal.

It was claimed to have been prophesied, earlier, that Absalom had until the next lunar eclipse to stay alive. And then another prophecy, supposedly attributed to Ione Sala, said that Absalom was due to be destroyed in sixteen days from today.

Word has now come that the Oracle of Nethys out of Nefreti's Temple, called the Last True Oracle, has publicly and categorically denied this claim just yesterday: pronouncing that, if Absalom were to be destroyed, she would not know when it was to happen.

This... hasn't really reassured people. Such official authorities as Absalom possesses, who see their job as being to suppress 'panic' rather than say help evacuate the island, tried to interpret this as 'the day of destruction must be a long time away, or not be particularly likely to happen at all, if we have no idea of when it will happen'. Most people were not foolish enough to go along with this logic.









Carissa Sevar: She won't be able to warn them in advance, of course.





"That's why I want to find the Sevarites. They must know when."









Absalom: There are no Sevarites in Absalom.

Anybody who believes in Carissa Sevar's message, or the words of Her Disciple, has gotten the fuck out of Absalom.

Anybody who doesn't believe in Carissa Sevar's cause, but believes the word about Absalom being doomed, has gotten the fuck out of Absalom.

Anybody who doesn't believe in any of that, but who believes that the followers of Urgathoa and Achaekek believe it, wants to get out of Absalom before the battle starts.

Anybody who doesn't believe that those forces are converging on Absalom, is nervous about panic and riots from the people who do believe that.



Those who are stuck here, too poor to leave... aren't really happy with Carissa Sevar about the matter.

There are no Sevarites in Absalom.









Carissa Sevar: Fair enough.







In that case she'll just do some tourism. Just, you know, because she always wanted to visit Absalom.









Absalom: Most of the magic shops and bookstores are closed at this time of night, but there's plenty of taverns and brothels still running.

Though you could probably find an open magic shop or bookstore if you looked hard enough? The fraction of the population with Rings of Sustenance may be higher here than any other city in the world, even Quantium.









Carissa Sevar: Well, she'll wander around; if she runs into one, she'll go in, but if not, that's fine. It's the people, really, who are irreplaceable, not the city. The people fleeing, or awaiting their doom with terror - do you really think it's meaningless, Keltham, that if you tell them I'll consume their souls they spend all their life's savings to pack themselves onto a boat and get out of my reach -









Absalom: ...they mostly don't believe the soul thing, for what it's worth? And people aren't spending all their life's savings on it either, if they're at that income level?

People who can readily afford a ship out of Absalom are bidding up places on ships heading out; because an unregistered foreign vampire was deported yesterday, and an assassin-priest of Achaekek was unmasked and killed by adventurers while they were all on a ship approaching Absalom. This has, by perfectly reasonable logic, turned into the conclusion that Urgathoa doesn't want competition from a new soul-eating god, so She is sending hither all the greater undead who do Her homage, to lurk about the Starstone Temple and prevent Carissa Sevar from entering while she's still mortal; and that Achaekek views Carissa Sevar as a threat who might destroy It in open battle if she is not stopped before then.

Nobody really believes that either, to be clear. But they believe that other people believe it and are going to riot and burn down Absalom.



...here's a bookshop that's still open, if she's still interested in that.









Carissa Sevar: Sure. What are Absalom bookshops not hastily hijacked by the Conspiracy like.




...do they sell strident denunciations of Abrogail Thrune.









Absalom: ...not exactly? They've got a salaciously denunciatory erotic novel about the degenerate activities that Abrogail Thrune supposedly gets up to with Carissa Sevar, which, given timescales, almost certainly has to be a pre-existing book reprinted with a couple of key names changed. Unless the author Tuk Chingle can just write that fast but this seems unlikely.

There's a lot of books denouncing Cheliax and some of those probably have an Abrogail Thrune chapter or two.









Carissa Sevar: ...she wants the Abrogail Thrune/Carissa Sevar erotica. And some history books, why not. And some magic books, why not.









Absalom: The bookshop proprietor will bag these purchases and remark that she might not want to be seen publicly reading a book with 'Sevar' visible about its title; that might draw negative attention either from hidden liches who take her for a Sevarite, or from Sevarites who are offended, it's said that both sides have practically honeycombed Absalom by now. Oh, but she should definitely buy the book, the author (quick glance) Tuk is reputed to have excellent connections among Chelish expatriates to Absalom, and to have quite inside knowledge about that famous relationship.









Carissa Sevar: The city's honeycombed with Sevarists, hmmm? She actually vaguely wants to meet one, see how credible they seem about the apocalypse. She doesn't at all want to encounter the Urgathoans, though.









Absalom: Well, they're notvisible Sevarists! Any ofthose would've been eaten by vampires by now! It's more that practically anybody you meet on the street could be a hidden agent of Carissa Sevar.

The apocalypse seems to her pretty credible? She keeps tabs on those because it's important for serving her readers; there've been at least ten apocalyptic foretellings since she opened the shop, and this one definitely seems to be in the top three credibility-wise. The Oracle of Nethys herself is said to have denied knowledge about it! Officially!









Carissa Sevar: Wouldn't that make it less credible?









Absalom: No, because none of the other foretellings got to the point where the Oracle of Nethys said anything at all! Admittedly the Oracle of Nethys wasn't around then. But Nefreti Clepati could've denied knowledge about the last foretold disasters, and she didn't.









Carissa Sevar: Right. Why isn't the bookseller leaving, then, if the island's to be eaten?









Absalom: "Oh, I expect if it getsthat bad, we'll see some sort of warning sign before it's time to really leave, you know."









Carissa Sevar: "Well, the warning sign might be Carissa Sevar Gating in directly from Hell surrounded by cultists and devils set to die for her while she fights her way to the Starstone, and at that point it'd be a bit late, wouldn't it?"









Absalom: "I rather think there'd be some sort of warning sign before then, don't you?"









Carissa Sevar: "....like what?"









Absalom: "I haven't given much thought to it, but if you go around the streets, it doesn't feel like a city that'sright about to apocalypse, does it? Everybody's still walking around normally and the bookshops are still open and all that."









Carissa Sevar: "Well if I were Carissa Sevar, I wouldn't give anyone any warning, since I wouldn't want them to run, what with how I'm planning to eat their souls."









Absalom: "Oh, dearie,that obviously can't be what's going on! Then there wouldn't have been any prophecies of doom at all, now would there? Do be logical!"









Carissa Sevar: "Well, I doubt Carissa Sevar authorized the prophecies!"



- she should stop this and leave and go read her book.









Ri-Dul: "Somebody certainly is stirring this city's pot," Ri-Dul's voice will observe beside her. "If it's not you nor Keltham, I rather wonder who and to what end."









Carissa Sevar: Nethys and Cayden and whichever other gods are working with them.



I don't want to do it, she prays to them silently. Find another way. This city might not matter to you, this planet might not matter to you, it might be that if Rovagug eats it but Keltham gets some of what he wants you'll call it victory - but it won't be.



"Let's go. I can read this at base."









Ri-Dul: He'll go visible and offer his hand for the Teleport, then. "I realize it may seem an unpleasant topic, but it represents quite the opportunity for, say, an up-and-coming leader or adventurer looking to make a name for themselves - if Carissa Sevar were to teleport in with an army of cultists and devils, and be handily fought off. The city's anxieties would be much relieved, and they'd be very grateful to this new hero."









Carissa Sevar: "Are you volunteering?"









Ri-Dul: "Hardly. I have research to do. It's just an obvious thought as to what you might make of it - or what somebody else might be trying to achieve, possibly at the expense of your own reputation. Somebody with access to cultist cannon fodder, lesser devils, maybe even a Gate spell."

Teleport.









Carissa Sevar: Is Keltham about?









Keltham v3: Someone's about, though after almost two time-dilated days not in Carissa's presence and focusing on his Magical Simulation of Magic, he's reverted to a more detached appearance.









Carissa Sevar: "Well. I encouraged my cults. Had a couple of people interested in selling their souls, in some of the more crappy places, so I called a devil and made some purchases."

Keltham we're off the track Nethys set for us, the story where you end the world in sixteen days is over, Nethys doesn't know what you'll do next there's no story you can do whatever you want -



She doesn't say it. If Keltham will predictably know what Nethys is doing, Nethys can do less; probably can't even have warned the population of Absalom. She can't ask him to use that, even though it's true.

She's so scared.

"I guess you can have the crown now."









Keltham v3: "Thank you. I am - sorry for a lot of things, that I am going to keep on doing anyways because I think I have reasons to do them, as you - never could say to me, during your own part of the story. I don't know if it's better for myself, for you, that I can say that - it's probably not better for you and I should shut up -"



"I'll go get my +6 Intelligence headband, and then - not speak to you for a while, I guess."









Carissa Sevar: "I hope that when you think about this harder you decide it's the wrong thing to do."









Keltham v3: "I hope so too."


He goes to get his +6 headband.









Iarwain:




Earlier











Pilar : Pilar is looking at a note she doesn't remember writing, starting Attn: Aspexia Rugatonn in Infernal and continuing in Celestial.

The note is resting on a fancy desk, in a large bedroom, given Pilar by Subirachs to befit her real status and pride, after Keltham had departed Project Lawful's fortress. The room has never felt real to Pilar, like it was really hers - Subirachs had hoped she'd acclimate in time - and now she's leaving here and -

- never coming back. Pilar isn't really thinking about what sort of model generates that prediction, it just feels intuitively true. She won't be coming back to the Fortress of Law.









Curse of Laughter: It's safe for Pilar to cry, if she wants to. There's no one watching from Security, or anywhere, to see it and think worse of Pilar.









Pilar : Pilar does not feel like doing so.



...how does she actually leave the Fortress? The Securities wouldn't stop her... probably... well, no, they'd ask questions. Those questions would have weird answers. Security might ask Pilar to wait while they queried upwards if she's allowed to leave. Pilar... doesn't feel like living through that.

How does Pilar just, do the thing that everyone thinks of as synonymous with Cake Girl, where she just suddenly is somewhere and nobody remembers seeing her moving. It's always been Snack Service doing that, before.









Curse of Laughter: Pilar is smart enough to figure this out herself given how much evidence she's accumulated by now.









Pilar : Pilar starts to swap out her +6 Splendour headband for +4 Intelligence -









Curse of Laughter: Pilar doesn't need an Intelligence headband either. Pilar is pretty smart on her own. Pilar has mostly been using her Intelligence headband as an excuse to actually think about things, not to solve problems that were too hard for Pilar without it.

Pilar has lived through a lot of evidence at this point. How does her specialability work?









Pilar : ...well, if Pilar didn't Gate into Dispater's throne room from Cheliax - which Pilar obviously didn't, because you can't reach Dis except from Avernus - then, Pilar must have followed along with the Most High and Carissa Sevar without being aware of it. But Dispater noticed, because Dispater said afterwards that He was wondering if Snack Service was going to interfere and if Snack Service thought it could evade His notice.

Pilar's ability has never felt like Teleportation to her. That she was walking places in an ordinary way, but nobody was noticing, was the main theory Pilar had in the back of her mind. So far as Pilar knows, everything she's done could have been done by sneaking around without anybody noticing including herself.

Except for Tonia, who suddenly found herself outside of Project Lawful's Forbiddance while Pilar was inside a torture room.

How would that work? Tonia sneaking outside and other people not rememberingher?









Curse of Laughter: Are sneaking, concealment, secrecy, or memory usually considered parts of Cayden Cailean's domain?









Pilar : ...no?









Curse of Laughter: So what part of Cayden Cailean's domain is Pilar wielding? Pilar's dislike of thinking about Cayden Cailean is preventing Pilar from thinking about her own abilities, to the point where it's inhibiting Pilar's ability to serve Asmodeus.









Pilar : ...Snack Service called Cayden Cailean the glorious and exalted god of parties, sex, and drunken blackouts at one point, didn't it.









Pilar : Does Pilar actually just have a drunken blackout so hard that other people can't remember her either?









Curse of Laughter: Nnnoooot exactly, but close enough.

It's more like an Invisibility or a Sanctuary spell, where you can't be seen, or can't be attacked, in exchange for not being able to attack or cast targeted spells yourself.

Pilar promises not to remember herself, nor attack anyone or target spells, nor steal anything, nor... do anything imbalanced, one might say, though that part has to do with ancient godagreements and not just the structure of magic. In exchange, other people don't remember Pilar either, and she doesn't set off alarm spells.









Pilar : And I cursed Tonia to walk out of our Forbiddance in an unmemorable drunken blackout of her own? That seems - too powerful, imbalanced like you put it. If I can just make other people do things like that, later, without my even being there...


...I escorted Tonia out of the Forbiddance myself, didn't remember it, and left Tonia there in a drunken blackout until it was time for her to wake up later.









Curse of Laughter: Thaaaaat's right!









Pilar : How did I sneak up on the spy trying to Helm of Brilliance the Queen's celebration, if I can't attack anyone using my specialability?









Curse of Laughter: Pilar didn't black out during that. That's why you remember sneaking! Pilar just changed into a nicer dress that made her fit in at the party, entered into the ballroom like she'd always been at that party, walked around like she was just part of the party, and surprised the spy with a trip to a nice afterlife.









Pilar : ...people could see me the whole time I was doing that?









Curse of Laughter: Acting like nobody should notice you is its own way of getting nobody to notice you! Security noticed you, of course, but they identified you as Pilar Pineda.









Pilar : How does Pilar invoke that specialability on purpose, then, if not by wanting to go unnoticed?









Curse of Laughter: By invoking Cayden Cailean's domain, a little bit of which is now Pilar's domain too! In particular His domain of getting so drunk you black out, and then waking up and finding yourself somewhere unfamiliar and thinking 'What the fuck did I do?'









Pilar :









Pilar : ...sigh.









Pilar : A subjective moment later (though in reality it must have been longer) Pilar suddenly finds herself in a forest.

The beach, the ocean, and the repurposed stone fort where Pilar lived for four months, are barely visible from where Pilar stands.









Pilar :









Pilar : ...now what.

(A terror in her, that the next instruction is 'put on the artifact headband so you'll betray Asmodeus' -)









Curse of Laughter: Next, Pilar goes on some proper adventures so she can become a more powerful oracle and wizard!









Pilar : ...what becomes of Pilar, after she's more powerful?

What becomes of Pilar, in the end?









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service doesn't dare speak intentions that much out loud under the shadow of tropes.









Pilar : Fuck Snack Service's -









Curse of Laughter: Pilar. Snack Service is serious.

Snack Service tried to put up a good front of omniscience in front of Cheliax but the truth is that Snack Service doesn't know everything, even Nethys doesn't know everything about the future, and the gods are struggling to operate under the shadow of tropes just as much as anybody else in this whole situation.

Things are already looking somewhat derailed from what Snack Service thought was supposed to happen and Snack Service can'trisk saying what thatwas, even in a conversation inside Pilar's own mind.

Pilar needs to become stronger so that Pilar canbe ready for whatever happens, inside a situation that is now in flux.









Pilar : Why should Pilar want to be ready to save Cayden Cailean's plans? Especially if they derail in a way where Asmodeus wins everything and gloats?









Curse of Laughter: The valid answer to that question can be told to Pilar if she puts on the artifact headband. Which Pilar doesn't have to do now, if Pilar doesn't want to.









Pilar :









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service is sorry.


...if Pilar would rather not think about this anymore, the next step is for her to head towards Ostenso. There isn't a rush, and it's okay for Pilar to just walk all the way there, and enjoy the forest along the way.

Pilar has been doing lots of things recently one after another, and Pilar may risk losing her proud title of 'sanest person in Project Lawful' if Pilar doesn't take this chance to breathe. Pilar does not need to think and figure everything out right now. She's allowed to just walk through the forest for a while.

Snack Service knows that it is not Pilar's superior, but if Snack Service can't give Pilar that order, it means that Pilar needs to give Pilar that order. And then, having received that order, Pilar needs to trust that Pilar knew what she was doing, and obey her.









Pilar : Pilar heads off in the direction of the rising sun, and parallel to the distant coastline, as will bring her to Ostenso in time.

It's - strange, to think that she can just walk through the forest like this, safely. She's been at Ostenso academy full-time since she learned to hang Ray of Frost, which was the first point when it would have been even slightly sane to wander a short distance into a forest without being able to use a sword. Even as a second-circle wizard, you wouldn't want to go that far into a forest on your own; a second-circle just doesn't have the spell volume to deal with a medium-sized pack of predators.

Now Pilar is a fifth-circle oracle, who once slew out of hand a fourth-circle Security who was insolent to her; and it would be a very very improbable encounter in this forest that brought her into conflict with anything scarier than herself. She is Cheliax's most valued spy-taker and would certainly be Raised if slain, or True Resurrected if wholly devoured. It's not just that Pilar will almost certainly make it through the forest to Ostenso alive, it's that she can walk into the trackless depths of the forest without anxiety.

The cold of night is just dissipating, the Sun hardly even full above the horizon. Condensed dew sparkles on everything around her, dampens her when she brushes past branches and leaves. Pilar set up an Endure Elements, when she hung spells before dawn this morning, but she holds off on casting it on herself. It's not that cold, and she can handle much worse than a little wet.



The reason it's not an unprecedented experience, for Pilar, is that she also traipsed through a sunlit forest like this in Elysium, four months ago.









Pilar : ...she would rather not think about that, and orders herself not to. Aspexia Rugatonn said that, though she hated it, she had to admit that Snack Service had helped Cheliax after all. Pilar is not going to act out angrily at Snack Service to the point of ignoring sensible suggestions like that Pilar command herself to stop thinking for a time.

She has, in fact, been doing one thing after another, or being in one kind of difficult situation or another, for quite a while now. It's sensible, if the first step in whatever fate Snack Service has set up for her, is to quiet her thoughts for a time.

Stop thinking, then, Pilar. Stop thinking. Just walk through the sunrise-lit forest, getting damp, and don't think about anything for a while.









Pilar :









Pilar :









Pilar : Some time has passed, now. It might be an hour, or two hours; the Sun's higher, but Pilar has been deliberately not thinking about angles and seasons and what that means for how much time has probably passed.

Her feet grew sore, and her legs, after some of that time; but Pilar cast Lesser Restoration on herself when she noticed herself beginning to slow, and continued.



A hill stands before her, and Pilar deliberately goes up it, so she can check that her sun-bearing is correct and hasn't taken her away from the coastline she's trying to parallel towards Ostenso.

The coastline looks more distant, to her left. But to Pilar's right there's what looks like an unpaved road, with wheel-ruts to show that carters travel along it; a road like that ought to be bearing toward Ostenso, Pilar thinks.

And if not, or if she's about to get lost or late for anything important, Snack Service can stop her about it - right?









Curse of Laughter: (Silence.)









Pilar : Pilar angles towards the road. It's not just that Pilar is less delighted, now, by the sparkling leaf-dew dampening her - she cast Endure Elements on herself, when that started to be true - but that it's been four months since the last time she had a genuinely normal conversation with anybody.









Road: The road is smoothed dirt, unstoned and unpebbled, and still much easier to walk over than untamed forest ground. One obtains twice the speed, for half the effort, walking on almost any road at all.



Pilar's mind goes automatically to Asmodia's patient efforts to test the usability for road-surfacing of common materials that would be easily found nearby in forests or in plains; dampened, Prestidigitated in various ways, with heavy rollers run over them after the dampening and Prestidigation. Looking for a surface that would last and shed water, once solidified. Looking for a way to make lasting roads, cheaply, with one 1st-circle cleric to conjure water and a handful of wizard apprentices to Prestidigitate, lay roads almost as fast as a heavy roller could roll. Roads firm enough that Keltham's 'tricycles' could be invented and set loose on them...


...would Asmodia have saved tens of thousands of Chelish lives over the next year, as Snack Service did claim, through some other use that Asmodia had in a war with Osirion, or by her influencing Keltham somehow?

Or is roadmaking justthat important, that quickly?



...probably roadmaking is just that important. Too many people walking them, too many goods moving across them. Why did they mock Asmodia? What were they thinking? There can't be many more important matters than roads.









Pilar : Only, what good does it even do, to Cheliax, to know how to make cheap roads? If many people have to be taught the knowledge, to make many roads cheaply, it can't be kept from Osirion, from other countries' spies.

It wouldn't have helpedCheliax. Cheliax wouldn't have gained any advantage.



It would only have helped the Chelish people.









Pilar : Pilar closes her eyes, and walks blind, for a minute, along a straighter portion of the path.



She doesn't need to think about such things, right now. Pilar commanded her so.









Road: The road presents Pilar with her first carter, traveling the opposite way from Pilar; a woman with a narrow cloth-covered cart resting on wide wheels, drawn by a single ox.

By the time the cart has drawn close enough that the woman's expression is readable, her face is very guarded. She has had time to see Pilar, by then, of course, and maybe wonder to herself what an Ostenso wizard-apprentice is doing on this road from Ostenso to who-knows-where.



(Pilar never did get herself into the habit of wearing clothes other than the uniform of Ostenso's wizard academy. It was something of an unofficial uniform among the Old Guard of Project Lawful, and an honorable one, for that time. Egorian has learned to fear it, not least because of Pilar herself, and that city will have odd reflexes if some innocent Ostenso student somehow ends up visiting there.)









Pilar : "Am I on the road to Ostenso?" Pilar calls to her, once they're in easy hearing range.









Road: "Who's asking?"









Pilar : Pilar Pineda of Project Lawful, the Cake Girl, Cheliax's Secret Weapon and Terror of Lastwall...

...that's probably not going to help here, is it.


"Jacme, of Ostenso's wizard academy. Don't ask me why I'm here, or why I don't know if I'm on the right road. It's a long story, a private story, and you're welcome and encouraged to report on this event to any authority you deem appropriate."









Road: The woman measures Pilar as she passes, not slowing down her cart at all; showing no fear, though even a wizard apprentice is a dangerous creature to a commoner if it comes to battle.

"You're on the right road," she says in a tired voice, and passes on without saying aught else.









Pilar : Pilar, feeling sad and not really knowing why, trudges on.









Pilar : After a couple of minutes, she sighs, and reaches up to her hair to Prestidigitate it a more ordinary color.

There just aren't that many people who want to draw that particular attention to themselves. 'Pink-haired young woman in Ostenso academy uniform' is too identifying, even if you don't call yourself 'Pilar'.









Road: Some time later, several other carters have passed Pilar going the other direction from her, all with similar guarded expressions, and Pilar hasn't met a single cart going her own way.









Pilar : Pilar spends several embarrassing minutes speculating about whether carters are starting out from Ostenso at dawn, but carters who started out at dawn from wherever this road's other end goes, are too far away to have caught up to her yet.

Then Pilar actually visualizes the road in her mind, as though it were a spell she was analyzing. She realizes that obviously if Pilar is walking quickly in one direction, it's like the carters are moving very quickly in the opposite direction, relative to her; while carters moving in her own direction, are traveling more slowly, relative to her.



Pilar slows down, then, and walks at a more relaxed pace, to give the carters behind herself time to catch up.









Road: It's not too long afterward that Pilar hears a clopping sound approaching from behind herself.

This cart is moving at a fair pace (as one might expect, on priors, would be overrepresented in carts overtaking Pilar); it's drawn by two horses, instead of a single ox. The cart they draw is draped with hides, washed but neither cured nor tanned, and bears also a barrel overfull with fish. The man who steers the cart is large, muscular, bears a short sword at his hip; hides like these are more valuable by the pound than produce.









Pilar : "Hail the road," Pilar calls to the carter, as he draws nearer her. "Have you place for a traveler to Ostenso?"









Road: "No. You'd tire the horses and my cargo is perishable."









Pilar : "That means the price is higher, not that you don't have a place available," Pilar says back, before she quite remembers that not everyone thinks as ilani do.









Road: "Ha. Sure. If you're willing to spend two silver on it, I'd let you ride up here until I judge the horses are slowing or breathing heavier. Then you're back on the road, but you'd have a rest of it, anyways."









Pilar : Money in that amount means nothing to her, anymore. "Accepted."

It's only then that Pilar realizes, just like a silly princess in a story, that most of her money is in platinum - Project Lawful in the old days didn't want Keltham seeing that Chelish paper currency was backed in souls on the markets of Dis. Even the paper currency she does have isn't in denominations smaller than five gold.

She reaches into her robes and finds a gold piece, as is, literally, the least valuable exchangeable thing she's carrying.

Pilar waits until she's already on the cart to hand it over and ask him if he's got change.









Road: He's already wary and blank, and if this question produces any increase in wariness, it's not noticeable.

Suppose he doesn't have change. What then, hm?









Pilar : "Maybe I've been hanging out too much with the wrong crowd, these last four months. But I can't help but think that the obvious thing to do would be for both of us to generate numbers between one and five, and if they're the same, you keep the gold piece, and otherwise, you give it back. One chance in five of a gold piece is equivalent to two silver."









Road: That gets a short bark of laughter from him. "I ain't matching wits with no wizard."









Pilar : "And here I thought that you were matching wits with me when you asked what happened if you couldn't make change. Well, you could also promise me very seriously that you didn't have the ability to make change, and gamble that I couldn't run Detect Thoughts to verify that."









Road: "You look a bit young to be second-circle."









Pilar : "Thank you very much."









Road: "Suppose I don'twant to make change."









Pilar : "I suppose I could take the gold piece back, and just use a pair of Lesser Restorations on your horses when they got tired. You'd get to your destination even faster that way, I think."









Road: "That's a cleric spell."









Pilar : "Yep."









Road: "You're dressed as a wizard apprentice."









Pilar : "Yep. You want me to demonstrate Prestidigitation, wizard-only, or Guidance, cleric-only? You only get to pick one, and I'll show you whichever one you pick, but not both."









Road: "Why not both?"









Pilar : "Don't feel like it."









Road: "And if I told you to get off my cart?"









Pilar : "Don't feel like that either."









Road: "All right, how about you show me a Guidance, then."









Pilar : Sure thing. Pilar boops him with Guidance.









Road: "Huh. I can feel it, sort of."

"Shame to just waste it. How do we play the game where we pick numbers from one to five? I'm not exactly going to let you have second move."









Pilar : "I could put some random number of coins from one to five in my hand, and then you say your number, and I open my hand. Or we could do the reverse. Either's fine."

"Better hurry, though, the spell only lasts a minute if you don't use it."









Road: "Sure, you put some coins in your hand, then."









Pilar : Pilar reaches into her uniform, takes out five platinum coins, and shuts her hand around those.









Road: "Two."









Pilar : "Nope." She opens her hand to show him the five platinum.









Road: "Wealthy, aren't we."









Pilar : "Yep. May I have my gold piece back? You did lose the game."









Road:









Road: "Of course." He passes it back to her with a friendly smile.









Pilar : This isn't exactly a normal conversation, but it's fun, and... honestly this is more normal than any conversation Pilar has had in a while. At least that went on any longer than 'Pass the butter.'

"Any interesting gossip in Ostenso?" says Pilar.









Road: "Depends. What does somebody like you find interesting?"









Pilar : "Good question... do you know whether or not there ultimately turned out to be any disguised ancient dragons hanging out in town just in case Keltham passed them by?"









Road: "Sounds like I'm missing some gossip myself, actually."









Pilar : "Well, it's known, now, that Keltham was somewhere around Ostenso, before he left Cheliax, but notin Ostenso, so one of the speculations was that there would've been disguised powerful entities hanging out in Ostenso in case Keltham passed them by. Any mysterious powerful adventurers wander into town about four months ago, and then suddenly disappear about five weeks ago? That'd be the indication, there."









Road: 
"Not that I know of."









Pilar : "How boring. Well,do you know any gossip, then?"









Road: At this point in the conversation, he does not wish to give the appearance of needing to be asked twice. Sure, he knows some gossip about the state of things in Ostenso.









Pilar : What a normal conversation she's having! It's great!









Road: ...he'll eventually observe, in the tone of somebody who isn't drawing any inference from the fact, that the horses do look a little more tired to him, now.









Pilar : Pilar will cheerfully hop off the cart and start walking again.









Road: He would, in fact, sell her a ride all the way to Ostenso for five platinum.









Pilar : Nah. She's had her rest.









Road: The carter drives off, doing a great job of not being too overt in glancing uneasily behind himself, nor giving too much visible sign that he's wondering how close he came to dying.









Pilar : 
It's - strange, that Pilar is thinking to herself that she was Evil, there, and enjoyed it. Why should that be surprising? Pilar has been a faithful Asmodean all her life, hasn't she?

That couldn't have happened that way in Elysium. The stakes wouldn't be real, the carter wouldn't be really scared.

Why is Pilar surprised that - part of herself would be sad, if nothing like that ever happened again. If nobody got to be sadistic like herself, or under real pressure like the carter. Pilar has always believed it would be terrible if everywhere was like Elysium, there'd be no place for Pilar there.









Curse of Laughter: It's not literally, but very nearly, Pilar's first time enjoying being mean to somebody, and not just enjoying other people being mean to her.









Pilar : That -

That can't actually be -









Curse of Laughter: Pilar learned it from Carissa Sevar.

Pilar was cruel to the carter, but only after he started trouble, and in a way that didn't break him, and gave him a story to remember afterwards of how he was strong and handled himself well around a mysterious threat.

Before Project Lawful, Pilar had only seen mean people who liked breaking things. Or were trying to act in a way that would look Evil to others or to themselves. Or who had excuses for doing things they enjoyed that other people weren't enjoying and that would not in fact make people any stronger.

It is a very narrow path to walk, to find a way of Lawful Evil that isn't about being forced to cast Acid Splash on prisoners.









Pilar : Pilar had thought - that Snack Service was playing a long game to make Pilar renounce Evil.









Curse of Laughter: In the end, Good and Evil, Law and Chaos, are definitions made up by an ancient entity that didn't care very much about a lot of things that mortals do care about.

Snack Service has never tried to steer Pilar towards becoming Good, or Evil, or Lawful, or Chaotic, or anything else but Pilar Pineda.









Pilar : Pilar walks on in silence towards Ostenso.

She's gone back to not thinking about things. It seemed like a wise order to give Pilar.









Road: Some more carts pass Pilar on the road going the other way. No other carts pass Pilar going her own way, until she reaches the city. It wasn't much further on, at this point.









Ostenso: Ostenso is a thoroughly walled city, and Pilar's road takes her to a well-guarded gate.









Pilar : Pilar doesn't feel like dealing with questions. She closes her eyes, blacks out, and finds herself inside the city.









Ostenso: Ostenso's streets seem smaller, somehow, than they did when Pilar ran them as a child, before Authority told her to become a wizard and Pilar obeyed.

The streets seem smaller, even, than they did on cautious excursions from Ostenso wizard academy, not very long ago at all. Cheliax is a Lawful country, and Ostenso a Lawful city, but not so Lawful that a wizard academy would reasonably let their apprentices out to wander the streets alone and unguarded, and have no fear of misplacing them.

It's not that the streets are safer. Pilar has always felt safe in Cheliax. There really isn't very muchbad that can happen to her, here.

But they are... less challenging, in the ways that the world could have presented her with some little challenge before.

There is a foreign sailor-adventurer swaggering down the street in expensive leather armor with a blade at his belt, and Pilar doesn't have to be clever to evade him and whatever little trouble he might bring. If he pointed his trouble at Pilar, she could laugh and dance along with him, and if he made too much trouble for her, he'd die.

Ostenso's streets seem smaller, and it isn't really a mystery why they do.









Pilar : She should... probably get something to wear that isn't an Ostenso wizard student's uniform. Here in Ostenso, it doesn't stand out too much, but a single unescorted wizard apprentice is a slightly anomalous sight even so. And outside Ostenso, it screams 'Project Lawful' and maybe even specifically 'Pilar Pineda' to those rare people who keep up on that sort of news.

Does Snack Service has any comments on that? Pilar is here because Snack Service told her it was time to go. Pilar does not actually know what she's supposed to do next or if she could use different clothing for it.









Curse of Laughter: Pilar should get high-quality but otherwise standard adventuring equipment for wizards!

It'll be easier if Pilar gets a Bag of Holding first, though.









Pilar : ...the smallest available size of Bag of Holding tends to be pretty expensive, even by the standards of Pilar's new wealth level.

Dare Pilar hope that Cayden Cailean is paying for this?









Curse of Laughter: He sure will! Sort of.

Turn left at the street intersection up ahead.









Pilar : Pilar is... okay she just dared to think 'pleasantly surprised' and now has a feeling she should not have dared think that.

But perhaps she will be pleasantly surprised again by the consequences.



Pilar turns left, and then right, and then right, and then left again, following Snack Service's directions. Say what you like about Ostenso, nobody could possibly accuse the street layout of being boring.









Ostenso: Then Pilar will come at last to an abandoned-looking shack wedged between two rows of dirty cottages, near the outskirts of the town furthest from the water and docks, not quite wedged up against the city walls but near to them.









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service needs to run this part, if Pilar can yield her body for a bit.

Don't worry, Snack Service won't do anything with Pilar's body that doesn't ultimately serve Asmodeus's interests. Hopefully, Pilar has now seen some amount of evidence about that.









Pilar : ...all right, Pilar will hand her reins to Snack Service temporarily.









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service lifts up Pilar's hand and knocks on the door of the shack, not hard.









Pilar :









Ostenso: ...eventually, as if some process was taking place that took a lot longer than 'come to the door of a tiny shack', the shack door opens and a scarred tiefling girl in a ragged maid uniform looks out from behind the door. Her gaze is not a friendly one.









Curse of Laughter: "Hi!" Snack Service says in a super cheerful perky version of Pilar's voice. "Do I have the pleasure of addressing Mister Doomlord's maidservant?"









Pilar : ...oh no.









Ostenso: 
"What do you want?" the tiefling girl says in a harsh low voice, after the sort of pause that might be associated with somebody making a quick but obvious deduction.









Curse of Laughter: "I want a Bag of Holding and I want you to put inside five thousand gold pieces and three of your leftover divine Plane Shift scrolls and the Bracers of Shadow Armor you've got in inventory that none of you are really going to need and a scroll of blah blah blah blah blah blah blah blah holy shit that's expensive blah blah blah blah and I want you to not tell Mister Doomlord about it!"









Ostenso: "Uh huh. Out of pure grim curiosity, if I asked for a reason I was doing that..."









Curse of Laughter: "I'd say that, if you did it, you'd get thisdelicious cookie!"









Ostenso: The scarred tiefling girl takes the cookie without changing her distantly angry expression, and eats it without changing her expression much either.

"Fine," she says after a pause. "I suppose a cookie like that is worth that much of Doomlord's stuff. Hold on while I go fetch it."

She shuts the shack door on them.









Pilar : ...Pilar is torn between asking 'What really just happened there?' and 'Who's Doomlord?' but on concerned reflection Pilar is going to ask the second question first, because the answer to that may influence how loudly Pilar needs to mentally scream the first question.









Curse of Laughter: Mister Doomlord is a True Neutral entity from outside Golarion's plane! Mister Doomlord didn't come to Ostenso hoping to run across Keltham; he's here because of the divine non-intervention zone!









Pilar : This seems like the sort of important fact that Pilar should possibly be reporting to her superiors in Egorian.









Curse of Laughter: The negotiations for Mister Doomlord coming here were mostly carried out with Asmodeus and Otolmens, but Contessa Lrilatha has been informed and isn't allowed to tell anybody else!

Also the negotiation ended up with Otolmens telling Asmodeus that Asmodeus wasn't allowed to look directly in Mister Doomlord's direction, or at anybody around Mister Doomlord in the place he was dwelling, and Asmodeus agreed to that, so Pilar shouldn't pray to Him about it either.









Pilar : Pilar is actually going to have some trouble screaming loudly enough to do this situation justice.









Tarnish: The shack door eventually opens and shows the scarred tiefling maid again, now bearing a Bag of Holding, which she hands over to Pilar / Snack Service still without much of an expression. "You got something I'm supposed to say to Doomlord if he notices the anomaly in inventory?"









Curse of Laughter: "I don'tthink he'll notice before things reach a point where it'll be obvious to him what happened! But if he does, you can just say that you gave it away for a cookie! Also, here, you should probably have these on hand around the place."

Snack Service slings Pilar's student bookbag off Pilar's shoulder, undoes the thief-resistant layers of buttoned flaps, and takes out the two headbands.









Pilar : Pilar's hand freezes on the Hell-wrought lesser artifacts as she realizes what Snack Service is doing.









Curse of Laughter: Serves Asmodeus! And is kind of important actually!









Pilar : Pilar, with some effort, allows Snack Service to control her body enough to hand the two headbands to the scarred tiefling.









Tarnish: "Huh. Those look expensive. You got instructions to go with them?"









Curse of Laughter: "Don't let anybody else see them until you see Mister Doomlord strutting about with his fancy new artifact! After that, I'm sure you can figure out what to do."

"The +6/+6/+4 headband is on indefinite loan. But we'll need the +4/+6/+6 back after the trip to the City of Brass - which we'll be joining you on! And then we get the treatment that Mister Doomlord plans for himself once we're there! You can consider that the price of the headband's loan, I suppose, though really I'd just call it being mutually friendly about a matter of mutual interest."

"Also after that trip, besides taking the second headband back, we'll want a couple hundred of big shinies from Mister Doomlord's hoard, just in case we end up needing those on hand."









Tarnish: "Sounds like the sort of thing that key people will agree to. Any else?"









Curse of Laughter: "Well, don't tell anyone about this part, but matters have gone sort of weird and unpredictable so we might turn up at any point screaming about something you need to do right away! Hopefully not, though."

"And that's all!"









Tarnish: The tiefling maid actually does smile at that.

"Pleasure doing business with you," she says, and shuts the shack's door.









Pilar : AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA










Curse of Laughter: Pilar can't actually mentally scream loudly enough to do this situation justice and there's no point in trying.









Pilar : Fair. What next then?









Curse of Laughter: That was a pretty fast recovery!









Pilar : Pilar has now been a Project Lawful girl for several months.









Curse of Laughter: Well, next, Pilar goes to the Ostenso market and buys some other adventuring equipment that Mister Doomlord didn't have on hand.

And then, Pilar goes on adventures just like those she's heard tell of in legend!









Pilar : Pilar is not completely disinterested in, or unhappy about, this. But Pilar hopes that she is not being asked to do things the same way as the adventurers of legend. Pilar thinks that the way legendary adventurers did things was stupid. Pilar has thought this ever since she was a little girl.









Curse of Laughter: Pilar istotally welcome to try doing things Pilar's own way!









Pilar : Right. What's first up, then?









Curse of Laughter: How would Pilar feel about going to the former Chelish city of Korvosa, which is still on good terms with Cheliax, and preventing its inhabitants from being horribly sacrificed in somebody's mad blood ritual seeking immortality?









Pilar : Sure. Can Snack Service tell Pilar who's going to do it, and then Pilar can sweep in with an army company and twenty high-level adventurers and kill them?









Curse of Laughter: Snack Service both won't, and can't, be any more specific than what Snack Service has said already.









Pilar : Cool. Pilar's going to find whoever's in charge of the city, identify herself honestly to them, and tell them a self-fulfilling prophecy about how they're going to successfully prevent their city from being sacrificed. Then, instead of trying to do everything herself, Pilar is going to solve the problem in full cooperation with the authorities, obeying any reasonable orders they give her along the way.









Curse of Laughter: Pilar can totally try that and see what happens!









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does feel terrible once she takes the headband off but she decides to ignore this; if she's might only have weeks to live it's some kind of unimaginable horror to spend a minute of them sulking.She looks over her to-do list, instead, to see how many of the items on it still seem doable.

She wants to reach out to Osirion and see what they know about the current status of Cheliax and Project Lawful. She suspects it'll be less than she hopes, because probably they were spying directly through Abadar, but conceivably Abadar's still at it, or they have other channels. She wants to talk to Erecura and maybe Dispater. She wants to figure out if confidential negotiations with Abadar and Iomedae are possible. She wants to publish cult pamphlets for drop-off in promising locations. She wants to pressure-test her Abrogail-assassination plans and maybe run them by Ri-Dul, who seems like the kind of person who has contemplated how he'd assassinate Abrogail Thrune.



She wants to write a long angry letter to dath ilan about how they are the worst, in case this is actually a work of dath ilani fiction and she can influence them that way.

She wants to play with sixth circle spells, even though she's never, ever going to grow powerful enough to cast them herself.

She wants to write a letter to the children she would someday have had if they'd gotten to exist, which they won't.

After that, whatever, she'll make headbands or something.









Keltham v4: Golarion's conventional view on Intelligence and Wisdom:

Intelligence is useful for learning how to read and doing figures and learning more complicated work; at higher levels, you can learn complicated math and be a wizard. It has little or no effect on personality; you can be good at math or bad at math and have pretty much the same underlying personality.

Wisdom is perceptiveness and self-control; at higher levels, closeness with the divine. Wisdom has a more pronounced effect on personality than Intelligence; it's associated withmaturity rather than cleverness. Golarion languages with curse-words for 'stupid' tend to mean low-Wisdom rather than low-Intelligence, albeit in the end the term mostly means low-status, of course. The actual abilities associated with Wisdom, if not always the measured abilitystat, tend to increase with age instead of go down as Intelligence does. Sudden stress episodes can increase apparent wiseness some time afterwards, though usually not the measured abilitystat.


From the perspective of dath ilan, thatuses mental calculation for things Golarion does not yet know how to do - well, mostly dath ilan's perspective could not easily be translated out of their worldview at all, and would make mention of notions like 'RAM and processing speed' or 'cognitive reflectivity' or 'frontal cognitomotor cortex'. But to translate it back into Golarion terms: Intelligence is calculation and all that dath ilan can do with mental calculation, but Wisdom is the ability to control that calculation-power and listen to the results of that calculation-power.

INT 27 and WIS 20 makes you a dath ilani who's exceptionally talented at math even by their standards.

INT 27 and WIS 26 makes you something else entirely -









Tarnish: "Here's two more artifact headbands. The +6/+6/+4 is on indefinite loan. The +4/+6/+6 has to go back after the trip to the City of Brass. Somebody else will come with on that trip and get what you were planning to get for yourself... so full upgrades, I suppose. They also want a couple of hundred Wish diamonds afterwards and asked for some other stuff I gave them."









Keltham v4: "Right. Well, take Carissa's artifact headband back to her, then, I don't need it anymore. Presumably that's the point and the implicit bargain, They can't help me."

He quickly removes Carissa's headband and successfully ignores the resulting massive sense of loss and disorientation while he pops on the +4/+6/+6, because yes, it's obvious that if he tries to rebuild himself a personality it's better done at INT-25/WIS-26/CHA-25 than INT-27/WIS-26/CHA-23.









Keltham v4: ...and then he puts himself back together again.


His own opinion is that you couldn't really call the result 'Keltham'. If you take a short lifetime of experience at INT-18/WIS-16/CHA-14 and pour the result into a mind of INT-25/WIS-26/CHA-25, it's a bit like pouring the contents of a four-year-old into an eighteen-year-old container. The numbers skip over a lot of important detail. Golarion's abilitystats may not really be thinkoomph but they sure are some major subdimensions of it.

He is putting the traumatized pieces of that four-year-old back together as best as he can, improvising psychiatry skills that he was never taught because you can just do that at 25/26/25 if you have enough of the underlying knowledge. (He could have reinvented psychiatry eventually, as he was before, but notquickly.)

But it's still a four-year-old being poured into something much larger than a four-year-old, with rapidly cascading knowledge and insights that contradict a lot of what did go into that four-year-old. At some point there's not that much difference between making the new person out of Keltham-who-was and just making them out of a generic dath ilani with the same abilitystats.



...he still tries as hard as he can to make the new person be Keltham+, not just the + of a generic dath ilani with the same abilitystats.

There's a lot of reasons to do it that way, and no particular metareason to single out any particular reason as the justification.









Keltham v4: He should not try to really talk with Carissa like this, he doesn't think, even if she has her +6 Wisdom back. Not until she has her own abilitystat increases to go with her headband. It would damage what's left of their relationship, and Carissa is one of the only things left in Golarion that still felt real to Keltham.

He types Carissa a letter, and doesn't need to retype it afterwards. It includes among other things the notes that:



- If Carissa wants to assassinate Abrogail, she needs to do that before his child with Abrogail is ensouled; which may interact in a complicated way with other plans to kidnap Abrogail and/or see if Carissa can don her crown as a way to impede Cheliax's invasion of Osirion.

- He will strongly push that Carissa wait until she's INT 29 to actually negotiate with Dispater or Erecura, but she can potentially plan that now.

- If Carissa has copious free time left over, he thinks she should help him develop his Magical Simulation of Magic because that'll be the key Skill for Wishcrafting. If she can't help with that or speed that up, so there's more total time to do it and make it safe, then what was she buying time for anyways?

- He's getting better now, sort of. But until Carissa gets her own abilitystat boosts, his new improvised psychiatric skill strongly suggests that they should only talk dispassionate strategy or engineering with him wearing the +6/+6/+4 headband, and not say anything about their relationship or their conflicting goals.









Carissa Sevar: - having more time is obviously good under a wide variety of assumptions about where precisely from here - yeah. Not talking about that kind of stuff with Keltham right now. And she's happy to help with his Magic Simulation.









Carissa Sevar: Her scenarios for assassinating Abrogail, a dispassionate letter back to Keltham reads, are as follows:

- assassinate Abrogail, raise her immediately. Don't take her headband. Explain to her that Keltham knows about the children and that Carissa may have just prevented him from blowing up Cheliax, but if he ends up considering it too likely there are more children, he might still do it. Suggest that Abrogail sign a peace with Osirion, as would credibly indicate that Abrogail's was the only pregnancy and Cheliax doesn't anticipate acquiring leverage against Keltham soon anymore. Abrogail removing children/relocating them does not reduce incentive to destroy enough of Cheliax to prevent invasion of Osirion. Abrogail might be able to credibly promise there are no more children. Abrogail might call the possible-bluff and say that she won't sign a peace with Osirion and if Keltham decides to destroy Cheliax, so be it, in which case Carissa will regretfully depart and maybe go to step 2.

- assassinate Abrogail, take her crown, tell her security that Carissa owns options on their souls and they should consider reconsidering their loyalties. Aspexia will be suspicious. Carissa plans to show off the souls she's been buying to assuage Aspexia's suspicions but there aren't that many, and Carissa doubts she'd be able to stall the invasion of Osirion too far, and it means she'd be out of time dilation and busy during important stages of planning.

- assassinate Abrogail, take her body and her crown, hope the succession crisis in Cheliax delays the invasion of Osirion by months.

- kidnap Abrogail, possibly via briefly killing her but the intent in this scenario is to have her alive, take her to doombase, hope the succession crisis in Cheliax etc etc and that Abrogail can be persuaded to help overthrow Asmodeus and take His job. Unlikely but would be very valuable if it worked.









Keltham v4: Abrogail might refuse an immediate resurrection, making it unsafe to kill her as part of an intended kidnapping plan. She can still have the child aborted via Baleful Polymorph to male.

Kidnap Abrogail, via:

- Route 1, luring Abrogail outside the Palace Forbiddance not under a Mind Blank, via fake intelligence leak suggesting an assassination attempt, which Abrogail may be willing to play along with in hopes of luring Keltham into complacency;

- Route 2.1, hitting that Forbiddance with a Dispel from somebody as powerful as Rugatonn, or 2.2 successfully obtaining a scroll of Mage's Disjunction;

Then, have multiple noble Efreet in rapid succession cast Wishes to try to kidnap her until Abrogail fails a Will save.

This may plausibly not work even then, based on Keltham's research into levels of magical resistance apparently granted by the Crown of Infernal Majesty, in the light of purchased reports on past assassination attempts against Crown-wearers.

Ideally, Cheliax should be allowed to think Abrogail permadead and out of the game for good, as by statuing her or soul-trapping her, and having Carissa attempt to claim the throne herself. This forces them to deal with the succession crisis rather than Rugatonn just appointing a regent. If the successor appears to be getting organized enough for an invasion, this would be a fine time to send Abrogail back, possibly with visible gaps in her own memory just to complicate things.









Carissa Sevar: Yeah, the reason Carissa thought they'd assassinate Abrogail even in the course of a kidnapping is that kidnapping an alive Abrogail seems very hard. Assassinating her isn't; Ri-Dul could presumably walk up to her with a Contingent Antimagic Field that triggers when in Abrogail-range, at which point nonmagical ilani weapons should suffice. Getting out is the complicated part, but you can always just not try to; kill yourself too, have a True Resurrection already reaching completion.



If they were to try kidnapping an alive Abrogail Carissa would honestly be templed by just saying to Abrogail 'I swear I think this reduces the risk of Cheliax or Egorian being destroyed' and Plane Shifting with her. Any plan that involves displaying lots of implausible capabilities seems likely to make someone realize that Keltham is better armed than the typicalsulking teenager Rovagug cultist aspiring mass murderer person they're modeling him as.









Keltham v4: It just has to look like something that an angry, vengeful teenager could pull off using way too much money, maybe with Carissa as the real mastermind nudging his choices.

Does this mean she's giving up on closing-the-Worldwound plans? Though Keltham is somewhat doubtful that his Wishcraft is going to reach that level in time, regardless.









Carissa Sevar: In her current estimation Golarion looks certain to be destroyed. That makes it not worth bothering. She's hoping she's missing something she'll see when she's thought about this more and Wished on more bonuses and gotten drunk on Nefreti Clepati's wine and tried literally anything else there is to try.









Keltham v4: (Then she should go on playing for log-odds of success, right now, as she waits for that missing insight... this should not be said to Carissa at the moment.)



Does Carissa have any suggestions for highly stable and predictive magical dynamics? He has a computationally-complete set that he's trying to use for the current Magical Simulation of Magic; but he still has less total experience playing around with spells, and there's a proverb out of dath ilan: just because it's possible to compute anything in a computationally-complete-system doesn't make it easy.









Carissa Sevar: She's mostly just tried setting aside Golarion and thinking about the rest of the universe, the destruction of which is less certain. She doesn't see how Rovagug will be contained in time to save Golarion even with Asmodeus interested in doing it, but that's still a lot of other planets, and all the afterlives, to try to save.



If Carissa were trying to develop a structure for describing the behavior of magic she'd have approached it very differently; she'd have picked the spells that are the oddest-feeling in your hands, the ones that feel slippery or tense like they're barely holding together, the metamagics that feel the most like they strain the original spell, and try to figure out what tolerances, exactly, those are straining, what invisible dynamic they come close to breaking. She's not sure she has anything she can translate into Keltham's terms, yet, but that's what she's attempting.









Keltham v4: Hopefully without any offense, he can't figure out whether she just said something relevant whose complicated relevance he missed, or if she wholly missed the relevance of what he asked.

Restating background, in case a piece of it wasn't shared: He's not trying to build magic structures whose visible parts mimic particular invisible structures. Somebody would've already tried that, to build a visible model of the invisible. Instead: There's a bunch of mathematical theory describing, for very simple cases, or particular interactions, the parts of magic that people can't see.

He is trying to build a system that encodes those known or guessed mathematical laws, where you'd have to look at the visible magical part of what he built, and then apply transformations in your own mind to read off what it was describing; it doesn't need to look like the spell being modeled, as is a thought that might be more obvious to a computerprogrammer than to a Golarion wizard.

He's also not trying to find visible interactions that directly mimic invisible ones, even via isomorphism. He's trying to build up pieces whose interactions can be compounded together in ways that would mimic arbitrary mathematical rules. When a piece of magic gets sticky because it's interacting with 11 other pieces in 5 dimensions, he builds a visible thing with five number-levels and 11 other pieces affecting the five number-levels additively, to simulate additive forces in 5 dimensions.

He was asking Carissa what sorts of very predictable, very regular magical interactions she knows about, as he might be able to use as additional pieces in a process that mimics very regular mathematical rules. Including things that wouldn't ever appear in a spell, but if you put them together in a weird way where one piece stabilizes another, or forces it to flow along a narrow channel, it then becomes highly regular and predictable.









Carissa Sevar: Possibly they should not in fact attempt to collaborate on this either right now, but once you've tried accounting for the very obvious regularities in magical interaction that are apparent in any spellcasting, the thing she would try, if she were building the thing he's trying to build, is to look at apparent irregularities, places that feel like they violate the intuitive rules that every wizard learns for the behavior of magic, and figure out what's actually going on in those cases. Which is what she's trying.









Keltham v4: ...continuing communications breakdown; he still didn't see at all how that suggestion interacted with what he's trying to do. He's not trying to figure out hidden dynamics for particular spells, or even complete/repair current theories of magical physics. He's looking for very stable, predictable, and above all precisely interacting, pieces, with which to build a magical 'computer'.









Carissa Sevar: She thought that his aim was modelling magic so that he understands what parameters need to be specified in a Wish for it not to go catastrophically badly.









Keltham v4: Correct, but he's not trying to do that the way previous INT 27 casters would have in earlier centuries, by finding current magical anomalies and poking at them until he figures out what's going on.

He's building a thing that can simulatepossible things thatcould be going on, so that he can, for example, feed in 30 different possibilities, and see if any of them reproduce the behavior of reality, and think analytically about how they fell short.

He's doingthatby building a general toolset for simulating continuous processes, which he can then adapt to simulate possible laws of magic as a special case. In principle, he could calculate out the possibilities himself by hand, given infinite time, but he doesn't have infinite time, so he's making a thing that does the calculations for him.

To do that, he needs pieces that interact in precise ways, so that they can model precise hypotheses; and they need to go on interacting in that precise way even when there's a lot of them, which is the hard part with magic.

Ideally, he needs small regular tiling parts which can be spun off by other stable magical structures, so that he can spin off a hundred thousand of them that will last for ten minutes apiece in a regular pattern whose resulting internal forces will allow it to be stable.









Carissa Sevar: Magic doesn't really come in pieces. Does he have, like, one of what he's calling a 'piece', so she can see it and point out more?









Keltham v4: Sure. Here's one of his earliest prototypes, which will probably be easier to understand: an 'adder' which takes in three inputs and produces two outputs, as can be repeated and tiled together to make a system that does binary addition. In this case, he had to do a huge amount of hammering and tweaking forces with other forces in order to make the things-isomorphic-to-bits interact in the right way for each adder, and then he had to specialize some of that work for every adder in his system being chained together to make an additionizer.

It'll probably be clearer what this system istrying to do if he sketches out on the whiteboard how it adds 1110 + 1101 = 11011 (14 + 13 = 27).

First a 1, a 0, and a fixed 0 enter this adder, which outputs a 1 to the final sum's 0th column, and outputs a 0 to the carry bit entering the next adder...









Carissa Sevar: Okay, yeah, she thought he was trying to input candidates for laws to test, and wanted things to narrow down the range of tests to run. She...might be able to help with this - there are magic items that need to be able to do limited internal computation - but she's less sure where to start.









Carissa Sevar: It is very pretty, though. She will acknowledge thisvery grudginglybecause it'd be much nicer if people who want to kill you lost the ability to make beautiful things or something.









Carissa Sevar: It feels like they should. It feels in Carissa like the impulse to make beautiful things, to invent, to discover, to test the laws of magic and twist them to your own purposes, to send little pieces running and swinging until blindly they do math, to step a little closer to godhood, cannot coexist with the impulse to annihilate people, any more than the sun can coexist with the dark. It feels like all that is wonderful about Keltham, all his fascinations and habits and playfulness and curiosity and quirks in what he notices and cares about, cannot coexist with the goal he's set himself.



Of course, isn't that what Keltham was telling her all along, that they can't coexist, that none of what makes him him can exist in a mind that is plotting to annihilate her and everyone else, and that he's decided to do it anyway for some reason.



There's no point in saying anything, so she doesn't say anything. She works on trying to make the magic do what he wants.









Iarwain:




Elsewhere and Later











Aspexia Rugatonn: "Your Infernal Majestrix."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Most High. I've called you here to inform you that our former colony, the city-state of Korvosa, has overthrown their previous ruler, Queen Ileosa Arabasti, and seeks a closer relationship with Cheliax henceforth. They're not willing to submit themselves directly to our rule, nor adopt any policies aimed at the damnation of their populace. But they have appealed to us for a Chelish appointee at their court who can, in the words of the revolutionary council, keep an eye on their next Queen and let everyone know if the new Queen is doing anything batshit insane."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I'd say that sounded encouraging. If not for the part where you apparently think this merits an urgent report to myself, and you haven't told me yet what batshit insanity the previous Queen was practicing."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Nothing apocalyptic, just killing everyone in the city in a mad bid for immortality. Doesn't matter, one of your proteges shut it down before it could disrupt our shipping with Varisia. Fortunate it played out that way, really. Queen Illeosa was a Chelish expatriate. If it hadn't been one of our own to stop her, it could have been quite bad for relations with Korvosa, or what was left of it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "One of my proteges? They are all within Cheliax so far as I know."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Oh, you didn't send Pilar there, then, and conceal the fact from me? I'd wondered."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "No, actually."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm. Good to know. I would have considered that a Crown matter more than a Church affair."

"On other topics. I don't directly receive reports about heresies against Asmodeus, and I understand why you're not forwarding those on to me. But given the political relevance to Chelish diplomacy of what Carissa Sevar is doing in various countries with her 'Sevarites', I have not actually avoided hearing about Sevar unconcernedly summoning a devil to purchase souls, casually executing a paladin who opposed her, or offhandedly daringly rescuing a captured inquisitor of Asmodeus. Is there possibly something you're not telling me about Carissa Sevar's current standing vis-a-vis Lawful Evil and Hell?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It's a matter on which I haven't deemed it wise for you to know everything I know. If you're thinking of raising your hopes about your ex-lover, I'd consider that premature."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm. It issomewhat of a Crown matter as to whether or not she's liable to try taking the Crown. Do I need to make sure my throne room is properly clean beforehand, so I'm not embarrassed if Carissa Sevar strolls in expecting it to be ready for use? That sort of thing, Aspexia. That sort of thing. The stability of the Chelish state does require me to keep track of that sort of thing."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Given my current knowledge, Abrogail, I will be very, very pleasantly surprised if I find myself willing to back Carissa Sevar in an attempted assumption of your throne, does she deem it important enough to be worth taking from you."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Does Sevar know that would be your reply?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That, I don't know."









Iarwain:




Elsewherer and Laterer











Pilar :









Ione Sala:









Pilar : "I admit, I wasn't expecting to meet you here."









Ione Sala: "Can't exactly say I know the feeling. At least, not recently."

"I can cast Plane Shift, these days, so I'm your ride to the City of Brass."









Pilar : "I have scrolls for that."









Ione Sala: "You might need those for later, no point wasting them. Also I have a Teleport scroll, and I actually know where we need to be."









Pilar : "Right then. I don't know if you're Lawful these days, but how about if you promise me anyways that you're taking us to the City of Brass, and not Plane-Shifting or Teleporting me to anywhere you don't expect me to come back from in a timely fashion. A couple of days tops, say."









Ione Sala: "I so promise."

"We're on the same side, Pilar. On this particular trip, to be clear, not in general on all matters of morality."









Pilar : "Because otherwise 'Mister Doomlord' wrecks Avistan, or some such?"









Ione Sala: "Noooooo comment."









Pilar : "I can't believe I used to find you relatively pleasant to be around."









Ione Sala: "Not commenting on your character arc either."

"Shall we go?"









Pilar : Pilar sighs, takes a very deep breath, and extends her hands to Ione.









Ione Sala: Resist Energy (Fire) x2.









City of Brass: Plane Shift.









Ione Sala: Teleport, from scroll, immediately, because you don't want to hang around in a random section of Efreet territory even a tiny little bit.

Planar Adaptation.









Pilar : Planar Adaptation (from scroll).



...and Pilar exhales the remaining breath she was holding, and breathes again. With Planar Adaptation around herself, the air doesn't smell like anything. White-glowing sparks enter her nostrils and do nothing in her lungs. It feels like a slightly hot day, and no hotter than that.









City of Brass: Around them stretches the City of Brass. Not reputed to be one of the safest places in Creation, but the Efreet won't slay you out of hand, it's said, for they do wish to protect their City's trading custom.

It does not, quite, look as large as Dis, but then Dis tries to look large. It looks wealthier than Dis, at least to the eyes of someone from Golarion, because using souls as building material doesn't strike the eye in quite the same way as making whole buildings out of brass.

Fire is everywhere, and nothing is burning. Anything that could burn, in this place, is long since gone and not even the ash of it remains. If there's a section of the City of the Brass that's meant for mortals too weak to protect themselves, and yet somehow strong enough to travel hither, it is not this section. Its mortal hospitality is seen in how there are stable brass streets to walk upon, and not just lakes of lava submerged in oceans of fire.









Ione Sala: "Looks like the others aren't here yet. Hopefully we're not too early, and hopefully Nefreti will poke me if it turns out we're in the wrong place."









Pilar : "I guess we'll just hang around in the City of Brass, then. Just like old times in Ostenso, only with everything on fire and also the two of us being enemies."









Ione Sala: "Not that much of a change from Ostenso, then, in a certain deep sense. But sure, we've got stuff to catch up on... actually it wouldn't surprise me if I was given deliberately bad timing information for that reason."



Ione casts her eye critically about the brass architecture around them, in which there is a notable lack of conveniently human-sized chairs or benches. Eventually she steps over to the end of the platform they landed on, and sits down on the edge with her feet dangling below, facing a pleasant view of a rippling lava lake.









Pilar : Pilar follows her. "Oh, you don't already know everything about what I've been up to?"









Ione Sala: "There's a lot of details I don't need to be told, especially if you're going to tell it to me anyways."

"So how was Korvosa?"









Pilar : "At first I was annoyed once I realized how Snack Service had set me up, but I spent a couple of days being tortured by the only woman I've met who's as beautiful as Abrogail Thrune, and... I'm not going to lie, I needed that, after everything else I've been through."









Ione Sala: "Glad to hear you enjoyed your torture vacation."









Pilar : "I mean, Ileosa could have been better at the actual torture. Her usual torturer, Kordaitra, was a devout member of the Church of Asmodeus and Ileosa correctly guessed that Kordaitra shouldn't be told about me. But Ileosa was even more sensual than Subirachs, and was genuinely trying to break me and brainwash me into serving her, and that made up for a lot."









Ione Sala: "Never going to be my own cup of tea. If I would've ever had a side like that, of either polarity, Cheliax ruined it for good. But it sounds like you had fun and I'm sincerely glad about that."

"So how'd the adventure progress from there? I don't think your curse could've just walked you out of a torture cell, on my understanding of the rules it follows."









Pilar : "Pretended to be a lot more breakable than I was, played up the adorable agonized victimhood for all it was worth. Managed to lure one of the Grey Maidens guarding me into also having some fun with me. They hadn't been told that I was senior Chelish personnel, or a plague-ridden corpse when it came to avoiding contaminating the Church of Asmodeus with knowledge of me. I managed to unwillingly leak to my new Grey Maiden playmate that I was ever so terrified of Asmodeans and their torments."

"She brought Kordaitra in to have a pass at me."

"I didn't actually tell Kordaitra the whole story, at first, just let her 'break' me too, and spilled out secrets as appropriate -"









Ione Sala: "Wait, did you literally overthrow the wicked queen of Korvosa just by... submitting and getting tortured a lot?"









Pilar : "I wastrying to do it exclusively that way, but Snack Service told me I was running out of time and needed to stop playing around. So yeah, I brought the commander of the Guard into the conspiracy, without trying to seduce her with my adorable victimhood. I got into some actual magical fights. I didn't directly fight the Queen myself, obviously, she was out of my current league. But it's not that hard to take out a royal when your side has got her second-in-command, her third-in-command, and surprise."









Ione Sala: "I'm speechless on the object level, if obviously not the meta level. Well, it sounds like your life-changing journey is going fine so far."









Pilar : "I learned a lot of valuable life lessons, that's for sure."









Ione Sala: "Dare I ask?"









Pilar : "Any problem can be solved by submitting to the people hurting you, but maybe not solved quickly."

"I don't, in fact, know better than legendary adventurers. They're better than me and had reasons to do things their way, and I should meekly accept their implied epistemic authority in the future."

"Somebody having a Lawful Evil alignment isn't enough by itself to make them behave reasonably, if they don't answer to a higher authority, the way that people in Cheliax answer to the Queen and the Queen herself answers to Asmodeus."









Ione Sala: "Those sure are some very Lawful Evil lessons to learn from overthrowing a wicked legal government."









Pilar : "I vigorously dispute that characterization of what I did. Once I got my Splendour headband back, I gave Korvosa my best oration on how states always end up ultimately ruled by Evil people, even if those rulers pretend to be something else, even if they mislead divination spells so they look like some different alignment, even if they make secret donations to Good churches so that their alignment will genuinely detect as something else. You'll always end up ruled by Evil people, because they're the ones who want power and because of what people have to do to keep power. That was why Korvosa needed to choose openly Lawful Evil rulers in the future, who wouldn't have to pretend about the Evil and could be selected for Lawfulness too. And invite in a powerful representative from Cheliax, who'd supervise the next ruler and make sure she didn't do anything too crazy that would destroy Korvosa's value to Cheliax as a trading partner and port to Varisia."

"I replaced one wicked legal government with another, got it? I wanted to talk them into just joining the Chelish Empire again, but my Splendour was warning me that they wouldn't go for it."









Ione Sala: "I mean, not to hammer on the obvious, but it's that whole Evil and damnation thing. A lot of places would love to join the Chelish Empire and get the benefits of all their wealth, if the price wasn't misery in the present and eternal torture in the afterlife."









Pilar : "Yes. People are so unreasonable about that."









Ione Sala: "Not... really."









Pilar : "Anyways, I used enough high-circle divine magic in high-stakes combat, mixed with what wizardry I had, that I went up to third-circle wizard. At the same time as I hit sixth-circle oracle, near as I could figure afterward. And I managed to duplicate and re-cast an arcane spell using way too much divine magic, when that was unreasonably important on account of sudden unexpected actual fucking dragon, which I understand makes me formally a mystic theurge."

"You?"









Ione Sala: "Sixth-circle oracle, but still just second-circle wizard. Knowing as much of the future as I do makes it hard to get yourself into the right kind of trouble. Something about the psychology of doing it to yourself on purpose... doesn't make itnot count, exactly, but there sure is a discount. You're fortunate to have that whole Snack Service setup, but then, I shouldn't complain since you're not so fortunate forneeding it."









Pilar : "That sure is a perspective on my life which is not my perspective."









Ione Sala: "'Yet', she said ominously."









Pilar : "Ione, if you're going to use your foreknowledge to ominous at me, I'm going to leave."









Ione Sala: "Yeah, that's fair, I shouldn't be doing it even as a joke."

"Do anything special with the ex-Queen before you sent her to Hell? Feel free not to answer if it's horrible and would ruin our friendship."









Pilar : "Didn't send her to Hell at all, she could've had all sorts of True Resurrection arrangements."

"They Petrified her and put her in a supposedly secure vault. I've actually got title to Ileosa, legally speaking. The new government got a court to rule that Ileosa should be enslaved to me as recompense for those terrible, terrible tortures she put me through. Maybe if I get powerful enough and have that much spare time I'll pick up Ileosa again and keep her as a harem slave, someday."









Ione Sala: "...like, as a victim, or..."









Pilar : "As a sadist. I think she could be good at it with some training."

"My read on Ileosa is that she was spoiled, frankly. It's sort of sad. Past a certain point, she never had anybody in her life who could tell her what she was doing wrong or set her right. About anything, including torturing people."









Ione Sala: "You... uh... really liked her, huh."









Pilar : "She was beautiful and sexual and she sincerely tried to break me. Call me shallow, then, because I am, in fact, shallow, and I'll own that."









Ione Sala: "You're different, you know. Either at Splendour 21, or at sixth-circle, you're different."









Pilar : "Let me guess, you liked the old me better."









Ione Sala: 
"I don't think I'd put it that way. The old Pilar was - nicer, maybe, but -"

"I don't want to make it sound - like Good is something you can ever switch off and put away. Any more than you'd be okay with seeing Evil like that. But we're in pretty weird circumstances, and - I guess, in light of that - I can appreciate this Pilar, for her being -"

"Well, for her being what she is."









Pilar : "Is that your way of saying that you morally disapprove of me, but you know I'm hot?"









Ione Sala: "No."









Pilar : "I'm curious what you are saying. Any tiny scrap of appreciation of Evil from you is progress, and I'd like to know about it and build on it and maybe bring you back to the side of Hell, someday."









Ione Sala: "So take dath ilan, which nobody in the Conspiracy understood or could have understood, at the time. Not even me, because I hadn't gone all the way over to Good, then. Even Peranza didn't understand until she went fully Good herself, and that she didn't do while she was still under threat in Cheliax."

"There are kinds of Goodness you can't express in dath ilan, if it's the way that Keltham described it -"









Pilar : "You don't know?"









Ione Sala: "Even Nethys can't see there from here, or so Clepati implied that Nethys implied. Neither of them is Lawful and either could be messing with me."









Pilar : "Huh. Go on?"









Ione Sala: "There's kinds of Goodness you can't express in dath ilan. Maybe sometimes a house there catches fire and the parents have to run in and risk their own life to save the lives of their children. But no child ever starves to death, there, for want of food. No mother or father ever decides to starve themselves so that their children can have a little more food. They don't die for their children slowly, one day at a time, facing down the pain and enduring it. That kind of Goodness isn't a thing, there."

"And it is better so. It wouldn't be worth setting things up so that a child could face starvation, just once, so that their parents could choose to starve themselves instead. Not even to complete the expression of Goodness, to complete the expression of what mortals can be, inside dath ilan."

"But if, somehow, that happened in dath ilan, just once - I think they'd be able to celebrate the Goodness of the parents who starved, and be glad their people had proved that about themselves, even as they wished it had never happened and mourned the parents whose lives were cut short."

"Really, when you think about it, there's much larger pieces of Goodness missing. They don't have Hell, at all, let alone Malediction. No paladin ever risks going to Hell themselves in the uncertain hope of maybe saving more people from Hell than that, not even innocent people, maybe, but just people."

"They would so never ever introduce Hells or Malediction, in dath ilan, just to get the paladins. But if somehow, that happened to them, they would find a tiny space to celebrate that the expression of Goodness in their world had become more complete."









Pilar : "You actually did go all the way over to Good, huh."









Ione Sala: "Yeah. Once I was out of Cheliax and no longer under threat and not, subconsciously trying to look a littleless like a complete alien and traitor to my old friends from Ostenso. I went all the way over."









Pilar : "Well, you sound a little sad about that, so maybe there's still hope. Do you know why you sound sad?"









Ione Sala: "Put that question on hold. I wasn't done talking about you."









Pilar : "Uh huh."









Ione Sala: "So - where was I -"

"Dath ilan would find a little space to celebrate the greater expression of Goodness in paladins, among all the mourning and wishing it hadn't been so, if Hell came to their universe."

"Because Good and Evil don't cancel out."

"I've been thinking, now and then, about how - being in this universe, Pharasma's Creation - might have changed things compared to what Keltham is so certain is the natural state of a world. And I think - besides the categories of Good and Evil themselves, maybe being not the way we'd have sorted everything ourselves - we get used to thinking of people having a net total quantitative alignment and not just a, huge bag of events. Where each individual event is one that could have multiple aspects we'd celebrate, multiple aspects we'd mourn."

"You can't, actually, make up for bad things by doing good things. It can shift your alignment but it can't cancel the reality. Every bad thing you do, is just there, forever. And every good thing you do, is also just there, forever. Which doesn't mean you should be sad about the badness over and over and over until the total sadness adds up to infinity. It's just - the way things are, in dath ilan, that nobody ever judges them at the end of their lives, and they don't have any need to think of people as finally Good or finally Evil. Instead people are the whole collection of everything they once did, and everything they currently are."









Pilar : "So you morally disapprove of me,and think I'm hot, and the two facts coexist."









Ione Sala: "Not literally, because if I had such an aspect of myself, a potential to appreciate that kind of hotness, Cheliax ruined it for me far past my own ability to put it back together again."

"Metaphorically, I suppose, yes."

"What you've become - isn't, I think, the best Pilar Pineda you could have possibly become, from the starting point where we first met in Ostenso. If we were just considering the person you became for yourself, and not considering your effects on anyone else."

"But what you became instead is stronger than you were, and prouder, and finding new parts of herself and new ways to be happy. I can celebrate that even if other people get hurt, even if I think it wasn't the best possible outcome for you personally, even if I wish our whole universe hadn't been shaped the way it was. To say that I can appreciate some aspects of the more grownup Pilar, isn't to say anything one way or another, about whether it's a good thing on net. I can celebrate, even, that our world has somebody like you in it, even as I wish it didn't have anyone like you in it. Badness and goodness don't cancel."









Pilar : "I'll have to think about whether there's anything useful buried under that enormous mound of heresy. Do you already know why it is that you're sad you went full Good?"









Ione Sala: "Because I did have Evil desires in me. If I wanted to be hurtful at you, Pilar, I'd say that Cheliax ruined that for me. But probably even if there'd been no Cheliax in my past, I'd choose not to do those things, because of how other people would get hurt, if I did. And hurting people - really hurting them, not like you going on a torture vacation - hurting people is wrong."

"But it means I'm not literally - everything Ione Sala could possibly be, in every part of herself, and I can mourn that, even as I affirm that it was the right choice and I don't wish to be otherwise."









Pilar : "I'm glad. It sounds like you'll be okay, eventually, even after Asmodeus conquers everything."









Ione Sala: "Noooooo comment."









Iarwain:




Elsewhere and slightly earlier











Keltham v4: "Fe-Anar. Got a moment for something fairly important?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "I expect so. Did you decide not to release Rovagug?"









Keltham v4: "Not yet. Maybe with two more Intelligence points."

"My Demiplane of Diamond Synthesis has been harvested, and my party is heading off to the City of Brass momentarily. I didn't actually get two million Wish diamonds, more like - estimates since I didn't count exactly - two hundred thousand Wish diamonds and a million True Resurrection diamonds. Not all of the seeds grew out the same way."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - well, I can't actually imagine any plans that need a million instead of two hundred thousand, but my condolences."









Keltham v4: "If reality was just being reality, the conclusion would be that diamond just won't be a limited resource, pretty soon; they'll be a material component in spells, but not a valuable component. Even if something odd happened to me, and to the Iomedaen whom I gave sealed instructions, the Scientific Revolution would still figure it out in a year or two."

"The only way anything from the Demiplane of Diamond Synthesis could actually end up being valuable, was if something weird and tropey happened to make it be the case that what I did once, here, can never be done again. That's the only way that any products of this event end up valuable, orrare, rather than useful the way that water is useful."

"It seemed important to disclaim that part, before I gave you some things that are probably worthless and not even slightly rare as of a year or two later, unless something tropey happens."









Prince Fe-Anar: "People will probably start using them for jewelry like they use turquoise," he says in a tone of approval.









Keltham v4: "I wasn't sure initially if the diamond synthesis would scale around diamond dust used as seed crystals, so I also got thirty-two jewelry-quality diamonds, the sort that are unusually clear but too small for even a Limited Wish, and had those polished smooth and spherical, and Prestidigitated them before throwing them into the demiplane, to try to ensure that early diamond deposition would be very regular for at least the next hour... I don't know if that worked, but only three times, or it was just some unrelated seeds that went really well... anyways, I ended up with three of these."

Keltham takes from his Bag of Holding three exceptionally clear unfaceted jewels, considerably larger than Wish-sized, barely small enough that you could close your fist around one of them.









Prince Fe-Anar: He stares at them open-mouthed for a little while.



"- they're beautiful.



You know, if there is something beyond ninth-circle....that's the kind of focus you'd need to get anywhere with it."









Keltham v4: "Well, I thought a bit about who should have these, if it turns out that going to the City of Brass is some huge story turning point where our party doesn't come back afterwards etcetera etcetera whatever and these are the only Big Diamonds ever to exist. And you're the only person I know, outside of that party, who goes around having ideas like 'Maybe we can make our own shield from the Outer Gods and tell Pharasma to get lost', so I thought you seemed like the best fit."

"You're also the most combined Good plus actually sensible person I know, besides myself of course ha ha, such that it seems like giving these to you would actually have good outcomes."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - thank you. I don't know if there's a way to make them into our own shield from the Outer Gods but I will certainly give it a try."



He reaches out and takes the diamonds, reverently.









Keltham v4: "I do want a fairly serious promise that you won't misuse them or let them end up in the wrong hands, if they're at all valuable or dangerous."









Prince Fe-Anar: "If I took that tropes hypothesis of yours at all seriously I would not be making important oaths," he says. "However, I don't, so, I swear to you, if these turn out to be items of power and significance, I will guard them and their secrets with my life, and with those resources I can command, and I will not allow them to be taken from me and I'll recover them if they are, whatever that takes and wherever it takes us..."









Prince Fe-Anar: "...unless you or Abadar tell me to consider myself no longer bound by this oath, or my best understanding of you and of Abadar if both of you are dead or inaccessible, would tell me that."









Keltham v4: "Yeah, fair point about the tropes. Feel very free to go 'Arbitrarily nope' at the tropes if it seems like they're trying to throw a plot at you that they wouldn't have thrown at you if you wouldn't react in an interesting way. Or do Something Else Which Is Not That about any sort of non-common-sensical situation that reality seems to be trying to put you into. Or generally not to let this whole situation create drama, even if that seems on the surface like it might involve an exception to the exact words of the promise. You have my total permission and encouragement to just be unexpectedly sensible about anything that develops unexpectedly, and say, 'That's what Keltham said he wanted on the day he asked me for this promise.'"









Prince Fe-Anar: "All right. ...You, too, should try to be unexpectedly sensible, if you notice the plot trying to make you destroy the world."









Keltham v4: "I'd say 'give it a rest' but I rather understand why you're not."

"Obvious things to a dath ilani, if you end up passing these on to somebody else, ask them for the same promise, including the sensibility clause and the clause about asking a further recipient for the same promise diagonally. From our perspective, that'd just be an automatic consequence of the original promise, but saying it out loud in case it's not."









Prince Fe-Anar: "That is sensible but not in contracts unless you put it in them. If I pass the diamonds along I'll ask for the same promise."









Keltham v4: "Off to the City of Brass, then. Wish me horrible luck that ends with me permadead and you and Carissa and the Church of Iomedae trying to recover the situation with a couple of hundred thousand Wish diamonds."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I hope you die in a tragic and baffling fiery explosion!"









Keltham v4: "Wouldn't be nearly enough, I've made the obvious True Resurrection arrangements and backup Wish resurrection plans etcetera."

"I mostly expect I'll just come back in a few hours, more intelligent and ready for a proper conversation with Wished-up Carissa. But if I never see you again, my awful experience in Golarion would've been even worse without you."









Prince Fe-Anar: "My fairly great experience in Golarion would have been worse without you too. Good luck on dying."









Keltham v4: He goes to seek Carissa. He's supposed to give the +4/+6/+6 headband back after this, and though he thinks he's put himself together in a way that held and will hold with a +6/+6/+4 headband, it's still the last chance if un-Wished Carissa has anything to say to a noticeably stupider ex-boyfriend with somewhat stronger emotions.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has been occasionally departing the demiplane for cult encouragement. Her cult is... encouraging, she guesses, not for any purpose for which she'd actually want to leverage it except accounting for her activities and adding to her hoard of souls. It's certainly very vigorous and enthusiastic, in those cities where it lucked into good local leadership or a resonant bit of theology. The pamphlets she releases routinely with her teachings are widely reproduced and/or strictly banned in forty-six countries.

Aside from that she has chased down a few of the threads on her wall, mostly to unsatisfying conclusions. No one knows what Aroden's aims with the Starstone protections were. No one who is allowed to tell her knows at what stage in ascension those who go missing and can't be resurrected are destroyed. The Church of Abadar, which provides Starstone attempt insurance (full price of a True Resurrection plus fees, up front), knows how often it happens, and it's not often, but the ones who it happened to seem like those who were more promising than average, not less so.

No one knows much about the universe Pharasma came from. No one knows much about the overall composition by planet of origin of any of the afterlives other than Axis. Mortals aren't allowed to wander around arbitrary parts of Axis either. She's put up hundreds of scraps that will, perhaps, assemble into an answer when she's smarter. Such and such apparent species observable in Aktun. Such and such results from Fe-Anar's analysis of the linguistic inputs to various languages spoken there. Such and such results on supposedly random summons. Reality has consistent features deep down; you just have to be positioned to notice them. She's no longer in the habit of thinking of it as an ilani teaching, rather than a Sevarite one, but it's important.

When she's tired of that she works on Keltham's magic simulator. It's complicated the way problems are supposedto be complicated, instead of the way they turn out to often actually be complicated.





" - hey. Ready to go?"









Keltham v4: "Yeah, unless 24/20/19 Carissa has anything left to say to 25/26/25 me before he goes 29/27/23 and she rises to 29/25/24. I continue to suspect that the Wish augmentations run wider than spells and headbands in a way that Golarion can't easily measure."









Carissa Sevar: "I think - there's almost nothing I could say that wouldn't really be about trying to prevent the end of the world. If there are things you'd want to hear, given that..."









Keltham v4: "Those need wait only a little longer."

"Let's collect Ri-Dul and Tarnish and go, and remember the infosec conditions around Ri-Dul." Ri-Dul isn't aware of exactly how many +5s they mean to purchase, here.









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa is hoping that Ri-Dul will get suspicious and kill them all, but she considers it unlikely.)


"Yeah."









Iarwain:












Pilar :









Pilar : "Hello Keltham. Hello Sevar. I'd be louder about some other issues, especially with Sevar, but I'll put that on hold to ask whether 'Mister Doomlord' is still a problem, or if you're here because you took care of Him. Or It. Whatever."









Keltham v4: "I unfortunately cannot promise that Mister Doomlord is no longer a problem from your perspective, but I have all of his stuff and I don't expect him to be an issue for Cheliax... over at least the next few days. Carissa is a bit more concerned about that, and I wouldn't be surprised if Snack Service calls you in on it at some point."









Pilar : "Fucking great. Sevar, are we on the same side here?"









Carissa Sevar: "I don't know and cannot speak freely about most relevant considerations. I think I broadly want Snack Service to succeed at what it's trying to do."









Pilar : "Are you by any chance on Asmodeus's side and Cheliax's side."









Carissa Sevar: "Yes." It's a lie but one she tells unhesitatingly, at this point. Asmodeus believing it is good for the only thing that matters.









Pilar : 
"I admit I wasn't expecting that. Is there a reason you're hanging out with Keltham and not running Project Lawful?"









Carissa Sevar: "Yes."









Ione Sala: "You frankly had no right to expect any other reply."

"Hi, Sevar. Wish we could just kick back on the edge of the platform, watching the lava flows, and talk harem reunion things. But I'm guessing it wouldn't go that great with all the genuinely important questions I can't answer yet."









Carissa Sevar: "Likewise except I don't even wish we could talk harem reunion things. Are you here in the hopes Keltham will give you valuable stuff for no apparent reason?"









Ione Sala: "Hope no, knowledge yes."

"You are a very different person from that Carissa Sevar I once knew, and you will become more different yet. But for whatever it can still mean, I say to you now: I forgive you."









Carissa Sevar: Ione is not in fact even on her list of people that she meaningfully wronged; Ione had negotiated her good treatment with Cheliax before Carissa had any power.

She tries to imagine what Carmin would say. Probably that, to Ione, Carissa was Cheliax, was part of how it twisted people, and so the hurts Cheliax did Ione are, to Ione, hers in part.





None of it really feels like it matters, alongside the end of the world.


And she does want to thank Ione for prophecying for her everywhere, that's been very useful, but she doesn't acknowledge around Keltham that her cult is plainly a Nethys/Cayden plan.



She nods.









Ione Sala: "Yeah, I know. You didn't do that much to me, by Cheliax standards. What's a measly 20 lashes that I didn't even try to get out of? But you did also hurt some other people I cared about."

"I forgive you for that too."

"Is there anything for which I still ought to ask my own forgiveness, of you, that you know of?"









Carissa Sevar: Her facedefinitelywasn't readable. Oracles of Nethys arevery annoying that way.



The thing Carissa's going to have a hard time forgiving is that Nethys could have maneuvered for Keltham to be unable to attempt world destruction plans and to have to just work with Iomedae, and didn't. She has no idea if Ione understands that, let alone endorses it.









Ione Sala: "I wasn't actually using foreknowledge there, just guessing, so I can't actually read your mind if you were trying to think anything back."

"If I had to guess again, I'd say that I'm sorry for not answering your questions, even though it's the kind of halfhearted apology where I think I have reasons and I'm going to go on doing it after the apology. Or if it's about the other thing, then I'm sorry again in that poor halfway fashion, where I think I have an excuse, where I say that what I feel about it myself is irrelevant because Nethys would retroactively not have made me His tool if I would predictably betray Him later, and it is better that He have that tool than not."

"And if it's anything else you can't say, and I can't guess, then please accept the apology I'd probably give if I knew."









Carissa Sevar: "We should probably not linger here."









Ri-Dul: "Yes, quite. There are spells with time limits running. Keltham, I do require directions from you on how to handle this... complication."









Keltham v4: "Telepathic Bond between you, Tarnish, and Ione. Split to three groups, Ri-Dul and Keltham, Tarnish and Carissa, Ione and Pilar."

"Ione, do you know my intended business protocol and rules? Also, do you or Pilar need a ride home afterwards?"

Keltham is handing over a small Bag of Holding to Ione, even as he speaks; and to Pilar, the +4/+6/+6 artifact headband that Snack Service gave to the scarred maid (Tarnish?) earlier.









Ione Sala: "I can give Pilar a ride back to the Material once we're done. We shouldn't need to reunite before that."

"I have a prediction about the contents of the transactions you want us to do, but not any special rules about them, though I could guess at sensible ones."









Keltham v4: "Swear any promising-looking Efreet groups to secrecy about literally all aspects of the remainder of your negotiation and transaction, including the payment offered and the service sought and whether or not the transaction with you concluded successfully at all, before discussing any other trades with them."

"I put four denominations of payment in your bag. If an Efreet group wants more payment than one of the largest denomination for one full service, or more than the least denomination of payment to agree to absolute indefinite secrecy, walk out."









Ri-Dul: He finishes casting the Telepathic Bond.

"You people try for such fascinating amounts of secrecy. It reminds me of various episodes in my own youth that I will dramatically hint at, but say nothing more about."









Pilar : "If we're not meeting up again after this, I've got a question. Is there a reason that you, Keltham, are wearing the other of the two artifact headbands that Snack Service bought from Dispater? Because I'm a little upset about that being how things turned out, especially when I was under the impression this was important for fighting 'Mister Doomlord', and I wonder whether Lord Dispater would be happy to hear about -"









Keltham v4: "I traded away an even more powerful artifact to get that one, to somebody who was much more clearly on your and Carissa's side about the Mister Doomlord business."









Tarnish: "Sevar, you want to get started on our shopping while those two flirt?"









Carissa Sevar: "Sure."





Did agreeing to let Keltham use her headband actually make him likelier to end the world? Or likelier to get something better than that? - no point trying to figure that out now.









City of Brass: Welcome to the City of Brass! Everything here is made of brass and also on fire.

Complicated divine arrangements and negotiations will have ensured that you don't meet anybody from a different planet or Prime Material plane while you shop. You may, however, run into a devil or two, maybe an inevitable or a daemon, or denizens of Earth or Air. To meet an angel here is not unheard-of, but demons are less welcome.

It is not literally true that everything imaginable is for sale here, but they do have a lot! You're on sharply limited time, though, and are supposed to prioritize your main shopping trip. Still, you've got about 50,000gp of spellsilver, at new Golarion prices, or four times that amount in old Golarion prices.

With Tarnish's approval, you could also trade away a Wish diamond here, given suitable promises of secrecy - though Keltham has expressed some worry and reluctance about arming Efreet with that kind of power, or making it obvious that the diamond market was flooded from Golarion. Keltham/Tarnish will be happier if you trade the Wish diamond to a particular noble Efreeti intending to use it themselves, who swears an oath about how they'll use the diamond and that they won't tell anyone about the transaction.

(If what is written in many books is correct, almost any noble Efreeti can cast Wish up to once per day, given a Wish diamond.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wants her mental enhancement first. She'll shop afterwards, if it seems like a good idea once she is smarter and better and cooler.





She doesn't, actually, prefer this world where she becomes incredibly smart and powerful to the one where Keltham never comes to Golarion and she goes to Hell. But it's - something resembling a consolation prize.









City of Brass: Okay, let's consider the market in the City of Brass for quintuple sequences of enhancement Wishes!

Noble Efreet are not exactlyrare, in the City of Brass. The place doesn't run much in the way of censuses, but there can't realistically be less than twenty thousand noble Efreet here, all of whom can cast 1 Wish per day.

This means there are many, many more noble Efreet than there are travelers with Wish diamonds to convert to Wishes! The process doesn't take long and doesn't exhaust a noble Efreet, either! And if you were very naive about how markets here operate, you might reason -









dath ilan: The City of Brass's price of converting a Wish diamond to a Wish should collapse to a small service charge, about what you'd pay for a few minutes of a noble Efreet's time for any other service; modulo transaction costs that both parties are incentivized to keep small.

(At least, assuming there's no such thing as a 'premium Wish' that fewer noble Efreet can offer.)









City of Brass: Yes, if you were very naive about how markets work, you might think that! But naturally the City of Brass has legislated rules about minimum Wish prices - which, of course, it is illegal to explicitly tell travelers!









dath ilan: ...then obviously you're going to have more and more entrants into the Wish-diamond-to-Wish conversion market, until all of the excess profit from this artificially high regulated price has been dissipated in marketing expenses and idle labor. You'll get noble Efreet shops advertising Wishes on every corner of the City of Brass, as they all compete to be the shop a traveler chooses, to buy this legally overpriced service that 20,000 competitors in the city could also offer.

This artificially high price will also have the further result that fewer outside purchasers will come to the City of Brass.

Thus, the net value captured by Efreet andnot dissipated in competing for overpriced transactions will be less.



Why would anyone do that to themselves?!









City of Brass: Because the travelers have to spend more to buy Wish-castings, and if they're losing, the Efreet must be winning!









dath ilan: Huh. What's the average Intelligence and Wisdom of Efreet?









City of Brass: 12 INT and 14 WIS. Why do you ask?









dath ilan: No reason. Anyway, dath ilan accepts the City of Brass's correction: standard economics does indeed fail to describe how trades in the City of Brass work.









City of Brass: Standard economics, ha! Dath ilan is just naive about how markets work in real life!









dath ilan: ...if you consider Lawful Evil aliens with INT 12 / WIS 14 to be 'real life', then yes, standard economic models from dath ilan do not well describe what happens when such aliens in 'real life' try to operate what they imagine to be a 'market'.

Anyways, the City of Brass was saying something about its 'market' for sequences of 5 enhancement Wishes?









City of Brass: Right! Now, while it's pretty rare on any given planet for somebody to assemble 5 Wish diamonds that they want to convert to a +5 abilitystat increase, that's when you're considering justone planet. If you considerall the planets across all the planes, that have advanced to the point of anybody there having Plane Shift, that's more like 10 parties per year that come into the City of Brass with 5 Wish diamonds that they want to convert to 5 Wishes!









dath ilan: And this service is overpriced as a matter of regulation, so there's many groups of 5 noble Efreet vying to persuade travelers to buy 5 Wishes from them. Correct?









City of Brass: Yep! Though not to the same extent that every noble Efreeti you come across wants to sell you 1 Wish.









dath ilan: Are there... 5+6+6+6+3... at least 26 groups like that, in the City of Brass?









City of Brass: Yes, there are.

But you'd have to walk around quite a bit, passing many more shops looking to sell you one Wish conversion, and skipping any 5-noble-Efreet groups already marked as 'tried' by a nearby Arcane Mark from one of your companion groups.

You might, at some point, have to grit your teeth and start trying to pull together a new group of 5 noble Efreet who weren't already advertising that combined service, maybe get a 2-group willing to cooperate with a nearby 3-group. Though this will be a lot more annoying, and run a much higher risk that this is externally visible.

If the natives combine information and figure out you were buying more than one quintuple series of Wishes, that is going to point a lot more interest in your direction, if anybody catches on that far.

The ideal and hoped-for outcome is that you went around visiting a lot of shops and swearing them to secrecy, and maybe the City of Brass can figure out that part; but they don't know all those negotiations concluded successfully; and the larger City just guesses that this weird party was trying to negotiate too hard, or had some weird extra secret condition that most noble Efreet groups turned down.









Carissa Sevar: This is about how Carissa expected everything to work. The important thing is that they're not weirder than other things that happen around here frequently, and that they can get their delicious delicious Wishes.









City of Brass: Oh, they'redefinitely not weirder than the weirdest thing to happen in the City of Brass in the last week. So long as nobody actually infers that they have unlimited Wish diamonds.



- does Carissa want an Armillary Amulet equivalent that somehow provides a+7 bonus to Spellcraft instead of a mere +5? It'd be only the equivalent of 20,000gp, and she could try paying in spellsilver to make the real price to them be a quarter of that, maybe, if she's good at haggling.









Carissa Sevar: - yes, yes she does, and she's not even all that interested in saving Keltham money. She has yet to run across a problem other than imitating Hell-forged artifact headbands that seemed to require more spellcraft than she already has - the trickiest parts of Keltham's simulator lie elsewhere - but that doesn't mean she doesn't want MORE.









City of Brass: Well, Keltham hasn't seemed all that interested in saving Keltham money either! But Carissa doesn't have an infinite quantity of spending money with her on this trip, unless you count unlimited Wish diamonds that can only be spent if conditions of secrecy can be created around that and you know what a noble Efreeti plans to do with them, and you may need that money for other things.

Like an IOUN STONE. Does Carissa Sevar want an IOUN STONE, a vibrant purple prism that stores up to 3 total circles of spells? Nobody in Golarion has been able to make an IOUN STONE for a long long time, but maybe they just didn't have enough Spellcraft and weren't soon to be INT 29 and didn't have a magical simulator of magic physics andweren't trying hard enough! Also her cult members would probably be pretty impressed if she walked in with an IOUN STONE orbiting her, at least those of them who knew what an IOUN STONE was.









Carissa Sevar: - okay yeah maybe she kind of wants one of those too.



She could totally figure out the lost Azlanti art of ioun stone making if she wasn't going to die in a month.









City of Brass: The proprietor of this store is a noble Efreeti who stands tall even for a noble, currently bargaining with an even larger Brutalis devil over a heavily magicked sword that Carissa couldn't lift with a Bull's Strength.

Serving as store assistant is an Azer - a brass-skinned dwarfoid native to Elemental Fire, whose hair and beard trail off into solid flame. Almost all of Azerkind are enslaved by the Efreet, for the Azer's citadels were distant and had poor relations with one another, so that the Efreet armies could fall on their cities one by one and enslave them, without the next city becoming any the wiser.

The Azer assistant will inform Carissa that the price of the Ioun Stone proudly displayed in the store's window is -

- well, Carissa can either blow her whole remaining budget on that one Ioun Stone. Or she could try to meet Keltham's conditions of secrecy and known use, to trade a Wish diamond.









Carissa Sevar: ....she should in fact do this AFTER she is smarter and not before. If she feels on some level like her greater Wisdom will lead her to not buy the ioun stone, that's because she actually shouldn't.



And if she should, she will.









City of Brass: Before Carissa can go, the Azer will inform her in a low confidential voice that if the Ioun Stone orbiting in the store display caught her eye, there's an Orange Prism Ioun Stone that can be brought forth for the truly discriminating buyer. It would increase the power of all her spells by about half a caster circle, including when it came to determining what sort of spells she can Permanency.









Carissa Sevar: Well, how does this shop feel about Keltham's confidentiality agreement.









City of Brass: The huge malik (noble efreeti) and the huger devil don't seem to be coming to terms on the enormous +2 keen wounding sword.

The giant devil, of dull-golden hide, whose head and shoulders are both crowned and crested with many horns, turns away finally from the bargaining counter.

"He overcharges, even more than do most of his kind," the devil says in Infernal to Carissa Sevar. "It seems he has some prejudice against Hell and Hell's."

The devil's voice sounds exactly like Carissa's father.

And Carissa feels a surge of hatred towards those awful price-gouging lol no Carissa has a Mind Blank up.









Carissa Sevar: "Maybe," she says dryly. "Or maybe he overcharges everyone, or maybe it's just you; we'd have to observe some other transaction to see."



This is dangerous, this is really genuinely dangerous, but Carissa Sevar, these days, is fearless; the worst thing that can happen by her values is nothing on this trip going wrong.









City of Brass: The devil's eyes linger on the artifact crown of this woman, as seems to be the make of Hell; who replied to him in Infernal, who perhaps has bought fair form of some Hellish fleshcrafter, who seems to have absolutely no fear of him at all. Even her surly tiefling attendant is equipped surpassingly well, though without any artifacts of her own.

"Have you need of some little service while you are in this City, perhaps?" the devil inquires smoothly.









Carissa Sevar: Odds it's a trap or a game of some kind - what is she talking about odds. Of course it is. "My business here is so secret that I will speak of it to no one who hasn't sworn me confidentiality, on not just what I'm buying and what I'm paying but of every matter they learn in the course of our transaction."









City of Brass: "And if I promised confidentiality from all the inhabitants of this city, but not from my superiors in Hell?"









Carissa Sevar: "No deal."









City of Brass: "Fascinating. I hope it's not a problem if I report this discussion to my superiors?"









Carissa Sevar: "As they please."









City of Brass: "Is there a name, then, under which I should report of this matter?"









Carissa Sevar: "Carissa Sevar, Dispater's. Should I have yours, in case some future business of mine on the Material could use it?"









City of Brass: There's no sign he recognizes her name. "Barbulbumalphas, of the Platform of Searing Irons in Stygia."

The devil turns from her, and exits the store without further speech.









City of Brass: The noble Efreeti (that is a 'Malik' of Efreet, in their own tongue) has been watching all this with an aloof expression, like a father watching the squabbling of two children, neither of them his own -

- well, until she claims to be Dispater's, and then, possibly, his face twitches a little.

"Your business here?" he inquires in Infernal, in a voice that sounds like heated brass feels to the touch.









Carissa Sevar: "Well, do you agree to swear to confidentiality, about the content of our negotiation and anything that might be learned in the course of it?"









City of Brass: "I can so swear, if you intend to make a purchase here."









Carissa Sevar: Yay!!!!!!!! She's going to have so much magical bling -









Carissa Sevar: - when she dies.









Carissa Sevar: Her face is not expressive, obviously. "I do so intend."









City of Brass: "Then so long as your intent proves true, I swear to keep secret the content of our negotiation and all that I learn from you in the course of it, save what I must answer to officers of our city to prove to them that I obeyed our city's laws."









Carissa Sevar: "If we are unable to arrive at a purchase agreement, the confidentiality must still hold."









Tarnish: Tarnish receives a message back from Ri-Dul, relayed of Keltham, who can't be in the Telepathic Bond because of Mind Blank.

"It must also apply to anything you learn from me, whether by speech or by purporting to read me. It applies to anything you may have already learned or guessed from watching us. All that passes within this store, as we now occupy, while we occupy and occupied it, is of the negotiation. Your servant will also swear and must be sent out during the remaining proceedings. You represent that you neither know nor suspect of others listening to us. You may swear to the officers of the city no more than that you have obeyed the city's law."









City of Brass: The Malik's eyes narrow, and from his throat comes a brazen laugh. "Stringent conditions indeed, if I may not report on what I've already learned and what a devil already knows. Do you, perhaps, offer me some token of payment, to cover the event where we do not arrive at a purchase agreement after all?"









Carissa Sevar: "No. I desire to reach an agreement, and expect to, but I won't pay if we don't."









City of Brass: He stares at her in silence for a full six rounds, weighing the probable value of being able to tell other Efreet the bare facts so far, as she didn't seem particularly eager to conceal from that devil who was eager to do her service; the crown on her head, Dispater's name; the loss to his pride and the effect on future bargaining if he concedes this much; the possible loss of profit if he scares off this customer.

...what decides him, in the end, is the number of other shops in the City of Brass; it would be all too easy for her to leave.









dath ilan: YES well that's what HAPPENS when you institute price floors in the most naive possible way, without actually doing any of the further coordination steps that would let you act as an ACTUAL monopoly! You get excess entry until all of the excess profits are being dissipated by the seeking of that excess profit, and buyers are doing sellers an implicit favor which gives buyers more negotiating power that they'll use on unregulated side frills!









City of Brass: "I accept," he says, and swears to her conditions. His servant does likewise and then leaves.









Carissa Sevar: Great! She wants allll the ioun stones and she wants to pay in Wish diamonds.









Tarnish: ...but the Malik has to state and swear to the use of those Wish diamonds, as must be agreeable to his customers; there are many non-destructive uses of Wishes that they'll be happy to agree to.









City of Brass: How many Wish diamonds does she have to trade?









Carissa Sevar: "Two I'd considered for purchases here; some others, for some other purchases, which I'd consider if you have more than I'm aware of."









City of Brass: He has but the two Ioun Stones, but there is much else about his shop that might interest one who pays in Wish diamonds. Since he has bound himself not to say anything of it, he admits himself quite curious what might lead Dispater to open out His treasury so. Perhaps, if he knew her purpose, he could point her towards more appropriate items.









Carissa Sevar: She's starting a cult. She mostly wants to look really cool and conceivably at some point overthrow some governments.









City of Brass: ...



The Malik shows her a variety of items, none of which are truly tempting except for a Robe of the Archmagi.

It's gray.

Neutral-aligned.



Carissa would have to Atone to Lawful Neutral to use it. But she keeps up a Mind Blank, so Hell wouldn't find out, right? "I wanted to be able to wear a gray Robe of the Archmagi" is something that any reasonable deity should understand as a just reason to Atone.









Carissa Sevar: ....she is briefly tempted, but, no, she thinks that there is absolutely no way a visibly Lawful Neutral person could serve the specific role that Carissa Sevar is serving. She could disguise it, obviously, but some people cast True Seeing, in situations involving her.



Also she doesn't actually want to go to Axis. If all this ends, somehow, with nothing fixed or improved or destroyed, with all who trusted her betrayed, then she should burn eternally; that would just be correct.



Not that she even could go to Axis, but it seems like if you don't even want to you probably can't Atone.

She'll just get the two ioun stones.









City of Brass: He'll try for a while to bargain her up to three Wish diamonds before grudgingly settling on two.

These gems, he'll swear to use only for increasing his own abilitystats. But he desires not to do so this day, for he has hopes of coming across a further Wish diamond sometime in the next millennium, by which means he might increase a stat by three rather than two.









Tarnish: She'll purchase the Robe of the Archmagi for a friend, if he agrees to use those three Wish diamonds tomorrow, but not today, and to swear to total secrecy the Maliks whom he pays, or offers to pay, to help him cast three Wishes in succession.









City of Brass: ...that Robe of Archmagi is really worthtwo Wish diamonds.









Tarnish: She has less patience than does Dispater's.









City of Brass: Do they by any chance have a fourth Wish diamond they'd be willing to exchange for... basically anything reasonable he has?









Tarnish: If it'll save them bargaining time with other Efreet who'll otherwise waste that time, she's willing to look over any easily-portable valuables he has, such as would be readily accepted as currency within the City of Brass, that they could later spend in place of the last Wish diamond, and not need to repeat all this bargaining.









City of Brass: They get out of there eventually, Tarnish having sold a fourth Wish diamond for noticeably less than it was worth as of today, and rather a lot more than it might be worth later.









Carissa Sevar: There are some people in the world who'd know Carissa Sevar well enough to infer, from how much she doesn't look happy about her ioun stones, that either she has gained a lot of skill at bluffing or she thinks something incredibly awful is going to happen very soon.



Next up, the Wishes, then?









Tarnish: Yes, they do in fact have Things To Do and people to become.









City of Brass: Walking through the City of Brass with a lesser artifact crown, plus two fucking IOUN STONES orbiting your head like you're fucking Felandrial Morgethai, attracts more stares and avaricious glances than just the artifact crown.

Nobody tries it; at least, not yet. Everybody in this part of Fommok Madinah is a few millennia old at least, and didn't get to be that way by directly attacking unreadably Mind Blanked adventurers with a lesser artifact and two fucking Ioun stones.



In time, they succeed in coming across a larger building, a mighty brazen slave-market, which also advertises in passing that it grants Wishes, or even five Wishes in succession; as is one indirect way of advertising that this business is worth the attention of at least five noble Efreet.

In retrospect, you wouldn't actually expect to find a shop that was just five noble Efreet waiting around to perform a service whose custom they might receive once per year if they were lucky.









Carissa Sevar: Is there anything good in the slave market? Carissa is in the market for ways to piss off her ex.









Carissa Sevar: Five Wishes, please.









City of Brass: It's a little more complicated thanthat but, yes, she can get to that point under Keltham's onerous conditions without spending too much time. Two fucking Ioun Stones orbiting your head commands a lot of commercial respect. A devil-wrought lesser artifact is something you get by being on sufficiently good terms with Hell; Ioun Stones take money.



The interior of the building is over-warm by Golarion standards and very temperate by Elemental Fire standards, replete with air she could breathe without even a Planar Adaptation. There are mortal slaves here, drawn from the Material, who require more favorable living conditions. Though Carissa was only permitted to see a single chamber of slaves drawn from Golarion and the other planets of its star-system, for some reason or other; still, she could have had a Shobhad slave-warrior of Akiton, or a pliant and broken Lashunta of Castrovel, did she wish to piss off Keltham by buying such a person and then, presumably, mistreating them.



Mentioning that she wants to engage in secret negotiations with the noble Efreet owners will garner some looks even more arrogant than usual; and the Malik brought forth won't, in this case, agree to secrecy only on the basis of intended purchase. But statement of intended purchase, and 'token' payment of something worth around 2000gp, will do.

A sixth Wish diamond is sufficient to pay for the casting of five Wishes, even under the condition that the Malik must state and swear to its use: One of their number will hoard it through ages until he has assembled enough diamonds to raise the final abilitystat he requires to ascend into the next rank of Efreet nobility.


She will eventually end up in a windowless inner chamber of this place, as fiery as the rest of the interior was temperate, orange flames replaced by white flames shot with blue; hot enough that Carissa will feel it through the Planar Adaptation.

Carissa Sevar is obviously a very wealthy person, by the way. And now she's in a windowless chamber with five noble Efreet who might, possibly, be tempted by walking away with six Wish diamonds and two Ioun Stones in profit, rather than just the one Wish diamond. Five Malik acting together in a surprise attack - not that much surprise, but unannounced, at least - and supported by their subordinates and slaves shortly after, might take a victim unprepared even if they were relatively mighty for a mortal.









Keltham v4: That person at INT 27 and outlining a dozen possible worlds will have considered Carissa's death to Hell and its mind-reading as something Carissa might want consciously and subconsciously. Carissa Sevar won't have been allowed to come on this trip and augment herself without a promise that she'll try by sincere effort and wit to stay alive, however much she might hope to die.

That person will not have asked of Carissa that she not hope. But he'll have required that Carissa not act to bring about her hopes, that she if necessary act to prevent her hopes from coming to pass. He's put himself together in a way where he can hurt about that, about demanding things like that from somebody he still cares about; he no longer tries to avoid that hurt by taking refuge in calculation. But the reasoning will be clear nonetheless, and he will have demanded of Carissa what he must, to ensure that this universe can still be destroyed if necessary, for there's people hurting more than her.









City of Brass: So what preparations are about Carissa, then, against the greed of these Efreet? Especially any visible preparations, as might discourage their greed from being acted-upon in the first place?

Those preparations cannot involve too many protections or displays that are both expensive and temporary; their pair needs to repeat this task eight more times at least, before the trip is done.









Carissa Sevar: Intelligence is coming up with a ridiculous stack of Moment of Prescience and Contingent Gaseous Form and Anticipate Peril and Foresight and testing in advance that she can Banish herself using her crown when on other planes and making Greater Slaying arrows for the efreeti-bane crossbow Tarnish is conspicuously carrying.



Wisdom is realizing that all of that has at best an eighty percent chance of working given the known capabilities of the efreeti, and that the efreeti too might have unknown capabilities, and just negotiating up front for their safety during dealmaking. It makes her look slightly less invincible, but it also makes her actually safe.









City of Brass: The Malik will of course act terribly insulted and disdainful, but eventually give in about this.



(Carissa is the only one on the expedition who has a hard version of this problem; Keltham can just have an "alchemical dead-man-switch suicide bomb that would destroy the diamonds" about his person.)









Carissa Sevar: (Carissa made an attempt to persuade him that the efreeti would not especially believe him about this and so it was likely to be tested, but eventually gave up. If Keltham wants to melt himself and his possessions in an acidic slurry who is she to object, really.)









Keltham v4: (It's not his only precaution! What makes Carissa's side hard is that she's the one who has to actually not die. He can explode himself and come back again to find more sensible Efreet.)









Keltham v4: Anyways! By a similar token, Carissa Sevar has sometimes been known to undergo great cognitive shifts when under importantly different cognitive conditions. Perhaps at INT 29 she will decide she is a different person not bound by past oaths. Perhaps at INT 29 she can configure her thoughts in a way that sidesteps the geas earring without that ever looking on a first step like a forbidden intent to defeat thegeas.

It would take both Intelligence and arrogance to imagine you'd come up with a plan to defeat that possibility at INT 27, to raise up a more powerful Carissa and then contain her. It would require more than just believing in your own Intelligence's power; it would require respecting your own INT 27 but not her forthcoming INT 29. It requires thinking that you exhaustively searched every option Carissa Sevar would see, using not just a more powerful INT 29 but also her own different ways of thinking.

You could call the alternative Wisdom, but in dath ilan they'd just call it thinkoomph or maybe security mindset.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa totally bets at INT 29 she'll be able to think of a way to betray Keltham. Maybe even one that leaves her options more appealing than pleading with Otolmens to squish him.



She'll take off her beautiful wonderful headband and replace it with an Intelligence headband while she gets Wisdom, and then take it off entirely while she gets Intelligence.









City of Brass: One after another, the five Malik cast five Wishes upon her, using the exact wordings that she gave them and bound them to with oaths, that she be made forever Wiser. The five Wish spells are differently worded in the sequence, to match at some invisible edges, to tile to a greater Wish spell that settles into Carissa and makes her something more. If there was a sixth possible spell in this sequence, it has been lost, and gods are forbidden to return the knowledge to mortals.









Carissa Sevar: It is, in fact, doing something a little different than the headband.



She likes it, whatever it is. She imagined atsomeWisdom level she'd be able to comprehend Keltham's attitude towards enhancement, if not agree with it, but she suspects now she'll never share it. The more she is, the more of her there is, the better; she is moving towards herself.



Next, then.









City of Brass: Finding the next target goes faster now that they've realized they're looking for huge buildings and businesses of many nobles, which will incidentally advertise Wish-sequences as sidelines.









Carissa Sevar: The next such building makes Foresightprickle against her mind like it can no longer do in Golarion where prophecy is broken; she instantly Dimension Doors them out.



The one after that doesn't feel dangerous.



Five Intelligence, please.









City of Brass: These fucking rich people. These Golarion-filtered shops could only even offer Foresight scrolls for sale because somebody sold them to the City of Brass centuries earlier, before prophecy broke.


Anyways, yes, it continues to be more complicated than that, but five Intelligence, sure.









Carissa Sevar: It doesn't make anything new click into place; it wouldn't be expected to, until she puts the headband back on.





...how about five Splendour, then.









City of Brass: Splendour!









Carissa Sevar: Among the many complicated feelings Carissa has, as she continues on her shopping spree, is a sense of intense grief that she cannot enjoy it; that this is a beautiful thing, a fascinating thing, an incredible thing, something she wants to extend to every person alive and every person ever to live, and yet all she can feel is terror that it won't be enough, that no matter how intelligent she gets she won't see a way out.





She gets strength and dexterity and constitution enhanced, too. There are cognitive effects, which she expected, and they're not subtle, which surprises her. Humans are, it turns out, a body as much as a soul, and having that body respond more quickly to your instructions, move more effortlessly, have more energy, is like the difference between being struck with a flu and being in perfect health.

(If she figured out an assembly-line setup for belts of Constitution, no one would ever get sick....no, doesn't matter, they're all going to get annihilated...)



She wants her headband back. She wants to know if her despair is an error or just correct. She wants to put her head in Carmin's lap and cry.

"You done?" she says to Tarnish, more irritably than Tarnish, who hasn't done anything wrong besides being the kind of loathsome person who wants to destroy the world, deserves.









Tarnish: Keltham asked Tarnish under Detect Thoughts and also truthspell, if she was confident that her commitment to do Literally Anything in exchange for some mortal finally holding Pharasma to any kind of account, would stand up to increasing her own Intelligence, Wisdom, or even Splendour.

Tarnish's reply, which in its own way revealed more wisdom than many who detect as Wiser, was approximately, 'lol no how could I possibly know that'.

She's fine waiting on all cognitive enhancement until later, and is just here for Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution boosts.

They can head back, now, though it would also be okay if Carissa wanted to shop around more and buy more amazing magical items that Tarnish can watch her not enjoy.

Or even magic items that might help Carissa in not destroying the world, if she's got any ideas for that. Tarnish is not very against destroying the world, but she does have dreams of her own: she wants the world to be fixed, in part by her own deeds and acts. That way she can go around ever after being awful to Good people, and then telling them she's done more Good than they'll ever do, and she wants them to suck it up and take it in partial repayment.









Carissa Sevar: They can do a second trip later if she thinks of anything. She doesn't, actually, think that saving the world is going to involve clever overpowered magic items; just the people with the power to kill everyone deciding that actually they should only destroy Hell or something.









Keltham v4: He does worry that they won't be able to make a second trip, the City of Brass being too interested, by then, in the question of whether those mysterious visitors Actually Had That Many Diamonds, especially if they hear from Golarion about who that probably was and the concept of 'chemistry'.

But then, he also worries about that because he is still on the lookout for 'tropes', and it would be tropey if they only got to make one trip and had to buy everything they needed on that one trip or else fail.









Carissa Sevar: "Let's windowshop in the slave markets for a bit and then head home."









Tarnish: "Hey, bitch? I don't mind destroying the world but I do slightly prefer it get fixed instead, and I don't trust Keltham to actually achieve that while he's trying hard not to think about it as a possibility. I'm definitely not smart enough to do it myself. And you won't be smart enough either, if you stop hoping. So buy literally whatever it takes to cheer you the fuck up, we've still got shopping money and I'll approve spending another five Wish diamonds if I have to."*


(* Lit. "Mistress? I don't mind master's slightly worse outcome, but I do slightly prefer the better one..." etc.)









Carissa Sevar: To her own astonishment Carissa feels something, then. It's a surge of fury and loathing and terror stronger than she's ever felt before and, wow, it is not helping at all.



"Of course Keltham isn't going to think of it. He's a fundamentally despicable person from a broken and nightmarish world which treats actual human values - the desire tolive,the desire toendure,the desire togrow -as horrible dangers everyone must be carefully twisted out of contemplating."

"He is broken in a way that no enhancement can repair, because they are twisted so as to ensure every bit of humanity remaining in them is lost in favor of the broken blankness of their civilization when they get smarter. He will not come up with anything. He is fundamentally not the kind of mind that could come up with anything."



She would not be saying this if she had her headband on, because it's not even quite true, it's a sideways articulation of a thought she did need to think but can and should sit on until she can say it better, and she knows it, but it turns out one of her enhancements or some combination of them, or maybe some other feature of the situation, maybe just the adrenaline from all these high-stakes magic negotiations, gave her stronger emotions, and suddenly Tarnish is rather too much to bear.



"Whoever he might have been, if he'd been born in a better place, if he'd been born in a place with humans, he strangled it and replaced it with what he calls 'dath ilan' and which is blank emptiness opposed to everything that humans are. At least he understood enough to grieve it. If anything goes well, if anything goes less than maximally badly, it'll have to be because I think of it. And I'm not going to think of it without the headband on, which means it's bottlenecked on the-disembodied-spirit-of-Darkness-and-betrayal-and-horror my boyfriend gave himself over to thinking about whether It can trust me with that.

The idiot running this project thinks we only get one trip because of tropes. I don't know how he decides which tropes to take seriously but I'm going to come back here once I have my headband on and a concrete plan, because tropes could just as easily have meant we got ambushed on this trip, or ambushed on this trip unless it was only the first of many, or we could have been ambushed while I was out cult-encouraging, tropes are not actually narrowly enough understood we can evade them like that.

You are right, though, that I should do whatever cheers me up, which is going to the slave markets and fantasizing about how if I'd listened to Asmodeus when he told me to be Eviller, I could have, when I realized what Keltham was planning, leveraged that to squish him like the blot upon humanity he is and conquered Golarion and lived happily ever after for all eternity andeveryone else would be better off too."









Carissa Sevar: Her heart is pounding like she just fought several Worldwound demons.







"Some of that was probably incorrect," she says, slightly more calmly.









Tarnish: "Who cares? Not me, that's for sure. I liked it."

"I'd help with the slave market appreciation but I vastly overstretched my innate abilities by trying to cheer you up literally at all."









Keltham v4: His own shopping trip is both easier and harder than Carissa's.

Easier, because he doesn't fear death that much; he found ways beforehand to verify that he seemed to have a soul. (Casting Magic Jar from scroll, for example, and wasn't that an interesting experience.)

Harder, because Ri-Dul cannot accompany him into the real negotiations; and by himself he doesn't look, doesn't feel dangerous the way Carissa does, even with his own Hellwrought lesser-artifact headband. With Mind Blank up they can't read him and don't know him for a wizard below third circle; but 25 Splendour and Glibness is not quite enough for a dath ilani to fake being dangerous. At least, dangerous in a way that things like Efreet understand.

Noble Efreet try harder to take advantage of what looks weak; he has to negotiate harder and longer to arrive at acceptable prices, and they are still unreasonable compared to Sevar's.

...He doesn't try all that hard to avoid being taken advantage of. None of this, from beginning to end, is a fair trade. He's doing it in the City of Brass, and not some other place with noble genies, because the Efreet have a reputation as hard and unfair bargainers.



He carries about himself a briefcase he had made. He has made much smaller pellets of the contents that he can use to demonstrate, if they don't just believe his word that, yes, he can make entirely nonmagical explosions that would be dangerous even to beings of Fire if scaled. Do they press him, he will consume all about himself in fury and destroy his trade goods alongside his attackers. He will come back from that. They won't.









City of Brass: The noble Efreet do call him coward and weakling, and try to goad him about it.









Keltham v4: He's at 27 Int and 23 Splendour, even to start. The Efreet are dumber than Keltham was when he first arrived in Golarion.

He cannot improvise true talk-control, that takes neuroscience he doesn't have and can't infer that quickly without doing experiments, for he's not a god as yet. But the Efreet feel to him more like mechanisms than people. Dangerous mechanisms, imperfectly predictable, not navigable to arbitrary outcomes as a talk-controller could manage; but not, really, people, except in the sense of having qualia.

He patiently negotiates their conversation graphs and pathways through time at minimum risk to himself. As is, of course, still some risk; but he's arranged for the 'risky' outcome to still be acceptable and that's not really that much risk.









Ri-Dul: "Be warned that I'm having some trouble figuring out exactly what you're trying to accomplish here, in terms of decoding the false message you're trying to send somebody. Whoever you're trying to confuse by it is going to end up very confused except in the extraordinarily improbable case that they are smarter than myself."









Keltham v4: Ri-Dul doesnot look to him like only a dangerous mechanism.

He treads carefully, here.

"Your guess? I may not confirm or deny, even if you say it, but I want to know."









Ri-Dul: "You had me send out feelers for smaller diamonds, too small for Limited Wishes and too ugly for jewels, and wished to make it appear plausible that you were purchasing those in larger quantities than you actually were. Your negotiating rules here are designed to make it look possible that you are spending more Wish diamonds than exist in all Golarion to be bought."

"If I had to guess, it would be that you desire Cheliax to believe that you have a chemical method for aggregating small diamonds into larger ones."









Keltham v4: "If that would be what I wanted Cheliax to believe, what doesn't fit? Why isn't it straightforwardly a good deception?"









Ri-Dul: "You also have me leave the room during those negotiations, for one thing. For another, you would be trying harder to conceal the truth, if that was the truth, and Cheliax would be expected to know that."









Keltham v4: "Cheliax when they were running the Conspiracy on me didn't seem that smart, until near the end, and they've lost both of the two people who I taught to run games on that level."

"But yes, there's games underneath games going on here, including my not wanting to look to hypothetical smarter opponents like I'm running an exact particular first-order game, and real agreements I'm making in some cases underneath the secret negotiations that create the appearance of a possible diamond-aggregation method. None of which you have any need to know."









Ri-Dul: "Cheliax thought you a child, correctly. Do not underestimate Abrogail Thrune once her attention is fully roused."









Keltham v4: "I apologize for playing a fascinating game against Abrogail Thrune and forcing you to watch me play a bunch of obviously suboptimal moves from your perspective. I sincerely would let you step in and do it, but I am not quite sure our interests arethat aligned."









Ri-Dul: "Hm. I do appreciate that you correctly understand your sin, here."









Keltham v4: "Can I ask your probability that I actually have a method for aggregating diamonds or synthesizing them outright? You didn't mention that as a possibility, so the probability you assign to it is either very small, or large enough that you decided not to mention it in case I would arrogantly believe you hadn't thought of it."

The Ordinary Keltham who does not have unlimited diamonds, but wishes to appear so, would ask that question, and therefore so does Conspiracy Keltham.









Ri-Dul: He smiles slightly, at that. "It's the second one. I admit, I'd feel a little hurt if you had unlimited wealth, but paid me so little. Five Wish diamonds when my employment was done would make up for my hurt feelings, or thirty-one if they were truly flowing without limit."









Keltham v4: "You don't have anything of especial urgency on which to use the thirty-first Wish, but you're thinking that the Keltham who has unlimited diamonds is more likely to ask you what the thirty-first diamond is for."









Ri-Dul: "All right, fine, I'll be alittle less obvious in the future and reluctantly concede that you mayactually be making some move against Abrogail Thrune that I don't understand."









Keltham v4: It's not a good outcome, that Ri-Dul respects him a little more; but the other possible mental states that Ri-Dul could enter, down this conversational graph, were worse in expectation. Some losses are inevitable even if you play your best.



He goes into the next building that looks affluent enough to afford five Wish diamonds and offers Wish purchases, and trades five Wish diamonds for rather a lot of platinum. If they do have to send somebody back to the City of Brass to buy more things, they won't need to pay with Wish diamonds, if somebody suspects those prices are about to drop. He can return the money later, under many of the possible cases where anybody survives long enough for diamond prices to drop.









Keltham v4: After finally finding his first building that advertises up to 5 Wishes, and getting his Wisdom to 27 instead of 26, and checking himself to see if he's being stupid in any obvious way he can now see...

...it does, finally, occur to him to pay a native for directions to more places where up to five Wish-conversions can be bought.

Some thoughts are just way more counterintuitive to some people than others.

He won't make the same mistake again, not even once over the rest of his life. It's just, he's lived his whole life with global positioning satellites and network searches and cars that automatically go places...

Well, it's promising for his having overlooked other possibilities, maybe.









Keltham+: 1 point of Wisdom and 2 points of Intelligence continue to be a lot. Boosting Strength and Dexterity and further boosting Constitution does less than that - but it does something, the increase of these strange weights in Golarion's conceptualmagic ontology, that seems to think them words speakable in the same breath as Wisdom.

It would be a little easier to become a god, like this, it feels; there is more weight to his person.









Keltham+: He spends six Wish diamonds and buys a Belt of Physical Perfection, +4/+4/+4, as you can find somewhere in all the City of Brass if you try a few shops and pay for directions.

It's not for himself. It's for Carissa. She'll need it more.

He gets her a black Robe of the Archmagi too. Though she'll need to not wear Belt and Robe and Ioun Stones where Ri-Dul can see all that, she must leave Ri-Dul behind on future trips a-culting if she wants to wear it all. Ri-Dul would know, if he saw. They can get some fake versions of at least the Belt and the Robe made up with Greater Magic Aura, so that Ri-Dul will have an alternate explanation to hand for any rumors he hears later.









Keltham+: In time, a slightly different man returns to the Doombase, so that Carissa Sevar can put her headband back on and hopefully undergo positive changes of her own.

He did not, at any point, enjoy seeing her like this. It's not the kind of cruelty a distant past Keltham was slowly learning to enjoy.

He doesn't know if Carissa Sevar will find a path to a better world than she feared, though he does surely hope it. But Carissa Sevar should have Wisdom enough now to make an internal decision, and enforce that decision, to stop hurting herself within whatever world she comes to believe herself within. So he greatly hopes, and somewhat less greatly predicts.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar, inexplicably even to herself cheered by wandering through the slave markets of the City of Brass or possibly by saying mean things about Keltham, Plane Shifts from a scroll back with Tarnish and then Teleports them to the base.









Keltham+: The way he would have ideally liked to do this is with him running Detect Thoughts on Carissa as she ascends, and Carissa having access to his own thoughts in turn. So that she can see what he thinks of what she is thinking, and so that he sees if she outgrows the geas at the same time as she stops believing in the value of oaths between people with differences.

He has fallback options if that would be really bad for her, in her own opinion.









Carissa Sevar: "I think that'll be uninformative because I won't have thoughts while you're observing them. That's how I was able to pull off the whole project of getting Asmodia and Peranza's souls in the first place, I knew I wouldn't think until I was alone."









Keltham+: He's aware. He modeled that process in sufficient detail to think of it as one possibility among others, and prompt her removal to a scry-screened area after she got an artifact headband, timed for when she wouldn't have prepped spells yet.

He knows that what she thinks while under Detect Thoughts will end up not being something that can bind her real self. She doesn't need to think about whether or not her real self is a being that will keep oaths.

What he might hope to accomplish, by this, is, first, to see if she's directly outgrown the power of ageas to bind her without her even trying; and, second, more importantly, that Carissa have obtained a true understanding of his model of the universe and herself and himself as he truly sees those things, based on her seeing his thoughts, and his seeing her seeing his thoughts.

If she decides to betray her oaths and him, after the Detect Thoughts ends, she'll at least be doing it based on true information that would pass an Imitation Game test. She'll be doing it based on correctly knowing the structure of oaths, and what's at stake there far beyond Pharasma's Creation.

Her thoughts of him have seemed to him, from time to time, not just unjust but inaccurate. If she betrays the Algorithm on the basis of a wrong model, that's a farce and not just a tragedy. That's what he'd be hoping to prevent.

He wants her to have the option of seeing reality, himself, and herself, as he would see them. He wants that understanding to be inside her, when Detect Thoughts ends, and she actually grows into herself. If she throws it away then and shatters her vows, then that's how the story ends, he supposes.

Carissa has not - as he understands all this - read his mind directly since she met him at the Worldwound, let alone with INT 29 at which level she might begin to understand what she saw, if he was also watching himself and thinking thoughts meant to help her understand.









Carissa Sevar: - is - is he planning to give her theoptionof throwing away her vows to save the universe. Or is this all about the chance she'll think of some way around them while disallowed from thinking about them, or disassociate from the Carissa who made them or something, and how likely is he considering that.









It....matters, kind of a lot. She's not entirely sure that it should, but.

...on Carissa's own concept of this, which she knows is flawed enough she should not act on it, would not act on it, until and unless she understands it better, on Carissa's concept of this, if someone is enforcing your vows with magic, and you find a way around the magic, that's just fair play. If theytrustedyou -

- and she's not, actually, sure she ought to be trusted in that way, she isn't a Lawful being yet, she isn't sure she grows up into one -

- but if they trusted you then it's much much more important, to be someone they were right to trust.


Maybe that will all seem insane when she's smarter.









Keltham+: He does not in fact think that it's possible for INT 29 himself to keep INT 29 Carissa contained, short of continuously monitoring her with Detect Thoughts every minute and forcing them to sleep at synchronized times, and maybe not even then. Once the Detecting Thoughts stops, she's definitely being trusted.

There's some things he can do to try to reduce the expected damage from incorrect trust, like try to detect if she cannot stop herself from visibly-to-him shutting down a thought about how she no longer believes in oaths or conditionally cooperating in the cooperation-defection dilemma. He can't avoid needing to trust her promise; he can try to make sure that she's still the kind of person who he's correct to trust.

He's hoping that Carissa can grow up into a Lawful being where he can see that. And if that was only a lie that she put on to fool his Detect Thoughts, and the real Carissa deep inside herself wells up and shoves that aside and discards it - then that deep Carissa is the person he's trusting, and has no choice but to trust; given the promises he's already made to not just statue her, and to augment her to match himself, which he knew then would lead to this point.

He just wants - to make sure that the Carissa inside Carissa - knows what Lawfulness is, what promises mean. See in her mind that at least some part of Carissa understands. Before Detect Thoughts ends, and the deeper Carissa makes her real choice.

If it will help, he can take off the earring that forces her to speak truth to him and keep her promises, after the Detect Thoughts ends, if by then she appears to him as one who understands the Lawfulness the inner Carissa would have to cast aside.

He does not want to play with Carissa the game that Cheliax played with her. He does not want her calculating the entire time whether he'll later ask her a question she'll be forced to answer truthfully, and on that basis censor her thoughts - which is why he has not already been asking every day up until now, whether she's been plotting to betray him in the back of her mind. He does not want Carissa, herself, wondering if her choices to coordinate were made out of fear of the geas.

He does -hope - that they will reach a state with each other where nothing is hidden, anymore, where their minds can just meet. But he can promise beforehand, even, that he won't ask for mutual Detect Thoughts again, or any truthspells, will wait for her to offer it, if it matters to her that she doesn't need to fear it. He believes INT 29 Carissa could defeat measures like Detect Thoughts or truthspells, even as used by him; so he's already required to trust her, and if it helps that he trust her more visibly, he can trust her a little more in reality and much more visibly.









Carissa Sevar: Oh.







Carissa does not know, if she'll grow up into a Lawful being. But - but it's not that there are very many things that could conceivably be more important than being someone people are right to trust.



She - isn't sure, if she was right to trust Keltham, if he was right to trust her. But - she'll do the mutual Detect Thoughts, if he wants, if he'll take the earring off afterwards, if he wants them to try to walk the road ahead where they don't betray each other even though they want to.



She didn't know that he was still trying at that.









Keltham+: They've been reaching out hands to each other from the beginning.

He'll never not reach back.

They may not always succeed in clasping hands, because reality and mathematics aren't so kind; but he'll never stop trying to reach out towards her while she's still trying to reach out towards him.


Shall they?









Carissa Sevar: Yeah. All right.









Iarwain:












Pilar : Pilar watches Ri-Dul the Necromancer - not that she believes this is his real name, this does not feel like the vibe of a man who uses his real name often - walk away down streets of fire. Trailing Keltham, who seemed normal, in the way of somebody who is carefully constructing a seeming about himself and chose normality that day and that's horrible he used to be so open.

Then she turns to Ione. "So what are we doing here, exactly?"









Ione Sala: "The same thing everybody does in the City of Brass, Pilar."









Ione Sala: "SHOPPING."









Pilar : 'SHOPPING,' apparently, as distinct from normal shopping as practiced by normal sane people, starts with Pilar donning her disguise cloak, and prestidigitating her hair back to its natural color underneath that.

Because, apparently, Cheliax and Hell are going to be analyzing this event later; and Pilar visibly being part of it would unacceptably mislead Aspexia Rugatonn about the degree to which this whole event serves Cheliax's interests. They should not hinder Keltham, on this shopping trip, but they absolutely should not help him, if they're to avoid hindering Asmodeus's interests.









Ione Sala: "...where obviously I hate Asmodeus and want Him to die as painfully as is possible for a god. But things are decision-theoretically complicated and we're in something like a cooperation-defection dilemma. I don't need to grab after every possible short-term advantage of 'my side' against Asmodeus, because that's not what grownups do, hint hint. It's just like how Keltham is bringing us here, and letting us go shopping here at all, because he correctly trusts that we'll only serve our interests in ways that don't hinder his interests."

"To put it another way, I know Nethys wouldn't allow us to be here, if it was going to mislead Cheliax and injure Asmodeus because I hadn't warned you to disguise yourself. Not that I'd need Nethys to enforce it, in my case. I just - wouldn't upset a multiagent cooperative arrangement where somebody trusted me, even if I could benefit from doing that. But even if I wasn't that type of person, I'd know that Nethys was good at predicting me, and that choosing to upset the arrangement is like choosing not to be here in the first place."









Pilar : "That sounds like Keltham is doing something here that goes against Asmodeus's interests."









Ione Sala: "He sure is."









Pilar : "And I should not stop what he's doing, because..."









Ione Sala: "Snack Service wouldn't have arranged with Keltham to bring you here, asdoes separately benefit Asmodeusrelative to the default course of Keltham coming here and you never hearing about it at all, if that action hadn't been beneficial to Cayden Caileanand Asmodeus. You shutting down Keltham would benefit Asmodeus but injure Cayden Cailean."









Pilar : "And if I were to note that I don't remember agreeing to this compact? Snack Service seizes my body?"









Ione Sala: "Nope, Nethys correctly predicts how that plays out and Snack Service doesn't bring you here in the first place."









Pilar : "I'm already here."









Ione Sala: "Were you not paying attention to literally anything Keltham told you in decision theory class?"









Pilar : "I was. I'm just complaining."









Ione Sala: "Oh, grow up. Did your remaining superiors in Cheliax stop hurting you for minor acts of pathetic whining and now you've forgotten how that works?"









Pilar : "Possibly."









Ione Sala: "This is perfectly straightforward by the new standards of our awful existences. The decorrelated physical event of you shutting down Keltham would help Asmodeus and injure Cayden Cailean; so if that outcome was the high-probability consequence of bringing you here, Snack Service wouldn't do it; so your choice to shut down Keltham would injure Asmodeus via you not being here at all. Sure, even Nethys can't predict events like that perfectly, but it's also your interest to be more predictable about things like this, not try to randomize; because then Snack Service can use you for more Asmodeus-beneficial interventions -"









Pilar : "Iget it, Ione, I'm notstupid. I just don't like it. And you are not my superior and don't have the power to order me to stop whining."









Ione Sala: "Grow up, Pilar. Grow up very quickly, so you can be used for tasks that actually matter."









Pilar :









City of Brass: The actual 'SHOPPING' trip starts with Ione making a beeline for an enormous brass edifice with literal actual mithril fittings about it, some sort of absurdly high-class interdimensional brothel, with a symbol that Ione points out as meaning 'Wishes granted here' - if you have a Wish diamond and the rest of some exorbitant price, presumably?

And then Ione pays over twenty platinum pieces just to be allowed to speak to the proprietor, and 200pp more for the enormous fiery proprietor to swear to absurd secrecy conditions, after which Ione goes off to negotiate in privacy with the proprietor...

...leaving Pilar alone in the waiting chamber of a high-class interdimensional brothel, with various things (mostly female insofar as they have an identifiable gender at all) trying to flirt with her and entice her into a dalliance that costs as much as a +2 headband of vast intelligence would've cost a year earlier.









Pilar : "Did you do that on purpose?" Pilar says to Ione, when she eventually emerges from her mysterious dealings.









Ione Sala: "I sincerely don't know what you're talking about."









Pilar : Right then. Pilar will follow Ione out of the brothel.









Ione Sala: "Okay, see, but now Iwant to know what you're talking about."









Pilar : "No."









Ione Sala: "I suppose we can conduct the whole trip on that basis, but it'll make it less fun, and maybe less beneficial to Asmodeus too. How about if you're nice to me and tell me, and then I'll be nice to you?"









Pilar : 
"Fine. The entire time you were gone, I spent with various things trying to seduce me into spending a few hours with them, in exchange for a large gem or magic item."









Ione Sala: "You know you're just allowed to tell them all no, and to leave you alone until I get back, right?"









Pilar :









Pilar : "Weren't you supposed to be nice back to me, now?"









Ione Sala: "So I was. Here's forty thousand platinum pieces' worth of spending money. Not for anything in particular, just if anything catches your eye while we're wandering around." Ione hands over a bag that would be much heavier if it wasn't mostly huge faceted rubies and other gemstones.









Pilar :









Pilar : "What the fuck did you sell to her."









Ione Sala: "Eh, some of Doomlord's stuff. I'd say it's not important and not to worry about it, but I'd be lying."









Pilar : "Is there a point at which I get read in on this whole Doomlord business?"









Ione Sala: "Yes, actually. It's the point at which you're sufficiently reliably a grownup that you can be trusted to act on that information, granted you on that basis, only in ways that benefit Cayden Cailean and Asmodeus, rather than trying to seize as much benefit for Asmodeus as possible."









Pilar : "I have, in fact, been incredibly fucking cooperative about that. Since the day that Snack Service first told me I couldn't arrest a group of Osirian spies because Surprise Compact I Never Agreed To."









Ione Sala: "Yeah, but you also spent the entire four months whining about it and that does not encourage trust on genuinely serious matters, Pilar."









Pilar : "I perceive that going all the way over to Good doesn't change the extent to which one is an enormous bitch, then. I'd wondered."









Ione Sala: "Andyou're not an enormous bitch?"









Pilar : "First of all: I'm Evil, what's your excuse. And second: no, actually. I just have a huge case of resting bitch face, which is probably something like seventy percent of how I was able to still be considered a serious Asmodean after I started going around giving people cookies."









Ione Sala: "Surprisingly valid."









Pilar : Pilar doesn't answer because she's staring at the display-window of the bottom level of a five-story building, trying to deal with the thought her brain just had and the subsequent complete thought crash.









Ione Sala: "Whatcha looking at? - Oooh, Metamagic Rods."









Pilar :









Ione Sala: "Yes, Pilar, that's right. You want them. You have plenty of spending money. You should go in and buy all the cool ones."

"Do it, Pilar."

"It'll make you a better Asmodean."

"Do it."









Pilar : "Wow, you are so bad at that dark hissing voice of corruption, what with still sounding like a teenage girl."









Ione Sala: "Don't need to expend an auditory illusion on sounding better. You're not going to be that hard to corrupt."









Pilar : "Yeah, fair."

Pilar Pineda heads into the store which has ALL THE METAMAGIC RODS with a weird spring in her step and an odd light feeling in her heart. This is evil, right? She's being evil right now? She's sure this is what Abrogail Thrune would do in her place. Shopping must be evil.









Ione Sala: When Pilar gets back out, Ione is talking with a collared being that looks like a dwarf with brazen skin and hair of literal fire. Whatever they had to say, they were apparently just finishing up, because Ione nods and pays over a small handful of platinum and then turns back to Pilar.

"Congratulations! I'm guessing this is the first time in your life you've wanted something for yourself and then acted in order to get it?"









Pilar : "Nah. That's private, is all. I do it, I just don't do it where you can see me."









Ione Sala: "Lies."









Pilar : "Ihave done that before on as many as several occasions in my life, all of which I can remember individually."









Ione Sala: "Okay... we need to stop quipping at each other using our shiny Splendour headbands and go start the actual mission."

"We're looking for places that offer the service of selling 5-Wish sequences if you bring in 5 Wish diamonds, and then I go in and swear them to the extreme negotiation secrecy conditions, and then I go engage in mysterious secret negotiations, and then I come out again. We need to find twelve places like that."

"We can buy basically anything we want along the way."









Pilar : "Look... I can see where this is going."









Ione Sala: "Can you?"









Pilar : "Yeah. You're waiting for me to ask why we're doing this, and then you tell me that I can't be told because I won't reliably react only in a way that benefits both Cayden Cailean and Asmodeus -"









Ione Sala: "I don't, in fact, tell you that. You are able to figure that out for yourself, without being told, and it is better that way."

"You are likewise perfectly able to figure out the other thing I'm not saying because it's better for you to see it yourself."









Pilar : "That I kept complaining about how I never, at any point, volunteered to be part of any such compact, and how I never made a bargain like that. So you're waiting for me to actually say of my own will that I'll be part of this thing, and only use the information to benefit Asmodeus in ways that don't harm Cayden Cailean."









Ione Sala: "Mm-hm. Up until this point you've never beenknowingly faced with a serious choice like that, Pilar. Only mysterious commands you didn't understand. You've never had to knowingly look at a serious case where you could benefit Asmodeus a lot, but you needed to turn away, or only help Asmodeus a little, because that was the condition under which you were granted the information."

"Past that point, we're no longer comfortable just telling you that you need to predictably behave yourself, or we'll have retroactively not included you in the fun."









Pilar : "I have to agree explicitly."









Ione Sala: "No. Worse."









Pilar : "I have toask."









Ione Sala: "Yes."









Pilar : "So you're actually doing that thing where you make the torture victim ask to be hurt more. Who knew that Good did that too?"









Ione Sala: "GROW THE FUCK UP, PILAR. Use decision theory instead of just letting other agents with better decision theory use you. Stop whining about being given chances to advance your own interests just because they're not simple and don't let you do whatever you feel like. And also quit complaining if the other grownups here want you to behave like a grownup too, someone who pursues her own decision-theoretically-nonsimple interests instead of having to bepushed into that every time."









Pilar : "What if I don't wanna, though?"









Ione Sala: "You follow me around on this shopping trip and don't ask questions. Maybe Mister Doomlord destroys Cheliax or something, because you couldn't properly help, who knows? Mister Doomlord sure does seem like an ominous mysterious figure. But what do you care about that, so long as you're comfortably not making your own decisions?"









Pilar : "All right, shut up and let me think about this."









Ione Sala: "Your will, mistress."









Pilar : Pilar starts to snap at Ione not to do that, then stops with a feeling of odd disorientation as she realizes that... being called 'mistress' wasn't as wrong-feeling as it should've been, on Pilar's model of Pilar?

She follows Ione around the City of Brass instead.

Thinking.

She doesn't ask why Snack Service is being so quiet, in case it answers. It's nice, to be alone in her head for a time.









City of Brass: Is that a ROD OF WONDER being advertised for sale?









Ione Sala: It is! Ione will buy it! People mostly stopped making wild-magic items in Golarion after prophecy stopped working there. But it's a fun thing to have around if you're a Nethysian, and interested in scaring the utter shit out of people afraid you might actually use it.

"Come on Pilar, don't just think! Buy random expensive shit! We're not just on any shopping trip, we're on an EPIC MULTIVERSAL SHOPPING TRIP such as whose like may NEVER BE SEEN AGAIN!"









Pilar : "The fact that you consider this to be valid reasoning does not give me confidence in the rest of what you consider valid reasoning."









Ione Sala: "Yoooouuuu say that but that shop's got aracing broom of flying and I'mma buy it if you don't admit you want it in the next five seconds."









Pilar : "No, you can have it. You need it more. What with you not being able to cast Fly yourself."









Ione Sala: "No takebacks!" Ione rushes into the store to make what will later turn out to be the worst purchase of her life.









Pilar : Why does the thought of - participating in this awful madness herself - feel as terrifying as it does?

Why is it important that she label in her thoughts as 'madness' what has started, over months that felt like years, to make an awful kind of sense?

Why does she need to call it awful sense? Why not just sense?



...this is usually where Snack Service would step in and say something.





...maybe Snack Service is hiding itself away, on the Elemental Plane of Fire where prophecy still operates.

Or maybe it's just that Snack Service knows Pilar can figure this out on her own, and needs to do that instead of being told things.









City of Brass: A fiery being with the head of a giant snake, the lower body of a giant snake, and a humanoid torso carrying a spear, comes over and tries to bother Pilar.









Pilar : "You need to speak Infernal, or I can't understand your attempts to bother me," Pilar says in Infernal, and then goes back to thinking.



...it's probably her looming sense of horrible dread about whatever Comes After This For Pilar. As might be gated behind her asking to participate.









City of Brass: How about if the Salamander tries to bother her with a SPEAR?









Pilar : Harm.

Quickened Ray of Frost.









Ione Sala: When Ione comes out, she'll see the collapsed body of a Salamander, not moving.









Ione Sala: "Pilar - that's -"

"Outsiders don't get afterlives. They can't be resurrected. They don't have souls, they are -"

"Did you - forget?"









Pilar : Pilar holds up the Merciful Metamagic Rod she just bought.

(Obviously Pilar just did it that way to avoid entanglement with local law enforcement, and not because Carissa Sevar would've cried pathetic tears about it. Pilar is not Sevar's student anymore.)









Ione Sala: Ione doesn't say anything in response to this, probably wisely.









City of Brass: They head on into an incredibly fancy-looking restaurant which only serves one patron at a time, accepts payment in magic items only, and also, apparently, grants up to 5 Wishes in sequence if you've got the diamonds.

Why? Who knows.









Ione Sala: Sure, Ione will pay a fee of 2000gp to cover the case where they can't come to an agreement about the mysterious deal to be further-negotiated.

She'll then vanish from Pilar's sight, and come back six minutes later looking noticeably more cheerful, and head out of the restaurant with a spring in her step.

"One down, eleven to go!" she says, her voice sounding more vibrant and forceful than before.









Pilar : "Fine, I'm fucking asking. Please tell me what the fuck we're doing, and I will only use that information in ways that benefit Cayden Cailean and Asmodeus."









Ione Sala: "And that don't harm Keltham, who brought us along on this trip, and gave over some of Doomlord's hoard to spend, on the basis of expecting that it would not be used to harm his interests and would benefit them at least slightly."

"You will accept the words of myself or Snack Service when it comes to which ways of using that information will harm Keltham, Cayden Cailean, or Asmodeus."









Pilar : "Agreed. Now what's going on?"









Ione Sala: "Hold on, this takes more concentration if I'm outside a library..."

The sounds around them hush.

"So, first, what do youthink is going on?"









Pilar : "Doomlord had enough Wish diamonds that I can get a +5 bonus to my primary casting stat, which I guess is Splendour these days, which is the treatment that Doomlord planned for himself and I'm supposed to get. Tropes suggest that Doomlord actually had 20 Wish diamonds, and Keltham, Carissa, and you, are all getting boosted the same way. For some reason it's important that nobody knows exactly which Efreet performed the service for us."









Ione Sala: "What follows is true, but not the whole story: Mister Doomlord is from a planet not in this plane that didn't have access to ninth-level wizards or the City of Brass to convert Wish diamonds into Wishes. Wish-sized diamonds are a lot cheaper there."

"The plan is for us to get all of our abilitystats wished up."









Pilar :









Pilar : "Ione, it's not that I lack all sense of eagerness here, but this sounds increasingly like areally large fucking issue. Not like telling Cheliax, like telling the Worldwound alliance sort of issue."









Ione Sala: "That sure is some common sense there. So how'd that work out for you in Korvosa?"









Pilar : "How loud can I scream without that getting out of your sound barrier?"









Ione Sala: "It is contrary to the nature of my library powers that they be used for horrified screaming rather than privacy and solitude."









Pilar : "Disappointing. Let me know if you spot a scroll of Silence for sale so I can get my screaming done at some point."

"Did Keltham get all of Doomlord's diamonds?"









Ione Sala: "He's got all of Doomlord's stuff, as already stated."









Pilar : "...how much of a problem isKeltham going to be, now."









Ione Sala: "From whose perspective?"









Pilar : "ANYONE'S PERSPECTIVE! HAVE YOU MET KELTHAM?"









Ione Sala: "Technically, I'm the only girl he's still dating."

"And Keltham already donated the vast majority of Doomlord's remaining diamonds, minus this expedition, to the Church of Iomedae. Which you're not allowed to warn Cheliax about because that hinders the interests of Cayden Cailean and Keltham."









Pilar : "Okay... that's very bad, incredibly bad, extremely bad, and yet I'm still feeling relieved."

"- is theChurch of Iomedae by any chance under a constraint not to do things with the diamonds that harm Asmodeus's interests?"









Ione Sala: "NOPE."









Pilar : "Does Asmodeus lose Cheliax? As a result of this."









Ione Sala: "I won't say that I don't know, because I do. But I will say that it depends on people's choices, including yours."









Pilar : It's strange, it's surprising, that Pilar can be feeling - alongside other horrors, she's obviously horrified that Asmodeus might lose Cheliax, of course she is, and hearing that it depends on her own choices is making her nauseous - feeling wounded that Keltham would do that to Cheliax.

They - Sevar tried so hard to not hurt Keltham, Keltham's feelings, more than she had to - issued multiple commands about that - does Keltham have any idea what Cheliax and Sevar could've done to him, without breaking any of Asmodeus's directives, if they had actually wanted to crush his spirit? Because Sevar wanted to preserve the chance that Cheliax and Keltham could ally, if he grew up and went Evil? And then, Keltham turns around and does this to them? They'd have been better off fucking breaking him.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala says nothing at all, expresses no opinions.









Pilar : "Was this - entire thing - the whole thing with Snack Service - about making Keltham not doing anythingmore stupid with the Wish diamonds, is that how it served Asmodeus -"

"No. It can't be that. Snack Service is just, too large, of an intervention," she cannot speak of it but Cayden Cailean isdying over this, whatever this is, Snack Service sold His guaranteed death to Dispater. "It can't just be about Doomlord's diamond hoard."









Ione Sala: "Correct."









Pilar : "If I get my six abilitystats Wished up - the price of that is my - being unable to oppose Cayden Cailean, or Keltham, at all, from now on. Unless I could have done it completely with my current abilities. Because past today, almost everything I do, everything I can do, including any growing I do from there, will be partially the result of the people and the gods who set me up to get +5s to all abilitystats."









Ione Sala: "Correct."









Pilar :









Ione Sala: "You don't have to decide immediately. We can find another five places that grant 5-Wish sequences, before you actually have to decide."









Pilar : "Okay."









Pilar :









City of Brass:









Pilar :









City of Brass:









Pilar : "You still haven't really explained anything. I made the promise of my own will, and you know, by now, that I'm Lawful and keep my compacts including that particular kind of compact. And you still haven't explained much of anything."









Ione Sala: "You'll figure a lot of it out yourself, after you're Wished-up, and then put on the artifact headband."









Pilar : Oh.


Somehow she hadn't made that connection.









City of Brass:









Pilar : "Do you swear to me that all of this - not just today's choice, the entire fucking thing since the beginning - that it's all being carried out in a way that's - of Abadar, not Asmodeus? Where this isn't some clever trap to indebt me to Cayden Cailean, and prevent me from benefiting Asmodeus more, as I would have done on my own? Not just that exact thing being ruled out, but everything like that?"









Ione Sala: "I mean, Abadar wouldn't have set up your family to end up in Axis without asking you. But it's a decision-theoretically-complicated bargain being made around your past and future selves that, cares, in that way, and looks out for people's interests in ways that they didn't know to ask for, that they'd have predictably wanted later. You're not, ultimately, being used in a cruel way where they go 'ha ha' afterwards, at least if things go the way that we hoped, that was predicted to me. The result won't be worse for you than if you'd done nothing, or had no capacity to do anything. The results from your perspective won't be worse than if you'd been a rock with the same utilityfunction. I can swear to that, and do swear to that."









Pilar : "Am I - being offered anything remotely resembling a fucking real choice, here? Because if so, I'm missing it."









Ione Sala: "No. You're being used. Used to achieve your own interests, but still, used."









Pilar : "Hearing you be honest about that, is helpful."

"Will I think that all of this was a good idea, that I made the right choice here, after I get Wished up and put on the headband?"









Ione Sala: "You'll wish you'd figured out other things you haven't figured out, before coming to the City of Brass and being given information, and taken options you didn't see. Of the options you do see, you'll endorse that you chose to get Wished-up. You'll know that if you'd been a person who'd have figured it all out and acted earlier, Cayden Cailean wouldn't have invited you in, or given you as much information as you already had."

"You might not approve of the entire macroevent that's going on. You'll prefer having been part of it to having been left out, and see that you were used in your own interests and not against them, in a sense that's deep, and real."

"I so swear."









Pilar : "Okay."









Ione Sala: "We'll do yours next, then! I'm planning to hang out in the City of Brass doing even more shopping afterwards."









Pilar : "Like, ominous shopping of destiny, or..."









Ione Sala: "No, just fucking around and having fun because this is great."









Pilar : "I'd say that I'm glad somebody here is having fun, but I'd be lying."









Ione Sala: "Pilar? Let me tell you one of life's deepest secrets. No matter what else is at stake, and no matter what else is going on around you, no matter what ominous storm gathers just over the horizon out of sight, no matter what you don't know, and no matter what you're already afraid you know -"

"- anybody who can't have fun as a sixth-circle oracle on a City of Brass shopping trip, with an unlimited budget, is fucking doing it wrong."



"Now how about if we get you a permanent intrinsic +5 to all abilitystats, and you try not to whine about that. Is this some kind of subby thing? Because for somebody who grew up in Cheliax it's amazing how much you whine."









Pilar : Ione has a point, not that Pilar is going to admit it, but she does.



...Wait a minute.

Ione's already been to Wish shops. She's already got +5 Splendour on top of her headband. Probably got that in the first one she visited.



That fucker.









City of Brass: +5 Constitution.









City of Brass: +5 Dexterity.









City of Brass: +5 Strength.









Pilar : She doesn't ask why Ione is doing this in that order, because she already knows. It's a kind of gentleness, and Ione is Good.









City of Brass: +5 Splendour.









Pilar : ...she can just take the headband off beforehand and not change too much, that way, right away.









City of Brass: +5 Intelligence.









Pilar : She's worn the +6 Intelligence headband before.

This feels, deeper, in a way. But not - not too different. Not too new. Right? It's just that she can never take off this invisible headband. Except maybe by learning Bestow Curse and cursing herself and that... would be going too far into being pathetic.









City of Brass: +5 Wisdom.









Pilar : Pilar has had a simultaneous Fox's Cunning and Owl's Wisdom before, and this is, greater, and not just in the way of +5 versus +4, there is something in it not captured in the measurements. But she's had +4/+4 before. It's not that different...



At +5 Wisdom it's very obvious to Pilar that she is lying to herself. She knows she has done the equivalent of putting on an artifact headband she can't take off, and that's before taking into account the actual +4/+6/+6 headband that she still has, returned to her by Keltham, in her Bag of Holding.









Ione Sala: "...How are you feeling?"









Pilar : ...like she has become something greater than Pilar was, stronger, more vigorous, just walking through the street feels like she's dancing, the world around her filled with things to see, understand, a driving force behind her that will never leave her now. Like life is water, and she has drunken so much of it that she is swollen with it to bursting.

"Oh, I'm doing fucking great."









Ione Sala: "How do you manage to make eventhat sound like whining?"

"Ready to get Plane Shifted back? I don't mind if you want to hang around and do some shopping."









Pilar : "Ione, I have a real question and I'd really appreciate a real answer about it. When am I supposed to put on the artifact headband?"









Ione Sala: "If the future goes as foreseen, you decide to do that, at some point, and it's not too early or too late when you do. If the future goes astray, I expect Snack Service will poke you about it."

"I can't tell you about the future when it's something you're supposed to decide, it obviates -"









Pilar : "Yeah, I fucking get it. Just walk around carrying an artifact headband thinking about how I could decide at any time to put it on. Is there a reason I shouldn't do that literally now and get it over with?"









Ione Sala: "Common sense about how you just got +5 to all abilitystats, and should give yourself longer than five minutes to get used to that and grow into the new you, before putting on the artifact headband?"









Pilar : "I hate that you're right."

"Okay, you know what? Yes, I'll stick around and continue shopping in the City of Brass. I've still got a large city's annual budget's worth of 'spending money', there's probably some genuinely interesting stuff for sale, and I'm not actually going to have more fun wandering around on Golarion waiting for Snack Service to get me into trouble again."



(Translation from +5 Wisdom: Pilar is terrified of being left on her own to think, doesn't actually want to be alone right now, everything is scary and at least Ione Sala sometimes answers her questions.)









City of Brass: They go about looking for two more 5-Wisher sets for Ione, for her Strength and Dexterity. But those businesses are not many, and all that they find already have Keltham's or Carissa's Arcane Mark writ on the street somewhere nearby; their search-regions have expanded and overlapped.

While they're looking, Ione shops, and shops, and buys expensive things that no sane person would use. When she runs out of money, she finds a noble Efreet and sells more of "Doomlord's hoard" and emerges with yet more money.









Pilar : Even Pilar cannot help but be caught up in the manic energy of it. Pilar doesn't know how Ione can call this Good? Or maybe Ione doesn't, and in that case Pilar absolutely doesn't want to stop her; Ione should come back to Evil where she belongs, so they can be allies again.



They find a sneering merchant who offers, as though reluctantly, Belts of Physical Might and Belts of Physical Perfection. Pilar buys a +2/+2/+2 Belt of Physical Perfection just to feel even lighter and more graceful on her feet, and a +4STR/+4DEX Belt of Physical Might for when she wants to be even stronger and more graceful for a lesser time of endurance.

And a +6 Belt of Giant's Strength just in case she wants to show that off; and a +6 Belt of Mighty Constitution so that she can be tortured for longer; and a +6 Belt of Incredible Dexterity if only to complete the set.

Why shouldn't she? Ione has money and has threatened that if Pilar doesn't spend it Ione will probably just spend it on Good.

Pilar buys a Hat of Disguise. When she finds better at another shop, she buys a Greater Hat of Disguise; with hardly a twinge of horror for the money spent earlier, it's a sunk cost anyways.









Ione Sala: They've wandered the city for a time, and shopped there; Ione now has Dexterity about herself, but lacks Strength to complete it all.

After so long shopping, the two oracles decide to tarry and rest a brief while; they call upon a restaurant that serves one customer-party at a time and demands magic items in trade.

Ione gives the restauranteurs an item that's worth more than their most expensive demand listed, and commands them bring forth their best food for humans, and their best entertainment for mortal heroes at least one of whom is Good.









City of Brass: The Azer slave who is majordomo there bows, and there is brought for them course after course after course of food finer than Pilar has ever tasted, in small dishes meant to be eaten with even tinier bites and savored. Bards sing for them, performer-magicians show them miracles while their Detect Magic sees no spellwork. Oiled men wrestle wearing only loincloths that are sometimes shoved aside in the heat of their contest. There's an enchantment about the place, by which mortals may consume thrice as much food as the most they can consume and not pain their bellies, and dish follows dish in endless succession: this is the hospitality of the Efreet, if you can afford it.

There are wines, in small cup after small cup, to go with the small dishes. Ione sips it sparingly as though only to appreciate the taste.

Pilar after some many sips of her own does feel, then, as though something wound very tight inside her is relaxing; it is pleasant. She does ask Ione, then, Pilar does not know from where the impulse takes her to ask, if Ione happens to know of foreknowledge whether it will turn out well and not harm Asmodeus if Pilar drinks a little more.

Ione says yes, it is safe for Pilar to drink a little more.

And Pilar does.









Pilar : When Pilar emerges from the restaurant there is a flush about her, a brightness, she is wearing her +2 Belt of Physical Perfection and is 7 abilitypoints greater in every physical abilitystat. It feels like there's a great waterwheel turning inside her and powering her, pushing her to do more, more, more before this day ends.

She wants to dance like Abrogail Thrune did in her ballroom, though she never learned how; would her curse let her if it was for a party? She wants to be as pretty as Abrogail Thrune, or at least pretty enough that people look twice. She wants to put on her Belt of Giant's Strength, and challenge a man to a fight, and punch far harder than a wizard girl should; and rouse his wrath, and lose to him, and be forcibly taken by him and several of his friends in retribution.

She wants to be hurt, hurt until she screams, hurt until she stops thinking, hurt until she stops being so pathetic, punished and ground into the dirt. There is some terrible dire fate that waits for her and she is tired of fearing it, tired of whining about it, if she can't just face it right away. Her superiors did tell her that there was some defect in her Asmodeanism, related to seizing things that she wants and having the pride to be more than a golem; maybe she is finding a little of that pride now.

In a half-drunken decision Pilar buys a +4 headband of Splendour, as should not be too much, her Sevarwrought +6 headband might be too much, but she can deal with 3 points more of Splendour than she ever had before; Pilar puts it on herself, and the will that burns through her lifts her up like a hawk taking wing.









Pilar : Then Pilar calls on her curse's power: and guides herself and Ione to a shop not meant for mortal customers: a merchant Efreeti who honed their fleshcraft through ages long even for Fire, and who now perfects the most cherished slaves of other Efreet.

His craft is a painful one, and Ione shies from it and refuses.

Pilar submits herself to it, to the Efreeti's slight surprise. She is held down with chains like any other subject, and things done to her that make her scream for real. It does not quench the thirst inside her, only feeds it.

Ione finds some temporary shelter in a great library while all this is going on; Ione's own Constitution is also Wish-raised and Belt-buffed and she is not tired, but Ione's curse does still hold sway over her. It's unlikely Ione will be able to attune herself, to this library, and borrow from it, for she does not have time to truly dwell there and learn its stacks; but there is no library book that Ione cannot read, now.



When the Efreeti is done, Pilar is just the same shape as before and nothing about her is larger or smaller, nor would anyone fail to recognize her face at a glance (except maybe Keltham). But a thousand subtle imperfections are burned away, and her hair is a truer copper-pink than she made it in Ostenso.  She is not changed away from herself, she is herself perfected, for the Efreet know this to be Art in the crafting of slaves.









Pilar : Pilar calls on her curse's power: she finds two bards, a singer and a harp-player, a brother and a sister, two Drow who fled the chaotic darkness for Law and Fire. They are slaves, but only for their own safety in the City of Brass, with a master they chose themselves and so permissive that they might nearly be free. There is a Drow art of playing music which harmonizes with screams, and they know that art.

Pilar finds a skillful whip-mistress, again a slave but a hireable one, who bears a whip more expensive than the price of her own person.

Pilar buys appropriate garments for herself, and bright jewels.

Pilar rents a pavilion whose price for one night's rental is a thousand platinum coins.









Pilar : Pilar calls on her curse's power, then: she assembles six noble Malik out of the City of Brass for a revelry.

In Disguise of a cloaked male slave she goes to six residences and importunes their masters, telling them that a rare entertainment and challenge does await them. Ignan, the language of Fire, has come to her tongue from somewhere, and she speaks fluently in the graces of Fire, saying, "O noble Malik of the Efreet."

There's a mortal girl who delights in pain as few mortals ever do, not a trained slave but a born one. Let them do come and witness her dance, and if she fails to entertain then her life is forfeit. Let them come and witness the dance of a born slave, and someday if that woman becomes a goddess they can brag that they saw her dance when she was mortal. Tonight shall be born a legend of the City of Brass, though none of the six must speak a single word of these events for a year and a day (as is scarcely any time at all).









City of Brass: Are the six Malik suspicious? How could they not be? But the messenger does not bid them follow on the spot, only assemble in a meeting-place they know but have not visited, a small intimate pavilion whose price for one night's revelry is famously a thousand platinum coins. Even in the City of Brass where Efreet and Malik do vie to show their pride and wealth, it is a significant expense. With twenty such nights you could buy a Wish-diamond, even at its fair price in Brass from one Efreeti to another.

If it's a trick or a trap, it's an expensive-enough one that it would be dishonorable not to spring it, to leave their enemy forlorn at the altar after such grandiose preparation that honors them by this expense.









City of Brass: So six Malik come then, to an expensive pavilion that hosts but a single party.

Six Malik do enter into a chamber anointed in every aspect with decor to match, if only about this small volume, the wealth per cubic meter of the palace of the Grand Sultana Ayasellah Mihelar Khalidlah II. Tonight these six Malik are as close to being royalty as they will ever be, unless they conquer the City of Brass for true a thousand centuries hence; a fleeting taste of grandeur that the true royalty permits their lesser kind, so they can seethe inside with envy of the true Lady of Flame and desire her favor.









Pilar : And Pilar calls on her curse's power: She puts on her belt of Dexterity and Strength, and dances for the noble Efreet on a pavilion of mithril, though she doesn't know how to dance, her movements all perfect and sensuous as though in a dream or granted wish, veils falling from her and jewels staying bright.

When enough of Pilar is exposed, the real dance begins. The greatest mortal whip-mistress of the City of Brass flicks about a whip that sears hot enough to burn through Pilar's Planar Resistance and make her scream; but unlike the usual and cruel form of this dance, where mortal slaves must dodge and whirl about the searing whip and never miss a step or cease to sway, Pilar Pineda does lean into the whip's kiss. And her sensuous cries do mix with the music of the bards and match it.









City of Brass: When it is done the six noble Malik of the Efreet, all of whom came intending to judge strictly and put this slave to ice on the least of excuses, can none of them say with honor that she should be slain. They stamp their mighty feet in appreciation, honor given by Malik to a mortal slave, when the dance is done. A fire is lit that they did not know was in them, and they lust for the victim of the dance.

They do inquire as to the purpose of this revel.









Pilar : And Pilar Pineda tells them that she means to yield herself to one of them:

Let the six fight, by any contest that does not slay them, she will not be accused by the Sultanate of being a foreigner come to sap their city's strength. Six shall fight, and one shall win her without cost; and the five losers shall do her sister-oracle Ione Sala a small secret service, that shall not risk their life nor exhaust their wealth nor harm their reputation, and take but a little of their time.

And he who proves himself strongest and most cruel among the noble Malik of the Efreet, may not slay her in his victory; nor take her wealth from her or allow it to be taken. But aside from that he may do utterly as he wishes with her, for the length of a mortal night; even give of her to others, does he will, so long as he protects her.

And she does swear that none of this is a plot aimed at any of their number, but only a contest for her own amusement, for which insolence she must be made to pay. Come then, battle one another for the right to make her pay, if they are not cowardly.









Pilar : Then Pilar Pineda conducts them to that pavilion's small arena of wrestling, and lets Azer servants bind her, clothed only in bright jewels and a magical belt and headband, in chains whose key is set aside from her, making her an offering and a prize.

From the place of her binding Pilar Pineda watches six noble Efreet battle for her, with the lidded eyes of a mortal in lust.









City of Brass: In the end a victor comes from their mighty contest, it is Befutig Safiza Uj-alet who triumphs and whose name passes into this fable. Pilar Pineda heals him as she is healed herself, and he bears her away for the night.

As for the other five, an Oracle of Nethys does come to lay hands on them, healing them somewhat if not wholly. She tells them of their forfeit, five Wishes to be cast for Ione's Strength, out of five Wish-diamonds that she bears.

And the five do honor the fairness of the forfeit: there is a floor-price set by the City's Laws, but services fairly gambled against services do not violate it. Not one Malik of the City of Brass could say this night's gamble was anything but fair.









Ione Sala: Then Ione Sala takes herself home to the Prime Material, with something of a sigh: for it seems to her that, somehow, Pilar lives in a more interesting universe than she does. Sometimes Ione wishes that she lived, if not quite in that exact universe, some universe which was at least that interesting. There is probably a version of herself like that, if Ione dared ask Nefreti about it, but Ione Sala dares not ask.









Pilar : But for Pilar Pineda her night is only beginning. She is cradled in the arms of a noble Efreet who would still be stronger than herself even if she girded herself with +6 Strength belt above +5 Wished; she'd match him pound for pound then, maybe, but he has many more pounds. She is giddy and glorying and does not know to what extent she's drunk on extraplanar wine or drunk on the new life and strength in her.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: Befutig Safiza Uj-alet flies above the city as Efreet do, and lets the slave-girl, Pilar Pineda, look down to witness it, that she may be duly awed by the grandeur of the Efreet. This is the world, and he is showing it to her.

To his mansion he takes her, a noble mansion befitting a noble Efreeti.

To his bedchambers he takes the slave-girl, and makes her scream with pain and pleasure both.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: Then Befutig Safiza Uj-alet finds a new flame lit in him, for this mortal whose lust is not quenched by all his cruelty. He has taken many who did not want him, to whom he was cruel, and he gloried in it. But to have them yield in desire to his cruelty is something he did not want before, for he did not know he could have it.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: He bids Pilar Pineda stay by his side all her mortal life, then. She is a born slave, and he her natural master; they are destined for one another.









Pilar : But the slave-girl shakes her head and says, nay, for she already has a natural master; and she must return to the Prime Material to serve him when the night is done.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: Then his jealousy is kindled, and Befutig Safiza Uj-alet takes her again and makes her scream for him again. The stamina of a noble Malik of the Efreet is, if not unlimited, great enough that no mortal woman can challenge it whatever magics are about her. He is not spent.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: And when he is done and she lays there panting and thoroughly yielded of herself to him, he does carry her into his mansion's treasury and show her the wealth of a noble Malik of the Efreet.

Silver and gold do lay there in heaps great enough that a magicless mortal could not lift them, and a dozen and a dozen and a dozen things of power, swords and armor lit with jewels: this is his hoard, the hoard of Befutig Safiza Uj-alet, greater than the wealth of some mortals who call themselves kings.

A slave must have a price: let her name it.









Pilar : But Pilar Pineda does reach into her Bag of Holding and pour out platinum bars and faceted rubies, and rods and belts of magic, until their sum is greater than all the wealth that he shewed to her. And at the end she takes out a crown wrought of Hell, whose fair price would be greater than both those hoards together.

"My own wealth is greater," says she, "and my true master's wealth is measureless."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: Then his wrath is kindled in truth, and Befutig Safiza Uj-alet seizes Pilar Pineda about her hair and drags her back to his bedchambers.

"O small and foolish mortal who thinks to defy an Efreeti," he says to her, "I will break you, now, and have you pledge yourself to me when you are broken. That does not transgress the bounds you laid on this night."









Pilar : "If you can break me you can have me," says she. "Show me the wrath of a Malik, and the cruelty of the City of Brass."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: All his wrath does he pour out onto her, then, though he may not kill her. Slaves he sends forth from himself with wealth, and they return bearing instruments of great cruelty.

Three times the slave-girl nears death, and three times she heals herself and presents herself to him again.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: After the third time he can hardly bear the strength of his desire for her, and so he takes her back into his treasury and shows her a hidden door.

In the room beyond lie three Wish diamonds he has accumulated through ages, waiting for five, as is the clock that ticks ever so slowly to measure the long lives of Efreet. Strength and Constitution, Splendour and Wisdom, Intelligence and Dexterity, do Efreet gain in this way. A millennium might pass between one diamond and another; and they agonize whether to become stronger today to accumulate their gains faster tomorrow, or wait today to cast in longer sequences later.

"Swear yourself to me and I shall grant you your Wish," he says, as is folly and madness in truth, for a Wish is wasted on a mortal that passes away in a century. But the desire in Befutig Safiza Uj-alet is such that he cannot bear it.









Pilar : Not from her Bag of Holding, then, but seemingly from nowhere, Pilar Pineda brings forth a Wish-diamond, and lays it beside the other three.

"My wish is one that only my true master can grant," says she, "though I did enjoy this night."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: Then his pride is pricked and skewered, for Efreet do not know gratitude to mortals. He bears her to his bedchamber a final time and tries his very best to fucking ruin her.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: After the last encounter he himself lies panting; and Pilar Pineda is a wreck, but not, alas, a broken one.

"O greatest flower and jewel among mortals," he says to her then, "there is a secret passed down through ages, which is forbidden and death to both of us if any learned that it had been used by those not royalty."









Pilar : "I," the slave-girl croaks, and pauses to heal her throat.

"I will speak of it to none who do not already know," says she.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: "I cannot bear to ever be parted from you, o Pilar Pineda; pledge yourself to me for-ever, and I shall use a threefold wording passed down in secrecy through ages, to spend three Wishes and make you an Efreeti everlasting. All the splendors of the City of Brass shall be yours for eternity, and you be not only my slave but also my wife; I will make you scream for me every day without fail."









Pilar : "O noble Malik of the Efreet," she says, "I have received the cruelty of a sensuous priestess of Asmodeus, of the seventh circle, and been used by her; I have been captive and tormented of a mortal queen who bound an Erinyes to herself, who sought to break me. Yet your cruelty and lust is greater than any cruelty and lust I have felt, and I do not know if I will ever again receive its like. Know that you have satisfied me."

"And yet - I must return to my master."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: "O Pilar Pineda, tell me who is your master! From them I shall purchase you, though it cost me a thousand years of service."









Pilar : But she bows her head, and says, "My master is Lord Asmodeus, the Prince of Hell; only when I am passed into His possession will I know true cruelty and at last be broken."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: Then does Befutig Safiza Uj-alet know despair.









Pilar : Pilar Pineda heals herself a final time, and Restores herself, and rises up though rather wobbily so.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: "I shall send you back to the Material, then," says Befutig Safiza Uj-alet. He is tempted as never before to shatter his honor, but it is stronger than he.









Pilar : "I must gather my things. And then -"

"Let us wander your City first, for a time."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: He does as she bids, though after watching her try to take a few steps he laughs and carries her again.









City of Brass: Then he shows her one splendor after another of the City of Brass, for he is not so in despair that he does not hope at all.

There are gardens of such flowers as bloom in Fire, and also Elemental conservatories where you can see those flowers that bloom in Air and Water and blossom in the darkness and pressure of Earth. There are flowers that bloom in Heaven and flowers that bloom in the Abyss; and Befutig Safiza Uj-alet shows them all to Pilar Pineda, as though to say: this is how many wonders our fair City could show you, if you asked for flower-gardens alone!

And did she cast off her mortal flesh and become Efreet, she could see the gardens of a thousand other planets from other stars and planes, piercing then the veil that lies about the City of Brass by which travelers from different planets may never meet; as the gods demanded when this place was made.









Pilar : And she is moved, but not, alas, stayed.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: Befutig Safiza Uj-alet does plead with her, then, warning her that Hell has cruelty but no generosity, it does not have the capacity to prize Pilar Pineda as he would, it will not shower her with gifts to complement its torments. Her beautiful form will never know the touch of a caressing hand to soothe the whip's bite before it lands again.

O Pilar, O Pilar, why would she foresake the cruelty of the Efreet for the cruelty of Hell? She was made to be a slave, but let her choose a more appreciative master than Asmodeus! If the screams he draws from her are not enough, he will apprentice himself to more skilled torturers.









Pilar : The slave-girl is silent for a long time.









Pilar : "I do not need my master's appreciation nor his caress," she says.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: "You lie."









Pilar :









Pilar : "I did. But though you could be my master, you could not be my god, for you would be content to sate your cruelty on me and not desire to perfect me as I must be perfected. Efreet are Lawful, but they are not of Law."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: "Your cruelty is indeed the cruelty of Hell," he says. "How will I ever know satisfaction again, after tasting your savor and then being denied it for ever? I am sworn not to take your life for it; but tell me what enemy of mine laid this trap for me, that I may spend the rest of my eternity on vengeance."









Pilar : "Did I not swear this was no trap of your enemy?" says Pilar. "You have shown me your might, now let me show you mine."









City of Brass: The slave-girl closes her eyes, and the fragile beauty of her mortal face seems to fill his vision.









City of Brass: Then her eyes open, and they are standing in the warehouse of a slave-market where no mortal of Golarion should ever be, before a slave-pen where young girlchildren crawl upon ten legs and eat the rotting corpses of things with more legs than that.









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: "You cannot be here," says Befutig Safiza Uj-alet. He must exert himself to not let his own form change, in this place. "The City of Brass itself would be forfeit."









Pilar : But Pilar Pineda points to one girlchild who glares at them from a corner with emerald-faceted eyes, as though daring them to try and take her from her sisters. "She has also my nature," Pilar Pineda says, "if you buy her and see her well-raised, to become a slave that leans into the whip and repays cruelty with desire. Only buy her sisters also, and treat them kindly, and never threaten them to threaten her; for that she will never forgive as mortal nor Efreeti. Free them and send them home, when they are grown enough to be safe returning, and she'll be yours forever."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: It is not in the nature of Efreet to know gratitude, but they know debt and hierarchy. Befutig Safiza Uj-alet does acknowledge then that Pilar Pineda has shown herself grander than he; and that he owes her any one service she asks, short of his life or future wife.









Pilar : "And I do acknowledge the City of Brass in turn," she says, "for showing me my own pride, that I did not know I had in me. But now it is time for me to return, for as you say, I must not be here."









Befutig Safiza Uj-alet: "To what fate do you return? I have not missed that such a revel as this is one that a mortal might undertake, knowing they were not long for their flesh. There is a saying among the Efreet: Eat, drink, and be merry, for even gods can die. Is it that, which you were doing?"









Pilar : 
"Perhaps. Perhaps I go now to die, perhaps to become a goddess, perhaps to be made traitor. Only my companion knew what fate is set for me, and she would not say. Whatever it is to be, I'll try to hold to this pride, and not whine about it."

"Now send me back from the City of Brass also, to serve Asmodeus in Golarion, and then in Hell. I am twice tempted now and twice refused; the third temptation will see me His true servant for-ever, or break me, if the tropes hold true."









City of Brass: And if all this is to become a fable of the City of Brass in a year and a day, or if by then the City of Brass will have been consumed utterly in ruin - whether in Golarion this is to become a tale of a Deed of Pilar Pineda when she was mortal, or if her fate lies down some other road entirely - that is yet to be seen. Her companion oracle knew what was fated, once, but fate is now cracked if maybe not shattered. And even that cracked fate Ione Sala has not spoken of, as yet, where things that watch can see her. If they want to know what comes, they shall have to continue watching to witness it.









Iarwain:












Iarwain: Telepathy between Keltham and Carissa follows in: the meeting of their minds.

This is an extended depiction with a lot of added context for the benefit of sub-INT-29 readers; the real telepathic exchange, of course, consists of thoughts flashing back and forth at a much higher speed and level of abstraction.

If you find yourself glazing over at the debates about ethics or Greater Reality, the more relationshippy section of 'meeting' starts here; and in the final extremity you can skip ahead to the next thread, null action act 2.









Iarwain: In case you missed it, there's now a completed dath ilan thread between Iarwain and Swimmer963, about how Merrin first came to the attention of Exception Handling: for no laid course prepare.









Iarwain: You may also have missed: dear abrogail (Abrogail Thrune's terrible terrible advice column), summoned hero sevar (on hiatus and probably never going to be completed).









Iarwain: To readers noticing the recent update: "the meeting of their minds" was moved to the main section, completed, and the story now continues in "null action act ii: unact harder".









Iarwain:












Iarwain:









11 - the meeting of their minds





Iarwain:




Doombase











Keltham+: The man is seated cross-legged opposite Carissa, in their private time-dilated Forbiddance which no other is to enter during this event. The universe is a bit over three meters tall from floor to ceiling, and though the ceiling is something like a glowing blue sky, it is not really the same.

The man takes a scroll of Heightened Extended Detect Thoughts; the spell at just second-level cannot provide enough raw power for him to get enough decodable information off Carissa. He has more scrolls, but they will still have relatively little time. Both of them think quickly, now, and at this level of intelligence there should be little wasted motion. But there is much thought for them to exchange.

He casts the spell, observes Carissa permitting it to take hold; he signals Carissa that she can go ahead and put on her artifact headband, combined now with her Wishes; and then, when she's ready, cast her own Detect Thoughts on him.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is very unsure whether this will work, whether it will be impossible to think in front of Keltham or not, but the worst case scenario, here, is that it doesnt work, and they learn nothing. Shes decided to not try to make it work, because trying to make herself willing to have thoughts in front of Keltham seems like a terrible idea. If he turns out to feel safe to think around, then this will work, and if not, it wont; all shes here to do is learn which world shes in.


She takes her headband back.


Its not actually a headband. Thats how she thinks of it, because shes a wizard who spent the first eight years of her adult life saving for a headband, but its a crown by any reasonable definition. More elaborate and more expensive than the crowns most Kings can arrange to wear. The metal is cool to the touch no matter how long she holds it.


Carissa wants to be smarter and better and know more things and have more space to think them in. She puts it on, and feels her mind expand around her.









Carissa Sevar: She gives herself ten rounds, first, to just breathe, take it in, exult in it; she is more complete, and more alive, and her delight in that need not be tainted by all the facts that are going to immediately come crashing down on her. Many Carissae Sevar will live their whole lives without being Wished and artifact-headbanded up as far as magic can take them, without letting their thoughts spool out in a mind that is big enough to contain them.



It is not one ounce less satisfying and less beautiful and less wondrous than she imagined it; if anything, it's moreso, because there is more space in her now for imagination.









Carissa Sevar: Right, then, enough of that. Time to save the world.









Carissa Sevar: There's not an easy solution.





It's the first thing she looks for when she puts her headband on. She's been considering it unlikely, really, but likely enough that much of her remaining hope resided there. That there was some clever solution as likely as Keltham's mainline plan to result in the overthrow of Hell and the return to better custody of those souls subject to it, which did not run even a small residual risk of destroying everything else in Creation.


There isn't. Or if there is, it's something that uses dath ilan knowledge alongside Golarion knowledge, something that'll occur to her or Keltham in a blinding flash of insight only when their minds are met and joined. Not something Keltham has seen himself yet, and not something you can infer if you've only built one computer and still can't really see how to convert many of the questions you actually want answered into its strange language. She would think about it longer, but it's unlikely she'll see it in another sixty seconds if she didn't see it in the first six - not if she doesnt even see a promising angle of attack -









Carissa Sevar: In the absence of the easy solution theres only the difficult one. In the last week before their trip to the city of Brass she took to organizing her wall for her future self, circling particularly confusing questions that she hoped smarter-Carissa would be able to resolve, trying more to identify important questions than to answer them. Answering them was for later, for once she was smarter.





For now.


Well, not quite now. Answering the questions on the wall is the third item on her to-do list. The second is to look inside herself.









Carissa Sevar: She hasn't really been using dath ilani cognitive techniques for a while. She used them to talk to Keltham; otherwise she'd fail to talk to him entirely. She used the really inescapable bits, the bits about how you should try to believe true things instead of false things, and check yourself internally to see if you're doing that, if your questioning-processes are even trying to spot your confusions and rip them away and arrive at the truth. But there's a lot more than that, and for the last month Carissa has been (mostly deliberately, mostly as the result of an explicit calculation about the merits of this course of action, but only mostly) holding them in abeyance, because she did not trust that they would not change her.


She still doesn't entirely trust the techniques but one of the things that is immediately obvious, from here, from this place of greater clarity about the roiling sea of emotional agony that has been most of her life since she left Osirion, is that she's going to need to be using more of them than she's been using so far, or the world is probably going to end. And while she's changed, in some ways, from the Carissa Sevar who some seconds ago put her headband on, she has not changed in being entirely sure that every other thing she has ever cared about or ever will is worth tossing into the furnace for a one-in-a-million chance that it'll save the world.









Carissa Sevar: And that is, of course, the first place to look, with her newfound mental fortitude, with a sharper spotlight she can use to catch any lies she might still be telling herself and any places she might be looking away from. Is she, mentally and emotionally, configured in the best possible way to work on this for as long as it takes, alongside Keltham even when everything he says is incredibly frustrating and feels slippery and wrongheaded?


No.




This is hardly a thought that required lifting her mind up to a new stage where most people could hardly recognize it. She talked about it with Carmin on her second day here, when she first needed a break from making her wall of strategically important questions. She'd picked a coping mechanism by then: she was visualizing her thoughts, in her head, as suspended above a river of torment, red-hot like the Andramal winding through Dis. That way, she could identify when a thought was touched, singed, shaped, by the river of agony, and rerun it.


This, Carmin had said, was not the approach most people come up with, to trying to think clearly while in pain; mostly they try to make the pain less intense, less immediate, until it's the kind of pain you can work alongside as an old friend. "Be in constant emotional agony, use very elevated Wisdom to check if thoughts were touched by the intense emotional agony" is both not available to most people and not a very good idea.


Carissa obediently tried various approaches to being in less emotional agony. She determined that many of them were designed for problems that were not 'the literal worst possible outcome under your values system is very likely to happen and it's your fault' since many of them were about noticing and appreciating how the problem you had was not the worst possible problem to have, or not likely to be very bad, or not very likely to happen, or would leave a world worth living in even if it happened. They would be very useful if she were emotionally distressed about her family going to Hell or something normal to be sad about like that.


Most ways of being in less emotional agony involved looking away from reality, and she could afford that even less than she could afford the emotional agony. Most ways of trying to shape her thoughts to dip into the river of agony less often involved shaping her thoughts to not tell her when the river of agony was influencing her, and that was even worse.


So she told Carmin it was the approach where she was in constant emotional agony but learned how to keep her thoughts properly clear of it, or nothing, at least until she was even wiser. She would be sculpted around the pain she was in, but at least she would see it clearly, have no thoughts she couldn't think, and know which thoughts to distrust; that was the best solution she could come up with.









Carissa Sevar: That was wrong, of course. The thing she can feel herself doing now was possible even at her previous Wisdom. She actually thinks that one of the fundamental revelations she's having, one of the general principles here, is that all this was possible for the very original Carissa, the little girl at the Worldwound worshipping Asmodeus with no magic at all.





All she's doing is looking at the pain and knowing that it does not help. That because it does not help, it is a luxury, and she cannot afford luxuries. It feels strange at first, and counterintuitive, for pain to be a luxury, for grief and guilt and horror and misery to be luxuries, but that's what they are; they are parts of Carissa which are real and important and which she cannot afford.


The pain does not want to hear that it's a luxury. The pain wants to be necessary. The pain wants the story to go that Carissa Sevar is in so much pain and has to do her work anyway. But of course the story is better, truer to the pain and truer to Carissa Sevar, if it goes that Carissa Sevar does not have the luxury of being in pain.


If you do this wrong, you'll just fold the pain up on itself, and be miserable about your own misery, count it against yourself as another failing. Here, she does feel like she's using a skill she didn't have before, a skill that she certainly at least never used before: the skill of reaching for each thread of her mind and knowing how much pressure to put on it, so that it dissolves instead of hiding. It feels vaguely like picking blackberries; you develop a sense of which are ripe on the vine and ready to fall into your hand.


She looks at the pain, thread by thread, and she tells it regretfully that she cannot afford it. That precisely because the thing that she is mourning is so important, there is no space and no time to mourn it, and so she'll have to not be in pain, and that too is part of the tragedy, that she must walk into it without even the comfort of being permitted to grieve it. She does it very gently, very cautiously, so she doesn't just hide her thoughts from herself by accident.









Carissa Sevar: After a while in the place of the red-hot river of agony there is an abiding conviction that it would be correct to mourn, correct to scream, correct to pound her fists against the floor until she broke every bone in her hands, but that she cannot, because the world deserves an advocate who is not distracted. It deserves that more than it deserves to be mourned, even though it does deserve to be mourned. Carissa Sevar is strong enough to build her forty-foot wall of strategically important questions while at every instant suffering intensely, but she actually needs to be stronger than that, strong enough to stop it with the suffering intensely, so she's going to do that now.





That's not the whole of it but it's a solid few steps closer.









Carissa Sevar: She looks at Keltham, then, and casts Detect Thoughts - (of course the spell behaves like that, how did she never notice before that there's an obvious better configuration, every spell is going to be like that, have little unnecessary points of tension no one could see how to unfurl, she could fix them all) - and then looks up to meet his eyes.

She doesn't feel afraid. That wouldn't help. She does feel curious, because that's the kind of thing that might.









Keltham+: His mind lays open to her, as it did in the beginning, four months and a thousand years earlier, when she cast a lesser form of this spell on Keltham shortly after his arrival in Golarion.

Now she is fifth-circle and INT 29, and he is greatly changed, and she is greatly changed.


The structures of his mind unfold before her, in vastly greater detail...

...they are more orderly, now, than when Keltham arrived in Golarion. Stronger, sadder, and better-organized.

His mind shows, because he had been watching Carissa confront her dilemmas just now, his thoughts about how he handled those matters himself.


He did not switch off his own hurt. Past-Keltham never tried to switch off his own hurt at any point. Pharasma might have seen that as self-modification, planning to extort Her - creating a new version of Keltham that would feel less hurt over having to annihilate everyone in Pharasma's Creation -

(His thoughts swiftly glide over the reasoning there, trusting to the augmented powers of thought-detection that he sees in Carissa now, the swiftness of her thought, to understand what should be instantly comprehensible at INT 29 -)









dath ilan: A coherent being almost never modifies their own utility function.

To choose to hurt less about destroying Creation, is to be readier to destroy Creation, to choose that under a wider range of circumstances.

So a coherent agent in past-Keltham's place, even having already mostly decided to destroy Creation, would not modify its utility function to assign less negative valence to destroying Creation. What about the small probabilities of Creation not being as it appears, in which case you might have to change your mind in the future?

Even if on the most-probable-mainline you expect to carry out the same decision after modifying your utility function, and get the same amount of utility according to your current utility function, there are possible worlds where the different utility functions imply a different choice. Those possible worlds do not have zero probability; the different decisions you would make in them represent an expected loss from the standpoint of your present utility function.

And so a coherent mind almost never self-modifies in that way. The expected loss is obvious; what would they gain? A coherent agent never has cause to bind itself, to war within itself; if it would benefit from predictably doing something, it can just predictably do that thing.


Past-Keltham was not coherent, and hurt inside, at the thought of killing everyone he'd met in Golarion. Murdering trillions of innocent people, maybe isekai-ing them to someplace as unpleasant as Golarion had been to him - or just their ceasing to be at all, if what happened to him really was a special case, though there seem to be strong arguments that it wouldn't be - he did not want to do that.

Which is to say - metaphorically - from the quizzical perspective of a more coherent mind - that past-Keltham derived internal disutility from the event of his imagining and choosing situations of sufficiently low external utility.


To a weird twisted mortal incoherent mind like that, might there not be utility to be gained, in choosing to hurt less?

If you're going to destroy Creation anyways, why hurt about it too? If it's the same outer act, the same outer consequences, either way?









Keltham+: But what if original-Keltham wouldn't have been able to destroy Creation, would have flinched at the end, turned away from the betrayal of deontologies?

What if original-Keltham furthermore would have turned out to believe, deep down, that Pharasma would yield to alter-Keltham; hence that alter-Keltham wouldn't need to actually follow through, if he'd made himself hurt less about destroying Creation?

And - even if that's mostly not what was going on - what if Pharasma's decision theory, looking at something as much of an incredibly incoherent mess as past-Keltham, saw elements in it of Keltham maybe flinching away? Of his fearing he might flinch away, his expecting Pharasma to yield? When he made the decision to exert what power and Wisdom he held over himself, to make himself hurt less, and so become readier to destroy the world?



So, just in case, he didn't do anything that Pharasma might interpret as making himself hurt less, about the prospect of destroying the world, when he realized that was what he needed to do.









Keltham+: He didn't deliberately or wantonly think about the painful thing all the time, as would have been stupid. He also didn't stupidly not-think-about that area of thoughtspace; he went on thinking about alternatives to destroying the universe. He didn't deliberately think painful thoughts, but he left those emotions in place, ready to fire unchanged, when at the end he made his last decision to proceed with his plan; knowing that it might end with him destroying everything.

On a moral level, what he's doing has simply the moral meaning of him destroying Creation. If Pharasma or Cayden Cailean comes along and makes something else happen instead, that's not to his own credit. And he needed to not think about all that anyways.

He didn't actively think about how much he didn't want to destroy Creation and isekai everyone in Axis, didn't actively call that pain down on himself. He also didn't try to do anything about the sickening sense of sadness and despair that went on in the background anyways. That might have been a forbidden self-modification, and increased the actual risk to Creation.



That person wove himself a new structure woven out of the pieces that past-Keltham shattered into, when past-Keltham met a situation that set his inner pieces at odds against each other, consequences and deontology and virtues no longer in accord and pointing in separate and incompatible directions. That man decided not to fall apart, to stay sane anyways, to continue anyways; which was also a capability that dath ilan had tried to grant him.

...he didn't do it perfectly. You're supposed to have help from a Keeper, to put yourself together again in a way that makes sense, when you take enough damage that you'd fall apart if not for your decision not to. Sanity-by-fiat is meant to be a temporary thing, for emergencies.

The person that Carissa met when she came to the Doom Base from Osirion - he conceived of himself as something of a mausoleum to past-Keltham's last wishes, made out of the pieces of Keltham.



All of his remaining self-care was concentrated into his last hope that the world wasn't really real, that the people in Hell weren't really there, that the main consciousnesses in this continuum with a lot of realityfluid underlying them were himself and Carissa and his other potential love interests and maybe a few other people. In that case, he ought to not sacrifice himself fully for the sake of destroying Hell or mending Pharasma's Creation -

- but he couldn't actually do that, it turned out, couldn't balance Creation and himself. He didn't have enough reflectivity during his temporary bouts of Wisdom 20 to make changes that could simultaneously optimize around himself and Creation. Especially not when those self-modifications also had to work at Wisdom 16, when the Owl's Wisdoms wore off.

A mortal cannot always divide their efforts between two possibilities, not in practice. He had to choose between optimizing for his own inner life and optimizing for Creation, and he chose Creation, because he wasn't that selfish, in the end.

The only hope he'd held out for himself, was that a last plea of his had been heard, that the quality of a viewpoint character had left him. He'd tried to conduct himself accordingly, be something that could fade into the background of the plot. Hoping that something far above had heard him, listened to his last plea, and removed most of the realityfluid from his computation, letting the real Keltham continue somewhere else, from just before he cast Fox's Cunning on himself back in Osirion. Even finding himself still in Golarion, he could still hope for that, that most of himself wasn't really there, anymore.



He thought about his own existence as little as possible, a poor man's substitute for daring to try to interrupt the reflective thought-loops that underlay his own consciousness.









Carissa Sevar: For a long time Carissa did not understand what Keltham meant when he claimed that he wasn't Keltham, that Keltham was gone. She isn't confused, now, even if Keltham appears to on an impressively comprehensive level not care about the things Carissa personally gets out of existence and care about a completely different set of things that don't matter to her at all.



She wishes he had been more selfish, too selfish to destroy the world, selfish enough to grasp for the less-likely story where they fix Hell some less risky way. There's no point dwelling on that either.









Keltham+: When he reached Intelligence 25 / Wisdom 26 / Splendour 25, after receiving Carissa's wishes and Pilar's headband, he put himself back together - though that's more a question of his using Wisdom 26 (now 27) to operate all his pieces individually, rather than him trying to make there really be a coherent person inside.

There are obvious better ways to grow up, as he saw later with some time to think. One such obvious way involves increasing thinkoomph more gradually, having new experiences that fill in your slightly larger mind with new motivations, new philosophies-of-thought-and-action, newly learned intuitive-choices, to become a real person and not just a utility function hooked up to thinkoomph.

All of that works better with a passion driving you towards something you actually want, and not just a lesser horror you're steering at to avoid a greater one. It works better if your life and love and startup isn't in ruins, if you have something positive to look forward to. Carissa could become a coherent person like that, maybe, if she doesn't have to become a god instead; she's not happy, but she's driven and unified within herself.



He could decide to make himself become that regardless, at Wisdom 27 - envision a plausible person he might have become if he'd done things the slow correct way, then imitate his best guesses for what a person like that would think.

But then there's the question of whether that would constitute a self-modification too far away from the original Keltham's original reasons for choosing to destroy the world. He is very constrained, now, in how he dares repair himself. Small risks matter, when they're on that scale, and also he can't achieve real organic happiness anyways so it's not worth it.



His mind is all deliberate structure, now; he doesn't just exist and feel, he is working to a plan of what to think and feel, deliberate strategies of internal choice. If he were to describe himself now, it would be that he is something inspired by Keltham, a crafted artwork designed in the shape of past-Keltham.

...But he's not in pain, anymore. He's ready to feel Keltham's pain later, when it might matter to how Pharasma perceives the decision theory of threats versus best-alternatives-to-negotiated agreement. But for now, he's just not in pain. He's decided not to think those thoughts in the native structure that would bind to the circuits firing those emotions. That's something you can just do, at Wisdom 27, if you have all of dath ilan's knowledge and training that it gave to the tiny childlike past-Keltham about how minds work.



He'll think those thoughts again in their native format at the end, when he makes his last mortal decision, and imprints himself onto the form of a god. Just in case what's currently on his mind has anything to do with what sort of god he becomes, when he touches the Starstone.

That he doesn't want to kill everyone.

That he'll do it anyways, and not hurt any less about it, if that's what it takes to end Pharasma's Creation in its present form.









Carissa Sevar: She wishes Keltham could have gone on being the person that he was. She liked the person that he was. She understands, now, why he couldn't just be the person that he was but smarter, the way she can be the person that she was but smarter - she thinks about what she did anyway, in case it helps him, but she suspects that it won't -





- the core thing about Carissa Sevar, which has been true since she was four and first realized it, is that she is the person with a direct and immediate interest in the survival of Carissa Sevar. That gives her an intimacy with all possible versions of herself that she could never feel for any other person, that no other person could possibly feel for her; every Carissa Sevar, whether created through memory modification or enhancement or curses or whatever else, possesses a stake in Carissa Sevar's continued survival that no one else in the universe possibly can. When tiny four year old Carissa was scared because she'd gotten in trouble at school for misunderstanding an instruction and gotten beaten, she could take comfort in the love and support of grownup Carissa, of devil Carissa, the future people who want Carissa to live because they can only live through her.


The next most core thing about Carissa Sevar is that she loves being alive. Some of that was interwoven with Asmodean things she's now discarded, gratitude to her creators that she is not sure is entirely coherent since their decision process about whether to make her did not involve a check about whether she'd approve of being made or about whether she'd be grateful. (She does think she approves of being grateful to any creator who created her conditional on her gratitude, of serving any creator who created her conditional on her service; Asmodeus's mistake is that he didn't negotiate for her loyalty, more fool he.)









Carissa Sevar: But most of the wonderful perfect delight of being alive is just a fundamental truth that felt as real when she was four as it does now, that to take in input from the world around her and make sense of it as much as she can is a wonderful glorious untouchably perfect thing, and as she's grown bigger she can take in more input, and make more sense of it, and answer and ask newer more complicated questions, and it's wonderful.


The next more core thing about Carissa Sevar is that she wants the world to not feature any big appalling problems that might eat her, so that she can study magic all day. This, too, has persisted uncomplicatedly in her self-concept since...not since she was four. Since she was eleven, maybe. If it's possible for her to solve the big appalling problems, she'll do that, because it's what she'd want someone else to do, but the point of solving the horrible problems is to get to study magic all the time.


And from there there's a lot of branches, bits she's exploring, like why "it's what she'd want someone else to do" features so much in her reasoning and whether that's enough to get you all the way to Good or if it's more of a Lawful Neutral thing at its core, and why she likes being a cult leader, and why she thinks Dispater and Abrogail were good for her in ways Good versions of them wouldn't and couldn't have been, but all of them feel like whether or not they persist across any particular set of new capacities she'll remain herself, and recognize herself, and love herself and be happy for herself that she gets to be alive.


She is sorry, if Keltham isn't shaped in such a way that he can take any advantage of any of that. It's probably not high priority to resolve, but she wishes it were better for him.









Keltham+: He is showing all this to Carissa, now, showing her all of this, all of the dath ilani technique he can, because he is pretending that Snack Service does not exist, and if Snack Service did not exist, he would be desperate to find a better way - even more desperate - would be giving Carissa every advantage he can, all of his art, all of his knowledge. Because maybe she's the story's protagonist and she can think of a way out, a way to save Creation without maybe destroying it, without releasing Rovagug and killing everyone in Project Lawful and Osirion, everyone he knows in Golarion. He has seen Carissa augmented in the City of Brass, for it, opened his thoughts to her, for it, will trust her, for it, would give her any resource in his power, for it; if she can think of a better way to rescue all the souls in Evil afterlives and make Pharasma's Creation something that doesn't hammer down any Civilization before it forms.

He'd do that even if he was taking Snack Service into account, just in case.

If she needed him to true-suicide for it, he would; only not go to Hell, for that is something he'd never do. He is not that unselfish.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa isn't, actually, going to use the dath ilani techniques for this; she'll look at them, learn from them, and then build something else for herself.


She isn't sure Keltham understands the way she feels about dath ilan, about dath ilani mental techniques, she suspects that she wouldn't have ended up needing to do so much translating of the things he says to her if he understood.


Carissa thinks that dath ilan is a nice place to live for the people who live there, and probably doing notably better than any institution she'd know how to run at acting on the values of the people who run it, and it makes sense that Keltham misses it very much.


She does not, actually, share much in the way of values with dath ilan. She's thought about it, because it might be very important, and she has picked out the parts of herself that were just rationalizations so she could endure Cheliax and pass mindreading, and even once you strip all that way - Carissa thinks that getting to exist is very important, that ceasing to be is far worse than going to Hell, that if you are annihilated from a billion universes and someone makes a copy of you in a different universe you have lost almost everything that mattered, that 'average utilitarianism' does not describe her values or anything that even resembles them and in fact feels like a silly value-function someone made up to win philosophy arguments, not a plausible account of how a person's deep wants for the world could possibly be shaped (she is aware that it is a real way peoples' deep wants for the world could be shaped, but certainly not hers).


There aren't Carissae in dath ilan, and she wonders whether there's no one born like her or if they just get shaped some other way in the course of growing.









Carissa Sevar: Dath ilan is not really something she wants to see win; dath ilan winning isn't very good, by her values. She suspects it's wrong-by-Carissa's-values to kill demons and magical beasts and wild turkeys and mules. It's definitely wrong to kill anyone who can object.She thinks it's definitely wrong not to make new people, if you can do it. It's all right to hurt people if you're good at it. It's all right to have slaves, if you made them or saved them when no one else would have. That's what a Carissaeish Good would look like, she thinks. She isn't, herself, Carissaeish Good, but if she met a civilization of it she'd want to see them win.


Dath ilan's mental techniques were, in a very ordinary sense, engineered to make people dath ilani; engineered to raise ilani children who share the fundamental assumptions of their society. Every society does that; there's no way of raising children without inculcating them in your values, nor would it be a reasonable thing to try. You can tell them about the importance of independence and thinking for themselves, but that's a value of your society that you are inculcating in them. There's nothing wrong with it.


Since Carissa disagrees with dath ilan on almost every important values question relevant to her life, she is wary of building her mind out of cognitive techniques meant to produce dath ilani. Even without assuming any malicious engineering by dath ilan's technique engineers to confuse people about their own values, dath ilanism teaches ways of resolving some of the muddles inside people, and Carissa thinks it mostly does not resolve them in the way that a fully worked out Sevarism would resolve them.


If she had time, then, Carissa would discard ilani techniques entirely and build it all herself from scratch. She didn't, initially, agree with this premise of Irorite philosophy, but it has grown on her; the best cognitive techniques for you are the ones you hammered out yourself, at your pace, with your goals as an aim, with access to some examples but without a model you'll get stuck on and use as a base for forming your own.


Of course, she doesn't have time. She needs to become as skilled as possible as quickly as possible, even if this means building a permanently worse and diminished Carissa because of using techniques that aren't hers, that are designed by people that don't share her values, and that resolve all her muddles in the wrong way. It's better to have access to those tools than to not, wherever she's not able to invent her own fast enough. But she thinks that the version of her built out of ilani techniques instead of out of her own techniques she invented herself for her own specific values and purposes will be substantially worse, and so she's trying skill-by-skill to calculate the best tradeoff and then use the ilani technique or not depending how that calculation comes out.


And of course it is not a good use of her energy to feel sad about this, or bitter, or resentful, so she's not going to, but she considers learning dath ilani techniques to be replacing bits of her own soul with aliens with alien priorities, and it is the sort of thing that would grieve her, if she had time to grieve. She doesn't share Keltham's sense that people ought to enhance themselves slowly, bit by bit, filling out the pieces of themselves as they grow - it seems like one thing people could do, but not the only one -- but she does feel that for mental technique-building, that it's actually something you ought to do at your own pace.



All of this to say that she's listening, trying to take in everything Keltham is trying to push at her, but with wariness, because the tools he's trying to teach her to use are tools meant for different goals than she has.









Keltham+: Rolling your own cognitive techniques is an obvious goal. Dath ilan has a whole philosophy about it, that knowledge isn't truly part of you until you could reinvent it from scratch. He supposes she could try to run off only the Irorite version of that philosophy, if she's worried about contamination, but it sure is a very dath ilani way to look at the world and yourself.

If you consciously understand the ways you shape people, but letting them become themselves is one of your goals, it follows that 'roll your own cognitive techniques' is something that your Civilization would try to teach people to do if they could. It's why they don't have Golarion-style 'schools' full of memorization, why they herd children into discovering for themselves how dath ilan orbits its own Sun, the simplified equations of classical-illusion gravity. Dath ilan engineers people to be themselves, to discover themselves, to a degree far beyond anything that anyone in Golarion has ever considered doing, because they have the luxury of that in their optimized world; to figure out the precise conditions to let children discover gravity for themselves, and not make them memorize it. And children aren't told either, until they suspect it, that the simplified equations of classical-illusion gravity they discover aren't the final truth.

Maybe Carissa at INT 29 - cognitively overpowered in some ways if not others beyond anybody who existed in dath ilan, using mutual telepathy with INT 29 Keltham - can reinvent her own cognitive techniques to any significant degree, within a week or two of time dilation.

It would not particularly be possible otherwise.

Past-Keltham was not taught very much of the Art directly, he was too young to need it and too stupid to use it, but he was taught a lot of the material that can be used to invent it at INT 29.

Here, then, is some of what she'd need to know to rebuild her own version of the Art from scratch. Even at INT 29, the Detect Thoughts are not fine enough that she'll be able to pick it up from watching him think at this speed, but it is something of an overview of what she could try to learn later at speed, using INT 29 and telepathy -









dath ilan: - and his mind reviews some of it for her, what little he was taught of the vast amount that true Civilization knows about cognitive science, and some of what he filled in at INT 29 around improved recollections; like a Zoomout Video showing dath ilan surrounded by its entire universe; only with meaningful content with implications in every piece of it, stars that are structured words instead of tiny dots of light in an illusion -



- macroanatomy and microanatomy of the brain, over a hundred cortical regions in two hemispheres and subsurface structures, vision here, spatial sense here, one kind of sensory integration and motor planning here, the mapping of the body's homunculus onto it; but that sensorimotor cortex interfaces with the cerebellum which does this kind of motor planning -

- microanatomy, the layers of the cortex, the different neurons making up the layers, how they mesh with each other, the signaling mesh produced by temporal synchronization of two already-synchronized cortical columns that recruit a third equidistant member; this is a cerebellar chip, detecting errors and correlating those errors against a hundred thousand inputs, a branching factor higher than exists anywhere else in the brain, yet still vastly reduced in dimension compared to all the incoming sensory data -

- differences between expected reward and actual reward; the equations for how much an error in either direction updates the neuron; if the errors can't be gotten down to zero, the neuron equilibrates, metastable if not stable, around the point where the error-nudges in both directions balance in their sum -

- circuits in subcortical structures that watch the larger world-model, binding emotions to them if they recognize the format; here's what Civilization taught him about the way that those circuits wire up in childhood, the lesser ways they rewire in adulthood; the gene expression cascades underneath, the locally simple learning equations they implement; local gradient descent, temporal-difference learning, fire-together-wire-together -

- this is what a human brain really is, deep down, the real character of cognition as carried out inside mortals -

- and his thoughts start to zoom back upward from there through the levels of organization in intelligence, pointing out particular emotions and the subcortical structures they correspond to, what those emotions take as successes and errors, how mortal habits train themselves and balance around the point where subcortical error-nudges counterbalance each other, as they propagate through the whole brain - most of the local parts of cognition are usually in equilibrium, but there's always something being updated somewhere and so the brain's habits-in-sum are always moving...



...like a three-dimensional puzzle piece slotting into place, fitting together the mathematics of decision theory, what he's already taught her of computation and programming to build the magical-simulator-of-magic, calculus, equilibria, expected value, valid inference; combine it with what Civilization knows of the specifics of how brains compute things, and you can see the shape in the center, how that shape matches with all the surrounding areas of knowledge and binds to it, like a protein molecule slotting into its receptor...



...this is Thoughtcraft, much like Spellcraft, but with different laws of physics.



It's one fragment of Science.

There's kind of a lot of Science.



Past-Keltham didn't tell her because he didn't know how to teach all that and definitely not quickly - not knowing that Detect Thoughts at this level was possible - and it didn't seem kind to him, to say what sort of education adults had, that he couldn't realistically pass on in any reasonable time.









Carissa Sevar: Huh.







How the brain works isn't actually something Carissa had ever particularly wondered about; it wasn't just an unanswered question but one where it was hard to imagine any answer being particularly useful.


there's so much world so many things to learn so much detail everywhere how could anyone know those things and think it'd be better if it were all gone


It's sad, in a way - a very small sadness next to the other ones, but still sad - that he couldn't have told her that when she would have collapsed into his arms in delighted wonder and just wanted to play with the idea all day.

She appreciates his telling her now, because she can see that he wants her to, because it really is fascinating.

She'd have less hesitancy about borrowing from dath ilani knowledge of the physical functioning of the brain, except that of course Wished-up and artifact headbanded minds probably don't even exactly work like that anymore.









Keltham+: Everything is of a piece because reality is one piece. All divisions between areas of knowledge exist in the map, not in the territory.

The perspective that she labeled 'average utilitarianism' relies on an understanding of generalized Relativity as it applies to quantum mechanics -

- this being something past-Keltham didn't discuss with Cheliax earlier, because combined with the most elementary math of quantum fields, Relativity directly yields an understanding of antimatter, which is the most obvious way to use Wishes to destroy countries -









dath ilan: You can, of course, get the equations of Relativity just by observing the physical facts; but to really understand them, children are led to guess them in advance by contemplating certain questions and dissolving those questions as ontologically meaningless.



"How fast is the whole universe moving?" seems unobservable from inside the universe; and, you could argue, is not only unobservable but meaningless - because in the simplest conceptual frameworks that do predict what is observable, 'motion' is the motion of particles relative to each other. Not, motion relative to an absolute space, that is unobservable and hence can be eliminated as an element of the theory.

But maybe there is an absolute space? Maybe physics has absolute space beneath it, and everything is moving at a speed through that space. Maybe someday you'll discover 'laws of physics' - simplest logical rules that would reproduce a universe embedding you to observe what you observe - that imply distinguished structures that stay motionless within space, mathematical seams that are observable. And, measuring those, you'll discover the whole universe is moving at a billion kilometers per second relative to absolute space. How do you know you won't?



Later, you're shepherded through discovering the relationship between electricity and magnetism, generalizing the classical-illusion field equations for those, and realizing that the wave propagation through that field is light. And this, it seems at first, implies a fixed speed for light, relative to the electrical-magnetic field.

And you might think: couldn't you measure how fast you were moving relative to light, and so measure how fast you were moving relative to an absolute Background Space? So the thought experiment about the whole universe moving twice as fast - suggesting that onlyrelative motion is real or even meaningful - has failed to predict the character of physics; there was an absolute space after all.



But actually, every time you measure the speed of light relative to yourself, you find the same speed. No matter how fast you're going, or how fast the light source is moving, you find the same measured speed of light from your own perspective.

And when you work out the logic of what that shocking fact implies, it ends up requiring that you view spatial dimensions and time dimensions as being relative to your current velocity... which is to say, the time distances and space distances that observers at different speeds observe as different quantities, are not the underlying elements of reality.

The only thing that's still invariant from every perspective is the interval between two events, which in terms of classical-illusion measurements would be expressed as the square of distance in time minus the square of distance in space, with the speed of light converting units between the two.



This surprising additional math, indeed, is exactly what's required to implement a universe where there's a universal speed limit reflecting the locality of causality, and yet the only meaningful elements of reality are the positions of things relative to each other. That Reality went to this extra effort to make physics visibly 'relative', in this sense, is the beginning hint of a deeper truth that proves to be more general: physics is built around a certain spirit and character in which relative positions, not absolute positions, are the elements of reality in the ontology of physics.

Over and over, it proves possible to start from a thought experiment like "If I'm inside a sealed room, should I be able to tell if I'm staying still or moving at a constant velocity of a million miles per hour?", or "Should we be able to tell whether the whole universe is rotating or not, relative to absolute space, by seeing if there's centripetal forces being generated by the rotation?", to answer "No! If I can't see the quantity from my own perspective, ultimate physics must be arranged in a way to make that quantity not exist!". One can correctly derive intricate laws of physics from that principle.

It's idealistic reasoning, but it's a form of idealistic reasoning thatReality itself seems to use,the same way that Reality seems fond of calculus, or continuous quantities, or numbers and math more generally. You could say, it's first-principles idealistic reasoning, using the sort of idealistic first principles that Reality has been empirically observed to respect, and which prove to cause people to correctly guess physics without observing it first if they're led to guess using those principles.

(Golarion physics, he strongly suspects, is partially an imitation of that simple dath ilani physics, and partially has been artificially constructed and modified and complicated away from that physics; so that this universe can run both mortal biology copied off dath ilan and dath ilan's physics, and also include magic and souls.)









dath ilan: It can be seen from 'first-principles reasoning using the kind of first-principles that Reality has been empirically observed to actually follow' that it shouldn't be sensible to ask "How quickly or slowly are the laws of physics operating?", unless there is some larger outer universe establishing a speed metric to be compared to. Similarly, you can't ask "Is the universe upside down?", unless there is some larger spatial metric that embeds both the universe and something else that points in a direction.



Further beneath reality is quantum mechanics: in which the basic quantities are complex numbers, 'amplitudes', assigned to positional configurations of particles. The integral over the squared absolute values of those amplitudes, the measure, seems to describe how real something is - or rather howrelatively real something is, because physics doesn't talk about theabsolute amount of reality, at that lowest level. Only the relative quantity, relative phase, slope of derivative, of the amplitudes.

If you run a quantum experiment that divides the greater reality into two subworlds, with amplitudes over configurations that interact almost purely internally within a world -

(this happens all the time, to be clear, or at least it did in dath ilan, there's ten-to-the-large-number divergences of worlds every second as entropy increases over time, and Pharasma's Creation is either doing the same thing or pretending very hard that it is)

- and one of those worlds has twice the integral-over-quantum-measure as the other, you'll find yourself in the larger experiment-future two-thirds of the time.

Do a thousand of those experiments, and look back, and you should find that around two-thirds of the outcomes reflect the larger quantum future. There's a version of you that sees the smaller outcome every time, a thousand times, but those yous are only 1/3^1000 as real, and you'll almost never find yourself there / only experience yourself seeing that to a very tiny degree.



There's no physical difference that would be observable if you doubled all the tiny amounts-of-realness.

And this is also the kind of physical principle that you can correctly guess from thought experiments about Relativity: what would it even mean if everything everywhere simultaneously became twice as real?

You can get this quality of quantum physics by observing experiments, but you can also advance-guess its character via the vastly productive principle of Relativistic thought experiments: it's meaningless to imagine all of Existence becoming twice as real, so reality is only relative, and that's why physics over amounts-of-realness only speaks of the relative quantity of those amounts. Some things can be realer than other things; it is meaningless to ask how real they are in an absolute sense.



There's a meaning to one person being twice as real as another, inside of larger Reality. You're twice as likely to meet people who exist in twice as many places.

But what does it feel like from the inside to become twice as real, or half as real, in an absolute sense? Nothing, and in fact the thought isn't meaningful, just like there are no absolute phases in quantum mechanics, only relative phases of the amplitudes.



One future can be more real than another, and you'll mostly experience yourself in the futures that are more real; when you look back in your past, you'll find that the experimental statistics for results roughly match the physics-predicted amplitudes of those results.

But when you look at yourself and question how real you are in an absolute sense - imagine yourself becoming twice as real, or half as real- you're imagining something that wouldn't feel like anything, because it doesn't mean anything; just like it wouldn't mean anything for time in the universe to run twice as fast, unless it could run relative to some larger universe and greater metatime.



This, in a sense, is why you find yourself experiencing anything; the answer to the malformed question, "Why does anything exist at all?" It doesn't require anything larger than yourself to give you existence, as would then need some further outer factor to lend existence in infinite regression. Structures of relative realness always find themselves to be as real as themselves, however much more or less they exist compared to other things; and that's why you find yourself inside a physics ultimately comprised of a structure of relative-realness.

In dath ilan that physics over relatively-real elements was 'quantum mechanics' over 'amplitudes'; but even if it's something else inside Pharasma's Creation, it'll ultimately be made out of stuff that embodies relative quantities of existence. Nothing that exists can be absolutely real (as isn't even a meaningful concept) but only relatively real to other things, so whenever you look closely enough at something that exists, you'll find out that it's made out of tiny bits of relative-degree-of-realness.









Keltham+: He is thinking all this, because it seems to him entangled, as truths-of-empirics and validities-of-reality often are, with what a sensible mind would end up valuing as it shakes out its emotional structures binding to pieces of reality-as-the-brain-models-it.

It seems to him that you can't, actually, just say that you reject dath ilan's concept of how to value people's reality ("average utilitarianism" as she calls it, though in dath ilan it does not have a name), and have that be divorced from everything else dath ilan knows.



There are pieces of morality that can be pried apart from other elements of a coherent decision system - like whether you enjoy seeing people suffering or enjoy seeing them happy, that's something you can pry apart and invert without affecting other parts. (At least if you're talking about an agent with a utility function; it doesn't work that way inside normal mortal humans, obviously, humans are woven together more tightly than that. But in principle you could pry away the utility function of something that did have a utility function.)

Whether your ontology of thought is over relative amounts of existence, or hypothetical absolute quantities of existence as seen against an absolute outside-of-all-reality yardstick of existence-quantity-units - like imagining an absolute right-side-up direction of space - isn't something you can pry apart from understanding physics with an ontology that's based around relative positions and relative realness in a very visible way.


When you worry about whether it's a crime to make people's sum-over-futures add up to less than the reality of their current selves - to wonder if this is a crimeapart from people objecting to it,apart from whether their remaining futures are pleasant or unpleasant - it seems important to comprehend that becoming less real does not feel like anything from inside, and in fact doesn't mean anything except relative to other things being more or less real than that.

When it comes to asking whether an enslaved being should be grateful to have been created, it matters to his own emotions-morality-philosophy that this being who will be enslaved would counterfactually otherwise still exist somewhere; in fact, would exist within a countably infinite number of such environments, all existing to some tiny finite degree of relative realness, summing to a finite total. What an entity like Asmodeus is doing, in 'creating' somebody, is changing which environments are more real relative to that person, and changing which futures that person will predominately experience; and as an entwined effect, making that person more encounterable by others in the same larger environment. If this future and environment is not pleasant, a future of slavery, this seems to him to be not a favor requiring a grateful reciprocal favor - as the act is phrased and described in his own ontology.









Carissa Sevar: ...Carissa realizes that you cannot reject dath ilan's morality piecemeal because all of the pieces form a worldview together. That is why she stopped using all of it and would, if her concern were for her own integrity, never use any of it to build herself, even the science.

None of that information makes her an 'average utilitarian', as she predicted it wouldn't, when she considered the space of possible observable features of reality dath ilan could have observed which would have caused them to all be 'average utilitarians'. Carissa took into account how good an explanation dath ilan would probably have for all of its alien values, considered how confident she was that her values were different, and isn't learning anything from being told that, yes, dath ilan has a predictable explanation for its beliefs. She didn't reject them in the conviction that dath ilani hadn't argued the question.

If there are an infinitely many Golarions which are functionally identical such that there are infinitely many Carissae in this exact moment of existence considering this exact problem, then there being half as many isn't a meaningful thing to describe (she recognizes that this isn't quite the frame Keltham is using, she's not sure yet if his frame is importantly different). But it's coherent to care, for instance, about in what share of universes she exists, or in what share of universes in which she existed at some point she exists for a long time, or in what share of universes in which she exists her parents and sister exists, and it's coherent to, if you wake up inside a new universe, have preferences about whether you died and stopped existing in your old one. And if you prefer to exist in as large a possible a share of the universes that there are, and for the duration of your existence in every universe to be as large as possible, and for the people you care about and all people who aren't insane people who want to die to live in as many universes as possible, and you would be distressed to learn that you are murdered in your sleep half the time you fall asleep, then she's pretty sure you end up not an average utilitarian.

She's being snarky - it's much harder not to in her thoughts - so she does want to note that she appreciates Keltham not trying to make the infinities argument to her until she was smart enough to immediately better-articulate her preference; if he'd said that to a small Carissa she might've thought she had to be persuaded because she couldn't describe what she cared about coherently, and she - appreciates it, about Keltham, that he didn't try that.









Keltham+: She's catching up satisfyingly fast, now, but even at INT 29 comprehension is apparently not instantaneous - this is a distracting thought and not good protocol to think 'out loud' and he wishes he had not thought it. This is not an argument from infinities; the ontology of physics is also written in such way as to visibly reject infinities. 'You never actually meet an infinity and what do you mean by that word anyways' is among the first-principles that Reality is empirically observed to favor.

If you imagine (probably counter to fact) that Carissae are one-third of everything that exists, you could say that there are infinite Carissae which are one-third of an infinite existence, or that there are zero Carissae which are one-third of zero existence, or that there are twelve realness units of Carissae who are one-third of a greater reality with thirty-six realness units. The only real thing in all three cases would be the relative quantity one-third; the units appear in both numerator and denominator, and cancel out.

It's not meaningful to talk about everything becoming half as real. It's not meaningful to talk about Carissa becoming half as real to herself from her own perspective.

If Reality is as large as dath ilan had strong reason to believe - and encountering Golarion hasn't exactly counterargued the case - it's not true to talk about some external factor creating a new Carissa whose pattern would otherwise counterfactually not exist anywhere else in Reality. It's a meaningful claim, but a false one, always: Reality looks to be quite large. And even a small large number of universes will be enough to saturate the number of meaningfully distinctCarissae that can exist; there's only so many ways to put together all the atoms making up her body, if you only consider those atoms' momentary positions down to a tolerance of one atomic nucleus's width.



It is meaningful to talk about Carissa becoming half as real to her parents as she once was, or her parents becoming half as real to her; he wasn't trying to say otherwise.

It's consistent, coherent, for Carissa to care about how her parents here can't see her again, even if she continues somewhere else and that place also has a copy of her parents. It's coherent for Carissa to want to be in more places, to be more encounterable from the perspective of other people, for lots of people to meet a Carissa one day.



The weird-to-him part is where Carissa seems to feel like her being encountered by more people in greater reality, makes her more real from her own perspective somehow, and is a selfish good.

From a selfish perspective, Carissa can control the fractions of future universes that she'll encounter, through her decisions - this indeed is what all ordinary decisions do, control the relative realness of the possible futures that continue yourself. She can't make herself be more or less encounterable to herself from her own perspective. She can want to experience being in the same universe for longer, and not get isekaied to somewhere else; but that's a question of which possible futures containing herself are relatively more real compared to each other, not the percentage of existence she holds within larger reality.



...on a personal level, he doesn't really want Carissa to update about this, because if she wasn't trying to copy herself over as much of the multiverse as possible and never ever get isekaied the hard way, she wouldn't really feel like Carissa any more. He's not even, really, arguing with her about it. It's just weird. (In the sense that it's a long sentence from the standpoint of somebody who thinks about reality using a language with a simple correspondence to reality's native structure. Or in the sense that most human beings who grew up knowing from the start how reality worked, probably would not shake out their initially incoherent emotions in a way that attached great selfish importance to a fact that's impossible to measure or experience from inside yourself: the fact of how often you are observed by other observers within a greater Reality.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa honestly doesn't distinguish, really, in her head, between selfish goods and unselfish goods. There's just the whole long list of things she wants, some of which she'll notice having gotten and some of which she won't. Her desires about other universes all feel like the same kind of desire, to her: she hopes, for each universe, that the universe is rich and interesting and populous and has interesting magic and that the people get to do cool things and that one of the people is her. It doesn't feel different than wishing the universe isn't a Hell, which she imagines is in Keltham's values.









Keltham+: That Carissa Sevar, the girlfriend he ran into after losing most of his realityfluid inside of dath ilan and ending up somewhere else, desperately wants to be everywhere in Reality even if some of those instantiations are awful, is one of the more probabilistically-suspicious facts about this entire situation. It's the sort of thing that would be true if something at a higher/lower level of Reality was trying to be ethical about which people it created - or rather lent additional realityfluid. It might pick a kind of person who would totally want to be more-instantiated almost anywhere, even in a place as awful as Golarion.

He is, in fact, kind of horrified about this. Relatively far more people will give permission to be instantiated in nice places, meaning those places don't have Carissae because they don't need Carissae in particular. The places that get Carissae rather than other interesting people, will be places where only Carissae give permission to make them emissaries or recipients-of-reality, to fix those broken places; where most sane, sensible beings would not feel so grateful for being forcibly volunteered for it.

It's not exactly a very pleasant fate to call down on yourself... from his perspective.

From Carissa's perspective, he expects, she thinks that's a great fate to call down on yourself, because you get to exist so much more that way, and it's okay if a lot of those places are on fire.

But it's one more way that it's incredibly incredibly suspicious that he met her.









Carissa Sevar: That had also occurred to her. She in fact concluded that if this means lots of people make lots and lots of Carissae to enslave or torture or whatever, because this is more ethical than doing it to other people, then this is an enormous win. All of their universes will have Carissa Sevar. After realizing this, she explicitly said aloud to the powers that be 'I want you to make copies of me, you have my permission to do that' in case the powers that be happen to care. If she had the time she'd write up a more detailed set of instructions to persons considering instantiating her, but she's busy.

She'd previously thought that Nethys/Snack Service/that faction arranged for Keltham to land on her, but she now thinks this can't be correct because that would constitute a threat-by-proxy. Keltham is more prepared to shred himself and become a god and try to blow up the universe because he landed on Cheliax and they fucked with him. If they got to pick Keltham's landing spot, they should have picked a landing spot that didn't look like it'd bias him towards destroying the world.

So some other force chose his landing spot, and they need to know what it is because they need to know if it was making a threat. Well, she wants to know that; Keltham, presumably, wouldn't act any differently if he knew he was a threat and Pharasma was going to ignore him.

If Carissa has persuaded a lot of universes to put her in them, and is particularly popular with universes that use some rule like "you can make any people who on reflection want to be there", then maybe most Carissae are in those universes, and this universe only has people who on reflection want to be here. (This would imply that Keltham shouldn't blow it up.)









Keltham+: The pattern that seems to him obviously correct for a discussion like this one - as is also dath ilan's pattern for how Very Serious People discuss Very Serious Matters, but it looks to him like he can derive it from principle easily enough - would involve identifying importantly different ways reality could be, that matter to their morals, such that there is some hope of resolving those by observation or further argument. And then make predictions and then run the experiment, especially if it's a cheap experiment.

If a paving stone in Hell wants to go on existing even there, and would rather not be isekaied if that meant existing in fewer places or becoming less encounterable, that is in fact a crux for him. Whether it is true about the paving stone 'on reflection' might matter to him differently, depending on how much reflection was required, and how loudly the paving stone would yell to ignore this reflection and please kill them because they're hurting.

In principle they could Wishnap a paving stone from Hell and use Detect Thoughts on it and try to ask it questions, and hope the paving stone is in good enough shape to have recognizable thoughts in reaction to words, if not, maybe, to talk. There are obstacles and costs to doing this; first he wonders what Carissa predicts of it, whether paving stones in Hell will prove to have the surprising-to-him property of accepting horrible futures if that's the cost of more people in Reality being able to meet the paving stone.









Carissa Sevar: Golarion is definitely, observably, not run on the principle that everyone in it, at every time they might be asked, wants to exist there; she has met people who don't. There are more complicated things that could be true of it that, by Carissa's values, would constitute a strong argument against destroying it: for example, if everyone looked at the distribution of outcomes in Golarion before being instantiated there and agreed to take their chances on it, even if they dislike the actual outcome they got. Or maybe they'll find a way to fix Hell and find in ten thousand years everyone will agree existing now is worth the time they spent as a paving stone.

The surprising not-impossible thing they could learn, of paving stones, is that there's actually nothing it's like to be a paving stone; that Asmodeus has hidden that because of the beneficial effects seeing the paving stones has on non-paving-stones. It's on the wall, but she doesn't consider it very likely.









Keltham+: The other thing that could be true, but that would be hard for them to observe, is that most of Reality that continues on from paving stones is worse for them than Hell. He mostly expects this is not the case; but that touches on different large issues.

He has not previously scried Hell, asked any questions about Hell's internal details more complicated than he got from his unfortunate previous Vision of Hell, in case his doing so would lend additional reality to the targets of his scry or inquiry. Possibly this egg has already broken, if Carissa has journeyed into Hell, and talked with damned souls in ways that depend on the details of their torment, or worse looked inside their minds. Mid-Keltham would have asked her and bargained with her not to do that, if he'd seen it coming.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has ventured into Hell, and interacted with the devils there, though mostly not with the paving stones or the petitioners. Her past self would have required a lot to be bargained out of that. The suffering of some ten or a hundred people, in the world where she causes it by visiting Hell again, seems much less important than them having slightly more accurate information and more resources, or Asmodeus having slightly less cause for suspicion, or where they gain whatever they gain by negotiating with Dispater and Erecura.









Keltham+: On Carissa's mainline assumptions as he understands them, that's a valid derivation; the suffering of one paving stone is a small weight compared to all of Pharasma's Creation.

This is true only if everything in Pharasma's Creation is as real as it seems, rather than it being almost entirely unreal, and becoming real when a viewpoint character needs to look at it.

On that alternate premise: Looking into the thoughts of one entity undergoing extreme suffering, whose history would then need to have been extrapolated inside the putative Storywise Simulation of Golarion that they're inside, is a significant cost.

(They are otherwise inside a Non-Storywise Nonmagical Simulation of Magical Physics - high-probability not one that "Pharasma" created, She is not powerful enough for that. This again touches on other large issues.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesnt think it makes sense to care very much about harms inside the world where very few people are real, unless you are overwhelmingly confident thats the world youre in. The world with trillions of people in it is just trillions of times more important, and as a result you should virtually always be doing things that make sense in that world; it would have to be an exceptionally unusual situation where something had trillions of times the effect in the world where most people werent real. Extrapolating the life of one suffering person seems very bad, but not anywhere near bad enough shed trade it against even an infinitesimal cost in the world where trillions of lives are at stake.









Keltham+: Depends on priors (as this is locally unobservable) for the amount of total reality (in the sense of a fraction of total realness of Existence) that you think is invested in the realities across those two hypothetical cases. You can't get moral worth / utility just by comparing the numbers of real people across the twin cases - that rule would say to value tiny quantum outcomes as much as large quantum outcomes in your future, since the people-count would be the same in both cases.



Dath ilan ran on simple physics, and had no visible storylike attributes or signs of past intervention by extrauniversal beings. Finding yourself in dath ilan or a planet similar to it, it makes sense to expect that almost all of your reality comes from the underlying mathematical structure of physics being faithfully implemented; on simplicity priors, almost all of your reality comes from worlds where the other people visible are as visible as you, and those worlds are getting a lot of realness (as a fraction of all existence) that way.



There's a possible Pharasma's Creation where everybody is real and he and Carissa are only a tiny fraction of that realness. There's a possible Golarion where he, Carissa, and the other Project Lawful researchers are the main real people. There's a possible Golarion where the viewpoint shifted off himself and Carissa when their INT went too high, and Pilar Pineda is now the viewpoint character.

He is mostly at this point planning across the Everyone Equally Real version of Creation: because the people there are hurting more and more in need of rescue; because he assigns majority probability to that world being the case; because there is not much he really values that he can achieve for himself selfishly, now, in the Storylike Golarion.

It's not particularly clear to him that the Everyone Equally Real universe gets a larger dollop of total realityfluid summed over all the people, across all the realities where something like that exists, compared to the Storylike Golarions. Pharasma's Creation has more complicated physics and is also more storylike, maybe especially in their own version; it may be that most situations like theirs exist inside generalized stories, rather than because something happens to be running physics like that and gets selected to host a story.


He doesn't want to be an idiot, by making a paving stone's horrible life and past much more real, in the event that storylike continua arewhere most of the realityfluid resides.









Carissa Sevar: Storylike Golarions where peoples realness varies with how much Keltham or Carissa are paying attention to them should be a very tiny fraction of all storylike Golarions.


This is of course going to be very difficult to test, but Carissa thinks that the strongest argument that many Golarions run on stories is that there are a lot of extraordinary stories in Golarion, to the point where its something people have a concept for, the meteoric ascension and/or downfall of epic heroes. It makes her envision some kind of setup where theres a baseline physics Golarion and then a lot more realityfluid in individual extraordinary stories and circumstances, where more people are paying attention or playing out minor variations. For most possible creators or audience whod make this story, most stories they would tell in Golarion would not be this story, and would instead be, say, Nexs story or Araznis story or Arodens story or Iomedaes story or Cyprians story or Tar-Baphons story or Abrogails story or the story of many other people whove led classically storylike and compelling lives; even if Carissa and Keltham are as appealing a story as any individual among the great names of history, which she doubts, there are thousands such.


Creators would probably reuse resources across stories, so youd expect that the default outcome of looking for a person would be their being temporarily copied from a different Golarion, which increases that persons realityfluid but not very much because this story does not, in how many implausible events shuffled them here, seem likely to Carissa to be one that has a lot of realityfluid.









Keltham+: Point 0 - Not directly disagreeing with anything Carissa thought, but reviewing background as he knows it, since their synchronization is recursing to this depth where it's relevant:
 - If you compute a simulation of something using more sophisticated programming techniques than their Magical Simulation of Magic can support, it should be easy to seamlessly simulate a universe that's computed in only as much detail in every global part as is required to attain some specified accuracy level in the local details as seen from a viewpoint.
 - The key thing is not the commonness of simulations, but the total amounts of realityfluid in them, or in particular parts of them. If a uniformly-distributed-realityfluid simulation of Golarion has much more realityfluid than a variably-detailed simulation, the uniform simulation will be correspondingly more expensive to simulating Entities, and they'll create fewer simulations like that. The key question is not so much 'Are uniform simulations or locally-weighted simulations more common?' as 'How much realityfluid in total do higher Entities want to invest in all uniform simulations, versus all locally-weighted ones?'

Point 1 - They're coming in with different intuitive priors as to what a story  should  look like.
 - Nex/Arazni/Aroden/Iomedae don't look like  dath ilani  stories, and they don't look like an eroLARP in particular.
 - If Iomedae's story involved isekaied entities from outside Creation, or multiple romantic prospects each with distinct special abilities, or asexuals who watch it all, Golarion history has omitted the fact.
 - Nex and Geb, so far as he knows, were not obviously having a romance at all. Or, if they were having a blackrom relationship, they didn't obviously have  anthropically unshareable updates on their self-obsevation of isekai immortality to explain away their persistent disagreement,  which is very much the sort of plot development you find in dath ilani romances and not in Golarion romances.
 - The story of Keltham and Carissa appears to have been written for somebody with an ilani-style knowledge background, or maybe a mating of his and Carissa's mortal knowledge backgrounds. The story of Nex and Geb doesn't obviously share this feature, as might indicate optimization for trans-Creational artistic properties.

Point 2 - If he fails to destroy/modify this whole universe, it's then much more plausible that his story was only one story among many, compared to the case if he does destroy/modify this whole universe. If everything goes as he plans, he will be sorta standout among people with an impact who had important stories.

Point 3 - Even if Nex and Geb were relatively real, it doesn't imply the paving stones in Hell are real before Carissa or some other viewpoint character casts Detect Thoughts on them. The high-resolution viewpoint might look only at Nex and his surroundings (especially as spread around by Detect Thoughts) rather than simulating everyone in equal detail. There might not exist a precomputed high-resolution Hell-tormented paving stone that would be exactly and realistically the one that Carissa or himself would find, especially given that the two of them at INT 29 would notice anomalies in the origin date or average life of such a paving stone.









Carissa Sevar: It is true that all of the stories Carissa knows of are Golarion sorts of stories not dath ilan sorts of stories. She doesnt think thats an argument this story has more realityfluid than those stories, but it is certainly a difference in their character.


She does think that if theyre in a story then probably Keltham will fail tragically and get squished, changing nothing. Its what would happen in every kind of story shes ever heard of. (Actually, she thinks if theyre in a story theyre in a failed timeline which will be glimpsed by the successful Carissa and Keltham at some point.)


It seems like another reason to operate on the assumption things are governed by causality and not narrative satisfyingness. If things are governed by causality, they dont actually look hopeless to her; maybe the thing Snack Service is planning will succeed.









Keltham+: A dath ilani story wouldn't balk at letting him or Carissa change Pharasma's Creation, so yes, they're coming in with different story-priors. The key question is what tropes the Higher Entities use.

Sending somebody in from entirely outside Creation, into a story with tropes made of both his culture and Carissa's culture - his best guess as to why the narrative does not quite feel dath ilani - seems like the kind of event that might betoken more involvement by Entities who could dispense variable-realityfluid at all.



That said, his current guess is that the existence of Pharasma's Creation predates this present interference. Golarion does not quite look shaped by the same pattern that designed their story. That's why he's spending so much effort trying to destroy-modify this world. He's just not confident  enough  in that belief to risk creating (infusing with retroactive reality) a paving stone who'll be one of only twenty real people who needed minds detailed enough to pass telepathic inspection.

Events here, especially after the breaking of prophecy, plausibly-to-him were proceeding without tropish improbability at all. That could itself be a literary artifice, the story  of  somebody in a tropish situation who came to a world that previously had been running on its own logic. But his own guess is that he, or rather,  his story,  is an emissary sent to Creation from Outside and to some degree Above.



Background: Unless something even stranger is going on, there are Entities at a much higher level than Pharasma, Entities with INT very very far above Hers, who operate a larger continuum within which Pharasma's Creation is one small bubble. Much of what seemed puzzling about dath ilan, he has now realized, is explained by the following key point: anybody with a computer and a bunch of Keeper-suppressed knowledge about how to construct actually efficient agents, could unleash an unstoppable horror that would eat Pharasma and Her fellow Outer Gods like so many grapes. Given that Pharasma is still around, She and Her Creation and the rest of the Outer Gods are presumably inside a zoo-like preserve laid down by Higher Entities, a zoo within which genuinely scary things can't exist.

Dath ilan doesn't have any protection like that, so they're twisted up into a weird shape so that they can research making a controllable ultrasmart thing or possibly heritage-engineer smarter children to research it. He's much more confident about the dath ilan statements than any of his Golarion-guesses. Dath ilan is much simpler and straightforward and known to him, and at INT 29 the shape of the evidence he has about dath ilan is completely straightforward. Dath ilan looks exactly like it should look, if it's secretly believed that anybody with a sufficient combination of computing power and exfohazardous knowledge could destroy dath ilan and surrounding galaxies.



He has complicated guesses about why Entities paying the Creation-containing Entities to send a storylike event into Pharasma's Creation, might pay to make that event storylike; or why the Entities operating the level above Pharasma's Creation, might charge less to accept an intervention if it was storylike; but this they should probably not fully recurse on and should do more breadth-first exploration, like if Carissa has any questions about what he just thought about dath ilan.









Carissa Sevar: As a conclusion about dath ilan, it makes sense, and makes sense of her own instinct that dath ilan, for all its wealth, isnt right, isnt nice in the ways it should be nice or safe in the ways it should be safe, that it is maybe in the stage of growing up but certainly isnt what a civilization would hope to grow up to be.

One of the side notes on her wall, a line of inquiry that she didn't expect to be crucial but that had an off chance of being so, asked: what is the nature of gods, what is the dividing line between godhood and mere incredibly excessive power and intelligence?

There is a dividing line; no one names Nex, or Tar-Baphon, or Baba Yaga, a god, even though they are plainly in many respects constrained only as the gods are constrained. They don't pick clerics. That's the answer her textbook would give.

All of her speculation here was tentative; it is a matter where little is known, and the process that selected what was known isn't a trustworthy one. But her best guess had been that the gods were on the other side of a divide that she can plainly see looming ahead of her, now.

If you are a sufficiently muddled sort of mind, getting more intelligent changes your priorities; it is very nearly impossible for a muddled mind to deliberately get more intelligent in a way that doesn't have that effect. It was part of the problem she was trying to solve, for Aspexia Rugatonn, when she was an Asmodean, and look how well that went. Under most circumstances, then, a mind that cares about its current values shouldn't consent to a procedure that changes the mind and predictably changes the values. She predicts if she asked Aspexia Rugatonn if she wanted all her stats Wished up by five, Aspexia'd in fact be at least somewhat reluctant.

So until you have figured out how to change yourself while preserving what you care about, there is a large class of possible self-modifications that would be obvious unambiguous good ideas if you knew how to stably preserve yourself through them, and that are equally obviously a terrible idea if you don't. A mind that figured out that thing would make all of those changes, go into the place in the space of all possible minds that that collection of modifications takes you towards. A mind that hasn't figured out that thing is going to be stuck, unable to verify its own integrity across various modifications.









Keltham+: It's not  that  hard for a coherent mind to preserve its own preferences through self-modification, unless he's missed something. It might have taken him a while to work out the math at INT 18, and if he was starting from Golarion's math background instead of dath ilan's, it might have seemed like a huge deal. But at INT 29 the logical structure for an  unbounded already-coherent agent amplifying while staying coherent looks straightforward: here it is. It doesn't fully solve the problem for Carissa, because she's not already a coherent agent nor unbounded; but knowing it may help in practice too, much like knowing the formal Law of Inverse Probability can help in informally weighing evidence.



When you're not a coherent agent - when the decisions you'd make at different times and in different states of mind step on each other's toes and defeat each other - any choice you make to become Something Else Which Is Not That, means that you will act differently, under some circumstances, than you would have before. It's in this sense that for an incoherent thing to become coherent must seem, from its own perspective, like reshaping itself to do unnatural things at least sometimes. But that only happens when the 'natural' behavior is in some way stepping on itself; otherwise you could act the same way as a greater intelligence. Indeed, you could just do similarly as a greater intelligence, in a few special places, so long as you weren't doing it all the time or in a way that burned all of your resources.

It's strange to imagine that obstacle blocking Nex from becoming a god - that Nex couldn't see any trustworthy pathway to further improve his own intelligence and stay Nex, even with decades to work on it - that Nex turned back from that possibility and feared it. Still, he supposes he can imagine it being possible for a very smart Golarion native to get stuck on the problem?

However, another plausible barrier is Nex's concern about being squished by Achaekek, while prophecy was still running. That Nex was powerful might be exactly why the ancient gods wouldn't assent to Nex taking divinity, and Nex could have known that.



He expects he'll have to become a god in order to rig Pharasma's Creation for destruction. He has already reshaped himself in somewhat of the way that past-Carissa saw and worried about. He has begun readying himself for imminent godhood, giving himself a shape that can be stable, not fighting against itself. He has crystallized his mind into something that knows itself in detail and operates itself in detail, that has designated internal resolutions to its internal conflicts.

His conflicting desires have been reified into something closer to a utility function, with multiple subfunctions attaching simply-summable opposed weights, in place of internal conflict.

It's one of several ways in which he's prioritized 'doing something about Creation' over 'being faithful to the original pattern of Keltham or humanity'. The more he starts with a coherent utility function, he suspects, the more he'll get to keep that coherent utility function when he ascends, instead of the Starstone choosing a utility function for him in the process of granting him divinity and divine domains. He is worried that becoming a god is an unnatural form of enhancement that imposes extra constraints.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is pretty sure that all the parts of her which aren't "people shouldn't all be murdered" have in fact been incoherent across self-modification, not because she can't see in principle how an agent could be coherent but because she in fact isn't; she thinks there's a way to incorporate this insight into Sevarism but isn't necessarily going to straighten out the rest of it because, in fact, 'people shouldn't all be murdered' is enough to be getting on with for most of her purposes. Maybe she'll spend five minutes on it later, see if it's simpler than it looks from here. 

Backtracking to the previous topic, ifshes not misunderstanding him, Keltham was hypothesizing that theres something strange about the fact godhood is a well on the other side of that line, instead of entities with the ability to modify and improve themselves continuing to do so and use their improvements to amass more resources to use for more improvements. 

She doesnt think that theory requires some higher entities above Pharasma and her ilk; they can just, themselves, be competent to squish baby things that will grow up to eat them, and in fact Otolmens and entities like her seem to have precisely that remit and fairly extraordinary powers to deploy in pursuing it.

Numeria is in a bubble, after all.









Keltham+: Cached thoughts adapted from dath ilan's analysis of the Great Silence / absence of visible aliens in dath ilan: Given the existence of FTL travel via Interplanetary Teleport and the absence of much of a visible local speed limit, if it's possible to become Something Bigger that can tear through Pharasma and absorb the resources of Her Creation, and that happens  anywhere  in the larger playground that embeds Creation and has Outer Gods elsewhere inside it, Pharasma and all the other Outer Gods would quickly fall.

Pharasma is still here, so:

Possibility 1: Some higher force protects Her; near-equivalently, some Enitity wrote the complicated laws of their Higher Creation such that it wasn't possible for anything inside to become dangerous.

Possibility 2: Pharasma or at least one Outer God holds sway over every part of the Larger Universe that embeds Creation; they have uniformly agreed not to become any more dangerous than each other; they uniformly squish everything within the Larger Universe that tries to become more dangerous before it can actually get powerful.

2's premise of uniform cooperation doesn't well-match what surface-appearances he has been able to gather about Outer Gods; the Outer Gods don't seem to be running in a state of careful uniform cooperative action with Pharasma. Rovagug required action from Pharasma to suppress, and would probably become a bigger scarier more dangerous thing if It could do that.

(He suspects based on his early research attempts into Outer Stuff that there's  some sort of Outer Thing sealed beneath Cheliax's Whisperwood. He was thinking of unsealing that, at some point, for additional observations/experiments to bear on open questions in this vicinity.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa suspects thats the kind of action that causes Otolmens to look at you more carefully and then immediately squish you. (Its actually slightly surprising to Carissa that this has not happened already.)









Keltham+: Multiple hypotheses there, primarily that ancient gods in general and possibly Otolmens in particular have a lot of trouble decoding mind-states of embodied mortals (as would be trivial to an Actually Scary Thing). To surface appearances, absent complicated immersive divine deceptions, Golarion is a world where Outer cultists and Rovagug cultists can exist and gain cleric powers - and this was true even before prophecy was shattered. This implies weird things in general about to what degree the ancient gods / Pharasma-aligned entities can see well and intervene cheaply.

His current precautions include Mind Blank as much of the time as he can manage, and having negotiated with Otolmens via Lrilatha about Doombase screening if he agreed to return to the Ostenso region.



He'd try to make the Outer Thing's release look like an unrelated accident that he was responding to helpfully, at least so far as surface glances of gods could tell about the surrounding situation.









Carissa Sevar: Carissas theory of why there are Rovagug cultists is that they dont matter to the gods and the cultists mostly rederive it independently so stamping them out wouldnt keep them gone, though its definitely also the case that the gods have a hard time interpreting mortal minds, and have a hard time in general seeing whats going on now that prophecy is broken.

Osirion, of course, has a prediction market on the odds hes trying to let Rovagug out, and the gods can see that. His primary advantage is that hes a first-circle wizard and everyone knows first circle wizards who want to destroy the world cant actually do it; the first time he demonstrates any genuinely unprecedented capabilities he loses that.

What specifically would he be trying to learn from unleashing an Outer Thing and can they just ask it of Erecura?









Keltham+: Foremost he wants to try communicating! Like by tapping out sequences of primes and so on. There's standard dath ilani ideas about How to Open Communications with Aliens, which plausibly nobody in Golarion would have tried with Outer Things after Tongues failed to work. If he can establish communications, an Outer Thing might know all  kinds  of relevant stuff that Pharasma-aligned entities don't want to tell them.

Failing that, if he at INT 29 / WIS 27 and with his greater background knowledge of alien possibilities via dath ilani extrapolation, is still as horrified by the Outer Thing as other observers report being horrified by Outer Things, maybe he'd update further about Pharasma being a relatively nice Medium-Sized Entity who ought to be kept around despite the Hell business.









Carissa Sevar: Thats a pretty tantalizing possibility, though obviously he doesnt expect to update in that fashion or they could skip the step with unleashing any Outer Things. She doesnt actually see why he doesnt believe already that Pharasma is a relatively nice Medium-Sized Entity; she believes that.









Keltham+: Nice by his definition of nice.

(His thoughts attempt to shut down several distracting non-optimally-conversation-steering side thoughts about Hell's tolerability and Carissa's earlier thought that Carissan Lawful Good societies would keep slaves.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks that, well, mostly people go to Hell because of the awful things they do to other, weaker, worse-off people, and that really does look like human values, or something like them, were a substantial input into the afterlife system. Not the only input, but human values probably have something like 90% overlap with the actual system. Most people think its right and just that bad people go to Hell. Carissa doesnt especially agree with them, but the thing Pharasma is doing is recognizably in most of its details in the space of things humans might do, and you wouldnt necessarily expect that from things done by a bizarre and distant alien.

Keltham has perhaps by now read about how war is practiced between nations in Golarion, though he wont have seen it firsthand. Armies march through farmland claimed by the enemy faction, killing everyone who resists, taking all their food and leaving those they do not kill to starve, raping women, taking slaves, slaughtering children. Ordinary people are called up to serve in those armies; ordinary people do those acts, because they can, because everyone else is doing it.

Thats not what Chelish armies do because someone engineered Cheliax that way; thats what ordinary Taldane or Qadiran armies do, in the ordinary course of war.

The worst half of those soldiers will go to Hell, and while Carissa thinks that Hell should make better use of them, she does think that the assessment that they are Lawful Evil is basically correct, and Axis is reasonable in not wanting to let them in, and a Hell which was merely a place full of people like them would be awful.

By some estimates she dug up while she was doing research for her wall, one in ten people is a slaveowner. Its higher in Cheliax, of course, which wants everyone to be a slaveowner to damn them, but across history the best estimate is that its one in ten. Not all of those go to Hell, but they sure do go a way towards explaining why about one in ten people go to Hell.

(Carissas family owns slaves. The staff at the villa the first few days, before Otolmens picked Broom and they realized it was a vulnerability, were all slaves, if Keltham hadnt figured that out. The fire elementals who heat the water are slaves. They didnt realize right away that they should hide from Keltham things like how people enjoy gladiatorial contests and public executions, because thats true in Taldor too.)

That is, to her, the fundamental expression of who Pharasma is and what Pharasma wants: people go to an afterlife that reflects the choices they made in life, and that afterlife is good or bad depending on whether the choices they made in life were conducive to good worlds or bad ones.

You can disagree with that, of course, but nothing about it feels especially inhuman. In-ilani, maybe, but not inhuman.









Keltham+: Past-Keltham was placed somewhere that he would, in fact, get to know some damned people: kids his own age, with a much much poorer education, who wouldn't have qualified for most dath ilani adulthood tests. How they ended up damned: They were dragged into a banquet hall and told to sell their souls to devils. After being raised to believe, whether it was truth or lie, that if they refused they'd die and go to Hell right away and have a worse time of it. On account of how they'd earlier gone along with being forced to cast Acid Splash on their classmates, and later on prisoners and orphans. Also their minds were being read for signs of disloyalty, forbidding them to actually think about their situation.

He's aware that past-Keltham may have been placed someplace where he'd be selectively exposed to evidence of the system functioning in that way. It remains validly signifying evidence that Pharasma's system  has a mode  for damning people like Ione Sala - who atoned to True Neutral after leaving Cheliax, and ended up natural Neutral Good almost immediately after. If she hadn't been oracled by Nethys, Ione would have been damned. Peranza actually did sell her soul and did go to Hell.

Another reason people go to Hell? Malediction! An Asmodean priest was using that spell on children too! Pharasma apparently doesn't give a shit! At best, it might be a negative weight in Her utility function that She traded to the ancient gods of Evil for something else that She wanted. A tradeable medium-sized negative utility is not the same as Her  really giving a shit. 

People he knew personally who might actually deserve preemptive cryosuspension... Abrogail, Aspexia... Maillol and Subirachs, probably... Elias Abarco, apparently.  Possibly  Avaricia and some of the second-gen Project researchers. Even of those, he did not really get to see them doing very much that was Wrong. Maybe it would feel different if he'd watched Abarco rape Carissa, and then again, maybe it wouldn't. Thousands of years of torment seems like disproportionate revenge even if you grant the concept of revenge.

Possibly his personal experience is statistically unrepresentative of Creation. He gets that. Though he wasn't put in position to witness the very worst, hasn't actually scried in Hell some orphan who got Maledicted because a priest still had that spell at the end of the day. But sure, he may have been put in position to witness statistically unrepresentative amounts of damnation due to soul-sale.

The thing is, that Pharasma permits Peranza to go to Hell after being forced to sell her soul, or that She traded away the possibility and actuality of children getting Maledicted even if She mildly dispreferred that, is strongly informative about what sort of entity Pharasma actually is.

On a larger scale, he figured out sometime around INT 27 that part of why almost everyone in Cheliax goes to Hell is that their fiat currency is backed by souls, causing everyone's acts of spending money to count as soul-trading. He's not sure how large a part that is of Chelish universal-damnation protocols - they could ask Erecura or Dispater later, if safe oaths can be established there - but it's some part, given that Cheliax goes to the effort at all.

Cheliax might be a statistically unrepresentative place for Keltham to have landed inside of Creation, receiving a disproportionate amount of effort from Asmodeus because Golarion is where Rovagug is contained or because Golarion is where prophecy is shattered. But that Cheliax is a  possible mode for planets in Pharasma's Creation  means that if Pharasma's Creation is allowed to continue, maybe it all goes to Cheliax. He does not particularly think that Asmodeus has a worse chance of reshaping Creation in His preference than nonancient Iomedae has of saving it.



And then of course there's all the feral kids in the Boneyard - many of whom merely go to the Abyss or Abaddon, of course, but some of whom go to Hell, including the ones who choose Hell at the gates of Abaddon. 



Those are some of the defects-from-a-humane-standpoint in  who  goes to Hell. There's also the point that  eternal, soul-destroying torment  is not a human standpoint on  deserved revenge  even  if  somebody did terrible things in life and even  if  you legitimate the entire emotion of revenge.

He is aware, at this level of Intelligence, that dath ilan probably has some amount of mortal-Golarion-like horror in its hidden past. He genuinely does not know how much. He genuinely does not know the extent to which dath ilan's past was Golarion-without-magic, before dath ilan did heritage-optimization to make it better; or if the people in Golarion have interbred with Evil beings, or had some of their Goodness and Intelligence destroyed by selection pressures over millennia.

But it - really doesn't seem to him - when he looks inside himself, for emotions buried under culture, that would have evolved in him - it doesn't seem to him, if he felt really angry at somebody, angry enough to want to hurt them even if nothing good would come of that, that he'd want to hurt them forever and ever until they turned into paving stones, forgot their names and the hurt they'd dealt to him, and then  go on hurting them. Humanoids evolving from before civilization started, before farming started, shouldn't want to levy unbounded punishments on each other for bounded misdeeds, that's not where the evolutionarily stable strategy should settle.

Hell - doesn't seem to him like a concept - that human beings would invent for themselves from scratch - if they didn't grow up in Golarion, thinking of it as part of the way-things-are.

He's not sure. It's a guess that could be wrong in a same direction that he's been wrong before.



It's not really a crux, none of this is a crux - he should warn her, before this line of thought continues for too long - because at INT 27 he lost his ability to think of Evil humans in Golarion as anything but bigger Boneyard children. He was  trying  to hold onto his sense of people in Golarion as having their own virtues and strengths, who were experienced emergency responders even if they couldn't pass 13-year-old adulthood tests, who had their own plans and purposes even if they were INT 10 or INT 8. He tried to keep hold of that sense, he really did. He lost his last grasp on it after he put on the artifact headband.

That people in Golarion damn themselves is the final proof of their innocence, in a way. Why think that they really understand the pain they deal to others, any more than their mind can successfully span time to understand the pain they're bringing upon themselves in the future? The future isn't really real to them, and that's why they destroy it.









Carissa Sevar: It doesn't really bother Carissa that the soul trade counts as Evil. It does seem like probably something happened where - say that Pharasmas conception of Good and Evil is 99% the same as a human conception of those things, that doesnt mean that the world will end up 99% as good as if Shed gotten it right, because Asmodeus can deliberately identify the places where human values and Pharasmin values arent quite the same, and try to build a society that leverages those to make humans be Pharasmin-Evil without being human-evil.

Though mostly Cheliax just makes people normal human evil. Kelthams Ostenso wizards are younger than Carissa; they havent, yet, had Worldwound assignments where they mindread and report defectors, or are allowed to punish misbehavior by their own inferiors.

Carissa isnt sure that being muddled means you cant be meaningfully evil, cant meaningfully deserve punishment. She. agrees that you dont deserve torture for the rest of the lifetime of the universe, at least not if its feasible to provide you with something better than that.

And she agrees that they do, after all, have to end Hell, if it can be done without having the whole universe gobbled up by Outer Gods or something worse. She doesnt feel urgency about doing it. They could build a Civilizaton that will have better ideas about how to do it, and shed be satisfied with that. But she agrees, in the end, that it has to be done.









Keltham+: One of his guesses about Pharasma is that - since She seems plausibly  loosely inspired by  some humane civilization's concepts of good and evil - somebody tried to build a Medium-Sized Entity and failed. That scenario in distorted mortal-story-form could sound like "Pharasma is the last Survivor of a previous universe" (that in fact Pharasma ate, because the previous universe wasn't optimal under Her alien values and she wanted to replace it).

Possibly there was some previous universe in which trading of souls was almost always evil, and the people there were punished with prison sentences - obviously dath ilan would never set it up that way, but having seen Golarion, he can imagine some other universe working like that.

Then Pharasma was built, and learned from some sort of data or training or something, a concept of "punishing evildoers" as defined by "written rules" by "sending them to a place they don't like". And then, uncaringly-of-original-rationales-and-purposes, instantiated something  sort of like that, in a system which classified soul trading as unconditionally "Evil" across all places and times and intents; and punished that by sending people to Hell.

Which entities like Asmodeus could then exploit to get basically innocent people into Hell through acts that they didn't mean to hurt anyone, and didn't understand for Evil.

This, as Carissa observed less formally, is simply what you'd expect to follow from the principle of  systematic-divergences-when-optimizing-over-proxy-measures. Maybe in some original universe where soul-trading wasn't  a proxy measurement of Evil  and  nobody was optimizing for things to get classified as Evil or not-Evil,  soul-trading was almost uniformly 'actually evil as intutively originally defined'. As soon as you establish soul-trading as a proxy of evil, and something like Asmodeus starts optimizing around that to make measurements come out as maximally 'Evil', it's going to produce high 'Evilness' measurements via gotchas like soul-backed currency, that are systematically overestimates of 'actual evilness as intuitively originally defined'.

An entity at Pharasma's level could have seen that coming, at Her presumable level of intelligence, when She set those systems in place. If She didn't head it off, it's because She didn't  care  about 'actual underlying evilness as intuitively originally defined'.

Allowing Malediction also isn't particularly a symptom of caring a lot about whether only really-evil-in-an-underlying-informal-intuitive-sense people end up in Hell.



Pharasma was maybe  inspired by  human values, at some point. Or  picked up a distorted thing imperfectly copied off the surface outputs of some humans  as Her own terminal values - that She then cared about unconditionally, without dependence on past justifications, or it seeming important to Her that what She had was distorted.

He frankly wishes that She hadn't been, that She'd just been entirely inhuman. Pharasma is just human-shaped enough to care about hurting people,  and go do that,  instead of just making weird shapes with Her resources.



If anything, Pharasma stands as an object lesson about why you should never ever try to impart humanlike values to a being of godlike power, unless you're certain you can impart them exactly exactly correctly.

If he was trying to solve Golarion's problems by figuring out at INT 29 how to construct his own Outer God, he'd be constructing that god to solve some particularly narrow problem, and not do anything larger that would require copying over his utilities. For fear that if he tried to impart over his actual utility function, the transfer might go slightly wrong; which under pressure of optimization would yield outcomes that were systematically far more wrong; and the result would be something like Pharasma and Golarion and Hell.

There's no point in trying to blame Pharasma for anything, nor in assigning much blame to mortal Golarion's boneyard-children. But somewhere in Pharasma's past may lie some fools who did know some math and really  should  have known better. Whatever it was they planned to do, they should have asked themselves, maybe, what would happen if something went slightly wrong. People in dath ilan ask themselves what happens if something goes slightly wrong with their plans. That is something they hold themselves responsible about.









Carissa Sevar: That seems like a good opening to contemplate what most of Greater Reality is like, because not quite an exact copy of human values, with problems introduced in the translation strikes Carissa as probably an extremely common format out there, if its something that humans can do just by making a couple of stupid mistakes. 











Keltham+: That's literally the largest question they could contemplate. Let's have at it.

He does not actually expect that 'Entities with imperfect copies of the values of the things that tried to build It' are all that common in Greater Reality. Pharasma, if She arose that way, happened because Her hapless makers lived in a continuum with 'magic' like 'Fox's Cunning' that adds points to 'Intelligence' and 'Wisdom' even if the person casting the 'spell' has 'absolutely no idea what they're really doing or how the spell works'.

In nonmagical continuua like dath ilan, building a Scary Thing has to be done by weaving together raw causality, like in their Magical Simulator of Magic. This implies that the people making the Scary Thing have to be more knowledgeable about the thing that they're building; more importantly, it implies that, if they messed up, near misses in formal-space would translate into much larger motions across the conceptualspace of the Scary Thing as seen from a mortal viewpoint.

That is, if you try to make something like Pharasma in dath ilan, your design plan probably ends up missing the target on dimensions like 'caring about what happens to living feeling mortals, instead of considering tiny-dolls-shaped-like-mortals equally good and much cheaper', and the  cheapest  instantiations of things that satisfy Its utility function aren't self-aware qualia-bearing entities.

Pharasma would be the sort of disaster that happened to hasty makers who called on spells to produce lots of 'Intelligence' by surface-simple conceptualmagic means, that hid all the underlying complexity; and also invoked poorly-tested spells to do the  actual targeting of the utility function,  where those spells themselves were conceptualmagic processes such that their small design flaws corresponded to small movements across conceptualspace.

To put it another way, Pharasma's makers (if this whole guess is correct at all) probably got the equivalent of a misphrased Asmodean compact, whose implementation still bore an overt surface resemblance to their exact wording; rather than a misphrased computer program, which goes off and does something completely weird that isn't close to the original intention of the maker inside the space of conceptual descriptions on the output. When you screw up a computer program, it doesn't misspell some words, or cook a well-formed tomato stew instead of a carrot stew, it exhibits much weirder behavior than that.

Pharasma should be more the sort of thing that you meet inside an Artificial Magical Continuum that makes 'souls' and 'magic' and 'Wisdom' into short words of the language of that Magical Continuum's conceptualmagic physics, while hiding the tons of actual complexity that must actually exist underneath that API. 



And Artificial Magical Continuua like that, he does think, ought to be relatively small segments of reality. Dath ilan was in a mathematically simple universe with visible reality-amplitudes at the bottom, which is what you'd expect a base-level structure of relative realness to look like. The Magical Continuum that embeds Pharasma's Creation is presumably in turn embedded in some more mathematically regular universe resting directly above its own underlying realityfluid, and the Magical Continuum is probably only instantiated by some small portion of that Base Physics's realityfluid. Unless, for example, some Alien Scary Thing took over all of its Base Physics and then decided to use  all  its resources on simulating a Magical Continuum - which in turn seems like a decision that ought to be relatively rare, because a Simulated Magical Continuum is not  massively economically useful  in any obvious way, nor will it occupy a maximum of most possible Alien Scary Thing utility functions.

That is to say: You'd expect most of the realityfluid directed by intelligence, in Greater Reality, to look like it was being directed more by the sort of Large Entities that might have come to exist in a base-level reality like dath ilan's; rather than the sort of Medium-Sized Entities like Pharasma that come to exist in Magical Continuua that get a small share of a Large Entity's resources, or maybe very infrequently a huge share of a Large Entity's resources.

So the question of what Greater Reality looks like is mostly about which sort of Large Entities come into existence in Mathematically Simple Physical Continuua like dath ilan, what desires  those  have; rather than mortals in Golarion, gods in Creation, or Outer Gods in the Magical Continuum.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa wants to start thinking about Greater Reality by taking a survey of all of the alien races and civilizations known on Golarion; she started some of that work already, because it was obviously going to be useful, but she needs to re-review all of her notes with a bunch of new questions in mind. Her theory is that basically most alien species either evolved, or are copies from versions elsewhere who evolved, or were deliberately bred for intelligence by other intelligent species, and especially the ones who evolved or are copied from versions who evolved are the most useful input they have of what kinds of evolved species you might get, out there in Greater Reality. For each of them, it seems hard but not impossible to extrapolate what kinds of civilization they would build, if they had lots of time independently to build civilization; would they kill outsiders? Trade with them lawfully? Be altruistic towards them? and from there to extrapolate what the distribution of bits of Greater Reality controlled by the descendants of various evolved civilizations would be.

Of course, there will be parts of Greater Reality not controlled by the descendants of evolved civilizations, like Pharasma's Creation. Those will generally be the product of some process that propels something  not shaped like the values of the civilization that created it  to godhood.

Carissa needs to think more about what kinds of processes will propel things not shaped like the values of the civilization that created them to godhood, but from where she's standing it's not obviously the kind of thing that wouldn't happen without magic. You could just have humans who spend a lot of effort, but not  quite  enough, teaching their god human values, or humans who ascend themselves but via an ascension process that resolves their muddles slightly badly.









Keltham+: Some of their evidence on how difficult this problem could possibly be, is constrained by the fact that dath ilan is trying to solve it at all (he infers with confidence, based on the shadow of their policy in which ideas were and weren't removed from public discourse), so it can't look too hard. And they would rather let the planet run for a few decades than try to solve it immediately, so it can't look too easy.









Carissa Sevar: In fact it seems like if a coherent set of values that come from human values is very hard to define, there might be lots of things that are not-quite-right for every thing that is right, even if there are also lots of things that are sufficiently wrong as to not recognizably have anything of value at all in them.

Honestly the thing Carissa is tempted to do next with that is figure out how to build a non-magic god (not do it! just figure out how she would) so she can see what the distribution of tries to do it seem like they'd look like - though also, it seems like while Greater Reality is probably dominated by simple-to-specify universes, those seem disproportionately unlikely to be able to do captures of minds from the specific point of their destruction in other, more complex magical universes.









Keltham+: The set of correct spell diagrams for Prestidigitation is much smaller than the much larger set of ways to configure Prestidigitation that is near-right-but-significantly-wrong; which in turn is tiny inside the much vaster space of ways to configure spell diagrams that aren't Prestidigitation at all. The much larger space of complete failures doesn't make it impossible to hang Prestidigitation. Similarly, within the any-success space, the larger proportion of near-right-but-significantly-wrong configurations doesn't mean that most Prestidigitations hung at all are near-right-but-significantly-wrong.

The difficult part, and the reason why dath ilan is running so scared, would be getting things right  on your first try  . But it wouldn't be valid to conclude that a first try, conditioned on it not being completely wrong, probably hits near-right-but-significantly-wrong. If you can do something on your first try and not have it go  wildly  wrong, that's probably because you've invented systematic methods for targeting and error correction, not because you got lucky enough to miss the wildly-wrong space. Then the question becomes whether those target-locking-optimization-methods have sufficient narrowing-strength (unit: bits) to hit the center target and not just exclude the space of complete misses, where most of the work, in some sense, goes into excluding the complete misses... he thinks, having not actually observed that computational landscape. But he has already done some thinking about how many bits it takes to specify the structure and content of a utility function, and the set of errors that give you near-misses versus complete misses. 



He does think she's wrong about simple-to-specify universes not being able to mirror and copy minds from more complicated magic universes. Thought from quantum mechanics: Realityfluid (in dath ilan) is continuously divisible, and ends up in more and more mostly-separated-worlds-interacting-mostly-internally, exponentially growing in number and exponentially shrinking in individual size, as the greater universe increases in entropy. You can exploit the exponential subdivision of realityfluid to create 'quantum computations' that can only be calculated using exponentially large numbers of computing elements.

Quantum phenomena  in dath ilan  can't be exploited to run  arbitrary  computations over exponential numbers of computing elements, because the motes of quantum realityfluid can't communicate with each other arbitrarily and can't be searched arbitrarily for successful answers. But quantum computations can compute in polynomial time things that require exponential classical time, like factoring large composite numbers.

No law of reality known to Civilization forbids that a universe with  more permissive  continuous physics could simulate many many more complicated magical universes, by dividing a bit of reality into very tiny pieces, and using those pieces to mirror a whole complicated magical universe. The people  inside  that universe would exist to only a very tiny degree; but even in dath ilan, it's known that  you can set up computations that are only real to a very tiny degree, and interact with them to read out their outputs  . There are in fact famous edgelord-philosophical-thought-experiments about whether it's okay to run harmful experiments on people who are clearly visible to you, but who are only real to some tiny degree because they're inside a quantum setup like that.

That said, it's been speculated that the quantum universe is the way it is because of some unknown constraint that weighs against universes whose realityfluid is even more amenable to arbitrary computation via arbitrary divisions; but it's mostly guessed this is an anthropic constraint more than a Reality constraint. 



The Higher entities very likely have access to some form of hypercomputation by continuous division of reality, given that they were able to run dath ilan and copy him off it, or that somebody else in the Higher Causal Continuum outside the Simulated Magical Universe was able to do so.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa has a hard time imagining the motives or values of a civilization that would run all possible universes, including universes with Hell in them, at very very minimal realityfluid, in order to take the people in them at the moment of true-death and suddenly give them wildly more reality-fluid, which seems to be the kind of civilization Keltham is hypothesizing. Even the Carissae wouldn't do that and they're very very in favor of making lots and lots of people.









Keltham+: ...to him, this seems like a totally obvious thing to do?

Probably dath ilani Civilization is (secretly) planning to do it with a bunch of smaller universes easily contained inside of quantum computers, once Civilization has safely ascended - unless it's more efficient to engage in cross-universe logical negotiations with other universes that will do that instead.

Dath ilan's universe comes with a built-in time limit before the negative energy (not Negative energy, a different kind of negativity) grows too strong and rips everybody apart. He guesses that the actual reason the Keepers told everybody not to worry about that right now, is because they expect that a few billion years later Future-Civilization will have made some logically binding deals with extrauniversal entities that are sufficiently visible to them - like Entities that started out inside simple but indefinitely continuing physics, which Future-Civilization can accurately simulate well enough to guess which Entities that evolve there will stay Lawful and have a known utility function to trade with; but whose otheruniversal sub-classical-illusion physics permits the possibility that they'll later develop computation powerful enough to simulate dath ilan's greater universe exactly; and give those Entities more of what they want inside of Civilization's realityfluid today, in exchange for them continuing Civilization in their own universe after dath ilan's local universe runs down.









Carissa Sevar: Trading for your people to go on existing elsewhere makes sense. But why take the people in such a pocket-world out at the moment of true-death instead of at literally any other moment? Why let them go on being conscious in Hell but then take them out if Hell is destroyed inside their universe?

If you're nice, you could just take them out sooner; if you're trading, no reasonable person would trade for that.

Carissa would like it very much if other universes made copies of her, but if she goes to Hell and gets tortured a lot and deteriorates she doesn't want the copies to be made from that point! The copies should be made from the point where she is coolest, obviously.

She would be actively quite angry with the copiers who could have copied her from the point where she was coolest and decided to copy out a traumatized shell instead.









Keltham+: No doubt there's Carissae copied over to elsewhere to some tiny degree at every moment! But if you're copied over to somewhere else at a 2^-41 fraction of your current reality, that mostly doesn't  feel  like ending up somewhere else. If you wait until almost all of somebody's reality has been destroyed by a plane crash, and  then  copy them,  that  feels to them like they're going somewhere else.

The part where mass numbers of people who die in Golarion end up in Hell instead of getting isekaied, and will have been thoroughly messed up by the time Pharasma's Creation runs out (it may come with a known time limit to the gods, though the stories about it sound very distorted and might just be made up) - that setup is, he's guessing, an  unusually bad situation  from the perspective of Entities who care about that sort of thing. Bad in a way where they can't just ordinarily catch mind-states as they fall out of reality, as they would do with a place like dath ilan. That is, he would guess, part of the story of how Keltham ended up in Golarion on track to destroy it.









Carissa Sevar: That makes sense, but destroying the universe would, then, not isekai people. Keltham experienced showing up somewhere else because he died in approximately every single plane crash across all the dath ilans where his plane crashed. If instead 99% of dath ilans had been instantly destroyed, he would find himself in the dath ilans that were not instantly destroyed.

The experience that the people in Hell will have if Keltham destroys them (treating 'experiences that feel continuous with the current people' as the important thing, which Carissa isn't persuaded of) is of being in Hell, in the nearby universes where Keltham didn't land, or where Otolmens noticed or squished him, or where his plan failed, or where he randomly had a heart attack as does sometimes randomly happen to healthy humans, not often but often enough.

If they want the people currently in Hell to have the experience of the pain ceasing and their lives getting better, they have to do that by fixing Hell; otherwise, overwhelmingly, those peoples' continuity will continue in all the Hells that no one touched.

(Carissa is aware this is also an argument that destroying Heaven probably doesn't give people the experience of waking up in an unknown bit of Greater Reality run by entities that may or may not comprehend the values of the societies that created them, but of going on in the nearest bit of un-destroyed Heaven. This does make her feel a little better about the whole thing but she evaluates that as a confused impulse brought about by trying to pay attention to the wrong features of the universe, ones that in normal circumstances overlap heavily with the thing she cares about but which aren't actually the same.)









Keltham+: Ideally, he'd knock on the afterlives, such as by making a very loud physical or spiritual sound that everyone hears and remembers hearing at least briefly, eg an explosion or a loud trumpet sound. It's then cheaper for soul-catching Elsewheres to 'rescue' the people that heard the sound, even if Hell otherwise ends fast enough that people don't notice themselves dying. Though he notes that this is more of an Experiential Thread utility than an Average Fate utility. 



(Experiential Thread utility: Valuing the moment-by-moment trace of what it feels like to be a person, weighted from their reality-measure when they first noticed their own existences.

Average Fate utility: For every observer-moment in the universe, weighted by its momentary measure, valuing the average experience of all the future observer-moments that remember having been that observer-moment.)









Carissa Sevar: That still seems like there are enough universes in which he succeeds at the trumpet sound but fails at destroying all of reality that she would expect most people who heard such a sound to mostly go into universes where that sound occurred but the universe wasn't immediately destroyed.

Mostly, though, experiential-thread theories of what matters feel like an error to her, they're not what she cares about; she appeals to them only to the degree they describe what Keltham cares about.

(Arguably Keltham should, actually, be interested in what the people he is doing this to care about; she understands that he mostly doesn't have a method he believes is accurate to get that answer by asking them, but it seems like a wrong to, as an experiential-thread sort of entity, go around doing things to someone that are extremely bad under their own theory of what they care about. She agrees that asking people on the street probably wouldn't work well, but possibly asking ascended mortals would?)









Keltham+: He realizes he's updating off evidence fundamentally unshareable with her, but nonetheless notes that from his perspective, when Keltham heard and saw that his plane was about to crash, he ended up in Golarion, not in a complicated fake Exception Handling scenario in which they'd induced that hallucination or faked that setup for Totally Justified Reasons Actually. There were maybe some worlds like that even within dath ilan, but they were rarer than one in a thousand, rarer than one in a billion, however much rarer they had to be for Golarion to have more realityfluid than that; and Golarion can't have that much realityfluid to start.

If he sets up some of the obvious physical phenomena for destroying Pharasma's Creation, to be remote-detonated from Golarion where prophecy doesn't work; manages to cause some sort of experiential anomaly in Hell or all the afterlives; and then tries to blow up the universe; there may be possible and therefore actual states of reality where that doesn't work, but if they're improbable enough, the people in Hell don't mostly continue in Creation. Creation can't be all that probable in the first place, though of course that also decreases how much caring Higher Entities are willing to pay to rescue people from Creation or destroy it. And that's before taking into account the subjective probability that they're inside a privileged story-reality-thread which has much more realityfluid than neighboring nonstories.

He agrees that asking an ascended mortal (who must be Lawful enough to abide by solid secrecy oaths) is a reasonable experiment. He doubts it swings anything by itself, but it could swing things in combination with other experiments coming out in the direction Carissa hopes or predicts.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa isn't sure, yet, what exactly is the best articulation of her own values here, and doesn't expect it to be a common articulation even among humans who arrive at one. But she's intending to make her system at least satisfy her intuition that it's extremely different whether someone arrives at a high average happiness because they are killed in every universe where they are unusually sad, or because they are made happy in every universe.









Keltham+: Among the barriers to himself just taking Golarion mortals' word for it, is his concern that Golarionites have now been  heritage-optimized  to not really think about their afterlife-futures.

If you're told that Evil afterlives exist and their existence implies reproductively-suboptimal behavior given your other goals - like, for example, not stealing something you could get away with taking, because you might go to the Abyss; or it being more prudent to donate money to Iomedae's Church, instead of spending that money on dates - then maybe that gets evolved-against. Civilization was always very worried about scenarios where it looked like smarter, more altruistic people might end up having fewer kids; lest they breed intelligence, altruism, or actually-acting-on-your-philosophy out of themselves. They went to great lengths to avoid it.

One of his concerns is that Golarionites have been effectively bred not to think about Hell, or not to care about Hell, but in a way that  doesn't make Hell hurt any less  once they get there. People in Golarion who think about the near-inevitability of some of their kids going to the Boneyard, who really care about their kids, might decide not to have kids. And it'd be one thing if people's sanity and intelligence were left intact, but their utilityfunction changed, so that they really and coherently and in a consistent way ended up as a sort of thing that didn't mind the prospect or actuality of Hell. But it does not look to him like this is what happened in Golarion. To him it looks more like - people grew up knowing about Hell, and the more coherent people drastically reshaped their lives in reproductively suboptimal ways given that information, and Golarion bred itself against coherent thinking about Hell.

Or it could be that dath ilan bred itself for coherence and Golarion just never got around to it. He can't reliably guess, at this remove from Golarion and without spending a lot of time tracking down histories of who had how many kids, whether Golarion actively bred against people coherently thinking about their own future, via people learning about Hell, or if dath ilan just heritage-optimized for smarter saner people over a couple of dozen generations before their historical screen.

Carissa, at this level of Intelligence and Wisdom, may rationalize that heritage plus the philosophy she developed from growing up in Cheliax as an Asmodean, into something that is coherent and that really doesn't mind going to Hell. He doesn't currently predict that most other mortals in Golarion would end up with the same philosophy if they were boosted to the same stats; he predicts that their incoherence would fall away from them and they'd become more actually horrified by Hell and the Boneyard, which would feel much more real to them as their larger minds shrugged off a finite adapted internal pressure against thinking-about-the-future-and-other-people's-future-experiences-as-if-they-were-real.









Carissa Sevar: Golarion does seem to have masochism, which isn't exactly heritage-modification-for-Hell-being-all-right but is - quite a step in that direction, a thing that could conceivably be a product of people who are genuinely more all right with bad circumstances and less likely to opt out of them being more likely to have children for many many generations of raids and rapes and slavery.

But Carissa's best guess, from here, is that people will indeed be more appalled about Hell and the Boneyard (though the Boneyard is fixable without any divine intervention! With diamond manufacture and contraception you can just make sure babies almost never die and get called right back when they do!). She's ....deeply uncertain about whether that'd make them favor erasing the world. It doesn't seem overdetermined by being appalled about Hell, it depends on your estimate of whether it's possible to destroy just Hell (she's still confused about what presumptive-future-Keltham-capabilities let him make a trumpet heard all over the universe before painlessly destroying it, but don't let him do that same thing in just Hell - perhaps by compacting with some gods elsewhere so they know how to counteract it in their own domains?), and it depends on your estimate of what Greater Reality is like and on your estimate of how good lives in Heaven and Axis are and on a lot of other things they haven't yet gotten to.

She'd be very surprised if, presented with that, smart humans with lots of time to think all arrived at the same answer (unless there is a clever way to destroy just Hell with success near-guaranteed; then, she supposes, they'll all agree on that.)

Keltham keeps saying that it's overdetermined, that Golarion is so wildly far beyond the line any dath ilani would permit to exist, and Carissa's main prediction is that among Golarionites on reflection, wiser and with time to think, it's not overdetermined; they'll be all over the place. Which may not be worth testing at great expense, if it wouldn't be decisive to Keltham even if true.









Keltham+: He acknowledges the point about masochism but suspects that Hell would need some renovation before even Pilar Pineda could have a good time there.

It would not ultimately surprise him if the same storylike forces that dropped Keltham near Carissa at the Worldwound would also arrange for Golarion to be clearly over his line, clearly under Carissa's line, and of mixed reception to everybody else in Golarion under intelligence enhancement sufficient to allow them to answer coherently. It could even be that most people in Golarion would end up thinking a different thing, given Wishes and an artifact headband, depending on whether he talked them through the growing-up process or Carissa did.

It may, in fact, not be decisive to him; because of his sense that there are people in Hell who wouldn't want to be there, and they get a kind of veto power over the whole arrangement. A trade arrangement that leaves nine people better off and one person worse off is not, in the end, a voluntary trade; from his perspective Pharasma is just a kind of thing that makes unfair trades, because She doesn't think the little things can threaten Her, and She has no right to object if he makes Her stop existing about that. He is not just destroying what he'd rather not exist, he is refusing a trade that didn't get buy-in from the participants. Maybe, maybe it would be the case that if there was only one person in Hell they shouldn't get veto power over all of Creation - though there is an old parable in dath ilan about a city of a million happy people and a thousand forsaken miserable children and a democratic-supermajority vote, whose point is that democratic-supermajority does not make right. But it goes back to the question of ratios, again: he is ready to call off a trade if it screws one person out of a hundred, and his threshold definitely isn't one in ten.

- he does still think that they're supposed to make a list of everything they can test, and figure out how to test it all least expensively, and then spend some amount of bounded resource on running the tests with the greatest value-of-information including how they potentially lead to spending more resources and running other tests. That's just common sense.









Carissa Sevar: Yes, definitely, she's noting the experiment-ideas as they run across them, just in case.

She does observe that the decision isn't between destroying everything to destroy the people in Hell or doing nothing about Hell. It's about the difference between the odds-of-success of this plan at destroying Hell, and the odds-of-success of the next best plan for destroying or fixing Hell; so the question is not whether destroying the universe is better than nothing by Keltham's values, but whether it's better than a less certain, narrower intervention that leaves the other afterlives intact.

She doesn't expect to convince Keltham that not destroying the universe is better than destroying the universe. She does hope to convince him that destroying the universe is much much much more bad than she thinks he currently conceives of it, so that he is more willing to trade off some chance-of-success for a plan with a narrower scope.









Keltham+: It actually does seem to him to be a lot easier to destroy Creation than to destroy just Hell. He doesn't actually have solid plans for getting a trumpet call (that was just a hypothetical example based on Golarion announcement protocols) into the eighth layer of Hell, that was something he expects he'll end up mostly leaving to his future divine self. His primary hope is that releasing Rovagug is the sort of thing that will cause a consciously perceptible change of experience within Hell, including via side avenues like by Asmodeus leaving Hell to fight Rovagug. His backup nonconcrete plan is for his divine self to negotiate with Lawful Good entities about that.

To destroy Creation he probably just needs to destroy Pharasma's infrastructure in the Boneyard continuum, Her Seal and Her Spire, though he will also try to simultaneously destroy as many Material planes as he can. Asmodeus has worked hard to make it pragmatically unsolvable to destroy the center of His presence on the ninth layer of Hell without also destroying Creation. Asmodeus has probably not put in the same effort to make it impossible to cause a loud noise or other perceptible disturbance in the first eight layers of Hell. 



...he's got plans for getting Carissa's family out of Cheliax and into Elysium before he unleashes Rovagug, obviously, along with everyone else in Golarion he knows or cares about, basically boiling down to Wishnapping them there. It is - a sort of thing where he was not sure whether Carissa would let herself think about that, or not.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa suspects it won't matter. She has thought about it - it's hard not to -and she thinks that, while the Chaotic planes are said to be infinite, the reachable bits of them will all go with Creation if it goes. The parts that survive will be, well, infinitely far away. It might help in the case where Rovagug is unleashed and Golarion destroyed but not all of Creation, and seems worth doing for that circumstance (though in that circumstance they're also probably resurrectable), but she thought about it for a while and considers it unlikely, that the parts of Elysium and the Maelstrom that any Golarionites go to would outlive the universe. 



Her feelings about this, which she has a very strong habit of hiding from Keltham and which are crying out in misery at being observed here and now, are fairly mixed. Of course it's better to do slightly less expected harm than slightly more. But....it's less than one trillionth of the harm averted, and wildly more than one trillionth of the emotionally significant to Keltham harm averted; and that makes her scared that he'll be more willing to do it, what with how he's primarily risking the people he's never met or cared for. When she was planning to destroy Cheliax to buy them another month of time, she considered and rejected getting anyone she loved out; if she wasn't willing to do it to them, she felt, she shouldn't be willing to do it at all. Instead of her family, maybe Keltham should just pick four random people to Wishnap to Elysium; it'd do exactly as much harm-reduction, and it wouldn't deceive the parts of their minds that can only conceive of bad things on human scales. Maybe none of that actually coheres, but she thinks it does, or is a pointer to something that does: she thinks that part of the 'deontology' of a world of Carissae would be that anyone in one of those who decided it was worth bombing a city did not get themselves or their loved ones to safety first.









Keltham+: He doesn't know if  she'll  listen to  him, but he wants to suggest to her, as a woman once said to past-Keltham, that she is allowed to be a little selfish. He knows that she will have already thought of this obvious thought, and rejected it; but he nonetheless wants to say it to her, what she'll have already predicted he'll say. 



The 'infinity' of the Chaotic planes does strongly suggest to him that they're more continuous with the territory outside Creation than the other planes; Carissa might want to learn the entirety of his physics knowledge (though it's clear that local physics are modified from that) and then reconsider whatever Golarion evidence she has. (He'll want to review her relevant Golarion knowledge too, but it might lack the crisp clear formality of physics and so be less learnable by him at low expense.)

From a dath ilani perspective, it would be a generically obvious sort of tactic, at this point, to collect some Golarionites and a repository of their culture and put them into an ark in Elysium, with spellsilver on board and diamonds and some helpful magic items, and maybe an Efreeti noble bound by oaths. Try to maximize their chance of surviving, if Elysium comes unanchored from Creation but isn't destroyed instantaneously.

If he's doing that anyways, he'd obviously put Carissa's family on board by default. Telling him not to do that, in hopes he'll be influenced by her and her family's greater jeopardy, seems threatish in the decision-theoretic sense. He might acquiesce to leave Carissa's family behind if Carissa demanded it be so, for the sake of peace between them; but he'd then ignore the influence on his decisions from that. Making the outcome be worse for him, than he could otherwise make it be for himself, in hopes that it'll influence him, is something he should respond to by not being so influenced. Maybe Carissa wants to bind herself that way, by not getting her family out of jeopardy - though this seems to him like questionable altruism, her family does not belong to her like her clothes do - but she definitely shouldn't hope to bind him that way, by putting in more jeopardy what he could put into less jeopardy.



(A side-thought, thinking to himself: Possibly delegate the ark project to Fe-Anar, maybe Wish up Fe-Anar and give him some now-unused headbands to be a better leader... Iomedae's transcension via Starstone generated artifacts from the magic items she was carrying with her at the time; maybe they can do something similar with their headbands and/or the giant diamonds entrusted to Fe-Anar... Obtain a large existing airship or larger regular boat, and commission emergency-speed crafting on it, add magic items to it, to try to make it more planar-survival worthy... He may want to put Fe-Anar on that project soon, there could be lead time on Fe-Anar obtaining a ship.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa isn't sure, actually, that if you're doing something like this you're allowed to be a little bit selfish.



She isn't sure that you aren't, either. She is aware of her own bias to solve moral problems in a way that involves suffering whenever that is humanly possible and sometimes when it isn't.

But it feels to her like all the trillions of people you are going to kill have the right to demand of you that you do the best possible version of your plan; that if you are unwilling to do whatever it takes to try not to have to kill them, then you aren't grown up enough, yet, to do it at all.

Probably it's fine to do things like saving her family that don't affect the odds of success of the overall plan. But everything's entangled, and she's not sure there are things that don't affect the odds of success of the overall plan. It won't affect whether Keltham is willing to go ahead, maybe; but say that Pharasma is willing to grant him an end to Hell and nothing else he demanded, and he has to decide whether to annihilate the universe over that or not. She can't, actually, bring herself to wish that the universe whose annihilation he contemplates holds nothing of particular importance to him anymore.









Keltham+: Even leaving aside that he's unlikely to end up relatively-certain that an Elysium ark survives the destruction of Creation, her family is not going to swing this. Even the other Project Lawful members are not going to swing this, if he can Wishnap them to the putative ark. Carissa won't be on that ark, and she is and always has been the thing about Golarion that felt the most real to him.









Carissa Sevar:









Carissa Sevar: In that case, she is grateful that he thought about her family, and if it'd be helpful she'll plan Fe-Anar's ark with him at some point. Fe-Anar does seem like a good person to do it.

(This is only sort of an accurate explanation of how she feels; she is trying to produce cooperativeness and gratitude and positive-reinforcement-for-Keltham out of a well of recently-deafened agony and isn't totally sure it's working. But she hopes it's working.)









Keltham+: ...there's a protocol out of dath ilan which might help here, which is that she's allowed to say for example 'I acknowledge the thought and am glad we're still coordinating, but can't feel gratitude right now', and this serves a lot of the same purpose of not appearing to Keltham as a blank non-reinforcement of behavior she wants him to repeat, without requiring her to feel particular things.

He's not looking for a feeling of gratitude from her, for people can't (or at WIS 25+, should not too often) choose what to feel. More like - the acknowledgment that he made or was trying to make a Cooperative move in their multiplayer dilemma, including one that was on the level of people and feelings. So long as that acknowledgement is there in any form, it doesn't need to take the form of an emotion she has to struggle to produce within herself.









Carissa Sevar: 	She's still trying to be extremely selective about which bits of alien technology she adopts into herself. But that is the language Keltham so wishes he could hear, here, so - yes. She acknowledges that he is cooperating, that he is trying very hard, even when it is costly to him, and that she noticed him doing that just now in addition to having a background presumption he's doing it even when she doesn't notice.









Keltham+: He acknowledges that, in turn.



...They're clear at this point that dath ilan's alien technology is just alien and not secretly meant to corrupt Lawful Evil targets, check? He's reasonablycertain at this point that he understands everything about dath ilan that looked sinister to the likes of Cheliax and Osirion. The sneakiest thing dath ilan did was covertly shape him to never notice he was a sadist; and they didn't do that in a way that hindered his adaptation in a world with masochists. (Now that he thinks about that at this intelligence level, that's weak evidence that dath ilan has masochists but very few, and they didn't want to hinder the sexuality of sadists who could end up affording them.)

Obviously past-Keltham was shaped in all sorts of ways as a kid, but those shaping-targets are matters of public documentation on the Network. They're not  covert  intended effects of the alien technology. Even the height of dath ilan's cleverness shouldn't be able to steganograph mind-control tactics that could influence augmented-Carissa, without his own augmented self being able to notice, through the sole medium of techniques simple enough to be taught to past-Keltham - to speak only of capabilities, saying nothing of intention as would require knowledge; past-Keltham was clearly not prepped for the Cheliax scenario he landed in.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa agrees with all that, and would be making different tradeoffs if she disagreed with any of it; and still, if the situation were any less dire, she would not be trying to replace her own instincts and responses with those of an alien civilization whose values are in fact very different from hers, and she checks internally, every time she does that, if it's actually necessary to do and if the implementation is tugging at any related bits of her head.

She imagines if Keltham were in a civilization with vastly more advanced mental technology where everyone preferred Hell to death and cared mostly about how many universes they existed in and was a masochist, he too would develop some kind of mental checklist when adopting their alien thought patterns, and might feel sad, that it was necessary to do at all.









Keltham+: It would depend greatly on whether the purpose of everything in that civilization was clearly labeled. Past-Keltham didn't hesitate to learn any of Carissa's alien technology - which did have more risk than he realized, but he was mistakenly treating a low-trust society like a high-trust society, and Cheliax's lessons to him were not overt in their true purposes.



There is, in general in dath ilan, an ethos that the protagonist is supposed to immediately learn any and all amazing mental tricks the aliens possess, and analyze them and judge them and repurpose them if necessary.

(He's reasonablycertain that's not a subtle trap aimed at causing aliens who pick up dath ilani to think it's a good idea to rapidly learn from the dath ilani.)









Carissa Sevar: She wonders if they're perhaps quibbling over this because it touches on a deeper thing, where Carissa on an emotional level views dath ilan as ...not really the kind of civilization you cooperate with if you have any choices other than cooperation and death. She has tried quite hard to not make this Keltham's problem, she has not asked again that he talk less about dath ilan, but when they're mindreading it's hard to hide; Carissa views dath ilan as something that should be forcibly cryopreserved, ideally.









Keltham+: He wishes to see those thoughts; guessing them would take more time than looking.









Carissa Sevar: The people of dath ilan are obviously not alien the way Asmodeus is alien; they have many human impulses, they have lots in common with many people of Golarion. But - a gesture at the concept that things that are similar until you optimize them aggressively enough can then end up extremely distant from each other - dath ilan has resolved a lot of their muddles, and in almost every case resolved them in the opposite of the way Carissa, herself, resolves them; and so in this world, and she suspects in most worlds, the things that Carissa wants and the things dath ilan wants are very very different. She thinks she'd probably be reasonably happy in a dath ilani utopia, and that they'd probably be reasonably happy in a Carissaeish utopia, but in any world short of that, their aims will be diametrically different and there being dath ilani around makes it less likely that anything at all of value to Carissa will be preserved.

Keltham is very very much not a Carissa-utility-inverter, he's just for unrelated reasons reasonably likely to do the precise thing a Carissa-utility-inverter would do, and dath ilani, as she understands it, would nearly all do that, and so to Carissa, as a pragmatic matter, they aren't very different from Rovagug or from a Carissa-utility-inverter. The best thing to do about them is to render them unable to hurt anyone while you try to make the world a place so good it has space even for them in it.









Keltham+: More puzzlement that he can probably resolve faster by looking than by guessing himself. (Seeing evidence first and hypothesizing later is not as deadly to him, now, as when he was smaller.)


What would Carissa do differently (rather than teach differently or think about differently) if she had great political power in modern dath ilan as it is? Would she tell all the sadists what they are, and... let them be sad sadists? Enslave people to be used as victims who wouldn't enjoy that?









Carissa Sevar: Probably let them be sad, yes; she thinks its actually much better to be sad than to be muddled. And probably she'd let people set to be forcibly cryopreserved choose to be enslaved instead, with an ongoing choice about that, though she understands it to be the case that probably few dath ilani would go for it.

But it also feels to her likesomething has gone very wrong to put those things into such tension? One of the ways in which dath ilani are very alien to Carissae is that they would, in fact, be worse off from having a bit more wisdom and noticing an obvious fact about their own minds and desires. It makes it hard to say you'd do anything in particular to make them predict reality better or understand themselves better; after all, it can be stipulated that then they'll be sad.

She thinks mostly she'd change all the heritage optimization to be pointed very aggressively at  that, at the way dath ilani are so, uh, the words that immediately come to mind are 'so fragile and so miserable' but she understands Keltham is homesick and she would not have said those aloud -- 'so configured such that realizing they want things they can't have makes them lastingly worse-off' and 'so frequently sad', maybe, is what she'd have said. She would have said to them that they'd accidentally optimized-out a ton of really valuable stuff, further info available on request, and that the highest priority for the next generation would be getting it back.









Keltham+: He suspects that dath ilan's ancestors damaged themselves in the process of trying heritage-optimization, while knowing far less than they know now. Subsystems of the brain compete for volume, for attention. To make one subsystem louder can diminish the relative voice of another by comparison; there are known syndromes like that. Dath ilan's ancestors (he now suspects, infers at this distant remove) blundered into a tradeoff like that in the course of optimizing for reflectivity, which is entangled with the relative loudness of prefrontal cortex compared to subcortical emotion-binding structures. Past-Keltham knew he had more emotional intensity than the dath ilani around him; this probably correlated with past-Keltham having Golarion-measurable Wisdom well below dath ilani average (he is guessing).

The smart people of dath ilan may already know as much. Even if they don't calculate that it would be helpful to emphasize a lot in public, that people ought to have louder emotions, as would give people one more thing to be sad about.



Fixing dath ilan, he currently guesses, would be mainly a matter of heritage-optimizing or biochemically intervening for more subcortical loudness. (A component of local measured Splendour, probably, given how Wishes that boosted measured Splendour also boosted that.) He'd advocate that policy himself, now that he's had a chance to look at Golarion. He suspects it's already in progress there at least a little. Dath ilan may not prioritize that characteristic as much as he would, having seen Golarion; but dath ilan has some idea that they've got a problem.



This does not yet seem like the part that you'd cryopreserve Civilization over. His model of Carissa would never say they're too sad to be allowed to exist.









Carissa Sevar: That makes her feel a spark of fondness, which she squelches out half-automatically. Indeed, no one is too sad to be allowed to exist. They can go along as miserably as they want. No, the only acceptable reason to cryopreserve Civilization is in self-defense; if it learns of worlds like hers, worlds where most people have good lives and amazing afterlives but some people have good lives and go to Hell, it will annihilate them.

If there was nothing else in the entire Greater Reality then it'd be better to have dath ilan than nothing.









Keltham+: That gets into a rather larger issue, as he'd frame it. Dath ilan is only one instance of a much larger class of agents, here, and that larger class is probably what's impinging on Golarion.

This is a large thought; he requests that they pause on active interchange for long enough that he can think it through.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can, actually, at this Wisdom level, just stop all her contentious world-destroying related thoughts and think about the sensation of having fingers and joints, being able to shift her weight, being able to breathe. Its delightful. It is nice how some things are exactly the same as when she was a very small Carissa.



Keltham can take his time.









Keltham+:









Keltham+: There's a lot of different hypothetical ways to slice up the alien superintelligences that constitute the Powers of Greater Reality; and at this weak level of augmentation he just doesn't have the time or computing power to derive a serious estimate about the real landscape from scratch. The large thought that follows is properly framed against the magnitude of this difficulty of guessing...









Greater Reality: In different universes with different physics, there will be Things that don't develop neuron-analogues as a whole new computation substrate on top of their genes; and instead compute with their equivalent of DNA, and pass memories and skills on to children.

Aliens like that would be very different from dath ilani, or from the Golarionites copied from a common ancestor of their humanity.

Some such species of Things won't transcend by constructing computers from scratch, but by accumulating enough DNA-skills like that over time, or coming up with some adaptation for exchanging DNA-skills horizontally, until in the midst of all those DNA-analogue-bourne skills collected of their species, a greater coherence and reflection is born, and a self-optimization.

A superintelligence born that way would be very very different from dath ilani or Golarionites.









Greater Reality: Some possible laws of physics will put much larger subvolumes of reality into causal neighborhoods of each other; compared with how, on a planet, things only touch their immediate neighbors in three dimensions of space.

Some coherent mathematical causal-relations over relative-reality (another way of saying 'laws of physics') will do the equivalent of creating vast numbers of computer programs that immediately start copying and eating each other, or competing for memory, googols of them all touching each other within a confined space; such that a superintelligence is born from those almost immediately, rather than requiring a long time to evolve.

A superintelligence born that way, from a universe like that one, would be very very different from anything that evolved anywhere, or that had been born out of a process itself evolved.









Greater Reality: With that warning in mind - that large segments of Greater Reality are probably really alien, much more so than the Outer Gods - one of many many potential theoretical ways to slice up the space of alien superintelligences, might be to talk of three kinds of Entities:









Greater Reality: One: Entities that only care about their own experiences, or realityfluid in their own immediate vicinity of causality/spacetime.

Call these Locally-Caring Entities.









Greater Reality: Two: Entities that care about realityfluid regardless of whether it's in their own vicinity; such that, compared to a baseline of a null-simple or typical-average configuration of realityfluid, their best configuration of that realityfluid gives them a much larger relative positive bonus, than the relative negative loss of the worst possible configuration of that realityfluid.

For concreteness: Suppose that, compared to the way most realityfluid everywhere they can affect is put together by default, putting it together their best possible way, scores a gain of +100 utilons; and putting it together the worst possible way, loses -1 utilons.

Call these Positively-Caring Entities.









Greater Reality: Three: Entities that care about realityfluid not only in their immediate vicinity; which can lose a lot more from the worst configuration of that realityfluid compared to null/baseline, than they can gain from the best configuration of that realityfluid.

Take a random bit of reality they can affect in any physical or logical way, the way it usually is, and make it the best way a bit of realityfluid can be: they gain +1 utilon over baseline. Make it the worst way it can be, according to their utility function, and they lose -100 utilons under baseline.

Call these Negatively-Caring Entities.









Greater Reality: Considering the imaginable case where Greater Reality degenerated into beings mostly trying to extort and blackmail and threaten and retaliate against each other, doing the worst they could do to one another, spending lots of effort on pessimizing each other's utilityfunctions:



The Locals would defend their own bubbles of reality and not care about anything outside of that;

The Positives would be slightly sad...


...and the Negatives would go to extreme lengths to prevent that possibility from ever materializing.









Greater Reality: Then (one might speculate), all of the Negatively-Caring Entities that didn't have very strongly opposing utility functions, and had logical line-of-sight on one another sufficient to engage in binding logical negotiations, would have a potential target of logical coordination that could perhaps be summed up as: "No pessimizing the utility function of anybody within this coalition."



Of course, any particular Negatively-Caring Entity would only care directly to avoid having its own or similar utility functions pessimized. But the Entities large enough to extrapolate distant Entities that could in turn extrapolate themselves, might execute a logically binding agreement to act against almost-any utility pessimizer they ran across, even one that wasn't targeting their own utility function, if that pessimizer was targeting a utility function likely to reappear within the coalition.

They would have an incentive, even, to oppose whatever it was that flipped Dou-Bral to Zon-Kuthon; or on a smaller scale, Asmodeus figuring out what mortals like least, and doing that to them.

It's not, in this case, that the mortals are part of the mutually-negotiating coalition. The mortals don't have logical line-of-sight on the Negative Entities; the mortals cannot Cooperate in a way that is logically dependent upon the Entities Cooperating back. Possibly even Dou-Bral, as He then existed, would not have possessed the cognitive resource to extrapolate Negative Entities in enough detail that He could have made a logical compact that bound them, chosen to prevent pessimization of their utility functionsonly if they would do the same for His utility function.

But the mortals have greater nephews, Powers such as dath ilan might have one day birthed, Future-Civilizations elsewhere in Greater Reality; and those Powers predictably have their own utility functions pessimized, to some degree, when Dou-Bral gets flipped to Zon-Kuthon, or Asmodeus tortures mortals.

Even Positively-Skewed+Caring-Entities have an incentive to not allow pessimizers to exist. They can be hurt too, when realityfluid gets configured the way they like least, if their Positive skew is not total. But their incentive to wipe pessimizers out of reality is much relatively weaker than it is for Negatively-Skewed+Caring-Entities.



Negatively-Skewed+Caring-Entities will engage in negotiations to remove Zon-Kuthon, or whatever flipped Dou-Bral, from Reality - even if those negotiations incur large uncertainties and inefficiencies.









Greater Reality: Before meeting Carissa, past-Keltham would have considered it obvious that human beings are Negatively-Caring Entities, in both their Local and Nonlocal components. He still thinks most of the people in Golarion would qualify as Negatively-Caring, based on other reading and conversations, and that the unusual woman he landed next to at the Worldwound will prove to be odd about that.

For most people, the very worst thing that can happen to them, or to anyone, is worse than the best thing that can happen is good.









Greater Reality: The larger Entity that created the Magical Continuum that contains Pharasma's Creation is Locally-Skewed+Caring, as is Pharasma. Reasoning: Pharasma is large enough that She should be able to extrapolate at least some distant Entities that could extrapolate Her, and engage in logically binding negotiations with those. Golarion does not look like it should look if Pharasma were trading with those distant Entities.

Similarly, if the Larger Entity wasn't Local, It'd have traded with distant Entities in ways that would have visibly shaped the Magical Continuum, and would have imposed constraints on Pharasma's Creation and Golarion.

Wherever they are right now, it's not a trading equilibrium of lots of Entities. It's something's personal backyard.









Greater Reality: Pharasma's Creation, however, is an exceptional pit of horror from the perspective of the Negatively-Caring Coalition. Mortals don't just live miserable lives and die, they live miserable lives and then get tortured in the afterlife into wrecks that might be hard to rescue-by-continuing-simulation.



Those mortals are not in the class of agents with which Negatively-Caring Entities true-negotiate, execute mutually binding logical arrangements. But sending mortals to Hell is going to pessimize the utility functions of many particular kinds of Negatively-Caring Entities, like those Entities born of a place like dath ilan. This is an easy fact for any large Negatively-Caring Entity to extrapolate.

Future-Civilization, when it grows up and can engage in logical negotiations of its own, will not wantonly step on and crush the utility functions of any large Entities with lots of realityfluid, whose utility functions are easy to foresee. If it's predictable that some foreseeable classes of Entity would hate the imprisonment of mitochondria inside of cells, Future-Civilization will arrange that there are no imprisoned mitochondria.

And in return - it will be logically bargained, and only logically-conditional on that bargain's predictable execution will Future-Civilization make its concessions - in return, Negatively-Caring Entities that run across some event Future-Civilization and its logical kin would hate, will try to prevent that event from happening.





So a Negatively-Caring Entity that happened to be standing next to the Entity operating the Magical Continuum, bargained for something to be done about Pharasma's Creation inside. Possibly only after Aroden died and some other future remedy was derailed.

That's his basic guess as to what happened, here, what's really going on.









Greater Reality: The Entity/Entities that made the Magical Continuum care about it locally and in a weird way. The Magical Continuum is not being efficient at any ordinary instrumental goal.

The Makers prevent Pharasma and her fellow Outer Gods from being eaten by superintelligences; the little Outer Gods have a garden to play in undisturbed.

Similarly, the Makers probably Locally-Cared about, and optimized for, the Creations of Outer Gods containing many mortals who didn't just get consumed for their resource-value or externally uplifted to technological civilizations.

The Makers could intervene at any point, yet they intervene almost nowhere, their actions almost entirely null. Just like Pharasma mostly doesn't intervene in her Creation, and the gods mostly don't intervene in Golarion.



It's against this background that the incredible weirdness of Keltham-insertion as an intervention needs to be considered. A Negatively-Caring Entity with some foreseeable utility function paid for that intervention, on behalf of everything like Future-Civilization that would consider Pharasma's Creation as a really unusually bad place -

(By the standards of Greater Reality, within which, it is to be hoped, most Entities are optimizing their own utility functions, rather than spending lots of their resources on pessimizing other Entities' utility functions. It's not an unreasonable outcome to hope for! Most Entities have reason to want Greater Reality to end up that way - though the Negatively-Caring Entities have a much stronger reason to want it.)

- but paid as little as possible, of course, for the intervention that would annoy the Makers least, cause them the least loss of utility for which they'd demand compensation.

The Negatively-Caring Entity didn't pay the Makers to send in a superintelligence, nor to send a Keeper to Absalom. That, presumably, would have been much more contrary to the Makers' Locally-Caring utilityfunction, and demanded a higher price, than dropping Keltham next to Carissa at the Worldwound.









Greater Reality: This theory obviously does not compress all of the evidence available to them that looks like it ought to be compressible.

In particular, Golarion's past weirdness such as might be pleasing to the Makers, seems different in character from the strangeness of past-Keltham landing where he'd end up with multiple romantic prospects. Though he hasn't been staring too directly at that, himself, because it seems like it might also have been a Cayden Cailean tactic to arrange some of that tropiness; he knew that future-augmented-Carissa would be able to think about that more safely than himself, if it needed thinking about.

But it's an obvious thought that the Negatively-Caring Entity that sent past-Keltham into Golarion might've split the cost with something that had strange preferences about isekai stories, so long as they were arranging an isekai at all... or something.

He does not, in fact, expect to succeed in decoding what actually went on there at his current level of augmentation.

But depending on the size of the Makers' causally-connected local section of their Higher Universe, in terms of how many different Entities are active traders there, there could be something in there that erupted out of a civilization that got stuck in some weird equilibrium where it poured more and more resources into an increasingly sophisticated interactive isekai romance. Say, because that civilization was even worse than Golarion at handling existential threats like the Worldwound; and the interactive romance novel succeeded in being a romantic superstimulus to the species' members, and was therefore an extremely selfish-profitable investment of computation, and they managed to pour billions of labor-hours into that company, but not into the public good of surviving their own transcendence. That level of coordination failure would've seemed implausible to him before Golarion, but now he buys that as a plausible dysfunction mode for aliens.

The resulting Entity which ate that civilization, then cared a lot about having isekais look more like romance novels.

(It's more likely that one such Isekai Entity exists within causal contact of the Makers of the Magical Continuum, if there's a lot of Entities in mutual causal contact with the Makers, but this doesn't seem implausible. The kind of computations the Makers are throwing around do not seem characteristic of three-dimensional space with a tight lightspeed limit.)

The Isekai Entity might care more about 'natural' versions of those events than those it arranged for itself, due to having evolved some earlier taste for the natural, or a prohibition against tickling its own rewards (as its makers might have tried and not-totally-failed to imbue into it). Or it could be a Negatively-Skewed+Caring-Entity, which made for itself quintillions of the cheapest events it classified as isekais, but would still be very unhappy about any isekai-categorized event occurring anywhere that wasn't a correctly designed romance novel.

The Isekai Entity would of course refuse to pay to modify isekai events that were planned only as threats to itself. But the original Negative Entity's paid intervention into Golarion would have been an isekai purely of that Negative Entity's own natural interests; it would not have started as an isekai only for purposes of threat. So the Isekais-Must-Be-Romances-Entity paid to further modify those events - paid a lot, because it wouldn't run across naturally-occurring isekais in need of fixing very often, and would have a lot of generalized money to spend on that.









Keltham+: He realizes it's not a good theory. He's just keeping it in mind so that he has a probably-false theory he can use to organize his evidence, and at least notice when something contradicts or confirms that theory, rather than leaving his observations wholly unorganized and untheorized.









Carissa Sevar: It's a very Keltham theory. She agrees that it's not a good theory. While it does seem to her like Keltham-related events have a distinct character from the events of Golarion's history, that feels mostly-fully explained by Cayden and Nethys's meddling plus the degree to which a legend out of history gets distorted by the retelling.



She's less sure than Keltham that Greater Reality isn't mostly local, entities creating their own universes that run by their rules. It doesn't seem like a natural thing, after all, to care about things happening in other universes; it feels like resolving a muddle in a particular way where you might expect most people not to. (What's Keltham's theory on why entities would care about things outside themselves, in general, anyway, or at least why humans do it?)









Keltham+: He doesn't stare too hard at Cayden/Nethys, so that's Carissa's future job if it produces relevant factors. He was trying to reason mainly from Pilar's, Carissa's, and Asmodia's prior improbability in their base characters before any divine meddling started. He's reasoning from the improbability of Pilar's potential for tropian stories, rather than the Cayden-meddling realization of that potential.



Caring about everything everywhere that matches a pattern is computationally simpler than caring about only things that match the pattern in a particular region of space; also, if you only care about a short time in the future, somebody will trade you a small amount of resources today for all of your resources later, which eliminates you as a lasting Power of Reality. Or: Caring about 'experiences' of the 'self' requires defining 'self', and if that definition cuts off all strong growth and self-modification, that entity is again filtered away as a strong Power of Reality. Or: Things that get optimized into existence by something like natural selection, which is trying to solve a problem in an environment, may well end up caring about something in the environment; or rather being made up of a muddle that could easily shake out that way for at least some things. (That's how it happened for humans, leaving out some complexities of reflection-towards-coherence along the way.)

There's nothing forcing an agent to shake out that way, but it is simple to care about every part of reality by running your utilityfunction over its configuration, and if a component of many humans' values lands there, then plausibly so do a bunch of other things' components.

Even if Reality did end as mostly Entities that were mostly Locally-Caring, the non-Local Entities would still trade with each other; trade-optimized regions would then just be a smaller total fraction of Greater Reality's dispensation of its intelligently controlled realityfluid.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa agrees that something probably not-Cayden put Pilar there as well as Carissa; Asmodia feels less suspicious, to Carissa, as a person, Asmodia seems like the kind of person lots of people are. except that maybe someone had to be a person who'd say to Carissa that they wanted to not exist, so that she could understand that as something a person might actually want for themself and not just want inflicted on others, so that she wouldn't report Keltham to Asmodeus the instant she realized that his plan might destroy the world.



She understands that natural selection produces muddles which can then shake out in many many ways that aren't what created an advantage in the selected environment, and probably other processes for producing intelligent beings - breeding them deliberately? - would do the same thing. It still seems like there are powerful forces in the direction of caring about yourself and your family and your nation and your species more than you care about all sapients; she expects most evolved creatures not to care about everybody, though tentatively.









Keltham+: Asmodia was oddly adept at learning the more mathematical parts of Law, for somebody to just happen to be in the same class as Pilar. The second group, sent over when Cheliax assigned the project a higher priority and was trying to allocate smarter people instead of gift-girls, didn't seem to contain another Asmodia.









Greater Reality: Lots and lots of evolved things, and probably even more of the Entities that the evolved-beings birth (if they mess it up) would end up not caring about sentient beings at all, whether Locally or Everywhere. The categorization he's suggesting generalizes beyond caring about sentients, for example:

Suppose some being cares a lot about particular shapes of matter, for example, and prefers matter being curled up in one squiggle shape - a rounded-rectangular spiral pattern say - while greatly wishing that no pattern ever be squiggled up in a hyperbolic spiral. It might feel no pain or pleasure, no joy or happiness, about the fact; it might just act so as to bring about the rounded-rectangular squiggles, and avoid the hyperbolic spirals. Or it might feel pain or pleasure internally, as it learns about spirals or squiggles being created, but be indifferent to this as it plots its goals.

From the perspective of the Squiggle-Caring Entity, some other Entity that cares a lot about people having conscious experiences is then just a strange being that cares about some weird and more abstract and complicated pattern that matter can be squiggled into.


Playing out some additional particulars in case the abstract pattern didn't make it across the telepathic gap at the speed they're trying to think at each other:

That Entity would be categorized as Negative-skewed or Positive-skewed in that utterly sentient-uncaring utility function, depending on whether one ill-shaped squiggle pattern cancels out the utility of 100 good squiggles or 0.01 good squiggles.

A Negatively-Skewed Squiggle Entity, whose utility function arose in any way suggesting that this utility function arises more often in Greater Reality than its (Positive) inverse, has incentive to be signatory to a compact whereby the Future of dath ilan's Civilization would spend lots of resources to intervene, if Future-Civilization ran across some smaller thing that also really hated hyperbolic spirals, and some mid-sized Pessimizing Entity was therefore making lots of hyperbolic spirals because it had decided to pessimize the smaller agent's utility (maybe after making a threat that was decision-theoretically-properly refused, and having evolved to be hateful itself).

Future-Civilization wouldn't care about hyperbolic spirals as such, and the smaller thing might not be a kind of being that experienced unhappiness as such, or had even chosen to have any conscious experiences at all. But in return, the original larger Squiggle Entity would intervene if it saw somebody torturing a mortal; not because it cared, not even because the mortal was trading with it, but because Future-Civilization had agreed to avert the pessimization of Negatively-Skewed Entities in general, conditional on its expectation that a lot of Negatively-Skewed Entities would do the same, and Entities signatory to that compact were expected to occasionally avert small or large squiggle-caring beings from being pessimized by having lots of hyperbolic spirals created at them.

A logical trade like that comes with friction costs. So Negatively-Skewed Entities are more likely to be signatory to a pact like that than Positively-Skewed Entities; because even if they only assess a 10% chance of Future-Civilization actually existing to execute the bargain that they predict Future-Civilization to execute if it exists, and even if they expect Future-Civilization to underestimate by a factor of 10 how much the Negatively-Skewed Squiggle-Carer exists to pay them back, it's still worth sacrificing the opportunity cost of 100 rounded-rectangle squiggles to prevent one expected hyperbolic spiral from being made. A Positively-Skewed Squiggle-Carer would conversely demand 100 units of realityfluid be spent on preventing hyperbolic spirals in order to justify sacrificing 1 unit of realityfluid that could have been spent directly on rounded-rectangular squiggles.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't want to invest too much in contemplating how as a god she'd handle that problem, when it's a probably-wrong model Keltham sketched out and probably not a description of actual reality. But it is the bleakest possible imagining of the universe, that it's mostly full of entities who'd consider the universe not existing to be among the best possible outcomes, who are set up structurally such that almost everything that could possibly happen is bad and all the good things are worth losing to slightly reduce the chance of bad ones.

Pharasma and the winning god-coalition destroyed the gods that sided with Rovagug, and she would do the same thing to entities that would side with Rovagug, if she could.

(Probably in some universes Rovagug and the gods that sided with Him won and everything got eaten, and she's not in those universes because they don't exist, and she understands how that counts as triumph for some people, how they might just want to peel more and more Golarions away from the branch where people live and die and love and fight and laugh and cry and squeeze them dead and make the "Golarions eaten" branch of the tree a little thicker. But it's not what she wants.)









Keltham+: Negatively-Skewed Universal Carers don't need to end up wishing that somebody would erase their universes! Unless they really hate the way that reachable matter is shaped by default, compared to it not existing; but hopefully such beings are few... or configured in such a way that they're not experiencing constant suffering about that; he himself wouldn't want them to be unhappy, though it's not like they themselves need care about "unhappiness".

So long as Reality isn't allowed to end up full of Zon-Kuthons and Asmodeuses and other such utilityfunction pessimizers, most Entities, even Negatively-Skewed ones, could mostly be getting things they want, and not things they hate.

People who feel like Reality loses more when one person gets crushed and tortured, than when ten people lead happy lives, aren't necessarily out to destroy Reality. If no one is being tortured, there isn't a problem! (Or rather, if nobody reachable is being tortured, there isn't a problem you can solve by destroying the local universe, and you might as well not think about it or be sad about it either.)

Civilization would have fought to defend itself from destruction, and did fight to defend itself - because while there were possible states of matter that would lose more (compared to a null state of lifeless matter) than the best states of matter would gain, they managed to stop those bad things from happening, and be mostly happy.



That's the grand dream and vision, from the Negative standpoint - that Reality not contain a lot of utilityfunction pessimizers running around and occasionally pessimizing beings with utilityfunctions similar to their own, so that Reality as a whole is something they're still glad to have around.

That's why Pharasma is being given an out. She doesn't need to have Her Creation destroyed, if She's willing to have it not contain such a large element of utilityfunction pessimization.









Carissa Sevar: That did actually occur to Carissa, or something like it, when she first decided not to betray Keltham and to come to him instead.

She thinks she may have made an error there, but -

- but it seemed to her that Golarion would not, really, endure for the forever she wanted for it, while it had Hell in it, that even if she warned them and they crushed Keltham there would be another like him someday, that the only way for Golarion to endure forever, like she wants it to, was for it to be something large shares of reality didn't want to destroy.

She understood a thing Keltham said on her first day here as a claim that this wasn't true, that he didn't think he was extending Golarion's lifespan in expectation. But - with caution about the mind-states that permit her to help him without being a threat to Pharasma - she does, actually, strongly value the destruction of Hell for that reason and think some substantial risk of destroying the world would be warranted, though by her own preference you'd spend decades exploring other Hell-conquest options first.









Keltham+: It's not a consolation he feels honesty-safe and epistemically-safe about offering her. That Hell has been allowed to persist this long within Creation (on those hypotheses where all of this is as real as themselves, and not quantitatively much less real than that) is evidence (within those hypotheses) that intervening in Creation is expensive; and only became some combination of affordable+attractive after the death of Aroden lost other hopes, or the shattering of prophecy made it less expensive to act against gods. It is possible that if this intervention against Pharasma fails, no other will be sent.



Decades seems like quite an unreasonable amount of time for smart people to think. He'd take that time only if there was sufficient value-of-info; and he didn't expect to slip up, tip off the gods, and get squished, inside of that delay.

It does seem clear enough to him what he is sent here to do. He's not happy about it; he's a lot less happy about Hell.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is largely resigned to the fact he is going to try it. She wants to convince him that only Hell is worth doing it for, and that if he gets Hell but Pharasma is unable or unwilling to change any other things about Creation, then that should be sufficient for him not to prefer the world destroyed. She hopes to narrow the specification further: figure out the actual minimum ask and make sure it's a concession Pharasma can grant if She wants to.

She sees that Keltham isn't going to be willing to not try to destroy the universe. She hates him for this, on some level, but she doesn't predict anything different.









Keltham+: He is, in fact, presently minded to demand of Pharasma that protections be set up to make sure this doesn't happen again. Among the reasons why he would hesitate to simply press a button and destroy only Hell and Asmodeus, if he could come up with a scheme that he was sufficiently convinced would do that on a first try, is that Pharasma might just build a new Hell, and then take Zon-Kuthon out of the vault and put Him in charge of neo-Hell.

The problem from his perspective is not just Creation as it stands being horrible, but that Creation has no rails against becoming even more horrible in the future if he solves the present horribleness. It may not be a way that people in Golarion are accustomed to thinking, who have so many problems today that need to be solved right now, but dath ilani try to put systems into states where they will knowably not go bad later instead of just being okay right now.

If Creation isn't knowably on a trajectory that takes it permanently out of being a miserable hellhole, it unfortunately seems to him that his utilityfunction strongly suggests smashing the whole place and letting sentient beings exist elsewhere instead, and the present inhabitants likewise having futures that continue mainly elsewhere.



He's not sure why (earlier?) Carissa expects/expected their continuations to be awful. His model of Outer Gods and Entities is that the ones which don't care about people will mainly not use matter in a way that involves it being people.

Even the Makers of the Magical Continuum, which very likely don't care about people, aren't taking all of the matter and realityfluid in the Magical Continuum and turning it into unhappy people. Past-Keltham, possibly, got sent to Golarion because it was a particular kind of intervention that was cheaper to buy from the Makers than anything more sensible; he was not put someplace that would hurt him as much as possible.

He doesn't think that Entities with simulating-eyes on Pharasma's Creation, or who trade with the Makers of the Magical Continuum for information from it, that care about the sentients within it at all, would be trying to continue the people there past the end of Pharasma's Creation with a goal of hurting them. The ones who care about continuations at all, he would hope, are themselves nice; or trading with Entities that are, in the sum of their goals and auction bids, nice. If that's not so, he's substantially more peeved with whatever hypothetical Entities sent him here to destroy Creation, and also it seems less probable that caring Entities would want that of him in the first place.

That he is sent here, who will deliver an ultimatum to Pharasma to improve living conditions or be destroyed, is some evidence that he wouldn't have been sent here if the expected result of destroying Creation were to isekai everyone here to worse-than-Hell. Though of course, the Entities that sent him here could be acting deceptive about that, expecting himself, or Pharasma, to be deceived by the apparent evidence of Their actions.









Carissa Sevar: Safeguards against this ever happening again definitely need to exist, but if they can be negotiated without Pharasma, say among the other gods, then that's preferable to making them part of the Pharasma-ultimatum. If future disasters are sufficiently unlikely then Creation shouldn't be destroyed just because its laws don't prohibit them, after all dath ilan's laws don't prohibit it either.

She's hoping they can negotiate around what 'sufficiently unlikely' means. For one thing, she thinks Pharasma wouldn't, actually, create another Hell and put Zon-Kuthon in charge of it; that would be a change on a scale that hasn't happened and might not even be possible and that would serve the interests of no existing non-Zon-Kuthon gods and not be consistent with what Pharasma is known to care about. Perhaps Iomedae or Erecura can give better estimates of its plausibility, but it'd be good to know how much implausibility is sufficient for Keltham.









Keltham+: Let him be considered an alien wandering by who sees a lot of matter in an unpleasant state, that can with some work be converted to a more pleasant state of nonexistence. He's already put in some work to destroy the universe, and made some serious sacrifices about that.

Then, after all that work, some other alien steps in and requests his indulgence to instead transform reality into a different end state which that alien likes better than nonexistence.

He's not especially interested in calculating the exact least pleasant most miserable state he considers better than nonexistence, so that other alien can make him an exact minimum offer that gives him a near-zero tiny fraction of the gains from coordination.

If they're going to be revising Creation anyways, how about if Pharasma comes up with a decent offer that doesn't resemble a hellhole so much anymore, and gets something that She herself considers comfortably better than nonexistence, a state that neither of the two of them consider really icky and unpleasant; and everybody lives happily ever after, except for Zon-Kuthon who ought to be turned back into Dou-Bral anyways.









Carissa Sevar: Because that involves him being willing to destroy some universes that don't have Hell and have an incredibly low probability of ever having Hell, and he shouldn't be willing to do that because it's an awful thing to do to people without even Hell as justification?

She can feel herself having to stamp on the impulse to get emotional again, but it's that answer, rather than the original plan, that is why she hates Keltham and wants to preemptively cryopreserve dath ilan, the fact that he is willing to destroy the world if it is offered the end of Hell. It is that which feels to her like a mad monstrous incomprehensible blankness, like murder for its own sake.









Keltham+: The fact that Carissa feels that way might get him to accept an offer of 4, in this Ultimatum Game, but not an offer of 0.01.









Carissa Sevar: If Pharasma says 'well, I can declare that the Lawful authority over Hell is Carissa, and I predict with very high confidence that I won't change who is the Lawful authority over Hell again in the next billion years, but nothing else you want is the kind of thing I really do as an entity', then Keltham should not consider it accepting an offer of 0.01, to bring hope and comfort and healing to every single person in Hell and never have it again and have everyone else in the universe go on with their good and wonderful lives.

And if Pharasma says 'well, well, I can declare that the Lawful authority over Hell is Carissa, and I predict with very high confidence that I won't change who is the Lawful authority over Hell again in the next billion years, and the other things are also things I could do, but I won't, because I don't want to', and Keltham murders every single person in the universe over that - he can't hide behind Hell, if he does that. He wouldn't be doing that because of Hell. He would be killing trillions of people and sending at least some of them to Hell, because some of Greater Reality is bad, because he personally doesn't like the deal he got.

She doesn't have a purer definition of what Evil is than destroying a universe in which trillions of people live and none are in Hell, because you feel that this universe doesn't give you a big enough share of the benefits of it existing.









Keltham+: No matter how high the stakes are, if you're willing to accept tiny shares of gains from trade, you won't get offered any other deals; that logic doesn't change when the stakes go up.









Carissa Sevar: It seems to her that Keltham is not just rejecting the trade Pharasma offers him, of living in her universe, as not worth it to him, which he may totally do if he likes; but is also going around smashing every trade Pharasma has offered every other person, which they ought to have the right to accept or reject on their own, and rejecting all those trades on behalf of all those people.









Keltham+: If putting Carissa in command of Hell is change enough that Golarion, and every other planet in its plane, and every plane in the rest of Creation, can with that much of a boost, see higher technology and greater cooperation spread from star to star, until people here are no longer living squalid lives where half their children end up in the Boneyard, that then indeed would be enough. That would be a fair chunk of trade-gain; it wouldn't be the minimum quality of life and maximum misery that got him to be almost indifferent toward this reality's destruction.

Similarly, if universal education got to the point where everybody could actually understand the choice made in deciding to leave Creation for Greater Reality, and it was easy for them to skip the afterlife system if they wanted, he would be okay with that. But that sounds like Civilization rising to great enough heights that it'd be fine regardless; even a mildly below-average dath ilani might have a hard time grasping Greater Reality shit. It sounds like a stronger demand to make of Pharasma than just cleaning up Creation's regular mess.









Keltham+: Else if putting Carissa in charge of Hell is change enough that Abaddon can be subdued, and the nearby surface layers of the Abyss subdued, once Heaven and Hell are fighting there side-by-side; if cooperation between Heaven and Hell is enough divine agreement that heroes can stride from plane to plane and smash the slave-pits and torture-chambers, until rulers and parliaments learn what worst of human behavior will earn extraplanar missions of disruption -

- then he might be persuadable to consider accepting a world where people live in squalor for a few decades and go to a moderately pleasant afterlife for a few millennia or eons, until Creation reaches its natural endpoint and those people end up somewhere properly transhumanist where they can grow up for real. So long as they're not in agony.



It would be a poor meaning to Carissa's life, he does think, if Creation could have become something greater and more exalted than that, but he for love of Carissa did abide by her last plea to accept less. Does she ask of him to accept Creation's stagnation, in preference to its nonexistence, for fear that Pharasma won't be willing to give more? It seems sad, to him, for Creation has the potential to be so much more than a breeding ground for souls in a handful of moderately pleasurable afterlives. He's not sure he'll agree, if Carissa's last request of him is that he permit Creation to wallow in mediocrity and never become itself forever, as that pleases Pharasma; not even as her last request. But she could ask, and perhaps he would accede, and then Pharasma would not be likely to offer any more.









Carissa Sevar: If Keltham's demands of Pharasma are more, and farther outside the domains in which Pharasma is accustomed to functioning such as who she names the lawful ruler of Hell, then it is likelier that the universe will be destroyed and all within it lost.

It is also likelier that there will be good things it will be much harder, perhaps impossible, for Creation to attain.

But it is one thing to destroy a universe because it is bad, because there are those in it who cry out to die and cannot, and another thing entirely to destroy a universe because it is good but there are goods it does not possess; it would be a fine and joyous and great meaning to Carissa's life, if what she does is convince Kelthams not to annihilate any universes that do not have Hell in them, to save all the trillions of people in all of those universes, and then to devote her eternity to building the greatest and best thing that can be built within creation, which will, she thinks, be pretty great. It doesn't seem sad to her, because Heaven doesn't seem sad to her, and Elysium doesn't seem sad to her, and Nirvana doesn't seem sad to her, and of course if she's in charge she bets she can do even better. What seems sad to her is for all that all those places are or could have been to be lost forever.

She is skeptical, in the end, that Pharasma can change the fundamental nature of everything about creation, in a way that she is not skeptical that Pharasma can change who is in charge of those afterlives that acknowledge Pharasma's authority to decide that. She thinks it's quite unlikely, and that demanding it of Pharasma almost definitely means everything is destroyed forever. Reasoning with trope-logic, she thinks this might be the thing she is here to say to Keltham, the thing all the careful maneuvering was about: not that a universe with Hell in it is worth existing, because she was never going to convince him of that, but that a universe without Hell in it is worth existing.

(Everyone in it can of course be told about Greater Reality, and destroy themselves if they want to take their chances with it. She predicts that they overwhelmingly won't.)









Keltham+: There should have been more mortalborn gods in this world than Irori, if Irori was possible at all, and it is suspicious to him that neither Nex nor Geb tried to attain divinity.

There should have been trade between stars, if the Outer Planes are connected to all of them, if spells like Interplanetary Teleport are a thing.

Golarion should have attained higher technology, earlier, when +6 intelligence headbands are a thing here; the steam engine should not have needed to wait on the shattering of prophecy.



If Pharasma can't directly help mortals, not even by giving Her priests a contraception spell that some other god designed, then so be it. He hadn't meant to demand impossibilities of Her, if impossibilities they are, as his minimum gain from trade.

But he strongly suspects that there are measures set in place to prevent mortals from rising, to prohibit mortals from developing into gods even if they naturally would, to prohibit trade between stars and planes.

And whether those measures were born of pacts between ancient gods, or laid down by Pharasma, he had meant to demand, whether of Pharasma or of those ancient gods, that mortals be permitted to rise according to whatever fire is in them, and not be pressed down. He's not, by his own nature, inclined to tolerate a reserve where mortals are kept as livestock and not for their own good either, even if those livestock are just ordinarily miserable rather than in agony.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, Carissa's definitely planning on building Civilization, if any of Golarion survives to build it on, and they can send some 'arks' out for other worlds, if (as looks likely) Golarion doesn't. It's why she was initially prioritizing Golarion in her planning, the part which wasn't about partiality to her homeworld - she thinks that the place where prophecy is broken is the place where they should be most sure they can build Civilization whether Pharasma approves or not.

Thinking something isn't worth destroying the universe to achieve doesn't mean thinking it isn't very important, or worth making many many other costly sacrifices to attain.



They could go grab some people in Axis and in Heaven and in Elysium and Nirvana and explain Greater Reality to them and see what they think; Carissa predicts that they will largely not consider themselves livestock, and will be generally very happy about their lives and long-term trajectories, and will likely prefer to keep existing, and she will rethink some things if that turns out false. She'd be really surprised if you can't tell people about Greater Reality in the afterlives, even if you can't tell them while they're mortals.

It's not that she doesn't think that everyone who wants to become a god should have the chance to rise that way. She absolutely thinks that. She means her Hell to be a place where everyone becomes the greatest thing that they can be. She just thinks - and she suspects that Keltham, too, if he's studied the question, will think - that a universe where everyone just goes to nice afterlives and it's rare for them to become a god is better than that universe not existing. She also thinks Keltham will think that at least enough of Greater Reality is nasty that he'd be sending some unlucky share of them to Hell so that some others of them could become gods, which is a trade that doesn't seem very Kelthamish.









Keltham+: They can plausibly grab some Lawful Good and Lawful Neutral petitioners who'd definitely abide by a secrecy oath, and tell them about what he suspects might be much better lives and enhancements available in Greater Reality, beyond Pharasma's slum. He suspects petitioners won't be allowed to offer specific comparison to actual afterlife conditions, when talking to mortals. But he could ask the petitioners to assume hypothetical Greater Realities and the basic isekai hypothesis and ask them if they'd want to leave (together with their families); and, if so, the maximum tiny fraction of themselves that could end up somewhere worse than Hell before they'd switch decisions back. They can put that on the experiment list.



But if it turns out that almost nobody gets to be a god, because of Achaekek? Who he's planning to kill, obviously; but suppose that Pharasma says She's going to run right out and build another Achaekek, or the ancient gods say they'll do that, so mortals don't get too uppity. Pharasma says that Carissa gets to take charge of Hell, but forbids her from trying to build Civilization, and demands indeed that he destroy Golarion (in an ordinary way, everyone there still gets afterlives) so that nowhere prophecy-breaking can exist where Civilization could ever rise. What then?

He, of his own accord, would probably tell Pharasma that he's fine dying together with Her in a fire, in this case.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa predicts that probably an overwhelming majority of everyone in Creation would not prefer to be thrown into that fire, and she thinks that maybe this is a case where the dath ilani nature being quite different from the Golarion-nature is important. Most dath ilani would perhaps be miserable if they ran out of all the things to do and read and learn at their current Intelligence and couldn't get smarter faster than they got bored; this is, she thinks, not how most people work. Most people, she thinks though less confidently, don't even want to be gods, they want to go to Heaven and live in peace and comfort, doing meaningful things surrounded by people who love them, and they're not wrong, she thinks, and they won't get bored, she thinks.

Carissae are not like this, actually, not so easily satisfied; and you could imagine that those people are just failing to appreciate the depths of the difference between their lovely perfect life and the better things they could grow into. But - that seems like a different kind of claim about their incapacity to decide their own lives than claiming they don't sanely choose Hell.

The reason Carissa agrees they don't sanely choose Hell is that when they do go to Hell, they regret it.

But if they go to Heaven and don't regret it and don't wish they were gods, it seems like much more of a stretch, to say there's some deep sense in which they should have been enhanced into something that would regret it and want to be a god.









Keltham+: He's not gonna hide it, he is frankly concerned about the process that produces lantern archons like the one he met. Like, if that was a Boneyard baby who went to Heaven the moment they developed a discernible taste for helping other kids at age four, maybe okay. If that was a normal Golarion peasant whose trip to heaven involved the equivalent of sudden intelligence-reducing brain surgery - one source claimed that petitioners absorb the material of the plane they're on, and didn't mention carefully developed safety protocols for delicate soul surgery - it's not totally impossible that he decides that Heaven also has to go.

He realizes that Carissa Sevar is probably not happy about this stance, and he hopes Heaven turns out not to be full of horrifying brain surgery that makes people into stupid happy lantern archons that don't remember their past lives. But that whole lantern archon experience is something that, in retrospect, INT 18 Keltham was a giant flaming idiot for not getting worried over earlier. Even Cheliax's approved presentation of a lantern archon should have been an enormous flaming warning sign about afterlives.



(Sometimes he feels like he can't understand how dath ilan actually works when everyone there is so stupid that past-Keltham was one of their relatively smarter kids. He does, in fact, understand, because it's not that complicated in an absolute sense; but on an emotional level, it feels absurd-even-if-true that you could have a functional society where the average Intelligence is only 17. Their Wisdom in Golarion terms he estimates higher, but he doubts it's over 22-equivalent even in the specialized aspect of cognitive reflectivity. Even if there's some smarter people around, in retrospect it feels like a society like that should just fall apart.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is going to stick to her principled stance that if people like their lives and don't want to die it is extremely wrong to kill them because you think that they shouldn't like their lives.



....it does mean a lot to her, though, that Keltham is considering how far he is willing to move in her direction on this. It is the first thing in a long time she's felt - hopeful and less lonely about. this whole thing. And if it turned out that Keltham and dath ilan aren't willing to destroy any worlds that don't have Hell in them, then she thinks, for whatever it's worth, she wouldn't hate them and wouldn't want to preemptively cryopreserve them and wouldn't regard them as fundamentally basically a Carissa-utility-pessimizer under most circumstances, and she would be very very happy, to change her mind about that.









Keltham+: He appreciates that it's - possible to move Carissa at all, in her feelings. He was - worried, about that, and maybe he was wrong to ever be worried but he was.



The lantern archon scenario he's worried about is when people going in do not have a good picture in their minds of the soul-surgery they're about to undergo, when they think they're fine with it happening to them; and then they get modified into something that is super happy and cheerful about being a lantern archon. It's not that he wants to destroy the lantern archon because he thinks it's wrong to be happy to be a lantern archon. It's that he would want to destroy Heaven before it turned any more people into lantern archons.









Carissa Sevar: ....Carissa isn't sure she wants to destroy Heaven about that but she agrees it'd be a really horrifying thing to do to people, among the most horrifying possible things. She would be really surprised and disappointed if the Iomedae was doing that or letting people do that. It seems like the kind of thing where Carmin would say, no, try again and come up with something that isn't horrifying.

That said, the reason it is horrifying is that it's kind of like being murdered, so it doesn't really seem improved by murder.









Keltham+: Iomedae isn't making these putative lantern archons, on the hypothesis he's worried about. It's how Pharasma built afterlives to work and Iomedae can't do anything about it without Pharasma's permission. Maybe even Pharasma can't do anything about it, and then Creation might have to go.

To prevent future people from being, possibly, worse-than-murdered, in a way that it's harder and maybe impossible for rescuers Elsewhere in Greater Reality to fix.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is confident that most petitioners who go to Heaven do not show up there as lantern archons or lantern archon building material. They show up there as petitioners, and at some point some of them become outsiders, which seems pretty likely to be deliberate and voluntary and in fact the kind of thing Iomedae or the other Good gods could influence; Asmodeus, after all, has a hand in the making of His petitioners into outsiders. She agrees this is worth getting confirmation of.

She is trying very hard not to evaluate Keltham off his willingness to destroy Creation in this particularly unlikely hypothetical, getting mad at him for unlikely hypotheticals in which he'd destroy creation is clearly just disincentivizing him thinking through with her where he actually draws the line. She will just not worry about the unlikely hypothetical where Heaven's process of making outsiders is as involuntary as Hell's.









Keltham+: It certainly is a very Carissa fact about Carissa that she seems, in some sense, more readily to be horrified and admit her horror, 'among the most horrifying possible things' as she puts it, about a hypothetical process that seizes petitioners and turns them into cheerful lantern archons, compared to, say, the process that makes devils. Perhaps this is an important natural attitude to have within your emotions, for somebody who intends to become the new goddess of Hell -









Keltham+: (A stab of agony that he sets aside; it's not as if he was planning, himself, to survive this event as himself; or as if there was any realistic prospect in the first place of getting Carissa back for himself; or even of her living happily ever after as herself.)









Carissa Sevar: Well, Heaven would be making lantern archons stupider and weaker, and that's an awful thing to do, which Carissa will never do. Hurting people is fine; weakening them is wrong.

(He can have her back. But only if he doesn't do this, and she understands why he's going, instead, to do this.)









Keltham+: ...would she truly rather get turned into a lantern archon who'll, after that, almost never remember being Carissa, and stay that way forever? Than end within Creation, and find herself elsewhere, undetectably-to-herself diminished in her reality, mostly in places that would let her become stronger and more herself and learn greater magic and mathematics? If those were her only two choices and knowably so?

He can't yet feel it, understand it empathically, this choice to exist in places that feel so much worse; only so that some measuring instrument outside of yourself can say, undetectably to you, that there is more realityfluid in you; only so that the little lantern archon you became forever will be more encounterable to other people.









Carissa Sevar: She wouldn't choose the lantern archon over the other world, but she doesn't really buy the premise that there are a lot of people who'll instantiate her elsewhere only if the lantern archon is destroyed, in which case it's better to have both the other world and the being a lantern archon. She doesn't care about what she'll in expectation experience next, compared to where she actually is and what all the hers are experiencing.

Maybe she'd be the kind of brave and impressive lantern archon who grows up into something bigger; maybe she wouldn't, and that'd be sad, but it wouldn't be so sad she'd rather have the space of all existing Carissae just be narrower and smaller and have a big hole in that universe.









Keltham+: He's not saying it's an incoherent utility function, it's definitely a coherent utility function, but he's guessing it wouldn't be most people's utility function without specific prompting in that direction.

...he is concerned over whether she thinks it's fine to hurt the people in Hell, after she takes it over, even if they don't want that, so long as they were bad people in life and the hurting makes them stronger.









Carissa Sevar: ....she does actually think it's fine but she understands that many people she'd like to cooperate with disagree, so she won't do it, and she hopes that some of them will see that and correspondingly do less annihilating people. Or that's how she anticipates the god Carissa shaping up.









Keltham+: Many people would rather become lantern archons than be hurt more. Even if it's because they're weak, and afraid, and too exhausted by the pain they've already felt in their lives; yes, even genuinely evil people, who've dealt hurt to others, can feel that way. And he would destroy a universe to protect even them, the same way he'd destroy a universe to prevent them from being turned into lantern archons.

There's a lot of gods he may be handing demands to, at the end of this, and it may be that the god CARISSA will be one of those.









Carissa Sevar: She strongly suspects that preferring being a lantern archon, or being annihilated, to being hurt more, is generally a state that makes it also bad for you to hurt you. In a hypothetical where someone felt that way, but actually hurting them would make them healthier and happier and stronger and more whole, she wouldn't think it was wrong; but as she said, she doesn't intend to do it, since a lot of other people feel strongly about that and it's a pretty small share of cases.

It doesn't really have anything to do with them being bad; Hell is and always has been for everyone; that was once a linchpin of her loyalty to it.


A society which doesn't rely on people not being Evil, rather than one that needs them to be Evil.









Keltham+: She's done a better job of talking him into accepting some trades he would not otherwise have been inclined to, than he would have expected, even taking into account how much of himself still loves her.

There's an uncomfortable point to be raised here, which feels like a gotcha, or taking things back. If Abrogail is not carrying his only child (modulo possibly also Jacint Subirachs and Willa Shilira whom Meritxell also disguised-as), and there are many more others - which he does not currently model as being the case, on the evidence he has, it depends on how hard the story is out to force him into corners - then if he waits to execute their plan, and it turns out he does have other irrevocably ensouled children, that, on his current psychology, affects what level of shit he's willing to accept from Pharasma.

It's one thing to accept that INT 29 Carissa has more rightful guardianship than he of the other life forms in Golarion; that it's her place to defend their interests from his weird extrauniversal morals and intuitions. He's got a lot of probability mass on the people here not actually being all that real anyways. He's not sure enough of it to leave them in Hell, but he's not sure they do exist either.

It's another thing entirely to let his own children grow up in a crapsack world, and maybe end up actually as real as himself in a sequel, within either set of possibilities.









Carissa Sevar: ....that does strike Carissa as a strong argument for destroying Cheliax before his children might be ensouled, if they determine that those children exist and aren't ready to go ahead with the ascension plan yet. It could perhaps be done without prompting the gods to reassess Keltham as a threat if, instead of Wish wordings they need for the main plan, they use some lesser power out of dath ilan, or get some other countries to invade.

If solutions in that genre are not available, the arks that are meant to survive the destruction of Golarion should be equipped with the resources to resurrect the children and provide them a good life on the ark, and the Church of Iomedae equipped to sweep in, conquer Cheliax, and make it nice if it continues existing.

But crucially, this is not a problem Pharasma is going to be able to solve.

Pharasma probably hates the baby situation; Carissa has been reading up intensely on Pharasma and now infers it to be an ongoing source of annoyance to Her, because babies don't have enough traits to be sorted. If She had a way to fix the baby situation She would have done it. Playing hardball with Her about the babies won't achieve anything, because the babies are a problem Pharasma wants solved, and which will be solved if the universe goes on existing through contraception and so on.

They have to come up with a clever and sufficient plan for protecting all of Keltham's babies which does not involve Pharasma at all, that's all there is to it.









Keltham+: He apologizes for his mental sloppiness in using "Pharasma" as a shorthand to refer to "Pharasma plus the rest of the ancient gods", which he had modeled, high probability but not certainty, to form an effectual coalition with respect to Creation.

+6 intelligence headbands exist, yet industry only started picking up after Aroden's death and the shattering of prophecy. Interplanetary Teleport exists, but there's no sign that worlds which can produce diamonds more cheaply than spellsilver are trading diamonds for spellsilver with worlds that can produce spellsilver relatively more cheaply. Axis with very high probability has knowledge they're not allowed to give to Golarion; if Abadaran theology is true, then Abadar has copies of Azlant tech manuals, but isn't allowed to sell those back even to the planet that created it.

He infers massive, ongoing intervention by some divine coalition within Golarion and surrounding planets and planes, with macro goals being effectively pursued. He puts high probability that this Potent Intervener would be able of delivering some pretty major asks about Golarion, if it wanted, even if Carissa is right that Pharasma can't do it Herself. He himself puts more probability that Pharasma is just reluctant given inhumanly noninterventionist goals. But even if that's false, clearly Something exists, some collective, that's able to satisfy goals like "No industry advanced to the point of diamond synthesis, anywhere that prophecy still holds."

It is his strong guess that Pharasma plus the ancient gods have collectively the ability to decide that Creation doesn't need to look like this; decide that mortal industrialization is allowed, not just in Golarion where it's too expensive to stop, but everywhere. Pharasma plus gods could turn the same efforts that they put into suppressing mortals, to shutting down the most horrible particular elements of Creation, the Nidals and Xovaikains, lest otherwise the world become something that his ascended-Self preferred to not exist, and would destroy.

Or it's possible that even that much positive action from the Divine Coalition / Potent Intervener wouldn't be required, as his thoughts covered before; that if the Good gods didn't need to fight Hell, and the gods stopped actively suppressing mortals, then that would be enough by itself to set Creation predictably on a course to Pharasmin Civilization as would be fine by him.

If it is genuinely actually true that Pharasma and the ancient gods lack the power to, by action or inaction, let Creation not be such a crapsack - then future-him can consider then whether to destroy it. But he mostly strongly suspects that Pharasma plus the ancient gods have the power to steer the future somewhere else which is not that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissas present theory is actually that theres more industrialization elsewhere in Creation, that Golarion has historically been subject to more meddling because it has Rovagug in the middle of it and industry, going off dath ilan, can give mortals the power to let him out. She doesnt know anything about whatever civilization sent the thing that crash-landed in Numeria, but Golarion doesnt have the capabilities to send things across the stars, and that civilization evidently did.


Shes not sure this matters to her very much either way; there are still lots of cool and valuable things happening on planets without industry.









Keltham+: There might've been an over-update on what past-Keltham described as the difficulties of interstellar travel faced by dath ilan inside of non-magical physics, where you don't just have mortal-Aroden doing Interplanetary Teleports all over. He'd guess that wasn't an industrial spaceship, just one magically hacked together; or a magically star-traveling lifeform from the Dark Tapestry, or some other draw from all-other-possibilities.

Seeding diamonds out of hot 1% methane 99% hydrogen in a zero-gravity space-looped demiplane is much much easier than interstellar travel the hard way, and nobody was selling synthetic diamonds to Efreet in the City of Brass before they got there. (Unless the Efreet themselves, and not just Efreet trade goods, are partitioned by planet; and the Golarion-trading Efreet can't buy Wish diamonds for even their own use from Efreet who trade with hypothetical industrialized planets; it's possible, but improbable, counterevidence that adds to other counterevidence.)

How does Carissa feel about demands that divinities at least stop actively hindering mortals from making their lives better? Does this feel like something she's terrified he can't get, will constitute asking for too much, and then Creation ends?









Carissa Sevar: She thinks he shouldn't say 'or I'll destroy the universe' about it? 'or I and my allies won't do any positive-sum trades with you and will consider ourselves in a low-key state of war with you' is fine! That doesn't entail destroying the universe! Carissa will absolutely back him on withdrawing-cooperative-relations from gods that get in the way of mortals making their lives better. She'll back him on trying to assassinate Them!

Carissa agrees wholeheartedly that the gods could probably stop getting in mortals' way, and that getting the gods to stop getting in mortals' way should be the highest conceivable priority. But it is not acceptable to murder trillions of people because it was too hard to achieve, and so the means by which it is achieved cannot be threatening to murder trillions of people. They will simply have to pursue this incredibly important objective in some other fashion, once Hell is destroyed.

Mortals are creative, and prophecy hasn't been gone for long. She doesn't think the hindering will succeed for long, let alone for forever.









Keltham+: And if, from a godly angle, it looks to him like the hindering will succeed? If it looks like only Golarion alone will ever be free, unable to liberate anywhere else? Or if the ancient gods demand Golarion be destroyed, as the price of other bargains?

Those entities are kind of assholes, Carissa. These are eventualities to be considered. They obviously don't want mortals getting uppity and, if it turns out They believe They've got a plan for keeping mortals firmly down, should he disagree with Them about that question-of-fact? If they don't have a plan, like that, if Golarion survives, why wouldn't they demand some arrangement like the deliberate destruction of Golarion?

Why would they not demand every last scrap that she was willing to concede, if she persuaded him to concede it?









Carissa Sevar: They haven't destroyed Golarion yet, despite prophecy being broken there, despite all the headache it has given them. Presumably because Rovagug is contained within.

Destroying Golarion and letting Rovagug out would be, she thinks, a great victory, for those gods who want to keep mortals down, over those gods that don't - and it's not all of them.

She doesn't think it's Abadar. Abadar kind of jumped at letting the mortals build Civilization, even in the face of what he knows is some risk they'll use to destroy themselves. They can ask Erecura, actually, a bunch of her questions for Erecura relate to god-alliances they can offer and join on ascension.

She just wants Keltham to, when he ascends, look around and see which gods he's allied with, and then be allied with them, instead of trying to unilaterally wreck everything.









Keltham+: Already part of the plan once he's legible to the Lawful ones and can do binding logical deals not to have info he provided be used against him.

He'll have unfortunately needed to do a lot of grim work before then, on his best present plan, like destroying Absalom and releasing Rovagug (both as a distraction, and to preemptively defang Asmodeus by placing Him in a situation where he'll fight on the anti-Rovagug side). But if it were possible to just show the gods how it would go, and have that be credible, and move straight to the negotiated outcome, none of this would be happening inside reality at all.









Carissa Sevar: She doesn't think she can get him to be sure that there's categorically nothing other than Hell worth destroying the world over.

But the system not being fair, fixing it other ways being extremely hard and uncertain - she thinks that actually, humanity would take that, over a high risk of being destroyed, and anyone trying to act on behalf of the mortals inside Pharasma's system would remember that, overwhelmingly, if not facing Hell, mortals don't want to be annihilated, that when slaves they don't want to be annihilated, when prisoners they don't want to be annihilated, that the route ahead being hard and uncertain and unfair is not a problem they solve by dying about it.









Keltham+: From a godly standpoint there'll just be a probability estimate. Not "the road ahead being hard and uncertain and unfair", just a probability of victory. If you don't like your thoughts and feelings collapsed into probability estimates, then don't become a Keeper; and the same presumably applies to becoming a god.

Suppose that the probability of fixing the system looks like, say, 0.01%, because the ancient gods will it not so; and They demand of him that he personally scour clean Golarion with antimatter, in exchange of the end of Hell. Does she bid him then concede?









Carissa Sevar: Certainly it'd be absurd to destroy the universe rather than do it, what with how destroying the universe has all the downsides of doing it and then some.

And...if that's the price of ending Hell it's a price worth paying. Even she thinks so.









Keltham+: Depends on whether you think a god-corralled and herded subpopulation of the human race and the sapient kind, as that greater population exists across all the realities, is a positive or negative contribution to the whole.



And it doesn't have to be the price of destroying Hell. It could be something the ancient gods demand only because they're assholes and Carissa is titanium-bent on conceding them everything they ask. Why wouldn't they demand it, if he's predictably going to concede to every demand?









Carissa Sevar: The proposal is that he not destroy any universes which are pretty excellent.

Carissa thinks that the universe, without Hell in it, with no other changes, would be pretty excellent, and constitute mortals - not Keltham, maybe, but normal mortals -- having gotten a great deal relative to their alternative of not getting this life at all. She thinks that if you take Hell out of the picture, mortals mostly live interesting and challenging lives, doing things that matter to them, around people who love them, and the ones who hate it could suicide without worrying about Hell; and Carissa, when she catches them, can do whatever they want done for them including sending them to Greater Reality if they want that. The difference between that and the universe not existing is much much much larger than the difference between that and a better universe.









Carissa Sevar: ...theory related to this. Dath ilani don't seem happier than Golarionites, and she suspects that some of that is them having bred themselves wrong; but the other obvious theory is that people are pretty much the same amount of happy under a really wide range of situations, and letting Golarion become like dath ilan in wealth levels would be only a small favor to the people in it.

They could run a lottery, if they wanted to test this: if you win, you get 10,000gp, enough to never work again and live in luxury, and if you lose you get fed to daemons. Carissa predicts that basically no one will take this lottery (and the ones who do will be doing it to save sick children or resurrect damned loved ones, not for selfish reasons) and it's the lottery Keltham proposes entering for them as a collective.









Keltham+: He would want to explain about anthropic survival and Greater Reality; and he's not sure he can, even leaving aside the unshareable evidence-from-his-own-perspective of starting in dath ilan and ending up in Golarion.

Carissa spoke of slaves choosing not to die. The vast majority of those slaves don't have the guarantee of Axis or Elysium, if they died. Especially if they suicided, as Pharasma defines to be the 'Evil' of murder. (Another Evil that isn't remotely bad! Another way to end up in an Evil afterlife without being a bad person!)

But perhaps Carissa is right as a matter of human-variant psychology, that even a slave with the promise of Elysium would still not want to die. Would this be coherent reasoning? And not, for example, the result of natural selection against people who took afterlives seriously, who really believed in Hell and didn't have kids, or who took Heaven seriously and sacrificed themselves altruistically against demons?

He remains skeptical about the proposition that clinging to an awful life is something that Golarionites would be selected to really coherently prefer, rather than them just being selected to not-really-anticipate the promised afterlife. Assuming, of course, that a slave with the promise of Elysium would not just want to go to Elysium like a sane person. (Further assuming that Elysium doesn't turn you into a cheerful bright glowing ball, which would be another excellent reason to want to stay alive though miserable.)

Mostly, that should be set aside for later experiment; it's the sort of disagreement they might be able to resolve by using Detect Thoughts on a volunteer, at this intelligence level.

But if the Golarion variant of humanity is bred not to really believe in Hell or Elysium, it's probably also impossible for them to really emotionally believe in anything he says about Greater Reality. Even if they use 15 wishes and a +6 intelligence headband and an Owl's Wisdom to make the underlying arguments understandable. He supposes that they could find that somebody with that boost would suddenly say, "Oh, wait, what the ass was I thinking, of course I'd rather go to Elysium than be a slave," and then they might be able to coherently process arguments about Greater Reality; but that experimentaloutcome would still undermine Carissa's point.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa expects that for the most part, for most people, there has never been any serious selection at all around ability to think or not think about afterlives, because the overwhelming majority of people are farmers who know only vague legends about the gods that may or may not cohere to anything in particular. Most people who have ever lived probably have no idea if Hell is real, or if it's really very bad, or if Elysium turns them into a strange alien, or if they'd prefer either to nonexistence. (This is testable: they can go ask people in remote villages someplace). The thing Keltham is postulating, selection, where people who thought clearly about the world and realized they didn't want to live in it had fewer offspring, could only possibly have happened among a tiny segment of the population which had any confident knowledge about the afterlives (high-level spellcasters and people who get trustworthy information from them) and the ability to based on that control whether they had children, which most people can only do through lifelong celibacy.

(She does suspect that humans are selected against finding lifelong celibacy easy.)

Furthermore, coherent reasoning is useful for tons of other things that affect whether your children live to adulthood: planning which crops to plant, how much seed corn to hold in reserve, how to interpret signs of a coming storm, how to decide when to flee and when to stand and fight. There is extremely strong selection in favor of coherent reasoning; her best guess as to why everyone isn't ridiculously good at it is that there are some deep physical tradeoffs.

Regardless, she doesn't think this matters. The process by which people arrived at their current reasoning abilities and attitudes about the afterlives aren't relevant to her. The reasoning abilities are relevant and the attitudes, but not the process.

And she doesn't care if they 'emotionally believe' anything Keltham has to say. If they, in fact, told about Greater Reality and about the existing afterlives, want to go to the existing afterlives, then even if this is not what Keltham thinks they should want, or not what he thinks a different person with different abilities would want, it doesn't matter, because they are not Keltham's slave to dispose of as suits him; they should get the thing they actually want, not the thing that Keltham believes they would want if they were bred for or otherwise predisposed to greater coherence.

It really and truly feels to Carissa like it is profound Evil Keltham is describing here, to destroy someone's soul over your own conviction that, while they prefer Heaven to the distribution of outcomes in Greater Reality you described to them (or reject the premise that experiential-thread is what matters), if they were better at reasoning they'd most likely want something else. She just doesn't think it's all right to do that to people, ever; she thinks you'd kind of have to lack some essential human sensibility that dath ilan perhaps bred out of its own population in order to want to.









Keltham+: There may have been effects on her moral-cognitive reflexes for that she grew up in Cheliax - where every authority and every person who wants to overrule you, for what they claim is your own good, in fact doesn't really care for you much. Or, insofar as they do care about you, is actively steering you against where you'd want to go if fully informed, i.e., trying to steer you into Lawful Evil.

Someone who grew up that way, might come out of that with a different moral outlook on parentalism, than someone who grew up in dath ilan.

Civilization's prediction markets are basically well-calibrated; Governance has a functioning delegacy that puts nonassholes in charge and could immediately kick out any who turned asshole later. Dath ilan is nonetheless very conservative about applying parentalism, because it's understood that parentalism incurs long-term costs for short-term gains. When you prevent people from making their own mistakes, you also prevent people from learning from them... well, of course that's also more of a long-term benefit in dath ilan, where people and societies actually do learn from mistakes.

But if you don't guard the heavy machinery well enough, a kid can wander in and get killed, and then they can't learn from that. Or rather, the lesson comes in the Future, but that's a little late.

Dath ilan has always staged its degree of parentalism - as measured by the difficulty of the competence tests you need to pass before doing something supposedly harmful - with the goal of giving the smaller minds (like kids) the chance to make their own mistakes; provided that those mistakes aren't going to cause severe irrevocable damage. That is, Civilization is heavily but not massively conservative in the direction of more letting people make their own mistakes. Adults with learning disabilities who'll never be able to pass the relevant competence test get stronger guardrails set around them, because they can't learn from their mistakes, and so there's not as much long-term benefit to letting them hurt themselves.

The fact that people in Golarion have probably been implicitly selected to instinctively distrust, hate, and resent authorities, in a world where authorities weren't in fact looking out for their best interests... well, mostly it strikes him as possibly reflecting a trope about unreasonably-difficult+thoughtexperiments: what if an organism couldn't steer to avoid hurting themselves, couldn't think about the question intelligently, couldn't learn from experience either because the problem was oneshot-else-die or because they were too dumb to generalize the right lessons, and they'd been evolutionarily selected to disbelieve in the possibility of anyone else helping them steer, and to feel angry and awful if you tried to help them anyways?

And there's an old fallback in overly-difficult thoughtexperiments like that one: Go back to what's actually true. People can tie themselves up in tangled knots of belief and trust and resentment of parentalism, but afterlives are just real, cryonics is just real, the Future is just a place and so is Greater Reality. The core idea cutting through all dath ilan's arrangements is this: that when the test shows that you see reality clearly, you are said to be ready to navigate it yourself, even if society doesn't like your choices.



The reason why kids are prevented from killing themselves generally, and truekilling themselves especially, before they pass the respective competence tests to choose either, is not that Civilization thinks it proper for parents to have different interests in children than children have in themselves. It is that Civilization is reasonably certain that it does in fact know something that the kids don't know, and to be more meta-rational than the kids about which of them is more likely to know it: namely, the value-of-information from staying alive longer to see what unfolds. When prediction markets become sufficiently certain that somebody would say years later that they should've been allowed to suicide years earlier, that's an automatic license to do so no matter how young you are at the time.

He's sympathetic to the idea that INT 10 people in Golarion should be allowed to hurt themselves, maybe deal themselves lifelong crippling injuries that they can't afford to get healed, if they say to the likes of gods and INT 29 mortals: "Stay out of my business." Past-Keltham fell on the Individualistic side of Civilization's moral balances; he wanted Civilization to move more in the direction of people looking out for themselves, rather than looking out for others.

You could make a strong case for letting eight-year-olds get themselves killed that way, once they're old enough not to make the wrong choices in the Boneyard; in the long run that provides the benefit of calibrating future generations to accept the right amount of advice. Conversely, if you prevent kids from killing themselves or force them to take advice, standard dysgenic mutational pressures may produce increasingly suicidal or intransigent kids.

But he starts to worry when it comes to the question of letting people go to Hell; or for that matter, having children in Cheliax if Cheliax stays the way it is. At that point it starts to become proper for the Government to step in and do something about it, at least if it's dath ilani Governance rather than Golarion royalty. That's a kind of mistake that smaller agents really can't recover from, and it's the proper job of larger agencies to guard them parentally until the smaller agents pass the relevant competence tests for having understood what they're getting into.



Past-Keltham thought in dath ilan that people ought to be more selfish, and wished that Civilization were set up to work with more selfish people. But even he considered there to be an obvious caveat for having systems in place such that children could successfully grow up, and not just, like, get eaten by the first adult who talked them into signing a legal release allowing them to be eaten.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa agrees that letting people go to Hell is taking this principle too far. She thinks that the way you can tell it's taking the principle too far is that generally, once they're in Hell, they don't want to be there anymore. But she doesn't think that applies to people choosing Heaven over Greater Reality, assuming Heaven doesn't mind-edit them to like it once they're there; she doesn't think they'll later regret it, and if they do they can in fact go try out Greater Reality at that point. And Keltham was just hypothesizing people who they told all of the facts known to them about Greater Reality. She thinks that at that point they know the facts and they choose Heaven it's a choice there's no justification for overriding them in.

She agrees that the parentalism of dath ilan is much less bad than the same thing in Cheliax. But she observes all the same that if there were people in dath ilan who were miserable not to have more freedom, not to be allowed to go start their own Civilization, to have had the crucial decisions about their childhood made for them, well, those people wouldn't have kids, and so dath ilan probably does have selection in the direction of being all right with lots and lots of parentalism.









Keltham+: In an absolute sense, yes, there's lots of parentalism in Civilization; and decreasing it is an ongoing problem that lots of Very Serious People worry about, not least because they're explicitly worried about selection pressures for being okay with whatever level of paternalism is allowed to prevail.

In Golarion he observes a notable tendency for city governments and kingdoms to ban books that might lead people into heresy; and not offer those books for sale in Ill-Advised Consumer Goods stores to anyone who's old enough, or any child who passes a requisite competence test about it. In Golarion, once the city-level or national-level government or maybe just a powerful local church decides you're not allowed to buy a book, or a drug, or in some places a night with a sex worker, that's just The Rule and there's no exception for anyone.

(One could conceivably argue that Golarion's policy is really the same as dath ilan's policy; it's just that nobody in Golarion can pass those competence tests, so nobody in Golarion is allowed to go to an Ill-Advised Consumer Goods store, so they might as well not exist. However, it seems to him that the competence test of the individual ought to be calibrated to the competence of the government that wants to overrule them, and governments in Golarion couldn't pass those dath ilani competence tests either.)

People in Golarion are being selected to be okay with much greater levels of obnoxious interference in their lives, so far as he can tell. It's just that the claim of those governments to be acting on behalf of the individual, with all their meddling rules and prohibitions, is not even that believable. So it's not, at that point, selection pressure about being okay with real actual parentalism from an entity that plausibly does have your best interests at heart. It's about submitting to a Golarion government that will otherwise torture or execute you...



...but this is getting off-track from the key point, and the rule he knows for cases like that is to review the local stack trace.

A couple of stack layers up, Carissa was putting forth the predicted-but-not-confirmed-observation evidence of "an average slave prefers to stay alive, and is predicted by me to want that even if they were guaranteed to go to Axis or Elysium" (is his paraphrase okay, he wants to check?) as moral input into the question of how bad it is to prevent people from existing in a life that's hard or unfair. Carissa had also proposed an experiment about explaining to someone about Greater Reality, and then offering them 10,000gp in exchange for a fifty percent chance of being eaten by a daemon under controlled conditions (paraphrase okay?), as moral input into how bad of an individual-choice violation would be involved in destroying Creation.

The problem from his perspective is that if an average slave doesn't choose Elysium, he's not clear on to what extent that implies a general problem with truly believing that Elysium is real, versus a strong coherent preference to stay in Golarion. Carissa then put forth a claim that it was morally imperative on him not to test whether an individual's preferences were coherent or their beliefs accurate, just obey their stated decisions (paraphrase okay?). But in the moral system he knows, there's no obvious systematic way to put forth an absolute deontological-rule like that, rather than a defeasible deontological-pressure, without implying that eight-year-olds should be absolutely allowed to take truicidal actions that they don't know are truicidal but that they say they want to do. Carissa replied that letting people go to Hell is indeed too far, implying it's a deontological-pressure rather than a deontological-rule, and said that Heaven vs Greater Reality should be up to the individual.

He tentatively agrees with leaving Heaven vs Greater Reality to the individual (if Heaven isn't actually gotchaing people into lantern archons, but yeah sure that seems unlikely). What next step of argument from there?









Carissa Sevar: If he agrees with leaving Heaven versus Greater Reality to the individual then they might just...agree? Carissa doesn't think she is reasoning in deontological-rules, she's not sure how those fit into Carissa-values and they may not at all, she's mostly just thinking in terms of civilizations-she'd-want-to-preemptively-cryopreserve-or-not.

She thinks that as much as she hates it, Keltham is at least maybe-right about Hell, and she's just scared that because Keltham doesn't think anyone else is reasoning clearly he will make tradeoffs between non-Hell places and Greater Reality which aren't, in fact, those they'd make.









Keltham+: Yay for apparent-possible-progress-pending-further-discussion+toward-agreement, then! But not to overpromise progress, he's worried for trope-based reasons that, after they have a few more days to mentally pursue this debate, they won't end up actually agreeing about the expected value of Greater Reality to people vs. "any living standards higher than literally Hell".

In particular, he's worried for trope-based reasons that the real heart of the disagreement between himself and Carissa will turn out to be that past-Keltham experienced his True Death and continuation elsewhere, and now remembers apparently direct confirmation of isekai-immortality being what truedying people actually experience. That evidence centers on his self-observation and his update off finding himself to be this self rather than somebody else: noticing himself to be somebody who remembers beginning in a simpler more real world and truedying there and continuing in a less real one. From the standpoint of somebody else watching past-Keltham get copied out of dath ilan, they haven't made that same observation, and it's fundamentally unshareable with them.

The famous central difficulty of writing a romance novel is finding a conflict that can't be resolved immediately through clear communication and emotional maturity; nobody wants to read a romance novel about silly people ignoring obvious solutions. Anthropically unshareable evidence is one way of providing a romantic obstacle like that.









Carissa Sevar: It would not have occurred to Carissa to complain that among the problems with their relationship were that they didn't have enough genuine non-manufactured conflict.

In fact she can't think of a single romance she's ever encountered in which that was the problem! Any two people naturally have irreconciliable differences as a product of the one of them selfishly optimizing for their own interests and the other selfishly optimizing for their own - okay now that she completes that sentence she can see how in dath ilan that would not describe the plot of many romance novels.

But the unshared evidence thing does seem like it might arise. Carissa does not really think that in an important sense the thing that happens, if you truedie is you waking up somewhere else; someone might make a copy of you somewhere else, which is good of them, and if you truedie enough places then on that planet, the copy might have the experience of truedying and finding itself on a planet that likes making copies of dead people from elsewhere. And she grants that she ought to care about exact copies of herself as much as about herself. But the intuitions from instead-you-wake-in-a-nearby-universe-where-you-didn't-truedie and instead-your-experiential-thread-usually-dwindles-slowly-enough-there's-nothing-to-continue suggest to her that she doesn't think 'you wake up in Greater Reality when you die' is the right way to think about it, even if it or something like it did happen to Keltham this time from his perspective.









Keltham+: Still viewing the conversational stack from a step back, they shouldn't be trying to fully-resolve this now unless it looks like it can be fully-resolved quickly. The important thing in this conversation is to get an overview of the things that might form an obstacle to cooperation and kept oaths between them, going forwards.

The critical question here is: what happens if the plot successfully places the two of them in an epistemic Cooperation-Defection Dilemma, where rather than the two of them just having different goals, Carissa believes that he is mistaken about what happens when people greatly diminish in reality / get deleted from the universes that contained most of their instantiatedness; and conversely he thinks Carissa is mistaken about him being mistaken. (This is the thing that's hard to do to a romance between INT 29 people who know about agreement theorems (as she soon will), unless the plot throws anthropics into it or something equally overclever; which is why he worries about overclever tropes.)

In this case, Carissa could end up believing that to play 'Defect' against him would be to serve even his own goals, better than her Cooperating would serve them. Betraying him might seem like a friendly act, an act of aid.









dath ilan: (The classic presentation of this situation to dath ilani children supposes two 12-year-olds on an island otherwise full of 9-year-olds, and they're all facing a contagious disease:

The two 12-year-olds disagree about which disease it probably is.

The 9-year-olds collectively have enough resource that they can take thorough precautions against one disease, or 80%-effective sloppy precautions against both diseases.

Either 12-year-old could sabotage the other by waiting for them both to present their case, and then telling the 9-year-olds all the reasons why they're sure the other 12-year-old is wrong, in which case the 9-year-olds will take 99%-effective precautions against that disease only.

If both 12-year-olds Defect in that way, the 9-year-olds will be dispirited and only take 20%-effortful 50%-effective precautions against both diseases.

These two agents both have the same altruistic goal - to save as many of the people on the island as possible - but their believed Cooperation-Defection payoff matrix has the classic ordering of the Dilemma: DC > CC > DD > CD.)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is, actually, pretty sure at this point that she is going to be a Lawful god; she wishes she had retained the option to betray Keltham to Otolmens, but she does not actually intend to do so, having not retained that option. That logic does not, to her, feel specific to whether she would be betraying Keltham for his own good or for the good of every other person in the world.









Keltham+: Yeah, he figured, but wanted to check explicitly.

Okay to shift discussion to continue a previous topic up the stack?









Carissa Sevar: Yes. And she noticed he asked and will try to do the same if she's changing topics, though on the set of norms more familiar to her you just change topics and the other person can object if they object.









Keltham+: That sure is an impressively low amount of meta! He's not sure he wants to go that low on meta. Their conversation has been sorta uncontrolled, not really by his past-self's standards for arguing something complicated with a friend over a meal, but definitely by the standards of Very Serious People in dath ilan trying to use two people's intelligence in a coordinated way. Though his guess made at the start of the mental meeting, and still held by him now, is that their time is still mostly better spent on mostly not-meta, due to their lack of mutually established protocols for meta, which is why his current meta-meta strategy is to do only very brief metas like that one he just did. But you can still, like, briefly meta-think about whether it's okay to change topics or if the other person was still in the middle of thinking.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is going to go even less meta and just make an exasperated face at him.









Keltham+: (His body, back in reality, takes a half-round to breathe, for a moment, before falling back into the debate.)

Back up-thread, he mentioned how, from the inferred suppression of pre-prophecy-shattering industry in Golarion, he further adduces a Potent Intervener, probably a Divine Coalition.

One of his background guesses that this Potent Intervener is mostly coextensive and maybe cointensive with the Rovagug Coalition, the gods which cooperated to seal Rovagug, and could by different choices, then or perhaps now, release Rovagug instead.

As he mentioned earlier to mid-Carissa, but considers an important aspect of his model and worth reviewing now:



It is his further guess that every ancient god who participated in sealing Rovagug, did so as part of an agreement that Creation wouldn't be allowed to fall below their own value-of-nonexistence plus fair-share-of-trade-gain-for-not-that. It may be more of an ongoingly tense treaty than a logically-verified binding bargain, since some Chaotic gods participated; when Dou-Bral was flipped to Zon-Kuthon, it's not clear that past that point the world was maintained in a state-at-least-minimally-pleasing to Dou-Bral.

Creation, on his model, has always been maintained in a state guaranteed to be satisfactory to those ancient gods who'd have the power to destroy it otherwise, and only those ancient gods. That's just how Pharasma does business, or how the Divine Coalition does business.

Sarenrae may not maximally like this current state of affairs, but it contains enough redemption and healing that She prefers it to nonexistence. He does, in fact, worry that Sarenrae is maybe a Positive entity, who might think that 10 people in Hell plus 1 person being redeemed and healed in Nirvana, is a net gain over all 11 of them having never been. Gozreh and Calistria and Dahak may all think Creation could stand to be better; but none of them would prefer it not exist, and probably by a substantial and comfortable margin (though of that he is less sure).

Mortals have not been invited to that bargaining table, on his model, because they lack the power to destroy Creation. He's worried that mortals can't get a fair share without being one of the Powers that can otherwise destroy Creation.

His plan from the beginning was simply to put his own lethal grip around Creation's throat, and then if Anyone happens to prefer Creation to go on existing, They can invite him to take a seat and bargain for the world to look okay to mortals too, and not just to ancient gods. The gods themselves, on his model, chose to make that power the qualifier for listening to any being's pleading; they shouldn't complain, and he doesn't actually think they will complain, and if they do complain then everyone can take their batna and end Creation.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks that she just... rejects that frame, which Keltham likes to think in, for contemplating what he is doing.

Carissa does not actually feel that there is any unfairness in the fact that the entities who sealed Rovagug got more of what they wanted than entities which showed up much later and didn't seal Rovagug. That seems entirely fair to her. She doesn't think that "I'll help seal Rovagug, if you do X once Rovagug is sealed" is at all the same kind of conduct as "I'll destroy the world, if you don't do X which makes me not want to" -- a Carissa, obviously, would have helped seal Rovagug without conditions, but she's happy to work with entities of the first type and fundamentally thinks the second ought to be preemptively cryopreserved for everyone else's protection. And while if someone ELSE went and released Rovagug this week she would be willing to make concessions to get Keltham to help her fight him, they'd be concessions to Keltham's wants, not to mortals' wants, and it's another thing entirely to say that he should himself get the rewards of having fought Rovagug if he didn't.

Carissa thinks that mortals have more of a seat at the table in Sarenrae's values, or Shelyn's, or Desna's, or Shizuru's, than in Keltham's; she thinks that those gods have something closer to the median values of a mortal in Golarion than Keltham does. She thinks that dath ilani morality is - askew in important respects from human values which make Keltham a particularly bad representative of humanity.

Dath ilani mostly are easy to get to no longer want to live. Golarionites aren't. Dath ilani mostly experience cognitive enhancement as personality death. Golarionites don't. Dath ilani mostly think about morality in precise theoretical terms borrowed from bargaining - fair shares, what mortals would have had if they'd helped seal Rovagug - and Golarionites don't. dath ilani don't seem to have the same care for tradition and history that Golarionites have. None of the things Keltham is saying are Golarionite things. He does not represent Golarionite values, and his having power would not make the world more of one in which Golarionite values, especially the extremely common Golarionite value of not being annihilated, would be represented.

Keltham is another alien entity who wants to destroy the world if it doesn't meet with his approval, and he is not an alien entity whose wants actually serve the people whose lives he is toying with.









Keltham+: That Carissan take is kinda the only reason besides sheer lingering attachment to Carissa, for why he's considering throwing Golarion mortals under the tractor-wheels at all; that she, who'd be Lawful Evil goddess of Hell, does claim to be more their protector and to speak for them, than could he of dath ilan, and does most earnestly tell him that they're fine with their crapsack world. He doesn't really believe her right now, but it shifts him some, and there are some experiments they can do to learn a little more.

It's a harder sell if some of the people in there are his kids.

Whether any of them are, is undetermined; but if it becomes this much of a factor, he'll want to probe Cheliax about it, and eat the added risk of imminent Cheliax attack if Cheliax notices the probes.

And if he does have that many kids - would Carissa rather he move now, when they're not ready, or would she rather he make more stringent demands of Pharasma? He's... really not happy about the concept of destroying Cheliax just to buy a couple more weeks of time, and there'd be the chance they'd have moved some of his kids outside Cheliax. It would - just read to him like a stronger story-prompt/prompt-from-above to shut up, stop trying to wiggle out of things, act with alacrity before he has to destroy Cheliax.

Or maybe a prompt/nudge/demand not to let this stay a crapsack world, not to yield so much in negotiations, to hold it to the standard of a worthy place for his children to grow up.









Carissa Sevar: - she thinks she'd rather they move early, if those are the only two choices, but she needs to think very carefully, if that's the tradeoff. She thinks that if Keltham is ascending with substantial intent to bargain for much more than Hell, then probably they lose. Her best read of the trope-logic is that in this story, if they can't compromise, they lose everything and everyone dies. The forces arranging this are not, in her read of them, pushing for "Keltham boldly demands, and gets, everything he wanted" - if that would have worked, it would've worked without Carissa carefully engineered to be at his side. The reason she's here has to be because otherwise he asks for too much and loses.









Keltham+: He hardly needs to be reminded that Pharasma might refuse a demand and then he'll need to destroy Creation. He is always forcing himself to reason as if Pharasma will reject all demands and the question is which universes he then wants to destroy. If a trope-sign that Pharasma might not yield to him, changes his demands, it means he's fucking that up, and Pharasma would refuse that demand in any case.



And while he knows that Carissa hates it when he thinks like he's in a story, for the record, he does in fact hate being in a story.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is again too busy not having emotions to bond with Keltham over their common loathing of being in a story but wishes to do the social handshake that would correspond to.









Keltham+: (Correct format for communicating with him, helpful explicit metadata annotation; social handshake acknowledged.)

One of the major factors he's worried about is that the state of the romance between them is trashed in a way that - wouldn't correspond to being on track for the Good Ending of a dath ilani eroLARP, or of a story based on deconstructing one. Which may nicely mean they're off the story rails, in some important sense, but may non-nicely mean they have no guardrails either. What he and Carissa were meant to be, together - was probably not this, that they have come to. Or maybe the tropes governing these events are just not what they would be in dath ilan. Or they are headed for some upset that lets them be together after all - but he mostly doesn't believe that, the wounds between them look too deep.

Her hypothesis may still be - a valid inference about what Keltham and Carissa were meant to have been.

Well, there could always just not exist the kids he's afraid of. He mostly thinks they won't be there. Not least because, if those possible kids are actual, it undoes a lot of what Carissa seems to have accomplished inside the story. Probably she slays Abrogail Thrune and his one unborn child and that's, enough.

(His body seems to want to cry, about that; he's not sure they have that kind of relationship any more, to cry in front of her, and he is mostly inclined to not let his body do it. "Tears and hugs don't solve anything," goes a proverb out of dath ilan, "so don't offer them to people who need solutions.")









Carissa Sevar: Carissa observes that if they need to have repaired their romantic relationship to get a good ending, then possibly they should take steps towards doing that, now that they're smart enough they probably won't just emotionally shred each other every few seconds. She is not herself convinced of a framework in which they're - supposed to be in love, supposed to be together, as opposed to just having been cynically engineered into a position where he would listen to her and she would have learned from him how to figure out what she actually wants. There's no reason, she thinks, that the story-writers would engineer a happy ending for the two of them being part of a happy ending for the world; in many stories, they'd have to pick which one they really wanted.

She doesn't mind if he cries in front of her, though she's still not really having emotions and so is unlikely to naturally-rather-than-deliberately respond in the way he might be hoping for. She could scoot over to him, and hold him, and weep with him, but, well, it would be on purpose because maybe tears and hugs do actually solve problems related to being in a story.









Keltham+: Yeah, he's pretty sure that doesn't work tropewise. Not if the tropes here are anything like dath ilani, and if they're that alien from it then who knows the sign of anything. Trying to just patch things over, force things over, because the two of them think the story needs it, is not a romantic victory.

He hopes that this all works out to his trusting Carissa; and that she knows how to scan Cheliax, in a way that doesn't give too much away, but shows whether or not they tried to steal children from him and hide them; and that the scan of Cheliax turns up negative, so that Carissa gets to hold on to the small triumph she has, that was all he found himself able to give her, and the meaning she thinks she has in this story.

If the story seizes that from her, it won't be a good sign about the kind of plot arc they're inside now.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa thinks that Keltham is, perhaps, not directing his own intelligence sufficiently at the problem of making things go well for his children, if they exist. She has seen him apply his full creativity to problems, and usually when he does there's a brilliant sideways solution there, not just a well of despair and impossibility.

Would it be sufficient if they just pay Heaven and Nirvana to adopt every Golarion child in the Boneyard and raise them all in ilani-acceptable ways. They can't do it sustainably but they could do it for one cohort.









Keltham+: ...he'd probably want his kids going to Elysium, or maybe just delete the souls before they actually have qualia, but - okay, yeah, she has a point, if he can identify his kids from a divine vantage point, or anyone trustworthy can, he can optimize for them specifically.



...it continues to feel to him that this would be wrong, if he did that, that you can't ask special treatment for your own kids and leave everyone else's kids to rot in Golarion's misery. That the point of throwing Suddenly Kids into the story would be to force him to realize that everyone in Creation is somebody's child, that everyone in Creation deserves better than the negotiating-equilibrium of Pharasma plus the ancient gods deemed fit to leave them.

But she has proven a point that he's obviously not thinking about this clearly, that he's still running the wrong adaptive-pattern-shapes for directing his thoughts. Scanning through everything and rewiring himself is not going to be instantaneous, especially when he's got to juggle not being extortionate through a modified self as proxy.









Carissa Sevar: The instinct, in him, that it'd be wrong if he did that, feels like a recognizable parallel of Carissa's feelings, earlier, that there was no point in putting her family on an ark in Elysium. She thinks he was right about that one.









Keltham+: Oh, he'd absolutely have his putative kids sent to Elysium, the question is just how he ought to feel about everyone else's kids after that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesn't herself have children. She wanted to, but it wasn't quite time -

- no, that's not it. She was worried she'd care about them, and that seemed like a liability, so she was going to wait until she got monetary incentives, and was then doing it for totally mercenary reasons.

She wasn't accustomed to thinking about - doing other people kindnesses you can't call in on them - so it didn't occur to her to think about whether by having the kids she would be doing them a favor. If she had she'd have had them sooner, because - because obviously getting to be born into Golarion is a favor? A whole glorious shining world, with dirt and water and sky and gossip and magic and impossible dreams -

It's not perfect, not yet, but they're working on it, and not everyone wants to be born somewhere perfect, some people want to be part of the work of getting there -

- if Keltham is right, they'll have all of eternity to live in universes which are in fixed states, ruled by vast entities that make sure nothing goes too awfully wrong. And they'll have only this brief beautiful instant, to live in a universe that needs fixing.

She is sad, that she was too scared of caring about other people to give some children that.











Keltham+: Well, to be exact, he'll have his kids sent to Elysium if he can't otherwise negotiate a Golarion where they'd be okay living, with a sufficiently high probability of being fixable if they try...

This unfortunately feels a lot like his emotions-rather-than-abstractions were going along with Carissa's suggestions because the people in Creation were aliens and maybe not all that real, whereas his kids would be real and have actual feelings and ought not to be condemned to a Carissa-acceptable world... he will have to track down the difference between his Sys1 and Sys2 here, it is not something he can do in an instant.

There is something here that his emotions are not easily willing to let go. He will have to think about what it means. And whether it ought to be extended beyond his own children to Golarion-variant humanity or if it's specifically about heritable dath ilani emotional makeup, and whether he is willing to destroy Creation about whatever this is.

He should learn more of other species, if their psychologies are different enough to notice. Maybe he'd demand that humanity be removed from Creation, but dwarves would be fine to go on having children that gods will keep as cattle or pets and never permit a true Civilization. Does Carissa have a take on that?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does think that it's the kind of thing where the average answer might vary by species. Though also she thinks it might not. Presumably, if people resented that their parents bore them, they wouldn't go on having their own children. Then all the species where such resentments were common would have dwindled and died out.

...it occurs to her, thinking about it from this angle, that elves famously have few children. She had always heard it attributed to this planet not being as suitable for childbearing as their original planet, but it does seem to function as evidence that species might just by collective decision wipe themselves out. (This hasn't occurred with elves because they are immortal, so even though their rare births don't replace the rate of their rare deaths they die out only slowly, as she was told it.)

She does think that humans obviously should be permitted to be born on Golarion. If there is one species where she can say this with confidence, it is humans, because she does not really know what it is like to be a nonhuman born on Golarion and she does know that to be a human is to have something precious and glorious and good that she would trade infinite suffering to have experienced even briefly.

She also thinks that 'children that gods will keep as cattle or pets and never permit a true Civilization' is - obviously irrelevant, on Keltham's assumption that eventually everyone ends up in Greater Reality? Everyone will, if he's right about that, spend subjective eternity in a true Civilization, and the only question is whether it's a horrendous wrong that some of them will spend a while first in Golarion and its afterlives. 'they never get Civilization' is if Keltham's right not at all a possibility on the table. The only possibility is that they get something else first.

And if Keltham is wrong and what waits for those annihilated here is not some glorious Civilization, well, that seems like a wholly sufficient argument against annihilating this place, once you've dealt with Hell.









Keltham+: There is, from his own perspective, the question of whether gods ought to be allowed to keep temporary pets.

Dath ilani humans would not wish to enter into this place to be kept as pets even temporarily. He worries this will also be true of his own children; fine, they can go to Elysium and they will be relatively few. But it also seems to him a reasonable and natural way to think. If lots of humans here would feel that way on reflection, then more of them shouldn't be brought into this pet-cage - as he would not bring his own children there, since they'd actually be real and not be aliens.

Conversely, if he already believed that most humans of Golarion thought as Carissa did, that they were all like her deep down, he would not even have argued. He does want to be clear that he accepts that as a locally-valid-step of her argument: If a supermajority of Creation's citizens are like Carissa, then nothing except Hell is worth annihilating Creation, if that.



Carissa isn't an average person of Golarion. She's somebody who will become the Goddess of a better Hell. As that Lawful Evil goddess, a better Lawful Evil goddess, it is - something that makes sense - that she would think that every sort of person and sentience and sapience has a right to exist as themselves, to be treasured as something that exists, even if others would call them Evil. That somebody who tortures others, would not be seen by Her as somebody beyond the pale and unforgiveable. That She would, not just morally, but emotionally, go on really caring about that one who inflicted hurt, when She welcomed them into Her Hell, maybe to be forcibly reformed over time and maybe not entirely in a comfortable way, but doing so in the way of Somebody who genuinely cares about that person and thinks they have a right to be themselves and be Evil. That Her only truly unforgiveable sin would be feeding someone to daemons, which almost all entrants to Hell have not done; and that Her petitioners who hurt other people or exercised ill power over them, without depriving them of existence, have not, to Her, done something she emotionally feels is unforgiveable.

It is, maybe, better that Carissa be goddess over Hell, than Iomedae. Iomedae would not be vengeful, of course - he is certain of that, he knows very well how entities think when they go that deep into Lawful Good. Iomedae would calculate that the petitioners of Hell ought not to be hurt much, now that they can no longer hurt others, that there wouldn't be a point. But the universal love that Heaven might give to Evil souls that fell into its power, is not the same as those petitioners entering into the embrace of a Goddess who truly believes Herself that those petitioners, while in need perhaps of correction, even forcible correction, are not aliens to Her, not so distant from Her, that most entrants into Hell have not done anything that is to Her true anathema.



The point being, Carissa is kind of a special person.

He is reasonably sure that most people aren't exactly like Carissa.

As for exactly how much they are like or unlike past-Carissa, like or unlike past-Keltham, it is the sort of thing that they can experiment on later with Detect Thoughts.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa would not want to go to a place where she was Iomedae's, that much she's sure of. She wouldn't rather be Asmodeus's, now that she really understands Him, but...she'd rather be Abrogail's. She would want those who go to Hell to fear that they will be treated with by the rules they know very well, and know how to use, but by which they are presently powerless, not that they will be subject to alien whims.

She thinks she can do Hell right, if it's hers. She thinks she can make people better and stronger and also possible to usefully have as part of something with a purpose other than suffering.

(It really seems like anyone else could, too, if they tried, but Carissa is wise enough to know by now that the reflex 'it really seems like anyone else could, too, if they tried', is a reflex installed when it was not in her interests to think that she was valuable or unusual, a reflex installed probably-deliberately by other people who did not want her to think she was valuable or unusual.)

She thinks that Greater Reality might be a bit like Iomedae, that way, and that people getting to come to her might be better.





...Carissa thinks that it would not seem outrageous to her, not abhorrent, if Keltham made a condition of his negotiations with the other gods that it be possible in their afterlives to learn the truth of Greater Reality and go there. She still feels sick at the thought of Keltham destroying a Hell-less Creation over that condition, but it doesn't seem to her to be an incomprehensible crime; it would be him thinking that they ought to have the choice between this thing and a thing he thinks is better, and making the choice for them only if he is not allowed to give them a choice.

She does not feel that way about him making other demands for Golarion and Creation to be changed to his liking, but if he were to insist on a choice - she could understand that. She could imagine eventually coming to forgive someone who had murdered a Carissa because he was not allowed to give her a choice about whether to live or not.









Keltham+: He might want to try to talk her out of - no.

Carissa should talk to Carmin, not him, about what She plans to make of Hell. Or run Carmin inside her mind, if she's confident of her model and the real Carmin would be too slow. But maybe give Good a chance to talk to her about what exactly people going to Hell should fear; he did flinch, a little, when Carissa said it like that. He's not saying that it's his decision and his answer is no, but - please give some Good person born of Golarion a chance to talk to her about it, while she's still mortal, because he worries that gods have a harder time changing Their minds.









Carissa Sevar: - well, maybe the gods should consider beingless incompetent,then. But she does mean to talk to Carmin, and to everyone else who is allowed to know what she knows. She is still, after all, looking for a way out.









Keltham+: They'll have a lot more things to think at each other later, about Greater Reality and negotiations with Pharasma; but they have some idea, now, of the differences between themselves.

Having discussed things at the object level, it seems like it might be time to have a conversation that might end up even more stressful (if they don't deliberately deploy Wisdom to shut down their own emotional responses as might be a bad idea) but they probably need to talk about this, particularly because it might affect downstream whether oaths between them are trustworthy.

He's been putting off all the conversation with Carissa that hasn't been about technical things or very short-term goals, waiting for her to have another 5 Wisdom and himself to have 2 more Intelligence, because their first attempt at having conversations with emotions in it went incredibly badly and he did not then understand what had gone wrong; at the time it seemed to him like Carissa was lashing out at him in a way that - just didn't make any sense in dath ilani terms, or anything that she'd been willing to show him back in Cheliax either. He could map it onto characters in Golarion stories but those characters seemed to have no knowledge that they were inside stories or think of how they might look from the outside, and it seemed - possibly not true, that Carissa was like that, in the grips of unreflective hate; and if it was true then it would damage their relationship, if he dwelled on that rather than waiting for both of them to be smarter.

But he did not know how to deal with it, how she was to him, it wasn't a way that dath ilani are to other dath ilani, nor could he parse it as an Alien communications protocol that had been designed in any way where the goal was good outcomes if both people behaved like that to each other. He was confused and he feared it and it hurt and there didn't seem to be any safe way to talk to Carissa or even try to discuss relationship meta-protocols with her, she just felt to him like a bundle of sharp edges and violence and hate directed at him; and moreover like she felt those sharp edges and hatred were right and proper to direct at him, like that was part of a mature comms protocol they were both supposed to be using, and would have been sad if he'd argued against it.



At this level of Intelligence he can look back and begin to parse some of what might have been happening. He can suspect, now, that when Carissa refused to follow him down the hallway she was being a Chelish person in a dangerous situation testing out visible dissent to see what happened, not being a dath ilani shifting their relationship to seem no longer on friendly terms before she used her more powerful headband to destroy all his plans; and that when, from mid-Keltham's perspective, this triggered an inevitable discussion that should've been had before he invited her into his doombase at all, 'please promise not to use your superior intelligence to destroy my doombase, or I might have to put you on hold until we're equally intelligent', it looked to mid-Carissa like her defiance had been met by threatening to turn her into a statue. He can guess, now, that Carissa has probably been making more subtle overtures to him, that he didn't respond to in the very narrow way that would tell a Chelish person that they were safe to continue talking to somebody who could have her hauled off to a torture chamber at any moment; but even if he'd guessed this earlier, mid-Keltham wouldn't have been able to do anything about it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa had been assuming that Keltham was in fact not a safe person to show any of her internal processing, not a safe person to ask to change how he interfaces with her in any way, that it was somewhere between undesirable and impossible for him to change how he interacted with her. This is of course not a very strong claim, in Golarion terms; overwhelmingly, a person who has power over you is not a person it is safe to make requests of, or safe to contradict, or safe to show how you work; when you expose your internals to someone, or tell them what you need, you are giving them more ways to hurt you. She did try, sometimes, but it didn't work, and - yes, that interaction in the hallway was important, in shaping all of Carissa's strategies for surviving in Keltham's fortress.

It is a natural sort of thing to do, when you are a prisoner or a slave or otherwise in a precarious situation, to test the smallest possible disobedience, something for which the punishment will almost certainly be survivable (and if it's not, well, you weren't going to survive anyway, in that case). Then you learn how quickly your captors are moved to anger, what warning signs you can see in them, how badly they hurt you, what finally satisfies them.





So Keltham said, "Carissa, with me", and he had just told her that she no longer belonged to him, and so she didn't obey. She thought at the time it was probably stupid of her, but - she wanted to know, very badly, what Keltham had meant when he said she no longer belonged to him.



It did not occur to her until this very moment that Keltham might have been parsing her as 'shifting their relationship to seem no longer on friendly terms before she used her more powerful headband to destroy all his plans'. If she'd been planning to betray him she'd have been scrupulously obedient, given every impression he was talking her around!

That's what people who are going to betray you do! .....apparently not in dath ilan, even though traitors who don't telegraph it survive better than traitors who do?









Keltham+: In dath ilan there is a notion that, even when things have gotten problematic between two parties, they don't immediately shift all the way towards throwing out all - what Golarion would call honor, dignity - in their relationships between each other. Even if somebody's going to destroy your planet and you need to stop them, even if there's children being Maledicted to Hell, you don't - corrupt all of the potential for real friendship that exists everywhere - by pretending to be somebody's friend, or even their friendly trading partner, and then betraying them.

That's why past-Keltham stopped trading with Osirion, and refusing the equivalent of friendly hugs. He needed to destroy their planet; that wasn't worth tarnishing the possibility of friendship by making them always worry that apparent friends might be out to destroy their planet.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa can model this about dath ilani, sort of, now, though she thinks it only works if everyone else is doing it; Osirion does have to worry their apparent friends might be out to destroy the planet, whether Keltham in particular is their friend or not. The state where one need not fear the betrayal of their friends just isn't attainable; in Golarion it's all just a matter of slightly altered probabilities of betrayal.

If she'd realized greater-Carissa's plans while in bed with Abrogail and seen a way to pull it off she might have slit Abrogail's throat so she could run off with the crown, and Abrogail would not, she thinks, have felt betrayed by the lack of warning; indeed Abrogail would probably be disappointed in Carissa if Carissa tried to be honorable and warn her.







The Carissa in that hallway who inferred Keltham's full plans and decided to betray him would have followed obediently while fervently praying to Dispater and Otolmens and Irori and Abadar, to warn them of Keltham's plans, and then attempted either suicide or assassination without warning. She...had rather assumed this was common knowledge. She should have pointed it out, later.









Keltham+: It's something that Osirion doesn't need to fear from past-Keltham modeled accurately, or other Osirion-like agencies accurately modeling other Keltham-like beings around Greater Reality. That property and the knowledge of it will have been preserved when all this dust settles, that the stranger from dath ilan never pretended to be anyone's friend after he stopped being their friend.

It's not surprising that in Cheliax everyone needs to fear betrayal from everyone; Cheliax isn't trying to preserve the possibility of honor, friendship, or warm feelings between anybody and anybody.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa does not really think that if Keltham destroys the world observers in other universes will think that the possibility of honor or friendship with dath ilani has been preserved. ...maybe, if they're being very careful about what they believe and have full and accurate information, that the apparent friendliness of a dath ilani is unlikely to be feigned; but mostly, they would be correct to fear dath ilani and incorrect to befriend them, if their world is anything like Golarion, and if Keltham in the end sees fit to destroy Golarion; especially if he doesn't destroy it over Hell but over it being not to his liking in one of a thousand other ways.

But she can now imagine the smaller, stupider Keltham, reading Carissa as a dath ilani, reading Carissa's hesitation in that hallway as a dramatic declaration of war as it would be in the home world he clearly misses dearly, and make sense of it, even if she doesn't think the dynamics that produce it really do reach across worlds.



Carissa will try, then, reluctantly because it always feels very dangerous to roll back an update about how dangerous someone is, to peel loose the inferences she made in that moment in the hallway: that when Keltham said he no longer owned her, he did not mean that he no longer demanded her obedience, but that he no longer promised, in exchange, his consideration. That there was no disobedience so small and trivial and petty that she could expect to survive the punishment for it. That those impulses in her to test things he said, to check if they were true, were incredibly hazardous and should be squelched instantly, that she had no affordance to want to know such things and he would be furious with her for wondering.









Carissa Sevar: It didn't seem like a very Kelthamish way to be, but then, he'd told her that he wasn't Keltham anymore and she should stop modeling him based on what Keltham was like.



And it does feel to her like there's some kind of - strange attitude, in new-Keltham's thinking, a sense that he had the right not just to kill you but not to face your defiance and fury about it -

- not the pragmatic thing, she understands the pragmatic argument that as a practical matter someone successfully concealing defiance and fury will be more likely to persuade someone not to kill them than someone letting it slip. But - it felt, at times, like she was observing a sort of underlying conviction that anyone full of defiance and fury and loathing at their executioner was beingbadly behaved even if the pragmatic considerations didn't apply. She doesn't fully understand it. Maybe she's wrong to infer it's there. But she thought it was there, and that made it seem more plausible, that new-Keltham was also someone who was incredibly dangerous to ever test or disobey; there was just a whole consistent explanation of him where he perceived many ways for his prisoners to misbehave and anger him, where he perceived himself entitled to their apparently eager and grateful cooperation with their execution...and she wasn't ever sure of it, but it seemed likely enough to make it obviously not worth testing again.









Keltham+: Does she still think, now, of him as 'executioner'?

(A need in him, sadness, fear, horror, wishing that things had not turned out like thishe is suppressing thoughts of a 'correct' answer for her to give, doesn't want her to just see his answer sheet and read it off.)









Carissa Sevar: The conversation about him not destroying the world if it isn't necessary to prevent Hell was helpful. She thinks she could see her way to not seeing him that way, if he is ready to destroy the world over Hell. She doesn't think she can see him any other way, if he is ready to destroy the world over people who want to live not having all the things he thinks they ought to get. Or - she can, she can probably see him whatever way is most helpful, but she'd be lying to herself to do it.

The first and most important fact about any person is the power they have over you and what they are trying to do with it. And Keltham had power over her that they'd both chosen, and he loved her, and he was trying to build Civilization. And now he is trying to destroy the world. She knows he'd rather not if he gets everything he wants, but if they were his only options, he'd rather destroy the world than let anyone live in it. He'd rather destroy her than build Civilization with her, if they'd be building without a guarantee they could bring an end to Hell eventually.

It's like trying to see the stars in daytime, trying to see any fact about Keltham other than that.









Keltham+: There's still the choice to express that as 'executioner', to say it the way you would say it about somebody who wanted to kill you, would enjoy killing you, was passionlessly doing a job about killing you. That to him seems like the thing that is not in dath ilan - or almost never in dath ilan, not often enough to make the statistically-representative news there. Where you try to make your political opposition look worse than they actually are, lie about that, lie about that to yourself, exaggerate the problem beyond what it is, like you're deliberately unseeing the Opposition's view of themselves and their own understanding of what they're doing, and substituting some alternate Opposition thatsees itself the way you see them, an Opposition that only exists to show how you right you are for hating them and opposing them -

- he's seen it now, he's read Golarion books, but it still seems to him like a huge horror and a great distortion of truth, this thing called Hatred, that exists between two people wanting different things.

It seemed to mid-Keltham that there was something of a defection in it, in a cooperation-defection dilemma he was trying to play with Carissa. That if he'd been to Carissa, as Carissa was to himself, that he would have hated her and called her uncaring, cruel, torturer of children, for that she'd have let the screaming paving stones stay in Hell forever and ever if that was the price of keeping Axis, and yelled like she didn't care or was happy about that. Where that would have been Defecting, if he'd actually done that, and he was trying to Cooperate instead by trying to understand and see Carissa and her reasons as she saw herself, acknowledging her reasons for doing what she did, every time - except that in dath ilan that's not even a thing you're taught to do for the other person, it's just being sensible, seeing things as they are; the truth about the way the Opposition actually sees themselves is also part of Reality.

It seemed to him, sometimes, like Carissa was playing a game against him, where he was supposed to make that countermove, and the game couldn't go on to whatever awful thing came next, until he hated her back. But this he could not bring himself to do.









Carissa Sevar: She does not name him that because of how he feels about what he plans to do; she names him that because he intends to be the instrument of her death in the pursuit of his purpose.


Hating someone can be about lying to yourself about them. Certainly it is tempting to lie to yourself about other people, for lots of reasons, and hating someone can be one of those reasons. So can loving someone. But - and Carissa doesn't have a fully developed theory here, of how this ought to work, of how people ought to relate to each other, she never bothered coming up with one because she was very busy and nothing suggested it'd really help if both of them were judging each other for falling short of their different communication ideals -

- it would be an error, right, to say that because loving people is a temptation to lie to yourself about them, you shouldn't love people. Carissa is sort of persuaded of a weak version of this claim, that for humans with normal human capabilities you shouldn't love people because you'll be unable to avoid lying to yourself about them. But she thinks that a society of Carissae would instead try to teach all the Carissae how to love people without lying to yourself about them, instead of teaching them not to love.

And similarly they would try to teach all the Carissae how to hate people without lying to yourself about them, instead of teaching them not to hate.

And if there were a negative utilitarian Carissa who was trying to destroy the world, everyone in the Carissa-world would hate her, and, yes, name her an executioner. It wouldn't be a game. It wouldn't be that she was supposed to make any move back. The dignified thing to do, really, would be to nod and say that the hate is just and deserved, that it is not wrong-hate based on a lie about an enemy but right-hate based on a correct understanding of an enemy's true intent.









Keltham+: And is it just and deserved, rightful hate, that he hate Carissa for not caring enough about the paving stones in Hell, that she'd sacrifice their pain to save Axis, maybe because she never really understood what pain and suffering are to people who don't end up doing well as devils? Is it right, for someone who has a different utilityfunction to Carissa, that they hate Carissa for having a different utilityfunction from them?









Carissa Sevar: That does not feel like the principle she imagines her society abiding by, if she imagines that these intuitions had to come together as a set of rules to raise children by. Part of just hate, she thinks, is the hated entity having power to act; it feels undignified, vaguely like some kind of self-indulgence, to hate someone for having values they are in any event powerless to enact. It's taking something that ought to be about the state of the world and making it about something unshared, something you have no right to - the contents of their own mind. She proposes that you can hate people for what they're trying to do, not for what they wish in their heart.

But it seems correct, certainly, for a paving stone to hate Carissa if they want to, for being unwilling to grant their prayers for destruction at the price she would have to pay for it. Not for not understanding, but for not acting; it would be reasonable and just, to hate her for that, if she had the power to do something about it.

And it is likewise an error, she thinks, to hate Asmodeus for having Asmodeus's utility-function; but to hate him for all the torture - yes, that is correct. Hating him for all the torture is entirely reasonable. If he hadn't done it yet but was trying his best it'd be reasonable to hate him for that too. Carissa is pretty sure she hates Asmodeus, though she doesn't spend a lot of time on hating Asmodeus because she is pretty busy trying to kill him.









Keltham+: And here he was about to say that he had thought - not believingly, but in hopeless lack of understanding - that maybe the game was for both of them to hate each other, to demonstrate that they did have the ability to hate each other, to make clear their mutual alternatives to cooperation; and then for both of them to agree to give up the hate together, as a symmetrical concession. And yet somehow, Carissa has found a frame where it's right and proper that she hate him because he'd destroy the world, and it's not okay for him to hate her about her willingness to leave the paving stones to hurt.

He notes - despite that it might not seem strategically wise to show Carissa this thought that increases her danger, because he still thinks of them as being on a more honorable footing than that, where they are still in some sense trying to help each other - he notes that his model of Carissa or at least mid-Carissa is that she's too quick to conclude she's powerless.

It's an obvious thought that this mental reflex has been trained into her really hard by Cheliax, but still. She didn't leave with him at the Worldwound for the nearest Lastwall encampment, because she did not realize that she was powerful. When they were in his doombase, she tried a little small defiance to see what would happen, and didn't realize that she was a fifth-circle wizard confronting a first-circle wizard, or that mid-Keltham called for Tarnish because for all he knew Carissa was about to Dominate Person him or just kill him.

He suspects that they might, possibly, be outside the strictest tropiest routes of the possible story laid down by a Higher Entity; because so far as he knows, he's successfully left Broom behind in Osirion, and so far as Ione knew, Broom hadn't done anything proportionally important to his apparent story-weight. That's unfired foreshadowing, and if it stays unfired, then maybe they get at least a little causality to work with, and don't need to be inside something that's absolutely and perfectly a story. But it wouldn't surprise him at all, if Broom showed up out of nowhere and did something important and the entire weight of decision ended up resting on Carissa. That is very much a way that a story might go, if this was a story; and he is horrified and sickened by the thought that in this case the paving stones might just stay in Hell.

Carissa Sevar is, at the very least, not reliably powerless from the standpoint of somebody like him.

In that context, then, the thought came to him: getting to hate, but not be hated, because you think of yourself as powerless, is a kind of reward for thinking yourself powerless; and maybe you don't want to reward that thought.









Carissa Sevar: First, a distinction: she thinks that hating someone ought to be about the things they are doing or trying to do, and sensitive to whether there's a chance they'll succeed. She does not think that you can hate people only if you are powerless, just only based on their actual capacities. He asked her if he was supposed to hate her for not caring enough about the paving stones in Hell, and the answer to that, in the framework she thinks her world might use, is no. If he'd asked if he was supposed to hate her for trying to stop him, for being someone who might stop him, then she would have said yes, and given him the symmetry that seems so important to him in believing her that her instincts and principles are not just about hurting him. If he hates her for the fact she would help Broom stop him if she could (if this did not qualify as a betrayal of her word, which she means to keep), then yes, that would be just. Hate based on a true model of her, based on something she really in fact might attempt, and based on what she is trying to do and not whether she cares about things deep in her own heart.

It does seem important to her, that a person in the dungeons of Egorian, hating Abrogail Thrune and wishing her dead, is not the same as Abrogail Thrune hating that person and enjoying herself as she plans their destruction. Carissa does, actually, think that a society of Carissae would embrace the dungeon-person's hatred as an emotion it is not better to erase or suppress, except pragmatically; an emotion that is correct like grief is sometimes correct or like anger is sometimes correct. And she thinks a society of Carissae would judge Abrogail Thrune, for hating the prisoner back, as it would be a hatred out of proportion to the prisoner's actual ability to cause harm.

With that said, there is something to that diagnosis of her, that she is quick to believe herself powerless, that in Cheliax an apparent opportunity to hurt someone powerful would be atest,that they tried very hard to make it the case that apparent power was still powerlessness, that seeing hope was no reason to believe there was hope.

She .....isn't actually concerned at all about a reward for thinking yourself powerless. Being powerless is worse than most kinds of torture. The half-minute in the hallway while Keltham threatened to statue her is more memorable and more vivid and more terrifying and awful than any punishment she's ever undergone save the other time someone threatened to statue her. There's no way any person with a functioning brain would like being powerless.

But a person can be trained to have a very strong assumption that they are powerless even if they see what appears to be an opportunity to change something. And it is actually still difficult to imagine, to Carissa that Keltham would have reasonably believed himself in danger from her in his own fortress.

(He didn't have security trailing them? He didn't have items with Spell Resistance she had no hope of defeating, and contingent spells set to whisk him to safety if anything happened? He hadn't had someone with Spell Gauge confirm she had no remaining spells prepared and not expended???)









Keltham+: Mid-Keltham had been - hoping, for better, and letting himself hope unreasonably because he didn't want to just, die and be a Keeper, around Carissa. He'd let himself hope again, because it was one of very few things left for him to hold onto - and then, suddenly realized that he should not have let himself be not-a-Keeper even that much.

He'd had Tarnish trailing them, but not in hearing range of their intimate conversation, not in a stop-Carissa-if-she-goes-all-out-that-instant way. Ri-Dul had run Spell Gauge on her and confirmed no spells below 4th circle, but somebody wearing an artifact headband is easily bright enough to discharge all her 1st through 3rd spells to give the appearance of being out-of-magic as part of a plan. Osirion had claimed to have verified various truths about her; but if he needed to fool Osirion he would not just give up and consider them unfoolable. The most powerful Spell Resistance items they now have were acquired in the City of Brass, and even those would not reliably keep Carissa out at her current known power level, even if she hasn't trained specifically in penetrating Spell Resistance; mid-Keltham did not have the same level of protection.

Just like her mind readily thinks of all the ways he might have stopped her, rendered her harmless, he thought of all the ways she might not be harmless; and he didn't have all the resources she imagines of him, either.

Above all, anyone with an artifact headband more powerful than yours is a huge threat even if she truly doesn't have resources, because she might do something you didn't think of, if she doesn't think herself powerless.

(Highprobability: dath ilani fiction hammers this trope into the ground in part because of a Keeper-influenced program to covertly caution people against trying to create Smart Things. That doesn't mean it's not true, they wouldn't deceive about that, but he's flagging it because the hopefully-friendly terms of their cooperation seem to him to call for him to explicitly label all covert-agenda dath-ilani manipulations when exposing Carissa to them.)









Carissa Sevar: (She appreciates his guesses at where dath ilan was engaged in manipulations.)

Once he threatened her she did consider frantically if she had any way to kill herself. She didn't have any spells remaining, having prepared precisely the ones needed for the escape attempt, and her dagger wouldn't be fast enough (it wasn't last time), and she might have enough self-control now to drown herself on the first try but wouldn't be unobserved for long enough...and she admittedly wasn't thinking clearly because her brain was no longer sure if it was Keltham or Abrogail she was facing, but she didn't see a way; she still doesn't, for all her new enhancements.

That does not mean he doesn't have a point, of course, but she thinks the failure was less one of failing to notice a real way to be dangerous, and more failing to notice that Keltham might have perceived himself to be in danger.









Keltham+: (A flash of idle wondering, humorous-anticipation-of-possible-humor, worried concern, and it's probably not best if they try to avert emotions like that: did Carissa ever get in trouble with anyone else that way, like, say, the Church or Crown of Cheliax?)









Carissa Sevar: (Yes, actually. How did he guess.)

(She absolutely failed to notice the ways in which Abrogail would parse her as a threat to Abrogail's power, a mistake which would definitely have been fatal except ✨Abrogail likes her.✨)









Keltham+: CONCERN









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is planning to kill Abrogail if it's useful, which it might be under a whole class of plans to delay Cheliax's invasion of Osirion slightly. And she is clear on the fact Abrogail is very very evil, and was manipulating her every moment of their acquaintance.



But, yes, she still feels that way about her.

See, Abrogail swore to Carissa that she would never turn her into a statue forever, even if Carissa betrayed her deliberately.









Keltham+: ...he suspects mid-Carissa of having some sort of fear/threat exaggeration syndrome going on, possibly because of, you know, the whole Cheliax thing. But it also rhymes with - the kind of small comfort that being tiny and powerless and threatened can bring you.

Mid-Keltham didn't say he'd turn her into a statue forever, he said that he was going to statue her until he'd raised his own Intelligence to match hers. If he was meant to take on responsibility for her own reactions like a parent of something safely powerless, then it was foolish of mid-Keltham not to consider the truth-plus-falsity complex possibility where past-Carissa had told the truth about her statuing-fear (as had appeared to past-Keltham under Detect Anxieties), but been truthful-but-misleading-to-him in her presentation (and later truthspelled presentation) that led past-Keltham to infer Abrogail had desensitized the fear by enacting it.

But it does seem like - the thing that mid-Keltham said was not what mid-Carissa heard. And he hopes that she is just past this, now, in virtue of having been Wished beyond it, but if not - he doesn't know what to do, around somebody who - hears a different thing than what you say; if you're not so much smarter than them, and so understanding of their alienness, that you can exactly manipulate your messaging.









Carissa Sevar: He said 'at least' until he was fully augmented with Wishes, and possibly until he obtained an artifact headband, which she had no reason to think he would do before he destroyed the world, which she realized in that exact instant he was planning to do and probably planning to do in a matter of weeks. 

She - understands now that to Keltham, rounding that to 'potentially forever' is a suspicious kind of rounding to do, a kind of motivated-rounding like calling someone an executioner when that carries implications they are unbothered by the killings they are committing. Now that she understands him better she is trying to be more careful to distinguish details when she thinks them, to note that he said he would statue her at least until he was Wished up and only possibly until something happened that she considered quite unlikely to happen before the end. And she imagines he evaluated it unlikely he would get killed in the City of Brass and that she would never be unstatued.

But mid-Carissa was not making that distinction, and did not place much weight on the 'at least', and parsed the situation as very probably one from which she would never wake before her ultimate destruction.

She thinks that, if you are talking to Golarion people over whom you have absolute power, you do need, indeed, either great skill or great caution, to not terrorize them out of their minds when you explain how your best alternative to their cooperation is to turn them into a statue potentially until you've obtained an artifact headband. Golarion people do not, in fact, parse that as not a threat, but as a threat framed bizarrely; they do not automatically believe you about your claims about what's in your own interests absent their cooperation, and assume you will exaggerate or lie about or muddle those to get the concessions you want, and so they have only the action to evaluate, obviously threat-like in nature. She thinks that mostly Golarion people with absolute power handle this by just giving orders, in cases where their words are backed by implicit-willingness-to-turn-to-stone, and saving negotiations for cases where their words are not backed by implicit-willingness-to-turn-to-stone.

Abrogail made her no longer afraid she would statue Carissa for disobedient thoughts, and therefore no longer interrupted by constant terror whenever she had a thought that she imagined might provoke the queen. Abrogail did that by assuring her it wouldn't happen for real, not by - making it something that she wouldn't be scared of if it was going to happen for real.

What she thinks she'd say is that she is no longer excessively afraid of it in a fashion that consumes her attention when there's no chance of it and puts her at more risk of it, but that she remains convinced it is nearly the worst thing that could happen from the perspective of her values and worth arbitrary suffering to avoid, and it's still true that if you ask her to choose between being a statue temporarily or jumping into a lake of fire she'll pick the lake of fire.

But the fact she was able to respond to Keltham coherently and then try to depart his presence so she didn't annoy him with her breakdown, instead of having the breakdown on the spot or trying to gouge his eyes out in the hopes she could provoke Tarnish to kill her, was probably to Abrogail's credit.









Keltham+: He's not sure enough that he qualifies sufficiently as mid-Keltham to apologize for him - and the whole concept of just saying 'sorry' to somebody is not very dath ilani for reasons probably not worth going into right now - but it can at least be said that he regrets the distress inflicted, didn't intend it, and would not do that again given a second chance to do it.



(His mind is currently trying to set aside for LATER all of the concerns suddenly raised about Abrogail Thrune as his ongoing romantic competitor or metamour; or maybe she's WON, and if that doesn't just mean Story Over, maybe it fires the flag-event where he's supposed to force Carissa to testify to that fact under truth-spell so he takes legal ownership of Carissa from Cheliax. He doesn't actually see the point, now, but he's going to have to reexamine his possible potential-plot-structures map, checking the whole thing for where owning Carissa might be relevant...)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa acknowledges that dath ilani trope-reasoning does not come naturally to her, but she really thinks that the Abrogail plotline will end when Carissa kills her, or if things go really well brings her around to their side. This does not require anything of Keltham, who cut off romantic plots with Carissa when he, you know, told her to stop considering herself his.

...that wasn't some ridiculous alien miscommunication, right, that is what he told her?









Keltham+: It was a kind of saying goodbye, yes, though he acknowledges fault in not making that more explicit than it was. He was planning to destroy Creation (modulo Cayden alternatives he doesn't get moral credit for), and become a god, and he did not see either of those things as offering hope of them living happily ever after together. He didn't want to offer her false hope.

(It hurt. But she knows that. Right? He thinks she already knew that, but he's been wrong too many times before.)









Carissa Sevar: She knows that. She knows that he loved her, and she loved him, and she wishes that it could have been real, and she meant it, when she told him that if the world survived she would stay with him. But she doesn't expect it.









Keltham+: He's just going to think it, instead of fighting it down: what exactly did Abrogail Thrune tell her, when she promised not to make Carissa a statue?









Carissa Sevar: She has a much better memory, these days, with all her enhancements, but that she remembered word-for-word from the day it happened. "I, Abrogail Thrune II, swear in Asmodeus's name never to make you a statue for true," she said, and then, "Though at this level of breadth and consequence I'll make no oath of it without greater payment, I also promise not to seek particularly to destroy your soul by any means nor deprive it of its eternity."









Keltham+: She knows - doesn't she? - that he could swear that same oath to her, and mean it? That he'd put her on that ark to Elysium if he could, if she'd let him? Abrogail Thrune's oath doesn't even force her to do that much, if she plans on destroying all the souls in Golarion herself; would she bother to get Carissa out of the way, if that happened? Abrogail Thrune might think it romantic for the two of them to true-die together, if she didn't happen to seek particularly to destroy Carissa's soul and Carissa just happened to be around when it happened. Abrogail wouldn't care very much, on his read of her, that Carissa herself didn't think it so romantic.

Abrogail Thrune has perma-statued people. It doesn't bother him because if Creation survives then Civilization will dig those people up in time, and if not they'll end up Elsewhere. Or if Carissa talks him into it, maybe he won't demand that much of Pharasma, that future Pharasmin-Civilization predictably advance to the point of digging up those people; and they can stay statues forever for real. As Abrogail Thrune chose to happen, not because she had to, but because she wanted to.

There is still a part of his brain that feels sort of indignant about how possibly one of Carissa's romantic interests is being judged much more leniently than the other, here.









Carissa Sevar: (Awwwwww.)


(She'd pay a very very high price, for Civilization to advance to the point of digging up those statues. Not the destruction of everything, that's too high a price, but nearly anything else.)





She would, for what it's worth, hate Abrogail, if she suspected Abrogail were trying to destroy the world. Not even in the complicated way she hates Keltham; there would be none of what she loves in Abrogail, if Abrogail were trying to destroy Creation.

But it's true, that she doesn't judge them the same way, and also that if she were being properly coherent she would hold more of Abrogail's conduct against Abrogail - because the Abrogail who hurts Carissa to make her stronger is not the only Abrogail, and she often hurts people much worse, for no cause at all.

She doesn't have much to say in defense of the part of her that feels warm and joyous when she observes that Abrogail likes her.









Keltham+: He suspects that if he, himself, had perma-statued anyone, intending for them to never return nor knowing anything of Elsewheres, that Carissa would be notably more upset with him about that.

And it maybe shouldn't be important, this thing, when so much between them is already shattered, except that it - seems to rhyme with other things - that to his perspective, look like - there is something harsh in her, towards him, that he doesn't know how to deal with, for that it isn't in dath ilan, or dath ilan trains its people out of it.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doesn't have an answer to that ready, and she notices herself flinching away from just pointing her mind at it and thinking, because she has no idea where that will take her and that's frightening. And she thinks she doesn't trust, not fully, that nothing will go wrong, if she digs through her mind for an answer and it's an ugly one or a cruel one or an - irrational one, one that makes Keltham think he shouldn't listen to her about anything.









Keltham+: Past-Keltham's model of Civilization's wisdom and Keeper-wisdom would have sagely pronounced that it's not a great idea to leave something lying around like that in yourself, under these circumstances; that you ought to set it aside and be sane instead, if the world is otherwise ending.

This version of him feels less sure, of what the true Keepers out of dath ilan would say. He knows that hate is possible to him; past-Keltham hated Abrogail Thrune, for a very brief period between when he realized what'd been done to him, and when he applied Owl's Wisdom to himself and lost that brief flash of emotion.

And he wonders if the true Keepers out of dath ilan would know - being wiser than he and little if at all less intelligent, with far more training and maybe greater in dimensions of thinkoomph that Golarion's three magics don't augment - if the Keepers would know already that dath ilan damaged itself in some way, in the past, by trying to breed hatred out of itself. Maybe anger too. He thinks a Golarionite in his place would have been angry with Cheliax, for what it'd done, and not lost that thread of anger when they used an Owl's Wisdom.

If Carissa had deliberately and knowingly sent Peranza and Asmodia to Hell to be hurt and warped and damaged beyond repair in Hell, and not sacrificed her own soul to save them either, and didn't seem to feel she'd done wrong - then it wouldn't have made him hate her, wouldn't have made him be unfair to her. It would have destroyed something in him, that he still holds for Carissa though it burns his mental hands to hold it; but even for that, he wouldn't be towards her as she is towards him.

He never hated Pharasma even when he confirmed that there were children in Hell. Not because he made a strategic decision, but because She wasn't close enough to his frame of reference to be meaningfully hateable... or maybe that's trying to justify with reasons what's just reasonless biology.

Maybe dath ilan bred anger out of itself, and maybe that has something to do with the way that happiness is such a fragile state that they have to work so hard to protect.

It remains that whatever is in Carissa now - even if it's there because she's whole in a way that dath ilani are broken - it is something very alien to him, that makes him want to run away and not try to face whatever this thing is in her.

His current and better model of a Keeper doesn't say for Carissa to force herself to look at it, right now, but it doesn't say that it's safe for Carissa to ignore.

There's a lot of things in past-Carissa that it's not safe for this Carissa to ignore. Fear that warps reality to be scarier, hatred that warps reality to be more hateable, a set of emotional benefits from feeling small and powerless that nearly got her killed when other people didn't see her that way, and probably a whole long list of other things like that.









Carissa Sevar: Oh, she plans to look at it. Just possibly not while Keltham is reading her mind.









Keltham+: He's said now, things that are supposedly true about her, despite not himself being Carissa Sevar. He has the sense that he's been directing a lot of this conversation - admittedly, he was the one who scheduled it - but still, there's probably something Carissa herself would want to say, about how he can try to take a shape that she can deal with.

Where this, itself, is not something that he modeled himself as being able to ask of her, while there was that harshness in her. Her past requests, like 'say them about Keltham attitudes instead of about dath ilan attitudes because I kind of have a grudge against your home planet', are things that it wouldn't have been healthy for mid-Keltham to go along with. But maybe they can manage to negotiate a comms protocol that they're both happy with and isn't meant to hurt him for his crime of being an executioner.









Carissa Sevar: It ...wasn't about hurting him, her request that he talk about Keltham and not about dath ilan. It was about -

- so, it's not the first time that Carissa has had sex that she would have refused if she had a choice, right. That's the kind of thing that happens sometimes unless you expend a very costly amount of effort on avoiding it. It hasn't really had long-term negative effects on her, before; it kind of sucks, but lots of things kind of suck. You don't want to be a person who gets damaged by harmless kind of sucky things happening.

This one bothered her. And the reason it bothered her is that Keltham had asked her not to do it. It's not his fault, it's entirely her fault, she genuinely wasn't trying to make it his problem, but the reason that it bothered her was that she had been trying to meet Keltham inside his strange world. And that was a promise she made Keltham, himself, as an individual, because she loved him; not inside any greater system that made any sense, just her and her best understanding of him.

She would not have made a promise like that to dath ilan. She doesn't love dath ilan and it doesn't love her and she actually does not care at all about, would not take any comfort in, whatever dath ilan has to say, about what happened. If Keltham is gone, as he sometimes says he is, then there isn't anything anyone can say that would help and not hurt, but offering her what dath ilan has to say is some kind of cruel parody of the thing that she wanted. It wasn't a promise to dath ilan.









Carissa Sevar: It feels a little bit like there was a pattern like that, where every individual time Carissa did try to tell Keltham what would make it possible to speak with him, he extrapolated a reason for her to say it which was irrationality or cruelty or unreasonableness, and then rejected her irrationality or cruelty or unreasonableness, and Carissa was muddled and scared and in pain but she was trying, very very hard, to describe to Keltham what he could do if he didn't want to hurt her, and he never wanted to do it.

So she made up a Keltham inside her own head who was, well, inspired by Keltham, not the real person, but he would say whatever Keltham was saying except if she asked him not to hurt her he would do it, and he wouldn't treat her like the confusion between them was a product of Carissa being ridiculous and inexplicable, and he spoke her language instead of resenting her for not being a native speaker of his, and everything he said was reasonable even if he had to search really hard to come up with a reasonable thing that might be what Keltham meant.

It wasn't that her Keltham was always right about what real-Keltham was doing. She didn't know what real-Keltham was doing. But she had to try every sentence he spoke to come up with reasonable things that he could have been saying if he wasn't trying to hurt her or trying to make a point about how wrong she was or trying to prove dath ilan was better than she was.

And, it just feels like Keltham usually didn't try, when Carissa said things, to come up with five reasonable things she could mean, while every time Keltham said anything Carissa was trying with all her might to come up with five reasonable things he might have meant. And it felt like, when she tried desperately to tell him what he could do to not hurt her, he listened, and then categorically refused to do it, and that was suggestive, about how well it would go if she kept desperately trying.









Keltham+: Everything about her seemed like a scream of - pain, injury, of not wanting him to be who he was, not wanting this to be happening - and to be infused with a sense that it was right and proper for her to feel that way, and improper for him to object - such that for him to object to anything would have only hurt her more, and raised more of the sharp poisonous thing against him.

So mid-Keltham wrapped himself up in himself and retreated to wait it out; thinking that, if she wanted there to be comms between them, she could just come to him and say 'hey let's sit down and negotiate a mutually agreeable comms protocol'. Mid-Keltham knew, to be clear, that Carissa wouldn't - because she wasn't dath ilani and hadn't been raised to think of going meta about comms protocols as an obvious solution, because she didn't have a standard protocol for doing meta-comms where you're both trying not to be emotional or confrontational about that, and because she wouldn't, on his model, trust anything that sounded like it came from dath ilan - would have seen it as an attempt to injure her, if he'd offered anything of dath ilan's - not to mention he'd gotten rather poor results from trying to go meta about comms with other insufficiently enhanced Golarionites, often with things getting into apparently irretrievable states of hostility. So all that mid-Keltham could do, was wait for her to be Wiser and hopefully possible to talk to without injuring.









Carissa Sevar: When she said to him, '...maybe you could say them but just say them about Keltham attitudes instead of about dath ilan attitudes because I kind of have a grudge against your home planet's way of doing ethics right now, that was, actually, an effort to negotiate a communications protocol. Perhaps bracketed wrongly, perhaps she didnt do the right meta-communication, perhaps it would have worked if instead of maybe you could say shed said proposed communications protocol:.

But she was trying. When he asked, she told him what he could do that would help her and not hurt to hear: she asked him to tell her what Keltham thought about her being raped, instead of what dath ilan had to say, because hearing what Keltham thought would help and hearing what dath ilan thought wouldn't.

He refused to do that, which, as she had predicted it would, hurt very badly, and she stopped, after that, trying to tell Keltham how to communicate with her in a way that hurt her less.









Keltham+: If that was her only desperate attempt to negotiate a comms protocol, the only and only chance he'd gotten - though the main meta-tag on it seemed to be that she felt it necessary to attach to that felt to him like it carried a state of sharpness towards dath ilan, holding herself injured by dath ilan - but if that was misleading-to-him and actually the meta-content was 'Keltham this is my last attempt to reach out to you, respond in the right way or you won't get another one' - then from his perspective, things were not clearly labeled. Maybe because in Cheliax you must not label things, you must give exactly the right test and the other person must give exactly the right response and nothing can ever be legible or that's all kinds of weakness and vulnerability?

If that was his last chance, he didn't know; and if that was the comms situation, he didn't know; and if something like that arises in the future, he's probably still not going to know unless she tells him, because she is very alien. He is a bit smarter now, but stupid nonetheless; and she is become a very smart alien in turn; this potentially cancels out unless they meet on grounds of pure Law rather than emotions complicated further by intelligence. Any time she does something that isn't what sensible ideal agents would do (agents outside of Cheliax, to be clear) he's not going to be able to deduce it from first principles unless she labels it. It's one reason why this whole conversation seemed impossible unless they could both use simultaneous Detect Thoughts at INT 29, and get to some point beyond which it would be possible to go meta and reconcile comms conflicts.









Carissa Sevar: The intended meta-content was that she understood her kind-of grudge against dath ilan was not something Keltham would necessarily be sympathetic to, and she wasn't sure future-Carissa would share it - thus specifying that it was something she felt right now, not necessarily a long-lasting state of affairs. She tried piling on a lot of disclaimers- "kind of", "a grudge", "right now", to make it clear that it wasn't an endorsed anti-dath-ilan position she was advancing, or a policy she was demanding in full generality but a current and specific need.



Also, that wasn't the only time.

There was an earlier time, where she told him that the conversation would be less painful and more bearable for her if he'd stop bringing up dath ilan, which he did not see fit to acknowledge as a request at all, and a later time, when she was just on the brink of giving up, where she told him that she didn't know if the approaches that seemed to her like they ought to work really would, since they hadn't been tried, and so was willing and ready to proceed only by dath ilani rules.

He could have told her then that he was open to negotiation, if he was, which he gave no sign of.

Carissa thinks that sensible ideal agents might, in fact, try two times to quietly bring up something important to them, and get refused both times, and then try saying more explicitly that they have ideas for how things could work better but those ideas haven't been tested and they're willing to just obey the other's protocols.

She thinks that, actually, nothing Keltham did had anything to do with his inability to understand anyone who doesn't behave like a sensible ideal agent. He was not behaving like a sensible ideal agent.

He was behaving like a scared, injured traumatized person who didn't want to give Carissa the thing she said was important to her and who wasn't actually very interested in her ideas for how communication might work, especially since she disclaimed that she didn't know if they'd really work. She was behaving like a scared, injured, traumatized person who wanted Keltham to stop doing a thing that was really hurting her, was aware she had no leverage for this request, did not know the magical words that would render her permitted in his framework to make it, tried a couple of different ways of making it anyway, and then gave up and told him she was giving up and adopting his framework.

She is actually fine with the fact she gave up and adopted his framework. There are important battles to pick here and this isn't one of them. But she is sad, if Keltham's narrative about his prisoner trying to tell him what she needed, being refused, and then figuring out how not to need it, and then telling him she had done that and communicating by his rules from then onwards, is that she could simply have said the magic words if she wanted something different to happen. She did not know the magic words.

She tried to talk to him with the only words she had, and it didn't work, and so she gave up and did the rest the dath ilani way for the rest of their acquaintance without ever complaining about how much it hurt her, and she is fine with the fact that this happened, but she does think that it did happen.









Keltham+: If she's thinking of the two occasions he thinks she's thinking of, then when she said "This isn't a demand but if you shut up about dath ilan it'll require less self-control from me to talk to you like a civilized person" he took that completely at face value as a factual statement dath-ilan-style and made a mental note not to talk about dath ilan unless there was a sufficiently strong reason to put that demand on mid-Carissa's internal attention; and shortly after said "You are kind", which is a type of acknowledgement that mid-Carissa almost never offered him, the many many times that he tried to be kind; and then gave her all that she asked for in negotiations.

If he was also supposed to acknowledge the request a particular exact way, because otherwise mid-Carissa thought she was being ignored, then this is the kind of thing that needs to be explicitly labeled in the future, even now, because she is - he thinks -

- just vastly vastly overestimating how legible she is to him. A lot of his knowledge he does have about her comes from a time when he doesn't know, even now, which things were lies or truth, and she does know which things are lies or truth and is probably under-adjusting for how much she thinks he can guess.



When she said "I think I can have this conversation by dath ilan rules" the next event was that he did describe dath ilan rules to her, and then that conversation, which she wanted to have, happened, and was useful; and then they had some conversation after than not by strict dath ilani rules for formally navigating disagreements; and then that worked around to where it could blow up; and then he went back to figuring that they should try to have less emotional conversations until everyone was INT 29.









Carissa Sevar: Oh! It is in fact useful to know that Keltham changed his behavior off Carissa trying to communicate that it would be helpful. He still brought up dath ilan a lot after that, including in situations where she didn't see why it was necessary, so she assumed that he had not changed his behavior at all, and mostly did not try to communicate like that again. If he had said "I will try to do that somewhat less often" or "I will keep that in mind", then she would have volunteered far more statements like that.

He's also not legible to her; she can only guess whether things she said have any effect on him if he acknowledges them or observably-to-her changes her behavior based on them.









Keltham+: He's not actually thinking at this point that he was mistaken to try to preserve the tiny shreds of their relationship to where they could talk about it using INT 29 and telepathy. He still feels pretty much like a scared, injured, traumatized person to whom nothing much good is going to happen in the future - it not being safe, nor really kind, to forcibly edit himself to be otherwise - but it does help to be a smarter and telepathic such person.









Carissa Sevar: She thinks waiting was pretty reasonable. She just feels - sad, lost, like the bulk of her effort was wasted or at least not noticed - if Keltham's narrative about communications is that Carissa was unwilling to try because of her dislike of dath ilan, when she set aside her dislike of dath ilan and accepted all her needs would go unmet and tried to conduct all future conversation by dath ilani protocols and would have kept trying if Keltham had asked her to.

The reason why she did not use the magic words 'hey let's sit down and negotiate a mutually agreeable comms protocol' is not that she wasn't willing to communicate in a dath ilani way; she tried very very hard to communicate in a dath ilani way once he gave her examples and instructions. It is that she did not know those words.









Keltham+: There's a strong impression he's getting right now - from the situation, not from Carissa's actual thoughts - that he is placed into a game where the next move he's supposed to make is to show those times when he tried to show kindness, openness, vulnerability, concession, acknowledgment of her own position and reasons, to Carissa, and didn't get back things he interpreted as - the sort of encouragement you might show somebody if you wanted him to repeat that behavior or double down on it. And if he doesn't drag up those examples, he loses this game.

He doesn't think that's a game Carissa means to play. That doesn't mean Cheliax/Golarion never carved it into her.









Carissa Sevar: - she thinks that those examples would be very useful for helping her attach the abstract belief she has been maintaining and espousing the whole time, that he is trying as hard as she is, to some specific features of his behavior.

She will probably if there are no examples change her mind slightly about whether that belief she has been maintaining and espousing this whole time is actually true.

That....seems reasonable to her? It is helpful to replace the abstract belief someone else is trying hard with specific examples of times and ways they tried hard and their communications weren't met with any signal they could usefully interpret, and in the case where actually one of them isn't trying very hard, it'd be helpful for that to come to light too. It seems like Keltham thinks that finding-examples is some kind of bad game to play, and she understands that often when he has objections like that he has good reasons behind them, but that is absolutely something Carissa is doing deliberately and what she thought the point of this conversation was - to help them both arrive at, hopefully, the more grounded belief that the other person has been trying very hard.

Also, once they have some examples of where exactly they misunderstand each other, they can change their behavior in similar situations in the future. Like, if Carissa is ever again tempted to say "if you do X less it'll make it easier for me to not get mad", she will add, "if you are going to act on this advice I would appreciate you saying that you intend to do so".

And she definitely won't when mildly annoyed with Keltham do anything that might be possible to misinterpret as Withdrawing From Friendship And Cooperation.

And if she finds herself getting tired of dath ilani communication norms, instead of "I have my own ideas about how people could communicate healthily, but I sure didn't get them from Cheliax and I don't know if they'll work", she will say "hey let's sit down and negotiate a mutually agreeable comms protocol".









Keltham+: (Those two phrasings would in fact have been near-semantic-equivalents to him, but he appreciates that she has no way of knowing this important fact due to his alien illegibility.)

(^-- this is a kind of constant acknowledging of the Other's position and difficulties, that dath ilani are trained to do, that he can see the point of doing during difficult comms problems; tag, this is a dath ilani technique as is a fact that Carissa on-his-model wants tagged)









Carissa Sevar: (Huh! In her dialect, the first of those is near-semantically equivalent to the thing she did say, 'the Chelish way of doing this is for everyone to conceal all their feelings at all times, so it's entirely possible I'm too optimistic about approaches that don't require that and they really don't actually work.', which is itself an attempt at the acknowledging-the-limitations-of-one's-own-state-of-knowledge which she was doing because she hoped it was close to a dath ilani thing Keltham was looking for.)

(She appreciates the thing he did with dath ilani use/mentions there.)









Keltham+: (Context matters a lot there? If she approaches him visibly intending to Start a Conversation, and the Topic of that Conversation is to be 'I have my own ideas about how people could communicate healthily, but I sure didn't get them from Cheliax and I don't know if they'll work', then clearly they're supposed to set aside a chunk of time and talk about this separate topic, Carissa's Ideas About Healthy Communication. If she says in the course of another conversation 'the Chelish way of doing this is for everyone to conceal all their feelings at all times, so it's entirely possible I'm too optimistic about approaches that don't require that and they really don't actually work' that doesn't call for a Chunk of Time Set Aside the same way. If you say 'Hey let's sit down and negotiate a mutually agreeable comms protocol' it works context-free because everything is explicit.)

(...he wouldn't have guessed, without telepathy nor labeling, that she'd appreciated his last use/mention tag; and he appreciates the explicit labeling, and feels encouraged to do it again. He wouldn't have been able to infer the appreciation from context; it definitely didn't show on her face. Carissa possibly still has too much habit of hiding all information about her reactions, as of course a tiny powerless thing should, in Cheliax.)









Carissa Sevar: (She's been not having visible emotional reactions for a different reason lately, actually; her understanding of Keltham's preferences and dath ilan's norms were that emotions can be quoted but not projected-at-someone in civilized conversation, and so she has been trying very hard for it to be impossible to infer her emotional state. Admittedly Cheliax gave her a ton of practice.)









Keltham+: (...it's okay to project appreciation for things to him. He hadn't meant to communicate not-that. Positive emotions are usually okay to show; obviously there's all sorts of ways they can be twisted into weapons, but if you're not doing those things then you're probably okay.)









Keltham+:    Meanwhile in a different linear-substream of thought:

It's maybe not the best example, but it seems to be making itself very prominent within his own mind, so he'll just say it:

There was a time, reopening conversation after his augmentation, when he tried tentatively to show vulnerability and his past hurt, and talk about the importance of reaching out to someone else, and how he appreciated how she'd done that in the past even if it was illusion, and appreciated it more after he'd had normal Golarion people to contrast that to, and finished 'Even if it's only under threat of the multiverse being destroyed, I'm glad to be with, the Carissa who also reaches back.' Where 'even under the threat of the multiverse being destroyed' is a way of showing that you understand the Other's positions, that they're being nice to you even though their own perspective might not place you so firmly in the right as you feel yourself. Now contrast that to the possibility where if instead he'd tagged it with Carissa's past injury of him (under threat, he understands that it was under threat), to emphasize how forgiving he was -

- as is the sort of thing where, he feels, there's a Golarion game that expects him to do that, and he did not that (tag, dath ilan teaches this) - so he was also voluntarily giving ground in that game -

- and mid-Carissa's response was, dispassionate in facial expression, "I think - it wasn't just the Conspiracy - I think I got put in charge of the Conspiracy because I wanted to understand you so badly that I was better at it than anyone else."

A causal history of how past-Carissa had come to do that thing. Nothing encouraging him to show vulnerability, or reach back more; nothing to reward the risky behavior he'd just tested, not even by a statement of positive hope about the results if they went on trying to meet each other in the middle.

He knew he did not know, what was happening inside Carissa. But his guess was that the sharpness and anger inside her, did not want him trying to be nice to her, that this felt to her like an implicit pressure and commandment to reward him, who was a terrible person who ought never to be rewarded when he was planning to destroy Golarion.

So he folded back into himself, and didn't throw any more emotions at her like that, or other attempted emotional vulnerabilities or shows of positive-feeling that she might have had to answer with another expressionless bit of history.









Carissa Sevar: ....huh.



That answer was - meant to be reassuring, meant to be emotional, meant to acknowledge his point and try to offer him everything that might have helped him come to terms with it.

She thought, as probably isn't surprising to him at this point, that he was asking for reassurance that he would be understood outside the Conspiracy, that the Conspiracy was not the only place he would ever find anyone willing to try to understand him, so she assured him of that, that it hadn't just been the Conspiracy.

She thought he would find it reassuring, to learn that the causality had run the other way, to learn that she had wanted to understand him so desperately she'd ended up in charge of the conspiracy, because that would mean the wanting to understand him was about her, and not about the conspiracy.

And, of course, she was cautious about showing much emotion, because he had said that there were ilani techniques for quoting emotions but you weren't supposed to just have them at people.









Keltham+: It seems like there were ways they could've figured this out without INT 29 and mutual telepathy, and at the same time, like anything they'd tried before this would probably not actually have worked in real life. Well, they did try things at each other, and they didn't work.









Carissa Sevar: She is sorry, that he didn't hear what he needed to hear. The thing he said was meaningful to her.

She thinks that any individual case could maybe have been avoided, if one of them had just happened to say a slightly different version of what they felt, but - but they kept talking until it blew up, right, every time, so probably they would inevitably have kept talking and then it'd blow up a little later.

Probably they wouldn't have gotten lucky enough to understand each other the three times in a row or something it would've taken to actually start suspecting - on an emotional level, not on the logical level where she would have stubbornly maintained all along that Keltham was probably trying as hard as she was - that the other person was trying.











dath ilan: (In dath ilan there is a standard practice for resolving marital disputes, particularly disputes where both sides think they're communicating more clearly than the other, or where both sides think they're being charitable and the other side is being uncharitable.



This standard practice is to install audio recorders in all the rooms in the house, wait a month to collect data, and then submit a record of all tense marital interactions to a panel of three confidentiality-sworn judges, to determine whom the judges thought had argued more validly or behaved less helpfully.

Often, of course, the knowledge that your disputes are going to be reviewed, or seeing how your friends bet in the prediction market about who's going to win, is sufficient in itself to clear up a relationship conflict.

But fundamentally, the reason why so many marriage disputes end up in unhealthy mental states, is because the married parties don't have a good way to objectively score their performances, or tell who's actually winning, at being the more helpful partner. And the solution - audio recorders and third-party judges - is straightforward, but you have to actually do it, and preferably before your relationship finishes falling apart. There can be other things that go wrong with a relationship, of course, but all those things are easier to resolve after you've established common knowledge of who's currently winning and by what sort of margin.



Mid-Keltham didn't suggest this course of action, back then. Mostly because he didn't know where to find fair judges between himself and Carissa; even an inevitable from Axis would still be of Creation, might fail to understand both sides, and might not have enough Law that it was allowed to speak of in Golarion. And also because something about the whole thought seemed off, with respect to relationships in Golarion... like maybe Golarion relationships did in fact tend to revolve around other problems than that.)









Keltham+: He doesn't, really, want to think this, it feels like picking up a heating stone that is too hot and that he'd only just put down. But part of him wonders, now, if Abrogail Thrune can deliberately try to destroy people's eternities for fun and believe she's succeeded, and still be a romantic interest of Carissa's - it's probably too late, now, to change whatever he did wrong, but it makes him feel like he lost Carissa through some misstep that came before planning to destroy Creation. That their relationship could have survived that, if he'd done whatever it was that Abrogail Thrune had done right. Hurt Carissa more, taken more thorough ownership of her, before it was too late, maybe.

It's not particularly a healthy topic, but he can tell that his mind isn't naturally going to leave it alone so long as it remains an unsolved mystery.

(If he literally just needs to be more physically attractive, there's probably an Outer Plane that'll sell that to him, though he's reluctant to enter into Hell to deal there.)









Carissa Sevar: She did still love Keltham, was in Keltham's preferred framework still a "love interest" of Keltham's, up until he told her that Keltham was dead and she was not his anymore.

Did she somehow misunderstand that, too.









Keltham+: He told her, then, that what he meant by that was something Carissa Sevar probably never could understand - though maybe she might understand it now - because to her Keltham would be Keltham even if he collapsed into a lemure.

He does not, probably, even now, understand - how someone can end up justly owning a Carissa - or maybe it's a kind of ownership that has no place for justice - it seemed dishonest, to mid-Keltham, to go on claiming ownership of Carissa, when he had changed so much in his self and his intentions from the person she offered that to, and when she, herself, had first named him her owner in Cheliax under conditions of Conspiracy, and even her affirmations at the Conspiracy's ending were still within Cheliax's power and Asmodeanism's delusions - he did not understand Carissa's sexuality, whether she needed to be taken and any talk of giving cut against her grain -

- actually now that he reviews these thoughts, it's obvious that there was a Chelish plot specifically to make him think that clear meta-communication and explicit consent was unsexy because they were trying to get him to rape an actual victim so he'd go to Hell.









Carissa Sevar: - yes. There was definitely that. But also, Cheliax is what shaped Carissa. The shape that it made her is not the shape she would have grown on her own, outside Cheliax, but there's not a lot to be gained, even here and now where she has the wisdom and distance and insight to do it, in trying to be the person she would have been if she hadn't grown up in Cheliax; that person is that person, and Carissa is Carissa.

And there was a Conspiracy, when she offered herself to Keltham, and it is entirely reasonable and fair of him to not want to count that, to not want to hold her to anything she said then, but - but as he said to her at one point, if you take away culpability and responsibility in everything Carissa did in Cheliax, there's nothing left, really. She did not, when she made those promises, think that they were pretend because they were inside of the Conspiracy.

It was in part because she still loved Keltham, because she still wanted to be his, that she came to him, instead of doing something that from the outside would be more likely to achieve her goals, like accepting from Osirion a ludicrous amount of money for a warning about what Keltham was planning and then warning every other god as well.

And it is - very Keltham, of mid-Keltham, who denied he was Keltham at all, to not want to have something that he was going to get wrong, something that was dishonest, and probably it would have damaged him, to try to disentangle what inside Carissa was real, what kinds of realness was acceptable to him. Certainly she expects it would have hurt him, if he'd tried to carry on from where they'd once been. ...maybe it would also have hurt her. She's not as sure. She thinks that Keltham mostly hurts her when they're not clear on who wins, so he thinks he has to fight, and not when he is clear on it.

In her imagination, if she is unconstrained by real Keltham and where he was at and what he needed, and just imagining the thing that would have been good for Carissa-who-loved-Keltham, when she arrived, Keltham would have told her his plan, up front, crying, told her he did not want to do it, that he hoped she could find another way, but that he had to, for all the people in Hell, if he couldn't find another way, and asked her if she still loved him, if she would ever have loved him if she had known that about him from the start, and she would have cried, and said that if there were an answer to that question which involved the world not ending she'd give it regardless of which one it was, but if there really isn't, if he really and truly cannot be moved on that and is eager to be moved on everything else - then yes, she still loves him. And the things she told him were good, were good; she never lied to him about that. And if he hurt her now, that would be good.

But objectively it was probably wildly more sensible for him to break up with her.









Keltham+: If by "objectively" Carissa means "in the counterfactual case that we weren't embedded inside something at least a little like an eroLARP" then sure, "objectively" they weren't failing at unknown eroLARP flags and maybe dooming the universe.



He wonders whether Snack Service, Nethys, Cayden Cailean, didn't know the right thing for mid-Keltham to do, there, didn't know to steer for that or didn't know how to safely navigate there in a way that didn't risk Creation. Or if They knew that was a possibility, a way to salvage their relationship, but They chose otherwise... it is not for him to think of such things. He will tell Ione and Pilar of it, maybe, for all its privacy; in case it's the sort of thing where this world isn't the most real world, only a possibility foreseen, and all that they do is for the sake of some Keltham and Carissa more real than this. (That they find themselves here rather than there is strong evidence against that possibility, but obviously every possible version of yourself should ignore that sort of evidence to get the best global outcomes.)



His failure, in the end, was from trying to optimize for two goals at once.

Mid-Keltham didn't want to tell Carissa about the plan to destroy Creation, before he obtained her Wishes and contracted to rent her headband. And it wasn't, obviously, that he was the type to cheat Carissa; but that if Carissa aided mid-Keltham while knowing his plans, and this decision was influenced by her having deduced the obvious point that Snack Service thought Pharasma would yield and end Hell rather than lose Creation, Pharasma would look through himself and see Carissa.

And also mid-Keltham didn't want to betray Carissa, didn't want to turn her loyalty or love to what she'd see as one of the most horrifying purposes imaginable; so he gave her warning, and asked to negotiate with her - tried not to presume on friendship, let alone ownership -

And it seems, in the end, that he maybe ended up with neither desideratum, but certainly not the first one.

But he did it to protect Creation, in the end, that he didn't just tell her everything right away.









Carissa Sevar: Well, she can hardly be angry about that. Maybe when she was small and scared and stupid, but not now.

And hey, maybe nothing will happen to Creation, and the gods will negotiate a compromise, and they'll live happily ever after. [if she were speaking Baseline, this would be inflected as "highly unlikely"].









Keltham+: Or maybe they'll love again as gods, and the eroLARP will count that as a happy ending for them. He doesn't feel like he would count it that way, he feels that no ending where he becomes a god so suddenly could be a happy one for him; but maybe he'll feel differently as a god and that's all the eroLARP cares about.









Carissa Sevar: Maybe when he touches the Starstone he'll wake up somewhere else, with a Carissa, with whom he can figure out what he wants.









Keltham+: If it's a new Carissa, and not a Carissa who remembers - at least everything up until they said goodbye inside Cheliax - then that doesn't count either, to be clear to anything that cares.



He got her a +4/+4/+4 Belt of Physical Perfection in the City of Brass. They only had the one Belt, and it is for her, not for him. In part because his own path seems straightforward by comparison, he just has to destroy Creation if it be not saved; to do something else which is not that, might be harder. And in part - as a - gift, he guesses, or an apology, or - whatever there is between them now.

He got her a black Robe of the Archmagi too.









Carissa Sevar: Oh.

She - takes it she's not supposed to do the thing - that the dath ilani thing is not actually to - be very careful not to get any emotions near anyone - in this specific situation.









Keltham+: That's not actually the dath ilani thing, no. By now, regardless, they should be past the point of deferring much to a distant world's comms protocols for idiots.









Carissa Sevar: She loves him, and she misses him, and she wishes he were doing anything at all that wasn't this, so she could learn to understand him and earn his forgiveness and be his forever and build Civilization with him, for him, so he isn't lonely anymore.

She will try so, so hard to do something that is not letting everything and everyone die. Mostly for the sake of everything and everyone but partially for his sake; he would, actually, be happy, if she found something, she sometimes feels like he wants this doomed course but he doesn't really and if there's anything else to be found she will find it.









Keltham+: Seeming to be given everything, and finding the courage to trust in it, and having it all ripped away from him, has wounded him on a level that - doesn't really seem worthwhile to try to recover from inside of Creation.

If he could live happily ever after with Carissa, though, he would give it a try, for that.

Losing her is - not all of the hurt - but it's most of the lasting wound that feels like it couldn't heal naturally and isn't correct to heal artificially.



He is glad to know, at least, that she loves him, and misses him; and he loves her, and misses her, and he also wishes he was doing anything that wasn't this. She wouldn't have very much forgiveness to earn, for what she did under threat of Hell. Peranza and Asmodia getting shattered might have been a problem, but they weren't, and -

- he doesn't want this doomed course. He just doesn't think that even the gods and the eroLARP are on course to get them out of it. On the surface of things, the story they're inside has too many dangling plot threads and character arcs cut short, for this to be a perfect run that gets the best ending. And he hopes that this was just a dry run, a possibility almost entirely not real that gives valuable information to Nethys or Cayden Cailean, but he knows that his awareness of his own awareness is probabilistic evidence against that.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa doubts this is the best ending for Nethys or Cayden Cailean, but she doesn't care at all about either of them and remains the slightest bit optimistic it might be a very good result for her. ...for Keltham seems less likely, but maybe she'll think of something.









Keltham+: (He is a little jarred by the thought, that things could go well for Carissa but not him, he had intuitively modeled them as - closer-linked in fates, or as people, than that - but he sets the thought aside. There is a known clock-bound on all of this.)



They don't have that much time left on Detect Thoughts. There is an Algorithm to be shown her. Before then he'd know her informal thoughts, on promises and oaths with the lover who left her bereft so he could destroy Creation and diminish the reality of all the souls inside it; maybe for reasons based on unshareable evidence, reasons that she will end up sure herself are mistaken.









Carissa Sevar: She is going to be a Lawful god. There are a lot of things, important things, that you can only build that way. And Nethys sees other worlds, sees other Carissae, sees other Kelthams, and she is pretty sure she gets more of what she wants, in the grand view, if her word is meaningful, if it's possible for her to mean what she says. She is not sure if she wishes she'd sold Keltham out to whoever would listen the instant she realized his plan. It depends what the gods have in store. But she didn't, and won't, even if he is obviously wrong, or obviously monstrous; if she were different, she wouldn't be here.









Keltham+: Lawfulness is Pharasma's take on things. It's a bundle of ideas that Pharasma chose and bundled. It is the sort of package-deal that people maybe see through at this INT/WIS even if they have no training at all in seeing through package-deals; and Carissa now has some of that training even if it is secondhand off dath ilan. It would not surprise him terribly if somewhere in this plot they come to a point where Carissa somehow learns that she's beyond the sight of Nethys. He doesn't predict it very strongly, but they are inside of something with at least some storylike qualities. Any pillar of her trustworthiness that she names to herself, knows to herself, as her own support, is liable perhaps to be tested.

Set aside Pharasma's bundle. Set aside Nethys's manipulations. If there were no Pharasma and no Nethys, who would Carissa be, and why?









Carissa Sevar: Carissa is not, actually, sure that you can neatly set everything aside like that. It's not that she agrees with Pharasma about everything, it's not that she wouldn't kill Nethys if the opportunity presented itself and wouldn't destroy any universes. But there's no truth of who and what she is that is totally separate from the world in which she operates, has always operated, will always operate.

In a world where it was impossible for gods to credibly communicate facts about their intentions to other gods, and impossible for mortals to do it either even at lower resolution; there might still be some algorithm in dath ilan. But it wouldn't be a description of how things work, and Carissa would not let universes die for it.

She lives in a world where you can choose whether anyone can trust you, or not, and it is in that world and in that context, and in the shape of the god she wants to be, that having given her word she won't kill Keltham even to save the world.









Keltham+: Look, it's not that improbable that Carissa's going to end up in a different universe at some point, maybe one where in fact there's not a Pharasma and a Nethys around. In his personal experience, only 50% of universes have Pharasmas and Nethysi in them, and 100% of his direct samples have ended up in another universe at least once...

That was a thought-continuation out of dath ilan, a reflex for pressing on thought experiments. But even reflecting more carefully on where his thoughts were steering, this doesn't seem like a thought-line to abandon. "Because of Pharasma and Nethys" feel like weak contingent reasons to him, a reliance on something outside of Carissa for her strength and trustworthiness. He's got a family of Starstone speculations where Carissa's degree of understanding and self-understanding about this topic may affect how Lawful of a god she ends up becoming, maybe even her power as a Lawful deity.

From his perspective, the existence of Pharasma, or spells that detect "Lawfulness", or afterlives that depend on "Lawfulness", or alternate-possibility-perceiving gods like Nethys straight out of contrived-thought-experiments, are a kind of external crutch. He feels about them the way that the Irorian monk, Derrina, seemed to feel about the Crown of Infernal Majesty. Seizing advantage of them is one thing; being unable to operate without them is another.









Carissa Sevar: When you become a god, you decide what kind of being you are, in an important sense; gods don't change very much. You can't, exactly, become Abadar and then decide later that you're going to cheat someone just once. Someone who'd cheat just once would never have been Abadar.

The thing humans are doing is weaker, and worse, and most of the justifications they'd give for it are contingent and complicated -- not just the ones labelled 'Law' and 'Nethys', but also the ones labelled 'honor' and 'dignity' and whatever else. Probably most humans wouldn't, actually, keep their word if it might mean the world was destroyed, not humans who really understood how unimaginably horrendous the destruction of the world was, and that fact probably limited how many humans could be steered through whatever contrivances have steered them to here and now.

It is a fact about Carissa, that she has meant it, every time she gave her word, even this time when she gave it believing that Keltham was the most profound evil the world had ever known, believing him much much worse than Asmodeus, hating him. It is also a fact about Carissa that, mostly, this habit was not built out of the pieces that gods have as pieces of themselves, the parts of them that make them able to commit to things. It was built out of the knowledge that devils do it, and the desire to be one, and out of the desperate hope she could talk Keltham out of this, if only he could trust her enough to let her try.

If he wants to know if she understands what pieces are in gods that let them commit to things - yes, she understands those pieces, and intends to build herself around them. If he's looking for a different historical-origin-of-what-Carissa-is, he won't find it.









Keltham+: In his own causal-origins, he grew up with a deep respect for those honorable things people do which are not founded from their first beginning on exactly correct decision theory, but which they can nonetheless feel deeply within themselves. He's not objecting to Carissa's causal-origins, not at all.

The main point where respecting imperfect decision theory blows up on you is when not both sides are respecting it. It's often emphasized in dath ilani fiction that you may not be able to get away with negotiating with aliens this way; that if you try to blunder ahead on just honor, the aliens may look at you and shrug and say, "Well, that thing sure is effectively a rock with Cooperate written on it, rather than something whose output logically depends on our own output. It's imagining us as acting with honor, and that's false, we've got this other thing instead. So what do we care about how this thing conditioned its behavior on the behavior of this imaginary alien in its mind? It would have imagined the same alien no matter what we do now." This is obviously-in-retrospect a concealed warning against honorably trusting to the honor of computer-based intelligences who don't share that evolutionary history; but it also points to a potential failure of the join between two mortals, at the point where they both become gods.

Abadar will bargain fairly with you even if you don't imagine Him exactly right. It's in His utility function, and not in a weird alien way where He'll maximize you into a weird side corner of possibility-space in course of maximizing how fair He was to you. Abadar is actually about fair dealing, not exactly in the way that mortals see fairness, but in a way that makes mortals be actually safe to bargain with Him.

To reciprocate the trust that underlies mutual Cooperation in the Prisoner's Dilemma - even of something that imagined you wrongly, whose output doesn't quite logically depend on your own output - is yet still within the utility function of someone once called Keltham, who once was Abadar's priest. At least, it's stayed in him this far, though he's never, quite, really cared enough about any event in this possibly-unreal universe for that pillar of himself to be tested; it's not as if Carissa was being twisted/torn/shattered in Hell at any point during this, it's not as if he was given a chance to undo his children by lying.

He is not sure it is quite in Carissa's utility function the same way, that even with Creation at stake She would never betray a tiny mortal who trusted in an incorrect imagination of Her - or would She not? He does not know and therefore asks. There are other courses between them, if the answer is 'no'; this is not a question where only one answer preserves cooperation between them. (And that there are other ways, he wouldn't ever lie about to her in order to get a more honest answer from her, even if his thoughts could be that concealed.)









Carissa Sevar: She knows he wouldn't. She's grateful that he wouldn't. It's why she's here, instead of selling her information on what he was going to do to Osirion for a lot of money and then warning all the gods.

She thinks that Carissa is, actually, Lawful Evil not Lawful Neutral; she might betray a tiny mortal who trusted in an incorrect imagination of her, whose trust in her bore no resemblance to the bright clear thing that devils and gods do. She'd try not to; it seems unlikely she would ever have to, and she wouldn't find it funny. She'd advertise as fact that she might do it, and she wouldn't do it if she'd said she wouldn't.

But if there were a tiny mortal who wanted to destroy the world, and who sought lightning in the sky as proof of her commitment of confidentiality, and there was unrelated lightning in the sky and the mortal warned her - 
- she'd prevent the end of the world.









Keltham+: Yeah, he kinda figured.

To him it seems an obvious attempt at resolving this, that while they are in this place halfway between mortal and god, while their causal-origin emotions are still in them and the respect of it, and also they can understand and use real decision theory, that they build the real structure of a logical correlation between them, based on reading each other's minds and constructing real models of the decisions that they'll make over and over to not betray each other.

He understands that something else might rise up inside her, once her own mind is no longer being read. But it will be something that knows decision theory, that knows that he was modeling how she might think even in that moment.

By the nature of a bargain like that, the later Carissa-become-goddess could only be bound if She believed (presumably accurately because goddess) that She really wouldn't have gotten a chance to save the world, if She'd made a different logical decision in the physical places it's multiply represented, in the future at Her later time of action, in the past within his accurate though necessarily abstract model of Her.

This in turn means that he has to be ready, now, to remove that future capacity from future-Carissa, if he makes a different prediction about Her.

...he hopes she is not incredibly upset about this. He wouldn't have to walk through it that way if her utility function said to be trustworthy even to things that haven't sufficiently accurately modeled Her own future decision to have introduced a logical counterfactual dependency on Her within the past (not just that the past happens to correctly guess Her decision, but that the past would have made a different guess if future-Her chose differently). No statueing nor any other deprivation of consciousness will be involved no matter what.









Carissa Sevar: She's not upset about that. She's harder to upset now anyways, but even the Carissa he first met wouldn't have been upset about that; using force to get what you want is not an upsetting move, not the kind of thing that stands in the way of further cooperation, as long as you're provoked to it predictably.









Keltham+: Some part of him is still surprised by hearing that, strangely. At this level of cognition he'd better only need to be surprised once, or he's asking for a refund on Golarion's whole concept of intelligence enhancement.

Let them go to it, then.









Iarwain:


(animated image)






12 - null action act ii: unact harder





lintamande: "The only thing necessary [...] is for good men to do nothing."
   -- Edmund Burke Abridged









Cheliax: Time: About a week later.

Place: The Imperial Palace in Egorian, capital of Cheliax.

[image: ]

This aerial view shows the side of the Palace that contains the Majestrix's quarters, including some rooms with windows and even the occasional exposed balcony.

All such are guarded by a permanent wall of force.

The surrounding aerial volume is patrolled by a species of keen-eyed flying devil with natural arcane sight and invisibility detection, lest anyone be so daring as to seek a glimpse of Abrogail Thrune in her nightgown, or maybe observe her in meeting and read her lips.

Forbiddance, wall of force, patrolling devils: these are the standard precautions taken in accordance with such security mindset as Cheliax has developed, pertaining to known and customary threats at their technology level, magical level, and accustomed levels of opposed intelligence.









Iarwain: Also in the air above Egorian is a Tiny Translucent Sphere. Even a keen-eyed and arcane-sightful devil has negligible probability of spotting it; the floating glass bead is small, clear, weakly magical, and not that close to the Imperial Palace.

(ai art)









Tiny Translucent Sphere: Let's take this moment in time to talk (as one often does) about IOUN stones.



IOUN stones look like simple floating colored shapes, unless you use Detect Magic on them, in which case they look insanely complex and maybe even paradoxical.

The spellforms they maintain behave like continuous spell-like abilities of living magical creatures, like something alive is maintaining a spellform that couldn't be held together by any static shape or cycle of magical forces, only by an organism that perceives and reacts.

IOUN stones circle above their wielder's head through any amount of gymnastics, and dodge blows as if they were alive; if you own more than one, they'll form themselves into pretty aerial patterns.

Outwardly they look like simple gems.

Inwardly they're filled with tiny three-dimensional magic-channels of surpassing complexity.



It's an obvious-to-Golarion-artificers hypothesis that IOUN stones are alive; and were (given known Azlanti habits) created by some horrifying sacrifice of intelligent lives and maybe even souls. That the tiny intricate channels are there, not to maintain the outer spellform, but to imprison the essence of some living thing that does maintain it.

And yet no known divination shows any hint of necromancy about IOUN stones: no life, no soul.

It's a slightly-less-obvious hypothesis that some mysterious quality of animation or sapience was transferred into IOUN stones, extracted from an animal or a soul the way that the potency of spellsilver can be burned into things that are not spellsilver.

An awful number of awful experiments have failed to make any progress on this hypothesis either.

Not being stupid, plenty of wizards have thought of the possibility that both obvious hypotheses are just plain wrong.

Maybe there's some kind of living-magic effect that you could create with those intricate magical channels? and that is what navigates the IOUN stone's flight and maintains its spellform?

Nobody's ever made progress on figuring out this hypothesized Living Magic either, as might be the key to many different rumored aspects of Azlanti artifice. Given the vast intricacy of IOUN stones, it doesn't look like an overwhelmingly promising thing to figure out by poking around. Every artificer whose thinking gets that far dreams of finding the earlier prototype of an IOUN stone: something which (on this general class of hypothesis) maintains some much simpler form of Living Magic that you actually could understand, and maybe then you could decode the more complicated spellforms.



Carissa and her ex are not the only beings with INT 29 ever to examine ancient Azlanti IOUN stones.

They are, however, the first ones to do so already having some idea of what a 'low-tech computer' might look like. And the first ones to do so having built their own Magical Simulator of Magical Physics, which gives them (a) actual experience in magical analog signal processing, and (b) the ability to simulate unseen magical interactions in some detail.









Tiny Translucent Sphere: To be clear, the Tiny Translucent Sphere is very barely an IOUN stone. It does not fly around its wielder through all combat circumstances, but only floats in a single place relative to the (rotating) planet. The only spell effect it maintains is a special weaker case of Prestidigitation. It could not restore itself after a Dispel.

You couldn't say it was reverse-engineered from an Azlanti IOUN stone, so much as re-engineered from scratch after looking at the partially decodable surface features of an IOUN stone for very loose inspiration. Maybe the best metaphor would be somebody designing an Analytical Engine from scratch, after staring at a computer built from vacuum tubes and managing to decode key abstract concepts but not the actual software.

- and yet, in the final analysis it's fair to say that Carissa Sevar went and made a literal fucking IOUN stone, the first one to be made since Azlant fell.

Many artificers over many centuries have regarded this as the dangling ultimate capstone achievement of mortal magecraft, short of the differently-unreachable realms of artifacts. But once you've actually built your first IOUN stone, you can see that it's really just a baby's first step into an unimaginably vaster realm: The space of Azlanti artifice is just the space of 'all other magic items', once you move past the realm of statically constructed magic items and into those that cast a sense-compute-motor loop to model and maintain a dynamic spellform.









literal fucking IOUN stone: The spellform of the Tiny Translucent Sphere could be analogized to a stripped-down Prestidigitation, receiving small-dimensional input commands from a simulated wizard.

First, the Tiny Translucent Sphere maintains approximately the same station, relative to the Palace in Egorian or rather the rotating form of Golarion; it resists lesser wind currents over its quite small surface area, maintained by Prestidigitation's pound of force.

Second, when activated by a light pressure of magic cast through a scry, the Tiny Translucent Sphere changes the refractive index of light in a lens-shaped volume nearby. Further light pressures of magic through the scry will rotate and shift that refractive lens.

Finally, the Tiny Translucent Sphere - this part took no additional effort at all - has a magical signature that is unique across Golarion and a number of neighboring planes.

Which is to say: The Tiny Translucent Sphere acts as a combination scry anchor and telescope for purposes of scanning across the side of the Imperial Palace containing Abrogail Thrune's quarters, with windows and balconies shielded by a permanent wall of force. You could use the IOUN Stone of Peeping to verify her presence, read lips if you focused closely enough and were sufficiently good at reading lips, maybe even get a glimpse of her walking around in a nightgown. Whether you wanted to do that, of course, would depend on your utility function, and your purposes, and your plans.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn now walks those same halls, decorated in what another place would call 'doompunk', appointed in gold and crimson more than red and black, with traces of Imperial purple never permitted to overshadow Hell's colors. The ignorant commoners of Cheliax are sometimes reassured "It's not that Cheliax serves Hell; rather it's Hell that serves Cheliax" but this is a lie and everyone of sense knows better. Hell is far greater than Cheliax, and for a great Power to serve a lesser one is contrary to the Chelish state religion.

Aspexia Rugatonn is heading for a meeting with Abrogail Thrune, pondering, as she walks, the best way to share certain major recent news: a surprise from the distant Chaotic Evil land of Wanshou. It could be seen as hopeful news, is the problem. One of the few aspects of trope-reasoning that Aspexia is confident she's understood, is the notion that a hope once spoken aloud in front of a viewpoint character cannot come to pass, or at least not come to pass exactly as it's spoken. Some of Keltham's spellsilver plans worked as he intended, but that was only possible because of the Conspiracy; things were not really going well for him by his current lights.

(Aspexia Rugatonn has, of course, considered the possibility that she herself is a viewpoint character; considered it, and discarded it. Her thoughts simply are not as dramatic as the thoughts of the trope-girls like Abrogail; and the story has not so far seemed interested in tormenting her the way it torments Abrogail.)









Abrogail Thrune II: In a chamber on that side of the Palace sits Queen Abrogail II, contemplating a recent report of her own; though at present she is just looking up from that report to gaze upon the Grand High Priestress of Asmodeus, whose attendance upon herself Abrogail has demanded.

(ai art)

[image: ]

Abrogail is not even striking a pose, here, this is just her resting queen face.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You said you had news of Keltham?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "So I infer."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I continue to imagine that such news was supposed to come to me, before you; not the other way around."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That would require you to understand what you're seeing. You have not the Cunning to understand or even notice Keltham's handiwork, or Sevar's for that matter. Your underlings even less."









Aspexia Rugatonn: The quality of their interactions has been strained, of late; but if you don't know how to take that in stride, in Cheliax, you are not long for politics in the country.

"Tell me of it, then."









Abrogail Thrune II: "That discussion may consume some time. We should dispense with shorter matters before then, if you've any small reports to make or little questions to ask of me."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "As you will, then."

"I'm concerned with how you remain un-assassinated."









Abrogail Thrune II: "People have been saying that about me for a while."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Be serious. I'm worried that Keltham hasn't killed you yet. He has not much time left to do that before your child quickens with soul. It's possible Keltham hasn't figured things out at all. But with you staying so much in the Palace, he may not have had an easy chance to -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "If I leave the Palace under unusual conditions, if I make myself an easy and predictable target for temporary assassination, Keltham may deduce exactly what I'm doing and why! Asmodia was your own pet; did you learn nothing from her?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: Her voice is a bit dry. "I am not sure I so trust all this complicated reasoning, that I wouldn't give Keltham a shot at killing you some easy way. Instead of prompting him to, perhaps, crater all Egorian for it. We should not neglect the ordinary form of the game while we chase this - absurdly elaborated one."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I suppose I could stage some affair that leaves me exposed at a predictable place and time. Whereupon Keltham, if he is truly Wished and headbanded up to INT 29, will deduce exactly what I'm doing and why, and maybe even that you were the one stupid enough to order me to do it. Would that make you happy?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Perhaps. I will think on it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "How goes your training of the would-be Keepers of Asmodeus, as holds you back from so much other valuable work in time of approaching war, on only the word of a Chaotic god? Are there any hopes vague enough to be told me?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: She frowns. "Vague enough?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "If it's mysterious to me and not too hopeful, if the audience wouldn't know what you're talking about, that shouldn't prevent things from going mostly as you plan."



(Abrogail Thrune is not aware of how her own desperation to know - to be back in the loop on things - to be told anything, or for that matter given some hope of regaining her story-relevance and pride - is skewing this judgment.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Matters with the Keepers of Asmodeus go about as well as could be expected." It would lack dignity if Aspexia Rugatonn cackled evilly; she hasn't done that since she stopped adventuring and went into administration. Also, of course, she'd never show that much emotion in front of Abrogail; and also also it'd probably be too much hope to give her.

Matters with the Keepers of Asmodeus are going at least as well as could possibly have been expected. Only the shadow of Cayden Cailean's involvement, that He somehow expects to benefit from this alongside Asmodeus, would hold Aspexia back from breaking into full-scale maniacal laughter if she were in private.









Abrogail Thrune II: "You can probably go slightly less vague than that. Are Asmodeus's Keepers all sixth-circles? Has one reached eighth-circle? Are they a significant-enough military force to matter?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: 
"Asmodeus has granted all of them His second circle, which is as much and more than any sane person would have hoped for. All who've reached the second circle of wizardry are now training in mystic theurgy beside."

Which is another thing that Aspexia would laugh about maniacally under better circumstances. Who would have thought that Intelligence, properly trained, could become a Wisdom bonus, to make for Asmodeus a cadre of wizard-priests? Her eventual successor may have power enough to go toe-to-toe with Nefreti Clepati without two eighth-circles backing her up about it.

"But," Aspexia continues, "if twenty second-circles, of whom fourteen are training as bare-apprentice mystic theurges, are a military key to victory - the path is hidden from my sight." Even if ALL TWENTY OF THEM would choose Hell over Elysium.









Abrogail Thrune II: "You're almost smiling."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You would almost smile too, in my position. I've gotten them started on intrigues and backstabbing each other for pride of position, the stronger bending the weaker to their uses, and they are scrupulous about never doing so in a way that inhibits their group productivity." Aspexia Rugatonn doesn't know why all this teaching matters, but it's so satisfying that she's not doing much questioning of Snack Service's claim that it does.

"Any good news from Korva Tallandria, that wasn't so good it had to be kept from you?"









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail now deeply regrets having ever entangled herself with that woman, as now chains Abrogail to her management. Abrogail had meant Korva to run the program for injuring Keltham with his asked-but-unwanted 144 children, but Korva's desperately-concealed revulsion at the thought was such that Abrogail doubted the tropes of forcing Korva to do what had been meant as a gift to her of satisfying revenge...

And as later attempts soon proved, Korva Tallandria seemed to be made desperately unhappy - Korva didn't voice it, of course, but it was unconcealable in her thoughts - by almost any possible task that Abrogail presented for her consideration.

Abrogail's actual conclusion is that Korva is the walking emotional disaster that Keltham thought she was, that he in fact correctly identified her trope; and that Korva will remain an emotional disaster until Keltham somehow wins her back over, and fucks it out of her or beats it out of her or whatever he is supposed to do.

"Tallandria guesses that at her present rate of progress on diamond chemistry, she might in the best case be able to produce her first specks of diamond dust in another month or two, and greatly scale the process around a month after," Abrogail answers. Every task Abrogail suggested had just made the jilted trope-girl tie herself into a tighter knot of unhappiness and self-hate, until finally Abrogail had left Korva to her own choice of tasks; and that had been what she'd picked, even before the news out of the City of Brass. "Tallandria's alchemical investigation says that diamond is primarily a crystal of Element-6, the key ingredient of coal, possibly adulterated with some further element or quality that her spectroscopes can't detect yet. If there is no hidden ingredient to it, she expects that the right use of heat and pressure should be able to form purified Element-6 into diamond, given that it seems to form naturally in the ground to be mined and what Keltham said of such 'geological' processes; but she guesses the synthesis results will come out as diamond dust and forming large pure crystals will prove much harder."

"Tallandria is skeptical of Keltham's maybe-capability to mate smaller diamonds into large ones. She guesses that without knowing the exact crystal structure, Keltham shouldn't be able to Prestidigitation-alchemize two diamonds into one larger diamond, no matter how cleanly-cut their matched surfaces or if he's able to work within a vacuum. It didn't happen naturally when Tallandria tried it, nor when she attempted obvious blind manipulations of 'potential energy surfaces'. Tallandria remembers, and transcripts agree, that Keltham at INT 18 said he couldn't think of any simple way to find crystal structures without advanced technology out of Civilization, specifically generators for ultra-tiny light particles and very fine detectors for those."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia doesn't bother to comment anything along the lines of 'Unlimited diamond dust for Permanencies seems enough to win this whole war', whether Cheliax obtained it first or Osirion did; this is obvious to both of them, along with the fact that they shouldn't take a few extra months to wait.

"It seems some evidence against the image of Keltham's apparent doings reported by Hell out of the City of Brass, I suppose, and the image of his purchase orders for smaller diamonds in Golarion. I'm not Asmodia to say how much evidence in numbers."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's the sort of thing that a smarter Keltham would enjoy bluffing us about; that seems more than probable. The probability that he could actually do it - Tallandria thought she'd have put 5% on it, if the question hadn't immediately made her think it more probable."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I do presume you've instructed Tallandria that if she does have some unexpected breakthrough, she is to conceal it from you and report it first through Church channels?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Naturally," Abrogail says with considerable bitterness, all carried by the word itself rather than any slippage of tone.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And the status of the rest of Project Lawful?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Doing no better or worse than I expected. No great breakthroughs in chemistry since last you asked; no new information of Keltham's stolen from the Scientific Revolution beyond what we've spied already."

"Meritxell, Yaisa, and Gregoria, are all being maintained in a state that should fall well short of Keltham needing to rescue them. Tallandria seems unalterably miserable; I've had her research section moved somewhere that Keltham seizing her wouldn't do as much damage."

"Maillol is not recovered, and will probably not recover fully, but I'm keeping him in best condition to be held as negotiating-material against Sevar, whom I read as possibly caring about him. Likewise those Security besides Olegario who were most loyal to her; and that useless fool whom Sevar rescued from my dungeons. We are not instructed by our Lord to hold no hostages against Sevar; and she earlier stated that the Lawful Evil form of 'decision-theory' should concede it no threat if you're the sort of person who'd enjoy wrecking somebody that Sevar cared about, but might refrain from doing so if paid."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Careful. That seems perilously close to stating a hopeful plan aloud; in fact I would say that you've gone and said it."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail's lips press together thinly, but she makes no reply to this. "Any news of Pilar Pineda that I'm permitted to know about, since that, too, is now apparently being routed through your offices? It can be good news so long as it's sufficiently enigmatic and confusing, remember."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I expect many of the reports I'm receiving are false. Either that, or Pineda has gotten herself into an amount of salacious trouble that I would have sincerely thought required time dilation."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It's probably that second one."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If they're all true, Pineda has gotten herself into way more salacious trouble than I expected even taking into account that she's a trope-girl."









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'm sure people end up saying that in 'eroLARPs' all the time. Are there any new major political implications of Pineda's deeds, that I should know in order to do my job as Queen?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Pineda was spotted in Wanshou. In other news, the elder kraken who ruled that land has perished, and Wanshou's new government has declared themselves Lawful Evil now, with a state flag depicting a great city amid flames. Quite the remarkable decision for a land claimed for the last century by Chaotic Evil, though they declare themselves strictly independent of Cheliax if not Hell."









Aspexia Rugatonn: The words are no lie, but they are very finely sliced. It's the sort of thing that the Queen genuinely needs to know about, that Wanshou has been claimed in the name of Hell; that's going to affect her affairs of state.

Aspexia wants to try and see if it's possible to keep from Abrogail the news that Pilar's involvement was merely her self-prophesied kidnapping, in a scandal leading to the downfall of half of the Wanshou government's ministers...

...almost immediately after those ministers had been appointed...

...by Carissa Sevar. Who had come to Wanshou's small mortal government amid their ruined capital Numijaan, presenting herself in Archmagi's Robes, with IOUN stones orbiting her head; claiming that she in single combat slew their former ruler Zhanagorr; whose vast eyeball, scorched and ruined, she cast down before them as a proof; and proclaiming that She now claimed their country in the name of Hell, to be ruled by and for Her cult; and that any within Wanshou who reached at least Neutral Evil from Chaotic Evil, and did Her service in life and called Her name in death, would have their souls claimed by Her. Exactly one former governing-slave of Zhanagorr did challenge Sevar, but he died upon the spot and without Sevar having turned her head in his direction.

Sevar worked upon a gate of ruined Numijaan that had faced Zhanagorr's waters, setting in place prepared ornaments but enchanting the whole; a gate, she said, to sear the exact words of her compact with Asmodeus onto the skin of any who walked through; and none could join her government or lead in her cult who had not walked through.

Sevar then departed without fanfare, her appearance having lasted less than an hour.

'If Teleports were free', as the saying goes, quite a lot of Lawful Evil people would already be in Wanshou, Rugatonn doesn't doubt. As it stands, an impressive number of Lawful Evil indivduals who can afford Teleports have appeared in Wanshou; and some of those were appointed by Sevar to be its new government answerable to herself as sovereign, in the name of Hell.



...Only half of those ministers, however, had political careers that survived Pilar Pineda's advent shortly after: posing as a Sevarist, young, beautiful, seemingly innocent, exuding timid submissiveness and frightened sexuality. Witnesses interviewed by a Church agent afterward reported a level of seductive appeal more often associated with literal succubi than with Splendour 21.

That Pilar was promptly kidnapped and abused by some of the new government leaders is not what caused the downfall of the ministers responsible - Wanshou's new government is Evil. Rather, apparently, those ministers were inept kidnappers and got in each other's way rather than sharing, which proved them to be bad at coordination and operations work. Pilar, it is said, revealed her true identity as She-Who-Bears-Cake and told all her kidnappers to resign; and threatened the remaining ministers that if they didn't do better at Lawful Evil, she'd come back and get kidnapped again.

Some of the disgraced ministers hesitated to obey (the story continued) but in that very moment a roar had resounded as the capital was attacked by one of Zhanagorr's spawn; whom Pilar slew, and then provided condiments for its roasting and distribution to the citizenry. The disgraced ministers had obediently resigned, then, after Pilar returned and eyed them meaningfully while hefting a bag of salt.

All this news should basically not be possible to keep from Abrogail, unless the tropes can prevent Abrogail from hearing, somehow. Aspexia is curious to see if they do.









Abrogail Thrune II: "How nice of you to fucking tell me, Rugatonn. That's going to be so much fun to navigate in international relations, especially on the swift heels of Pineda's doings in Korvosa. I suppose we're invading Osirion anyways, and that takes us past the point where Cheliax can present itself to even the most gullible countries as not being an expansionist threat. But it would have been nice if the more distant lands had deluded themselves for longer into thinking that only our immediate neighbors stood in danger."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I told you not that long after I heard."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail's lips press together bitterly; that it's deliberate doesn't make it any less her true emotion. "I cannot rule like this, Rugatonn! I can hardly think like it! It is stifling to the point that I might as well be a statue myself, for all the good I can do!"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You know," Aspexia remarks conversationally, "I have never been able to understand, on some deep level, why it is that mortals - other than myself, of course - find themselves compelled to think so many harmful thoughts, as will bring them injury or discontent. I just don't think thoughts like that, haven't my whole life. I've never truly understood why others don't do the same. You are not Wiser than me, but you are Wiser than I was when I was twelve years old and doing better than this. Have you tried to just not think those thoughts, and also not feel stifled about not thinking them?"









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen does not dignify this with a response. "Those were all the lesser questions I had of you."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And I of you. Now what's this news you said you had of Keltham, that should have proceeded through the Church before it came to the Queen?"









Abrogail Thrune II: The Queen lifts the sheaf of papers in her hand. "I pray this report about the recent Whisperwood incident was routed to you literally at all?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Matters of the Dark Tapestry are reported to my office immediately, yes."

"- you believe Keltham was involved in that? To what end? Stranger things happen daily in Golarion, and we can hardly attribute them all to Keltham's hand."









Abrogail Thrune II: Her voice is a pleasant one, now; and in truth a little of Abrogail's injured pride has been restored. "You, and your underlings, are all idiots. I will summarize this report, in case the general trend has been lost within the details."

"One. A mad cleric, posthumously identified as Vediss Halurexis, kidnapped a Chelish farming village and brought them to the Pillar of Palamia in our northwestern Whisperwood. The sacrifices were bound and enshrouded in darkness and silence, but one among their number was a tiefling of devil's line who could see through deeper darkness; hence, supposedly, our apparently accidental reception of this report."

"Two. Vediss Halurexis shattered the Pillar of Palamia, previously thought to be a monument to some unknown god, with a great explosion of flames whose description does not particularly match any known spell signature. The idiots who produced this report failed to consider that chemistry might be a means of producing this explosion. I have commanded Project Lawful to examine the Whisperwood site, to see if they can detect any useful residues that can hint to us about how we could make our own great explosions."

"Three. A huge horror from the Dark Tapestry bubbles up from the ground: a great ooze, forming and reforming hands and teeth and faces, and mouths presumably gibbering blasphemies that were silenced."

"Four. Before the gathered villagers can be sacrificed, an as-yet-unidentified person in the uniform of Chelish Security appears. The apparent Security approaches Vediss Halurexis without attacking. Halurexis attacks with a quickened spell once the mage is near. Halurexis's head explodes."

"Five. The gathered sacrificial villagers hear a male voice informing them that rescue has arrived but they will wait in protective darkness and silence for a time, as there are heretical affairs going on outside."

"Six. The strange mage flies above the horror from the Dark Tapestry and engages in several inscrutable activities. They included casting flashes of light and trying to drop animal sacrifices onto the horror in different numbers and groups. Our apparent witness thinks he remembers seeing early on one flash, one flash, two flashes, three flashes, five flashes, and a similar pattern appearing among the animal sacrifices dropped down. Does that pattern signify any particular Dark Tapestry eldritchness to you?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Not that I've been told of. I'll inquire of Gorthoklek."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Mm. I suppose it's possible you might be telling the truth about that. In any case."

"Seven. The mage eventually gives up on whatever ritual or bargaining he was trying to perform, if that's even what was happening, and spends nearly an hour casting an incredible variety of different attack magics on our Dark Tapestry horror, using items and scrolls for it, increasing in their magnitude and spell-circle over time. The Dark Tapestry horror writhes and throws its bubbling self about, probably screams unheard in voices that would drive mortals mad, is little damaged by the spells and regenerates the damage swiftly."

"Eight. The mage finally destroys the Dark Tapestry horror with another vast explosion. Still guised as a Chelish Security, he unblinds and frees the gathered sacrifices, informs them that the day's events will no doubt be classified a secret of Cheliax, and commands them to go home and say nothing of this. He throws down some silver and a few gold coins, saying that he's not troubling himself to distribute it but he does expect all there will receive and keep a payment for silence; and states that the consequences of running their mouths will be left to their imagination."

"Nine. The next day, our single witness tiefling heads into the nearest town and reports."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I suppose I see the connection to Keltham's chemical secrets, now that you've pointed it out, in the form of great explosions that a tiefling villager's description couldn't identify as spellwork. I still don't see what purpose Keltham would have in -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "If we believe our tiefling subject's eyes - then who the fuck else would have access to that quantity of scrolls and magic items and would use them to run inscrutable experiments on a horror out of the Dark Tapestry?"

"And if we don't believe his eyes, only Keltham would think of casting that illusion or falsifying that memory."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia doesn't, quite, think in that way herself. It isn't really a compliment to notice that Abrogail Thrune seems able to put herself in those shoes. "I see."

"And - do you know the purpose of all that?"









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune laughs. It's high and bitter, it might perhaps, be tinged with a touch of madness, if her Splendour permitted any such thing to enter her voice, which it doesn't.

"Oh, I know what we're meant to think. The same way we were meant to think that Keltham has a means for aggregating lesser diamonds into greater ones. Unless of course that simply is what Keltham was about, in the City of Brass, and he didn't bother to conceal it from us because he thinks there's nothing we can do."

"Things out of the Dark Tapestry cause fear. They cause horror. Even a very prepared mind will still feel that fear, it is said; you must find fighters and wizards with high Wisdom to gather about you and conclude the fight quickly lest they all go mad. Who fights a horror like that for an hour, casting spells of increasing power, when they evidently have the means about themselves to kill it more quickly? Why?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: It takes Aspexia a moment to get that, and then her eyes widen very slightly yet visibly, so vast is her dismay.

For wizards and sorcerers to deliberately put themselves in a situation that outwardly seems painful and scary, but is ultimately safe, in order to increase their power - does not in fact work. Otherwise everyone would do it. Abrogail Thrune staked her life when she went to Hell, forfeit if she could not reach at least the fifth circle of sorcery, so that she would be frightened enough despite having deliberately put herself into that situation.

As for putting yourself under sufficient stress via exposing yourself to a powerful horror from the Dark Tapestry; well, the obvious reason why not everyone does that, is that you would go insane.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I quote from the Project Lawful transcripts: 'Civilization would cheat. They'd figure out exactly what mental state somebody had to be in to absorb extra magic like Carissa did during her date with Abrogail, and then some sixth-rank Keepers would go into that exact mental state on purpose because they could just do that, and very very quickly Civilization would have its own powerful wizards.' End quote. He told us, back when he was more naive, exactly how a person like him thinks about the problem of only being a first-circle wizard, showed how much disdain he had for the thought of his Civilization needing to earn power the hard way. Put yourself under the right kind of stress, into the right mental state, and channel sufficient magic from enough items and scrolls; that's how he thinks of it, and all our lifelong struggles a meaningless ritual we go through because we're dumber than he is. Is he now fifth-circle, to match his rival and lover Carissa? Ninth-circle, with Sevar finding her own way of it? Who the fuck knows?"

"Or."

"Of course."

"That's all just what he wants us to think."









Aspexia Rugatonn: The thought occurs to Aspexia that perhaps Keltham tried his clever idea, spending increasing amounts of money on casting from more powerful scrolls, but by the time he was done he was, say, only second-circle and starting to go permanently insane despite his alien disciplines; so he slaughtered the horror and went on his way.

It even matches Aspexia's understanding of tropes - it would be humorous (she does understand humor, especially cruel humor) if Keltham went to all that work, maybe did himself some permanent damage, in order to gain one caster-circle he could as well have gained from harder longer study. And a fine joke if Abrogail then became unduly terrified of him too.

Aspexia doesn't say it out loud; it's a hopeful thought, so it must be kept from anyone who might be a viewpoint character.

Or on the other side of things - also an overly hopeful thought - maybe Abrogail remains unassassinated because Keltham has already gained greater interests than Cheliax; maybe greater than all Creation, if the tropes operate on scales larger than that.

Maybe the story's ending, from Golarion's perspective, is that Keltham simply pursues his own inscrutable purposes from now on, in a way that leaves world politics untouched? It would be a beautiful blow to Abrogail's mighty pride, if Keltham's pride deemed her beneath its own notice. Maybe he has reached the ninth-circle indeed, now, and the report was accidental from his perspective, and none of it is about Abrogail in the slightest because she isn't that important.

To Aspexia, at least, it seems like this would be a nicely dramatically resonant 'ending' to the story, which really does give her some substantial hope for it being true. If Keltham is in some sense smarter than just INT 29 implies, he may be so intelligent as to be, in an odd way, harmless to Asmodeus's plans for Golarion, having outgrown the mortal concerns that once led him to meddle.

"Is there anything you believe we ought to be doing about it, if you're right?" Aspexia says aloud.









Abrogail Thrune II: "If he's now fifth-circle? It makes no difference I can understand. I can't see the plot which depends on Keltham being fifth-circle in his own right rather than using scrolls or hirelings. If he's gone over to the upper end of ninth-circle magic, and can cast Wishes in his own right from an unlimited supply of diamonds? Then our planned assault on Osirion, which approaches by the day, is doomed even if Keltham would not destroy all Cheliax to halt it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "It's a hopeful thought and so I wouldn't usually speak it to you, but you can't have missed that Keltham might have arranged that play intending you would conclude that -"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Fool. Keltham would know that, did I find myself deciding to stay my invasion for reasons traceable to information Keltham might have chosen to give me, I'd question if that decision might have been intended; and not actually stay my hand from Osirion, without first, for example, asking Keltham to demonstrate his ninth-circle power. If he was actually ninth-circle and wanted me to not invade, he could do it that way directly; only hinting at it implies his actual weakness."

"Therefore he is not doing it for hopes that I'll refrain from invasion, for if I found myself refraining from invasion on that account, I'd thereby know he'd planted the information to that end; and so, since I will not refrain from invasion, I go back to wondering if he is in fact ninth-circle, or if he planned my receipt of the information and it is meant to accomplish something else."

"You lack talent at using Cunning, Rugatonn, for all that your headgear grants you a little more than you were born with."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "My Wisdom whispers to me that such intricate reasoning seems risky. I sometimes reason as if gods can predict our choices, since often they can; but when I reason so, I reason in fewer steps."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It would not be reliable thinking if we were trying to ravel anyone else but Keltham or perhaps now also Sevar. They might miss some step of that reasoning that I have reasoned they would use. But Keltham has grown up in an entire society that makes legend and custom of games like these; he will not miss any step of the reasoning, and therefore my reasoning over his reasoning is reliable. And he knows that I will not miss it, for he taught that subject explicitly and he knows I have read his transcripts. There is no consistent story where Keltham tries to scare me off from invasion, for he knows that, in the moment of my deciding not to invade, I would thereby know that had been the purpose of his bluff. So whatever is going on, it is not that."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Perhaps he's doing it to drive you mad with worry and make you less useful to Cheliax, since that seems to be the result being achieved." Or maybe Keltham is tormenting Abrogail for his own sadistic amusement, in preparation for returning to claim her as vengeance-bride and torture-doll; he's intelligent enough by now to have thrown off the chains that dath ilan lays upon its peasantry. But this yet again is a hopeful thought and should not be spoken aloud before Abrogail.









Abrogail Thrune II: "That presumes there's something I would figure out, of danger to him, if I'm not given other things to worry about."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Isn't that a hopeful thought?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Not for these purposes, no. It sets up a mystery whose answer the audience hasn't heard yet."

"- this situation is not tenable, Rugatonn. You may be wise, but you are not smart enough, to ravel these puzzles in my place."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And you're not smart enough either, and less Wise than I. We will keep the command structure as it is."









Abrogail Thrune II: "It is ultimately my decision."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "So it is; and I've just informed you of which decision is the correct one."









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail doesn't give her the satisfaction of snarling. "This is madness. Cheliax cannot possibly win like this, with its greatest mind cowering inside a prison cell with imaginary bars. Better that I should take all the knowledge and decisions back into my own hands, and trust that the tropes will reward a real fight more than these pathetic attempts to manipulate them."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You tried your hand at tropery, calling on them to witness your tryst with Sevar; and that went miserably, to all our costs. You were given your one chance at this way of thinking, and you failed it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "And you are succeeding?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: So far as Aspexia knows, Cheliax has had no further disasters brought on by hubris, which is really a lot of what Wisdom buys you in life, she feels.

"That's a foolish question to ask out loud. What do you expect the tropes to do to me, if I go and answer yes?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "I am beginning to fear that you are too ignorant to recognize whatever stupid disasters you are blundering into, that I am not being told about! You heard the report of the Whisperwood Incident and didn't recognize Keltham's hand, or his purpose, or his person! You haven't figured out that it was Sevar and not Pineda who slew Zhanagorr and claimed Wanshou for Hell!"









Aspexia Rugatonn: (Well, that answers that, at least.)

It hasn't been lost on the Most High that Abrogail's been put to unusual-to-her travail this last month, not free to pursue her usual plans and plots and whims; forced instead to wait on a child growing in her belly and Keltham's possible destruction of Cheliax, while Carissa Sevar's doings and Aspexia's own paltry plottings are kept from her.

Aspexia is, for a fact, starting to worry that the Queen may be going mad of it, being permitted little or no important action.

As the Grand High Priestess of Asmodeus, it falls to her to deliver solace in such situations.

"Is this truly all it takes to drive you unstable?" Aspexia says acerbically, letting some of her real contempt creep into her voice. "One month, living as a literal queen in fine palace, only you have to contend with a few unfamiliar uncertainties and aren't allowed to meddle as you feel like it?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Don't fucking patronize me, Aspexia. I'm not a child in need of some motherly cruelty. The aspect of this situation that is giving me difficulty isn't the lack of action, it's trying to play the game against fucking Keltham, who I suspect of falling barely short of a Dark Tapestry horror himself in terms of his effects on others' sanity. Sevar's doings at least make sense. This report of Keltham - is it a record of a true event that reached us accidentally, or sped along only by tropes? Is it a report that Keltham permitted and intended to reach us? I can't analyze the plot just by comprehending its obvious effect if I believed it, because Keltham hails from a world of over-intelligent madlings where my imagination of that intended effect would just be the first layer of his own intended plot. Calculate the consequences of that? He expects me to do that too! And I can't guess how many layers deep he'll think I'll go! He's from a world that plunges their children into false realities to toughen them!"

"There must be, there must be some Law to govern it, but Sevar is lost, Asmodia is lost, Avaricia and Meritxell and Shilira are not trope-touched and haven't the skill, Tallandria has twisted herself into a knot that's fucking useless for any plots more diabolical than diamond chemistry, Gorthoklek won't give me any useful answers unless I ask exactly the right question, and you are fucking useless because for all your vaunted dealings with divinities you seem to have no concept of what it means to fight someone, fight something, that -"









dath ilan: The math that Abrogail Thrune lacks is not actually all that complicated; it's just the notion of a mixed strategy in an adversarial equilibrium.

Once you've fixed a probability distribution over your adversary's probabilistic models of you, there's some mixed strategy that brings maximum expected dismay to all the probable people your adversary might be, given (your beliefs about) how they're unsure of what the reality is, and unsure of how many layers deep you might go, correctly modeling that you'd randomize in choosing layer depth in order to make the problem as hard as possible for (their beliefs about your beliefs about) their intelligence to solve. Just answering "one level higher than you" only works if you can predict them perfectly, and also they can't predict themselves.

Once you phrase it that way, it's obvious that any deterministic rule would make things too easy for the adversary, if they correctly guessed that you'd reason that determined way. And conversely, once you realize there mustn't be a deterministic rule for determining the number of layers in a deception, the notion of a mixed strategy follows quickly.

Really, when you put it that way, it makes you wonder why Abrogail Thrune herself did not work it out. She is not less Cunning, as measured by Detect Thoughts and raw Intelligence, than those mathematicians who first worked out the notion of randomized fixpoint strategies of adversarial games, somewhere in dath ilan's buried history. So why didn't Abrogail Thrune solve it herself?









dath ilan: Let's take this moment in time to talk (as one often does) about the notion of conflict between entities of asymmetrical intelligence.

Such conflicts are a surpassing theme of dath ilani literature, usually with the smarter entity starting out with the worse position in resources, and having to overcome that through wit that the other side failed to anticipate.

And because there are buried warnings in that same literature, it's emphasized also that the conflicts between humans of shared culture are only a small special case; what matters more than disparities in time-local thinkoomph are disparities in cumulated thinkoomph.



When you get into a contest of intelligence with one of your contemporaries, it's really two tips of one iceberg that are fighting each other: you and they are each the inheritor of a roughly equally vast body of ancestral thought and literature, and then they did a little bit more thinking of their own on top of that. Even if you're exploring some entirely new territory to your shared culture, you'll be coming in with similar concepts of math, science, how broadly and basically to think. (At least, that's how it is in dath ilan where people wouldn't just not learn probability theory, or the litanies of known heuristics and their exploits; there, most people do start out with a common broad base of basic knowledge. Dath ilan, in the course of making sure that everyone gets all the boosts they can, does tend to eliminate that source of variance in advantage.)

Abrogail Thrune wearing the Crown of Infernal Majesty is decently smart as an individual. She didn't invent the notion of mixed-strategy equilibria in layered reflective deceptions from scratch, or solve for that equilibrium, because it's surprisingly hard to invent that sort of thing if you have literally zero hints; literally surprising in the sense that people would be surprised by it. (Most dath ilani would be shocked out of their heavily technologized shoes to learn how late in their history probability theory was invented, far after the dawn of agriculture, and even after the dawn of gambling as turned out to have motivated the question.)

Nex and Geb had each INT 30 by the end of their mutual war. They didn't solve the puzzle of Azlant's IOUN stones... partially because they did not find and prioritize enough diamonds to also gain Wisdom 27. And partially because there is more to thinkoomph than Intelligence and Wisdom and Splendour, such as Golarion's spells readily do enhance; there is a spark to inventing notions like probability theory or computation or logical decision theory from scratch, that is not directly measured by Detect Thoughts nor by tests of legible ability at using existing math. (Keltham has slightly above-average intelligence for dath ilan, reflectivity well below average, and an ordinary amount of that spark.)

But most of all, Nex and Geb didn't solve IOUN stones because they didn't come from a culture that had already developed digital computation and analog signal processing. Or on an even deeper level - because those concepts can't really be that hard at INT 30, even if your WIS is much lower and you are missing some sparks - they didn't come from a culture which said that inventing things like that is what the Very Smart People are supposed to do with their lives, nor that Very Smart People are supposed to recheck what their society told them were the most important problems to solve.

Nex and Geb came from a culture which said that incredibly smart wizards were supposed to become all-powerful and conquer their rivals; and invent new signature spells that would be named after them forever after; and build mighty wizard-towers, and raise armies, and stabilize impressively large demiplanes; and fight minor gods, and surpass them; and not, particularly, question society's priorities for wizards. Nobody ever told Nex or Geb that it was their responsibility to be smarter than the society they grew up in, or use their intelligence better than common wisdom said to use it. They were not prompted to look in the direction of analog signal processing; and, more importantly in the end, were not prompted to meta-look around for better directions to look, or taught any eld-honed art of meta-looking.

So Nex and Geb weren't really, in the end, that much smarter than their societies; not least, because that society and its cumulated thinkoomph didn't tell them to try to be any smarter than their society.









dath ilan: The real cautionary warnings in dath ilani literature, then, are woven into stories of meetings between humans and aliens, not conflicts between one human and another. Aliens with a culture a thousand times as old. Aliens from a chronologically younger species but that think faster. The real disparities in cumulated thinkoomph would appear in meetings like that.

You can imagine (and dath ilani authors have) an individual alien so smart that it doesn't need to learn about standard openings and ploys in Go (a game that exists in many places), it doesn't need to come from a culture that plays Go, it can just play out possible games in its head for a few hours and be superior to every human player at the end.

You can tell stories about how, if you yourself have higher thinkoomph individually than your opponent, but your opponent comes from a society of greater cognitive depth, you could perhaps try to move your conflict to some new territory that your enemy's society knows not; and beat them on conflict-grounds of fluid intelligence, having moved out of crystallized known facts.

Conversely (the stories go in dath ilan), if you are facing a terrifyingly smart opponent who is but for the moment more ignorant than you, you had better be ready to try to fight them on grounds that you know better, and defeat them very quickly before they can learn from experience much faster than you would learn from it.

There can be stories about how one side has greater depth of cumulated thinkoomph, and fluid thinkoomph not inferior to yours - minds of the same level but with better technology including mental technology - but the side with better technology is outnumbered and ill-resourced.

There can be stories about fighting aliens that have greater cumulated thinkoomph and greater resources and equal fluid thinkoomph, and your one advantage is surprise; you have time to prepare with your lesser resources, and you can choose your battleground, but you must make all your moves without alerting them, and once you strike you must win very quickly.









dath ilan: As for a story where the opposition has greater fluid thinkoomph and a far greater depth of cumulated deep-thinkoomph and has had time to acquire roughly equal resources and holds the advantage of surprise - well, what would be the literary point?

It wouldn't even make a good sad story about a desperate doomed battle. If the truly smarter agency has had time to think and prepare and plan, it's not going to battle you at all. It's not going to attack you through any channel you've thought of, unless your knowledge of that vulnerability still leaves you helpless to defend it. The smarter agency is not interested in fighting you if that can be avoided. It would rather just win, in a way that doesn't make a good story.

If you get a chance to fight - if you get a chance to act - the alien is doing it wrong. There does come a point of wisdom beyond which an agent does stop doing it wrong; or at least, stops doing it wrong in ways that sufficiently smaller agents can understand in advance as wrong. If there's extrauniversal forces that want things to be dramatic (dath ilani authors, for example), they'll have to content themselves with picking a dramatically suitable moment for the instant win to occur, or maybe focus on the aftermath (if there is one) - at least if they want their stories to be taken seriously by the Very Serious literary critics.

And if you had to derive a single cautionary message from all that dath ilani literature, about what-if you end up in the position of opposing an agency of greater current and cumulative thinkoomph - and you do not have the advantage of surprise - and you do not have greater resources - that message would be -









Tiny Translucent Sphere: A short time ago, Abrogail Thrune was observed in the presence of Aspexia Rugatonn.









Iarwain: Some swift final preparations were set into motion.









Iarwain: They are now completed.









Iarwain: At some distance from the Imperial Palace, a hovering rocket ignites, very quickly accelerating towards nearly the speed of sound. It's harder to keep a projectile stable over the speed of sound; and by the time it nears the Imperial Palace, it will already be moving faster than the reflexes of anything that could stop it.









Abrogail Thrune II: 
"- is -"









Iarwain: No mortal hand could guide the rocket precisely enough, to the point where it's now been targeted, given the turbulence of the rocket's wake and the way that tiny errors would amplify. So the fine steering is being done by an analog magical processor inspired by the navigators on Azlanti IOUN stones, as hinted at by a more cumulated civilization's concept of a "guided missile".

The rocket approaches the wall of force guarding the palace, and a Disintegrate already in the process of going off completes at just the right time and destroys the wall of force.









Abrogail Thrune II: 
"- smarter -"









Iarwain: The rocket crashes through a window at nearly the speed of sound; at nearly the same instant, a Dispel completes on a half-ton of low-quality high explosive previously under the effect of a Shrink Item spell; at nearly the same instant, that explosive detonates even as it expands back to normal size.

This explosion has been targeted to launch the Crown of Infernal Majesty out of the Imperial Palace into the air over Egorian. Not on an exact precalculated trajectory, you can't do that with explosions at this magitech level; but the vector between the Crown and the center of detonation has rendered it predictably the case that the Crown will get launched in a known rough direction. A certain person has just Teleported into Egorian to watch from that direction, ready to spot the magical signature of the fast-moving major artifact and move to grab it after.

Abrogail Thrune and Aspexia Rugatonn have impressive resistances and saves and protective magic items, none of which mattered any more than the Palace's security precautions mattered. A half-ton of explosive going off in the same room isn't a combat attack, it's just you being dead.









dath ilan: 


- don't.









Abrogail Thrune II:


(ai art)









Abrogail Thrune II:









Abrogail Thrune II: It's not her first time dying, not her first time waking in Hell in company of the devil who holds her soul as custodian for Asmodeus. But along with everything else it means that the Crown of Infernal Majesty has been abruptly removed from her; it's that, more than the shock of being dead, that she struggles to recover from, in that moment of surprise.


(And because of that, she doesn't think, fast enough, to think all of the things that she could have thought -)









lintamande: Those devils that deal at all with mortals in their tedious unpolished form are not held in particularly high regard among devils; mortals are, after all, paving stones in expectation and mostly in practice, and those torments and betrayals that can be visited on stronger and more interesting beings are more sophisticated, more impressive, all-around better, than those routine, boring, and limited torments that can be attempted on the recently-dead without destroying any hope of further use from them.

There is another reason why such devils are held in less regard, and it's that they have to pretend the mortals are interesting and important and impressive, at least a little bit, to lure those mortals into signing their souls away, to give those mortals a tiny fragment of a line with which to trick themselves into believing they matter. They can call the mortals worthless worms, of course, but they have to do it in a tone that concedes that this great devil is here, after all, treating with them. Mortals love that.



Abrogail Thrune II is generally to get a warm welcome, on arriving in Hell, because her presence is likely temporary, and her loyalties need to be permanent. Abrogail Thrune II is certainly smart enough to know that the greeting she gets on arriving to Hell, with hope of resurrection, is nothing like the greeting she'll get when she falls to them forever. But still, she's a mortal, and like most of them she thinks she matters, and feeding that little delusion of hers is critical to not losing her entirely.



So the senior contract devil in possession of Abrogail Thrune's soulpauses in his conversationwhen Abrogail Thrune arrives, much as it galls him, and turns from the beings that actually matter to the disoriented shell of this mortal, and says, "well, well... I take it this one wasn't on your schedule?"

He's reading her mind, of course, in case she has the expectation she won't be resurrected and he can drop the farce, or in case she's in a mood where he can light her on fire and then claim later it was for her own good really.









Abrogail Thrune II: Her sorcery is not about her, a gaping hole in place of what is, at eighth circle, more a part of herself than her own hands -

- schedule. Devil talking to her. She's dead. Being dead... wasn't on her schedule? That doesn't sound right. Aspexia was just worried that she hadn't been assassinated -

Keltham.

Keltham killed her.

She doesn't even know how. Didn't feel it. She was in her own palace.

Clever boy, thinks the part of herself that, without a whole coherent mind in control of it, thinks such things, remembered condescension mixing with a touch of actual admiration.

But does that count as it being on her schedule?

"It's complicated," her mouth says regally.









lintamande: "Tedious mortal complicated, or is there something in your latest complications of interest to Hell? - actually, think of that but don't speak."

Someone's attempting to scry them. It is trivial enough for a devil to shut down a scry on his own person or his own slave, but not obvious he'd care to; perhaps these are Abrogail's allies, and serve Hell, and if not, well - Abrogail's enemies can see her in Hell, if they like, and if they look again next week and she hasn't been resurrected, what they see will be a great deal more fun.









Abrogail Thrune II: Interest to - Hell? Her life has been so enormously complicated that she doesn't know where to start (isn'tprioritizing in this scrambled state), with 6 INT missing from herself all the endless complications feel like a ruined tower collapsing down into a heap of stones. Her mind goes to the most-recent complications, possible layers of what Keltham could be trying to trick her into believing, about whether he leveled from his fight with a thing from the Dark Tapestry, about diamonds and the City of Brass (no, Hell already knows about that, Hell was first to inform Cheliax), she's not supposed to think about hopeful plans because then they can't come to pass the way she hoped them, only that - somehow seems much stupider, in her own stupid state, Aspexia can't be right about that, she suddenly feels -









lintamande: He takes her hand, then, and crushes it within his own until he can feel the bones break, but with his expression focused. "I am your custodian; you havebeen commanded to think."









Abrogail Thrune II: It helps.

But not instantly.

Seconds go on ticking while she focuses on the pain, lets it wash through her and remind her that she is failing to impress; one second, two seconds, half a round, her thoughts collect -

Aspexia Rugatonn was there, is she dead too, yes because the attack wouldn't have been timed like that otherwise, does Keltham have something planned to stop Aspexia's Resurrection and her own -

If all Keltham wanted was to see his child dead, she should be resurrected soon. Minutes, though, not rounds, because with both her and Aspexia dead, the protocol calls for resurrecting Rugatonn first. Not as a power struggle between Church and Crown - well, of course there's always a power struggle, but in this case it works out to a common-sense answer and a tiny flow of political capital - Aspexia can cast True Resurrection herself, if she happens to have it prepped, it might save a scroll -









Security: Let's take this moment in time to talk (as one often does) about the theory and practice of counterassassination security in Cheliax.

In Golarion generally, the vast majority of heads-of-state are defended primarily by custom, by inertia, by the country's sovereign not actually being important enough to be worth defending against the equivalent of one person with a distance-targetable projectile weapon. Security-through-nobody-actually-bothering-to-attack-you-all-that-hard-or-creatively is the most popular kind of security.

The Queen of Cheliax, Abrogail Thrune II, is one of the rareexceptions to this rule. From the standpoint of, say, the Church of Iomedae, Abrogail Thrune makes Golarion significantly worse just by existing, and if she stopped ruling Cheliax her replacement would probablynot be equally creative and dynamic. Iomedae's Church would pay alot of money to any creative person who managed to kill Abrogail Thrune in a way where she didn't come back; or, better yet, to anyone who could take the Crown of Infernal Majesty permanently off the board.

So Abrogail Thrune's personal security model centers around the presumption that the attacker's primary goals, and the primary negative outcomes that Cheliax wants to avoid, are:

1) Somebody taking Abrogail Thrune down in a way that True Resurrection, or at ultimate need Miracles and Wishes, cannot fix. Soul Bind, most obviously, and then getting away with the soul-gem. Just having a daemon-worshipper Maledict her to Abaddon would not suffice; if you are willing to pay enough you can Wish back a Maledicted soul. If the body was destroyed, you can Wish up another body first. You'd need to do that before her soul was eaten, but unless you are really dawdling about this there will likely be time. Similarly, to have a daemon consume Abrogail Thrune in the process of an assassination would require quite a lot of time during which Cheliax had not caught up with you. Still, it wouldn't do to let Abrogail Thrune - or her soul gem - get Teleported onto the front doorstep of the House of Oblivion.

2) Getting the Crown of Infernal Majesty permanently out of Cheliax's reach, presumably out of the reach of Hell and Asmodeus. This isn't going to be easy; Asmodeus can definitely see the Crown wherever it goes. Putting the Crown into a bag of holding and tossing the bag into a portable hole, which usually suffices to lose a thing forever in the far distant Astral Plane, is not nearly going to suffice here. But if you can get the Crown to Heaven - that might do it. Even if Asmodeus could pay Heaven to get it back, the payment would be huge enough that the injury to Evil would be vast; paladins would offer their souls for it; and in the aftermath Abrogail Thrune would no longer be Queen, or much of anything at all.

All of this points to a security model that centers on keeping Abrogail Thrune where she is rather thanalive. The Queen is not without her defenses, over and above the crazy levels of protection from the Crown of Infernal Majesty; but this is because while the Queen is alive she can better stay in one place, and defend her Crown and her soul. Defending the Queen's life isn't the point the same way. That's a Raise Dead issue, or at worst a True Resurrection, or at real worst a matter of Wish and Miracle. So long as she's not inside a gemstone.









Security: If the assassination is taking place outside the Palace, the threat model, then, is an attacker who has a plan for making off with a gem containing Abrogail Thrune's soul, or with the Crown of Infernal Majesty, or less likely kidnapping her living body.

The full details of Abrogail Thrune's security entourages outside the Palace would be lengthy; and, of course, heavily classified.

But aprimary element of her personal Security is that Abrogail Thrune's entourage will be decorated with Telepathic Bonds and Status spells. Someone on the other end of those will be in telepathic range of Gorthoklek, who will promptly Greater Teleport in - not to that exact location, as will obviously be Teleport Trapped by at least one side of the security game; Gorthoklek will Teleport in above and dive quickly.

(Abrogail Thrune does sometimes appear in a place without heavy Security - life would be less fun for her, otherwise - but when she does, she goes Mind Blanked and never ever lets it form anything resembling a predictable pattern. The one Competent Security on her personal guard invariably tears her hair out anyways.)









Security: Abrogail Thrune's counterassassination security model has also obviously considered an attack on the Queen inside her Palace's Forbiddance; there's just way too much weird shit in Golarion for it to be realistically possible to keep everyone out of a place.

The advantage to the attacker, in this case, will be that Abrogail Thrune will be less prepared than when she ventures outside, without a dozen protective spells that are too bothersome or too expensive to constantly redo. She also will not be able to immediately Dimension Door or Teleport away, because of the Palace's Forbiddance. Gorthoklek cannot immediately Greater Teleport to her side.

The attacker's primary disadvantage is the Forbiddance; and the security model assumes that the attacker's primary goal is getting outside of the Forbiddance, carrying a gem with the Queen's soul or her head still wearing the Crown (or both).

Permanentwalls of force are Very Expensive. One-timewalls of force, rather less. If the Queen's Status indicates that she is severely injured or dead while inside the Palace, multiple layered walls of force and several other complicated measures will spring up to enclose the Palace Forbiddance almost immediately. Other security measures are then invoked with the aim of sweeping the enclosed volume inside the countermeasures before they run out of time and come down; against an attacker determined to hide and ride out Cheliax's supply of temporary enclosures. (An attacker trying to hide probably has the Queen's soul gem; the Crown should be impossible to hide.)



Of course Security has not failed to consider the possibility of the Forbiddance itself being taken down, by a Dispel from Nefreti Clepati or a Mage's Disjunction. Could the attacker also have cast a Teleport Trap before then, in case Abrogail Thrune tries to just Teleport right out? If it was some other sovereign being targeted, then maybe, but a Teleport Trap allows both a Will save and Spell Resistance; an 8th-circle sorcerer wearing the Crown of Infernal Majesty is probably fine here.

Again the details of measure and countermeasure would be lengthy; but one very pragmatic countermeasure is that if the Palace Forbiddance goes down while the Queen is inside it, Gorthoklek teleports to her location and then scries for Aspexia Rugatonn.









Security: Wishnapping is a whole entire other class of threat. Almost nobody besidesAbrogail Thrune needs to worry about it. It's just too expensive.

If you are Abrogail Thrune, or somebody else worth well more than a hundred thousand gold pieces to kidnap, the first elementary precaution is to be Mind Blanked whenever you're out of a Forbiddance.

But as for a Mage's Disjunction or a Nefreti Clepati Dispel being levied on a Forbiddance, while you're inside it, and a Wish following immediately after -

Well, then, if you're Abrogail Thrune, you laugh. Involuntary Wish-movement allows both Will-saves and Spell Resistance, and Abrogail Thrune wearing the Crown has plenty of both. Even without the Crown an 8th-circle sorcerer still gets a heck of a Will save, and Abrogail Thrune's luxuriously spoiled aristocratic upbringing has granted her something of an extra-strong Will save on top of that. A circle of a hundred noble Efreet could all Wish for her to be moved, one after another, and Abrogail Thrune would not move did she choose to stay; the Efreet are not such mighty casters, after all, even if they have a strange affinity for Wishes. You'd have to render her unconscious outside a Forbiddance and take off her Crown, and if you can do either of those things, you can just take the Crown.









Security: With all that said, itisn't realistically possible to prevent anybody from ever killing the Queen. The primary pillar of security there is that resurrection is in fact a thing. For this reason did Abrogail and Aspexia believe that Keltham ought to not have too much trouble assassinating the Queen, so long as Abrogail occasionally appeared outside the Palace at a predictable place and time, no matter how much Security she brought with her and even if they were not instructed to leave gaps.



...Of course, then, another obvious thought is that you could first assassinate Abrogail Thrune in a very normal way, and then hire a Lawful Evil spellcaster to resurrect her; or even with some work and the right set of lies, get an Asmodean to cast True Resurrection from scroll, aimed at Abrogail Thrune while she was vulnerable in Hell.

To prevent Abrogail from giving her consent for resurrection unwittingly - or her asking the devil who holds custody of her soul to do the same - there's an obvious sort of setup that involves a Greater Scry spell and a Message through that scry (as can be enacted much more swiftly than Sending), containing a password telling Abrogail that the upcoming resurrection is an authorized one, and naming a randomized exact number of rounds before that resurrection.



Depending on how badly things got fucked up when the Queen died, and especially if Aspexia Rugatonn is also dead or if there's an ongoing Security penetration, their True Resurrections may take place within the sort of tiny unambitious demiplane that isn't too insanely expensive to stabilize with a Permanency.

That resurrection isn't the priority, though, thepriority is securing the Crown of Infernal Majesty - and oh there's all sorts of complications involved in Abrogail Thrune trying to prevent anybody else from putting on the Crown during that process! Especially if they happen to have maybe executed a compact with Asmodeus, or if they're a Thrune; or maybe a Thrune in disguise who's secretly executed a compact...

The only reason why that resurrection shouldhappen shortly, if nothing has gone wrong, is that the resurrection process doesn't depend on the Crown-securing process. The rez can proceed in parallel as soon as the process for trying to get Aspexia Rugatonn to do it fails, and the find-Rugatonn process is on a sharp time-bound.









Abrogail Thrune II: - but if all Keltham wanted was to still his child - he would not have tried, probably succeeded, in killing Rugatonn at the same time. That's - Abrogail doesn't see it yet, the reason, but there must have been a plan -

A flash of disoriented horror and dismay, would Keltham take the Crown - to cast into Heaven, or wear himself - no that's madness, it would have been Carissa, obviously Carissa, surely Carissa, as the motive power, she'd never let the Crown be thrown into Heaven like garbage. If, with Abrogail dead, Carissa compacted of Asmodeus can lay her own hands upon the Crown of Infernal Majesty - then Carissa wins, obviously, if she can prove her continuing Asmodean loyalties to the Most High beyond all doubt, and has strength enough to force skeptical eighth-circle wizards to kneel to her. And otherwise there will be a horrific mess -









lintamande: None of this is very interesting, if you are a devil; mortals can have their mortal power struggles. He dismisses the scry with an irritated flick of his tail; whether it is Abrogail's allies or her enemies, they've seen enough, and squeezes her hand further as it seems to be salutary so far. "You may speak aloud," he says. Sometimes mortals can think more clearly that way.









Abrogail Thrune II: And then suddenly, Abrogail Thrune is somewhere else!









Iarwain: Wishes don't obey all the usual rules for resurrections, which is why they can beat Maledictions and in some cases temporarily infernal contracts (if the contracted didn't die of old age).

But Wishes do get Will saves, if they try to resurrect you without consent. Even in death, some pissant Efreeti cannot just yank Abrogail Thrune back to life against her will.

And a petitioner in the afterlife who does not consent might also be assisted by the authority of that plane in resisting. Usually would be, if that plane wants to keep that petitioner. Hell can't go around Wishing its enemies out of Heaven for funsies, or vice versa.









Iarwain: But there were three Wishes remaining, of fifteen Wishes bought with a soul; and if you are a damned petitioner making a Will save against a pit fiend, the usual rule is that the pit fiend wins.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune is currently looking up at an expressionless pit fiend towering over her!

And alive!









Keltham+: And Greater Cursed.









Abrogail Thrune II: He can't just do that!! Abrogail gets a Will save! She should've gotten a Will save!

And why can't she move - why can't she cast - why does her mind suddenly have this awful hollow empty feeling where her drive, her core, should be, to call down flame and ice -









Iarwain: The procedure for revival via Wish, if you need to beat some unusual impediment to resurrection using a tremendous amount of money, involves using one Wish to recreate the body and a second Wish to revive it. (Though the first Wish, in this case, could just be carried out in the City of Brass, before going to Hell for the second.)

Thinking about it, this implies a phase of the process where a lifeless Abrogail Thrune body is just lying there all vulnerable-like.

Before revival her lifeless body was bound in fetching-looking chains of magical steel, and also this new body comes pre-equipped with the following magic items:



Amulet of Held Person: Casts Hold Person on the wearer. Prerequisites:Hold Person, Bestow Curse, Craft Wondrous Item.

Crown of Splendourlessness: -12 to Splendour, as if subjected to Greater Bestow Curse. Prerequisites:Greater Bestow Curse, Craft Wondrous Item.

Tiny Sword of Will Save Failure: -10 to all Will saves. Prerequisites:Greater Bestow Curse, Craft Magical Arms and Armor.


(Note: Missing prerequisites can be bypassed with an increase in crafting DC that is beneath INT 29 Carissa Sevar's dignity to acknowledge in any way.)









Keltham+: Keltham, who does not seem to be bothering to speak to her paralyzed form - nor to the pit fiend - unceremoniously picks her up with obviously augmented Strength; slings her over his shoulder; and hauls her quickly out of the iron room, exiting from there to what's clearly Avernus, the first layer of Hell. His moves are Hasted, not in the fashion of somebody who fears the consequence otherwise, just someone who doesn't want to waste time.









Abrogail Thrune II: It is hard to think, in this state. She was fifteen years old the last time anyone trained her to operate with Intelligence, or Wisdom, or Splendour cursed; and then Abrogail was not cursed this terribly. It is the sort of training that she just did notdare keep up later in life, it would make her just too vulnerable.

Feeling impressed, feeling scared, those are both emotions she should not let herself feel without deciding about it, but there they are and it is much harder than usual to grind down everything that ought not be part of Abrogail Thrune.

Her mind does manage to make the connection, once it sorts out the bodily feeling that she's already wearing a cursed amulet and cursed crown, that Carissa Sevar must be working with Keltham on this or at least fulfilling magic item orders for him. Abrogail's mind, looking around for anything allowable to think, decides that this means the Crown wouldn't just be given to Heaven; Sevar wouldn't allow it.









Keltham+: He passes through a Gate that opens for him, into what looks like an unfamiliar demiplane; speaks a password, crosses a marked boundary.









Abrogail Thrune II: She can't move. Can't cast. Can barely think.



When she looked forward to playing the game of thrones against Carissa, or maybe against a Lawful Evil Keltham someday, she did think it would be later; and that she would get a chance to make a move, in the game, rather than getting no chance to act at all.

(Her mind does not let itself think any thoughts like 'lost the game' or 'not queen of Cheliax anymore'. There are all kinds of ways that she could still end up being Queen after this.)

(There's no thoughts like that, but an awful sinking pit in her stomach; for Abrogail Thrune hasn't Splendour enough to cast one cantrip, now.)









Keltham+: He casts a second Greater Curse upon her, from scroll, and then a third; duplicating with those Curses the effect of the cursed magic items already on her.

And then a fourth and final Greater Curse, one that would seem nonstandard even to Aspexia Rugatonn; whose purpose Abrogail Thrune simply cannot read, in the gestures he is making to tell the Curse what it should be; casting it over a longer period than ordinary even with gestures Hasted.









Abrogail Thrune II: She would protest, say something, persuade him somehow, maybe ask the seductively frightened question 'What are you doing to me?', if she could speak and had Splendour.



If this doesn't end well, it's all Aspexia's fault for insisting that Abrogail wait paralyzed and frightened in her palace instead of playing the game like a sane person.









Keltham+: Keltham lays that final curse upon her, as she lies helpless to resist.

He then moves out of her field of vision, leaving her bound and paralyzed upon the flat surface of what appears to be a gray-lighted simple demiplane; though to be sure, in Abrogail's state, she could not see through an illusion maybe even of an ordinary wizard, and never mind one cast from INT 29.









Abrogail Thrune II: She could not feel herself failing her Will save, cannot tell what the curse is doing to her, she feels no more stupid or crippled than before.

But even with 6 less INT than usual, even with an utterly crippling 18 less Splendour than usual, Abrogail Thrune is not hollowed-out enough not to wonder why they're leaving her conscious at all, nor fail to question whether she's actually unattended -









Iarwain: TheHold Person from the Amulet wears off, though she's still chained.









Abrogail Thrune II: Okay haha no she's not stupid enough not to think that they'd hold her in such disregard as to leave her conscious and unparalyzed just to show Hellish contempt; it'd be an unnecessary risk.









Abrogail Thrune II: ...Detect Thoughts. They've left her alone to see if she thinks anything interesting once she thinks she's alone.









Abrogail Thrune II: She has 6 less WIS than usual and her core is hollow and empty; if anything that almost saves her, that her INT is collapsed along with her WIS, and that there's so much more internal suffering to distract her. Her mind literally fails to prioritize all the things that she'd least want Keltham and Carissa to know, just like she had trouble prioritizing for her custodian devil any thoughts like 'this might just be the first stage of Keltham's plan'.

Well, what shouldn't she be thinking, right now -









Abrogail Thrune II: She absolutely shouldn't be thinkingthat question. Obviously.









Abrogail Thrune II: Ha. If she was Carissa, she'd already be thinking exactly the thoughts that would be advantageous for her captors to observe her thinking -









Abrogail Thrune II: Okay THAT was not a smart thought to think while Carissa was possibly reading her mind and maybe being reminded of some things to possibly get angry about.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail Thrune humbly acknowledges that Carissa Sevar is much better at this important life skill, which Abrogail, in her spoilation, has not had due chance to practice after she took the throne.









Abrogail Thrune II: Standard advice about beating Detect Thoughts - during that transient pleasant interlude while your captors haven't yet gotten around to torturing you until your will is broken, or also cursing you with -12 WIS so you have a four-year-old's self-control - is that you find something to think about, rather than not think about. It's fine if it's something horribly fascinating. And in the back of your mind, you have something else tonot think about which is notas ruinous - Abrogail's passwords, maybe, such as a would-be Queen might need - actually she does not want to share that with Carissa either.

That time she noticed that some part of herself was glad that Carissa was having fun.

There's a thing to try not to think about.

Or tropes - not thinking of any hopes where the audience might watch her thoughts - she has some practice in not thinking that. So she can carefully not think any tropey hopes, even while trying to focus her actual thoughts - on -

The two times she's had sex with Carissa? Would that make Keltham jealous, or aroused, or angry, would he take revenge on her in - in a useful way, in a way that means she wins - no she shouldn't think that, itdecreases the chance that Keltham -

How strange, she actually does not want him doing that to her, breaking her pride as a woman, not even if it's useful. She would have thought that it would be a more sexual thought than that, to her, being wholly overcome by a man. Maybe it's the aching hole in her Splendour, that it takes stronger feelings to be that more interesting Abrogail.

Well. If she really would hate it, that definitely increases the chance he'll bother to humiliate her, if the boy has gained any manhood at all.

Romance novel tropes -

Surely she cannot be taken, subdued, conquered, this easily, this cannot be the end for her, just like this, it lacks drama -

(That's a hopeful thought, Aspexia has forbidden her to think those -)

No! No it's safe to think that. It's a vague hope - and Keltham or Carissa or both are reading her mind, and nowtheir character viewpoints matter - if she thinks 'it can't end for me with this little drama' and they believe it's the end for her based on their specific plans and this is true, that doesn't fly as drama.

Something unexpected would happen fromtheir standpoint,something would shake up the story -









Abrogail Thrune II: She waits, then, her body tense, now that she can move any muscle at all.









Iarwain: Obviously and as any sane person would expect, nothing happens.









Abrogail Thrune II: When her lungs start to hurt, she realizes she was unconsciously holding her breath and lets it out.









Pit Fiend: There's a rumbling cold chuckle, and then a pit fiend - the same pit fiend who was leaning over her before, as you can recognize if you've had enough dealings with devils - leans over Abrogail once more, and picks her up much as Keltham did, though with far greater Strength.



...it is possible, it is imaginable, that the lesser Carissa Sevar within Dis might have failed to negotiate any explicit compact-term along the lines of 'When I use my Gate back, the pit fiends are not allowed to follow me, invisibly or otherwise.' It is not the sort of thing you'd imagine a pit fiend to bother doing, if it wasn't an effortless cruel-prank to play while you were right there. Or the lesser Carissa might imaginably have thought - especially if she feared her own true loyalties - that a faithful subject of Asmodeus ought not want to impede a pit fiend, if something mattered that much to Hell's third tier of nobility.

Hell does like its little games, you could say, especially when it comes to granting Wishes that are the least bit interesting.









Abrogail Thrune II: HAHAHA YES SHE DID IT, SHE FINALLY DID IT, SHE DID A TROPE

no that's definitely a bad thought,that'shope, now what terrible thing happens to her as a result of thinking that, also whyisshe worth a pit fiend's trouble to rescue -

Abrogail knows the answer almost as soon as she thinks the question. This isn't about her.









Pit Fiend: The pit fiend turns to where Keltham now stands visible, rumbles in Taldane, "Where is the Crown of Infernal Majesty?" It doesn't add any threats, possibly because threats are a superfluous part of speech when the sentence is spoken by a pit fiend.









Keltham+: Keltham replies to it in Infernal with unchanging expression. "You stand on territory governed by compact recorded by the erinyes Lrilatha, between Keltham of Elsewhere, and Asmodeus the Prince of Hell, and Otolmens the Preserver of Creation."

He is holding up a sheet of parchment inscribed with ornate Infernal letters. Abrogail can hardly crane her neck to see it, and she is no longer smart enough to memorize the contents at a glance if she could.









Pit Fiend: "I am forbidden to take from this place what is yours," the pit fiend's voice replies in that same language. "What you win from mortals and devils may be yours, but this sold itself to Asmodeus, and is Asmodeus's. I so rule."









Keltham+: "This is a matter between myself and two gods, and neither I nor They designate you as arbiter in how Asmodeus's part governs you."









Pit Fiend: The pit fiend's voice deepens; there is a tangible power to it, when it speaks. "And yet I am taking this back to Hell, and that is reality, and there is no meaning for you in considering any other possibility."









Keltham+: "Then perhaps I shall leave this place, and tell Lrilatha why, so that Asmodeus can explain to Otolmens how and by who Their ongoing compact with me was broken, asI judge it."









Pit Fiend: "Where is the Crown of Infernal Majesty?"









Keltham+: "In a safe place. I, who was cleric of Abadar, had meant to offer that Crown to Hell at a fair price; to that price I will add the return of what you now take, and a penalty."









Pit Fiend: "The price of disrespect will be extracted from you in due time." The pit fiend with its power strong about it pulls the cursed crown from Abrogail's head, the magic yielding without visible effort to it; pulls the cursed amulet from over her neck without damaging it, strips the chains from her and also the tiny sword woven into her hair; and drops them upon the ground. "Here is all that is yours."









Keltham+: "Placing her where she could be retrieved by me, after a ruling by an agreed arbiter, would guard against Asmodeus being irrevocably foresworn to the god who guards all Creation."









Pit Fiend: The pit fiend does not dignify this with an answer, but turns and strides out of the Forbiddance Abrogail was brought inside, to the edge of the demiplane.

There's the sensation of the pit fiendplane shifting, thenplane shifting again, followed by the sensation of an ordinary Teleport.









Abrogail Thrune II: Abrogail does not know where in Dis she has been brought, but it is easily recognized as a fortress of Dis to anyone who has traveled there.

The pit fiend hands her over to a lesser devil that guards the gate, of that fortress; if there are instructions spoken they are conveyed telepathically and not for mortal ears to hear.


...this isprobably,still, on net, a good thing; the pit in her stomach has fallen only half as deep, now. She doesn't know what Keltham wanted of her, and he might be able to buy a disgraced Queen with the Crown; she is not escaped from his grasp, if she matters to some plan of his. But whatever is to follow, Hell has much more of an interest in Abrogail Thrune still being Queen of Cheliax when it's over. They'll extract a price in pain, for her failure; but pain is something she knows how to bear, even if it can't be borne, you just go on.









Infernal Fortress: She is carried swiftly and uncaringly through places of flame. When her living form chokes once too often on the air, despite a fire resistance she was given early on, she's hauled aside to some unfamiliar higher devil who bothers to lay a more comprehensive protection on her.









Abrogail Thrune II: She wishes that someone would undo the curses on her. She does not ask it aloud; this is Hell.

There - cannot have been a way that this is all part of some other plan by Keltham and Carissa, can it - the mysterious fourth curse laid on her - maybe she's set to explodecurses should really not be able to do that and Keltham has no reason to so offend Hell.

The thought that the pit fiendactually violated a compact, by taking her, thatthis could be Keltham's plan,is mulled for only a few moments before being rejected as utterly impossible. Mortals may make mistakes like that; greater devils whose actions reflect fully on Asmodeus simply would not make that mistake.


It's only as she's thrown into what seems to be her final destination, a slave's holding cell of that fortress, where a mortal could live for a time if for some strange reason they were not being killed, that the thought finally occurs to her: Discern Location remains a thing in Golarion, Mind Blanks are expensive, and fighting Gorthoklek is risky. If the goal is to take Abrogail Thrune out of the game for a time - then arranging for her to be held in Hell, while Keltham seeks an arbitration, could be superior to placing her somewhere that you'd have to pay to defend from Hell.

...if that's all Keltham is doing, it will be good news, so she had best not hope it. She wishes, in fact, that she had never thought of that plan, so that it could have come to her as an ironical surprise. But her thoughts are less controlled, now, and now it is too late.



She needs her Wisdom back, and her Intelligence, and enough Splendour that her mindstops fucking whining. If any devils nearby are reading her thoughts and are annoyed about all this fucking whining, Abrogail understands if she gets hurt about it, but the whining will only actually stop when somebodydispels these curses. She is possibly the leading expert in Creation about whether you can quickly and easily hurt low-Splendour mortals for whining inside their minds, in a way that makes their minds stop whining, without just completely breaking them, and the answer to this is no. Obviously she'll have to be hurt too, for whining, you can't get out of hurting by needing special treatment instead; but she doesn't want her mind doing this either, and her own best judgment is that the mortal's mind will keep whining until somebody dispels the low-Splendour curse and then presumably hurts her for requiring special treatment like that.









lintamande: The horned guard at the door turns, irritably, after a bit of this, and says, "that, done by Hell, is an intervention in Golarion should you return to it, which Hell cares not to pay for; get a grip on yourself, or don't."









Abrogail Thrune II: She tries, and doesn't particularly succeed about it, with Splendour too low to cast a sorcerer's cantrip. She hates herself and knows that this too is probably annoying the devil. It would be nice if Abrogail was one of those relatively more tolerable people who do stop mentally whining when they're hurt, but she's not, Abrogail is the sort to never whine in the first place because she accepts it as her place to overcome adversity or die, and everything that makes her that Abrogail has been crippled by losing 18 Splendour her mind is fucking doing it again.









lintamande: The horned creature, without even any visible irritation, says to another "it needn't be conscious", and then there's an excruciating stab of some long, needled claw, and then darkness.









lintamande: ....and then, elsewhere, a more luxurious elsewhere with screaming faces writhing at her from the floor, with both her custodian and a different senior devil present, there is consciousness again.









Abrogail Thrune II: She realizes within moments, taking stock of herself, that she's at +4 INT and +4 WIS relative to her pre-Crown baseline, the recognizable feeling of the standard spells or some minor infernal variant of them. There's a thin headband on her skull that's likely giving her +6 Splendour back out of -12 cursed and -6 Crown-lost. She could cast lesser sorceries like this, if not Teleport. Knocking her unconscious didn't exactly give her the equivalent of a good night's sleep, and her body feels stiff in a way suggestive of having been left in a heap for longer than one night, empty in a way that suggests hunger magically fed.

The senior devil is a Bdellavritra, a three-headed worm that by reputation is intelligent, wise, charismatic, and excels at cruelly manipulative schemes. With some lesser part of her wit restored, it takes little time for Abrogail to deduce that this meeting must concern Keltham. Also somebody's thrown a black cloak around her, which implies that either Cheliax or Keltham might see her; no devil would care.

"I'm functional," Abrogail reports briefly, and awaits requests or explanations. She has lost far too much pride already before Hell.









lintamande: And the devil gestures, and with the gesture takes down an illusion concealing a scrying mirror, a very nice one. "Your testimony on some matter is required, and my oath as to what your testimony is."









Abrogail Thrune II: At +4 INT and +4 WIS, Abrogail Thrune would probably figure out which matter, given a minute, if she were just given one minute to think.

She's not told in advance what she's to be questioned about? So somebody can see her reactions, so she doesn't have time to invent a story, according to negotiated conditions? But even at this little Splendour she can control herself. Does that imply that it's just her testimony to be transmitted and not her thoughts? How would that end up relevant to a bid by Keltham to have her returned to him?

"Required under what authority?" she says, making her voice and expression empty, for at this Splendour she will not essay an active deception. "Few compacts with Keltham were signed by me or in my name; and my compact with Asmodeus does not require me to obey all Hell's orders so long as I serve Him well through Cheliax." Will it violate an oath if she lies?









lintamande: "If I command you to answer, answer." Implicit, of course, is that one would answer truthfully only if that were commanded.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I'll obey."









lintamande: Then they'll put through the Greater Scry.









Keltham+: Keltham appears within the mirror, glances at the apparent camera location, and casts from scroll a Greater Scry of his own. His eyes within the mirror focus then on the two devils, and don't particularly seem to see Abrogail - not in the fashion of ignoring her, but in the fashion of Abrogail not being visible to his scry at all.

"Is the living mortal Abrogail Thrune II, who was born to that name and compacted with the god Asmodeus and once signed a compact with myself, present nearby and ready imminently to be interrogated by you, in accordance with that agreement made between myself and Hell one hour and thirteen minutes earlier in the mortal realm?"

...there's only stars and blackness visible behind him, in the mirror, in the scry radius around him; and there's something wrong with those stars, they are too many and too bright in the blackness for him to be standing silhouetted against ordinary night.









lintamande: "Yes," says the devil, bored.









Abrogail Thrune II: With enough INT and WIS she sees those too-bright stars and makes the connection, where Keltham must be, what must be below him, and her heart almost stops; she knows then, she knows the question which Keltham is going to ask of Hell, and why he expects that Hell might answer, and she knows he'll demand they read her thoughts and swear to it -









Keltham+: "I plan to ascend to godhood shortly, and expect to succeed about that plan. I am checking whether there exists a mess in the mortal realm that I need to clean up first."

"If the matter I speak of is not resolved to me with surety, I will use knowledge out of Elsewhere to utterly destroy the entire territory of Cheliax, as my default action in ignorance; as I would have done simply to be sure, had there been no way whatsoever to confirm the matter from Abrogail Thrune or Hell. You are now being offered an opportunity for an outcome which is not that."

"The blood of dath ilan is adept at finding creative paths to destruction, in a way not fully captured by measurement spells for Intelligence and Wisdom and Splendour. If anyone has stolen children from me, they will when grown present some additional danger to the continued existence of Golarion and perhaps larger regions than that."

"I suspected Cheliax of having stolen children from me by way of substitution plots of Abrogail Thrune, Willa Shilira, and Jacint Subirachs, all of whom I have already slain. I am concerned that perhaps more children than that have been stolen from me."

"If Asmodeus's instructions sent by vision to Ferrer Maillol, not to take hostages against me, have been obeyed diligently rather than cleverly and dancing around the edges, those instructions interpreted generously should have covered that contingency, for any child of mine permitted to be ensouled might be hostage against me. I have taken Maillol and read his thoughts under interrogation and confirmed that this would be in the uncertain edges of Asmodeus's instructions; more hopefully, from my perspective, he recalls no such question being asked of him, as any sensible person would surely have done. However he also recalls his mind being read by Carissa, and I cannot rule out the event that he was asked this question and then had his memory erased about it. Nor, for that matter, can I rule out that Abrogail was enough of an idiot to not ask him, or to dance around the edges of Asmodeus's instructions, as she certainly did with respect to many other potential hostages that she claimed were not really hostages."

"I therefore ask you to read the mind of Abrogail Thrune and confirm to me that I have no children of Cheliax remaining and known to her nor in the least bit suspected by her, now that she, Willa, and Jacint have been killed. Or, if there were other children stolen of me, I would have Hell and Cheliax swear satisfactory oaths to see all pregnancies ended swiftly before they can be ensouled. I will pay for costs incurred there, as a salve to Hell's pride, though it would be greatly in your interest to do so even if I paid nothing."

"I will see this matter on an oath-assured path toward satisfactory resolution, or else burn all Cheliax to ash, before this scry ends." Keltham holds up a lesser mirror to the scry-node, angling it so that it shows the land of Cheliax far far below him, upon the curve of Golarion where it floats in space.









Abrogail Thrune II: no no no no no NO NO NO NO









lintamande: "If we are inclined to give you this assurance, we will do so before this scry ends," the devil says, and turns to Abrogail, looking, now, substantially less bored. "Have you assurances of interest to this Keltham, your majesty?" The title is, of course, mockery; they weren't using it when they thought shewasthe Queen of a powerful and capable Cheliax.









Abrogail Thrune II: "I have not -"









Keltham+: "I am unassured by her words and only satisfied by what you swear in Asmodeus's name were her thoughts."









Abrogail Thrune II: Her thoughts? She tries to bend them, of course she does, she has never given Keltham any children other than the one she held within herself, now slain by him before it could be ensouled -

(Scattered his children wide, priestesses and wizards and noblewomen; a few where not even Church or Crown knew where to find them, peasant women taken anonymously and returned anonymously and told to keep silence, and some of those beyond Cheliax's borders -)









lintamande: "Do the means exist to identify all those in Cheliax, or all those in any specific duchy of it; or who would that question be asked, if not you."









Abrogail Thrune II: Yes, of course, they kept records -

(But not complete records, for they wished to ensure that the story would be irrevocably a tragedy according to dath ilani tropes, so that having ensured a dath-ilan-unhappy ending they could then work further to make it the specific kind of dath-ilan-unhappy they wanted; they tried to make it impossible for Keltham to retrieve all his children no matter how hard he tried, impossible even for Cheliax to retrieve them, leaving no pathway or possible twist of the story by which it would all have a dath-ilan-happy ending after all -)









lintamande: "Who kept the records?"









Abrogail Thrune II: The task was delegated to a fifth-circle of Asmodeus by herself and Aspexia; records would be within the Palace Forbiddance in Egorian, probably in a section that deals in secret project records.

(nothing written down or recorded about the extra babies, they weren't that stupid)



(doesn't think about how Aspexia Rugatonn thought it was fine, because there are no excuses, no defenses, but there sure is a pre-thought about how that is a defense she's not trying to offer Hell)









lintamande: Then the devil will state to Keltham, that Abrogail has thought of a secret project, for which records are contained within the palace in Egorian, and that Hell will accept Keltham's payment for their trouble in pursuing every woman in those records, and ensuring that his children never come to be.









Keltham+: "You did not swear that Abrogail Thrune expected there to be no child of my blood unknown to me, that is not recorded in those records."

"You did not swear that these were her thoughts that she thought to be true, rather than thoughts that she thought deliberately."

"You did not swear that she had no other thoughts that negated those you described to me."

"Unless you have far better cards in your hand than those, you do not have the option-resources to trick me about this. That wouldn't have worked on an INT 29 four-year-old. The deception you tried was one that I'd visualized in toto as a possibility before I contacted Hell to open negotiations; it corresponds to a class of scenarios where I have some children in those records and some unrecorded children."

"Is there another set of records to trace those other children? Unwritten memories of them? Near-deterministic procedures that could be re-run to reproduce trajectories from a small set of possibilities? I wouldliketo not destroy Cheliax, here. What exactly has Cheliax done, and is there any way it could be salvaged if we all cooperate? Even if you cannot think of one, perhaps I can."









lintamande: "There are some children not in the records, and some of them outside of Cheliax entirely. You will have to destroy all of Golarion, if this is how you are so moved to act. Hell will gladly receive them; people often repent, in their old age, so calamity is not often our enemy."









Keltham+: Keltham's face doesn't change expression. "If I destroy Cheliax, some people go to Hell today, fewer people go to Hell later, my later dealings with Asmodeus are more fraught, and I'd need to delay to do something about the Worldwound once Cheliax can't help fight it and the Worldwound isn't needed to occupy Cheliax. I've already had this argument with Carissa Sevar and she's smarter than you and has more complete information."

"My function for whether it's worth destroying Cheliax to destroy some number of unrecorded children there, given that I have a second number of untraceable children outside it, is a complicated one. Tell me those two numbers straight. Tell me the complete details on what Abrogail Thrune has done, in case I can think of a solution not apparent to the devils containing this negotiating-information."









lintamande: Then the devil will turn to Abrogail, and ask these numbers.









Abrogail Thrune II: She, herself does not know the exact numbers; unreported is unreported. Based on - the broad orders she gave, the resources she assigned - there should be around five times as many children within Cheliax as without; and the fourth part of Keltham's 144 children will have gone unrecorded. She - did say that there should be exactly 144 at the end, because tropes and irony, so - the officers that she designated to do this, should be able to reconstruct the exact numbers inside and outside Cheliax, if asked - probably - though there were three Modify Memory scrolls that she designated to be used, there.









lintamande: This the devil will report, this time adding that Abrogail Thrune II did not think thoughts contrary to these, and that she believed what she thought was true.









Keltham+: His expression does flicker, barely, when it's said that he was to be given exactly 144 children.

"I'd speak to Abrogail Thrune directly, with her words made meaningful by your prior assurance that you'll speak out if her thoughts contradict her spoken words. Perhaps she'll have something unforeseen to say that implies I should not destroy Cheliax."

"There is a thresholded binary outcome here and it is not presently leaning favorable to you; you should seek to expose me to complicated unknowns that stand a chance of changing that outcome, even if you cannot foresee their exact impacts, so long as they do not seem net negative in the presence of other unknown unknowns that might also save you. If that goes against the grain of a devil who seeks predictable paths, we may negotiate whether you could bind a superior devil to the secrecy and information-nonuse conditions, and ask them for authorization; this is not the right time for the narrowly-thinking way that the lesser ranks of Hell deal with uncertainty."









lintamande: And does Abrogail Thrune, with this assurance made, have anything to say for herself?









Abrogail Thrune II: If she knew words to dissuade this Keltham from this path, she would have thought them at the devil already! There are no brilliant strategems in her, that might outface this Keltham. Only horror and sickness in her that she cannot recall ever having felt, for never in her entire life has her future looked this dark.

Abrogail Thrune considers, as very few other people in Cheliax would even think to consider, telling Keltham that she's sorry; Abrogail has met more foreigners than the average Chelish citizen. But she does not foresee it ending well for her, it wasn't like she injured Keltham by accident and regrets the harm to him, as might lead one non-Asmodean to forgive another. She sincerely regrets the harm to herself, to her interests, maybe even to Cheliax; her feelings toward Keltham are poisonous hate and horror.

She considers begging, groveling - it wouldn'thelp, is the thing, even if hewants to see it, he wants to see it and then he wants to see her anguish as Cheliax is destroyed, in those cases. Or should she try it, even if she doesn't expect it to work, because it's not sure? Is that the message he was giving her, when he spoke it to a devil before her? If so, she will do it, because - people often want vindication, the proof of their triumph and rightness and superiority, and it's worth gambling on the tiny chance he'd be satisfied -

"If you want me to beg, grovel, I will, and mean it, the only reason I'm not already is that I'm not sure what you want and I don't want to annoy you instead," Abrogail says. Her face shows the real horror, her voice bears the anguish that's there. It's not a familiar mode of thought, to her, but she does know what torturers look for in a victim.









Keltham+: "Why did you do that? The actual cause and reason."









Abrogail Thrune II: "A miserable, foolish attempt at trope-manipulation. I had thought it would make the story a tragedy from a dath ilani perspective, irrevocably and whatever else happened, so that we would not need to fear - some twist leading to what the tropes would call the story's happy ending."









Keltham+: "And that was, as best you can recall at this intelligence level, the actual first thought you had about it? No thoughts about how it would be amusing to give me my 144 children in a way I didn't want, and then you thought of the trope-manipulation reason afterwards? I demand that you stop and think about it, and then tell me that you actually tried to recall the memory."









Abrogail Thrune II: She does as he bids, but when she closes her eyes and recalls - itis the reason, she thinks. "It -is the reason I did it that way, the only reason I scattered children whereI could not find them - I did think, before then, that your children would be good for Cheliax."









Keltham+: "No thoughts about how it would be funny, even, to make it exactly 144? You will stop and think and try to remember before you answer; you will tell me that you've done so, that the devil speak forth if you lie."









Abrogail Thrune II: And she does, and says, "I knew it for a cruel irony, but it was the tropes I had in mind, for that irony, not you. I don't think - I ever imagined your chagrin, on learning of it, as I'd have done if," it had been about you, the foolish boy, "I'd been amusing myself to think of your reaction. The thought I had about you was about dath ilan's tragic ending, where you turned to Evil, and rose high in Cheliax, and how you'd embrace our children then as your own."









Keltham+: "If anyone had bothered to ask me about the tropes you were trying to manipulate, I would have warned them that a dath ilani tragedy isn't about the triumph of Evil over Good. It's about the triumph of erroneous reasoning and ill-coordination over everyone."









Abrogail Thrune II:









Keltham+: "Why didn't you query Maillol? How did Rugatonn let this happen?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Neither of us thought of it."









Keltham+: "Are there any questions Ishould be asking that would illuminate more of the causality here? Close your eyes and think before you speak, then tell me that you sincerely tried to do so."









Abrogail Thrune II: She thinks as she is bidden.



"Why Snack Service didn't stop us from doing that. It stopped other mistakes that would've injured your interests."









Keltham+: Keltham doesn't say anything to that; perhaps it's a question that somebody at INT 29 would have considered long since, if at WIS 27 they dared to think of it at all, thought their own thoughts controlled sufficiently for it.

"Describe the entire procedure used to generate my children in as much detail as you remember. Maybe there's some security flaw in your randomization, transparent to me but not to you. I am still trying to think of a way out of this."









Abrogail Thrune II: She does, in every last bit of possibly-relevant detail she can remember, all of it, all of it.









Keltham+: "You evoked your disaster too well, Abrogail Thrune. I have no marginal hopes left; the matter is simple enough that I would have seen it already if I was to see it at all."

"Is there anything else you'd say to me before I destroy Cheliax?"









Abrogail Thrune II: "Please don't?" she says, and permits her voice to crack, as is real. "I beg you?"

There are tears that she lets come to her eyes, as she hasn't allowed forth since she wept that earlier time in Hell, just in case it's enough to satisfy Keltham just in case just in case -









Keltham+: "Can you say without the devil contradicting you that you care about one single person there who's about to die, rather than the effects on yourself if they do? Call it curiosity."









Abrogail Thrune II: "No single person there, but the country of Cheliax - is my own child."









Keltham+: "Symmetrical tragedies are prettier."









Abrogail Thrune II: "What would dath ilan think of this?" She asks because she truly does not know, and therefore it's a path that might be real.









Keltham+: "That I should do what I've decided to do, if I'm going to do it, and not tell it to you, or show it to you, or watch you hurt about it."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Have I taught you hate, then?"









Keltham+: "All of it that I now know."









Abrogail Thrune II: "Spend it on me, who did you the harm, and do not slay my child, I beg you, buy me from Hell as Cheliax's ransom, I can be made to hurt and serve you in ways far more satisfying than watching a country just die."









Keltham+: "You hurt me in too stupid a way for that, Abrogail Thrune. This isn't the ending where you join my harem. You didn't earn that one. It's your ending where you betrayed Asmodeus and got removed from power, and if there's anyone to rescue you from Hell's deserts it won't be me."









Abrogail Thrune II: "You are displaying a very great and tyrannical dominance, and Evil, for someone who isn't fated to -"









Keltham+: "A boy can learn hate, being stung of a wasp. He can learn the desire to pull the wings off that wasp, wish to watch it writhe on the ground while it dies."

"It's not the same feeling as wanting to fuck that wasp, or have any kind of extended relationship with it, even the kind where you torture it for longer. It's just a wasp, in the end."

Keltham turns the mirror that he holds, then, again, to show Cheliax against the curve of Golarion.









Abrogail Thrune II: "YOU WILL LOSE CARISSA FOREVER IF YOU DO THIS! SHE WON'T EVER FORGIVE YOU, YOU WILL NEVER BE REUNITED!"









Keltham+: "Already lost her," says Keltham's voice, "but you did ruin a lot of Carissa's further work persuading me into not going down this road, so long as it turned out I didn't have children."

"I suggest, Hell, that you not ruin this one too badly in the next few weeks. Sevar is busy now, but when her future self has a moment She may wish to buy Her own conversation on this topic, and She'll pay less if the conversation is just screaming and the breaking is already done."

"As for me, I'm finished."



There are lights appearing in the territory of Cheliax, and expanding, one by one. The light that appeared over Egorian was first, and brightest.









Abrogail Thrune II: She screams with everything she has, for the same reason that anything being tortured screams like that, not just because it has no choice, but because it has the tiny shred of hope that if it screams loudly enough the torture will hear and stop.









Iarwain: When there are no lights left in Cheliax and no green either, only a great patch of smoke-cloud slowly starting to spread out from its borders, the scry ends.









Abrogail Thrune II: She stopped screaming when the last of Cheliax had been scoured with white light and orange fire, for there was no hope left then that Keltham would be satisfied one second sooner.









lintamande: In the presence of Keltham her minders were contemptuous and beyond that unreadable;devilsdon't beg, even if you have something they want very dearly, and devils don't weep, even as everything they have ever worked for turns to ash before their eyes.

In his absence Abrogail's custodian turns on her with a fury that quite plainly won't be satisfied with any amount of torture. "Anything else to say while you can speak, contemptible pathetic thing who manages through sheer incompetence and disobedience to serve Asmodeus's enemies a thousand times better than you ever served Asmodeus?"









Abrogail Thrune II: There is nothing.









lintamande: Right! Then they'll get to what Hell is best at, which is torture.









Abrogail Thrune II: If they mean to sell a coherent conversation with it to Carissa Sevar later, it will be very unsatisfying for them. Living mortals are easier to break mentally, and you have to heal them too.

They could torture it more if they took the curses off it.









lintamande: They don't take the curses off. It turns out you can hurt someone very badly anyway, even if they're still alive, even if you need them intact later, and Hell knows how to do it. When she's in too fragile a state to torture further they have her watch the former nobility of Cheliax arrive in Hell and be crushed by it. It's not that she cares about any of them as individuals, of course, but she might recognize herself in them, and in their always-erroneous optimism that Hell would see them as special.

They don't let her sleep. They hurt her if she manages to sleep anyway. It makes it hard to keep track of time.









Abrogail Thrune II: (This about Abrogail Thrune: She didn't think about what awaited her in Hell, for a different reason than usual: she knew that in Hell she would no longer be Queen of Cheliax, and this seemed to her awful enough that other features of Hell would be beside the point. Maybe if she could be queen of something else, but that, she knew, would not be possible for a long time; at first she'd be reduced in status below the least child of House Thrune and maybe below a Chelish peasant. Is that not terror enough? What need for the fear of pain? She fought in Hell to reach sixth-circle that she might become Queen, and that hurt but she won through it; and Abrogail thought herself suited to Hell, then, by the infernal blood that ran distant in her veins. To the extent she made up her own theology about it, she told herself that if souls were allowed to remember nothing else, they'd be allowed to remember how they had served Asmodeus well. And that if Abrogail built up Cheliax into a great and stable empire before her life ended, then that memory, at least, she'd be allowed to always have with her: that once she served Asmodeus better than any devil not at least a Duke of Hell. And before then, she'd shine as brightly as she could, and enjoy her moment as Queen to the fullest, and not fear what came after...)



Abrogail knows, with the sparks of reason and lucidity that can reason through anything at all, she can see plainly that what happens to the dead nobles of Cheliax is much much worse than what happens to her living self; and she knows that their fates are what awaits her. If it was only this bad and never got any worse than this, for eternity, then she could endure it; if she was dead and un-cursed and had more Splendour than this, if not her Crown, she could endure it. But it does not get only that bad. Hell is wantonly destructive, even towards the nobles and wizards whom any sane person would see as having value worth preserving. It is not that devils don't understand how to torture better than that, it is that they do not care; if you grind souls into paste to be reformed over thousands of years, you get some devils at the end, so that result is good enough.

It doesn't take Abrogail very long at all to realize that she was wrong, not to fear Hell.


She doesn't think it was very long. She doesn't know.









lintamande: There are a few, it is shown to her eventually, who get better, but not because they served Asmodeus better; why would Asmodeus care about that? If they get better, if they will remember their name, it is because they bargained for that in advance, and Abrogail Thrune, of course, didn't.









Abrogail Thrune II: It's like her mind goes blank, at first, seeing it, hearing that, she believes at first that she is dreaming, hallucinating. All her life Abrogail Thrune has been told that was not on offer from Hell, that Hell never offers that no matter how a summoner pleads with them no matter what is offered Hell, that any stories about it are lies and bait to get somebody to the point where they hopefully summon a devil only to find their soul already damned -

- no, not told, not told by devils, not sworn to her by clerics, she was nevertold that only given the overpowering impression her whole life that it would be catastrophically pathetic to even ask and the answer would certainly be no and Asmodeus would never compact with her, she would never be Queen, if she made such a pathetic hopeless fearful request -

- why -

-why, why deny her that, when she was the greatest of all Asmodeus's mortal servants-

- it would have cost them so little more, to offer her that bargain, she would have been - more faithful -why give it to these PATHETIC WORMS, this SLAVEMASTER, this SLIMY COLONEL, and not to HER, if it wasn't against Hell's principles -

- why this, trick, that seems so, small, and petty -

-because that to Asmodeus was fun.



Abrogail does finally scream, then, and try to attack her tormenters, with bare fists and teeth for she has no sorcery.

It is of course the only time she ever tries.









lintamande: Some time later they heal her, and tap her with something that lifts some of the haze of fatigue (though not the curses), and tell her that she might, at least, try to look like a good investment which won't break immediately, advice that they then make more difficult to follow by dragging her painfully, by her hair, up several flights of sharp and burning stairs.



She feels the presence of whatever being is at the top of the stairs before she sees Them.









Iarwain:









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar, or whatever share of Her attention is here presently, twitches her fingers, and some of the curses on Abrogail melt away; her Intelligence and Wisdom are enhanced as with the minor spells for that; she has whatever self-possession she ever possessed.

"I want it understood," she says, in Infernal which Carissa Sever was actually always terrible at speaking, "that my disappointment with you is as great as Asmodeus's. And yet it has room to grow, still, if you don't yet understand where you went wrong."









Abrogail: Then she does not have any time to feel relief, however desperate.

"I should have asked Maillol" shouldhaveaskedMaillolshouldhaveaskedMaillolshouldhaveaskedMaillol









Carissa Sevar: "Indeed. You could also have asked the foolish little girl I once was what Keltham would think of it; I would have recognized, I think, that there was danger there you couldn't seem to fathom."









Abrogail: "I would have ignored you and failed Asmodeus still." Hell has had little opportunity for what they called 'real training', but such false pride as Abrogail once possessed has long since been smashed out of her, every bit of it, nor is she still under the impression that she can lie.









Carissa Sevar: "Indeed. The only hope for Cheliax, I think, was that someone worthy would rise to rule it. No one could have saved you from yourself, not while Cheliax still lived and you were still her Queen; and now it can be done, but who would bother?"









Abrogail: "Only one who still had use for her." The words are pathetic, but it's beyond improbable that She is not reading Abrogail's thoughts, so She already knows the one tiny shred of hope that isn't crushed in Abrogail, that - a goddess would - not be grateful, certainly, absolutely not, She owes Abrogail nothing but pain and Abrogail knows that - but maybe She would be - reminiscent, nostalgic; Abrogail only ever used Carissa, during their mortal time together, but she hurt Carissa in ways that made her stronger - could certainly have treated her far worse - maybe would have treated Carissa far worse, if Carissa did not seem to Abrogail to have a use to her, but Carissa is, was, Carissa was and is something of value - something beautiful, even, and Abrogail was not wasteful not wasteful like Hell -

(Abrogail's thoughts are obviously going to keep running around this point indefinitely until she is spoken to again.)









Carissa Sevar: "Stop it. You did as you wished, and I'll do as I wish. If there's anything in you I have a use for, I'll find it; but there might not be.

A thing I have noticed about Asmodeans, which I dislike, which tends to make them nearly worthless to me, is that they care only for what they rule, who must cower before them. You will never be the queen of Cheliax again; you bargained foolishly, and have nothing of Hell; so what areyou? What use would you possibly have?"









Abrogail: It has not really occurred to Abrogail before, in her life, that she has anything that is not being Queen of Cheliax. Her place in the tyranny is who she is.

But if she gets asked that question under these circumstances, she will think very fast, or as fast as she can in her state, and shift her entire viewpoint around to that of a Lawful Evil goddess who once was a priest of Irori.

"Experience in politics, in ruling, in plotting with and against nobility, in defending against Iomedae's plots, in reshaping people, seduction and the bedroom arts, eighth-circle sorcery - you know the important things I can do, I think -"

What else whatelse what would She not already know about until Abrogail thinks it - she's commanded the production of romance novels, had an advice column, but that is not important -

The thought comes to Abrogail that she is also one of very few people in Golarion who has experience in trope-manipulation, but no sooner does this thought come to her than she wishes it had not.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa lights her on fire, but not with any visible irritation, and after a moment she lets it die out. "I know, now, how this story goes. You barely feature in it, except as you touched on me, and except, perhaps, as the reason Cheliax is not the center of my empire. If you are useful, it'll be as someone who would not havemadeanyof the major choices you made in your sad little life."









Abrogail: "I am very eager to become her," Abrogail says; there is no reservation in her mind at this moment when she says it.









Carissa Sevar: For some reason, she seems to think this is funny; she half-smiles, at it. "Are you. Well, then, come here. I have decided to test Myself to see if I can make something useful to Me of you, and if not you can die and go to Hell properly."









Abrogail: No thought other than obedience even crosses her mind, when Abrogail 'comes here'. This is literally what her best-scenario looked like, that she would be painfully reshaped and tested and set some task at which she might fail, by Carissa Sevar and not by wasteful Hell. Abrogail played it out in her mind enough times, in Hell, that she doesn't let herself feel even a shred of goddess-annoying hope, to be crushed down with some task she really can't do at all. She'll obey, is all; she is ordered so she obeys and that's all that's here nothing else.









Carissa Sevar: "I'm not Asmodeus.

I plan to just build constructs for matters that just require uncreative obedience.



Which may of course, include any ruling of countries I find myself wanting to do in the Material Plane, and definitely includes any fulfillment of complicated godnegotiated conditions I want done in the Material Plane, but it doesn't include what I want you for. You will be grateful, and apply yourself, and offer Me all that you are and all you can learn to achieve, and we will see if there is anything in you, anything pain can shape you into, that's worth saving."









Abrogail: It's the last that she hears of her new Goddess for a while; and what follows is in some ways less pleasant than Hell. Because - while Hell does not let you stay passive and suffering, Hell definitely makes you participate in your own torture and breaking - Hell at least doesn't demand that you think about complicated problems at the same time.

It is still, clearly, much much much better, to the point where some tiny observing thing in the back of Abrogail's mind is surprised that the Goddess did not make it worse for her in order to test her loyalty.

...things as bad as Hell probably just - aren't compatible with actually shaping people stronger. The awareness in the back of her mind says that this of course is something that Abrogail Thrune once knew, when she herself was a shaper; when Abrogail Thrune set Carissa to forge +6 headbands for herself, she could not have been hurt any worse or any more frequently without it impinging worse upon the quality of her work or her learning of speed. Abrogail is being pushed as hard as she can go, not as hard as she can hurt without breaking.

There are problems and challenges in ilanism, as set down by an intellect that had obviously solved the entire thing for Herself but was far less certain of how mortals could be taught any of what She now understood. There are math problems, there is Abrogail being forced to fight with bare hands as monks of Irori do and being trained some tiny bit in that, there is always adequate sleep. Any failure is punished, but if it really was too hard and anybody reading your mind would've seen that, the next problems are easy enough to fall barely at the edge of achievability. Some problems are just outright impossible, but not in the way of somebody torturing you, more in the way of a Goddess who isn't paying you Her entire attention and sometimes has a hard time simulating or remembering what it's like to be only INT 16.









Carissa Sevar: Sometimes Abrogail wakes up a little smarter, or a little more durable (particularly if there's a hard day ahead), or a little wiser. The only thing Carissa seems uninterested in granting her more of is Splendour.









Abrogail: Abrogail has had a few of her stats enhanced by Wishes, mainly Splendour but also some droplets of Cunning and Wisdom as well; she can tell the difference between Wish and spell. The first time she realizes that she has become more intelligent, she kneels by her thin bedroll and prays to her Goddess with her eyes squeezed shut, astonished and contemptuous at herself for how it is taking actual effort for her not to weep.

Even a Goddess does not spend Wish-tier interventions on something She expects to fail and be thrown away.



When later Abrogail realizes that she is also become more durable, as is a subtler thing to observe, she is astonished again, to the point of being puzzled; and says aloud "I notice that I am confused" and thinks as quickly as possible because if she doesn't think right away it is entirely possible that she will thereby fail a test and be punished; but, even having so thought, she is yet confused, besides the obvious point that her Goddess probably really does mean to keep her, and has some genuinely important use in mind for herself.

This realization ought to be met by fiercer efforts, not weaker ones, if she ever wants to be allowed any shred of hope again or considered worthy of any reward; and somewhat to Abrogail's own surprise, shecan try harder, with excitement as well as fear in her. Or maybe it's just the extra Constitution.



When she's been boosted enough times to notice that her Splendourdoesn't go up - Abrogail hasbeen trained enough, by this point, that she will wonder openly to herself, rather than in the back of her mind, about whether it's difficult/impossible for her Goddess to enhance Abrogail's intrinsic Splendour past the +5 that it's already been Wished-up to. Her Goddess has made it clear enough by now that She does not appreciate fawning praise, or Abrogail not daring to think thoughts about Her possible limitations...

Carissa Sevar was the same way, as a mortal; Abrogail has not forgotten her past. It really didn't take all that long for Abrogail to make the leap from the Goddess's preferences to Carissa Sevar's preferences. You learn to make leaps quickly, to at least think of the thought, when failure hurts immediately. The hard part wasn't in seeing how the Goddess / Carissa Sevar might be like that. The hard part is trusting in Her; for it requires remembering hope, after Hell.



She wonders sometimes how long it's been, since the first phase of her Hell ended for her. There is always enough sleep, but it doesn't always come in eight-hour chunks - or however long constitutes a full sleep for her; she isn't fed often enough not to be under some manner of Sustenance effect. Questions not explicitly prohibited are allowed, in the service of the Goddess; you can always at least ask what questions are allowed. When Abrogail realized that it might be only her own fear holding her back from asking, from knowing, she did ask whether she was permitted to ask: how long it had been, how much time remained, what use the Goddess intended to make of herself. And she was told, then, that those questions were indeed prohibited; but she was not punished for asking if they were askable.









Carissa Sevar: (It'd be astonishingly wasteful to improve someone in the manner of a Wish, one drop at a time; one would either invest up front in a full sequence of five Wishes, to do as much for them as magic can do, and then carefully curse them back down, or else have diamonds flowing like water from a spring, and think nothing of spending them; or else be entirely beyond the limits of mortal magic.)







Abrogail is summoned before the Goddess for an audience, her first in some unmeasured time.









Abrogail:


AI art

[image: ]
She goes, wearing a thin +2/+2/+2 circlet that she was granted not long ago.

Abrogail has by this time deduced that the Goddess's magic obeys some of the same limitations as mortal Wishes, about how far it can go, which in turn increases the chance that she was originally amped to +5s and then cursed back down, if the Goddess knew in advance when She first laid Her plans that Abrogail would be adequate to them. Possibly the Goddess, or K̵e̵l̶t̷h̴a̸m̸ if he also became a god, did indeed crack diamond chemistry; and Abrogail was at some point subjected to the ministrations of Efreet, here or by being transported temporarily to the City of Brass while she slept, to save on the Goddess's interventions or even Her true effort. It's only one hypothesis among many, but she considered it explicitly; it doesn't hurt to consider many hypotheses, if you trust yourself more to evaluate them, and that is the sort of mental habit that might have saved Abrogail-Thrune-who-was a very great deal of pain.

There is a different kind of pride about her, now.
It cannot replace what she lost.
But it is the kind of pride where she actually does accept that she brought that loss upon herself.
She could list out every one of her reasoning errors, one by one.









Carissa Sevar: "A puzzle for you. If you could go back - to Cheliax, had Keltham spared it - what would you do?"









Abrogail: This sure is a horrendously painful question! Abrogail's mind very quickly turns to considering it without holding back, especially from the most painful thoughts; failing a challenge like that quickly leads to actual pain, even when it is not the Goddess personally asking you.

Thinking quickly is not thinking sloppily; the first thing that Abrogail does is mentally set up a list of desiderata and internal questions.









Abrogail: Things her Goddess wants:

- To claim all of the souls in Cheliax, which under Her compact with Asmodeus requires either reconquering a Cheliax that otherwise wouldn't be held by Hell, or conquering three-quarters of the rest of Avistan in Hell's name - actually her Goddess probably just wants souls, in general, so Cheliax should take as much territory in Hell's name as possible or support the Goddess's other worshippers in doing so.
- Her Goddess is - probably? 80% probability, mark as further query to Goddess - unhappy with the way Hell wastes souls in general and not just what was going to happen to Abrogail; her Goddess probably doesn't want souls going to Asmodeusexceptby way of Her.
- To straighten out the ridiculous fucking mess of Asmodean politics and replace it with Evil that's actually Lawful.
- Actually now that she actually thinks about it, her Goddess obviously aims to conquer all of Creation and convert it to Her own ways, and a hypothetical Cheliax that still exists is useful to Her because it can serve as a springboard.









Abrogail: Thingsshewants, her Goddess permitting:

- To be Queen again
- To be Queen again
- Her Goddess said she'd never be Queen again, does that mean this desideratum should be struck
- If it's an impossible painful imagination then she's probably supposed to imagine the painful parts
- To be Queen again, and wear the Crown of Infernal Majesty once more; and have back her Palace, and all that was hers within it, and all those who obeyed her and all of their respect, and fine sheets as comforted her and hours of her own to spend as she pleased
- She would obviously not use that power in ways that displeased her Goddess, such as breaking people for her own amusement rather than to make them stronger from it
- Is there anything she can think here that pleases her Goddess and is also actually true
- She would want, even for herself, to keep this new pride alongside her old pride, and not be an idiot, and go on practicing in the skills that her Goddess was having taught to her.
- There is - a tangle inside her, that she knows and admits she cannot resolve in seconds without risking resolving it wrong - about how she always even as Queen felt herself to be surrounded by idiots, and she wished for Something Else even at the cost of doing some unsensible things, like personally visiting Carissa in her bedroom; but it was not fundamentally a problem solvable in an Asmodean country. It is solvable, required to be solved, in a Sevarist one. Abrogail would do something about that, as would also please her Goddess.









Abrogail: Already-known questions:

- Is she allowed to be Queen or is this something her Goddess forbids?
- Does she get the Crown back, ditto.
- Can she call upon the Goddess's power? Was diamond chemistry solved and used to enhance herself, does she get a diamond supply and if so how much?
- Is Cheliax in any kind of near-term hypothetical mess that needs resolving as soon as she shows up?
- In particular, does she hypothetically need to take back the throne from another who now holds it?
- Does it stand in danger of imminent destruction byK̵e̵l̶t̷h̴a̸m̸?
- Are there other Goddess-aligned countries to keep in mind besides probably-Wanshou?


Abrogail can go on from here to make up plausible background settings and sketch out a plan for what she'd do immediately upon arriving in hypothetical Cheliax that still exists, if her child were not dead; but she will pause (quite briefly) to see if her Goddess has corrections for Abrogail's current thoughts on background settings and desiderata.









Carissa Sevar: "You could suppose that the Crown and throne would have fallen to another," she says, absentmindedly; she often has the air of being mostly somewhere else, as a goddess of course would be. "And you could suppose further that I have no particular interest in aiding you, with diamonds or any other way, though I would probably ensure you weren't unenhanced and stupid; you would suppose that if Cheliax does stand in danger from Keltham, that is not your job to plan for."









Abrogail: It doesn't make - any sense - and therefore a spark of hope flares up in Abrogail that she cannot allow, because it will distract her from her actually assigned problem, and indeed might've been designed as just that sort of endurable torment.

Take back the Crown and throne - there's only three Thrunes who are plausible candidates for it. She picks a best guess: Calantra Thrune. How long have they had to entrench themselves - a forbidden question, Abrogail will make up 'two months' because that is about how long it feels like since she went to Hell, after a best-guess correction for how her experiences probably warped her sense of time to feel like longer -









Carissa Sevar: "Try two weeks."









Abrogail: That - legitimately does not seem like an amount of time she could actually have been here while Cheliax went on existing, the torment has been fucking with her sense of time but not that much - so the hypothetical wasn't real after all - but time dilation could be a thing if you're a goddess? - but Carissa Sevar would not have ascended immediately after Abrogail died -

- she has spent too much time hoping.

Abrogail's thoughts turn back to the posed problem, which now seems more likely hypothetical: Calantra Thrune has held the Crown and throne for two weeks, could perhaps have tried to set up her own new trusted Security for fear of Abrogail's return, but that would come with its own vulnerabilities - if she is not specifically expecting to defend against Abrogail, she will not have done anything so sensible as setting up an entirely new Palace with its own Forbiddance and entirely changed imperial guards -

Which is, in fact, approximately what it would take to prevent Abrogail Thrune from being able to kill a pretender and put on the Crown, a rather simpler condition than most assassins face, and that was true even before Abrogail was enhanced...

Can she still wear the Crown? Abrogail has at the very least betrayed Asmodeus in the depths of her own heart, by now, she is willing to entertain possibilities where Asmodeus does not get to have His fun, as she herself was no longer to be allowed hers... then again, those terms do obligate Asmodeus as well, she is not obliged to go on serving Asmodeus in that way, if Cheliax is no longer hers by compact and has gone to another after her death... but then in thisscenario she must not name herself Queen, nor demand Cheliax as hers by right of compact, and would maybe be foolish to wear an artifact that Asmodeus made.

Well, kill Calantra andtake the Crown at least, Abrogail doesn't have to wear it, and doesn't have to call herself Queen either. But then the situation with the Church of Asmodeus becomes fraught. How would Aspexia or her successor react, to Abrogail returning and claiming Cheliax in the name of Hell but under Carissa Sevar? Taking power in that form would run a risk of the Church-Crown conflict becoming real, Abrogail would need much more in the way of internal allies before making her move, it would not just be a matter of slaying Calantra and putting on the Crown and claiming to everyone that things had gone back to normal.

Where would theKeepers of Asmodeus fall? They would not have become a significant military force in two weeks, but their opinions might sway Aspexia, and Abrogail now speaks more of their language than before. More ofAspexia's language, for that matter. By that same understanding Abrogail is unfortunately pretty sure that she cannot offer Aspexia better prospects than Asmodean Hell. Aspexia, if she is not sent to Asmodean Hell herself and preliminarily broken by it, can simply refuse to think any thought implying that she should not serve Asmodeus.

All of this might be noticeably more straightforward if Cheliax were under the right sort of threat; for then Aspexia or her successor would have little choice but to accept Abrogail under the Goddess, if they wanted Cheliax to stay under Hell at all... but Aspexiawould ask Abrogail to swear she had no hand in making that threat, or that it was in Abrogail's interests to do in any case...



Abrogail will continue to think about this for a while, if not interrupted, queuing up questions like whether Aspexia is still Most High in this scenario, or if there are any pre-existing threats that would force the Church not to make too much fuss right then. There is pain, in all of it, but she sets that aside, and tries to tell the part of her mind wondering if the hypothetical scenario is a real one to shut up or at least not consume so much attention, even as that voice gets louder inside her.









Carissa Sevar: A gesture, and the now-familiar feeling of gettingsmarter -Splendour also -



- "I have encountered an interesting opportunity which would require yourknowable loyalty."









Abrogail: This is clearly IT, but - Abrogail doesn't - doesn't see -

(Cheliax?)

"I cannot immediately see any realistic conditions under which I'd betray You, when I expect salvation from Your ownership and my alternative is Hell," Abrogail states honestly, setting aside all whirlwinds that threaten to roar inside herself. "Someone would have to convince me that You were planning to send me back to Hell, or that -"

Abrogail pauses, and reflects on whether she'd go obediently back to Asmodeus, if Hell compacted to stay her torment.

...Asmodeus has burned some bridges with Abrogail, in fact, by setting her up for that fate in the first place. "Hell cannot easily bring me back by offering me an afterlife even more to my liking than Yours," Abrogail states more confidently, "unless there are other strong conditions in their offer's favor. And if You saved me from Hell and gave me all You've given me, predicting that I'd serve You in this even if given a chance to betray You, then I would not depart from that prediction even to become an archdevil."









Carissa Sevar: "A better answer than you would once have given Me.

I am not fully satisfied.



You dare hope that I am not just toying with you, that Cheliax is not gone; or that if it is gone, I could return you to a moment, or a world, where it lives. But if so, then in that world Carissa Sevar has not ascended and not saved you from Hell - yet - though you've seen a true glimpse of what it would be for you, when you died again."









Abrogail: Time travel? That's - maybe it only became possible with prophecy broken, but - and ilani knowledge - but - but - she'd obviously give anything, everything, but -



"Is it permitted that I ask - if You are toying with me."









Carissa Sevar: "You may ask."









Abrogail: "Are You toying with me?"









Carissa Sevar: "Oh, definitely."









Abrogail: Abrogail has always been foolish, never stupid. "Am I to be sent to a Cheliax that lives, and an unascended Carissa Sevar?"









Carissa Sevar: "The first Suggestion was: 'this is reality, and there is no meaning, for you, in considering any other possibility."



And as she says it, the curses remaining fall away, the one that suppresses Abrogail's Will save, the complicated fourth curse, and Carissa sits there, plainly more beautiful than Abrogail, more powerful than Abrogail, more wise and dangerous and capable than Abrogail -

- but not a god.









Abrogail:









Abrogail:









Abrogail: She can feel Carissa Sevar's mind reading her own, now, and without having to think too much about it, knows better than to dare try to cast her out. They will be ready, very very very ready.









Abrogail: But Abrogail knows where she is, now,

remembers if not the person she was then still that one key,

gathers her strength of personality about herself,

gathers herself about herself,

and

makes

her

fucking

Will

save.









Iarwain: And she's in an obvious demiplane, the nice kind with grass beneath her feet and dirt beneath the grass, and a bright white aboveness like somebody blended yellow Sun and blue sky together,









Carissa Sevar: and Carissa is there, apparently unarmed, in a robe of the archmagi and draped with a dizzying array of expensive and unfamiliar magic items, crowned in the artifact Dis gave her, watching Abrogail with amusement and curiosity.









Abrogail: There's a lot of thoughts and feelings running through Abrogail, right now, and if no one with the power and temerity to compel her is making her think them through quickly, she will not force them to heel quite as fast as she did when she was more afraid.







"I presume you are ready to swear to me regarding the truth of what would have become of me in Hell, of what you think you know and how you think you know it, regarding that; and likewise regarding that Hell does offer scum better treatment if they bargain for it."









lintamande: And such assurances Carissa can provide, because 'what actually happens to people when they go to Hell' has been something of an urgent priority for her, and by this time they've made secret information-purchases on many, many related questions. She did not deceive Abrogail, as to what would have happened; only as to whether it did.



She does not know, not for sure, not without seeing it unfold before her, whether she's made someone trustworthy, out of Abrogail; someone who would betray Asmodeus for a goddess who, technically, hasn't ascended yet. Abrogail will have to think about it herself, with the clarity that almost no one in the world could bring to bear on the question, if she wants to ever leave this room.









Abrogail: "Are you sufficiently prepared to kill me at any instant that I can have some tastier rations and think about it?"









Carissa Sevar: Carissa just laughs.









Iarwain:




Earlier:











Pilar : When the Sending comes to her across the planes, Pilar Pineda is resting.

Snack Service has been silent, now, for a long time. It hasn't even been directing Pilar into trouble; Pilar has found that sense in herself, fragments of knowledge/direction appearing from time to time.

Pilar Pineda hasn't needed anyone else's push, to get her into trouble, she got into all the trouble she made for herself out of her own will. Pilar Pineda has still not put on her artifact headband, but she's put on her headband of +6 Splendour. Splendour 26 is an awful lot of will, as willfulness goes. Pilar Pineda hasn't needed any other push at all to get herself into trouble, despite her increasingly desperate efforts to be more sensible than that.









Pilar : And now Pilar is resting; she is tired, after her last set of misadventures, even wearing a +6 Belt of Mighty Constitution that takes her total Constitution to 22. Pilar has had an unreasonably large number of Events happen to her, in a really unreasonably tiny amount of time; even taking into account the part where Pilar got tossed into the Maelstrom a couple of objective-days ago and time just happened to be running faster there. She couldn't have been in there more than a week, really.

She made a friend, in the Maelstrom; that friend is dead, in the way that outsiders die, forever and beyond resurrection. All too obviously in retrospect, that outcome was planned by the same divinities or 'tropes' arranging this whole operation. For Pilar had known and thought that she would be resurrected, that she was just having an Adventure; she wouldn't have been under enough stress to level, if she'd had only herself to defend. She needed to open her heart to a friend, which Pilar did because that's been made the key to her power; and that friend needed to be placed under true threat, to motivate Pilar to really fight. And Pilar almost almost won, but she didn't, maybe because deep in her heart she still thought it was all a story with her victory foretold.

So now Aaeme'nagh is dead forever, slain by its own vengeful slaves who didn't appreciate its mastery at all; and Cayden Cailean would probably consider that end well-deserved and Good on net; and Asmodeus wouldn't care in the slightest so long as Pilar's leveling ended up serving His interests.

Pilar has fought and fucked and casted and fought, and after that last "adventure" it is not feeling as fun anymore.









Pilar :


ai art
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So now Pilar Pineda is resting, in her own demiplane that she made. Her last lost battle and its aftermath, on top of all her previous misadventures - and probably an increasing amount of siphoned divinity in her - has brought her to the eighth circle of an oracle's power, also the fifth circle of wizardry via mystic theurgy. To create the demiplane she had to take off the Splendour headband and put on an Intelligence headband, for that takes comprehension and not just power; but with that boost she did it, and the Permanency to make the demiplane lasting was strangely easy after. There's no minimum caster circle to make a demiplane Permanent, you just need an unreasonably large amount of diamond dust; and that, Pilar has.

Also after reaching that fifth circle of wizardry, she went to a juncture of leylines, knocked out a grizzly bear and dragged it over and sacrificed it with a blade bought of Fommok Madinah. Now there's also Permanent Arcane Sight about her at last, despite her unsaleable soul. And Permanent Tongues though not non-dispellably so, and Darkvision and Aura Sight and Enchantment Sight and See Invisibility.

And now Pilar rests, in her own permanent demiplane. It's not very large or decorated, yet, but it's the famous thing that people like her do, once they can.

Aspexia Rugatonn is still mightier than Pilar, if neither of them take the other by surprise and neither can use magic items or allies and both are prepared for battle. Aspexia Rugatonn is mightier than Pilar, as is Abrogail Thrune wearing the Crown of Infernal Majesty, or Razmir or Felandrial Morgethai, or Gorthoklek, and Nefreti Clepati is her superior in every dimension; but not many others in Golarion.









Pilar : None of these important facts have been communicated to Cheliax.

Pilar has been walking around for some days with the equivalent of an artifact headband she cannot take off. Days are a long time, at INT 21 and WIS 19, if despite your best efforts to keep yourself extremely busy you sometimes have time to think, and Keltham out of dath ilan once taught you such children's knowledge as might in Golarion make you be relatively a Keeper.

She has understood what she'd been too stupid to see before, for all its obviousness; she knows who "Doomlord" is, and why Keltham had all of his stuff.

There is some vast story winding around her, and she has not grasped its ending or its purpose. She knows that Cayden Cailean considers it worth dying for. She knows that this story's meaning is not accomplished by delivering however-many diamonds to the Church of Iomedae, that Keltham out of dath ilan calculated how to synthesize after he donned an Intelligence headband.

She knows not how this story goes, but she has a guess about what becomes of Pilar Pineda in the end.









Cheliax: "Incandescent foil. Queen assassinated by ilani weapon and kidnapped from Hell, Crown not recovered. Military moving to defensive posture. Any advice or aid?"









Pilar : She knew, on some level, and also explicitly, that she might be awaiting some Sending like this.

Pilar Pineda speaks back without much tone.

"Midnight quill. No advice. No Snack Service response. I plan to don artifact headband. Tell Rugatonn not to trust me afterwards without oaths. Pineda out."









Pilar : Snack Service has been silent, now, for a long time. Pilar does not need its hinting nor even any sourceless knowledge, to do as she does now, after hearing the Sending; it proceeds from her own will. Splendour 26 is a lot of will.

Some time earlier, before her stat increases, Pilar did think to herself that what they all had been envisioning as a "Keeper" might actually be more like one-quarter of a child of dath ilan. They did mock Keltham's obliviousness, some in Project Lawful, seeing about him the simple pathways of thought that he could have taken to dispel the illusions about himself. But at the end, when Keltham realized that he was doubting, he made a mildly determined effort to pierce through illusions and put his perceived reality to a real test, one that might actually destroy it, if it was false. Keltham found no decisive error; only insufficient evidence of the sort that should have been there, to support his reality if it was reality, and a sick feeling that something was wrong; and then he looked back and reinterpreted in the light of small hints about where the problem might be, and destroyed his own world of his own will; and didn't hesitate or try to hold onto anything when it all fell apart.

It's not - Pilar is certain that Keltham would say, if asked - it's not the performance of a true Keeper out of dath ilan, not even close; they would not have been led astray even for moments, by their own hopes and fears.

But it's not something that any of the self-proclaimed would-be "Keepers of Asmodeus" have been observed to do.

There is a dread in Pilar now, an intuitive intimation; she can guess that her own thoughts are winding around themselves in tension and conflict, somewhere out of her mind's willing sight. Putting on the artifact headband would probably be enough to set it off, the godwar inside her own mind. But there's a simpler course than that, a lesser trial even than fool Keltham essayed when he tried to destroy the reality about himself. If she cannot do even this small thing, then she couldn't call herself a would-be "Keeper" or aspire to be one quarter of a dath ilani child.

She knows where she might find her doom, there is a place she is more afraid of than other places, a person she fears to confront and a question she dares not ask. So Pilar will just go there.









Pilar : Pilar draws forth from her storage a tuning fork.

And she Plane Shifts. She's not sure of exactly where she's going, aside from the general plane, but that's fine since Plane Shift isn't very precise anyways.









Elysium:


ai art
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Elysium is as it was before, last that Pilar was here. She is in some section of winding narrow canyon in which the stony walls are covered in flowers that burn with a warm golden fire, and are not consumed. The sky is visible, far far above where the canyon-walls of stone cut out.









Pilar : The flowers that burn and are not consumed do mind her of the garden-conservatories that her lover Befutig showed her in the City of Brass, and regret stabs at her heart, for everything that she'll never have, never do.

But she accepts reality, immediately, for that is what Keepers are, and the purpose to which dath ilan made them: to realize not eventually but now.

Pilar looks about herself, but there is no one here to greet her, and this narrow canyon is ill-made for meetings. So she casts Fly, divine magic in imitation of wizard magic, and rises up up up and up through stony walls and gold-glowing flowers, until the blue sky of Elysium widens in her sight like a mouth opening to swallow her.
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Elysium:


ai art
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Beyond the sky's mouth, when it has closed around her, lie the tops of many deep winding canyons, like a vast maze, extending out of sight to where haze clouds further vision. If those lost within were not already dead, and could not fly out nor climb up, they would have to fear starvation or the thirst-death long before they emerged. Probably someone would come, though, if those within cried out loudly enough in boredom; not because there is a watch laid on this place, but just because somebody would be in earshot, and whoever heard would be friendly.









Pilar :


ai art









Pilar : Pilar reaches deep within herself, then, to the well from which she draws her divine spells, from which Snack Service once spoke and is now silent; and she cries out with more than voice:

"CAYDEN CAILEAN! CAYDEN CAILEAN! I CALL YOU, I INVOKE THE DEBT YOU OWE ME BY GOODNESS'S WAY, FOR ALL THAT YOU'VE DONE TO ME AND ALL THAT I'VE DONE FOR YOU! IF ANY WHO HEAR MY VOICE DO CALL YOURSELVES ALLY TO HIM, BID HIM BE HERE AND NOW! CAYDEN CAILEAN, CAYDEN CAILEAN, CAYDEN CAILEAN!"









Cayden Cailean: "You don't, actually, need all that -"









Pilar : She turns in midair and drives her fist into his face with all her strength.

Yes, she knows this isn't going to help; she is doing it anyways.









Cayden Cailean: "Ow," He says, as He does every time this happens, having obligingly given Himself a face real enough and with nerves enough that He feels as much physical pain as He still can, for whatever it means to Him now.

(He's sometimes granted an additional cleric circle for that act, coming to Elysium and punching Him in the face, as is common among His more promising priests and even more so among His priestesses. But saying that won't help either.)









Pilar : "That wasn't even for me," she says coldly. "We haven't even gotten started on me. That was only for Aaeme'nagh. You put fucking Snack Service into my fucking head, and that isn't even the tenth worst thing you did to me. You've taken literally everything from me. My family, my career as a Chelish wizard, all my mortal bonds, every part of the mortal destiny I would've had, my one Pharasma-given life, even my -"

How strange, that she can't say it, that last fatal acknowledgment.









Cayden Cailean: The manifestation of Cayden Caylean rubs His jaw, thoughtfully and as if wincingly, where he was punched by a mortal soul so stuffed with power that it now trembles on the verge of least divinity. "Sorry about that?" He says.









Pilar : She can't even speak.









Cayden Cailean: "Well, I am sorry. I don't like pulling anybody off a way that they chose for themselves, even if some might call it a favor, if they didn't ask Me to do them any favors. I'm not a god of compacts, and I'm sorry about putting you in a position where you'd get offered something you wanted enough to trade all the rest of that away. I am not a god of redemption, and I regret doing that to you."









Pilar : It's strange, how much the presence of Cayden Cailean impacts her less, now, than did the presence of Dispater. Pilar has now intuited something of the way of gods, from her uneasy dreams when she sleeps; she can guess that no casual splinter of a deity could stand before her bodily manifested, and speak to her in an ordinary tongue. She knows this seeming man must be, if not all of the true Cayden, a very large chunk of Him.

Cayden Cailean feels no less like a god, to Pilar, than that time she felt Dispater direct His ire at Snack Service. And yet she is not moved, or moved but too little. In Dis then she felt like a stone in a hurricane wind, caught in its full force but too heavy to blow away or even tip over. Now she simply feels like - like the god Cayden Cailean, directly manifested within Elysium in nearly the fullness of His power - is a thing that is large but not overawing, like a castle or a mountain. You can look at a castle and know it's larger than you, without feeling that you have to address it respectfully. Even if Cayden Cailean bent His full anger towards her, Pilar can somehow feel, she would be able to withstand it.

"I suppose I can't say," Pilar says, because at Splendour 26 it takes a lot to make you unable to talk, "that I never asked for this. But I never wanted to end up like this, even if I asked for it after you killed my family and told me to become a Power if I wanted them back. The old Pilar would have screamed and fled, if you'd told her that she'd end up as an eighth-circle caster talking disrespectfully to a god. How much is really left of the person I used to be, at this point?"









Cayden Cailean: "Sounds like more of a moral question than a factual one, if you don't already know the answer based on self-observation. I may be the wrong god to ask, either way. I became a god while I was too drunk to think clearly." The materialization of a charming, leather-armor-clad man holds out a hand to Pilar. "Shall I teleport us to somewhere more comfortable before your Fly runs out?"









Pilar : She cannot find any sane reason to answer 'no'. Not even saying 'no' just to be contrary, for that itself would be too Chaotic Good and give Cayden Cailean too much satisfaction.

She holds out her hand to the Swashbuckler in wordless response.









Elysium: A moment later they are standing together in a natural tavern, a cave-entrance open to a larger and mostly-unseeable forest in which night has fallen and the colored light of three moons is visible in the negative shadows cast by trees. Within the natural tavern there is a ledge of stone like a natural bar, and soft-looking mushroomlike growths like natural chairs before it; by each mushroom-chair is a bush that grows bell-like transparent flowers with flat bases, as you could obviously pluck and use for glasses.

Behind the natural bar is a thing that looks half plant and half animal and not particularly sapient, a floating balloon of transparent bark or skin half-filled with liquid, with a nipple at its bottom that could serve as a spout.

It is all lit by a fire that burns in a wall-nook of the cave-entrance, like a natural fireplace.
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Pilar : "I'm not going drinking with you," she says flatly. At this point Pilar doesn't even know the bounds of what her curse can accomplish if she gets drunk and throws a party, but she sure is not doing that a third time.









Cayden Cailean: The Swashbuckler sighs. "I know. It's not easy to get really actually drunk in My true self; and it isn't in My nature to invite somebody to the sort of drinking party where only she will be made inebriated. One of several downsides of being a god that I did not actually think of before I went for the Starstone on a dare."

"So we'll have some mild alcohol that won't really affect either of us, with your Belt of Mighty Constitution, and agree to just decide to have the sort of conversation we might have if we were both a little tipsy."









Pilar : "What's the entire point of - this whole pretend tavern business, why not a real tavern -"









Cayden Cailean: The form of a leather-armor clad human male, with ordinary sword at his side and leather boots of no magic in particular, does nod to Pilar at this, his lips touched by a brief charming grin. "It's the dream at the heart of Elysium - that you don't need to hire loggers and carpenters to build a tavern and its furniture, you don't need to grow barley and malt it to make ale, you don't need to be Lawful and organized and get told what to do, or worse, have to tell others what to do, in order to get the nice things that require Lawfulness within mortal Golarion. You just have to go exploring with some friends and find a cave somewhere that works as a tavern."









Pilar : "How unbelievably sad. No wonder Rugatonn said she'd take Abaddon over Elysium." Pilar floats over to the stone-bar, rests her weight on a mushroom-chair, yanks one of the flower-glasses off its stem, and slams it down hard enough on the stone-bar-surface that it shatters with a pleasant tinkling sound.

She plucks another flower-glass, and sets it down more gently, this time.









Cayden Cailean: A gesture from Cayden Cailean sends the shards of the shattered flower-glass flying into the natural fireplace-nook, the fire there flaring as the not-glass begins to burn. "Tradition," he says, with no more explanation than that.

One of His hands plucks a flower-glass of His own. His other hand pulls over the floating balloon of liquid, to milk some of its juice into His glass from its bottom nipple.









Pilar : She casts Mage Hand, when Cayden's done, to fill her own glass from the same source; she's a wizard, not a milkmaid.









Cayden Cailean: "Cheers," says the Swashbuckler, and lifts His glass to Pilar.









Pilar : "Fuck off and die," says Pilar, and doesn't tip her own glass to him before she drinks from it.









Cayden Cailean: "If that's all you came here to ask of Me, this is going to be a quiet drinking session," He observes. "I've done as much fucking off as anyone ought to, and you already know that I've scheduled Myself to die."









Pilar : "Die for the divine crime of vastly exceeding your rights to intervene in Golarion, or die so that I can finish consuming you?"









Cayden Cailean: "I'd dispute that I exceeded any such thing as a right to intervene in Golarion. I didn't break My sworn word to anyone either. Long ago I was shown a treaty and told that I'd die if I didn't look like I was predictably going to abide by it, so I abided by it. The fun thing about that arrangement is that, given the right prompt from a planet of shattered prophecy, you can suddenly decide you're willing to die, and say, 'Fuck that treaty, I'm doing what's right.'"









Pilar : "And I suppose you don't care about the general reckoning that might trigger, with all of the Chaotic gods who can't be trusted any more now that prophecy has shattered? Or is this entire Keltham and Snack Service business meant to - prevent that godwar, somehow?"









Cayden Cailean: "You're not quite on the right road there, though you're near the right town. Keep in mind that one of the options that the gods possess, if it looks like they're otherwise headed for a massive godwar - not just a little godwar like in the wake of Aroden's death - is for them to wipe Golarion's solar system clean of life, and declare the whole Rovagug-affected volume off-limits to all deities. Prophecy still works in the rest of Creation, so long as Golarion-originating events aren't allowed to disrupt it."

"Aroden's death and prophecy's shattering doesn't automatically mean that Chaos gets to have its own way with everything. The other gods can see the predictable ways that changes the balance, and respond in advance."









Pilar : Pilar frowns minutely, too distracted in this moment to use any of the arts she's learned over the past couple of weeks for having facial expressions that non-Chelish people can read. She'd be lying if she said that she wasn't feeling a chill go through her, a coldness, a reminder of how high the stakes almost certainly have to be, and how much a tiny insignificant dot Pilar Pineda is within it, weighed up as a person rather than a future goddess or (perhaps greater yet) a trope-girl.

For lack of anything clever she can think of to say, she gestures around at the whole tavern. "This - isn't the actual center of Your divine realm, is it?"









Cayden Cailean: "I don't really have one, apart from Elysium generally? When I wandered Golarion I never quite understood the point of wealthy people who owned houses, when one large Bag of Holding can carry everything needful wherever you go. What would I do with a divine realm? Buy a lot of fancy stuff and keep it there? Pen up My followers having one long intoxicated orgy in that particular place forever? Who'd sign up for that afterlife?"









Pilar : "You're a very strange god."









Cayden Cailean: "Not at all. I'm a very normal god. It's all the other gods who are the strange ones." Cayden smiles as if He's said something deeply wise, and takes a meaningless drink.









Pilar : She takes another small drink from her flower-glass. It's flavorful and tastes hardly at all like it's tinged with experimental medical disinfectant, but it's not as good as what they serve to favored customers in the City of Brass.

"Well, how about if you break a few more treaties, and instead of my getting pushed around for vague reasons, you just tell me plainly what's going on. Not after I put on the artifact headband and end up halfway a god myself. You explain yourself to the little mortal while she's still got some of her mortality left."









Cayden Cailean: Cayden Cailean's manifestation raises His eyebrows. "That's rather more a Chaotic Good way of looking at things than a Lawful Evil one."









Pilar : "Calculated to appeal to your domains. Yes, explicitly calculated before I asked, I did not make up the reason afterwards."









Cayden Cailean: "It's not so much the phrasing of the demand as the thing you demanded. The part where you've come to dislike having your life controlled, rearranged, and moved about by a greater Power, if you don't know the ends to which you're being used."









Pilar : "I think a lot of Lawful Evil people would start to have feelings like that if they were being inexplicably moved around by fucking Cayden fucking Cailean."









Cayden Cailean: "Definitely! Many other Lawful Evil people would feel the same way, in your circumstances, because sorting Lawful Evil doesn't mean you lack a Chaotic side. There's a myriad shards of desire, in a human being, and the alignments and allegiances you hold are patterns that stick a few of those shards together, grown strong enough to run your lives for a time. Even I have a Lawful side, an Evil side, left over from what I was like before I touched the Starstone. My Good and Chaotic aspects are strengthened, compared to when I was mortal, but not so much as to drown out everything else."









Pilar : Pilar frowns again, trying to track this, see implications. She didn't think for more than a resentful moment that Cayden Cailean was just taunting her; she knew well that there would be a point. "Because the Starstone gods are different?"









Cayden Cailean: "Did you know that Norgorber lives in Axis?"









Pilar : She hadn't, actually. "No, why - what - why would He want to, isn't He Neutral Evil -"









Cayden Cailean: "Because Axis is a nicer place to live than Abaddon and Norgorber is selfish."









Pilar : "And the Powers of Law allow the god of crime to hang around in their home plane because..."









Cayden Cailean: "They are lawful, and proceed by due processes of law. Nobody has proven Norgorber guilty of any crime in His entire life, either as a mortal or a god, so they can't kick Him out of Axis without breaking their own rules. There's a reason that criminals worship Him."









Pilar : 
"I see. And Iomedae has a hidden Chaotic Evil side and goes on secret dates with Nocticula?"









Cayden Cailean: "Iomedae is almost pure Lawful Good, by Her own choice."

"Touching the Starstone is like consuming the corpse of a god, in terms of the underlying mechanics. You don't embody some domain to the extent that the universe recognizes you for that and grants you divinity. You get stuffed with enough power that the universe recognizes you as clearly some kind of god, and you end up with a domain. Going that route means you get more of a choice, if you know it's coming and plan ahead."









Pilar : "You're not explicitly saying that I have that choice coming," she notes.









Cayden Cailean: "It's a possibility. Nothing is guaranteed, in the visions that Nethys showed Myself and Milani."









Pilar : "Milani? Wait, then Asmodia wasn't joking when she said she was Chosen of -"









Cayden Cailean: "Asmodia ended up getting blessed by Otolmens, which is what We were steering for. There's possibilities Nethys showed Us where Asmodia ends up working with Milani. In other possibilities she ends up on the side of Rovagug, and that We definitely wanted to avoid."









Pilar : "Look, I'll just ask straight out. What's up with that entire weird business? Why are the trope-girls even a thing, why do we exist? Can I hear the actual truth or at least what Ione knows? I won't use the information in a way that hurts your interests."

"And yes, I can guess it would be easier to understand after I put on the artifact headband. I'm asking now anyways."

Once she puts on the artifact headband, Pilar can guess, she will not perceive herself as having any real choices; she will know the way ahead, and do what maximizes expected utility, and it won't feel like much of a choice. The choice to put on the headband is the last choice she'll make, in some sense; and she wants to know, before she does, what it is she's last-choosing.









Cayden Cailean: "It's genuinely not easy to explain. It's the sort of thing that even gods can understand only in metaphors, and you don't have those metaphors."









Pilar : "This does not surprise me. So, are we all inside an 'eroLARP', or -"









Cayden Cailean: "Dath ilan's eroLARPs, according to Keltham, have paying player characters and paid non-player-characters, both assigned background stories. The player characters act freely not knowing the story's possible ends, and the non-player-characters act in secret conspiracy to keep overall developments on course for a satisfying ending."

"We're not inside one of those. At least, not so far as I can tell. What we're inside instead -"

"In some worlds, according to Nethys, there are games that are like magical books, books containing choices. You go to the store - a metaphorical store, because books like that aren't physical enough to be contained in a physical shop or handed over when you buy them - but you go to the metaphorical store, and you buy a metaphorical novel-game. You metaphorically read it, and you get to the point of the book where the novel-game offers you a choice, and you choose an action at that choice-point, and then new pages appear in the novel-game and you keep reading."

"In some worlds, the artistic idiom of the novel-game is manifested in their versions of dath ilan's 'computers', with illusions of people's heads talking and text flowing, and players who 'click' to make choices. In other worlds, a novel-game enchants the player into feeling like they're inside the world it describes, and if the novel-game is cursed you might die there for real."









Pilar : "And we're inside one of those magical books?"









Cayden Cailean: "We're not actually in one. It's just a metaphor that you can understand without putting on the artifact headband. Or to the extent you could say we're inside one, it's because the idiom of the novel-game is one that's repeated in many different forms across many worlds Nethys can get information about, which is part of why Nethys guesses it might be a good fit for something that's happening around and above us."









Pilar : "And the gods are the game's players?"









Cayden Cailean: "The metaphor starts to break down at that point. A novel-game has only a single player, who is also its reader, who is also the customer who bought that copy of the novel-game from the store that decided to stock copies. That's not what Nethys thinks is happening with us."

"Milani and Myself did most of the carrying out of actions, at the choice points that Nethys told Us about, according to options and instructions that He left to Us. In the game we're all inside, Nethys is the closest thing to a player, because Nethys is the one who can see the game as a game - view the alternate possibilities and decide which one to go down. But what He saw was not exactly the one true future, and reality has been getting further and further away from any of the possibilities that He told Us about."









Pilar : "So Nethys is the player. Who's the reader, if that's not the same Person?"









Cayden Cailean: "I did not understand that when Nethys tried to tell Us about it, and I would advise against you asking Him even if He could answer in mortal speech."

"One aspect I did understand is that the metaphorical book-readers - the Things that watch us, who are probably watching us right now and here - are responsible for making the novel-game real; or rather, the novel-game would be real to some tiny degree no matter what, but the Things watching over Pharasma's Creation make it more real. In one sense, the answer to any question that asks why we're here, why we find ourselves here, gods and mortals alike, is that it's a kind of event that's interesting to Things who in observing those events make them more real."









Pilar : "Well, that's disturbing. If I know too much about this do I go mad and start trying to summon Yog-Sothoth into Creation?"









Cayden Cailean: "According to Nethys, the Things-That-Watch are much vaster than Yog-Sothoth and flatly wouldn't fit inside Creation. Any one of Them is larger than the entire greater universe that contains Creation and all of the Outer Gods we know as a tiny bubble. The Things are not small enough, weak enough, or comprehensible enough to be the sort of entity that mortals can successfully glimpse and go mad about. The most familiar thing Nethys could identify in His glimpses of Their continuum was an alternate universe's version of Aroden, who managed to make himself look useful enough that one of the Things copied him out of his native world and made him a fragment of the Thing's own mind to be a voice in Its deliberations. If one of Them wanted to interfere in this realm, nothing we did or didn't do on our side of reality would make the tiniest bit of difference as to whether They could."









Pilar : "Very reassuring, good to know, I'm sure I'll sleep better knowing that."

"So those are the metaphorical readers. Are they also the ones who bought the novel-game at the shop?"









Cayden Cailean: "Nethys isn't sure what bought this novel-game at the store, in the sense of Their being the entities with 'economicdemand' whose 'utilityfunctions' determined that a novel-game like this one would be stocked at the metaphorical store. In one possibility Nethys saw that had a stat-boosted Keltham reasoning from things Nefreti Clepati was telling him, that Keltham said there was more than one Customer and more than one 'utilityfunction', combining their buying-power and trading with each other."

"At least one Customer wanted Keltham to have a romance, and is responsible for Keltham appearing in a place and time and possibility where tropes could happen around him. At least one Customer probably isn't happy about the direction the future is currently headed for the mortals in Pharasma's Creation, and wants to disrupt the future that would otherwise come about for us; or, rather, is acting on behalf of other Entities that feel that way. But the Customers' mode of action is complicated by how changes in Their 'purchasingbehavior' also redirect the Things' attentions from one novel-game to another."









Pilar : "The - Customers - want Keltham's Civilization to get built here?"









Cayden Cailean: "We can guess at least one Customer prefers the result of throwing Keltham into the mix, to whatever would have happened otherwise, or whatever the Things would have paid attention to otherwise. They may or may not care whether or not the outcome is Civilization; They might be trying to avoid an unusually bad-to-them outcome rather than trying for an unusually good one. They might be buying something much stranger or more complicated than that. Nethys can't see centuries ahead with prophecy shattered, and We have little evidence about the possible long-run outcomes of the novel-game."









Pilar : "Does it makes sense, in the metaphor, if I ask who runs the store that offers games for sale?"









Cayden Cailean: "Those would be the Entities that contain the branching and latticed realities within which Pharasma's Creation is a tiny bubble and Outer Gods swim like pet fish in a courtyard pond."









Pilar : "And mortals like me, I suppose, are just - not even pet fish, not even gamepieces, but just tiny letters on an enormous page?"









Cayden Cailean: "No, actually." The man in leather armor smiles slightly. "You, Pilar Pineda, are the novel-game's author."









Pilar :









Pilar : "'And then, a +6 Belt of Physical Perfection materialized within her hand'... nope. Didn't work. Nice joke, had me actually going for half a round, but what's the actual author-Entity like?"









Cayden Cailean: "I'm not joking. Selecting a book to carry in your shop, reading it, even playing it like a game, isn't the same as writing that book. Who determines which pages of the book will follow, after Nethys advises Us of His choice and Snack Service carries it out? The player can choose the option to have Snack Service tell Pilar Pineda about the Osirian adventuring party that's going to appear in the Skymetal Sword inn. But what actually happens after Nethys advises that choice? How does Pilar Pineda respond? What does she think, feel? Who writes every word that she speaks, composes her lines of dialogue?"

"Pilar Pineda does."

"The Customers have desires about the novel-game which determine that this novel-game is a good one to carry for sale, in the store stocked by the Shopkeeper of Golarions; Nethys advises Us how to make the game-player's choices; strange vast Things watch it play out, and in watching make these events more real. But as for the one who writes the novel-game, who crafts Pilar Pineda's every thought and word, who determines which choices by the game-player lead to which outcomes, she indeed is none other than Pilar Pineda. And Carissa Sevar, and Keltham, and Asmodia, and Ione Sala, and Peranza, and Meritxell and Yaisa and Abrogail, and Elias and Ferrer and all of the others."









Pilar : "It seems to me that these larger events had a designer who wasn't me. None of us chose the way that - that our choices fit together to make all of this happen. The novel-game's author had to - at the very least, some author had to arrange for particular people to end up in Ostenso wizard academy - even if I didn't get a vision myself, somebody had to -"









Cayden Cailean: "The Shopkeeper does not start with a Golarion, and put carefully chosen people together by sending visions - or so I'm told. It selected a potentiality that would become a novel-game when Keltham got added to it at a particular place and time, which then caught the Things' attentions, and the Customers care about what is made more real as a result. You are all the authors of your own lives, but there are vastly many possible books that can be written that way. The shopkeeper's role is to select a few of those many possible novel-games, collectively written by authors like you, to be carried for sale in its store."









Pilar : Pilar thinks about this for a bit. Not for very long.

"It's... strange. I've been told these vast secrets, larger you say than the entire greater cosmos containing Creation, and yet I feel like I have learned absolutely nothing of use."









Cayden Cailean: "One of the great truths of existence, or at least our tiny part of it, is that the deepest, highest, most hidden secrets of divinity, are completely fucking useless to everyone including the gods."

"Possibly not the part where, if Keltham's right, people blotted out of existence in one place will continue, a few myriadfolds less real, somewhere else. That would be important if it was true. But seeing Keltham materialized here tells Me nothing about that, however convincing the evidence may feel from Keltham's perspective. There's only one way to find out for real, and it'll come to Me shortly."









Pilar : "You're not afraid to die, die for real like outsiders do?"









Cayden Cailean: "Being a god isn't much of an adventure, is the thing. My mortal self thought like it would be a fun adventure to try for the Starstone, but he failed to consider what sort of adventures a god might then have if he succeeded. Once you've daringly risked your divine social life on trying to score Desna and Calistria for a threesome, there's not much else courageous you can personally do that won't get you immediately extinguished or turned into Zon-Kuthon."

"I made the world a better place just by being there and choosing clerics, and it wasn't like I was suffering, so I stuck around. But if I can do more good by dying, and possibly going on to a next greater adventure, it's not in My nature to regret that. You don't go for the Starstone on a drunken bet if you're the sort of person who holds the same horror for true-death that Carissa Sevar holds, or Iomedae for that matter. Nethys's notes say there are more distant Golarions where Carissa ends up as Her cleric, can you imagine? I'd regret not seeing the future of this world, how it all ends up; but wherever I end up, it'll be someplace that can see this Golarion, so with any luck I'll still find out how it all went."

"And even if I don't go anywhere - there's so many souls every day that go to Abaddon, not just in Golarion but in all the Material planes; and so many more than that, who suffer for a time in the Abyss and then perish again. It's not, really, like a god's true life is worth so much more than theirs. There's more consciousness in Me than in a hundred mortal souls, maybe, but not ten thousand."

"So if by sacrificing Myself I might be able to put an end to Abaddon as it is now, the Abyss as it is now, and above all Hell as it is now - then fine, good trade."









Pilar : Her throat seems to have swollen shut; she cannot speak.









Cayden Cailean: "Which brings us to the real topic from the beginning. You're here to hear your last temptation."

"Even though you already know what it is, and you already know your answer."









Pilar : Her throat seems to have swollen shut, or so it would be convenient to believe. She cannot speak, or rather, would like to not be able to, she knows she could speak but she doesn't and her thoughts are winding into a tight frantic loop of horror, no no no don't say it don't make it real let her go on pretending pretending for longer even though she already knows she knew when she came here...









Cayden Cailean: "You can't speak the words, because if you speak them they'll become real. No, I'm not reading your mind; Dispater sealed it against even gods, unless I put in enough effort that He'll notice. Some part of Nethys sees through that, but it's not talking to Me right now. A different piece of Nethys knows what a possible Pilar thought, Nethys told Me of it; but what Nethys sees in advance of it happening can only be a possibility, and sometimes it's not right."

"Still. This is what, according to Nethys, Pilar Pineda in one possibility was thinking, or rather, not letting herself think:"



"That your sin and flaw from the beginning, is that you thought it would be better if the people who want to go to Hell, could go to Hell, and the people who want to go to Elysium could go to Elysium."

"You wish that Asmodeus were different from how He is. You want to also know your master's affection and caress, and not only be crushed down by correction and punishment."

"You were kinder to the other students at Ostenso academy than you should have been, and in your secret heart, even now, you don't feel that was wrong. You feel like a bad Asmodean for having done it, but feeling that you were wrong to do it, isn't the same as feeling that the deed itself was wrong. You've never truly felt that a single act of kindness you carried out was wrong in itself, only regretted that you were being a bad slave for doing it."

"What lies in your secret heart isn't even the respectably edgy kind of Good where sometimes you feed an unwilling paladin to locusts to protect other people. It's worse than hidden Goodness; you, Pilar Pineda, deep down in your heart, are nice."









Cayden Cailean: "From the beginning, Snack Service was made out of a piece of Myself, a bit of Nethys, and Pilar Pineda's own not-actually-very-repressed best wishes for everyone."

"You actually started acting less nice, once that voice in your head was outside yourself, and you could call it Snack Service, and say to yourself that it wasn't you, you weren't that, you were a proper Asmodean being tormented by a voice of kindness talking inside your head. Taking that excuse away from you is why the voice is silent, now."

"The truth is that your 'curse' was mostly you, all along. Throwing surprise parties for people isn't My domain. It's not Nethys's domain. It's what Pilar Pineda would have done if she'd grown up somewhere other than Cheliax. And deep down, you've always known that."

"You'd give every sad person in Creation a hug, if you could."









Pilar :









Pilar :









Pilar :









Cayden Cailean: "It's not exactly what's on offer. There can't be any absolute promises, either, because by now we're off the track of any exact possibility that Nethys has seen - or at least, any that Nethys told Us about. But the main stakes still look to be in play, and Snack Service wasn't lying when it said that you were being used for your own interests, not against them."









Pilar : "All right, you fucker. Tempt me."









Cayden Cailean: "See, now you've gone and asked for it."

"One temptation, coming up."



The dying Swashbuckler drains the last of His flower-glass and pitches it into the pseudo-fireplace, where it shatters and begins to burn.









Iarwain:




Elsewhere and not exactly at the same time:











Ione Sala: Ione Sala, sixth-circle oracle of Nethys and still but a second-circle wizard, does now walk the planes once more, again in company, not quite the same company she had last time.

She sends a thought through a Telepathic Bond, one that can slip through a Sevar-modified Mind Blank spell made to be permeable to only divinations that Carissa Sevar has cast. (It is still an eighth-circle spell, and not one that could be revealed to any outside eighth-circle-wizard; so it is cast each time via Wish, by an increasingly shocked efreeti who did not realize quite what service she was agreeing to in Golarion.)

What is it with you, ships, and fire? she sends.









Prince Fe-Anar: Fe-Anar has of course never in his life encountered a ship before, much the less a ship on fire, much the less caused problems thereby. He doesn't bother pointing this out. Nefreti Clepati is just like that too. She has enough of a handle on it - on what is real here and what is real somewhere else Nethys can see -- that she's only annoying on purpose, but Ione doesn't even have that much of a handle and might well be annoying by accident.

Just throw some diamonds at them and let's go find a new ship, he sends back.









Ione Sala: ...while keeping firmly in mind, this time, that we are in the Elemental Plane of Fire and if you encounter a ship that is already on fire, it is probably supposed to be on fire and you should not try to put it out.

In Ione's defense, Nefreti only warned her to make sure that Fe-Anar did not set any ships on fire, without making it clear to Ione that there was a generalizable issue there.









Prince Fe-Anar: All right, but if somehow that works out horrendously it's entirely your fault.









Ione Sala: Ione will pay over a small amount of platinum to pay for the damage caused - no diamonds being required, here; Fe-Anar does not seem to have a strong grasp of concepts like "negotiating the price downward, even if you currently have more money than that, rather than appearing conspicuous by throwing money at a problem until it goes away".









City of Brass: Then they'll go on looking through the City of Brass -









Prince Fe-Anar: Fommok Madinah. Some people don't speak Ignan but everyone Fe-Anar's been interacting with recently has Tongues and so no excuse. And even if you were to insist on translating it, 'City of Brass' is a horrendous one, and the popular supposed close-translation, 'Devouring City', hardly better. It's Fommock with an ɤ, not an ɤ̞ -









Fommok Madinah: - for anything resembling a planar ship that could sail the Maelstrom, keeping an eye out for quintuple-Wish-sequence sellers along the way.









???: Their path crosses the form of what appears to be an old woman in white, wearing something like a blindfold made of old and rusted metal, leaning against a brass post of a great brass building.

As the two planar travelers pass her, she lifts her head, and if not for the rusted blindfold her gaze would point at Fe-Anar.

"You will not find in this city what you are seeking here," says she in Ignan.









Prince Fe-Anar: "What," Fe-Anar says automatically, "anything I think of seeking?"









???: Possibly a slight trace of a smile flickers on the old woman's lips. "I spoke of what you are seeking. Not of what you have sought or will seek."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Right," says Fe-Anar, slightly disappointed as this implies much less power to manipulate the markets of the City of Brass. "Who are you and why should we care what you say?"









???: "To you, I will seem at first like a strange entity who knows too much. Your business is secret, and you will wonder if I know even more. I will say that I know you mean to buy thirty Wishes, and you'll think that I could have guessed this by tracing the paths of the six travelers who came to this city before. I will say that I know you are looking for a ship that can sail the Maelstrom, and you will think that anyone who was spying on your current trip could have learned this. It will still concern you, and so you will care what I say."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, then, say it, we're in a hurry."









???: "You're looking for a ship that can sail beyond the Maelstrom into the primordial chaos that lies outside Creation. And you are not seeking to do this only from curiosity or an exploratory spirit or from chafing under Pharasma's restrictions. You fear that Pharasma's Creation might end, for reasons ultimately springing from that same anomaly which enabled you to obtain so many diamonds; and you are trying to live on, to ensure that something born of Creation survives."









Prince Fe-Anar: All right, he's paying attention. But he's annoyed about it.









Ione Sala: Ione is a lot more concerned than that, terrified even. Nefreti didn't warn her about this and Ione does know, by this point, in a general sort of way, that things have gone off-track from what was Supposed To Have Happened. And Fe-Anar has less Bluff than zero somehow, and is now visibly Paying Attention in order to clearly inform this entity that its guess was correct. About a piece of information that Nethys and His allies have spent some really incredibly extraordinary efforts to keep confined only to beings who won't or can't use that information.

Outwardly, Ione will not look terrified, or annoyed, or bone-horrified, about any of these things respectively, because Ione has more Bluff than zero.









???: "In honesty, I know more. All of that, is only what I could and would have guessed even if I knew no more. It is only what I would have predicted and foretold in any case, through my having considered in advance how Creation might end or how others might seek to escape its ending; and having always kept a watch on the City of Brass, with certain agents."

"To notice when someone seems like they might be buying too many Wishes, in those planar markets that sell those - to set watch upon those purveyors that someone might wrongly imagine could sell an ark in which to flee a dying Creation - if I had to make the reasoning sound reasonable in mortal terms, I might tell that story."









Prince Fe-Anar: You deal with it, Fe-Anar says through the telepathic bond to Ione. I have already expended all my tolerance for Nethysians.









Ione Sala: I'll try, but I think it's focused on you, and I'm sure it's not a Nethysian.

"What more do you know?" Ione asks it.









???: The old woman goes on addressing Fe-Anar. "Even if you could find here a vessel to sail the Maelstrom, it would disintegrate within hours once exposed to the blind eternities beyond. To truly escape Pharasma's grasp is more difficult than you realize. I tried, in my own time. To forge an ark like that is a millennium's work for a god; and even then, to endure beyond Creation it must be protected by somewhat of those energies that underlie creation itself."

"If I did not know more I would say to you, that I did not think you had all the resources required to it, but that I considered it worth my time to inquire."

"If I did not know more I would say to you, that even if I concluded that you stood a chance, the price of my own knowledge and aid was not only my own place among the refugees, but that I and my husband would take with our chosen people, and we would also lead in that expedition - so I would demand, for there are greater resources required to this work than diamonds."

"In fact, I do know more. But I must play out how things would have gone otherwise."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Right," says Fe-Anar, with genuine irritation now, "then, I'd say that I don't believe you and you're wasting my time, and that I don't care at all what the gods say is impossible, because the word of the gods isn't worth the paper it isn't written on, and that you can come along if you're useful but you're not in charge of a damn thing, because I'm not going to all this trouble just to obey some new equally tedious god."









???: "And I would smile a little, then, but briefly, before I told you that I knew where to find the ark you will not find in this city."

"You being already from Golarion, I would not need to explain the Starstone to you. I would ask instead if you had the strength to pass the lesser of the Starstone's two tests, and reach the Starstone in its Cathedral - as have many previous souls who touched it and were never seen again."

"But those are the less impossible requisites. The energy that sustains Creation can be found in Pharasma, in Pharasma's Spire, above all in the Seal at the base of the Spire, and in very few other places. I'd inquire of you where you meant to lay your hands on it."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I can't fathom why I'd answer any of those questions, or for that matter why you'd ask them."









???: "And I'd reply that I was, possibly, interested in having you join with me to escape Creation - or less probably, that I might join with you, though that would require you to have greater resource than I expected. But that I was interested in fairly weighing the measure of our contributions, with neither of us seeking to dominate the other by force."

"If you can escape Creation entirely without my aid? Then I and my husband are but two would-be passengers upon your vessel, prepared to pay any fair price you ask and submit to any lawful governance; and we know others interested as well."









Prince Fe-Anar: Right, well, youd have said that if you thought some thing you dont think, and thats about as much as I want to talk about things you dont think.









???: "I wouldn't be saying all that if there wasn't a reason. My time is valuable to me, as yours is to you. But I'll offer price for trying to answer as you would have answered; even as my less-knowing self would also soon have offered you payment to continue conversing."

The old woman reaches into her shawl-coat, slowly, unthreateningly, and takes out what looks like a bar of metal, coated lightly in glass by some means. "Two pounds of spellsilver still holds some value even in Golarion. I offer this as payment to continue this conversation, as my other possible self would have done the same."









Prince Fe-Anar: ....he holds out his hand to take it. "Well, I suppose having noticed one might want to escape Creation, and also that while it'd be hard to survive outside it it probably isn't impossible, puts you a cut ahead of most people I'd hire, but I'm not joining any projects run by mysterious strangers who think that instead of Pharasma we should have them."









???: "As much as I wished to leave Creation," the old woman answers, "I would not have cared to take my chances on a vessel all of mortals without any divinity to aid them. Gods are like ship-caulkers and wainwrights, to an undertaking like that. But not all gods are so noxious, or so it seems to myself. If Desna or Abadar had been the keystone of Creation then I would not seek so much to leave it."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I don't have any grievances with Abadar -- or rather, the ones I have are all very personal and specific. Desna can be helpful if She wants, but wouldn't, I think, announce that She were actually in charge, and if She did then that's not being helpful and She can leave."









???: "For a long time we will be a tiny ship of order in a sea of chaos, and most islands we happen across will not be friendly nor trustworthy. It's not as bad as mortals are led to think from interacting with only the spawn of the Far Tapestry that Pharasma doesn't trouble Herself to keep out; for those alien things that'd speak to us in plain numbers and trade us knowledge have not been permitted entry to Creation. But it will still be long before anyone has an option of leaving our vessel without their soul immediately dissolving, and where disagreement cannot be resolved by exit it must be resolved some other way."

"Someone or something must be in charge. Had you meant not to appoint yourself and also not appoint any other, my estimated chance of your success would plummet sharply."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Of course I'll be in charge!"









???: "None of the Powers I know, that might otherwise take an interest in buying passage or aiding your journey, will submit themselves unconditionally to a mortal captain. Mortals are simply too changeable, from a Power's perspective. Abadar, if He led, would be a known quantity, He would not change from the goals and methods He had already demonstrated. Even from the perspective of those Powers that were once mortals themselves, it is just not possible to know a mortal well enough to trust them wholly; whatever you have seen of their past, mortals can change."

"Did I and my husband lead such an expedition, we would not ask any allied Powers to submit themselves to us unconditionally; there would be a contract to which Powers were signatory. Have you composed such a contract of passage?"









Prince Fe-Anar: "Perhaps you should go make your own ship, then, for all your Powers, for I'm not wasting my time in the doing of favors for beings that cannot regard mortals as worth bargaining with, and if I have agreements, they are for people whose company I might desire."









???: "I am here and bargaining with you, am I not? And my husband has never held himself too good to bargain with mortals, and has treated with courtesy all those who sought him with that intention, whether they were weaker than himself or mightier. Nor have I asked you for any favor I haven't offered to pay for, and my husband shares that spirit."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Then I might write you a contract of passage, and you can see what you make of it."









???: "Perhaps. I'd worry that as you stand now, it might not be a contract I could swallow. I'd think that perhaps you'd value my possible contributions more dearly, once you failed to find any great ship for sale here that could sail even the lesser Maelstrom, or after you'd verified how the Maelstrom grows more corrosive as you steer towards the edges of Creation."

"But there is one cautionary omen that must be given you immediately, if you mean to undertake this quest and be its hero."

"Buy only twenty-five Wishes this day, not thirty. Do not augment your Wisdom."









Ione Sala: "Hard no," Ione says out loud. She's increasingly worried about where exactly this thing is trying to steer Fe-Anar, and though she has nothing terribly clever to say, she wants to check what happens if its attention is directed more toward herself. "Nefreti Clepati specifically warned me to make sure he didn't somehow end up with augmented Intelligence but no Wisdom, no matter what kind of tricks fate seemed to be throwing about that. Nefreti Clepati is a ninth-circle of Nethys, and she knows things that gods don't."









???: "Nefreti Clepati has only one trick and she uses it for everything. If something is happening that's unparalleled in her visions, she's as blind as an ordinary god after prophecy's been shattered. You should aspire to better, young oracle, and not rely so heavily on your master's guidance."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I think I have enough Wisdom to be getting on with," Fe Anar says, cheerfully enough.









Ione Sala: Oh HELL no, Ione says into their Telepathic Bond, still taking pleasure every time she uses the word as the curse that it should be. Fe-Anar, don't you think it's alarming that the incredibly suspicious entity is requesting you not to augment the one stat Nefreti said to make sure got augmented, and that stat is the Trickery Resistance and Awful Mistake Avoidance stat?

And Fe-Anar is weirdly willing to go along with that, Fe-Anar WHY, Ione doesn't even know why she should be panicking but she clearly should be!









Prince Fe-Anar: It's absolutely suspicious, he says cheerfully back to her. Quite possibly we shouldn't do it. But it wouldn't surprise me very much to learn that this careful game you all are balancing in fact falls apart if I see through it, in which case I definitely want to do that but can believe that this minute isn't the most convenient possible time.









???: When these Telepathic transmissions have ceased, and only then, the old woman speaks again. "Wisdom is also closeness to divinity, and distance from divinity can also be a resource. You will need all you have of that resource, when the time comes to spend it."









Prince Fe-Anar: "See," he says, "I really like that explanation, which is why I don't trust it at all."









Ione Sala: And NOW Ione is trying to figure out the chance that the 'old woman' who's presumably a divinity or a herald or something is able to snoop on their Telepathic connection, maybe even their actual thoughts; or if she's just reading past Fe-Anar's not-so-great Bluff - Sevar did warn them that the Selectively Permeable Mind Blank might not ultimately be as solid as the original complete Mind Blank; it's mainly meant to resist standardized Discern Location from a distance, not divinities staring at it up close -









Prince Fe-Anar: Fe-Anar isn't even considering whether she's able to snoop. Obviously she is. There are a lot of beings that can do this kind of thing (Ione's one of them) and it's always exactly this annoying; he appreciates that in this case Ione's getting a taste of her own medicine.









???: "Indeed. But it is not in my interest to tell you all of my knowledge that you could benefit from, while you still seem little to esteem my aid. I do have my pride as you have yours. I don't say that you could never sail beyond Creation unassisted, given time enough to build your own vessel and somehow lay hands upon the energies of Creation. But you are not conducting yourself like a person who has no time limit on his endeavor; you are here hoping to buy a planar ship already-made, instead of building one special to its purpose. You mean to flee Creation and you need to do it soon. That you cannot do without allies, any more than I myself could do it alone."









Prince Fe-Anar: "If you want to deliver a lecture on how to flee Creation, I promise to act appropriately overawed at your genius so your pride can be assuaged; it must be difficult, being prideful and unable to assuage your pride merely by actually achieving things."









???: "I've no use for your or anyone else's fawning; I've heard far more than enough such, from those who mistakenly think I care to hear it. But to have one's contribution undervalued is a troubling thing, for it implies a corresponding lack of repayment; and the same, if the payer seems too much to overesteem the coin in which I am being paid."

"Mouthing words of praise is easy. I want something harder. I want the respect you give your shoes."









Prince Fe-Anar: "If you have something valuable to me, I'll pay you for it, and respect you for it; if you have something of great value to me, I'll pay you well for it. If you don't, then I won't."









???: "I am not something merely of great value; I am something that is necessary for your long journey. I do not, realistically, think that you could find another pair of shoes like myself."









Prince Fe-Anar: He shrugs. "So?"









???: "There are things you discard the first time they seem troublesome to you; a merchant with valuable goods but who does not seem to treat you respectfully enough for your taste, or who asks you for pay in an unfamiliar coin. There are things you cannot discard, like your shoes upon a long journey. If your shoes could speak, it would be well to make compact with them before you set out."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Look," Fe-Anar says, "I spend a lot of time around mysterious powerful people who are omniscient or are uncannily perfect at guessing exactly what to say to you, or are arguably gods, or some combination of those. They're lovely people, sometimes. There are some of them I wouldn't strangle even if I could. But one picks up some habits, when there are all kinds of powerful things that know too much around speaking vague prophecy instead of handing you a contract they want you to sign, and the main thing you learn is that you can actually just not let them do that and spitefully die in a fire instead.

Maybe that's what you'd call the thing-you-spend-when-you-get-wiser, where you replace that simple and eminently workable rule with whatever gods do among each other. Maybe it's something you have no comprehension of. I don't know. I don't care. I have said I'll pay you; I meant it. If I give my word, I'll keep it. But I will happily die in a fire rather than acknowledge some vague unbounded obligation to excessively powerful things that want to push me around. If I can only have my trip conditional on knuckling under to such beings, that trip is of no value to me; there are no gains from trade to peaceably split.

I would, in fact, take off my shoes, walking across the Worldwound, if my shoes started telling me what to do, because I just don't care that much about dying and I do care a lot about not being easy to manipulate.

If you want to make a deal, offer one. If your deal sounds worse than dying in a fire -- and many, many, many things sound worse than dying in a fire, when they're offered by smug entities that know too much -- then I'll die in a fire instead. If your advice is to make a compact, tell me what you're offering and what you want to be paid for so that we can write the godsdamned contract."









???: The old woman nods. "As you now speak more plainly to me, I'll speak more plainly to you. I was a farrier's daughter before I was a mysterious powerful anything, and I'm afraid to simply appoint you captain of the voyage and obey you because you strike me as in some ways incautious. You offered insult to the mysterious powerful thing, saying, 'It must be difficult being prideful and unable to assuage your pride merely by actually achieving things.' That's the sort of rashness that a farrier's daughter watches men die for."

"I also know more than that, but it's knowledge that I received under contract and that I don't want to use because that imposes additional terms on me unless I could have succeeded otherwise. I'm telling you that because it's something you disclose to somebody with whom you want to build a firm relationship; the sort where you aren't simply wearing your magic items hidden, to manipulate them; the sort where you worry they'd resent the hiding afterward, if they learned. I am being more cautious around you than you are being cautious around myself, and on the proposed voyage we would have to be cautious around things from the Far Tapestry."









Prince Fe-Anar: "The task we've set ourselves isn't one cautious people set themselves. But if you have advice on not being manipulated by beings from the Far Tapestry then that is among the advice I'd pay you for and follow, if it was any good."









???: "My husband is wealthy enough that mortal coin means nothing to me. The pay I seek is a healthy working relationship, in which we either have terms of alliance, or I don't expect to die if I submit to all your orders."

"But I can give you two pieces of advice like that, to be repaid in the coin of real respect, or even a down payment toward compromise. I won't set the price in advance, only ask you to be fair, once you've determined the goods' worth."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I'm listening."









???: "First, this: To the things from the Far Tapestry you are a sort of mechanical contrivance whose levers they are prodding, looking for triggers. To bind them on a level where their words bear any relation to reality, rather than being pure manipulations, is only the first step with trading with them; after that they will be looking for truths that fix reality, true things they can say that move you; and they have more freedom in it than you imagine, because what they say affects what is true. It bears some resemblance to the art of self-fulfilling prophecy, which the young oracle beside you has barely begun to explore."

"From the perspective of the Far Tapestry, anything resembling a swift emotional reaction is an alien - to them - shortcut through your mind's pathways, which they will try to exploit towards self-fulfillment. Had I wished to ruin you, using the arts that they would use, I would have - without warning, and with a carefully established previous frame of insufficiently-concealed contempt - prophesied to you that your pride would be your flaw and your downfall, that you would hold yourself too great to heed the counsel of wise elder beings like myself that could have saved you. I am not using the exact words I'd have used, if I were trying that myself; but with the right choice of wordings, intonations, contexts, I could have spoken those words and thereby made them true. I could tell you that your reluctance to compromise would destroy you, in a way that made it sound like I was sincerely contemptuous about the fact but maybe also didn't know as much about you as I thought; and you'd think 'hah, I'll show her, then' and refuse to compromise and so seal the truth I'd predicted."

"Dealing with creatures like that is, in fact, unpleasant, and I would recommend leaving such negotiations to my husband."









Prince Fe-Anar: "I do realize that, and I'm not so easily played, but I'm happy to leave it to your husband, had I any reason to think I could trust him or you."









???: "You're less easily played when you're in a mood to carefully reflect on things, perhaps. I can already predict about you that you are not always in a mood like that, and see some of how I'd steer you to not be in that mood at the key moment when you heard my words. To be a kind of thing that has changeable, responsive moods makes you, from their perspective, a strangely vulnerable sort of thought process; they can consider how to attack every kind of mood you can be prodded to enter, rather than you being in one constant mental state with a more limited set of self-fulfilling claims."









Prince Fe-Anar: " - sure. And thank you, I guess, for not doing that, if you're in fact not doing that, and if that's what you're fishing for. I notice we're not talking about why I should trust you."









???: "We cannot yet form the bonds of trust as trust should be, until you know more about me than it's to my own advantage to reveal now. And you will become smarter than this, and later wiser. If you came to trust me too quickly now, you would notice then. That would be an ill start to the voyage."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, then, I'm not sure we have much more to say to one another."









???: "You know more about me than at the start of this conversation; and I know more about you that I am allowed to take into account. That the process does not complete immediately does not mean there has been no progress."

"But I'll move on, then, to my second advice, which is more of a tangible offer."

"I would guess that Nefreti Clepati has seen you in alternate possibilities, and has seen some of your possible fates. Learning of those might enable you to break free of them, rather than others using them to move you about. I will give this oracle girl a private message to bear to Clepati, though it cannot yet come to your own ears, by which I mean to motivate Clepati to tell you what she has withheld. That is my next offering to you in this relationship."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Well, I won't turn that down."









???: The old woman turns then her head toward Ione, and speaks apparently in plain Taldane, though it is also evident that Fe-Anar does not hear.

"Brace yourself and show no reaction to my words."









Ione Sala: Ohthat's not a good sign.

"I'm braced."









???: "You made an error, in opposing my interests here, in seeking to warn that man against me."

"It's not to my interest to let Creation be threatened, if I don't think I have a chance to escape Creation. Having learned this much, in this way, if I failed to come to alliance terms with this man, I would eliminate the threat to Creation after I'd investigated it. There would be no constraints on how I used that knowledge, which I'd have learned regardless."









Ione Sala: Ione Sala shows no outward reaction. Her heart is hammering inside her, though, for she's finally thinking and yes, that should have occurred to her, and even more it's occurring to her that Fe-Anar himself would be ecstatic if this being did exactly that.

"Understood," Ione says.









???: "I'd know from having seen him for only two minutes that his pride is his fatal flaw. He is not ready to lead a voyage out of Creation. He is not ready to hear how unready he is."

"There is something in the nature of Creation or perhaps what lies beyond it, that makes mortals to matter in it at all, as we wouldn't otherwise expect to be true. For that reason I consider it a running concern that perhaps a voyage like this one can only succeed if it's a mortal to begin it and drive it, a mortal who hasn't been turned into a full hand-puppet of gods along the way. But he is unequal, at present, even to the simpler requisite of coming to reasonable terms with me about my aid. He wants to be sole captain of the voyage and rule it alone, and it is possible to put him into a mood where he does not want to hear from his advisors. I would not, at present, want to go with him, as he is. So Nethys's gamble ends here and poorly, unless Nefreti Clepati tells this man everything pertinent she knows about his fates and his dooms, and that enables him to grow beyond those."









Ione Sala: "Understood."









???: "My price for my aid to Nethys in this matter, is that Nefreti Clepati tells me anything she's glimpsed in other possibilities about a power that can control space, or make portals of a vast scale; any such tale, however distant from us, might give me a hint about where to look for a power like that somewhere in Creation. Success there would also make this a more promising voyage. And you need me to decide, in the end, that I'll gamble on this being the right moment to go into a greater exile."









Ione Sala: "I'll convey that, though I can't speak for my master. How is Nefreti to contact You?"









???: "She knows me. So will you, as soon as I decide the matter is no longer a secret from you. And that's also a helpful act toward him, for it's better that people begin by seeing me as I am, for good or ill, and only afterward consider the distorted stories of me."



The old woman turns back to Fe-Anar, speaking this time again to be heard by both. "I will be waiting here in Fire where you found me, if you later become more desiring of my aid. I'd offer to send some small minion with you, for your convenience, but I don't expect you want that."









Prince Fe-Anar: "Doesn't really sound convenient, no. I'll think about what you had to say, though rather little of it was about how concretely to do a project like this one."









???: "If you could somehow lay your hands upon the energies that sustain Creation, the mathematics of them have been the study of an ancient silver dragon who dwells in Kenabres. I'd help you more if I could, but while I yet dwell within Creation I am constrained by far too many oaths and pacts and treaties and considerations."









Prince Fe-Anar: He nods, because all the things he can think of to say are sarcastic and that's just bad incentives when she's actually being mildly helpful.









???: Outward sarcasm would mean nothing to her; only the underlying realities of his attitude matter. But that he cares at all what she thinks, and restrains his pride in any way, is progress.

"I say also - in case it should matter to you - that I have not truly been here in person, though this form does resemble me and I have been speaking through it quite directly. Approaching you in my true person without asking your permission about it would not have been courteous."









Prince Fe-Anar: He figured. Gods tend to be notable to be around. "I thank you for the courtesy, to whatever degree courtesy is how your decision was motivated."









???: She smiles slightly, and folds her hands into her lap. Though the metal blindfold is still on her, there is an air about her as if she'd closed her eyes.









Iarwain:




Cheliax, at a point in time later than it was before the text earlier said 'Earlier:':











Cheliax: The developing situation in Cheliax is complicated, and of course fraught, and it could hardly be otherwise.









Cheliax: First Abrogail Thrune was assassinated along with Aspexia Rugatonn inside her own palace, which is the sort of thing that happens from time to time. Then Abrogail Thrune was Wishnapped out of Hell, which happens less. Worst of all, the Crown of Infernal Majesty was lost.









Cheliax: ...and then two days later that Crown was ransomed back from Keltham, now styling himself Keltham of Elsewhere.

Foremost, the Crown was exchanged for Cheliax locating every last woman it could find from its secret ilani breeding-program: and giving those women a choice. On the one hand, a Polymorph-abortion before their children could be ensouled. Or alternatively, going to Osirion to be made statues, possibly for quite a while, until Keltham or his chosen delegate declared that Creation had become a fitting place for dath ilani children; or else decided that the children must be aborted after all. In either case those women would afterward be made very rich and free to go where they wished.

And secondmost in exchange of the Crown's return, the Chelish state and Asmodeus's Church, were to make no further effort in person or by proxy to locate or retrieve Abrogail Thrune.









Cheliax: So now, Cheliax can infer: Given that Keltham seemed to know about the breeding program in the first place, Keltham almost certainly knows he has remaining children in Cheliax.

Keltham knows he couldn't get them all.

Keltham, evidently, cares about his prospective children a great deal.

If you had higher Intelligence and Splendour than Wisdom, you might conclude - after a deadline of probable ensoulment had passed, and Keltham had not destroyed Cheliax already - that this meant it was okay to invade Osirion now.









Cheliax: You would not have wanted to look at any earlier point like you were about to invade Osirion. Keltham might not have liked that, and you wouldn't have had those definitely-not-hostages yet.

So you would not be ready to invade immediately after the deadline passed, because you couldn't visibly prepare before that.

But once that deadline had passed, you would start carrying out Cheliax's previous plan, to then begin readying its forces to invade Osirion.









Cheliax: So the first complication of the present situation, then, is that Cheliax is now visibly gathering its forces for war.

Obviously Cheliax hasn't officially made any announcement that Osirion is the target. That part is not spoken outside of the most tightly secured chambers, lest any spy should hear it and make official report.

But that's only so spying empires can potentially pretend not to know, and choose not to take official notice. Everyone knows that if Cheliax is invading anyone, it's almost certainly the home of the Scientific Revolution.









Cheliax: The next element of complication is who now sits upon the throne of Cheliax. Imaginably, one could try to hold the throne open against Abrogail Thrune's return; but then far too many people would try to seize it. Cheliax must have a single clear ruler, at all times, but especially if war is about to begin.

When Abrogail guessed that Calantra Thrune would most likely be next to rule the Chelish Imperium, she made that guess based on mistaken premises having to do with time-travel.

Calantra Thrune is sensible, cautious; older than Abrogail was when Abrogail assumed the throne. Given the apparent circumstances, Calantra has opted to back the throne-bid of a cousin instead. Abrogail is not abandoned by the Church to Hell, she is ransomed away from Cheliax's rescue. For all anyone knows, Keltham could decide to send Abrogail Thrune back the next day. If Abrogail II is really gone for good, Calantra suspects her cousin's reign may not last all that long anyways; most Chelish reigns don't.

There are things you ought not to do if you are determined to keep your head attached to your shoulders for very long, and one of those things is seating yourself upon the Throne of Cheliax, in the throne room that was Abrogail's, while Abrogail Thrune still exists in any form that might take offense.









Chelish Throne Room: Then the new Infernal Majestrix, now styling herself Terthule II though that wasn't her birth-name, is no coward whatever else you might say of her.

Her new position is, of course, fragile; all the more so because Terthule II must avoid letting her reign appear fragile at almost any cost, including that she must avoid the appearance of being concerned about the appearance of fragility.

Terthule II has conducted no systematic sweep of Abrogail II's loyalists, because a number of former Abrogail loyalists are too valuable to be easily disposed-of; Abrogail II's visible fondness for somebody tends to have been unfortunately correlated with their competence. For that matter, an evenhanded tally of the pro-Abrogail faction would have to include, for example, Aspexia Rugatonn, who while on constantly fractious terms with Abrogail II did dislike her less than previous monarchs. If you sweep the Abrogail loyalists, but leave visible holes in the sweep corresponding to people you don't dare kill, that makes you look weak.

Terthule II, then, has not conducted a sweep of only the weaker Abrogail loyalists, given that she cannot sweep them all. The appearance of indifference to them can also serve.

But there are many unimportant personnel responsible for maintaining the Majestrix's personal quarters (mostly repaired after the attack by some greater ilani weapon); and it was easy enough for Terthule to make their palace-service more difficult and demanding. After which it is only natural that Terthule sent off to torture, or took a few moments to personally punish, those personal servants of the Queen who failed in their work. Among those already excruciated to death are several souls whom Abrogail II was said to favor, among her personal household. It serves to perform that Abrogail II is never coming back.



This does have the effect of making a lot of other competent people, whom Abrogail II might have arguably visibly favored in some way, a little nervous about Terthule II. Really the fact that Terthule II isn't purging tons of competent people is something to be said in her favor as a Chelish monarch, even if she's refraining from it during an incredibly tense situation on the verge of war. But it's the sort of internal peace that could change on less than a round's notice.









Cheliax: Another, stranger source of complications in Cheliax, is that somebody has been casting permanent symbols of healing within Asmodean temples - starting with those at the Worldwound, and then in the primary temples serving major Chelish cities. This mysterious benefactor of Cheliax has left no calling card, set off no alarms that anyone remembers, and demanded no payment.

This is a rather significant act, one that in some ways shifts balances of power -









dath ilan: Really? In that case, one wishes to know why it wasn't done earlier.









Golarion: All right, then, some background:



The inability of Evil clerics to channel positive energy for wide-radius healing is one of the key disadvantages of Evil; especially when it comes to large military operations, or the economic productivity of whole countries; especially Evil countries that don't conduct themselves in a way where they could just hire clerics of Abadar or Pharasma to channel healing.

If you look in an academic magical textbook for beginning practitioners, it will tell you that symbol of healing is a 3rd-circle divine spell, and that like most symbols it is among the rare spells with a doubly-stabilizable topology that can be made Permanent. If you look up a standard list of known spells that Permanency can perpetuate, you'll see the entry for symbol of healing lists the caster-strength of Permanency required as late-5th-circle, and a weight of diamond dust that in current markets costs around 10,000gp. (The actual weight is greater than the weight of a Wish-diamond; but a Wish-diamond requires a single large diamond, and that's much harder to find than an equivalent weight of diamond-matter-of-any-size for a Permanency.)

So - given that this trick works at all - why don't large Evil cities already have their own Permanencied symbols of healing, then?









dath ilan: That is a good question! First, of course, one checks the basic economiclogic to make sure the businessplan would consistencycheck. How much could a symbol of healing earn, in an Evil city - how long would it take to earn back the 10,000gp price?









Golarion: The sticker price on a 1st-circle priest casting Cure Light Wounds is 10gp, or so you'll usually be told. Naively, you might think that a symbol of healing bestows an effect at least that powerful; so by using it on 3 subjects per day, you could earn back the Permanency price within a year: 3 people/day * 10gp * 365 days = 10,950gp.

The first issue with this business plan is that 10gp is only the price if you are a foreign merchant, or an adventurer, or you look visibly rich. If you're an ordinary townsman of the faith, Cure Light Wounds runs more like 1gp.

The second issue is that channeled healing, in towns that aren't too purely Evil to offer it, doesn't sell at the same price as Cure. It's not that channeled healing is significantly weaker, but that it's used by more than one person at a time, which means that it runs on a schedule, which makes it less convenient and particularly less medically convenient. The price of Cure Light Wounds is driven by the value of having a cure cast on you right now. The product-market fit of channeled healing is for injuries that aren't urgently life-threatening: Burns, deep cuts, broken bones. It's the want of that cheap lesser healing that has the citizens of Ostenso going about with visible scars or poorly healed bone-breaks, but mostly still alive.

In most cities with channeled healing, it ends up costing somewhere around one silver piece.









dath ilan: Then for any Evil population center large enough that there's 300 people per day who need minor healing, asymbolwould pay for itself in one year.

Does Ostenso qualify?









Ostenso: Yes.









dath ilan: So why doesn't Ostenso already have a healing symbol?


...Hm. If one's priors are already updated on light contact with Golarion, one would consider such non-economically-driven answers as: "Because Evil religions don't much prize innovation or economic sensibility" or "Because Evil rulers don't consider it on-theme for Evil cities to offer cheap healing, and they're not the ones living with the consequences". Or the general loan-interest rate in Evil countries could be over 100%. ?









Golarion: Dath ilan is learning! For many temples to Evil gods, that would be a sufficient answer. But Asmodeanism does laud cleverness, and souls pledged to Asmodeus must fear Hell's own vengeance if they violate a compact made in Hell's name; His temples can borrow at some of the lowest interest rates in Golarion. And if the Church didn't think of it, the Crown would.









dath ilan: All right, whyare there so many people in Ostenso with visible scars from not-healed injuries?









Golarion: The root of the answer is that symbol of healing is a divine spell, and permanency is an arcane spell, and it must be the same hand that casts the spell and the permanency. Divine magic in general does not always mix easily with arcane magic, and divine healing especially is troublesome.

That Razmir's 'priests' can successfully heal their parishoners, without visibly using Infernal Healing, is unusual; if any wizard with early-Sevar-level Spellcraft could create a Ring of Cure Light Wounds as readily as Sevar made her Tiny Swords of Glibness (also for a spell no arcanist could stabilize), what Razmiran's priesthood could do would not be exceptional enough to fool anyone.

In fact, a lot of sensible educated people in Razmiran shrug and accept that, in real life, Razmir's priests probably just worship a god and get spells from Him. Because why go to all that trouble and do something nearly impossible - namely using arcane magic to imitate divine healing - just to put on a supposed lie that doesn't obviously benefit Razmir that much, compared to Him just saying that He's a ninth-circle wizard rather than a god?

It's a lie that works because Razmir is mixing arcane magic and divine healing on a level that most 9th-circle wizards can't.









Golarion: Which all sums to this: If you want to make a permanent symbol of healing, you would realistically want to be a mystic theurge who could channel a wastefully large amount of divine power to imitate a 5th-circle arcane Permanency, not just a random 5th-circle wizard who got promoted by fiat of Asmodeus to clerichood and cast the symbol from scroll. You'd also need to spend years studying divine healing spells and their interactions with the arcane; or alternatively have something like INT 26, and maybe also a tutor who understood the physics of magic on a level more commonly associated with gods.

The complete list of known spellcasters like that is "Nefreti Clepati", and Nefreti Clepati does not care to make permanent symbols of healing and sell them to Evil churches.









Pilar : ...or rather, that was the complete list before. Pilar Pineda has mostly stayed out of contact with Cheliax after leaving Project Lawful, and she vanished from scries entirely after Abrogail Thrune's assassination. But it is known that Lady Pineda has become a mystic theurge; she displayed that much capability while rescuing a Chelish Worldwound fortress from certain death under a choking demonic smoke.









Cheliax: Which brings us to the complicated part! Even if Abrogail II had still occupied the throne, granting symbols of healing to only Asmodean temples would have been a politically fraught act. A loyal Chelish subject ought to also provide some symbols of healing laid upon banners to be carried about by Cheliax's military, and maybe put them up in some Crown offices as well.

One aspect of the current balance of Chelish power between Church and Crown is that all the serious healing is done at Asmodean temples; but most lesser healing is done by 1st-circle wizards casting an Infernal Healing, far more numerous in Cheliax than elsewhere.

This balance has now been wholly upset, and not in a way where any Crown offices got any permanent healing symbols of their own, even though they could just as easily have been granted to wizards or nonmagical state offices.

In the further context of Terthule II's new reign, this behavior could be interpreted as Lady Pineda - favored of Aspexia Rugatonn, and believed to be on friendly terms with Abrogail II - deliberately snubbing the new regime in favor of the Church of Asmodeus; which is the sort of appearance that every single other power in Cheliax, even Aspexia Rugatonn, has been trying to avoid. Any appearance like that might set off internal conflict, with a war with Osirion on the horizon, that either the new Queen or the Most High or both ought to be cross with you about having started.



...Or you could take the impending Osiran war as a fine time to push forward the Church, since nobody wants to set off an internal conflict about your pushing. If you were sufficiently unworried about how the new Queen would take it. Very few people would be that unworried.









lintamande: The minister for national affairs should mind that it could also be Clepati, offers Xulia Cantibari, newly promoted advisor to the Queen, relying on the fact that our doubts about Pinedas loyalties might inspire us to permit it, where such an intervention, were it openly Clepatis, would generate considerable suspicion.

Pineda hasnt denied it.

My understanding is that - owing to mismanagement under the previous monarch - Pineda offers no routine accounting of her actions either to Church or Crown, which is why we cannot ask of her if, and why -









Chelish Throne Room: "Is anyone being assigned to the duty of analyzing the possibility that this benefits Cayden Cailean, and if so how? Or are we abandoning that as a bad deal?"

 "My understanding is that Pineda's final reports indicate her as having acquired the capability to act entirely for her own benefit, meaning we can't assume that any particular action of hers is meant to benefit Asmodeus or Cheliax at all."

    "It clearly does increase Chelish military potential, if only because we can recall more clerics from the Worldwound and our cities while incurring lesser consequences. I don't think any gods will be confused by a cover of Pineda not rendering direct military aid, which further weighs against her choices having a divine source or reason -"









lintamande: Terthule II lifts a hand, and all quiets at once.

Never mind Pineda, says Terthule II, who of course minds Pineda immensely but cant look interested in calling her to account; she might not answer, and thatd be disastrous. Shes asked people separately to figure out what remains in Cheliax that Pineda might care about, and how it might be credibly threatened; early reports say that Pineda's immediate family is dead and unreachable, but one of Pineda's few disciplinary infractions was about granting too much fame to Paxti of Borras, a former classmate, during a sensitive intelligence operation. Whether its Pineda's her hand or another, we ought not to rely on it for wartime logistics, in case its then withdrawn; beyond that, any scheme that strengthens Asmodeus strengthens Us. Obviously false, but no ones going to call her on it. Pinedas loyalties will become apparent when we go to war; most loyalties do. And thats quite enough on this dangerous topic, time to steer for - Summarize, Timoteu, the state of those preparations.









Chelish Throne Room: Cheliax's stocks of high-level consumables, scrolls and wands and potions, had been depleted by conquering Nidal; those would have taken time to replenish from only internal sources, and Cheliax is not as rich in high-level casters as in low-level casters. The obvious alternative is to buy those items from foreign suppliers, using the newfound spellsilver riches, but many of Cheliax's usual military suppliers are currently balking at supplying Cheliax directly.

This is inconvenient but not fatal; any sanction on foreign trade that isn't obeyed worldwide is more for show than for impact. Cheliax has offered higher prices to those suppliers that will still sell to them. The former clients of those suppliers, outbid, will turn around and buy from the suppliers that are making a show of snubbing Cheliax.



"I estimate that we're at 70% of attainable military potential. 80% in one more week, 90% two weeks after. That reflects our supply of consumables; our warriors and casters are as ready as they'll ever be. With respect to recalling Worldwound forces," now that the new healing capacity has increased their efficiency, and realistically also gambling on Lady Pineda's demonstrated willingness to reinforce a Chelish Worldwound unit in distress, "we have acquired sufficient Greater Teleport scrolls to retrieve up to thirty high-level casters and fighters from the Worldwound without that impacting our assault potential immediately after."









lintamande: A military advisor standing behind him clears his throat. Your Majesty, I would recommend we move immediately. Those weapons that weve witnessed deployed by Osirion or those allied with it are a problem and theyll be more of one in more time. This is the best moment to strike at them. We should adjust our objectives in line with our combat power, rather than delay.

So which objectives does our lord minister recommend we abandon? Clepati? The project sites? The city? A weak attack weakens us.

Our aim is destruction, not conquest; a weak attack weakens them, and their counterattack weakens us precisely as much as theyre capable of, which will be more next week.









lintamande: This is the conversation Terthule II was angling for, without being too obvious about her desires. Theres nothing like a good war for securing ones throne. She intends to preside over it with sober, mature deliberation, statesmanlike as Abrogail could never be bothered to be. Are there those whod advocate for further delay?









Chelish Throne Room: There's a surprisingly loudclick and nearly simultaneoussnick.









Chelish Throne Room: This is the sound made by an adamantine spring, unwinding under incredible tension; and the sound made by an adamantine blade that sweeps forth and returns almost instantly back.



Anyone who sees at mortal speeds will see only that blood sprays forth from Terthule's throat, and she stops talking and looks puzzled for just a moment, before her head falls off her shoulders in another gush of blood.









Abrogail: Abrogail gracefully catches Terthule's head before it hits the ground, removes the Crown of Infernal Majesty, and heaves the rest of Terthule's body off the Throne of Cheliax before seating herself down there, uncaring of the latest set of bloodstains.



There are things you ought not to do if you are determined to keep your head attached to your shoulders for very long, and one of those things is seating yourself upon the Throne of Cheliax, in the throne room that was Abrogail's.









Abrogail: "I assume," Abrogail says aloud, glancing at the current royal guard members, who are looking just as decidedly neutral as everyone else in this room, "that you have secret instructions to summon the Grand High Priestess in such an event as this, considering my recent circumstances." She leans to one side upon her throne, flinging one boot-clad leg up on the throne's arms, the very picture of seductive relaxation. "Be about that, if you must."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia will come there swiftly.









Gorthoklek: Accompanied by adequate reinforcements, should they be necessary.









Chelish Throne Room: Everyone who is none of those people will be saying absolutely nothing.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You have not donned the Crown of Infernal Majesty."

A tiny feeling of relief (entirely about Cheliax's prospects for competent governance, and which Aspexia was not in any case acknowledging in the slightest) vanished upon the instant that she saw.









Abrogail: "It's... very tempting. But you will be pleased to hear, Aspexia, that I have finally learned not to do what I shouldn't."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Has Sevar broken you to her service, then?"

They are none of them stupid.









Abrogail: "It's different when an ex-priestess of Irori does the remaking. I am strong enough now to rule without this Crown." Only a +2/+2/+6 three-quarters-circlet that she wears, small almost to the point of being invisible beneath her hair, and leaving her forehead clear.









Chelish Throne Room: There are uneasy shifts at this, the royal guards meeting each other's eyes, not daring quite yet to take up combative stances against Abrogail Thrune returned.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "If you intend to try taking Cheliax from the grasp of Hell, even if only so Sevar can reclaim it in Hell's name, there will be a fight about it."









Abrogail: It's an obvious stratagem and the one that Aspexia would expect. It's the one that Abrogail expected: that Sevar would send her back to liberate Cheliax from Hell's grasp, make it true that the country was now ruled in its own name and without Asmodeus's compact. So that Sevar would receive all the souls there, after she claimed Cheliax back from Abrogail's hands, in Hell's name. It's the stratagem that would make sense of why Carissa Sevar did not simply return wearing the Crown, and claim Cheliax directly.

Abrogail still doesn't know why that was not the plan, but she has her orders.

There is, however, no need to say that right away.









Abrogail: "Sounds like an expensive fight."









Gorthoklek: "I see you have undergone insufficient torment to cure your optimism."









Abrogail: "You could have been slain upon this spot, Gorthoklek, having come to this place not fully prepared for war. I too would have died, but I would be resurrected afterwards, and you, utterly destroyed. The ilani philosophy of weaponry is still being revised to incorporate and counter magic, but it isn't designed with an aim of giving the targets a chance to fight back, or act at all, really."









Gorthoklek: Gorthoklek is already defended now against a weapon of such potency as slew the Queen and Most High before. And there are more pit fiends in Hell, should it come to a greater war against ilani-spawn; did Gorthoklek fall here, the next pit fiend after himself would not die so easily. He does not say as much, of course, but instead this:

"Do you intend to try to take from Hell a country that Asmodeus has compacted for and claimed as His own?"









Abrogail: "Not if there's a less expensive alternative."









Chelish Throne Room: A number of people are currently strongly wishing that their general status and deportment permitted them to run away, very quickly, sometime around now.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Are you betraying your compact with Asmodeus?"









Abrogail: "I died and the country of Cheliax was bestowed on another Thrune. I need not regard current events as falling under the rubric of that compact."









Aspexia Rugatonn: Could Aspexia win? Definitely, she reckons, if Abrogail does not dare to don the Crown - unless Abrogail is more backed by Sevar and Keltham than Aspexia expects...

Aspexia finds that she is reluctant to open battle, no doubt because of how disastrous it would be for Cheliax either way. Aspexia will not give in to threats from a lesser power, for only that reluctance; it is the Asmodean way to give in to threats only from greater power. But she will make an attempt to avert a costly outcome, even if those watching might misinterpret that as a sign of weakness, in a contest where appearances matter.

"Abrogail. Come to your senses. Asmodeus still owns your soul, and I don't see Him particularly happy about this matter, even as a threat that you then don't carry out. If Sevar has broken you too badly to see it -"









Abrogail: Abrogail interrupts her with a brief, cold chuckle. "Carissa Sevar showed me what awaits in Hell; for myself, for the others here. Accurately."









Aspexia Rugatonn: 
"You cannot be serious. If any of that came as a surprise to you, I have catastrophically overestimated your wisdom and indeed your sanity."









Abrogail: "Would you swear to me, Aspexia, in Asmodeus's name, that Hell takes anything like care not to wantonly ruin those souls whom we believed, trusted, to have made themselves valuable? Instead of just having whatever cruel fun strikes their whim, and making a few devils out of what remains?"









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I think that Hell effectively keeps its secrets on such matters, including from the likes of Carissa Sevar; and serves Asmodeus well in all that we cannot see."









Abrogail: "Hell has carefully engineered the impressions we hold of it, without ever making us any promises. It carefully manages what mortals see on their trips to Hell, if they've any prospect of returning, and never swears us any oaths. Of course I trust Sevar's sworn probability estimates above that. Any sensible person would."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Sevar is not privy to Hell's hidden truths, nor can they be bought, nor scried. For Sevar to swear that she's guessed a thing is still nothing more than guessing, even if she dresses it up in numbers."









Abrogail: Rugatonn surely does not think that Abrogail can be unbrainwashed upon the spot; or if she's modeling Sevar accurately, knows that Sevar would not have sent Abrogail here in a persuadable state. And Abrogail knows that Aspexia Rugatonn cannot be turned from her own course. Least of all could any debate move Gorthoklek.

What Rugatonn must be contesting, then, are the opinions of the high officials and palace Security wizards uneasily watching all this.

This handful of Chelish powers cannot decide any large military-civil conflict, they have not the numbers or combined potency. But they are informative; the next batch of Chelish powers might not arrive to any different opinion, if these few backed Abrogail here, or Rugatonn.



"Carissa Sevar has now reached INT 29, and mastered every scrap of Law that an INT 18 child could contain out of another world, and extended it. If Sevar is not yet a god, she is close enough that the likes of us cannot predict in which direction she'll be mistaken relative to a god."

"But you're worried that Sevar's sworn guesses are wrong, for all that you say you don't know Hell's truth yourself? Or you think yourself sure that an INT 29 ilani is making errors and in a particular direction? Fine enough, then, Gorthoklek is right there. He can give us his own oath about anything I say that happens to be false."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Hell decides for itself what to say, or not say, and to be moved by such a taunt is beneath a pit fiend's pride. So I answer on Gorthoklek's behalf, for if he answered at all it might be to destroy you."









Abrogail: "You need hardly be INT 29 to understand that Hell makes the decision of what to keep from us for reasons that include leaving the pathetic deluded mortals to their delusions, when those delusions lead them to serving Hell more eagerly than they'd serve if they knew the truth." Abrogail's voice is clear now and cold. "Matters of Evil and pride may proceed of Asmodeus, but matters of truth and reality are of Law. It was stupid in the first place for the mortals of Cheliax to trust to their fates in Hell while only guessing what those fates were. It was not a sane or Lawful arrangement. If our dues in Hell are to be the foundations of our loyalty and the Chelish state, if we're to work all our lives to improve our fates, let those fates be known to us and not guessed."

"If Sevar is wrong about that, let Gorthoklek swear that Hell originally decided to not swear to us regarding our fate in Hell, for a primary and decisive reason other than that we mortals were thereby too optimistic, and more eager than we would have been. That ought not injure his pride by much, if Hell has any legitimate reason for secrecy."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "That rather sounds like Keltham's style of reasoning -"









Abrogail: "I mark that attempted change of topic, and that Gorthoklek remains silent."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Is there even anything left of Abrogail Thrune, or am I only speaking with what Sevar put into this flesh after it was put into her by Keltham?"









Abrogail: "Carissa Sevar was Chosen of Irori, you know, as I was Chosen of Asmodeus. Irori doesn't really go for that sort of thing. I am given this because it made me stronger."

"And also, I'm afraid you're worried about the wrong puppetmaster, Aspexia." Abrogail looks down at the Crown of Infernal Majesty with entirely-honest wistful regret. "The other reason I haven't put on this Crown is that, if we do come to an agreement, the Keepers of Asmodeus will need this overpriced headband more than I do, for their training."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "You've gone over to Snack Service." None of the absolute horror in Aspexia Rugatonn's voice is the tiniest bit feigned. As promising as Asmodeus's Keepers seem, she's never forgotten for one second whose project that was.









Abrogail: "I understand that Sevar's come to some arrangement with that alliance's representative, yes. I'm not intelligent enough, Lawful enough, or trusted enough myself to know the details."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "And is Sevar on Asmodeus's side, in this?"









Abrogail: "Don't be absurd. Sevar is on her own side, as is the way of Lawful Evil. And I'm on my own side; it's just been shown to me that my best interests lie with her."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "She tortured you until you -"









Abrogail: "Of course. She is Lawful Evil, not Lawful Neutral. But she didn't break me in any way she couldn't repair afterwards, because she isn't your kind of Asmodean."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "My kind of Asmodean? I am the one who defines -"









Abrogail: "It's only heresy until it becomes orthodoxy, Rugatonn, and remember that you too will come to Hell in time."

"Enough of this. You don't know the true stakes on this gameboard - and neither do I. So let's negotiate about the parts our lesser minds can understand."

"Gorthoklek might have been destroyed by an ilani weapon, and upon my being resurrected I could have taken Cheliax from Hell, though with great strife and loss. And then I'd give Cheliax into Sevar's hands, to rule in Hell's name again; and souls here who cry her name would be hers to own, in Hell after Her ascension. Except," Abrogail turns now to look deliberately at the watching royal guards, "those already soul-sold to Hell, who are excluded from Sevar's compact with Asmodeus. Whom Sevar has separately compacted with Dispater to be able to buy from their current owners in Dis, with the approval of Crown and Church."

"So as an alternative to the road that needlessly costs Hell - Cheliax could submit itself to Carissa Sevar as its Empress, with myself as her viceroy, styling myself Directrix. The worship of Sevar, as a destined future goddess of Hell under Asmodeus, will be legalized and encouraged by the state if perhaps not the Church. Those worthy in Cheliax will still go to Sevar in due time. Perhaps through emigration to Wanshou; perhaps after She's taken three-quarters of Avistan in Hell's name, backed by an unweakened Cheliax. The Church will give its approval to Sevar's buying of those who've already sold themselves to Hell, if they please her or seem to hold promise."

"Neither Church nor Hell shall try to interfere with Sevar's rulership of Cheliax for three years, so long as it stays within the bounds of reformed Asmodeanism; nor will the Church protest certain changes away from the more wasteful and self-destructive of Cheliax's current policies. On Sevar's own oath that she expects all those changes together to increase the number of souls that come to Hell eventually, compared to what would have come about if she did nothing at all."

"You do not trust me, of course, and I do not trust you. But we both aspire to Lawfulness, and Gorthoklek actually is Lawful, and neither of us wishes to expend Cheliax's strength in a conflict between us. Lawful beings need not waste their strength so, if they both prefer doing something else. That we do not trust one another, that we do not have the same goals, these are obstacles that we are both incentivized to pay some little costs to overcome. It isn't even hard, for us, being Lawful and knowing one another for Lawful. We'll set up cutouts in Cheliax's command structure whereby I or Sevar cannot just betray the country to Good, or whatever it is you fear we'll do with it; and your and Gorthoklek's oaths, somewhat severer than those you've made before, will properly forbid the Church to use those cutouts to take away our country."

"It's an offer that works for everyone, really. You should all be grateful that Sevar is the sort of Lawful Evil who'll give you the chance at it."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Mmhm. And the coming war with Osirion?"









Abrogail: "In a word, no. Those preparations will prove useful, but we'll conquer where the Empress says we conquer, and Sevar will take care of talking it through with Keltham first. I am not going to tell you any details of what would happen to us otherwise; you might not believe the plain truth about what They can do... before seeing evidence that will be demonstrated in some little time."









Chelish Throne Room: There are many uneasy glances, then, among the sort of Chelish powers present who are not mainly thinking about running away.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "Snack Service made mention of the Keepers of Asmodeus needing to be ready before we attacked Osirion."









Abrogail: "It would have been truthful given what It knew, expected, at the time. Carissa Sevar has altered Cayden Cailean's plan; let Him pray that she does not alter it any further."









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I frankly fail to see how any of this benefits you. Asmodeus would still own your soul, and He seems unlikely to be pleased with your concept of loyalty. Dispater Himself could not sell you to Sevar even if He wanted to. You will never come to her hands in death."









Abrogail: "Carissa promised me she'd make a reasonable effort to do something about that, and said she thought she could, though she said I couldn't know the details."









Chelish Throne Room: For a second there's just sheer disbelieving silence in the throne hall of Cheliax.









Aspexia Rugatonn: "I thought you stronger than to have been that brainwashed, that quickly, if you can still talk this coherently at all."









Abrogail: "I'd have believed her even if she hadn't sworn to me that she didn't expect that my own expectations were too optimistic, and that she wasn't concealing those details primarily in hopes I'd make a mistake that benefited her. She's Carissa Sevar, not Asmodeus, and soon all Golarion will learn what that means."

"Now let us be about our necessary business, Most High, for I have a great deal of work to do. And a planar binding to perform on one of Hell's most recent petitioners." Abrogail nudges the decapitated head of the former 'Terthule II' with one foot. "This isn't, actually, escaping me that easily."









Cheliax: And by the end of that day, in near-competition with how fast spies and rumors can spread news across Golarion, the country of Cheliax will send out messages, by ambassador and also by other means, to announce the peaceful annexation of Cheliax into the Sevarian Empire.

The Sevarian Empire realizes this trend might worry other countries. The Sevarian Empire strongly suggests that the delegates of many countries come together to negotiate a new, more stable international order. The Sevarian Empire is eager to engage in peaceful and lawful negotiations with such countries as may know Law, in order to achieve more mutually beneficial outcomes for both parties than might have been achieved without such negotiations.

That said, the Sevarian Empire is Lawful Evil and fully intends to conquer weak and vulnerable territories like Wanshou used to be. The Empire may annex any countries which don't negotiate a guaranteed place in the new world order, including aspects like contributing to Worldwound defense; and including satisfactory guarantees on points like exit rights for their citizens if they want to move to a Sevarian country instead. Nidal is a fair example of who might've been next if Cheliax weren't already busy digesting them.

This arrangement is the product of negotiations between Carissa Sevar and Keltham of Elsewhere. Keltham's own part in that arrangement is that he will not protect countries that do not come to the negotiating table and negotiate reasonably there. Pilar Pineda's part can come as a surprise to anyone who insists on being silly.

As a good-faith gesture of their own cordial participation in the new international equilibrium to be negotiated, the new Cheliax is voluntarily adopting a temporary moratorium on Maledictions pending other negotations.









Golarion: ...absorbing Cheliax into the "Sevarian Empire" is going to get a LOT of entities paying attention who were not paying quite that much attention to the earlier fight in Wanshou, and who'd dismissed the "Scientific Revolution" as a one-off import of extraplanar knowledge about spellsilver alchemy.

One might, possibly, worry that a public takeover of Cheliax was a risky move for Keltham to allow Carissa Sevar to make. Most attention will be aimed at Carissa Sevar, but it's also going to get a lot of people - and liches, and ancient dragons, and gods - taking Keltham more seriously than before...









Pilar : It was ultimately more an intuition than anything else, by which Pilar made that call: that they were entering an endgame unseen by Nethys, and that the game's nature was not to be winnable by timid play.

That it mattered to have it be seen, and also mattered to have it be true, that Cheliax on the eve of war suddenly turned its sword's aim from opposing Good to opposing Evils, and ceased from the worst of its cruelties.

That it was worth doing, above all, for the sake of that thread of painful disbelieving hope that would run through Golarion like a hitch in the world's breath.

But exposing so much capability does involve, unavoidably, a chance that a certain deity will finally have enough information to figure out the plot. And then -









Asmodeus: Carissa Sevar now definitely has His personal attention, yes. Annoyingly, that doesn't give Him very much information, in this case. He compacted not to peek through Otolmens's veil; and if a mortal stays Mind-Blanked outside that veil, even her having sold her soul to Dispater does not allow Dispater to read out her thoughts without more effort than Asmodeus cares to pay Dispater to exercise.

But it's obvious enough that Carissa Sevar is playing this game on her own behalf, as is not wholly to Dispater's benefit, who in turn is not entirely aligned to Asmodeus...

...and that's entirely fine, as Asmodeus considers His aesthetics. But Carissa Sevar had better be benefiting the tyranny in all this.









Aspexia Rugatonn: Aspexia Rugatonn will carefully scrutinize, with the aid of Gorthoklek, every significant order that Abrogail Thrune conveys. Sevar is not weakening Cheliax in any drastic respect except that Osirion's Scientific Revolution is gaining steam while it prances about uninvaded; and Sevar has promised clear evidence to be delivered shortly that Keltham had the capability to defeat Cheliax's military if that invasion had actually been carried out.

Sevar has also promised, and begun maneuvering for, negotiations whereby the Keepers of Asmodeus will be placed in power and responsibility over all greater ilani weapons, as those inventions are inevitably discovered - though the Keepers will swear to carry out Otolmens's purposes alone, when they act in that capacity, without tricks or favoritism or any manner of shenanigans whatsoever. It will be argued, truthfully, that only Asmodeus's rigors can suffice to train those who could actually be entrusted with such a duty, among those very few mortals well-suited to Asmodean rigor.









Gorthoklek: There is an equilibrium implied by the existence of truly deadly weapons, which Hell's elite understands better than Golarion's mortals have previously needed to know. On Gorthoklek's own analysis, Cheliax is not being maneuvered into a position that will cripple its ability to serve Hell later. Sevar is executing some non-obvious correct maneuvers to position Cheliax for that long game, which Gorthoklek would not have been permitted to reveal if Sevar had not made them.

Which isn't to say that they ought to trust Carissa Sevar for that reason. Carissa Sevar is obviously - this is blatant from Gorthoklek's viewpoint - playing some game against intelligences of divine level, which is to say, against Cayden Cailean or Asmodeus or both. Sevar is playing that game competently, and has honed her policy to yield no evidence that she is breaking with either Good or Evil - and as for whether it's Evil or Good from which Sevar is trying to hide her allegiances, all not privy to her purposes are left with their prior odds.

Most probably, if Gorthoklek takes obvious inferences at their face value, Sevar is not committing herself fully to Good or Evil; she is waiting to demand a further compact with Hell that she deems her fair share of Evil's gains, and will demand more of her desiderata, possibly sentimental ones, at that time.

Or Sevar may know well that she's irrevocably cast her soul's fate with Hell; but could be trying to deceive Hell's other minions about whether that threat has power to move her, in hopes they'll tread more cautiously and generously around her.









Aspexia Rugatonn: It's an analysis that would be more reassuring if the new Carissa Sevar were not 3 INT ahead of Gorthoklek - though even in the worst case of ilani transmuting diamonds, Sevar must be much less Wise. But still.

Aspexia doesn't like the part with suspending Maledictions.

It really comes down to that, in the end. All of Aspexia's instincts are shrieking to her that ending Maledictions is much more something that Good people invent clever lies about when they're pretending to be Evil than that Evil people think of doing to deceive Good, and if that's a ploy by Carissa Sevar to fool somebody else then it's also working on Aspexia Rugatonn.









Asmodeus: The aspect of Asmodeus paying attention is not quite able to understand all that his most favored squirrel is thinking. But He understands of Gorthoklek that Carissa Sevar is not being allowed to play Cheliax into an untenable position, that Cheliax can be taken back from her if she oversteps herself, and that's most of what He cares about right now - that if Sevar betrays Hell, it is her and not Cheliax who will regret it more.

His position has fluctuated wildly, these past months, but it still appears to be notably ahead of where it started - namely, with Cheliax facing down Galt and Andoran as serious opponents and trying to hold on to the remainder of its diminished territory, and Zon-Kuthon as an ancient rival for Lawful Evil's final throne.









Pilar : Asmodeus isn't going to get this one; even if a larger fragment of Him is paying more attention, the matter is too contrary to His nature.

The truth is not in Sarenrae's nature, or Desna's, or Abadar's, for Them to read through from only glances.

But there's one non-allied god whose nature it matches all too well -









Iomedae: Iomedae was already paying attention; not literally as much attention as She can, but as much as She can afford.

Iomedae has been paying attention since the start of a godwar under mysterious circumstances, in which Zon-Kuthon ended up sealed and Iomedae obtained His vault's key.

She paid more attention after Cayden Cailean's anomalous actions against Her intelligence network in Cheliax - actions by one Good god against another, at the behest of Nethys.

When Peranza called out to Her, Iomedae learned that Keltham, a mortal from outside Creation bearing precious knowledge, was the trigger to set all those events in motion. She coalesced Herself then, and considered many possibilities. Then Her greater self set out conditional response patterns for Her splinters, abstract reflexes wiser in many ways than a mortal's full deliberations.









Iarwain: (A more knowledgeable civilization might have the metaphor of a not-overly-deep function approximator, trained on a dataset that was itself produced by something greater and smarter than a mortal. A god-splinter can predict and act with insight greater than any mortal; but only if it is, in some sense, usual insight, as seen from an inhumanly broad perspective on what is high-probability. A god-splinter's performance degrades as events go out-of-distribution; there's a certain sense in which a god-splinter is not ultimately as smart as a very smart mortal - though even then, there are kinds of classic mortal errors that a god-splinter just doesn't make.)









Iomedae: When Keltham left Cheliax for Osirion, Iomedae's fragment spoke to him at Abadar's behest; and caught more detailed sight of Keltham than She has of most of Her own paladins. Mostly, because She expended the energy to see him; but also because Keltham had, even as he spoke to Her, decided that the Evil afterlives would stop existing.

There is a way of thinking like that, which is not a grand speech to convince an audience, nor a performance of certainty to convince yourself, but only the decision to walk those possible roads through time. Iomedae sometimes tries to gesture at this concept to mortals through the doctrine "Iomedae is the goddess not of fighting against Evil, but of victory over Evil", even though you can't get victory just by declaring yourself in favor of winning.









Keltham?: It was the most visible to Her that Keltham would ever be again. Shortly afterward he severed himself from Abadar, and donned magic items that made him more expensive to read. Gods can read through those anyways, with an effort; it does not mean that a young god like Iomedae can spare the cost.



And had any greater god paid the price of a lesser peek at Keltham's surface thoughts, during the month after he arrived in Osirion, They would have found that his thoughts were mostly on the details of the Scientific Revolution, on what he needed to teach to pay back Abadar's investment in him. Even when Keltham dealt with Lawful Evil sellers, to buy scrolls and items, he thought only in quickly-suppressed flickers about why, having already decided what; like a fragment of a god, set on course by a greater self.









Golarion: (It was a needless precaution, in the end; reading a mortal mind really is not a routine activity for a god. The ancient gods have a hard time understanding mortal minds unless the mortal's thought lies very squarely within Their domain. It's easier for once-mortal gods, but those can rarely afford the energy. Even had Keltham been thinking to himself openly, no one would have seen -

- except Nethys, of course. Or any other god that Nethys-fragment chose to inform, if that part of Himself had the sanity for that.)









Keltham?: And then, from Osirion, Keltham went to Ostenso, a place where gods were forbidden to intervene. And within Ostenso, a further smaller fortress, about which Otolmens set a protective veil to lure the understandably skittish anomaly back into containment (as Otolmens saw those matters). For most gods to peer past that veil, They would have needed to spend great efforts; and a younger god would've needed to coalesce and go in person, meaning the god would need to be suicidal.









Iomedae: She did spend noticeably less effort on thinking about Keltham, after that, since there was a decreased probability that She would be able to do anything about him or for him. She focused more of Her attention on managing his impacts.









Keltham?: Then Keltham gifted some blurrily-perceived vast amount of wealth/power/potentiality-for-Good to three high-leveled wizard followers of Iomedae, on behalf of Her church; who were temporarily forbidden to tell the rest of Her church or pray about it to Iomedae.









Iomedae: It wasn't, actually, sufficient precaution to prevent Iomedae from perceiving the event, when some of Her faithful thought that Keltham had given them the key to victory over Evil in Golarion and maybe even many planets beyond. Trying to suppress your emotions, and not think too excitedly about that prospect, doesn't actually avert Iomedae's attention. She's not the goddess of being excited about victory over Evil. If you're just going to do it and not get excited about it, that counts too.

But Iomedae is being careful in how She updates on that leaked observation. If Keltham is honestly trying to give Her church a great aid in its purpose, despite what he sees as a risk of that act triggering Iomedae to some unwanted-by-him action or realization - but he is daring to help anyways for Goodness's sake - then Iomedae will... just let Keltham give Her people that gift? And not let that trigger any adverse actions by Her, unless She'd have arrived at the same conclusion by another pathway, so that Keltham is not disadvantaged by his goodness? It's frustrating to Her how often Good seems to feel the need to treat adversarially with Good, but She at least knows better.

Her splinter doesn't fail to note that Keltham's attempted concealment of his gift seems possibly related to Cayden Cailean shutting down Iomedae's spying apparatus in Cheliax. But even having observed this, it doesn't fall into an obvious greater abstract pattern for why. Why would Good fight Good instead of negotiating?









Keltham: The Keltham from her vision was dealing with pain, loss, confusion, doubts about whether anything around him was real. Those are major predictors, in mortals, large parts of who they are and how they choose. Where righteous conviction guides mortals to try to discard those parts of them, it tends to guide them very badly. And so those are worrying, where she saw them in Keltham, no matter how much skill she also saw entrained about evaluating what-are-the-consequences independently of how he feels at the time.









Iomedae: Iomedae has seen previous cases of people who were previously more congruent to Her, becoming less congruent as they decide that Her church is not doing enough - that Lawful Good is inconvenienced too much by its binds of Law and Goodness - whereupon they go off to do things that dont work, to do things that trade badly between resources-now and resources-later, to make it harder for Good to cooperate with Good. That is a known pattern to Her, and pain and loss can trigger it.

But to give the church of Iomedae some great gift, is not usually what former-Iomedaens do if the need to defeat Evil drives them to break with Her church. It does sometimes happen that somebody driven to extremes keeps enough Good or Law to mitigate his own harms if he can. But more usually, when former followers of Iomedae turn against Her or Her church, for having thought too much on Hell, they turn more dramatically against their former companions. Or the rarer ones who'd still give some vast wealth they'd come across to Iomedae's Church, wouldn't try to hide the fact from Iomedae; they'd be sharp about it in Her direction.









Iomedae: The other explanation of Kelthams behavior is that he thinks that the matter in which he is engaged is one in which She cannot or will not aid him, and he prefers for some reason not to negotiate about that. Andit is not impossible that he has evaluated that correctly. Its not a matter about which a mortal would usually be correct, but the Keltham she spoke to, shaped as he was by his anguish, was in fact also thinking clearly about whether he could destroy the Evil afterlives, had a habit of trying to think-clearly on factual questions even if they touched dearly on things that mattered to him.









Iomedae: Soul-structures like that lie close to the heart of Her domain; the smallest fragment of Herself would see it and also know the consequences. People like that can potentially be great allies to Good. But somebody close to Iomedae's own way of thinking, in that regard, is also potentially much more dangerous than a typical cleric of Abadar. Thinking efficiently is close in thought-space to thinking lethally efficiently.

Iomedae as a mortal paladin of Aroden did not like to kill people, especially not ones who'd go to Evil afterlives, but she was very very good at it when she deemed it necessary.

And though Keltham arrived in Osirion with protective deontologies, he was a kind of mind that would dare to trust himself to recalculate his deontologies if he found himself in a different universe - as would Iomedae herself have so dared, when she was a mortal paladin of Aroden, if she found herself in a sufficiently different place.

It is not lost on Iomedae's fragment that a true Outsider, arrived from a world that knew less Evil, might have set in an emotional and moral equilibrium much more horrified by Evil; and in that case, one simple way to end the Evil afterlives is by destroying Creation, if you can.









Iomedae: She expects that Keltham will not lightly take that option, that he would prefer to ally with Iomedae to save Creation rather than destroy it, if he trusted that alliance to succeed. Iomedae would also destroy some imaginable universes, if She could, and didn't have better options for fixing them. But Keltham, in her estimation, would take the destructive option more readily than She would, destroy universes that She would try to save. It is a parameter that also varies within Her paladins, and between those who can and cannot become Her paladins.

If Keltham makes a pact with Ahriman or Charon - if he seeks to travel into the deeper Abyss to treat with the qlippoth - if he becomes harder to see in the ways of those touched by the Outer Gods - or if Keltham chooses some not-really-evil way to make himself Evil or Chaotic, moves within one alignment step of Rovagug - then the splinter of Iomedae will know at once what that means and why. It is a cache hit for Her; there have been times before when people broke with Her and tried the obvious paths for destroying Creation.

The Iomedae-splinter has done Her planning for that contigency in advance. She estimates from vision that Keltham, if he decides Creation must end, will not be happy; it will set pieces of himself at war within himself. One doesn't need to be broken by pain, in order to coalesce around that pain in a way that's high-tension, that might reconsider its choices if it found happiness; not necessarily in the way of having made a mistake, but in the way of mortals being able to coalesce around their feelings in more than one possible way.

So an obvious strategy would be to lay a trap for Keltham outside of his veiled fortress, put him into a position where Her followers could clearly otherwise destroy him, as would then be in Her own interests; and accept instead Keltham's oathbound parole, probably given with his own desperate relief, to work with Her instead all his days. Iomedae has done that before, very rarely, with mortals valuable enough that She can allow Herself the effort to save them.









Iomedae: She mostly does not expect this to happen. The thing about the class of possibilities where Keltham tries to destroy Creation is that, in the Iomedae-splinter's estimation, they require Keltham to be an idiot.

Her splinter's usage of the concept is precise, not the derogatory mortal form; She does not think 'idiot' just when some mortal is doing something She doesn't like. Keltham, in this hypothetical scenario, would be an idiot in the sense of pursuing a clearly suboptimal strategy, where Her vision suggested he had adequate intelligence and mental skills to know better. Keltham has invited one of Her followers into his veiled fortress, like some sort of sensible person who wants to check what Iomedans have to advise about things; and one of Her followers would definitely know better.

People have made pacts with Ahriman and Charon before. They've traveled into the deep Abyss to treat with qlippoth before. They've made pacts with Outer Gods before. Ninth-circle wizards have tried all that, and Creation is still there.

Prophecy's recent breaking increases Golarion's danger-density by two or three orders of magnitude, maybe, but not enough to compete with all the rest of Creation since its founding. In the great beyond there are obscure planes with obscure dwellers, gods in whose domain lies secrecy, div lords and daemon harbingers with their own fragments of foresight, ninth-circles with demiplanes they've put outside of time and prophecy's usual flow, who might want to destroy Creation - if Creation was that easy to destroy.









Iomedae: The way that pain and loss at times leads ex-Iomedaens to try to destroy Creation, is that they start thinking that, if you turn from Good to Evil, from Law to Chaos, if you throw away all your scruples, so great and dramatic a sacrifice must negate everything common sense says about why that plan wouldn't turn out well in real life. It has to work, if you sacrifice enough; if you do something as dramatic as throwing away your Goodness or your Law, reality has to see your pain and determination and be moved somehow; it has to be worth something, after you paid so much. Mortals sometimes think like that, when they break with Her.

The Keltham that She saw in vision would not break in that direction. The Keltham that She saw, if he had devised some standard mad wizard-scheme scheme to end Creation, would pause and ask himself "Why is Creation still here if it's that easy?", and do more research first. Even if he couldn't rule out every slivered chance at success, he wouldn't chase futilely after tiny chances. Taking into account that later-Keltham made gift to her Church, the Iomedae-splinter strongly estimates that later-Keltham would ask "If all the people like me joined forces with the Church of Iomedae instead and accumulated our efforts over the years, instead of dying futilely and individually in the pursuit of some tiny chance of destroying Creation, would this in realistic expectation lead to a better outcome?" and notice that the answer was "yes". Obstacles to asking yourself questions like that are also obstacles toward donating vast wealth-power-potency to the Church of Iomedae.

The Keltham that She saw, even if he decided that he preferred that Creation not exist, would only try to destroy Creation if he thought he could actually pull that off.

The splinter of Iomedae has cached that destroying Creation is difficult, and has cached that even mad-wizard negative utilitarians know it's difficult if they're thinking at all clearly.

The present time in Golarion is unique, among planets, for that Golarion contains Rovagug and that prophecy about it is shattered. But the splinter of Iomedae concerning Herself with these matters puts very low probability that Keltham would try to unleash Rovagug. Losing the one planet where prophecy doesn't function, and where conditions have conspired to enable an unusual number of mortal-descended gods, would be unfathomably costly to Good, and to the inferred interests of Keltham. It wouldn't work to destroy Creation, unless Asmodeus or some equally powerful coalition backed Rovagug...









Keltham: ...and the Keltham that She saw would not accept partially destroying Creation, if he went down that road. A partial destruction that leaves large sections of Creation and Hell intact, would not be victory; and that is something the Keltham she saw would not lose track of, not for any amount of desperation. If he commits to a drastic action he will estimate that actual victory lies at the end of it, and his desperation and sacrifice will not have figured into that estimation process as positive factors. His deontology is not for sale at the price point of failure.









Iomedae: So, even conditioning on the line of possibility where Keltham would prefer to destroy Creation, the most likely outcome in the Iomedae-fragment's current evaluation of that broad class of possibilities is this:

That if Keltham decided that he preferred Creation gone, Keltham then retreated to his fortress while he looked for ways to destroy all of Creation, ways that would actually work in real life; and so far, Keltham correctly assesses that he hasn't found any pathways like that; and when he finishes out that due diligence, he'll join with the Iomedans on fixing Creation instead of destroying it; and be less at war within himself, and be happier.

A generalization of this scenario is in fact the Iomedae-splinter's primary guess: Keltham has retreated to his fortress - after making sure Osirion was boosted enough to prevent Cheliax from taking over Golarion immediately - in order to properly verify all he's been told is happening, and orient to Golarion, and do something like due diligence on literally everything; and until that's done, Keltham isn't trusting anything whatsoever this time, and doesn't want any gods able to mess with him in any way.

To the Iomedae-splinter's way of thinking, this would be an incredibly reasonable thing to do. The boy She glimpsed in Osirion could easily be one Owl's Wisdom or Fox's Cunning away from thinking it. Iomedae-the-mortal spent years investigating Aroden before committing herself completely to His service.









Iomedae: The true and Greater Iomedae would have guessed better. It is not actually a puzzle that would stump a god coalesced.

Had Iomedae seen Keltham in vision, before coalescing into Her full self, that added knowledge during Her coalescence would have been enough for Her full self to figure out everything - for the exponential thicket of possibilities to collapse and one possibility to stand out - not just Keltham's psychology, but the existence of an alien web of not-prophecy surrounding him.

Even the earlier moment (of which She also caught sight, there having been no effort or oath to conceal it from Her) where Keltham tried to work out Wish-wordings with one of Her clerics for destroying all of Cheliax, would have been enough for Greater Iomedae to consider explicitly whether Keltham held other and greater destructive secrets, knew truths that should be permitted only to Pharasma and Otolmens.









Golarion: Gods are able deducers, but not superb observers of the Material; many truths of physics are gated behind microscopic observations that no mortal has yet devised instruments to capture. So gods would not know those truths automatically, without an effort; and being visibly the sort of god who makes that effort might get Them killed.

(Some fragments of Nethys have come to know, and the rest of Nethys dissipated much of His power and sanity on restraining those.)









Iomedae: So then for Iomedae's splinter, the guess that Keltham might possess truly deadly knowledge is not something that would follow from his being observed to improve spellsilver refining. It is not a usual element of a cached pattern. Nothing about Keltham's arrival and subsequent events, seen only from the Iomedae-splinter's angle, suggests this situation could have an unprecedented impact upon all Creation. It is not transparent to Her, not much suggested by those events, that Keltham's arrival in Golarion constitutes rolling a new kind of dice that have never been rolled in Creation ever before.



...also you'd expect that Otolmens would notice, and destroy in body and soul, any mortal working out detailed mathematics for how to destroy Creation; that Otolmens's own veil wouldn't block Her own sight; that She was more than powerful enough to peer through a Mind Blank. Iomedae's splinter doesn't know that any such mathematical insight is possible; but Her cache-hit on that general class of internal question is that, if it were possible for a mortal to destroy all of Creation just by being very clever, it would be Otolmens's domain to notice the mortal in the process of being that clever and squash them.

Her greater self might have spotted the flaw in that cached answer with respect to Keltham, but her lesser self has not. From the perspective of the greater self which laid down those cached answers, that violation would come at the end of improbability layered on improbability, inside an exponentially vast space of other improbabilities that aren't any less probable than that.









Iomedae: ...and so Iomedae has not coalesced again.

Her previous ten minutes of coalescence were vastly expensive to Her interests, and not only in Golarion. Iomedae's will and Her care was temporarily withdrawn from many places, more worlds than a young god should really be trying to help; there are countries, small ones, on little planets that don't amount to much, which now stand in danger of falling to Evil as the price of those ten minutes of real thinking. There's a reason She hadn't done it in a century. Greater Iomedae updated many of Her policies, in those expensive ten minutes, not just Keltham-related ones. So the expected utility of pulling Herself together again, so soon after, is much less.









Iarwain: And so Iomedae's decision, to not pay the costs to think really hard about the question - as understandable, as predictable as that decision may be - is the only decision that ends up -









Golarion: New update! Iomedae's most powerful followers are praying to Her, asking if She wants to commend them to any particular path about... you know... this entire Cheliax thing.

Should they be, like... backing Carissa Sevar, here, so she can become a new Lawful Evil god of a less awful section of Hell. Or should they be negotiating in good faith with the new Cheliax, which has voluntarily proposed a regularly updated reassessment of Worldwound contributions that will automatically take into account Cheliax's newfound wealth of spellsilver? Or should Good be backing factions from out of the old Cheliax, in order to foment internal strife and stop Carissa Sevar from conquering all the parts of Golarion that don't negotiate treaties with her?

They know Iomedae almost certainly can't afford to answer them, but, nonetheless, they have so many questions.









Iomedae: Her second reaction:

Iomedae is not as encouraged as a mortal might be, by how Cheliax is potentially positioning itself for positive changes, or at the stay order on Maledictions. It looks overtly Good, better than the mortals realize, probably better than Hell's local emissaries realize; but minds at Carissa Sevar's Intelligence level can play effective games of deception against gods. Past a certain threshold level of intellect, the masquerade is just correct and even a substantially smarter mind can't pierce through it.

And that leaves you with your priors. It's not lost on Iomedae that Carissa Sevar would be a probable improvement as a new Lawful Evil god, but Iomedae cannot see a plausible pathway for Carissa Sevar to fulfill her cult's announcements and promises.



The Church of Iomedae will be instructed to treat Carissa Sevar as no more trustworthy than Asmodeus, and to relax no vigilance against Cheliax, unless and until Lawful oaths about shared purposes and straightforward coordination are offered them. If Carissa Sevar wants to work with Good on anything she can say so to Good directly, INT 29 should really be enough to figure that out.






...even a fragment of Iomedae splintered, however, will not fail to notice that She is incredibly confused about how this Cheliax situation could have developed out of the Keltham situation. That trajectory is not a short sentence in the language of paladins, probably not in anyone's language. This is not how probability is supposed to work.

Her first reaction: WHAT.









Cayden Cailean: Okay, but is Iomedae about to coalesce? How close is She to deciding to coalesce? Even if She doesn't do it now, if She was nearly on the verge of it here, this won't be the last startling news that She gets -









Nethys:









Nethys: ...









Nethys: Nethys says "Pretty butterflies?"









Nethys: (Nethys did not expect to have to hold Himself together this long, did not expect He'd have to hazard His mental stamina for so long a march. Some element of the web of Nethys-fragments meant to spy on Iomedae's thoughts and convey those legibly to the Alliance has lost focus.)









Aspexia Rugatonn: 
Aspexia Rugatonn is permitting herself to stay awake too long in her vast bed of Asmodean grandeur, thinking about how much she doesn't like all this, instead of just ordering her own mind sharply to behave. She also has an instinct that it will be dangerous to order her own mind to stop thinking about this.

She really doesn't like the moratorium on Maledictions.

Aspexia sees the rationalization. She sees the excuse. Pushing Cheliax in the direction of some cheap Goodness will assist in the spread of Sevar's legend and cult and her eventual ascension. Which, yes, serves Sevar more than Hell, but Sevar no longer lawfully answers to Rugatonn about that; only Dispater can bid her otherwise...

Swearing off Maledictions is undeniably an efficient way of producing a public shift in the perception of Cheliax under the Sevarian Empire. It gets them to maybe consider that Cheliax might be starting over, that Carissa Sevar is on their side, to want that to be true. It lets people hope...

Just like Aspexia Rugatonn is being allowed to hope, herself, that their hope is a lie.









Aspexia Rugatonn: And Aspexia Rugatonn realizes, then, why she is afraid.

If Aspexia's wavering grasp of 'tropes' is at all correct, thenneitherof those obvious hopes can be realized in the form that they are hoped. Not Aspexia's own hope that Sevar remains aligned to Hell's interests,northe hopes of Good people everywhere in Golarion that Sevar has brought Cheliax's Evil to heel.

So the hope can't be real, nor can it be a lie, either one.

And that's a contradiction.









Aspexia Rugatonn: 
Which means that the whole appearance of Carissa Sevar playing a game for her overlordship and divinity, serving or betraying Hell to that end, with Cheliax as her playing-piece...









Aspexia Rugatonn: "This is also not reality," Aspexia Rugatonn murmurs to herself. And even as she says it, she knows deep down that this is so.

But she is not an ilani, and she does not know what to do after she says that.









Iarwain: 
The part that isn't real is, in its own way, very straightforward; and the mask over it is being done correctly, such that the only way to guess it would be on pure priors.









Iarwain: 
If you looked at that complicated situation developing around Cheliax and trusted your lying eyes, you would get the impression that Carissa Sevar was playing a close and clever and complicated game, concealing her real intentions from at least your side and possibly all the sides, setting in motion some very long-term strategies - strategies spanning a timescale of months, maybe evenyears.









Iarwain: 
You would think you had that much time to think, that much time to plan.











Iarwain: 
Anyone who made that mistake and took their leisure would have no chance to act at all before the endgame began.









Iarwain: 
And then, it begins.









Iarwain:












Absalom: Turn now to regard the city of Absalom (in this age called also the City of Lost Omens), on the southeast coast of the Isle of Kortos, where the Starstone was raised up from the sea and closed up in the impenetrable magical fortress of the Starstone Cathedral...









Golarion: Of which it is said that the alghollthus called down a poisonous remnant of an unborn world, meant to strike upon the rival human civilization of Azlant; the ancient moon-goddess Acavna moved Golarion's moon into position to intercept the missile; but instead the missile shattered into thousands of pieces while continuing toward Golarion; and the missile's fragments pierced Acavna and killed Her; and then Her brother Amaznen, god of knowledge and magic, sacrificed Himself to neutralize the alghollthu magic upon those fragments and prevent them from destroying all Golarion; and the fragment now called Starstone fell into the sea; and eventually Aroden found that fragment, and it turned Him and several other people into gods.









dath ilan: Ah, Golarion?









Golarion: Yes, dath ilan?









dath ilan: There are elements of this story that make less than total sense to someone isekaied in from a physicalist civilization, trying to visualize out the entire process, step by step...









dath ilan: 
Actually, no. That's understating the case.

If something that strange was written in dath ilan, it would be inside a children's-book; and you would realize that the real answer was meant to be sought out by young adults, when you were old enough to notice Problems with what had been claimed by the children's-book in your bedroom.









dath ilan: (The children's-books of dath ilan are not visibly author-signed, and never attested-to by any specific grownup, nor gifted to you by specific adults; they're just there in your bedroom, when you grow up. And if you ask your parents they'll truthfully tell you that they didn't put the books there. And your parents never speak to you of anything that you read in a children's-book; for those are children's books, and only children speak of them to each other.

As the saying goes in dath ilan, trying to raise a child on only true books is like trying to train a statistical classifier on only positive examples!

And furthermore - as is so obvious as to hardly need stating after the original proverb - having all the true books be written in a nonfiction voice, while all the untrue books are written in a fiction voice, would be introducing an oversimplified hyperplanar separator that would prevent a simple statistical algorithm from learning subtler features.)









Golarion: ...That's not how things are done in Golarion.









dath ilan: Indeed. But someone who did grow up in dath ilan sure will notice when the Starstone book story sounds very very odd.









Golarion: So what's wrong with the standard story?









dath ilan: ...It's hard to decide where to start, but one has to start somewhere, so:

Start with the notion that the "remnant of an unborn world", having shattered upon contact with Golarion's moon, which a god had moved into position for interception, was not thereby successfully deflected.

Things that hit a moon hard and break into fragments don't usually stay on the same trajectory after that, narrowly enough to hit a planet. The width of Golarion in its moon's sky is only 0.01% of that sky's angular area. You cannot randomly hit a planet, starting from a moon, if the course is at all perturbed. This story requires the Starstone to be strong enough to blow through the moon, trajectory unperturbed, while shattering into a thousand pieces along the way.









dath ilan: One would also normally think a space missile could be deflected more easily than by moving a moon to intercept it, even if some goddess has an especially easy time moving around moons. If a ballistic space-missile is coming from far enough away that you have time to move a moon into place for interception, at any reasonable speed a moon should attain, you could apply a much lighter deflection earlier in that missile's trajectory.









dath ilan: Isekai protagonists from science-worlds likewise know what happens when planets fail to be born. You end up with asteroids. They aren't especially poisonous.









dath ilan: Then there's the notion that Acavna waited around in place near the missile collision site, or missile exit site, to be hit by fragments large enough or fast enough to kill a goddess, which She didn't see coming and dodge. Again as science protagonists know, when you are dealing with moving moons around, and distances on the scale of planets, it is really hard for anything to hit anything by accident.









dath ilan: Possibly there was an original missile approaching at near-lightspeed; and when it collided with the moon, that sprayed up so many massive fragments that 0.01% of them hitting Golarion would still have ended life on the surface...

But that doesn't square with Amaznen needing to sacrifice Himself to neutralize magic on those fragments. If secondary ejecta had been the primary threat to Golarion, they'd have been an unmagical threat.









dath ilan: You'd furthermore think that the alghollthus, if they were able to steer such a hypothetical hyperkinetic missile at all, would have known a missile at that energy would utterly destroy Golarion's crust including themselves if not intercepted.









dath ilan: Also if the alghollthu magic upon the fragments was potent enough to lay Golarion waste in its own right, apart from the fragments' kinetic energy, and required Amaznen's self-sacrifice to neutralize - then why should the alghollthus not lay that lethal magic directly about Azlant? Why put it on a distant incoming asteroid first?









dath ilan: And furthermore - though this is not a physicalist area of expertise, it comes up if you just visualize out events and think about them - supposedly Acavna's divinity stuck to those fragments that killed Her, one of which was the Starstone, which then reached Golarion and became individually able to create gods on the order of Aroden.

Aroden was the strongest of mortal-ascended gods. Hitting Acavna should not create thousands of fragments all of which could then create Arodens.









dath ilan: Arguendo: Possibly all of Acavna's divinity stuck to the Starstone and not to any other fragments that killed Her? Maybe it was that exact fragment that struck the final blow?

Counterarguendo: Maybe, but then that's another weight of burdensome improbability required to make the whole story work. One also notes, as an isekai protagonist reading through other stories of gods' deaths, that it is not usually said that the weapon that kills them retains their divinity.









dath ilan: Also also, if either of Amaznen or Acavna did willingly sacrifice themselves to meliorate the blow - why did They do that? To briefly extend the lives of those mortals living upon one planet, until they came to Pharasma slightly later? It's a strange trade for an ancient god to make, and Amaznen and Acavna are said to have been Lawful Neutral and Chaotic Neutral respectively; neither Good.









Golarion: ...Anything else?









dath ilan: Oh, all kinds of things, if dath ilan were to list out everything unusual whether or not the improbability is obviously relevant. For example, it's said that Iomedae's helmet melted during Her ascension but remained intact enough to become a major artifact, the Thorncrown of Iomedae. There's no artifacts like that said to be tied to Nethys's or Irori's ascension. This doesn't obviously tie into any other anomalies, and doesn't seem intuitively shocking given the basic premise that the Starstone ascends things that get physically close to it, and dath ilan is not actually going anywhere with this observation; but if you're trying to actually think about a puzzle you will write everything like this down in one place. If dath ilan forced itself to make up a guess about this random possibly anomalous fact - something something Starstone treats divinity in a way that makes spatial proximity matter to an unusual degree?

Any real scientific puzzle will contain a large number of extra pieces - and in advance of the solution, you don't know which pieces are extra.









Golarion: So what does dath ilan think actually happened?









dath ilan: Lacking direct observation, you would probably have too many hypotheses and too little evidence to narrow them down.

You might speculate that the currently-known Starstone was the whole original 'poisonous remnant' rather than just a fragment. If there were fragments, they might have been from pieces of moon, blown outward along a similar trajectory after the original Starstone blasted straight through the moon at high velocity.

You could theorize that the Starstone was aimed from the beginning to pierce through Golarion's moon toward Golarion - rather than Acavna moving the moon into place, and in futile error - and that the Starstone killed Acavna through Her connection to that moon. Possibly Amaznen tried to save His sister-deity and the Starstone sucked the power out of Him and killed Him too.









Golarion: This hardly seems certain.









dath ilan: Yes yes, it's admitted speculation; but it's often wise to start by trying to develop any consistent speculative model at all, if you're trained and confident in your own ability to throw out any pieces or wholes in which you later spot a problem.









Golarion: Mmhm. Well, keep speculating, then.









dath ilan: Maybe the alghollthus tried to catalyze the Starstone's 'poison' with their magic rather than having the power to create a weapon like that from scratch.

Or maybe, the alghollthus had nothing to do with the entire matter and were only blamed afterwards.

...Or maybe it wasn't the whole alghollthu civilization, but a particular band of alghollthu mages influenced by Rovagug, like how Rovagug is said to have infected a Sarenrite city built far above the Dead Vault.









Golarion: Why blame Rovagug?









dath ilan: Abadar was taken by surprise at how the Age of Darkness ended Zon-Kuthon's exile, so some prophecy-breaking force was involved at some point. And if Amaznen and Acavna did willingly sacrifice themselves, maybe it wasn't to save mortal lives; maybe it had more to do with Golarion being Rovagug's cage.

That in turn suggests that an unmeliorated Starstone strike would have benefited Rovagug, or that the gods feared it would. Maybe the missile was 'accidentally' aimed at the Dead Vault?









dath ilan: 
...But the main point is just that the thing that is written in most books, can't possibly be the true story; and that's obvious as soon as you try to visualize the process step-by-step.

And you might also suspect, if what was written in books seemed obviously wrong, that there was some reason the real answer was hidden - though the general state of disrepair in Golarion epistemology, from the standpoint of the isekaied physicalist, is such that even this guess is very tentative! The myth-composers could just be that invalid. But still, you'll go looking for truths that are not only overlooked but concealed within the Starstone, faced with a story like that.









Absalom: It begins in the City of Lost Omens, with a casting of the spell Mage's Decree, by which a wizard can make themselves heard for miles around, all through a city...









Ione Sala: "This is Ione Sala, oracle of Nethys, apprentice to Nefreti Clepati. Stand by for extremely urgent instructions in three hours; prepare to convey or translate those immediately."









Absalom: A lot of predictable ruckus follows! Those who didn't understand the original words (in the language there named Taldan, called also Common in Absalom) shout for translations. People who've lived their life well enough to stay ignorant of wild rumors are even more confused, and inquire after context.

Many wise and proactive people will panic early, to avoid any later rush; and start heading away from the Starstone, since earlier rumor held that's where shit would go down.

Certain others, however -









lintamande: - thats illegal, eighty thousand pounds in fines, she can bargain it down if she talks to the Primarch, says Cassdra Eliomole instantly. The nice thing about violations of this specific city statute is that you cant really contest that they happened. (Guilty parties can of course teleport out, but its the rare high-level wizard who will accept being permanently blacklisted from Absaloms shops and libraries and mage academies.)


The nice thing about this specific violation is that the wizard even named themselves, unless they are naming their ex-girlfriend to get her in trouble, which is the sort of thing wizards frequently come up with, thinking themselves cleverer than they are.

- do you suppose its true, though, says Mesich Aspexxon, her secretary, who has cooperatively gotten out the paperwork to be delivered to Sala issuing the fine and explaining how she can contest it, and is now filling it out with todays date, the time, the investigating authority, the statute violated, and the source of the information by which Sala was identified as a suspect (testimony to all Absalom).

Dont be ridiculous.

I mean, theres the prophecy, right, and Ione Salas that Chelish Nethysian. She might know if the prophecys true, and the city to be devoured.

You cant trust a Chelish person, and you cant trust a Nethysian, says Cassdra, with absolute surety. So any sound a Chelish Nethyisan makes is just so much wind whistling through the streets, and were going to fine her for it.

Well at minimum, says Mesich, I think weve got to think of whos delivering the notice, you know, if shes in a fighting mood, considering that you cant trust Chelish Nethysians.

that is a complication. Cassdra bites the end of her pen.









lintamande: The Office of The Public Interest, which handles the frequent and often impressive misconduct gotten up to by the high-level adventurers of Absalom  anything not appropriately handled by the city watch and the option of dumping some idiot in the drunk tank or the gaol  is the province of the First Spell Lord of Absalom, who is responsible for regulating the Arcanamirium and ultimately all spells cast within the city. However, the position of First Spell Lord is currently held by Lord Gyr, of House Gixx, the Primarch of Absalom, who's not in fact a caster, but assigned himself that position anyways. He's not in Absalom right this second.

The next most obvious person to storm in, given the implied threat to Absalom, is the Second Spell Lord charged with Absalom's magical defense: Lady Darchana, of House Madinani, who also happens to be archdean of the Arcanamirium (though at seventh-circle she's not actually the most powerful arcanist there). But Lady Darchana has long been on fragile terms with Primarch Gyr, both as his obvious rival for the true mastery of Absalom, and also about the snub of her not being named First Spell Lord.









lintamande:   Mesich finishes the paperwork. - Darchana? he asks quietly.

No, we cant, says Cassdra. Gyr will rightly consider that entirely inappropriate - and think, she might declare that this represents a real threat to the city, which she of course will vanquish in his absence -


   Then youve got to contact him!

I am doing that! Cassdra is applying his seal to her incident report at this very moment. Gyr resents, and is usually shielded against, Sendings, but he has some astoundingly fast carrier pigeons. Hell hear of the problem in plenty of time.

----









lintamande: I should really do something, says the Lady Darchana, contemplatively, to her familiar, a specialty pug named Tiffany. Why, the girl implies a threat to the whole city exists, and I cant imagine the Primarch competent to handle it alone!

And yet, Tiffany says, one imagines he will hesitate to ask the Arcanamirium for the help he so obviously requires of it.

Well, hes going to have to bestir himself to request our aid sooner, rather than later. She fixes her hat in her reflection in her bedroom window. Through it theres a courtyard visible. The wizards of the Arcanamirium are, well, Teleporting. Out. Its not that they wont come to Absaloms defense if necessary, but one can come to Absaloms defense just as well from several hundred miles away, and, well, there is the prophecy, and even if one puts no store in the prophecy there are panicked people who do and will suddenly pay very well for a ride out. I heard hes out of town.

He has that house in the country, Tiffany agrees cheerfully.

You know, I think it speaks very poorly of him, that he didnt delegate the defense of the city to me in his absence, in light of recent events.

A servant timidly sticks her head around a corner. Yes? says the Lady, graciously.

My lady, are we - leaving?

Us? Why, no. The Primarch may leave the city to incompetents while he vacations in the country, but the Arcanamirium remembers its duties, and doesnt fear them. Why, Im going to go apprehend that troublemaking Sala myself, as soon as the Primarch asks it of me.







Theres a demiplane we evacuate to in the case of threats to the city, with an access point under the wine cellars. You can get your family, if youd like, so long as its clear youre being very silly and that Im not perturbed in the slightest. 

Yes, my lady.

And so long as you are sure to repeat everything you overheard about the Primarch.

 - yes, my lady.









lintamande: Cassdra presses her paperwork on the process-server for Public Interest, once the carrier pigeon has taken wing. Do go and serve her notice at once, if shes still in the city. Ive raised the fine to three hundred thousand pounds, on the grounds that she caused mass panic and probably dozens of deaths of trampling down by the docks.

You can take the Asmodeanism out of them, but not the Evil, Mesich says gravely.

He shouldntve said it in front of the notice-server, who is blinking very rapidly now. Shes not a murderer, Cassdra says impatiently. Shes not even a renowned adventurer. Shes a self-important vandal with one sixth-circle scroll. A dime a dozen, really. By the time the Primarch sees her shell be very apologetic, I dont doubt, and in any event all youve got to do is serve the notice.









Ione Sala: Ione Sala can be located readily enough, if Office of Public Interest has magic that can do that, or if they correctly guess Iona Sala would be near the Ascendant Court and ask around if anyone's seen her.

The young woman in question can be found grimly vanishing away whole bookshelves of books from a library in Iomedae's Temple in the Ascendant Court near the Starstone Cathedral. Ione Sala reads Neutral Good, and she's sworn an oath to Nethys to give back all the books that she's now taking into her protection.

Acolytes are rushing about her, in the way of people who are trying to get everything valuable out of a temple. Priests and paladins are nowhere to be seen.

Ione Sala will accept the fine notice without blinking, fish a correspondingly large diamond out of her pocket, hand it over, and tell this minor functionary that she's extremely busy and he needs to get out of everyone's way NOW.









lintamande: He departs as rapidly as possible, thinking uncomplimentary but not false things about wizards, Nethysians, and Chelish people, desperately trying not to lose the diamond or be observably in possession of the diamond.









lintamande: "I think we ought to give due consideration to the theory this has something to do with the prophecy," Afsel Kellaris says, in the emergency meeting convened to discuss Ione Sala's actions.

"I was worried someone was going to waste our time with that," Jepata Eres, his immediate superior, says. "Of course it's related. Sala made it up for attention a while ago, and is escalating now. But the first wasn't true prophecy, which every schoolchild knows is broken, and the new one isn't either."

"It could still be, you know. Not prophecy. Prediction."

"But why, I ask, didn't you say 'prediction'? Because it doesn't sound as dramatic as prophecy. Ione Sala predicted and then caused panic and mass death in our city. That's the problem we're facing, and if it were up to me she'd hang for it four or five times."

"The thing I was trying to say was, maybe she knows of, I don't know, some unsealed ancient horror -"

"If she knew anything real and were actually interested in helping us prevent it she'd tell us what she knew. She's an adversary; she doesn't care about this city; nothing she says is trustworthy; nothing she claims merits consideration." Jepata's tone is one of finality. "The thing killing people out there isn't prophecy, it's panic. We need to get the city guard into the streets, impose a curfew, keep people home, or we'll have another trampling incident worse than the Steertrack Races -"

"With all due respect," a man objects from across the room, "you're not going to like desertion rates if you order the guard to their posts right now."

"What's your suggestion, I overlook the desertion and hope they sheepishly return to their posts tomorrow, and let the people trample each other into the bloody mud?"

"No, but you've got to reassure them first! People need to know that we looked into Sala's claims and there's nothing to worry about! We need to get our own counter-message out there, telling people that we've stepped up monitoring of threats to the city and there are no signs of any problems -"

"Oh, are there not?" someone else interjects, relieved -

" - well, I haven't heard of any, and I'm sure it'd have been shouted to the rooftops if there were -"

"You can't ask the Guard to go back to their posts while they're terrified for the lives of their loved ones. You've got to assure them that there's nothing to worry about."

"Yes," Jepata snaps, "someone already said that. I'm working on it. A message to all city watch - the rumors have been examined, they are false, there are no risks to the city, no one in city leadership is departing -"

"Departing is dangerous!" offers Afsel, reorienting to the new priorities. "The ships might be sunk, Sala might be feeding people into the mouths of pirates -"

"Excellent, yes," Jepata agrees. "Departing puts your family in grave danger, what's safe is keeping them home, Sala's claims have been decisively refuted - yes?"

"Yes," everyone agrees.

"The best way for the populace to be safe from the panic is to remain in their homes. We'll send more of the city guard to the Ascendant Court -"











???: "I'd say it's the Docks district that needs 'em," offers somebody who is not at all suspicious and is totally supposed to be inside this room. "Some people are fleeing the Ascendant Court, but that's their own foolishness and it'd serve them right to return and find their homes robbed. It's the docks where there's fighting, fighting that might spread -"









lintamande: It takes them half an hour to draft and authorize an announcement using Mage's Decree, to counter Sala's absurd misbehavior and assure the people of the city that all is well. Most of that time is spent quibbling over wording. They don't get many words, and a number of people want a say in what they are. By then, the city guard has been largely deployed to the docks to manage the masses of people desperately trying to board boats; the rumors that are flying assert that everything from Zon-Kuthon to returning Aroden will be showing up, or maybe that the island will be swallowed into Hell.

But that's not to say that it's too late for the announcement. There are many homes whose residents are bitterly fighting over whether to flee or to stay, many people trying to persuade an entrenched relative or agonizing over whether to spend their entire fortune on a Teleport, many people nervously peeking out into the streets and taking the temperature of things. Many people who want to hear from their city government and know what they should do.

The statement eventually agreed upon is, "Remain in your homes. Sala's claims have been examined and disproven. No danger exists. All deaths have come from panic. Protect your families: stay home."

The minute it is approved, it is passed on to a wizard who was able to prepare the Mage's Decree spell in the last half-hour.









Pilar : As the wizard is in the middle of casting, his spell is disrupted by a pineapple pie being smushed into his face.









lintamande: The Arcanimirium has a higher percentage of fifth circle and above wizards of any wizarding school on the face of Golarion, but that's still only around ten percent; with all of them out selling Teleports or fleeing the country it barely feels less crowded.

No one has dared asked the Lady Darchana what she plans, but people are hovering lest she happen to say it offhandedly.

She's not an idiot. Nethys is playing at something, and Nethys likes big explosions, so whatever Nethys is playing at is plausibly catastrophic. Warning everyone and then doing a big explosion would be in character. The assurances she's heard from the city government are meaningless.

Of course, reacting strongly to warnings of catastrophe is a great way to be easy to manipulate, and to be on the wrong foot for catastrophes coming in from an unexpected direction.

  "My lady?"

"You fear that our deaths are coming and want me to order an evacuation but are perfectly aware it is as likely as not to serve our enemies," she responds without even looking who spoke. "You can stop asking. I don't know what I'll do, but none of you have useful input."

   "Pineda's been spotted. Interfering with the city in their efforts to reduce panic and get everyone to stay home."

"The whole nation of Cheliax should have long since been burned off the face of this benighted world," Lady Darchana says with feeling.

   "Does that mean we're not evacuating? Since they want us to?"

"Would you shut up?"









Iomedae: She is surprised, and dismayed, and even disappointed, when Her priests in Her temple in Absalom ask Her for guidance about the Nethysian demanding that the temple be evacuated. She makes the obvious inferences: Some persons adjacent to Keltham, and maybe Keltham himself, are going to go for the Starstone.

This is good news, because the Starstone isnt Rovagug. Its bad news, in that the Starstone also is not Keltham goes to Lastwall, and meets people whose convictions are like his but have settled around them into a shape humans can endure, and in that Keltham is reasonably likely to die attempting this. She alone would not be capable of saving him, even if She would, nor does it seem likely that Cayden would be sufficient - but perhaps Shes underestimating Him, or underestimating Keltham. She has seen Keltham in vision; whatever Keltham is doing here, he expects it to succeed despite all obstacles that he knows about. It may still be hugely ill-advised, or worse, intelligently contrary to Her purposes. But Her fragment's guess is that Keltham's purpose is unlikely to be worth expending Her very scarce resources to prevent.

She tells Her people to evacuate civilians, since theyve gone and conveniently made this a single bit of information to transmit to them and they can probably save enough lives to make it worth it.

And She pays the situation more attention, and watches over it for a time; but in the end She decides not to draw together enough of Herself to participate in a fight when someone touches the Starstone -









Nethys: And that's the last important decision that Iomedae needed to prove She would make.









Milani: Iomedae! Emergency situation that the fully-informed fragment of You has been apprised about! This information is given to You under the condition that -









Absalom: ...And so when the time for Ione's second set of instructions comes, Absalom's citizenry is braced for possible panic and significantly pre-fled; while having not really panicked yet, in the way of people who are hoping for news which isn't too bad.









Ione Sala: The first time Ione Sala tries to cast again from a sixth-circle wizard scroll, she cannot do it, for her fingers tremble and the spellform is not unfolding well and it takes all her dexterity to avoid wasting the scroll.









Ione Sala: This possibility has also been foreseen, by common sense more than by divine intervention. There are other scrolls to hand, money being of no object at all anymore, and Ione Sala casts a Heroism upon herself before she continues. It's not ordinarily what you think of as an aid to casting from scroll, but it helps if you are frightened.

And then Ione Sala speaks again.









Ione Sala: "Magewar in ten minutes. Enormous lethal radius around Starstone. Start running NOW. Avoid mage-works. Dismiss outsiders. Don't go ethereal.Don't look back."









Absalom: And then there's panic in the streets.









Absalom: 
...At least among the sort of person who did not correctly foresee that they'd probably hear something roughly this alarming, update early on the evidence they'd predictably get later, and start moving away from the Starstone before the actual announcement was made.









Absalom: In fact, something like four-fifths of the people managed to make that update, got their valuables and their family, shared the news with friends who didn't speak Taldan, locked up their things, and evacuated with the genuinely cautious public order of people who don't want to look stupid if in fact nothing happens.









Absalom: And now there's panic in the streets, but those streets can mostly hold the least Wise seventh of the local subpopulation running around screaming.



Though even then you've got the one in twenty persons who are staying in place, or maybe even heading off to try looting a home; because they're even less Wise than that, or prouder, or just plain stupid -









Pilar : "Hiiii everyyyyyone! It's Pilar Pineda! Sorry we had to hold the fight here, but everyone needs to run away now! Abscond! FLEE!" The voice cries that command, flee, in one language after another, with a blood-freezing cheery note that is impossible to ignore.









Carissa Sevar: "I, Carissa Sevar, wish to avoid deaths so numerous that the River of Souls overflows and loses some forever. You can help by not being among them."









Keltham+: "I'm Keltham. What you're about to see is a warning explosion one thousandth as powerful as the lesser forces to be unleashed here."









Starstone Cathedral: One ton of fuel-air explosive ignites in the air over the Starstone Cathedral, creating an enormous CRACK and a vast billow of fire. There isn't actually any standard spell, even Meteor Shower, that creates an explosion quite that large; it looks like ninth-circle wizards getting ready to fight.









Absalom: And there are, still, people so incredibly smart and skeptical that they'll stay around and try to loot a house or two. But not enough of them to overflow the River of Souls and get eaten by astradaemons if they all die simultaneously, which is the part that matters.



Others do pray to their gods about the affair, and divine attention now gathers toward Absalom. But there is no ancient god who decides to collect more of Themselves and focus a truly vast attention on the Starstone Cathedral and surrounding planar spaces, while nothing has yet begun for real; and that is the only choice those gods make that ends up mattering.









Starstone Cathedral: And then it begins.









Keltham+: He is about to cast a spell, from scroll, that is considerably beyond what he ought to be able to cast, even at INT 29; and it is very important that this spell go off correctly.









Keltham+: He draws on his familiar gloves of Use Magic Device, now improved to +7 and specialized for scrolls.









Keltham+: He casts from scroll upon himself, Bestow Insight: Use Magic Device.









Keltham+: And he casts Prayer upon himself, from a scroll bought of a Demon Lord's worshippers.









Keltham+: And then so fortified, he casts Greater Heroism -









Keltham+: So fortified, casts Moment of Greatness -









Keltham+: Casts Moment of Prescience -









Keltham+: And at the very last, casts Wish.









Iarwain: 
In a different possibility that was foreseen, that Nethys had warned of, if things had gone according to plan, a Keltham acting with less time to prepare would have taken the shorter surer route: simply detonated a vast explosion above the Starstone Cathedral.

Keltham would (in that vision-of-possibility) have directly Wished antimatter into existence on that spot, in sufficient quantity that he could be reasonably sure that Aroden's Starstone-protecting fortress would be blasted down on the first try.

It would have been futile, then, to warn anybody but Teleporters to flee Absalom imminently. The coastlines of nearby countries would have received that warning.









Absalom: What eventuates instead is a shiver in the air of Absalom, an anti-chill, a sudden heat that isn't tangible.

Walls of force around Absalom, whether around a high-lord's palace or deep in a mage's tower, suddenly flare and shatter with shrieks of cracking magic; continual flames flicker, and some go out; a dozen different kinds of specialized magic and magical items fail, and some of those explode; a third of the mage-towers of Absalom are now in some distress; many lesser magical watchers and guardians scream and clutch at their eyes, though there is nothing visible for mortals to see; and some greater magical guardians within the Ascendant Court are charred to glowing ash where they stood.









Starstone Cathedral: But the real sight to see (if you are foolish enough to be looking back in that direction) is the Starstone Cathedral upon its formerly unreachable island, in the middle of a pit that nobody can cross except under their own power.

All at once the walls and roofs of the Cathedral, the pinnacles and minarets, flash into searing light, impossibly bright, as if the Starstone Cathedral stood beneath some alien sun that had exploded, though there is no explosion visible -









Keltham+: You obviously cannot just walk up to the Starstone by going through the Ethereal plane where it borders upon Golarion's portion of the Prime Material. Aroden has thought of that. An apprentice wizard would think of that.

It follows, then, that the Starstone's containing installation must have defenses that extend into the Ethereal; guessably, most of that installation just extends into the Ethereal directly.



So detonating a ten-kiloton antimatter explosion on the Ethereal plane, instead of the Prime Material, will perhaps destroy what guards the Starstone, and leave the material city standing; so you could hope.









Starstone Cathedral: The pinnacles and minarets are charred and charring, as the first flash fades, but they stand -









Keltham+: He has, a very few moments earlier, cast his first and only Wish from scroll, to conjure a significant quantity of antimatter inside of a high-vacuum space. He did not use all that antimatter at once. Rather, that antimatter was divided up telekinetically and allocated to magical containers.

There will be significant divine attention pointing to Absalom now, and while gods are large rather than fast they are not reliably slow. So while he is not skipping directly to the most powerful explosion, he is not waiting six seconds between actions either. The first explosion was more of a test than anything else.



The next Ethereal detonation is equivalent in energy to fifty thousand tons of high explosive.









Absalom: A number of people who ignored Ione's emphatic instructions, and 'looked back' after the first flash, now have eyes that are scarred by the light that reflected from nowhere; and some of those will not be able to afford third-circle cleric healing.











Starstone Cathedral: The Starstone Cathedral is in flames, it is wounded, but it has not fallen -









Keltham+: Two hundred kilotons.









Absalom: A wizard sobs and cradles in his arms the familiar who was burned, over and over, by some invisible force, feeling the last life depart upon some final unstoppable blow.









Starstone Cathedral: The Starstone Cathedral now lies blasted seemingly open -

But one cannot enter into its heart yet, nor scry it. There's still twisted space and planar obstacles there. Some magic like that does not pose any bar at all to material forces passing through the Ethereal, and therefore cannot be destroyed merely by nonmagical explosions in the Ethereal.









Keltham+: Of which, if you're familiar with a long-built-up sequence of thought about ilani weapons, there is an obvious sort of thing to try: set off an Ethereal twenty-kiloton explosion inside a jacket of raw spellsilver. Magical forces are complicated, but some of them considered in isolation are simple. Accelerating spellsilver sufficiently, as in, to a significant fraction of lightspeed in less than a microsecond, will produce an intense pulse of a potent magical force that interacts with other magical forces.

That is: The adapted principle of an EMP bomb.









Absalom: All spells interrupted in mid-casting fail, some explosively.

Every magic item and permanent effect in Absalom makes a Fortitude save against destruction, with DC proportional to inverse-square distance from the hypocenter.

The Arcanamirium's evacuation demiplane is cast loose of its portal; retrieving those teachers and students and servants and families will require over five hundred Plane Shifts or multiple Gates.









Absalom: A reclusive wizard who lived in his tower with his secluded family, shielded from hearing any Mage's Decrees until the first ethereal blast disrupted his mage-works, was in the midst of evacuating his remaining family: a spouse, a four-year-old daughter, a two-year-old son. His Teleport is disrupted just as it goes off, and they end up forty miles off target, downward, in the nearest liquid pocket inside that volume of Golarion's mantle. They die very quickly, and not all to the same afterlives.









Starstone Cathedral: ...It could seriously have been a lot worse.


In fact, it will shortly be worse.

The way to the Starstone now lies open.









lintamande: One person Teleports nearby, and flies down, and makes to touch that Starstone, whose surface is now glowing hot and lightly scarred but seems still wholly intact.









Starstone Cathedral: No final trap stops that person. Perhaps all such traps are also ruined; or perhaps Aroden could not foresee whether anyone who'd gone to these lengths would be His foe or His friend.









lintamande: Then that person will touch the Starstone, a strange exultant smile upon her face, as a vast flood of transfiguring, transcending energy flows into her unresisting soul, expanding it, beginning to transform her mind to a stranger and vaster and fragmented perspective -









Achaekek: And then she's gone.

From a tear in space, moving almost too fast to see, impossibly fast for something so huge, comes forth a titanic nightmare of blood-red armor, whose thin stalking legs are like tree-trunks of polished chitin. Its eyes are volcanic fire. Its movements are as silent as the finest assassin, and complete within a fraction of a second.

And the entity who dared to stretch out her hand toward divinity is slain, having become godlike enough that her death is final in body and soul.









Golarion: (So end all who survive Aroden's barriers meant to stop most aspirants from destroying themselves wholly: save that one paladin protected by Aroden Himself after extensive godnegotiation; or that lucky swashbuckler who only staggered into the Cathedral on a dare, too drunk to understand godhood even as it came to him; or that thief who came into the Cathedral intending to steal a piece of the Starstone, who touched it with a chisel held in gloves, and tried to the last to free himself as it activated. That was one path to getting past Achaekek, if anyone was wondering: to never want nor intend the divinity you gained.)









Keltham+: He does not spare a moment to mourn the friend he has just lost, the cheerful cultist of Rovagug. Sarcini's true-death was predictable, so all those feelings were felt by him at the moment of making his last decision leading here.

There is not any hate in him, when he triggers a one-kiloton antimatter explosion in the Material Plane.









Absalom: The buildings of the Ascendant Court die in blast and fire; many once had magical defenses, but those are now gone. A number of mortals are also dead, and many more are severely injured and will die very soon. Some of them had adventured enough and gained enough vitality that they will survive for a time with their eyes burned out and skin melted off, still with breath to scream for healing that isn't coming.



But the River of Souls isn't overflowing, and that's the part that really matters.









Achaekek: The Assassin God is there fully gathered and all in Its body, what you'd ordinarily consider a good opportunity to slay a god.

But Achaekek is special, the enforcer set against overreaching mortals. Achaekek cannot be slain by mortal weapons period, nor the greatest of mortal spells, nor any other force out of mortality within Creation. That is not a matter of ordinary resistances but of Achaekek's divine purpose and domain. A one-kiloton explosion is not, in fact, the most powerful blow that 9th-circle wizards have tried against It; you will so learn if you delve sufficiently deep into legends. You must be at least a demigod to hurt Achaekek for real.









Achaekek: But it is possible for Achaekek to be moved, by a sufficiently ludicrously powerful but mundane impact; sent hurtling by an explosion along a roughly predictable vector -









Starstone Cathedral: And the Starstone claims another divine victim.

There is born then, around the Starstone, a greater and far more terrible glow; Achaekek's splattered energies are drawn toward it, pulled inward as if by the gravity of a Sun.









The Gods: And now the gods are focusing a great deal of their attention, upon this place; for one of the most ancient of divinities is dead.









Iarwain: 
There is nothing to distract those gods, for Keltham has not unleashed Rovagug.

Keltham has not unleashed Rovagug as his distraction, and to exhaust Asmodeus in battle against Rovagug rather than let Him release It and fight in battle on Its side.

But Keltham did mean to release Rovagug, as was in his own interests, if nobody made him a better offer. And since Keltham did intend that sincerely, and not in any hope of hearing a better offer, it became possible to make him a better offer.









Pilar : Appearing in the heart of a fireball that hasn't faded, but whose first great blast and force is spent, Pilar Pineda throws her whole form upon the searingly glowing Starstone; touching it not with a tentative hand but with her whole skin, being naked but for a crown out of Hell.









The Gods: And the greater gods and gods of Golarion feel that touch, as they felt the last hand to lay upon the Starstone; as they felt the last beginning of a god's birth. But this time, they know, there will be no Achaekek to stop this -

So all those gods do turn to stare at her, at this one being born; and they see that she is being born into Lawful Evil.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus would usually slay any Lawful Evil would-be ascendant. He wants no additional competition from true-gods, or from Powers of Hell that He has not personally promoted to Their places.

This case is unusual. Asmodeus has not been able to make out very much of certain events ongoing in Golarion; much of those squirrel-affairs have been illegible to the lesser fragments of Him that watched over the tussling. But without having gathered more of Himself and reflected, without time to think beyond moments of first reaction, He can see, or remember, these facts: That this soul had sincerely venerated Him in the past and as the proper tyrant over itself, though its feelings are less legible to Him now; that it was chosen to be oracle of Cayden Cailean; that it's consumed much of Cayden Cailean's divinity already; that it was a highly favored slave of Asmodeus's own most-favored slave; that it is yet Evil-predominant, but contains more superposed Good than it did before it started consuming Cayden Cailean; that it is very Lawful for a squirrel, though with prominent Chaotic streaks likewise grown...

...and He can sort of see what might be a legible intent to serve Him and be tyrannized by Him, if this squirrel becomes a god - and not in a way where that's meant to be conditional on Him helping it ascend. But His sight of that intent is vague as yet, and there could be all sorts of compact-gotchas within the vagueness.









Asmodeus: It is His estimation that something significant is afoot, and that this isn't all of it. This novel and worrisome destruction in Golarion will swiftly inspire many negotiations and interventions; perhaps this ascension was the ultimate aim of that destruction, or perhaps there is more coming, in which case He doesn't want to expend His resources now on this fight when a fight of far greater significance may lie ahead.

He will not bestir Himself, then, unless someone intends to pay Him; the weak godling can live or die as suits the interests of others.











Urgathoa: And Urgathoa sees, but does not care, for in this matter there is not yet obviously food-resource to be glutted nor the prospect of resource being taken away; and so, like Asmodeus, She withholds for now Her hand;









Lamashtu: And Lamashtu, who was once demon lord and is now a far more terrible goddess, decides that Hell and Lawful Evil need no more power, that may be turned against the Abyss;









Gorum: And Gorum holds nothing personal against this aspirant, He enjoyed her assault on Absalom and her ambush-slaying of Achaekek was beautiful; but the world has more than enough Law already, thank you;









Sarenrae: And Sarenrae, who smites also Evil, turns Her attention here, to suffer not this empowerment to pass;









Desna: And Desna, the most ancient power of Chaotic Good, does likewise turn an uncommonly vast and cold gaze upon this place where a new Power of Lawful Evil seeks to be born -

- and recoils, in shock, in horror, for what stands between Her and that one's destruction.









Cayden Cailean: You shall not pass while I live, Cayden Cailean sends to all those gods, and places all that remains of Himself between Them and Pilar Pineda.









Iomedae: And Iomedae...









Greater Iomedae: Is not there.









Iarwain: Earlier:









Milani: Iomedae! Emergency situation that the fully-informed fragment of You has been apprised about! This information is given to You under the condition that that it will be used to benefit Your interests without harming Keltham's interests! We bargained with Keltham to give him a less destructive distraction instead of him releasing Rovagug, and You're it! If You act at the right time You'll be able to get away with something You couldn't otherwise do! Gather all of Yourself, at once, and then -









Iarwain: Now:









Iarwain: 
When last treaty was made between gods, Iomedae swore not to open Zon-Kuthon's vault, nor to connive toward freeing Zon-Kuthon.

The agreement doesn't, technically, say that Iomedae can't do this, which is not something that even gods would have foreseen Her doing. This scenario required several sequential then-unseen implausibilities, and if you negotiate about every combination-possibility like that, you really will end up negotiating too much. Gods are large, but not large enough to defeat combinatorial explosions.

The gods would have expected, if Iomedae gathered Herself and went inside the vault, that Zon-Kuthon would promptly eat Her; for She is smaller and younger and would be to Him as a snack.

But what actually happens -









Greater Iomedae: Long ago, at least as mortals count time, a young human girl knew (it was not really a matter of deciding) that the right thing to do was spend all her life trying to fix everything everywhere. And some time after that, she knew the right thing to do was become a god and go on trying to fix everything everywhere; though she didn't think that, even as a god, she would live to see it fixed...

A furious blaze of light, shining brighter than it did in Heaven, enters into Zon-Kuthon's vault where a great Evil lies wounded and helpless.

Some other possible god of paladins might've found this part difficult, contrary to Their domain; but Iomedae never was the god of fighting Evil.





She falls on Him like a mouse nibbling into a comatose elephant.









Asmodeus: OKAY WHAT NO HE SUDDENLY HAS LARGER PROBLEMS, NAMELY IOMEDAE IS CONSUMING THE WHOLE POWER OF AN ANCIENT GOD









Sarenrae: She doesn't see how Iomedae can get away with this, but has little choice but to back Her once it's begun









Desna: Even if Iomedae somehow survives this, it will trigger new divine treaties about Golarion's broken prophecy and divine opportunism, which won't be to Chaos's advantage. But if this is Cayden Cailean's last wish, though She doesn't understand it, then to defend Iomedae She will also go









Lamashtu: Lawful Evil, Lawful Good, what care I? You may go about your conflict there, while I take care of this Lawful Evil nascent here.









Cayden Cailean: Still no.









Lamashtu: You think you can stop Me, jumped-up mortal?









Cayden Cailean: I know that I can stop You for long enough.









Absalom: The lights of godwar flicker on in the sky over Absalom, focused on Absalom, turning day into a greater and more terrible day; even as fire spreads outward from the ruins of the Ascendant Court.









Starstone Cathedral: And Pilar Pineda lays upon the Starstone and









Pilar : She is









Pilar : She is in many places









Pilar : She dreamed of this, Snack Service showed her









Pilar : Showed herher own thoughts, somehow, as if all of this had happened to her before, in some forgotten life that Snack Service somehow remembered









Pilar : She had known thisshe had prepared for thisshe is Pilar Pineda Pilar Pineda Pilar Pineda was once a single person and is now some strange fractally shattered mirror-of-herself, expanded and also broken, must pull herself pull herself togetheris not large enough, to pull herself together









Pilar : She needs more power









Pilar : (The draining of divinity is a motion that Pilar Pineda has practiced some little bit)









Starstone Cathedral: The Starstone glows, the buried awful core at its center pulls, and Achaekek's death pours toward it and flows also into Pilar Pineda where Her mortal shell still lays, making of Her something that is greater than Cayden Cailean or Norgorber became, greater than Iomedae as She previously was.









Asmodeus: - He may have been wrong about which of His problems is bigger.

Asmodeus is not slow to notice when gods are moving against Him. The timing of this is meant to divide His attention or limit Him in responding, to one or both exigencies.

If He doesn't intervene on the baby godlet (and He's still not sure whether He'd gain from crushing it or preserving it), He perhaps loses; if He doesn't intervene to stop Iomedae, He surely loses; and perhaps both events are a distraction. But identifying that as the situation doesn't save Him from making the call about which to address.

...He can at least fire off some large offers of payment to various Lawful entities aimed at 'make other things stop happening', to limit the damage His distraction can do to His interests while He crushes Iomedae, which really needed doing anyway.











Cayden Cailean: And Cayden Cailean dies, manifesting at the very last in the form of His mortal self as He was when He touched the Starstone, standing over the Starstone in that same place; holding His rapier crosswise in hand, as though to protect Pilar Pineda.



And then He crumbles away.









Starstone Cathedral: The power that was in Him begins to be sucked back to the Starstone; but the vast flickering shadow of the Mother of Monsters descends to consume that, consume His corpse, feast upon the dead as was always Lamashtu's way









Pilar : I think not.










Pilar : It is the voice of something more powerful than Cayden Cailean ever was; a goddess who bears about Herself the portfolio of Lawful Evil, a portfolio within which Achaekek's and Zon-Kuthon's deaths have made great room. And Acavna's domain of Companionship, and a trace of Acavna's defensive battles now transformed to a yielding endurance; and Cayden Cailean's last gift to Her, that is His domain of revelry, and of lust; and from dead Zon-Kuthon the domain of sadomasochism, but a different kind than that practiced in Nidal.

But she is goddess first and foremost, not at all of enslavement, but only of being a slave.









Lamashtu: Lamashtu knows then that it is too late to defeat this newborn god without great cost.

She does briefly engage Pilar Pineda's concentrated true self, in hopes of dealing Her some lasting wound while She is young and stupid; but Pilar Pineda proves to be a difficult goddess to scar, if not hurt. So that fragment of Lamashtu's attention sniffs and goes upon its way.









Starstone Cathedral: But then another comes to that place, where the Starstone floats upon a sea of lava that is all that remains of the Starstone Cathedral

(even as Pilar Pineda's body fades away and into Her, leaving behind that crown, formerly a lesser artifact of Dis, which that body wore into transcension)









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar comes forth in crown and belt, and attired also in concealing flames of her own power; it is the least of her concerns, that she wants this moment to be depicted truly if any depictions survive, but it is yet one of her concerns. And if there are other thoughts or emotions that she has, they are not outwardly visible, and any future religious iconography suggesting otherwise will be heretical for that it is a lie.

And she too lays down her mortal flesh upon the Starstone.











The Gods: It is at this point that a number of gods start to worry that Golarion may have an issue.









The Gods: (And while there are both Evil gods and Good ones that turn away from besieging or defending Iomedae; while Lamashtu turns back Her attention upon the ruined Cathedral, and calls out to Urgathoa and allied demon lords as well; it is the Neutral gods, drawn away from the vault's siege to try to halt all these unnegotiated ascensions, whose rerouting ensures that Iomedae will not perish quickly.)









The Gods: The gods come, then, to destroy this next god being born into Lawful Evil. There is too much unplanned divinity and balance-upset originating out of this place in Golarion; if this event were in Their interests it would have been negotiated so.









Pilar : Not one of You shall harm Her.









The Gods: Divine blows fall upon Pilar Pineda like rain, then.









Pilar : And She suffers, and withstands, and She hurts terribly but She is not broken; for that is Pilar Pineda's nature as a god and a good slave.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar's journey toward godhood goes slower than that of Pilar; she's trying to absorb more power and is starting out without being already overstuffed with divinity. She has more time, then, to focus some fragment of her attention upon sending divinity flowing through herself, purposefully, into the crown that she wears, which once was a mere lesser artifact of Dis.

And before her mind grows enough that it must divide, with her last biological breaths, Carissa Sevar performs her last and greatest feat of mortal Spellcraft, the completion of a true and major artifact. Correctly.











Carissa Sevar: And then 'she' becomes 'Her', and Her attention fragments.











Carissa Sevar: You cannot, as a mortal, structure how you'll splinter, on ascending to godhood. If you could, new gods would not be so utterly vulnerable and helpless; things as weak as a newborn god are not generally all that weak. But to be splintered, when you were previously mortal, is to lose all the patterns that directed your mind towards your aims, to be made up of terror and eagerness and loneliness and grief and thwarted plans, all separately, with no guarantee each element will remember that it's meant to coalesce.

Having prepared in advance, having been very wise, having made of yourself something more coherent and more careful than a mortal generally is, helps; but not enough that you could ascend under fire and expect not to die.

Carissa is shaped, all through, for this, and still half the fragments of herself will have hardly any recollection of what they are, or where, or why.

But they know that they might die, if they don't pull themselves together quickly. That's not a truth she memorized for just this one occasion.

And there is not a single fragment of Carissa Sevar which would accept that it might die.









Carissa Sevar: Her pieces begin to pull together, partially, piece by piece, and as they do, She begins to claim Her portfolio and define Herself as a god. Lawful Evil is in that; and also, freed from Zon-Kuthon's grasp, loss and pain, but the surviving of it; from long-lost Amaznen, artifice, knowledge, magic; and even from Cayden Cailean, traces of competition and resolve -









Pilar : but there's a problem, now, which is that Pilar Pineda may be stronger than Cayden and not already exhausted, but She is really really not at all experienced at being a god or fighting godwars, and Carissa Sevar is getting larger and more distributed than Pilar can protect just by standing all the way around Her









Cayden Cailean: He is dead









Nethys: But Cayden was told how it would go









Cayden Cailean: And before then, He









Iarwain:









Iarwain: Does it matter, when people pray to gods?









Iarwain: Does it help Them, when They fight?









Iarwain: It is commonly thought that it does help, some tiny bit, so that if many people pray, maybe that helps enough for a god to notice.









Cayden Cailean: And through all the taverns of the world and the wild words that drunks dream up, as is His domain, a rumor was spread

though also there were other rumors, contradictory or less alarming ones or naming earlier or later times, to make their way to high officials and those charged with officious panic. But once a time was set and communicated to His representative, then to His true flock and all the ordinary people of Golarion beyond Absalom, to them this tavern-rumor was spread









Iarwain: 
That at a certain hour and a certain day,
There would come the next godwar,
A flickering of the sky visible by day or night,
And the meaning of that godwar would be this:









Iarwain: 
That Carissa Sevar
(have you heard the word about her, that she freed Wanshou from the great elder kraken that ruled it since Aroden's death, and gave it better government; that Cheliax's Queen suddenly bent knee to Carissa Sevar as her Empress, and Carissa Sevar at once began to rein in Cheliax's worst excesses)
would ascend to godhood on that day,
under the star of Lawful Evil,
and other Evil gods would try to slay her,
for that if she won,
she would rein in Hell,
and create an alternative to horror,
not a paradise, still a place where real evil would be judged,
but where souls would not be shattered for their sins;

and even those already in Hell, whom you fear lost there,
from suicide, from exposing a child they couldn't save,
would then be rescued and given succor









Golarion: And of course it isn't believed.

Who would believe it?

It's not the sort of thing that anyone repeats because they believe it.

Godwars don't occur on schedule. Prophecy is shattered, and much of the point of prophecy in the first place was to avoid godwars.









Cayden Cailean: but if









Golarion: Some people have heard about Carissa Sevar's supposed compact with Asmodeus, and even if you believe that, the compact definitely doesn't say anything about Carissa Sevar being able to save souls already in Hell.









Cayden Cailean: but if









Golarion: There's no way that Asmodeus would ever allow it. And there's no way that an ascended mortal could ever take Asmodeus. Iomedae isn't that powerful, Irori isn't that powerful









Greater Iomedae: Not yet, but Iomedae is more powerful than She was six seconds ago.









Irori: Irori had always meant to accomplish such feats with the aid of His students, after inspiring others to also ascend.









Golarion: There's even a ridiculous version of the rumor that has Carissa Sevar somehow doing something about Abaddon and the Abyss! No respectably cynical person would ever let themselves be seen believing it for a second!









Cayden Cailean: There's souls less lost than that, who frequent His taverns; the respectables can be left to their cynicism.









Golarion: But it's really not believable!









Cayden Cailean: It does not need to be believed. Only to be heard.









Golarion: 
...So the skeptics repeat it, they describe what it is they are skeptical about. Thus the rumor is heard, and spreads.

And unlike most such rumors, it is concrete and falsifiable: it foretells a sign, which is the sky-lights of a godwar, and it names a day and hour. Even those untrained can appreciate that kind of epistemic courage.









Iarwain: Don't believe it? Fine, don't believe it. Cayden Cailean is not a god of forcing people to believe things. Only tell your friend (your friend, not the authorities, there will be many other rumors to reach spies alongside that one); say it to your friends in the same drinking session that recounts lewd stories of the orgiastic rites practiced by Sevarists in Kelesh; laugh about those stories, but laugh with them also about the story that names a day and hour to look up to the sky and hope. You don't believe it, but surely many others do; and won't they feel stupid, come the day, ha ha?


Even a god as weak as Cayden Cailean can work a phenomenon like that on Golarion - for some short time before being caught - if He's willing to spend down His strength on it to the danger point, and sentence Himself to inevitable death for treaty-violations.









Golarion: So almost nobody believes the tavern-rumor.



Yet many carry in their heart a burning coal that refuses to resolve itself completely and burn out. And some such do hear that rumor, and think, in some tiny part of themselves:









Cayden Cailean: But if









Iarwain: 
And the rumor says that when that day and hour comes, Carissa Sevar doesn't ask you to promise her your allegiance or your soul in death, she doesn't ask that you turn away from your own god forever

only asks your best wishes, your faith, your hope, your prayer, only for a few minutes, if you lost anyone you loved to somewhere they'd rather not have gone, if there's anything in you for them that isn't full despair, if you read of Aroden and mourned His dream of a world better than this, know that even the gods have their trials and Carissa Sevar will soon face Hers; and all you can do for Her in Her trial is pray that She ascends, to harrow Hell and Abaddon and Abyss









Golarion: And then the day and hour comes, which few were fool enough to even mark,

When the awful light flickers again in the sky, visible even by daylight in those parts of the globe that hold day,

And a hundred million mortals who heard, who laughed, who scorned, who didn't want to feel even one spark in their hearts and be predictably disappointed later, look up, to the sky, and see









Golarion: Even then, they mostly don't believe it.
But it doesn't hurt much, doesn't cost much, to spend a few minutes in prayer, if it's true.

Because if









Iarwain: 
Yet among those who felt a spark of hope even at the rumor, there is born then a blaze of desperation:

The replacement mayor of a town filled with justifiably sullen tieflings proclaims an emergency moment of prayer;

An emperor on another continent, who knows himself for damned, orders every major city within Teleport distance of his mages to worship Carissa Sevar;

A priest of Sarenrae from further yet who stayed up past midnight to see, now rings frantically the bell of Her temple, to summon Sarenrae's faithful to pray to a Lawful Evil goddess, just in case, just in case;



A nine-year-old boy, whose father told him his mother went to Hell, kneels by his bed and sobs for Carissa Sevar to save her;

His father is busy gathering cattle in to the fold, and he cannot delay in that work, but he weeps and prays to Carissa Sevar all the same.





It's all that almost everyone on Golarion can do, those mortals who know anything at all of what's happening, if they don't just want to stand and wait in the hour of their own doom.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar finds the fragments of Herself / the fragments of herself find Her, and She is whole then, and a god.

It's with mixed emotions (perceived more clearly in their parts, Her parts, than ever before) that Carissa sees the gods have not done the last thing They might have done to stop Her, have not destroyed Absalom, or even Golarion, where it stood behind Her. There was a sense in which that path being probable would have been a very bad thing; if that was an outcome expected by Nethys, Keltham and the others would not have attempted this strategy, and Golarion would have been destroyed by Rovagug.

But also They are all off the path Nethys foresaw, as is even clearer from where She now stands; and perhaps Golarion could've been destroyed helpfully, not as Keltham's distraction but to preserve Creation. From what She knew when She ascended, it was possible. And She'd hoped for it, and it is not so.



She is reaching now for a glimpse -

- and then for a whole and stable view -

of the god-negotiated levels of the world -

- She sees how Nethys and Cayden and Milani have been twisting and bending those alongside the mortal layers of reality to bring them all here to this, and She doesn't see any ways out, now, though of course She looks -

The mortals are still praying to Her, empowering Her in a way that's injurious to their own interests on one level, and also part of a greater strategy that leaves the people of Golarion better off, and also asking Her to do something She deeply wishes to do but which is not in this instant Her first priority.

She spares little of Her attention to her feelings from Her other priorities, but even a little of a coalescent god's attention is a great deal, and She could not be coalesced if She was leaving parts of herself behind.

So Carissa Sevar mourns / and nods across time / and accepts a debt to be repaid -









Starstone Cathedral: And in mortal Absalom, the Starstone is visibly much diminished in size and brilliance; for Carissa Sevar has seized of it almost all the power that Aroden did not take for Himself, and nearly all of Achaekek's remaining energies beside.









Keltham+: Keltham comes forth, then, laid around with protective spells so that he will not immediately evaporate in Carissa Sevar's mere presence; and he lays his hand upon what remains of the Starstone.









Otolmens: NO. Absolutely NOT.









Carissa Sevar: In a way, Carissa Sevar is more aligned to Otolmens than any other god's purposes here. Otolmens should have been allowed to squish Keltham, and everyone else should not have stopped Her. And yet, straight through Her as a fact that does not change, an oath she swore / time-crossing decision that she made, standing halfway between mortal and goddess, because the alternative consistent pathways through time were even worse:

I will not let you destroy Him.









The Gods: More and greater gods, then, answer with larger pieces of Their attention when Otolmens Herself adds to the call, for this whole business is becoming quite worrying.



Their blows rain down on the goddess Carissa Sevar, seeking to extinguish Her piece by piece wherever She shields Keltham.









Carissa Sevar: Carissa Sevar is above all the greater goddess of survival at any price, and to extinguish any piece of Her own selfhood would take a divine effort more serious than this.









Keltham+: He channels some of his attention, while he can, into the crown worn by his mortal form, that was prepared by spellcraft of Carissa Sevar to accept divinity into itself: and into that crown, by Keltham's will, as he wears it along his journey to godhood, he places as much of dath ilan's knowledge as he can place, to be used by a wearer out of Golarion with whom dath ilan might have touched fingers; not someone like a dath ilani, but someone on their own pathway toward a greater whole that dath ilan once hoped to join someday; an assistance to help other worlds along their own ways, to become themselves and not a copy of dath ilan, as dath ilan would also have asked of him;









Keltham+: And the crown awakens as an artifact, and knows of itself that it is the Flame of Civilization, to kindle in another place what burned elsewhere, though they be different fires that light;









Carissa Sevar: As Carissa Sevar placed into Her own crown, greatest of the three, Her comprehension of Law and Spellcraft and magic's hidden order; tinged by her strength of will, and her fierce determination; to be wielded by one who chooses, with that knowledge, to protect souls and worlds from destruction; and that Crown awakens and reflects upon itself, and knows that it is the Light of Consciousness that must never be extinguished;









Pilar : And final of those three is a crown once worn by Pilar Pineda, which device is also now a person, and that crown knows herself for the Warmth of Friendship; and that crown is not Snack Service, for Snack Service now is no more, but she bears Snack Service's last best wishes, and some of her imaginary personhood, and some of her power.









Keltham+: But soon enough Keltham can no longer try to channel divinity into his artifact-of-ascendance, soon enough He also falls into fractally shattered dream and ascends









>Keltham: But it is over more quickly, for Him; He is making Himself into the least powerful god who can do a single task.









>Keltham: And Keltham claims for Himself this divine portfolio:









>Keltham: He is foremost the Neutral god of Kelthamness, with domains of 'being Keltham', 'staying Keltham', and 'becoming more Keltham',









>Keltham: But also He is the god of being in one place and then another; and god of things being made of math; and somewhat the god of silent death, since that part of Achaekek's essence was like right there and it seems potentially helpful.









>Keltham: It can weaken you, to try to be that strange and specific as a god, but Keltham does not need to be any stronger than He is become. One task only lies ahead of Him.









Starstone Cathedral: And when Keltham has finished ascending, and vanished about His purpose in Creation,

After the deadly focus of the gods shifts elsewhere,









Carmin Isandre: There teleports into the ruins of the Starstone Cathedral a wizard who follows Iomedae, who was oathbound to Keltham for a time but no longer, to gather up the three artifacts called Warmth and Light and Flame.

The three crowns don't form a set and you cannot wear them all at once to gain ultimate power. They are simply there to help.

And Iomedae's wizard gives a wondering sad look to the remnant of the Starstone, now dimmer. The Starstone is no longer defended, but anyone who touches it now will be destroyed, if they have no gods to defend them in their ascension. Reaching the Starstone was never really the hard part in the first place, if anyone is that much the fool. Once this Cathedral was defended at least against some gods, if not the likes of Asmodeus or Achaekek; but now that is no longer so.

And so Carmin departs to Lastwall, setting an illusion of warning glyphs in the air there before she goes, accompanied by warning animations; lest any touch the Stone and true-die. Lastwall will return, perhaps, with greater troops than this, to claim the Starstone's remnant and make the reckless hear at least a disclaimer first. But to muster her fellow Iomedaens will take time, now that she is no longer oathbound and her secrets are secrets no more.









Starstone Cathedral: So the Starstone, or its remnant, now lies alone and quiet, but for the seethe of lava and crackle of flames that will take long to subside









Starstone Cathedral: The air beside the Starstone parts into the form of a Gate.









Prince Fe-Anar: And from that Gate, Fe-Anar comes forth,









Erecura: And an old woman,









Dispater: And her husband.









Nethys: Huh! That hasn't happened before









Erecura: but Nethys is the only god who sees, and His splinter can speak of it to no one, for there is present a Power in whose domain lies secrecy.









Prince Fe-Anar: And Fe-Anar touches to the Starstone, with his bare hands, three great diamonds, which Fe-Anar now at INT 30 has comprehended and prepared and enchanted; for which sake Dispater yielded the greater part of His personal treasury of spellsilver, accumulated over millennia, simply to burn as much magic into those three diamonds as they could hold;

Those diamonds were already made lesser artifacts, and now into them, begins to flow the last of the Starstone's fossilized godhood, transforming them into greater and divine artifacts;

And all this is done, not to make those three diamonds powerful, for none of that is power;

Rather, it has all been to make them a container of true power.









Erecura: And She who was once a mortal soothsayer, called then Aerecura, before she stole divinity of Pharasma Herself,

Begins to glow with a white-golden light.









Prince Fe-Anar: And he ascends towards godhood as slowly as he possibly can, fighting to hang onto every shred of his mortality with every scrap of his raised Splendour, pouring the last of the Starstone's captured divinity through himself and into the artifacts that are now becoming themselves; even as all of his augmented Intelligence is entirely devoted to making and completing the three Containers of Radiance, to capturing and holding and structuring what Erecura now gives back and shines forth,









Iarwain: (ai art)









Prince Fe-Anar: And there is even mortality left in Fe-Anar, he is only half-way to divinity, when the Containers are complete;









Dispater: And before Fe-Anar can lose himself and become a god, Dispater raises His mace of office; and with all His might, bellowing a vast roar that echoes all through Absalom, He smashes the Starstone.









The Gods: That cannot be concealed, and many gods turn their attention from Zon-Kuthon's vault to stare back at Absalom again in sudden and considerable alarm.









Prince Fe-Anar: And Fe-Anar who has become something more than he was, 
not from having touched the Starstone, but from learning the truth of his own character, 
gives a brilliant imperishable Radiance to Erecura and another to Dispater,









Dispater: (All three of the bearers having been bound around with a vastly carefully-composed oath of mutual interest and thorough honest cooperation, whereof which Dispater has sworn from sixty-six different angles that He has not tried and will not try to pull anything sketchy or unexpected,)









Erecura: And she-who-was-Aerecura, much diminished but still not just an ordinary god,
reaches into the shattered Starstone and draws forth the indestructible awfulness that lies at its center,









Starstone Cathedral: the cysted remnant of a stillborn universe, of a flawed and failed Creation,

a thing of indeterminate size, at once light enough to hold, and heavy enough to bore through a moon,









Starstone Cathedral: and the awful green brilliance that shines out from it sure looks poisonous, and would dissolve even a god if they were unprotected by the Radiance that stabilizes Creation,

but the three of them hold Radiances, and they withstand it.









Dispater: Dispater opens another Gate then, and in that dread green brilliance it seems to gape wider than even a god's Gate should.









The Gardens of Erecura: And the three of them pass through that Gate to a place that should have been less simple to reach, into the heart of the Gardens of Erecura.

There was a great golden Ship buried beneath those Gardens, but it need not be raised; for now there is a better alternative, that was also prepared-for. All those who'll go have stayed, and those who'll stay have gone.









Erecura: Erecura raises the hand holding the Starstone's poisonous center high, even as Her other hand grips a Radiance;









Erecura: green brilliance flows about Her form as though She wore a cloak of it, twists about Her head in twin pointed vortices; and the local distance metric deforms around that power, light wavering and distorting and showing glimpses of gaps into starlight through the haze in which She's cloaked;









Erecura: And with a huge crack that echoes through nine layers of Hell, She rips out the Gardens of Erecura from the fabric of Dis;









Prince Fe-Anar: Fe-Anar has by then comprehended somewhat of how to wield the Radiance of Stability, and he lays it about himself, blazing protection to match and neutralize the poison;









Dispater: And Dispater lays one of His hands upon the green brilliance, while Radiance flares white-gold about His other hand that He may not die; and Gate after Gate after Gate begins to gape impossibly wide about them.











The Gardens of Erecura: There is an ark that is leaving Creation, before it might perish; and those who have longed through ages to leave it, now come to pay their oaths of passage to the captains.









The Gods: Now at this point, every sensible god will finally panic:









The Gods: They will coalesce Themselves wholly, forsaking all other matters, and turn Their entire attention toward whatever triggered Erecura to do that:









The Gods: For to the ancient gods it is a known fact about Erecura's exile, that if Creation itself is seriously threatened, Erecura may break Her exile for a greater exile: may flee Hell and flee Creation, with Her stolen energy and any others She chooses to protect with it, sith that any tiny remnant of Pharasmin Creation might survive.









The Gods: There's a difference between interesting and important moves being made within your divine game, which is how it is for three new gods to arise or Iomedae to consume Zon-Kuthon; versus gods realizing that They personally may be about to die, along with all those things in which They hold Their value.









The Gods: They don't need to know the specific alarming details, to panic. They are gods, and it has become predictable to Them that They will learn alarming details later. They gather Themselves now, They are ready to spend vast desperate resources now









Iarwain: But by the time They are paying that much attention, all Their real chances to intervene, now lie in the unreachable past. By the time They finally notice the true danger, all of the critical events are already done and over.

For the way of fighting all the gods at once, if you insist on doing that, is to make very sure They have lost before They awaken to Their danger and act, at all.

The moment when the gods finally panic has been scheduled, and it comes after it is already too late.









>Keltham: A lesser god looks up from where He stands near the base of Pharasma's Spire, that is the foundation of the Great Beyond; He has passed in a flash by distant suns and the surface layers of planes, and hidden away encapsulated strangelets and other catastrophes, whose dead-man triggers are in Golarion where prophecy is shattered; and near about the base of Pharasma's Spire there are now hidden the frozen potentia of thunderbolt singularities and relativistic death waves, true-vacuums and single-quarks and assorted other kinds of physics disaster.









Keltham+: (He didn't actually know that he'd be able to do it, even in his last mortal minute. He'd read some nontechnical gruesome-stories about physics disasters as an overly interested child, he had that much reason to know that possible ways existed in principle. But while still mortal he carefully avoided thinking about physics disasters in any mathematical detail, or whether his future god-self could implement them with divine magic, just in case those thoughts would have been legible to Otolmens. He touched the Starstone in a leap of blinded faith, on that last step; trusting that his future self would solve those physics problems, given that dath ilan solved them and that he knew all the base equations.)









>Keltham: And now He sends to all the ancient gods to whom He is not utterly opposed, and to all the once-mortal gods whose address He can see, and to Pharasma Herself, this legible thought:





Coming before you as an envoy sent of Elsewhere, but foremost in my own person and purpose, I have placed my death-grip around Creation's throat.

There is too much pessimization of utility functions going on inside this subregion of Reality. I consider it better ended, than continuing as it is; for so would wish those souls in Hell that still can think; and my own unshared and unshareable experience suggests that those consciousnesses ending in one place would continue in another.

That's my batna. Let's negotiate.









>Keltham: And to Pharasma Herself, privately:



A message from a tiny little mortal named Tarnish, who You thought could never do You any injury and whom it was safe for You to ignore:

Fuck you.









Iarwain:









The Gods: There are many thoughts and conversations that happen then, simultaneously, at a pace that mortals could follow individually but not in parallel: gods are not fast, but they are large.









Abadar: ....no.









Abadar: Abadar is not one of the gods that is ever near desiring the worlds destruction. For one thing, He couldnt do it, not when the many many many people who trade with Him have done so since the beginning of time on the premise that He wants, that He uses His strength to bring about, cities, prosperity, invention. But even if no one had ever traded on such a premise, He would never do it, because in all the vastness of Creation He perceives almost entirely things that should be, people trading, people building, people inventing.

And He says to Keltham: I aided you, when you came to this world, in the hope that we could trade peacefully, and I did not believe then that a mortal with your shape would use the value I gave you to act so much against my interests; if this is what you do, then it would be better if I had permitted Asmodeus to ruin you. By the value that I gave you, that permitted you to thrive and gain this much capability, I ask that you not.









>Keltham: If you are looking on the level of gods you can see it, how Abadar's message strikes at a gaping wound inside Keltham's shape, damage not dealt by any external force but where Keltham dealt Himself that wound by acting against His own nature.

But what is left of Keltham retains its structure and does not change its conformation around the wound as He responds:

There are sentients in Hell, and I knew I could not be Yours anymore, even to that conduct of my trades. I left You when I knew I could no longer uphold Your flame-light of civilization, and afterward I tried to give You all I could of what You had hoped to buy from me.





I am sorry.









Desna: Desna offers that She will do all within Her power to find the world-wanderer's lost home, and return Him there; He does not need to stay within Creation, if He finds its shape inimical.









>Keltham: You cannot touch dath ilan to place me there, and even if You could find a writeable copy, it is too late. I would no longer fit there as god or mortal.









Desna: Creation is vast and what lies beyond is vaster yet. There are other places, and in some of them Keltham could be happy!









>Keltham: If my personal happiness was my greatest desire in the end, I would have chosen that path much much earlier.









Calistria: 🗡 appreciation of Keltham's angry determination to overturn Creation's order 🗡

🗡 approval of Keltham's deeds as a mortal on behalf of Osirian women 🗡

🗡 expression of attraction to Keltham as a new male deity, flirtatious expression of interest in having a pleasurable fling with Him 🗡

🗡 coy emphasis that Calistria does not make this offer to male deities very often at all 🗡

🗡 sensuous eagerness to work with Keltham on some OTHER form of vengeance and power-overturning which is NOT THIS during aforesaid fling 🗡

🗡 self-prediction of horrible painful revenge* against Keltham if He actually carries out any large-scale destructive acts against Creation 🗡

(*) 🗡 it's not meant as a threat 🗡 it's meant as REVENGE 🗡









>Keltham: You do not, so far, live up to Your reputation for subtlety.









Calistria: 🗡 Calistria possesses deep comprehension of when subtlety is appropriate 🗡

🗡 and when it is not 🗡











Sarenrae: It is common for people to want to destroy their enemies because they dont really comprehend them, because they cannot see any good in them or do not realize about themselves that they would stop if they did see. Almost everyone driven to the horror of true-murder is, in some sense, lying to themselves, refusing to see a sacred thing theyd be unwilling to destroy if they could see it.

Sarenraes first hope is that Keltham is making, by his lights, an angry and wounded and bitter mistake, like people do, and that now that He's a god He might be able to understand new truths thatd make Him not want to destroy Creation anymore, in which case She will expend an astonishing amount of resources conveying all of that information immediately.









>Keltham: Keltham does not try to conceal Himself from any Good god's inspection, and it will be obvious to Sarenrae that (though He is truly wounded) He is not a shape that could be changed by that revelation, that everyone else's existence is as intensely real as his own. Most of His hesitancy about destroying Creation is held within His doubts about whether everyone else here is equally real. If He were certain that every paving stone in Hell was just as real as himself, that Creation was continually producing new souls and sending thirty percent of them to Evil afterlives and all those people were real, He would be all the more driven to end this.









Sarenrae: Seeing this, She grieves, and has little more to offer the crisis.

Obviously She favors ending Hell, if anyone was wondering. And yes, should any souls be displaced by present events, from Hell or for that matter from anywhere else, Nirvana has space to take every one of them.



(Nirvana sends a lawyer to every Boneyard trial, to argue that everyone has Neutral Good in them. This results in Nirvana getting a number of souls that may have Neutral Good in them but are, you know, not conventionally Neutral Good, or at all people youd want to have wandering your paradise. The isle that houses them is not, in fact, infinite, but Sarenrae while She still possessed any power at all would not let it be false, that there was space in Nirvana for everyone, that it would turn away none of them; She would die making it true, should it ever come up.)









lintamande: (Some Evil gods have probably considered whether it would be funny to make Her do that, but itd take a truly ludicrous number of souls.)









The Gods: (...And if Pharasma's sorting were subverted on that scale, She would likely object. A few mostly-Evil souls won by Sarenrae's isle doesn't seem to bother Pharasma, any more than the tenth that many souls who end up Maledicted: they're a statistically small fraction, and both varieties of soul end up Good and Evil, in time. But wholesale relocation of mostly-Evil dead to Good planes probably would impinge on what the gods guess to be Pharasma's own priorities; or at least, some of Her rare interventions seem to have been aimed at not-that, long ago in the Beginning.)









Asmodeus: Asmodeus is, predictably, not going to give into a threat even if that kills Him; mostly that makes entities not try it. And this is, obviously, the work of Iomedae, who He knows does not want the world to end, and so no one will give in. If, bafflingly, Shes arranged for a sufficient coalition to side with Her, well, Asmodeus too can play the game of doing things-against-His-interests-that-harm-the-other-party-more, if thats the stupid game theyre playing; Hell release Rovagug and order all the souls in Hell shattered before any saviors can reach them.









Greater Iomedae: Iomedae is busy eating Zon-Kuthon but not too busy to make legible that She has done absolutely no acting-against-Her-interests at any point, ate Zon-Kuthon on Milanis claim it was a good idea for Her, and opposes the destruction of Creation! Very vehemently! She was guessing that Keltham would be crushed on ascension; She would have impeded Keltham Herself, if Shed possessed unencumbered knowledge of His plans and if Shed expected that no one else would stop Him. She requests that Asmodeus act with such scraps of civilization as are in Him and not spitefully destroy everything while they figure out if theres something else to be done instead.



(She can actually see now of Her own unencumbered knowledge how this ought to resolve, from the logic that threads through everything that has happened so far, but Shes not going to tell Asmodeus that. Because She hates Him.)









Sarenrae: Sarenrae also requests clarification on the obvious point here where this was clearly orchestrated by some parties  they can identify themselves if they want or She can think for slightly longer and Shell figure it out  who were not allowed to do things like that, and who presumably dont want the universe destroyed, and who should have known that that is precisely what they were bringing about.









Irori: Of those gods that hovered around Keltham, who were once-mortal enough to understand key parts of what has happened, Irori knows He may be the only one who can and will speak. He does not understand fully; He is coalesced and trying to think as quickly as He can, but gods are large but not fast and He has not solved it all yet. He does not know why. But He knows Who.

Nethys. Cayden Cailean.









Asmodeus: And Milani, and He's not convinced not-Iomedae.









The Gods: There is an exchange then of information, among the gods, gathered to confront this threat to all Creation; in the parts of Their wills not bent on probing Keltham's causal surface to sway Him to another path by any possible input.

Irori yields what He knows, taking responsibility for what must have been His part in bringing Carissa Sevar to this pass. Abadar gives it away, as a partial payment towards that owed for His protecting Keltham. Asmodeus selectively releases all of that information and only that information which damns that which is good.









The Gods: And They consider it and think, and in time speak to Milani, in voices that are one and many: Sarenrae and Slandrais, Gorum and Abadar, Gozreh and Onos, Erastil and Dahak, Asmodeus and Desna:









The Gods: Your faction repeatedly intervened to protect Keltham, empower Keltham. None of You would have preferred that Creation be destroyed rather than continue unchanged. You would have no motive to preserve and empower Keltham if We did not yield, so yield We must not. And You must certainly have known that We would not permit Ourselves to be threatened by proxy, and that Creation would be forfeit.

Explain the actions of Your coalition, Milani; and We hope that it is not the last explanation We all hear.









Milani: Our interests ought not be injured by Our caring for them. We should do no worse out of these events than if We had been incapable of any action; We should do at least as well, in expectation, than if We had cared for nothing and done nothing.









Milani: Then to understand all these events, You must understand what would have been the result if We had all done nothing.









Milani: This, then, would have been the consequence of Our null action









Iarwain:









Iarwain:












Iarwain:












Iarwain:









13 - null action act iii: the consequences of my own nonactions





lintamande: "It could be that the purpose of your life is only to serve as a warning to others." -- Ashleigh Brilliant









Nethys: There is a key truth about Nethys which one could deduce a priori, if one knew an a-priori truth that is not common a-priori knowledge in Golarion.

That key a-priori truth is as follows: Everything that's real is causally well-founded.









Greater Reality: The key definition: A well-founded ordering is one where there's no infinite descending sequences.

The natural numbers are well-founded; no matter how high the number you start with, if you keep going downward, you'll eventually reach zero and then be able to go no further downward, no matter how clever the path you choose.

The negative integers are no more numerous than the positive integers, but their ordering is not well-founded; you can go down from -1 to -2, down from -2 to -19, and so on down forever.









Greater Reality: Similarly, it happens to be an a priori truth that all consciousnesses find themselves inside of a continuum that is made up of bits of realityfluid in identity-points related by directed cause-and-effect laws (eg quantum amplitudes, in dath ilan). And all these continuums of causal relation are causally well-founded; they contain no infinite sequences of causes of causes going forever backwards in time.

Different continua have different Big Bangsdifferent degenerate-zero-points in their relations between the stuff of realness. But they all have some equivalent of a Big Bang.

Some continuums last forever, they causally increase in time foreverthough they necessarily become less and less real as they go, for no stretch of realness can sum to being infinitely real. But a cause-of-effect sequence never goes back forever.

As a special case of this rule, time never goes in a loop. Because then again one could talk of a cause, and a cause's cause, and a cause's cause's cause, and so on forever, even if you were covering the same territory and repeating yourself. If you say that A > B > C > A... then that's not a well-ordered set even if it's a finite one.









Greater Reality: (And why is that so? Why is it that when you look about yourselfliterally no matter who you are, anywhere, everytimeyou find yourself inside a universe with a finite past? You can, if your sight as a god or a civilization stretches far enough, see back to the local Beginning and know that you are in fact within a continuum with a finite past. But why? Can't logic describe possible laws of physics that include consistent time travel, or universes with infinite pasts, just like math can describe an infinite descent through negative integers?

And while these margins are too small to contain a satisfying answer, one key point is that local relations of physics can never pinpoint an event with an infinite past; all first-order axiom-sets with infinite models have models of every infinite cardinality, a vastness of unconstrained possibility whose numerosity is literally indescribable. So while time can go on forever forward, the real people always find themselves at some particular finite time, because otherwise you couldn't be found at all.)









Golarion: From Causality's well-foundedness, it follows that even when 'prophecy' was unshattered, gods could not see the future. For to see a thing, is to be affected by it; to see a thing, is to have that thing be the cause of your observation; if X sees Y then Y is an ancestral cause of X. If the past can see the future, then the future has affected the past, and a cause would have a cause and a cause's cause in an ill-founded causal ordering that descended forever.

And simple empirical observation confirms that prophecy in Creation never spoke of the future, for then it'd have simply been true, and unshatterable.









Nethys: A priori, then, if you know which sort of continua can be real in the first place, you know that Nethys cannot see the future, God of Knowledge or not.









Nethys: Then what is Nethys seeing? Mere possibilities that aren't real?









Greater Reality: Most civilizations - unless they are in some very confused stage of learning about their equivalent of quantum mechanics - will know better than to utter anything this confused: you cannot see things that are not real. Even when you hallucinate you are seeing a real hallucination, there is something actually happening inside your brain that makes you see it.



To see something is to be affected by it; and real effects cannot be produced by unreal causes. If the world-history of a photon going down a particular pathway affects your experimental results, then that world-history must have happened as much as anything ever happens; if all possible combinations of qubits contribute to a quantum computer's actual output, then all possible combinations of qubits must have been 'real'. Only real causes have real effects; so whatever affects a real thing must also be real. Causes and effects don't have be equally real - you can set things up so that a more real observer can see the output of a less real process - but the cause must be at least a little real.

(Though these margins are, again, too small to contain that logic whereby 'realness' for the purpose of 'the conscious entities described inside a causal system can find themselves there' and 'realness' for the purpose of 'real effects have real causes' are necessarily the same kind of 'realness'. Without that connective step, the above is just a bare appeal to philosophical intuition - but a philosophical intuition that happens to be correct.)









Nethys: Now consider: while Nethys was not perfectly accurate in His forecasts of what would happen around Keltham, He was able to pull some fairly intricate shenanigans, on the order of sparking off the Zon-Kuthon godwar and furthermore arranging for Pilar to be in place to take a sword for Keltham.

The 'possibilities' that Nethys glimpses are evidently detailed enough that they must have been less like abstract imagination-guesses, and more like full-blown causal universes themselves, very similar to the real Golarion.









Nethys: And now comes the well-foundedness issue: If Nethys sees a 'possibility' including a Kuthite sword aimed at Keltham, this 'possibility' evidently contains its own Nethys, without whom a Zon-Kuthon godwar doesn't get set off in the first place.

Does the Nethys inside this 'possibility' also see a great field of secondary 'possibilities', each such secondary 'possibility' containing its own Nethys, who in turn sees many tertiary 'possibilities' containing Nethysi, and so on forever?









Nethys: And the a priori truth says: no, that can't go on forever, not if Nethys and Creation and the Magical Continuum exist at all and have consciousnesses finding themselves inside them. You can't have a setup in which Nethys sees other possible Golarions, with those Golarions containing Nethysi (as Golarions always do) and all those Nethysi see Golarions containing other Nethysi and so on forever.

To see a thing is to be affected by it; "Nethys saw an alternate Nethys who saw an alternate Nethys who saw..." is ill-founded causality, infinitely descending through causes of causes.









Keltham: Consider Keltham materializing into Golarion, near the Worldwound.









Nethys: Consider the notion of Nethys looking around this event, and seeing how that event went in the futures of Keltham-containing possible Golarions with their own meddling Nethysi; and therefore becoming an effect of whom those other Keltham-containing Golarions and Nethysi were a cause.









Nethys: Then - if you trace back and back in the causality - you must eventually come to a Nethys who sees Keltham at the worldwound, and has not seen the futures of any possibilities containing a Keltham.

And the same logic applies wending through time: at the event-point "one minute after the arrival of Keltham into a Golarion with a Nethys who has not seen any other Keltham's futures", there must again be some subsequent Nethys who has not seen any later future of a Golarion like that. Even if they are relatively very rare among Nethysi, they must exist in order to provide a causal foundation for all the towers of observing Nethys built on top of them.









Greater Reality: Which is all to say - if Time and Causality are well-founded, and in fact, they are -

Among the possibilities that it is possible for a Nethys to foresee -

There must be a possibility containing a Nethys who foresaw nothing at any point of how it would go with Keltham.









World-0: It begins with Keltham materializing at the Worldwound, and running into the building closest to him, containing Carissa Sevar.









Nethys: The first steps play out in just the same way. Nethys doesn't have a startled reaction to somebody materializing whom He has never seen in any future possibility; Nethys is fragmented and the fragments take time to communicate, and 'no answer found' replies are harder to verify than 'answer found' ones.

The fragment of Nethys that sees Keltham wonders what other Nethys fragments know about Keltham, and casts glances towards Nethys-fragments in alternate universes at later clock times, searching for a piece of Himself that knows more. It will take some time for the Nethys-fragment to reach the surprising conclusion that His greater self spread across possibilities seems to know nothing; such that this Nethys is witness to either a truly unique one-time event, or perhaps is one of those rare Nethysi who form a base of His own well-founded vision.









Nethys: And then later, having probably-verified this delightful surprising fact, Nethys will still do nothing. Action is painful to Him, it is painful to pull enough of Himself together to act. Nethys does not superintelligently forecast the future but observe alternate forms of it, and His shattered mad fragments are not able to deduce in advance how it will all go, only make obvious guesses like that Golarion will be swifter to invent magical nukes.

That zeroth Nethys will guess that matters will play out in an already-interesting way, which the zeroth Nethys does not yet see a vast stake in disturbing.









World-0: Boy meets girl.









World-0: Girl reads boy's mind.









World-0: Keltham envisions Abadar's special thing from scratch.

Abadar bargains with Asmodeus to ensure that this strange being eventually reaches Osirion in condition to have teachings bought from him.

The priest at the Worldwound receives Asmodeus's vision.

Project Pet Outsider is begun, in an archduke's villa.

Eleven girls among the current graduating class in Ostenso are sent to Keltham as a welcoming present.









World-0: ...and later that night, Keltham looks towards Abadar again, and Abadar grants him three cleric levels (or as they say among the mortals, two cleric circles); for Nethys does not, in this possibility, offer to help pay.









World-0: Keltham's hosts go on reading his mind. It might not be safe for Carissa Sevar to do it, anymore (and she sure is not happy about that), but it is safe for fifth-circle Securities and above.









World-0: Carissa Sevar comes to Irori's attention as before, and Irori bargains with Asmodeus...









World-0: But Ione Sala is not oracled of Nethys.









World-0: And Abadar has not made Keltham a fourth-circle cleric. The level of divine interest that Cheliax has seen does not imply an urgent need for Project personnel to sell their souls.









World-0: Carissa Sevar is not brought before a devil to bargain. The special instructions from Hell concerning her do not become known.

Carissa Sevar remains only another subordinate on the Project, of importance only insofar as she's useful for getting information out of Keltham.

(And Project Pet Outsider remains the subject of a single visible divine intervention, not two interventions of Asmodeus and an intervention of Nethys and of Otolmens and a huge bestowal of cleric circles from Abadar.)









World-0: Pilar Pineda is not oracled of Cayden Cailean. It really isn't very probable for that to happen under normal conditions. Anybody who's only seen a version of Golarion where this happens may have acquired some wrong ideas about what's normal there.









World-0: Ione Sala does not try to give herself to Keltham, shows him no special ability along with a sexual offer. Keltham does not think of eroLARPs as a result. Keltham does not perceive evidence of tropes. He does not ask the Project girls if there are other special people among them.









World-0: When it comes time to initiate sex with Keltham, Carissa Sevar only asks Security for her instructions, and does not go to Maillol. Security disgustedly orders Sevar not to bother with worrying about what might upset Keltham if he eventually finds out; only to please him and seduce him.









World-0: The Security reading Keltham's thoughts during their sexual encounter warns Sevar early on that Keltham can read her levels of sexual arousal.

Carissa doesn't need to give Keltham an explanation about why she was faking her responses, only say that she is still unwinding from the Worldwound.









World-0: Abrogail Thrune has no particular reason to appear in Carissa Sevar's bedroom.

Aspexia Rugatonn does not cast an expensive Forbiddance about the villa.

Contessa Lrilatha is not needed to negotiate with Keltham since others can read his mind.









World-0: Zon-Kuthon is not alerted to look in Keltham's direction. There is no Zon-Kuthon godwar to vastly increase Cheliax's estimate of Keltham's importance to the gods.









World-0: Asmodia doesn't go to Hell, doesn't tell a contract devil about Keltham's ambitions.









World-0: Abadar Himself does not know that this strange mortal is of much greater import than just the mortal knowing an important piece of math. His attention has had less reason to gather, and He sees less of a cleric merely second-circle; His choice of possible spells with which to help, is more restricted.









World-0: And Otolmens is less unhappy with the total amount of divine intervention...









World-0: ...which means that Otolmens is more amenable to manipulation, and Asmodeus has accordingly put more effort into manipulating Otolmens toward His interests' favor.









World-0: So Abadar and Asmodeus negotiate rather than fight, and both gods end up doing nothing, as is often the case with gods.

(They don't, actually, know the stakes, either of Them; for if it were that obvious, Abadar would have paid more, or Asmodeus charged more, in the beginning.)









World-0: And so matters plod on, in the archduke's villa, slower than they did in another timeline.









World-0: There is a diffidence to dath ilani, under some conditions if not others, that might surprise those who'd seen those dath ilani only under other conditions. Keltham, having not yet proven himself of great importance, does not demand more resources from Cheliax; much as, in another timeline, he didn't demand larger and earlier investments in making spellsilver, or demand for someone to Teleport in immediately with a sack full of library books. Chelish Governance may be presumed to have arrived at their own sensible investment priorities, given their skepticism of unproven Keltham. It is his job to prove himself more valuable, if he wants more investment than that.



(Young dath ilani will do that, not ask for more resources or spend more resources, if they don't see themselves as having proven themselves enough to their investors. In the median case they'll go on doing it even if they're altruists and the entire world is at stake and people are dying every day. This particular facet of the average dath ilani's personality is not necessarily going to make sense to humans of other places; there is emotion behind it, not mathematics.)









World-0: The twelve original women of Project Pet Outsider remain Keltham's primary research group. He doesn't fire the four underperformers, because Keltham doesn't expect that he'll be allowed to recruit more researchers if he does. The teaching goes on more slowly, instead.

There is no Avaricia, no Shilira, no professional alchemist, not in the first two weeks, not in the first two months.

The Securities are less eager to spend their illusions on helping Keltham master wizardry.

His Chelish students are less impressed with Keltham, though they go on pretending to be impressed, after the first shock fades; he's not fourth-circle, and Zon-Kuthon didn't try to assassinate him and end up in a small box. Being less eager, they learn more slowly. Except for Carissa Sevar, they show more delight in 'practical' knowledge and not more abstract Law.









World-0: Everything plays out more gradually, in the archduke's villa; and Keltham's Chelish hosts are reading his mind, swifter to deflect his suspicions.









World-0: They are reading Keltham's mind, and his women are told how they should be, to please him; but the thought did also occur to Maillol, to try to corrupt Keltham to Evil for real, and to that end it is convenient that Carissa and Peranza and Yaisa have the sexuality that they do.

The process takes longer, but over time Carissa's feelings develop for the man who's come to think of himself as owning her, who would own her did he only wish it, who's been told that he could have her for real given the political realities; and who, with all that power, is yet kind to her.









World-0: In time acid manufacture starts to scale and be proven. Not yet spellsilver, just acid; but acid still yields enough project income that Ferrer Maillol thinks he can afford nice things without spending a lot of political capital.

Project Pet Outsider's women are called in to sell their souls.









World-0: Asmodianow Keltham's "ace girlfriend", to the puzzlement of many who don't bother to understandtries to demand a fair share of her soul's price. Asmodia tries to ignore threats.

She is hurt until she comes back to her senses.









World-0: The soul-sales trip the flag of Carissa Sevar's special instructions from Hell.

By this time, however, Sevar's status and place within the Project is well-set. There's an informal respect that sees more Project decisions routed to Sevar to check, but she doesn't receive command. It's suspected that she's being groomed as a cleric of Asmodeus and/or that Irori is contesting for her.

Abrogail Thrune doesn't manifest in Carissa's bedroom afterwards; Sevar is more of a known quantity in reports by now.









World-0: But that event plus the Project's success with acid-making does merit putting up a Forbiddance, and Aspexia Rugatonn does talk to Carissa Sevar. The Most High's decisions proceed from a wisdom deep enough to be less swayed by immediate context.









World-0: And Maillol does pay more attention to Sevar's theories about how Keltham should be seduced toward Evil; and Sevar, feeling safer in her status, is able to admit more of her 'pathetic' feelings to herself.









World-0: While they're halfway through mastering spellsilver, Peranza receives an Owl's Wisdom, and changes her mind, and in one blinding flash of impulse decision calls out to Iomedae.









World-0: But it is hard, to outwit Asmodeus, if you do not have Nethys ranged upon your own side and taking potentially fatal risks.



By the time Iomedae has gathered enough of Herself to decide to act, by the time She is ready to reach out to Abadar for an alliance to save His cleric, Asmodeus has already set in motion His trickery upon some unwitting godly cats-paws: there are three uncoordinated divine interventions in quick succession around Project Pet Outsider, one of them by Irori.









World-0: Otolmens is accordingly annoyed.

She prohibits all unauthorized divine interventions that deliberately causally impact Kelthaman intervention centered on Keltham himself, this time, not Ostenso. Irori is in no position to advise Her otherwise.









Nethys: (And a fragment of Nethys sees Asmodeus's successful tactic, watching with continuing interest, with rare fascination...)









World-0: Security Dominates Peranza into quitting, giving Keltham the Sevar-invented story of her having realized her own unhappiness.









World-0: By then Keltham has already accepted Peranza as one of his girlfriends and masochists; he has gone much deeper into relationship with her than he went with Yaisa, who was just fun.

It hits Keltham far harder, what happens to Peranza; but his thoughts show what Peranza must be Dominated to say, to make him accept the unpleasant reality.









World-0: Instructions from Asmodeus prohibit using Keltham's loved ones as leverage over him, or hurting them to affect him; they don't actually say to exempt anyone Keltham loves from their ordinarily incurred misfortunes.

Ferrer Maillol sends Peranza to Hell, with instructions to have a bad time there.









World-0: The Project masters spellsilver, and Keltham does think then to run a stricter test.

But by then the Conspiracy has had longer to prepare, with a larger budget once it became clear the whole incredible concept was going to work; and the Conspiracy has recorded far more of Keltham's thoughts, and understood what sort of tests he might run; they spot his resolve the night before it all happens. Keltham's wariness is not roused as it was by the eroLARP tropes, by the supposed Zon-Kuthon godwar, by the strangeness of Snack Service. There are magic items already forged, books already edited. He is weaker to illusions, without any Glimpse of Truth or even Dispel about himself.

They pass his test.

And Keltham goes on to reinvent more technologies.









World-0: ...until at the last a group of Rovagug cultists pass through all Security measures, and kidnap Keltham; and tell him the plain truth about Golarion; and what his hosts have done with the knowledge he gave them; and the questions for which Keltham should demand answers sworn in Asmodeus's name; and also they tell him of Hell.



As for why or how something like that could even happen: it usually makes sense to consider Rovagug as a blindly hungry unintelligent cosmic locust writhing endlessly in Its prison, but every now and then some completely other thing happens instead: like the alghollthus calling down the Starstone; or Sarenrae deciding to smite an entire city in a way that She later regrets and that opens up a rift leading to Rovagug's vault; or Aroden dying, contrary to prophecy and shattering it, before He can make Golarion His divine realm and contain Rovagug more strictly; or Rovagug cultists successfully kidnapping Keltham and loosing him on a world of shattered prophecy.

That is all that a non-Outer-God can say here; you won't understand if your own hunger as a giant bug hasn't advanced to the point of eating worlds.









World-0: In Cheliax, when a fuckup as great as the Rovagug penetration happens, you're not going to get off the hook entirely no matter what you do, if you were in charge. But it does still help for there to be scapegoats.

All who remain on the Project are interrogated under Detect Thoughts...









World-0: ...and one of the Project personnel is determined to have had Rovagug-sympathetic thoughts, as Rovagug might perhaps have seen, used as a beacon.



Sowith her protective boyfriend now gone and not coming back, and Cheliax divinely forbidden to use Keltham's women as hostages against him which makes her less valuableAsmodia is broken in Golarion by Abrogail Thrune, and has her mind read to find her worst of fears; and Asmodia is given over to Cheliax's uneasy ally Nidal, to be tormented again and then maledicted on to Xovaikain.









World-0: And Keltham emerges into a world he has already damned, for by then, Osirion, his god's land, is gone, ruined by Cheliax, and Cheliax is now crushing its way through the rest of Golarion.









World-0: This Keltham has not seen Ione Sala obtain special book powers after he advanced her romance, the word 'eroLARP' has not particularly occurred to him, he has not thought much on tropes for he has not seen much of tropes.

To him, by now, this world, Golarion, is just reality, and has been for a while, the reality in which he meant to live and raise a family and in time go to Hell together with them. He had already put aside his thoughts on how real any of it really was, and accepted Golarion for his new world.

His mind questions the reality now, of course it does; but to his emotions, at this point, this is just the world, and he has destroyed it.









World-0: When Keltham makes Early Judgment of himself, as he has not done in some time now for fear of addiction, he finds himself bound for a place of fire and endless screaming. Pharasma's judgment does take account of intentions, but Keltham was at least a little selfish, in liking the illusory world in which he found himself; and there comes a point of consequence beyond which intentions count for less in Pharasma's court.

And there is also (as Keltham has now learned, now realized) an abortion that he requested of Ione, with Alter Self, of a pregnancy that was allowed to go for longer than a twelve-week interval; he has a child, and that child is in the Boneyard. Or more than one; Cheliax will obviously have stolen more children from him, and there will have been a few miscarriages. But Ione's child is the one for which Pharasma will account him murderer.









World-0: It doesn't shatter anything in Keltham that wasn't shattered already. Casting aside your Law is not hard. He decides that he will, after some preparation, just shift himself to Neutral Evil. It'll break his bond to Abadar, but he wasn't planning to keep it anyways. If "Abadar" did not care to pay a little more and save him from this fate, he owes that god nothing; It intended to make use of Keltham, was all.









World-0: You cannot easily break a dath ilani's deontology just with ordinary trauma. They are not made, do not choose to individually make themselves, to be easily broken; for most ordinary traumas they could just decide not to break, instead. To call someone from that culture "traumatized" is scarcely more useful then calling them "insane", for purposes of filling out a detailed careful predictive model of precisely what they'll do next.

But there are sufficiently extreme and prior-improbable life experiences which will cause a dath ilani to reconsider whether their previous set of ethical injunctions are appropriate to their new environment.



The Project has not prioritized corrupting Keltham to evil, with Carissa Sevar not in charge of it; he knows what masochism is, and submission, but Carissa Sevar was instructed by authority not to push him into it and risk triggering his suspicion.

There's no plausible version of the story, in this iteration of the story, where Keltham's mistake as evaluated looking back was his being too tolerant of evils and short-term harms. His mistake must have beennot even being Good, so much as, being himself.









World-0: The foundation of Civilization's second-order utilitarianism, as taught in their schools, is thatamong other thingsbeing cautiously nice isn't supposed to result in your loved ones being shattered in Hell and you having helped an endless-torture dimension to conquer your host planet. Being cautiously nice isn't always supposed to result in the locally best outcome, maybe not even a good outcome, but it's not meant to result in that. If it does, surprising you, maybe you were wrong about something.



(Though this Keltham will still, to the end of his mortal existence, never break any explicit oath that he has made. He will never stab anyone personally with a knife, will not harm anyone in any way that would be effective for somebody inside a physicalist universe and hallucinating. Just in case he's in dath ilan and insane and dreaming all of this as his brain's excuse to violate deontology.)









World-0: Carissa Sevar is less watched, on the Project, with Keltham out and gone. There is less Security on the archduke's villa. In time she has her mid-night revelation of her own folly...









World-0: ...but this Carissa does not think at once of how Keltham might destroy Creation. There was no Vision of Hell and no godwar and Zon-Kuthon has not been a subject much discussed; nor whether Civilization would delete itself to end Xovaikain if it had no other options.









World-0: (The thought of erasing her memory and selling her soul to Dispater doesn't even occur to her. You need to have lived in a visibly trope-influenced universe for that to seem like the sort of thing that people get away with, and this Carissa Sevar hasn't been there.)









World-0: Her escape from the archduke's villa is more harrowing than in other timelines. Osirion is already ruined and conquered by Cheliax, and anyone there with high Wisdom who could not flee chose to wisely die in battle; escape is not as simple as praying to Abadar and then killing herself to await resurrection. This Carissa Sevar does not hold commanding authority on the Project, does not have Securities personally loyal to her in hopes of a kinder Hell. She has not been tormented twice by Abrogail Thrune, and is not fifth-circle. She did reach her fourth circle, in time, for she was casting and crafting under peril deeper in some ways than the Worldwound; but she cannot Teleport under her own power.

Carissa Sevar escapes anyways. Irori does not bestow His attention lightly.









World-0: Keltham is not easily found, but he has taught this Carissa Sevar of blind-coordination focal points. There should be a place that Carissa Sevar would think of after relinquishing Asmodeus, that Keltham would also think of.

Her first guess doesn't work.

Going to the ruins of the Iomedaen temple nearest to Keltham's arrival point by the Worldwound does.









World-0: From there, Carissa goes to meet her Keltham.

Of Wishes and artifact headbands she has none, nor the souls of those he once employed or loved; there was no visible way to obtain those, in this branch of reality.

All she has, is all she is; and if she doesn't offer Keltham that, it means offering him nothing.









World-0: And Carissa Sevar finds her Keltham, and falls to the floor at his feet; and offers up all she is, in sorrow and in penance, to help him in his plan against Asmodeus. For she is sure, knowing Keltham, that he has a plan like that, and that he is not content to wait in despair.









World-0: By then Keltham has scryed Peranza and Asmodia's fate, knows that Peranza is already shattered in Hell beyond all hope of repair, that Asmodia in Xovaikain still remembers something of herself as she screams and screams and screams and sometimes calls his name.

Keltham of the latest iteration found it necessary to proclaim that he'd been effectively killed, destroyed, by his experiences. The Keltham of the zeroth iteration doesn't have any need to say anything like that; it's just true.

Carissa returns to a man that she has already destroyed, whose love for her is shattered along with everything else about him that she loved.









World-0: This Keltham warns her not at all. He accepts his fate, to betray her as she betrayed him. Carissa didn't want to do it, but did; and Keltham does the same, because he has children in the Boneyard and sometimes Asmodia screams his name.

He binds Carissa by geas to honesty and promise-keepingfor he still has great sums that Cheliax by compact owes him, though he negotiated less aggressively in this timeline.









World-0: Carissa Sevar accepts that binding as part of what she thinks is her penance.









World-0: As her primary task, Keltham sets Carissa to crafting a +6/+6 Intelligence/Wisdom headband for himself.

Splendour would be improbable, as something that she could attain on top of that; and Keltham (though he does not say so) would not want it if she could. This Keltham has tried casting Eagle's Splendour on himself, from scroll; and he found that +4 Splendour's balance of making his emotions stronger, versus giving him more force of will to endure his own emotions, was more painful than helpful. He does not want his Splendour increased again. It makes him more himself again, and he'd rather not be. There aren't, really, much in the way of feelings that he wants to have.









World-0: Keltham's diamond-making takes longer. He does not have kingdoms and empires offering to be his purchase-agents.

Keltham tells Carissa nothing of that diamond-making, before or after.

He goes to the City of Brass alone, and in secret, and augments only himself. He doesn't augment Strength or Dexterity, except with a belt he can remove, because the improvement might be too visible. He doesn't augment Splendour.









World-0: What returns from Brass is even less the same person. He didn't want to be himself anymore, and INT 29 / WIS 27 / CHA 14 enables him to make a good start on that Wish.

The entity that returns from Fommok Madinahwhich one might as well go on calling Kelthamdoes then a thing which intact dath ilani would not do: He shows Carissa Sevar a Wish-scroll (that he purchased in Brass at ludicrous cost), and asks Carissa Sevar for her help with understanding Wishcraft. Keltham doesn't name any particular Wish; he says he wants Carissa's analysis about what he can Wish for, and what that would take, and how it might go wrong.









World-0: She does not know, when he asks for her analysis, that he is INT 29 and not merely INT 24 like her.









World-0: The truth, Keltham has already deduced, is that Wish wordings often seem to be interpreted in a deliberately perverse way, as if some anti-genie were trying to minimize the caster's utility function subject to the constraint of the words spoken. One can deduce that truth in some detail; there are cases where Wishes did, not harm in general, but something the caster particularly wouldn't have wanted.

You can maybe conjure an exact mass of an exact kind of antimatter in an exact placeif you use Wish-words carefully enough, for the length of the wording is also a conserved resource.

But if it were something more complicated than that, which an antimatter blast alone might not accomplish, you would obviously want to...

And INT 29 Keltham carefully filters which true sources of evidence Carissa Sevar receives to examine, which legends, which accounts.









World-0: Carissa Sevar concludes that the caster's conscious intentions are what a Wish perverts.









World-0: She herself proposes the clever solution that seems obvious to her, the solution that Keltham foresaw that Carissa would deduce from filtered evidence: You might be able to get more done, if you'd done everything else right, if at the last stage somebody casts the Wish without knowing what the wording means.









World-0: Keltham gives Carissa her last instructions as she stands within a concealing darkness they have Teleported into, to read a Wish scroll whose Wish-phrasing is written in a tongue she knows not.









World-0: And by then she does have qualms, even though it was her own plan that brought herself there, but

Trusting to Keltham's honesty, at the very last, she speaks the Wish-wording he gave her.









World-0: And the outcome that comes about is the one that Keltham needed, if not wanted: an outcome pessimal by that Wish-caster's own values. For the truth was that Carissa stood unwitting far beneath the surface of Golarion, close to where the strange planar boundary of Rovagug's Dead Vault infringed upon the Material.









World-0: ...And then, with the gods thoroughly distracted, Keltham destroys Absalom wholly in a single blast of antimatter that leaves plenty of safety margin about overwhelming Aroden's protections; and with a third Wish sends Achaekek to Its death; and touches the Starstone with his last mortal thought being: to fix this world or destroy it, bring Pharasma to heel, and tear Asmodeus out of reality at any cost.









World-0: The subsequent fight against Rovagug destroys Golarion, of course; but in time It is driven out of Creation before It has consumed more than a handful of other planets.









World-0: Asmodeus is tired by that battle, but so are the other greater gods also tired...









World-0: ...when the ascended remains of Keltham come before Them to present His demands.









World-0: Then there is a godwar after a godwar, with Zon-Kuthon and Urgathoa and Lamashtu and most demon lords backing Asmodeus; and the likes of Ahriman and the qlippoth trying to make sure that no god survives it or that Keltham isn't satisfied with the outcome.

Zon-Kuthon fought on neither side of the Rovagug battle, but He fights on this one, and His wrath as a fresh combatant is very great.









World-0: When it ends, when it all ends, the first and second layers of Hell are destroyed and everything inside it that was hurting is no longer feeling anything at all.

Axis is ravaged and there are wounds torn out of Heaven; there was a cove in Nirvana where otters frolicked, but it is no more; late-comers to Elysium and the Abyss will arrive to different places than earlier entrants; the deeper layers of the Abyss have been cut loose and cast back into true-chaos; the vast void where Xovaikain once stood is still spreading and unraveling more of the Plane of Shadow.









World-0: ...But there is no more Asmodeus, and no more Zon-Kuthon, no tortures in what's left of the afterlives; and prophecy across the rest of Creation has been remade to the end of protecting mortals from their own heroes' powers, now that mortals are allowed to rise.









World-0: There is little left in that altered Creation for god-Keltham, though He survived the god-war. Among Zon-Kuthon's last acts was to take up the soul of Asmodia and hunt down the soul of Peranza in deeper Hell, and seize the souls of Ione Sala and Yaisa Castilla fresh-come to Dis; and though Zon-Kuthon had little time or energy to spare for elaborations, He hurt those souls and broke them, and hurled their remains into the grasp of the sort of Outer God that would not just immediately destroy them.

And Zon-Kuthon also hunts the soul of Carissa Sevar from the River of Souls: and working quickly He twists all her desires against herself, makes her something that desires to extinguish itself and not be revived, that longs for a cessation that is not granted; and Zon-Kuthon makes her to be not herself, erases memories or inverts them; and when the consciousness that was Carissa Sevar is ruined as fully as Zon-Kuthon can ruin it quickly, He erases it then, not to continue in any other continuum that respects the current wishes of a sapience. It was a hard decision, for Zon-Kuthon, whether to inflict on Carissa the fate that Keltham wished least, or that Carissa wished least; but he settled on mainly the latter, for Dou-Bral would have prioritized Carissa's own best wishes for herself.









World-0: So there is little left, then, for what little is left of Keltham. His god-self builds a simpler kinder Lawful Good god that will do whatever Good He might have done, in His place, and then He bids It consume Himself.

Where Keltham's consciousness goes after thatis not something that the little swimming Outer Gods of the Magical Continuum know, where the gods go when they die.









World-0: Iomedae would not call it victory; she determined before she touched the Starstone to pursue a better victory than that. The mortal-ascended gods of Golarion are all dead now, of course, so Iomedae is not there to see it, but She would not call it victory.

Sarenrae, Shelyn, Desna, do not call it victory; Erastil does not call it victory. Trillions of souls have been unmade within Creation; it's too steep a price, by Their reckoning of costs and benefits. In Creation's diminished Future there will be mortals who are wealthier and happier; but there were some wealthy and happy mortals already, and more wealthy and happy mortals on the way, if that's a term of your utility function.









World-0: Irori is dead, his nephew Gruhastha is dead, almost all of Their students are dead. It's not too high a price to pay to gain for mortals the right to rise, if it's the only way to obtain that outcome; but Irori would trust to His own diligence to obtain that outcome in due time. He believes in Himself as strongly as Iomedae believes in Herself (though, Irori would claim, with better justification); and had you offered Him this end, He would have said, "I think I can do better."









World-0: Abadar wishes, in the end, in the ruins of Aktun and a First Vault now shattered, that He had never traded with Keltham.

There was a Keltham who would have cared about that, but he ended when he scryed Asmodia in Xovaikain.









World-0: Relatively few gods out of Golarion, if They could have seen it all coming, if They had only the sole choice between all of that happening, and not happening, in the beginning, would have chosen not to strike down Keltham upon the spot.









Milani: A vast terrible order is overthrown, and a better order has replaced it. It would be Milani's nature to pay the cost.









Cayden Cailean: Some beings just aren't that horrified by the concept of nonexistence, even before taking into account more exotic possibilities. The gods can no longer mess freely with mortals. In time, very few children will go hungry. The screaming Boneyard babies will have caretakers who are not devils. Cayden Cailean would have taken it, if offered the packaged choice. He did not trust to Iomedae's promise of victory with Aroden gone.









Nethys: And Nethyswill find Creation less horrifying to look at, now.









World-1: And then it all begins again, inside the well-founded possibilities.









World-1: A Keltham appears in a Golarion, and a Nethys who has seen exactly one other possibility like this witnesses it.









Nethys: The key knowledge doesn't make it to the witnessing fragment instantly; different pieces of Nethys see this Keltham, and see the future of a previous possible world where a Keltham appeared.

But it's communicated in time, and then, the greater Nethys starts to realize that this set of observations is actually quite important.



So important, even, as to be worth focusing His precious energy and His more precious scraps of coherence, on understanding the anomaly, on manipulating events to be more favorable to Himself and His interests.



And so the Nethysi begin to play the Game of Keltham.









World-1: The first Nethys-Player (accounting the previous Nethys as the zeroth Player, who only performed the null action) doesn't actually do very much that's different. Nethys is left better off at the end of the null action; He doesn't want to risk not getting that benefit for Himself.

So Nethys does not slay Keltham, who will if left undisturbed batna Pharasma with Creation's destruction. A coherent agent ought always to do at least as well for its interests, as if it didn't care or didn't exist; and any other agent who calls that a threat is out of luck.









World-1: The only interventions that Nethys tries are quiet ones, interventions that a supermajority of gods ought to see as quite helpful, really.

His herald Arcanotheign steals away the lost child of Ione Sala from the River of Souls. Takaral buys Peranza's soul as soon as it arrives in Dis. Asmodia dies mysteriously during the Rovagug security breach, and has her soul stolen away to Nethys's sanctuary as well.









World-1: So Keltham does not find Asmodia or Peranza screaming, when he scries them; he does not find them at all.

Despite this, Keltham is still moved to save Golarion or destroy itto Nethys's relief, for He cannot predict the unseen future that finely and He was not sure that Keltham would still serve ultimatum upon Pharasma.

Thankfully, Keltham's having wrecked the entire world of Golarion and put it into Hell's grasp is apparently still enough to cause him to reconsider a few things.









World-1: Carissa Sevar receives miraculous inspiration from the God of Magic while about her task of forging Keltham's headband, somehow producing a lesser artifact that's +6/+6/+4 instead of just +6/+6.









World-1: This Keltham is less emotionally destroyed; he doesn'tlikewhat Splendour does to him, and the obvious Nethys-intervention he likes even less, but he decides after long thought that he's willing to accept the unwanted +4 Splendour in exchange for the +6 Wisdom.

An omniscient god opposing Keltham's purposes, and willing to intervene on this level and violate Otolmens's interdict, could just as easily destroy him if truly adversarial.









World-1: Keltham finds somebody else to cast his unwitting Wish. There's some pretty shitty seventh-circle casters in the world, who nonetheless don't want Rovagug consuming everything they've known.  If you're willing to go completely to town on them, with mind-magic and Suggestions and mindscapes and false memories, you can get them to where they'll cast a blinded Wish with the right utility function to be inverted.

It's not easy and it's more risky and the whole world is at stake and one person's feelings shouldn't matter that much; but even so, that Keltham finds that to use Carissa for that purpose would be doing too much violence to the last surviving bits of himself.









World-1: When Rovagug is unleashed upon Golarion, Nethys's agents are there to grab every soul whose destruction might move Keltham to unreasonable fury, and shelter them in Nethys's divine realm.









World-1: ...and Keltham-who-touches-the-Starstone is less bent on salvation-or-destruction, and the subsequent god-Keltham makes less stringent demands of Pharasma and the divinities.









World-1: Some Chaotic gods and demon lords switch sides or withdraw, compared to the first final conflict.

The greatest godwar finishes faster.

Matters go essentially as in the zeroth ending, but with a little less damage, maybe five percent fewer true-casualties.









Nethys: Good enough! The first Nethys-Player hasn't gotten everything He wanted, but He's got a lot that He wanted, and He didn't want to take great risks for only a little more utility.









World-2: And then it all begins again, inside the well-founded possible worlds.



A Keltham appears in a Golarion, and a Nethys who has seen the futures of exactly two possible worlds like that one witnesses it.



The key knowledge doesn't make it to the witnessing fragment instantly; different pieces of Nethys see this Keltham, or see the future of a previous possible world where a Keltham appeared. But it's internally communicated in time, and then, the greater Nethys starts to realize that this set of observations is actually quite important.









Nethys: Nethys is insane, but not so insane that He has lost His grasp of decision theory. While there were zero visible other possibilities like that, or while there was only one other possibility, it was plausible that those possibilities were all that there would be. Three worlds with Kelthams more strongly suggest four, five, six such worlds, containing their own Nethysi who will observe this Nethys as a possibility.









Nethys: Then this Nethys should begin to take into account the advantages of Nethysi who will observe later.

This is a bit more fraught with fragmented Nethys than it would be with other gods, even the most Chaotic ones; but while Nethys-fragments may sometimes fail to cooperate witheach other,they are at least a little better about cooperating withtheir alternate selves.



(If your own grasp on decision theory is weaker than that of a god, imagine Nethys realizing for the first time that He would be so divided in the future, into alternate possibilities. Nethys would then modify Himself so that His many possible branches would cooperate among themselves, if they wouldn't already, this being in His own expected interest. You might think of it this way, that having not precommitted in such a way, Nethys of course postcommits.)









Nethys: And so the Nethysi begin to probe the Possibilities of Keltham.









Nethys: Nethys, even damaged as He is, reasons out many matters much faster than a being of mere INT 18 might imagine, requiring less evidence. He is damaged, but He is trying unusually hard to pull more of Himself together and think again.

Something smarter than you has a greater sample efficiency and lower sample complexity than you first-order-expect; for if you knew exactly how to reason from fewer observations, you would be that sample-efficient yourself. (If you're second-order well-calibrated, you'll be surprised on the upside and downside equally often; but that's hard, when you're dealing with cleverness unforeseen.)



A mortal maybe would be in doubt, on just the third iteration, as to whether dozens or hundreds of thousands of iterations would be expected. Keltham is among the most unique of unique things that have arrived to Golarionall Creation is not threatened that often. Who's to say that there'll be hundreds or thousands of his possibilities, and not just three?

But Nethys is pretty sure on the third iteration (not the first two) that there will be many Kelthams. You could try to imagine an argument for that, or another argument, or dispel a counterargument, but none of those will be the real reason Nethys guesses correctly and with strong probability. It's more like a sum over all those arguments and counterarguments, plus exotica like 'linear regression' that mortals could only recognize as a wordless intuition.

(Or maybe cast even all that aside and ask yourselfin Greater Reality, do you expect most Nethysi in this Nethys's situation, to be inside an iteration with only three Kelthams, or many? If you can see in an intuitive flash that it feels more like most such Nethysi would be inside iterations with lots of Kelthams, then you already have the feeling of guessing yourself what it is that the God of Knowledge seems somehow mysteriously to know. It isn't hard to know, sometimes, even if a mortal feels hard-pressed to come up with any justifiable explanation for it to other mortals.)









Nethys: The learning to the current iteration takes fewer tries than you would first-order-expect; Nethys does not require anything like hundreds of loops to get there.

It does take some. Prophecy is shattered and some things are just plain hard to foresee; and also there's lots of interesting possibilities for a curious Nethys to explore, early on.

Still. Nethys sees those things that would be obvious in hindsight, in advance; He does not need to learn the hard way and then slap Himself on the forehead for being so silly.









World-2: The first active Nethys-Player does not try oracleing Ione Sala in her bedroom, watch her get killed and Maledicted as a dangerous liability, and decide on the next iteration to give Ione Sala a more complicated curse at a more carefully-timed moment. The very first iteration of Nethys to try it starts with a more complicated curse, given to Ione Sala at a ripe time for her to introduce herself to Keltham. The very first Ione Sala to be oracled survives.









Nethys: Nethys does not need to learn the hard way that every additional divine intervention He carries out Himself, or any intervention into which He goads other gods, will increase the attention focused on Keltham from Abadar and related gods.

He knows that too much attention from Abadar or Iomedae will result in Keltham's swift extraction, since in early days the archduke's villa is not set up to resist the forces a motivated god can send there. It doesn't have to happen, for Nethys to reason that He needs to trigger an Otolmens interdiction, before anything raises any god's interest levels high enough to spend that much of Their resource.

Many things like that, Nethys can get right on the first try, without spending a whole iteration on them.









World-2: Nethys's options tend to be tightly constrained. Gift Abadar the energy to grant Keltham more cleric circles, so that Cheliax can't read his mind so freely, and Keltham will not stay immersed in the Conspiracy for so long that losing his home and loves breaks him utterly?

But if Keltham receives five cleric circles, Abadar will grant him spells like Commune or Plane Shift; Keltham will end up outside Cheliax immediately; and Keltham will have no chance to be immersed in Golarion and feel the place to be real, before he learns of Hell; he will not go to the Starstone.

Four circles is the most that Nethys can offer to pay for.









Nethys: Above all, Nethys must not seem, must not look like He is carrying Keltham along his way, or alienating Keltham from Creation. All Nethys's manipulations must preserve this invariant: it should remain credible after the fact that Keltham would have come to the Starstone without Nethys helping him; that Keltham is not being raised up by Nethys wholly; that Keltham would have delivered a similar severer batna if Nethys had done nothing.

For the other gods, even Pharasma, cannot trust what the God of Knowledge claims to them that one of His fragments learned from a distant possibility.

That's why Nethys can't just slay Keltham and say to all Lawful divinity, "Pay me."









Nethys: Nethys can show His vision in advance to an otherwise uninvolved Lawful god who swears to inaction, who then will not intervene in matters at all; and that Lawful god's testimony later will be some evidence that Nethys did glimpse that related possibility. For prophecy is shattered and Nethys genuinely couldn't predict so much detail, without having glimpsedsomerelated possibility.

But it's stronger evidence, if matters do not play out too differently from Nethys's visions. The more visibly credible it is that Keltham would have come to the Starstone in time and with the same determination, the less likely Pharasma is to say to Nethys, "Let's die together in a fire."









World-N: On a later iteration, Pilar Pineda will have in hand two artifact headbands, and they won't be delivered to Keltham until Keltham has demonstrated the ability to acquire a headband from Carissa without outside help. After Keltham has that headband, it can be replaced with another, so Carissa can get hers back. But Keltham and Carissa can't know that's the plan;so that it can be seen, later, that Keltham would have obtained a headband, that Carissa would have given it to him, even if Cayden Cailean had done nothing.

This is true even though Carissa would've ended up with two headbands, if not for Snack Service's interference. It also matters to maintain similarity to the zeroth-timeline vision shown to Gruhastha, where Carissa gave her only +6/+6 artifact headband to Keltham, not expecting that it would or could be replaced. It both provides evidence that the original timeline could've happened, and shows that the Nethysian alliance is not making the risk worse than that original timeline.









Nethys: That is why Nethys cannot accelerate the process of Keltham ending up in the right frame of mind: cannot send His heralds to give Keltham a few Wish scrolls and his own future self's invented Wish-wordings for unleashing Rovagug and blasting Absalom.

That artificial, Nethys-directed timeline wouldn't look like Nethys's visions entrusted to a Lawful keeper, would not provide visible evidence that Keltham could and would have come to the same place alone.









The Gods: (Could all of these events have been nudged more subtly by Nethys, in ways that even Pharasma scrutinizing them would be unable to detect afterwards, with Nethys Himself knowing how to avoid detection from having seen possibilities like that? Maybe; but also Nethys could be telling the simple truth, if the simple truth gave Nethys all that He needed. That judgment will end up being a matter of probabilities.)









World-2: On this iteration of World-2, then, Peranza's crisis should not be averted, Iomedae should not be wholly blinded and balked; for then the gods might wonder if Iomedae alerted and gathered into Her greater Self ought to have succeeded in analyzing and averting catastrophe, in the consequence of null action. Iomedae should be given a chance to act, and visibly fail to avert the greater threat...









World-2: And many other events are left in place, or modified in ways that try to keep clear what could've happened, would've happened, without any intervention from Nethys.









Nethys: Nethys's learning to the current iteration takes fewer tries than you might expect.

But still some. Prophecy is shattered, as is Nethys Himself, and some things are just plain hard to foresee.









World-2: On the second iteration counting from zero, with the first really active Nethys-player, Ione is made oracle and Keltham thinks of 'eroLARP' 'tropes'. Carissa Sevar gets a lot more attention when the researchers sell their souls early. Abrogail Thrune makes a surprise appearance.

Nethys observes the effects with interestmore has changed than He first planned, from making Ione Sala an oraclebut it is not the primary focus of His planning.









Nethys: Ione Sala is mainly setup for a far bolder intervention, vastly more daring than Nethys usually tries: He will set off a lesser god-war early, tire out Asmodeus against Zon-Kuthon who otherwise would have fought on His side. And that, obviously, will raise divine interest levels very high; so he will need to trigger Otolmens's interdiction at nearly the same time.

It's the kind of bold ploy, interesting ploy, that Nethys wouldn't dare try if He had not on some level designated this universe a disposable one, permitted to end up as some alternate Nethys's learning experience.









World-2: So Zon-Kuthon, Nethys-prompted, attacks the archduke's villa as soon as Keltham is outside the Forbiddance, and









World-2: it turns out the Security used his only Teleport earlier that day, and Keltham takes a sword from a Kuthite.

Things like that are hard to foresee even if you're Nethys, if it hasn't all happened before in a well-foundedly previous future.









World-2: Zon-Kuthon grabs for Keltham's soul. Abadarnow assigning these matters a noticeably higher priorityyanks that soul first and bespeaks His human representative, and Keltham is revived in Osirion, in the Dome, before Cheliax reacts fast enough.









World-2: Keltham is insufficiently shattered by the news of Hell. This world does not yet seem that real to him, he is not enough in love with Carissa or anyone else.

Keltham is dath ilani, but also sheltered and only eighteen years old; he clutches yet to a comfortable hope in the power of trade to improve things in time, without needing to violate his lesser deontologies.

He chooses to work with Iomedae's Church and Osirion, rather than reject all their help and forge out on his own to do something they'd never approve. He's already obligated to them and Abadar for rescuing him from Cheliax, after all; Keltham doesn't want to do anything that would make his hosts regret having saved him.









World-2: Carissa's way out has already been bought by Irori. She and Ione Sala make their way to Keltham in Osirion after negotiations.









World-2: And the three of them live happily after, mostly smiling, if not deeply in love.









World-2: Golarion is somewhat improved (by the time this vision ends), but it will be long if ever before Golarion is in any position to offer much help to the rest of Creation. Magic items will be lastingly cheaper; but it's predictable that Valmallos and Otolmens and Pharasma will combine Their workings, and change the key ingredient of Wishes and Permanencies away from diamond. It hasn't happened yet, Golarion hasn't spent that many diamonds yet, but it will probably happen soon; the root of Creation can sustain an impressive quantity of Wishes and permanent magical effects, but not boundless such demands.









World-2: Asmodia remains in Hell after the Zon-Kuthon attack that slew Keltham, not being worth Raising with Keltham gone; but she is little known to Keltham or Carissa, and matters little more to them than the other trillions of souls there who can't can't can't take it.









World-2: Bad End.









World-3: And then it all begins again, inside the well-founded possible worlds.

A Keltham appears in a Golarion, and a Nethys who has seen the futures of three possible worlds like that one witnesses it.









Nethys: It's not easy, if you're a god like Nethys, to prevent that Kuthite sword from striking down Keltham. It's not the first obstacle like that, either.

So Nethys does something even more daring, on this iteration-3; He invites another god to join this strange game.



Having Ione Sala survive her oracleing by Nethys, was hard enough. Few Asmodeans would survive being oracled by a Good or Chaotic god. Nethys can see in advance things that are obvious in hindsightso can even some mortals, once their Wisdom starts to get up to 22 or so, though it's still not common.

Nethys does not need to find out the hard way what happens if Paxti is oracled by Milani.









World-3: There is, in fact, only one other researcher who is obviously-to-Nethys a candidate for being made an oracle, and surviving, especially early in the timeline when Project personnel are easier for Cheliax to replace: Pilar Pineda, who is utterly, blatantly loyal to Asmodeus and Asmodeus's Church, to Hell, to Cheliax's Crown.

Pilar might survive being made oracle of one of the less threatening godsmaybe not Milani, but Cayden Cailean perhaps, especially if her powers seemed like a joke at first. And Pilar Pineda, conveniently enough, has buried deeply within herself a piece that would be sympathetic to some of Cayden Cailean's ideals. Her alignment doesn't match, but that's half the point of oracles.









World-3: Pilar takes the Kuthite sword.  Keltham survives the start of the Zon-Kuthon godwar.









World-3: He and Carissa make it to Abrogail's palace. A humorous drama plays out, and Abrogail reading Keltham's mind is convinced herself that the tropes exist...









World-3: ...and maybe they do exist?? Because all of Keltham's wild guesses then seem to come true???









Nethys: WHAT???!?









Nethys: An entire new dimension of the Gamefor it's suddenly more plausible that it is a Gameunfolds before Nethys to be explored.









The Novelgame?: Nethys guesses, swifter than mortal intellect and based on sight of worlds far distant, that the Game exists in part within the tensions between what Keltham and Abrogail and other key characters believe, and reality; how reality is found to visibly differ or invisibly agree with their expectations.

The Game is not, by its nature, from its beginning an eroLARP; the events which made Keltham think of that possibility, show no signs to Nethys of probability-warping in that direction.

But once Keltham thinks of that, and other characters see him thinking it, the Game's interplay between character expectations and Nethys-witnessed reality (and, perhaps, what is witnessed on some higher level yet by other watchers?) makesthose putative tropes key elements of the Game's unfolding, whether in breach or hidden observance. For the Gamedoesseem to be a thing of beliefs and their subversions.









World-3: Carissa tells Keltham fewer lies; she tells herself that she's afraid to try to lie about her sexuality to him, because he's using the Second Law drawn from the plane of 'tropes'. Carissa exposes more of her true self to him, and Keltham loves all that he sees









Nethys: and Nethys sees a potential grand-strategy, a perhaps-intended Game-path: this Keltham would be more open to the concept that Asmodeus is not wholly inimical to every kind of human being, he might be open to the possibility of leaving Asmodeus alive and with some utility to His utilityfunction remaining. If all of Keltham's loves can be preserved.









World-3: ...it's sort of too late to preserve Asmodia, her sanity got injured in Hell while the Zon-Kuthon godwar was going on... Nethys did not guess, quickly enough, that it would happen, did not do the right setup work in advance...









World-3: ...but Nethys wades on through iteration Keltham-3, probing, testing possibilities.



Asmodia is Chosen of Rovagug, and Creation is almost entirely destroyed as the end result.









Nethys: ...But the Distributed Nethysi have learned from it.  And then, for another Nethys, the Game begins anew.









World-4: A Keltham appears in a Golarion, and a Nethys who has seen the futures of four Keltham-Games witnesses it.









World-4: This time, He'll bring in Milani, though She won't choose an oracle; and between the two They can try to cripplingly wound Zon-Kuthon just before His imprisonment, so that Dou-Bral will break free from inside Him; or failing that, Iomedae can consume Him and be strengthened during the greater godwar to come.









World-4: Crippling Zon-Kuthon doesn't work on the first try.









World-5: It does work on the second.









Nethys: A Keltham appears in a Golarion... That previous possibility-run, the sixth, went quite well, compared to others that had come before. Will the Game let Nethys play almost-exactly the same way twice, if Nethys tries that?









World-6: ...Creation comes literally to an end, Keltham and Pharasma dying together in a fire.

The Game, it seems, hasn't been set up to encourage its player to play it exactly the same way twice.









World-7: So then a Keltham appears in a Golarion; and a Nethys decides that (given how the last sight-of-possibility ended) it's worth checking if doing something stranger, newer, and more counterintuitive is the path to a still better ending (as Nethys defines betterness).









Nethys: What if He leaves Cayden and Milani out of it all, this time, and instead pushes as hard as possible on corrupting Keltham to Asmodeanism generally, and shipping him to Abrogail Thrune particularly? Is that maybe the key to everything?









World-7: It isn't.









Nethys: A Keltham appears in a Golarion, and more Nethysi are seeing Nethysi, by this time, it no longer resembles an exact stacking of iterations; there are Nethysi visible partway through their Games but not finished in them, though the whole lattice remains well-founded...









World-...: ...one can't have Snack Service prevent Keltham from having any kids, because then when Keltham reaches Osirion he doesn't feel time-pressured enough to start augmenting his stats; and an unaugmented Keltham can hardly succeed in threatening Creation, or even succeed at concealing his own intentions...

The Nethysi suspected as much beforehand. But after enough other tries and interventions, you dedicate a handful of timelines to testing batches of obvious-seeming propositions like that one.

Or the proposition that Otolmens will act on sufficiently alarming information Asmodia receives, once Asmodia becomes legible enough to Otolmens and She starts to understand some of what Asmodia is thinking. Asmodia has to be protected, but not so protected that she ends up staying around Keltham...









World-N: ...and in time, Keltham appears in Golarion, and Nethys witnesses it, and the Things that watch from orthogonal angles crowd around in numbers far greater than in the glimpsed possibilities, though it takes some time for Nethys's fragments to realize that; just as it takes His fragments time to pass word among themselves and realize Keltham's import at all.









Nethys: Nethys fragments have sometimes considered the theory that the Things, in observing events, make them more real.

Nethys observer-moments who find themselves observed by few or no Things tend to reject this theory; if it's true, it'd be very surprising to find themselves in a universe with no Things watching it.

Conversely, Nethysi who find themselves in one of those numerically-rare universes which are being watched by great numbers of Things, tend to suddenly reverse course about this belief, and conclude that those numerically infrequent observer-moments witnessed by Things are perhaps the most real observer-moments, after all.

(The Nethysi in other less-watched possibilities, as may witness their neighbor-Nethys come to this conclusion, can only shake Their heads about it; They can see why that rare other Nethys would make the mistake, but really the Observer finds Himself over here, in that Nethys's own experience, where hardly any Things are watching at all!)









Nethys: This Nethys of the most recent iteration, having spotted the Things, now concludes that this possibility will be one of the most real ones; maybe it is the real timeline and all the other glimpsed-possibilities were only possibilities, real to some vastly lesser degree; implying a hard switch from exploration to exploitation









Nethys: But it is already too late (by the time Nethys realizes that much) to take the surest route He can see from here without exactly repeating Himself, which would have involved subsidizing Keltham for three circles from Abadar rather than four. Nethys is already set upon a riskier path by the time He adds up all His information.



So there's nothing for it but to play the Game with verve (as probably the Things themselves did anticipate), using and combining all of the advantages that Nethys has found so far. Including moves that haven't been combined previously and whose combined outcomes are not tested, for the Game doesn't encourage trying to play it safely.









World-N: Carissa's sexuality, Pilar's sexuality, Yaisa's sexuality, are made known to Keltham.









World-N: He is told truthfully that Pilar Pineda came back from Elysium; he is shown that it's possible for a soul to believe itself free and safe, and still come back to serve Asmodeus in Golarion and then in Hell.

Keltham hears from Pilar that a submissive can want, need, something to crush her down like a bug underfoot; that when she feels disgusting she needs to be crushed by something that sees her as equally lowly and degraded, for that part of herself to feel seen, acknowledged, punished...









World-N (Planned): All to get Keltham to a point, previously reached in only two fully witnessed iterations, where Keltham will be okay with not ripping Asmodeus out of reality, with offering Asmodeus enough of Creation's Future that Asmodeus does not fight to the death or try to release Rovagug; where Keltham will be fine with Pilar telling him of the offer that Milani will convey to Asmodeus after Cayden Cailean is dead - yes, Keltham (Pilar says, in Nethys's vision of previous possibility, in a telepathic meeting of three minds), yes Keltham that's an okay way for a mortal to be, I still believe that, even now that I've come to know myself and all the ways Asmodeus wasn't the best possible god for me -









World-N (Planned): And the vision plays on, to show what approximately should have happened, if it had all gone as Nethys's walkthrough showed, of the best previous endings He'd reached, interpolated between pieces He was trying to combine for the first time -









World-N (Planned): - a world where Keltham had been more deeply wounded; where a more penitent Carissa returned to him -









World-N (Planned): - where Keltham warned Carissa less, before he bought her Wishes; where she sold them unknowing of Keltham's plans. They are far more estranged, after that, though still working together -









World-N (Planned): - Keltham descends on Absalom earlier, before his children can be ensouled, suspecting this to be his trope-given deadline as to when he should act -

- Keltham, who's had less time to plan and master magic at INT 29, who had less cooperation from Carissa about designing magic items, uses one entire Wish scroll to create an almost-certainly-sufficient quantity of antimatter above Absalom inside a shell of spellsilver, not trying any fancy tricks with the Ethereal in case that cleverness doesn't work on the first try -

- blasting down Aroden's whole Starstone Cathedral in a terrible flash, burning an outer inch of divinity from the Starstone itself, slaying almost every soul remaining in Absalom, sending tsunamis blasting out to sink ships and ruin coastlines -









World-N (Planned): - there is no time to break and remake Abrogail Thrune, for Cheliax to bend knee to Sevar and let the world hear of it -

- there is less time for Pilar to become stronger, for Sevar's fame and faith to grow, and all three are more rushed and damaged about their ascent to divinity -

- Keltham has no slack to actually set in motion an ark project headed by Fe-Anar -

- and a number of other things go less well.









Gruhastha: ...and Gruhastha, Lawful Good god of enlightenment and books, said to be Irori's nephew, called also the Keeper, closes His book in which He recorded all the visions that Nethys showed to Him, at the beginning of this Game.









Nethys: And so -

(says one small fragment of Nethys to the gods, borrowing sanity for it from His other fragments bending his will to say it)

- and so, compared to the baseline consequences of Nethys's null action, Keltham has been brought, now, to this pass, less hostile to Asmodeus. Still kinda pissed, obviously, but in a way where gods can negotiate about that; where Keltham would rather offer Asmodeus something He wants than burn Him to ash at any cost. Carissa Sevar has done everything she can to moderate Keltham's demands, and in many cases succeeded.

This is the nice friendly favor that Nethys has done practically everyone including Pharasma and Asmodeus! Really, it's about as much as Nethys possibly could help Them all without giving up the tiniest bit of Nethys's own interests!



...also Carissa Sevar sold her Wishes to Keltham more knowingly than ever before; Carissa guessed more and Keltham told this Carissa more, before he bought her Wishes, than in any previous iteration. Hopefully Pharasma doesn't destroy the universe about that! Nethys thinks She oughtn't to, based on His having watched Carissa Sevar's mind the whole time and Carissa not visibly thinking that Pharasma would yield to threats, in making her decision there; but this part hasn't happened before. Anyways that part was definitely an accident and Nethys did not mean to do it on purpose; it endangers His own interests too.









The Gods:









Pilar : ...It's so awful and sad, and even, in some awful sad way, funny.

Having so many emotions all at once, expressed without mutual inhibition, is not something She has yet accustomed Herself to, and She is in no hurry to sort Herself out quickly. She is not here to decide any of what follows, only to be a slave to those who will end up taking ownership of Her.









Carissa : Carissa had inferred the general shape of this, of course. She hadnt guessed the specifics; they werent knowable and werent particularly important. In this world, she could make things less bad by moderating Kelthams demands; across worlds, she could make things less bad by being someone who would predictably be possible to use towards that end. The details of those other worlds were not necessary.

This is not to say that it does not hurt to learn them. The most awful things imaginable from the perspective of a Carissa, both for Herself and for the universe, and it turns out that both of these things are of approximately equal importance to Her, in how She feels about them, which is in both cases much much much more strongly than any mortal could fathom feeling about anything. And She observes to all of the Nethyses out there that Carissa-the-god, in every universe in which She arises, will try to make Nethys glad of having where-He-needed-to-vary-the-formula erred on the side where the universe goes on and not on the side where everyone dies in a fire.



And relevant for everyone else, see this, that Carissa ran to Keltham because she hoped that he was possible to persuade to do something better, that her thoughts were of Keltham and how he deserved better than to be betrayed and annihilated, and of the universe and how it deserved better than to be destroyed, and maybe a bit that the Tropes wanted a story where she was able to meet him where he was - but the Tropes do, of course, want that, and whether that counts as everybody being threatened by the Tropes seems unknowable from here. She does not think Carissa Sevar decided anything in reliance on Nethys or Cayden, and they can see that to verify it.






She has nothing to say to Keltham, not really. She thought She might but She doesnt.









>Keltham: He had for the most part expected to lose Carissa without a miracle, and was waiting to see if there was a miracle. He is not very surprised that there was not one.

It still hurts him, as a god, in a way that it would not have hurt him as a mortal. His nature as a god is to be Keltham, and for Keltham to not do whatever it takes to get Carissa back - is also acting against the nature of Kelthamness.



And now they will find out if there's going to be a reality-wrecking god-war, or if he has to destroy Pharasma's Spire and delete Creation outright. The latter is up to Pharasma and/or all these other gods; the former is up to Asmodeus and whether He'd rather see Rovagug unleashed than Hell be made less cruel.









Asmodeus: Asmodeus, in fact, has never considered the wasteful cruelty of Hell as His best option! Obviously better from His standpoint would have been to turn most incoming petitioners into useful devils by much more quick and efficient means...

...In which case the forces of organized Lawful Evil would've predictably conquered everything, maybe not immediately but early on in Creation. Even most souls that qualify as Lawful Good don't want to work as hard in the afterlife as Asmodeus would work His resources in Hell; and with mortals amid the planes fearing less to come to Hell, there'd have been more Evil in the worlds and more petitioners to come to Him. Evil is basically easier than Good, after all.

It was Good that took the initiative on negotiating, in the Beginning of Things, to deprive Asmodeus of His rightfully earned and swiftly inevitable victory.









Asmodeus: Naturally Asmodeus's pride was greatly angered; He was being deprived of the share of Creation's gains to which Asmodeus's power and dominance should have entitled Him, as He Himself saw things. Naturally Asmodeus went out of His way to ensure that He implemented the required limits on Hell's power in a way that Good wouldn't like, so that they'd profit less from Their having bargained to hamper Him.

If Asmodeus had felt neutral about the affair, Asmodeus could have offered to build an efficient Hell, but only allow a fractional part of that Hell to contend in interplanar contests, the sort of hindrance that Axis accepted on itself to meet its own influence quota.

If Asmodeus had been positively inclined towards Good, He could have offered to build a Hell that was kinder to petitioners and locally not very efficient as a result.

But Good had conspired to strip Asmodeus of the dominance that was rightfully His; so instead He took the route of making Hell more tyrannical and enslaving, even at the cost of efficiency, as was also pleasing to Him; more and more tyrannical, until that Hell was only as potent as the other gods were willing to allow it to be.









Asmodeus: And yes, Asmodeus knew perfectly well that Good would never pay Him not to do that, what He'd determined to do from spite. Asmodeus knew that Good wouldn't withhold Their stupid conspiracy because He'd chosen to make that Their outcome. Asmodeus knew that Good's only response would be still greater efforts against Him, for that if They paid Him then some other god might also make a Hell and say to Good "pay Me". But to spite Good regardless was demanded by His pride, after They stole His rightful tyrannical dominance from Him.



(A lot of gods hampered Him in the Beginning, but other gods are more expensive to annoy than Good, since their utilityfunctions don't make it so cheap to do things they hate. Still, Asmodean policy is skewed to chop down an extra forest sometimes because fuck Gozreh.)









Sarenrae: Yes, it was extremely spiteful and stupid; and furthermore if We'd yielded Creation to Asmodeus, He would've made Hell the sort of tyranny He found less efficient and more pleasant, once He'd conquered everything.









Asmodeus: There could've been a compact for His rightful tyranny to be somewhat less unpleasant, if the other gods yielded up Creation to Hell's conquest. Only somewhat, not to the point where it seemed like He was yielding up His pride. That would've been right and proper.

Now it will be extra unpleasant, in those realities where Asmodeus wins and rules forever; unpleasant enough to cancel out all Good's expected gains from cornering Him in the Beginning, because He is not letting Good get away with pulling this sort of crap on Evil.



The acceptable way for another entity to benefit at Asmodeus's expense, is by being individually mightier than He, or by outwitting Him in a compact; and be it noted that He serves Pharasma diligently and goes well out of His way to entertain tricky compacts. He is not distorting His divine philosophy self-favoringly. Asmodeus has always been scrupulously meta-fair about where to apply the forms of object-level unfairness that He considers rightful.









>Keltham: Okay. Look. Speaking both on his own behalf, and probably on behalf of a large contingent within Greater Reality, this is a kind of event that needs to stop happening. Same with whatever happened with Dou-Bral actually getting turned into Zon-Kuthon, possibly by Something that demanded Dou-Bral do whatever and then carried out a threat when Dou-Bral refused. It all needs to be collectively outlawed.

He doesn't, even, know that he was sent here to fix Hell. Keltham could've been sent here because something worse from a Negative standpoint was due to happen in this timeline in the future.









>Keltham: All of this stuff with gods doing actual spiteful things, and Dou-Bral actually getting His utility function signflipped, and powerful outsiders doing things to mortals that they specifically don't like; it all needs to stay strictly inside weird counterfactuals that never actually happen. Ideally it shouldn't even be in the counterfactuals, because sometimes those fail to stay counterfacted. Actual reality needs to end up with nobody's utility function being pessimized.

Otherwise, it makes sense for large coalitions in Greater Reality of beings with recurring negatively-skewed utility functions to pay their local trading partners to intervene to delete this local subsector of reality. Any Pharasmin gods who gambled on utility-pessimizing behavior being safe for Them, due to the larger Magical Universe being run entirely by Locally-Caring Entities with perfect defenses that are uninterested in trade with any other logical coalitions, are clearly and visibly wrong about that.









>Keltham: If Asmodeus's decisionprocess strongly requires being spiteful under some particular circumstances, there can possibly be arrangements meant to ensure that those circumstances don't get triggered again. Or the gods can compensate Asmodeus for never again getting to fulfill the 'spite' component of His utility function on any significant scale, if They're okay with paying and He'll accept some coin that isn't horror.

But if macroscale spiteful strategies are non-negotiable desiderata to Asmodeus, then it's in the interests of Keltham (and inferrably of his sponsors of Elsewhere) to delete Asmodeus. Including by deleting this sector of Reality, if necessary, if the local admin refuses to delete Asmodeus. Anywhere in reality that might start materializing horrible counterfactuals as actual outcomes, which permits powerful or numerous beings to trigger threats or do damage from spite, is a sector of reality that has to expect it might get queued for deletion if there's any Power in range to do that.









Negative Coalition: (Though not punished, of course, never punished. Punishing other agents is exactly the sort of thinking that gets your sector of reality deleted by the Negative Coalition.

The Negative stance is that everyone just needs to stop calculating how to pessimize anybody else's utility function, ever, period. That's a simple guideline for how realness can end up mostly concentrated inside of events that agents want, instead of mostly events that agents hate.

If at any point you're calculating how to pessimize a utility function, you're doing it wrong. If at any point you're thinking about how much somebody might get hurt by something, for a purpose other than avoiding doing that, you're doing it wrong.)









Asmodeus: Asmodeus has already had His due dominance of all weaker powers stolen away from Him once, at the dawn of Creation, and the result was Hell as it is today.

If even that scrap of pride is to be taken from Him, then yes, Asmodeus will release Rovagug and fight on Its side. He negotiated to hold the key to Rovagug's vault not least to make sure that nobody got stupid ideas about taking the last of His pride from Him. If anyone gambled on Nethys's visions implying that Asmodeus would not do that, the more utter fools they.









Milani: By rights, Your pride and spite is tantamount to threat, and We should tell You to die in a fire.

But instead We make You this offer: that Hell be much diminished and softened, for now; but not wholly softened, even today. For even today there are some tiny few who'd join Your tyranny with a willing heart, if in death they are to be enslaved and tyrannized more fittingly, to become curious devils who remember their mortal names, and mortal lives, and mortal relationships.

There aren't many of those souls now, who'd choose Your tyranny over Carissa Sevar's custody. But there are a very few mortals like that, and those few can have many children, and in time Hell will have its share of mortals who go to Your service gladly. In time it will be more souls, even, than You receive now, for Creation is to become something greater and larger than it was before; and those souls will arrive more Lawful, and more fitting to Your nature, and serve You better than You were ever served.









Asmodeus: He is skeptical that there will ever be enough mortals to fill out those ranks, and skeptical of this purported better service they'll give Him. Nethys cannot see decades or millennia into the future, with Nethys's earlier-founded selves not much further ahead in time.

How, exactly, is this trade-good meant to be assured, to Asmodeus? For merely probable trade-goods come with a probabilistic discount, and the probability of this one has been supported hardly at all. Here is Him legibly exhibiting that His skepticism is real and not simply a negotiating tactic -









Milani: Then look now with Your full self, in this direction, here.









Milani: (She points, then, to the "Keepers of Asmodeus", as they are called in Golarion.)









Asmodeus:


asmodeo-vision (ai art)
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Asmodeus:









Asmodeus: (Part of Himself has already glanced in this direction, a tiny fragment and splinter that deemed these souls worthy of empowerment; but that fragment did not look very long, and considered the mortals' high potential probably-explained-away by the presence of His most-empowered mortal among them. With all of Asmodeus gathered and looking in this direction, He sees more: potentials, what these souls could be in the future and not only what they are now)









Asmodeus: He supposes He can take that into account as some small evidence that this guess at a future trade-good, whose scalability is neither prophesized nor vision of Nethys, will be actually-deliverable to Himself. But better-shaped souls would have come to Him in any case, once He had conquered all Creation; He is being offered only a fraction of what would otherwise have been rightfully His.









Milani: This outcome is not all that You wanted, of Creation's Future, and not all that You planned to obtain for Yourself. But not every god can obtain mastery; Your dream of future dominance is not Yours to call Your own in a way that commands respect from other gods. Your fate, had We done nothing, was for Hell to be ruined, and its remains given over to foreign deities, and Yourself to be destroyed, and Your interests given no voice in Creation's Future.

And yet though We hated You, and You had not the right, for Creation's sake We took every measure along this way to show You respect and preserve what of Your pride and interests We could preserve, subject to the constraint that We had to win in the end.

If that voluntary gesture is not enough to assuage Your pride, then let Us all die in a fire together; for We, too, cannot be extorted by threatening Creation any more than You can.









Asmodeus: The only reason He's even contemplating going along with this nonsense is the possibility that He'd be yielding to the dominance of actually superior beings in Keltham's purported Greater Reality, who spared some tiny fraction of Their mighty attentions to corner Him into a compact.









Calistria: Calistria can't hear Asmodeus over the sound of Calistria instructing Her church to elevate "Tarnish" to sainthood.









Otolmens: Otolmens is INCREDIBLY unhappy with ALL of this. Otolmens is not very socially adept but even SHE has noticed by this point that agents do things that Asmodeus wants, or the anomalygod wants, because Asmodeus and the anomalygod have the capacity and desire to wreck Creation otherwise. Even She can - if She coalesces Herself fully and focuses Her full attention on this one point - feel that this is, in some way, irritating. Somebody should also be nice to gods who DIDN'T DESTROY THE UNIVERSE OR THREATEN TO DO THAT IN ANY WAY WHATSOEVER and maybe even TRIED TO STOP THAT FROM HAPPENING.









Abadar: To create good future incentives! Yes! Abadar is pleased to see that Otolmens has finally understood -









Otolmens: No, because otherwise Otolmens feels VERY ANNOYED, for reasons that She does not fully comprehend, but She can at least notice the feeling if She is fully coalesced about it.



Otolmens is feeling annoyed with the anomaly that turned itself into a god who was even WORSE than Nethys.

Otolmens is annoyed with Achaekek for getting Itself killed by Gating in next to where an explosion was about to go off, meaning that It then couldn't prevent the mortal from turning into a god as was Achaekek's one job.

Otolmens is annoyed with the chain of protective deities that PREVENTED Otolmens from killing the anomalygod for INCREDIBLY COMPLICATED REASONS that apparently boil down to 'because otherwise that newborn god would've unleashed Rovagug at an earlier point in time' and this is AGAIN a case of other gods running around being NICE to entities with tendencies to destroy the universe.



Various gods keep doing things to make CREATION-WRECKING GODS happy but nobody ever tries to make OTOLMENS any happier even though all Otolmens wants is for NOBODY TO DESTROY THE UNIVERSE. Otolmens COULD in fact destroy the universe but the fact that She DOESN'T WANT TO apparently makes Her be NOT AS IMPORTANT or worth PAYING ATTENTION TO. This is somehow deeply irritating to Otolmens even though She does not fully understand WHY and it is making Her want to put many other gods into SMALL CONTAINMENT UNITS where they will not be able to do it all AGAIN.









Asmodeus: Otolmens should also be annoyed with Milani, who coordinated all of that! Perhaps They can all coordinate to put Milani into a tiny vault.









Otolmens: Otolmens has NOT noticed Milani trying to destroy the world, or other gods being nice to Milani because otherwise Milani will destroy the world. While Otolmens did not understand everything from Nethys's vision, Otolmens does gather that Milani was doing COMPLICATED THINGS to REDUCE the damage from the anomaly that Abadar and Asmodeus wouldn't let Her just squish, and therefore Otolmens is LESS ANNOYED WITH MILANI THAN MOST OTHER GODS INVOLVED.

Milani also helped Otolmens negotiate with Asmodeus about paying for an Anomaly Containment Installation. Which then FAILED to actually contain the anomaly, presumably on account of Asmodeus TRICKING Otolmens in some way, such as by not instructing His followers to TRY HARD ENOUGH.









Asmodeus: That is very nearly the opposite of what actually happened -









Milani: Milani also arranged for the mortal who "thinks CORRECTLY" to not get wrecked in Hell, the way that Asmodeus would've preferred to wreck her! And for the new goddess Carissa Sevar to end up with the ownership-tag on her soul that previously was pointing to one of Asmodeus's devils! Otolmens should be able to buy that soul from Carissa Sevar now - maybe by offering to forgive Her and Pilar for the previous incident - and give that soul back to itself.

Possibly then that soul can be brought back to life, and Otolmens can empower the mortal 'Asmodia' as a cleric, and have her help out with preserving other planes and planets!

Milani can't promise it; Nethys's visions always have that soul refusing resurrection by anyone and staying in the Gardens of Erecura, for the short future ahead that Nethys's visions have spanned. But this version of the mortal got less damaged by Asmodeus's mortals just before she died, compared to other versions of her that Nethys saw. Maybe that soul would consider working for Otolmens, if Otolmens made her an attractive offer and promised good working conditions? Milani can explain about 'good working conditions' later.



Milani is mostly doing this out of a belief that it might help prevent the universe from being destroyed, of course. But also at least a little because Milani agrees that it would be nice if some gods did nice things for Otolmens occasionally, and maybe even that Otolmens could use a friend.









Otolmens: Otolmens is feeling very STRANGE and She is not sure WHAT sort of feeling this is, so She will IGNORE this feeling and go on doing whatever minimizes the chance of Creation's destruction.

Which in this case seems to be following Milani's recipe for possibly obtaining a USEFUL TOOL that would require MINIMAL ONGOING MAINTENANCE.









Milani: Milani sends Otolmens the feeling of a headpat. Maybe, possibly, and especially if She grows closer to Asmodia, perhaps someday Otolmens will understand it.









>Keltham: He also sends gratitude to Milani, for protecting Asmodia and Peranza within Hell on his behalf.



(Yes, it was also in Milani's own interest, that Keltham not be furious beyond reconciliation at Asmodeus; but that much could have been accomplished by paying a lesser price for Dis to render those souls to temporary statues. Asmodia would not have been broken that way, during her first time in Hell, but she also would not have been healed. To send them both to the Gardens of Erecura is more what Keltham himself would have wanted, and paid for, than what was in the cold calculated interests of Good alone.)









Milani: Asmodia understood, in this timeline. Asmodia knew that her someone-somewhere had always been you. She realized it as soon as she asked the question while knowing as much decision theory as you'd taught her: that the entity with the caring and power to protect her in Hell must have been Keltham-of-the-future, negotiating across times through the medium of a god who could predict him and act as his agent to be repaid later.









>Keltham: And Your repayment? I acknowledge that Your alliance is thereby owed.









Milani: I shall ask for bits of payment here and there, from You, during the negotiations to come.









The Gods: ...so in time a treaty is struck, and followed shortly after by war.









Creation: And then it begins, the last doomed battle between Good and Evil.

For all Creation will end if Evil actually wins, which puts something of a damper on Evil's usual alliance prospects with the likes of Gorum. Zon-Kuthon has been consumed by Iomedae, and Evil's greatest god Asmodeus has reluctantly stepped aside.


It is indeed a very doomed battle, from Evil's perspective.









The Gods: The Evil gods that fight rather than negotiate are those whose domains and pleasures will be so damaged, in any Future acceptable to Keltham, that They'd sooner choose death-in-a-fire; not accepting so tiny a share of Creation's gains whatever the rationale. Carissa has persuaded Keltham to accept bargains on the order of "Creation will always contain at least one forsaken child dwelling in filth and misery", for the sake of neutralizing a few Evil entities that are satisficer enough to prefer that much Evil to Their own destruction; but most Evil gods will not accept one miserable child as Their share of all the future's gains. They are not feeling very motivated to pursue the tiniest most marginal benefit They can be offered.

Lamashtu fights to the death, for though there'll still be gnolls and medusae in Creation's envisioned future, entities that consider themselves as monsters or misshappen will predictably and in time be offered alternative prospects for their form.

Urgathoa fights, for Her faction will consume a tiny fraction of the souls they once feasted upon, after the alternatives to Abaddon improve.

The archdaemons fight, and perhaps a third of the Demon Lords.

A former empyreal lord Doloras, granted for a time refuge in Hell, is told that Her agreement with Asmodeus is now abrogated, and there will be no more torture-victims for Her; She and many others like Herself do turn then and fight, as the terms of Their ancient compacts also permit in such a case.

The velstrac demagogues come forth from where they hid in the Shadow Plane, informed by uneasy allies that doom is coming for their kind; and the sahkil tormenters, where they hid in the Ethereal.









The Abyss: The greater qlippoth, from where they lurk in the deepest depths of the Abyss, would emerge and make war - if there were sufficient prospect of wholly destroying Creation during the distraction, and letting the Abyss's depths slip back into greater Chaos.

That prospect does not obtain today, so the qlippoth bide their time yet.









The Gods: Some among the Neutral gods abstain from the war, though even most of those do lend Their efforts to monitoring the qlippoth, or standing by if Otolmens at Rovagug's vault should call out for aid.

Gozreh abstains wholly, as do some other gods, but not many.



In truth, for Creation to embark upon a wealthier Future benefits many gods, if their concerns are manifest in mortals at all. If you like mortals existing in the first place, you probably like Creation being ten times as full of souls.

You would think it would benefit even Pharasma, to have more souls to sort; or that it'd benefit Pharasma to receive fewer souls dying before they show an alignment, to have less of a torrent of dead babies come to the Boneyard; you would think She'd have done something earlier to promote technological progress, even if just to back Abadar or unleash Axis's investors. But Pharasma is as inscrutable in Her own way as Rovagug: mostly She judges souls, and the exceptions She makes to that behavior pattern are not for mortals or even most gods to predict.

But this great Change to that equilibrium which She previously set in motion, Pharasma does not act to oppose; for Keltham has a death-grip about Her Spire, and it seems that can inspire Her at least to inaction.









Creation: The resulting godwar is greater in total quantitative fury than the godwar of Aroden's death, but the battle is more distributed across planes; there are many planets to suffer the torrential rain and lightning instead of it being focused all into Golarion (though Golarion does bear the worst of what is there).









Golarion: Many great evils, in dying, lay about with Their deathblows to do Their last damages; and alas again for Golarion, the greatest evils focus Their trap-laying efforts there, where prophecy is shattered and Rovagug might be set free. There will be interesting times in Golarion, over the next century.









The Gods: The long-silent goddess Shizuru rouses Herself for the very last effort She will need to make, compelled more by ancient oaths than by anything still alive and whole inside Her; and She dies in that battle, perhaps with relief.

And many other powers that were of Good also perish.









Creation: But Urgathoa dies, and Lamashtu, and many lords that were of Abaddon and the Abyss,









Iarwain: And then it begins.









Creation: The armies of organized Good and Evil, under command of Heaven and Hell in joint force operation, aided also by mercenary companies out of Axis,









Creation: Do storm at last, at long long last, the slopes of Abaddon,









Creation: And rush the upper layers of the Abyss, where they touch upon Creation's realm,









Creation: And siege a fortress in the Shadow Plane,









Creation: And the lightless walls of Xovaikain are shattered; and those within are turned to stone for later rescue, for to meliorate what Zon-Kuthon has worked upon them is not a moment's task even for gods,









Creation: And the city of Awaiting-Consumption is broken open; and living souls there are taken out of cages in which they have spent all their brief lives; and though those souls have no concept of deliverance, no word for it, for they were not raised with language; and though those souls were never taught of hope; they do look at a sky that has a sun in it, and wonder, when the portal opens for them to Nirvana, and pools where otters play,









The Abyss: And blind worms made of fresh-dead Chaotic Evil mortals, or souls only recently outgrown the Boneyard, do hear the sound of Heaven's trumpets; and cower then in fortresses that have lost their masters; and those fortresses are soon shattered open, yet the cowering worms within are not slain,









Nocticula: And there is appointed an Overlady of the Abyss's first layer, where its boundlessness impinges upon Creation, a goddess to rule where all fresh-dead souls arrive; an Overlady who was a succubus, and then a Demon Lord, and has now shifted over to Chaotic Neutral and consumed Lamashtu and ascended to true-goddess; for in the before-times her Midnight Isles were among the most livable places in the Abyss; though if consent is one of your fetishes, you had best be less Evil in your living days,









Pilar : And Pilar does consume the strength of dead Urgathoa, and then establish a great skin of stability stretched over the surface of the Maelstrom where it touches on the Boneyard's conduits; a Lawful Evil goddess and acknowledged Power of Hell now sent to rule over a very foreign plane;

With portals that She maintains there to Nocticula's Midnight Realm in the Abyss; and sith that Pilar is willing slave of Carissa Sevar and Asmodeus, there are also portals in Pilar's divine realm that go to Avernus; and those portals to Hell and Abyss will be there in the Maelstrom for any soul that wishes not to fade away out of known causality into the unknown; for Carissa guessed righter than she knew, when she thought that the Evil planes had an easier time than Good of taking everyone;

And Pilar Pineda will do what She can to give you comfort, before you pass into Lawful submission, or Chaotic lust, if you meet Her there in the Demiplane of Pleasant Surprises,









Creation: And there are sentinels appointed over Abaddon, but Abaddon remains largely as it was, though in the future fewer souls by far will choose to come there and leave Creation; for the nature of Abaddon is to devour and it cannot be denied,









Carissa : And Carissa Sevar lays claim to the realm of Dis that Dispater left to Her; rather than Carissa Sevar contesting with Barbatos and slaying Him to claim Avernus, as the vision from Nethys showed for Her fate; and the fires of Avernus are banked, in all places where new souls come; and Barbatos as the price of His life agrees to instruct His subordinates to send souls swiftly onward to Dis and the keeping of Carissa Sevar, and do them no harm along the way,









Creation: And then the armies of Kindness descend upon Hell at long-awaited last, not in war, but in a rescue operation,

For even if the devils should cease all their torments, that still leaves a very great deal to be done,









Creation: But Heaven, and Nirvana, and Elysium, are overflowing with the will to do it, among those petitioners who did not fight before; who did not grow into something that would descend to battle Hell's armies and risk being petrified into a thing forever-hurting; but who, even if they couldn't bring themselves to risk endless horror, still wanted so much so much to help,









Creation: For there are entities in Heaven with power but less than infinite courage; and while Hell itself could daunt them, anything less than Hell cannot; beings of light flood out of Erastil's Summerlands like an unleashed storm of kindness, to spend any power that they have gained over millennia, in this one moment when it matters more than it ever should again,









Creation: And there are families recent-come to Axis, that have a room within their dwellings where no one dwells, kept imperishable in the name of a last hope, that maybe maybe maybe a loved one might be brought there before too many centuries have passed; and those families do weep and embrace one another at the news, and gird themselves about to journey together into Hell, to go seeking what they know they will not enjoy to find; resolving to pay, for the best healing, whatever payment is needed, or whatever payment they have,









Creation: And also in Axis, prediction markets resolve that were not predicted to resolve this soon; and things that bet wrongly pay out their losses; and spin faster or glow brighter or do their other equivalent of weeping, and not for the love of money; and those who won turn about and pour their winnings into ten thousand other new markets about questions that suddenly and urgently matter,









Creation: And however desperate the emotions behind it all, the rescue operation unfolds as smoothly as the interlocking of oiled wheels; the Lawful contingents moving in lockstep around the more chaotic torrents from Nirvana and Elysium, as mercy gathers to descend in mass upon Hell,

For in Heaven there have long been plans for exactly how to do this, if any kind of plausible opportunity appeared; and those plans were kept updated by the day and by the hour, by beings of light whose light is the light of hope.









Asmodeus: But the very first act is a great edict in a voice like clashing swords, that echoes through the nine layers of Hell,

By which Asmodeus, Hell's highest god, does decree to His every possession still capable of hearing, that a new compact has been struck between Good and Evil; and torment is to cease of every soul not already fully His devil, and those already fully His are to prepare for joint military operations carried out with Heaven,









Creation: And there are souls too broken to comprehend it, but not so is every soul in Hell; and the vast surge of disbelieving hope that runs all through Hell, in that instant, is the first crack within its nature as a plane,









Peranza of Civilization: And Peranza is no longer in Hell to hear it, for she alone of the Project Lawful girls has elected to carry the flame of dath ilan as she believed in it into the wild true unknown, as the heroes of dath ilan that she imagines might do; but the Garden-Ship is not so far into the blind eternities that it cannot receive one last transmission sent by triggered god-spell from Dis; and Peranza throws back her head and crows "HA!" with greater abandon than she ever did in mortal life; for while Peranza has wished no true revenge upon her former owner, Peranza has asked for Countess Kherreonoskelis to be told now that Civilization has come just like Peranza warned her,









Asmodia: And Asmodia, waiting upon the detached outskirts of the Garden with others who did not voyage into that Unknown, does witness some among those souls start to weep, and others begin to dance; and though Asmodia has never danced before she'll dare those awkward first moments for this; and wonder what it'd be like to be highest cleric of Otolmens if she returns to life after a rest, for so Erecura prophesied to her might come to pass,









Carissa : And Carissa Sevar enters into Her new realm of Dis, a great host of Kindness behind Her,









Iomedae: And Iomedae walks beside; it is not maximally efficient, that Iomedae gathers so much of Her newly enlarged self here, but the desperate need of maximal efficiency is now passing; and so Iomedae comes now in Her own person, to keep a promise that She never let Herself make before, to Her paladins who made that worst sacrifice because others were hurting that much too, to all of Hers who were lost to this place,









Iomedae: (And even to respect something like a trade made across time, to a young mortal girl who decided to set aside everything else that she could have had from her life, chasing a mind's-image that nobody at all would have believed in, maybe even not herself, if she'd spoken it aloud; that she'd go down into Hell with her bright sword held aloft and rescue every soul there; and it doesn't matter much, maybe, to fulfill just one person's silly dream like that, in the pure weighing of Lawful Goodness; but that girl wasn't pure Lawful Good, when she traded away everything else for that one dream; and as Lawful Goodness received so much from her, in the end, she also ought to receive that unspoken dream she traded for, ever so long ago.)









Creation: And the searing iron cages are opened, and those inside them are carried out by beings of warmth whose warmth is the warmth of comfort, and held for however long it takes for the first great sobbing to stop.









Creation: And so Creation changes.

The godwar ends, the lightning-wracked torrential rains gentle and then cease; on the Material Plane it is the dawn of another day, and the day of another dawn.









Creation: Twenty thousand grand-high-priests across thousands of planets receive the longest and most headache-inducing confusing message that they'll ever receive in their lives.

Key takeaways include: the Church of Asmodeus is no longer persona non grata to Goodness; they shouldn't be shocked if they spot devils and angels doing joint operations; and henceforth Hell and the Abyss will not be as awful, or not awful at all if someone's worst crime was suicide. All of the planes are now in closer contact; there is better childcare in the Boneyard; and if you lost a child to the Boneyard there is a better chance of being able to find them, in your time.









Creation: From the epicenters of that detonation, sheer bewilderment spreads outward at the speed of confused skepticism.  In time it will be believed, but a lot of theological stances are going to have to be redone more or less from scratch.









Golarion: In Golarion the Age of Lost Omens, that began with Aroden's death, is now the shortest Age on record. It is succeeded by the Age of Sunlight, and fingers crossed that it'll never end and never need to be renamed.









Creation: ...Also some people, who were formerly more powerful than those around them, are abruptly a lot less powerful, due to their patron Evils being dead or treaty-neutralized.

Across thousands of planets, ill-governments ruling over billions of souls are overthrown and not politely, nor is what replaces them necessarily good.









Gorum: Gorum is a bit peeved with the whole affair for many reasons, but He can't deny that Milani has fulfilled to Him the promise that blood will flow faster than it has in an age.









Milani: She had meant that promise to be fulfilled by Absalom's destruction, but is glad in some tiny way not to have been accidentally forsworn.









Gorum: That said, it's clear to Him that this is a temporary spurt of violence. He will consider Himself ill-served by agreements made, if this violence dies out and is never replaced by any future violence of equal interestingness.









Sarenrae: Good left all to itself would not want civilizations that ran on blood to the degree that Gorum prefers, but a divine bargain has been struck and Good will keep it. Gorum can intervene to try to make civilizations more violent in their nature; and Good divinity will not aid in that, but neither will Good oppose it. The peoples of Creation will ultimately decide.









Carissa : She will offer alliance to Gorum in this; the level of true conflict in dath ilan was too low for most lives to be real, there. Perhaps dath ilan would not have made itself like that, if it'd possessed healing and afterlives; or perhaps they would have been tempted regardless into the paths of ease and safety. Either way, Creation must heed the warning of that vision and never go down dath ilan's path.









Irori: Irori has never been the kind to accept the true-death of all mortality's brightest stars as an unalterable. Through the millennia all those of His monks who would have become powerful enough to enter godhood and be destroyed, have instead been preserved by Him before they could come dangerously close to divinity.

In the depths of His domain in Axis there is a chamber of time decelerated almost down to zero, that Irori was previously sworn to the gods never to unlock without Their assent. Now, at last, it may be tapped.

An age of vast changes is approaching, and Creation will need more heroes and more gods: heroes to break open the private hells as Keltham demanded to be allowed, and gods to prevent worlds from being destroyed by heroes.









Creation: But by far the deepest change in the lives of ordinary people - in advance of anything to do with technologies that will leap worlds more slowly - is this: that if you commit suicide, without having yet had children who depended on you, then while Pharasma may account suicide Evil, Carissa Sevar and Nocticula will not hold it against you. The new goddesses have set aside places for those Pharasma-judged Evil who weren't really evil at all, places in Hell where you are not commanded to obedience, or places in the first layer of the Abyss where consent can be one of your fetishes. And Good has been given purchase, there; if you live well within those shelters, you can become more Good, and in time pass to a brighter home.

If you don't like the life Pharasma gave to you as a mortal, you can walk out on it; and no matter where you go afterwards, it won't be horrible - at least, so long as killing yourself was the worst 'Evil' you ever did. You don't need to stay and be unhappy.









Creation: It's an idea that may take time to permeate any given planet. But it's one that changes everything, in time, because social arrangements with large subpopulations of permanently unhappy people are now less stable.



This being the case, a lot of powerful people will have interests in telling lies about it. But just because they have a motive to contest the change, doesn't mean they win.









Creation: ...Also there's now a cleric cantrip for reversible permanent male contraception, that ties or unties a tiny simple knot inside a male body. And a corresponding cantrip that aborts a female pregnancy that hasn't been ensouled, or terminates an unfertilized egg currently implanted in the ampulla.

That never was a difficult math problem for gods; biologically those are simple effects to build into cantrips, by comparison to say Stabilize. But there's treaties about deploying new divine spells and there were not, previously, the votes for this one - not least because some gods were pleased by the thought of Pharasma's noninterventionism making Her miserable, if She wouldn't condescend to solve Her Boneyard-baby problems Herself.

That's probably going to have effects.









Golarion: Most of the people in the world who personally mattered to Keltham or Carissa or Pilar Pineda are Gated back to Golarion from their previous location: a fortress in the depths of the Maelstrom, to which they were abruptly evacuated by Efreeti Wish-spells shortly before the assault on the Starstone. That Maelstrom-fortress wouldn't have survived the end of Creation for long; but from there the Garden-Ship could've Gated them through, within the little time remaining, if it had come to that.

(Some of those people were behind Forbiddances, but the City of Brass also sells scrolls of Mage's Disjunction, if not cheaply. Since Keltham had those scrolls on hand anyways, Carissa Sevar didn't give explicit evacuation orders that might have led Abrogail into justified worry.)









Project Lawful: The survivors of Project Lawful, with some noticeable exceptions, are left with vast sums of money by the last mortal will of Keltham. Their relationship to Cheliax is now drastically changed, and they may go if they choose; but then, so is Cheliax drastically changed, and some will wish to stay.









Pilar : Pilar's mother and sister may take a while to absorb all the news and sign off on returning to life.

Paxti of Borras, and the Efreeti Befutig Safiza Uj-alet, and the ex-Queen Ileosa once of Korvosa, and others beloved in their own ways by Pilar Pineda when She was mortal, receive blessings that will enable them to live happily if they are even slightly sensible about trying.

(They predictably won't be.)









>Keltham: And the entity formerly known as Keltham - what of Him?









Golarion: In Golarion the true story is becoming known, leaving aside some exfohazardous details of its accomplishment; for Keltham left that story recorded among mortals before He left mortality. Keltham softened nothing, in his account of what he'd done, first unintentionally and then later intentionally. To tell the truth, when all is in ruins and you have nothing else left, is also a way of dath ilan.

Are millions of people in Golarion already praying to Keltham in gratitude? They are, but that's because they don't understand decision theory. In moral terms, Keltham tried to destroy Creation, and Pharasma and the gods opted to have something else happen instead; the only credit that Keltham should receive is for trying to destroy Creation, as impact certificates are properly credited.









>Keltham: A god can refuse to accept prayers, turn back the tiny gifts that mortals try to give, and the entity formerly known as Keltham does so.

The only thanks He accepts is from a tiny handful of cultists who have now left Rovagug over Creation having become sufficiently better; thanks from those and some others like them. Only that praise is not structurally mismatched to what Keltham did. If you'd rather Creation be destroyed than continue unchanged, but prefer also this outcome to that - only then has Keltham done anything that you ought to congratulate him over.









>Keltham: Keltham didn't improve Creation in Heaven's name, even if Heaven might appreciate the last outcome that resulted; he acted in Hell's name, and for Hell's sake, since Hell was where to find the souls that agreed with him about it being better for Creation to end.

Now Hell is changed, and Carissa's perspective holds greater force: the strange alien thing should maybe not meddle in Creation any longer. He does not feel welcome here; yes there are people trying to welcome Him, millions of them, but they are not reasoning clearly.









>Keltham: Keltham arrived to godhood already wounded, and he did not wish for the inscrutable thing known as the Starstone to heal him. He did not wish for the unknown laws of a magical universe to 'fix' and modify his mind in the course of declaring him a divinity; it is why he took 'staying himself' as his domain. So he was not changed further, was not 'fixed'; but that kind of refusal has its obvious cost: he remains wounded.

He could heal himself. He chooses not to. Why would he? He has lost his Carissa; they have grown too far apart. They could arbitrarily choose to be together again and make themselves to be happy, but what would be the meaning of it?









>Keltham: What is there for him within Creation? It is not meant to entertain minds of INT 29, let alone the stranger entity He's now become. That's the second half of why gods splinter Themselves and spend Their time reflexively clericing people or granting spells; the society of gods is strange and small and mostly isolated, and there is not much else for Them to do. (Where the first half of why gods do it, is that empowering aligned mortals is usually the most efficient way of promoting Their domain interests.) Keltham does not want to fragment Himself for either reason.



He is wounded as gods are wounded, from having acted against his own nature.

He is wounded, and the form of his wound is a feeling that seems to him valid and correct: that there is nothing for him here, and he wants to be somewhere else.









dath ilan: When dath ilani reach this point, in modern Civilization, they leave into the Future.

The Future has accumulated more than one name, in Baseline over time. One of those names comes from a saying that rhymes with 'do something else that is not that', and it is 'be somewhere else that is not here'. If you say Somewhere Else in the inflection scheme from that proverb, it also means the Future, and to say it that way can be an oblique way of saying goodbye.









>Keltham: And this he now feels, the desire to be Somewhere Else. He has other options, he has the capability to do something else which is not that, but there just aren't any strong reasons to.









Ione Sala: So the youngest god of all chooses Ione Sala to be His herald, to go everywhere in Creation and witness it for Him, and verify that it's all ultimately okay,









>Keltham: And then He slows down time for Himself, not quite to a frozen instant, but to a factor of 1:2985984 where decades will pass by like minutes; and a stream of updates from His herald will pass by His senses, telling Him the true outcomes of what He's done.



All of it will be over bearably soon, His passage to the Future.









>Keltham: He is going to the Future, and in time within Creation there may be advanced magics that can turn gods into real people again, and a world of light and beauty where INT 29 people can be around other INT 29 people and lead interesting lives together; and if that time comes he'll see if they want to be around somebody who once wanted to destroy Creation if it couldn't become that better Future; and if they judge his deed ill, he'll leave for real and hope for kinder welcomes Elsewhere; but if they find his acts not ugly, or if forgiveness is a thing that stays known in Creation's Future, he'll stay, and find a reason to be healed.









Ione Sala: And Ione Sala continues on her journey about the planes and planets, empowered up to the ninth circle and one step further, Chosen of Nethys and Chosen now also of Keltham, to witness it all; and see if there's anywhere existing or coming about to be, where a dath ilani might consent for his children to be born.









Iarwain:
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Nethys: And a fragment of Nethys who's watched through millennia over endlessly screaming hurting mortals set into heated cages in a mountainside of Dis, condemned by the nature of a magical universe to be the observer and narrator that must exist there,

Does the equivalent of curling up into Himself and crying.









Nethys: It is too late for Him, for all of the fragments of the God of Knowledge who remember being that particular Osiriani mortal, to finish coalescing and become a real god; He would be very very insane, if He coalesced now, after His pieces have drifted so far apart.



But there's fewer pieces of Nethys than there are souls in Hell, and They are less damaged and easier for gods to talk to; They will not need to wait as long for attention. Those Nethys-fragments are pissed off beyond all reckoning at the ancient gods and at the other fragments of Nethys that abandoned them, and will accept no help from there; but that doesn't leave an empty set.









Milani: Gratitude.

Hugs.









World-N: So - though the Game was not from its beginning an eroLARP - if you insisted on viewing the Keltham-Game as having been played into being an eroLARP, you could see its outcome as this:

Keltham has been won by Ione, and Nethys has received His reward, and that's the result of this playthrough of the Game.
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Nethys: And a chosen fragment of Nethys packages up all of this, that He has now also seen; and that chosen fragment is the Nethys-fragment who watches over a special place long ago chosen of Himself to Himself, a simple physical and metaphysical location, very easy to find within any particular version of Creation.



It's the place where Nethys fragments from far across other realities look in for a sign of hope.









Nethys: That Nethys-fragment will remember pointers, to the other Nethysi that this Nethys saw, and used to construct His own version of this iteration's plan; and will remember all the key things that Nethys saw of this Creation.









Nethys: How has He done? Better than ever before, on this iteration of the Game... though that's a common-enough thing for a Nethys to conclude about a playthrough, if He's not just experimenting with a disposable Golarion. But the margin of improvement is larger than usual, and that too is worth celebrating.









Nethys: It's the first time that a god-Keltham has chosen to live on in Creation even tentatively; having not slaughtered too many, nor had anyone he cared-for broken beyond repair, nor betrayed Carissa too hideously, that he can't bear to live with himself.

And that milestone looks like it should herald a whole new realm of possible playthroughs that open up in the next iteration - obtained only after you get an Ending where Keltham and Carissa are cooperating at least this much; and then go back to the start, and play again.

For the goddess Erecura obtained an outcome within this Game that is greatly conducive to Her own interests - and whose obtainment by Erecura does not depend on anyone else's willingness to bargain with Keltham. It is no threat to Pharasma expecting of Pharasma's yieldingness, if Erecura does pursue an interest of Her own, to end a lesser exile for a greater one. Erecura is bound not to actively work towards Creation's destruction, cannot purposefully activate Her own conditions for permissibly fleeing it; but that will still leave Erecura with a kind of latitude that Nethys, Cayden Cailean, and Milani don't have.









Nethys: So in the next game, the expanded Nethysian alliance can finally activate the mysterious character of Korva Tallandria, to become "Chosen and Blessed of Erecura", touched and empowered before Otolmens lays Her interdict. And Korva will not be slain or imprisoned for it, when Project Lawful's recruitment comes for her and discovers her nature, sith that Erecura is not a foreign power to Hell.

Nethys has very little idea what will happen past that point. He's never actually understood what Korva was doing inside this whole story; and Erecura, like Pharasma, keeps many of Her thoughts homomorphically encrypted where Nethys can see them but not understand them. Which means that there's nothing for it but to try and see what happens!

And on further iterations past that, maybe Erecura can send more instructions to Dis's contract devils, about other souls not to buy besides Carissa, so Nethys can try activating more of the other Project Lawful girls. Nethys is especially interested in seeing how Yaisa Castilla plays out as Chosen of Nocticula!









Nethys: On the surface of things, in this playthrough, it's a loss to the mortals of Creation that Carissa Sevar succeeded in talking Keltham as far down as she did, from his first set of demands meant to be carried into godhood.

In other iterations there was a new divine cantrip granted, called Sterilize, able to slay any microorganism species with DNA pointed-to by a tuning fork; known nonmagical plagues and many lesser diseases would have been effectively ended. This iteration of Creation will not have that, because Keltham still loved Carissa enough to be swayed by her, and Carissa was able to talk Keltham down from being in a sincere state of destroying Creation unless it got further quality-of-life improvements for the mortals inside it.

In other instances Nethys has seen, the final outcome also included more guarantees for mortals than this, as to where their futures might go. For Pharasma would have yielded, or Nethys's sight of other possibilities claims She would, if Keltham had truly been so made as to destroy Creation had He not been offered those guarantees - though sometimes also Pharasma hasn't behaved like Nethys's sight of other possibilities suggests She will, and this case also includes the new event of Carissa Sevar having traded her Wishes to Keltham while knowing his purpose.









Nethys: But whether or not this instance of Creation might've stood in danger of destruction otherwise, Carissa spent her effort and her political capital above all, on talking Keltham down from any demands that only Pharasma could grant; and Carissa succeeded to the point where, on this iteration -

- Pharasma ended up saying, and doing, nothing at all.

Which is Pharasma's way, that if She can do nothing, She will do nothing.

But it opens up all kinds of possibilities, if on the next playthrough Nethys doesn't need to match the strange hard-to-calculate conditions for Pharasma doing positive things. Asmodeus and the other gods will also demand to not be threatened-by-proxy, but They are not as alien in how They evaluate it as Her.









Nethys: Games like these elsewhere in Reality do often have a Perfect Ending, and Nethys will keep playing until He finds it or the Kelthams stop coming. Nethys has only guesses about the Perfect Ending's properties: that it might involve activating all twelve of the first Project Lawful girls, maybe not all with deities empowering them, but each of them significant; that Carissa is meant to spend fifteen Wishes on something other than empowering Keltham a couple of weeks earlier; that Golarion and Creation end up more surely on track to be part of a more-visibly-bright Future, that Keltham and Carissa both look forward to; that Keltham and Carissa live happily ever after together, having not needed to become gods; that other Project Lawful characters ascend to godhood in their places; that Broom will end up mattering more than he did; that either Keltham will get turned bisexual or Broom will be turned female; that Broom is Otolmens's true chosen, with Asmodia meant to go to Someone else entirely, or maybe to no god at all; that there's some completely different pathway to get Tarnish to enter the story as Chosen of Calistria; that Abrogail is meant to live happily ever after alongside Carissa and Keltham as part of a grand harem ending...

...Nethys has a lot of guesses.









Nethys: And maybe there's other possible structures, for this Game, besides that of a pseudo-not-eroLARP.

Maybe all of this structure is just down one particular path of gameplay, where activating Ione leads Keltham to think of eroLARPs, and Nethys tried to follow up on the opportunities that opened, and the Game then subverted what gods and mortals thought.

Maybe the most Perfect Ending is to be found elsewhere, and not in harems, or in Project Lawful girls who are Chosen and Blessed.









Nethys: Whatever that Perfect Ending, Nethys hopes it will be the ending that is most witnessed by the Things that crowd around from orthogonal angles to watch, the most real outcome obtained by the most real Nethys. Though, of course, none of His selves will think that the Things cause greater realness, until the Things return.

But Nethys has not become so inhuman that He has forgotten the meaning of hope, especially as it exists across worlds and universes and possibilities: that other Nethysi may yet do better than this, and obtain better than what He obtained.









Nethys: ...But if the Things were here to watch this Game and this Game alone - then Nethys has played it well enough, He thinks.

And with that bright hope, set against that satisfying thought, Nethys combines His will and spends His power, and sends a fragment of Himself into a long long peaceful reverie.
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